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THE TYMPANUM AT THE CHURCH OF ST FOY
Content
The tympanum at Conques depicts the Last Judgment, with Christ enthroned at the centre “with his right hand pointing upwards to the saved while his left hand gestures down to the damned”[footnoteRef:1]. His positioning directs the gaze of the viewer upwards to his right, towards Heaven, and then downwards to his left, towards Hell. This is echoed by the positioning of his feet, which creates an illusion of lifted movement and emphasises the balance between good and evil as Christ is literally lifted towards the heavens.  [1:  Elisa Foster, ‘Church and Reliquary of Sainte‐Foy, France’, Khan Academy <https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/ap-art-history/early-europe-and-colonial-americas/medieval-europe-islamic-world/a/church-and-reliquary-of-saintefoy-france> [accessed 19 May 2018].] 

To the right of the figure of Christ are Mary, interceding and acting as a conduit between the divine and the human, Peter (denoted by the key) and a third figure, possibly the monastery’s founder, and beyond “A procession of saints and historical figures - including a Conques abbot and Emperor Charlemagne”[footnoteRef:2]. At the far edge, identified by their lamps, stand two women representing the Parable of the Ten Virgins (Matthew 25:1-13), reminding pilgrims to be prepared, or else they will get what they deserve[footnoteRef:3].    [2:  Catholic Online, ‘Abbey of St. Foy Is Longtime Medieval Pilgrimage Route - Travel & Leisure’, Catholic Online, 2013 <https://www.catholic.org/travel/story.php?id=49363> [accessed 19 May 2018].]  [3:  The Oxford Bible Commentary, ed. by John Barton and John Muddiman (Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), p. 878.] 

To the left are four angels, one holding a sword and shield to create a visual barrier between Christ and the demons and devil of Hell beyond, torturing the damned. 
Below is a representation of Heaven and Hell. On the right, the structured arcade of Heaven, with Abraham at the centre embracing the two young souls [footnoteRef:4][footnoteRef:5]. Saint Faith, whose remains were held at Conques[footnoteRef:6], bows before the hand of God just above, with angels lifting the graves of the good and bringing them to heaven filling the remaining space. At the centre, the worthy are welcomed though the door of Heaven. These scenes are contrasted with the feeding of the Damned to a giant beast as they enter Hell, with scenes of torture filling much of the left. The disorder of Hell contrasts with the serenity of the vaulted halls of Heaven.  [4:  Catholic Online.]  [5:  Foster.]  [6:  J-AT Baker, ‘Vie anglo-normande de sainte Foy par Simon de Walsingham’, Romania, 66.261 (1940), 49–84 (p. 53) <https://doi.org/10.3406/roma.1940.3491>.] 

In Hell[footnoteRef:7], a hanged man, representing Judas, is beside the central figure of the devil, while others are hung by their feet or roasted on a spit, reminding the viewer of the sins of gluttony. Toads and serpents, a hare and a horse intertwine and frame the figures. [7:  This has alternatively been interpreted as Tartarus or Purgatory (see http://www.art-roman-conques.fr/debat.html for a discussion); whichever interpretation is ‘true’, the grisly message of the scene is clear. ] 

Throughout the scene are inscriptions, but even for the illiterate, the meaning is clear “O sinners, if you do not mend your ways, know that you will suffer a dreadful fate." [footnoteRef:8].  [8:  Catholic Online.] 

Context
Art in Medieval Europe was “an aspect of the persuasive power and cultural identity” [footnoteRef:9], and the Church of Saint-Foy was important pilgrimage church as well as an abbey[footnoteRef:10][footnoteRef:11] on the Compostelle Chemin pilgrimage route. As they approached the church, pilgrims would have to walk beneath the image of the Last Judgment, their eyes inevitably drawn to the central figure of Christ, who gazes down upon all who come before him. This work was designed to be large, to be visible and to been seen by all[footnoteRef:12]. [9:  ‘Art and Visual Culture: Medieval to Modern: View as Single Page’ <http://www.open.edu/openlearn/ocw/mod/oucontent/view.php?printable=1&id=17161> [accessed 19 May 2018].]  [10:  Foster.]  [11:  Marco Papasidero, ‘«O Sancta Haera». Pilgrims and Pilgrimage in the Sanctuary of Sainte Foy at Conques’, 2017, p. 120 <https://doi.org/10.6092/issn.2036-5195/7274>.]  [12:  Meredith Carey, ‘Judgment, Narrative & Redemption in the Tympanum at Conques-En-Rouergue’, ESSAI, 3.1 (2005), 11 (p. 18).] 

