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The great abbey of Cluny in 

Burgundy, France, was founded in 

910. The abbey church at Cluny was at 

525 feet long, the largest church in 

Christendom. Cluny prospered under 

the leadership of a succession of able 

abbots, chief among them St. Odo 

(926-44), St. Odilo (994-1049), and 

Peter the Venerable (1122-57).  

Numerous other monasteries were 

founded which were ruled directly 

from Cluny, so that this part of the 

Benedictine Order became almost an 

independent European power. 

  

At one time these dependent 

monasteries and convents numbered 

nearly a thousand. In the turbulent 

world of the eleventh and twelfth 

centuries Cluny was thus both an 

oasis of order and a political and 

economic focus. 



The Abbey was notable for its adherence to the Rule of St. Benedict, a book of 

precepts written by St. Benedict of Nursia (c. 480-547) for monks living communally 

under the authority of an abbot. As such it became acknowledged as the leader of 

western monasticism.  

 

While most Benedictine monasteries remained autonomous and associated with each 

other only informally, Cluny created a large, federated order in which the 

administrators of subsidiary houses served as deputies of the abbot of Cluny and 

answered to him. The Cluniac houses, being directly under the supervision of the 

abbot of Cluny, the autocrat of the Order, were styled priories, not abbeys.  



St. Benedict delivering his rule to the monks of his order, Monastery of St. 

Gilles, Nimes, France, 1129 

 

Compared to other precepts, the Rule provides a moderate path between 

individual zeal and formulaic institutionalism; because of this middle ground 

it has been widely popular. 



Top Left: Monte Cassino in ruins in 1944; Bottom Left: Subiaco; Right: Monte Cassino today 

 

In the West in about the year 500, Benedict became so upset by the immorality of 

society in Rome at he gave up his studies there and chose the life of an ascetic monk in 

the pursuit of personal holiness, living as a hermit in a cave near the rugged region of 

Subiaco. In time, setting an example with his zeal, he began to attract disciples. After 

considerable initial struggles with his first community at Subiaco, he eventually 

founded the monastery of Monte Cassino (above) n 529, where he wrote his Rule near 

the end of his life. 



The monastery at Cluny became famous thanks to a well developed 

administrative structure, and a sequence of highly competent abbots. It 

expanded, and eventually became acknowledged leader of western 

monasticism. By the 11th century there were more than 1000 monasteries 

following the Cluniac version of Benedictine rule. The purpose of Cluny was 

to bring the clergy back to the regulations, and to re-establish discipline in 

convents. 



Cluny’s power was almost unlimited and it was inevitable that it should have to take 

political sides- as in the Investiture Contest between Pope Gregory VII and Emperor 

Henry IV.  

 

Cluny also adopted the new mass movement of pilgrimages to faraway Santiago. Two 

of the four great pilgrimage routes to Santiago, Vezelay and St. Gilles, started at 

Cluniac abbeys. In order to appeal to pilgrims on this dangerous, ardent journey, 

Romanesque art developed its characteristic iconographic program.  



Santiago de Compostela is a city of about 

90,000 people in Galicia, northwestern 

Spain. Santiago's name and fame both 

derive from Saint James the Apostle 

(Sant Iago), whose holy relics are believed 

to be enshrined under the cathedral's 

altar. Legend has it that James preached 

in Spain before being martyred in 

Jerusalem in 44 CE and his body was 

brought back to Spain after his death. 

The tomb of St. James was discovered 

here in 819 CE and a small church was 

soon built over the shrine by the king. 

 

The present structure is an impressive 

Romanesque structure with a Baroque 

facade, was begun in 1078 after the 

previous church was destroyed by 

Moorish invaders.  



