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INTRODUCTION 

The Romanesque style predominated in Western art for 

a period a~ approximately one hundred years. from the mid­

eleventh to the mid-twelfth centuries. Romanesque was the 

first true Western art style. The terms "Carolingian" and 

"Ottonian" are applied to a kind of architecture popular 

in the early Middle Ages, but those terms can only be un­

derstood properly as references to certain historic eras, 

not artistic eras. Early. medieval Europe lacked both the 

aesthetic sensibility and the basic building skills necess­

ary to produce high art. Whatever fragments of Roman art 

were available were worked into medieval s.tructures without 

any attempt to integrate the Roman and the barbarian styles. 

The results were vaguely disturbing, often beautiful in 

their individual elements but seldom appealing as a whole. 

One could infer from the Carolingian and Ottonian architec­

ture that the German people really were barbarians who had 

to resort entirely to imitating the Greeks and Romans to 

produce anything even vaguely acceptable as art. 

The German people were centuries behind the Greeks and 

Romans, culturally, and when, in the fifth century, they 

engulfed the Western Roman Empire, they found themselves 

heirs to much more than a vast new farming area. They also 

inherited a culture so much further advanced than their own 

that they were able neither to eliminate it or be wholly 

assimilated The Germanic culture ceased to develop 
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on its own at that point. The Germans could not avoid see­

ing their own backwardness and feeling the inevitable in­

feriority of a people who seem somehow to have conquered 

their betters. 

These points are significant to the development of 

Romanesque and its peculiar iconography. The Graeco­

Roman heritage is a major element in the Romanesque style. 

The feeling of cultural inferiority had never really dis­

appeared from Europe. (It can be argued that it has not 

disappeared yet. Certainly the dialectic based on the 

conflict between Classic and Germanic art styles is one of 

the major and consistent themes in Western art.) Roman-

esque succeeds where earlier styles fail not because West­

ern Europe had consciously come to terms with its culture, 

but because centuries of cultural mingling had ameliorated 

some of the more violent disparities between Classic and 

German styles and, by the eleventh century, the two could 

successfully be merged into a powerful and unique style. 

Romanesque is massive, solid, and brooding. 

remote and somehow inaccessible to modern man. There 

no element of Romanesque more peculiar and mysterious tna~v 

its obsession with the grotesque and the monstrous. One 

wonders what elements of Christianity could inspire this 

fascination with violence and terror. Monsters are not re-

',-~ served for scenes that would rationally lend themselves to 

frightening interpretations such as Last Judgments, but 
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rather, the creatures are everywhere. Frequently they are 

not part of any scene but are carved on capitals and be­

neath tympana with no rationale whatever. There are two 

key points which must be understood if there is to be any 

understanding of the meaning and origin of these fancies. 

The first, referred to above, is the combined Classic, Cel­

tic, and German history of Romanesque. The devils and mon­

sters fit into three basic types. There are gods, mythical 

beasts, and decorative types from the Classic and Eastern 

heritage. There are also gods and decorative types from 

the combined German and Celtic tradition and, finally, hor­

rors with no cultural roots and no apparent purpose save 

the inspiration of terror. The first two types can be 

explained as the result of cultural blending. The majority 

of people were ignorant as to what these creatures were, 

at least in the case of the Classic or Eastern types. 

These carvings were part of a centuries old tradition and 

their presence is not difficult to explain. The medieval 

artist was viewed as just another craftsman. He was not 

encouraged to be individualistic and many of the themes he 

used were just copied from manuscripts and bestiaries. The 

third type of monster is more difficult to explain. Al­

though a few of them do have roots in ancient types, most 

of them are too bizarre to have been a part of any previous 

decorative style. They are not explicable in terms ~f cul­

tural roots and in order to understand them one must ex-

plore the second key factor art--the medieval 
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mind. 

The mind of medieval man was significantly different 

from that of modern man. His fears and obsessions were 

different. It is generally accepted that the devils de­

corating churches were placed there to terrify people. It 

seems likely though, that the devils were less a cause of 

fear than a result of it. Medieval man accepted the super­

natural as a part of life. He seems to have been constant­

ly unclear as to where reality ended and fantasy began. 

The harshness of medieval life encouraged a negative out­

look. Demons were everywhere, taking an active role in 

everyone's life, but it is rare that one hears of an angel 

or saint involving himself in earthly problems. It may be 

difficult to accept the idea of an entire society of men 

and women who could be classified as functional schizophren­

ics and paranoids, by modern standards, but it is easier 

to understand if one can appreciate the realities of medie-

val life. 

Life for most medieval men and women offered little 

stimulation. Each day was the same as the one before, tra­

vel was minimal to nonexistant as was communication with 

anyone outside the insulated manorial community. Despite 

the uniform quality of life, there was little real security. 

Warfare, disease, and famine were common and, since there 

was no way to predict calamities until it was too late, it 

is reasonable to assume that most people spent their lives 

in fear of sudden and unexpected disaster. By the time 
~ 
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Romanesque had its start, western Europe was thoroughly 

Christianized, at least on the surface, but the fine points 

of religious philosophy went over the heads of most people. 

Even local pastors were usually illiterate and had only a 

vague understanding of their religion. Consequently, sim­

ple and dramatic ideas like guilt and damnation were much 

more real to people than the sophisticated scholastic phil­

osophy of the universities. Firm belief in demons is easy 

to understand in this frame of reference. While it may be , 

troublesome to believe oneself always prey to demonic sug­

gestion, at least it helps when one doe~ sin to have some­

one or something else to blame. Finally, one simple fact, 

often ignored, can help to explain the medieval belief in 

tne fantastic. Medieval man consumed tremendous amounts 

of alcohol. Even if one accepts their greater toleration 

for liquor, it is still likely that they were frequently 

drunk, and this may have had an effect on their ability to 

see their world rationally. 

One other element helps to explain the frequency of 

monsters in Romanesque art. In order for the sculpture to 

accomodate itself to the irregular spaces of tympana and 

archivolts, figures had to be distorted. Since monsters 

never need conform to any physiological necessity, they are 

more flexible than human shapes in decoration. This factor 

is comparatively minimal in importance, however. The Ger­

manic peoples of Europe had a rich heritage of absract de-

coration. Abstract forms could used 

... ~ 
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if aesthetic balance had been the prime consideration. 

The three different types of Romanesque monsters each 

have their own significance quite independent of the other 

two. Therefore, each of the three will be studied separate­

ly. The gods and mythical creatures from the Classical 

heritage were used either for purely decorative purposes 

or as allegorical symbols of Christ, Satan, and other Chris­

tian figures. The Germano-Celtic types, most common in 

Bri tain, are a remainder of Western Europe' s pagan past • .. 

These the Church ignored because it had no choice. Celtic 

gods remained real to the people as evidenced by the fre­

quent complaints by bishops of rural backsliding into pagan 

ways and witchcraft. Sometimes the old gods were changed 

into devils and sometimes into saints. Most often they 

were not changed at all, but were carved randomly, and with 

no explanation, through Romanesque and, .later, Gothic 

churches. The third type, the demons and devils who are 

stylistically peculiar to Romanesque, are the only ones 

that are strictly medieval. From these we can get some un­

derstanding of the fears, drives, and obsessions of the 

time. These monsters are the only ones that were designed 

by Christians. Consequently, they are the most significant 

for an understanding of the medieval view of man, morality, 

and destiny. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

THE FANCIFUL. CLASSICAL AND EASTERN INFLUENCES IN 
ROMANESQUE ICONOGRAPHY 

It is a well known fact that Christian philosophy is 

taken almost entirely from the ancients. The two major 

Christian philosophical streams, Augustinianism and Thomism, 

are developed mainly from a Christianization of Plato and 

Aristotle. What is less well known is the great extent 

to which the Christian mythos is also dependent on ancient 

beliefs. Most of the legends surrounding Christ's birth, 

including the date of December 25 for Christmas, a~ei: ~~r­

rowed from the mystery cult of Mithras. Saints and devils 

are transformations of ancient gods from both the Classic 

and Celtic pantheons. Christianity was sufficient in its 

basic form as long as it remained one of the subcu1ts of 

'- Imperial Rome. It was a persecuted cult and its simple 

doctrines were sufficient as a means to hold together its 

small and dedicated following. Under Constantine and 

Theodosius Christians attained toleration and, later, the 

position of the official church of the Roman Empire. The 

re1ieion had to dev.~lop a sophisticated orthodoxy. It had 

to decide how it would deal with a vast new membership, 

many of whom were recalcitrant followers at best. Since 

Christianity had its birth in the more sophisticated East­

ern half of the empire, it was not at a loss for either 

myths or philosophies from which to borrow. This borrowing -

was more than a calculated measure to flesh out a simple 

creed to the proportion of a major and an imposed state 
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religion. To some degree the borrowing was not even delib­

erate but resulted from the basic desire of the people to 

hold on to their old beliefs. Rather than embark on per­

secutions on a massive scale, it was easier for the Church 

to accomodate and transform some of the old beliefs and 

old gods into part of Christianity. It is interesting 

that the orthodox Jewish faith contributed less in the way 

of mythology and legend to Christianity than did the vari­

ous pagan cults of Rome since Judaism was supposedly the 

base on which Christianity was built. There were problems 

between the Jews and the Christians. The Jewish faith, at 

least in its mainstream, was an intellectual, monotheistic 

one without a great deal of transferable folklore. Also, 

the two religions were mutually hostile. To the Christians, 

the Jews were not unenlightened pagans but willfully blind 

non-believers who refused the message of Christ when they 

were offered it. Only the Gnostic sidelines of Judaism had 

a real effect on the Christian mythos. 

As Christianity spread west, it wac passed to a com­

paratively barbaric people. The Germans were not prepared 

intellectually for a complex philosophical system, but the 

Eastern legends and myths took root. Legends were an integ­

ral part of the old Germanic religions so the Eastern myths 

were more intelligible to the German people than were the 

fine points of theology and heresy, both of which remained 

somewhat obscure to the average European for the whole of 
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the Middle Ages. 

The bulk of ancient mythology to find its way into 

Christianity, and from there to Christian art, was Graeco­

Roman. Romanesque art is a highly decorative style and 

many of the figures which it incorporated were used for 

purely decorative purposes. Others, however, acquired a 

deep religious significance, mostly as allegorical types. 

The actual Graeco-Roman pantheon was much less significant 

to Christianity than the lower level demi-gods and the fan­

tasy creatures of the Greek and Roman bestiaries. Nonethe­

less, the gods and goddesses do playa part. The Greek and 

Roman goddesses are depicted more frequently than the gods, 

in Romanesque art. These goddesses are almost always nega­

tive figures. Venus became the archetype of lust. Her 

mirror became the symbol of vanity so Venus figured as two 

of the vices in depictions of the Psychomachia. Only one 

of her attributes was a positive symbol in Christianity. 

The dove, once associated with Venus, and, consequently, 

with lust, became the symbol of the purity of Christ. l 

Diana, the virgin goddess of the hunt, was also a common 

figure in iconography and, like Venus, her image was debased. 

She came to be associated with Hecate, the three-faced god­

dess of Hell. Hecate was believed to be the mother of the 

lamias. These latter were mythical winged women, somewhere 

lLouis Reau, Icon09raphie de 
(ParisI Presses Univers~ta~res de 
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between harpies and vampires, . who sucked blood from their 

victims as well as stealing babies and causing nightmares 

by resting on a sleeper's chest. The myths surrounding 

Diana-Hecate were very popular by the eleventh century. 

The real or imaginary cult of women who worshipped Diana­

Hecate began, at this time, to take on the trappings of a 

classic witch cult.2 

The male Graeco-Roman gods seldom figure in Roman­

esque with the exception of Mars who was used occasionally 

as a symbol of war and, less frequently, Apollo, who was 

sometimes pictured in the company of Venus as a figure of 

lust. The gods are much more significant as prototypes of 

Christian saints and devils. Hermes, for example, gives 

his position as judge of the psychostasis to the archangel 

Michael, and satan inherits his pitchfork from Neptun~ ": ~ " 

with his trident.J 

One of the most common figures in Romanesque art, in­

herited from the Classical world is the figure of death, 

the grim reaper. The medieval symbol of death is not the 

Greek Thanatos however, but Larva, the evil man's ghost. 4 

The figure of Thanatos was always a poignant and beautiful ' 

one and, consequently, not appealing to the somewhat 

2Jeffrey Burton Russel, Witchcraft in the Middle Ages, 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1972), p. 48. 

JIbid., p. 80. 

~eau, Iconographie Chretien, 11 642. 
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gruesome tastes of the medieval Church. Death's scythe is 

not from Thanatos either but from Kronos, the Greek god of 

time. 

Cereberus, the threenheaded guard dog of Hades lends 

an evil interpretation to dogs in iconography.5 One of the 

capitals of Saint-Benoit-sur-Loire is typical of the demon­

ic representation of dogs in Romanesque. Three grinning 

dogs with protruding tongues, human noses and large _squat 

tails stare out at nothing. They are part of no larger _ 

scene but form a vignette unto themselves. 

Far more important than the official pantheon of gods 

were the half-imaginary creatures of the classic bestiaries. 

The bestiaries were a series of fantastic studies of natur­

al history based much more on the author~' imaginations 

than on their actual experience. They were really not in­

tended as scientific studies, but as allegorical treatises 

on the nature of man. In the hands of the Christians, the 

bestiaries became a series of allegories on the Christian 

mythos. Megasthenes, Aristotle, and Pliny were the major 

contributors to the classic bestiaries. Isidore of Seville 

popularized the Christian ~ interpretation of their works in 

western Europe. 

Men like Pliny and Isidore were not conspicuous for 

the accuracy, or even the plausibility of their "findings." 

Consequently, the descriptions of real animals in the 

5Ibid., p. 109. 
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bestiaries are no less fantastic than those of imaginary 

creatures. For example, the bear was said to give birth 

to shapeless blobs which she would then lick into the shape 

of cubs and the stork, the symbol of familial loyalty, was 

said to pierce her breast and feed her young of her own 

blood. Despite the apparent nonsense of the bestiaries, 

they did provide the Romanesque sculptors with a rich vari­

ety of decorativA +.~o . e' ere the source for the cen-

he griffin, thek~f\O~hllC, -:;iti1e 

the hippocamp, the manti-

lese beasts was given an 

often as not, their func-

formal. 

depicted of the bestiary 

taur, and the mermaid. 

~ lust. Egyptian anchor­

centaurs who found their 

with women. The siren 

as depicted two ways. 

~ body of a bird, like 

L mermaid. Two of these 

L.. ' 1..,1 ' ( __ ___ .,. ... "ue -door lintel at Mont-

--=: 

Saint-Michel. Another siren or mermaid appears on the ­

archivol t at Vezelay among the "circle men. " :'This latter 

is a clear use of the form as decorative with no religious 

significance. The mermaid is the perfect solution to the 

'\ 
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problem of the disc-like sculptural surface, which required 

figures to make circles of their bodies. Both the mermaid 

and the centaur are found on a column at the abbey church 

of Saint-Pierre, as part of a series of designs illustrat­

ing natural history. Again, the religious significance is 

minimal to non-existent. At Cunault-sur-Loire, a mermaid 

is part of a vignette. She gives two fish to a pair of 

fishermen. This scene appears to be secular but may have 

some obscure symbolism as an allegory on lust. Another 

mermaid is found on a capital at saint-Caprais in Ager. 

The bird-bodied sirens are less naturally pleasing 

and, consequently, appear less frequently than the mermaids 

although they are by no means rare. One of the nave capi­

tals at Saint-Benoit-sur-Loire features a pair of bird 

sirens. These two are fat quadrupeds and their signifi­

cance as symbols of lust is less understandable than that 

of their mermaid sisters. The Benoit-sur-Loire scene is 

repeated on a capital at the cloister of santo Domingo. 

The siren is always female but the mermaid has a male 

version. The triton, a son of Neptune in classical myth­

ology, has the upper portions of a man and the tail of a 

fish. The triton has no real significance in Christian 

mythology and is not a part of the bestiary but the figure 

is not uncommon in iconography. One appears at the clois­

ter at Roussillon. He is double-tailed and he hold~ up 

one tail with each of his hands. He is a decorative symbol 

and not a part of the vignette. An interesting subject is 
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carved on a capital at Saint-Nectaire. Here two tritons 

are counterposed on either side of a foliate head. The 

tritons are Greek, the formal composition is Chaldean, and 

the central object of the composition is a druid symbol. 

This odd mingling of cultural types was probably not delib­

erate, and seems meaningless in terms of religious signifi-

cance. 

This combination of classical and Celtic imagery is 

repeated on the Saint-Remy candlestick. A horned Celtic 

mask is abutted on either side by a centaur. There is one 

male and one female centaur. One capital at Arles features 

a pair of centaur-like creatures although this particular 

pair have bodies more closely similar to bulls than horses. 

They are not formally counterposed. The male is bearded 

and the style of the hair and beard is very reminiscent of 

the Assyrian lion man. 

