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ABSTRACT 

The early medieval abbey church of Conques, located in a treacherous mountain 

region of southern France, received few visitors until the relics of the virgin martyr Ste. 

Foy were brought there. Among her abilities, Ste. Foy was credited with the power to 

provide protection from capture and to free prisoners. The themes of bondage and 

liberation are found throughout the church in the sculpture, grillwork and especially in 

the Liber miraculorum. 

This paper argues that the repetitive imagery of chains and release from bondage had 

a twofold function which increased the wealth and power of the monks at Conques. 

First, the images evoked the power of the Ste. Foy to absolve and release one from the 

bonds of sin through pilgrimage and donation to this church, and second, the images 

refered to Ste. Foy's renowned power to provide protection and free prisoners, powers 

especially attractive to those involved in the Reconquista in Spain. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Throughout the Romanesque abbey church of Sainte-Foy de Conques, located on a major 

pilgrimage road to Santiago de Compostela in Spain, one finds repeated allusions to 

themes of capture, bondage, and liberation. These themes are found in the historiated 

capitals, the carved tympanum, the grillwork in the chevet, and perhaps most 

prominantly in the collection of miracle stories of the church's patron Ste. Foy who was 

believed to possess the power to provide protection and to free prisoners. Those captives 

whose prayers for release were answered by the saint made a journey to Conques to give 

thanks, carrying with them their chains of captivity which they donated to the church as a 

votive offering. 

The significance of Ste. Foy's legendary powers to protect and liberate has been 

discussed in relationship to the efforts of the monks of Conques to develop their church 

as an important pilgrimage site and as a participant in the Reconquista in Spain.1 

However, scholars have overlooked the schema of the imagery in the church and its 

relationship to an overall topos in the abbey emphasizing the double theme of capture 

and release from bondage. A series of sculpted capitals in the south transept describe 

selected images from the life of St. Peter which stress his bondage in prison and his 

release. Scores of chains brought by freed prisoners hung from the ceiling, and still more 

were forged by the monks into gates and grilles which were erected around the chevet of 

1 Jean-Claude Fau, Les chapiteaux de Conques-en-Rouergue (Toulouse. 1956), pp. 7-8; 
Marcel Durliat, La sculpture romane de la route de Saint-Jacques: de Conques & 
Compostelle (Mont-de-Maisan, 1990), p. 46; Georges Gaillard, Rouergue roman (La 
Pierre-qui-Vire, 1963), p. 39-40. 
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the church.2 A representation of Ste. Foy on the tympanum over the west entrance of the 

church includes two sets of chains, one of which is open, the other closed, signifying her 

power to save. In the Middle Ages, these images of capture and release were 

contextualixed with the miracle stories of Ste. Foy which were read as part of the liturgy 

of the church on the feast days of Ste. Foy.3 

This thesis will examine the implications of the repetitive imagery of capture and 

release at Conques and the significance of that imagery to the abbey's twofold efforts to 

increase its status as an important spiritual centre. First, the theme of bondage and 

liberation aided in defining the church as an important penitential pilgrimage site 

offering absolution and spiritual renewal, where the penitent could be delivered or 

liberated from the bondage of sin. Second, the strong theme of liberation from captivity 

and the significance of the patron saint's power to provide physical protection and release 

from the bonds of imprisonment also helped to construct Conques as a powerful ally to 

those involved in the Spanish Reconquista — the Christian effort to liberate Spain from 

Muslim occupation.4 The tremendous success of these endeavors greatly enabled the 

abbey to establish an independent economic base and assisted in maintaining its political 

security and autonomy.5 Motivated by the loss of imperial support after the 

2 See Bernard of Anger's description of the church in the early eleventh century in A. 
Bouillet and L. Services, Sainte Fov: Vi&rge et martvre (Rodez, 1900), pp. 492-494. 
3 A papal bulle issued by Pope Pascal II c. 1099 permits the usage of the passion and 
miracles stories of Ste. Foy in the liturgy. See Bouillet and Servi&res, Sainte Fov: Vierge 
et martvre. pp. 106-108. 
4 In A.D. 711, Muslim forces entered Spain, occupying the country until their expulsion 
(along with the Jews) in 1492. Over the intervening years, Muslim domination was 
gradually pushed downward in the peninsula by Christian forces. During the 
Romanesque period, the northern coast of Spain was controlled by the Christians. See 
Joseph F. O'Callaghan, A History of Medieval Spain (Ithaca, 1975), pp. 193-329. 
5 Conques was remarkably able to withstand the almost ubiquitous power of Cluny in 
France, and was nearly as influencial in Spain as Cluny. See Jean-Claude Fau, Rouergue 
roman 3rd ed. (La-Pierre-qui-Vire, 1990), pp. 89-90. 
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disintegration of the Carolingian empire, the monks found new independence in the 

powerful cult of Ste. Foy, and by the relatively stable economy, based on pilgrimage and 

donation, which developed around it.6 

II. HISTORY OF THE CHURCH 

On the location of the present church there existed, perhaps as early as the fourth 

century, an oratory dedicated to Christ.7 In the eighth century, probably after the Arab 

invasions of southern France,8 the piety of a hermit named Dadon9 living in the "desert" 

of Conques attracted a growing number of devout Christians.10 After the destruction 

caused by the Saracen raids, the site was reconstructed under Pepin the Short and 

Charlemagne, and a monastery was built which was furnished with imperial gifts of 

important relics.11 A charter was issued in the year 819 by Louis the Pious which placed 

6 For more information on the role of the cult of Ste. Foy and her reliquary at Conques in 
maintaining its security after the loss of imperial protection, see Kathleen Ashley and 
Pamela Sheingorn," An Unsentimental View of Ritual in the Middle Ages, Or, Sainte 
Foy Was No Snow White," Journal of Ritual Studies 6 (1992) 63-85; Patrick J. Geary, 
Furta Sacra: Thefts of Relics in the Central Middle Ages (Princeton, 1990), p. 56-63, 
130. I would like to express my sincere thanks to Dr. Carol Knicely, medieval art 
historian at the University of British Columbia, for a copy of her unpublished paper on 
the significant role the statue of Ste. Foy held at Conques in the Middle Ages, "The 
Reliquary Statue of Saint Foy and the Early Promotion of Cult Statue Veneration." 
7 Marcel Aubert, "Conques-en-Rouergue," Congr&s Archgologique du France. 100th 
session (1937), pp. 459-460. 
8 Between the years A.D. 725-732. 
9 Sometimes called "Datus," an abbreviation of "Ddodatus," which makes reference to 
his religious vocation "s'est donng si Dieu." See Fau, Rouergue roman. pp. 82-83. 

Aubert, "Conques-en-Rouergue," pp. 459-460; Fau, Rouergue roman. pp. 82-83. 
11 Fau, Rouergue roman. pp. 82-83; Aubert, L'Eglise de Conques (Paris, 1954), pi 6. A 
number of the reliquaries at Conques have traditionally been claimed as donations by 
imperial and papal donations, but most have been proved otherwise. The reliquary of the 
so-called "A" of Charlemagne, is one such example. The chronicle of the abbey tells us 
that Charlemagne distributed reliquaries in the form of letters of the alphabet to 
monasteries in his empire, reserving the first letter for Ste. Foy, which the monks 
proclaimed was a testimony of his preference of her. However, the reliquary dates to 
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the abbey under his royal protection and established the Benedictine rule there.12 

According to a charter dated 838 Pepin II, king of Aquitaine, took the abbey under his 

protection and specifically exempted Conques from all authority of local counts.13 

Louis, Pepin and Charles the Bald bestowed many gifts of gold, silver and jewels, as well 

as land holdings, and exempted the abbey from any taxes.14 The popes rendered 

Conques independent of the bishop of Rodez, placing the abbey under special papal 

protection.15 These benevolent acts of exemption and special protection allowed 

around A.D. 1100, since the inscription indicates that it was made by Begon III (abbot of 
Conques A.D. 1087-1107). Similarly, the so-called reliquary of Pepin (king of Aquitaine 
A.D. 817-838), was most likely made around the year 1000 from some ninth-century 
materials. However, among the more than 20 relics within this reliquary (including a 
relic of the circumcision), some are accompanied by written documents which date to the 
Merovingian and Carolingian periods, judging from the lettering. The reliquary of Pope 
Pascal II is not a gift of the pope, but a fabrication of the monastic atelier; again, an 
inscription indicates that it was made by Begon III. Pascal did, however, give a number 
of relics to Conques, including fragments of the True Cross. For a further discussion on 
the treasury of Conques see Fau, Rouergue roman. pp. 229-246. For information on the 
atelier at Conques, see Emmanuel Garland, "Des remplois antiques en orf&vrerie 
mddidvale; Conques, Castelnau-de-Montmirail, Bouillac," Montauban et les anciens pavs 
de Tarne-et-Garonne. Actes 41£ congress federal soci£t6 Languedoc-Pvran&ss-Gascogne 
(Montauban, 1987), pp. 95-109. 
12 Aubert, L'Eglise de Conques. p. 6. Fau mentions, without a citation, that the rule of 
St. Benedict was imposed at Conques around the year A.D. 801 (Rouergue roman. p. 83). 
13 Knicely, "The Reliquary Statue of Saint Foy," p. 44, no. 66; Bouillet and Services, 
Sainte Fov: Viferge et martvre. p. 106. In A.D. 838, Pepin II, king of Aquitaine, gave to 
the monks of Conques a church in Figeac, "la Nouvelle Conques," which was in a much 
more habitable environment. About half of the monks relocated to Figeac. This division 
would be the cause of many disputes between the two abbeys, until the two monasteries 
were completely split in 1099 by a pronouncement at the Council of Nimes, allowing 
each to have its own abbot. See Fau, Rouergue roman. p. 84; Geary, Furta Sacra, pp. 58-
59. 
14 Fau, Rouergue roman. pp. 82-84; Durliat, La sculpture romane. p. 44; Gaillard, 
Rouergue roman. p. 38; F. Cabrol and H. LeClercq, Dictionnaire d'archdologie 
chr&ienne et de liturgie. 3 vols. (Paris, 1914), 3:2563-2566; Aubert, "Conques-en-
Rouergue," p. 460; Gustave Desjardins, Cartulaire de Conques (Paris, 1879), p. xxviii. 
15 Fau, Rouergue roman. pp. 83-84; Bouillet and Servi&res, Sainte Fov: Viferge et 
martvre. pp. 106-108; Durliat, La sculpture romane. p. 48. A bulle issued by Pascal II (c. 
1099) permits, among other privileges, the abbots of Conques to vote in the elections of 



Conques to develop a strong independent economic foundation free from interference 

and claims of local dukes or bishops. 

