
 
 

 

St. Jerome’s University in the University of Waterloo 

Department of History 

HIST 391 
True Crimes: Premodern and Modern 

Fall 2017 

Thursdays 2:30-4:20, SJ1 3020  
 

Instructor and T.A. Information 

Instructor: Jolanta N. Komornicka 
Office: SH 2016 
Office Phone: x28255 
Office Hours: M 3:45-4:15; W 1-2; Th 9:30-11:30; and by appointment 
Email: jolanta.komornicka@uwaterloo.ca 
I am often in my office, even during non-scheduled office hours. Please stop by whenever the mood 
strikes. 
 

Course Description 

Crime may be a constant in society, but what it means has not been. In this course, we will examine how 

society understood the nature of crime, authority, the law, justice, and itself through an examination of 

how crimes become entertainment. Although “true crime” as a literary genre has its origins in the 

Elizabethan period, during the Middle Ages such stories of famous criminals were circulated orally first, 

then in written ballads. As we explore these various true crime narratives from the thirteenth century to 

the present day, we will ask what topics most interested the authors and audiences and what those 

choices reveal about the contemporary societies. Doing so will enable us not only to better understand 

cultures of the past, but modern renditions of crime stories, be they in the news or on the silver screen.  

 

Course Goals and Learning Outcomes 

Develop historical thinking 

Evaluate the contemporary influences that privileged one idea over another 

Communicate clearly and analytically both in speech and in writing 

 

Upon completion of this course, students should be able to: 

A. Develop historical thinking 

 Be able to read a primary document and identify not only who wrote it and when, but 

who its intended audience was, why it was written, the historical information it imparts 

to us, and its relationship to other primary documents. 
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 Be able to read a piece of scholarly literature and identify not only wrote who it and 

when, but the thesis, the course of the argument, its use of evidence, its significance to 

the topic, and its relationship to other scholarly texts. 

B. Evaluate the contemporary influences that privileged one idea over another 

 Be able to identify the dominant themes in a primary text 

 Be able to trace those themes to events or ideas in the contemporary society 

C. Communicate clearly and analytically in writing 

 Write with correct grammar and spelling while developing a thought from its premise to 

its conclusion. 

 Use primary and secondary source materials to come to conclusions, as well as support 

argumentation.  

D. Communicate clearly and analytically in speech 

 Participate in class discussion in a manner that hears what others have said and 

contributes your own understanding to the topic. 

 Reference readings and lectures in discussion to undergird your point, show mastery of 

the course material, and to go beyond a repetition of what’s found in the printed text. 

 

 

 

Required Text 

There are no bookstore texts to purchase. Required readings are available through Course Reserves 

linked from LEARN (listed as ereserves in the Course Outline) and on LEARN directly, as indicated in the 

Course Outline. 

 

 

 

Course Requirements and Assessment 

 

Assessment  Date of Evaluation (if known) Weighting 
Participation Weekly 36% 
Primary Document Analysis  September 26 10% 
Secondary Source Analysis  November 14 13% 
Paper 1 October 26 14% 
Paper 2 Research Paper TBA 20% 
Paper 2 Paragraph of Intent November 2 4% 
Paper 2 Bibliography November 23 3% 

Total  100% 
You will be provided with instruction sheets in class and on LEARN for the written assignments. 



  3 
 

Assessment 1 
Participation: I expect you to be on time and ready to go when class begins. This means having done the 

readings in advance, prepared for a lively and engaging discussion, and brought the primary texts with 

you to class. Weekly, you will be expected to contribute to the class’s and your own understanding of 

the topic. You will be called upon to help lead the discussion on specific days assigned in advance. 

Discussion leading information can be found on LEARN and will be discussed in class on the first day. If 

you have concerns about your ability to participate in a seminar discussion, see me by September 15 so 

we can discuss strategies to ensure your success. 

