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The Tympanum at the Church of St. Foy


In the early years of Christianity, religious pilgrimages were common. Believers would often travel for weeks to months to locations believed to be connected to martyrs or miracles. In many cases, the locations would have a church containing relics of the saint, which were often parts of the saints’ bodies, such as hair, bones or even limbs. These places and relics were thought to have healing powers and diseased ones and their families would travel great distances in hope of being cured from their pain. Different saints were associated with various parts of the body or disease, so pilgrims would travel to different locations depending on what they wanted to have cured, or if they wanted to be absolved of a specific sin. Donations were expected to the churches that were visited as a way of maintaining upkeep, but this resulted in many churches becoming quite wealthy, making them easy targets for marauders such as Vikings. More often than not, saints would develop a cult after their death due to miracles being performed in their name causing some of them to become quite famous while others were more of local celebrities.


Saint Faith, better known as Saint Foy, was a young girl or woman believed to have lived in Agen, France and was martyred for her belief and refusing to make sacrifices to the Roman pagan gods sometime in around the year 300 possibly during the final Roman persecution of Christians. Her church located in Conques, after her relics were taken from their location in Agen, France and it was a popular pilgrimage site during the Middle Ages. Saint Faith is associated with eyesight; many of her miracles involve the restoration of eyesight of those who are faithful to her and sometimes punishing those who are not by removing their eyesight. She is also known for punishing those who are unfaithful to their promises.

Also known as the Diocletianic Persecution or the Great Persecution, this persecution was headed by the Emperors Diocletian, Maximian, Galerius, and Constantius and stripped Christians of their rights for refusing to comply with the laws of the Roman empire. While the persecution was severe in some areas, it was not as widespread in northern territories and was not heavily enforced in Gaul and Britain. Upon taking power in Rome, Emperor Constantine took power and changed the official faith of Rome to Christianity following a prophetic dream he had stating if he put symbols pertaining to Jesus Christ on the shields of their soldiers he would be led to victory. He himself converted to Christianity on his death bed. 

The Church of Saint Faith is large and has a striking tympanum over the main entrance of the building. The tympanum is a large semicircle positioned over the main entrance to the church and would have been the very first thing any pilgrim saw as they entered the church. It serves as a warning and reminder of what happens after death to both good and evil people. The image in question is a large, depicting Jesus Christ in the middle of the image, with other saints and religious figures around him. As was common during that time, artistic convention dictates that the size of the figures in question indicates how important they are. Immediately, the viewer can see that the tympanum is broken roughly into two parts. On the left side of the piece is Heaven, depicting Jesus Christ sits on a throne in the middle as the judge of the deceased souls coming into the world of the dead. His right hand is gesturing upwards towards the angels in Heaven and his left hand gestures directly at the gate of Hell, depicted by the jaws of a monster, possibly a dragon which were associated with Satan. The gates to Heaven and Hell are mirror images of each other and the people on either side seem to notice the other as they are being brought into their respective areas. On the bottom right side of the piece is Hell, also depicting a demonic judge in a similar, but much smaller position to Jesus, representing that he also has the official function of judging the dead for their sins and meting out the appropriate punishment for them.

Looking closer, the pilgrims entering the church would have been able to see the Virgin Mary to the left of Jesus Christ, along with many other saints including Saint Peter. On the right of Jesus Christ are two angels facing him, and the other two are facing to the left on the other side of the barrier between them and Hell. In Hell, the angels can witness the punishments dealt out to the humans via the demons and minions of Satan with unique tortures fitting each sin. Just above the judge of Hell, there is a small scene of a man being tortured by being roasted on a spit or a brazier and on the opposite side of the tympanum depicts Saint Faith herself receiving the word of God. This is intended to be a kind of dramatic irony as Saint Faith was martyred by a red-hot brazier and is now in the Kingdom of Heaven, while a sinner, possibly the one who condemned Saint Faith to death originally. Directly below her is Abraham and the rest of the multitude of residents in the Kingdom of Heaven. The tympanum is a grisly reminder of what was believed to occur after death and was intended to frighten the viewer into changing their ways and becoming a better person before it was too late. Adulterers, murderers, traitors and those who are unfaithful will be punished for their sins, but those who are righteous will be escorted into the Kingdom of Heaven where they can live among the angels and saints that Christians should strive to be like. It is intended to scare but also intended to be a symbol of hope for all believers who come into the church to ask for Saint Faith’s blessing.


