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Abstract – Spaces for Miracles. Constructing Sacred Space 
through the Body, from Conques to the Mediterranean, and 
Beyond – Reconstruction of the basilica that preceded the 
present abbey church at Conques lends itself to exploring 
the notion of “sacred space”. Like its successor, the original 
basilica, probably built around 900, was dedicated to St Foy 
and held her remains. Textual evidence, augmented with 
(albeit scarce) archeological data, enables a reconstruction of 
what emerges as an unusual building containing a “physical” 
sacred space clearly conceived as a place into which the 
whole cult of St Foy could be “condensed”. At the same time, 
textual evidence, mainly in the Liber miraculorum sanctae Fidis, 
hints at the existence of a “mental” sacred space in which 
specific movements performed in venerating the saint, as well 
as the comings and goings of pilgrims and other worshippers, 
formed a sacred space that was more fluid but no less central 
to understanding Conques as a place of devotion. Going 
farther, the analysis here suggests a notion of “sacred space” 
that includes the terrain surrounding a place of devotion: 
once worshippers’ senses of hearing, sight, and touch were 
activated, the natural setting itself became a place of holiness 
and protection.
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1 For major contributions in recent years see, for example, 
Dawn M. Hayes, Body and Sacred Place in Medieval Europe, 
1100–1389, New York 2003; Gerhard Wolf, “Holy Place and 
Sacred Space. Hierotopical Considerations Concerning Chri-
stian Cultures from Late Antiquity to the Middle Ages”, in 
Ierotopija: issledovanie sakral’nych prostranstv; materialy mežd-
unarodnogo simpoziuma [Hierotopy – Studies in the Making 
of Sacred Spaces], Alexei Lidov ed., Moscow 2004, pp. 34–36; 
Éric Palazzo, L’espace rituel et le sacré dans le christianisme: 
la liturgie de l’autel portatif dans l’Antiquité et au Moyen Âge, 
Turnhout 2008; Alexei Lidov, Hierotopy: Spatial Icons and 
Image-Paradigms in Byzantine Culture, Moscow 2009; Bissera 
V. Pentcheva, The Sensual Icon: Space, Ritual, and the Senses 
in Byzantium, University Park, pa 2010; Arte medievale: le vie 
dello spazio liturgico, Paolo Piva ed., Milan 2012. For a more 
general framework, see the seminal studies of Thomas Barrie, 
Spiritual Path, Sacred Place: Myth, Ritual, and Meaning in Ar-
chitecture, Boston 1996; and Mark Wynn, Faith and Place: An 
Essay in Embodied Religious Epistemology, Oxford 2009.

Medieval sacred space, understood here 
as a building intended for rituals, has been a very 
popular concept in recent years. Scholars of the 
medieval art of the East, West, and Mediterra-
nean have pondered the nature of this spatial 
construct, suggesting that it was fundamental to 
the medieval mentality. Texts, images, and rites 
have been brought to bear to propose the most 
complex definition possible, one straddling art 
history and the history of religion1. At the same 
time, scholars such as Dominique Iogna-Prat and 
Michel Lauwers have looked at the terminology 
used to talk about sacred buildings in the Middle 
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Ages2. Iogna-Prat has examined, among others, 
the notion of ecclesia as both a physical space and 
the Christian people, while Lauwers has concen-
trated on the double meaning of sanctuarium as 
both building and home to a saint’s relics. He has 
also conveniently discussed the idea of inecclesi-
amento, showing the importance of a systematic 
sacralization of the funerary zones surrounding 
the places of worship, thus enlarging the sacred 
zones beyond the walls of the churches. Further, 
Didier Méhu tried to understand the idea of locus 
as a central concept to show the role that the eccle-
sial spaces had received in the first centuries after 
the year 1000 as a place of transitus between the 
earthly and heavenly spheres3. Lately, especially 
in the last decade – and I will return to this below 

– the viewer’s perception in the construction of sa-
cred space has also been taken into consideration. 
Starting from these ideas, I hope to carry forward 
this investigation with greater attention to two 
elements that, in my opinion, have not yet been 
sufficiently explored: on the one hand, the sacred 
space as an integral part of a sacralized landscape 

– intended here, as stated in the introduction to 
this volume, as both natural and cultural envi-
ronment –, and on the other, the experience of the 
sacred as a corporeal event, in which physical and 
mental input are inextricably linked4.

