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[image: T]he very ample discussion which the extremely popular subject of the Dance of Death has already undergone might seem to preclude the necessity of attempting to bestow on it any further elucidation; nor would the present Essay have ever made its appearance, but for certain reasons which are necessary to be stated.

The beautiful designs which have been, perhaps too implicitly, regarded as the invention of the justly celebrated painter, Hans Holbein, are chiefly known in this country by the inaccurate etchings of most of them by Wenceslaus Hollar, the copper-plates of which having formerly become the property of Mr. Edwards, of Pall Mall, were published by him, accompanied by a very hasty and imperfect dissertation; which, with fewer faults, and considerable enlargement, is here again submitted to public attention. It is appended to a set of fac-similes of the above-mentioned elegant designs, and which, at a very liberal expense that has been incurred by the proprietor and publisher of this volume, have been executed with consummate skill and fidelity by Messrs. Bonner and Byfield, two of our best artists in the line of wood engraving. They may very justly be regarded as scarcely distinguishable from their fine originals.

The remarks in the course of this Essay on a supposed German poet, under the name of Macaber, and the discussion relating to Holbein’s connection with the Dance of Death, may perhaps be found interesting to the critical reader only; but every admirer of ancient art will not fail to be gratified by an intimate acquaintance with one of its finest specimens in the copy which is here so faithfully exhibited.

In the latest and best edition of some new designs for a Dance of Death, by Salomon Van Rusting, published by John George Meintel at Nuremberg, 1736, 8vo. there is an elaborate preface by him, with a greater portion of verbosity than information. He has placed undue confidence in his predecessor, Paul Christian Hilscher, whose work, printed at Dresden in 1705, had probably misled the truly learned Fabricius in what he has said concerning Macaber in his valuable work, the “Bibliotheca mediæ et infimæ ætatis.” Meintel confesses his inability to point out the origin or the inventor of the subject. The last and completest work on the Dance, or Dances of Death, is that of the ingenious M. Peignot, so well and deservedly known by his numerous and useful books on bibliography. To this gentleman the present Essay has been occasionally indebted. He will, probably, at some future opportunity, remove the whimsical misnomer in his engraving of Death and the Ideot.

The usual title, “The Dance of Death,” which accompanies most of the printed works, is not altogether appropriate. It may indeed belong to the old Macaber painting and other similar works where Death is represented in a sort of dancing and grotesque attitude in the act of leading a single character; but where the subject consists of several figures, yet still with occasional exception, they are rather to be regarded as elegant emblems of human mortality in the premature intrusion of an unwelcome and inexorable visitor.

It must not be supposed that the republication of this singular work is intended to excite the lugubrious sensations of sanctified devotees, or of terrified sinners; for, awful and impressive as must ever be the contemplation of our mortality in the mind of the philosopher and practiser of true religion, the mere sight of a skeleton cannot, as to them, excite any alarming sensation whatever. It is chiefly addressed to the ardent admirers of ancient art and pictorial invention; but nevertheless with a hope that it may excite a portion of that general attention to the labours of past ages, which reflects so much credit on the times in which we live.

The widely scattered materials relating to the subject of the Dance of Death, and the difficulty of reconciling much discordant information, must apologize for a few repetitions in the course of this Essay, the regular progress of which has been too often interrupted by the manner in which matter of importance is so obscurely and defectively recorded; instances of which are, the omission of the name of the painter in the otherwise important dedication to the first edition of the engravings on wood of the Dance of Death that was published at Lyons; the uncertainty as to locality in some complimentary lines to Holbein by his friend Borbonius, and the want of more particulars in the account by Nieuhoff of Holbein’s painting at Whitehall.

The designs for the Dance of Death, published at Lyons in 1538, and hitherto regarded as the invention of Holbein, are, in the course of this Dissertation, referred to under the appellation of the Lyons wood-cuts; and with respect to the term Macaber, which has been so mistakenly used as the name of a real author, it has been nevertheless preserved on the same principle that the word Gothic has been so generally adopted for the purpose of designating the pointed style of architecture in the middle ages.

F. D.
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Personification of Death, and other modes of representing it among the Ancients.—Same subject during the Middle Ages.—Erroneous notions respecting Death.—Monumental absurdities.—Allegorical pageant of the Dance of Death represented in early times by living persons in churches and cemeteries.—Some of these dances described.—Not unknown to the Ancients.—Introduction of the infernal, or dance of Macaber.



[image: T]he manner in which the poets and artists of antiquity have symbolized or personified Death, has excited considerable discussion; and the various opinions of Lessing, Herder, Klotz, and other controversialists have only tended to demonstrate that the ancients adopted many different modes to accomplish this purpose. Some writers have maintained that they exclusively represented Death as a mere skeleton; whilst others have contended that this figure, so frequently to be found upon gems and sepulchral monuments, was never intended to personify the extinction of human life, but only as a simple and abstract representation. They insist that the ancients adopted a more elegant and allegorical method for this purpose; that they represented human mortality by various symbols of destruction, as birds devouring lizards and serpents, or pecking fruits and flowers; by goats browsing on vines; cocks fighting, or even by a Medusa’s or Gorgon’s head. The Romans seem to have adopted Homer’s[1] definition of Death as the eldest brother of Sleep; and, accordingly, on several of their monumental and other sculptures we find two winged genii as the representatives of the above personages, and sometimes a genius bearing a sepulchral vase on his shoulder, and with a torch reversed in one of his hands. It is very well known that the ancients often symbolized the human soul by the figure of a butterfly, an idea that is extremely obvious and appropriate, as well as elegant. In a very interesting sepulchral monument, engraved in p. 7 of Spon’s Miscellanea Eruditæ Antiquitatis, a prostrate corpse is seen, and over it a butterfly that has just escaped from the mouth of the deceased, or as Homer expresses it, “from the teeth’s inclosure.”[2] The above excellent antiquary has added the following very curious sepulchral inscription that was found in Spain, HÆREDIBVS MEIS MANDO ETIAM CINERE VTMEO VOLITET EBRIVS PAPILIO OSSA IPSA TEGANT MEA, &c. Rejecting this heathen symbol altogether, the painters and engravers of the middle ages have substituted a small human figure escaping from the mouths of dying persons, as it were, breathing out their souls.

