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The Conques tympanum is a twelfth-century sculpture situated at the western entrance of the Church of St. Foy at Conques. The tympanum depicts a detailed representation of the last judgement, with the figure of Christ placed at the centre of the piece presiding over the judgement of the souls of the resurrected. 

The sculpture is separated into a number of distinct parts, separated by decorative or textual features.[footnoteRef:1] Christ is situated alone in the centre, larger than any other figure, and enclosed in a mandorla of clouds. The rest of the image is essentially divided into the depiction of the saved (the elect) in heaven, placed to Christ’s right, and the damned suffering eternal torment in hell to Christ’s left.[footnoteRef:2]  In the central register, immediately to Christ’s right, is a procession of significant Christian saints, including Mary and Peter, as well as Charlemagne, who donated the land for the church. Below this procession, in a separate section, is the figure of St. Foy herself, who is shown prostrate before the hand of God, in the act of intersecting for the souls of the resurrected. There is also a depiction of the Church of Saint Foy behind her, with cuffs hanging from the walls. This would have been understood as a reference to her role in freeing religious prisoners during Roman times.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  For a detailed description see D. Denny, ‘The Date of the Conques Last Judgment and Its Compositional Analogues’, The Art Bulletin, Vol. 66, No. 1 (Mar., 1984), pp. 7-14. <https://www.jstor.org/stable/3050390> [Accessed: 30-11-2018].]  [2:  Some scholars have found significance in the passive, expressionless depiction of the damned: see K. Ambrose, ‘Attunement to the Damned of the Conques Tympanum’, Gesta, Vol. 50, No. 1 (2011), p. 1.
< https://www.jstor.org/stable/41550546> [Accessed: 30-11-2018]. Others, meanwhile, note the large number of figures depicted in hell: see Denny, ‘The Date’. p. 8.]  [3:  W. R. F. Browning, A Dictionary of the Bible (2nd ed.), (Oxford University Press, 2009; Online edition 2010), <http://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780199543984.001.0001/acref-9780199543984>, [Accessed: 10-1-2019]] 


The bodies of the dead are shown being awakened on judgement day and Saint Michael weighs their souls while a demon watches on expectantly, gesturing to distract him. The elect are led away by an angel to take their place in a very stately and regal depiction of heaven with Abraham at its centre.[footnoteRef:4] The damned, meanwhile, are devoured by Leviathan at the mouth of hell and excreted into the realm of everlasting torment. Lucifer sits in mock majesty, grimly mirroring the role of Christ and Abraham. The depictions of torture and punishment, as Denny observes, are particularly vivid and numerous.[footnoteRef:5] [4:  Denny notes that this section of the painting reflects Byzantine conventions, unlike the rest of the composition: see Denny, ‘The Date’. p. 9.]  [5:  Denny, ‘The Date’, p. 8.] 


The principal theme and message of the piece is clear: sinners will face eternal punishment for their wickedness. A range of sins are depicted, along with apposite punishments. An idle man is shown prostrate beneath Satan’s feet, a miser is hanged with his own grant cord, and a proud knight literally takes a fall from his horse and is skewered by waiting demons. There are also depictions of true to life punishments, such as a blasphemer having his tongue pierced so a stick can be inserted and an adulterous couple tied by the neck and hands awaiting their fate.

The Conques tympanum was created in the twelfth century at the height of what Colette Deremble describes as the ‘fever of construction’ in the high Romanesque period of Western religious art.[footnoteRef:6] The early 1100s saw a number of social and economic developments, including greater peace and political consolidation in Europe, along with the advent of feudalism. It was also a time of great religious fervor, with the preaching of the crusades and the rise of the monasteries and stone cathedrals across Europe. All of these changes led to greater patronage of religious institutions, with significant wealth being channeled, in particular, into artistic and building projects along the pilgrimage route to Santiago. Much of the patronage for the monastery at Conques came from Spanish nobles, including Alfonso VI, who donated funds and land to the monks acquired as spoils in the crusade against the Muslims in Spain.[footnoteRef:7] It was also common for wealthy pilgrims from distant places to donate property and land to the monastery.[footnoteRef:8]   [6:  C. Deremble, Encyclopedia of the Middle Ages, (Cambridge: James Clarke & Co., 2002; Online edition 2005), <http://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780227679319.001.0001/acref-9780227679319>, [Accessed 10-1-2019].]  [7:  R.E. Church, Crossing the Pyrenees: paths of cultural interaction and transmission in the central Middle Ages (PhD thesis, University of Iowa, 2013), p. 167 <https://ir.uiowa.edu/etd/2195>, [Accessed 8-12-2018].]  [8:  Ibid, p. 176 According to Church, the St. Foy monks had considerable Iberian properties, including land in Minorca. ] 


