
The Tympanum at the Remains of the Church of St Ursin, Bourges, France.

Opening Remarks

In the 1950s Tobias Scheebaum spent some time living with the Akarama tribe in South America.  
On encountering them he was quickly adopted by them and lived as one of them.  He had drawing 
materials with him and he describes his efforts to show his ‘fellow tribesmen’ the result of his 
sketches (pp.81-83).1  They take his pencils and stab the paper or tear it up – playfully.  (Interpreting
the pencils as spears?) He draws what he regards as a ‘good sketch’ of a close companion, Michii.  
But the likeness does not register with them.  Schneebaum draws the episode of making the images 
to a conclusion with this verdict on his companions; ‘they could not seem to understand’.  And this 
leads us to the question which exercises the minds of modern historians, anthropologists, 
sociologists, archaeologists etc.  Can we really know how the ‘other’ experiences anything within 
his/her own cultural context, i.e. a cultural context that isn’t ours.

Tympanums

With the above caveat in mind I would like to discuss the visual implications and significance of the
St. Ursin tympanum.  Tympana are basically inscriptions enclosed in a pediment.  Originally 
developed as part of Greek architecture in 700-480 BC the form was taken over by the Romans, 
eventually moving from the gable end of roofs to being placed above doors and assuming a more 
rounded form.  With the rise of Romanesque architecture (1000-1200 AD), taking its inspiration 
from the Romans, tympana became a standard feature especially above the arched doors of large 
churches and cathedrals.2  To quote Andreas Petzold they are a feature;

‘(O)riginal to the Romanesque and would never have been found in a building 
erected before the eleventh century…(T)his type of relief sculpture was one of the 
most important formal innovations of the Romanesque period.’3

An interesting point about the tympanum is that – like the stained glass window  - it was an image 
seen by all and sundry.  In relation to the numerous illuminated MSS, available online today in 
glowing colour, it is salutary to recall Arnold’s remarks;

‘Manuscript illuminations were for the most part only seen by the kinds of people who 
illuminated manuscripts, namely monks, or (in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries) those 
who bought them, namely rich people.’4

The tympanum was a public image.  It would welcome the faithful as they entered the church and in
a culture where the mental landscape of individuals was not nearly as cluttered with imagery and 
novelty as that of a modern viewer, it would resonate with them in a singular way.  The sight would 
confirm their place in God’s creation.  And it was God’s creation.  It his discussion of Medieval 
Literature J A Burrow comments; ‘The voice of religious scepticism never speaks in Middle English
literature’.5 In a sense also it was an incidental image and again – like a stained glass window – was 
encountered on the way to the shrine, be it the altar or an alcove containing an image of the divinity.
It was not an ‘end’ in itself yet it depicted a world of certainties.  Though it deals with a slightly 

1 Tobias Schneebaum, Keep the River on Your Right, (London: Jonathan Cape, 1970). pp.81-83.
2 Wikipedia Contributors, Tympanum (architecture), https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tympanum_(architecture), 3 

December 2024, at 00:39 (UTC). [Accessed 10 December 2024].
3 Andreas Petzold, Romanesque Art, (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson,1995). p.14.
4 John H. Arnold, What is Medieval History, (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2008). p.46.
5 J. A. Burrow, Medieval Writers and their Word, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982). p.86.
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later period and primarily with the artistic endeavours of the gentry we may usefully note here 
Thomas Trolley’s comments that the age was not interested in visual innovation in what we now 
call ‘art’.  Art was primarily religious and conventional.6

Indeed, these images were literally set in stone and may even be regarded as having a didactic 
purpose in terms of Christian doctrine.  The more frequent depictions of Christ and his apostles, or 
the Virgin and attendant saints, such as the famous tympanum at the Basilica of Sainte Marie-
Madeleine at Vézelay, Burgundy, sculpted c. 1125-30, which shows Christ ‘conveying his message 
to the Apostles, who flank him on either side’, are indicative of such a purpose.7  Many of these 
tympana have a central image of Christ which is evocative of the ubiquitous Christ Pantocrator, i.e. 
the ruler of all, such that those entering the church are submitting to and being embraced by his rule 
and his philosophy.   A further image that drives the point home is the tympanum at the church of 
St. Trophime, Arles, France.  Here Christ is the central figure surrounded by symbolic 
representations of the four evangelists each clasping their respective gospels.  To the right and left 
of this image the souls of the deceased, based on their execution of Christ’s rules while alive, make 
their way to either heaven or hell.8  The tympanum from the Church of St. Ursin in Bourges is 
somewhat different.

