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Of Dead Kings, Dukes and Constables: 
The Historical Context of the Danse 
Macabre in Late Medieval Paris
SOPHIE OOSTERWIJK

As discussed in an earlier article published in vol. 157 (2004) of this journal, the 
starting point of most studies on the medieval Danse macabre is the extensive mural 
scheme executed in the parish cemetery of Les Saints Innocents in Paris in 1424–25. 
Little attention has hitherto been given to the political circumstances surrounding this 
scheme’s creation during the Anglo-Burgundian occupation of the French capital. The 
dual presentation of the king as both a victim of death amidst the ranks of the living 
and as a worm-eaten corpse at the end of the scheme is especially intriguing in view 
of the deaths in quick succession of Henry V of England and Charles VI of France in 
1422. It is these topical references that explain the quick rise to fame of what at fi rst 
sight might be just another medieval didactic lesson about mortality and sin. The 
allusions to contemporary fi gures incorporated into the mural’s text and imagery 
or (in the case of the duke) the avoidance of any such allusions are examined. A case 
is presented for the deployment of ‘cryptoportraits’ in the imagery and a novel 
suggestion made as to the identity of the previously unidentifi ed patron.

introduction

THE danse macabre mural that was created in the cemetery of Les Saints Innocents 
in Paris in 1424–25 is the earliest known occurrence in art of a theme which was 
to become popular all over Europe.1 Its accompanying verses were translated into 
Middle English by John Lydgate (c. 1371–1449), after the poet visited Paris probably 
in 1426.2 The Danse macabre poem presents a dialogue between Death or representa-
tives of the dead — for the original French text has le mort (the dead fi gure) instead 
of la mort (death) — and the living from all walks of life, while combining a didactic 
message about mortality and sin with social satire. Much has been written about the 
origins of this medieval theme, and about the possibility of a (lost) prototype of the 
poem, perhaps in Latin. The author of the French verses used at Les Innocents is 
unknown, but nearly half a century before the mural was painted we fi nd the line ‘Je 
fi s de Macabré la dance’ (I made/did the dance of macabree) in the poem Le respit de 
la mort written in 1376 by Jehan le Fèvre.3 If this line can be taken as evidence of the 
earlier occurrence of the theme as we now know it, why did the danse macabre rise 
to fame only when incorporated in a mural scheme that was created in a period of 
major political upheaval?

Surprisingly little attention has been paid in danse macabre research to the 
actual situation in Paris in the 1420s, despite the fact that the city was then under 
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Anglo-Burgundian control and the country itself torn between different political 
factions.4 Yet as this article will show, the mural scheme appears to have contained 
contemporary political allusions that might have been risqué at a time when the 
authorities in Paris were extremely wary of anything potentially subversive. The 
evidence presented here is based fi rst of all on historical sources; on the Danse 
macabre poem itself and Lydgate’s Middle English translation; and also on the early 
woodcut editions based on the scheme at Les Innocents, which were published by the 
Parisian printer Guy Marchant in 1485 and 1486.5 In addition, early visual evidence 
of how the danse was presented in art is derived from marginal decorations in two 
rarely studied books of hours, which were produced in Paris and probably date to 
within a decade of the mural’s creation.

the setting

BEFORE we look at the historical background, it is important to obtain a clear idea 
of the nature and setting of the churchyard in which the famous danse macabre mural 
was located. The cemetery of Les Saints Innocents belonged to a parish church and 
not to a Franciscan convent, as is often incorrectly claimed. The church was situated 
close to where Les Halles used to be, along the rue Saint-Denis from the north 
near to where it met the rue de la Ferronnerie, which was the extension of the rue 
Saint-Honoré, the major thoroughfare from the west (Fig. 1).6 The parish of Les 
Innocents was rather poor, but through donations of land it had come to own 
an unusually extensive cemetery; however, it shared this churchyard with other 
institutions, without deriving fi nancial benefi ts from the arrangement.7

Because the cemetery at Les Innocents was a popular burial ground it became 
imperative to dig up the remains of the dead regularly to make room for the newly 
deceased. This necessitated the erection of several charnel-houses or ‘charniers’ where 
these remains could be preserved in open roof-spaces: the wind and air aided the 
drying-out process. A smaller version of such a medieval cemetery with charnel-
houses survives in the Aître Saint-Maclou in the heart of Rouen (Fig. 2a): originally 
dating back to the 12th century, it was reconstructed probably in the later 1520s after 
a recurrence of the plague in 1521–22.8 A sculpted danse macabre cycle still decorates 
the pillars separating the formerly open arcades below, where chapels and tomb 
monuments were to be found; the charnel-houses were situated on the fl oor above, 
immediately under the roof, while the space between the two carved wooded friezes 
used to be open to the air (Fig. 2b). (The present upper fl oor was added in the 18th 
century.) 

The original arrangement at Les Innocents may be gauged not just from a painting 
of the cemetery of c. 1570 by an unknown Flemish artist (Paris, Musée Carnavalet) 
but also from a miniature in a book of hours of c. 1440 (British Library, Add. MS 
18751, fol. 163r), which shows in the background heaps of skulls visibly on display 
immediately beneath the roof (Fig. 3 and Col. Pl. IIa).9 This otherwise conventional 
burial scene, of the type often found at the start of the Offi ce of the Dead in books 
of hours of this period, need not be taken as a representation of any particular 
cemetery.10 Nonetheless, as this manuscript was illuminated in Paris less than twenty 
years after the creation of the mural at Les Innocents, it is interesting to note not just 
a detailed, near-contemporary depiction of a medieval churchyard but also the mar-
ginal decoration, which shows Death on a black horse aiming a dart at the pope and 
emperor — traditionally the fi rst characters in the danse macabre.
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As recorded in the Journal of the so-called Bourgeois de Paris, the mural was 
painted between August 1424 and Lent 1425: ‘Item, l’an mil cccc xxiiii, fut faicte la 
Danse Macabre aux Innocens, et fut commencée environ le moys d’aoust et achevée 
ou karesme ensuivant’ (Item, in the year 1424 the Danse Macabre was made at the 
Innocents, and it was started around the month of August and fi nished the following 
Lent).11 The mural was painted onto the south gallery wall of the ‘charnier des 
Lingères’ that ran alongside the rue de la Ferronnerie, and appears to have occupied 
eleven bays (Fig. 1): written beneath each pair of living and dead dancers was their 
dialogue in octave verses. The patron who fi nanced this extensive painted scheme is 
not recorded, nor is the author of the accompanying poem. This is somewhat curious 
because one might expect those responsible for such a celebrated scheme to be named 
either in the mural itself or in contemporary records. For example, we know that the 
lost sculpture of the Three Living and the Three Dead above one of the doorways to 
the cemetery featured an inscription stating that it had been commissioned by John, 

Fig. 1. Plan of 
the medieval 
cemetery of Les 
Saints Innocents
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Fig. 2a. South-west corner of the Aître Saint-
Maclou in Rouen, medieval cemetery with 
charnel-houses, reconstructed probably in the 
later 1520s, with a new upper fl oor dating to the 
18th century
Photo: author

Fig. 2b. Aître Saint-Maclou, Rouen: detail of 
one of the pillars along the west wall, with 
remains of a danse macabre pair. Located 
between the two wooden friezes with carved 
imagery relating to death and burial were the 
original openings of the charnel-houses above, 
since walled up with timberwork and masonry
Photo: author
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duke of Berry; according to at least one source, the sculpture was intended to com-
memorate the assassination in 1407 of the duke’s nephew Louis of Orléans, brother 
to King Charles VI.12 The mural would have been a very expensive project; hence it 
is unlikely to have been paid for by the impoverished parish itself. It is possible that 
the mural was commissioned by a public body, such as a guild or confraternity, but 
it is more likely to have been paid for by a rich individual, as will be discussed below; 
the completion by Lent 1425 was probably stipulated by the patron.