It would, of course, be too ambitious to at-
tempt an all-encompassing reflection in the space 
of a single article. I will therefore concentrate on 
one precise place in an equally precise context: the 
space in which the miracles of St Foy of Conques 
occur. I will also discuss several other sites for 
comparison, in the hope to show that the situation 
at Conques was not atypical. 

We start, then, with the abbey church of Conques 
in Rouergue, where Foy’s relics were placed after 
the well-known furtum sacrum of the late ninth 
century, as it stood around the year 1000. Later 
destroyed and replaced by the current abbey, the 
form of this early building can be reconstructed on 
the basis of written sources5. The basic one is the 
well-known Liber miraculorum sanctae Fidis, a text 
composed in the second decade of the eleventh 
century by Bernard of Angers6. Dedicated to the 
memory of St Foy of Conques, this work was 

expanded in subsequent years by the addition of 
two books written by two other anonymous au-
thors (probably monks at Conques). It is a valuable 
document for visualizing the physical space of the 
abbey and for understanding the rituals that took 
place there. The description of the abbey in this 
text, when combined with the (admittedly scarce) 
archaeological data, makes it possible to imagine 
the original form of the basilica at Conques, which 
was probably built from the late ninth to the ear-
ly tenth century7. The building was a singular 
one, containing a “physical” sacred space that had 
clearly been conceived as a place into which the 
whole cult of St Foy could be “condensed”. At the 
same time, Bernard’s text hints at the existence 
of a “mental” sacred space in which specific move-
ments performed in venerating the saint, as well 
as the comings and goings of worshippers and pil-
grims, formed a sacred space that was more fluid 
but no less important for understanding Conques 
as a place of devotion.

This description of Conques will be followed 
by a broader investigation of “sacred space”: by 
combining data from the Liber miraculorum with 
other data from sources on Mont-Saint-Michel (also 
from the end of the eleventh century) and the re-
sults of investigations carried out in Georgia and in 
southern Italy for the early Middle Ages, I will sug-
gest a conception of sacred space that includes the 
geographical areas around these places of worship. 
Whether or not these spaces were already consid-
ered sacred, their position near those places of 
worship meant that once pilgrims’ senses of hear-
ing, sight, and touch were activated, the landscape, 
too, became a place of holiness and protection8.

Starting from Conques: the 
construction of a “sacred space”

The history of the various churches in Conques 
in the Rouergue region is complex and must be 
based mainly on written sources, since there has 
never been a modern archaeological excavation 
there9. The story of the origin of the monastery 
is told in an eleventh-century document, writ-
ten when Conques was in clear competition 
with the monastery at Figeac. According to this 
text, the Conques monastery was founded as 
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early as 371, reconstructed by Pippin the Short 
(r. 751–768), and reached its apogee with the direct 
intervention of Charlemagne10. This version of 
events, however, has been questioned by mod-
ern scholars, who instead place the birth of the 
Conques monastery around the year 790, and in-
dicate that it was Louis the Pious (778–840), who 
co-founded it, while his son Pippin i (r. 817–838), 
king of Aquitaine, conceded important privileg-
es to the monastery on 23 August, 83811.

What can be deduced from the various sources 
is that the earliest place of worship in Conques arose 
towards the end of the eighth century, and a more 
substantial building was in place a century lat-
er. This second round of building was certainly 
linked to the arrival in Conques of St Foy’s relics, 
which, according to the sources, were stolen from 
the city of Agen sometime after the year 85012. As 
mentioned above, in the absence of archaeological 
information we must rely on the Liber miraculorum 
to get some idea of the layout of the ninth-century 
structure, the first monumental building in the city.

At this point, it must be said that the Liber miracu-
lorum has been thoroughly studied over the years 
by historians, philologists, and art historians. They 
have interpreted the text as both the promotion 
of a saint’s cult with financial benefits for the mon-
astery, and as a record of the author’s personal 
conversion. Bernard’s writings can also be read as 
reflections on the veneration of three-dimensional 
images13. The Liber miraculorum, unsurprisingly, 
does not provide an architect’s description of the 

“pre-Romanesque” church in Conques, but if we 
read between the lines, we can reconstruct some 
important details14. The text allows us, for example, 
to identify the layout and dedications of some of 
the side altars (among which was one dedicated to 
St Michael). We also learn that the early church had 
galleries above its entrance; it is highly likely that 
above those galleries there was also a bell tower, 
with the total effect being like that of a Westwerk15:

moderne, Juliette de La Genière, André Vauchez, Jean Leclant 
eds, Paris 2010, pp. 359–372.

