How effective was medieval artwork at portraying ideas about death?

In this essay I shall look at artwork from the medieval period and how effective it was in portraying death. My focus here will be on what certain works of art tells us about death, how differently they depict death, how specific or vague different pieces of art are. Also, I wish to look at how realistic these works of art are, whether they depict death in the middle ages in the literal sense. On the opposite side of the previous point I shall also highlight any exaggerations that I discover or any untruths that I find as I look at various paintings.
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[image: ]The period which is known as the medieval period or the middle ages was a very different society when it is compared with society today. When considering the differences between the both, society was far more orientated around death and dying in the middle ages it was a part of daily life. When considering the plethora of different art work from the period the depictions most definitely vary. I mean to begin with there are so many different aspects of death in the middle ages the artists at the time, for example the resurrection of the dead, the death bed, last rights, burial, heaven, hell and purgatory etc; there are possibly various aspects one might not even consider. However, the main point is that it is possible to find some sort of painting or form of artwork which depicts each one of these, each one being deserving to be categorised in the magnificent category. On the (Medeivalist.net) website there are various examples of works of art from the medieval period. The first image that I would like to focus on is the one that follows;












(‘Frogs, Toads, Worms and Snakes’, http://www.medievalists.net/2014/10/memento-mori-medieval-images-death/) 
The work of art that is featured above which featured above which is named ‘Frogs Toads, Worms and Snakes’ as can be seen above is a prime example of death in the medieval period, or rather what would happen after someone passed away. What the website tells us is that it was common for artists to choose to depict corpses or Skellington’s in their works of art, but this depiction is a step further than this. The reason that it has the title that it does is because these are the things that are included with the corpses in this painting. What my suggestion would be is that this is a depiction of purgatory, I believe it is to tame an image to be hell it does not seem as brutal and the punishment’s do not seem as severe. On the other hand, it could be a rather more symbolic image, it could be a statement that once you are dead it is a matter of waiting until the day of judgement comes, therefore, one must endure such creatures until they are called. This image is a prime example of what people believed would happen after they died therefore it is a prime example of death in medieval times.  
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(‘Protesting Mortals’, http://www.medievalists.net/2014/10/memento-mori-medieval-images-death/) 
This image I believe is from the Danse Macabre which is a well-known piece from the middle ages, and it comes in various forms, however, the imagery is extremely detailed when it came to the artwork side of things. This image is rather a striking one, extremely colourful but not to over the top as many medieval artworks were. As the image’s title is quite self-explanatory, this image depicts an image of someone who does not want to go with death or someone who is not ready to die yet. I suppose that this image is a realistic portrayal of death in the middle ages as it would be today, although many people were prepared to die in the middle ages, or at least made some sort of preparation, when the time came where they ready to die? This is a question that could be asked to ever individual now and then because it is obviously something individuals feared irrespective of their status and the circumstances. Referring to the actual image death is not reflected as a particularly intimidating or feared character. This may well have been an intentional purpose so that individuals that read or followed the images in the book would not be frightened to pass over. I mean although death is obviously not a human being he’s not as morbid looking as one would imagine him to be.

The final aspect I would like to discuss is if one makes a comparison between written sources and visual images from the medieval period, one has advantages and disadvantages to both. On the one hand, people are drawn in by various art works because they are colourful and have a lot going on in them, especially when they show purgatory and hell. On the other hand, when one reads a book or a manuscript, or any sort of account by individuals from the time they do have a good way of going into details and making it interesting. When we read some of the sources the description’s they give is incredible. I would now like to refer to the (Revelation of the Monk of Eynsham) when it describes “The First Place of Purgatory”, step by step it describes the way through purgatory and how the individual was taken by a member of clergy. It reads “Gladly, then, did I go with this venerable old father dressed in white”, and as he goes on to say how he was taken through having to face the tortures that purgatory, he says “There were countless numbers of men and women from all walks of life, monks of every order. Here were sinners set to the punishments that fitted their deeds and their characters.” So with the comparison of the two by reading certain text it can seem far more dramatized and even staged in some respects giving you a detailed account, whereas the imagery can not be changed and can not lie so are extremely interesting to examine.
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