After the monks acquired the relics of a new patron saint, Ste. Foy, in the ninth 

century, the legends of her miraculous powers spread throughout France and western 

Europe. As a result there was a tremendous increase in pilgrims and donations to the 

abbey.16 To accomodate the growing crowds of visitors the Carolingian church was 

replaced by a larger Romanesque church of the Benedictine pilgrimage type (fig. 1). The 

church is one of the earliest examples of the classic pilgrimage-plan church, based on that 

of Saint-Martin de Tours.17 The reconstruction was accomplished over a succession of 

three building campaigns, the first of which was begun under abbot Odolric sometime 

between the years 1041 and 1052, and completed by 1065.18 Reconstruction progressed 

generally from east to west, taking down verticle sections of the church to be worked on 

bit-by-bit, to allow the monks to continue celebrating mass.19 Abbot Odolric directed the 

completion of the exterior wall of the ambulatory, absidioles and chapels of the 

transepts.20 Abbot Etienne II (1065-1087) continued the work in the same fashion, 

the bishops of Rodez, thus assuring and solidifying Conques1 autonomy and 
independence from the bishops of Rodez. See Bouillet and Services, Sainte Fov: Viferge 
et martvre. pp. 106-108. 
16 The cartulary of Conques was published by Gustave Desjardins (see above note 14), 
and reveals the dramatic increase in donations to the church from the time of the abbot 
Odolric (1041-1065), reaching a peak around the year 1100 under the abbacy of Begon 
m (1087-1107), and declining soon after his death. See also Fau, Rouergue roman. pp. 
86-88. 
17 Fau, Les chapiteaux de Conques. p. 8; Kenneth John Conant, Carolingian and 
Romanesque Architecture 800-1200 (New York, 1987), pp. 158-163; Aubert, "Conques-
en-Rouergue," p. 469.; Larousse Encyclopedia of Byzantine and Medieval Art, ed. Rend 
Huyghe (London, 1958), p. 288, 289. 
18 Jean-Claude Fau is in accord with Marcel Aubert's theories in determining the dates of 
the construction campaigns. See Fau, Les chapiteaux de Conques. pp. 8-9; idem, 
Rouergue roman. pp. 93-96; Aubert, "Conques-en-Rouergue," pp. 459-523. 
19 Fau, Les chapiteaux de Conques. p. 20. 
20 Ibid., p. 8; Aubert, "Conques-en-Rouergue," pp. 464-467. 
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working from east to west. Under Etienne, the transepts and choir were completed 

shortly after Odolric's first campaign. Known especially for the great amounts of 

donations he secured for the abbey and the lavish reliquaries he produced, abbot Begon 

III (1087-1107) replaced parts of the vaulting which had started to deteriorate, and 

continued construction on the nave. Begon was also responsible for the construction of 

the cloister, which sadly has not survived the centuries. The cloister capitals which 

remain indicate that it was fully adorned with decorative and historiated carvings. Abbot 

Boniface (1107-1119) also replaced parts of the vaulting of the tribune of the choir and 

the transept, and finished the reconstruction of the nave.21 Although it is still a highly 

debated issue, the famous tympanum of Conques was probably executed under Boniface, 

or shortly after his abbacy.22 

21 Jean-Claude Fau, Les chapiteaux de Conques. p. 9. 
22 See below note 66 for further discussion. 
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m. PILGRIMAGE AND RECONQUISTA 

A. Introduction 

The effects of the successful pilgrimage fostered by the monks, and their 

involvement in the Spanish Reconquista paved the way for the abbey's future prosperity. 

These two "sacred economies" of the church, its role as a pilgrimage site and as a 

participant in the Holy Wars in Spain, brought floods of people to Conques, along with 

their donations. The involvement of the abbey in both of these spiritual endeavors 

strenthened its renown and solidified its connections with Spain; the Le Puy-Moissac 

road on which Conques lay was traveled by both pilgrims and knights on their way to 

Spain.23 Knights, due to the violence inherent in their occupation, found themselves in 

the greatest need of penitential absolution, and frequently made pilgrimages and 

generous donations to the saints and martyrs.24 As a result of her special powers which 

benefited both pilgrim and warrior, the fame of Ste. Foy and her church at Conques was 

soon spread throughout western Europe, and was especially strong in France and Spain.25 

23 in France there were four major pilgrimage routes to Santiago de Compostela. The 
abbey of Conques was situated on the old Le Puy - Moissac route which continued 
further south to join the three other pilgrimage roads south of the Pyrenees at Puenta la 
Reina, then continued west to Compostela. See also below, note 26. 
24 Dictionary of the Middle Ages, ed. Joseph R. Strayer, (New York, 1982) 9:656; 
George Duby, The Making of the Christian West (Geneva, 1967), pp. 90, 93. 
25 For the possessions of Conques in the Middle Ages, see Desjardins, Cartulaire de 
Conques. 
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B. Pilgrimage 

Due to its location in a notoriously difficult mountain region (fig. 2) and also 

because of its lack of a significant attraction to entice pilgrims to make the arduous 

journey, Conques, in the early Middle Ages, was little known outside of its immediate 

region, despite its proximity to a major pilgrimage road to the popular pilgrimage 

destination of Santiago de Compostela (fig. 3).26 In an effort to draw pilgrims to the 

church, the monks of Conques set out in the ninth century to obtain the relics of an 

important and highly venerated saint.27 After an unsuccessful attempt to procure the 

relics of St. Vincent of Saragossa, the monks turned their attention to the remains of St. 

Vincent of Pompejac located in the diocese of Agen. While the monks were in Agen, 

they learned of the powerful and highly venerated virgin martyr Ste. Foy, killed at the 

age of twelve,28 whose relics were kept in a monastery outside the village. In a plan to 

secure the saint's relics, a monk from Conques named Araviscus29 made a pilgrimage to 

Agen and remained there, gaining the trust of the monks "by his pious and virtuous 

habits." Finally he was charged with the duty of guarding the relics of the saint. Ten 

26 In France there were four major roads to Compostela; Conques lay on the Le Puy-
Moissac route. In the Middle Ages, the three most important pilgrimage sites were 
Jerusalem (the burial site of Christ), Rome (the burial site of St. Peter, and the seat of the 
papacy), and Santiago in Spain (the burial site of St. James). 
27 For the "acquisition" and translation of Ste. Foy's relics, see Gaillard, Rouergue 
roman: Fau, Rouergue roman. pp. 84-88; Aubert, "Conques-en-Rouergue, p. 460; 
Antoine Thomas, La chanson de Sainte Foi d'Agen: pofeme proven^al du XI£ sifecle 
(Paris, 1925), pp. 46-47. 
28 According to legend, she was martyred on 6 October, AD 303. For hagiographic 
information on the saint, see. Thomas, La chanson de Sainte-Foi: Bouillet, Liber 
miraculorum Sancte Fides (Rodez, 1897); Bouillet and Servidres, Sainte Fov: Vierge et 
martvre. For more on the theft of relics in the Middle Ages, see Geary, Furta Sacra:. For 
a discussion of the theft of the relics of Ste. Foy, see Geary, pp. 58-63 and especially pp. 
138-141 for a critique of the Translatio Sanctae Fidei, a review of the arguments for the 
date of the translation, and the debate concerning whether the translation ever really took 
place. 
29 He is sometimes called Arosnide, Arinisdus, or Aronisde. 
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years after his arrival at Agen, Araviscus found his chance to abscond with the relics on 

the Feast of the Epiphany, while the Agenais monks were in the refectory. The relics of 

the young saint are believed to have been brought to Conques 14 January, 866,30 and 

almost immediately after their arrival it is said that the relics of the young saint began to 

perform a prolific string of miracles. She was credited with the power to heal the sick 

and the blind, to raise the dead, and to punish wrong-doers. Ste. Foy's ability to protect 

and liberate prisoners is recalled in numerous accounts of her miracles.31 

As fame of the saint's powers spread, pilgrimage to the church greatly increased. 

