			John Audelay’s The Three Living and the Three Dead

John the Blind Audelay was a fifteenth century cleric and one of many supposed authors of the middle-English poem of The Three Living and The Three Dead. The poem conveys a well-known morality tale of an encounter between three wealthy noblemen, who, while out hunting encounter three deceased, yet physically animated nobles, who convey to the noblemen a lesson in their own mortality. This tale gained wide popularity across western Europe with Italy, France and England each creating their own distinct yet readily recognizable interpretations of the tale. Its authorship and legacy are of note to historians for, as the tale increased in popularity, the poem became appropriated by the nobility, and was later used for the renowned Book of Hours.[footnoteRef:1] Its popularity also led to ornate visual representations which greatly inspired images of the macabre including latter medieval images of the notorious, Danse Macabre. [1:  Christine Kralik, ‘Dialogue and Violence in Medieval Illuminations of the Three Living and the Three Dead,’ in Mixed Metaphors: The Danse Macabre in Medieval and Early Modern Europe by Stefanie A. Knöll and Sophie Oosterwijk (Newcastle upon Tyne, Cambridge Scholars, 2011) p. 143.] 

Despite his status as author of the text, scholars doubt John Audelay’s authorship of the poem, as there are many linguistic inconsistencies between The Three Dead and Audelay’s other works. Within the poem, there are many uses of the vernacular that are attributed to more northern regions of England than to the county of Shropshire wherein Audelay resided.[footnoteRef:2] The language used also differs from Audelay’s other poems.[footnoteRef:3] Putter suggests that the Three Dead Kings was borrowed from perhaps Lancashire or even as far north as York.[footnoteRef:4] Another key factor is that representations of the poem and illustrations of it can be found as early as the thirteenth century, and as far away as Italy. It is thus more reasonable that Audelay merely transcribed a northern middle- English version of the poem.  [2:  Ad Putter, The Language and Metre of “Pater Noster” and “Three Dead Kings”, Review of English Studies, New Series, 55, (2004) p.500.   ]  [3:  Ibid.]  [4:  Ibid., 511.] 

The tale of The Three Living and The Three Dead tells of a hunting party of three young noblemen, who are addressed as kings. Following the slaying of a boar they are beset by a fog and confronted by a group of three corpses, each in a different state of decay. It is notable that “These dead men are not insubstantial illusions, but corporeal revenants.”[footnoteRef:5] They are not ghosts or skeletons but the animate corpses of the dead. The first corpse clarifies that they are not fiends or demons but rather the forgotten and unredeemed forefathers of the kings. The second comments on the transitory nature of wealth and advises that one should “Believe Christ! Learn love! Ponder Your own Clay, and give your flesh no care!”[footnoteRef:6]  The last and most desiccated corpse conveys the final message: [5:  Nancy Caciola, Wraiths, Revenants and Ritual in Medieval Culture, Past and Present, 152 (1996). P. 152]  [6:  Giles, Watson, ‘The Three Dead Kings’, (2012), [online]. Available at https://gileswatson.deviantart.com/art/The-Three-Dead-Kings-306948886 (accessed: December 1, 2017). 
] 

“I am your mirror. My merrymaking’s a mean 
Bit of murk now. I’ve done more earthly sinning 
Than any moral excellences, mistreated the men 
Of my lands: vilified villagers, scorned those serving 
My meals, thought myself regal, who was always moaning. 
There’s not a knave now will do my bidding 
Who’s not an idiot or fool 
Who pays no heed to the tomb. 
No one succumbs to my rule. 
Time, remorseless and cruel 
Leads me on to the Doom.”[footnoteRef:7]   [7:  Ibid] 

His words summarize the moral of the text, and the words of the dead inspire the living to erect a chantry and change their ways. The dead “offer the living a chance to improve their lives before it is too late.”[footnoteRef:8] The legend is a critique of the power of kings and a message against the extravagances, cruelties and immorality of the nobility.  [8:  Christine Kralik, ‘Dialogue and Violence in Medieval Illuminations of the Three Living and the Three Dead,’ in Mixed Metaphors: The Danse Macabre in Medieval and Early Modern Europe by Stefanie A. Knöll and Sophie Oosterwijk (Newcastle upon Tyne, Cambridge Scholars, 2011) p. 134.] 