3 Didier Méhu, “Locus, transitus, peregrinatio. Remarques sur 
la spatialité des rapports sociaux dans l’Occident médiéval 
(xie–xiiie siècle)”, in Construction de l’espace au Moyen Age: 
pratiques et représentations, Thomas Lienhard ed., Paris 
2007, pp. 275–293.

4 This path was opened by Veronica Della Dora, Landscape, 
Nature, and the Sacred in Byzantium, Cambridge 2016 and 
Barrie, Spiritual Path (n. 1).

5 For the abbey church of Conques, see especially the two most 
recent overviews: Éliane Vergnolle, Henri Pradalier, Nelly Pou-
sthomis-Dalle, “Conques, Sainte-Foy: l’abbatiale romane”, Con-
grès archéologique de France, clxviie session tenue dans l’Aveyron en 
2009, (2011), pp. 71–160; Xavier Barral i Altet, Il cantiere romanico 
di Sainte-Foy de Conques: la ricchezza, i miracoli e le contingenze 
materiali, dalle fonti testuali alla storia dell’arte, Zagreb/Motuvun 
2018. The works of Lei Huang, who has written a PhD thesis and 
a series of articles on the abbey church, must also be mentioned 
here: Lei Huang, L’abbatiale Sainte-Foy de Conques (xie–xiie siècles), 
PhD thesis, Université Paris Panthéon Sorbonne, 2018, with all 
the previous bibliography. Regarding the notion of furta sacra, 
see Patrick J. Geary, Furta Sacra: Thefts of Relics in the Central 
Middle Ages, Princeton 2008.

6 For the most recent critical edition of the book in English see 
The Book of Sainte Foy, Pamela Sheingorn introd. and transl., 
Philadelphia 1995. The latest critical edition is Bernardo 
d’Angers, Liber miracolorum sancte Fidis, Luca Robertini, Luigi 
G. Ricci transl., Florence 2010. For critical studies, see, e.g., 
Kathleen Ashley, Pamela Sheingorn, Writing Faith. Text, Sign 
and History in the Miracles of Sainte Foy, Chicago/London 
1999; Amy G. Remensnyder, “Un problème de cultures ou 
de culture? La statue-reliquaire et les joca de sainte Foy de 
Conques dans le Liber miracolorum de Bernard d’Angers”, 
Cahiers de civilisation médiévale, xxxiii/132 (1990), pp. 351–379.

7 Alain Erlande-Brandenburg, “L’abbatiale de Conques. Plan, 
aménagements liturgiques et tympan”, Bulletin de la Société 
Nationale des Antiquaires de France, (2009), pp. 235–245, with 
earlier bibliography.

8 Michele Bacci, “Sacred Spaces vs. Holy Sites: On the Limits 
and Advantages of a Hierotopic Approach”, in Icons of Spa-
ce: Advances in Hierotopy, Jelena Bogdanović ed., London 
2021, pp. 15–28.

9 For the ancient sources about Conques, see Gustave Desjar-
dins, Essai sur le Cartulaire de l’abbaye Sainte-Foi de Conques en 
Rouergue (ixe–xie siècles), Paris 1872, p. 256; Frédéric Gournay, 
Les documents écrits de l’abbaye de Conques (ixe–xiiie s.), Mém-
oire de dea, University of Toulouse, 1992.

10 Desjardins, Essai sur le Cartulaire (n. 9), pp. 259–263; Hervé 
Oudart, “L’ermite et le prince. Les débuts de la vie monasti-
que à Conques (fin viiie – début xie siècle)”, Revue Historique, 
ccxcvii/1 (1997), pp. 3–39, sp. p. 5.

11 Erlande-Brandenburg, “L’abbatiale de Conques” (n. 7), p. 171; 
Jean-Claude Fau, “Conques”, Les monuments historiques de la 
France, xxi/3 (1975), pp. 25–39. See also Martin F. Lešák’s 
article in this volume.

12 Livre des miracles de Sainte Foy. 1094–1994. Traduction des 
textes. Liber Miraculorum Sanctae Fidis., Robert Walter transl., 
Obernai 1994, p. 16.

13 Ashley/Sheingorn, Writing Faith (n. 6), pp. 49–53; Remens-
nyder, “Un problème” (n. 6).

14 On the notion of “Romanesque” see, for example, Xavier Barral 
i Altet, Contre l’art roman? Essai sur un passé réinventé, Paris 2006.

