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Iconography of life and death in the Bibles moralisées (3):
bodies clothed and unclothed and notions of life and death
in John II's Moralized Bible (BNF, ms. fr.167)

Mie Kuroiwa

‘The Bible Moralisée de Jean le Bon, thought to be made by around fifteen
illuminators active in Paris ¢.1349-c.1352, has many distinctive aspects
compared to the precedent Bibles Moralisées produced in the thirteenth
century. Among these characteristics is the text-oriented layout - the
juxtaposition of Latin and French translation to every single miniature and
the isolation of miniatures (of smaller size) from each other — that seem to
invite the reader to a more silent and internalized reading compared to a
more collective, performative and audio visual reading predominant until the
High Gothic period.

This moralized Bible has been known for its fashionable, style-conscious
rendering of the costume in grisaille that characterizes the Parisian
illumination under the reign of John the Good. Closer comparisons of the
texts and miniatures depicting the episode from the Creation of Adam to the
birth of Abel show that, contrary to the Bible excerpt, clothing was not given
by God just before the Expulsion from Paradise but seem to be invented by
Adam and Eve themselves after having been expelled. The visual contrast
between the nudity of the First Parents before their Fall and their clad body
after their Expulsion becomes more prominent and thus seems to underline
that clothes are signs of sin and mortality.

Later on, the interplay between the nude/unclothed and the clothed body
is best demonstrated on a page narrating the story of David and Bathsheba.
Here, the miniature depicting the Bathing of Bathsheba is interpreted on the
“moralized” level as pointing out the danger of the sight: on one level,
Bathsheba is offended by voyeurism; on the other, a young man, clad in
fashionable clothes from head to toe, is struck in the eye and the heart by
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spears of death, dart out by the devil for he has caught sight of a beautifully
dressed up young woman. Since clothing has become part of human
existence in this world, overdressing indicates par excellence worldliness,
transience of life and luxury.

In the Bible Moralisée de Jean le Bon the personification of Death is not
totally absent, but its representation is limited to figures such as the Pale
Rider depicted in the Revelation of St. John. Instead of showing death’s
omnipotent and devastating power over the living, the images of the Bible,
read along with Latin and French texts, prefer to tell the reader what a
virtuous and righteous life should be.
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