The cemetery of Les Innocents was a very public place where goods were traded 
and people met, so the wall-painting would have been seen by many. One such visitor 
was John Lydgate, who explains how he found ‘Macabrees daunce’ (as he calls it) ‘at 
Parise [. . .] depicte ones on a walle [. . .] at seint Innocentis’ (E: 24, 19–20, 35);13

his Middle English poem The Dance of Death was subsequently incorporated in a 
painted scheme in the cloister of Pardon Churchyard at Old St Paul’s Cathedral, 
London, that was probably intended to rival its counterpart across the Channel. The 
danse macabre mural at Les Innocents left other traces in records of the period. There 
is a brief account of the cemetery and its danse by Philip the Good’s libraire Guillebert 
de Metz in a manuscript dated 1436, in which he describes the city of Paris and its 
sights.14 Elsewhere in his Journal the Bourgeois mentions how in 1429 an itinerant 
Franciscan preached a series of popular sermons in the cemetery, ‘à l’androit de la 
Dance Macabre’, until the authorities became suspicious and frère Richard had to fl ee 
the city. (He subsequently became a follower of Joan of Arc.)15 The enclosed cemetery 
was also used as a setting for secular entertainment: for example, the young Henry 

Fig. 3. Burial scene with a charnel-house 
in the background and Death on a black 
horse attacking a pope and an emperor in 
the bottom margin, Parisian book of hours 
of c. 1440 (London, BL, Add. MS 18751, 
fol. 163r)
British Library Board. All rights reserved
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VI visited Les Innocents in 1431 when a stag hunt was held there to celebrate his 
coronation as king of France.16

The danse macabre theme had already spread across Europe when in 1485, sixty 
years after the creation of the mural at Les Innocents, the Parisian printer Guy March-
ant published his fi rst edition of the Danse macabre poem with woodcut illustrations 
(Figs 8, 11, 14) that are believed to have been modelled on the wall-painting. By that 
time, however, the mural may have undergone restoration or updating, unless the 
artist employed by Marchant modernised the appearance of the fi gures himself; some 
of the fashions shown in the woodcuts are unmistakably late 15th century in date, for 
example, the style of the armour worn by the fi gure of the constable.17 This means 
that we should not rely too much on Marchant’s woodcuts for evidence of the mural’s 
original appearance. 

One piece of macabre art from the medieval cemetery of Les Innocents still survives. 
Locked away in a wooden box under the arcades of the ‘charnier de la Vierge’ and 
displayed only for the feast of All Saints was an alabaster statue known as La Mort 
Saint-Innocent, which is now in the Louvre (Fig. 4).18 The sculpture was created by 

Fig. 4. La Mort Saint-Innocent, alabaster statue 
by an anonymous artist, c. 1530, h. 120 cm, 
formerly situated in the cemetery of Les 
Innocents and now in the Musée du Louvre
Photo: Robert Didier
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an unknown artist around 1530, but removed from the cemetery in 1670; it was 
restored and bronzed by Louis Pierre Deseine for display in Notre-Dame around 1786 
when the demolition of the church and cemetery Les Innocents was authorised.19

However, the wall-painting had been destroyed much earlier, most probably in 1669 
when the rue de la Ferronnerie was widened — a traffi c measure that sadly came too 
late for King Henri IV, who had been assassinated by François Ravaillac on 14 May 
1610 when his open coach had become stuck in a traffi c jam in the narrow medieval 
street.20 Henri’s demise so close to the famous danse macabre paintings is a curious 
twist of fate for, as we shall see, it may have been the death of King Charles VI some 
two hundred years earlier that originally inspired the creation of the mural.

the historical background

AMIDST the havoc caused by the Hundred Years War, France reached its nadir in 
the 1420s — the time when the mural at Les Innocents was created.21 Part of the 
problem was the mental health of its king, Charles VI (1368–1422), who had gained 
the throne upon the death of his father Charles V in 1380. The young king was fi rst 
struck down by a bout of insanity at the start of a military campaign against the duke 
of Brittany in 1392;22 he was to suffer recurrent and ever longer periods of madness 
(probably a form of schizophrenia) until his death. 

The king’s weakness initially led to a bitter rivalry between the Burgundian faction 
and the king’s brother Louis, duke of Orléans, with Queen Isabeau of Bavaria being 
used a political tool: she may have had affairs fi rst with Louis and later, after Louis’ 
assassination, with his Burgundian rival, Duke John the Fearless (Jean sans Peur, 
1371–1419). It was John who arranged Louis’ murder in the streets of Paris in 1407.23

Louis’ son Charles initially lacked the support to obtain justice from his father’s 
killer; after his capture at the battle of Agincourt in 1415 his cause was espoused 
by his father-in-law Bernard d’Armagnac, the new constable of France, who lent 
his name to the Orléanist party. The Bourgeois describes in his Journal how 
Paris became a battleground for the rival factions, causing hardship and riots; this 
culminated in the Burgundian supporters taking control of the city once more in 1418 
and massacring their opponents, including Bernard himself.24 The dauphin Charles 
(1403–61, heir to the throne from April 1417 after the deaths of four elder brothers) 
was forced to fl ee to Bourges. John the Fearless ultimately paid the price when he in 
turn was assassinated by the Armagnac faction at a mutually agreed rendezvous with 
the dauphin on the bridge over the river Yonne at Montereau on 10 September 
1419.25 

It is often said that the English entered France through the hole in the skull of the 
duke of Burgundy, and the murder of John the Fearless certainly drove his son Philip 
the Good (1396–1467) into an alliance with Henry V.26 The English king had followed 
up his victory at Agincourt with the conquest of Normandy, but in order to build on 
his military success he needed an ally with whom he could enter negotiations. After 
the tentative approchement between the dauphin and John the Fearless had ended in 
the latter’s brutal murder, the new duke Philip looked towards the English for support 
against his father’s killers so that Henry may well have believed the crown of France 
to be within his grasp.27 In 1420 the Treaty of Troyes between Henry V and Philip 
the Good, which was imposed upon Charles VI and formally approved by the French 
Parlement, resulted in Henry being declared heir to the French crown and marrying 
Charles VI’s daughter Catherine of Valois (1401–38); this made Henry and Philip 
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brothers-in-law as the latter was married to Catherine’s older sister Michelle (1395–
1422).28 Disinherited by his parents, the dauphin now established a rival kingdom in 
Bourges with the help of foreign troops, including many from Scotland;29 here his 
son and heir (the later Louis XI) was born in 1423. The Treaty of Troyes and the 
dauphin’s rebellion effectively divided France into three parts: the Burgundian realm, 
the kingdom of France effectively governed by the Anglo-Burgundian alliance, and 
the dauphin’s rival kingdom that was to receive the support of Joan of Arc.30 (Her 
intervention helped to bring about Charles’ coronation in Reims on 17 July 1429.)

After his successes in battle and at the negotiating table, everything seemed to be 
going well for Henry V: in 1421 his queen gave birth to a son (the future Henry VI) 
and his royal father-in-law seemed unlikely to last much longer, worn out by madness 
and neglect. Charles VI’s death would have made Henry king of both England and 
France, yet fate decided otherwise: in the prime of life, Henry V died of typhoid at 
Vincennes on 31 August 1422. His death was followed by that of the ailing Charles 
VI on 21 October, and thus the infant Henry VI was left as heir to both kingdoms, 
too young to be crowned or to rule. To safeguard his royal inheritance the infant king 
depended on strong loyal supporters in England as well as on Burgundian support in 
France. His paternal uncle John, duke of Bedford (1389–1435), served as regent of 
France and after Henry VI’s coronation as governor-general; his rule provided the city 
with a period of relative stability.31 As an effective way to seal the political alliance, 
Philip the Good married off his sister Anne to Bedford, to whom he appears to have 
left the government of Paris and France while he himself opportunistically bided his 
time until the political situation should change.32 This eventually happened in late 
autumn 1435 when the Treaty of Arras was sealed between Philip and the former 
dauphin, now recognised as Charles VII. Bedford died in September 1435 and the 
English were expelled from Paris by the Franco-Burgundian alliance in April 1436; 
they managed to keep control of Normandy until 1450, however, and only lost 
Gascony in 1453.