15 Uwe Lobbedey, “Westwerke und Westchöre im Kirchenbau 
der Karolingerzeit”, in Am Vorabend der Kaiserkrönung: das Epos 

“Karolus Magnus et Leo papa” und der Papstbesuch in Paderborn 799, 
Peter Godman ed., Berlin 2002, pp. 163–191.

2 Dominique Iogna-Prat, La Maison Dieu. Une histoire monu-
mentale de l’Église au Moyen Âge (v. 800–v. 1200), Paris 2006; 
Michel Lauwers, Naissance du cimetière. Lieux sacrés et terre des 
morts dans l’Occident médiéval, Paris 2005; idem, “‘Sanctuaires’, 
liturgie et rayonnement du sacré dans le bassin occidental 
de la Méditerranée au Moyen Âge”, in Les sanctuaires et leur 
rayonnement dans le monde méditerranéen de l’antiquité à l’époque 
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“Gerbert turned the gaze of his new eye in all directions 
and clearly discerned the forms of things around him. 
Before he burst out in a voice of great joy, first of all 
he hastened to the bellropes, running wildly up the 
steps to the gallery at the entrance of the church, which 
was below the vaults over the altar of St Michael. The 
servants whose duty it was to ring the bells followed 
him at once. Certain that the miracle had been re-
vealed from heaven, they rang the whole peal of bells, 
and at the same time all the monks chanted ‘Te Deum 
Laudamus’ and praises to God”16.

This not only confirms the existence of the West-
werk, but also explains one of its liturgical functions. 
Bernard also gives us clues about other buildings 
near the main church in the eleventh century: 

“For that night a man named Stephen, a layman who 
watched over the candles, was sleeping in the vaulted 
chamber built on the right side of the church that is 
still used as a guardpost of this kind”17.

Bernard’s text says little about the structure of the 
rest of the church, but the mention of nave-aisles 
(in the third chapter of the book) and the West-
werk suggests a basilica with three naves. A five-
nave building seems unlikely, given how narrow 
the site is, and the ceiling may well have been 
wooden like many others in Gaul at that time18. 
This would all mean that the church was a fairly 
typical one for its region and era.

The Liber miraculorum also allows us to imagine 
the structure of the most important space in the 
whole abbey, and the holiest in the complex: the 
sacellum containing the relics of St Foy. Bernard 
describes his first impression of this place like this:

“When we had entered the monastery, fate brought it 
about, quite by chance, that the separate place where 
the revered image is preserved had been opened up. 
We stood nearby, but because of the multitude of people 
on the ground at her feet we were in such a constricted 
space that we were not even able to move forward”19.

If Bernard’s words are accurate, this space 
was somehow detached from the main church, 
and it must have been relatively small. There 
was a long tradition, dating back to Late Antique 
structures like San Vittore in Ciel d’Oro (Milan) 
or to the Chapel of Santa Matrona in San Prisco 
(Santa Maria Capua Vetere), of constructing a small 
chapel against the outside wall of a larger church, 
and our chapel may have abutted the south side 
of the church at Conques20. The narrowness of the 

site at Conques makes this unlikely, but we cannot 
exclude the possibility.

More recently, Alain Erlande-Brandenburg 
suggested a different solution. Working with Ber-
nard’s well-known text, but also with unpublished 
findings from excavations carried out at Conques 
in 1876 and a mid-twentieth century paper on 
the subject by Jean Hubert, Erlande-Brandenburg 
proposed that Bernard’s locus secretus was behind 
the original apse, below the current one21. The re-
sults of the 1876 excavations are meagre, but they 
indicate that there was a round building at this 
location, about seven meters in diameter. From 
the way in which Bernard describes the use of this 
space, one suspects that the building was directly 
connected to the abbey by means of a door. Such 
an arrangement should inevitably remind us of the 
Holy Sepulcher in Jerusalem22. There the rotunda 
was aligned with the basilica. Erlande-Branden-
burg notes that in Carolingian times it was fairly 
common to keep the relics of saints in such build-
ings, and he points to examples at Saint-Germain 
d’Auxerre and Fleury23. Another such arrangement 
was found at the Cathedral of St Benignus in Di-
jon. There, around the year 1000, the huge basil-
ica terminated in an impressive rotunda. Build 
with a large crypt, this building was well adapted 
to its double function as a place for both pilgrims 
and the monks living on site24. 

