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‘The Vision of Death.’ Chapter 11 of J. Huizinga, The Waning of the Middle Ages: a study of the forms of life, thought and art in France and Netherlands in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries (London: Edward Arnold, 1924).

Johan Huizinga was Professor of General and Dutch History at Leiden University in the Netherlands from 1915 and wrote The Waning of the Middle Ages first in 1919, revising it in and allowing translation into English in 1924. If his statement that ‘No other epoch has laid so much stress as the expiring Middle ages on the thought of death’ is true, what does it tell us about the medieval mind? [footnoteRef:1] One must remember that the book examines only France and the Netherlands, omitting any mention of other parts of Europe and that Huizinga wrote one hundred years ago with a very different historiographical background to ours. It can hardly be the case that other areas of Europe felt and showed deeper emotion, but did Huizinga miss a significant part of the medieval emotional landscape? [1:  J Huizinga, The Waning of the Middle Ages, (Harmondsworth: Peregrine Books, 1965) p134.] 


Huizinga does not consider the meaning of the return of the dead in the Legend of the Three Living and the Three Dead, seeing no further than the grave. The Legend and the Danse Macabre are both more nuanced than Huizinga shows, and this essay will show that the dead in both of these have a deeper function: that of helping the living to amend their lives and of guiding them to the next life, be it Heaven, Purgatory or Hell. In these texts all characters show some emotion: the dead sometimes look cheerful or even mischievous, the living show a range of emotions, from fear to relief in the case off the crippled old woman in the Danse Macabre des Femmes. In the same version the dead leading the child sometimes has a kindly word: ‘Draw near, sweet little Girl,
			Give me your tiny arm.’[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Elina Gertsman, The Dance of Death in the Middle Ages: Image, text, performance, (Turnhout: Brepols, 2010)	p106] 


In 1887 Henry Charles Lea, in his book A History of the Inquisition in the Middle Ages stated that ‘passions were fiercer, convictions stronger… and people habitually looked on human suffering with indifference.’[footnoteRef:3] Huizinga, writing more than forty years later, still gives medieval people little credit for compassion, although he is less brutal, progressing towards rounding out the medieval psyche and away from the seventeenth century Hobbesian idea that life was ‘solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.’[footnoteRef:4] In the first part of the chapter he finds wistfulness in thinking of past glories;[footnoteRef:5] his ‘frightful spectacle of human beauty gone to decay’[footnoteRef:6] later appears as a mere frisson of fear and in the Danse Macabre, his third motif, Huizinga finds equality through death. [3:  H C Lea, A History of the Inquisition in the Middle Ages, (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1887) p234.]  [4:  http://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/oi/authority.20110803100223527]  [5:  Huizinga, The Waning, p 135]  [6:  Huizinga, The Waning, p 134] 


Huizinga’s view of macabre arts, whether pictorial or literary, seems to be that of the eighteenth and nineteenth century gothic literature such as Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto which seek to thrill, rather than to provide moral messages. The dead are used in medieval examples of macabre art as advisors and messengers rather than just to give a frisson of fear. In viewing, for example, the wall painting of the Three Living and the Three Dead on the wall of a church even the least literate member of a medieval congregation would understand that these were not malicious ghosts, but the ancestors of the living, demanding prayer for their souls and that their descendants mend their ways. Such paintings did not stand alone: they were explained by clergy and the literate, forming an essential part of religious teaching in the community.	Although Pope Gregory the Great considered paintings to be the book of the illiterate, later thought held that they should be supported by teaching and used more as an aide memoir. This question is discussed fully in Duggan’s chapter ‘Was Art really the “Book of the Illiterate”?’ which follows the idea through from Gregory to the Reformation and later.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Lawrence G Duggan, ‘Was Art really the “Book of the Illiterate”?’ Reading Images and Texts: Medieval Images and Texts as Forms of Communication, ed. Hageman, Mariella and Mostert, Marco, (Turnhout: Brepols, 2005).] 