The centaurs, sirens, and mermaids are not the only 

bestiary creatures commonly represented in Romanesque art. 

Another frequent threesome is the basilisk, the griffin, 

and the dragon. All three are symbols of evil. The basi­

lisk is a real animal but the stories surrounding it are 

so fantastic as to place it, functionally, among the ranks 

of the mythical. The basilisk was believed to be a serpent 

with the head of a cock. It was hatched from a spheri?al 

membranous egg laid by a cock and hatched by a toad. The 

eye of the basilisk was deadly, as was the breath. The 

only way to protect oneself from the eye of the basilisk 

~i ,.': 
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was to look at the creature through a piece of glass. 

Sometimes the basilisk was depicted as a simple lizard but 

most often he had a lizard's body and a bird's head and 

wings. It was considered a symbol of satan and was one of 

the four beasts "sacred" to him. The four beasts, the 

other three being the asp, the lion, and the, dragon, cor­

responded to the four beasts of the Apocalypse. 6 

One of the capitals at Vezelay depicts a basilisk, al­

though this particular one has an ox-like head rather than 

one of a lizard or a bird. He is mounted on a man and the 

two fight a female sphinx. The sphinx' body is ox-like 

rather than leonine, and she holds a piece of crystal through 

which she can view her opponent. A second Vezelay capital 

uses the basilisk in an intricate scene. Here a man fights 

the basilisk. He holds a crystal up to his eye for protec­

tion. On his right is a huge creature amalgamated from a 

variety of different animals. It has the head of a bearded 

man with horns, the body of a locust, the tail of a fish, 

and the wings of a bird. The basilisk is the usual lizard 

with a cock's head. These two scenes of the basilisk are 

more narrative than those above, involving the sirens and 

the centaurs. The basilisk is hardly identifiable outside 

of the scenes which specifically show an opponent gazing 

at him through the crystal, since his physical attributes 

6Ibid., p. 113. 
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varied widely. 

The griffin was a majestic beast, popular in art no 

less for his beauty than for his religious significance. 

The griffin has the head, wings, and foreparts of an eagle 

and the backparts of a lion. His religious significance 

is confusing in that, like the phoenix, he is the symbol 

of both Christ and satan. He represents Christ in his 

power and majesty, but the griffin was also savage and 

fierce. In the latter traits he represents satan. The 

griffin was most frequently used as an ornamental device. 

He usually stands alone and forms no part of a narrative 

scene. He is shown this way on the porch of Saint-Zeno's, 

on the natural history column at the abbey church of saint­

Pierre, and in the Ghent manuscript of the Liber Floridus 

of Lamber of Saint-orner's. The other common depictions of 

the griffin are as a savage beast of prey. Thus, he is 

shown on a capital at Autun attacking a mail clad knight 

who stabs him ineffectually in the stomach with a broad­

sword. This same scene is repeated at Beverly Minster, 

Durham, and Gloucester. On a capital at Kent, a griffin 

is shown attacking and devouring a serpent. The religious 

significance of these scenes is ambivalent. They can either 

represent the power of Christ over sin and vice, or the 

power of Satan crushing the human spirit. 

The dragon is the symbol of sin and another of the 

four beasts of Satan. Myths concerning the dragon are 
~~ 

countless and they are a part of almost every Eastern and~ 
r·~ 
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European culture. The dragon is not as popular as an orna­

mental device in Romanesque as it is in Eastern art. The 

best Romanesque art is sculptural and the long, sinewy, 

winged dragon does not lend itself to stone work. The dra­

gon is out of place as a "guard" animal in the Romanesque 

style, a position commonly held by the lion and the griffin. 

The most common dragon scenes in Romanesque are those of 

Saint Michael, the dragon slayer. Of these, the best are 

painted rather than carved. One of these is taken from the 

missal of Henry de Midel, illustrated around the mid-twelfth 

century. This dragon is long and coiled with a fishlike 

tail, long hair, and large ears. A sculpted scene of Saint 

Michael and the dragon is found on the West apse tympanum 

of saint-Michael-d'Entraiques. This dragon is small and 

winged with a long coiled tail. He has a small head with 

long teeth. The scenes from Revelations in the Liber Flori­

~ show a dragon from whose mouth issues a flood which is 

swallowed up by the personified earth. The dragon is not 

always easy to distinguish outside of scenes which make his 

identity narratively clear. Like the basilisk, he takes 

a number of specific forms and becomes confused with a 

variety of uncategorizable lizard-like animals. These ani­

mals are generally referred to as dragons but they are not 

really the symbolic dragon of the bestiaries. 

It was not just mythical beasts that took on strange 

characteristics in the bestiaries but real animals as well. 
~ 
~I: 

Various peculiar physical traits were attributed to I 
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by authors who had no more first-hand experience of lions 

and elephants than they had of basilisks and dragons. The 

most interesting legends surround the lion who is represen­

ted innumerable times in Romanesque sculpture. The lion 

shares with the griffin and the phoenix the strange trait 

of being the type of both satan and Christ. Like the grif­

fin, he is associated with satan because of his ferocity. 

He is one of satan's mythical beasts as well as being one 

of the beasts of the Apocalypse. The association of the 

lion with Christ developed from a particularly strange 

story. Lion cubs were thought to be born dead. After three 

days their mother would breath life into them. Thus, they 

represent the Resurrection of Christ after three days. Ar­

tistic versions of this colorful if far-fetched story can 

be found at Kremsmunster Abbey and in the Gospel of Aver­

boden. The artists' innocence of any first-hand knowledge 

of the lion is evident in these vignettes. The lioness, 

in both cases is depicted with the long full mane of the 

lion. The lion was very popular as a guard animal, (that 

is, a stone lion would be placed on either side of the 

front church entrance.) for a number of reasons. Primarily 

lions were used because they work, artistically. Not sur­

prisingly though, there is another myth connected with the 

lion that makes him an ideal guardian. The lion either 

never slept or he slept with his eyes open. 

Closely related to the bestiaries are other natural 

histories which purported to be anthropological as well 
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zoological. Once again, Pliny and Isidore of Seville made 

major contributions to these studies. It is surprising to 

discover that Saint Augustine, a generally more sober in­

tellect than Isidore or Pliny, also had a hand in perpetrat­

ing the ludicrous tales of the natural histories. Among 

the "species" of men described by the natural histories are: 

cynocephali, or dog-headed men, the hippopods, or horse­

footed men, the pygmies, the "large-eared" men, the anthro­

pophagi, who had no body and whose limbs emerged directly 

from their heads, as well as a number of unnamed headless 

tribes with faces on their chests or stomachs.? Eost of 

these concepts are comical, none more so than the skiapods, 

a race of one-legged men whose single large foot could not 

only move them about with great speed but could be pulled 

over the head and used as an umbrella in bad weather. 

These bizarre creatures were supposed to be inhabitants of 

Ethiopia or India. Possibly because these areas were so 

remote, at least by contemporary standards, the existence 

or non-existance of the species could never be proven. The 

large-eared people were called Fanesians and were fifteen 

feet tall with ears twice the size of their heads. These 

ears could be wrapped around their bodies. Despite the 

wierd idiosyncracies of of these creatures, they were still 

considered human and, as such, possessing of immortal souls. 

? ~' ; {:b~ 
(N C.J.S. Thompson, The ~~sterl and Lore of Monsters, ~) ~ 

ew York. University, 1968), p. 9. ~ ft...;.. 
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They usually appear in iconography in scenes depicting the 

apostles spreading the message of Christ abroad. The archi­

volt at Vezelay consists of a series of these vignettes. 

The cynocephali and the large-eared people are both shown 

as well as a wild-haired man who represents a barbarian. 

This last is ironic since the sculptors of the Romanesque 

churches were themselves barbarians. The large-eared 

people are not depicted here as being abnormally tall. 

They are normal people in every way save the fantastic size 

of their ears. 

Generally speaking, the creatures of the bestiaries 

and natural histories were more significant to Romanesque 

art as decorative types than as deeply religious symbols. 

Many of the mythical beasts and people are beautiful or 

comical, and one tends to think that their religious sig­

nificance just lent an air of legitimacy to their presence 

in the church. Since the church was something of a cultural 

center in medieval society, the creatures were often dis­

played as a kind of natural history lesson. Other figures, 

like the personified tonal scale, had minimal religious im­

port but were very popular Romanesque themes. Because the 

beasts were meant to be instructive they are frequently 

shown all together on natural history columns. There is 

one of these instructive columns at the abbey church at 

Saint Pierre featuring a unicorn, a griffin, a manticore, 

a siren and a variety of other bestiary creatures. A simi-
1 ,~ 
ar column is found at Souvigny. At Saint-Pierre-de-la-T~ 

~ 
~ 
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in Aulnay the upside-down 'crucifixion o~' Saint Peter is de­

picted with a group of bestiary creatures clustered around 

the foot of the cross. The church functioned as kind of a 

natural history rnuseum. 8 Relics of monsters were preserved 

alongside relics of the saints. Unicorn horns were partic­

ularly popular as were ostrich eggs and jewels removed from 

the heads of toads. 

Although the major Greek influence on Romanesque was 

the bestiaries, there are other Greek figures that were al­

so important. The Greek fauns and satyrs were the formal 

prototypes for the Romanesque demons. 9 In Greek mythology , 

the faun and satyr, like the centaur, 'are conspicuous for 

their sensual, half-bestial natures. They are depicted as 

horned with the lower parts of a goat. The goat became the 

archetypal symbol of Satan, especially the Satan of the 

witch cults. It was an Eastern concept of the devil that 

later prevailed in Romanesque art. The original Western 

devil was not a monster but an ugly mant lO The early Greek 

Christians also began the tradition of peopling religious 

art with supernatural creatures extraneous to the narr::-!;ive 

scene. Of course there is a vast difference between the 

p. 53. 
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e--~ Greek art and what develops from it in later Roman­

~. The Greek Christians painted pastoral, idyllic 

S~S of a young Christ surrounded by a variety of nymphs, 

~~ , and minor gods. These mythical figures were not 

~ to signify anything at all. They were decorative 

~_ ~nded ~o add to the innocent grace of the scenes. 

~~, the Romanesque sculptors developed the style, but 

~_~ 3trange direction. The mythical creatures became more 

~IDre denonic and terrifying and, rather than adding 

b=csnt charm to the scene, they fill it with a sense of 

f~oding and gathering dread. 

~he very idea of demons is Greek not Jewi sh. The Jew­

i s.- :"..llture tends to think of evil more in terms of man's 

e~:ly behavior and his relationship with God. Demons were 

n~ ~ gnificant in mainstream Judaism. Greek intellectuals 

ac~ ued demons much more readily. Porphyry believed him­

se. -)eset by demons as did, to a lesse;r extent, Plotinus. 

T~ two thinkers had a profound effect on Christianity 

e~:iaIIY through the writings of Augustine and Gregory 

t il! ::-ea t .11 

~he Greek Sibyls were preserved in Western art. These 

W: = vomen became Christian prophets and were a popular 

t~ in Old Testament sculpture. The prototype Graeco­

R~ Earth Mother underwent a harsher transformation than 

" 
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the sibyls. The earth was the nourisher and she was de­

picted suckling either two small children or two animals. 

In Romanesque iconography, the Earth Mother becomes, like 

Venus-Aphrodite, the type of lust.12 She maintained her 

human form but the children she suckles become snakes bit­

ing her breasts and her genitals are covered with toads. 

Toads were a symbol of uncleanliness. This traditional 

depiction of lust can be found at Moissac. Another classic 

figure of lust was carved on the portal of Charlieu.although 

in this particular version the snakes and toads are climb­

ing the woman's body, not placed at her breasts and geni­

tals as is usually the case. The mot~f is developed at 

Vezelay and resembles the prototype Earth Mother less. Lust, 

at Vezelay, is shown pulling her breast down to offer it to 

the snake who crawls up her leg. The significance of this 

vignette is slightly different from the more usual style, 

in that the snakes and toads usually represent the punish­

ment for lust. The Vezelay figure is an active and willing 

participant in the act. The sculpture of Vezelay, like 

that of Autun, veers sharply from the formal stylization 

of most Romanesque art. Both churches are "artists" 

churches and, consequently, their styles are individualis­

tic and their types are seldom classical. 

Romanesque does use personified earth symbols but they 

have nothing to do with the Greek nourishing mothe~ except 

12Reau, Iconographie Chretien, 1: 166. 
",:;.". 
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in rare cases. One of these is found in the sacramentary 

of saint-Denis in Reims. Here the classic Greek mother is 

reproduced. She suckles two children who appear, physio­

logically, as small men. The earth was depicted in Roman­

esque manuscripts as swallowing the flood in Apocalypse. 

A Reims manuscript and the Ghent manuscript of Liber Flori­

~ personify the earth in the Apocalyptic vision as a crea­

ture of indeterminate sex. The Liber Floridus shows only 

a curly-haired head with its mouth open to swallow the 

flood. 

One final Greek influence on the Romanesque style is 

the use of Greek dramatic masks as possible models for the 
" many "Mouth of Hell" scenes. Frequently the Mouth of Hell 

is only the top half of a face with no lower jaw, but on 

the Last Judgment on the south tympanum of the abbey church 

of saint-Pierre, the Mouth of Hell is full- fac ed . Here the 

style is very similar to the Greek comic mask, although the 

resemblance may not have been intentional. The Nazareth 

Cathedral of the Assumption has one vignette of a woman 

and a devil. The devills face, especially the mouth, seem 

to be modelled on a Greek mask. 

Christianity, at least in the eyes of the Christians, 

was the fulfillment of the promise of JUdaism. Judaism 

contributes little to Romanesque art, however, for reasons 

suggested above. The Gnostic cult, which had a large Heb­

rew following, did contribute quite a bit in the 

demonology. Gnosticism is rooted in Babylon but 

way of ~Ac.,.., 
/. \ '\ i t conta~ns 111. 
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elements of Egyptian, Persian, and Judaic mysticism. i ) The 

major Christian devils are Gnostic and Judaic figures: Ab­

raxas, Belial, Asmodeus, Leviathon, Mammon, and Beelzebub. 

Minor devils and demons tend to be nameless and are based 

on Graeco-Roman and Germano-Celtic myths. 

Gnosticism is founded on an extreme Platonic kind of 

dualism. Matter is evil and spirit is good. One can arrive 

at the spiritual through mystical knowledge. Abraxas was 

one of the high gods of Gnosticism and he embodied in him­

self both good and evil. In the Gnostic sect, Jesus Christ 

figured as a wizard.14 Gnostic symbolism found its way in­

to Christian art through the Church's anti-Gnostic litera­

ture. An illustration in the Silos manuscript of the demon 

Aqinos is typical of mystic occultism although the manu­

script is Christian. The bodies and names of the devils 

form a magic circle. Aqinos is based on the usual illus­

tration of Abraxas on Gnostis secret gems. He is one-legged 

with the head of a bird. The Babylonian basis of Gnosticism 

lends a significance to the common practice of placing horns 

on the heads of demons. In Babylonian mythology, the more 

horns a deity had, the greater his power. 1S This tradi tion 

seems not to have passed on to the Christians 'since, in art, 

Pu 
New Yoric:-Ktau 

o. 

1SMargaret Murray, The God of the Witches (New York: 
Doubleday, 1960). p. 16. 
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the number of horns is arbitrary an a devil seldom has 

more than one or two. 

26 

The Assyrians and, to a much greater extent, the Chal­

deans contributed to the Romanesque style. One of the most 

characteristic of Assyrian ornaments was the man-headed lion, 

These differ from the Egyptian sphinx in that they are a 

rigidly stylized type. They are nearly always winged beard­

ed males, usually crowned. They were not accepted as leg­

endary figures in Romanesque narrative art, but they served 

as a model for decorative vignettes, such as the two winged 

"centaurs" on the capital at ArIes. 

Little, if any, Chaldean mythology found its way into 

the Christian mythos but the Chaldeans did contribute some 

of the most constantly reoccuring themes in Romanesque art. 

The Chaldean tree of life pattern is frequently found in 

both religious and secular art of the Middle Ages. the 

tree or fountain of life is placed in the center of the 

painting or sculpture and two animals are rigidly counter­

posed, one on either side of it. A variation on this theme 

is that of the two counterposed birds whose extremely long 

necks are wound one around the other. The "several bodies 

beneath one head" that Saint Bernard complained about are 

also part of the Chaldean heritage.16 One of these peculiar 

figures can be found on the tympanum of Saint-Gilles in 

Beauvais, Like many of the multi-bodied head designs, this 

one is carved on a corner with the head in the center, The 

16Mal e , Religious Art in France, p. 358. 
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saint-Gilles monster has a grinning face, faintly reminis-

cent of a hippopotamus. He has two winged bodies and, at 

the point where the wings converge above the head, another 

small head is visible. The small head is not connected to 

either body. Another of these creatures appears on a capi­

tal at Chauvigny. The Chauvigny head is a smiling, bearded, 

human one. The two bodies are horse-like quadrupeds with 

wings. The bodies each have a long tail from the end of 

which emerges a human hand. Anoth~r Chauvigny capital de­

picts a more human version of the double-bodied head. Here 

the two bodies blend into one so that there is one head and 

two arms but four legs. Each of the bodies fights a sep­

arate quadruped monster. Although the earliest versions 

of this design are Chaldean, the double-bodied head can al­

so be found in Celtic art. It is uncertain from which heri-

tage the theme found its way into Christian art. 