If we start with Erlande-Brandenburg’s pro-
posal and take into consideration what we know 
of other building from the same time, we can pro-
pose a reasonable reconstruction of the “pre-Ro-
manesque” (whether Carolingian or Ottonian) 
church [Fig. 1]. This was a monumental building, 
probably with three naves, furnished with a series 
of foci for worship, among which the dominant 
one was probably a Westwerk with an apotropaic 
altar to St Michael. The apse, of course, was the 
center of attention during mass, and behind the 
apse, closely joined to the main building, was 
most likely the chapel devoted to the veneration of 
St Foy. This would make the complex at Conques 
similar to the contemporaneous one at Corvey, 
an abbey church with a Westwerk and an eastern 
addition [Fig. 2]25. We should remember that the 
patron of Corvey, Louis the Pious may have been 
one of the patrons of the monastery at Conques. 
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The community at Conques may have known the 
layout of Corvey, where the chapel behind the 
apse could be reached from the two nave-aisles. 
At St Benignus in Dijon, which was located nearer 
to Conques, the rotunda is connected to the basil-
ica through a central and larger opening. Its date 
of around the year 1000, which is the terminus ante 
quem for Conques, shows the diffusion of similar 
solutions. In Conques, this arrangement would 
have fit the cramped topography of the place. 
Bernard mentions a series of doors marking the 
entrance to the rotunda, and his account gives the 
impression that the doors leading to the chapel of 
St Foy were more or less aligned with the main 
door of the larger church building itself26. This 

19 “Quibus monasterium intrantibus forte fortuna accidit, ut locus ille 
secretus in quo venerabilis imago servatur, fuerit patefactus. Ubi ergo 
coram astitimus, in tanta loci angustia, pre multitudine solo decum-
bentium, nequivimus et nos procidere”. Bernardus, Liber miraculo-
rum (n. 16),  pp. 47–48 (1.13); The Book of Sainte Foy (n. 6), p. 78.

20 For these two mentioned buildings see Ivan Foletti, Oggetti, 
Reliquie, Migranti. La Basilica Ambrosiana e il culto dei suoi santi, 
Rome 2018, pp. 58 –93; Chiara Croci, Una “questione campana”. 
La prima arte monumentale cristiana tra Napoli, Nola e Capua 
(iv–vi sec.), Rome 2017, pp. 241–258. In general, regarding 
this typology see Gillian Mackie, Early Christian Chapels in 
the West: Decoration, Function and Patronage, Toronto/Buffalo/
London 2003.

21 Jean Hubert, “Le plan de l’église de Conques au xe siècle”, Bul-
letin de la Société nationale des Antiquaires de France, 1948–1949, 
(1952), pp. 240–244; Erlande-Brandenburg, “L’abbatiale de 
Conques” (n. 7).

22 For the original arrangement see Justin L. Kelley, The Church 
of the Holy Sepulchre in Text and Archaeology: A Survey and 
Analysis of Past Excavations and Recent Archaeological Research 
with a Collection of Principal Historical Sources, Oxford 2019. 
For the spread and the success of the model, see Richard 
Krautheimer, “Introduction to an ‘Iconography of Mediaeval 
Architecture’”, Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, 
v (1942), pp. 1–33. For the context of this text see Catheri-
ne Carver McCurrach, “’Renovatio’ Reconsidered: Richard 
Krautheimer and the Iconography of Architecture”,  Gesta, 
l/1 (2011), pp. 41–69.

23 Erlande-Brandenburg, “L’abbatiale de Conques” (n. 7).
24 Éliane Vergnolle, “Saint-Bénigne de Dijon. Cinquante ans de 

recherches sur l’abbatiale de l’an mil”, Bulletin Monumental, 
clxxiv/2 (2016), pp. 131–164.

25 See recently Alice Costes, “Centula und Corvey: neue Üb-
erlegungen zu Liturgie und Baustruktur”, In situ, xi/2 (2019), 
pp. 159–176; Francesca Dell’Acqua, “Carlomagno, la conver-
sion dei Sassoni e il Westwerk in Corvey”, in Medioevo letto, 
scavato, rivalutato, Rosa Fiorillo, Chiara Lambert eds, Florence 
2012, pp. 157–172; Uwe Lobbedey, “Der Beitrag von Corvey 
zur Geschichte der Westbauten und Westwerke”, Hortus artium 
medievalium, viii (2002) pp. 83–98.