Accounts of her miracles reached Bernard of Angers, a student under Fulbert of Chartres, 

soon to be master of the Episcopal college at Angers.32 Disgusted over the way in which 

the reliquary statue was being venerated, Bernard made a trip to Conques around 101333 

to see for himself these alleged miracles. Originally he believed that the cult growing up 

around the reliquary statue of Ste. Foy was nothing more than pagan idol worship. 

Bernard tells us that he was quickly convinced otherwise,34 and made a total of three 

trips to Conques between the years 1013-1020. During his visits, he compiled and 

recorded the miracles of the saint which comprise the first two of the four books of the 

Liber miraculorum sancte Fides.35 Most of the information on the life and miracles of 

30 Gaillard, Rouergue roman. p. 39; Durliat, La sculpture romane. p. 44; Aubert, 
"Conques-en-Rouergue," p. 460. The debate over the date of the theft and translation of 
the relics has rested in recent years. Most scholars agree that the relics were brought to 
Conques on 14 January, 866. For sources on the discussion of this date, see note 28. 
31 The miracles of Ste. Foy were recorded in the early eleventh century by Bernard of 
Angers and an anonymous monk of Conques. See also below, note 35. 
32 Bernard was a student of Fulbert at Chartres. Bouillet and Serviferes, Sainte Foy: 
Vi&rge et martyre, p. 426,441. Bernard dedicates the first book of miracles to his former 
master (see the dedication, pp. 441-443). 
33 Bouillet and Services, Sainte Fov: Viferge et martvre. pp. 426, 441-443; Aubert, 
"Conques-en-Rouergue," p. 461. 
34 Bouillet and Services, Sainte Fov: Viferge et martvre. pp. 441-443. 
35 Although the Liber is divided into four books, Bernard actually wrote three books. 
His second and third books have been combined into what is now called the Book II; his 
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Ste. Foy is drawn from these texts, which were greatly responsible for the spread of the 

saint's fame and popularity in the Middle Ages.36 In the Liber, Bernard descibes his 

impression of the chains which hung in the pre-Romanesque church: "To tell the truth, 

what seems the most impressive of the whole basilica, without speaking of the 

treasury...is the great quantity of shackles which hang from the ceiling rafters."37 

The power of Ste. Foy to provide protection, especially for the pilgrims to her 

church at Conques, is emphasized in many of the miracle stories. Twenty-three miracle 

accounts out of ninety-seven concern liberated prisoners.38 A number of these miracles 

explain how a pious pilgrim has been seized in a hostile situation, chained about the 

neck, and after devout prayer to Ste. Foy is subsequently released by the saint. The 

persecutor is then tortured or frightened in some way and usually dismissed, not killed, 

thus becoming a witness to the saint's magnificent power.39 The liberated pilgrims then 

traveled to Conques to give thanks, carrying with them their chains of captivity which 

they deposited in the church as votive offerings. So many irons were donated, Bernard 

tells us, that the monks forged them into gates and grilles which were erected around the 

third book begins with chapter seven of the commonly called Book II. Books III and IV 
were written by an anonymnous monk of Conques and date to the second half of the 
century. See Bouillet and Services, Sainte Fov: Viferge et martvre. pp. 426-427. 
36 it was Bernard's intention to spread the fame of the saint's miraclulous activities. In 
the epilogue of Book I, Bernard mentions that in return for his labor of writing the 
miracles "...je ne demande d'autre recompense que d'6prover les effets de la puissante 
protection de sainte Foy." See Bouillet and Servidres, Sainte Foy: Viferge et martvre. p. 
500. 
37 "A vrai dire, ce qui parait plus admirable que tout l'ediface de la basilique, sans parler 
du tr6sor...c'est la grande quantity des entraves qui pendent au plafond." Bouillet and 
Services, Sainte Fov: Vferge et martvre. pp. 492-493; Gaillard, Rouergue roman. p. 41. 
38 Fau, Rouergue roman. p. 88. 
39 For two miracles in particular, see Bouillet and Services, Sainte Foy: Vferge et 
martvre. pp. 601-605. There is a strong emphasis on "witnesses" in many of the miracle 
stories after those in the first book, where in chapter 31 he mentions his astonishment at 
the failure of the monks to record statistical information of these miracles, such as the 
names of the "prisoners," where the events took place, etc. 
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apse and chapels, while others were hung from ceiling rafters and even from the sculpted 

figures of the pendentives.40 

The significant function of "chains" in medieval pilgrimage was multivalent, and a 

salient element in pilgrimages to Conques. The wearing of chains symbolized 

punishment or a state of sin or iniquity.41 Certain pilgrims, particularly those guilty of 

grave sins, such as murder, incest, bestiality, and sacrilege, wore chains on their 

penitential journey as a sign of their malfeasance.42 When the penitent had satisfactorily 

completed the required penance, the chains would be removed, symbolizing the 

liberation and freedom from the earlier state of sin. In some accounts of pilgrims bound 

by fetters, we are told that the chains were miraculously broken when the satisfaction was 

complete. The chains would be left in the church as a a votive offering and as a sign of 

divine absolution from sin granted to the penitent. 

Legends of Ste. Foy's powerful relics and the miracles she performed soon began to 

attract large numbers of pilgrims and their donations to the abbey church. A magnificent 

and opulently jeweled reliquary statue was constructed to house the saint's relics. 

Originally built in the Ottoman period and continually embellished until the nineteenth 

century with precious jewels and antique cameos,43 the reliquary became a major 

attraction to the church. The crowds of visitors also created a new pilgrimage economy 

for the monks of Conques. Donations to the church increased greatly; large amounts of 

40 See above note 2. 
41 Dictionary of the Middle Ages. 12:156; 9:655. In the Bible, reference to "bonds," 
"bondage," or "chains" often refer to corruption, slavery of the old law (as opposed to the 
freedom of the new law), or eternal damnation. See Acts 8.23; Rom. 8.21; Rev. 20.1; 
Lk. 13.16. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Fau, Rouergue roman. pp. 235-238; Kathleen Ashley and Pamela Sheingorn, "An 
Unsentimental View,"pp. 66-69; Garland, "Des remplois antiques en orf&vrerie 
mddidvale;" pp. 99-102; Aubert, L'Eglise de Conques. pp. 59-62. 
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property both regionally and abroad, especially in northeastern Spain were among the 

numerous donations given to the abbey.44 

C. Conques and the Spanish Reconquista 

The location of Conques on a major pilgrimage route to Santiago de Compostela 

was without doubt a catalyst for the abbey's strong ties with Spain and the part it came to 

play in the Reconquista, the Christian effort to liberate Spain from Muslim domination. 

Ste. Foy's abilities to protect and liberate were well known in Spain, and her aid was 

actively sought by the Spanish kings and nobles whose property was threatened by the 

Muslims. The church cartulary of Conques reveals that many donations of land were 

made by Spanish kings and nobles, especially during the three decades surrounding the 

year 1100. These donations often included requests by the donors for the assistance or 

protection of Ste. Foy.45 The current of Spanish property, and particularly of church 

donations, to Conques is an impressive demonstration of the power of her cult in Spain, 

especially in light of the dominant power Cluny held over much of the region. Kings 

Ferdinand I of Le6n-Castille (1057-1065) and Alfonso IV (1072-1109) generously 

financed the construction of Cluny III, and believing that the Cluniac monks could solve 

their problems in the peninsula, welcomed Cluniac reform in their own kingdoms.46 

Many of the houses Cluny was called to reform remained dependent on the French 

44 See note 15. According to the church cartulary, donations to the abbey greatly 
increased during the abbacy of Odolric, and began to wane around 1130, dates which 
correspond to the construction of the abbey church. See Claire Delmas and Jean-Claude 
Fau, Conques (Millau, 1989), pp. 6-10. 
45 See Desjardins, Cartulaire de Conques: Durliat, La sculpture romane: p. 46; Gaillard, 
Rouergue roman. p. 39. 
46 Walter Starkie, The Road to Santiago: Pilgrims of St. James (New York, 1957), pp. 
35-36; Christopher Brooke, Monasteries of the Worls: The Rise and Development of the 
Monastic Tradition (Hertfordshire, England, 1982), pp. 51, 95. 