We have, however, the authority of Herodotus, that in the banquets of the Egyptians a person was introduced who carried round the table at which the guests were seated the figure of a dead body, placed on a coffin, exclaiming at the same time, “Behold this image of what yourselves will be; eat and drink therefore, and be happy.”[3] Montfaucon has referred to an ancient manuscript to prove that this sentiment was conveyed in a Lacedæmonian proverb,[4] and it occurs also in the beautiful poem of Coppa, ascribed to Virgil, in which he is supposed to invite Mæcenas to a rural banquet. It concludes with these lines:—

Pone merum et talos; pereat qui crastina curat,

Mors aurem vellens, vivite ait, venio.

The phrase of pulling the ear is admonitory, that organ being regarded by the ancients as the seat of memory. It was customary also, and for the same reason, to take an oath by laying hold of the ear. It is impossible on this occasion to forget the passage in Isaiah xxii. 13, afterwards used by Saint Paul, on the beautiful parable in Luke xii. Plutarch also, in his banquet of the wise men, has remarked that the Egyptians exhibited a skeleton at their feasts to remind the parties of the brevity of human life; the same custom, as adopted by the Romans, is exemplified in Petronius’s description of the feast of Trimalchio, where a jointed puppet, as a skeleton, is brought in by a boy, and this practice is also noticed by Silius Italicus:

... Ægyptia tellus

Claudit odorato post funus stantia Saxo

Corpora, et a mensis exsanguem haud separat umbram.[5]

Some have imagined that these skeletons were intended to represent the larvæ and lemures, the good and evil shadows of the dead, that occasionally made their appearance on earth. The larvæ, or lares, were of a beneficent nature, friendly to man; in other words, the good demon of Socrates. The lemures, spirits of mischief and wickedness. The larva in Petronius was designed to admonish only, not to terrify; and this is proved from Seneca: “Nemo tam puer est ut Cerberum timeat et tenebras, et larvarum habitum nudis ossibus cohærentium.”[6] There is, however, some confusion even among the ancients themselves, as to the respective qualities of the larvæ and lemures. Apuleius, in his noble and interesting defence against those who accused him of practising magic, tells them, “Tertium mendacium vestrum fuit, macilentam vel omnino evisceratam formam diri cadaveris fabricatam prorsus horribilem et larvalem;” and afterwards, when producing the image of his peculiar Deity, which he usually carried about him, he exclaims, “En vobis quem scelestus ille sceletum nominabat! Hiccine est sceletus? Hæccine est larva? Hoccine est quod appellitabatis Dæmonium.”[7] It is among Christian writers and artists that the personification of Death as a skeleton is intended to convey terrific ideas, conformably to the system that Death is the punishment for original sin.

The circumstances that lead to Death, and not our actual dissolution, are alone of a terrific nature; for Death is, in fact, the end and cure of all the previous sufferings and horrors with which it is so frequently accompanied. In the dark ages of monkish bigotry and superstition, the deluded people, seduced into a belief that the fear of Death was acceptable to the great and beneficent author of their existence, appear to have derived one of their principal gratifications in contemplating this necessary termination of humanity, yet amidst ideas and impressions of the most horrible and disgusting nature: hence the frequent allusions to it, in all possible ways, among their preachers, and the personification of it in their books of religious offices, as well as in the paintings and sculptures of their ecclesiastical and other edifices. They seemed to have entirely banished from their recollection the consolatory doctrines of the Gospel, which contribute so essentially to dissipate the terrors of Death, and which enable the more enlightened Christian to abide that event with the most perfect tranquillity of mind. There are, indeed, some exceptions to this remark, for we may still trace the imbecility of former ages on too many of our sepulchral monuments, which are occasionally tricked out with the silly appendages of Death’s heads, bones, and other useless remains of mortality, equally repulsive to the imagination and to the elegance of art.

If it be necessary on any occasion to personify Death, this were surely better accomplished by means of some graceful and impressive figure of the Angel of Death, for whom we have the authority of Scripture; and such might become an established representative. The skulls and bones of modern, and the entire skeletons of former times, especially during the middle ages, had, probably, derived their origin from the vast quantities of sanctified human relics that were continually before the eyes, or otherwise in the recollection of the early Christians. But the favourite and principal emblem of mortality among our ancestors appears to have been the moral and allegorical pageant familiarly known by the appellation of the Dance of Death, which it has, in part, derived from the grotesque, and often ludicrous attitudes of the figures that composed it, and especially from the active and sarcastical mockery of the ruthless tyrant upon its victims, which may be, in a great measure, attributed to the whims and notions of the artists who were employed to represent the subject.