Assessment 2 
Primary Source Analysis: You will write a short analysis of a primary document. In this assignment, you 

will develop the skills necessary to effectively read and analyze primary documents, the heart of all 

historical research. See the Primary Document Analysis Guidelines on LEARN. 

Assessment 3 
Paper 1: You will write a short paper on one of two provided questions. The paper will be 4 pages in 

length, double-spaced, 12 pt Times New Roman font. See the guidelines on LEARN. 

Assessment 4 
Paper 2: You will write a longer research paper on a topic of your choosing related to the course. The 

paper has been divided into stages (Assessments 4, 5, and 6). The final paper will be 8-10 pages, double-

spaced, 12 pt Times New Roman font. See guidelines on LEARN. 

Assessment 5 
Paper 2 Paragraph of Intent: By November 2, you will submit a brief paragraph identifying the topic you 

want to explore for your research paper. We will discuss in class possible topics and strategies for the 

research. Students will also sign up to meet with me in person for a meeting about your chosen topic 

after you have submitted the paragraph of intent. 

Assessment 6 
Paper 2 Bibliography: In order to make sure you are keeping up with the research paper and to ensure 

you do not end up going down a rabbit hole, you will submit a list of those primary and secondary 

sources you have read or intend to read for the research paper.  

Assessment 7 
Secondary Source Analysis: Similar to the Primary Source Analysis, but designed to hone your skills at 

reading historical scholarship. You will select one of the articles you’ve found for your research paper to 

analyze and submit it along with the analysis. See LEARN for guidelines. 
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Course Outline / Class Schedule 

 

Bring the primary sources with you to class, printed out. 

 

At the end of the semester, we will be discussing Season 1 of the Serial podcast. While only a select 

number of episodes will be officially assigned, I recommend listening to the entire season. So that you’re 

not trying to listen to 12 episodes all at once (unless you, as I do, enjoy binge listening), you may want to 

start listening to an episode a week (12 episodes, 12 weeks!). 

 

Week Date Topic Readings Due 

1 Sept. 7 Introduction  None 

2 Sept. 
14 

Fulk Fitzwarin Williams, “Stories within Stories: Writing History in Fouke 
le Fitz Waryn” – ereserve  

“Fouke le Fitz Waryn” on TEAMS – ereserve 
New Cambridge Medieval History, v. 5, chapter 12 – 

ereserve  

3 Sept. 
21 

Eustace the Monk Allen, “The Loyal and Disloyal Servants of King John” in 
The Court Reconvenes – ereserve  

Keen, ch. 13, “The Outlaw in History” – ereserve  
“Eustace the Monk” on TEAMS – ereserve  

4 Sept. 
28 

The Peasants’ Revolt O’Brien, When Adam Delved, ch.3 – ereserve  
Gower, Vox Clamantis, Book I.Prologue-12 – ereserve  
Peasants’ Revolt of 1381 – ereserve  

5 Oct. 5 
 
No 
Class 
Oct. 12 

The Peasants’ Revolt Gower, Vox Clamantis, Book I.13-21 – ereserve  
Peasants’ Revolt of 1381 – ereserve  
Justice, “Insurgency Remembered,” in Writing and 

Rebellion – ereserve  

6 Oct. 19 Women, Murder, and the 
Early Modern Period 

Wiltenburg, “True Crime” – ereserve 
Chess, “And I my Vowe did keepe” in Ballads and 

Broadsides – ereserve 
“Anne Wallen’s Lamentation” – LEARN (read the 

transcription, look at facsimile, listen to the recording) 
“The Unnatural Wife” – LEARN (read the transcription, 

look at facsimile) 
“A Warning for Wives” – LEARN (read the transcription, 

look at the facsimile) 

7 Oct. 26 Women, Murder and the 
Murdered-Sweetheart 
Ballads 

Pettitt, “Journalism vs Tradition in the English Ballads of 
the Murdered Sweetheart” – ereserve  

(For all of the broadsheets below, read the transcription 
and look at the facsimile) 

