Literary Commentary on “The Three Dead Kings by John Audelay”
The Three Kings by John Audelay is a poem imagining the reactions of three kings meeting  three dead men while hunting in the forest, The Three Dead and Three Living is a famous image that has been around since 13th century France, shown below, while the poem itself was written later in the 15th century. However there is some debate as to whether or not Audelay actually wrote this due to disabilities that he would have had at the time.
[image: Arundel_ms_83_f127r]The Three Living and the Three Dead from DigitisedManuscripts, 2014.


We do not know much about the author, but it has been widely accepted that when he wrote this poem he was almost completely deaf and blind, even commenting on this in some of his other works. This makes it possible that he never even saw a version of this image which makes it difficult to place where he got his inspiration from (Fein, 2011, 187). In original versions of the image there is nothing that shows that the three dead were kings themselves, this is the author’s interpretation, though it is unclear why he has written them as once-Kings; it is possible this is to emphasise the links between the living and the dead and make it more obvious that the three alive Kings could become like the three dead kings if they do not change their ways.
The poem is eleven stanzas long as a story is being told within it, each stanza includes a four-stress alliterative line, with the first eight lines being an ABAB rhyming scheme and the final five lines being CDCCD. This puts more emphasis on the final five lines of each stanza, specifically the final five lines of the poem as this is when the poem includes the reader. In the poem the narrator talks about how the three kings are “crass” and rule through “riches and fear” (Audelay & Fein, 2009), both the narrator and the three dead then mention how this will be the three kings downfall, firstly in stanza two, then eight, nine, ten and finally eleven. The poem seems to be told from the point of view of someone who is watching the three kings come across the dead bodies. A first person narrator (“I”) is used to make it seem as though this was an event that actually took place, with the poem being detailed and descriptive. It could be suggested that the narrator is death himself as in the first stanza he says “Never resting, I hear” however this is up to the reader’s interpretation (Audelay & Fein, 2009). 
The three kings are told by the three dead that they should not take what they have for granted, and that they should “forget pomp and pride” (Audelay & Fein, 2009) after this the three kings pledge to be better people. The poem appears to be written as a message for whoever reads it, as at the end the narrator addresses the reader, saying “You don’t? That’s your loss!” implying that you should believe that what happened is true (Audelay & Fein, 2009). The message that is aimed at the audience seems to be that age old, treat people as you wish to be treated, and only then can you be at peace in death, for each of the three dead kings state that they used to be like the three alive kings, but their “fates have been cast” (Audelay & Fein, 2009) and they have been judged, so the three kings should change their ways to avoid meeting the same fate.
The poem holds a serious, morbid mood throughout, due to the continuous reference to death. The narrator’s tone is grave and sombre throughout, from the first mention of death in the first stanza where a boar meets its end in an ugly, vivid scene to the final stanza where the tone only lightens briefly in the last two lines.  The theme of death is apparent throughout the poem, with continuous emphasis on how death shows us for who we are, with the three kings killing a boar for no other reason than their own amusement, to the three dead who are rotting and decrepit. The poem mainly focusses on the sense of sight, as the setting and people are all described in detail, with alliteration used throughout for emphasis, for example, “Hounds harry it with hungry howls” and “His fair falcon falls to his fist” (Audelay & Fein, 2009).
Punctuation is used throughout to bring attention to certain lines and to place emphasis, the exclamation mark is used several times to ensure a line sticks out in the reader’s mind more, for example “we’re all of us doomed!” (Audelay & Fein, 2009) is uttered by the first king upon seeing the three dead, this is emphasised to show the reader that the sight must be horrific. Comparisons are made between the three dead and demons, with one of the kings asking God to help them, this is the only religious imagery that exists until the final stanza where the poem mentions God and the church, ending the poem with an ‘Amen’. This is the one line in the entire poem that does not fit into the rhyme scheme, and implies that the poem itself could be said as a prayer.
To conclude, the poem “The Three Dead Kings” by John Audelay is a cautionary tale that shows if you are not a nice person while you are alive then you will not be granted a good death, and the three dead kings are proof of this; it is not just a warning to the three alive kings but also everyone who reads the poem. The author uses alliteration, the themes of religion and death, and emphasis to get the imagery across.
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