A final Chaldean theme common in Romanesque art is the 

mounted animal fight. Like other Chaldean patterns, this 

one is more decorative than narrative. A classic example 

of this scene can be found on a transept capital at Saint­

Eutrope. Two hawk-like birds are mounted on a pair of in­

determinate quadrupeds. As the quadrupeds turn their heads 

around to bite the bird's tails, the birds lean forward and 

pierce their mount's necks. A column at the abbey church 

of Sainte-Marie is composed entirely of a series of mounted 

animals biting one another. A Norman ivory carving dating 

from around 1140 depicts a huge-eyed lion mounting a bear ~~' 
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and biting the back of his neck. The bear is also very 

wide-eyed and long-haireQ. These scenes are violent but 

they are not visually unpleasant. Like most of the Chaldean 

themes, they are formal and stylized, and the cruelty of the 

themes is not emotionally effective. They were not designed 

as intentional allegorical commentaries.and, though such 

an interpretation was often given to them in the Middle 

Ages, both the original designs and the Romanesque copies 

are formal studies in balance. 

Egyptian art, with its intense funerary quality, is 

a natural, if indirect, inspiration for Romanesque sculp~ 

ture. Although Hermes weighs dead souls in Greek art and 

legend, the archetypal judge of the psycho stasis is the 

Egyptian jackal-headed god, Anubis. The Christian psycho­

stasis is usually depicted on Last Judgment tympana but in 

a few cases it is a vignette unto itself. These cases are 

closer to the Egyptian prototype, as the Egyptian illustra­

tions were not concerned with full-scale depictions of the 

fate of damned souls. One of the capitals at Saint-Eutrope 

is a simple psychostasis. The devil appears fairly human 

although, of course, he is naked, in contrast to the robed 

Saint Michael. A similar scene is found on a capital at 

Chauvigny. Here the devil is more grotesque, with a rep­

tilian body and clawed feet. His face is bestial, ,his jaw 

protuberant, and his teeth huge and jagged. The presence 

of the devil lends a different meaning to 

as opposed to the Egyptian, psychostasis. 
the Christian, /'/\:~L 

Anubis is a ~ 
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disinterested judge who handles the soul-weie;hing alone. 

The devil and Saint Michael are partisan figures, hoping 

for the damnation or salvation of the souls, respectively. 

Another Egyptian figure used heavily in Romanesque 

sculpture is the devil with serpents or animals coming from 

his ears.17 One example of this is the "Lions of Hell" 

motif on the Freckenhorst baptismal font. The lions have 

human eyes and their mouths are pulled open by tails that 

they swallow. The tails re-emerge from their ears. The 

stretched open mouths are a Celtic pattern but the use of 

the lion's tails is Egyptian. 

Other ancient cultures made minor contributions to 

Romanesque imagery. Persian Zoroastrianism offered little 

in the way of actual design, but its dualism between the 

equal forces of good and evil (Ormazd vs. Ahriman), is an 

underlying theme in most Romanesque art. Although the 

Christians believed in a good and omnipotent God, as op­

posed to a comparatively weak Satan, this idea is not brought 

to light in their art, A survey of Romanesque art would 

suggest the Persian idea of a constant battle between two 

equally powerful adversaries. 

A few paintings of the medieval period suggest Indian 

roots. One of these, the Genesis scene from Alcuin's Bible, 

predates Romanesque by several centuries. Another, the head 

of David from the west wall of Saint-Martin-de-Vicq is e 

twelfth century. This illustration bears a sharp reserr. blance 

17Didron, Christian Iconography, p. 122. 
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to the art of the Tantric sect of Hinduism. 

Eastern and classic art provided a wealth of material 

to inspire the Romanesque artist. Most of the figures bor­

rowed from this heritage are either beautiful or comic. 

The religious significance of the figures was minimal, des-

pite Church attempts to assign them allegorical meanings. 

The classic and Eastern designs had very little emotional 

importance to medieval man either. They provided, instead, 

a formal aesthetic which balanced some of the excesses of 

demonic art. Only fantasy figures are discussed here, but 

there is a great deal more of the Greek, Roman, and Oriental 

style in Romanesque sculpture. The designs take on a dis­

tinctly Western character in the translation from woven or 

painted patterns to carved stone work. The translations 

work, strangely enough, and Romanesque achieves the goal 

for which Carolingian and Ottonian art reached. It suc­

cessfully integrates Eastern design into Western architec-

ture. 

i\ 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE GROTESQUE. THE PAGAN EUROPEAN INFLUENCE ON ROi,lANESQUE 
ART 

The barbarian art of pre-Christian Europe contributed 

as much to Romanesque as did Graeco-~oman culture. There 

is a difference between the two heritages, however, both 

in terms of figurative styles and emotional impact. As has 

been stated, the use of classical mythological beasts in 

decoration was usually formal. What meaning the creatures 

did have was largely obscure to the average European. The 

case of barbarian art, whether Celtic, Germanic, or Scandi-

navian, was quite different. First of ,all, the aesthetic 

eff~ct was neither as charming nor as important. Mermaids, 

sirens, centaurs, and griffins may be bizarre in the natural 

order, but they are appealing in their form and not inher-

ently frightening. The European gods and fantasy figures 

are seldom beautiful and usually frightening. Some have 

a grotesqueness that is so extreme they move into areas of, 

on the one side, near abstraction and, on the other, low 

comedy. This is not to say that the European sculpture 

is inferior to the Graeco-Roman. On the contrary, barbari­

an grotesquerie seems to have particular appropriateness 

in the Romanesque setting. Like the Romanesque style it­

self, the barbarian figures have solidity and strength. 

They fUlfill the aesthetic requirement that the subject 

matter of sculpture accomodate itself to the nature of the 

material used; in this case stone which is, itself, 

solid sUbstance. 
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Perhaps more significant than artistic considerations 

are the emotional and mythical meanings of the pagan Euro­

pean figures. These figures were not imported Eastern im­

ages as were the Graeco-Roman and, in an ultimate sense, 

even the basic Christian types. These were the images of 

the European mythological base and they were still impor­

tant to the people. The Christian Church would like to 

have believed that the old myths had been permanently put 

aside in favor of the new vision of the gospel, but it was 

no simple matter to transform the beliefs of a vast illit­

erate population. It was easier, in the long run, for the 

Church to meet the pagan creeds half-way. The pagan gods 

could be transformed into Christian saints or devils and 

their imagery could thus find its way, justifiably into 

Christian churches. Most of the pagan figures have no re­

ligious significance in Christian terms, however. They are 

usually left unexplained but, unlike the Graeco-Roman deco­

rations, the meaning of the pagan figures was more than 

clear to the average European. 

There is no real mystery as to why the old mythology 

did not disappear. The pagan religion satisfied a basic 

need of the people--a need for security and stability. The 

moral ethic of Christianity, as well as its monotheism, was 

unnatural to an unsophisticated people. It is tru~ that 

Christianity oft'ered its adherents a chance for salvation 

but it may not have always been clear what the people wereTh~G 
being offered salvation from. The old religion was, on tb\ ~ -- ~' '~ 

.' / :i 
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::-~!' h!'Z-c::, a clear, amoral give and take: the individual 

~ or ~~ss knew what to expect from the gods. If one 

~ the :::;:'roper sacrifices one could expect the desired re­

~s ~ ~erms of immediately useful services and commodi­

~~ . T~~ new relie ion offered nothing so concrete and 

!~ the ~ternal joy promised as a reward for a moral life 

~-::- hay; seemed tame in comparison with the rough and 

7:'::':;/ s:p~i t of Valhalla. 

The :;hurch and the state were both aware of the tenden­

: I f th~ population to backslide into paganism and witch­

==t. :;'::: some rulers, the Merovingians for example, this 

~~e was immaterial. Their interest in .Christianity was 

~~ted ~~ its perceived superiority as a system of magic. l 

C;:;.:::-lema=:- e strengthened the relationship between the 

}~ish 2eich and the Church and consequently felt obliged 

~~ mke s ome effort to keep witchcraft and paganism under 

ca~ol. 3e had only a limited success. England, with 

~ grea~ distance from Rome, was extremely slack in con­

~~ing ? aganism,especially during the Anglo-Saxon period. 

?:.-~ rel '! ~ion was little more than a competi tve struggle 

~ :: the ~le of master magician, at least until the Norman 

~~est ~posed a certain minimal order on life. still, 

a: thro~hthe Romanesque and Gothic periods England re­

~ed t h e wealthiest source of pagan church sculpture. 

ARCHIVES 
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It would be a mistake to overemphasize the strength 

of paganism in Europe in the twelfth century. There is no 

doubt that by this time the vast majority of Europeans were 

definitely Christian. still, they had accepted Christian-

ity on their own terms, to a certain extent. The old g ods 

who had become saints and devils could still be respected 

and feared. Other mythical creatures such as fairies, 

brovmies, and trolls fell outside the Christian pale but 

were generally believed in, nonetheless. It is safest to 

say that the old religion was eclipsed by the new but it 

was never completely replaced. 

Without a doubt, the richest of the pagan European 

heritages was the Celtic culture of France and Britain. 

The Celtic druids, as the priestly class, worshipped the 

oak and performed human sacrifices. According to Pliny, 

they were also cannibals but this is unsubstatiated. In 

fact, given Pliny's general unreliability, it seems un­

likely. The druids did have a practice of decapitating 

enemies in warfare and this theme, as well as the oak sym­

bolism, is very predominant in Romanesque art, especially 

in Britain. 

The most common of the Celtic themes in Romanesque 

is the foliate head. These are generally mask-like faces 

surrounded by greenery. The greenery is almost invariably 

oak leaves. -
Foliate heads were common in all Celtic art 

particularly in Ireland where the heads can be found dating 

as far back as the La Tene period. The foliate head, 

-'- .... : ., 
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Jack of the Green as it was known in Britain, was a Celtic 

fertility symbol. 2 Since druids always performed their 

rituals in oak groves, it has been theorized that the face 

represents the druid priest. It has also been suggested 

that the face is the oak tree spirit. The actual inter­

pretation may be unclear, but it is certain that the foli­

ate head represents nothing in Christian mythology. 

The foliate heads vary from place to place. Usually 

the face is depicted with vines of oak growing from its 

mouth. This is, very likely, an adaptation of the regular 

Celtic depictions of their god, Cernunnos, who is usually 

seen with a pair of snakes coming from his mouth. The 

other trait common to most foliate heads is the facial ex-

pression. Either the face stares vacantly or they are given 

'-~ a stylistic savagery around the mouth. In either case the 

eyes are blank and staring, giving the impression that the 

faces are meant to represertt masks • . A typical foliate head 

may be found on a porch capital at Saint-Benoit-sur-Loire. 

The face here is bearded and somewhat elongated. It has 

'--

the typically vacant eyes and the two vines emerging from 

the mouth. An almost identical design is carved on a choir 

capital at Morienval. The foliate head theme has an inter­

esting tlevelopment at Creny-en-Laonnais. Here two heads 

emerge from the vine, one bearded and the other clean-shaven 

YorKGraph~c 
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ears, and a generally de,monic aspect. The horns are adop­

ted from Cenunnos and the generally inhuman cast to this 

particular face would seem to indicate that it was meant 

to represent a supernatural creature like the oak tree god 

rather than a druid. 

As mentioned above, some of the conventions of design 

in the foliate head are developed from the common Celtic 

depictions of Cernunnos. It is possible to find more di­

rect representations of Cernunnos in his original type. 

One of these can be found on the south doorway of Saint 

r,lary and Saint David in Kilpeck. Here the face is semi-ab-

stract but deliberately frightenine \~ith a large screaming 

mouth. Interestingly, another of these more classic illus­

trations of Cernunnos can be found at Schwabisch Gmund in 

Germany. The Germanic people had their own religion, dis-

tinct from the Celts,so this god was not even part of their 

natural heritage. The Schwabisch Cernunnos has bull's 

horns, as he always had in Celtic art, pointy teeth, and 

a pair of snakes emerging from his mouth. Cernunnos had 

a slightly different aspect on the Gundestrup caldron where 

he is shown as basically human, but with stag's ears.J 

The stag's ears were not common in art but they had great 

religious significance, at least to the British Celts. 

Twice, in 668 and again in 690, Theodore, Archbishop of 

Canterbury, tried to restrict the pagan practice of wearing 

JHeinz Mode, Fabulous Beasts and Demons (London: 
don Press, 1975), p. 32. 
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stag's heads. 4 Whether the stag itself had religious sig-

nificance is not certain but horns were cons idered a sign 

of power and dignity. 

More important than these portrayals of Cernunnos is 

the fact that the horned god became one of the primary types 

of satan. He is perhaps the clearset example of a pagan 

god transformed into a devil. Dis Pater, a fellow Celtic 

god, was also identified with Satan, so much so that Dante 

refers to the devil as "Dis" in his Inferno. It is not 

surprising that these two Celtic gods were transformed into 

symbols of evil. The Celtic religion was not very central-

ized, despite the fact that the druids did meet yearly at 

Chartres and were free to cross int ~rtribal lines. Dis 

and Cernunnos were two of the very few gods to have general 

acceptance among all Celts in both Gaul and Britain. It 

is understandable that the Church would choose these two 

potent rivals as types of pure evil. 

It is more difficult to trace the motifs of the Celtic 

and German cultures than those of the Graeco-Romans. The 

European population was illiterate and . hence there is very 

little available information as to the meaning of their 

symbols. Also, many of the themes are very similar and it 

is difficult to determine whether they are all part of one 

4Margaret Murray, The God of the Witches (Garden City, 
New York. Doubleday, 1960), p.22. 

(
ST. Tindall Wildridge, The Grotesque in Church Art 

London I William Andrew, 1899), p. 71. 
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pattern or if they each ha~e their own individual signifi­

cance. For example. there are many Celtic mask faces which 

lack the oak foliaee. Since th~ oak waD DO important to 

Celtic religion probably the masks without the oak do have 

a separate meaning though it is doubtful that their signi­

ficance was secular. It is possible that they were lower 

religious symbols of the nature of protective totems. A 

capital at Saone-et-Loire displays a series of these star­

ing masks with no vine leaves. These faces are bearded 

with pointy ears and faces considerably more bestial than 

the norm. 

Another druidical symbol popular i~ Romanesque art was 

the decapitated head. These are distinct from the disem­

bodied foliate heads both in their lack of greenery and in 

their formal pattern which repeats the display pattern of 

real decapitated heads on ancient Celtic sanctuaries. 

Roquepertuse sanctuary is the classic surviving example of 

this bizarre type of decoration. Human skulls are embedded 

side by side above the door in a triangular pattern resem­

bling a set of bowling pins. The Catholic Church may have 

been fairly tolerant of pagan symbolism in churches and 

cathedrals but it is likely that it would have drawn the 

line at the use of human skulls in church decoration. The 

pattern is used. however. although the skulls are carved. 

not real. The most obvious use of this theme is Saint Bren­

dan's Cathedral in Glonfert. Fifteen heads are lined up in 

the triangular manner from the door to the eaves. This can 

~e nothine but a copy of the druid style as there is no 
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other religious or aesthetic explanation. The case is par-

ticularly peculiar because the design lacks any stylistic 

charm that could possibly justify its use. The appearance 

of the cathedral is striking for its barbaric harshness, 

not its beauty. A more modified version of the decapitated 

head theme can be found on a choir capital at San Salvador. 

Here only three faces are shown, ghastly and expressionless. 

It is possible that these should be included with the non­

foliate mask themes but their positioning. their lack of 

any superhuman traits, and the lack of any further decora­

tive symbolism in the motif seem to indicate that it is more 

closely connected with the decapitated heads. 

The theme of decapitated heads turns up in another con-

text in Christian ar"t. 'rilttr~ wa~ an obsession in the ear-

ly Western Chuch with beheaded saints. These saints were 

generally shown carrying their heads. 6 This was particular­

ly popular in France where the headless Saint Denis was el-

evated to the position of national patron saint. A great 

many of the saints reverred in France were of a highly dubi­

ous origin. Saint Valeria and Saint Maurinus were both 

headless and were surrounded by fantastic legend.? They 

may well have been old gods turned into saints by popular 

demand. The early church was not organized to any degree 
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comparable to the modern church. She had minimal control 

over who would be elevated to sainthood in the popular imas­

ination. By the time Rome could reasonably expect to get 

wind of a saint, he or she was too firlllY established at 

the local level to be routed. The very idea of saints as 

understood by the average medieval man owes a great deal 

to pagan ideas. Each saint acquired a series of special­

ties and one could appeal to the proper saint for help 

with virtually any problem. This is remarkably similar to 

the pagan idea of a pantheon with specialized gods. Like­

wise, the habit of dedicating a church to a particular saint 

derives from the ancient concept of a different temple for 

each god. 8 

One very peculiar artistic design developed from the 

Celtic heritage was the crouched fieure with exposed tongue. 

