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If you knew your next meal would be your last, what
would you choose?

Until recently, the Texas Department of Criminal Justice
provided a variety of answers to this question on their
website, making available the final meal requests and
last statements of over 300 executed offenders.

Using nothing more than photographs and type, film-
maker Michael Pfaendtner’s documentary short, Texas
Hospitality examines the final meal requests of ten of
these executed offenders. In the process the film offers
a revealing look at the individuality and humanity of
these condemned men and women as they awaited
their imminent deaths.

One by one, the image of each offender appears along
with their name, execution date and details of their
conviction. The screen then begins to fill randomly with
food selections.

Despite the filmmaker’s strong feelings against capital
punishment, the seemingly ambivalent attitude of this
film leaves it open to interpretation. While the heinous
nature of these crimes makes a compelling case for
the death penalty, there is also the realization that
these were still human beings, facing one final decision
before their lives were terminated.
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Audience Courses Notes
Viewers interested in the issue of Capital e Sociology * Griminal Justice
Punishment e Government : IF_)awh |

e Social Studies sychology

Age/G rade * Current Events

High School and College Students

Instructions/Advice

Texas Hospitality serves as a springboard to discussions about capital punishment and other death
penalty related issues. The teacher should visit the links listed below, especially the Texas Depart-
ment of Criminal Justice Death Row Page. This site contains many facts about how the death penalty
is administered in Texas, as well as prisoner information and final statements. It is also recom-
mended that the teacher visit the archived site of executed offender’s final meal requests as well as
the Sound Portraits site “Witness to an Execution” which tells the stories of men and women involved
with the execution of death row inmates.

IMPORTANT FEATURES

Cautionary Remarks

Inform viewers in advance that there are no disturbing images.

Understanding

While more than half of the countries in the world have abolished capital punishment in law or practice,
the United States continues to use the death penalty in all but 12 states.

The State of Texas leads the nation in the number of executions with 356.
Texas currently houses 409 offenders on Death Row, including 9 females.

While more than half of the countries in the world have abolished capital punishment in law or practice,
the United States continues to use the death penalty in all but 12 states.

The state of Texas leads the nation in the number of executions with 356.
Texas currently houses 409 offenders on Death Row, including nine females.

Chronology of Capital Punishment in the United States
(Congressional Quarterly Researcher, March 10, 1995 Volume 5, No. 9)

17th Century: England prescribes death for 14 offenses, but the American colonies impose the death
sentence for fewer crimes.

1636: The Massachusetts Bay Colony lists 13 crimes punishable by death, including idolatry and
witchcraft.

1682: Under William Penn’s Great Act, the death penalty is prescribed only for murder and treason in
Pennsylvania.

19th Century: Politics and advances in technology influence use of the death penalty.

Dec. 2, 1859: Abolitionist John Brown is hanged for treason, conspiracy and murder at Charles Town,
Virginia.

Aug. 6, 1890: Murderer William Kemmler is the first person executed in the electric chair, at New York’s
Auburn Prison. The “chair” is later installed at Sing Sing Prison.

1900s: A short-lived abolition movement leads to the repeal of numerous state death penalty statutes.
1907: Kansas abolishes capital punishment. Eight more states follow suit over the next 10 years.
1920s: Two sensational murder cases spark renewed debate over the death penalty:
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Sept 10, 1924: Defense attorney Clarence Darrow wins life sentences for Chicago “thrill killers” Rich- N Ot es
ard Loeb and Nathan Leopold Jr.

Aug. 22, 1927: Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti, Iltalian immigrants with anarchist sympathies,
are electrocuted in Massachusetts for two murders.

1930s: U.S. executions reach an all-time peak, averaging 167 a year.

1960s: Growing doubts about the death penalty lead to a decline in executions.

June 2, 1967: After Luis Jose Monge dies in the gas chamber at Colorado State Penitentiary, an unof-
ficial moratorium on executions begins.

1970s: An eventful decade for capital punishment sees the death penalty invalidated and then rein-
stated.

June 29, 1972: Supreme Court rules in Furman v. Georgia that the death penalty amounts to cruel and
unusual punishment because juries impose sentences arbitrarily. The decision overturns all existing
death penalty laws and death sentences

July 2, 1976: The Supreme Court holds in Gregg v. Georgia that under the state’s new two-stage trial
system, the death penalty no longer violates the Eighth Amendment.