During the eleventh and twelfth 

centuries, the tomb of Saint James 

(Santiago) in northwestern Spain 

became the most important 

pilgrimage destination in Western 

Europe, eventually coming to rival 

even Rome and Jerusalem. Four 

main roads, winding through 

southern France from the 

population centers where groups of 

pilgrims initially gathered for their 

arduous journey, led across the 

passes of the Pyrenees before 

coming together at Puente La 

Reina and proceeding along the 

"Way of Saint James" to Galicia 

and the saint's shrine. Monasteries 

and abbeys located at regular 

intervals along these four routes 

provided shelter and sustenance 

for weary travelers, who often 

planned the stages of their journey 

according to advice found in 

pilgrims' guidebook. 



Cycling paths to Santiago today 





Chapel of St. Michael d’Aiguilhe, Le Puy, France 

 

An especially dramatic part of the volcanic landscape of the 

Auvergne, the basalt needle of Le Puy has been regarded as sacred 

probably since it was first spotted by humans. Three great stones 

incorporated into St. Michael's Chapel are thought to be the remains 

of a prehistoric dolmen built at the top. 

 

Later, the Romans worshipped Mercury - the swift messenger god 

with winged shoes - at the site. When the area was christianized, the 

rock was consecrated to St. Michael the Archangel, who is the patron 

of many high places throughout Europe. The chapel attracted many 

pilgrims, especially since Le Puy was the starting point for one of the 

main routes to Santiago de Compostela. 



The fascinating facade of the chapel 

also dates from the 12th century. 

Like the cathedral, its multicolor 

stonework and arches give it an 

exotic appearance revealing Islamic 

influences. It is decorated with 

mosaics of red, white and black 

stone in geometric patterns, 

accented with reliefs carved of 

lighter stone. 

 

The stonework of the facade 

illustrates themes from Genesis and 

Revelation. The reliefs within the 

unusual trefoil arch depict the Lamb 

of God (labeled with AGNUS DEI) 

in the center, with four Elders of the 

Apocalypse holding vials of perfume 

on each side. The lintel is carved 

with two mermaids: one with a 

snake's tail and one with the tail of 

a fish. These might represent 

temptation or the souls who have 

died on land and at sea.  



The Cluniacs championed the visual arts, particularly architectural 

sculpture.  The crowning achievement of their artistic ambitions was the 

building of one of the most magnificent churches in Christendom, known to 

art historians as Cluny III. Very few of the subsidiary buildings that 

clustered around the great abbey church of Cluny III have survived.  Of 

these the most important artistically were the cloister and the chapterhouse.  

In theory the cloister was intended to provide a foretaste of Paradise; and 

cloisters still exude a sense of tranquility and contemplation today.  Its 

practical function was to provide the monks with a place for exercise, 

reading, meditation, and washing.  A fountain or water basin was usually 

placed at its center or off to one side. 



Only fragments of the original cloister at 

Cluny survive.  The cloister at St. Pierre 

at Moissac, erected at the end of the 

eleventh century, when Moissac was 

under Cluniac control as a priory, is 

thought to be the earliest surviving 

example of a cloister adorned with 

extensive figurative sculpture.  It contains 

an array of historiated capitals well as 

corner or central pier reliefs (piers are 

solid masonry supports as distinct from 

horizontal slabs).  These depict the Twelve 

Apostles and, on one of the central piers, 

the first Cluniac abbot of the monastery, 

Abbot Durand. 









Christ in Majesty with angels 

and the twenty-four Elders,  

tympanum of the south portal 

of Saint-Pierre (Moissac, 

France), c. 1115-1135, marble 

 

The tympanum at Moissac is a 

vision.  Or more precisely, the 

vision of St. John as described 

in his Revelation. Earlier 

Carolingian, Ottonian, and 

Anglo-Saxon manners diffused 

and interfused to produce the 

now sure and unhesitating 

style-languages of the 

Romanesque.  



The sculpture at Moissac was created shortly after the First Crusade and 

Europe’s resulting encounter with the Islamic art and architecture of the Holy 

Land.  The lord of the Moissac region was a leader of the Crusade, and his 

followers presumably brought Eastern art objects and ideas home with them. 