Tympanum at the Church of St Ursin
St Ursinus, allegedly the first bishop of Bourges, is a relatively minor Christian Saint (not 
mentioned in the Oxford Dictionary of Saints).9  A short account of him is given by Gregory of 
Tours and concentrates on the miraculous discovery of his grave.10  (For convenience a copy of this 
is attached as Appendix 1.)  After his re-interment miracles are recorded due to his intercession.  
The tympanum is located at Avenue 95eme de Ligne in Bourges, about 120 miles directly south of 
Paris.  It was carved around 1100 by Giraldus.  His name is recorded on a carved stone just below 
the three registers of the tympanum proper.  The lowest register is reported to be the oldest stone-
carved calendar in Europe.11  The original church was destroyed during the French Revolution and 
this portal is almost all that remains.  It has been moved to this site, hence the unsympathetic 
brickwork surrounding it.  Its location is confusing as there is a Chapelle de Saint Ursin in Bourges 
and also the famous Gothic cathedral which boasts several stunning tympana itself and is indeed a 
UNESCO World Heritage site.12  For that reason I have included in Appendix 2 a couple of pictures 
of the street where this tympanum is sited.

A picture of the tympanum proper is included as Appendix 3.  It is surrounded by scrolling 
vegetation and ‘resting’ on a lintel.  It is interesting to note that the lintel is composed mostly of a 
variant of ‘voussoir’ stones, normally used as a capstone/keystone to hold an arch in place and 
allow it to bear weight.   Nevertheless it seems unlikely that this structure could bear much weight.  
The array of bricks around the tympanum have no keystone proper though they are off-square to 
create the ‘fanlight’ shape.  The main arch of the portal above has alternating and varied voussoir 

6 Thomas Trolley, ‘Visual Culture’, in Gentry Culture in Late Medieval England, (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 2005) pp.167-168.

7 Wikipedia Contributors, Vezélay Abbey, Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, 14 December 2024, at 16:17 (UTC), 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/V%C3%A9zelay_Abbey,  [Accessed 18 December 2024].

8 Wikipedia Contributors, Church of St. Trophime, Arles, Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, 24 October 2024, at 
18:16 (UTC), https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Church_of_St._Trophime,_Arles,  [Accessed 11 December 2024].

9 David Hugh Farmer, The Oxford Dictionary of Saints, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983).
10 Gregory of Tours, Glory of the Confessors, trans. Raymond Van, (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1988). 

pp.83-85.
11 Bourges Romane, Tympan de L’Église Saint-Ursin, 19 September, 2014, 

https://patrimoinebourgescjr.weebly.com/bourges-romane/tympan-saint-ursin, [Accessed 17 December 2024].
12 YouTube, Bourges Cathedral – UNESCO World Heritage Site, 2018, https://www.youtube.com/watch?

v=TBukGr5c6YU, [Accessed, 17 December 2024].
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stones and thus must have taken the weight of the original wall.  So, this lintel is only designed to 
take the weight of the tympanum itself.  The lintel is decorated with what are most likely to be 
acanthus leaves.  The image presents in three registers;

1. At the top we have a comical or at least incongruous series of animals engaged in unlikely 
alliances.

2. Below we have a rather graphic hunting scene.
3. Beneath is a tableau of men engaged in activities.  There is a brief designation of the month 

of the year below each one.

What would the casual observer walking down Avenue 95eme de Ligne today make of this sight?  
We have some animals that might be doodles...aimed at filling the ‘gap’ at the top of the semicircle?
An elaborate and gruesome hunt…well, they were always hunting in the past.  And finally 
workers...doing the dull duties enforced upon the average man (serf) in a dark age?  It would be a 
fairly reasonable estimation of the image.