There are several possible interpretations for this theme. 

The sculptures could have been carved simply to frighten 

people or to frighten evil spirits from sanctuaries. This 

would explain their presence in Christian churches since 

a great many of the simple gargoyles on church exteriors 

were meant to frighten evil spirits or demons. An old 

familiar theme would be a reasonable choice. The other 

Possible interpretation is closely related. The exposed 

tongue could have been used as a replacement for the ex­

posed genitals which was an accepted Celtic method of aver­

ting evil. The difficulty with both of these explanations 

8Sheridan and Ross, Gargoyles and Grotesgues, p. 
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is that these sculptures were as often placed inside the 

church as on the exterior • . 

Aside from the exposed tongue and generally crouched 

posture, there is no strict pattern of design for this par­

ticular Celtic theme. Like most other Celtic designs, it 

can be found most frequently in England. A typical example 

of this type can be found on a roof boss at Canterbury. 

This figure is more demonic than human in form and, being 

carved of wood, its skin is painted black. The mouth is 

wide open and the tongue protrudes. Another of this type 

is found at San Salvador de Leire. The face on this figure 

calls to mind the mask-like appearance of the foliate heads. 

He is bearded with the usual vacant stare. His mouth i s 

pulled open with his two hanas and a long tongue protrudes. 

A variation on this theme can be found in the depictions 

of similar creatures who also pull their mouths open though 

they expose only their teeth rather than tongues. A Win­

chester roof boss exemplifies this type. Here the figure 

is generally human in appearance. This particular carving 

is not a direct copy of Celtic work as the figure is clothed 

in the mail vest of a later period. He is bearded and he 

pulls his mouth open to expose short, square te eth. Another 

of this type can be found at Retaud. This one i s bald and 

round-headed .and, though he bares his teeth savagely, he 

does not pull his mouth open with his hands. This head is 
-

On his right is another fairly part of a series of three. 

hUman, grimacing face. On his left, the face is much more 

f.'<>'~ 1,-:' 2 
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demonic and resembles a temple guard dog of Hing Chinese 

sculpture. A capital at Dorchester displays another common 

example of this type. The figure here is that of a peasant 

with a hood and a sack on his back. He crouches down and 

stetches his mouth open wide to expose his teeth. 

If it is correct that the exposed tongues of the for­

mer examples were meant to replace the exposed genitals, 

and thus avert evil, a more direct descendent of this Cel­

tic superstition can be found at saone-et-Loire. Here a 

man is found carved into an unlikely posture. He bends 

forward at the waist and with his two hands spreads his 

buttocks apart, exposing his anus and his genitals which 

are evident between his slightly spread legs. It is dif­

ficult to imagine how such a subject found its way to prom­

inent display in a Christian church unless the exposure of 

the genitals still retained a superstitious significance 

as late as the twelfth century. It is true that some 

rather vulgar themes were carved in churches but these were 

almost always placed in more obscure positions than the 

Saone-et-Loire piece. Also, these other desi8ns were usual­

ly satiric, displaying drunken priests and lusty nuns. The 

sculpture in question is neither satiric nor even particu­

larly comic. 

The Celtic heritage gave a peculiar column style to 

Romanesquealthough this style was used only infrequently.­

A monstrous head would surround the column in the place of, 

or directly beneath, the capitaLand appear to be 
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the column whole. One of these can be found at Canterbury. 

Here a devilish face, painted black, with a large nose, 

swallows the column. Another of these is at Autun. This 

is peculiar given the generally individualistic style of 

Gislebertus' work. He only infrequently uses common themes 

except in the sense of narrative themes. The Autun devil 

is pointy-eared with long, flame-like hair and, like the 

Canterbury monster, his mouth totally surrounds the column. 

The meaning of this particular theme is not clear but, again, 

it seems logical to conclude that it must have had some 

significance outside of the whim of the particular artist. 

It represents a very singular approach to column structure 

and one that naturally destroys the aesthetic balance in 

a row of columns by calling attention to its own unique­

ness. It does not seem likely that it would be randomly 

used, especially in a well thought out and artistically in­

tegrated church like Autun. 

Another Celtic, or possibly Germanic, approach to col­

umn sculpture can be found at Millstadt in Austria. The 

column is carved with a spiral pattern. Between two lines 

of the spiral a face appears. Only the eyes and the nose 

are visible, giving the bizarre impression of a creature 

trapped within the colunm, somehow wound up among the spi­

rals. This strange motif may be a distant relative of the 

foliate heads in that both have the same vacant, stari~g 

expression and both seem to represent a face meant to be 

half hidden, and contain an element of something ancient 

j . 
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and unfathomable. 

Among the strangest of the Celtic designs are the 

janiforms and the tricephalics. There is no particular pat­

tern governing these creatures and the amount of shared 

features of the two or three heads varies. A roof boss at 

Canterbury shows 2 common janiform. This one has only one 

distinct head but two faces. He is bearded and has two 

noses and two mouths. He has three eyes, the middle one 

forming a pair with both the left and the right. Another 

even more peculiar janiform can be found on another roof 

boss at Canterbury. This creature is circular and it is 

a matter of judgment whether he has one head or two as the 

two faces connect at the point of the j~w line, thus verti­

cally rather than side to side as is much more common. Both 

faces have two eyes and a nose and it is the mouth that 

they take in common so that the upper jaw of each becomes 

the lower jaw of the other. A tricephalic grouping can be 

found at Chichester. Here two trinities of faces are car­

ved in a circle with six eyes to be shared among the six 

heads. This particular group is interlaced with oak vines. 

Another at Saint Mary's of Faversham shows the more regul­

ar tricephalic characteristics. The three faces are con­

nected at the cheeks but each is quite distinct with in­

dividual noses and mouths. The three bearded faces share 

four eyes. 

Tricephalic and janiform creatures are coramon i r.l. all, 

ancient art and in the demonic aspect of medieval art but 
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this particular method of representation. that is. not two 

or three distinct heads but one head with two or three faces 

sharing the featur.s. is C.ltic. This style may b. conn.c­

t.d with British sup.rstitions regarding siam.s. twins. who 

were r.gard.d not only as fr.aks but. in some way, supernat­

ural. 9 Th. Church did frown on this particular styl •• at 

l.ast when it was us.d for illustrations of the Trinity.i0 

Early tric.phalic triniti.s w.r. drawn so as to show thr •• 

conjoin.d fac.s with thr •• nos.s, thr •• mouths, and four 

.y.s. Th. more r.gular thr •• -h.ad.d cr.atur.s r.main.d a 

common el.m.nt in fantastic art and myth. Dant.'s satan. 

for .xampl •• was thr •• -h.ad.d but in the more common man­

ner of thr.e distinct h.ads. satan was fr.qu.ntly d.pict.d 

in this mann.r. i1 

Some C.ltic mythology which finds its way into Roman­

asqu. art is ef a v.ry local charact.r. A classic .xampl. 

of this i. the C.rn. giant of the village of C.rno-Abba •• 

Th. giant hims.lf is a myst.rious figure drawn en the ground 

on the outskirts of the town. Ho i. a hug •• :. primi ti vely 

depictod man, hairl •••• and with only n.bulous facial f.a­

tur.s. H. holds a large club aloft ov.r his h.ad. H. pro­

bably was a .ymbol of .troagth to the anci.nt Colt. of the 

9C.J.s. Thompson, The !IIysterr and Lore of Monsters. 
(New Yorks University books, 1968 , p. 32. 
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ar.a bu~ h. d ••• n.~ app.ar ~o have b •• n a g.d with a g •• -

graphically largo f.ll.wing. , Th. C.rn. giant app.ar. .n 

s.v.ral carving. in tho C.rn.-Abbas church. Within tho 

Christi&l\ Church h. , •• k .n a malignant charac~.r. Ia .n. 

viga.tt. h. is sh.wn d.v.uring a hUllaJl victill. In all.th.r 

h. is giv.n a pair .f wtags .ad is 1I ... t t. r.pr.s.nt sat ... 12 

This transf.rmation .f aa .ld g.d iate a d.vil was c.mm.n 

~ 

but with cr.atur ••• f .nly l.cal illp.rtanc •• like tho C.rn. 

giaat. the Church pr.bably had little succ ••• in c.ntr.lling 

th. l.cal f •• ling.. Th •• ld d.iti ••••• 11 t. have maintain.d 

th.ir .riginal .igaificanc. f.r tho p •• pl •• 

On. CaJ\ find .xaJlpl ••• f tho influ.nc •• f C.ltic r.li­

gi.n .n Christianity n.t .nly ia tho art ~f tho R.man •• qu. 

p.ri.d but ta ••••• f th. rituals surr.unding tho art. 

R.liquary statu.s w.r •• urr.undod with c.r.m.ny and g.n.r-

.... - ally tr.at.d a. pag ... id.l.. Iat.r •• tingly. wh.n th ••• sta­

tu.. w.r. carri.d abr.ad th.y w.uld b. h.u •• d .v.rnight in 

t.nts uad.r an arb.r .f gr •• n.ry. Th ••• arb.r. w.r ••••• n­

tial •• f c.urs •• t. C.l'ic r.ligi.u. practic •• a. w.ll. 

Th. r.liquari •• w.r. g.n.rally b.li.vod t. c.ntain th. , h.ad 

of tho .aint th.y .oro carv.d f.r. 1J 

Noither the Gormaa. n.r tho Scandiaavi .... c.ntribut.d 

nearly a. much a. th. Colt. ,. R.man.squ. art. Thi. i • 

• trang •• iBco tho maj.ri ty .f p •• pl. ill Eur.p. wore G.rman. 

Th. Goraaa. did c •• ~ibut. t. tho roligi.n it •• lf. adapting 

~ 12Shoridan and R •••• Garg.ylo. and Grot.sgu ••• p. JO. 

lJMal •• R.ligi.us Art. p. 200. ro( 
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Christianity te their ewn cultur.. A. u.ual, ae.t .r the 

G.raaa centributieR. caa b ••••• a. n.gativ. in that th.y 

r.pr.s.n~ .er. er the Church tend.ncy te r.duc. .ld g.ds 

te d.vil.. T.utenic an~ C.ltic g.ds n.v.r r.ally cenv.y.d 

the .a. ••• ns. er t.rrer a. the Church' •• wn rall.n ang.l., 

hew.v.r.14 Th.r. are eth.r T.utenic r.aaant. in the Chri.-

tian Church. Th. p.pular habit .r d.picting satan a. held­

ing a ha ... r er thuad.rb.lt d.riv •• rre. a d ••• nizati.n er 

Ther. H.l, the T.ute.ic qu •• n er th. w.rld er the d.ad, 

1.Dd. h.r _. te the Chri.tie und.rwerld. 

A Neraan rera, li~t.d al •• st ce.pl.t.ly te England, 

i. the b.ak h.ad. Th ••• d •• enic cr.atur •• .ay r.pr.s.nt 

.ith.r bird., •••• er ••••• up.rnatural cr.atur.. Th.y 

are u •• d d.c.rativ.ly iR .uch the .a •• way a. the d.capi­

tat.d h.ad •.• r R.qu.p.rtu... Th.y c.uld b. ab.tracti.n. 

.r hUll&ll h.ad. with b.ard.. A s.ri.. .r b.ak h.ads f.ra 

the arch ev.r the d •• r .r Saint Ebbs at Oxr.rd. Th.y have 

the u.ual stariag .y.. but app.ar g ••• rally •• r. bird-like 

tho hu.an. A •• th.r int.r ..... ting gr.up .r b.ak h.ad. arch 

.v.r the d •• r at Irrl.y, Th. iRdividuals .r this particu­

lar s.ri •• are .ach uniqu •• 

On. a.p.ct .r C.ltic and G.raaa paganis. that had .ur­

pri.ingly little .rr.ct ell church art was witchcraft. 

Witchcrart was p.pular in Eur.p., particularly France, dur­

tag the •• tir ••• dieval p.ri.d but v.ry little .f the 

14J .frr.y Burt.n Rus •• l, Wi~chcrart in the Middle Ag •• 
(Ithae •• C.rn.ll Ulliv.r.ity Pr •••• 1972), p. 111. 
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ayab.lisa .t wi~chcratt r.und its way int. r.ligi.us art 

until the fitt.enth and sixt.enth centuries. Th.re is n. 

questi.n that the Church felt threatened by witchcratt. 

"Nighttlylng" had te b. aade illegal in France in 900 and, 

after that as.ries .t laws were enacted r.rbidding n.t .nly 

witchcraft but the beli.f that witches did exist. These 

laws reached a p.int .r absurdity in the eleventh century 

when p •• ple were ferbiddea t. believe that there were pe.­

pl. wh. believed that they c.uld fly.1S Witchcraft p.sed 

a auch greater threat than pagani.a, in the eyes .t the 

Church, since pagani.a had pr.v.d its.lf at least s.aewhat 

capable .t adapting it.elt t. Christianity. Because witch­

eratt, black witchcraft at l.ast, was tn. antithesis .r 
Christianity it c.uld Ret b. t.lerated in the Church's art. 

It was the Church itself which d.cided what the •• s w.uld 

b. used in church sculptur. since the C.uncil .f Nic., i~ 

181. had f.rbidden sculpt.rs t. us. their .wn iaaginati.ns. 

It s •• as evident that the Church did net always exercise 

this privil.g. but it very likely w.uld have r.und it w.rth­

while in eliaiRating art inspired by witches rr •• churches. 

GiveR the Church's c.ntr.l .ver art, .ne aust ask why 

.e auch pagan art was tel.rated. Th. the.es, particularly 

the druid .nes, are .e frequent that the Church' s acceptance 

1. necessarily iaplied. Ther. are tw. likely explanati.ns. 

It 1s c .... nly aSBuaed that pagan art was t.lerat.d because 

pagan b.liets were te. deep f.r the Church t. upre.t. She 

15Ibid., p. 81. 
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risked a tetal less ef the peeple if she did net ce.pre.ise. 

uadeubtedly this .etive did 'influence the heads et the Church. 

The explanatien is net, hewever, sufficient. When the Church 

waated te i.pese her will she was able te de se as evidenced 

by the Inquisitien et the thirteenth and feurteenth ee.tu­

ries. Circuastances had net ehanged that much acv.er a cen­

~ry that the Church ceuld held life and death centrel ever 

the vagaries ef belief in the thirteenth century and yet 

in the twelfth be se insecure as te be unable te insist en 

artistic centrel ever Churches. The crucial facter weuld 

see. te be the religieus cemauaity itselt, particularly the 

religieus ce .. unity et Britain. Mest ef the clergy were 

illiterate, untutered .en and we.en witheut a significant-

ly .ere sephisticated religieus eutleek than the rest et 

the pepulatien. Pagan deities were a seurce ef ce.tert te 

the peeple and there il ne reasen te luppese that they were 

any less se te the .. ss ef the religieus ce .. unity. Lecal 

priests and even bisheps .. y have been aware that they were 

net allewed te believe in Cernunnes er druidical aagic but. 

en the ether hand, it ceuld net hurt te aaintain an element 

et respect, te preserve· the pretective images, just in 

case. These ideas aay. net have been eenscieusly articula~~~ 

ted--very likely they were net--but they still .ay have 

acted as sUbcenseieus .etivatien causing the religieus 

ce"unity te everleek again and again a phene.ena that is 

ltartlingly ebvieus te a persen remeved fre. the situatien. 

There ilne allegerical justificatien ter the presence et 
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these designs, and ne real aesthetic necessity. Further.ere, 

when Churchmen felt that a certain .etif, fer exaaple the 

tricephalic tr~nities, was seaehew tee self-censcieusly 

pagan, the .etif was net repeated. Thus, ene must eenclude 

a streng element er religieus appreval, as eppesed te sim­

ple teleranee, fer the strange and mysterieus hangevers ef 

Eurepe's racial past. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE DEMONIC. AUTUN, VEZELAY, AND THE MEDIEVAL 
IMAGINATION IN R~MANESQUE ART 

The mystery ef the Graece-Reman and Celtic symbelism 

in Reaanesque is ene ef aetivatien, One asks why the Chris­

tian churches allewed and enceuraged these styles. The fig­

ures the.selves are net that mysterieus. Mest ef thea are 

illJlediately recegnizable ence plaoed in their preper cul­

tural centext. There is anether whele species ef fantas­

tic symbelism in Reman.sque art that defies the histeric~ 

cul tural explana tien et the pagan art. The dellenic sya- . 

belism ef Remanesque art is, as eppesed te pagan art, pure­

ly medieval. The feras and themes explered arise frem the 

anxieties ef the age. One can tind nething ce.parable in 

any prier er later artistic style. There was, in the sev­

enteenth and eighteenth centuries, a certain fascinatien 

with witchcraft theaes in art and these pieces were heavily 

peepled with de.ens. This art was net in the cultural 

mainstream, hewever, in terms et being the accepted artis­

tic style et the day. Remanesque. en the ether hand, was 

the definitive art ef the twelfth century and, thus, its 

demenic ebsessien is mere significant. Furthermere, the 

witchcraft art is thematically cengrueus. Given an accep­

tance e~ witchcraft as it was understeed at the time, the 

devils and .de.ens fer. a legical part ef the narrative. 