Thus, France was a divided country when the danse macabre mural was created in 
Paris in 1424–25. Despite all that has been written about the stereotypical image of 
medieval society presented in the danse, there is a false semblance of ‘normality’ (if 
that term can be applied here) in the hierarchical presentation of a venerable pope, a 
crowned king, and an impressive-looking constable, raising the ceremonial sword 
that went with his role of supreme commander of the French army. When the mural 
was painted France had no crowned king nor a single constable of France, as tradition 
demanded — in fact, it had two. After Bernard d’Armagnac’s murder in 1418, Queen 
Isabeau had appointed as the new constable Charles II, duke of Lorraine, who 
resigned in 1425; thereafter, the English government in Paris would choose its own 
constables on behalf of the crown. However, the dauphin had meanwhile appointed 
his own constable of France: fi rst in 1421 the Scot John Stewart, earl of Buchan, who 
died in 1424 at the battle of Verneuil against Bedford’s army, and then in 1425 Arthur, 
comte de Richemont, who was the duke of Brittany’s younger brother as well as 
stepbrother to Bedford.33 Despite marrying another of Philip the Good’s sisters in 
1423, Richemont had subsequently changed sides from Bedford to the dauphin who 
had immediately awarded him with this high honour.34 Thus, the fi gure of the con-
stable was potentially controversial when the mural was painted in 1424–25: as noted, 
there was no longer a single constable of France. The question is how contemporaries 
would have read the fi gure of the constable presented in the mural at Les Innocents 
and, even more crucially, the two fi gures of the king.
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the danse macabre mural in paris and other related schemes

THE deaths in quick succession of Henry V and Charles VI in 1422 must still have 
been fresh in people’s minds when the mural at Les Innocents was begun in August 
1424, and many viewers will have been struck by the fi nal image of the ‘roy mort’ 
being eaten by worms, his crown rolled to the ground. In his stanza printed beneath 
Marchant’s woodcut illustration (Fig. 5), the king describes himself as nothing but 
‘viande a vers’ (food for worms) whereas he was once ‘roy coronnez’. His cadaver 
serves as the ultimate warning to viewers that all estates must suffer death, even kings, 
and that earthly glory ultimately comes to nothing. This message is reinforced by 
the ‘acteur’ (author) seated on the right, who contemplates the royal corpse as he 
expounds his views about mortality and eternal life for the viewer’s benefi t in the 
last two stanzas of the poem: ‘Cest tout vent: chose trasitoire./Chascun le voit: par 
ceste danse’ (All is but wind, a transitory thing. Everyone can see that through this 
dance). An angel in the left corner holds out a scroll with an additional text in Latin 
hexameters about hell awaiting those who sin in this life.

There is no indication that this image of the ‘roy mort’ represents any king in 
particular.35 The idea is that of a generic royal fi gure: in earlier medieval art, the Three 
Living were also often shown wearing crowns as symbols of power and pride when 
faced with their own mortality in the guise of the Three Dead.36 One might even 

Fig. 5. The ‘acteur’ contemplating the dead king eaten by worms, fi nal woodcut in Guy 
Marchant’s Danse macabre edition fi rst printed in Paris in 1485
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query whether the ‘roy mort’ originally belongs to the danse macabre at all; there is 
no dialogue and his single stanza sits awkwardly between the concluding stanza 
by the last dead dancer and the author’s fi nal two stanzas. The rise and fall of kings 
was already a familiar image from earlier representations of the Wheel of Fortune, 
where the fallen king traditionally utters the words ‘Sum sine regno’ (I am without a 
kingdom). Boccaccio’s discussion of Fortune and illustrations of her Wheel in contem-
porary manuscripts of his De casibus virorum illustrium, which was translated into 
French by Laurent de Premierfait as Des cas des nobles hommes et femmes, made the 
Rota Fortunae a very popular image in this period.37 The ‘roy mort’ also bears a great 
resemblance to the type of cadaver or transi effi gy that had begun its spread across 
northern Europe at this time. Such monuments often featured a message for the 
beholder, ‘Sum quod eris; fuerisque quod est’ (I am what you will be, and I once was 
what you are now) — the same vanitas warning uttered by the Three Dead to the 
Three Living, and one that also applies to the danse macabre.38 

In the danse the dead present themselves to the living as an image of what they are 
about to become, but they also send out the same warning to the viewer. At the very 
start of the poem that visitors to Les Innocents would have been able to read beneath 
the paintings, the ‘acteur’ warns his reader (‘O creature roysonnable’) that the 
danse is a mirror that shows how every man and woman must take part in the dance, 
whatever their status: ‘Mort nespargne petit ne grant’ (Death spares low nor high) 
and ‘Tu vois les plus grans commancer’ (You will see those of the highest ranks 
commence). The mural at Les Innocents thus presented a cycle of dead dancers who 
summon in turn a hierarchically arranged series of living characters starting with the 
pope, the emperor, the cardinal and the king, until the poem concludes with the 
infant, the clerk, the hermit, and fi nally another king — dead and eaten by worms. 
In this purported mirror contemporaries were expected to recognise themselves and 
the society they lived in.39

It is interesting that the ‘acteur’ refers several times to people seeing the danse: ‘Tu 
vois les plus grans commancer’ at the start, and towards the end the phrases ‘Chascun 
le voit’ (everyone can see) and ‘vous qui veez listoire’ (you who behold this story). 
The scheme at Les Innocents must have been very effective in its combination of ver-
nacular verse and vivid depictions of (almost?) life-size fi gures in full colour. It is 
unlikely that any expense was spared in the execution of what was evidently intended 
to be a prestigious mural, and comparisons with other danse macabre schemes suggest 
that even the ‘morts’ were painted in a variety of colours indicating different stages 
of putrefaction (Col. Pl. IIIa–b).40 

It is curious, therefore, that none of the extant early manuscript copies of the poem 
carry illustrations, including a copy on paper produced soon after 1428 and known to 
have belonged once to Philip the Good (BnF, MS fr. 14989).41 Yet not long after the 
creation of the mural we fi nd early books of hours containing danse macabre scenes 
without any accompanying text as part of their decorative scheme. In other words, 
although text and image were combined to great effect in the mural at Les Innocents, 
these two components were soon separated so that the poem was reproduced as a 
text without illustrations, while the images were apparently recognisable enough to 
function independently of the dialogue poem.

Most extant books of hours containing danse macabre illustrations as part of the 
Offi ce of the Dead are much later than the mural at Les Innocents. However, there 
are two relatively early examples that have received remarkably little attention from 
danse macabre scholars.42 The fi rst is a richly illuminated book of hours attributed to 
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the Bedford Master and his workshop (New York, Morgan Library MS M.359); 
typical of the Bedford style are the small secondary scenes contained in marginal 
medallions in the outer borders of the pages (Fig. 6 and Col. Pl. IIb).43 Its original 
owner is unknown but the manuscript is dated c. 1430–35, that is, within ten years 
of the creation of the mural in Paris; the inclusion of typically English saints, for 
example, St George (23 April) in gold letters, indicates it must have been produced 
during the English occupation of the city.44 Yet the danse macabre cycle in MS M.359 
(fols 123r–151r) is very different from the mural. First, its decorative series comprises 
fi fty-seven circular and semi-circular marginal medallions, nearly twice the number 
of fi gures in the mural. Secondly, it includes the author at the start but not at the 
end. Thirdly, the majority of characters are clerical rather than lay, including some 
representatives of relatively obscure minor orders such as a Trinitarian, an Alexian or 
Cellite(?), and a Servite(?); this and the Use of Rome may indicate a religious patron. 
Fourthly, the fi gures are set against a variety of backgrounds, from conventional 
patterned backdrops to landscapes and detailed interior settings. Finally, most scenes 
show the living accompanied by two dead dancers instead of a single ‘mort’. It might 
seem that there are very few similarities between this decorative cycle and the scheme 
at Les Innocents, yet MS M.359 serves to show how the danse macabre was already 
being freely adapted within a decade of the mural’s creation.