It is very well known to have been the practice in very early times to profane the temples of the Deity with indecorous dancing, and ludicrous processions, either within or near them, in imitation, probably, of similar proceedings in Pagan times. Strabo mentions a custom of this nature among the Celtiberians,[8] and it obtained also among several of the northern nations before their conversion to Christianity. A Roman council, under Pope Eugenius II. in the 9th century, has thus noticed it: “Ut sacerdotes admoneant viros ac mulieres, qui festis diebus ad ecclesiam occurrunt, ne ballando et turpia verba decantando choros teneant, ac ducunt, similitudinem Paganorum peragendo.” Canciani mentions an ancient bequest of money for a dance in honour of the Virgin.[9]

These riotous and irreverent tripudists and caperers appear to have possessed themselves of the church-yards to exhibit their dancing fooleries, till this profanation of consecrated ground was punished, as monkish histories inform us, with divine vengeance. The well-known Nuremberg Chronicle[10] has recorded, that in the time of the Emperor Henry the Second, whilst a priest was saying mass on Christmas Eve, in the church of Saint Magnus, in the diocese of Magdeburg, a company of eighteen men and ten women amused themselves with dancing and singing in the church-yard, to the hindrance of the priest in his duty. Notwithstanding his admonition, they refused to desist, and even derided the words he addressed to them. The priest being greatly provoked at their conduct, prayed to God and Saint Magnus that they might remain dancing and singing for a whole year without intermission, and so it happened; neither dew nor rain falling upon them. Hunger and fatigue were set at defiance, nor were their shoes or garments in the least worn away. At the end of the year they were released from their situation by Herebert, the archbishop of the diocese in which the event took place, and obtained forgiveness before the altar of the church; but not before the daughter of a priest and two others had perished; the rest, after sleeping for the space of three whole nights, died soon afterwards. Ubert, one of the party, left this story behind him, which is elsewhere recorded, with some variation and additional matter. The dance is called St. Vitus’s, and the girl is made the daughter of a churchwarden, who having taken her by the arm, it came off, but she continued dancing. By the continual motion of the dancers they buried themselves in the earth to their waists. Many princes and others went to behold this strange spectacle, till the bishops of Cologne and Hildesheim, and some other devout priests, by their prayers, obtained the deliverance of the culprits; four of the party, however, died immediately, some slept three days and three nights, some three years, and others had trembling in their limbs during the whole of their lives. The Nuremberg Chronicle, crowded as it is with wood-cut embellishments by the hand of Wolgemut, the master of Albert Durer, has not omitted to exhibit the representations of the above unhappy persons, equally correct, no doubt, as the story itself, though the same warranty cannot be offered for a similar representation, in Gottfried’s Chronicle and that copious repertory of monstrosities, Boistuau and Belleforest’s Histoires Prodigieuses. The Nuremberg Chronicle[11] has yet another relation on this subject of some persons who continued dancing and singing on a bridge whilst the eucharist was passing over it. The bridge gave way in the middle, and from one end of it 200 persons were precipitated into the river Moselle, the other end remaining so as to permit the priest and his host to pass uninjured.

In that extremely curious work, the Manuel de Pêché, usually ascribed to Bishop Grosthead, the pious author, after much declamation against the vices of the times, has this passage:—

Karoles ne lutes ne deit nul fere,

En seint eglise ki me voil crere;

Kas en cimetere karoler,

Utrage est grant u lutter.[12]

He then relates the story in the Nuremberg Chronicle, for which he quotes the book of Saint Clement. Grosthead’s work was translated about the year 1300 into English verse by Robert Mannyng, commonly called Robert de Brunne, a Gilbertine canon. His translation often differs from his original, with much amplification and occasional illustrations by himself. As the account of the Nuremberg story varies so materially, and as the scene is laid in England, it has been thought worth inserting.

Karolles wrastelynges or somour games,

Whosoever haunteth any swyche shames,

Yn cherche other yn cherche yerd,

Of sacrilage he may be aferd;

Or entyrludes or syngynge,

Or tabure bete or other pypynge;

All swyche thyng forboden es,

Whyle the prest stondeth at messe;

But for to leve in cherche for to daunce,

Y shall you telle a full grete chaunce,

And y trow the most that fel,

Ys sothe as y you telle.

And fyl thys chaunce yn thys londe,

Yn Ingland as y undyrstonde,

Yn a kynges tyme that hyght Edward,

Fyl this chaunce that was so hard.

Hyt was upon crystemesse nyzt

That twelve folys a karolle dyzt,

Yn Wodehed, as hyt were yn cuntek,[13]

They come to a toune men calle Cowek:[14]

The cherche of the toune that they to come,

Ys of Seynt Magne that suffred martyrdome,

Of Seynt Bukcestre hyt ys also,

Seynt Magnes suster, that they come to;

Here names of all thus fonde y wryte,

And as y wote now shal ye wyte

Here lodesman[15] that made hem glew,[16]

Thus ys wryte he hyzte[17] Gerlew;

Twey maydens were yn here coveyne,

Mayden Merswynde[18] and Wybessyne;

All these came thedyr for that enchesone,} doghtyr

Of the prestes of the toune.

The prest hyzt Robert as y can ame,

Azone hyzt hys sone by name,

Hys doghter that there men wulde have,

Thus ys wryte that she hyzt Ave.

Echone consented to o wyl,

Who shuld go Ave out to tyl,

They graunted echone out to sende,

Bothe Wybessyne and Merswynde:

These women zede and tolled[19] her oute,

Wyth hem to karolle the cherche aboute,

Benne ordeyned here karollyng,

Gerlew endyted what they shuld syng.