“The Downfall of William Grismond” – LEARN  
“The Gosport Tragedy” – LEARN 
“The Bloody Miller” – LEARN 
“The Dorsetshire Tragedy” -- LEARN 
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Week Date Topic Readings Due 

8 Nov. 2 The Criminal Biography McKenzie, “From True Confessions to True Reporting? 
The Decline and Fall of the Ordinary’s Account” – 
ereserve 

Gray, “Media and Crime: Changing Attitudes Towards the 
Criminal and Media Reflections on Criminality” – 
ereserve  

“The Life, Travels, Exploits, Frauds, and Robberies of 
Charles Speckman (1763)” – ereserve 

Old Bailey Ordinary’s Account, 11 Nov. 1728 – LEARN 

9 Nov. 9 The New Broadsides: 
Pulp of the 1930s and 
1940s 

Strange and Loo, “From Hewers of Wood to Producers of 
Pulp: True Crime in Canadian Pulp Magazines of the 
1940s.” – ereserve 

Godsell, “Lost Scientists” – LEARN  
Read the pulp stories posted on LEARN 
Listen to podcast or read transcript: Pulp Canada: 

between the covers – LEARN  

10 Nov. 
16 

The New Broadsides: 
Pulp of the 1930s and 
1940s 

Ingebretsen, “The Monster in the Home: True Crime and 
the Traffic in Body Parts” – ereserve  

Wanted Comic – LEARN 
Pulp stories – LEARN 

11 Nov. 
23 

Serial Podcast Haugtvedt, “The Ethics of Serialized True Crime” in The 
Serial Podcast and Storytelling – ereserve   

Boorsma, “The Whole Truth” – ereserve  
Listen to Season 1, Episodes 1, 4-6 of the Serial podcast 

12 Nov. 
30 

Serial Podcast and Dear 
Zachary 

Listen to Season 1, Episodes 8-12 of the Serial podcast 
Watch Dear Zachary: A Letter to a Son about His Father 
(on youtube; link on LEARN)  
Horeck, “A film that will rock you to your core” – ereserve  

 

Late Work  

Late work will be accepted, but subject to a penalty of 5% per 24 hour period. 

 

Electronic Device Policy 

Electronic devices must not be used in class, including laptops, cell phones, and tablets, unless you’re 

given express instruction to do so. Multiple studies have shown that the use of electronic devices results 

in reduced mastery of the subject material, besides being a distraction to students near the user, 

thereby reducing their mastery (think of it as the second-hand smoke effect for laptops). Therefore, 

unless a student can provide documentation from a university office to the effect that a laptop or other 

electronic device is required for learning purposes, none will be permitted in class. You are to print out 

and bring with you the primary documents for each week. You do not need to print out the secondary 

materials.  
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Attendance Policy 

Students are expected to be in class for every meeting, on time and ready to go. Each student has one 

excused absence: you do not need to tell me in advance why you can’t make it to class, or provide 

justification afterwards – we all know that sometimes life just happens. Any further absences, however, 

will be counted against your participation. 

Important Information 

 
Academic Integrity: To maintain a culture of academic integrity, members of the University of Waterloo 
and its Affiliated and Federated Institutions of Waterloo (AFIW) are expected to promote honesty, trust, 
fairness, respect, and responsibility. See the UWaterloo Academic Integrity webpage and the Arts 
Academic Integrity webpage for more information. 
 
Discipline: A student is expected to know what constitutes academic integrity, to avoid committing 
academic offences, and to take responsibility for their actions. A student who is unsure whether an 
action constitutes an offence, or who needs help in learning how to avoid offences (e.g., plagiarism, 
cheating) or about “rules” for group work/collaboration should seek guidance from the course 
professor, academic advisor, or the Associate Dean. When misconduct has been found to have occurred, 
disciplinary penalties will be imposed under the St. Jerome’s University Policy on Student Discipline. For 
information on categories of offenses and types of penalties, students should refer to University of 
Waterloo Policy 71 - Student Discipline. For typical penalties check Guidelines for the Assessment of 
Penalties. 
 