The second book of hours is another luxury manuscript produced for an unknown 
patron. As part of its marginal decoration it contains a smaller danse macabre scheme 
spread across two pages (BnF, MS Rothschild 2535, fols 108v–109r).45 The manuscript 

Fig. 6. The duke, danse 
macabre medallion in a Parisian 
book of hours of c. 1435 (New 
York, Pierpont Morgan Library, 
MS M.359, fol. 126r, purchased 
by Pierpont Morgan 1909).
Photo: The Pierpont Morgan Library, 
New York
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is dated c. 1430–40, but the dress worn by the fi gures implies a date closer to 1430. 
The cycle starts with the pope being pulled along by a dead dancer with a coffi n in 
the bottom right-hand corner of fol. 108v, below the main miniature of a burial scene 
and the opening lines of the Offi ce of the Dead (Fig. 7a and Col. Pl. IIIa). It then 
moves clockwise to the emperor, a cardinal and a king, each paired with a ‘mort’, 
before abandoning the traditional order: the remainder of this page shows a couple 
who may represent the ‘amoureux’ with his mistress, a labourer, and an infant in his 
cradle, while the sequence continues anti-clockwise in the bottom left-hand corner of 
fol. 109r with a bishop, a physician, a knightly fi gure in a heraldic tabard, a hermit, 
and fi nally at the very top a ‘mort’ digging a grave (Fig. 7b and Col. Pl. IIIb). 

The danse cycle in Rothschild MS 2535 shares a number of similarities with 
the mural as we know it through Marchant’s woodcuts, but there are also telling 
differences. First of all, the settings are rather similar in both: Marchant’s woodcuts 
use a schematic landscape setting whereas the fi gures in the manuscript occupy 
fl ower-strewn ‘islands’ amidst a painted decorative foliate pattern on fol. 108v and 
penwork rinceaux on fol. 109r. The labourer, the child in his cradle and the physician 
with his fl ask occur in the manuscript as well as in Marchant’s edition (and in the 
mural), although the physician in MS Rothschild 2535 wears a much earlier style of 
academic dress than his counterpart in Marchant’s woodcut; the hermits in both 
schemes are perhaps closest in appearance and pose. The posture of the bishop on fol. 
109r resembles that of the archbishop in Marchant’s woodcut, who is accused by ‘le 
mort’ of drawing back his head in disdain or fear: ‘Que vous tires la teste arriere’ 
(Why do you draw back your head?) — an interesting case of Marchant’s illustration 
(Fig. 8) matching the words of the poem. This could even be an indication of icono-
graphical mix-up, with the illuminator using the wrong model from the mural at Les 
Innocents for his bishop.

The woman on fol. 108v and the heraldic fi gure on fol. 109r have no equivalent in 
Marchant’s illustrations. The latter almost certainly represents a knight, albeit with 
blazon that cannot be fi rmly identifi ed.46 His appearance is very different from that of 
the ‘chevalier’ in Marchant’s woodcut, who not only lacks specifi c attributes to dis-
tinguish him as a knight but whose dress and broadnosed shoes do not belong to the 
1420s (Fig. 8). The clothes worn by the couple on fol. 108v fi t the period around 1430, 
especially the woman’s horned headdress that can be observed in contemporary 
Early Netherlandish portraits, and her very wide sleeves that went rapidly out of 
fashion after 1430. She may be not a character in her own right but rather the attribute 
of the ‘amoureux’, just as one occasionally fi nds a female companion with the a male 
representative of Adolescentia in medieval depictions of the Ages of Man.47 Female 
fi gures are the exception in the French danse macabre tradition at this time, and 
the French mural has always been believed to have been an all-male scheme. Yet the 
depiction of a couple in MS Rothschild 2535 may imply that the ‘amoureux’ in the 
mural at Les Innocents also originally had a companion, albeit one without her 
own text; it is worth noting that Lydgate introduced a ‘gentilwoman amerous’ 
immediately after the ‘amerous squyere’ in his Dance of Death poem.48 On the other 
hand, Marchant’s ‘amoureux’ has no companion or distinguishing attribute, while his 
long robe and decorated sleeves belong to the later 15th century, indicating yet again 
an updating of earlier dress either in the mural itself or by Marchant’s artist.

The similarities between the danse macabre cycle in MS Rothschild 2535 and the 
scheme at Les Innocents (as we know it through Marchant’s edition) suggest that the 
illuminator was familiar with the mural, even if he appears to have taken liberties 
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Fig. 7a. Danse macabre marginal decorations 
in a Parisian book of hours of c. 1430–40 
(Paris, BnF, MS Rothschild 2535, fol. 108v)

Fig. 7b. Danse macabre marginal decorations 
in a Parisian book of hours of c. 1430–40 (Paris, 
BnF, MS Rothschild 2535, fol. 109r)
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Fig. 8. The archbishop and the knight, woodcut in Guy Marchant’s Danse macabre 
edition fi rst printed in Paris in 1485

Fig. 9. The papal legate and the duke, new woodcut added to the danse macabre in 
Guy Marchant’s second edition of 1486
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with his model to suit his own decorative purposes. What is certain is that the clothes 
worn by the fi gures in the manuscript are closer in date to the mural than those shown 
in Marchant’s woodcuts, many of which belong to the later 15th century in style; as 
such, the manuscript may offer more reliable evidence about the appearance of the 
knight in the mural, for example. Whereas the extensive danse macabre cycle in Mor-
gan MS M.359 is rather different from the mural scheme, some of the fi gures illus-
trated in its roundels can also provide further insights into the characters presented 
at Les Innocents — and even into one particularly important fi gure omitted from the 
mural.

the sequence of characters

IN the French danse macabre poem as we know it through both Marchant’s edition 
and earlier manuscript copies, there is a strict alternating sequence of clerical and lay 
characters up to the last two characters of the clerk and the hermit. Admittedly, the 
added fi gure of the poor man has his own stanza, but he only serves as a prop for the 
usurer, just as the female fi gure in the Rothschild manuscript may be simply an 
attribute of the ‘amoureux’ rather than an independent character. The poem was thus 
carefully planned by the unknown author. In addition, there is a descending social 
order, which is evident in the fi rst half of the poem, even if less so in the second 
half. Once again, it is vital to compare Marchant’s text with extant early manuscript 
copies as this shows that Marchant mistakenly placed the ‘curé’ and ‘laboureur’ 
before the ‘advocat’ and ‘menestrel’, which makes little hierarchical sense. 

The confi nes of this paper do not allow a full comparison of characters in the 
different danse macabre schemes across Europe; however, there are some important 
initial observations to be made. First of all, there is the Dance of Death poem by 
Lydgate, who probably visited Paris in 1426 shortly after the mural was fi nished. In 
his translator’s prologue, he claimed to have modelled his poem on the mural at Les 
Innocents, although he was also familiar with the wider tradition of estates satire of 
which Chaucer’s General Prologue to The Canterbury Tales is a prime example.49

Lydgate’s poem has come down to us in different versions, which may be due at least 
in part to scribal variance: it is the earlier, so-called A-version which closely follows 
the order and words of the French poem. Even so, Lydgate introduced additional 
stanzas for a number of new characters that he did not fi nd in the Paris scheme, 
including three female fi gures (although women do occur in the German Totentanz 
tradition). Then there is the Latin-German Totentanz, which may be an independent 
development of the theme of uncertain date; the oldest extant version of the poem 
(Heidelberg University Library, Cpg 314, fols 79r–80v) was copied in Augsburg 
c. 1443–47, but based on an earlier text.50 Finally there is the Spanish Dança general 
de la muerte, whose date is still a matter of debate but which shares many similarities 
with the French Danse macabre poem.51 

A comparison of the fi rst twelve characters in these four different versions reveals 
some surprising similarities and differences (see Table I). As one would expect, all 
four start hierarchically with the pope and the emperor, who are followed in the 
French Danse by a regular alternation of clerical and lay fi gures. Then, however, the 
German Totentanz inserts the empress before the king, resulting in an illogical 
sequence of three lay and three clerical characters in a row instead of alternating. 
Likewise, Lydgate’s inclusion of the lady disrupts the order of characters that he 
adopted from the French poem. The patriarch occurs in all four versions despite being 
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rather a historical anomaly in this period, a relic of the crusading era (as one author 
has remarked, only the clergy can have known what this title signifi ed exactly).52 Yet 
whereas the patriarch is a somewhat peculiar fi gure to include, far more curious is the 
omission of the duke in the French scheme and consequently in Lydgate’s poem.

