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Abstract. Black Death profoundly reshaped Religious concepts and Death culture during the Late
Middle Ages. As a result of the pandemic, the central motif of European tomb sculptures shifted from
Knights embodying Secular glory to decaying corpses that served as a stark reminder of bodily
corruption. This dramatic transformation in Artistic image mirrored the extraordinarily complex Social
phenomenon of the era. The religious significance of Cadaver statues encompasses not merely fear
of death, but more importantly, an individual's yearning for Redemption; Humility emerged as a tool
within Social competition, evolving into a distinct form of rivalry among the Wealthy class during the
Late Middle Ages; selecting such a Tomb form demanded both courage and profound Theological
cognition, acting as a symbol of Knowledge privilege and Spiritual elite status. This article also
illuminates how Major public health crises can intervene in and redefine the Forms of expression of
Culture and art.
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1. Introduction

In the cemeteries of Europe before 1347, stone statues lay on slabs of stone, with noblemen dressed
in splendid robes, their arms crossed over their chests, their faces serene. These statues, the belief in
"eternal peace"”, death is just a short break to heaven, worthy of the most honourable gesture of
framing. However, after the Black Death swept through Europe, everything began to change. Some
rich patrons began to order their own tomb statues carved into a decayed look, shrivelled skin,
exposed muscles, bones protruding, maggots in the hollow eye sockets and cracked knuckles crawling
between the once fancy dress became broken and twisted posture[1].

In fact, before and after the Black Death, European aristocratic burial statues, from the knight to
the corpse, reflect this change as a cyclical complex phenomenon. In this regard, there have been
many studies in the Western academic world. As the founder of iconographic analysis, Erwin
Panofsky believes that the post-Black Death image of the "rotting corpse"” expresses the terrible
opposition between the soul and the decaying body, and that it is a change from the “confirmation of
the state of the living" to the "confirmation of the body of the present”. It is an extreme shift from the
"confirmation of the pre-life state” to the "denial of the present body"[2]. On the basis of this macro-
judgement, Kathleen Cohen further embodies this 'negation’ as a complex theological allegory[1].
She makes it clear that the rotting tomb is not a simple display of horror, but a complex theological
allegory. It is a visual representation of the "allegory of vanity', reminding the living of the brevity of
life and the illusory nature of the flesh, and urging them to focus on the salvation of the soul. "A
lineage of obsessions. Unlike the two scholars mentioned above, Paul Binski takes the theological
connotations of the t to be related to the Ransin tomb of the Church[3]. He argues that the statues are
closely related to the Doomsday Judgement and the doctrine of Purgatory, and that the decaying
bodies serve as a warning of the sins of the deceased during their lifetime, while also suggesting their
painful state of purification in Purgatory, thus calling on the living to pray for the souls of the dead.

Taken together, while previous studies have yielded valuable Iconography and Theological
interpretation regarding "Corpse tomb", they have predominantly focused on its universal cultural
significance as an expression of Fear of death or a Theological fable. Notably absent, however, is
sufficient exploration into the complex motivations of individual Patrons and the dynamic functions
of this practice within specific Social classes. This paper seeks to move beyond a singular theological
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framework by examining the Corpse tomb burial phenomenon within the context of transformations
in Social structure and the Mental state of the Elite class following the Black Death. The Corpse tomb
is not merely a product of Death anxiety but a complex Cultural phenomenon wherein Individual
agency, Social competition, and Elite identity reconstruction strategy intersect in a distinct historical
epoch.

2. Main Text

2.1. Order and ldeals in Pre-Black Death Tombs

Prior to the Black Death, burials in Westminster Abbey mainly served members of the British
royal family, dukes, earls and other titled nobles, as well as senior clergy such as the Archbishop of
Canterbury. The core form of burial is the "recumbent effigy" ("recumbent effigy" refers to a kind of
monumental burial with a realistic reclining statue of the owner of the tomb that was popular in
medieval and Renaissance Europe, especially in the churches of the United Kingdom, France, etc.),
the recumbent statue is equal in stature to the owner of the tomb, with his hands crossed on his chest,
in a posture of peace and quiet. The reclining figure is the same size as the owner of the tomb, with
his arms crossed in front of his chest, lying peacefully on the sarcophagus.

