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‘A high proportion of Renaissance works of art are connected with 

death in one way or another.’ (Viewing Renaissance Art, p.207).  

Explore this statement, and discuss how works of art in which the 

theme of death was manifested may be interpreted or understood. 

 

 

I’d tend to agree with this statement, however tentatively. 

 

Firstly because I suppose at this time, historically, it could’ve been 

seen that the production of this theme of ‘death’ was unprecedented 

due to social influences, and not merely a commercial driven 

enterprise; as to find meaning and purpose in living a life well lived.  

And secondly, I may trust that academic research into this area of art, 

has been carried out and it was shown that the subject matter was, in 

actual fact, in high proportion to that of other subjects of art during 

the Renaissance, although I can submit no evidence for this latter 

statement, I can explore those of my former reasoning to the above 

statement to appraise its validity. 

 

Therefore, generally, of course, I will explore the theme of ‘death’, 

such as, its manifestation, and how it could be interpreted or 

understood during the Renaissance, in a critical appraisal and provide 

examples from two sources; printed material and artwork, that I hope, 

will show some of its connections to each other on the theme of death. 
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For even if focused on the certain aspects of death, historically, 

perhaps, this was the first time ’death’ manifested to that point to 

have been visually depicted in isolation from the ’order of things’ as in 

given in the Robert Fludd’s artwork based upon a scientific image: a 

naked man in the centre of a monochord universe tuned by the hand 

of God, and along this are the Elements, the Ether (planets), the 

Empireum (Angelic hierarchies) but Death does not appear, either as a 

deity or as a concept, nor in other celestial art that pertains to heaven, 

as far as I’m aware, even though ‘death’ was mentioned in written 

sources, such as the Holy Bible and ancient texts from Greek 

mythology.  So, its was unusual for ‘death’ to have taken centre stage 

in Renaissance society, in visual images based upon religious concepts 

and to have been widely distributed among Renaissance society. 

 

Hence, the manifestation of ‘death’ can then be regarded as unique, in 

artistic terms to have warranted such important attention, at that time 

like no other subject, such as portraiture or landscape, which had 

probably reached a point that they had been done to death, and/or 

reached a stage where there was nothing new to explore, or learn from 

their subject matter.  So the subject of ‘death’ could’ve been looked 

upon as the final frontier, and offered them new insights into Man and 

his place in the universe, or how Man could reach his goal beyond 



Mavarine Du-Marie 

Personal ID: M2515473 

The Open University 

 

 

mortal life to enter Heaven, if he passed through Death correctly, so 

they turned to those that they believed had the answers. 

 

And this could’ve began with the influence and can be understood 

from the medium of print for “…the task of preparing for death during 

life was an important one, and prints and paintings played their part in 

both the public and private sphere [in addition] to printed books, 

relatively cheap and portable individual prints, also helped to satisfy 

the needs of the living for works of art that served as reminder of 

death and therefore living well.  These prints were designed to be 

pinned to a wall in the home as a constant reminder of the transience 

of life…” (Richardson, 2007, p.218) but I ask, did not, they know not, 

what they knew before about death, that everyone dies eventually no 

matter the method used?  It seems not.  Or perhaps, it was felt that 

Death was a taken for granted process which could not be left 

unexplored or even unexplained. 

 

Although, I would’ve thought the event of death would’ve been solely a 

private matter for any individual to dwell upon, in their own minds, 

because I’d have thought, it would’ve been difficult enough to live well 

with the constant reminder that death was all around them, and then 

having him placed on the wall as a printed image, could’ve been too 

much transience to take on board, and could’ve been counter-
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productive, I think, to try and visualise death in such a calculated 

manner.  Although he, as in ‘Death’ as an entity, may function this 

way, humans have no knowledge of this process, only the fact 

remained, was that they were to die someday, so did it really matter 

how one lived? 

 

So, if this was common knowledge in text already, why would they 

need reminding at all in imagery; accept perhaps as a token gesture 

towards Religious conformity, such as the same reasoning can be 

given of having a ‘cross sign’ placed on the wall to remind people of a 

‘profession of faith’ and/or an ‘Act of Consecration’, but this has a 

less calculated motive than the depiction of death in printed material, 

as it seemed more biased towards inventing social norms than 

acknowledging Death as ‘transience of life’ when viewing the death 

artwork of Renaissance. 

 

For example, I could not imagine anyone have a different kind of 

Death based upon the gender of that person, that is, as laid out in the 

Danse macabre printed in 1485 of men going to their death, or should 

one say meeting their death: 

 

“…The series represents all of humanity in strict social hierarchy, 

lay people intermixed with clergy: the pope is followed by the 
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Holy Roman Emperor, the king by a cardinal, an abbot by a 

member of the nobility, a monk by a wealthy merchant, a priest 

by a peasant and so on.  Death, the great leveller, is represented 

as a grinning cadaver, often dancing and playing a musical 

instrument, who meets princes and peasants alike, revealing to 

them what they soon will be..” (Richardson, 2007, p.215) 

 

This differs to that of the Danse macabre des femmes c.1500-10 and 

whom by accounts, written in the manuscript, were gently lead to their 

death, but not by Death himself, such was the depiction of women and 

their low status deaths, as it begins differently: 

 

“…with four corpses playing musical instruments to being the 

dance.  In the accompanying text they mock women for their 

vanity and their knack for fooling themselves.  One by one, 

women in all walks of life ─ from queens and abbesses, 

theologians and merchants to girls, debutantes, brides and 

widows ─ are approached by Death…” (Richardson, 2007, 

p.218) 

 

Given the above example, it would seem Death is so gentlemanly-like 

where women are concerned to have such a courtly manner towards 



Mavarine Du-Marie 

Personal ID: M2515473 

The Open University 

 

 

them.  And, I would have thought death was death, and a process of 

decay, but here in the Renaissance period it is so much more. 

