2		Thomas Smith - 1600831

3. How effective was medieval artwork at portraying ideas about death?
[bookmark: _GoBack]
Throughout the course of the Medieval period, a plethora of artwork was produced on varying range of topics and mediums. Like any piece of artwork, each attempt to convey ideas about a topic, no matter how simple. As for portraying ideas about death, medieval artwork, especially that of the later medieval period, was very effective at this, creating a “culture of the macabre” (P. Blinski, Introduction to Macabre. Ch. 3, 123) that permeated throughout Europe. Artworks such as the transi tomb or the Danse Macabre presented clear and accessible ideas about the nature of death to any who looked upon while still conveying further ideas to those who could see. Yet other pieces like images of Christ’s crucifixion and physical pieces like the reliquaries of the saints added to the understanding of ideas about death in a less clear but nonetheless open way. 
The first example to discuss is the Transi or cadaver tomb sculptures. While not a conventional painting, this striking pieces with unique examples ranging across Europe, portray very clear and understandable ideas about death. To start, one of the earliest recorded examples in England is the double decker Transi Tomb of Bishop Richard Fleming Lincoln Cathedral, dating to 1431 AD. The first thing this example does is illustrate the idea of memento mori, or “remember you will die”. It does this through the contrast between the top body, portrayed as how Fleming was in life, with the emaciated and decaying corpse beneath. To even the simplest of layman, the idea that even men of such prominent positions would die and end up in such a state would remind them of their own mortality and make them reflect on their life choices, especially considering that this example is a Bishop. Furthermore, other messages about death were portrayed by the transi tomb, continuing with the Fleming example, at the head and feet of the upper corpse are images of the crucifix, giving allusion to the triumph of Christ over death and his subsequent resurrection. As such symbols could be easily seen, and such messages would be reinforced through Church services and teachings, again showing to even laymen that while death was inevitable, eternal life was indeed possible through Christ. Cadaver Tomb of René of Chalon
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/b/b3/Le_Transi_de_Ren%C3%A9_de_Chalon_%28Ligier_Richier%29.jpg
Bishop Richard Fleming
cc-by-sa/2.0 - © Richard Croft - geograph.org.uk/p/3562619

Another clear idea of the transi tomb is that death comes to all, regardless of rank or office. This idea is explored further in the Danse Macabre, but in the context of the Transi tomb, is even more striking and obvious to the viewer. The above example portrays a Bishop of the Church, which shows to the laymen even their shepherds are not immune to death. But this is reinforced even more so by the transi tomb of Rene of Chalon, located in the Church of Saint-Etienne in north-eastern France. Unlike the previous example, this piece is a mid-16th century example and portrays a standing skeleton with its left arm raised towards heaven. For those who would view this, the idea of memento mori is even more striking, portraying the deceased in an advanced state of decay, being little more than a skeleton with remnants of flesh hanging of it. What makes the idea of memento mori even more understandable is that this example is the tomb of a young prince, killed at 25. It shows to even the princes subjects that their rulers would all face the same fate as them. However, it also presents the idea of salvation and striving towards heaven, as indicated by the arm stretched towards heaven and reinforced by the skeletons gaze being not towards the ground, and by extension earthly possessions and concerns, but towards the heavens. Finally, such transi tombs portray a humility and an understanding of atonement for sins, being demonstrated by the fact that the individuals wished by immortalised not as they were but as they are no, dead and rotting. 
Moving on to paintings, the expression of ideas about death are no less diminished or effective in this medium. Among the most prominent and accessible examples is that in ‘Danse Macabre’ genre. One particular example is the ‘Danse Macabre in Tallinn’ by Bernt Notke, located in St Nicholas’ Church in Tallinn, Estonia. While only a section remains, its display in the church would present to the layman the clear idea of ‘Danse Macabre’, that “no one – whether popes, kings, emperors, the old, the young, the rich or the poor – could escape” (C. Daniel, Death and Burial in Medieval England: 1066 – 1550. London: Routledge, 1998. 69).  In addition, as the above work clearly depicts a pope and emperor leading the procession, it conveys that it is of even greater importance that these men of power and influence recognise what their inevitable fate is. Also, as the work was displayed in a Church, it helps with the reflection on the nature of death, having the viewer contemplate not only the levelling ability of death and their own mortality but the judgement that comes after and how they may personally go about obtaining salvation and a good death. ‘Danse Macabre in Tallinn’ by Bernt Notke. https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/5/58/Bernt_Notke_Danse_Macabre.jpg

In conclusion, medieval artwork was very effective at portraying ideas about death. The ability of medieval artisans to craft works that not only were accessible and clear to the layman, but also reinforced grander ideas about humility and penance to those of higher status demonstrates the effectiveness of their works. Subsequently, the ideas of both the inevitability and levelling effect of death were contrasted against the hopeful and joyous ideas of salvation and Christs defeat of death, illustrating to all that death was a part of life, but not simply the end. 
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