19 

mother church. While the Spanish were fighting the Moors in the lower part of the 

peninsula, the northern Spanish churches were being filled with French clergy, especially 

Cluniac monks.47 

Two former monks of Conques became important churchmen in Spain, 

strengthening the abbey's alliance with Spain and amplifying the church's presence and 

importance in that country. Pons became bishop of Rhoda and the first bishop of 

Barbastro in Aragon in the early twelfth century.48 Pierre d'Andouque became bishop of 

Pamplona in 1077, and occupied its see from 1082-1114. As an influential religious and 

political diplomat in the courts of northern Spain, Pierre vigourously supported the 

monastery of Conques economically and politically 49 Sent to the abbey of Conques as 

an oblate, Pierre was raised by the monks and remained devoted to their patron saint.50 

He was effective in establishing Conques as an important part of the network to 

Compostela, and in 1105 was called to dedicate a chapel to Ste. Foy in the pilgrim's 

ambulatory of the cathedral of Santiago de Compostela,51 a dedication which gives 

evidence to the importance of her cult in Spain. Pierre was also a catalyst in promoting 

the French abbey's participation in the Reconquista,52 an endeavor which proved to be 

quite lucrative for the monks. He was responsible for arranging many donations of 

47 Starkie, Road to Santiago, p. 35. 
48 Gaillard, Rouergue roman. p. 40; Durliat, La sculpture roman. p. 46. 
49 Durliat, La sculpture romane. p. 46; Gaillard, Rouergue roman. pp. 39-40; Gilles 
d'Andouque de S6ridge, "Pierre d'Andouque, Moine de Conques, Eveque de Pampelune," 
Hommage & Jacques Fabre de Morlhon (1913-1976'). Melanges historiques et 
g£n£alogiques Rouergue-Bas Languedoc rassemhlds par Jean-Denis Bergasse (Albi, 
1978), pp. 59-69. 
50 Gaillard, Rouergue roman. p. 39; Gilles d'Andouque de Sdrfege,."Pierre d'Andouque," 
p. 59. 
51 Durliat, La sculpture romane. p. 46; d'Andouque de S6ri£ge, "Pierre d'Andouque," p. 
63. 
52 Durliat, La sculpture romane. p. 46. 
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Spanish land and priories to the abbey, some of which he gave himself.53 In 1092 he 

donated a copy of Gregory the Great's Moralia in Job,54 and churches in Caprarroso, 

Murillo el Cuende, Garituain, and Barciagua.55 As with other donated properties, these 

churches would be administered by monks sent or appointed by the abbot of Conques. In 

testament to his devotion to Ste. Foy, Pierre was buried before her altar in the cathedral 

of Pamplona.56 

A number of the miracles recorded in the Liber miraculorum take place in Muslim-

held territories in Spain where many a victim were captured and imprisoned by Muslims. 

One of the miracles recounts the capture of a Christian merchant named Arnald who was 

traveling on business in Spain when he was taken prisoner along with his companions.57 

Arnald was bound with an enormous chain about his neck, and taken far into Muslim 

territory. Ste. Foy appeared to Arnald while he was in a deep sleep, broke the chains, 

and he and his fellow prisoners were able to overtake their captors and escape. By 

relentlessly invoking the aid of Ste. Foy, they travelled eight days through dangerous 

lands without being harmed. Arnald immediately made a pilgrimage to Conques where 

he left his chains of captivity at the saint's tomb as an offering of thanks. 

Many of the donations of Spanish land were made on the condition that Conques 

construct a priory on the property which would then be run by monks sent or appointed 

by Conques, increasing the influence of the abbey and its patron saint. A great number 

of the donations from Spain were accompanied by allusions to the Reconquista, asking 

53 Desjardins, Cartulaire de Conques cxvii-cxviii; d'Andouque de Sdridge, "Pierre 
d'Andouque," pp. 63, 65. 
54 Desjardins, Cartulaire de Conques: d'Andouque de S6ri£ge, "Pierre d'Andouque," p. 
65. 
55 Desjardins, Cartulaire de Conques. pp. cxvii, 407. 
56 The date of Pierre's death is set somewhere between the years 1110 and 1115. 
d'Andouque de Sdri&ge, "Pierre d'Andouque," p. 66. 
57 Bouillet and Services, Sainte Fov: Viferge et martvre. pp. 603-605. 
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for the protection and assistance of Conques and Ste. Foy.58 The cartulary reveals that 

among the donations to the abbey in the year 1092, Conques received five churches and 

one palace in Navarre alone. These gifts to the monastery greatly magnified its wealth 

and power abroad, which reached a climax in the decades just before and after the year 

1100, coinciding with the reconstruction campaigns of the abbey church. 

IV. IMAGES 

A. Introduction 

Among the approximately 250 capitals inside the church, most of which are 

decorated with carved foliate designs and interlace patterns, are a number of historiated 

capitals. In the south transept arm dedicated to St. Peter are three capitals carved with 

images describing selected events of his life, centering on his incarceration and liberation 

from prison.59 These carvings, among some of the earliest of the eleventh-century 

revival of the plastic arts,60 are highly stylized, diagrammatic representations of their 

subjects. The image of the martyrdom of St. Peter is among the oldest carving in the 

church, and also sadly deteriorated to the point of illegibility (fig. 4). The remaining two 

capitals in the St. Peter sequence, finished before 1065,61 are characterized by highly 

stylized figures and exaggerated details. These images are simply orchestrated and are 

free of any complex narrative or composition. The relief carving is relatively flat, with 

little effort made to articulate three-dimentional forms. Keeping in mind the largely 

58 ibid. 
59 These carvings are considered to constitute a rare cycle of Petrine images for this 
early date. See Georges Gaillard, Rouergue roman. p. 47. 
60 Aubert, Conques-en-Rouereue. p. 487; Fau, Les chapiteaux de Conques. pp. 8,100. 
61 Aubert, Conques-en-Rouergue. p. 465; Fau, Les chapiteaux de Conques p. 10. 
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illiterate audience of pilgrims, these images functioned as part of a simple, clear visual 

language; objects represented are immediate and direct signs that conveyed perspicuous 

visual messages rather than convincing illusionism. 

Two separate capitals in the nave, one on a colonette in the north nave arcade, the 

other on an applied capital above the south gallery, represent almost identical images of 

the condemnation of Ste. Foy before the proconsul Dacian. Although still rather 

schematic, these capitals display an advanced understanding of form compared to the 

slightly earlier carvings of the south transept. Here the figures possess a greater degree 

of three-dimentional mass and stand further away from their background. The sculptor 

has demonstrated his skill in manipulating areas of light and shadow in the carving. The 

pupils of the figures' eyes are drilled, creating a psychological presence of each 

personage. Coarse, stylized folds in the garments create shadows which help define the 

forms in a conventionalized manner. 

The sculpture at Conques is well known, and has been discussed by many scholars.62 

Most of the literature on the carvings at Conques focuses on the ambitious west 

tympanum, while the scholarship that does address the interior capitals is usually 

62 See especially Aubert, Conques-en-Rouergue: Christoph Bernoulli, Die skulpturen der 
abtei Conques-en-Rouergue (Basel, 1956); Jean-Claude Bonne, L'art roman de face et de 
profil: Le tympanum de Conques (Le Sycomore, 1984); Jacques Bousquet, Le judgement 
dernier au tvmpan de l'gglise Sainte-Fov de Conques (Rodez, 1948); idem, La sculpture k 
Conques aux XI et XII sfecles (Lille, 1973); idem, "Le geste du bras droit levd du Christ 
de Conques et sa place dans l'iconographe," Cahiers Saint-Michel de Cuxa XVIII (1987), 
125-147; Abb6 Louis Bousquet," L'Enigme architectonique du Portail de Conques," 
Revue du Rouergue 1 (Jan. - Mar. 1947), 491-502; Louis Br£hier, "L'licole romane de 
sculpture auvergnate et le Portail de Conques-en-Rouergue," Actes du Congrfes d'Histoire 
de l'art 11 (1921), 464-478; Don Denny, "The Date of the Conques Last Judgment and its 
Compositional Analogues," The Art Bulletin LXVI (1984), 8-14; Durliat, La sculpture 
romane: Fau, Les chapiteaux de Conques: Gaillard, Rouergue roman: Huguette Legros, 
"Le Diable et l'enfer: representation dans la sculpture romane," Le Diable au Moven 
Ages: doctrine, problfemes moreux. representations (Aix-en-Provence. 1978), pp. 307-
329. 
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satisfied with a brief description of the carvings, some devoting more time than others on 

speculation or discussion of the subjects represented. Jean-Claude Fau has by far given 

the most detailed account of the carvings, mapping their chronological placement, 

describing in detail the images represented on these capitals, and their art historical 

significance and participation in the development of a specific regional style.63 In 

particular, art historians have directed their attention to the stylistic traits and 

development of the capital carvings and their relationship to the regional Auvergnat 

style.64 Most of these studies offer only an isloated examination of the capitals 

themselves, failing to place the images within an overall penitential dramaturgy 

commissioned by the abbots. Although not as developed as the programmatic 

orchestration of images at Saint-Benoit-sur-Loire65 and other pilgrimage churches that 

followed Conques, the theme of captivity and liberation from bonds is found in carvings 

in several locations in the abbey church of Conques, underlining the tenor of penitential 

devotion and hope of absolution so integral to its function as a pilgrimage church. 

B. Condemnation of Ste. Foy 

Two capitals in the nave (one in the nave arcade, the other above the gallery) 

represent almost identically the condemnation of Ste. Foy before the Roman proconsul 

Dacian. The capitals of the nave have been identified as part of the third building 

63 Fau, Les chapiteaux de Conques. 
64 For more information on the relationship of the sculpture at Conques to the Auvergnat 
style, see Louis Brehier, "La sculpture romane en Haute-Auvergne," Revue de la Haute-
Auvergne 26 (1925), 1-22; idem,, "Le portail de Conques,", 464-478; idem, "Les traits 
originaux de l'iconographie dans la sculpture romane de l'Auvergne," Medieval Studies in 
Memory of A. K. Porter (Cambridge, MA, 1939), 2:389-403; A. Gybal, L'Auvergne. 
berceau de l'art roman (Clermont-Ferrand, 1955). 
65 c. A.D. 1080. 
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campaign on the basis of the east-to-west construction hypothesis and stylistic criteria. 