Thys ys the karolle that they sunge,

As telleth the Latyn tunge,

Equitabat Bevo per sylvam frondosam,

Ducebat secum Merwyndam formosam,

Quid stamus cur non imus.

By the levede[20] wode rode Bevolyne,

Wyth hym he ledde feyre Merwyne,

Why stonde we why go we noght:

Thys ys the karolle that Grysly wroght,

Thys songe sung they yn chercheyerd,

Of foly were they nothyng aferd.

The party continued dancing and carolling all the matins time, and till the mass began; when the priest, hearing the noise, came out to the church porch, and desired them to leave off dancing, and come into the church to hear the service; but they paid him no regard whatever, and continued their dance. The priest, now extremely incensed, prayed to God in favour of St. Magnes, the patron of the church:

That swych a venjeaunce were on hem sent,

Are they out of that stede[21] were went,

That myzt ever ryzt so wende,

Unto that tyme twelvemonth ende.

Yn the Latyne that y fonde thore,

He seyth not twelvemonth but evermore.

The priest had no sooner finished his prayer, than the hands of the dancers were so locked together that none could separate them for a twelvemonth:

The preste yede[22] yn whan thys was done,

And comaunded hys sone Azone,

That shuld go swythe after Ave,

Oute of that karolle algate to have;

But al to late that wurde was sayde,

For on hem alle was the venjeaunce leyd.

Azonde wende weyl for to spede

Unto the karolle asswythe he yede;

Hys syster by the arme he hente,

And the arme fro the body wente;

Men wundred alle that there wore,

And merveyle nowe ye here more;

For seythen he had the arme yn hand,

The body yode furth karoland,

And nother body ne the arme

Bled never blode colde ne warme;

But was as drye with al the haunche,

As of a stok were ryve a braunche.

Azone carries his sister’s arm to the priest his father, and tells him the consequences of his rash curse. The priest, after much lamentation, buries the arm. The next morning it rises out of the grave; he buries it again, and again it rises. He buries it a third time, when it is cast out of the grave with considerable violence. He then carries it into the church that all might behold it. In the meantime the party continued dancing and singing, without taking any food or sleeping, “only a lepy wynke;” nor were they in the least affected by the weather. Their hair and nails ceased to grow, and their garments were neither soiled nor discoloured; but

Sunge that songge that the wo wrozt,

“Why stond we, why go we nozt.”

To see this curious and woful sight, the emperor travels from Rome, and orders his carpenters and other artificers to inclose them in a building; but this could not be done, for what was set up one day fell down on the next, and no covering could be made to protect the sinners till the time of mercy that Christ had appointed arrived; when, at the expiration of the twelvemonth, and in the very same hour in which the priest had pronounced his curse upon them, they were separated, and “in the twynklyng of an eye” ran into the church and fell down in a swoon on the pavement, where they lay three days before they were restored. On their recovery they tell the priest that he will not long survive:

For to thy long home sone shalt thou wende,

All they ryse that yche tyde,

But Ave she lay dede besyde.

Her father dies soon afterwards. The emperor causes Ave’s arm to be put into a vessel and suspended in the church as an example to the spectators. The rest of the party, although separated, travelled about, but always dancing; and as they had been inseparable before, they were now not permitted to remain together. Four of them went hopping to Rome, their clothes undergoing no change, and their hair and nails not continuing to grow:

Bruning the Bysshope of Seynt Tolous,

Wrote thys tale so merveylous;

Setthe was hys name of more renoun,

Men called him the Pope Leon;

Thys at the courte of Rome they wyte,

And yn the kronykeles hyt ys write;

Yn many stedys[23] beyounde the see,

More than ys yn thys cuntre:

Tharfor men seye an weyl ys trowed,

The nere the cherche the further fro God.

So fare men here by thys tale,

Some holde it but a trotevale,[24]

Yn other stedys hyt ys ful dere,

And for grete merveyle they wyl hyt here.

In the French copies the story is said to have been taken from the itinerary of St. Clement. The name of the girl who lost her arm is Marcent, and her brother’s John.[25]

Previously to entering upon the immediate subject of this Essay, it may be permitted to observe, that a sort of Death’s dance was not unknown to the ancients. It was the revelry of departed souls in Elysium, as may be collected from the end of the fourth ode of Anacreon. Among the Romans this practice is exemplified in the following lines of Tibullus.

Sed me, quod facilis tenero sum semper Amori,

Ipsa Venus campos ducit in Elysios.

Hic choreæ cantusque vigent ...[26]

And Virgil has likewise alluded to it:

Pars pedibus plaudunt choreas et carmina dicunt.[27]

In the year 1810 several fragments of sculptured sarcophagi were accidentally discovered near Cuma, on one of which were represented three dancing skeletons,[28] indicating, as it is ingeniously supposed, that the passage from death to another state of existence has nothing in it that is sorrowful, or capable of exciting fear. They seem to throw some light on the above lines from Virgil and Tibullus.

At a meeting of the Archæological Society at Rome, in December, 1831, M. Kestner exhibited a Roman lamp on which were three dancing skeletons, and such are said to occur in one of the paintings at Pompeii.

