

Ars Moriendi Commentary

[bookmark: _GoBack]The Good Death from the illustrated Ars moriendi, c.1450

The Ars Moriendi is a medieval guide book to help people achieve a good death. It is divided into six chapters with corresponding images that show the five temptations and inspirations (Campbell, 1995: 2). 

Due to the various wars, plagues and famines, death was often viewed as part of existence in the late Middle Ages (Thornton and Phillips, 2009: 1). The outlook on death changes drastically throughout the Middle Ages (Reinis, 2007: 2). The thought of certain salvation in Heaven made death joyful (Reinis, 2007: 2). The attitude changed to that of fear and uncertainty at the thought of their divine judgment (Reinis, 2007: 2). It was believed that a persons’ eternal fate was decided on the moment of their death (Reinis, 2007: 2) The church needed something to help make the ill “strong in spirit” as they die (Wicks, 1998: 1). 

A book on how to die well was called for by the Council of Constance 1414-1418 (Thornton and Phillips, 2009: 1). Two versions of this book have survived, the longer Tractatus artis bene moriendi (A Treatise on the Art of the Good Death) and the abridged, shorter Ars Moriendi (Campbell, 1995: 2, Thornton and Phillips, 2009: 1). Both are written in Latin with the short version organized as pairs of woodcuts per temptation and ending with the ideal death (Campbell, 1995: 2, Leget, 2007: 313). There are five pairs with eleven woodcuts in total, organized with the temptation pictured first, followed by the inspiration (Campbell, 1995: 2). The Ars Moriendi is structured around the notion that the good deeds or sins that happened in your life dictates whether you go to Heaven or Hell once you die (Reinis, 2007: 20). The text was thought to help the dying person in their final struggle between good and evil, so they would defeat the “deathbed demons” (Reinis, 2007: 2, Leget, 2007: 314). 

Because the majority of the population were illiterate these woodcut images were vital in portraying the message of a good death to the wider population (Thornton and Phillips, 2009: 2). The image is from an illustrated Ars Moriendi c.1450. It is the eleventh and last woodcut image that shows the result of a good death (Decker, 2012: 249). The image shows a man known as Moriens (the dying man) on his deathbed at the moment of his death (Decker, 2012: 249). He holds a candle with the support of the monk as his soul is seen leaving his body and being embraced by the four angels behind him (Verhey, 2011 134). A group of saints that include The Virgin Mary, Mary Magdalene, John the Evangelist and Saint Peter gather around Christ on the cross in the background with a group of six demons beneath the bed (Decker, 2012: 249). Verhey (2011, 134) notes that the image can be seen as two halves, the top half with the saints and angels is “peaceful and sorrowful” while the bottom half with the demons is considerably angry. Because the majority of the population were illiterate these woodcut images were vital in portraying the message of a good death to the wider population (Thornton and Phillips, 2009: 2). 

When first looking at the image I found the text on scrolls that surrounds the demons difficult to read and understand. However once translated from Latin to English it is clear they act as speech bubbles from the demons expressing how disappointed and angry they are that they lost the mans soul (O’Brien, 2001: 122). These Latin speech bubbles appear throughout the Ars Moriendi seeming to give the images a narrative as well as a cartoonish feel (O’Brien, 2001: 122). Although the image is somewhat easily understood with these ‘speech bubbles’ they do make it the narrative clearer. The text in scrolls is a common theme throughout the Ars Moridendi perhaps making it easier to tell the story of ‘Moriens’. 

When looking at the image is was difficult to tell if the candle was being taken away from the man or being given to him. Wojciechowska (2015: 43) writes that a lit candle at a Christians deathbed was important during the Middle Ages. The candle was supposed to “light up the darkness in which the sins were buried” and to help the angels in their fight for the persons’ soul (Wojciechowska, 2015: 43). It could also be a baptismal candle, these are symbols that represent the “light of Christ” (O’Brien, 2001: 124). The mans spirit (depicted as a small humanoid) is being embraced by the quartet of angels as the candle is being taken away by the attendant or monk (Decker, 2012: 249). By including these two details the artist was able to depict the moment that Moriens had died a good death (Decker, 2012: 249). 

One subject that seems to dominant this picture is Jesus on the crucifix in the background. Because depictions of Jesus on a cross is “one of the most frequently represented subjects in medieval art” it is somewhat expected to be seen throughout Ars Moriendi (Thornton and Phillips, 2009: 3). However, I think that Jesus is added to this portrayal of a good death to show that Jesus, God and religion are heavily involved with helping a person die a good death. The abundance of people that surround Moriens shows that upon a good death you will be physically surrounded by the church and spiritually surrounded by angels and saints (O’Brien, 2001: 124). Although these spiritual entities will fight on behalf of your soul, it is ultimately the responsibility of the dying person to ensure they die a good death.

The Ars Moriendi was a much needed book at the time in order to curb the spiritual weakness of the ill and dying. The shorter, illustrated version would have been accessible by the wider population, allowing the people to strengthen their faith upon death. 
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