Caxton’s ‘Art and Craft to Know well to Die’ and other similar books advise deathbed attendants not only how to help Moriens in his final hours, but how they should comport themselves, not indulging in loud crying but soothing the dying man. They should also not remind him of what he leaves behind, but focus his mind on what is to come, once he has made confessed and repented.[footnoteRef:8] In such books we see the importance of emotion when faced with death, whether one’s own or that of another. In considering the increasing availability of lessons on dying, first through the mendicant preachers and then through woodcuts and printed books such as Caxton’s, Huizinga lead us to believe that this increase leads to a simplistic understanding of death and what comes after. He sees materialism everywhere: in transi tombs, in poetry such as that of Olivier de la Marche and implies that, through contemptus mundi, medieval thought gets so side-tracked by materialism and the destruction of material things that people fail to see beyond the material to the purported goal of the macabre, that is to the redemption of the soul. We do not believe that medieval people were all emotionally literate, nor that they were more intelligent than we are today, but neither should we think of them as emotional pygmies or as idiots. ‘The imagination of those times relished these horrors [transi tombs], without ever looking one stage further, to see how corruption perishes in its turn, and flowers grow where it lay.’[footnoteRef:9] Surely this statement underestimates the medieval mind? Had this been the case, Archbishop Chichele would not have had his own transi tomb built before his death where he could see it every time he worshipped or sat in Canterbury Cathedral, and books such as Caxton’s and ‘The Book of the Craft of Dying’ would not have been so popular in the home.[footnoteRef:10] [8:  William Caxton, “The Craft to Know to Die Well”, The Book of the Craft of Dying and Other Early English	 Tracts Concerning Death, ed. Comper, Frances M M, (London: Longmans, 1917) p 78.]  [9:  Huizinga, The Waning, p 136.]  [10:  Anon, “The Book of the Craft of Dying”, The Book of the Craft of Dying, ed. Comper, Frances M M, (London:	 Longmans, 1917).] 


In the final section of this chapter Huizinga describes medieval emotion thus: “Living emotion stiffens amid the abused imagery of skeletons and worms.”[footnoteRef:11] As a counter to this argument we need only look at the fourteenth century poem Pearl, in which the poet grieves for his dead infant daughter. His expressions of emotion show a deep sense of loss, as deep as any felt by contemporaries of Huizinga.[footnoteRef:12] This poem holds no mention of cadavers or worms but describes the child’s progress to Heaven where she is crowned a queen. It is about a death, but is full of love, human and divine. Although the father is heartbroken, the poem is essentially about hope. Both this poem and The Disputacion Betwyx the Body and the Wormes show a sophisticated ability to allegorise death. The Disputacion takes a dead woman through an encounter with the worms which eat her body, and in doing so she progresses from the kind of emotional response with which Huizinga would have credited her to a more mature and considered approach to death and the decay of her body.[footnoteRef:13] Huizinga states in his preface that ‘at times it would seem as though what we call the Middle Ages had been little more that the prelude to the Renaissance.’[footnoteRef:14] While this may have been true of Huizinga’s direct antecedents, it no longer holds. It is much more historiographically fashionable today to see the Middle Ages as worthy of study in themselves, the precursor to the Renaissance but equally important, and we now see the medieval mind as being more like our own with the same depth of emotion.  [11:  Huizinga, The Waning, p 146.]  [12:  Consider lines such as:
‘I pine, by Severing Love despoil’d
Of Pearl mine own, without a spot.’ Lines 10-11. Anon., Pearl, ed. Sir Israel Gollancz, (New York:		Cooper Square Publishers Inc., 1966).]  [13:  A Disputacion Betwyx the Body and Wormes: see module notes provided.]  [14:  Huizinga, The Waning, p7] 


Huizinga’s apparent view of medieval people as incapable of empathy and the deeper emotions seems now to be misguided. Current consideration tells us that they were just as intelligent as we are today and, because religion was ever present in the medieval mind, thoughts of death and the afterlife were more familiar to them than they are to us. The late medieval mind saw death not as the end, but as the beginning of the next stage of life, the more important life in Purgatory, Heaven or Hell. Thus, an apparent fascination with death is in fact a desire for eternity which permeated life.


