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The Good Death image from the Ars Moriendi  

This commentary will look to see, what the Ars Moriendi was, what it represented, and will also look to see how the image of the Good death is represented with its hidden iconography. However, we must also consider what the image fails to represent in terms of why the book was so popular.
The image comes from the Ars Moriendi, which was a book for priests during the medieval period that gave them instructions on how to die, and the processes needed to die of a so called good death. We are unsure who wrote the Ars Moriendi however, O’ Connor believes that the Ars Moriendi may have been written by a Dominican.[footnoteRef:1] The Ars Moriendi originates from the Ordo Vistante, an earlier instruction book that priests would follow during death. We also know that the Ars Moriendi, was used to drum up support amongst the people and priesthood to prepare for death. The book is present in two ways, there Is the handwritten book which speaks of death and how to die with the different teachings such as not to give into the five temptations. The second is a book of images representing the text, so this gives an illustrative view of how to die of a good death. The popularity of this book, went beyond the clergy, something Rudolph believes was not meant to happen as it was firstly made as an instruction book as previously stated.[footnoteRef:2] Binski argues that the Ars moriendi was vital to educate the public about dying well,[footnoteRef:3] which is further supported by Duclow as he feels this book was used to instruct and comfort those who were dying.[footnoteRef:4] [1:  D. Dunclow, ‘Dying Well: The Ars moriendi and the Dormition of the Virgin’, in Death and Dying in the Middle Ages, ed. by Edelgard E. DuBruck and Barbara J. Gusick (New York: Peter Lang, 1999) Page 380]  [2:  ibid]  [3:  K Thornton and C B Phillips, "Performing The Good Death: The Medieval Ars Moriendi And Contemporary Doctors", Medical Humanities, 35.2 (2009), Page 1-4 ]  [4:  D. Dunclow, ‘Dying Well: The Ars moriendi and the Dormition of the Virgin’, in Death and Dying in the Middle Ages, Page 379] 

We must now look what the image of the Good Death represents. Firstly, we can see that the dying man is surrounded by angels and saints, we can even see in the image that the virgin Mary is present. This presence of such high-ranking individuals like the virgin Mary, signifies that to die a good death one should be surrounded with religious figures to help guide the soul into the afterlife.[footnoteRef:5]  The presence of the virgin Mary in the good death, could signify the dying person leaving his earthly body, as the virgin Mary represents dormition.[footnoteRef:6] Another key aspect of the image is the fact that Jesus dying on the cross is present, thus representing the sacrifice Jesus has made for Christianity, signifying to us that to die a Good Death, one should sacrifice everything to Christianity with this sense of a divine privilege to be at one with god. This sense of divine purpose is shown in Phillips and Thornton’s article, which states that the Ars Moriendi shows death was a performance and to some extent a submissive will to gain a good death.[footnoteRef:7] We see Christ in another scene from the Ars Moriendi collection and this is the avarice depiction of death, and according to Duclow Christ on the cross here is represented to show Moriens Christs detachment.[footnoteRef:8] There is also iconography present in this image of the good death, and this is seen with the priest giving the dying man a candle, which is representative of the last rites.[footnoteRef:9]As well as this there is angles above the dying persons head holding the dying persons soul, with the small representation of a person. This person is indeed a child, [footnoteRef:10]and one must feel that a child is used to represent a pure soul, as a child would not have sinned previously. [5:  F. Comper ed, The Book of the Craft of Dying and Other Early English Tracts Concerning Death (London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1917.  Page 40]  [6:  D. Dunclow, ‘Dying Well: The Ars moriendi and the Dormition of the Virgin’, in Death and Dying in the Middle Ages, Page 380]  [7:  K Thornton and C B Phillips, "Performing The Good Death: The Medieval Ars Moriendi And Contemporary Doctors". Page 4]  [8:  D. Dunclow, ‘Dying Well: The Ars moriendi and the Dormition of the Virgin’, in Death and Dying in the Middle Ages, Page 383]  [9:  D. Dunclow, ‘Dying Well: The Ars moriendi and the Dormition of the Virgin’, in Death and Dying in the Middle Ages, Page386]  [10:  Ibid] 

This attitude that the Ars Moriendi is a performance comes from Aries belief, he believes that death was seen “as a performance framed by religious belief”,[footnoteRef:11] and you can see this in the image of the Good Death as it represents the religious figure heads given a stage to show themselves to hammer down their message and represent what it means to be Christian and to indeed die well.  Further evidence that supports Aries view is that death was the enemy in the medieval period,[footnoteRef:12] which gives it more of a validation of it being a performance as we see in the image, there are demons at the bottom of the picture suggesting a battle is going on with good battling bad the ultimate performance. Duclow also believes this image show the drama that comes with a medieval death,[footnoteRef:13] which is supportive of the point previously made with death being a performance to these people. [11:  K Thornton and C B Phillips, "Performing The Good Death: The Medieval Ars Moriendi And Contemporary Doctors. Page 2]  [12:  ibid]  [13:  D. Dunclow, ‘Dying Well: The Ars moriendi and the Dormition of the Virgin’, in Death and Dying in the Middle Ages, Page 383] 

There is another element to Aries views on the Ars Moriendi and this is the view that the Ars Moriendi had changed peoples’ perceptions, in the sense that when you die you would be individually judged rather, than judged as a religion in terms of judgement day and the apocalypse.[footnoteRef:14] This is apparent in this image as we are seeing Moriendi being judged on a good death, surrounded by the key figures of Christianity.  [14: D. Dunclow, ‘Dying Well: The Ars moriendi and the Dormition of the Virgin’, in Death and Dying in the Middle Ages, Page 379] 

The Ars Moriendi however, fails to show what is happening within medieval Europe at this time, which to some extent could give us the answers as to why it was so popular. The books popularity had to be helped by the catastrophe of the black plague, with thousands dying all over Europe, there had to be some religious text or meaning people would turn to, to not fear death as the Ars Moriendi points out. This is due to its illustrative imagery of Christ and other religious icons being present at one’s death, to seemingly ease that fear. 
To conclude the image shows us that for one to die a good death in the medieval period, one had to be surrounded in religious figures and clear of sin. However, there are also other factors that show how death was represented during these times, and one cannot disagree with Aries view that this was indeed a performance. This leads us to believe that death was inevitable in these times and that the Ars Moriendi was put in place so that people would not fear death and follow a set of principles for Christianity as a whole to maintain its belief system due to things like the black death destroying communities which led to a reduced population.
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