 

Signs of the Evangelists flank Christ: on his right side, the Angel of Saint Matthew and 

the Lion of Saint Mark, and on his left, the Eagle of Saint John and the Ox of Saint 

Luke.  To one side of each pair of signs is an attendant angel holding scrolls on which to 

record the deeds of mankind for judgment.  The figures of crowned musicians, which 

complete the design, are the twenty-four music-making Elders who accompany Christ as 

the kings of all this world and make music in his praise.  Each turns to face him, much 

as would the courtiers of a Romanesque monarch in attendance on their lord. 



According to the medieval view, the elders were the kings and prophets of the 

Old Testament and, by extension, the ancestors and precursors of Christ.  



The figures in the tympanum relief reflect a hierarchy of scale and location.  

Christ, the largest figure, sits at the top center, the spiritual heart of the 

scene, surrounded by smaller figures of the evangelists and angels.  The 

elders, farthest from Christ, are roughly one-third his size.  



Monstrous heads in the lower 

corners of the tympanum spew 

ribbon scrolls that run up its 

periphery.  Similar creatures, akin 

to the beasts seen in the 

Scandinavian animal style of the 

Early Middle Ages, appear at each 

end of the lintel, their tongues 

growing into ropes encircling a line 

of eight acanthus rosettes. 

 

A similar combination of animals, 

interlace, and rosettes can be found 

in Islamic art.  Heraldic beasts and 

rosettes appeared together on 

Byzantine and Islamic textiles.  

Processions of naturalistically 

depicted rats and rabbits climb the 

piers on either side of the doors.  

Halos, crowns, and Christ’s throne 

in the tympanum are adorned with 

stylized foliage. 



Beginning in the early 14th century, 

the popularity of the seven deadly sins 

as a theme among European artists 

grew. The currently recognized 

version of the sins are usually given 

as wrath, greed, sloth, pride, lust, 

envy, and gluttony. One means of 

such ingraining was the creation of 

the mnemonic "SALIGIA" based on 

the first letters in Latin of the seven 

deadly sins: superbia, avaritia, 

luxuria, invidia, gula, ira, acedia. 

 

In parallel order to the sins they 

oppose, the seven holy virtues are 

humility, charity, kindness, patience, 

chastity, temperance, and diligence.  





Demons fighting over the soul 

of a wrongdoer such as a miser 

is another popular subject. 



A feature of the figures in 

manuscript illumination is that 

they often occupy confined spaces 

and are contorted to fit. The 

custom of artists to make the 

figure fit the available space lent 

itself to a facility in designing 

figures to ornament door posts and 

lintels and other such 

architectural surfaces.  

 

The robes of painted figures were 

commonly treated in a flat and 

decorative style that bore little 

resemblance to the weight and fall 

of actual cloth.  

 

This feature was also adapted for 

sculpture. Among the many 

examples that exist, one of the 

finest is the figure of the Prophet 

Jeremiah found in the trumeau at 

Moissac, from about 1130. 



The prophet seems entranced by his vision of what is to come, the light of 

ordinary day unseen by his wide eyes.  His expression is slightly  

melancholy- at once pensive and wistful. The sculptor of the Moissac 

prophet has given us the very image of the vita contemplativa, the 

pursuit of the beatific vision of God, as opposed to the vita activa.  



The crossed lions that form a symmetrical 

zigzag on the face of the trumeau enliven the 

compartments they inhabit.  In manuscript 

illumination, this tradition had never died 

out.  This sculpture has undoubtedly been 

influenced by it, just as the agitated 

movement of the prophet originated in 

miniature painting.  The crossed lions reflect 

another source as well.  We can trace them 

through textiles to Persian metalwork 

(although not in towerlike formation).  

 

They belong to an extensive family of savage 

or monstrous creatures in Romanesque art 

that retain their demoniacal vitality even 

though they are forced, like out lions, to 

perform a supporting function.  Their 

purpose is thus not only decorative but 

expressive.  They embody dark forces that 

have been domesticated into guardian 

figures or banished to a position that holds 

them fixed for all eternity, however much 

they may snarl in protest. 