The clothing of Tomb statues strictly adhered to Social hierarchy norms. Most royal figures wore
Coronation robes, Crowns, and cloaks, symbolizing the divine nature of Royal power; nobles,
meanwhile, were distinguished by Heraldic cloaks, Swords, or Robes with family-specific patterns[4].
Notably, the costume details are not artistic inventions but rather replicas of real-world Status
privileges. The enduring nature of tombs "freezes" the deceased's social status, providing a direct
means for later generations to identify their standing.

Sarcophagi are frequently crafted from Marble and adorned with simplified Religious symbols or
Family heraldry. Heraldic emblems typically take the form of a Shield, Relief, or Painting. For
instance, in Elizabeth I's tomb, her heraldic emblem incorporates elements like the English lion and
Scottish unicorn, which not only symbolize the unity of Royal power but also subtly reinforce the
legitimacy of Tudor family rule[5].

In addition, the choice of images of attendant animals in burials is strongly directed and related to
the social role of the deceased. For example, lions were often found at the feet of royal or military
leaders, and the lion beneath the statue of Richard I symbolises courage and ruling authority. Dogs,
on the other hand, were often accompanied by noblewomen or knights, representing loyalty and
chastity, as in the case of the hound next to the statue of the Duchess of Beaufort, alluding to her
family's loyalty to the crown [6]. Unicorns symbolise purity, Scottish kingship and mystical power,
and are generally found in designs associated with royal unions. These animal images reinforced the
social virtues and family values of the deceased and became 'moral symbols' of family honour. These
tombs were often placed in the nave of churches, close to the altar or in areas reserved for the royal
family, to facilitate public veneration and to emphasise the social status of their owners.

Westminster Abbey's tomb statues are almost 'serenely reclining’, with calm faces and stretched
limbs, neither struggling with pain nor fear of death. This representation is not a neglect of the reality
of death, but a deliberate attempt to portray the ideal of a "good death”. In medieval Christianity, a
"good death” meant that the soul was ready to die, and that death was not the end of life, but a peaceful
transition to eternal life. The image of the "good death"” of the royal family and the elite was not only
an affirmation of their virtuous behaviour during their lifetime, but also a hint to the general public
that "the hierarchical order will continue in the kingdom of heaven™. Moreover, the statues completely
avoided the traces of physical decay; they were smooth-skinned, richly dressed, and even without a
trace of aging. For example, the joint statue of Henry VII and Queen Elizabeth, although they were
both nearly fifty years old when they died, the statue's face is still as full as youth [5]. This
"detemporalization™ effectively strips away the transience of the physical body to emphasize the
eternal nature of the soul and status.
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The tomb imagery of Westminster Abbey represents an inherent fusion of "earthly order" and
"afterlife aspirations.” Through costumes, heraldic symbols, and animal motifs, it solidifies social
hierarchies and family honors while preserving memories of temporal power. Meanwhile, the serene
effigies construct spiritual solace for the journey to eternal life by evading the harsh realities of death.
Together, these elements serve a central purpose: ensuring the deceased's social identity and family
legacy endure within an "eternal” space, functioning as a symbolic bridge connecting the past, present,
and future.

2.2. The Visual Impact and Theological Significance of the “Transi Tomb” after the Plague

After the Black Death swept through Europe in the mid-14th century, there were obvious changes
in the tomb statues of nobles and archbishops in terms of sculptural style, symbolic meaning, and
layout design. The tomb statues in the church were no longer all in a peaceful lying posture; instead,
a large number of cadaver statues with gaunt faces, naked and twisted emerged.

