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Death, Dying and the Macabre in the Late Middle Ages – Portfolio Commentary One
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Master E.S., Ars moriendi, British Museum (1892,1201.1.12), c. 1450-1470. 
This illustration from the Ars moriendi is now in the possession of the British Museum after being moved across from the British Library[footnoteRef:1]; it is important here to note that there are multiple versions of this scene – one with scrolls coming from the demonic creatures and two without[footnoteRef:2][footnoteRef:3]. The reference page with basic information on the illustration reveals that there are ‘traces of hand-colouring’[footnoteRef:4]. Looking at the image now, it is but black lines on aged paper; the use of colouring reveals a past effort to decorate a very significant book in medieval life[footnoteRef:5]. Colouring also brings the illustrations to life for illiterate readers. Kristen Poole writes in Supernatural Environments in Shakespeare's England: Spaces of Demonism, Divinity, and Drama, that the Ars Moriendi brings together ‘dramatic’ literature and illustrations that had graduated from medieval block books[footnoteRef:6]. Together, the script and the images make a book that allows both the literate and illiterate populace to prepare for a ‘good’ death.  [1: Master E. S., Ars moriendi, paper engraving, British Museum, London, (http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?assetId=50410001&objectId=1365732&partId=1) [accessed  10 October 2017].]  [2: Master E. S., Ars moriendi, paper engraving, British Museum, London, http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=1459827&partId=1&searchText=ars+moriendi&page=1 [accessed 10 October 2017].]  [3: Master E. S., Ars moriendi, paper engraving, British Museum, London, http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=1365732&partId=1&searchText=ars+moriendi&page=1 [accessed 10 October 2017].]  [4: Master E. S., Ars moriendi, paper engraving, British Museum, London, http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?assetId=50410001&objectId=1365732&partId=1 [accessed 10 October 2017].]  [5: New World Encyclopedia, Ars moriendi (2016) [online] Available: http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Ars_moriendi.]  [6:  Kristen Poole, Supernatural Environments in Shakespeare’s England: Spaces of Demonism, Divinity, and Drama, (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011), p. 80.

] 

The dying man in the bed has his eyes closed, but he is not being covered up or moved – it is likely that he is experiencing his last living moments. This claim is supported by the image of Jesus Christ on his cross, rather than being simply stood next to the bedbound man or being brought down from the cross. In addition, the demon creatures are still in a late attempt to tempt the man with their banners – if he had already passed, the demons’ temptations would be pointless. 
The demons, like in the additional illustrations from previous chapters in the Ars moriendi[footnoteRef:7], are surrounding the dying man in his bed with temptations. One of the banners says the word ‘inferno’, which is a reference to the hell fire they are trying to push him towards. Even in his final dying moments, the creatures are still trying their utmost to bring him away from dying a ‘good death’. It can be noted that in comparison to the other illustrations in the book the creatures seem to be throwing their heads back, and they do not seem to be as close to the bedridden man as previous pictures. For example, the ‘first temptation of the devil’ plate[footnoteRef:8] shows the dying man with two devilish creatures right up in his face and on his bed, who are trying to dislodge him from the bed. In the final temptation plate however, the creatures appear like they are being pushed away by the force of the holy figures; that they are being overpowered and will eventually be defeated. [7: The British Museum, Collection Online (2017) [online] Available: http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/search.aspx?searchText=ars+moriendi. ]  [8: Master M. Z., Ars moriendi, paper engraving, British Museum, London. http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=1459656&partId=1&searchText=ars+moriendi&page=1 [accessed 14 October 2017].] 

Being surrounded by Jesus on the cross, multiple saints, religious figures and angels is very comforting imagery for someone who is preparing for death and leaving their family and friends behind – they won’t be alone once they die; they’ll be accompanied by a host of holy figures. The British Museum catalogue identifies that the figures that are surrounding Jesus Christ on the cross as the ‘fourteen auxiliary saints’[footnoteRef:9]. These saints are also known as ‘holy helpers’, and they appeared at the time of death to offer intercession between the dying and God[footnoteRef:10]; they helped allow the dying to communicate and confess with God before their death. It is interesting to note that the fourteen holy helpers all represent a specific illness (some saints offer relief from multiple ailments)[footnoteRef:11]; yet here they are shown in a scene where they can offer no relief to the sick and dying man. As they are all present at his deathbed, we can’t look at the source and glean what illness or disease he is suffering from.  [9: Master E. S., Ars moriendi, paper engraving, British Museum, London,  http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=1365732&partId=1&searchText=ars+moriendi&page=1 [accessed 10 October 2017].]  [10:  Enrico De Pascale, Death and Resurrection in Art, (California: Getty Publications, 2009), p. 182. ]  [11:  David Farmer, The Oxford Dictionary of Saints, Fifth Edition Revised (Oxford: Oxford OUP, 2011), p. 171.] 

Audiences of the source can see he is not a victim of a sudden or quick death (aside from the context of the book) as three of the holy helpers depicted in the illustration are saints that can be prayed to in order to prevent a sudden death from taking place; Saint Christopher, Saint Barbara and Saint Catherine of Alexandria[footnoteRef:12]. The Ars moriendi was used as a training guide for priests to correctly prepare someone for death[footnoteRef:13] and acceptance into heaven – sudden death was a large fear for medieval people[footnoteRef:14]. As a result, there are no specific guidelines or illustrations in the book for the aftermath of a sudden death. However, people related to the deceased prayed to Christopher, Barbara, and Catherine of Alexandria after a sudden death, so it is reasonable to think that a potential illustration regarding protocol around a sudden death would be a depiction of the deceased with family and friends praying to those three specific saints. [12:  David Farmer, The Oxford Dictionary of Saints, Fifth Edition Revised (Oxford: Oxford OUP, 2011).]  [13:  New World Encyclopedia, Ars moriendi (2016) [online] Available: http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Ars_moriendi.  ]  [14:  Ibid.] 

Some curious elements of the illustration that are not obvious in meaning at first glance are the candle being presented to the dying man by a person at his bedside, and there is also a small male on his pillow. Enrico de Pascale writes in Death and Resurrection in Art that at the moment of death, there is ‘a depiction of the human soul, in the form of a “double” … prepares to leave the body of the deceased’[footnoteRef:15]. Here he refers to the soul as an identical reflection of the deceased. In the illustration, the small male on the pillow is being received into the arms of the surrounding angels – this is a clue that the man has now deceased, and his soul is being welcomed into heaven as he has died a good death.   [15:  Enrico De Pascale, Death and Resurrection in Art, (California: Getty Publications, 2009), p. 182. ] 
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