The Reaanesque devils are present in all kinds et vignettes 

whether their presence seems reasenable er net. They de 

net appear as creatures "suaaened up" but as a natural and 

~,~.~. ~. 
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unaveidable part ef day-te-day life. 

Hew did Christianity develep frem a rather simple cede 

er ethics te a systea ef terrer apparently .ere petent than 

Zereastrianis.. Gnestieisa. er any nusber ef ether reli­

gieus aevementa that preseRt. en the raee er it, a much 

bleaker attitude tewards life beth en earth and in the here­

after? Partly. the anawer te this questien has already . 

been discussed. The Church had te i.pese its system en an 

unenthusiastic pepulace and a certain ameunt er threat was 

necessary if the Church had any hepe er spreading its re-

ligien. This explanatien enly partly explains the preblem. 

hewever. It dee. net explain why the .aphasis en the de.e-. 
nie enly became se everwhelaing in the eleventh. twe1tta. 

and thirteenth centuries rather than in the early centuries 

er cenversien. Ner dees it explain why Christianity en­

ceuraged this type ef fear while ether iapesed religiens 

are relatively free rre. it. One cannet find a ee.plete 

answer te these que stiens witheut examining beth the Church 

and medieval seciety. 

The .edieval Church was net a deliberate machine pre­

ducing terrerist prepaganda te keep peeple in line. There 

is ne questie. that this type ef .etivatien semetimes shewed 

itself, but the real .etivatien is .ere ce.plex. It was 

net a decisien en the part er Churehaen te use fear as a 

weapen. Rather, it was aft integral part ef the relatiem- ~ 

ships between aedieval menasticisa, e.etienalisa, and sec­

ial instability that gave rise te an ebses8ien with devils 
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and Hell. The aonastic ideal explains more about this feel-

ing for the demonie than any other.,'single factor. Halluci­

nations were so comaon among medieval monks that they be­

came. a nora ani were no longer recognized as hallucinations. 

The problem with the monks was not strictly a psychologioal 

one. Bodily abuse was much admired both in teras of ex-

treme selt-denial anGl actual self-abuse. l The tel'!dency to­

wards self-denial was probably more significant in the in­

duction ot hallucinations than bodily abuse and flagellation. 

When the body is denied its normal requirements for food, 

rest, and a certain degree ot sensual stimulation it tends 

to create a sensual response in the vacuum. This is par­

ticularly likely to occur when the mind is ' susceptible to 

the tantasy in question. Medieval monks believed in devils. 

They expected them to appear. Consequently, when their 

ainds were in a susceptible state, devils did appear. The 

monks believed the devils were real. This is not strange 

given the fact that the whole idea has an internal logic 

, once one accepts the initial preaise--that demons are ,real. 

The monks were punishing the.selves, ultimately, to bring 

themselves closer to God. It was the duty of demons to 

prevent man trom being close to God, to keep him somehow 

tied to the earthly order. Thus, when a demon saw a monk 

sacrificing his normal bodily pleasures and needs in order 

to be closer to God, he feit an obligation to tor.ent and 
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tempt hill. He had to try to prevent the monk from gaining 

the moral end ot his sacrifice. There is nothing fantastic 

in this theory onoe one accepts the active interterence of 

~. supernatural beings in the natural order. 
, 

There were further problems in the monastic life 

which could lead, if nQt directly to hallucinations of evil, 
I 

at least to a generally negative world view. Although the 

~. medieval priest had a comparitively easy role in society, 

the monk's role was very psychologically demanding. His 

society, (that is, the monastic one) was wildly misogyn­

istic and to.tally anti-sensual, at least in the ideal. It 

is true that this ideal was often not liv~d up to and monks 

were frequently accused of lust, sensuality, and an addic­

tion to luxurious living. A great many monks did try to 

live up to the ascetic norm but it is questionable how many 

'-~I were suc.eesstul. The signiticant point here is the spiri t-

I ual agony which must have been endured by any monk who fell 
I 

short ot the ascetic goals he had set for himself. He had 

failed some sort of ultimate test and he felt confident 

that whole squads of demons, probably the devil himself, 

took personal pleasure in his fall. 

According to some of the extremist monastic preachers 

like Peter Damian, happiness itself was sinful. This idea 

Contains an internal contradiction. One was not even al­

lowed to feel satisfaction in one's own self-denial. If ~ 

the ethical wrong of a deed is judged as directly propor­

tional to the pleasure taken in it, then one is open to a 

..... / .. '.:". '. "" : \ -. ~' ~' . 
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radieal sort of negative subjectivism. Whatever is being 

done is, necessarily, wrong. Aquinas would later define 

the end of all man' s ohoices a8 happiness. Wha t he sug­

" gests has a certain truth to it and, consequently, the 

extreme monastic goal was a hopeless and unreachable one. 

Not all the monks ascribed to such an extremely maso­

chistic ethical system, but there was at least a relative 

masochism at the heart of most medieval ethics. It was 

generally accepted that a moral life was a life led in 

imitation of Christ. Christ was presented as so profound­

ly perfect. however, that he could not, practically, be 

imitated. Even if one were able to ~ollow Christ, one 

would be opening oneself up to ,the 8il1 of pride. There­

fore, those people most concerned with ethical purity would 

be those most subject to fears about their own ethical im­

purity. It was impossible for medieval man to defeat this 

logic and he was plagued by guilt as a result. Even a 

more radically negative religion like Calvinism contains 

a sort of escape hatch. If one is predestined then one's 

behavior will have no ultimate effect on one~s fate. 

While obviously this never led to a liberal ethic among 

Calvinists, it did at least remove the anxiety of a self­

dependent damnation • 

Not only the Christian religion itself, but certain 

other elements of medieval society helped further the feel­

ings of guilt and helplessness. Life for the medieval aris­

tocrat was not easy. He lacked both comfort and security. 

This was all the more true for the medieval peasantry. 

/;.\'-.'~%.. '.J ~ 
, :::> 

" ) 

r':)CHIVES 



~ 

,,----. 

~ 

57 

Hardly able to call their lives their 'own, they were still 

totally responsible for their misdeeds. Their lifestyle 

mirrored the monastic life in some ways. They were of­

fered only the barest minimum of stimulation. Seldom would 

a serf leave the village of his birth and, even when rare­

ly he did, it was to go to another place essentially the 

same. He had little say as to where or how his life would 

be led. He had little or no opportunity fOr intellectual 

or aesthetic stimulation since he was illiterate and geo­

graphically removed from the few areas where art flourished. 

All that remained for him were the basic animal desires for 

food, sex, and a degree of comfort. The food and shelter 

available to him were wretched and sexuality was seen as, 

if not exactly sinful, at least somehow wrong even within 

marriage. 2 

This utter predictable dullness where the circumstances 

of birth presupposed the conditions of life was difficult 

enough, but the serf also lacked security. Warfare was ,_ 

common even at the local level and, though the warring 

knights probably made no effort to harm the peasantry. it 

is unlikely that they made any particular effort to avoid 

harming them either. The fear of warfare or invasion was 

only exacerbated by the , knowledge that any attack would 

come as a . ..,CQJDplete ,surprise .since ,.there were no lines of 

cOIDJDlmication beWeen'\8e~.-,'Iin. lords to allow for prepar- ~ 

ation. Finally, whatever ill fortune befell the community 

2Ibic1., 2,561. 
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could be blamed on the sinfulness of the population. The 

weight of guilt and anxiety had n'o counterbalance. 

Another element of medieval culture that made it prey 

tQ paranoia of the demonic was the strong precedence 0'1 ,­

emotionalism over rationalism.J There was no clear-cut 

line between fantasy and reality. Once demons were accepted 

as fact they became inescapable. They were responsible 

for every temptation whether major or minor. There may 

have even been a comfort in this idea as it. removed some 

of the burden of guilt from the shoulders . of the individual. 

Revelation was indistinguishable from experience. This in­

cluded more than Biblical Revelation. It also included the 

truths -revealedM to hysterical monks and nuns in dreams 

or visions. Medieval preaching was a confused amalgam of 

these visions, actual Biblical Revelation, and the obscure 

personal theorizing of the particular preacher.4 There is 

no doubt that some medieval religious beliefs had a solid 

base but it was impossible for the average man to separa~e 

the wheat from the chaff. 

The Church itself made some effort to curb demonic _ 

fixation. The Cistercians, the Dominicans, and the Fran -

ciscans were all empowered to remove the "curiositates" 

from churches.S They seldom used this power, however, and 

JIbi4., 1.17. 

4Joseph Gantner and Marcel Pobe, The Glory of Roman­
esgue Art (New York, Vanguard Press, 1956), p. )8. 

5Meyer Schapiro, Romanesgue Art (New York. George 
Braziller, 1977), p. 7 • 
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when they did raise objeotions (suoh as Saint Bernard's 

famous diatribe) it was usually against the pagan based 

works. Though the Churchmen may have. wanted the demonic 

de-emphasized in ohurohes, they were themselves too oaught 

up in the religious emotionalism of the age to really ef­

fect its removal. Bernard was violent in his critioism of 

artistic excesses, but his own writing could be seen as 

excessive too in the fervid, almost erotic,. tone it adopts 

in describing love of God. 

The anti-individualism of medieval society was a .final 

element in its susceptibility to suggestion. The personal 

experience was not nearly as important as the perceived_ 

group experience. It was unlikely that any individual 

would demand empirical proof of what was generally acoepted 

as fact. This laok of individualism led to a desire to 

tum the abstract concepts. of religioniRto objective reali­

ties. Evil was not sufficient as a concept. It had to be 

made into a living foree. 6 

Romanesque art is a showplace for the. confliots and 

anxieties of medieval life. The sculpture of the churches 

show. the guilt, the fear, and the confusion of the real 

and the unreal. Even simple narra ti ve sc.enes are often 

peopled with irrelevant demons. The world, as depicted 

in Romanesque art, is one where the elements of the earth­

ly, the angelic, and the demonic are in oonstant regular 

6paul Carus, A Histo~ of the Devil and the Idea of 
Evil (New York. Crown, 19 ), p. 287. 
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intercourse.? This sort of art was not common until this 

time. Early depictions of the devil show him not as a huge 

figure of terror, but as a tiny old man being crushed be­

neath the feet of Christ~ The Romanesque view is closer 

to Persian Zoroastrianism. Even when old vignettes were 

copied in Romanesque art, superfluous devils were added to 

the scene. 

It is interesting that the finest demonic art of the 

Romanesque period can be found at the cathedral of saint 

Lazarus at Autun. In a sense, this cathedral shows a pure 

medievalism in that it minimalizes the use of pagan themes. 

Gislebertus, the sculptor, was not typically medieval, how­

ever. He was an individualist, whether consciously or not. 

He did not use the common patterns to illustrate the narra­

tives. The nightmare vision of Romanesque cUlminates at 

Autun because of the pure, yet unique, medievalism of the 

artist's vision • . Ironically, side-by-side with some of 

the most hideous and bizarre of medieval sculpture are 

works of fresh, almost naive, beauty. 

Most of Gislebertus' demonic a~t is found on the cap­

itals at Autun. (With the exception of the magnificent 

west tympanum Last Judgment which will be discussed in the 

next chapter.) A capital on the south wall of the nave 

depicts the suicide of Judas. Here two winged devils hold 

Cen-
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either end of the r0pe by which the central figure hangs. 

These _devils are typical both of Gislebertus and of Roman­

esquedeaenic .art. They have no aesthetic roots outside 

of the minds of the men and the society that created them. 

The two devils here stand on either side of Judas. Both 

are crouched and winged but there is no formal counterposi­

tion. The devil on the left appears somewhat monkey-like 

in his facial features. His body, though disproportiQnate­

ly long in the legs, is bas.ically human except that it has 

a tail. The mUSCUlature ot the body is extremely pronounced, 

making the body appear striated. This sort of musculature 

can be found on nearly all of Gislebertus' demons. The 

devil's ears are rounded. and his hair is tightly curled. 

His mouth is open and wailing. The devil on the right is 

similar in basic form although he stands taller and lacks 

'1 the simian features of his companion. He also appears to 

lack a tail but the sculpture is damaged and it appears 

likely that a tail was originally attached. This devil al­

so has his mouth open in a scream. His ears are pointy and 

his hair is carved in ,ihe, flame-like style common both at 

Autlm and at Vezelay ... and based on the __ Roman _depictionl1l of 

barbarians. The immediate effect of this work, and o~hers 

at Autun, is a sort of visual chaos owing to the violence 

of the scene. The chaotic imagery was, however, under the 

oontrol ot the artist. Gislebertus does follow aesth~tic 

rules in the demons. The demon on the left is rounded in 

his posture, in .his hair, and in the shape of his ears. 

The one on the right is angular and pointed in posture, 
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hair and ears. The central figure of Judas i~ not made 

demonic although his open mouth repeats the pattern of the 

demons. 

On the same series of capitals is one of the virtues 

of Generosity and Patience mounted on the heads of Greed 

and Anger. This vignette laoks the power of the Judas 

scene not because the work is inferior but because the 

figures of the two virtues dominate the scene. These two 

have the graceful beauty of the Autun Eve while the vices 

are small and almost comic. Avarice is a small crouching 

man clutching a money bag in either hand. He is very un­

usual in that he is clothed in a loose sort of toga or robe. 

By far the majority of devils at Autun and elsewhere are 

naked. Perhaps he is clothed because his direct frontal 

position would have exposed his genitals were he naked. 

The devil's face is human but distorted because of the 

great open mouth. His hair is long and straight. Ira, or 

Anger, crouches beneath the feet of Patience in a sideways 

position. He has what appears to be the ve$tige of a wing 

on his back, but this sculpture too is damaged and it is 

hard to determine. Apart from the possible wing, Anger's 

body is human. The mouth is extended in an expression of 

rage and a straight row of teeth is exposed. The hair is 

curled tightly in the manner of the devil from the Judas 

vignette. 

A north nave capital features one of the temptations 

of Christ in the desert. This is a complex and highly 
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carved vignette, depicting satan himself rather than a minor 

devil. satan's depiction is' not in any special way distinct 

from the minor devils. he is winged and human in form but 

quite disproportionate. His arms and his legs are elongated 

and his torso is quite small. He has the usual striated mus­

culature of the Autun devils and his feet are bird-like claws. 

The tradition of depicting satan with cloven hooves was not 

yet firmly established but this satan differs in other ways 

from the usual representations. He has no horns and, as he 

bends at a right angle from the waist, he appears small and 

hunched rather than tall and terrifying. satan's right hand 

is clenched in a fist. and is so disproportionately large 
. 

that it is nearly the size of Christ's head although if the 

Christ and satan figures were made to stand erect, Christ 

would be considerably the larger. satan has short, curly 

hair, huge eyes, and a bestial, snarling mouth. Although he 

is eomparatively diminutive, the intense rage on his face 

lends a potency to the figure. He stands on the top of a 

tower that is modelled on the style of the Italian Romanesque. 

Although the piece is meant to represent Christ's temptation 

in the desert, the free areas are filled with a stylized 

greenery. Of course, Satan is naked in this scene while the 

other figures are robed. 

A second Temptation of Christ scene can be found on a 

choir capital. ]n contrast to the former scene, here satan 

absolutely dominates. Christ and the angel are minute next 

to the devil who is very tall and entirely covered with hair. 
" • i' , . 
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His feet are claws but more reptilian than bird-like. A snake 

twists between his legs and its head rests on his genitals in 

the manner . commonly used. to typify Lust in the vice-virtue 

scenes. satan's head is large her~ and very intricately car­

ved. His mouth is very wide with savage-looking teeth, his 

ears are pointy, and his hair is flame-like. Like the other 

temptation scene. Satan is shown without horns and the desert 

is full of greenery. 

The concept of these two temptation scenes is interesting. 

The Biblical story that they illustrate does not describe a 

fierce Satan but, . rather, shows him as a somewhat seductive 

character inducin~ Christ to worship him with offers of re-

wards. These carvings project nothing of this attitude and 

seem to be prototypes for the later spate of Temptation of 

Saint Anthonys where monsters were used to symbolically re­

present the evils of the temptation rather than the physical 

appearance of the temptor. 

One particularly interesting Autun vignette is foUnd on 

a south aisle capital. This scene depiets the destruction of 
i . 

the golden calf by Moses and is a typicalexaaple of the use 

of demons in scenes where they are not narratively necessary. 