Fau suggests a date toward the end of the first quarter of the twelfth century due to the 

advance of three-dimentional figural representation compared to the funerary plaque of 

abbot Begon in the cloister dated 1107, and because of its close association to the figures 

in the tympanum which is arguably dated around the first quarter of the twelfth century.66 

The first image of this scene appears on the east side of the fourth pier on the north 

side of the nave (fig. 5).67 Six figures are arranged in a procession around the three sides 

of the capital. On the left side stands a demon, whose hideous features, grossly 

exaggerated (quite similar to the demons represented in Hell on the tympanum) give 

visual form to his evil nature. In his hands he holds a long serpent which resembles a 

staff. Dacian grasps the hilt of a heavy, oversized sword he gives to an executioner 

66 The date of the tympanum of Conques is still debated, with some scholars placing it 
as late as 1150, the date posited by Don Denny in a weak argument- based on 
compositional similarities of the tympanum with illuminations in the Winchester Psalter 
(see above, note 62). Denny completey ignored the rich literary and oral traditions which 
describe, often in vivid detail, the tortures which await each type of sinner. In his stretch 
to speculate on how an English psalter might have made its way to Conques, Denny fails 
to mention the library which existed at Conques during the Middle Ages. Jean-Claude 
Fau (Rouergue roman. pp. 95-96) suggests that the tympanum was built shortly after the 
death of Abbot Begon III (d. 1107) under whom the abbey saw its best years, and was 
likely constructed under the reign of Abbot Boniface (1107-1125), for not long after the 
death of Begon III, the abbey fell quickly into decline. For more on the tympanum, see 
above, note 62. 
67 For a thorough discussion of the capitals in the church, see Fau, Les chapiteaux de 
Conques: Jacques Bousquet, La sculpture & Conques aux XI£ et XII^ si&cles. 3 vols. 
(Lille, 1973). Marcel Aubert, in his article "Conques-en-Rouergue" mistakenly identifies 
the image of the Condemnation of Sainte Foy as die crime of David who, persuaded by 
the devil, puts Uhri to death for taking his wife Bathsheba (Aubert, "Conques-en-
Rouergue," pp. 459-523, especially p. 493). Fau identifies this mistake, and cites two 
identical capital carvings which are situated outside the chapel dedicated to Ste. Foy in 
the ambulatory of Santiago de Compostela (Fau, Les chapiteaux de Conques. pp. 36-37). 
It is natural that the monks of Conques would include such an important scene from the 
life of their patron saint among the sculpture of the church, especially when the passion 
and miracles of the saint were read as part of the liturgy. 
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standing before him. His sword mirrors the serpent-staff held by the demon, and 

indicates that the act to be performed with that sword is an act of the devil. 

The demon stands behind the proconsul Dacian, signifying the Roman officer's 

despicable character. The serpent was also used to describe Dacian's character at one 

point in the Chanson, after he finds that the young saint was not shaken in her resolve by 

his offers of gold and wealth: 

When the stinking wretch heard that her disposition hadn't changed, he became irritated 

as a serpent; he roled his eyes, he gnashed his teeth..."68 

On the principal face of the capital, from left to right, Dacian, placed on the left 

corner, is seated on a throne similar to the type of throne on which the cult statue of Ste. 

Foy is seated on, and her throne depicted in the tympanum carving (fig. 6). This type of 

"enthronement" resembles images of the Virgin in majesty typical of the Auvergne 

style.69 Jean-Claude Fau has pointed out that the Roman official, wearing a cape draped 

over his left shoulder and a crown detailed with incised jewels, and sporting a long beard, 

resembles images of contemporary Capetian kings.70 Before him stands the officer to 

whom he gives the sword, followed by another figure who grabs the right wrist of Ste. 

Foy. The organization of these figures is based on the description of the condemnation 

of Ste. Foy in the Chanson de Sainte Foy, written in verse in the ninth century, and in 

68 For translations in French of the Chanson, see Antoine Thomas, La chanson de Sainte 
Foi d'Agen: P. Alfaric and E. Hoepffner, La chanson de Sainte Fov. 2 vols. (Paris, 1926), 
2:16-23. In this paper I will use the translation of the Chanson by Thomas; Roman 
numerals refer to the verse number and the following Arabic numerals refer to the page. 
"Quand le miserable puant entend que ses dispositions ne changent pas, il s'irrita comme 
fait serpent; il roule les yeux, il grince des dents..." Chanson XXVIII:44. 
69 Fau, Les chapiteaux de Conques. p. 35. 
70 ibid. 
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prose in the mid-eleventh century.71 In an effort to break the young saint's fortitude, 

Dacian sends for her and tries to force Foy to worship the pagan gods: "Go, take her 

gently by the right hand, and bring her to the temple. Let her offer incense to the god 

Silvain, and let her pray to Diane and the god Janus."72 

The saint, wearing a veil, a dress and mantle which fall in wide, flat pleats, stands on 

the right corner of the capital. She raises her left hand in a willing gesture to meet her 

fate. Behind the saint, on the right face of the capital, stands a guardian angel with a 

halo, holding a symbol of a crucifix, who gives her encouragement to go forward to her 

martyrdom. Ste. Foy's divine angel is a foil for Dacian's sinister demon, each figure a 

symbolic personification of the inner spiritual condition of their respective charges.73 

The carved images of the Condemnation of Sainte Foy provided a visual focal point 

for the contemplation of the audience, especially during the celebrations which honored 

the martyrdom of the saint. A bulle issued by Pope Pascal II (c. 1099) permitted the use 

of the passion and miracles of Ste. Foy in the liturgy of the church.74 A surviving 

71 L. Services. Les saints du Rouergue. Origines paiennes et chr&iennes. Histoire 
religieuse iusqu'au VMS siecle (Rodez, 1872), p. 334; Thomas, La chanson de Sainte 
Foi. p. xviii; Alfaric and Hoepffner, La chanson de Sainte Fov. 2:16-23. 
72 "Va, prends-la doucement par la main droite, et mfene-la jusqu'au temple. Qu'elle 
offre de l'encens au Dieu Silvain, et qu'elle prie Diane et le Dieu Janus." Chanson 
XXIL42-43. 
73 Classical writers such as Cicero (De officiis) wrote on the language of the body and 
gesture as an indicator of the condition of the soul, an idea which was embraced and 
reiterated by medieval theologians throughout the Middle Ages, including St. Ambrose 
and St. Bernard. 
74 The document was accepted by the Bollandists as authentic, but M. Desjardins 
remained sceptical. However, in 1896 a bulle of Gregory XI (dated 12 December, 1372) 
was found in the Vatican archives which seems to authenticate the bulle of Pascal II. 
The bulle of Gregory specifically renews the priviledges granted by Pascal II. See 
above, note 15, especially Bouillet and Services, Sainte Fov: Viferpe et martvre. pp. 106-
707. 
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manuscript from Schlestadt, a church given to Conques in 1094,75 contains two sermons 

in honor of Ste. Foy. The text of these two sermons are drawn straight from the passion 

of Ste. Foy in the Chanson de Sainte Foy.16 According to P. Alfaric and E. Hoepffner, 

the liturgy placed emphasis on her triumph through martyrdom and the joy of the angels 

at her assumption to heaven, as described in the Chanson: 

"The body remained truncated and cut, just as the sword had killed her; of 

her spirit the angels rejoiced: with joy and with laughter they carry her 

away; all of Paradise is joyful..."77 

Through her martyrdom, Ste. Foy was released from the bonds imposed on her by 

Dacian and was triumphant over her him.78 She was brought up to heaven as one of 

God's blessed martyrs. Enthroned in God's glory, Ste. Foy replaced Dacian in the seat of 

authority. 

C. The Images of St. Peter 

As it was in the earlier Carolingian church, the south transept arm of the 

Romanesque abbey church at Conques was dedicated to St. Peter, and it is there, before 

the large chapel dedicated to Ste. Foy79 that one finds a cycle of three capitals relating 

75 Alfaric and Hoepffner, La chanson de Sainte Fov. 2:42; Bouillet and Servi&res, Sainte 
Fov: Viferge et martvre. p. 430-432. 
76 See Alfaric and Hoepffner, La chanson de Sainte Fov. pp. 42-49 for comments on the 
sermons. 
77 "Le corps resta tranche et coupd, tout comme le glaive l'a tu6; de l'ame sont les anges 
rgjouis: avec joie ils l'emportent et avec des rires; tout le Paradis en est all&gre..." 
Chanson XXXIX. 
78 In the Chanson, Dacian is killed by the crowd of 500 pagans who were converted to 
Christianity by the faith of Ste. Foy. See Alfaric and Hoepffner, La chanson de Sainte 
Fov. verse XXXVIII, pp. 380-390. 
79 There seems to be some confusion over the dedication of this chapel. Jean-Claude 
Fau indicates that the chapel is dedicated to Ste. Foy (Rouergue roman. p. 152), as does 
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selected events of the life of St. Peter (fig. 7). The three capitals are arranged so that 

visitors in the ambulatory see the cycle as they approach and depart the chapel. Two 

capitals illustrate scenes of his capture and release from prison in Jerusalem and his 

incarceration in the Mamertine prison in Rome. The third capital, located on the 

southwest corner of the entry to the chapel, is the earliest of the three,80 and is a badly 

deteriorated carving of the martyrdom of St. Peter (fig. 4). 

The capital on the north side of the third pillar (cap. A) is a faithful visualization of 

the account in Acts 12.1-11 describing the moment of Peter's liberation from his 

imprisonment in Jerusalem where he had been incarcerated under the order of Herod 

Agrippa. 

And behold, an angel of the Lord stood beside him...and he struck Peter on the 

side and woke him, saying, "Get up quickly." The chains dropped from his 

hands. 