Memorialisation

[bookmark: _Hlk536281304]Throughout the Middle Ages memorialisation of the dead was an important part of life. It was essential to remember the dead: if names were forgotten, how could the living pray for the dead or hope to be remembered themselves, with the help of intercessory prayers to speed their passage through Purgatory after their own death? While general masses for the dead which Daniel calls ‘…part of a larger system to help the soul through Purgatory…’ were of use, personalised prayers were seen to be more helpful, going straight to God’s ear.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  C. Daniel, Death and Burial in Medieval England, 1066-1550 (London, 1997) p 58.] 


Money was spent on many forms of memorial: from the obvious grave marker to the foundation of a church, monastery or college, either set out in wills with greater or lesser detail of the proposed memorial or created by a family member after the death. The object of outlay could be as fleeting as the funeral ceremony or as enduring as a building. The funeral offered a number of opportunities for commemoration. Most did not have the option of a splendid funeral having little to leave and their only memorial was to be remembered for as long as possible and prayed for, while others rejected grand ceremonies as being prideful and asked for simple burial.[footnoteRef:16] Perhaps they hoped the simplicity would be remembered or trusted that the life led would be sufficient and that God would know. A grand affair or one with many gifts to mourners would be long remembered. Money was often left for candles to be burned in the church, at the funeral and for as long as the candles lasted. After the funeral, memorial services were held after eight days, after a month (the month’s mind) and on anniversaries.[footnoteRef:17] [16:  Ibid. pp 55-56.]  [17:  Ibid. p 58.] 


Monuments, the most familiar forms of memorialisation, most often belong to higher status or wealthy families, be they brass slabs or a transi tombs, but all serve the same basic function: marking the place of burial and commemorate the life of a person or family.[footnoteRef:18] Markers depicting cadavers had twofold purpose: to remind the living of the dead and solicit prayer but also to encourage the living to recall that they too would die and should prepare: as you are now, so once were we: as we are now, so shall you be. Many monuments hold an obituary, from the most basic with just a name and perhaps relevant dates, to those with greater detail, telling something of the achievements of the deceased. Clearly these are aimed at the literate, particularly the family of the deceased but scrolls on monuments would be recognised as holding prayers: they go straight up to god and are used to encourage others to pray for that person. [18:  Were a greater number of words available, it would have been interesting to delve into what monumental style says about memorialisation.] 


The most noticeable memorials in the landscape are buildings. It may no longer be widely remembered that a college or monastery was founded by or on behalf of a particular person, but at the time of building the name of the patron was remembered in prayer as at Eton where Henry VI is still remembered.[footnoteRef:19] Inside there were other memorials: not only tombs but windows, sometimes with kneeling donors included, wall paintings and ecclesiastical textiles and furnishings. Chantry chapels were also built, most usually inside a church, as locations for memorial masses for the deceased and their family. [19:  https://www.etoncollege.com/briefhistory.aspx] 


Bede rolls held details of the names and often charitable bequests left by parishioners and were read aloud at least once a year, remembering those named in prayer. The living should remember the dead with gratitude, as community benefactors, worthy of prayer and intercession to reduce their time in Purgatory.[footnoteRef:20] As with so many forms of memorialisation, bede rolls were swept away with the Reformation, but one may speculate on the degree of forgetfulness this induced. In cases such as bede rolls, it must have considerably shortened communal if not personal memory, but it is harder to forget who commissioned the building of a church. As ever, the more money or power one had, the longer one is remembered, even in an area where equality is supposed to pertain. [20:  Eamon Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars: Traditional Religion in England 1400-1580, (New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 1992). p475; Sally Badham on p 174 of Seeking Salvation: Commemorating the Dead in the Late Middle Ages, (Donington: Shaun Tyas, 2015) gives an example of money left in 1485 to a church ‘with the intention that my name should be placed in the book … so that my soul there recorded should be prayed for.’] 



