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The Dance of Death as a Didactic Image -
an Aspect of the Dance of Death by Hans Holbein the Younger
[Abstract]

by Mikinosuke Tanabe

Generally Holbein’s woodcut series, The Dance of Death, has been interpreted
as an independent art object, to which a text was later appended, and has been
recognized as a break from the traditional Dance of Death images which were
created as the illustrations of texts. This article will move on from this
interpretation to an understanding of the fundamental character of the Dance
of Death images as didactic images which sought to teach religious doctrine.
In the interpretation of Holbein’s Dance of Death we can see the changes that
were occurring in didactic images created from the late middle ages through
the Reformation. Thus we can consider the confirmation of the traditional
succession of the Dance of Death images.

The didactic images of the late middle ages were part of the biblia
pauperum tradition, and of the mystic tradition, in which the visions evoked by
the image introduced the viewer to doctrine that was originally introduced
through words. We can see how these Dance of Death images would have been
part of the didactic image group from our reading of the texts of the extant
Dance of Death poetry, and noting particularly that the Dance of Death image
was linked to the dogma of purgatory which had been publicly recognized in
the 13th century. The image of death appears here as the #7ansi which has
reappeared from the grave, and the transi can be considered the manifestation
of the repentant soul which is suffering in purgatory. Thus it functions as an
image that provides a visualization of the new salvation system which included
purgatory. This characteristic of the images of the Dance of Death from the
late middle ages delivers a warning, revealing the form that the viewer who
faces death will assume, and through the vision that is evoked by this
experience of perception, we can also say that this iconography was used to
explain the new dogma of purgatory.

The Reformation denied both the dogma of purgatory, and the function of
the traditional didactic images which introduced this religious doctrine to the
viewer through the vision. And yet, Luther did not deny the didactic image
itself, and recognized a new form of didactic image which was used as allegory
in the visual explanation of doctrine. The classic example of this new didactic
image can be found in the series of works by Cranach which take The Fall and
Salvation of Man as their subject. The allegorical forms seen in these images
can be read as the expression of the allegory of death which is born of Original
Sin but is conquered by the new faith. We can also read this in Holbein’s
Dance of Death. Indeed, Holbein’s Dance of Death can be interpreted as the
new form of didactic image which had been created for the new Reformation
ideas of Luther.

We can also suggest that Holbein’s Dance of Death include an aspect of
social criticism, and this is clear in the scene in which members of the clergy
appear. This element can also be interpreted from the character of the new
doctrine. Luther’s salvation program was constructed as faith in the New
Testament world as conquering the Old Testament world which is ruled by the
Law of Moses. And yet, this did not stop at simple religious debate. Just as
Luther considered the structure of the traditional Catholic church which
centers on the Pope as the world of the Old Testament, he went on to consider
the conquest of the Catholic Church as the realization of the conquest of the Old
Testament world in the material world. In this regard, the realistic spatial
depiction found in Holbein’s Dance of Death series is a depiction of the
allegorical reality itself which reflects this kind of doctrine, and we can see
how the image of Death which appears as the punisher of Old Testament sin
gains the verisimilitude of the image through this allegorical interpretation of
the site itself.

When considered formally, Holbein’s Dance of Death can clearly be
recognized as an autonomous art object. And yet, as observed above, it was
not simply a work for visual appreciation, it was also a didactic image covered
by a new interpretation. It can be further recognized as an attempt at the
revival of the tradition of Dance of Death images as didactic images.
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