In the Grand Duke of Tuscany’s museum at Florence there is an ancient gem, that, from its singularity and connexion with the present subject, is well deserving of notice. It represents an old man, probably a shepherd, clothed in a hairy garment. He sits upon a stone, his right foot resting on a globe, and is piping on a double flute, whilst a skeleton dances grotesquely before him. It might be a matter of some difficulty to explain the recondite meaning of this singular subject.[29]

Notwithstanding the interdiction in several councils against the practice of dancing in churches and church-yards, it was found impossible to abolish it altogether; and it therefore became necessary that something of a similar, but more decorous, nature should be substituted, which, whilst it afforded recreation and amusement, might, at the same time, convey with it a moral and religious sensation. It is, therefore, extremely probable, that, in furtherance of this intention, the clergy contrived and introduced the Dance or Pageant of Death, or, as it was sometimes called, the Dance of Macaber, for reasons that will hereafter appear. Mr. Warton states, “that in many churches of France there was an ancient show, or mimickry, in which all ranks of life were personated by the ecclesiastics, who danced together, and disappeared one after another.”[30] Again, speaking of Lydgate’s poem on this subject, he says, “these verses, founded on a sort of spiritual masquerade antiently celebrated in churches, &c.”[31] M. Barante, in his History of the Dukes of Burgundy, adverting to the entertainments that took place at Paris when Philip le Bon visited that city in 1424, observes, “that these were not solely made for the nobility, the common people being likewise amused from the month of August to the following season of Lent with the Dance of Death in the church yard of the Innocents, the English being particularly gratified with this exhibition, which included all ranks and conditions of men, Death being, morally, the principal character.”[32] Another French historian, M. de Villeneuve Bargemont, informs us that the Duke of Bedford celebrated his victory at Verneuil by a festival in the centre of the French capital. The rest of what this writer has recorded on the subject before us will be best given in his own words, “Nous voulons parler de cette fameuse procession qu’on vit defiler dans les rues de Paris, sous le nom de danse Macabrée ou infernale, epouvantable divertissement, auquel présidoit un squelette ceint du diadême royal, tenant un sceptre dans ses mains décharnées et assis sur un trône resplendissant d’or et de pierreries. Ce spectacle repoussant, mêlange odieux de deuil et de joie, inconnu jusqu’alors, et qui ne s’est jamais renouvellé, n’eut guere pour témoins que des soldats étrangers, ou quelques malheureux échappés à tous les fléaux réunis, et qui avoient vu descendre tous leurs parens, tous leurs amis, dans ces sepulchres qu’on dépouilloit alors de leurs ossemens.”[33] A third French writer has also treated the Dance of Death as a spectacle exhibited in like manner to the people of Paris.[34] M. Peignot, to whom the reader is obliged for these historical notices in his ingenious researches on the present subject, very plausibly conceives that their authors have entirely mistaken the sense of an old chronicle or journal under Charles VI. and VII. which he quotes in the following words.—“Item. L’an 1424 fut faite la Danse Maratre (pour Macabre) aux Innocens, et fut comencée environ le moys d’Aoust et achevée au karesme suivant. En l’an 1429 le cordelier Richard preschant aux Innocens estoit monté sur ung hault eschaffaut qui estoit près de toise et demie de hault, le dos tourné vers les charniers encontre la charounerie, à l’endroit de la danse Macabre.” He observes, that the Dance of Death at the Innocents, having been commenced in August and finished at the ensuing Lent, could not possibly be represented by living persons, but was only a painting, the large dimensions of which required six months to complete it; and that a single Death must, in the other case, have danced with every individual belonging to the scene.[35] He might have added, that such a proceeding would have been totally at variance with the florid, but most inaccurate, description by M. Bargemont. The reader will, therefore, most probably feel inclined to adopt the opinion of M. Peignot, that the Dance of Death was not performed by living persons between 1424 and 1429.

But although M. Peignot may have triumphantly demonstrated that this subject was not exhibited by living persons at the above place and period, it by no means follows that it was not so represented at some other time, and on some other spot. Accordingly, in the archives of the cathedral of Besançon, there is preserved an article respecting a delivery made to one of the officers of Saint John the Evangelist of four measures of wine, to be given to those persons who performed the Dance of Death after mass was concluded. This is the article itself, “Sexcallus [seneschallus] solvat D. Joanni Caleti matriculario S. Joannis quatuor simasias vini per dictum matricularium exhibitas illis qui choream Machabeorum fecerunt 10 Julii, 1453, nuper lapsa hora misse in ecclesia S. Joannis Evangeliste propter capitulum provinciale fratrum Minorum.”[36] This document then will set the matter completely at rest.

At what time the personified exhibition of this pageant commenced, or when it was discontinued cannot now be correctly ascertained. If, from a moral spectacle, it became a licentious ceremony, as is by no means improbable, in imitation of electing a boy-bishop, of the feast of fools, or other similar absurdities, its termination may be looked for in the authority of some ecclesiastical council at present not easily to be traced.





CHAPTER II.


Table of Contents




Places where the Dance of Death was sculptured or depicted.—Usually accompanied by verses describing the several characters.—Other Metrical Compositions on the Dance.

[image: T]he subject immediately before us was very often represented, not only on the walls, but in the windows of many churches, in the cloisters of monasteries, and even on bridges, especially in Germany and Switzerland. It was sometimes painted on church screens, and occasionally sculptured on them, as well as upon the fronts of domestic dwellings. It occurs in many of the manuscript and illuminated service books of the middle ages, and frequent allusions to it are found in other manuscripts, but very rarely in a perfect state, as to the number of subjects.