Danse Macabre print by Pierre le Rouge, 1491-1492

Unlike the earlier but overlapping illustrated Legend of the Three Living and the Three dead, the Danse is more often found in printed rather than manuscript form. The printed book, be it a devotional book or The Canterbury Tales, would be available to so many more than the illuminated manuscript, many times less expensive and not a unique item. However, the message of The Legend and The Danse are similar: prepare to meet thy doom.

Since the Danse includes living people from all stations in life the obvious meaning of the piece is the inevitability and ubiquity of death: it comes to us all, ready or not, good or bad, young or old, rich or poor. Many versions have one or two women amongst the living, but a specific Danse Macabre des Femmes was produced as an illuminated manuscript and print book in France in the late fifteenth century, the latter printed in several versions and many editions. Unusually, the 1499 manuscript was not the first to be produced. Sandra L Hindman has analysed the paintings in the Danse Macabre des Femmes and considers that they are not derogatory towards women but were composed in their praise.[footnoteRef:21] The omission of one or other sex from a Danse detracts from the inclusivity of its message: we must all go with Death when he calls. [21:  Hindman in Harrison Danse Macabre of Women p.28.] 


Although the Danse would have been most familiar as a wall painting in churches across northern Europe, printed texts were widely distributed and Gertsman tells that it was also performed.[footnoteRef:22] Murals survive in many places, perhaps the most famous being Bernt Notke’s piece in Tallin of which a seven and a half metre section remains of possibly thirty metres, now housed in a museum.[footnoteRef:23] Throughout Northern Europe the Danse must have been familiar to the majority, although it could be tailored to its audience: the Danse Macabre des Femmes, for example, exists in both printed and manuscript forms with the latter being apparently directed towards higher status readers: the majority of the living are shown in high status clothing with few exceptions, while those in the printed editions are more representative of a cross section of society. Manuscript versions are available to only a small group in a specific part of society, while wall paintings are seen by anyone entering a church and printed texts are the most available of all: they are available in the home. [22:  Gertsman, Dance of Death, Chapter 3.]  [23:  https://nigulistemuuseum.ekm.ee/en/tallinns-idance-of-deathi/
] 


The dead featured in the Danse are not Death himself, but only his representatives, leading the living on to the next stage of their journey: death is part of life as much as is birth. In some versions the dead lead the living inexorably onwards, moving in a peculiarly lively fashion. In comparison, the living seem to move more slowly, sometimes even sedately, which gives an understandable sense of reluctance. That the dead are so lively implies a sense of liberation. They have made their recompense and now they do their job of ushering souls through the gate to the next stage of their lives. Look at the interactions between the dead and their living companions in the page chosen. The archbishop gestures towards his cross, half turning away, and the knight has his hand on his sword but shows no reluctance; meanwhile the dead man between them has a hand on each. The bishop raises a hand while his death calls out to those in the previous panel and the squire, hawk on hand, points away. The Franciscan seems reluctant, looking away from the dead man, and the baby’s death touches his shoulder while grasping the baby’s arm. The tonsured clerk leans away, but the hermit seems resigned. At his back is a second dead man who points back, perhaps towards life? Does he think the hermit has left his work unfinished? 

The aim of the Danse is to spur the reader or viewer on to plan for a good death. Each pair has its own poem in two parts: eight lines for the dead and eight for the living, in which the former relays what the latter needs to amend or consider, and the living responds, sometimes with complaint, sometimes with grace. Whatever the response, one thing is clear: Death is the great leveller, and all must die. However one has lived and died, God will judge.