Gislebertus (?). Last Judgment from the west tympanum of Saint-Lazare 

(Autun, France), c. 1120-1135, marble 



The first cathedral of Autun was built 

from the 5th century onwards (later 

dedicated to Saint Nazarius. In about 

970 it obtained from Marseille some of 

the relics of Lazarus. These gradually 

became an object of pilgrimage and the 

crowds became too great for the 

cathedral building. The Bishop of Autun, 

Etienne de Bâgé, therefore decided in 

about 1120 on the construction of a new 

cathedral as a pilgrimage church and for 

the better veneration of the relics.  



Work on the new cathedral of 

Saint Lazarus or St. Lazare began 

in around 1120 and advanced 

rapidly enough for the building to 

be consecrated in 1130. It was 

mostly finished by 1146, when the 

relics of Lazarus were translated 

from the old cathedral. The Tomb 

of Lazarus, the shrine of the relics, 

was constructed in the choir in 

1170-1180. 

 

The inspiration of the new 

building, both in layout and 

decoration, was Cluniac. The 

designs were the work of the 

bishop Etienne de Bâgé, who was 

particularly influenced by the 

Cluniac abbey of Paray-le-Monial.  

 

The trumeau carving for the west 

portal depicts the cathedral’s 

patron saint, St. Lazarus, flanked 

by his sisters Mary and Martha. 



The entrance portal, normally located at the west end of the church, marked 

the dividing point between the earthly city and the City of God.  Passage 

through the portal marked the beginning of the symbolic journey from sin 

(darkness/west) to salvation (light/east).  As they passed beneath the 

elaborately carved west portal of the church of Saint Lazarus at Autun in 

France, medieval Christians were powerfully reminded of the inevitability of 

sin, death, and judgment.  The forbidding image of Christ as Judge greeted 

them from the center of the tympanum. 





The tympanum at Autun preserves the tradition of abstract stylization 

typical of early medieval manuscripts.  With graphic subtlety, the sculptor 

carved his figures to fit the shapes of the stone segments that comprise the 

portal.  These lively, elongated figures bend and twist, as if animated by 

the restless energy that suffused the age. 



Among the most riveting players 

in the drama are the grotesquely 

decomposed, screaming demons 

grabbing at terrified souls and 

trying to cheat by pushing down 

souls and yanking the scales to 

favor evil.  

 

The sculptor plays on the theme of 

physical weight and 

weightlessness as a metaphor for 

spirituality and salvation.  The 

irony of his image is that the saved 

human soul seems to weigh more, 

for he pulls down the scale, and 

the damned soul weighs less.  

Since the damned are destined to 

‘go down,’ their lesser ‘substance’ is 

shown by the scale.  The saved, on 

the other hand, ‘go up,’ but 

actually weigh more because of 

their greater spiritual substance.  



This sculptural decoration is believed 

by some to have been carved by 

Gislebertus, who signed his name on 

the tympanum. At the base of Christ’s 

feet an inscription records the name of 

the creator of this cacophony in stone: 

Gislebertus hoc fecit (‘Gislebertus 

made me’).  “Gislebertus,” however, 

could have been the patron, not the 

sculptor. The art historian Linda 

Seidel argues that Gislebertus was 

actually a late Carolingian count who 

had made significant donations to 

local churches.   

 

Like a medieval morality play, the 

tympanum served as a memento mori, 

reminding Christians of the 

inevitability of divine judgment.  

Indeed, beneath his signature, 

Gislebertus added the warning ‘Let 

this terror frighten those bound by 

earthly sin’.  



In the bottom register two men at the left carry walking staffs and satchels 

bearing the cross and a scallop-shell badge, attributes identifying them as 

pilgrims to Jerusalem and Santiago de Compostela. 

file://///localhost/upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/5/50/Autun,_Cath%C3%A9drale_Saint-Lazare_PM_48394.jpg


A pair of giant, pincerlike hands descends at the far right to scoop up a 

soul. 



