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A Commentary on Chapter XI of The Waning of the Middle Ages: The Vision of Death

The Waning of the Middle ages was first written in 1919 by Medieval historian Johan Huizinga.1 The chapter that I will be focusing on is chapter eleven, in which Huizinga discusses the Medieval minds’ morbid fascination with death, in particular with the imagery of the Macabre. Why Huizinga came to have a fascination with Macabre art and literature is indeed very interesting, it may be that in losing his wife and son prior to the writing of this book may have fuelled his solemn fascination with death,2 and as a medievalist, how death was viewed by the people in the era of his interest to which he had an profound knowledge of.3 Huizinga focuses his research on the France and the Netherlands during the fourteenth and fifteenth Centuries, in his Chapter ‘The Vision of Death’, he discusses the morbid medieval fascination with decomposition, worms, revenants, and the decay of beauty. The reason for focusing on these particular regions and in that timeframe in history is clearly due to the heightened fascination of death with the people of this time and the improvement in art and literature of the macabre imagery, which first made its appearance in art in 1400.4 
The way that the people of the Middle Ages viewed death would be very different to the way that society views it in the 21st Century. Death was an everyday, common occurrence, whether through accident or illness - and indeed this was a continuous and present process. In the contemporary world the denial of the existence of death is puerile, and the culture infantilized. Death is an event removed deliberately from everyday living; medieval culture viewed it in the round.
It would have affected a person very differently. That is not to say that they would have been unaffected by death, rather that they dealt with it in a different way. a way that today might be regarded as a rather morbid fascination with death. Huizinga in his introduction of the Chapter gives the reader a brief analysis into what he will be discussing in depth throughout the Chapter; he describes the image of Death prior to the fourteenth Century, describing it as simple and somewhat primitive, that from the 14th Century representations of Death took on a more vivid appearance.5 Art did take a tremendous leap in form and appearance from the fifteenth Century onwards, before that date it was indeed a very simplified artform, lacking the detail and the realistic appearance of the fifteenth Century examples. Huizinga makes mention of three particular motifs that are prevalent during the Macabre period of Medieval history, that is Macabre in ballads and poetry, the decay of human beauty and of course the dance of death.6 These three motifs are what signified Macabre in the later Middle Ages, and to which Huizinga makes a fascinating point of this in this Chapter, showing great knowledge and expertise of his subject.
Huizinga goes on to describe “…the perishable nature of all things.”7 That the Medieval viewpoint on Death, was that beauty fades, and a beautiful woman will like all living things will die, her flesh will rot, and when the bones eventually crumble away, and all that will remain is dust. According to Huizinga, this obsession of fading beauty became apparent in the later Middle Ages,8 which can indeed be seen in the case of Transi-Tombs from the later periods of Medieval history. There are many examples of tombs sculpted out of stone, the body of the man or woman in a state of recent demise, and underneath a most gruesome image of what has actually happened to them in their coffin. Huizinga, in this particular Chapter, makes an interesting point regarding Transi-Tombs regarding that the Medieval mind did not look beyond the decaying body, that when the after the body has perished “…flowers grow where it lay.”9 There was no beauty in death, only ugliness, and this is transparent throughout a number of artwork at this time, but to Huizinga beauty can grow out of something horrific. There is much to be said of the Medieval state of mind, with their focus on the grim side of death, Huizinga states that there was a demand for a more “…concrete embodiment of the perishable…”,10 something one can see as well as touch, a corpse in the state of putrefaction. 
