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Tympanum, Church of St Foy, France
______________________________________________________________________

From time immemorial, the seemingly inhospitable landscape upon which the Church of St Foy still stands has been considered a sacred place.[footnoteRef:1] Between the 9th and 15th centuries, the upsurge in relic veneration and the innate desire to pilgrimage, provided many religious houses with commercially viable opportunities; and the Benedictine monks at Conques were no different. Legend has it that they achieved fame and fortune by clandestinely removing the bones of a 12-year-old martyr [footnoteRef:2]from a monastery in Agen and then set about marketing her miracle skills. Thus, from the 12th century, Conques became one of the four major pilgrim routes to Santiago de Compostela.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  N.C. Brockman, Encyclopedia of Sacred Spaces, Vol.1: A to M, (2nd ed.) (California: ABC-CLIO, 2011), p.109]  [2:  Known as Sainte Foy (French), Saint Faith (English), Sante Fe (Spanish), Sancta Fides (Latin). See Christian Iconography, Saint Foy: The Iconography (2013). Available at http://www.christianiconography.info/foi.html ]  [3:  Sacred Sites, The Abbey of Conque (1982-2017). Available at https://sacredsites.com/europe/france/abbey_of_conque.html  ] 


Approaching the west door of the church, medieval pilgrims would have beheld a most spectacular, brightly painted scene of the Last Judgement carved in relief from limestone (c.1100s).[footnoteRef:4] The space in which the scene was set, known as a tympanum, is the triangular arch deeply recessed between the door lintel and roof gable and is typical of the Romanesque style.[footnoteRef:5] Only 3.6 meters from the ground, pilgrims would have been able to unpick the familiar story of judgement that governed their very existence.[footnoteRef:6] [4:  Christian Iconography, The West Tympanum at the Church of St. Foy in Conques (2018). Available at http://www.christianiconography.info/conques/tympanum.htm  ]  [5:  Encyclopaedia Britannica, Tympanum (2018). Available at https://www.britannica.com/technology/tympanum-architecture]  [6:  M.A. Sullivan, Introduction to Sainte Foy, Conques, France (2007). Available at https://www.bluffton.edu/homepages/facstaff/sullivanm/france/conques/stefoy/indexintro.html] 


The tympanum, with traces of paint still visible, is segregated into three registers by borders containing text telling the literate viewer that on Christ’s right stand the righteous who are chaste, meek, peaceful and who harbour no fear. On his left are the damned who groan and tremble while being tortured and burnt in flames; these are the thieves, liars, the rapacious and criminals. The largest of the borders warns the sinners that unless they change their sinful ways, they too will receive harsh judgement.[footnoteRef:7] This lends to the idea, which was expounded by Anselm of Canterbury, that Hell awaited those who abused their free will.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  Christian Iconography, Saint Foy: The Iconography (2013). Available at http://www.christianiconography.info/foi.html]  [8:  K. Ambrose, ‘Attunement to the Damned of the Conques Tympanum’, Gesta, Vol.50, No.1 (2011), p.12] 


The upper register is of four angels. Two support the cross and in their hands they each have a lance and a nail, beside them are the sun and moon; an analogy of the crucifixion. They are flanked by the other two blowing horns to the left and right.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Christian Iconography, The Cross (2018). Available at http://www.christianiconography.info/conques/tympanum.topRegister.html ] 


The middle register shows Christ seated centre stage encircled in a mandorla,[footnoteRef:10] his right arm is raised towards the calm and dignified procession of the saved, while his left arm points down to the chaotic melee of the damned.[footnoteRef:11] [10:  The aureole of light surrounding the whole being of someone depicted as holy. See Encyclopaedia Britannica, Mandorla (2018). Available at https://www.britannica.com/search?query=mandorla]  [11:  Christian Iconography, Christ in the central mandorla (2018). Available at http://www.christianiconography.info/conques/tympanum.middle3.html ] 


The figures in the procession on the right are all identifiable by their unique clothing or symbols of their office. The Virgin Mary leads the procession followed by St Peter, these are the only two wearing halos. Following on is the local hermit Dadon, next is an abbot who seems to lead Charlemagne by the hand, followed by two acolytes carrying his gifts.[footnoteRef:12] In the lower register sits Abraham, father of the Christian Church, accompanied by six saints holding various symbols representing the pious offices of the Chosen, such as martyrdom, virginity, widowhood.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Christian Iconography, Procession of the Saints (excepting the last four) (2018). Available at http://www.christianiconography.info/conques/tympanum.middle2.html ]  [13:  Christian Iconography, Bosom of Abraham (2018). Available at http://www.christianiconography.info/conques/tympanum.lowest1.html ] 