Most of the representations of the Dance of Death were accompanied by descriptive or moral verses in different languages. Those which were added to the paintings of this subject in Germany appear to have differed very materially, and it is not now possible to ascertain which among them is the oldest. Those in the Basle painting are inserted in the editions published and engraved by Mathew Merian, but they had already occurred in the Decennalia humanæ peregrinationis of Gaspar Landismann in 1584. Some Latin verses were published by Melchior Goldasti at the end of his edition of the Speculum omnium statuum, a celebrated moral work by Roderic, Bishop of Zamora, 1613, 4to. He most probably copied them from one of the early editions of the Danse Macabre, but without any comment whatever, the above title page professing that they are added on account of the similarity of the subject.

A Provençal poet, called Marcabres or Marcabrus, has been placed among the versifiers, but none of his works bear the least similitude to the subject; and, moreover, the language itself is an objection. The English metrical translation will be noticed hereafter. Whether any of the paintings were accompanied by descriptive verses that might be considered as anterior to those ascribed to the supposed Macaber, cannot now be ascertained.

There are likewise some Latin verses in imitation of those above-mentioned, which, as well as the author of them, do not seem to have been noticed by any biographical or poetical writer. They occur at the end of a Latin play, intitled Susanna, Antverp. apud Michaelem Hillenium, MDXXXIII. As the volume is extremely rare, and the verses intimately connected with the present subject, it has been thought worth while to reprint them. After an elegy on the vanity and shortness of human life, and a Sapphic ode on the remembrance of Death, they follow under this title, “Plausus luctificæ mortis ad modum dialogi extemporaliter ab Eusebio Candido lusus. Ad quem quique mortales invitantur omnes, cujuscujus sint conditionis: quibusque singulis Mors ipsa respondet.”

Luctificæ mortis plausum bene cernite cuncti.

Dum res læta, mori et viventes discite, namque

Omnes ex æquo tandem huc properare necessum.

Hic inducitur adolescens quærens, et mors vel philosophus respondens.

Vita quid est hominis? Fumus super aream missus.

Vita quid est hominis? Via mortis, dura laborum

Colluvies, vita est hominis via longa doloris

Perpetui. Vita quid est hominis? cruciatus et error,

Vita quid est hominis? vestitus gramine multo,

Floribus et variis campus, quem parva pruina

Expoliat, sic vitam hominum mors impia tollit.

Quamlibet illa alacris, vegeta, aut opulenta ne felix,

Icta cadit modica crede ægritudine mortis.

Et quamvis superes auro vel murice Crœsum,

Longævum aut annis vivendo Nestora vincas,

Omnia mors æquat, vitæ meta ultima mors est.





Imperator.

Quid fers? Induperator ego, et moderamina rerum

Gesto manu, domuit mors impia sceptra potentum.





Rex Rhomanus.

Quid fers? en ego Rhomulidum rex. Mors manet omnes.





Papa.

En ego Pontificum primus, signansque resignans.

Et cœlos oraque locos. Mors te manet ergo.





Cardinalis.

Cardineo fulgens ego honore, et Episcopus ecce

Mors manet ecce omnes, Phrygeus quos pileus ornat.





Episcopus.

Insula splendidior vestit mea, tempora latum

Possideo imperium, multi mea jura tremiscunt.

Me dicant fraudis docti, producere lites.

Experti, aucupium docti nummorum, et averni

Causidici, rixatores, rabulæque forenses.

Hos ego respicio, nihil attendens animarum,

Ecclesiæ mihi commissæ populive salutem

Sed satis est duros loculo infarcisse labores

Agricolûm, et magnis placuisse heroibus orbis.

Non tamen effugies mortis mala spicula duræ.





Ecclesiæ Prælatus.

Ecclesiæ prælatus ego multis venerandus

Muneribus sacris, proventibus officiorum.

Comptior est vestis, popina frequentior æde

Sacra, et psalmorum cantus mihi rarior ipso

Talorum crepitu, Veneris quoque voce sonora.

Morte cades, annos speras ubi vivere plures.





Canonicus.

En ego melotam gesto. Mors sæva propinquat.





Pastor.

En parochus quoque pastor ego, mihi dulce falernum

Notius æde sacra: scortum mihi charius ipsa

Est animæ cura populi. Mors te manet ergo.





Abbas.

En abbas venio, Veneris quoque ventris amicus.

Cœnobii rara est mihi cura, frequentior aula

Magnorum heroum. Chorea saltabis eadem.





Prior.

En prior, ornatus longa et splendente cuculla,

Falce cades mortis. Mors aufert nomina honoris.





Pater Vestalium.

Nympharum pater ecce ego sum ventrosior, offis

Pinguibus emacerans corpus. Mors te manet ipsa.





Vestalis Nympha.

En monialis ego, Vestæ servire parata.

Non te Vesta potest mortis subducere castris.





Legatus.

Legatus venio culparum vincla resolvemus

Omnia pro auro, abiens cœlum vendo, infera claudo

Et quicquid patres sanxerunt, munere solvo

Juribus à mortis non te legatio solvet.





Dominus Doctor.

Quid fers? Ecce sophus, divina humanaque jura

Calleo, et à populo doctor Rabbique salutor,

Te manet expectans mors ultima linea rerum.





Medicus.

En ego sum medicus, vitam producere gnarus,

Venis lustratis morborum nomina dico,

Non poteris duræ mortis vitare sagittas.





Astronomus.

En ego stellarum motus et sydera novi,

Et fati genus omne scio prædicere cœli.

Non potis es mortis duræ præscire sagittas.





Curtisanus.

En me Rhoma potens multis suffarsit onustum

Muneribus sacris, proventibus, officiisque

Non potes his mortis fugiens evadere tela.





Advocatus.