This morbid fascination of the corpse in a state of decay in the Middle Ages is clear in ‘The Vision of Death’ with fantastic examples clearly stated in an almost poetic prose, discussed in great detail by Huizinga. He mentions ‘Ascetic meditation had, in all ages, dwelt on dust and worms.”11 Worms devouring rotting corpses were a fascination in all eras, but particularly in the fourteenth Century, where burial was the most common form of laying to rest the dead, and Huizinga makes frequent mention of these gruesome facts throughout the chapter. He then goes on to how Saints deaths were viewed, and the importance of the view in the Middle Ages of particular Saints whose bodies did not decay, one such Saint he makes particular mention of is Saint Rosa of Viterbo…and of the various attempts made to stop the decaying process on the Saints, such as lime preservation and the use of paints until burial, interesting facts that not many people on reading this would know.12
Huizinga moves on to the Dance of Death, to which he believed that the vision of the macabre came from a “…deep psychological strata of fear; religious thought at once reduced it to a means of moral exhortation.”13 This of course refers to the moral message that is clearly signified in the death-dance, it does not matter what status one is in society, Death will come for every man, woman or child regardless of rank. Huizinga also makes mention of ‘The Three Living and the Three Dead’ he is of the opinion that it is connected to that of the putrefaction motif with the dance of death.14 There are parallels that are very similar, and the two are often corroborated with each other, they are both themes of the dead mingling with the living, showing them what they will eventually become in their various stages of decomposition. What is not often mention in literary accounts, which Huizinga talks about in depth is that women on some artistic portrayals are represented as Death himself, or herself one should perhaps say.15 
Huizinga’s work is indeed heavily criticized by many academics, stating that he is controversial in his statements.16 As indeed, in many respects he was as historian Sean Farrell believes, more artistically minded than a scholarly individual,17 as in his words he paints a picture of Death in all his macabre glory. Historian C.L.Kingsford believes Huizinga to have “admirable material for the development of his theme”.18  Chapter eleven ‘The Vision of Death’ is a truly fascinating and interesting read, that lends the reader an insight into the Medieval mind, without the modern mind view. Huizinga supplies a great deal of knowledge on his subject in this Chapter, making an interesting read for anyone who is interested in the more Macabre side of Medieval history. One could get a sense on reading this Chapter, of a certain enjoyment and thrill almost, that the Medieval people felt in regard with death, but also the fear that they felt. Indeed, one could almost say through certain macabre images such as The Three Living and the Three Dead, a morbid sense of humour. Huizinga writes in an engaging manner that captivates the reader, one can sense his love of Medieval history, fuelled perhaps by his own personal loss, which undoubtably played a role in this artistically crafted chapter. Historian Paul Binski is of the opinion that the word macabre to an historian of culture such as Johan Huizinga, was a “metaphor of change in an entire culture”.19 The word masterpiece is oft overused, but with Huizinga’s ‘Vision of Death’ one can certainly get a sense of a master craftsman at work.
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A Commentary on a textual extract from the Vision of Thurkill

The Vision of Thurkill was published in October, which happens to be in the week of All Souls, in the date 1206.1 It is written in the tradition of the visionaries, where one leaves their body behind, whilst their soul goes on what can only be described as a Pilgrimage through the torments of Hell, continuing through Purgatory, then finally Paradise.2 One is seeing this tortuous journey through Hell, that these unfortunate Souls endure, through the eyes of Thurkill. 
The character of Thurkill is an interesting one, in that he is just a simple lay farm labourer from Essex in England.3 Whereas in other visionary tales the  visionary traveller is a monk such as Tundal, or some such person of a higher status in society.4 Although historian Fritz Kemmler believes the visionaries can “…come from any walk of life…”5 that the visionaries purpose is merely to retell the tale when returned to their bodies. Although, the reason for having a peasant depicted as the teller of this moral tale, may be to make one aware that it matters not what status in society one holds, no one escapes Hells fire. Thurkill himself is not an example of a good and pious Christian, in fact he is found out to have committed a crime against the Church, when in the midst of his journey through Hell, when a foul odorous smoke emanated from the caverns, he was ‘…compelled to cough twice.’6 The coughing signified to his guide, St Julian, that Thurkill did not tithe his crops, hence not paid his taxes to help support the Church, which was indeed a capital offence at this time, and clearly marking Thurkill as a bad Christian. St Julian goes on to tell Thurkill that if in future he confesses this offence publicly in the Church and paid his tithes from then on, then his crimes would be forgiven and he would produce a more successful harvest thence on. There is a clear message to the peasantry in this dialogue, that if one were to pay their taxes to the Church, God would grant them more crops, and more crops meant a higher income and more importantly food for one’s family.
