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Assignment 3: Image Commentary
Image 2: The tympanum at the church of St Foy, Conques

No written sources have been consulted in the preparation of this visual commentary.  In order to avoid repetitive use of phrases such as: ‘appears to portray’ or ‘could possibly be’, such conjecture has not been used but it should be noted that this commentary is a personal interpretation of the photograph supplied.  

The image of the tympanum at the church of St Foy is a stone bas-relief carving, possibly dating from the high medieval period (1000-1300).  This could be located over a doorway, arch or window in the church of St Foy, Conques.  As a tympanum, its primary function would have been as a piece of public art to be seen regularly by the parishioners who worshipped there.  It is most likely to have been located over a doorway at the entrance to the church or formed part of the archway that separated the nave of the church from the chancel.  

In the centre of the image we find the figure of Christ, shown here in seated in a manner that is usually referred to as ‘Christ in Majesty’.  The head of Christ is swathed in a large halo, denoting his holiness and majesty.  Above Christ is a symbolic interpretation of the cross, the symbol of his death by crucifixion.  Despite being portrayed with the symbol of his death, the image of Christ portrayed here is clearly one vibrant life and majesty following the resurrection and ascension to heaven.  The heavenly realms in which Christ sits are envisioned by the angels sounding trumpets and pointing down to Christ, as seen in the top section of the tympanum.

Immediately to the left of the ‘Christ in Majesty’ is a figure with hands in a pose of prayer with a halo around their head, indicating that this person is a saint.  It is hard to determine the gender of this figure, but the overall appearance is quite feminine, therefore it could depict St Foy (St Faith) whom the church the dedicated to.  Next left to St Foy, is a male saint, again portrayed with a halo.  This saint is holding a large key, which tells us that it is St Peter, who holds the keys to the gates of heaven, a right given to him by Christ during the last hours of his earthly ministry.  St Peter is believed to have been the first pope, or head of the Western Christian Church, so this may be the reason for his inclusion in this tympanum.

Moving immediately to the left of St Peter, the next figure does not have a halo which tells us that they are not a saint.  As the man pictured is leaning on a sword and has what looks like a crown on his head, it is possible that he is the ruler of the region.  To his left there is a figure that is likely to show the Abbot of Conques.  The Abbot is holding the crosier as a symbol of his office, and as his hair appears to be tonsured the figure is more likely to be the abbot than the secular diocesan bishop.

On the left of the Abbot, there are a number of figures portrayed.  It is difficult to ascertain who these figures represent or what it is that they are holding.  The face to the left of the Abbot may be that of a monk, indicated by his tonsure.  One of the figures may be a priest who is holding his stole, the symbol of his priestly ministry over his arm.  There are, on the far left, both male and female figures including a small child.

The tier below these saintly figures on the left is quite thin and is more triangular in shape.  On the far left there is a reliquary, and would appear that the person who has been praying before this shrine is being shown the hand of forgiveness and / or blessing in return for their penitence or faith.  Below this image on the left are a further row of figures that appear to show members of a royal household wearing crowns, along with another central portrayal of Christ embracing two children followed by two more figures with halos and then crowns.  This may represent the idea that growth in faith leads to saintliness and gaining the ‘crown of Christ’.  At the centre on the bottom left we possibly have a female figure (St Foy?) handing out alms to the poor.

On the right-hand side of the tympanum, an entirely different picture to the saintliness, goodness and rightful persons emerges.  Immediately on the right of ‘Christ in Majesty’ are a group of four angels with halos.  These angels are holding a censer for incense and a book, possibly a Bible.  The two angels on the right are facing away from Christ, holding a pennant or battle-flag and a shield.  These two angels are facing towards a scene that may show souls in purgatory or enemies of Christ.  There are monsters portrayed and on the far right in the centre possibly scenes of persons undergoing torture.

In the right side of the triangular arch below Christ there are several demons or goblin-like creatures.  The bottom right panel is a depiction of hell, showing Satan with a forked tail and wearing a crown to show his dominion over hell.  Satan is surrounded by the tortured souls of those who are in hell.  To the left of this, in apparent contrast to the scenes of almsgiving on the left, we see a demon ushering people into the jaws of a monster that perhaps represents the gates of hell.

[bookmark: _GoBack]The tympanum is likely to have been placed over a doorway as a teaching aid to those entering the church, or indeed passing by.  It tells a moral story of the virtues of living a good life following Christ, spent in prayer and almsgiving.  It also portrays those in local leadership such as the monarch and abbot and the local clergy as firmly standing alongside St Peter and St Foy in righteous and piety.  There is a stern warning to those who do not follow Christ, with the pains of purgatory and hell being graphically portrayed.  The victory of Christ over the powers of hell is powerfully portrayed with Christ in majesty at the centre of the image, his right hand raised in blessing towards the good souls.  Christ’s left hand points downwards, supressing the forces of Satan and showing the perils of not following the path of righteousness.
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