Causarum patronus ego, producere doctus

Lites, et loculos lingua vacuare loquaci

Non te lingua loquax mortis subducet ab ictu.





Judex.

Justitiæ judex quia sum, sub plebe salutor.

Vertice me nudo populus veneratur adorans.

Auri sacra fames pervertere sæpe coëgit

Justitiam. Mors te manet æquans omnia falce.





Prætor.

Prætor ego populi, me prætor nemo quid audet.

Accensor causis, per me stant omnia, namque

Et dono et adimo vitam, cum rebus honorem.

Munere conspecto, quod iniquum est jure triumphat

Emitto corvos, censura damno columbas.

Hinc metuendus ero superis ereboque profundo.

Te manet expectans Erebus Plutoque cruentus.





Consul.

Polleo consiliis, Consul dicorque salutor.

Munere conspecto, quid iniquum est consulo rectum

Quod rectum est flecto, nihil est quod nesciat auri

Sacra fames, hinc ditor et undique fio opulentus

Sed eris æternum miser et mors impia tollet.





Causidicus.

Causidicus ego sum, causas narrare peritus,

Accior in causas, sed spes ubi fulserit auri

Ad fraudes docta solers utor bene lingua.

Muto, commuto, jura inflecto atque reflecto.

Et nihil est quod non astu pervincere possim.

Mors æqua expectat properans te fulmine diro.

Nec poteris astu mortis prævertere tela.





Scabinus.

Ecce Scabinus ego, scabo bursas, prorogo causas.

Senatorque vocor, vulgus me poplite curvo,

Muneribusque datis veneratur, fronte retecta.

Nil mortem meditor loculos quando impleo nummis

Et dito hæredes nummis, vi, fraude receptis,

Justitiam nummis, pro sanguine, munere, vendo.

Quod rectum est curvo, quod curvum est munere rectum

Efficio, per me prorsus stant omnia jura.

Non poteris duræ mortis transire sagittas.





Ludimagister.

En ego pervigili cura externoque labore.

Excolui juvenum ingenia, et præcepta Minervæ

Tradens consenui, cathedræque piget sine fructu.

Quid dabitur fructus, tanti quæ dona laboris?

Omnia mors æquans, vitæ ultima meta laboris.





Miles Auratus.

Miles ego auratus, fulgenti murice et auro

Splendidus in populo. Mors te manet omnia perdens.





Miles Armatus.

Miles ego armatus, qui bella ferocia gessi.

Nullius occursum expavi, quam durus et audax.

Ergo immunis ero. Mors te intrepida ipsa necabit.





Mercator.

En ego mercator dives, maria omnia lustro

Et terras, ut res crescant. Mors te metet ipsa.





Fuckardus.

En ego fuckardus, loculos gesto æris onustos,

Omnia per mundum coëmens, vendo atque revendo.

Heroës me solicitant, atque æra requirunt.

Haud est me lato quisquam modo ditior orbe.

Mortis ego jura et frameas nihil ergo tremisco

Morte cades, mors te rebus spoliabit opimis.





Quæstor.

Quæstor ego, loculos suffersi arcasque capaces

Est mihi prænitidis fundata pecunia villis.

Hac dives redimam duræ discrimina mortis

Te mors præripiet nullo exorabilis auro.





Nauclerus.

En ego nauclerus spaciosa per æquora vectus,

Non timui maris aut venti discrimina mille.

Cymba tamen mortis capiet te quæque vorantis.





Agricola.

Agricola en ego sum, præduro sæpe labore,

Et vigili exhaustus cura, sudore perenni,

Victum prætenuem quærens, sine fraude doloque

Omnia pertentans, miseram ut traducere possim

Vitam, nec mundo me est infelicior alter.

Mors tamen eduri fiet tibi meta laboris.





Orator.

Heroum interpres venio, fraudisque peritus,

Bellorum strepitus compono, et bella reduco,

Meque petunt reges, populus miratur adorans.

Nulla abiget fraudi linguéve peritia mortem.





Princeps Belli.

Fulmen ego belli, reges et regna subegi,

Victor ego ex omni præduro quamlibet ecce

Marte fui, vitæ hinc timeo discrimina nulla.

Te mors confodiet cauda Trigonis aquosi,

Atque eris exanimis moriens uno ictu homo bulla.





Dives.

Sum rerum felix, fœcunda est prolis et uxor,

Plena domus, lætum pecus, et cellaria plena

Nil igitur metuo. Quid ais? Mors te impia tollet.





Pauper.

Iro ego pauperior, Codroque tenuior omni,

Despicior cunctis, nemo est qui sublevet heu heu.

Hinc parcet veniens mors: nam nihil auferet à me,

Non sic evades, ditem cum paupere tollit.





Fœnerator.

Ut loculi intument auro, vi, fraude, doloque,

Fœnore nunc quæstum facio, furtoque rapinaque,

Ut proles ditem, passim dicarque beatus,

Per fas perque nefas corradens omnia quæro.

Mors veniens furtim prædabitur, omnia tollens.





Adolescens.

Sum juvenis, forma spectabilis, indole gaudens

Maturusque ævi, nullus præstantior alter,

Moribus egregiis populo laudatus ab omni.

Pallida, difformis mors auferet omnia raptim.





Puella.

Ecce puellarum pulcherrima, mortis iniquæ

Spicula nil meditor, juvenilibus et fruor annis,

Meque proci expectant compti, facieque venusti.

Stulta, quid in vana spe jactas? Mors metet omnes

Difformes, pulchrosque simul cum paupere dices.





