Depictions of ‘The Good Death’ from the Illustrated Ars Moriendi of 1450c 
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In terms of clear depictions of what was meant by ‘The Good Death’ in the late medieval period in western Europe, the eleven woodcut illustrations that often accompany the short editions of the Ars Moriendi are an invaluable resource. Close examination of the themes and motifs featured in the illustrations could yield a veritable repast of conclusions regarding the late medieval attitude towards the moment of death, and indeed many pages spent on it. However, in the full knowledge that much more could be said about these illustrations, this commentary will endeavour to explore why a good death was deemed so necessary and further, why it was judged such a fitting subject for artistic representation.

Before delving into the conceptual vicissitudes of the illustrations it is prudent to examine their situation in the physical books that they were found in. The illustrations appeared in printed block books or manuscripts and were a highly popular objects[footnoteRef:1]. They were initially used, in tandem with an accompanying text, for the instruction or reference of the clergy in order that the correct deathbed rituals were observed but were, in time, equally popular as an object of personal devotion[footnoteRef:2]. The latter is of particular significance because it is an indication that the prevailing theological emphasis on considering one’s death was having an active influence on the beliefs of the populace. Additionally, the popularity of the books meant they took a rather more ‘mass produced’ form when you compare them to the painstakingly handcrafted nature of earlier devotional literature. Although this change is both minor and somewhat unsurprising, given the steady rise in literacy in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, it is indicative of a rather significant cultural development. Devotion was shifting from the communal to the personal which meant in turn that the depictions of hell, purgatory and damnation portrayed in the books were now not just visual stimuli in an ecclesiastical setting, but now were exhibited in the more personal situation of the home. Further evidence of this shift can be found in accounts of household furnishings such as wall hangings also depicting the horrors of the sinful man’s afterlife.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  Duclow, D. ‘Dying Well: The Ars Moriendi and the Dormition of the Virgin’, in Death and Dying in the Middle Ages, ed. By Dubruk, E and Gusick, B (New York: Peter Lang, 1999), 380]  [2:  Ibid.]  [3:  Daniell, C. Death and Burial in Medieval England 1066-1550 (London: Routledge, 1997) p3] 


The foundational concept that dwells beneath the images is that before the moment of death there was a final battle for the soul. The images are used to portray how the active devout might orientate their final moments towards inspiration and how the passive sinner might fall prey to final temptations. It is immediately clear, upon even the most cursory examination of the images, that the depictions of temptations are made to be compellingly frightening, while the images of inspiration are designed to induce hope in the heavenly[footnoteRef:4]. The intention was to instruct the reader towards a virtuous end and to compel the living to dwell upon their eventual demise. The idea that one should be constantly reminded of their own mortality was a part of the wider medieval value of the memento mori, the idea that frequently considering ones death might help one to live a better life.[footnoteRef:5] [4:  Daniell Daniell, C. Death and Burial in Medieval England 1066-1550 (London: Routledge, 1997) p 2]  [5:  Ibid.] 


Some scholars have compellingly suggested that the images are intended to console the reader[footnoteRef:6] and while there is merit in this, due to the wholesome depictions of the hope that can be found in virtue and the elements of divine justice in the fact that sins were paid off like-for-like in hell or purgatory (i.e that your earthly actions would have divine consequences), it is not unreasonable to explore a more subversive motivation.  It could be plausibly suggested, in light of the dynamic nature of the depictions of final temptation, that these illustrated editions of the Ars Moriendi could be more accurately representing the bad death in order to keep the populace under the moral jurisdiction of the church. With church stability threatened by the protestant vanguard of Erasmus, John Wycliff and the Lollard movement[footnoteRef:7], it would have been of paramount importance that the roman church maintained a strong grasp on the imaginations of its flock. It is therefore, though perhaps cynical, a relevant view that this growing aesthetic culture of fear and horror that is demonstrated in the temptation images of the Ars Moriendi was less about devotion than it was about exploiting the genuine faith of the Christian masses. [6:  Duclow, D. ‘Dying Well: The Ars Moriendi and the Dormition of the Virgin’, in Death and Dying in the Middle Ages, ed. By Dubruk, E and Gusick, B (New York: Peter Lang, 1999) p 396]  [7: Daniell, C. Death and Burial in Medieval England 1066-1550 (London: Routledge, 1997) p11] 



The use of pairs of opposing themes in the illustrations may also be indicative of a developing trend towards a more dualistic foundation to late medieval theology than the more simplistic doctrine in the early medieval period. While this may be one broad stroke too far, it is possible that these paired views of good and evil, humility and pride, temptation and inspiration etc. are these result of the influence of the Platonic dualism that crept into orthodox theology as classical ancient literature gained legitimacy at the cusp of the renaissance[footnoteRef:8]. Nowhere is this ostensibly Platonic dualism more significant to a firm understanding of late medieval attitudes to dying than in its use in relation to the theology of body and soul. The fact that a culture developed with an emphasis on the spiritual (the soul) over the physical (the body) is unsurprising given the multitude of bodily afflictions (plague, leprosy etc.) that the populace in the late medieval period experienced[footnoteRef:9]. However, this attitude equally fed into the tendency of the church to use great artistic license when depicting deathbed battle for the soul. It could be posited that these images are symbolic of a shift in the medieval world view. Instead of the previously understood sense mystery that both life and death had held in the earlier medieval period (with a far less specific theology of the afterlife[footnoteRef:10]), the late medieval theologians were arguably far less comfortable with any ambiguity over the destination of their body and soul after death.  [8: Robinson, R. Groves, J. Introducing Political Philosophy, (London: Icon Books, 2006)p40]  [9:  Daniell, C. Death and Burial in Medieval England 1066-1550 (London: Routledge, 1997)p 1]  [10:  Daniell, C. Death and Burial in Medieval England 1066-1550 (London: Routledge, 1997) p10] 



While, as initially suggested, there are many more facets of late medieval attitudes towards the art of dying that may be examined (for example that the influence that the plagues and wars of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries had upon late medieval ideas of death cannot be underestimated), solid conclusions can still be drawn. The most apparent of these is that the late medieval period was one of great change both in terms of aesthetics and values, this is demonstrated as classical literature and a powerfully politicised papacy supplanted the whimsical (but not infallible) sincerity of the early medieval period in order to ring in a new age and a new aesthetic: the renaissance.
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