Among these, the tomb of Archbishop Henry Chichele of Canterbury stands particularly prominent.
Located within Canterbury Cathedral in England, his funerary sculpture exemplifies the late 15th-
century "transi tomb" (a material embodiment of the late medieval revolution in perceptions of death,
centred on transforming the biological reality of mortality into moral instruction through symbolic
reconfiguration). The tomb's dual-tiered structure employs stark visual contrast to embody late
medieval reflections on death, power, and bodily decay.

The upper tier depicts an idealised archbishop. Crowned with a mitre and robed in sumptuous
vestments, he holds a crosier and Bible. His solemn posture, eyes gently closed, hands crossed upon
his chest, suggests devout repose in prayer. Surrounding him are figures of angels and saints, crafted
from precious materials and meticulously carved from limestone. The intricate drapery, gemstones,
and heraldic details are rendered with remarkable precision.

Beneath the statue lies a naked, emaciated, and curled-up corpse, starkly contrasting with the upper
figure adorned in splendid episcopal vestments. Simon Bradley and Nikolaus Pevsner have provided
detailed descriptions of this scene [7]. The corpse lies on its side, spine arched like a bow, limbs gaunt
as sticks, muscles entirely atrophied, skeletal contours protruding, as if the agony of death's instant
had been frozen eternally. The facial skin clings tautly to the skull, displaying leathery folds and
fissures, while the cheekbones and brow ridges protrude sharply, reflecting the dehydration inherent
in the natural decay process. The eyeballs have rotted away, leaving only deep, hollow sockets that
symbolise the physical void left behind after the soul departs. The jaw hangs slack and sagging,
revealing broken teeth as though uttering a silent scream or final gasp, hinting at the suffocating
sensation of death's arrival. Fingers and toes are exaggeratedly contorted at the joints, nails preserved
yet rendered greyish-black, resembling the rigor mortis of advanced decomposition. The genitals are
shrivelled, with sexual characteristics deliberately diminished and obscured, underscoring death's
stripping away of human dignity. Though maggots are not directly carved into the sculpture's surface,
the holes, cracks in the skin, and exposed bones suggest the corpse's natural decomposition and
consumption by maggots.

The upper tier depicts a bishop holding a crosier and wearing a mitre, symbolising secular and
religious authority, while the lower tier's decaying corpse exposes the fragility of all glory in the face
of death. This dual structure embodies the Christian dualism of "the body is mortal, the soul eternal”.

Unlike Henry Cichelli's dual-contrast tomb, the single-layer decaying corpse sculpture by French
Cardinal Jean de La Grange stands as one of the most impactful "transi tombs™" of the late 14th century.
Directly presenting a highly decomposed corpse accompanied by a scathing inscription, it utterly
abandons any image of earthly glory, pushing the horror of death and the decay of the flesh to their
extreme.

Lagrange's putrefied statue eschews an idealised "resting” pose, instead depicting a naked,
contorted, and highly decomposed body rendered with extreme realism and exaggerated horror.
Facial muscles and skin partially peel away, exposing underlying bone—particularly the prominent
cheekbones and jaw—as if in the midst of decay. The muscles of the limbs have almost entirely
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decayed, leaving only a layer of shriveled skin clinging to the bones, with veins and tendons faintly
discernible on the arms and legs. Several ribs protrude, while the abdominal skin is torn, offering a
glimpse of withered visceral remnants, suggesting the corpse has been ravaged by maggots. Like
many medieval cadaver sculptures, its sexual characteristics are downplayed, emphasising death's
complete despoilment of the flesh. Joints are contorted, nails blackened and fallen away, fingers
curled like withered branches, as if frozen in death's convulsions. Though worms are not directly
sculpted, the fissures in the skin, the gaping abdominal cavity, and the absence of muscle all suggest
the corpse is being decomposed by natural forces and maggots. This is further underscored by its
famous inscription: "Thou shalt become a wretched corpse, food for worms." This directly echoes the
Old Testament Book of Job: "The worms shall eat him as they eat others”, and the biblical refrain
found throughout Scripture: "You are dust, and to dust you shall return”. It utterly negates the
deceased's earthly status and wealth, emphasising death as the ultimate equaliser—even a cardinal
cannot escape the fate of decay.