Nuncius.

Nuncius ecce ego sum, qui nuncia perfero pernix

Sed retrospectans post terga, papæ audio quidnam?

Me tuba terrificans mortis vocat. Heu moriendum est.





Peroratio.

Mortales igitur memores modo vivite læti

Instar venturi furis, discrimine nullo

Cunctos rapturi passim ditesque inopesque.

Stultus et insipiens vita qui sperat in ista,

Instar quæ fumi perit et cito desinit esse.

Fac igitur tota virtuti incumbito mente,

Quæ nescit mortem, sed scandit ad ardua cœli.

Quo nos à fatis ducat rex Juppiter, Amen.



Plaudite nunc, animum cuncti retinete faventes.



FINIS.



Antwerpiæ apud Michaelem Hillenium M.D.XXXIIII. Mense Maio.

A very early allusion to the Dance of Death occurs in a Latin poem, that seems to have been composed in the twelfth century by our celebrated countryman Walter de Mapes, as it is found among other pieces that carry with them strong marks of his authorship. It is intitled “Lamentacio et deploracio pro Morte et consilium de vivente Deo.”[37] In its construction there is a striking resemblance to the common metrical stanzas that accompany the Macaber Dance. Many characters, commencing with that of the Pope, are introduced, all of whom bewail the uncontrolable influence of Death. This is a specimen of the work, extracted from two manuscripts:




	Cum mortem meditor nescit mihi causa doloris,

Nam cunctis horis mors venit ecce cito.

Pauperis et regis communis lex moriendi,

Dat causam flendi si bene scripta leges.

Gustato pomo missus transit sine morte

Heu missa sorte labitur omnis homo.



	








	Vado mori Papa qui jussu regna subegi 
	 Vado mori, Rex sum, quod honor, quod gloria regum,



	Mors mihi regna tulit eccine vado mori. 
	 Est via mors hominis regia vado mori.





Then follow similar stanzas, for presul, miles, monachus, legista, jurista, doctor, logicus, medicus, cantor, sapiens, dives, cultor, burgensis, nauta, pincerna, pauper.

In Sanchez’s collection of Spanish poetry before the year 1400,[38] mention is made of a Rabbi Santo as a good poet, who lived about 1360. He was a Jew, and surgeon to Don Pedro. His real name seems to have been Mose, but he calls himself Don Santo Judio de Carrion. This person is said to have written a moral poem, called “Danza General.” It commences thus:

“Dise la Muerte.

“Yo so la muerte cierta a todas criaturas,

Que son y seran en el mundo durante:

Demando y digo O ame! porque curas

De vida tan breve en punto passante?” &c.

He then introduces a preacher, who announces Death to all persons, and advises them to be prepared by good works to enter his Dance, which is calculated for all degrees of mankind.

“Primaramente llama a su danza a dos doncellas,

A esta mi danza trax de presente,

Estas dos donzellas que vades fermosas:

Ellas vinieron de muy malamente

A oir mes canciones que son dolorosas,

Mas non les valdran flores nin rosas,

Nin las composturas que poner salian:

De mi, si pudiesen parterra querrian,

Mas non proveda ser, que son mis esposas.”

It may, however, be doubted whether the Jew Santo was the author of this Dance of Death, as it is by no means improbable that it may have been a subsequent work added to the manuscript referred to by Sanchez.

In 1675, Maitre Jacques Jacques, a canon of the cathedral of Ambrun, published a singular work, intitled “Le faut mourir et les excuses inutiles que l’on apporte à cette nécessité. Le tout en vers burlesques.” Rouen, 1675, 12mo. It is written much in the style of Scarron and some other similar poets of the time. It commences with a humorous description given by Death of his proceedings with various persons in every part of the globe, which is followed by several dialogues between Death and the following characters: 1. The Pope. 2. A young lady betrothed. 3. A galley slave. 4. Guillot, who has lost his wife. 5. Don Diego Dalmazere, a Spanish hidalgo. 6. A king. 7. The young widow of a citizen. 8. A citizen. 9. A decrepit rich man. 10. A canon. 11. A blind man. 12. A poor peasant. 13. Tourmenté, a poor soldier in the hospital. 14. A criminal in prison. 15. A nun. 16. A physician. 17. An apothecary. 18. A lame beggar. 19. A rich usurer. 20. A merchant. 21. A rich merchant. As the book is uncommon, the following specimen is given from the scene between Death and the young betrothed girl:

La Mort.

A vous la belle demoiselle,

Je vous apporte une nouvelle,

Qui certes vous surprendra fort.

C’est qu’il faut penser à la mort,

Tout vistement pliés bagage,

Car il faut faire ce voyage.





La Demoiselle.

Qu’entends-je? Tout mon sens se perd,

Helas! vous me prener sans verd;

C’est tout à fait hors de raison

Mourir dedans une saison

Que je ne dois songer qu’à rire,

Je suis contrainte de vous dire,

Que très injuste est vostre choix,

Parce que mourir je ne dois,

N’estant qu’en ma quinzième année,

Voyez quelque vielle échinée,

Qui n’ait en bouche point de dent;

Vous l’obligerez grandement

De l’envoyer à l’autre monde,

Puis qu’ici toujours elle gronde;

Vous la prendrez tout à propos,

Et laissez moi dans le repos,

Moi qui suis toute poupinette,

Dans l’embonpoint et joliette,

Qui n’aime qu’à me réjouir,

De grâce laissez moi jouir, &c.
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