Grievance: A student who believes that a decision affecting some aspect of their university life has been 
unfair or unreasonable may have grounds for initiating a grievance.  Read the St. Jerome’s University 
Policy on Student Petitions and Grievances. 
 
Appeals: A decision made or penalty imposed under the St. Jerome’s University Policy on Student 
Petitions and Grievances (other than a petition) or the St. Jerome’s University Policy on Student 
Discipline may be appealed if there is a ground. A student who believes they have a ground for an 
appeal should refer to the St. Jerome's University Policy on Student Appeals. 
 
Note for Students with Disabilities: The AccessAbility Services office, located on the first floor of the 
Needles Hall extension (1401), collaborates with all academic departments to arrange appropriate 
accommodations for students with disabilities without compromising the academic integrity of the 
curriculum. If you require academic accommodations to lessen the impact of your disability, please 
register with the AS office at the beginning of each academic term. 
 

https://uwaterloo.ca/academic-integrity/guidelines-instructors
https://uwaterloo.ca/arts/undergraduate/student-support/academic-standing/ethical-behaviour
https://uwaterloo.ca/arts/undergraduate/student-support/academic-standing/ethical-behaviour
https://www.sju.ca/sites/default/files/PLCY_AOM_Student-Discipline_20131122-SJUSCapproved.pdf
http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy71.htm
http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy71.htm
https://uwaterloo.ca/secretariat-general-counsel/policies-procedures-guidelines/guidelines/guidelines-assessment-penalties
https://uwaterloo.ca/secretariat-general-counsel/policies-procedures-guidelines/guidelines/guidelines-assessment-penalties
http://www.sju.ca/sites/default/files/PLCY_AOM_Student-Petitions-and-Grievances_20151211-SJUSCapproved.pdf
http://www.sju.ca/sites/default/files/PLCY_AOM_Student-Petitions-and-Grievances_20151211-SJUSCapproved.pdf
https://www.sju.ca/sites/default/files/PLCY_AOM_Student-Appeals_20131122-SJUSCapproved.pdf
http://uwaterloo.ca/disability-services/
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In Class 
 
You can expect me to be 
prepared and on-time for 
class each week. Should 
something arise that requires 
a change in the reading 
schedule, what we’ll be doing 
for a particular day, or if class 
needs to be cancelled, I will 
inform you via email as soon 
as possible and will post a 
note on LEARN. 
 
You can expect me to be 
respectful of everyone’s class 
contributions during 
discussion, even when I 
politely disagree with an 
interpretation.  
 
You can expect me to manage 
the class by balancing lecture, 
explanations, and discussion 
in a way that results in the 
least number of glazed eyes 
and the most participation. 
 

In the Office 
 
You can expect me to be in 
my office during my posted 
office hours. Should a conflict 
arise, you will be notified via 
email and a note will be 
placed on LEARN as soon as 
possible. 
 
Even if my door is closed, 
knock. If I am there and not 
busy with another student, I 
will open it to you. I prefer 
quiet to work, so often close 
my door – it is not a sign that I 
do not want visitors!  
 
You can expect me to help 
you with whatever difficulties 
you’re having in class, as well 
as shoot the breeze and talk 
about university life.  
 
 

Communication 
 
You can expect that the best 
means of reaching me outside 
of in-person contact is via 
email. I answer my emails 
within 24 hours during the 
week and within 36 hours on 
weekends. 
 
You can expect my emails to 
be polite and to the point, 
using correct salutation and 
valediction, grammar, 
spelling, and punctuation. You 
can also expect a nudge from 
me to do the same if your 
emails do not adhere to 
standard email etiquette.  
 
You can expect assignments 
to be marked and returned 
within one week.  