Gislebertus. Image of Eve from the 

Cathedral of Saint-Lazare (Autun, France) 



Left: Flight into Egypt (capital from Saint-Lazare at Autun) 

 

Right: Hanging of Judas (capital from Saint-Lazare at Autun) 



The Magi Asleep (capital from Saint-Lazare at Autun) 



Left: Narthex Tympanum of La 

Madeleine (Vezelay, France), c. 1120-

32 

 

Above: West façade of La Madeleine 

(Vezelay) 





Vézelay Abbey (now known as Basilique 

Sainte-Marie-Madeleine) was a 

Benedictine and Cluniac monastery.  

 

Vezelay is closely linked to the history of 

the Crusades.  In 1095 Urban II had 

intended to preach there to the First 

Crusade, and in 1146 Bernard of Clairvaux 

did preach to the Second Crusade at 

Vezelay.  In 1190 King Richard the Lion-

heart of England and King Philip Augustus 

of France set out from Vezelay for the 

Third Crusade.  

 

About 1050 the monks of Vézelay began to 

claim to hold the relics of Mary Magdalene. 

Mary Magdalene is the prototype of the 

penitent, and Vézelay has remained an 

important place of pilgrimage, though the 

actual relics were torched by Huguenots in 

the 16th century. 







The tympanum  of La Madeleine 

de Vézelay is different from its 

counterparts across Europe. 

From the beginning, its 

tympanum was specifically 

designed to function as a 

spiritual defense of the Crusades 

and to portray a Christian 

allegory to the Crusaders' 

mission.  

 

Its subject, the Mission of the 

Apostles, had a special meaning 

for this age of Crusades, since it 

proclaims the duty of every 

Christian to spread the Gospel to 

the ends of the earth.  From the 

hands of the majestic ascending 

Christ we see the rays of the 

Holy Spirit pouring down upon 

the apostles, all of whom hold 

copies of the Scriptures in token 

of their mission. 



This tympanum shows the power of Christ “to save mankind (left side with quiet 

clouds and open books) and condemn (right side with stormy clouds and closed books) 

is clearly revealed, while the lintel, containing Lydians, Greeks, Africans, and others, 

manifests Christ’s desire to preach the Gospel to all nations and convert all to 

Christianity.  The trapezoidal compartments surrounding Christ and the Apostles 

contain the physically and mentally sick people who must be cured, while the 

archivolts, the double arch embracing the tympanum, emphasize the cosmic aspect of 

these events by containing the Signs of the Zodiac and Occupations of the Months.  

Thus Christ is enthroned as the supreme ruler of space and time. 





The Vezelay sculpture exhibits a 

dynamic and nervous character.  

Christ is pushed into the block with 

frontal chest, transfixed head, and 

thin legs suspended diagonally.  

Fluttering draperies animated by 

small folds and indentations further 

force up His dramatic and dominant 

position.  



The sculpture of the Vézelay portal portrays the 

"ungodly" people of the world. Because they have not 

received the Word of God, they are depicted as not 

fully human. Some are shown with pig snouts, others 

are misshapen, and several are depicted as dwarves.  

 

At the edge of the tympanum in little compartments 

we see an odd assortment of peoples from distant 

parts of the world whom the Gospel was to be carried: 

for example, pygmies climbing ladders and Scythians 

with big ears. 

 

The architects and artisans depicted the unbelievers 

as physically grotesque in order to provide a visual 

image of what they saw as the non-believers' moral 

terpitude. This is a direct reflection of Western 

perceptions of foreigners such as the Moors, who were 

being specifically targeted by the Crusaders. 





The trumeau, supporting the 

lintel of the central portal, 

portrays John the Baptist, in 

emphasis of the fact that 

through Baptism one enters 

the Church, just as John had 

baptized Christ.  

 

On each side of the portal are 

pairs of Apostles conversing.  

Peter and Paul are located on 

the right jambs. 