The symbolism of the animals depicted in Hell would have had much greater relevance to a medieval viewer. The serpents’ connection to Adam and Eve and Original sin is evident to us. The rabbit or hare on the very far right of the image represents sinful lust and forbidden pleasure, possible reinforced by the cooking of the sinful over a fire; the eating of hare was not permitted[footnoteRef:13]. Frogs and toads were considered unclean, further adding to the gruesomeness[footnoteRef:14]. All of this would have packed a powerful symbolic punch to the approaching pilgrim.  [13:  Leslie Ross, Medieval Art: A Topical Dictionary (Westport, Conn: Greenwood Press, 1996), p. 14.]  [14:  U Becker, The Encyclopedia of Symbols. (Continuum Acad., 2005), p. 121.] 

The reasons for pilgrimages were myriad but, ultimately, they revolved around moving a little closer to heaven. Pilgrimage shrines, such as the Reliquary at Conques, were “a form of business franchise, operating under the umbrella brand of the universal church”[footnoteRef:15]. The church benefited from a steady stream of donations and pilgrim received “the possibility of miraculous intervention by the saints whose shrines were venerated and the prospect of indulgencies […] according to a fixed scale sanctioned by the papal see”[footnoteRef:16]; Chaucer’s Wife of Bath “is only too happy to conflate ‘wandering’ geographically with ‘straying’ morally”[footnoteRef:17]. Less cynical reasons also exist, such as praying for intercession for a medical miracle or such to repay saints who are felt to have granted assistance in times of need, but pilgrimages were for many, at some level, transitionary in nature[footnoteRef:18].  [15:  A. R. Bell and R. S. Dale, ‘The Medieval Pilgrimage Business’, Enterprise and Society, 12.3 (2011), 601–27 (p. 603) <https://doi.org/10.1093/es/khr014>.]  [16:  Bell and Dale, p. 603.]  [17:  Ian Mortimer, The Time Traveller’s Guide to Medieval England: A Handbook for Visitors to the Fourteenth Century (London: Vintage Books, 2009), p. 265.]  [18:  Bell and Dale, p. 603.] 

Those who committed themselves to pilgrimage were doing so at their own financial expense, both in terms of lack of earning and for the provisioning of the journey. Given the difficulty of the task for many, the scene at the Church of St Foy could be seen as propaganda by reinforcing that pilgrim is making the right choice in turning to religion and shunning sinful pleasures. The rich man is being stripped by his clothes by demons and the glutton is being hung like meat. While the pilgrim was there, why not pop in for an indulgence at a very reasonable rate? 
Given the shrines importance and support from local important families, the shrine at Conques had a reputation and importance that extended beyond national borders[footnoteRef:19], so it was necessary for the shrine to stay ‘on brand’, with the tympanum standing and symbolising all it stood for. It also gave the abbey a level of prestige by reinforcing the message of redemption[footnoteRef:20]; prestige was enormously important to Conques – its own relics were stolen from another site. The tympanum reinforced the importance of pilgrimage, and of the cult of Sainte Foy. [19:  Papasidero, p. 121.]  [20:  John M Theilmann, ‘Medieval Pilgrims and the Origins of Tourism’, The Journal of Popular Culture, 20.4 (1987), 93–102 (p. 97).] 

As a medium the tympanum at Conques serves a clear message to visiting pilgrims: They are doing the right thing in coming here. They have made the right choice. Through these doors lies salvation.  It secures the prestige of the abbey and the greater church by reinforcing its importance by pointing out the vulnerability of the pilgrim, who hopes to save his or her soul.
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