They passed through the first and second guard and came to the iron gate that 

leads into the city; and this opened to them of its own accord.81 

The text of the liturgy for the feasts of Sts. Peter and Paul (29 June) is drawn from 

Acts 12.1-11, which is also used to celebrate the feast of St. Peter in chains on 1 

August.82 

the literature issued by the church today. However, Marcel Durliat refers to this same 
chapel as the chapel of St. Peter (La sculpture romane. p. 63). 

The earliest parts of the existing church (the exterior walls of the apse, ambulatory 
and eastern transept walls) date to the abbacy of Odolric who began the reconstruction 
between the years 1041 and 1052, finished by 1065. See Fau, Les chapiteaux de 
Conques. p. 8-9; Louis Saltet, "Le diplome d'indulgences pour la construction de l'6glise 
de Conques," Bulletin de literature 6cclesiastique public par l'lnstitute Catholique de 
Toulouse IV (1902), 120-126; Aubert, "Conques-en-Rouergue," p. 465. 
81 Excerpted from Acts 12.7,10 (Douay Confraternity). 
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The composition of the left side of the capital (which faces the chapel) divides the 

picture surface into two images, arranged one above the other. In the upper portion, a 

double arcade is portrayed (fig. 8). From the center column which separates the two 

arcades hangs a set of opened chains, suggesting the release of the prisoner. The 

shackles are enormous compared to the proportions of the space they occupy, acting as 

an unmistakable and direct sign indicating the freedom granted the prisoner Peter. To the 

right of the arcade is a large door fitted with elaborate hardware and a carefully detailed 

lock. The door is in the distorted shape of a parallelogram (an attempt at spatial 

perspective) which indicates that it is not shut, but rather it hangs open, permitting one to 

pass through or leave the room. In the register below, three armored guards lie sleeping 

under one large arch, and at the corner of the capital, a fourth guard stands alert, holding 

a shield protectively before his body. The viewer could easily comprehend the message 

that the chains and armed guards of Herod are no barrier to the will of God. 

On the principle face of the capital are two highly stylized figures (fig. 9). St. Peter, 

on the left, is taken by the hand by an angel who was sent by God to free him. The 

angel's right wing is extended and reaches behind Peter in a protective gesture, also 

pointing to the prison room from which they have just fled. Led by the hand, Peter is 

directed to another large, heavy-looking door on the right side of the capital which leads 

to the outside. Beyond the door appears a large, menacing winged serpent, symbol of 

Satan and the evil intentions which motivated Peter's imprisonment.83 As the biblical 

82 Durliat, La sculpture romane. p. 64; Butler's Lives of the Saints. Complete Edition, 
ed. H. J. Thurston and D. Attwater, 7 vols. (London, 1981) 3:236-237. The use of Acts 
12 1-11, which describes Peter's imprisonement in Jerusalem, to celebrate the feast of 
Peter in Chains (referent to his imprisonment in Rome) furthers the confusion between 
his two imprisonments. Peter in Chains comes to be a generalization for his 
imprisonment and release. See below note 93. 
83 Ibid. 
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text only mentions that Peter followed the angel,84 the image of Peter enveloped by the 

angel's enormous wing and taken physically by the hand is an embellishment which 

conveys a message of care, protection, and divine liberation. 

The perspicuity of the oversized chains in this capital recall both Peter's 

imprisonment and release, and also refer to the chains donated by prisoners released by 

Ste. Foy, some of which were present in the gates in the chevet. The juxtaposition of this 

image of divine liberation from the chains of captivity appears in front of the chapel 

dedicated to Ste. Foy, whose renown for this same ability permeates the entire church; 

the actual chains of imprisonment, chains it was believed that she herself opened, would 

be in visual proximity to the viewer. Just as the angel of God freed St. Peter, so also did 

Ste. Foy free prisoners. 

The association of these two saints, one who is imprisoned and one who liberates, 

fuels the theme of capture and release. In the third book of the Liber miraculorum, 

written close in time to the construction of this part of the church, appears a story which 

is interesting to examine in this context. In this story, a young man from Conques was 

taken captive by his enemies and laden with enormous chains.85 His neck bore a heavy 

iron collar, and his legs were bound with shackles. This unfortunate prisoner sent up 

unending prayers to Ste. Foy. One night, the saint came to him while he slept, and said 

to him "Get up quickly and save yourself from here."86 Using pieces of debris on the 

floor, the prisoner was able to break the chains that earlier proved to be unbreakable. 

Then, the prisoner passed through the door of the prison and escaped. The very next 

entry in the Liber relates a similar miracle where the saint appears to another sleeping 

84 Acts 12.9. 
Bouillet and Services, Sainte Foy: Viferge et martvre. pp. 530-531. 

86 ibid. 
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prisoner.87 After her divine assistance, the prisoner made his escape past the sleeping 

guards. The similarity of these two stories to the story St. Peter in Acts 12 and the St. 

Peter capital is obvious. A sleeping prisoner bound with chains is visited at night, freed 

from his bonds, and escapes past sleeping prison guards. The association of the literature 

of Ste. Foy and St. Peter, complimentary in character, strengthens the theme of capture 

and release in the church. In the Liber, Bernard of Angers often refers to the chains of 

the freed prisoners as "trophies" of the miraculous liberation performed by Ste. Foy. 

Similarly, St. Peter's chains were regarded as trophies of his liberation, venerated as 

relics of his miraculous release and the basis of the feast of Peter in Chains.88 

The third capital of the St. Peter cycle recounts two apocryphal events in the saint's 

life. Similar in execution to the previous St. Peter capital, the carving of this capital is 

highly stylized. The figures are draped in long, conventionalized garments that fall in 

even, linear folds. On the left side of the capital is carved a scene from the legend of 

Peter's third incarceration,89 which developed into the liturgical feast of St. Peter in 

chains, celebrated 1 August. This story was derived not from the Bible, but from a 

sermon of St. Ambrose based on earlier apocrypha.90 In this scene, Peter is incarcerated 

by Nero in the Mamertine prison in Rome. According to this legend, Peter was freed by 

the two prison guards, Sts. Processus and Martinian, whom he had converted to 

Christianity. On the principal face of the capital, however, is the scene of Domine, quo 

vadis, where Peter meets the risen Christ on the Appian Way (fig. 10). Peter asks Christ 

where he is going, and Christ tells him "I am going to Rome to be crucified a second 

87 Bouillet and Servferes, Sainte Foy: Vi&rge et martyre, pp. 531-532. 
His chains are said to be preserved in Rome in the church of S. Pietro in Vincoli. See 

L. R6au, Iconographie de l'art chrdtien. 3 vols. (Paris, 1959), 3:1081; Butler's Lives of 
the Saints, pp. 236-237. 
89 Peter was incarcerated three times: first in Antioch (not depicted in the imagery at 
Conques); second in Jerusalem under Herod Agrippa; third in Rome under Nero. 
90 Rgau, 3:1095-1096; Durliat, La sculpture romane. p. 64.. 
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time."91 Moved by Christ's words, Peter then turns around and goes back to meet his 

martyrdom in Rome at the hands of Nero. On the left side of the capital are two figures 

most likely Sts. Peter and Paul,92 standing within an arcade (fig. 11). A short but heavy-

looking door which reaches up almost to their shoulders is closing in front of them, 

acting as a simple sign indicating "imprisonment". Nero stands to the right on the corner 

of the capital within another arch, pointing an accusing finger at them. The crown, beard 

and moustache that Nero wears are much more stylized than the same attributes in the 

image of Dacian on the capital of the Condemnation of Ste. Foy. 

It was believed that the chains from this imprisonment were preserved in Rome, and 

that Pope Gregory the Great had filings from them put into several reliquaries in the 

shape of keys and distributed them as gifts 93 The juxtaposition of chains which bind and 

keys which lock or unlock, asserts an unmistakable link between bondage and release. 

The reliquary would recall Peter's imprisonment, his liberation, and his role as the keeper 

of the keys to heaven. In the church dedicated to Ste. Foy, who had performed many 

91 It was believed that in this conversation Christ also bestows on Peter his apostolic 
duties. See Fau, Les chapiteau de Conques. p. 30. 
92 The identification of these two figures is usually approached with caution. They are 
generally regarded to be St. Peter and St. Paul. Marcel Durliat (La sculpture romane. p. 
64) suggests that they might be the two prison guards St. Peter converted and baptized to 
Christianity, and who in return let Peter flee. Since the text of Acts 12, which is the basis 
for the imagery in the earlier Peter capital, is also part of the liturgy for the feast of Sts. 
Peter and Paul (see above note 82), it would seem likely that the incarceration in Rome 
would represent both Peter and Paul. Busts of both of these saints appear in two 
pendentives of the cupola. They are each identified by name on a scroll and book they 
hold. See Fau, Les chapiteaux de Conques. p. 80. 
93 F. Cabrol and H. LeCLercq, Dictionnaire d'archgologie chrdtienne et de liturgie 
(Paris, 1914), 3:1861-1862; Durliat, La sculpture romane. p. 64; Butler's Lives of the 
Saints. 3:236-237. The chains are often referent to Peter's imprisonment in both 
Jerusalem and Rome, as legend has it that the chains from his imprisonment in Jerusalem 
were sent to Rome to be joined with the chains, already in Rome, of his imprisonment by 
Nero. See Louis R6au, Iconographie de l'art chr&ien (Paris, 1959), 3:1081. 
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miracles of liberation, the images would resonate the theme of liberation and salvation so 

important in this pilgrimage church. 

