Q. Was individual or communal identity the most important consideration when commemorating the dead? 



In this essay I will evaluate the importance of individual and communal identity towards medieval commemoration of the dead. I will discuss factors such as medieval burial practices and the role that medieval interpretations of the afterlife had in this study. In this essay I will argue that the role of individuality was not an important consideration when commemorating the dead, but instead that the role of communal identity was much more significant.
	To begin, I will discuss the role of burial practices. Arguably, this is one of the few cases in which individuality was the more important consideration when commemorating the dead. Chantry chapels, for example, were private commemorative chapels erected only for the family of the deceased, and not the wider community, thus preserving the identity of the individual to an extent. Additionally, tombs of the rich often conveyed a sense of identity through the decoration or embellishment upon them. Effigies of the deceased, particularly in the cases of transi tombs, are one of the more obvious ways in which an individual’s identity would be commemorated (Stephen Perkinson). 
	Depictions of death in art works such as the Danse Macabre and the Three Living and the Three Dead are also important to consider in this study, as they arguably had elements of both individual and communal identity. For example, in terms of individual identity, depictions of the Danse Macabre represent figures from every echelon of society. The Pope usually leads the procession, followed by individuals whose statuses gradually lessen, until the final individual is represented as a beggar, or sometimes even a child. Particularly in the The Empire of Death, On All States of Human Life, a manuscript depicting the Danse Macabre, individual identity is represented through each figure segregated from the wider crowd and in their own panel as a clear class division (The Empire of Death). Each panel and figure are labelled, providing further detail of each individual. As such, we can suggest that the role of individual identity was an important consideration in medieval depictions of death to an extent.
	However, more importantly, one can argue that these medieval depictions of death in art also assert the idea that everyone, regardless of status, gender or age, will die. The inclusion of figures such as the baby in the Danse Macabre certainly reiterates this point. In the Totentanz Book of 1470, Death warns each individual of their encroaching demise. To the Emperor figure, for example, Death exclaims that “sceptre and crown are worthless here”, furthering the idea that death does not distinguish between the social classes. As such, one can argue that depictions of death such as the Danse Macabre stress the importance of communal identity in commemorating the dead. 
[bookmark: _GoBack] I shall now discuss medieval ideas of the afterlife. To begin, I will offer the argument that identity and individuality were essential in the afterlife. This school of thought derives from theologians such as John of Damascus, whom argued that we cannot consider it to be the ‘Resurrection’ unless our bodies at Judgement Day take on the same form as it had in life, and that the “same human rises again” (John of Damascus). Additionally, the scholar Bonaventure argued that we must retain a sense of our identity in the afterlife, or else we will not be wholly present there. To consolidate his argument, Bonaventure uses the example of the Virgin Mary, and suggests that her contentment in Heaven “would not be complete unless she was there personally”, indicating the importance of individual identity in the afterlife (Bonaventure).
However, other medieval depictions of the afterlife, such as Tundale’s Vision presents the dead as a community, the concept of individuality and identity non-essential to the commemoration of the dead. In Tundale’s vision of The Punishment of Gluttons and Fornicators, Tundale makes reference only to a group of indistinguishable souls, whom are being tortured by demons in a multitude of ways (Tundale). As such, we can gather from this that certain medieval depictions of Hell considered the dead to be one communal identity, as is made evident through the grouping together of indistinguishable souls. This differs greatly to medieval ideas of the Elect, whom are usually distinguishable in depictions of Purgatory and Judgement Day. Therefore, we can argue that, with the exception of the saintly Elect, the majority of souls would be grouped together as a communal identity to remain in Purgatory until redemption, or in Hell.
The reliquaries of saints are also significant factors to include in this study. On one hand, the caskets that include the reliquaries of saints often included an explicit reference to the vita or appearance of the saint, in order to be distinguishable from other relics. The casket in which contains fragmentary remains of St Thomas Becket, for example, is decorated with the depiction of St Thomas’s martyrdom (Metropolitan Museum of Art). As such, it could be argued that through relics such as this, the identity of the individual is essential to that particular saint’s commemoration. However, on the other hand, one could argue that saintly relics could be considered essential to communal identity. Historians such as Joseph Shatzmiller argue the case that reliquaries should be considered as a form of “cultural tourism”, and that they are beneficial to communities due to the power that they possess (Shatzmiller). Therefore, one could potentially argue that reliquaries are of the benefit to the wider community, and that a sense of communal identity is more important in the commemoration of the dead. 
I shall now discuss the role of medieval bede-rolls and wills in the commemoration of the dead. This, in my opinion, is one of the most significant ways in which a sense of communal identity can be achieved. Although medieval wills certainly offer insight into the lives of the individual, particularly of one’s funerary wishes and of the relationships that the individual had in their lifetime, I believe that wills also had the potential to convey a sense of communal identity. The will of Henry Percy, fourth Earl of Northumberland, for example, is just one way in which the will of the nobility benefitted the wider community on a grand scale, through the provision of charity (Henry Percy). Additionally, wills such as that of John Baret of Bury, whose provisions of a penny to “each poor man and woman in attendance” of his funeral benefitted the wider community (John Baret). Therefore, one can argue that although medieval wills initially seem to be devices that convey a sense of personal identity, they also play a part in the wider community through provisions made for the poor. 
We must also remember a significant detail to this study of medieval memorialisation of the dead. The poor, as the lowest echelon of medieval society, and the lowest rung of the feudal ladder, were arguably not well commemorated as compared to the wealthier classes. Arguably, the rich were commemorated as individuals through expensive and elaborate tombs (as well as other commemorative devices), whereas the poor were represented as a community. Mass burial grounds following the aftermath of plagues, as well as economic factors such as crop failures, which heavily impacted the medieval peasantry, is arguably one of the most significant ways in which we can argue that the poor were commemorated as a community, rather than as individuals. The comparison of bede-rolls to the “social map of the community”, consolidates this argument in that the poorer classes were commemorated as a collective identity, rather than as individuals (Eamon Duffy). 
To conclude, there exists much substantiated and convincing evidence towards the argument that communal identity was the most important consideration when commemorating the dead. Although identity and individualism were certainly important to things such as the Resurrection and medieval burial practices, on the whole I would argue that the role of communal identity to medieval memorialisation was far more significant.