As previously stated, Thurkills’ guide was St Julian the Hospitaller, whom travellers prayed to for safe lodging.7 Saint Julian was a popular Saint in France and England at the time of this tales composition,8 and indeed, the use of Saints or real life historical figures depicted in Hell was not an uncommon occurrence during this age.9 But perhaps the use of St Julian as guide, was due to St Julian’s own crime that he was meant to have committed, that being the slaughter of his parents in a case of mistaken identity. St Julian himself changed his ways, giving shelter to a leper, hence being from then on known as St Julian the Hospitaller.10 The very nature of Julian’s transformation into a Saint, could mean that all those who have committed crimes were capable of redemption. In this extract, Thurkill also meets the well-known bishop from the fourth Century,11 St Nicholas , in a later passage - as he is helping the souls in Purgatory reach their eventual Salvation.12
Interestingly, the Souls are depicted in the colours black and white combined, if one were to analyse these colours singularly, then black would surely be the colour of darkness and evil, whilst white would be the colour of light and goodness. The combination of these two colours would suggest these souls were combined of good and evil, not wholly evil, but this does not explain that the souls with more white depicted on them were nearer the walls of hell, whilst the blacker were further away appearing ‘…deformed in every part.’13
The depiction of Heaven is an extremely interesting and singular example in the Vision of Thurkill. It is a giant Church situated on a mountain, the ‘Mount of Joy’14 The Church is described as being so large that it could ‘…contain all the inhabitants of the world.’15 This would suggest, the Church’s capacity to welcome more Christian civilians into their bosom. But before one could gain access to this paradise, one had to endure much pain and torment, with the cleansing of the fires of Purgatory and the bridge of stakes and thorns that was situated over a ‘…cold salty lake.’16 There is the mention of Masses during this segment of the story, where some souls travel more slowly than others, as it was well-known to the Medieval people by the 13th Century, that to lessen their time in Purgatory, and indeed help the Souls of the dead to reach their salvation faster, one can recite masses for the dead.17 
There is a clear moral message throughout the Vision of Thurkill, that can be clearly seen in this extract from the Chronicle. One can avoid the pain and torment of Hell and Purgatory, if one lives a good Christian life, pay their taxes to the Church and avoid sin. Historian Paul Binski describes Purgatory as ‘…the final Pilgrimage of the mind’18 and indeed, this can clearly be see through the eyes of Thurkill, with the Church of Heaven being the end of that Pilgrimage, and the Souls final resting place.
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A Commentary on Revenants

The concept of the ‘living dead’ is one that has become enormously familiar to modern day populations, with countless books and films made about the so called ‘Zombie’. Many people would believe such tales of the dead clawing their ways out of graves to attack the living to be a modern myth (tracing antecedents to Mary Shelly or from Haitian folk religion) -  but this was a very real fear to the people of the Middle Ages in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, as can be seen from the many and varied accounts of these walking corpses, or ‘Revenants’ as they were more often known as at that time. William of Newburgh, the ‘Historia regum Anglicarum’, is perhaps the most famous and well known of these accounts, dating from 1198, depicting four varied accounts of these walking corpses which were meant to have taken place just two years before in the spring of 1196.1
Most Revenants that were depicted in these Medieval accounts are violent, embittered and full of rage and inner evil, that is in many cases depicted by the putrefying and decaying exterior. This appears to be a very real threat to the medieval communities at this time, as in William of Newburgh’s and Walter Map’s reports seem to suggest.2 Indeed, there is the Icelandic saga called Grettis Saga, where the Revenant Glam was destroyed by decapitation and buried with its head between its legs.3 The placing of the head must indicate that, by the removal of the head, the suspected Revenant cannot come back from the realm of the dead without its head. As in all Revenant accounts, they speak of the recently dead, as a skeleton is less of a threat to society, whereas a recently dead corpse still has its flesh and muscles, thereby creating a sinister threat. The gender of the Revenant, is most often male, but there are cases of female revenants as in the witch of Berkley and Walter Maps dancing female corpses in De nugis Curialiummore.4 The female Revenants are most often the ‘good’ undead, as in they have no malice, and interestingly are most often dancing in circle dances, very much like the dances performed in graveyards by the living at this time, and also the famous Danse Macabre motif. These female Revenants appear very different from their male counterparts (who are more vampiric and aggressive), and whilst they intend harm to their local communities, the female often appears as the submissive undead, gentle and intending no harm.5
There appears to be an obvious moral message in these accounts of the walking dead, that the Church used to give a moral message to society of the dangers of sin and inner corruption. Revenants are mostly seen coming out of Churchyards, they can often be cast back to the realm of the dead, by the use of Holy Water, exorcism, and a proper burial can lay the Revenant to rest. In many accounts, it is the bishops and clergy that are often called upon to rid the town of these horrific walking cadavers. The offending Revenants often lived debauched and sinful lives, they were evil in life, so it seems that a part of their evil natures, reanimated their corpse after death. There is frequent mention in the accounts of a ‘bad death’, this would consist of not confessing their sins before death or committing evil deeds when alive.6 A bad death would also suggests that if one were to die horribly before ones natural lifespan, then one would return to carry out a most violent revenge against the society from whence it came, almost as if he had unfinished business. In the William Newburgh’s third account, there is an example of the cadaver of a man in religious apparel, raping his mistress. Whilst in his second account the corpse of a man recently dead, rapes his wife. Whilst this seems abhorrent and vile to the reader, this recurring theme seems to suggest that the man has a dominate role in medieval society, that in life he did not see his wife as an individual, so presumes he has the right to do with her as he likes. Again in the second account of William of Newburgh, the Revenant has a barking pack of dogs chasing him, this would suggest the evil nature of the individual.7 Revenants could have also been invented to reflect the social and political upheavals in society, such as famine, plague and the London riots of 1196.8 Again, reflecting a moral outlook, that historian Stephen Gordan believes “…should preserve the natural order of things…”9 Disease and pestilence often occurs with the appearance of the walking dead, often a ‘filled every house with disease and death by its pestiferous breath’10 the corpses insides are rotted, the stench surrounds the corrupted body of the corpse. 