There is no denying that the lay sequence of emperor-king-duke-count-knight (if we 
ignore the empress) in the Totentanz is more complete and logical than the jump from 
king via constable to knight in the French Danse and in Lydgate’s poem (where the 
baron’s stanza is a translation of that of the French ‘chevalier’); even the Spanish 
Dança includes the fi gure of the duke. Was the omission of the duke at Les Innocents 
deliberate? A look at Morgan MS M.359 suggests that it was: just as in the Spanish 
Dança, the duke in his long blue court robe with an ermine collar and lining (fol. 126r: 
Fig. 6 and Col. Pl. IIb) precedes the constable with his ceremonial sword of offi ce (fol. 
127r). Moreover, Marchant appears to have regarded this omission as a hiatus: in his 
second edition of 1486 he added the papal legate as well as the duke, thereby preserv-
ing the alternating sequence of clerical and lay characters (Fig. 9). 

So why was the duke not included in the mural at Les Innocents? It might have been 
because the political situation was highly sensitive and the fi gure of a duke would have 
evoked undesirable associations with both living and dead dukes. Louis of Orléans 
and John the Fearless had been murdered in 1407 and 1419, respectively; the former’s 
son Charles was in English captivity, an absent duke and political pawn who was not 
to be released until 1440; and there was at best an uneasy Anglo-Burgundian alliance 
with John, duke of Brittany. More importantly, Paris itself was the setting of a covert 
power struggle between the duke of Bedford and Philip the Good’s Burgundian 
supporters. Whereas the image of the dead king at the end of the cycle was strikingly 
apt, it might have been thought that there were too many dukes and their supporters 
who could object to the inclusion of a duke as a participant in the danse macabre 
mural. The omission of the duke may thus have been a tactical decision infl uenced 
by the political circumstances of the time. A look at some of the other characters in 
the upper ranks of the danse would support this hypothesis. Even though the duke 
could have been presented as a generic character, we shall see that the reason for 

Sequence of the fi rst twelve characters in the danse macabre

INNOCENTS, PARIS LYDGATE (A version) DANÇA GENERAL Latin-German
  DE LA MUERTE TOTENTANZ

1. Pope 1. Pope 1. Pope 1. Pope
2. Emperor 2. Emperor 2. Emperor 2. Emperor
3. Cardinal 3. Cardinal 3. Cardinal 3. Empress
4. King 4. King 4. King 4. King
5. Patriarch 5. Patriarch 5. Patriarch 5. Cardinal
6. Constable 6. Constable 6. Duke 6. Patriarch
7. Archbishop 7. Archbishop 7. Archbishop 7. Archbishop
8. Knight 8. Baron 8. Constable 8. Duke
9. Bishop 9. Lady 9. Bishop 9. Bishop
10. Squire 10. Bishop 10. Knight 10. Count
11. Abbot 11. Squire 11. Abbot 11. Abbot
12. Bailiff 12. Abbot 12. Squire 12. Knight
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the omission could have been a vested interest on the part of the unknown patron in 
ensuring that the duke was not the subject of satirical representation and criticism.

(i) The pope

TABLE I shows how each of the four main danse macabre versions starts with the 
pope, the highest-ranking church offi cial and God’s representative on earth. One 
author claimed that the pope was not usually criticised in danse macabre or Totentanz 
schemes until Niklaus Manuel’s mural scheme of 1516–19 in Bern, but the most recent 
study of the Bern scheme describes Manuel’s verses as typical of the anti-clerical 
nature of the 15th-century Totentanz.53 Manuel’s pope reads like an expanded echo 
of the pope’s assumed holiness as conveyed in the terse words of the earlier Latin-
German Totentanz poem, ‘Sanctus dicebar’ (I was called holy): a seemingly innocuous 
phrase, yet at the same time quite ambiguous, and also found thus in related German 
Totentanz texts.54 An illustrated Totentanz edition of c. 1488, which is attributed to 
the publisher Heinrich Knoblochtzer, goes even further in its hyperbolic presentation 
of the pope who claims ‘Got was ich off erden genant’ (On earth I was called 
God).55 

In fact, Knoblochtzer’s Totentanz version was closely modelled on the French 
Danse macabre poem, where the pope refers to himself in the same presumptuous 
terms and where the irony is unmistakable. The pope is invited by ‘le mort’ to start 
the dance ‘comme le plus digne seigneur: / En ce point honore seres / Aux grans mais-
tre est deu lonneur’ (as the most esteemed lord. In this you will be honoured: honour 
is due to great masters). In reply, the pope questions whether it is proper for him to 
open the dance ‘qui suis dieu en terre / Jay eu dignite souuerainne / En leglise comme 
saint pierre’ (I who am God on earth. I have had sovereign dignity in the church 
like St Peter). The satire continues in Lydgate’s version where the pope instead 
acknowledges that he is the fi ttest to open the dance as one who ‘sate yn erthe hyest 
yn my see / The state ful parilous who so taketh hede / To occupie Petirs dignitie’ (E: 
66–68). 

The papal see was indeed a precarious honour, as recent history had shown. The 
move of the papacy from Rome to Avignon in 1309 had led to the Great Schism 
(1378–1417), when two rival popes came to rule the (divided) Christian nations from 
Avignon and Rome simultaneously.56 The situation was made worse at the Council 
of Pisa in 1409 with the election of Alexander V as a third, alternative, antipope; this 
attempted solution failed when his rivals Benedict XIII and John XXIII refused to 
abdicate. The co-existence of three rival popes inevitably undermined the prestige of 
the papacy. Only in 1417 at the Council of Constance was the situation resolved 
through the election of Martin V (1368–1431) as sole pope with English support; the 
new pope refused the French offer of Avignon as papal residence in favour of Rome 
where he eventually arrived in 1420. 

There is no evidence that the fi gure of the pope in the mural at Les Innocents was 
meant to represent any pope in particular, least of all the autocratic Martin V. None 
the less, the potential for pointed satire is suggested by a comparison with the famous 
Großbaseler Totentanz scheme, which is believed to have been painted soon after the 
plague epidemic of 1439. The Basel-born engraver Matthäus Merian the Elder claimed 
that the fi gure of the pope in this Totentanz represented Felix V (1383–1449), who 
was elected in 1439 as antipope to Eugenius IV, while the emperor and the king were 
identifi ed respectively as Sigismund (1368–1437) and his Habsburg son-in-law and 
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successor Albrecht II (1397–1439).57 Even if the mural at Les Innocents may not have 
portrayed any specifi c pope of this period, its presentation of the emperor is perhaps 
more suggestive of a real-life counterpart.

(ii) The emperor

APART from his imperial crown, orb and sceptre, the bearded emperor in Marchant’s 
woodcut is distinguished by his robe decorated with the double-headed eagle.58 
This device is traditionally associated with the Habsburgs, but it had a much earlier 
history. The emperor in MS M.359 displays a black eagle on a gold fi eld on the 
sinister side of his mantle, but the dexter side has been left plain blue, perhaps because 
the small size of the roundel did not allow further detail. It is the emperor in MS 
Rothschild 2535 (Fig. 10) whose mantle reveals the full heraldry: a double-headed 
black eagle on a gold fi eld on the dexter and gold fl eurs-de-lis on a blue fi eld on the 
sinister side of his mantle. The latter device is that of the kings of France, and this 
same combined heraldry was traditionally used in depictions of the Nine Worthies as 
Charlemagne’s coat of arms, viz. a combination of the emperor’s arms on the dexter 
side and on the sinister the fl eurs-de-lis that signal him as king of the Franks.59 

Fig. 10. The emperor, detail of 
the border decoration in BnF MS 
Rothschild 2535, fol. 108v
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The appearance of this dual heraldry in both MS Rothschild 2535 and (in a reversed 
and reduced form) Morgan MS M.359 makes it likely that the device was also used 
for the emperor in the mural at Les Innocents. The black double-headed eagle on a 
gold fi eld had been unoffi cially associated with the emperor from the 13th century on, 
until Emperor Sigismund offi cially adopted it in 1433.60 Sigismund was an important 
political fi gure in this period and pivotal in the relations between England, France and 
Burgundy, where he saw his role as that of a mediator. (Relations between England 
and the Empire had been strained after the dethronement of Richard II, whose fi rst 
wife had been Sigismund’s sister Anne of Bohemia, but there was a rapprochement in 
1411 when Henry IV sought imperial support against France.)61 After failing to effect 
a truce that could have prevented the battle of Agincourt, Sigismund visited England 
in 1416 and that autumn attended a meeting between Henry V and John the Fearless 
at Calais.62 Sigismund was, in fact, an exceptionally well-travelled man: he had 
earlier been involved in the crusade that ended so disastrously at Nicopolis in 1396 
(when the young John the Fearless became one of the Ottoman sultan Bayazid I’s 
most lucrative captives),63 and in 1433 he travelled to Rome to be offi cially crowned 
Holy Roman Emperor at last.

