Was death celebrated or feared in the Middle Ages?

In this essay, I will look at aspects of death and how they were perceived in the Middle Ages. After analysing these perspectives I will argue that death was neither fully celebrated, nor fully feared in the Middle Ages. I will argue that the way in which death was perceived depended on how the death occurred, to whom and what had been done in preparation. 

The term 'Middle Ages' refers to different periods depending on the writer, or what one is writing about. Art historians often see it as starting as early as the fourth century
 and theological historians have seen the Middle Ages as starting in the third century,
 while others regard the Middle Ages as starting (in England at least) after the Norman conquest.
 Its ending is likewise debated. It may have ended in the seventeenth-century Restoration period,
 or as early as 1300.
 The Middle Ages may have lasted only three hundred years, or as long as thirteen hundred years. The first step in answering the question of whether death was celebrated or feared in the Middle Ages is to define the term 'Middle Ages'.

Rather than focusing on precise dates, it may be more helpful to focus on generally agreed upon characteristics of the Middle Ages. Throughout the given dates Christianity dominated Europe. From the Edict of Milan in 313
 until the rise of Deism in the Eighteenth Century Christianity was the driving force behind European religious policy, and this often affected other policies and deeply affected views of death.

Medieval society tended to be stratified, starting with the 4th century Emperor Constantine
 and continuing even into the 19th century.
 The differing classes in Medieval Europe would have different views of death as each was affected by death in different ways, and quite significantly, had different life expectancies.

Another significant feature of the Middle Ages is the dominance of Germanic, Celtic and post-Roman civilisations and their mingling together.
 These cultures had different ideas of death, and many of these ideas persisted throughout the period. The Heliand (the ninth-century Gospel Harmony written in Old Saxon), features both a cold Germanic-style Hell and a fiery Greco-Roman Hades.
 These depictions death are fearful. The Heliand itself continued to be read even into the sixteenth century as it was read and recommended by Martin Luther.
 Other Medieval works such as in Dante's Inferno portray cold regions of Hell as well as fiery ones. This can also be seen in artwork, especially in churches.

In most definitions of the Medieval period, there is a significant overlap with the Church Fathers' activity. In later periods of the Middle Ages, the Church Fathers were commonly read, and their works were important in the construction of Christian theology.
 This makes the Church Fathers' description of death important in understanding the Medieval perspective on death. They considered death to be God's greatest foe and something to be feared without the assurance of salvation. Origen described Death's final defeat on the Day of Judgement 'when death shall no longer anywhere exist, nor the sting of death, nor any evil at all, then verily God will be “all in all.”'
 Death is clearly described as an evil with a sting. With the assurance of salvation, however, martyrs and confessors who died in the faith had their deaths celebrated, with the anniversaries of their deaths becoming feast days.
 This very literally demonstrates their celebration of death. Saint Days became major celebrations in later parts of the Middle Ages. Saints could only become saints after their deaths, so a core part of Medieval celebrations depended on death.

Despite this, the concept of death primarily being a fearful thing, whose existence prompted the need for salvation, would persist until the late Medieval period. The continued existence of martyrdoms was considered a tragedy.
 While the deaths of martyrs were celebrated, that did not warrant the celebration of death itself. The Harrowing of Hell, a biblical scene where Jesus marched into Hell and defeated death by releasing 'souls in captivity', depicts the righteous dead as ultimately in a sorrowful state only made better by Jesus' presence.
  In the harrowing of Hell, the gates of Hell were eventually replaced in art by the gaping mouth of Leviathan, the Devilish dragon of the Book of Job.
 For those whose righteousness was not certain, death was fearful and was followed by the probability of Hell.

An example of how death was perceived in the Medieval era was the change in how childhood was perceived in comparison to the cultures that preceded the Medieval era. In the Classical era infanticide was common, but early into the Medieval period infanticidal practices were deemed evil and were made illegal. Monks protected children after child oblates forced monks to treat children relatively equally.
 The practice of Godparenting also played a part in ensuring that value was given to all children.
 The care given did not ensure that children would survive, but the change in ideology is significant and demonstrates how in many ways Medieval people feared, rather than celebrated the deaths of those they cared for.

Like the Classical period preceding it, high infant mortality was a constant feature of life in all strata of Medieval society.
 16-20% of infants died before their second birthday.
 This forced Medieval people to face the inevitability of death earlier and they also needed consolation over their lost loved ones. All babies were baptised as soon as possible to ensure their ascent into Heaven were they to die.
 The fact that the rite of baptism was used to console grieving mothers by convincing them of their babies' happy afterlife is evidence of fear concerning death.

An element of death that received much attention in the Middle Ages was war. The concepts of the Peace and Truce of God forced Medieval warriors to spare non-combatants and avoid going to war at certain times.
 This did not condemn military violence, but in many ways it condoned it, provided it was carried out honourably and was not all-encompassing. Total war was forbidden but Just Wars were not and later Holy Wars were encouraged. Church Fathers had developed this idea long before its full eventual implementation, with Augustine saying that “it is good for [the lawless] to be vanquished.
 After the First Crusade was called in 1095 it received widespread support, not just from the Aristocracy, but from the Clergy as well who started a tradition of 'Crusades preaching'.
 Bards and troubadours took up Crusades songs which overtly celebrated some of the most violent parts of those expeditions.

The Holy War was not the only form of violence that was celebrated. The mainly politically concerned Heroic Poetry presented a violent hero whose deeds in killing others and finding his own glorious death are celebrated.
 Scyld Scefing in Beowulf is called 'a good king' simply because of how he terrified his tribe's neighbours.
 The ability to slay and dedication to be slain is the main focus of praise in these texts. This form of poetry was expanded upon until it became the Chanson de Geste. These are just as violent, but they reflect the changing views of violence, where non-combatants are to be spared, and the cause of the war must be just. The hero is, more often than not, expected to sacrifice himself and the poem is intended to celebrate his death.

In conclusion, the Middle Ages celebrated the deaths of military heroes, martyrs and confessors as moral exemplars and demonstrations of how Christ ultimately delivers Christians from death. In most cases death was feared as innocent victims died unjustly or flawed people died, uncertain of their salvation. The hope of Heaven was celebrated, but the fear of Hell made death feared in the Middle Ages.
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