Looking at it with a little more information we can see that the first register depicts the story of a 
wolf who persuades a crane to remove a bone stuck in his throat.13  This is an episode from Aesop’s 
Fables.  These tales from ancient Greece were well-known prior to the Renaissance.  The largest 
contemporary collection of 83 fables bears the authorship of ‘Romulus’ and dates to the 10th 
century.14    To the left we have the donkey teaching class, another trope of the period.  (See 
Appendix 4 for a further illustration for a German incunable of 1490). The third is from the cycle of
stories about Reynard the Fox and shows Reynard’s ‘funeral’.  Reynard the Fox is a well-known 
trickster appearing from the early Middle Ages to date.15  Humorous depictions of animals were a 
very popular Medieval theme and appear in all sorts of media from sculpture to psalter.  

The next register is the hunting scene.  The Compostela website states that it is ‘a twelfth century 
replica of a fourth century Gallo-Roman sarcophagus’.16  Horsemen and hunters on foot chase boars
and a stag.  Hunting was an extremely popular activity with the aristocracy, gentry and common 
folk alike.  Even ladies were allowed to engage in hawking.17  For these people who lived so closely
connected to the land they must have read such a scene as a boisterous evocation of plenty…a table 
loaded with venison and wild ‘pork’.

Below that the work of toiling the earth is spelt out for us: the reality of the world in which the 
average person found themselves.  This is an ubiquitous theme in Medieval art.    Petzold gives a 
very nice example from the Fécamp Psalter of c 1180, attached here as Appendix 5.18  These scenes 
of labour yielding the earth’s bounty extend well beyond the period.   A wonderful example is that 
of the – much later – stove at the Cistercian monastery in Salem; tiles show monks at various 
tasks.19  (See Appendix 6.)

13 Aesop, The Fables of Aesop, illus. By Edward J Detmold, (London: The Folio Society, 1998) p.3.
14 Wikipedia Contributors, Aesop’s Fables, Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, 3 December 2024, at 17:36 (UTC), 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aesop%27s_Fables,   [Accessed 13 December 2024].
15 Wikipedia Contributors, Renard the Fox, Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, 17 November 2024, at 18:58 (UTC), 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reynard_the_Fox,  [Accessed 13 December 2024].
16 Compostela, the Joining of Heaven and Earth, Saint Ursin de Bourges, the Romanesque Porch Relief, 

https://compostela.co.uk/great-portals/saint-ursin-de-bourges-the-romanesque-porch-relief/#, [Accessed 18 
December 2024]

17 Richard Barber, Henry Plantagenet, (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2001) p.58.
18 Andreas Petzold, Romanesque Art, (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson,1995). P97.
19 Jean-Francois Leroux-Dhuys, Cistercian Abbeys History and Architecture, trans.  Elizabeth Clegg, Caroline Higgitt 

et al, (Konigswinter: h f ullmann, 1998) p105.
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According to the Bourges Romane website the months depict the following;20

‘In February, the farmer stays by the fire. In March, he prunes the vines. In April, it is 
the spring festival with their best clothes. In May, he mows the hay, it is haymaking. In 
June, he sharpens his scythe. In July, it is the wheat harvest with a sickle. In August, he 
threshes the wheat with a flail. In September, it is the grape harvest. In October, it is 
winemaking. In November, he kills the pig. In December, she cooks indoors. In January, 
he warms himself by the fire.’21 

The artist’s gift for composition can be seen here in the bottom register.  Both Feb and Jan, the 
beginning and the end of the panel, are seated and face each other.  This draws the eye to the middle
of the composition where – almost at the very centre (and perhaps would be directly centred if the 
division of the Romanesque arches into twelve does not allow for a single central arch)  – a 
workman bends between two arches. 