Sigismund was thus well known in both England and France, so could the emperor 
in the mural at Les Innocents have been intended as a ‘cryptoportrait’ (ie. a disguised 
portrait) of him? The emperor in the French poem is reverentially greeted by ‘le mort’ 
as ‘le non pareil du monde / Prince et seigneur grant emperiere’ (he who has no equal 
on earth, prince and lord, great emperor); there may be a degree of hyperbole, but the 
irony mainly hinges on the fact that the emperor must abandon his imperial insignia 
and arm himself instead with death’s attributes of ‘pic’, ‘pelle’ and ‘linceul’ (pick-axe, 
spade and shroud). The traditional appearance of the bearded emperor in the Danse 
macabre fi ts Charlemagne but also Sigismund, who had long hair and a forked beard 
as extant portraits bear out. More importantly, Sigismund is believed to have been 
the subject of a number of cryptoportraits in his lifetime — although to date scholars 
do not appear to have considered the possibility of such an imperial portrait in the 
mural at Les Innocents — and even after his death, if Merian was correct about his 
portrait in the Großbaseler Totentanz.64 

There are parallels for such cryptoportraits in later Danse macabre schemes. In the 
Dresden Totentanz relief of 1534–37 the emperor is traditionally identifi ed as Charles 
V, the king as Ferdinand I, and the duke as George the Bearded of Saxony (who com-
missioned the relief) with his sole surviving son Johann.65 The example of the relief 
at Dresden suggests that the inclusion of living people in the Danse macabre was not 
unique, although it may have been inspired by the presentation of historical characters 
in the earlier Totentanz mural at Basel. Of course, the key question is how people 
would have recognised such portraits: heraldry, dress and attributes would often have 
been more telling indications of identity than mere likeness. Nonetheless, this use of 
real-life characters may have started at Les Innocents, as the discussion of the king 
will show.

(iii) The king

IF the inclusion of the dead king towards the end of the mural evoked memories of 
the recently deceased kings Henry V and Charles VI, there are indications that the 
fi gure of the king towards the start of the danse was meant to represent Charles VI 
specifi cally. In the German Totentanz tradition the king was identifi ed as the king of 
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Rome, that is, heir to the imperial crown, but in Knoblochtzer’s edition the king 
carries a banner with three fl eurs-de-lis, emblems of the French crown — another sign 
that Knoblochtzer based his Totentanz version on a French model.66 Marchant’s 
woodcut shows an unmistakably French king dressed in a mantle decorated with the 
royal fl eurs-de-lis, but with long hair and a short beard (Fig. 11). Unlike his father, 
Charles VI had very regular features that make him diffi cult to recognise in depictions, 
but he wore his hair rather short and had no beard.67 It is interesting to observe, 
therefore, that MS Rothschild 2535 shows the king in a blue mantle with gold fl eurs-
de-lis, but beardless with short brown hair and a lined face (Fig. 12). The king in 
Morgan MS M.359 is likewise beardless and brown-haired, but he appears younger 
and more conventional-looking, while his mantle has been left plain blue. 

There is a curious resemblance between the fi gure of the king in MS Rothschild 
2535 and Charles VI’s tomb effi gy at Saint-Denis (Fig. 13), which was commissioned 
from the sculptor Pierre de Thoiry (or Thury) in 1423 or 1424 — the year when the 
mural at Les Innocents was begun.68 By then Charles had been dead for nearly two 
years and also been rarely seen in public during the last years of his life. Yet after his 
death, his body had been laid out in his bed for two or three days, as was the custom, 
his face uncovered for all to behold.69 Moreover, the customary funeral effi gy in the 
king’s likeness had been carried on top of the coffi n in the funeral procession, its face 
probably based on a death-mask — the fi rst attested example of such practice in 
France.70 According to the Bourgeois, the king’s funeral effi gy 

Fig. 11. The king, detail of a woodcut in 
Guy Marchant’s Danse macabre edition 
fi rst printed in Paris in 1485
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estoit hault comme une toise, largement couché en envers en ung lict, le visaige descouvert ou sa 
semblance, couronne d’or, tenant en une de ses mains ung sceptre royal, et en l’autre une maniere 
de main faisant la benediction de deux doyz, et estoient dorez et si longs qu’ilz advenoient à sa 
couronne.71

(it was a good six feet tall, lying on its back in a bed, the face — or the likeness of his face — un-
covered, wearing a gold crown and holding in one of its hands a royal sceptre, and in the other 
a type of hand giving a blessing with two fi ngers, and these were gilded and so long that they 
reached the crown.)

It is likely that the very portrait-like tomb effi gy produced some years later was 
modelled on the same image, but the latter could also have served as the model for a 
cryptoportrait in the mural at Les Innocents.

The Bourgeois describes at length how the common people of Paris greatly mourn-
ed the passing of their ‘good King Charles’, whose reign had lasted for over forty-two 
years.72 Charles VI had always enjoyed great popularity in Paris where he had been 
known as ‘le Bien-aimé’ (the Well-Beloved) until his illness caused this soubriquet to 
be changed into ‘le Fol’ (the Mad). The grief shown by the king’s subjects was in 
marked contrast to the absence of the French lords at his funeral, including the duke 
of Burgundy (the late king’s son-in-law). The only royal mourner was the duke of 
Bedford, who as regent had had the King of France’s sword carried before him on 
the way back, much to the Parisians’ disgust: it must have epitomised for them the 
situation that France was in.

Fig. 12. The king, detail of the border 
decoration in BnF MS Rothschild 2535, 
fol. 108v

Fig. 13. Tomb effi gy of Charles VI, 
commissioned in 1424 by his widow 
Isabeau de Bavière from the sculptor Pierre 
de Thoiry, Abbey church of Saint-Denis
Photo: Pascal Lemaitre, © CMN
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Earlier in Charles VI’s life, there had been a memorable, near-fatal incident that 
had caused outrage in Paris.73 Shortly after his recovery from his fi rst bout of madness, 
the king and fi ve of his courtiers decided to dress up as wildmen (‘hommes sauvages’) 
as a prank to liven up the wedding of one of the queen’s maids of honour on 28 
January 1393. The event became known as the ‘bal des sauvages’ or, more pointedly, 
the ‘bal des ardents’ because the highly combustible linen costumes — covered in 
pitch or tar with hemp for shaggy hair — accidentally ignited when the king’s bro ther 
Louis and his friend Philippe de Bar entered with torches, causing the agonising death 
of four of the ‘hommes sauvages’ and nearly killing the king himself. The incident 
was described in detail in Jean Froissart’s Chroniques and depicted in various luxury 
manuscripts of his work.74 To assuage Parisian anger, Louis was obliged to do public 
penance and he also erected a chapel at Les Célestins in expiation. Years later, the 
incident in 1393 was cited as one of the late duke’s misdeeds in the Justifi cation du 
duc de Bourgogne, a manifesto designed to justify John the Fearless’s assassination of 
Louis in 1407 as tyrannicide.75

It is this event in 1393 that the king’s lines in the French Danse macabre poem 
appear to allude to. The king is addressed by ‘le mort’ as ‘noble roy couronne / 
Renomme de force et de proesse’ (noble crowned king, renowned for strength and 
prowess), which hardly seems to fi t the ailing Charles VI in later life. Yet the king’s 
response is striking. First there is his apparent objection to the crude music of the 
danse, as scholars have interpreted his lines ‘Je nay point apris a danser / A danse et 
note si sauuage’ (I have never learnt to dance to such a savage movement and tune) 
— a sentiment that is echoed in Lydgate’s lines ‘I haue not lerned here-a-forne to 
daunce / No daunce in sothe of fotynge so sauage’ (E: 113–14).76 Yet not only is the 
word ‘sauuage’ highly suggestive of the infamous ‘bal des sauvages’ of 1393, the 
allusion is reinforced by the king’s last proverbial line ‘En la fi n fault deuenir cendre’, 
or in Lydgate’s words ‘For [w]e shalle al to dede asshes turne’ (E: 120). 