The demon here is just a personification of evil as represented 
i 

by the golden calf. The carving of this scene is simple in 

that the three figures, (Moses, the devil, and the calf) are 

placed against a blank background. All three stand on stones 

which are carved with the same pattern as Moses' tunic. This 

devil is different from most Autun creatures and stylistically 

~
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calls to mind the art of Vezelay. He is tall, erect winged 

and, although he and Moses stand about the same height, the 

head of the devil is nearly three times that of Moses. The 

devil's body is smoothly carved with no evident muscles and 

he lacks the disproportionately long limbs of the other Autun 

monsters. His belly is Tery distended and his face is hideous. 

The mouth is open in a scream displaying two full rows of 

teeth. The nose is small and pig-like and the eyes staring. 

He has flame-like hair tied with a ribbon. This sort of hair 

was common both at Autun and Vezelay but this devil's hair is 

quite long which was more the Vezelay style, as was the very 

large head. 

The Fall of Simon Magus is found on an east transept 

capital. Here the central figure of the magician is sur­

rounded by Saints Peter and Paul on the left and a singularly 

bestial demon on the right. This devil's body is typically 

Autun in the features noted in the above descriptions. He 

is seated and hunched over with his hands open, presumably 

to receive the soul of the fallen Simon. The devil's face is 

broad and pear-shaped with a huge, slathering, idiot's grin 

from the left side of which protrudes a pointed tongue. His 

nose is flattened and his eyes slightly crossed. He has 

short hair, long pointy ears, and a pair of very long horns. 

Gislebertus carved his most brutish demon here but it is one . 

ot his least frightening.because of its generally moronic ap­

pearance. This was probably the deliberate intention of the 

artist. The main figure is Simon Magus himself and he is 
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carved so grotesquely that a more threatening looking devil 

would have tended to minimalize the strength of the fooal 

point. The magician is shown upside-down at the split sec­

ond before he hits the ground. His mouth is open in a des­

perate scream and a long tongue emerges. His eyes bulge like 

a hanged man's. Two sets of wings are attached to him, one 

at his elbows, the other at his knees. This particular sculp­

ture, especially the face of the fallen magician, is the 

strongest evocation of terror and despair in the whole Roman­

esque tradition. 

Gislebertus' vice and virtue scenes were atypical. He 

did not use the conventional types for the vices. His capital 

depicting Lust is an entire little vignet~e not just a simple 

self-contained figure fighting her opposing virtue. In the 

Autun scene, a young man stares at a naked woman. The woman 

is given the same flame-like hair as many of the Autun demons 

but there is nothing grotesque in her make-,up. Her face and 

form are human and, in fact, she is made to appear quite at­

tractive, The young man is grabbed by the hair by a demon 

Whose position is almost a counterpose to the naked woman. 

The demon carries an axe in his hand. He is human-bodied but 

hi. face is very animalistic with a fish-like mouth and poin­

ty ears. His hair is a modified version of the flame style 

but it is much shorter than usual. Whether the demon is 

·.ant to wear some primitive clothing or whether the carving 

between his upper thighs represents some bizarre genitalia is 

lIIlcertain. The shape carved is somewhat phallic but it has 

• ridged texture. If it is meant to be some sort of clothing, 
t-"':' ~ , :z., 
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it is attached to the devil by mysterious means. 

One north doorway capital represents a demon so large 

that he fills all the available space. All that intrudes is 

the leg of a naked man which is grabbed by the demon. The 

man • s body is around the corner of the capital. This devil 

is very similar to the satan on the second Temptation of 

Christ described above except that he has the usual striated 

Autun body and no fur. He has a very long tail which repeats 

the flame pattern of the hair. The teeth he displays are 

pointy and the skin around his eyes is heavily creased giv­

ing hi. a rather reptilian appearance. 

These are the best of the Autun demonic sculptures and, 

possibly, the best of the whole Romanesque period. Gislebertus 

was more than a sculptor ot terror. His works have such 

strength because he combiRes a lack of restraint in !the .. · t 

cr.eatures themselves with a restraint in composition. In 

all but the tinal example and the Death of Judas, the monsters 

are counterbalanced with saints or virtues or Christ. There 

is such_a .grace to these structurally human figures that they 

raise .Glsleb.ertus above the average medieval artist. The two 

greatest otGislebertus' sculptures were the Eve and the 

Last Ju4gment. HIs Eve is a graceful, innocent figure. She 

haa a sexual appeal but there is nothing of the grossly sen­

sual in her. The sculptor could certainly have taken advan­

tage of the theme of Eve's temptation to create a scene rich 

with devils. Instead, he wisely chose to keep his theme sim­

ple and in so doing, created one of the masterpieces of 
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medieval sculpture. 

The o~her major church for 'Romanesque devils is the abbey 

church of Sainte-Marie-Madeleine at Vezelay. Vezelay, like 

Autun seems to have been sculpted by one man. It has been 

suggested that Gislebertus was also the sculptor of Vezelay.9 

This may 'be true, especially if one looks at the similarities 

between the Vezelay work and the golden calf vignette at Autun. 

There are some stylistic differences though, as will be seen 

below. Vezelay shares with Autun the strange position of 

being at once typically medieval and beyond medieval. The 

designs of Vezelay are purely medieval and, in being so, 

move away from the medieval dependence on past works for in-
. 

spiration. Like Autun, its works are a clear study of the 

anxieties and preoccupations of an age. Like Autun also, the 

Vezelay sculptures are always potent, often harsh, and some­

times terrifying. 

One Vezelay capital depicts the temptation of Saint 

Benedict. Traditional legend had ascribed the saint's temp­

tation to centaurs because of their significance as a symbol 

of lust. The Vezelay sculptor rejected this interpretation 

and instead chose a devil as the temptor. The devil is skin­

ny and long-limbed. He is human in shape and resembles the 

Autun devils. He has the usual flame-like hair but it is 

drawn in the longer style typical of Vezelay. The devil's 

mouth is wide open and .his teeth are pointed. He is unusual 

9nenis Grivot and George Zarneoki, Gislebertus, Sculptor 
~t Autun (New York. Orion Press, 1963), passim. 
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in that he is bearded. The devil tempts the saint with a 

woman. The carving of the woman would argue against the 

possibility of Gislebertus as the sculpture since the figure 

lacks the beauty of the Autun people. The Vezelay sculpture 

does not use the devil as a symbol of temptation as did the 

later Temptation of saint Anthony art mentioned above. This 

is significant since the presence of the demon and the woman 

turn the scene into a narrative rather than a symbolic one. 

The devil is not a symbolic rendering of the concept of evil 

but a concrete presence. 

One of the most potent of the Vezelay capitals is the 

one whioh depicts Despair and Lust. The lust symbol is a 

variation on the conventional depiction ; A naked woman pulls 

her breast down, seeming to offer it to a snake. The snake 

twines himself around the woman's leg. This, as noted in 

chapter one, was a derivation of the classic Mother Earth 

symbol from Greek art and was nearly always the medieval 

symbol of Lust. The Vezelay Lust differs from the usual ren­

dition structurally. That is, she was not physically designed 

according to the pattern but she has the pattern's attributes. 

The second figure on the vignette is Despair and this figure 

bears no resemblance to any traditional archetype of the vice. 

Despair was not a common vice in medieval sculpture except 

in cases where all the vices were lined up with their respec­

tive virtues. The Vezelay Despair has an elf-like appearance 

to his body which is small in comparison to his oversized 

head. He has the flame hair ana a large open mouth which 
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exposes both his teeth and tongue. He stands wi~h his head 

facing backwards and stabs himself in the front with a knife. 

The mouth, eyes, and ears are very large even in proportion 

to the head and add a graphic horror to the face of the 

creature, who _seems to be caught at precisely the instant be­

fore death. 

One capital" at Vezelay portrays an angel taking a demon 

prisoner. The angel leans over to manacle the wrists of the 

devil. Although this devil is not unlike the figure of Des­

pair in the scene described above, he tends to appear more 

comic than terrifying. His face is wide-mQuthed and toothy. 

He is winged and has what may be an unintentionally peculiar 

physiognomy. His body is bent and curled in such a way as 

to make it appear that either his arms or his legs are at~ 

tached backwards. He has outsized buttocks which protrude 

at an impossible angle. His feet are human except for the 

presence of a small claw in the back, and he has a short 

tail. The angel is structurally sound within the limits of 

pre-perspective art. 

The golden calf theme is found on a Vezelay capital. 

The animal is not really a calf but an adult with bull' s 

horns , and cow's udders and is carved so as to appear alive 

rather than a golden idol. The bull-cow is mounted by an 

e~tant demon who is facially closer to human than most of 

the Vezelay devils. His hair is still flame-like and his 

bOdy is disproportionately small with a protruding stomach. 

His legs are normal down to the feet which are clawed and 

reptilian. Whether the effect is intentional or not,is 

.. 
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debatable, but the bull-cow seems to be swallowing the right 

leg of the demon. Moses s~ands in front of the pair holding 

up the tablets of the law. 

Vezelay is similar to Autun in that it combines the hide­

ous with the beautiful. One forgets in iooking at the night­

mare of the Vezelay Despair that the Vezelay sculptor was 

also responsible for the fanciful "circle men" and the charm­

ing scenes of the apostles preaching to the cynocephali and 

the large-eared people. Though these creatures sound gro­

tesque, they were not depicted that way at the cathedral. 

They were done with an appealing originality and style. 

It has been necessary to discuss Vezelay and Autun at 

length because they are such consumate projections of the 

medieval spirit. The sculpture of both churches is terrify­

ing perhaps because common themes are used throughout. 

Thus, the demons appear to be some consciously recognized 

species with constant physical traits. The devils are given 

a veneer of reality that is very effective. The most signi­

ficant fact about the bulk of this sculpture is that it was 

carved on capitals. Since the capitals were out of the sight 

of the church congregation the presence of demons on them 

would argue against the theory that the demons were used 

primarily to inspire fear. This latter may be true of the 

Last Judgment tympana but the capitals could only be per­

ceived vaguely, if at all. The other popular theory is that 

the devils were carved to frighten evil spirits from ~the 

churches. This theory is more properly relevant to the 

grimacing vine men of the Celtic tradition. The demons of 
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Autun, Vezelay, and other Romanesque churches were almost al­

ways part of narrative scenes. Narrative art seldom has this 

protective totem function. 

Once removed from the two major cathedrals, Autun and 

Vezelay, demonic art becomes very chaotic and it is difficult 

to find any repeating themes. The creatures are combinations 

of anoient 'archetypes and the often wild imaginations of the 

sculptors. 

A scene from the legend of Saint Theophila at the church 

of Sainte-Marie at Soulliac exemplifies the extreme bizarre­

ness of some of the medieval devils. Here two devils fight 

two men against a background of chaotic destruction. Perhaps 

one of the men was meant to be the saint but neither have 

the nimbus so it is not certain. Both devils are human 

height with somewhat human bodies except the bodies are ex­

tremely skinny so that the leg, arm, and especially the rib 

bones protrude. One devil has two clawed reptilian feet 

while the other has a bird's claw for one foot and a goat's 

or horse's hoof for the other. These devils are not naked 

but wear jagged edged loincloths of pebbly texture, from the 

back of which emerge short tails. It is the heads of these 

monsters which really draw attention. They are carved, one 

vaguely like a fish and the other vaguely like a dog, but 

the faces are oovered with sagging limp flesh. Both of these 

creatures are winged and the fish-like one has a head of 

curly hair. 

One can find a classic rendering of the legend of 
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Lazarus and Dives on the porch of the abbey church of Saint­

Pierre at Moissac. The devils here are of a very bestial 

sort. They cluster around the rich man's death bed clutehing 

money sacks and waiting to snatch his soul. These are small, 

skinny, winged devils whose heads are neither human nor simi­

lar to any particular animal. They are chinless with huge 

mouths and slender snake's tongues. Their noses are snouts 

and their long eyes are deep set. Flame-like tufts project 

from the backs of their legs and their feet are reptiles 

claws. There is much detail work evident in this piece but, 

unfortunately, much of it is broken or worn away. 

The theme of the death of the rich man can also be 

found on a oapi tal at saint-Andre at. Besse-en-Chandesse. ' I 

The motif is interesting because of the very archaic style 

employed. Here three devils steal the soul of the rich man. 

The soul is depicted vague and ghostly and more in the Caro­

lingian than the Romanesque style. The devils are all horned 

wi th human bodies. Their faces are very long and bestial .. 

with pig-like snouts. 

The legend of Lazarus and Dives was a very popular one 

in medieval art. The theme of glorified poverty was probably 

a deliberate choice of the Church. Romanesque was dominant 

in the period when urban life first starte4 to develop on at 

least a moderate scale in the west. The Church was nervous 

about the new avarice which seemed to be developing. The 

Lazarus and Dives sculptures served as a)-, !>t;t:~di.t: ::- r-Tet41t'ia:er~;tto 

the people of the wages of earthly greed in the 
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stands on his tail beside satan. The body and tail of this 

reptile make up one half of the throne on which Christ is 

seated. This version of the temptation of Christ is more in 

keeping with the spirit of the Bible story than the same :.-­

scene at Autun. Although the devil is monstrous in appear­

ance, he does not seem to be trying to terrorize Christ as 

on the Autun capitals. One oould imagine here that the devil 

is offering a subtler temptation. 

Another version of this scene can be found on a capital 

at saulieu. The devil is winged, with three long toes on his 

feet and a human body. He has some of the traits of Satan 

that would gradually become archetypal He is horned with a 

goat's head. The goat did become the symbol of satan by the 

seventeenth century when witchcraft art was popular. In the 

Middle Ages, however, the goat was just one of a series ot 

animals that represented Satan. 

A capital at Chauvigny also depicts Christ's temptation. 

This is an unusual Satan in that he is clothed. Like minor 

demons and devils, Satan was nearly always carved naked. At 

Chauvigny he wears an odd sort of feathered or furry tunic. 

He is winged with c1aws ·for feet, pointy ears, and a varia­

tion on the flame hair of Autun and Vezelay. His face is 

very bestial with a huge protuberant jaw displaying sharp 

teeth. Only the Plampied version avoids showing the devil 

in an attempt to terrify Christ. 

On the altarpiece at Saint Martin of Tours, Satan is 

shown waiting to snatch the soul of a dying man. This piece 

I.. 
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is painted and Satan is painted black. He is · bald and has 

long sharp teeth. He has some of the attributes of the usu­

al sa tans of later art · such as the two horns anel the eloven 

feet. He is holding a snake in his hands. An 1140 Flemish 

manuscript shows Satan in a scene of Job scraping the boils, 

inflicted by Satan, from his body. This is a primitive Satan. 

He is pictured very small. , He is painted black and his gen­

eral appearance is comic. He has clawed feet, a short lamb's 

tail, and a large, pointy, hooked nose. Another of these 

Satan and Job scenes can be found in the twelfth century 

Saint Omer's manuscript. Again Satan is small and black, 

but he is oloser to his later form with the goat's face and 

the cloven hooves. 

The devil craze did not end with Romanesque art. Gothic 

art employed them heavily too, especially later Gothic.10 

There is a difference, however. Gothic art moved signifi­

cantly closer to realism in form if not in theme. The devils 

were still carved grotesquely but there is something calcu­

lated about them that makes them essentially less frightening. 

They are no longer the raw emotional creatures of the earlier 

period. Partly, this is due to the artistic refinements of 

the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, but it seems, to a 

great extent, it was also due to emotional and social refine-

. ments. 

The character of the late Middle Ages was profoundly 

l~enri Focillon, The Art of the West, 2 vols. (London I 
Phaidon Press, 1963), 1,133. 
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different from that of the earlier period. If Europe did 

not exactly become cosmopolitan', she at least emerged from 

the ~tultifying provincialism of the early Middle Ages. 

Likewise, if Europe did not become peaceful. the character 

of warfare lost some of its local, unpredictable nature. The 

last centuries of the Middle Ages were no, longer so different 

from the early modern world. The twelfth century was the be­

ginning of the later period but it was a time of flux. Many 

ot the elements that led to the anxieties evident in Roman­

esque art were present tor centuries before but it needed a 

social advancement before these elements could be felt with 

their full force. Monks had been having visions since the 

days of the desert anchorites. Demons were mentioned in the 

Bible and so had been theologically acceptable since the an­

cient world. Warfare and invasions were more common in the 

early Middle Ages than in the twelfth century. still, these 

elements did not combine into the anxious and guilty demon 

fascination until the eleventh and twelfth centuries. 

There are some practical reasons why this is so. The 

very localism of the early Middle Ages was too intense to 

allow for any sort ot mass feelings. No one on any individ­

ual manor had any way of knowing what was happening else­

where. Many people had no idea who their king was so they 

hardly could be expected to get wind ot the fantasies of a 

hysterical monk or nun. Literacy was extremely low and 

those few people who were able to read were not likely to 

be in communication with the peasantry. This illiteracy 
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included the priests who were usually unable to understand 

the words of the Latin Masa let alone the Greek or Latin 

Bible. This is not to say that the early medieval popula­

tion was not superstitious. It was they who carried on the 

pagan traditions of ancient times. Also, their society was 

probably a very anxious, neurotic one, being, on the whole, 

worse than the twelfth century society. still, some social 

progress was necessary before the group anxiety and fear of 

demons could take hold. 