The theme of the Vezelay 

tympanum, sending the 

Apostles to be missionaries to 

the world, and also the 

cosmological dimension of the 

signs of the Zodiac and labors 

of the months in the 

surrounding archivolt, is an 

extremely demanding 

theological conception. This is 

one reason why it is likely 

that the sculptures, which are 

usually dated around 1125-

30, were actually, given the 

iconography of this 

tympanum, produced in the 

context of preparations for 

the Crusade around 1146, the 

year St. Bernard of Clairvaux 

preached the Second Crusade 

from Vezelay. 



The trapezoidal compartments surrounding Christ and the Apostles 

contain the physically and mentally sick people who must be cured, 

while the archivolts, the double arch embracing the tympanum, 

emphasize the cosmic aspect of these events by containing the Signs of 

the Zodiac and Occupations of the Months.  Thus Christ is enthroned as 

the supreme ruler of space and time. 



Above: Adam and Eve 

 

Left: Jacob wrestling with the 

angel 



Punishment of Avarice (Greed) and Calumny (Malicious Falsehoods) 



Interior of Cistercian abbey church at 

Fontenay (1139-1147) 

 

The Cistercian order was founded in France 

at the end of the eleventh century as part of 

the reaction against traditional 

monasticism as exemplified by the 

Cluniacs. They advocated a more stringent 

application among the three activities of 

prayer, meditation, and manual work.   

 

The only manual labor done by the Cluniac 

monks had been the transcribing and 

illustrating of manuscripts.  The 

Cistercians wished to be self-sufficient, 

depending on their livelihood purely on 

their own cultivation of the land.  

 

Led by the commanding figure of Abbot 

Bernard of Clairvaux (abbacy, 1115-1154), 

the Cistercians thrived on strict mental and 

physical discipline. 



The abbey at Conques was founded in 819 CE, when the 

forested area was uninhabited and provided isolation 

for prayer and meditation. The spot was chosen by a 

hermit named Dadon, who later founded a community 

of Benedictine monks. 

 

In the same year the abbey was founded, the relics of 

St. James were discovered at Compostela in Spain. 

Streams of pilgrims soon began to make their way to 

the shrine. The pilgrimage routes passed through 

smaller shrines along the way, which soon became rich 

from pilgrim gifts and religious tourism. For the monks 

at Conques, the lure of fame and riches soon proved too 

much to bear, and they conspired to steal some relics to 

attract pilgrims. 

 

In 866, a Conques monk was dispatched to join a 

monastery in Agen, which had the relics of St. Foy, a 

virgin martyred in 303 CE under Diocletian. The saint 

was known for her ability to cure blindness and free 

captives, and her statue-reliquary attracted many 

pilgrims. 

Church of Sainte-Foy. 

Conques, France, c. 

1050-1130 CE 



The Conques brother acted as a faithful monk 

for 10 years at Agen until he was able to steal 

the relics, which he brought back to Conques. 

The saint's mortal remains were placed inside 

a golden reliquary-statue (shown at left) by the 

end of the 9th century. And just as they had 

hoped, the pilgrim road shifted from Agen to 

Conques. 

 

The Conques monastery soon prospered. 

Pilgrims left jewels to be added to the saint's 

statue and the best goldsmiths competed to 

create ornaments and containers for the relics. 

Pepin and Charlemagne both sent golden 

treasures. 

 

By the 11th century, it became necessary to 

build a larger church to accommodate the 

hundreds of pilgrims that flowed through the 

town. Construction of the new Church of St. 

Foy was directed by Abbot Odolric (1031-1065) 

and completed around the year 1120. 





In the ninth century, the monks of 

Conques stole the relics of the child 

martyr Sainte Foy (St. Faith) from 

her shrine at Agen. Such a theft was 

called a “holy robbery,” for the new 

owners insisted that it had been 

sanctioned by the saint who had 

communicated her desire to move.  

 

This type of reliquary- taking the 

form of the saint- was quite popular 

in the region around Conques, but 

not everyone was comfortable with 

the way these works functioned as 

cult images. Early in the eleventh 

century, the learned Bernard of 

Anger prefaces his tendentious 

account of miracles associated with 

the cult of Sainte-Foy by confessing 

his initial misgivings about such 

reliquaries, specifically the way 

simple folks adored them.  



