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      Mentions légales

      Résumé

      Les livres d’emblèmes imprimés en Europe sont florissants entre le XVIe
 et XVIIIe
 siècle. Les emblèmes de la mort constituent pour les chercheurs un sujet passionnant dont le présent ouvrage présente le travail exhaustif en complétant celui de Gisèle Mathieu-Castellani, Emblèmes de la mort. Le dialogue de l’image et du texte (Paris, A.-G. Nizet, 1988) qui se concentre principalement sur les emblèmes produits aux XVIe
 et XVIIe
 siècles en France. 

      Les emblèmes de la mort créés lors de cette période ne présentent pas aux lecteurs de nouvelles idées sur ce sujet, alors que les auteurs d’emblèmes italiens élaborent et expriment la philosophie et la théologie avec lesquelles ils ont grandi, se sont convertis et ont étudié. Les emblèmes de la mort sont divisés en deux catégories, ceux qui sont inspirés par les croyances chrétiennes (catholiques et protestantes) et ceux qui utilisent les idéaux humanistes comme la survie après la mort par la gloire. Les auteurs d'emblèmes intègrent dans leurs textes un mélange de facteurs politico-idéologique, spirituel et historique, que les contributeurs de cet ouvrage décrivent et interprètent magistralement.

      *
**

      Abstract

      Within the burgeoning business of emblem books printed in Europe between the sixteenth and the eighteenth century, emblems of death constitute a pervasive subject that this fine collection of essays written by an international group of scholars explores exhaustively for the first time in a pan-European way, elaborating and reappraising the study by Gisèle Mathieu-Castellani’s Emblèmes de la mort. Le dialogue de l’image et du texte (Paris, A.-G. Nizet, 1988), which focuses mainly on emblems produced in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century France. If emblems of death created in this period are unlikely to present the reader and viewer with new ideas on the subject, it is also true that they, along with Italian imprese, elaborate and express the philosophy and theology that their authors grew up with, converted to, or studied. Within the general categorization that divides emblems of death in those that are inspired by Christian — Catholic and Protestant — notions and beliefs, and those that use humanistic ideals of survival after death through fame, authors of emblems interweaved in their elaborations of this age-old subject politico-ideological, spiritual and historical factors that the contributors of the essays in this collection describe and interpret masterfully for the readers.

      *
**
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      INTRODUCTION : DEATH AND EMBLEMS

      Death has surrounded humankind since the beginning of time. In the Middle Ages and the Early Modern Period, Death was often personified as a skeleton with a dart or with a long handled scythe, known to this day in English as the Grim Reaper. But in art and literature death was not only recognisable as a skeleton brandishing a scythe, an axe, a dart or leading a dance, there were also the ubiquitous skulls and bones. Then there were the many graveyard scenes centering on a grave, perhaps a bier, a coffin, or a corpse. In addition to graves, there were tombs, mausoleums, pyramids, catafalques and ephemeral castra doloris
. There were also those figures from classical history and the Old Testament almost paradigmatically associated with death, such as Brutus falling on his sword, Cleopatra with the asp at her breast, Judith holding the head of Holofernes. The representation of death took many forms, those mentioned above being only some of the more obvious. But that is not to say that every language or culture invested the same ideas in death. 

      Dan Brown’s novel The Lost Symbol 
 (London, Random House, 2009) opens with a prologue that might have been written for this book. We read : “The secret is how to die. Since the beginning of time, the secret had always been how to die”. To die or not to die is not the question. Death is inevitable. Emblems played a major part in the European print culture during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. And not only in the print culture. Since buildings usually take longer to complete than books, emblems continued to play a significant role in the decoration of architecture into the nineteenth century. Emblems were used to make statements about most topics : moral and social ; amatory, educational, and scientific ; philosophical, political, and religious. Emblems of death belong to those areas that have not been  considered too closely,1
 probably because there were few emblem books dedicated solely to death, although most books will contain one or more emblems on this topic. This is not to deny the presence of funeral books that may describe or even illustrate castra doloris
. Emblems were used by Catholics and Protestants, by Jesuits and Puritans over the years. The same emblems will be found both in printed books, and in the material culture, especially in churches and chapels, and on grave-stones. Those ephemeral castra doloris
, erected in churches to celebrate the death of the powerful, were often rendered permanent through illustrated books, sometimes known as fête books. Emblems of death constitute a large subject that this introduction can only sketch in. We have limited ourselves to the early modern period, and specifically to the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 