Of coUrse, twelfth century society was neither literate 

nor cosmopolitan, but it was a society on the brink of change. 

The first Crusades had finished. Though this did not make 

a particularly deep change in the Western world, it did at 

least present people with a knowledge of the world outside 

the village or fief. There were no really large cities, but 

at least there were cities and towns of a size to warrant the 

building of cathedrals. A small educated class was emerging 

from the universities while artisan, merchant, and profession­

al classes were beginning to form in the towns. 

Of course, once these various new elements of society 

had matured, they acted as a discouragement to superstition. 

Only at the crucial point when the society began to change 

did the sense of cultural displacement seem to create the ex­

treme anxiety of the twelfth century. Romanesque itself is 

evidence of this. Given the slower moving trends of tha 

times, it enjoyed only a short ascendency before it was re­

placed by the aore conventionally appealing Gothic. 
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compare the extreme phase of demon paranoia with the later 

witchcraft hysteria. The basic 'concept had been accepted 

all along, in both cases, but when the anxieties of a chang­

ing society needed an outlet, they took the form of a hys­

terical fear of those elements which had been most strange 

and difficult to understand all along. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

MEDIEVAL INTERPRETATIONS OF DEATH. JUDGMENT. AND HELL 

The medieval obsession with devils is closely related 

to the extreme ooncern of the time with damnation and judg­

ment. Romanesque artists seem to hav.e been obsessed with 

morbid themes. The feeling about damnation was not the same 

as the devil fixation, however. The frequent use of themes 

dealing with Hell, damnation and judgment were more a matter 

ot Church policy. The Church never whole-heartedly supported 

the pagan or demonic art but it did support the use of dam­

nation themes and here we have a case where the art was de~ 

liberately used to terrify people. Unlike the themes dis­

cussed in the first three chapters, the damnation and sin 

scenes were readily obvious to the people entering the churches. 

These scenes continued to be employed throughout the Gothic 

period. Df course, many of the creatures from pagan mythol­

ogy, and even more from demon art, were integrated into the 

damnation scenes. There was very little objection by the 

Church, however, to the ·curiositates· when they were used 

in this frame of reference. 

The medieval idea of Hell was very vivid. Hell was de­

picted in art and legend as the place of eternal, usually 

physical torment. There was a fascination with the proper 

ordering of punishments to sins. Hell had to be terrifying 

in an immediate, physical way in order to be a useful oon­

cept. One cannot effectively threaten people with the loss 

of the Beatific Vision. While this idea of ·seeing God" is 

the central experience of many religions, it only seems 
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work as an encouragement to those whose behavior was already 

morally oorrect. The threat of the vision of God being with­

held is too abstract to act as a sanction against sin. There­

fore, punishments had to be physical, and they had to be 

gruesome enough to terrify people away from sin. 

Common medieval ethics appear, on the face. much str~c!ter 

than our own. Vices like gluttony, pride, and anger might 

be seen today as disagreeable personal idiosyncracies, but 

in the Middle Ages, these were all serious sins. On the other 

hand, many of what we would consider the most serious wrongs, 

while still sinful in the Middle Ages, did not occupy the 
!. ' 

same position on the hierarchy of sins. This is most notably 
I,.· • 
the case with sins of violence. One must understand the medi-
! . 

eval notion of sin. The duty of each man was to attain his 

oWn salvation. The worst sins one could commit were those 
, ,. 

which made one less than what one was created to be. Thus. 
" , 
~~uttony becomes sinful because , rather than living for God 
, 

~d placing him above all desires. one is virtually living 

for food and allowing food to take the place of God. This 

{~ ' to reduce one's humanity to the animal level. For this 
f 
~ame reason, lust was a serious sin because one is replacing 

qOd with the man or woman who is the love object. Even lust 
; 
," :: 

within marriage can be seen as sinful if carried to an extreme. 
i ~ 

In this hierarchy then, gluttony is a worse sin than lust be-
r ' 
cause gluttony is a deeper debasement of one's humani~. 

Heresy is a worse sin than murder since the latter only kills 

the body while the former prevents salvation. (Later, Dante 
«-t 

~ 
~ 

~L ,/ ~ 
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would use this same sort of hierarchy in his Inferno, although 

lust would be described as , the most minor sin. Dante would 

contiue the medieval tradition of making betrayal the most 

serious sin.) This medieval idea of sin led people to be 

more concerned with the seven vices than with sins like mur-

der or robbery. These latter were never personified in churches. 

The vices constantly were. 

Medieval man was terrified both of death and of judg­

ment. l The fear of judgment usually took the form of fear 

of the Last Judgment. Personal judgments were never depicteQ.' 

in Romanesque, except in the broad sense, when, for example, 

a devil was shown waiting to snatch the soul of a dying man. 

The end of the world represented a real threat, especially 

to those people who were familiar with the terrible vision 

of the Apooalypse. The positive side of judgment, that is, 

salvation for the elect, was not discussed or thought about 

nearly as much. Perhaps the average medieval man did not ex­

pect to be saved. His earthly life was bleak and there 

seemed no reason to assume that the afterlife would be an 

improvement. 2 Again, it may just be that damnation is a 

more interesting topic than salvation. Punishment has to be 

worried about while rewards tend to take care of themselves. 

The concept of Heaven is a vague one anyway, and only appealing 
1.:-

lJ.J.M. Timmers, A Handbook of Romanesgue Art (New York, 
MacMillan, 1969), p. 81. 

2Richard MCLanathan, The pageant of Medieval Art and Life 
(Philadelphia. westminster Press, 1966), p. 66. 

~ 

fo 
~ 
~ 



'---., 

"-

8) 

in the abstract. Perfect joy was promised but people could 

not understand a perfect joy that did not involve their 

bodies, or anything that had been integral to any previous 

experience of joy. One could believe on faith that one would 

be happy, but the specifics were vague~ Eternal physical tor­

ture requires far less imagination to understand. 

Because the Church functioned as a political institution 

in the Middle Ages, she needed some threat to hold over peo­

ple's heads. In the fourteenth century, Marsilius of Padua 

would deny the ChUrch the right to earthly power because her 

laws lacked "coerciveness,- Hell became the instrument of 

coercion though, and tne Church was les8 concerned with her 

nonenforceable laws, such as charity, than her enforceable 

ones, particularly obedience. Much of this. coercion was 

necessary if the Church wanted to maintain its position of 

power. Most medieval monarchs were more concerned with fur­

therance of their own power than with staying in the pope's 

good graces. The Pope needed some threat of punishment since 

punishment was all these men would understand. Excommunica­

tions were sometimes overused which mitigated their effective­

ness somewhat. It seemed only logical for the Church to 

keep the picture of Hell present to people. It somehow made 

the threat of excommunication seem more frightening. 

Prior to the twelfth century, the Church did not need 

to exercise coercion on a large scale. The Pope ()nly 'had 

to Jl8.intain authority over a small group of Western kings " 

and a few high aristocrats. The mass of people were no threat 

~~' ~ ~ 
I \ 
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to the Church's authority. Not only were the neople poli­

tically powerless, but they were also far too 19no~t to 

argue against Church supremaoy. Even if they did feel that 

there was something wrong with Church policy, they were un­

able to articulate their objeotion. As towns grew in the 

late eleventh and twelfth centuries this situation be.gan to 

change. Townspeople were more sophisticated t.~ peasants. 

The universities had only just begun but they Were already 

cente~s of religious controversy. If the peoPle were able 

to articulate their discontent then the Church would be 

threatened. The Romanesque churches were ofte,} used as vis­

ual propaganda with their constant visions of fIell and des­

truction. 

No theme was more popular in Romanesque Soulpture than 

the Last Judgment. Versions od this scene apPgar in vir­

tually every churoh and cathedral of the ROJDangsque p,eriod. 

U~ually the Last Judgment appeared on the tymp~um above the 

west door. These sculptures served three basi~ purposes. 

Primarily they were used for terrorism. Their second pur­

pose 'was related but more subtle. The massive Christa of 

these Last Judgment scenes were warriors. The¥ served as a 
" 

subtle encouragement to men to offer assistancg in the fight 

for the Holy Land. Finally, the soulptures haq a symbolic 

meaning. The Romanesque churches were seen as the fortresses 

of God. J They were the only bastian against 'be constant 

JArnold Hauser, The Social History of Ar\. 2 vols. (New 
York, Alfred A. Knopf, 1952), 11188. -
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oppression of demons. The Last Judgmen~ tympana, riddled as 

they were with demons, were placed over the doors as symbolic 

dividing lines between the world of God and the world of the 

demonic. 

A typical Last Judgment tympanum can be found at the ab­

bey church of saint-Pierre at Beaulieu, on the south door. 

Christ sits at the center with his arms outstretched. He is 

massive in proportion to the other figures. On either side 

of Christ' s throne is an angel blowing a horn. This scene 

has no body of the elect. The saved souls usually sit at the 

right hand of Christ .but at Beaulieu both srdes have doors 

to Hell. The good and evil influences are not divided in the 

usual left-right manner here but top to bottom instead. The 

good figures are very large and have nimbuses. They would 

seem to represent saints rather than redeemed souls. The 

damned souls are clothed on this tympanum, which is very un-

usual. They are very small in comparison to the other figures, 

being about one third the size of the angels and not even up 

to the knee of Christ. Hell itself is depicted in a double 

frieze, just below the main section of the tympanum. The 

damned reach Hell by means of trap-doors which are placed one 

on either side of Christ. Interestingly, the damned seem to 

enter Hell freely as there are no demons present on the upper 

part of the tympanum "and the angels, saints, and Christ seem 

totally aloof to the damned soul's presence. 

The first frieze beneath the tympanum begins, at the ex­

treme left, with the mouth of Hell. The face of the mouth 

'" 
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of Hell is very broad and placed sideways in the frieze. 

His mouth is more than twice as wide as his face is long and 

his hair is thick and BRake-like. A series of monsters come 

from the mouth and they clutch the bodies of .the damned in 

their mouths. All four beasts have elongated quadruped 

bodies and two of them are winged. The first has a lion's 

tail and an indeterminate animal's head. The second has an 

eagle's head, wings, and claws. His tail ends in an arabesque. 

The third one has wing's and a dog's head. His tail is very 

thick and trumpet-shaped at the end where another dog head 

emerges with a damned soul in his mouth. The fourth beast 

is also indeterminate in species. His tail also ends in an-

other head. The smaller back head appears to blow a trumpet. 

Three other monsters occupy the lower frieze and these 

are even more grotesque than those in the frieze above. The 

first one is a simple boar"with no supra-natural attachments. 

Next to him is a clawed quadruped with five front heads. 

His thick tail forks so that two more heads can appear in the 

rear. The third creature is the most hideous of all. He has 

a bearded human head on a huge, coiled, serpent·'s body. From 

holes on the coils emerge the heads, arms, and chests of two 

other monsters. These two have human bodies. One head is 

a dog and the other a bird. The two creatures fight one 

another with clubs. This oreature's tail turns into a head 

fro. the mouth of which emerges a long forked tongue. There 

are no damned souls present on this part of the frieze and 

the background consists ot a series of palmettes. 
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This Beaulieu Last Judgment does not conform to the us­

ual pattern. There is little attention paid to the fate of 

the damned and much more to the creation of imaginative beasts. 

Also, there is no psychostasis pictured. 

The tympanum of Laon Cathedral uses the Last Judgment 

theme too, but the Laon sculpture is comparitively non-violent. 

The tympanum here is a sma.ll ,one and fewer figures are used. 

As usual, Christ sits in the center of the scene and he is 

more than twice the size of any of the other figures. Four 

fairly large figUres are seated to either side of him. These 

figures include saint Peter, the Virgin, Saint John and a 

few of the other apostles who do not have any of the usual 

attributes which identify them specifically. Four angels, 

two of whom carry a cross, float around the head of Christ. 

There is no psychostasis in this scene. The damned are be­

neath the feet of the saints. They are naked and very tiny, 

each being only around the length of one of Christ' shands. 

Like the Beaulieu sculpture, the Laon Judgment shows the 

damned reaching Hell by means of little trap-doors. They 

seem to enter the doors of their own volition as there are 

no demons at all in the seene. There is no Hell pictured 

either as the trap-doors make up the very bottom of the tym-

panum. 

The tympanum at Sainte-Foy, Conques is huge and features 

a very complex Last Judgment. Christ is seated in majesty 

at the center of the scene, but he is not nearly so dispropor­

tionately large here as at Beaulieu and Laon. This 
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scene is divided from left to right rather than from top to 

bottom, as are the two mentioned above. The elect are on the 

left, (Christ's r '1ght) and the damned are on the right. Only 

saint Peter and the Virgin are identifiable among the saints. 

Immediately to Christ's right are the four evangelists, in 
I. 

human form, and, beyond them, the damnation scene unfolds. 

A hairy, beaked monster grabs the damned souls, all of whom 

are naked. These souls appear to actually be awaiting judg­

ment~since they are not yet in Hell proper which is below. 

The psychostasis takes place on the lower level of the scene, 

directly beneath the feet of Christ. Heaven and Hell are -

strictly divided in this scene and the devil and angel re­

main on their separate sides. The souls are weighed in a 

balance which the devil tries to tip in his favor. This dev­

il is a particularly r.epuls3!ve -one. He has a brutish, semi­

human head attached to a tailed, reptilian body. Beneath the 

chamber where the psychostasis takes place a devil waits to 
.-
drive the damned into the mouth of Hell. He is human-shaped, 

and his face is distortedly human with extremely thick lips 

and a very large nose. He herds three souls into Hell but 

his face is turned away and he stares into heaven. The mouth 

of Hell is large and serpentine and the damned disappear in 
\--: 

head first. Once inside, they are toX-turQdi~ by-:·Mr.d$ of monkey­

like demons. At the center of Hell is a crowned figure who 

probably represents satan. He is basically human in appear- ~ 

ance, with very prominent ribs and a grim. snarling face. 

Sa tan's eyes are blank and staring. Snakes crawl up both o~£~ ~ .;..~ -;r:- ~ .~ 
'..! ,,(g" 
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his legs and a damned soul is crushed beneath his feet. The 

Hell depicted at Conques is a very chaotic one. Figures fill 

all the available space in any convenient position. One gets 

no concept of any special punishments for particular sins. 

Once again, the finest Last Judgment was carved by 

Gislebertus, above the west door of Autun. Like the Conques 

tympanum, this one is huge and allows for a very complicated 

design. The majestic, impassive Christ dominates the scene. 

He is impossibly elongated as are the angels and the redeemed 

souls. An exception to this is the Virgin who, being placed 

in a small area near the top of the tympanum, retains fairly 

normal proportions. The angels and the elect are clothed in 

long robes. This, along with their exaggerated heighth gives 

them an ethereal grace and beauty. The psychostasis takes 

place directly beneath the left hand of Christ. A small 

screeching devil sits in the balance as a counterweight to 

the soul who sits on Saint Michael's side ,of the balance. 

The good soul outweighs the much larger devil and is saved. 

Two monstrous devils weigh the souls on the evil side. The 

one who holds the balance is in a semi-sitting position and 

rests against his taller companion's knees. Both have very 

prominent ribs and the striated appearance common at Autun. 

They have open, toothy grimaces, pig's snouts, pointy ears, 

and long, thick hair growing low on the forehead. The taller 

devil has furry legs and both are tailed. The devil holding 

the balance grasps another soul with his free hand. The taller 

... .' 
r _ . ,' 
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devil holds a frog in his hand, the symbol of impurity.4 A 

snake curls his way up between the two devils. Once damned, 

the souls are passed on to a similar demon who sends them : 

down to Hell via a funnel. He uses his left leg as a chute. 

Other damned souls are simply dragged into Hell by a small 

demon who leans out of the serpentine mouth of Hell. All , . 
• 
the damned souls are tiny and naked. 

Beneath the major section of the tympanum is a frieze 

which consists of a series of souls waiting to be judged. 

A few angels and devils mingle with the group. A huge pair 

of hands reaches down to pull the next soul up. A pillar 

capital directly beneath the tympanum shows Death, on his 

horse, presumably seeking more viotims for the judgment. 

~-----/ 

Although Gislebertus gave more space on his tympanum 

) the elect than the damned, it is the damned who command 

the viewer's attention. Partly, this is due to the horror 

of the scene. More important, however, is a subtler factor. 

Gislebertus has succeeded in creating really human figures 

here whose expressions of terror and despair are believable. 

Particularly effective are the souls waiting to be judged. 