In the late ninth century or tenth century, 

the monks of Conques encased their new 

relic- the skull of Sainte Foy- in a gold and 

jeweled statue whose unusually large head 

was made from a reused late Roman work. 

 

During the eleventh century, they added the 

crown and more jeweled banding, and, over 

subsequent centuries, jewels, cameos, and 

other gifts added by pilgrims continued to 

enhance the statue’s splendor.  

 

By the eleventh century, many different 

arrangements of crypts, chapels, and 

passageways gave people access to the relics 

kept in churches. When the Church decided 

that every altar required a relic, the saints’ 

bodies and possessions were subdivided. In 

this way relics were multiplied; for example, 

hundreds of churches held relics of the true 

cross.  



On the outside, the most notable feature of the otherwise plain church is a large 

Romanesque carving of the Last Judgment in the tympanum over the main doors. It was 

sculpted between 1107 and 1125, under Abbot Boniface. The scene is full of activity, 

expression and detail, and some of the original colored paint still remains. Many of the 

figures are contemporary historical persons, including specific abbots, bishops and kings 

- several of whom appear among the damned. 



 

Christ in Majesty presides over the scene in the center, while the Archangel Michael and 

a demon weigh the souls of the dead on scales at his feet. A procession of saints and 

historical figures - including a Conques abbot and Emperor Charlemagne - move in 

procession on the left. On the right is a group of four angels and some creative 

punishments of the damned. 



Christ is indicating the first words to the elected, lining up towards him, with a 

welcoming raised right hand. With his left one, lowered, he points out Hell to the cursed. 

He is the judge giving out the sentence. The contrasting gesture gives Christ's figure the 

appearance of a conductor, directing a great show.  

Christ sits on the throne, in an almond-shaped glory, sparkled by stars, among five rows 

of festoons representing the clouds. The elongated face expressing the King-Judge 

severity is even more striking when seen from its profile. His garments, tunic and coat, 

are high-cut to reveal the wound caused by the spear and was probably originally 

painted. He is surrounded by "all his angels". On his left, one holds a finely chased 

incense-burner, and another the Book of Life, wide open. Two angels, executioners, fully 

armed with a flaming sword and a lance, fulfill their given mission of containing the 

tumultuous devilish crowd of the condemned, behind the borders of Hell.  



The elected multitude is in motion towards Christ, under the guidance of Mary, followed 

by Saint Peter holding the Paradise keys, with behind them, other figures without a 

halo, as they do not represent holy persons. In fact, the "Master of the Tympanum" was 

bold enough to insert in this triumphant procession figures issuing from the history of 

the local monastery: the hermit Dadon, founder of the abbey, followed by an abbot 

holding his crook (probably Begon), leading by the hand the Emperor Charlemagne, 

legendary benefactor of the monastery, but who also had many things to repent for. The 

two monks behind him, one holding a diptych, the other a reliquary resting on a precious 

cloth, are presenting the exhibits for the defense, proofs of the imperial generosity 

towards Saint-Foy treasure. 



Under Christ's figure, the weighing of the souls takes place, with the archangel Saint 

Michael being confronted by a mocking devil, with defying looks, each one kneeling by 

the scales. Despite the cheating attitude of the devil pressing his finger on the weighing 

scale, the favors seem to go to the good deeds. On the left, the resurrection of the bodies 

takes place, in stone like it would be in a film sequence. With the helping hand of angels 

lifting the lids, the dead bodies rise up one after the other from their sarcophagus. 



The lower level is divided into two sections. On the left, Paradise is portrayed by the 

Celestial Jerusalem, architectural in appearance with its battlement towers, columns 

and archways. The sculptors of Conques favored familiar and realistic elements of day-

to-day life, such as the oil lamps, called calelhs in the Rouergue, hanging from the 

vaults, like a light for the eternal kingdom.  

