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Death, Dying and the Macabre in the Late Middle Ages: Portfolio exercise two (The Good Death from the illustrated Ars Moriendi, c.1450)

[image: ]This portrayal of a deathbed scene “Triumph over Temptation” is taken from the illustrated version of the Ars Moriendi presumed to having been composed around 1450. ‘The text seems to have been produced as a response to the devastation of the Black Death. With so many priests either dead or missing. The popularity of a manual that instructed how to die in a way that ensured one made it to heaven is easy to understand’[footnoteRef:1]. This text was a shorter version of an Ars Moriendi that is not only illustrated with woodcuts but the text altered with a more appealing author’s voice than the previous version composed in 1415 by a Dominican friar as is generally assumed. This first, earlier version was composed of six chapters, the first four focus on the dying individual and how they may prepare themselves for death and to “die well” by avoiding temptation, accepting Christ’s love and confessing all sins. The latter two chapters are concerned with those present at the deathbed and how they may help to ensure someone dies well. The later Ars Moriendi from c.1450 (from which this image is taken) comprises an extended version of the second chapter and informs the reader how to resist temptation whilst dying. The text includes eleven woodcuts of which this is the last referred to as the “Triumph over temptation”. The previous ten are in five pairs: the “temptation through” and “triumph over” with the last “triumph over temptation” defining the battle won by good over evil in securing the dying person’s soul. Mary O’Conner in her book The Arts of Dying Well notes that the images form ‘a sort of story, or at least connected action, running through them’[footnoteRef:2] and so are almost comparable to a modern day humorous comic strip or a children’s book with illustrations to help interest. [1:  J. Campbell, The Ars Moriendi: An Examination, Translation, And Collation Of The Manuscripts Of The Shorter Latin Version, unpublished thesis, University of Ottawa, 1995.]  [2:  M.C. O'Connor, The Art Of Dying Well (New York: Columbia University Press, 1942).] 
Figure 1

The image clearly shows someone on their deathbed surrounded by grotesque demon like figures, a crowd of angels, a handful of saints and Christ on the cross. There is another leaning over the dying figure seemingly handing them a stick of some purpose. Firstly, it is interesting to note the various positions and groupings of the various persons in the image. Whilst the dying man is positioned central to the image the grotesques are below (the position of hell) and the angels, saints and Christ are above (the position of heaven). This may have been purposefully orchestrated and yet not. Most deathbed images tend to show the evil persons of the image at the foot of the bed, and below everyone else in the scene. Duly they are often shown as short although are often animal-like also with a practically comical gruesome visage. The grotesques are all looking up as though to attempt to incite the dying down to hell. Although this final image shows that they have not succeeded in their temptation due         to the Latin inscriptions ‘Animam amisimus’ (We have lost this soul), ‘Furore consumor’ (I am consumed by fury), ‘Heu insanio’ (Oh, how mad I am), ‘Confusi sumus’ (We are in confusion) and ‘Spes nobis nulla’ (We have no hope left now)[footnoteRef:3]. These demons, angered at the loss of this soul for hell are frustrated although show how the dying should be resolute in their final moments as the demons have “no hope” of converting them again to sin. [3:   Wikipedia, File:Weigel 11.JPG - Wikimedia Commons, Commons.Wikimedia.Org, 2017 https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File%3AWeigel_11.JPG  [accessed 9 November 2017].] 

Christ, in his usual representation of dying with his head cast down in weariness and pain, is at a slightly higher point of the image than the other figures present. The saints surround Christ with their heads bowed to him in silent respect. This group of Christ and saints are the only figures to ignore the dying in the scene and accordingly with their present state seem detached and otherworldly to the image. The angels are grouped together on the top left of the image and have their heads bowed although their gaze is (for the most part) directed towards the dying as though there to support him in his final moments. This accords well considering the entire book had to this point described the temptations of the demons and the support of the angels succeeding in protecting the dying man’s soul. Figure 2

[bookmark: _GoBack]The overall feeling of the image is sombre and melancholy, excusing the demons who give off an air of amusement to this scene of finality; both in terms of the final image and the man’s death, which appears the appropriate response to a deathbed scene and yet victory seems to be expected considering the victory of the angels in securing this man’s soul for heaven.  Above figure 2 shows the temptations with their triumphs below. One marked difference between this image and its preceding 10 is how the demons are up on their feet seemingly dancing around and jolly in step. In the previous 10 images they were on their feet surrounding the bed during the temptation and more importantly in the triumph scenes were lying as though tumbled and cast down on the floor. Yet here, although having been defeated, they serve as a pointed reminder that it is easy to fall into temptation and sin, constantly it harasses the human soul. 
The Ars Moriendi is seen as a reaction to the numerous unprepared deaths of the Black Death that spread across Europe. It provided a guide on how one may still die well even in rushed circumstances and therefore provided reassurance of the safety of one’s own soul after death.
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