The Conques tympanum was commissioned in this context by Abbot Bego III some time between 1107 and 1130.[footnoteRef:9] The primary intended audience for the sculpture was arguably the steady stream of pilgrims that passed through Conques each year. As the majority of the pilgrims are likely to have been illiterate, sculpture and other visual arts represented an important way of reinforcing the Christian church’s message to the masses. They would no doubt have been familiar with the theme of the apocalypse and God’s final judgement from hearing the liturgy. However, seeing such a vivid sculpture, particularly when it was freshly carved and painted in vivid colours, must have made a deep impression on the viewer. In this sense, the tympanum had a didactic purpose, something reinforced for literate viewers by the inscription around the tympanum.[footnoteRef:10]  [9:  Denny, ‘The Date’, p. 6.]  [10:  For a detailed discussion see E. Vernon, ‘Romanesque Churches of the Pilgrimage Roads’, Gesta, Pre-Serial Issue, Annual of the International Center of Romanesque Art Inc. (1963), pp. 12-15,
< https://www.jstor.org/stable/766600> [Accessed: 30-11-2018].] 


Indeed, we might go further and argue it was also erected as an explicit warning about the fate awaiting sinners who did not heed the church’s teachings. The growth of urban developments and economic changes in Europe had led to a greater emphasis on material concerns and accumulation of wealth. The Conques tympanum, as well as related sculptures in sister churches along the pilgrim routes of southern France, stood as a stark reminder of the consequences of avarice and usury, as well as other perceived evils and temptations waiting to ensnare the mortal souls of non-pious, worldly-focused individuals.[footnoteRef:11] However, we might also argue that the tympanum also had a specific warning for wealthier pilgrims too, reminding them that they needed to show their devotion to the church through donations or perhaps by going on crusade in the holy land. St. Foy was widely reputed to wreak terrible physical retribution on the stingy who refused to make material contributions to the church at Conques, which was the centre of her cult and the site of her relics.[footnoteRef:12] The tympanum would have been a solid, visible reminder of such stories in its depictions of torture and punishment. [11:  See Baumann, P., ‘The Deadliest Sin: Warnings against Avarice and Usury on Romanesque Capitals in Auvergne’, Church History, Vol. 59, No. 1 (Mar., 1990), pp. 7-18, < https://www.jstor.org/stable/3169082>,
[Accessed: 30-11-2018]
]  [12:  See Ambrose, ‘Attunement’, p. 8.] 


The Conques tympanum is significant for a number of reasons. For a start, there are notable likenesses in the structure and themes of the sculpture to the artworks adorning other churches in the region. It is important to remember that these churches did not exist in isolation and that, at the time of construction, the Cluny monastery held a dominant position in French monastic affairs. The striking similarities found in the architectural projects of the pilgrim churches reflect a concerted effort on the part of the Cluny monastery to enforce a unified message to the public, part of a consistent program to use art for furthering the causes of the church.[footnoteRef:13] Some commentators have also suggested that it shows wider literary and cultural connections in twelfth-century Europe, arguing that the content of the piece was deeply influenced by a comparable illumination in the Winchester Psalter produced in England.[footnoteRef:14] [13:  Baumann, ‘The Deadliest Sin’, p. 16.]  [14:  See Denny, ‘The Date’] 


Another significant aspect of the Conques tympanum is the extent to which it reflects many of the principal concerns of the social and religious culture it belonged to. There is a distinct hierarchical composition to the depiction of the elect, with the most important church figures, including Mary, placed ahead of Charlemagne, whose figure seems to represent temporal rule. The creators of the piece are bestowing prestige on Charlemagne, and by extension other princely patrons of the Church, through his inclusion, yet at the same time he is shown as a supplicant to Jesus and the church as a whole. As the sculpture was made around the time of the investiture controversy, this seems to be a reminder that earthly rule, in the eyes of the church, was secondary to the word and laws of God. Furthermore, the inclusion of Charlemagne, already a deeply revered and heroic figure in European culture at the time of construction, also seems to stem from the monastery’s desire to enhance its own prestige.

