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[bookmark: _GoBack][image: ]	The brutality and abruptness of death is distinctly revered within medieval culture, and this is displayed within imagery and textual resources that stemmed from the bloody period. The Ars moriendi slots quite easily into this category of morbid intrigue, with its popularity increasing as visual depictions of death begin to adorn the homes of the wealthy and established.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  S. Thomas, Bodleian Library, ‘The Art of Dying’. Available at http://bav.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/news/ars-moriendi-the-art-of-dying.] 

	The definitive authorship of these collective images and texts of the Ars moriendi is debated, but it is believed that it was originally created by a Dominican friar, circa 1450.[footnoteRef:2] The collection of woodcuts is coupled with text, with each chapter incorporating crucial ethical messages of Christ, fighting temptation, and the moral aftermath of succumbing to sin.[footnoteRef:3] This image, the Good Death,  focuses very much on the symbolism of Christ and the importance of consistency in regards to living a ‘good life’, in order to die well. As pictured, Christ is a predominant figure within the image.[footnoteRef:4] Notably, he is depicted in the traditional sense—sacrificial, a reminder of what Christ had forfeited for humanity. [2:   J.R. Strayer, N.F. Blake et al., Dictionary of the Middle Ages (New York: Scribner, 1982), pp. 547-8. ]  [3:  S. Thomas, Bodleian Library, ‘The Art of Dying’]  [4:  Fig. 1: The Good Death, as illustrated within the Ars Moriendi, c. 1450
] 
Fig. 1: The Good Death, as illustrated within the Ars Moriendi, c. 1450

	It is believed that the Art of Dying arose from the tragedies that plagued—quite literally—the medieval masses at the time. H.B. Dewing translates Procopius’s account of the cruel pestilence: 
At that time all the customary rites of burial were overlooked. For the dead were not carried out escorted by a procession in the customary manner, nor were the usual chants sung over them, but it was sufficient if one carried on his shoulders the body of one of the dead to the parts of the city which bordered on the sea and flung him down: and there the corpses would be thrown upon skiffs in a heap, to be conveyed wherever it might chance.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Procopius, History of the Wars, 7 Vols., trans. H. B. Dewing, Loeb Library of the Greek and Roman Classics, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1914), Vol. I, pp. 451-473.] 

With burial being treated so flippantly, concerns for the dead and their souls grew, ‘as only death of the soul’ can be feared.[footnoteRef:6] Christian theology was being shaped with wars, famines and plagues—the fragility of life was becoming realised, and the significance of judgement day was almost feared among those who had experienced the loss that such events may bring. As such, epidemics meant that people were dying as a collective rather than it being an individual event, and thus created a difficulty for priests to assist in the deathly experience. It is this what makes the image so significant, the belief that death is an extremely personal act and the unrelenting presence of disease eliminates the spiritual experience.[footnoteRef:7] The Ars moriendi itself may bring a sense of comfort for the bereaved, and the dying, with its themes and allegory that explore the importance of morality. [6:  D.F. Duclow., Dying Well: The Ars Moriendi and the Dormition of the Virgin. In Edelgard E. DuBruck eds., Death and Dying in the Middle Ages (New York: Peter Lang, 1999), pp. 381]  [7:  Dying Well: The Ars Moriendi and the Dormition of the Virgin, p. 384] 

	The significance of these story-like images within the Ars moriendi provide the viewer with a visual on what it means to die well. Ideally, a Christian would avoid the temptations and sins that may threaten in everyday life, whilst penultimately receiving last rites. This is certainly represented within the image, as devilish creatures lurk below, ever present and threatening. The message of the image is quite literally the dying man’s triumph as he avoided succumbing to sin and temptations.[footnoteRef:8] It is clear to see the battle against damnation as death and judgement are entwined with the inclusion of angels and demons, as this is evident in the visible distress of the demons upon having lost their soul. As mentioned, the passion of Christ is central to understanding the complexities of death, and the entrance to eternal glory. Christ is looking down about the individual, leading one to believe that God, an extension of Christ, is the saviour that brings salvation. It would be useful to highlight that the figure on the bed is touching a candle, seeming to initiate contact with the side that signifies goodness whilst ignoring the devils that dance at his feet.  [8:  British Museum, Ars moriendi illustrations c. 1500, 1845,0809.467, London. Available at: http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?assetId=86286001&objectId=1459827&partId=1] 

	Along with the underlying messages, this vision of ‘dying well’ is ultimately a prompt to coerce its viewer into questioning their livelihoods, and consider the contrasting sins and temptations and the effects it would bring upon the soul. As seen, this image correlates more so with the holy conscience of the individual, who seems to be encouraged by an angel and the priest which present a triumphant visual of death. As Duclow elaborates, death is personal yes, but it is also public.[footnoteRef:9] The dying man has many spectators within the image, including Saints such as Mary and John who are present in witnessing the death.  [9:  D.F. Duclow., Dying Well: The Ars Moriendi and the Dormition of the Virgin. In Edelgard E. DuBruck eds., Death and Dying in the Middle Ages (New York: Peter Lang, 1999), p. 383] 

	Within the final image that depicts the ‘Good Death’, it displays the soul being received. William of Conches held the belief that due to the sins of Adam, souls that were attached to bodies had the ability to lose holy resonance.[footnoteRef:10] The soul is an entity of ‘perfect understanding’ and the visual of the soul taking the form of a child, whilst being tenderly held by the hands of an angel, gives the viewer reason to believe that if you should live a morally fruitful life, the soul remains untarnished.[footnoteRef:11]   [10:  L. Nauta, ‘Pre-Existence of the Soul in Medieval Thought’ found within ‘Recherches de Théologie ancienne et médiévale 63’ (1996), pp. 93-135]  [11:  Ibid. ] 

	In conclusion, the finale of the Ars moriendi provides an overarching view on the idealistic medieval (Christian) death. Surrounded by loved ones, immune to temptation, whilst being gazed upon by Christ and otherworldly angels. As illuminated, medieval attitudes towards death are moulded by the tragedies of the time period, and so the visual depictions of the ‘Good Death’ may provide a source of solace for the person which gazes upon it. 
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