Yet, it shouldn’t be surprising either, I presume, that Death, in the 

Renaissance period, was the apocalyptic genre of its day, in terms of 

printed material, based upon I assume; to name one, the preaching of 

John the Baptist, particularly on “…repent for the Kingdom of Heaven 

is at hand..” (Holy Bible, Mat 3-2, p.47), so this apocalypticism, 

through the theme of ‘Death’ represented a high proportion of works, 

for perhaps the general understanding of how to die well from that 

perspective, from both text, as well as imagery, thus connecting with 

everyday life at that time. 

 

However, we are still dealing with only the perception of ‘death’ that 

can be interpreted within art work, but yet it really places the 

emphasis on the individual person, such as: 

 

“…It becomes itself a mediation upon human mortality and its 

personal implication, each step bringing the viewer/pedestrian 

to yet another manifestation of Death, each step bringing the 

viewer/pedestrian perhaps closer to that image in the series 

which most nearly represents his own station in life, each step 

bringing the viewer/pedestrian one step closer to the knowledge 
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and the actuality of his own demise and the finality of 

Judgement Day…” (Meadows, 1992, p.1) 

 

Here, in Meadows’ approach it seems, death wasn’t the central issue, 

well not directly as such, but that of a person mediating how own 

personalised death, he being a key player to his own demise both 

physically, as well as, mentally interpreting what death meant to them, 

and not as the printed material seems to invoke, to that of a bit player, 

that was merely being an observer of others demise by the flick of a 

page, or a quick glance at illustrated murals on walls, thus the step 

closer, as Meadows mentions in the above quotation is, I think, too 

close for comfort as to have such a dual perspective on death as both 

a ‘viewer/pedestrian’. 

 

And this brings me to the point of saying: does Death actually know 

the man-made categories of which his terms and conditions are to be 

met upon dying well, as to be actually living among the living more so 

than God upon High, and also have had a perspective on his own role 

and function as the Grim Reaper?  As, I think, the Renaissance 

interpretation does dominate the critical appraisal of Death, much 

more than at any other period of Art History, so it seems, as they had 

a clear distinction and distinctive setting for Death to be contemplated 
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upon, which makes it academically interesting as a theme to study the 

art of that period as to evaluate Death in terms of its rationality. 

 

And its this we find in Meadows’ approach, he attempted to define the 

two types of death and their sub-categories, by Renaissance 

standards, as it currently stands, firstly that of the ‘dramatic type of 

death’ interpreted as being: 

 

“…death imagery is a narrative mode of depiction in which the 

viewer’s understanding of the theme is conveyed by the gestures 

and actions of the figures in response to each other.  Essential is 

the figures’ cognizance of their situation, the look of horror, 

worry or dismay on the part of the living; and the threatening 

gestures and sardonic leers of the dead.  These provide the 

viewer with an already delineated scenario and a predetermined 

reaction to the horrors of death…” (Meadows, 1992, p.16) 

 

This is the type of death which is familiar to most people, in the 

Renaissance, as well as, now in our time, when viewing images of 

death, and what is most looked for when appraising death, but as 

Meadows also states: 
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“…a second type of death imagery relies for its effect not on 

narrative action, but rather on the beholder’s recognition of, and 

subsequent contemplation upon an analogy between live, 

youthful figures and their dead, decomposing counterparts…” 

(Meadows, 1992, p.16) 

 

And I think that this death imagery is so strong that it relishes the 

effect it has on the viewer, but without further appraisal nor 

interpretation on the part of the individual, its seems to be a taken for 

granted concept of death, that I think much was given in the 

Renaissance to this train of though where the theme of death was 

produced to think of dying well, as having lived well to have hung on a 

wall as a print. 

 

However, Meadows, when reading his essay, does state something 

which one isn’t familiar with, that of the type of ‘Juxtapositional or 

Inferential type of death’ which he explains is:  

 

“…The viewer must recognize the dead as the transfiguration of 

the living, and is left to draw the conclusion that he will be 

subject to the same fate.  As this involves a mental equation of 

the two versions of the same figure, this may be called a 

Juxtapositional or Inferential type…” (Meadows, 1992, p.16) 
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As I can only assume that in this interpretation of a Juxtapositional 

death, that it is about acceptance more than anything else, other than 

choosing how one is to die, as the other interpretations imply; as 

aforementioned by Richardson’s (2007) viewpoint on death. 

 

So, it could also be considered that in Richardson’s we find death 

viewed as a passing event, or as stated “…the cadaver effigy is a 

dramatic representation of the suffering that is an integral reality of 

life and death, but one that could be replaced with the hope of a more 

glorious afterlife, as long as the suffering was borne with grace and 

dignity…”  (Richardson, 2007, pp.213-14), which could be one’s 

destiny concept, but with Meadows’ approach, we find his 

interpretation of death to be viewed as an occurrence, or as stated 

“…The Promenade remains entirely with the realm of personal history, 

conflating past and future into the poised moment of the present…” 

(Meadows, 1992, p.22) thus a person could be dealing with one’s fate 

with regard to the concept of death instead, in a head-on manner. 

 

Therefore, in conclusion, a lot can be interpreted on the subject of 

death that was connected to Renaissance art works; as to conceive 

what it was to have a good death, more less a bad death, publicly or 

privately, that manifested to have an understanding on the theme of 

death, most uniquely, during the Renaissance period like no other, no 
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matter the proportion of artwork; being either low or high in its 

production, one learnt the transience of life. 
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