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The list of things that my non-academic friends find surprising about my 

job — that a single lecture can take days of preparation, that research 

devours weekends, bank holidays and summers with ease — has gained 

a new entry: that my bedside locker now features a book on decapitation. 

And that I am enjoying it. (Its place at the number one spot is assured for 

some time yet, I suspect.) This substantial collection of fifteen essays 

(including the Introduction) on beheadings and severed heads across a 

range of medieval and early modern texts has been put together by the 

editors, Larissa Tracy and Jeff Massey, with scholarly care, seriousness, 

and not a little wit. The material covered is diverse: from English 

romances to Italian novelle, from Anglo-Saxon chronicle to kitschy Anne 

Boleyn-themed jugs and dolls. The approaches, too, vary widely. The 

dense theoretical and theological reflections of Nicola Masciandaro‘s 

opening essay give way to narratological as well as more traditionally 

philological and historicist approaches. But Masciandaro‘s essay has 

been carefully read by the contributors, and its potent framings of ideas 

and implications are engagingly threaded throughout the collection as a 

whole.  

Some of the essays handle the tone better than others — and 

control of tone is more demanding here than with less ‗visceral‘ subjects, 

to borrow a term from the editors. Most of the authors find the release-

mechanism of humour impossible to resist. It is probably just as well. 

Some of the material is particularly difficult to read: details of the varying 

methods of execution by beheading, for example, or speculation as to 

which of the two blows Walter Ralegh received from his executioner was 

the fatal one. For all that, this collection engagingly testifies to the ability 
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of the severed head not solely to convey death, punishment or power but 

to continue to speak to and of life, its ability to critique and contribute 

undiminished, even intensified, making the severed head an unlikely 

agent of renewal. 

All but three of the thirteen critical essays are devoted to medieval 

writers (English and continental), and this bias towards the medieval 

seems to reflect the particular strength of interest in what the editors call 

the ‗spectacle of the severed head‘ (2) in the Middle Ages. That the early 

modern figures represented are themselves primarily sixteenth rather 

than seventeenth century, or concern medieval history, only exacerbates 

this trend. But the uneven representation also serves to point up new 

and promising directions for early modern studies. The severed head 

lives on as an historical fact as well as a literary figure in early modern 

writing. (For example, Macbeth, the main subject of Thomas Herron‘s 

essay, is far from the only Shakespeare play to feature severed body 

parts. More famous, perhaps, is Titus Andronicus, in which a mother 

discovers that she has just eaten her sons‘ severed heads and bodies 

baked by the barbaric cook, Titus.) After Masciandaro‘s elegant but 

difficult essay, the first of the textual studies is Mark Faulkner‘s analysis 

of the account of the life of St Edmund (decapitated, but who was 

successful in re-heading himself) by Ælfric and Abbo in the context of 

the Benedictine reforms. Next, Jay Paul Gates takes on the narrative 

embellishment of the scenes in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicles and the 

Encomium Emmae Reginae concerning the execution of Eadric Streona to 

demonstrate the contemporary political issues being explored therein. 

‗The narrative — more than the fact — of Eadric‘s execution becomes a 

spectacle that, taking Cnut‘s accession to the English throne as its 

foundation, makes claims regarding legitimate kingship and succession, 

the sacrality of kingship and the importance of loyalty to the king‘ (56). It 

is through the beheading that Eadric‘s body becomes ‗legible‘ (71), Gates 
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argues. Christine F. Cooper-Rompato, by contrast, reads across and 

through the range of historical, cultural, social and hagiographical 

valencies of beheading and execution in the Book of Margery Kempe to 

demonstrate ‗the flexibility and adaptability of the idea of martyrdom in 

late medieval culture‘ (74).  

The next section of essays addresses continental uses of the figure 

of beheading. The talking heads of Bertran (canto 28) and Ugolino (canto 

32) in Dante‘s Inferno is Dwayne C. Coleman‘s subject. Not all of the 

questions Coleman raises are answered — to his credit. Particularly 

interesting is the glimpse of a hierarchy of vices among schismatics in 

which Mohammed is surprisingly high. We move next to another Italian 

classic: the disturbingly memorable ‗Tale of Lisabetta‘ (later re-told by 

John Keats as ‗The Pot of Basil‘) from Boccaccio‘s Decameron. Mary E. 