In addition, the tympanum is particularly significant when we consider the notion of ‘visual culture’ as it relates to medieval times. The work is noted among art historians for its detail and realism. Denny describes its depiction of the Last Judgement as ‘convincingly brutal’ and argues that ‘…no early twelfth-century representation of Hell - nor any of a yet earlier time - is so populous and so filled with varied circumstantial detail’.[footnoteRef:15] This suggests that it heralds an important moment of change in the ideological stance of the church, perhaps reflecting new conceptions of Hell and punishment current in the twelfth century.[footnoteRef:16] The erection of the tympanum would also have added dramatically to the already considerable prestige of the Church of St. Foy, no doubt bringing more visitors. This was perhaps something of urgent importance to the abbot as the pilgrim industry developed and the existing economic situation of the monastery and surrounding region continued to change.[footnoteRef:17] [15:  Denny, ‘The Date’, p. 8.]  [16:  See Ambrose, ‘Attunement’, p. 11 for further discussion of the background.]  [17:  See Baumann, ‘The Deadliest Sin’ for further discussion.] 


The tympanum’s theme of judgement and the meting out of justice is also significant for another reason. The temporal rulers of medieval society expressed their power through the appointment and administration of local public officials. The ideas of justice and law, as well as the holding of assizes and courts by the local aristocracy, were fundamental aspects of the social and political culture of the era. Indeed, the aristocracy in medieval Europe considered themselves the ‘natural governors of the countryside’.[footnoteRef:18] From this perspective the message of the sculpture would most likely have been well received by most members of the local elites in southern France. As Don Denny notes regarding a similar sculpture located at Autun cathedral, the principal theme seems to be ‘human responsibility and the avoidance of wrong-doing’, with the innocent contrasting strongly with the guilty. This, argues Denny, is closely related to ‘the operation of a primitive legal system’.[footnoteRef:19] [18:  D. Denny, ‘The Last Judgment Tympanum at Autun: Its Sources and Meaning’, Speculum, Vol. 57, No. 3 (1982), p. 544, < https://www.jstor.org/stable/2848692>, [Accessed: 30-11-2018]]  [19:  Ibid.] 


In conclusion, we have tentatively explored the themes of the Conques tympanum and the context of its construction. The evidence suggests a clear didactic purpose related to the consolidation and strengthening of church strictures and notions of personal morality in the early twelfth century.  It also suggests that the sculpture reflects a number of social, economic and intellectual developments of the era. However, recent work on visual culture, particularly by Richard Howells and other cultural scholars, suggests that the significance of a work of art can be multi-faceted and depends on the construction of meaning by each particular viewer and the context in which they do the viewing. Future research may provide fresh interpretations of twelfth century points of view that we are yet to fully perceive.






Works Cited

Ambrose, K. ‘Attunement to the Damned of the Conques Tympanum’, Gesta, Vol. 50, No. 1 (2011), pp. 1-17, < https://www.jstor.org/stable/41550546>, [Accessed: 30-11-2018].

Baumann, P. ‘The Deadliest Sin: Warnings against Avarice and Usury on Romanesque Capitals in Auvergne’, Church History, Vol. 59, No. 1 (Mar., 1990), pp. 7-18, < https://www.jstor.org/stable/3169082>, [Accessed: 30-11-2018].

Browning, W. R. F., A Dictionary of the Bible (2nd ed.), (Oxford University Press, 2009; Online edition 2010), <http://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780199543984.001.0001/acref-9780199543984>, [Accessed: 10-1-2019].

Church, R.E., Crossing the Pyrenees: paths of cultural interaction and transmission in the central Middle Ages (PhD thesis, University of Iowa, 2013), <https://ir.uiowa.edu/etd/2195>, [Accessed 8-12-2018].

Denny, D. ‘The Date of the Conques Last Judgment and Its Compositional Analogues’, The Art Bulletin, Vol. 66, No. 1 (Mar., 1984), pp. 7-14., <https://www.jstor.org/stable/3050390>, [Accessed: 30-11-2018].

Denny, D. ‘The Last Judgment Tympanum at Autun: Its Sources and Meaning’, Speculum, Vol. 57, No. 3 (Jul., 1982), pp. 532-547, https://www.jstor.org/stable/2848692, [Accessed: 30-11-2018].

Deremble, C., Encyclopedia of the Middle Ages, (Cambridge: James Clarke & Co., 2002; Online edition 2005), <http://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780227679319.001.0001/acref-9780227679319>, [Accessed 10-1-2019].

Howells, R. and Negreiros, J., Visual Culture (2nd ed.), (Cambridge, UK; Malden: Polity Press 2012).

Vernon, E. ‘Romanesque Churches of the Pilgrimage Roads’, Gesta, Pre-Serial Issue, Annual of the International Center of Romanesque Art Inc. (1963), pp. 12-15, < https://www.jstor.org/stable/766600>, [Accessed: 30-11-2018].

Werckmeister, O.K., ‘Cluny III and the Pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela’, Gesta, Vol. 27, No. 1/2, Current Studies on Cluny (1988), pp. 103-112, https://www.jstor.org/stable/766998, [Accessed: 30-11-2018].


image1.png
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU ——
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David