 
 
 
 
 
Plundering history to deliver modern indictments serves no rational or benign purpose. To observe the 

past through the lens of the present invites delusion; so too does ignoring the existence of that lens. 

However, the burden of understanding lies on us to appreciate the world of the past, not on the past to 

provide ours with facile precedents or good stories... 

Tyerman, The Crusades, 10. 
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How to take this 
course 
 
Like all history courses, 
it’s about how deep you 
go. Students take 
history for lots of 
reasons, sometimes 
because the topic 
appeals (as we will soon 
see, crime always sells), 
sometimes because 
they need to fulfill a 
requirement. 
 
You can do well in this 
course without either 
liking history or coming 
away transformed in 
your understanding of 
past societies. However, 
it would be unfortunate 
if that were the case. 
 
You can picture this 
course as having three 
levels.* Imagine 
standing on a hilltop in 
the middle of the night; 
this course is the 
universe. Come with me 
and go as deep as you 
dare…. 
 

Star-Gazer Astronomer Astronaut 
 
 
You need to fulfill a 
requirement. You want 
the basic info, main 
ideas, surface-level 
knowledge. 

 
 
You know the basic 
outlines of medieval, 
early modern, and/or 
modern social history 
and are ready to see the 
pockmarks on the 
moon. 

 
 
You want to actually 
walk on the moon, go 
deeper into the past, 
using the tools of 
history to think critically 
and analytically. 

 
There’s nothing wrong 
with this. This approach 
will work for you if 
you’re unlikely to take 
another history course 
and have little interest 
in the periods studied. 

 
Maybe you’ve studied 
some of this history 
before, or you’re 
thinking of being a 
history major. You 
already know that 
history is a 
conversation, and 
sometimes an 
argument. 

 
You don’t need to be 
told that history is full of 
controversy and that 
historical knowledge is 
constructed and remade 
every generation, or 
that current events can 
color the past. You 
actively seek alternate 
sources, voices, and 
interpretations.  

 
Star-Gazers tend to 
assume that what the 
professor says in class 
and what’s in the 
readings are without 
contradiction or 
difference in 
interpretation. Star-
Gazers are mainly 
concerned with WHAT 
happened in the past. 

 
Astronomers catch 
when authors disagree 
with each other; they 
respectfully challenge 
assumptions and 
arguments through 
lively debate. 
Astronomers are 
interested in HOW and 
WHY things in the past 
occurred the way they 
did. 

 
Astronauts don’t 
assume that the 
structure or content of 
the course is inevitable 
or obvious. They seek 
out and fill in the gaps in 
the course content. 
They are curious, 
passionate, 
adventurous, and ask 
WHY HISTORY 
MATTERS. 

 

*There is a fourth level, and that is the Astrologer. Astrologers think they are engaging with the history, 

but they are really seeking to reaffirm preconceived ideas. They insist that Pluto is really a planet, 

because it’s comfortable and familiar and they prefer a solar system with nine planets. They are not 

interested in the past, but in a historical fiction that often forgets it’s fiction and frequently ignores 

history. 
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Student-to-Student 

Introduce yourself to the two people beside you. Exchange information. If you have to miss class, you 

now have a ready resource for getting notes. 

Student 1: Name_______________________________________________________________________  

Phone_________________________ Email__________________________________________________ 

Student 2: Name_______________________________________________________________________  

Phone_________________________ Email__________________________________________________ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

How do I pronounce your name? 

As someone with a foreign name, I am sensitive to how frustrating it can be when someone 

gets your name wrong. Please don’t hesitate to correct me until I get it right. 

For my first name: In Polish, Js are pronounced as Ys. Hence Jola is pronounced like Yola. 

As for my last name, which is a little trickier, here’s a handy Rebus puzzle to help you out: 

 

Komornicka = 

  +    +    +    

(comb)  +  (oar)  +  (knee)  +  (ska) 

 

 

 

 

  +    +    +    