While they have come back, they were not resurrected, and this would suggest the Devils work, that the Devil is occupying and controlling the corpse.11 The possession by the demons was another theme, as depicted in Dialogus Miraculorum.12 The demons seem to suggest the spirit is uncleansed and capable of corruption. Often the best way to dispose of the Revenant is to cremate it, William of Newburgh certainly alludes to this in his accounts,13 cremating turns the real threat of flesh and bone to dust and ashes, destroying the disease and restoring the natural order. 
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A Commentary on The Danse Macabre Print by Pierre le Rouge, 1491-1492

The Danse Macabre was one of the most popular forms of macabre imagery during the fifteenth Century, with many representations of the theme made during this period in time.1 Sadly, much has been destroyed in the centuries that followed, and now approximately eighty representations of the Danse Macabre survive, and those are dated after 1425.2 
The beautifully detailed print by Pierre le Rouge was published by Antoine Verard in the late fifteenth Century.3 The print, like much of the Danse Macabre imagery, was heavily influenced by the mural that was originally to be found Cemetery of the Holy Innocents in Paris in 1425, which now no longer exists.4 There were the same figures depicted in the Innocents, as on the Pierre le Rouge Print, thirty figures of varying social status being claimed by Death in his merry dance. This print is part of five pages of the Danse Macabre art dated from 1491 to 1492 and which is now held in the Bibliotheque Nationale library in Paris.5 
All the figures depicted in these images are male, with the Archbishop appearing as the first image in this particular print; this was due to this figure being of a higher social status than the subsequent figures. Death claiming the Archbishop is depicted in the colour red, while interestingly the figures of the religious order, such as the Archbishop, the Bishop and the Franciscan monk are also depicted with Death in a reddish hue. Whilst with the Infant and Hermit, there is a white cadaver. The colour of Death is perhaps held some significance to the medieval viewer, perhaps it represents that of the soul of the figures that Death is claiming. White was often used in the Middle Ages to signify purity, so perhaps Infant was of a pure soul. Although there are two skeletons claiming the Hermit, one white and one is of a light brown in colour, this perhaps signifies the hermit as a man of celibacy and seclusion, but he lacks the innocence of the infant. Although historian Sophie Oosterwijk believes the colours of the dead to be various stages of decomposition, and not necessarily a spiritual message.6 
The images of the skeletons look to be frozen in a state of dancing, the dead are kicking their legs high in what must be a state of enthusiasm in their dancing; and whilst there is some reluctance with characters such as the Bishop, the Franciscan and the Cleric, most go almost willingly, seduced by Death into the dance. Historian Sophie Oosterwijk believes that whilst the skeletons are moralising figures they are non-threatening to the figures that they are enticing into the dance.7 There certainly is no aggression in the jovial appearance of these skeletal figures, they do not appear to be forcing anyone to join the dance against their will, despite some being reluctant to go. The reluctance of certain figures may be due to unfinished business, that they are not ready die yet, they still have much that they want to do. The poem underneath the image is the living figures last dialogue, which is either an acceptance or a defiance as death claims them,8 so, if one was literate, one could gain more of an understanding as to what is transpiring between death and the victim.
The Dance of Death was a moralising message, even if one could not read the poetic dialogue under the images, what was occurring in the image could be clearly understood by the laity, death will come and claim all, whether one was high or low born, whatever status one held in society, it matters not, everyone will die. Historian Paul Binski believes the Dance of Death to be a tool used by the Church to signify the sin of dance and music as “….forms of seduction and so deceit.”9 Death is (in most cases) luring the people into the dance, almost seductively, much like the pied piper, and once they join the dance, they are carried away by the music and by death himself. The Dance Macabre most likely originated from graveyard dances, that were often performed to celebrate life and death during this time.10 Historian Sophie Oosterwijk believes the figures of the skeletons to be a warning to all that behold the Danse Macabre, that eventually this is what all will turn into when they die.11 Indeed, this also can be associated with the Three Living and Three Dead theme, also of high popularity during the Middle Age. The Danse Macabre is indeed warning people again sin and corruption, one could die at any moment, the message seems to say, so be ready.
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