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Death, Dying and the Macabre in the Late Middle Ages – Commentary Three
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Danse Macabre, carved by Guyot Marchant and coloured by Pierre le Rouge, 1491-1492.


This particular artefact from the late Middle Ages is a coloured print of the Danse Macabre by the French artist Pierre le Rouge, taken from the original woodcuts by Guyot Marchant. This print was produced between 1491 and 1492. The dates of production mean that it succeeds the creation of the ars moriendi literature, and artistic productions that accompany it, by around forty years. The origins of the danse macabre originate in France in a small churchyard where there was a charnel house[footnoteRef:1]. This print is made in the same century as the original artwork in the churchyard, so the ideas about death and repentance would have been more or less the same at both times of production. [1:  Nancy Caciola, ‘Wraiths, Revenants and Ritual in Medieval Culture’, Past & Present, Vol. 152, (August 1996), p. 25. ] 


Here, the concept of death is represented by a skeletal figure, which makes the nature of death appear tangible. Nancy Caciola supports this claim, by writing ‘these dead men are not insubstantial illusions, but corporeal revenants’[footnoteRef:2] – referring to the dead figures in the danse macabre depictions. On face value, this work appears more sinister and less of a religious nature than the ars moriendi text – but the skeletons in the woodcut mirror the frightening nature of the demons in the ars moriendi illustrations[footnoteRef:3]. Looking at the two works of art side by side shows us that art was very much used alongside the blunt texts as visual imagery to scare the medieval reader into living a good life in preparation for a good death. The corpse figures are smiling as they are dancing with the living, which makes for sinister imagery. There does not appear to be any reasoning behind the work being a ‘dance’, other than there are two participants – the living person and the character of death. Referring to the relationship between the living and the dead as a dance is a rather comical and unserious way of depicting such a bleak topic. It gives the modern audience an insight into how medieval society dealt with the subject of death, and potentially a look into their humour. Scholars like Oosterwijk and Knöll have referenced a satirical underpinning of the danse macabre poem and artwork[footnoteRef:4].  [2:  Nancy Caciola, ‘Wraiths, Revenants and Ritual in Medieval Culture’, Past & Present, vol. 152, (August 1996), p. 26.]  [3:  The British Museum, Collection Online (2017) [online] Available: www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/search.aspx?searchText=ars+moriendi.]  [4:  Stefanie Knöll and Sophie Oosterwijk, Mixed Metaphors: The Danse Macabre in Medieval and Early Modern Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2011).
] 


A very prominent medieval belief was that death can take you or family members at any point, so it pays well to be living a pure and godly life in the occurrence of death, as you will likely be given a place in heaven. The tale of the Three Living and the Three Dead is contrary to the idea of the danse macabre, as the three kings meet their deceased counterparts suddenly without warning, whereas the danse macabre is a lifelong encounter with the ultimate, unavoidable event of death. Another difference is that the tale of the three kings only tells of royalty being susceptible to the perils of a bad death, but the danse macabre shows death dancing with people from all social classes and walks of life, including labourers, kings, and religious figures. There is a similarity in the accompanying poem underneath each illustration of the danse macabre to the poetry of the Three Living and the Three Dead. The dead kings warn the living kings that their lifestyles are sinful and they will end up like the three dead without a lifestyle change and repentance; a warning from Guy Marchant’s danse macabre poem reads ‘I am what you will be, and I once was what you are now’[footnoteRef:5]. Despite this clear similarity of a warning, the danse macabre is contextually less about living a godly and pure lifestyle and more of a general reminder of the presence of death. It is interesting to see how the illustration does not separate social classes or occupations – everyone is on the same level in the eyes of death. Kings and popes are considered the same as peasants and children, and no living person is in a better or worse position than another to negotiate with death when they will be taken. Kings and members of the gentry (alongside other high-ranking members of society) would also not have been buried in the same churchyard as poorer people, but the original danse macabre artwork from Les Saintes Innocentes church depicts all classes together. [5:  Sophie Oosterwijk, ‘Of Dead Kings, Dukes and Constables: The Historical Context of the Danse Macabre in Late Medieval Paris’, Journal of the British Archaeological Association, vol. 161, (2008 - Issue 1), p. 140. 
] 


The source does not spare children in audience from terrifying and gruesome imagery – they are taught from a young age that death will always accompany them, whether it is the idea of being on terms with their own immortality or being used to the idea that their family will not always be alive, and that death does not discriminate. In the sixth panel, the death figure is holding the hand of a child in a cradle.  The colours used in the image reflect the nature of the figures involved – the death figure is muted with greys, whites, and browns, as opposed to the rich blues and reds of the living people. The text below each panel accompanies the living figure above (e.g. with the corpse holding the hand of the child, the text below says the French word l’enfant, meaning ‘child’). The living figures in the illustration are all leaning away from the corpses who are trying to lead them away or dance with them, showing a reluctance to die – or perhaps, demonstrating a reluctance and aversion to live a bad life, and therefore have a bad death and afterlife. 
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