The placement of the Petrine images in front of the chapel of Ste. Foy is intriguing 

as a deliberate association of the two saints. The topos of chains in the legends of St. 

Peter and Ste. Foy and in the images of the two saints makes strong and repeated 

allusions to the power of the church's patron saint. From this position in the south 

transept, the visitor would be able to see the released prisoners' chains in the grillework 

around the chevet. The biblical account of Peter's liberation from bondage would seem 

concretized by the physical chains in the church. 
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V. THE RELATIONSHIP OF STE.FOY AND ST.PETER AT CONQUES 

Undoubtedly, the most important of St. Peter's roles in the Christian church was his 

possession of the keys to heaven, as he is represented on the tympanum of the church 

(fig. 12).94 With these keys, given to him by Christ, Peter held the power to save or to 

condemn sinners, "to loose or to bind," as stated in Matthew 16.19. Keys, a symbol of 

juridical authority, which can lock or unlock, permit or deny passage, allude both to St. 

Peter and to Ste. Foy. Both have the ability to save prisoners. Ste. Foy, by her divine 

power vested by the will of God, liberated prisoners from physical bonds of capture and 

released the penitent from sin; St. Peter with his keys to heaven, given to him by Christ 

held the power to save or condemn sinners. Peter was regarded as the symbol of the 

institutional Church, and his juridical power to save or condemn souls was passed down 

to the clergy, including the monks of Conques, who administered his justice.95 The 

monks held the power to absolve sinners from bondage of sin, provided that satisfaction 

was met through pilgrimage, penance, confession and donations to the church. "Alms 

wash away sin as water extinguishes fire" was a popular proverb in the Middle Ages 

' which often accompanied religious donations.96 Saints, who held the power to free the 

captive, whether physical or spiritual, were the recipients of a great many gifts to implore 

the favours of the saints.97 Such gifts were received through the "intermediary" of the 

monks, who benefited greatly from these donations. 

94 For a detailed study on the images and roles of St. Peter in the Middle Ages, see 
Carolyn Kinder Carr, Aspects of the Iconography of St. Peter in Medieval Art in Western 
Europe to the Earlv Thirteenth Century (Dissertation: Case Western University, 1978). 
95 Carr, Iconography of St. Peter, pp. 54-60. 
96 Duby, The Making of the Chrisitan West, p. 92. 
97 Duby describes how the Last Judgment was viewed as a feudal court, and that a 
person was wise to try to enlist as many "friends" in the court (saints) as possible so that 
at the time of Judgment these saints would speak favourably on the soul's behalf. See 
Duby, The Making of the Christian West, pp. 91-95. 
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Both St. Peter and Ste. Foy possess the power to save or condemn, "to loose or to 

bind" in varying degrees. Peter's authority is symbolized in his possession of the keys; he 

is the "rock," the foundation upon which the church was built. 

"And I say to thee, thou art Peter, and upon this rock981 will build my Church, 

and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it. 

And I will give thee the keys of the kingdom of heaven; and whatever thou shalt 

bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever thou shalt loose on earth 

shall be loosed in heaven."99 

Ste. Foy's juridical authority is demonstrated in a number of the miracle stories in 

which she has the power to destroy the evil and also the power to save and protect the 

good. Many of the miracles in the Liber miraculorum describe how Ste. Foy punishes 

blasphemers or those who mistreat the monks or threaten their property. At a party he 

was giving, a blasphemer against Ste. Foy was killed, along with his wife and five 

servants, when his house collapsed in a sudden whirlwind.100 None of the guests were 

injured. Those persons who tried to steal the monks' wine, rhetorically asked if it was 

reserved for the saint to drink, were paralyzed and died painful deaths.101 After a 

noblewoman seized some of the monks' land in Quercy, she was stricken with paralysis, 

died, and her "miserable soul was rendered to the devil."102 These accounts of those who 

98 The name "Peter" is derived from a Greek translation of the Aramaic name "Kepa," 
meaning "rock," which Christ gave him. See New Catholic Encyclopedia, vol. 11, 
d. 201. 
99 Mat. 16.18-19. 
100 Bouillet and Services, Sainte Fov: Vferge et martvre. pp. 467-469. 
101 Ibid., pp. 458-460. 
102 Ibid., pp. 544-545. 
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perished at the divine vengence of Ste. Foy intimate that the victim would be damned 

after death, suggesting her juridical authority to damn as well as save.103 

A prayer recorded by Bernard acknowledges the power Ste. Foy was thought to have 

in raising souls: "O Sainte Foy, admit me with you among the eternal felicity of the 

saints and share with me always a ray of your glory."104 An image of Ste. Foy on the 

tympanum of the church reveals to visitors her power to save or to condemn (fig. 6). 

Behind the kneeling saint, three arches represent the church of Conques. Within, two 

sets of chains are suspended from rafters; one set is open, the other set remains closed. 

In addition to the similarity in the spiritual significance of St. Peter and Ste. Foy. 

there are also certain complimentary differences in the nature of the two saints. Peter 

embodies an abstract, mystical image of supreme power and male authority of the 

Church in contrast to the common, vernacular power of the female saint whose 

thaumaturgical abilities were evidenced by the presence of the donated chains at 

Conques. Peter, as the first bishop and first pope, is the symbol of the institutional 

Church, and the ultimate authority of the Pope.105 Ste. Foy, on the other hand, worked 

her miracles locally. Her cult was more accessible and immediately available to the laity 

who were often participants or witnesses to these events. A great number of the miracles 

occured in areas near Conques or on property owned by the monks. Names of specific 

people, either knights, lords, or merchants from the region, appear in the stories recorded 

after Book I.106 Many of these same people are mentioned in the cartulary or in other 

documents. Ste. Foy worked her miracles in ways that the laity could physically see. 

1^3 See also Bouillet and Services, Sainte Fov: Viferge et martvre. pp. 472-474 
104 "o sainte Foy, m'admettre avec vous dans l'6ternelle f<51icit<5 des saints et partager 
avec moi pour toujours un rayon de votre gloire." Bouillet and Services, Sainte Foy: 
Vi&rge et martvre. p. 500. 
105 Carr, Iconography of Saint Peter, pp. 54-60. 
106 see above, note 39. 
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The presence of chains and shackles brought by released prisoners was physical proof to 

visitors of the saint's miraculous abilities, and evidence of the divine power the monks at 

Conques mediated.107 At Conques, both saints were regarded as keys to salvation, 

possessing the power to liberate the penitential pilgrim from the bondage of sin, or 

condemn the soul of the sinner. 

107 in the second half of the eleventh century the Carolingian church Bernard described 
was replaced by a larger Romanesque church. The present church displays no such 
suspended chains as Bernard describes, save for the grilles in the chevet which are said to 
be those made of the chains donated by prisoners liberated by Ste. Foy. 
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VI. CONCLUSION 

By the miraculous powers of Ste. Foy, the monks of Conques cultivated their church 

to be a major stop on the pilgrimage road to Santiago, offering salvation and freedom 

from the oppressive bonds of sin, and also providing protection to those on their way to 

fight the Muslims in Spain.108 The income derived in the form of donations to Ste. Foy 

enabled the abbey not only to sustain itself in such a challenging and difficult area of the 

"desert" of France,109 but allowed it to prosper economically. The expansion of Conques1 

wealth and increasing presence regionally and abroad helped to re-establish its security 

during the waning years of deteriorating imperial protection. The ambitious building 

campaigns and opulent reliquaries made under abbot Begon III around the year 1100 are 

evidence of the wealth the abbey acquired.110 Such security also enabled the monastery 

to resist the almost ubiquitous Cluniac monastic empire which dominated most major 

Benedictine monasteries in western Europe, and which was a particularly strong presence 

in Spain.111 The relics of Ste. Foy, whose powers were renowned not only locally but 

108 Durliat, La sculpture romane. p. 46. 
109 Gaillard, Rouergue roman. p. 38; Fau, Rouergue roman. p. 83. 
110 Begon III secured many donations including papal gifts and was responsible for the 
construction of parts of the church, monastic buildings, and the cloister, as well as 
encasing many of the abbey's relics in rich gold and silver reliquaries. Among some of 
the reliquaries produced under his abbacy are the "A" of Charlemagne, the St. Vincent 
reliquary (also known as the "lantern" of Begon), the reliquary of Pope Pascal, and the 
portable altar dated 26 June, 110 which was consacrated and endowed with relics by the 
former monk of Conques, Pons, the bishop of Barbastro. See Fau, Rouergue roman. pp. 
90-91, 232-234,240-245; Durliat, La sculpture romane. p. 47-48; Aubert, L'Eglise de 
Conques. pp. 62-65. See also above, note 11. 
HI King Alfonso VI of Leon-Castille (1072-1109) donated great sums of money to 
Cluny, then run by his wife's uncle, Abbot St. Hugh. By financing the abbey of Cluny 
and inviting Cluniac reform in his own realm, Alfonso soughtto strengthen his ties with 
the rest of Europe and to ally himself with the pope, who was formerly a Cluniac monk. 
See Georges Duby, The Earlv Growth of the European Economy: Warriors and Peasants 
from the Seventh to the Twelfth Century (Ithaca, 1984), pp. 141, 216-217; Marilyn 
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respected as far as England, Germany and Italy,112 became for the monks a symbol of 

authority and source of protection from those who would challenge the abbey's property 

and rights and the local law. 