      The term "emblem" needs some definition. By "emblem" we do not mean the combination of any illustration with brief texts. The emblems associated with the name of Andrea Alciato, which are often designated as canonical or classic, combined a symbolic pictura 
 with a brief inscriptio 
 and a longer verse or prose subscriptio
. The Latin tags are useful, since they do not imply a specific form or function to the three parts. A prose commentary often accompanied the printed three-part emblem. However, in the material culture, in the emblematic decoration of secular and ecclesiastical buildings, more often than not the symbolic illustration is accompanied by only one text, and sometimes by none at all. It is not for nothing that emblems have been described as illustrated forms of miniature allegory. As in allegory, the emblematic pictura 
 of a ship seldom means “ship” : it will more likely mean something like the ship of state, the ship of the Church, or the ship of life. There is also the famous ship of fools. The allegorical uses of ship are legion. Even a skull will mean more than simply “death” when it is depicted together with a candle, or hour-glass, or wreathed with laurel, or surmounted by a crown. 

       Even when an image is virtually an iconic sign in the semantic and semiotic sense that the single picture of an object, here the skull or death’s head, is thought to denote directly one abstract idea, here death, the context may enrich and perhaps even change the meaning implied or assumed to be inherent in the thing and its image. Those who read documents of early modern culture know the skull or death’s head as a memento mori
.2
 It is often depicted on the portraits of young and healthy men and women as a reminder of mortality, where it obviously means death as the fate of all humankind. When Hamlet picks up Yorick’s skull that particular death's head represents firstly the fate of that particular person, Yorick, but in Hamlet’s hands the skull becomes the occasion for a philosophical reflection. 

      The skull and crossed bones are depicted on the title-page of a 1667 Mexican account of the solemn exeques celebrated for the death of Felipe IV. But here the skull is surmounted by a crown.3

				

      The skull and crossed bones will often be found on Christian grave-stones, where they, of course, mean “death”. At times the death’s head will be depicted next to clasped hands with the inscription “Farewell” and a ladder, indicating that reunion (clasped hands) will take place in heaven (the ladder as a rather down-to-earth image of ascension). 

      But contexts can modify the idea of death. Shown today on a chemical or medicinal container, the death’s head will usually be understood to mean not simply death, but the danger of death by poisoning. When on a flag a skull appears surmounting crossed bones, it will indicate the presence of pirates, whether the flag flies over a building or a ship. In a painting of Christ on the cross, the presence of a skull and crossed bones at the foot of the cross indicates more than death. They are a visual reference to the name of the site of the crucifixion, known as Golgotha, which comes from  the Hebrew “gulgolet” (skull) and so means something like “the place of the skull”. Interestingly, “Calvary” derives from the Latin “calvaria” meaning skull.4
 Yet in the context of Christ’s crucifixion, the full meaning of the composite image for Christians is not simply “death”, but Christ’s victory over death, which in some emblems is denoted by the laurel garland that surmounts or encircles the skull. 

      Skull shaped reliquaries were not uncommon.5
 For medieval and early modern Christians reliquaries promised salvation to believers. 

      In the early twentieth century, the Nazis bestowed the death’s head on their SS-corps as a special insignia. It was a cap badge (Fig. 1
). Statements about death were not unknown to the earlier German military. The Iron Cross, which existed long before the Nazis came to power, was accompanied by the slogan “Gehorsam bis zum Tod” [Obedient unto death]. The SS wore on their belts the slogan “Meine Ehre heißt Treue” [My honor is called loyalty]. The death’s head as a badge of honor for the SS may strike one today as gruesome, but it is related to mythical notions of Nibelungen loyalty unto death. It comes as no surprise to find the SS decorating the hood of one of their cars with a real skull (Fig. 2
). In this particular context, death is the business of the SS. 

      Emblems are unlikely to present the reader and viewer with new ideas of death. From de Montenay on, Christian emblems, also on death, come more to the fore. 