Tucked away in a small niche on the extreme right are two distinctly Romanesque arches that display the symbols of the church and St Foy kneeling in supplication before the hand of God.[footnoteRef:14] In fact, it seems that St Foy is emerging from one of the arches possibly indicating that she and the church are one. [14:  Christian Iconography, St Foy kneels before the hand of God (2018). Available at http://www.christianiconography.info/conques/tympanum.filler2.html ] 


To the right of Christ in the middle register are four more angels. Two face right, one holding a book and the other a thurible. The other two face left, one holding a flaming sword and shield and the other a battle standard.[footnoteRef:15] To their right the scene of the tormented is packed with imagery representing heretics, disgraced ecclesiastics, fraudsters, gluttons and tyrannical overlords.[footnoteRef:16] Seated in the right bottom register with his feet on a damned soul, the Devil stares straight at the viewer. In both registers, pride, lust, sloth, slander, envy, avarice, poaching and the sin of suicide are represented with the exception of anger.[footnoteRef:17] The damned appear motionless and expressionless which seems to imply that they accept their fate in contrast to other contemporary versions of the Last Supper where the damned exhibit signs of terror and pain. This is likely an association to St Foy’s ability to incapacitate her enemies through paralysis.[footnoteRef:18] Another thought is that by casting the saved and damned in the same motionless manner, the viewer would be encouraged to really study the content and apply their knowledge of the context in order to interpret what is being portrayed.[footnoteRef:19] [15:  Christian Iconography, The middle register right of the mandorla (2018). Available at http://www.christianiconography.info/conques/tympanum.middle4.html ]  [16:  Christian Iconography, The damned in the middle register (2018). Available at http://www.christianiconography.info/conques/tympanum.middle4b.html ]  [17:  Christian Iconography, Hell (bottom register) (2018). Available at http://www.christianiconography.info/conques/tympanum.lowest4.html; The suicide (2018). Available at http://www.christianiconography.info/conques/suicide.html; The Poacher (2018). Available at http://www.christianiconography.info/conques/tympanum.filler5.html ]  [18:  K. Ambrose, op. cit.,p.1]  [19:  Ibid.,  p.11] 


Right at the very top of the archway little faces peep out from behind their phylacteries, observing the unfolding scene below.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  M.A. Sullivan, General Views of the tympanum (2007). Available at https://www.bluffton.edu/homepages/facstaff/sullivanm/france/conques/stefoy/tympanum.html; Online Etymology Dictionary, Phylactery (2001-2018). Available at https://www.etymonline.com/word/phylactery] 


That these scenes were placed above church doors was no accident as these portals served not only as the access to salvation, but also as the gathering place where judicial business was handled, where oaths and contracts were taken and given, and where marriages were conducted thus inviting the public to witness the nuptials.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  M. Carey, ‘Judgement, Narrative & Redemption at Conques-en-Rouergue’. ESSAI, Vol.3, Article 11 (2005), p.9. Available at https://dc.cod.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1237&context=essai ] 


Medieval religious iconography exaggerated the dichotomy of good and evil through the overstated (and what may seem irrational today) depictions of the holy and unholy. Used as a didactic resource, imagery of the Last Judgement or some other eschatological depiction would have reinforced the very real threat of descending into Hell if one sinned. The subliminal message was to stay on the side of Christ in order to receive protection from the Church, who used such imagery to maintain control.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  D.E. Strickland, (ed), ‘The Holy and the Unholy: Analogies for the Numinous in Later Medieval Art’, Images of   Medieval Sanctity, Essays in Honour of Gary Dickson (Leiden: Brill, 2007), p.117] 


Although the idea of descending into Hell played such an important part in medieval life, there was no established sense of what really happened once you had been swallowed by the monster at the gates of Hell. Medieval theologians debated on whether everyone would be resurrected to a perfect state, would appearances change once judgement had taken place, would the saved be beautiful and the damned be hideous?[footnoteRef:23] They questioned whether the damned endured physical or psychological torture, did they literally burn for all eternity or was their torture the distress of being alienated from God?[footnoteRef:24] [23:  K. Ambrose, op. cit., p.4]  [24:  Ibid.,  p.5] 


As for the illiterate God-fearing populace, these scenes served as a visual reminder that one’s actions in life determined one’s fate after death.
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