January 17, 1977: A Utah firing squad makes Gary Gilmore the first person executed in the U.S. in
almost 10 years.

1977: Oklahoma becomes the first state to adopt lethal injection.

1980s: The Supreme Court further clarifies its views on the death penalty.

1986: Supreme Court bars executing insane persons in Ford v. Wainwright.

1989: In Perry v. Lynaugh, the Supreme court holds that executing mentally retarded persons does not
violate the Eighth Amendment.

1990s: Death Penalty provisions in anti-crime bills stir sharp debate in Congress.

Sept. 13, 1994: President Clinton signs crime bill making dozens of federal crimes subject to death
penalty.

Feb. 8, 1995: The House votes 297-132 to limit inmate appeals of death sentences to one year in
state cases.

March 7, 1995: New York Governor George E. Pataki signs new death penalty law.

February 1997:

ABA CALLS FOR MORATORIUM ON EXECUTIONS

UNTIL DEATH PENALTY FAIRNESS ASSURED

At its February 1997 mid-year meeting, the American Bar Association House of Delegates passed a
resolution calling for a halt on executions until courts across the country can ensure that such cases
are “administered fairly and impartially, in accordance with due process,” and with minimum risk of
executing innocent people.

The resolution was adopted by a margin of 280 to 119 votes. It cited some of the ABA’s existing poli-
cies urging jurisdictions across the country to assure that people charged with capital crimes receive
due process protections. For example: provide competent counsel in capital punishment cases; elimi-
nate race discrimination in capital sentencing; and prevent the execution of mentally retarded persons
and persons who committed crimes as minors.

The resolution also said that the ABA takes no position on the death penalty per se.

Activities

Have students visit the Death Row Page at the Texas Department of Criminal Justice’s web site. They
can select one of the executed offenders and do online research to find out more about the circum-
stances surrounding their crime, conviction, appeals and execution.

Students can listen to the radio documentary produced by Sound Portraits entitled “Witness to an Ex-
ecution” that tells the stories of the men and women involved with the execution of death row inmates
at the Walls Unit in Huntsville, Texas. The students can also explore the many capital punishment-re-
lated links on the Sound Portraits web site.

Students can visit the archived Final Meal Requests page and examine the varied requests of executed
offenders and then discuss what they might choose for their final meal.

Texas Hospitality
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THINGS TO THINK ABOUT / Notes

THOUGHT PROVOKING QUESTIONS

If you knew your next meal would be your last, what would you choose?

What statement do you think the filmmaker is making in this film?
Do you feel that the government has the right to execute a person?
What are your feelings about capital punishment?

What offenses do you feel are deserving of the death penalty?

Is it morally right to execute a person?

Is it morally right to execute a person who is mentally ill or retarded?
Do you think that capital punishment serves as a deterrent?

Does your state practice capital punishment?

Do you think that executions should be televised or made public?

Do you feel enough safeguards are in place to prevent the execution of innocent people?

OTHER RESOURCES

Internet

Texas Department of Criminal Justice
http://www.tdcj.state.tx.us.htm

Texas Department of Criminal Justice Death Row Home Page
http://www.tdcj.state.tx.us/stat/deathrow.htm

An archived list of Texas inmate’s last meals
http://www.thememoryhole.org/deaths/texas-final-meals.htm

Scott Langley’s Death Penalty Photography: Photos and Images of Death Row
http://www.langleycreations.com/scott/deathpenalty/dpindex.html

Fight the Death Penalty in USA — A collection of Death Row Facts and Articles
http://www.fdp.dk/uk/tdcj/index.htm#exe-proc

Ken Light: Texas Death Row Photography
http://www.kenlight.com/publications/texasdeathrow/index.html

Alan Pogue — Texas Center for Documentary Photography
http://www.documentaryphotographs.com/index.htm

Sound Portrait’s “Witness to an Execution” tells the stories of men and women involved with the

execution of death row inmates. This site also contains many other death penalty-related links.
http://www.soundportraits.org/on-air/witness_to_an_execution/

Books

Finding Life on Death Row by Katya Lezin (1999)

Proximity to Death by William S. Mcfeely (2000)

Dead Man Walking by Sister Helen Prejean (1994)

Among the Lowest of the Dead by David Von Drehle (1988)
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