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Iconography of Life and Death in the Bibles
moralisées (1)

Mie Kuroiwa

The aim of this paper is first to summarize the state of research pertaining
to questions about life and death in the field of history of medieval art. Death
has long been a popular subject among art historians, since the notion of
death (and the afterlife) is fundamental to Christian faith, and art of the
Middle Ages represented death under various forms from its very
beginning. Studies in recent years have used multidisciplinary approaches in
order to analyze the meaning of artworks in their social, historical, and
cultural contexts. Social history and anthropology, along with literary studies
are most helpful in bringing new perspectives into the art historical studies
to show that life, whose meaning used to be too wide-ranging especially in
terms of art history, and death can now be treated together.

The second part of the paper focuses on the Bibles moralisées, of which
three of the seven sets will be the center of our future research. After a brief
sketch of the state of research of these moralized picture Bibles, the layout of
their pages is chronologically analyzed. Taken with the iconographical
developments of the frontispieces and the final images representing the
king/reader and the scribe/maker, the changes in the layout seem to be
made in an attempt to represent more clearly the parallel evolution of the
biblical narrative and the moralization. Hence, from the creative compass
held in the hand of God in the frontispieces are traced two kinds of time: one
biblical and the other moral, and perhaps, mundane. Every set of the
moralized Bible can be perceived as a symbol of the universe, its thousands
of miniatures as mirrors of the world, reflecting every stage of the Biblical era
and its meaning to a contemporary reader. And it is from the point of view
that we will analyze life and death as it is represented by the illuminators.
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