The tomb of John FitzAlan, the 14th Earl of Arundel (d.1435) in the FitzAlan Chapel, West Sussex: A commentary on late medieval attitudes to death, burial and the afterlife.


The tomb of John FitzAlan, the 14th Earl of Arundel is a fine example of a wider trend for what is commonly referred to as a cadaver tomb. This commentary intends to explore the wider theology and aesthetic culture surrounding this style of tomb to better shed light on the late medieval attitude towards death, dying, burial and the afterlife. Furthermore, it will explore the extent to which the cadaver tomb of John FitzAlan is consistent with the funerary practices usually associated with such burials.

The roots of cadaver tomb ostensibly lie the rise of the doctrine of purgatory[footnoteRef:1], with an increased cultural emphasis on remembering one’s mortality. Some scholars have posited that this was an intentional power play by the church, suggesting that “the church deliberately set out to promote what has been called ‘the cult of death’ and ‘the catechism of fear’”[footnoteRef:2] because it realised that the changing nature of personal devotion could be a threat to papal power[footnoteRef:3]. While cadaver effigies were used as a warning to the living against the deadly sin of pride, they were not necessarily a part of the personal narrative that bore much relation to the identity of the deceased. The necessity for such need for a pageantry in remembrance may have ultimately boiled down to the rise in the theology of Purgatory. The growing theology of purgatory meant that the prayers and masses of the living became increasingly fundamental in the afterlives of the deceased, therefore it was important that one was remembered[footnoteRef:4]. This may at least partly account for the growing trend for dramatic and visually compelling funerary art. As one commentator astutely suggests “The medieval faithful viewed the body as a tangible link denoting the presence not absence of the deceased”[footnoteRef:5] [1: Daniell, C. Death and Burial in Medieval England 1066 – 1550 (London: Routledge, 1997)
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The double decker nature of the tomb may have been indicative of the growing dualism of that was prevailing in late medieval theology. There are many examples of the body in conversation or even dispute with the soul[footnoteRef:6]. While the juxtaposition of a rotting corpse and an effigy in peaceful reposed might lend merit to a didactic interpretation, perhaps it is not the body versus soul didactic that was being represented in the double decker tomb so much as two different views of the body. In the case of John FitzAlan it could be suggested that cadaver is used as a memento mori and the top effigy of the Earl in his eternal repose is a tool of remembrance[footnoteRef:7]. This is supported by the fact that in double decker monuments that are for more than one person, it has been observed that often there is only one cadaver which would suggest “a symbolic rather than a representative function”[footnoteRef:8]. Some scholars, however, have suggested that the tombs may be both didactic and commemorative[footnoteRef:9]. There was a great trend for the literature of the time to feature aspects of death, especially in the ubi sunt motif that asked the question ‘where are they now?’[footnoteRef:10], scholars have suggested that the cadaver tombs would have provided a visual answer for a popular text[footnoteRef:11]. This would not be unusual as there are many examples of literature being a key stimulus for aesthetic culture, depictions of the Ars Moriendi and The Three Living and The Three Dead being the most obvious examples. It could be suggested that, more than merely a stimulus, art was not viewed in a vacuum or by subject, but as an accompaniment for a text. [6:  Daniell, C. Death and Burial in Medieval England 1066 – 1550 (London: Routledge, 1997) 70]  [7:   Stanford, C. ‘The Body at the Funeral: Imagery and Commemoration at Notre-Dame, Paris, about 1304-18’, The Art Bulletin, Vol 89, No.4 (2007)666]  [8:  Oosterwijk, S. ‘Food for Worms - Food for Thought: The appearance and interpretation of the ‘verminous’ cadaver in Britain and Europe’, Church Monuments, XX (2005), 45]  [9:  Oosterwijk, S. ‘Food for Worms - Food for Thought: The appearance and interpretation of the ‘verminous’ cadaver in Britain and Europe’, Church Monuments, XX (2005),  47]  [10:  Ibid ]  [11:  Ibid ] 


The style of tomb has been shown to be potentially as much a fashion choice as anything else. Some scholars[footnoteRef:12], suggest that the style of tomb was as much a political choice as a religious one.  links have been drawn between Lancastrian supporters in the 15th century and the use of cadaver tombs and highlights that Yorkists tended to avoid the style[footnoteRef:13]. One writer describes this as “the living reinforcing their own allegiances through the burial of the dead”[footnoteRef:14]. The tomb of John Barats is a fine example intertwining of the politics of Lancastrian heraldry and the anti-vanitas message that a cadaver effigy was intended to convey[footnoteRef:15]. In a similar vein accounts that suggest Catherine de Medici turned down her initial cadaver tomb in favour of a more flattering repose seem equally at odd with the theological message of a cadaver tomb[footnoteRef:16]. These seemingly opposing messages are an excellent example of the populace taking on the imagery promoted by the church but not necessarily taking up the accompanying message. [12:  King, P. ‘The Cadaver Tomb in the Late Fifteenth Century: Some Indictaions of a Lancastrian connection’ in Taylor, J (ed.). Dies Illa, Death in the Middle Ages (Liverpool: Francis Cairns, 1984) 54
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Despite the more sombre effect of the cadaver tombs it is necessary to understand that they were not exempt from the growing carnivalesque surrounding ritual in general during the late medieval period. It is particularly easy to imagine the burials as being far less colourful than they actually were, however, it is also prudent to remember that, although in the present day most of the tombs appear in sombre stone or marble, the tombs would have been an altogether more colourful affair[footnoteRef:17]. Death was an increasingly theatrical theme and permeated late medieval culture in ecclesiastical art and monument, literature and in the popular morality plays of the period[footnoteRef:18] The flamboyant narrative driven tombs may have been influence by a wider socio-economic context. The impact of the black death lead to population decreases which, in turn lead to increased urbanisation. Some scholars[footnoteRef:19] suggest that the loss of place and identity associated with urbanisation lead to a rise in individualism that was specifically exhibited in the funerary practices of the time. [17: Oosterwijk, S. ‘Food for Worms - Food for Thought: The appearance and interpretation of the ‘verminous’ cadaver in Britain and Europe’, Church Monuments, XX (2005),   68]  [18:  Oosterwijk, S. ‘Food for Worms - Food for Thought: The appearance and interpretation of the ‘verminous’ cadaver in Britain and Europe’, Church Monuments, XX (2005),  52]  [19: Daniell, C. Death and Burial in Medieval England 1066 – 1550 (London: Routledge, 1997)
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In conclusion, the use of images of the macabre were a strong motif across Christendom for a period of up to three hundred years and, as such, it is unwise to attempt a concrete statement in regard to how they were used. What is evident, however, is that death and funerary practices were used as a tool by both the church and the nobility in order to gain both self-legitimacy and heavenly security.
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