Leech traces the multiple appropriations and refigurations of power 

between Lisabetta and her brothers enacted through control of her lover 

Lorenzo‘s severed head, shifts and transgressions which in turn testify to 

the social instability of Boccaccio‘s moment. Tina Boyer draws 

narratological parallels between the three German epics of the late-

thirteenth-century Dietrich cycle by bringing into focus the various ways 

in which signs of monstrosity and otherness are conveyed through the 

symbol of the defeated giant‘s severed head function. 

Perhaps the most famous severed heads of the period belong to the 

genre of romance, however. Three essays on English romance form the 

next cluster within the collection. But even here, a closer scrutiny of the 

severed heads shows the romance genre conventions to be not so fixed. 

Renée Ward demonstrates the blurring of class, ethnic and racial 

boundaries in the fourteenth-century romance, Octavian Imperator, at 

least partly through the re-purposing of that quintessential romance 

symbol of the giant‘s head as trophy. Concerns over the figure of the 

knight also figure in the anonymous Cymro-Latin narrative of Arthur and 
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Gorlagon, the subject of the next essay, although here the concerns are 

worked out in a more playful register. Jeff Massey goes on to make a 

cogent case that Arthur and Gorlagon is, in fact, a dramatic text, an early 

interlude: ‗a cleverly staged piece of dinner theatre centering around a 

severed head‘ (12). The second editor of the volume, Larissa Tracy, takes 

on perhaps the best-known medieval writings of decapitation: those 

featured in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and in Malory‘s Morte 

Darthur. Opening with a survey of magical decapitation in the Celtic 

tradition and beyond, Tracy links the Gawain-poet and Malory and goes 

on to show Malory‘s move away from the traditional mystical associations 

of the figure to  challenge the chivalric system of knighthood itself. 

The final cluster of essays looks to the early modern and beyond. 

Andrew Fleck traces the staggered emergence into print thirty years later 

of Sir Walter Ralegh‘s scaffold speech, and the ways in which it allowed 

Ralegh to be constructed as an heroic martyr figure, even an opponent to 

early Stuart absolutism. Thomas Herron ranges across multiple sites in 

Macbeth to elucidate topical and allegorical allusions to early modern 

Ireland in Shakespeare‘s play (and beyond), focusing on the gaelicized 

topos of the severed head but pointing, too, to the redemptive and 

‗uplifting‘ resources of some of that Irish material, specifically as it is 

activated following the decapitation of Macbeth and Malcolm‘s accession. 

Thea Corvone, by contrast, tracks the modern afterlife of Anne Boleyn, 

specifically the twinned images of her carrying her head ‗tucked beneath 

her arm‘ in her grave and, through her ghost, haunting sites such as the 

Tower of London and Blickling Hall. Seductive images of empowerment 

as well as signs of her wronged status as a victim, Corvone argues that 

this cephalophoric image of Anne makes her an appealing point of access 

to a cruel but fascinating era for both the British and Americans today.  

Finally, Asa Simon Mittman returns to Saint Edmund in a set of 

concluding reflections on the preceding essays. It is here, appropriately, 
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that some of the collection‘s strongest questions are raised: can a body 

without a head be considered human? How can or should these essays 

address the actual severed heads surviving from the histories and 

cultures they confront? How does faith mediate — or manage — the 

liminality of the ‗decollation‘ (a term that still makes me unsure whether 

to giggle or wince)? That the act of decapitation ultimately is ‗impossible 

to comprehend but not to enact‘, and is a ‗spectacle, polyvalent, utterly 

arresting, and ultimately affirming of embodied existence‘, is his well-

earned conclusion. Finally, readers will need to look beyond the Index for 

a generous selection of colour photographs, a wonderful addition to the 

essays and themselves a miniature summary of the themes and 

questions treated by the essays. 

One of the obvious virtues of this kind of collection is the attention 

it focuses on a topic or theme that usually gets sidelined or subordinated 

to the more local themes and structures of the individual text. Viewed as 

a collection, heads and headlessness asserts itself as a serious and 

multivocal preoccupation across the centuries. Severed heads abound in 

the medieval and early modern imagination, this collection shows. They 

stand for or face down an array of political, philosophical and theological 

subjects; (the very irresistibility and proliferation of potential puns on the 

subject is itself relevant, as the editors point out). And to judge by Thea 

Cervone and Nicola Masciandaro‘s essays, the grisly appeal of the figure 

endures. But elegant and illuminating as the essays are concerning the 

cultural significance of these severed heads, I was left slightly 

uncomfortable by the cumulative effect of viewing beheading as more 

important as motif than as historical reality. By looking in more familiar 

critical directions — the texts‘ social and political agendas, their testing 

of boundaries of genre, race and class, the tendentious re-purposing of 

the motif to advance other literary or political authorial purposes — 

tended to leave the physical or historical decapitated bodies behind. In 
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this, I found myself returning to Patricia Palmer‘s essay on the subject 

(briefly treated in the Introduction).  