Chapter V of The Art and Craft to Know Well to Die by William Caxton

This piece is translated by William Caxton in the late fifteenth century from L’art de bien vivre et de bien mourir, an abridged translation from De arte bene moriendi, or Ars moriendi.[footnoteRef:24] Several related texts discussing the process of dying were available, in Latin and vernacular languages, following Jean Gerson’s 1408 De arte moriendi, and the introduction of printed books made titles such as this less expensive and therefore more widely available. This availability and that they were reprinted many times in large numbers is an indicator of the perceived need for them. This edition is a collection of such works produced in 1917. [24:  https://www.bl.uk/medieval-literature/articles/william-caxton-and-the-introduction-of-printing-to-england tells us that after introducing the printing press to Britain from continental Europe Caxton printed works such as the Canterbury Tales and Gower’s Confessio Amantis as well as translating more than twenty books into English from Latin, French and Dutch.] 


The book is intended not only for the dying (Moriens) but for his attendants: everyone needed to know how to achieve a good death themselves and to help others to that end. By following its advice, Moriens will reduce time in Purgatory, and the attendants will have helped, at the same time earning heavenly credit for themselves. Duclow has called this ‘a practical manual for confronting and managing death and dying’, a source of ‘competent, practical advice.’[footnoteRef:25] It is a handbook of instruction and consolation, preparing for death and ‘teaching and comforting them that be on the point of death’[footnoteRef:26] showing that a good, Christian death was of great importance. By the time of the production of these books the doctrine of Purgatory 	was fully formed and a good death, following a life with amends having been made for all sins  and with full confession and repentance as well as disposition of goods and the soul was the first step on the road through that strange land. Any effort at purging sins while Moriens was still alive, doing penance and making reparation, however onerous was preferrable to suffering in Purgatory for, perhaps, thousands of years. [25:  D F Duclow,  ‘Everyman and the Ars Moriendi: Fifteenth Century Ceremonies of Dying’, Fifteenth  Century 	Studies,  Vol. 6,  Jan 1, 1983 p103.]  [26:  Ibid., p95.] 


Such books deal only with the first stage of death including confession and extreme unction. This is followed by preparation of the body and a more or less elaborate funeral including prayers for the dead. In the weeks and years afterwards intercessory prayers and masses should be said to hasten the soul’s passage through Purgatory. This chapter advises Moriens’ deathbed attendants on how to help him to achieve a good death. Attendants are given a list of ways in which to help Moriens and at least one of these was performed in 1373 in the case of a young Norwich woman, believed to be at the point of death who wrote that her parish priest “set the cross before my face and said ‘I have brought you the image of your Maker and Saviour. Look at it and be strengthened.’”[footnoteRef:27] The showing of the cross gave comfort, but it was also believed to drive away any devils present. Even if Moriens was unconscious such actions were beneficial: he could still feel consent in his heart ‘for that sufficeth to his salvation’.[footnoteRef:28] That young woman  was Julian of Norwich, still a  source of inspiration. That she did not die is not the point: she and all her friends believed that she would, and all clearly strove towards a good death for her. As in Julian’s case, death frequently happened at home, and having a large number of people present was not unusual, indeed the crowded medieval death chamber is a mark of the extent to which death was part of community life.  [27:  Julian of Norwich, Revelations of Divine Love, trans & ed. Clifton Wolters (London: Penguin, 1988) p65.]  [28:  Caxton p 76.] 


That this text does not address sudden death need not be a problem. The only way in which a sudden death can be a good one is if one is always prepared: if one leads a good life, bearing Holy Writ constantly in mind, one is ready, whenever Death should call. This is a hard path: who could say they were ready at any time? Are one’s affairs (spiritual and temporal) in order? The death represented in the text is idealised: many, if not the majority, must have died suddenly or alone, unprepared for the next step.
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