At fi rst sight the king’s fi nal line may read like a conventional reference to the 
phrase from the burial service ‘earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust’. However, 
the combination with the earlier line ‘A danse et note si sauuage’ must have struck 
contemporaries as an allusion to the feast in 1393 when Charles VI was nearly burnt 
to death while capering around as an ‘homme sauvage’ — an event that was still 
being debated as part of the Justifi cation du duc de Bourgogne at the Council of 
Constance in 1415.77 The juxtapostion of these lines with a cryptoportrait of Charles 
VI in the mural (as implied by the appearance of the king in MS Rothschild 2535 and 
the French royal heraldry in Marchant’s woodcut) would have been a poignant 
reminder to Parisians of their late beloved monarch at a time when they were ruled 
by an English regent on behalf of an absent infant king.

patronage

IT seems hardly coincidental that the earliest known danse macabre mural was 
created in Paris during the Anglo-Burgundian occupation. By all accounts, the produc-
tion of art in the capital suffered from the impact of war and the removal of the 
French royal court from the city; the Bourgeois complained that the English were 
tight-fi sted and bad for trade.78 The patron(s) responsible for commissioning this large 
and costly mural scheme must have wanted to make a statement, but without falling 
foul of the authorities who were highly suspicious of any potentially subversive 
activities, as frère Richard discovered in 1429. 
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There was nothing wrong in principle about a mural with a moralising message 
about man’s mortality, even one referring to the dead King Charles VI (who was, 
after all, the grandfather of the new King Henry VI). Perhaps in some way the mural 
was intended to serve as a homage to the deceased Charles VI: it was started around 
the same time as the monument at Saint-Denis and the cemetery of Les Innocents was 
situated along the rue Saint-Denis leading towards the royal mausoleum church. A 
painted cryptoportrait of the king could easily have been modelled on the funeral 
effi gy that was probably still on display at Saint-Denis at this time; such royal repre-
sentations were made to be as lifelike as possible. (One can only mourn the loss 
of Charles VI’s funeral effi gy when that of his daughter Catherine still survives at 
Westminster Abbey.79) A painted memorial to his royal father at Les Innocents would 
probably not have displeased the former dauphin Charles VII, either, when he fi nally 
re-entered Paris with Burgundian support in 1436.80

If the mural in the cemetery of Les Saints Innocents did indeed contain a veiled 
political statement in the form of recognisable allusions to real-life fi gures, this might 
help explain why the danse macabre became so famous in such a short time. Its 
sudden rise to fame is all the more striking if we consider that the theme may have 
been around since the time of Jehan le Fèvre nearly half a century earlier, without 
apparently having much of an impact. The mural scheme could well have included 
other cryptoportraits and allusions to existing persons who can no longer be 
identifi ed. For example, there may be covert irony in the words of ‘le mort’ to the 
archbishop when he asks him whether he draws back his head out of fear: ‘Auez 
vous peur quon ne vous fi ere’ (Are you afraid that someone will hit you?). Medieval 
archbishops were not usually timid: Jean Montaigu, archbishop of Sens, had died 
fi ghting Henry V’s army at Agincourt. Likewise, the bishop in the poem is warned 
that he will have to relinquish the ‘biens du monde et de nature’ (good things of the 
world and of nature), and it may be no coincidence that parishes frequently found 
themselves at loggerheads with their local bishops over matters of revenue. For 
example, in 1441 Denis du Moulin, bishop of Paris, forbade all processions and 
burials in the church and cemetery of Les Innocents for four months because he 
demanded more money in tithes than the impoverished parish could afford to pay.81

Yet even if it offered an opportunity to satirise an earlier local bishop under the guise 
of a didactic lesson, it is unlikely that the parish itself commissioned this costly mural. 
The fi gures of the constable and the knight in the mural may also have been intended 
as cryptoportraits, perhaps recognisable through their heraldry, but the loss of the 
mural and the updating of the fi gures in Marchant’s woodcuts mean that this can no 
longer be ascertained.

If the king’s lines indeed contain allusions to the ‘bal des ardents’, it means that 
either the poem postdates 1393 or an earlier (lost) prototype version was adapted 
after this event to include these topical references. Some scholars have attributed 
the danse macabre poem to the theologian Jean Gerson (1363–1429), chancellor of the 
university of Paris.82 However, Gerson’s known anti-Burgundian stance makes it 
unlikely that a poem by him would have been displayed in such a prominent location 
in Paris. He was at this time in exile in Charles VII’s ‘kingdom of Bourges’, together 
with his deputy Gérard Machet, after he had earlier taken a stance against the duke 
of Burgundy’s Justifi cation at the Council of Constance in 1415.83 It may well be that 
an earlier version of the Danse macabre poem had instead been written by Jehan le 
Fèvre, as is sometimes suggested on the basis of his line ‘Je fi s de Macabré la dance’, 
for it was not unusual for medieval poets to refer to other of their compositions in 
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their own work. Thus, Lydgate made specifi c mention of his Dance of Death in the 
moralising poem Tyed with a Lyne when he addressed his readers: ‘Both high and 
lough shal go on dethis daunce, / Renne vnto Powlis, beholde the Machabe [sic]’.84 If 
the stanza by the ‘roy mort’ was another interpolation with the death of Charles VI 
in 1422 in mind, it would have made the scheme at Les Innocents very topical 
indeed. 

Suggestive above all are the references to the notorious ‘bal des ardents’. Although 
it was more than twenty years since Louis of Orléans had done public penance 
for nearly killing his brother (whose throne he may well have hoped to inherit), his 
recklessness on that day was still listed as one of his crimes in the duke of Burgundy’s 
Justifi cation. Furthermore, the chapel that Louis had built at Les Célestins served as 
a visible reminder and admission of his guilt. An allusion to the ‘bal des ardents’ 
would, therefore, have suited the Burgundian party but not the Orléans-Armagnac 
supporters, who in turn were held responsible for the brutal murder of John the 
Fearless. Philip the Good may not have visited Paris much during Bedford’s regency, 
but there was great popular support for Burgundy in the capital. Even though he 
chose not to attend the late king’s funeral, Philip was a Valois and also a member of 
the royal family through his marriage to Charles VI’s daughter Michelle, who had 
predeceased her father in June 1422. 

Whereas the fi gure of the king in the mural at Les Innocents may have been a cryp-
toportrait of Duke Philip’s father-in-law, it has been noted above how odd it is that 
the scheme contains no duke. The omission may have been a deliberate decision on 
the part of a patron wishing to avoid satire or sly criticism of even a generic fi gure of 
a duke, or who may have felt that in such a strictly hierarchical scheme the duke might 
be conspicuous by his absence. Indeed, a case can be made for suggesting that it was 
Philip himself who was the hitherto unidentifi ed patron. Admittedly, the evidence is 
entirely circumstantial, but there is a reasonable weight of it. Like his father and 
grandfather before him, Philip knew the importance of art for political and propa-
ganda purposes. He also had the means to pay for an expensive mural, even if there 
is no known evidence to connect him with the scheme at Les Innocents. Further study 
will be needed, for example of the ducal records, to see if any evidence of such a com-
mission can still be found. Yet Philip might have had a vested interest in the cemetery 
of Les Innocents because of its relative proximity to the Hôtel de Bourgogne further 
north, whose prominent defence tower, built by John the Fearless in 1409–11 in the 
aftermath of Louis of Orléans’ murder, would have dominated this area that is likely 
to have been Burgundian territory.85 (The Tour Jean sans Peur still survives, the only 
vestige of the ducal residence in Paris.)