Writing on early modern Ireland, Palmer warns of the danger of not 

seeing through the figure to the cruel reality of beheadings — as well as 

to the dense significance of the figure in the propaganda wars. After all, 

‗triumphalist celebrations of English beheadings challenge the truism of 

Irish barbarism on which English practice complacently rested‘, and thus 

the real historical bodies need to be brought back into view. (‗―An 

headlesse Ladie‖ and a horses load of heades: Writing the Beheading‟, 

Renaissance Quarterly 60 (2007), 25–57 (p. 31); see also 'Missing Bodies, 

Absent Bards: Spenser, Shakespeare and a Crisis in Criticism‟, ELR 36:3 

(2006): 376–95.) She presents this task as a necessary step for critics 

today. But it is a matter not just of attesting to colonial atrocities but 

also of not acquiescing in the discursive structures by which they were 

articulated. Just as Irish rebels‘ bodies seem to escape the colonizers‘ 

eyes in English writings of Ireland, outmanoeuvring their capture to slip 

off into the woods and fastnesses, even well-meaning contemporary 

critics in their ventures into colonial Ireland have missed the Irish voices 

and bodies, she argues, satisfying themselves instead with their talking 

heads ventriloquized by English writers. The kind of work performed by 

the writers in Heads Will Roll fits more closely into the second, parallel 

task (also necessary) Palmer outlines: in her case, that of exposing the 

tendentious gaps between the figure and fact of beheadings in the Irish 

context, how ‗the reportage of war bleeds into ―historicall fiction‖‘ in the 

works of Spenser, Churchyard and other agents of the English colonial 

regime.  

A striking point arising from the collection as a whole is the 

visibility of women in discourses around decapitation. An interest in 

beheading and severed heads is, it appears, relatively gender-blind, from 

Lisabetta in Boccaccio‘s ‗Pot of Basil‘ to Margery Kempe‘s desire for 
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martyrdom by executioner‘s axe. The theological potency of ‗saintly 

headlessness‘ (Masciandaro, 34) — John the Baptist is the key example 

— is no obstacle to saintly decapitation, we find. But the cultural 

prominence of biblical heroines such as Judith and Jael, or classical 

figures such as Tomyris, all of whom are endowed with vivid narratives of 

decapitation, tends to be mentioned only in passing. I would have liked a 

broader treatment of the question of gender at some point in the 

collection; certainly, the intelligent Introduction hints that it might have 

found an excellent home there. Related to that is the forgotten story of 

bodies — or trunks — which make only a rare appearance in the 

collection, despite the radical questions about bodies which decapitation 

raises. Here, too, gender seems crucial. It is, of course, a woman who 

identifies with decapitation in Iris Murdoch‘s famous novel, A Severed 

Head, and who links it with the Herodotean story of Candaules and 

Gyges, a story about the mutual implication of knowledge and power — 

and violence. It is only in the concluding lines of the novel that the 

reader is enlightened. Honor (incestuous sister of his wife‘s lover) 

reminds Martin Lynch-Gibbon (who has witnessed the scene of incest) of 

Candaules and Gyges. Martin reflects on the lesson, before asking his 

wife: ‗You told me you were a severed head. Can one have human 

relations with a severed head?‘ The brutal sixteenth-century Humphrey 

Gilbert had no doubts about the answer to that question when he lined 

the route to his tent each night with the heads of the Irish he and his 

troops had slain during the Desmond wars. But although it moves 

tentatively towards a more subtle set of insights, it is a question that this 

collection ultimately leaves unanswered.  

These historical heads, and the sharp questions they pose, are 

ultimately subordinated to the literary motif of the severed head — 

admittedly the editors‘ main focus. Nonetheless, it is an invaluable and 

illuminating collection that will make surprisingly relevant reading for a 
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very wide range of scholars working in the medieval and early modern 

field. I know I will be returning to it again, long after it has moved from 

bedside locker to bookshelf. 
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