 

In the center sits Abraham, holding two children in his arms, probably the Holy 

Innocents. He is framed by pairs of figures under arcades: the Wise Virgins with their 

lamps, the martyrs with their palm leaves, the prophets with their scrolls of parchment, 

and lastly, the apostles with their books. The quite monotonous row of the stoically faced 

elected seems to give the idea that order and serenity rule Paradise. An angel stands by 

its door, welcoming the elected. Opposite, across a partition, a bushy and spiky-haired 

devil, armed with a club, is forcing the cursed into Hell's monstrous throat. 





The sculptor knew how to strongly contrast the celestial peace with the violent chaos 

and confusion of Hell. Set on the center of the right lintel, mimicking Abraham's 

position, Satan presides over the extraordinary torturing, with his feet resting on the 

belly of a condemned lying in the flames, apparently the sloth. On each side, a hideous 

crowd of devils obviously enjoys the virulent punishments inflicted on the authors of 

Mortal Sins. 



Wearing chain-mail like a knight, the first mortal sin, Hubris is thrown down by the 

stroke of a pitch fork. The adulteress, her chest bare, her neck tied with a rope, stands 

still with her lover behind her, as if waiting for Satan's terrible verdict. The miser is 

hanged high, his purse around his neck, a toad under his feet. Then a devil is dragging 

out the tongue of a small figure, to show Calumny or Slander. Anger must be found 

elsewhere, in the triangular space, on the left, above the mouth of Hell. There, a devil is 

eating the brains of the condemned, who commits suicide by pushing a knife into his 

throat. 





On the left panel, a devil is biting off the crown of a king represented naked, as if to 

mock him. The bad sovereign points his finger towards the group of the elected and 

towards Charlemagne, as if to record his dissent for not being on the good side. Just 

above him, devils with rough and frightening looks raise their battle axes, clubs and 

even a cross-bow, a weapon rarely represented in this early part of the 12th century. 

This package might be illustrating the horrors of war. 

 

The next right hand panel is dedicated to a terrifying punishment. A seated condemned, 

caught in the grip of a vixen-looking devil is flayed alive, while another she-devil 

devours his skin with great delight. Beside them, the drunkard hanging by his feet is 

throwing up the wine he drank to excess during his past life. 



On the same level, on the left, the bad monks also have their place in Hell, as have the 

bad kings. An abbot falls to the ground holding his crook. A hunched-back and bellied 

devil is capturing three monks in a fishing net, among whom another abbot holds an 

inverted crook. 



In this representation of Hell, all is arranged in order to frighten the illiterate, the big 

majority of the population in these times, as is revealed by the quotation engraved on 

the lintel base: 

 

O PECCATORES TRANSMUTETIS NISI MORES JUDICIUM DURUM VOBIS 

SCITOTE FUTURUM 

"O sinners, change your morals  for you might face a cruel judgment". 



IMAGES OF POWER: 
ROMANESQUE ART 

(Cluniac Churches in France) ACTIVITIES and REVIEW 









Draw a portal of a church (decorated with your own inventive imagery) with 

the following features: tympanum, lintel, archivolts, jamb statues, trumeau.  

Identify each part in your drawing. 



The Way Movie Trailer- 

YouTube 

 

Vezelay walking tour – 

YouTube 

 

Camino de Santiago 

2011- An Irish Pilgrims 

Perspective – YouTube 

 

Abbaye Saint-Pierre de 

Moissac – YouTube 

 

Le Puy-en-Velay - 

YouTube 
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Top left: Cloister at Ste. 

Trophime 

Bottom left: Roman 

amphitheater at Arles 

Above: Ste. Trophime 

entry 



Why might the builders 

of the Romanesque 

church of Ste. Trophime 

in Arles look to the 

Roman amphitheater in 

Arles for inspiration? 



West façade of Notre-Dame-la-Grande at Poitiers, mid-twelfth century 

 

In what ways does this façade exemplify the Romanesque style? 