There is other circumstantial evidence. The early manuscript copy of the Danse 
macabre text (BnF, MS fr. 14989) that formerly belonged to Philip the Good also 
contains a chronicle and the anti-dauphinist propaganda poem Division des Orleanois 
contre les Anglois, written upon the death of Thomas Montacute, earl of Salisbury, 
at the siege of Orleans in 1428.86 This context may suggest that the Danse macabre 
was regarded as something more than just another moralising poem at this time. In 
September 1449, a play described as a ‘jeu, histoire et moralité sur le fait de la danse 
macabre’ was performed for the duke in his hôtel in Bruges, which indicates further 
interest in the theme.87 No less intriguing is a civic record at Arras of numerous snow 
sculptures that were set up in the city’s streets and squares during the severe winter 
of 1434–35.88 They belong to a late-medieval tradition in which the adult population 
used snow sculptures to depict well-known characters from the bible and popular 
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culture, and also political allegories. Arras belonged to the duke of Burgundy who 
would sign a treaty with the former dauphin there later that year; it was also the place 
where Joan of Arc was held captive for a week or more in November 1430 after her 
capture outside Compiègne. Amongst the named snow sculptures at Arras that winter 
were ‘le Grande Puchelle’ with ‘gens d’armes’ (i.e. Joan the Maid with armed men) 
and ‘la dansse machabre où estoient en fi gure de nege l’Empereur, le Roy, le Mort et 
Manouvrier’ (the danse macabre in which there were in snow fi gures of the emperor, 
the king, Death and labourer). Whether or not this danse in snow carried a political 
message, it indicates a very rapid dissemination into popular culture within a Burgun-
dian city.89 If the sculpture of the Three Living and the Three Dead at Les Innocents 
was indeed commissioned by the duke of Berry to commemorate his murdered neph-
ew Louis of Orléans, it would have been ironic for the duke of Burgundy to upstage 
that scheme with a mural in the same location that painted an even bigger picture of 
the deaths of popes, emperors, kings and lesser mortals. 

The danse was an easily adaptable theme that lent itself to moralising and to satire, 
with the potential of targeting particular characters either in mockery, in homage, or 
perhaps just in remembrance. A literary example is Lydgate’s ‘tregetour’, who is ex-
plicitly named as Henry V’s court juggler or magician: ‘Maister Jon Rikelle some tyme 
tregetowre / Of nobille harry kynge of Ingelonde / And of Fraunce the myghti Con-
querowre’ (E: 513–15).90 One can fi nd other adaptations intended to make the danse 
more relevant to contemporaries, especially in art by means of portraits of real-life 
fi gures, albeit these examples postdate the mural at Les Innocents. At least, the above-
mentioned Totentanz mural at Basel with its presumed cryptoportraits of Pope Felix 
V, Emperor Sigismund and King Albrecht was created not too long after the scheme 
in Paris. More certain are the cryptoportraits in the extant Totentanz reliefs at Dres-
den, which were commissioned by the Duke George the Bearded for the new ‘Georgen-
tor’ of his palace; whereas the fi gures of the emperor (Charles V?) and the king (Fer-
dinand?) are badly eroded, the fi gures of the duke and his son are well preserved, both 
of them still wearing the Order of the Golden Fleece. The duke of Saxony may have 
had his personal reasons for choosing such a sombre theme for his palace: he had 
already lost nine of his ten children when his wife Barbara died in 1534 as this 
new part of his residence was being built.91 Moreover, there is the king in Holbein’s 
woodcut series, who is traditionally identifi ed as a cryptoportrait of François I 
(Fig. 14), just as the emperor may represent Maximilian and the pope portray Leo 
X; it must be admitted, though, that Holbein included no heraldry to support such 
identifi cation.92 

Kings would have been particularly straightforward to portray by means of 
either heraldry or of their general appearance familiar through coins and seals. In the 
Dance of Death mural of the early 16th century in the Guild Chapel at Stratford-
on-Avon, the mantle of the king appears to have been decorated with the English 
royal device of three lions passant gardant, suggesting that the fi gure was intended 
to represent Henry VII.93 Marchant’s woodcut of a long-haired bearded king may 
indicate that he chose to have that fi gure updated by means of dress and hairstyle 
(unless the mural itself had been altered by that time). In turn, while Marchant’s 
second (or subsequent) edition served as the model for the 16th-century danse 
macabre mural at La Ferté-Loupière (Yonne), the king was evidently altered once 
again from the long-haired fi gure in long robes in the woodcut to a more dashing 
bearded fi gure in shorter robes and tight hose (Fig. 15). Perhaps this was another 
cryptoportrait of François I (1494–1547), continuing a tradition that had started in 
Paris a century earlier. 
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Fig. 14. Death and the king 
(a cryptoportrait of François 
I?), woodcut from Hans 
Holbein the Younger’s Les 
simulachres & historiees 
faces de la mort published in 
1538

Fig. 15. The fi gure of the 
king (a cryptoportrait of 
François I?) in the early 
16th-century Danse macabre 
mural on the north wall 
of the church of La 
Ferté-Loupière (Yonne)
Photo: author
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conclusion

THE aim of this essay has been to try to explain the sudden development of the 
Danse macabre from a mere mention in a poem written in 1376 to a text incorpo-
rated in a wall-painting that for some reason attracted a lot of attention from locals 
and foreign visitors soon after its completion in 1425 — more attention, in fact, than 
one might have expected from just another didactic scheme. Although there is a 
danger in trying to identify political messages and cryptoportraits of people long 
dead, especially in a mural that was destroyed centuries ago, in the case of the 
Danse macabre mural at Les Innocents the combination of text, visual evidence and 
historical circumstances supports the ideas proposed here.

By the time Charles VII took control of Paris with the support of his Burgundian 
former brother-in-law Philip the Good, the fame of the mural and the theme of the 
Danse macabre had spread far and wide. The London Dance of Death scheme at 
Pardon Churchyard was probably already in existence and the Großbaseler Totentanz 
mural was created not long after. The Danse easily lent itself to further adoption by 
local patrons: a moralising text or a decorative border in manuscript or print, a 
wall-painting, a stained-glass window, sculpture, or whatever suited their tastes and 
purposes. The irony is that these later adaptations may have obscured the original 
intention of the mural executed in occupied Paris in 1424–25.
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Kings: The Danse Macabre in Late-Medieval and Renaissance Culture’, Journal of the British Archaeological 
Association, 157 (2004), 169-90. A monograph on the medieval danse macabre is in preparation. 

2.  For Lydgate’s poem, see esp. The Dance of Death, edited from MSS. Ellesmere 26/A.13 and B.M. 
Lansdowne 699, collated with the other extant MSS., ed. F. Warren, with introduction and notes by B. White 
(Early English Text Society, o.s. 181, 1931, repr. 2000). Quotations from this edition will be referenced in 
the text with E for the Ellesmere manuscript version. A slightly earlier edition was published in English Verse 
between Chaucer and Surrey, ed. E. P. Hammond (1927, repr. New York 1965), 124–42, 418–35.

3. Le respit de la mort par Jean le Fevre, ed. G. Hasenohr-Esnos, Société des Anciens Textes Français, 
(Paris 1969), 113, l. 3078.

4. The historical context is touched upon, but with different conclusions, in M. Dujakovic, ‘The Dance 
of Death, the Dance of Life: Cemetery of the Innocents and the Danse Macabre’, in Out of the Stream: 
Studies in Medieval and Renaissance Mural Painting, ed. L. U. Afonso and V. Serrão (Newcastle 2007), 
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206–32. I am grateful to Dr Julian Luxford for sending me a copy of Dujakovic’s essay after this article had 
already been accepted for publication.

5. For a modern facsimile of Marchant’s 1485 edition, see Der tanzende Tod: mittelalterliche Totentänze, 
ed. G. Kaiser (Frankfurt am Main 1983), 74–107. Quotations in the text will be based on this edition. 
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2002), 103, fi g. 6; Fleury and Leproux, Les Saints-Innocents (as n. 7), fi g. 43. 
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R. S. Wieck, ‘The Death Desired: Books of Hours and the Medieval Funeral’, in Death and Dying in the 
Middle Ages, ed. E. E. DuBruck and B. I. Gusick, Studies in the Humanities, 45 (New York/Canterbury 1999), 
431–76, esp. 433, and also G. K. Fiero, ‘Death Ritual in Fifteenth-Century Manuscript Illumination’, Journal 
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