 In an almost paradoxical fashion however, this tale, a critique of the power of the nobility, became extremely popular among them, who sponsored many representations of the legend. This paradox can be explained by the fact that the three dead are the ancestors of the three living and thus the “dead remind the living… that they have failed properly to pray for the souls of their dead ancestors…”[footnoteRef:9] The way to correctly pray for the dead is through intercessory prayer, which is expressed in the legend by the building of the chantry.  It was this moral of reverence for their ancestors that motivated the nobility’s patronage of the story.[footnoteRef:10] [9:  Ashby Kinch, Image, Ideology and Form: Middle English Three Dead Kings in its Iconographic Context, Chaucer Review, 43, (2008) p. 52. ]  [10:  Ibid.] 

Kinch suggests that the legend originated through Franciscan institutions as a “by-product of a Franciscan polemic against the power of secular lords.”[footnoteRef:11] Kinch further writes, “The two halves of… authority - power… and moral instruction… are captured in dynamic contrast in the Legend, which, far from dissolving the symbolic importance of material power, presented an opportunity to deeply reinforce it.”[footnoteRef:12] The legend provides a focalizing device for intercessory prayer, legitimizes the nobility’s ancestral lineage and power, while also appropriating the legend as a means to show humility through patronage, thus paradoxically facilitating greater indulgences.[footnoteRef:13]  Images of it were widely reproduced in various media, connected to familial heraldry, and richly colored. Reproductions of the tale became a widely popular means of demonstrating the nobility’s ancestral worship.     [11:  Ibid., 53.]  [12:  Ibid., 57.]  [13:  Ibid., 63.] 

As previously noted, the legacy of the poem is far reaching in scope, becoming immensely popular and greatly influencing the macabre art of the latter middle ages.[footnoteRef:14] “…Long before the Black Death first arrived in Europe, artists already depicted the encounter of the Three Living and the Three Dead in murals and manuscript illuminations… In England the theme proved quite popular from the 14th century onwards… murals can be found in churches across the country…”[footnoteRef:15] The popularity of the legend and its preoccupation with the macabre has been suggested as influencing the construction of cadaver effigies such as “cadaver or transi tombs”.[footnoteRef:16] The legend is also thought to have influenced popular depictions of the iconographic Danse Macabre, wherein “in the form of a morality play, actors played dead men… and taking the hands of the living from all walks of life”[footnoteRef:17] and doing so they would dance a macabre dance of death. Christine Kralik suggests that although the legend did not inspire the images of the Danse Macabre, its popularity no doubt participated and bolstered the tradition of macabre art.[footnoteRef:18] Nancy Caciola writes of the two macabre legends, “iconographical counterpoints to revenant stories, intimately related to the same set of mental attitudes… appropriated… in order to convey a message of secular transience and memento mori.”[footnoteRef:19]   [14:  Sophie Oosterwijk, Of Corpses, Constables and Kings: The Danse Macabre in Late Medieval and Renaissance Culture, Journal of the British Archaeological Association, 157 (2004) p. 62.]  [15:  Ibid.]  [16:  Ibid.]  [17:  Nancy Caciola, Wraiths, Revenants and Ritual in Medieval Culture, Past and Present, 152 (1996). P. 25.]  [18:  Christine Kralik, ‘Dialogue and Violence in Medieval Illuminations of the Three Living and the Three Dead,’ in Mixed Metaphors: The Danse Macabre in Medieval and Early Modern Europe by Stefanie A. Knöll and Sophie Oosterwijk (Newcastle upon Tyne, Cambridge Scholars, 2011) p. 134.]  [19:  Nancy Caciola, Wraiths, Revenants and Ritual in Medieval Culture, Past and Present, 152 (1996). P. 26.] 

The legend of The Three Living and the Three Dead is a poignant piece of literary expression conveying the thoughts of the medieval period on death and how it fits into culture and society. Even if John Audelay was not the true author, the poem became widely acclaimed, and its message spread across western Europe.  The caution provided by the dead king in a popular verse of the poem is “what you are, we once were; what we are, you will become.”[footnoteRef:20] Life was seen as fleeting and one is reminded that death may be always close at hand. One should at all times regard ancestors and those who live around them with respect and humility. Ultimately one should seek to live with moral excellence, treating all, including those who are subservient, with mercy and respect. Although a higher moral message may have been the intention of the legend, and some may have abided by it, the nobility, nevertheless, provided their own interpretations and instead redirected their focus of attention to commission the image and poem to fit their own heritage and heraldry.  [20:  Ibid., 25.] 
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