The single-layer Cadaver statue utterly rejects Secular glory. It displays no episcopal robes,
Scepter, or symbols of power, instead confronting viewers with death's unvarnished reality and
emphasizing the inevitable decay of the physical body. Medieval Christian theology regarded the
flesh as a vessel of sin, and the Lagrange tomb delivers this message with striking intensity—
reminding believers that the Redemption of the soul stands as life's sole purpose. Lagrange's Cadaver
statue transcends its function as a personal burial monument; it represents the ultimate expression of
the Late Middle Ages' death cult. Stripping away all ornamental excess and pretense, it proclaims
bluntly to observers: "Whether king or beggar, you will end as this rotting corpse.” This unflinching
aesthetic of mortality secures its place among art history's most haunting funerary masterpieces.

2.3. The Humble Contest: A Complex Yearning for the Afterlife Redemption

The emergence of putrefied corpse sculptures following the Black Death represented not merely a
reaction to the fear of death itself, but embodied a profoundly personalised yearning for salvation in
the afterlife. It signified a shift in contemplation of death, moving beyond the Church's prescriptive,
formulaic, and uniform collective rituals towards an anxiety and exploration concerning the
individual soul's final destination. Through the visualisation of one's own decaying form, it presented
a reflection on personal sins and a fervent yearning for redemption in the afterlife.

The most immediate motivation for corpse tomb burial was to externalise the spirit of asceticism
into a visually jarring act of "self-humiliation™. Within Christian doctrine, earthly glory is perceived
as an obstacle to heavenly salvation. Thus, patrons willingly displayed the decay of their flesh,
permanently exposing their most grotesque post-mortem form to the world. Through this act, patrons
declared to God and humanity their complete renunciation of worldly vanities—glory, beauty,
wealth—offering them as currency for their soul's redemption. Thus, they exchanged earthly humility
for eternal heavenly glory, transforming asceticism from an internal spiritual practice into an
outwardly visible deed.

When such extreme humility became a displayable act, it evolved into a tool for social competition.
Among the wealthy classes of the late Middle Ages, commissioning such a horrifying, singularly
distinctive recumbent effigy tomb became an exceptionally effective strategy for 'standing out'. This
'standing out', however, was solely about surpassing others in humility, renunciation of worldly
concerns, and confronting death. Whoever could endure this most extreme display of self-image was
deemed to possess the highest level of piety. Such tombs became powerful identity markers, branding
the patron as 'the most humble' and thereby implying ‘the most devout' — an elite strategy of securing
superior spiritual standing by negating worldly status.

Opting for a mummified burial demanded not only extraordinary courage but profound theological
insight. This form of interment signalled to the outside world that the patron belonged to a select few
possessing special knowledge of life and death's truths — an elite with exceptional spiritual
discernment and depth. Herein lies a stark spiritual distinction from the "ordinary™ nobility who
pursued only worldly glory and indulged in lavish traditional tombs, thereby establishing their own

110



Journal of Education, Humanities and Social Sciences ASSSD 2025
Volume 60 (2025)

elite status. The mummified statue ceased to be merely a burial object and became a philosophical
and theological proposition, showcasing the patron's unique spiritual insight and intellectual depth,
thus cementing their elite status in both knowledge and faith.

3. Summary

The cadaver statue tombs of the late Middle Ages constituted an extraordinarily complex social
and Cultural phenomenon. This Tomb form reflected multiple factors, including the mental state of
late medieval society and class competition. It represented both an urgent plea for soul salvation from
individuals teetering on the brink of faith collapse and a peculiar contest over "humility” waged by
the elite class to claim new spiritual dominance amid the disintegration of the old order. It vividly
captures how people of that era struggled and searched amid fear and hope, humility and pride, decay
and eternity.
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