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Iconography of life and death in the Bibles
moralisées (2): The representation of life and
death in the Thirteenth Century

Mie Kuroiwa

The three-volume Bible moralisée, divided between Oxford, Paris and
London (hereafter the OPL codex) is the earliest version containing the Old
and the New Testaments in their entirety. In this version, the entire Bible is
modified as a coherent history, from the Creation to the Fall of the
humankind, then on to a continuous succession of births and deaths, to the
coming of the Christ, his Crucifixion and Resurrection and finally to the Last
Judgment.

The choice of Bible extracts, its visualization and moralization, and the
visualization of the moralization end up in a highly complex interlace of text
and image(fig.1) which requires further analyses, but one might be able to
simplify the structure of the OPL codex as being not only hierarchical but
also dichotomous. The representation of life and death, though not dominant
in the codex is by no means absent; it shows on one level how life and death
are visualized, on another level, how life and death were conceived in
general by the producer and the readers (i.e. king of France and the royal
family), and on the final level, what significance can a particular life or death
of a biblical character can have to a contemporary reader.

It is through this third level of the representation that it becomes clear
that, to the contemporary reader of the OPL codex, the physical reality of
life, the fragility of the human body or the fear to die were not relevant.
Instead, for instance, the death of an exemplary biblical character such as
Moses is interpreted as the prefiguration of Christ’s Passion and deeds as
causes leading to one’s soul’s damnation or salvation. Compared to the Late
Middle Ages when death and dying becomes a tangible and pressing
obsession, the thirteenth-century conceived of life and death in a purely
speculative manner.
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