Superficially these images could be regarded as pagan or at least secular.  One might speculate that 
anyone looking at the tympanum when it was placed in the collegiate church may have baulked at 
its lack of religious connotations.  Compostela states; ‘The subject of the tympanum is probably the 
most baffling in the Romanesque canon.’22

But is it?  Aesop’s fables are moral tales. They bear strong comparison with the parables of Jesus 
Christ.  As Wikipedia (which boasts exhaustive detail on the subject) notes, Christ’s parables ‘refer 
to simple everyday things’.  They were very familiar to a medieval audience.  (See especially Part 1 
of Wailes’ book on the subject, ‘Parables: their Familiarity and Allegorization in the Middle 
Ages’.)23  Of those mentioned above the tale about the crane and wolf is a warning not to trust those
you know to be basically wicked.  A Luttrell broadside of 1709 – available on the Internet Archive –
entitled ‘The Procession of Reynard the Fox’ is ‘Set forth by way of Parable, by Granny Green’.24 
(my italics)

The register below Aesop – the sarcophagus hunting scene – relates to the legend of St Ursinus in 
that it represents his own sarcophagus.  One must take it that those who frequented his church were 
familiar with his legend.  His original sarcophagus may well have been decorated with such a 
hunting scene, typical of the era. The Compostela website suggests that the diminutive figure 
peering out from the scrolling leaves at the very top of the tympanum may be St Ursinus himself 
‘facilitating the miraculous inventio of his relics’.25 

We next come to the Labours of the Months.  To a Christian living in the Middle Ages the cosmos 
was apprehended within the Ptolemaic model and had been for centuries.26  An extension of this is 
that ‘the lives of peasants are represented as ordained by God, and as unchanging as the passing of 

20 These occupations vary from region to region.  See Petzold, p97.
21 Bourges Romane, Tympan de L’Église Saint-Ursin, 19 September, 2014, 

https://patrimoinebourgescjr.weebly.com/bourges-romane/tympan-saint-ursin, [Accessed 17 December 2024].
22 Compostela, the Joining of Heaven and Earth, Saint Ursin de Bourges, the Romanesque Porch Relief, 

https://compostela.co.uk/great-portals/saint-ursin-de-bourges-the-romanesque-porch-relief/#, [Accessed 17 
December 2024]

23 Stephen L Wailes, Medieval Allegories of Jesus’ Parables, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987). passim.
24 Granny Green, The Procession of Reynard the Fox., (London: Newberry Library, 1709).
25 Compostela, the Joining of Heaven and Earth, Saint Ursin de Bourges, the Romanesque Porch Relief, 

https://compostela.co.uk/great-portals/saint-ursin-de-bourges-the-romanesque-porch-relief/#, [Accessed 17 
December 2024]

26 Wikipedia Contributors, Geocentric Model, Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, 16 December 2024, at 02:33 
(UTC), https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Geocentric_model#:~:text=In%20the%20Ptolemaic%20system%2C
%20each,is%20distant%20from%20the%20Earth.  [Accessed 20 December 2024]
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the season’s themselves’.27  Thus the St. Ursin tympanum must have signalled comfort and 
confidence, for the imagery confirmed the world order, one’s place in it and God’s plan both for the 
world and for the individual viewer whom Jesus had redeemed from sin.

The Option Patrimonie du College Jean Renoir de Bourges states;

‘Les trois registres du tympan Saint-Ursin représentent donc les trois ordres de la 
société au Moyen Age: tout en haut, l’Église qui domine la vie spirituelle; puis la 
noblesse qui combat, et tout en bas de la société, les paysans qui travaillent pour nourrir 
l'ensemble de la population.’28 

This is yet another reasonable interpretation albeit slightly tinged with the sensibilities of our 
modern world.29  However,  I think it also fair to conclude with some conviction that the medieval 
viewer of this tympanum would have seen it in terms of Morality (Fables as Parables), Sanctity (St 
Ursinus, who worked miracles posthumously), and Harmony (God’s creation).  That is, a 
thoroughly religious apprehension entirely in keeping with the mores of the day.

As can be seen from the above the St Ursin tympanum and the other Romanesque tympana are 
significant in recording the beliefs, social norms – such as entertainment -  and aspirations of the 
society that produced them.

ENDS

27 Andreas Petzold, Romanesque Art, (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson,1995). p98
28 Option Patrimonie du College Jean Renoir de Bourges, Le tympan d’eglise Saint-Ursin de Bourges, 17 September 

2015, https://patrimoinebourges.weebly.com/bourges-romane/le-tympan-de-leglise-saint-ursin-de-bourges, 
[Accessed 17 December 2024].

29 For example, the nobility not only ‘fought’ but ‘defended’.
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