      Scholars will know some of the many ars moriendi
,6
 and perhaps some funeral sermons. Many of us attended Sunday school, and practising Jews and Christians will know some of the current religious ideas about death. These emblems, especially those of  the early modern period, were written and illustrated by individuals, and they were mostly men who knew death firsthand. But their ideas about death came from the philosophy and theology that they grew up with, converted to, or studied. Emblems were published in their millions between the sixteenth and the nineteenth centuries, and people bought and presumably read those emblem books. 

      
        [image: undescribed image]

        Figure 1. The death’s head cap badge of the Nazi SS-corps.
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        Figure 2. A Nazi SS car, decorated with a real skull.

      

      But how many millions of emblems were in fact printed ?7
 We have little factual information. We need to know not only how many emblem books were printed, but how large was each printrun, and how many emblems each book contained. We may not have all that information, but we can hazard some informed guesses. We know, for instance, that the first two editions of Francis Quarles’ Emblemes 
 were printed in 4,000 to 5,000 copies, which is large if we accept Ronald B. McKerrow’s estimate of an average print-run of between 100 and 500 copies.8
 Quarles’ Emblemes 
 were first printed in 1635. It is true that some of the emblematically illustrated bishop’s books, published locally by the Jesuits to celebrate the inauguration of a new bishop, probably appeared in the tens rather than the thousands of copies. But there were also Jesuit best-sellers. The Munich publisher Cornelius Leysser  reports the number of copies of works by Jeremias Drexel9
 printed in Munich up to 1639 as some 1,589,000. Three years later he reports in the foreword to the second edition of Drexel’s Noe 
 that during the previous three years a further 12,000 copies of Drexel titles had been produced. And this report covers only a 22-year period in only one publication center, Munich. Individual books might contain as few as five and as many as over 800 emblems. If we estimate conservatively that 6,000 titles appeared, each in 500 copies, and each book had 20 emblems, then that would make 60 million printed emblems. The true number of printed emblems is likely to be over 100 million. The emblem book was big business. 

      There are also “reprints”, in print, microform, and digital editions, at least a thousand, and they are not given separate entry in the Union Catalogue database. 

      How many emblems were devoted to death ? No-one really knows, but doubtless thousands. If one were to limit oneself to the invaluable but not necessarily representative selection of emblems made by Henkel and Schöne in their Emblemata Handbuch
, and if one were to look closely at the index of meanings (Bedeutungs-Register
), death [ Tod
 ] appears as often as fame [ Ruhm
 ] ; but prince [ Fürst
 ] and virtue [ Tugend
 ] are more frequently encountered, while love [ Liebe
 ] takes up twice as many lines of text as death. Alciato himself seems to have treated the topic in less than ten of his 212 emblems. But one must be careful : not all death emblems deal with death as the inevitable fate of all men and women ; the death of a hero can be used to demonstrate fortitude, fame or some other concept, rather than death. 

      Needless to say, many books have treated the topic of death.10
 Everyone dies, but the living do not think much about our own death, do we ? We will ponder the death of family and friends, but we give little thought to our own deaths, unless we are old or morbid. Of course, like Hamlet’s uncle, Claudius, we know  that death is inevitable, and we know that a son or daughter will lament the passing of his or her parents. Psychologists will remind us that the death of parents puts the children, who may have their own children, and even grandchildren, in the front line. It seems to us that neither Claudius nor Polonius have always received fair treatment at the hands of critics. Their offers of condolence and advice are not as inane, because conventional, as has it at times been suggested. 

      Perhaps we may call to mind two famous anecdotes and a couple of paintings that treat the subject of the death of monarchs, although these are not emblems. Queen Victoria was devastated by the death of her husband, Albert, and she withdrew from public life for a time. But that did not stop her from having a sculpture made of herself at the time of Albert’s death, which she determined would grace her own grave later. Evidently in death she wanted to be remembered as a young woman. Mary Queen of Scots went to her death beneath the axe on the scaffold. She wore her customary black cloak and a white veil. She dropped her cloak to reveal a crimson red dress, sometimes referred to as a red petticoat and bodice. Red is, amongst other things, the color of martyrdom ; it is also the color of blood. Clearly, Mary’s choice of red was no accident. Was she concerned that her own blood should not stain her dress ? Blood would stain a dress less if the dress were already red rather than, say, white or green. Was Mary claiming to be a martyr through her choice of color ? That, perhaps understandably, is how the Catholic Encyclopedia 
...
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