In an effort to build itself as an important stop on the pilgrimage road to 

Compostella, the monks set out to find relics of an important saint which would draw 

pilgrims to the isolated abbey. The promotion of the miracles of Ste. Foy soon attracted 

crowds of visitors to the mountainous region in order to venerate the young martyr. The 

success of the monks is proven by the entry in a late twelfth-century pilgrim's guide to 

Compostella, which advised pilgrims that it was well worth the arduous journey to 

Conques, and that anyone travelling the road from Le-Puy to Moissac must go to 

venerate the relics of Ste. Foy at Conques.113 The written accounts by Bernard of Angers 

of Ste. Foy's thaumaturgical activities aided in popularizing and spreading her cult across 

western Europe. The entire Liber miraculorum was completed before 1080,114 which is 

about the start of the greatest period of Conque's medieval history and the beginning of a 

marked increase in donations made to the abbey.115 

Stokstad, Medieval Art (New York, 1988), p. 233; Fau, Les chapiteaux de Conques. p. 8; 
Delmas and Fau, Conques. p. 9. 
112 See Gustave Desjardins, Cartulaire de Conques for a listing of the abbey's influence 
and holdings abroad. 

Jeanne Vielliard, Le guide du pfelerin de Saint-Jacques de Compostelle. 4th ed. 
(Macon, 1969), p. 49. 
11^ Fau, Les chapiteaux de Conques. pp. 94-95; Bouillet and Servi&res, Sainte Fov: 
Vidrge et martvre. p. 427. From medieval texts, we know that there was a library and 
manuscript atelier at Conques in the Central Middle Ages. Most likely, the Liber was 
copied at Conques and was disseminated. We know that in the year 1107 Pope Pascal II 
travelled through France, and celebrates Easter at Chartres. It is believed that while he 
was there he must have heard of the miracles of Ste. Foy, and was presented with a copy 
of the Panaretos, as the Liber was then known. See Bouillet and Services, Sainte Fov: 
Vi&rge et martvre. pp. 107-108. 

See Desjardins, Cartulaire de Conques for dates of donations to Conques. 
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The monks, who inherited ecclesiastical authority from the throne of St. Peter,116 

held the power to absolve the penitent pilgrims of the sin which held them captive. 

Those seeking ablution of their sins went on pilgrimage and donated gifts to the saints, 

hoping to secure the favors of the saints who would act as a sort of "character witnesses" 

for them at the Last Judgment.117 These penitential endeavors could aid in diminishing 

the sin which burdened the pilgrim. It was assumed that by generous donations to the 

saints, the donor would be assured of their intercession before God.118 One was thought 

to have a better chance of gaining salvation if she could secure the prayers of the saints in 

heaven, who had access to plead with God on behalf of the sinner. The image of Ste. 

Foy on the "saved" side of the tympanum could easily have been understood by pilgrims 

to be a representation of her intercession. Writing in response to the argument of the 

iconoclasts, the chronicler Ermold Le Noir expressed the power the saints were believed 

to have in interceding on our behalf: 

"What madman would dare to insist that the bodies of the saints ought not receive 

our devotion here on earth...[St.] Peter is not God, but I have the hope to be 

liberated from my fault by the prayers of Peter."119 

Ste. Foy was also believed to be among the saints in heaven who could intercede on 

behalf of the pilgrim or penitent, helping to secure for them a place in heaven.120 The 

many gifts of money, jewelry, and land that were given to Ste. Foy were administrated 

116 Carr, Iconography of Saint Peter, pp. 54-60 
117 Duby, The Making of the Christian West, pp. 91-92. 
118 idem. 
119 "Quel insensd oserait soutenir que les corps des saints ne doivent pas recevoir notre 
culte ici-bas... [Saint] Pierre n'est pas Dieu, mais j'ai l'espoir d'etre Iib6r6 de ma faute par 
les pri&res de Pierre." Ermold Le Noir (early 9th century) as quoted in Garland, "Des 
remplois antiques en orf&vrerie m6di6vale," p. 100. 
120 §ee above, note 104 for Bernard of Angers' prayer to Ste. Foy which points to the 
power she was believed to have in helping die faithful gain salvation. 
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by the abbot and monks of Conques, the servants of Ste. Foy, who ultimately used them 

to augment the treasury, to buy protection, and to strengthen the abbey's power. 

The importance of pilgrims to the monks at Conques is clearly represented on the 

tympanum of the Last Judgment over the west entry to the church. In the procession of 

the elect, among those who will be admitted to heaven appears an image of Dadon,121 the 

hermit-founder of Conques dressed as a pilgrim to Compostela (fig. 12), elevated in 

divine company, the third only behind the figures of the Blessed Virgin Mary, the mother 

of Christ, and St. Peter, the first pope and foundation of the institutional Church. 

The business of war was lucrative, as it still is today, and the monks were in the 

advantageous position to mediate, for a price, a very desirable commodity, namely, the 

power of Ste. Foy to release and protect the faithful from captivity. The legends of the 

saint's intervention and assistance to those tormented in prison were well-known in 

Spain, where the fear of such captivity played upon many a heart.122 Many Christians in 

that country, specifically in northern Spain, bestowed generous gifts of land and wealth 

to Ste. Foy's church at Conques, hoping to gain her divine protection and also her 

121 Although it is generally agreed that this figure represents the hermit Dadon, the 
founder of Conques, it may easily be argued that he also represents pilgrims in general, 
since many of the figures on the tympanum hold dual identities. For instance, the fallen 
chevalier on the lower right of the tympanum is a symbol of the vice of Pride who is 
usually represented as a knight falling from his horse. He also represents Rainon 
d'Aubin, who was involved in a property dispute with the monks of Conques (see Book 
1:5). A number of those shown suffering in Hell in the tympanum are drawn from the 
miracle stories. For more on this topic, see Gaillard, Rouergue roman. pp. 49-50; J. 
Bousquet, Le judgment dernier du theme de I'iglise Sainte-Foy de Conques (Rodez, 
1948); Hughette LeGros, "Le Diable et l"Enfer: representatives dans la sculpture 
romane," Le Diable au Moven Age: doctrine, probl&mes moreux. representations (Aix-
en-Provence, 1979). 
122 The Chanson de Roland, a very popular epic poem in the Middle Ages, describes in 
vivid detail the dangers that awated the Christian knights in Moorish Spain. Many 
Christians who were taken captive became slaves for the Muslims in Spain. See 
Christopher Brooke, Europe in the Central Middle Ages. 962-1154 (New York, 1987), p. 
44. 
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assistance in battle. A number of accounts are found in the cartulary which link 

donations, especially in Navarre and Aragon, to requests for the protection of Ste. Foy.123 

Pedro I, the king of Aragon, made a vow to the monks of Conques in the year 1101 

before he embarked on a battle to overtake the city of Barbastro from the Muslims.124 

He promised to give the most beautiful mosque of Barbastro to the church of Ste. Foy at 

Conques of the venerable saint help him win the seige. Pedro was victorious, and 

Conques was given the mosque. 

Such accounts demonstrate the popularity of the cult of Ste. Foy in Spain, and the 

success of the monks' efforts to build the abbey into a prosperous religious and political 

force. Churches dedicated to Ste. Foy and churches which had altars dedicated to her 

dotted the road to Compostela, in France as well as in Aragon and Navarre.125 Her 

abilities, as the monks knew, were exceptionally appealing in this time of war, both the 

imagined internal war in which the individual seeks liberation and eternal salvation from 

the bondage of sin, and the very real Holy Wars against the Muslims in Spain. 

123 see Dejardins, Cartulaire de Conques. 
124 ibid., p. cxvii; Gaillard, Rouerpue roman. pp. 39-40; Durliat, La sculpture romane. 

Dejardins, Cartulaire de Conques. pp. cxvi-cxix. 



Fig. 1 Plan of Sainte-Foy de Conques (not to scale). 
a. Capital, Condemnation of Ste. Foy 
b. Applied capital, Condmenation of Ste. Foy (above gallery) 
c. Location of St. Peter capitals (see fig. 3). 
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Fig. 2 View of Conques and valley, from the north. Photo by author. 
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Pilgrimage roads in France and Spain. Illustration by author. 
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Capital, Martyrdom of St. Peter, south transept. Photo by author. 
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Fig. 5 Capital, Condemnation of Ste. Foy. Photo by author. 
(Note: Image is printed in reverse.) 



Fig. 6 Ste. Foy before the hand of God, detail of tympanum. Photo by author. 
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Fig. 7 St. Peter Capitals and Chapel of Ste. Foy (not to scale) 
Capital A. St. Peter's Liberation by the Angel 
Capital B. Mamertine Prison and Domine, quo vadts 
Capital C. Martyrdom of St. Peter 



Fig. 8 Capital, St. Peter's imprisonment by Herod. Photo by author. 
(Note: Image is printed in reverse.) 



Fig. 9 Capital, St. Peter's liberation by the angel. Photo by author. 
(Note: Image is printed in reverse.) 



Fig. 10 Capital, St. Peter's meeting with Christ (Domine, quo vadis?). 
Photo by author. 



Fig. 11 Capital, St. Peter imprisoned by Nero. Photo by author. 



Fig. 12 Procession of the elect, detail of tympanum. From the right are the 
Virgin Mary, St. Peter (holding his keys), and Dadon, dressed as a pilgrim. 
(Photo by author.) 
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