Despite the simple style of facial depiction, the artist has 

captured a feeling of nervous apprehension in both facial 

expression and bodily posture. Gislebertus seems to have 

been aware of the strength of the damnation aspects of the 

scene and between the main portion of the tympanum and the 

~
G " " ."~ ~ " .y ~ 

, ~ 
~y- ,-~ 

ARCHfV~ 

4r,~~is Reau, Icono~arhie ___ a_v _u _____ u 

~~risl Presses Univers~ta res . 19S5} 



~ 

91 
frieze; he carved the words, "Gislebertus Hoc Fecit. Terreat 

Hic Terror Quos Terreus Alligat Error." (Gislebertus made 

this. Let this horror appall all those bound by earthly sin.)S 

The first part of this message is one of the only "signatures" 

of Romanesque sculptors. The practice of sculptors identify­

ing themselves became much more common in Gothic art. 

The Last Judgment theme ,was extremely popular and was 

also used at Angouleme, Arles, and Burgfelden on the tympana. 

Many minor judgment scenes were used on capitals such as at 

Chauvigny, Saint-Pierre, and saint-Eutrope. These were just 

scenes of the psychostasis since the entire scene required 

the large space of a tympanum. 
I ', The mouth ' of . Hell ~ , was , ,an , intere,sting concept and appears 

on nearly every illustration of Hell or Judgment. The gaping 

mouth added to the already acceptable notion of a Hell eager 

for victims. This idea served to make Hell more terrifying 

by making it appear as an actual living being, much like its 

agents, the demons, were shown as living creatures. This . 

sort of thinking was in direct opposition to mainstream Chris­

tian philosophy which always spoke of evil as the simple ab­

sence of right action. The art was probably very effective 

propaganda, encouraging people to be extra vigilant about 

their own salvation in the face of such powerful opposition. 

There was one hopeful element in Last Judgment art. When a 

demon and Saint Michael were weighing a soul, the judgment 
•. ..:.;. •• 1 ' . • · .,... .. .. .... . _ • . ,~,. ~ ' _ '0 r .· .. -:: . ....,.. -· .......... ~ .~~.!_.i--

5Charles R. Morey, Medieval Art (New York. W.W. Norton, 
1942), p. 274 
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was always in favoro! the soul being weighed. 

Last Judgment art encouraged the kind of latent poly­

theism eviaent in the frequent use of pagan themes in art. 

Though, according to the Bible, God, in the person of Jesus, 

judges souls, in Romanesque art the judging process is car­

ried out by Saint Michael and a demon. Christ takes no part 

in the process and, in fact, shows very little concern with 

either the elect or the damned. This is particularly evident 

in a judgment scene like that at Conques where the weighing 

of souls is not even done within Christ's range of vision. 

The angel and the devil appear hunched over conspiratorially 

like two lawyers in a back room, bargaining with one another 

over the soul's fate. 

The Psychomachia, an allegorical book by Aurelius 

Prudentius Clemens, was a basis for a great many scenes in 

medieval art. The book describes the great war between the 

virtues and the vices. Scenes of the virtues lined up with 

their respective vices were particularly common in Gothic 

sculpture. Romanesque was less inclined to this interpreta­

tion and usually showed the vices just as archetypes with no 

warring virtues. The two vices most often depicted were lust 

and avarice. These two were supposed to be the prime vices 

of females and male, respectively. They were also the vices 

that were becoming more common in the twelfth century. As 

towns developed, so did a measure of sophistication which 

made sexual behavior, if not sexual attitudes, somewhat more 

liberal. It was possible for a man and a woman to enjoy an 
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"illicit" sexual connection without it becoming the common 

knowledge of the commWlity. Greed,of course, increased in 

towns not only within the developing merchant class and the 

gilds, but among people newly arrived from rural areas with 

expectations (not always well-founded) of a better life. 

A:~' fiaJted-'-woman -::- d~plcting: ,lust :; can'-b'e -. fourld "' ,on· ~ :tne:-:'p:orta.l 

at Charlieu. She is done in the usual style. Snakes climb 

up her body -~~ her breasts. Toads, like frogs, a sign of 

impurity, cluster around her genitals. This same version of 

lust can be found at Lincoln Cathedral and on the south por­

tal of Moissac. 

Lincoln Cathedral also shows an archetypal greed. He 

is a small man being strangled by the money bags around his 

neck. A capital at Ennezat used this theme too but expanded 

it. The same little man with his money bags is carved but 

~. this time he is held by either arm by a devil. These two 

devils are just primitive looking men. The one on the left 

wears the same sort of fringed loincloth as the devils on the 

Liber Vitae mouth of Hell drawing. 

These illustrations of the punishments of the vices were 

typically medieval, not only in the fascination with punish­

ment but in the logical choice of a fitting punishment for 

each sin. Many of these punishments originated in the visions 
I . 

of supposed mystics. Hildegarde of Bingen, for example, saw 

visions of the whole psychomachia. She had visions of the 

archetype of each vice and these archetypes would develop , 

into imagined punishments for the vice involved. Vices like 

~
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Hildegarde also included visions of more esoteric vices • 
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She saw Ignavia as the archetype of cowardly sloth. He had 

a human head, rabbit's ears, and the boneless body and limbs 

of a worm. One of the ears was so large it covered his head. 6 

Other vices commonly depicted were gluttony, anger and pride 

although the latter was more common in Gothic than in Roman-

esque. 

Perhaps the reason the actual psychomachia was not com­

mon in Romanesque was the still unrefined quality of the faci­

al expressions of the sculptures. It is much easier to de­

pict vioes, with their attendant attributes, than to capture 

and differentiate the spirits of patience, 'purity, and gener­

osity. An artist like Gislebertus, whose style was sophisti­

cated in advance of hiB time, was able to portray the vir­

tues effectively, as in his scene of ~atience and Generosity 

with Anger and Greed. At any rate, the fascination with de­

pictions of appropriate punishments for sins persisted well 

after the Romanesque period. Dante goes into great detail 

on this theme in his Inferno and Bosch perfected the Hell 

nightmare on the right panel of his "Garden of Earthly De­

lights." The Romanesque depictions of the vices themselves 

are rather peculiar. Lust, as the naked woman with the 

snakes and toads, represented not only the punishment for 

the vice but the vice itself. Later art would at least .. 
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attempt to make the figure of lust attractive, as Gislebertus 

had done. The snake and toad archetype would be replaced by 

the Apocalyptic Whore ot Babylon.in many Gothic churches. 

The most popular Romanesque themes, those of judgment, 
. , 

Hell, : and the vices did not end with the Romanesque period. 

They maintained themselves into the Gothic and Renaissance 

periods. Michelangelo used the Last Judgment for his Sistine 

altar. This factor separates these themes from the pagan 

and demonic art discussed in the first three chapters. Of 

course, pagan and demonic art did not disappear from churches 

wi th the introduction of Gothic ,; but they did lose j;heir 

strength as they became more formal and less emotional. 

The famous gargoyles of Notre Dame are miles away in spirit 

from the violent art of Autun and Vezelay. An increasingly 

rational world demanded increasingly rational art. 

The persistence of judgment and Hell themes indicate 

the active Church participation in the choice of subject 

matter. It would become increasingly important to the Church 

to keep the people in fear, as it's hold on them lessened. 

The position of the Church was very secure in the early Mid­

dle Ages when it represented the only unifying force in the 

society. In those early days, the average man did not have 

to be threatened with damnation on such a regular basis. As 

long as the Church was willing to endure the elements of 

paganism in the people, it could be fairly certain of exer-

cising control. When this secure position was 

it had to resort to other means. 

threatened,tv 
~ 
~ 
~ 
~ 
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Hell is certainly a terrifying concept and the threat 

of it was successful in binding people to the Church, and, 

ultimately, to the supremacy of papal rule, for quite a long 

time. Why did this terrorism finally fail? It failed not 

only because people in developing towns were more tempted to 

fall away from Church rules in pursuit of pleasure, but also 

because the doctrine itself is flawed. Once people became 

more educated, (and it was the educated sector of the society 

that the Church had cause to fear) certain contradictions in 

the Christian Hell became obvious. All the physical torment, 

so common in the art of the time, becomes less ::threatening 

when one realizes that Church doctrine, itself, talks of 

souls, not bodies, being damned. The torture of a soul is 

as difficult to grasp as the ecstacy of a soul when the soul 

itself is removed from a bodily context. This idea of the 

soul, not the body, being condemned seems easy enough to un­

derstand in a modern context and so the paintings and sculp­

ture of the Middle Ages are gen.erally understood to be meta­

phorical. They were not designed as metaphors, however, and 

they were not appreciated as such by contemporaries. This 

was Hell as the twelfth century understood it. When it could 

no longer be understood in such crude terms, the art lost a 

great deal of its power to frighten people. 

On a deeper level, the very idea of a Hell was subject 

to scrutiny. Philosophers had to come to terms with the is­

sue of predestination. Could a merciful God create a man 

knowing that, ultimately, the man would be damned? 
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would God allow a Hell or even allow evil in the world if 

he was all good? Ultimately, they had to ask what the nature 

of evil was, apart from its human, material context~ This 

context would no longer be relevant in the non-material 

world for which all men were supposedly destined. Thus, a 

soul would be punished for the evils of a body with which 

it was no longer associated. These were, of course, intel­

lectual issues not dealt with by the mass of the people. 

The Church had to deal with them, however, and even her own 

theologians were left with no better answer than that the is­

sues were not understandable and had to be accepted on faith. 

Th Church did use Hell to coerce people into obedience 

but she was not cold-bloodedly encouraging superstition and 

fear just to gain her own ends. When the doctrine could no 

longer be accepted on simple terms, (and could no longer be 

accepted at all by many) the Church itself ceased to stress 

Hell as the major theme of Christian life. 
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CONCLUSION 

The massive illiteracy of medieval society separates the 

Middle Ages from the present more effectively than the barrier 

of time. Any medieval person whose charaoter can be grasped 

as an individual is, by definition, an exception. Even had 

the medieval society been literate, it is doubtful that it 

would have left the kind of records that could afford an in­

sight into the character of the people themselves. The lack 

of individualism, the submersion of the one in the group, and 

the facile acceptance of observable falsehood as truth were 

all factors of medieval life destined to keep the people 

enigmas to all future investigators. What little can be 

learned about medieval life, outside the bald facts of his­

tory, must be learned inferentially. 

Art, in particular the anonymous craftsman's art of the 

Romanesque period, is one of the best sources for inferential 

knowledge of a society. The less the art deliberately tries 

to say about the society, the more it often does say. because 

one can see in it the prejudices and concerns of an age not 

just of an individual artist. 

Romanesque art is totally apolitical. It makes no de­

libera~e comment on the society, except in a vague way, in 

the criticism of prevailing vices. The art, in fact, so far 

from intentionally describing its society. does not even use 

twelfth century figures except in anachronistic portraits 

of long dead saints. This lack of social comment or criti­

cism makes Romanesque an ideal indicator of what did 
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medieval man. Since the art is all religious it would indi­

catethat individualism and the hunger for personal glory did 

not seem important to the average person. The supernatural, 

however, was important. It was part of day-to-day life in 

both a positive and a negative way. Angels and devils both 

appear in sculpture in constant communion with man. The 

devils appear more often and more dramatically. This would 

indicate that the prevailing attitude towards the supernatur­

al was the negative, fearful one. Man's concern with the 

next life was very strong, as evidenced by the fascination 

with Heaven and Hell in art. Again, Hell takes precedence 

over Heaven (that is, Heaven shown in the context of man's . 
salvation) showing either a lack of confidence in salvation 

or, perhaps, a morbid preoccupation with the imagined suf­

ferings of others. The choice of the vices depicted indi-

cates which flaws of character were most condemned, and the 

facts of the society explain why. 

The Romanesque art shows more about medieval man than 

just his religious concerns. There is a practical streak 

evidenced by the presence of Celtic and Germanic gods in the 

churches. One gets the impression that medieval man tried 

to protect himself on all sides whenever possible. He might 

no longer believe in the old gods but he was not quite ready 

to eliminate them entirely. The preservation of these fig­

ures also indicates at least some concern with the past and 

with ancestors. The preservation of ancient forms from the 

classical heritage shows a concern for beauty--beauty for its 
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own sake. These Graeco-Roman figur'es were usually mysteries 

to the average person, even to the artists who faithfully 

copied them. This concern for beauty among medieval men is 

often overlooked. It is generally assumed that the only 

beautiful structures of the society were the churches because 

only God was considered worthy of beauty. Perhaps, however, 

medieval man enjoyed beauty himself and, in building magni­

ficent churches, he was able to have this beauty without be­

ing accused of sensuality. It seems obvious that there was 

an understanding of beauty and an appreciation of it because 

without that understanding and appreciation such beauty could 

not have been created. 

Much of what can be inferred from Romanesque art can be 

backed up by other sources. The confusion of fantasy and 

reality is evident ev.en in medieval science. Many accepted 

"facts" of medieval medicine were demonstrably untrue. 

People, nonetheless, accepted them as facts. It was so un­

thinkable to question medical authorities of the past that 

experimentation seemed almost heretical. This same blind 

acceptance of myth in the place ot reality is evident in the 

credibility given to the bestiaries, mentioned in chapter 

one. The stories in these books are so far-fetched it seems 

incredible that anyone ever accepted them as real. This is 

particularly true in the tales of real animals, some of whicl! 

were familiar creatures to Western Europeans. Despite the 

fact that the animals could easily be proven to behave in no 

way like the stories indicated, the reliability of the 



"----' 

101 

was not undercut. It is not hard to imagine the ready ac­

ceptance of. demons by medieval man when one realizes that _, 

the most incredible tales of the bestiaries were accepted by 

the intellectuals. At least demons could not be proven not 

to exist and the sources for most of the demon lore, the 

monks, were accepted, at the time, as unimpeachable. 

It is not that medieval man was stupid or dull-witted. 

He simply loo~ed atreallty differently. It was possible for 

him to separate the evidence of his senses from his vision 

of the world. He could even carry two contrary views in 

his mind at the same time and accept both. Thus, the medi­

eval medical student could hear one version of how an organ . 
functioned and see that, in fact, the actual function was 

different. Both truths were accepted at the same time. 

Medieval philosophy gave birth to the fantasic "double truth" 

theory, based on Averroism. Here, the "truths" of philosophy 

and theology were described as mutually contradictory. 

Again, both were accepted. It is not 80 peculiar that a 

medieval peasant could find his own life remarkably free of 

demonic interference yet still accept demons as a fact of 

life with which his potential for involvement was unlimited. 

The emotionalism of the Middle Ages has been stressed. 

Again, this is not only evident in art, but elsewhere as well. 

The religious writing of the time is perhaps the best indi­

cation of this emotionalism. Members of the religious com~ 

munity, particularly nuns, were subject to religious 

cies and wrote in very erotic tones of their love of 
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usually in the person of Christ. l This vital, personal con­

nection with God substituted tor all other sensual and emotion-

al needs~ 

::oi., . ~,The guilt tel t by medieval man shows itself' time and ~ , 

again in his art. What was he so guilty for? Nothing con­

crete, of course, but it is not difficult to accept an entire 

society obsessed with guilt when the other elements of the 

society are understood .. -the religious terrorism, the emotion­

al excesses, and the confusion of fantasy and reality. The 

greatest guilt of all was for the suffering ot Ghrist and 

the fact that man would always be unworthy of this tremen­

dous sacrifice. This became the central truth of medieval 

life and, consequently, the smallest sin became a valid ···· 

cause tor tremendous feelings of unworthiness. Great guilt 

brings on a beliet in the inevitability of punishment. 2 

Punishment even becomes, to .a certain extent, sought atter. 

The devils provided this release for the guilts of medieval 

society. There is no doubt that some people actually saw 

devils, their belief in them being so strong as to create 

the illusion of reality. Thus, the people who told the 

stories of the demons did not actually lie. at least not 

consciously. An untruth is harder to discern when the source 

2Jef'trey Burton Russel. Witchcraft in the Middle Ages 
{Ithaca. Cornell University PreS8. 1972), p. 274. 
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is completely convinced of the veracity of his tale. 

The assertion that medieval man was fearful hardly 

needs to be defended. The facts of medieval life were rugged 

and brutal. Not only was warfare common but justice was 

harsh and often arbitrary. Most people's lives were virtual­

ly controlled by a liege lord who had a great deal of poten­

tial for making life unpleasant. Also, little was known 

about the causes of disease or famine and~ when these cal­

amities struck, they must have seemed like the wrath of an 

angry God. The results of this fear and anxiety are readily 

apparent in the art. 

The lack of documentation for much of medi~val life is 

not rectifiable. There will never be the sources available 

that are available to modern historians. Medieval History 

must look to new kinds of records to fill the void. Art 

seems to be one of the most valid records to look to, as it 

springs directly from the society. This may not be the case 

for other periods when art reflects the narrow interests of 

a small minority, but medieval art is a reflection of the 

concerns and attitudes of the society as a whole. The men 

who created it were no more exalted than ordinary workers 

and its public nature made it available to all who lived near 

it. Romanesque art s~ems dark and forbidding, but it is a 

clear reflection of the time and of the people that created 

it. 

~~\ ~~ ~. 
~ ~ 
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