26 The Book of Sainte Foy (n. 6), p. 121.

16 “Cumque ergo novi oculi acies cuncta circa se intuens, circumpos-
itarum formas rerum clare discerneret, antequam in vocem tanti 
gaudii erumperet, ipse primus omnium ad campanarum funes 
indomito cursu per gradus solarii precipitavit, quod in aditu mon-
asterii arcuata macheria sustentatum jam dicto altari subiciebatur. 
Quem protinus insequentes ministri, huic officio dediti, nil jam 
de ostensa celitus virtute cunctati, universam signorum classem 
exagitant, pariterque Te Deum laudamus omnis chorus divinasque 
laudes intonant, fit clamor et ineffabile gaudium, cui in rebus hu-
manis nichil eque conferri potest”. Bernardus, Liber miraculorum 
sancte Fidis, Auguste Bouillet ed., Paris 1897 p. 92 (2.1); The 
Book of Sainte Foy (n. 6), p. 114.

17 “Sequenti enim nocte, erat quidam Stephanus, homo laicus, custos 
cere, dormiens in ipsa cella que arcuato tegmine operta ad hujusmodi 
custodiam in latere ecclesie dextro etiam nunc constructa habetur”. 
Bernardus, Liber miraculorum (n. 16), p. 107 (2.5); The Book of 
Sainte Foy (n. 6), p. 126.

18 Erlande-Brandenburg, “L’abbatiale de Conques” (n. 7). In general, 
see Gianluigi Ciotta, La cultura architettonica carolingia: da 
Pipino iii a Carlo il Grosso (751–888), Milan 2010.

1 / Reconstruction 
of the original 
plan of the abbey 
church of Conques

2 / Reconstruction 
of the original 
plan of the abbey 
church in Corvey



174



175

early building, then, seems to have had a dual 
function: to permit pilgrims to experience a real 
circuitus which they passed through in order to 
reach the ambulatory and then the relics of St Foy 
behind the apse27; and a church for normal litur-
gical use and monastic prayer28. 

The spaces of miracles 

For this essay, however, such a reconstruction of 
the layout of the Conques abbey is but the first 
step, preliminary to a broader reflection on the no-
tion of sacred space. This notion is, in my opinion, 
closely linked to material space, but I would like 
to analyze it here, first and foremost, as a mental 
and devotional phenomenon. The careful reader of 
the Liber miraculorum is struck by several important 
elements: while the miraculous power of the saint 
is naturally strongest in her martyr’s chapel, and 
there are several accounts of pilgrims cured ad cor-
pus in her chapel in front of her effigy – the famous 
golden reliquary now kept in the Conques treasury 
[Fig. 3] –, similar miracles also occur in various 
other parts of the church29. I have already men-
tioned the miracle that happened by the altar of 
St Stephen. Others take place in unspecified places 
in the abbey30. The entire space of the church is 
within reach of the saint’s miracle-working power.

Why does Bernard emphasize that Foy’s mi-
raculous power extends beyond her chapel? One 
of the reasons may be a purely practical one: 
throughout this text, Bernard conveys that one of 
the monk’s duties was to control overcrowding in 
St Foy’s chapel, especially on feast days, lest a dan-
gerous situation arise31. If miracles also occurred 
elsewhere than in the chapel, pilgrims might be 
less reluctant to leave it. This description of one of 
the miracles is revealing: 

“There he prostrated himself and prayed for a long time. 
Engrossed in prayer he made all his needs known to 
the holy martyr. Then he completed his prayers and 
moved to a quieter part of the church to rest. There – 
marvelous to report! – two birds of wondrous beauty 
seemed to fly to him in a vision”32. 

The practice Bernard describes is clear: after pray-
ing in front of the saint’s statue, it was possible, 
even advisable, for the pilgrim to move on to a qui-
eter place and give miracles the time and room to 

occur. The Liber miraculorum’s recommendation 
helps us reconstruct how different spaces inside 
the abbey were used.

This explanation, however, is surely not the 
only one. In the Middle Ages, the ability of a saint 
to act beyond the bounds of his or her “physical 
presence” must have also been a sign of power. 

27 For the notion of circuitus as a liturgical and devotional prac-
tice, see Lauwers, Naissance du cimetière (n. 2), pp. 137–144.

28 Modern scholars think that the function of ambulatories in 
pilgrimage churches was much more complex than what 
was proposed in early studies on pilgrimage art. We can 
still assume that the concept of the ambulatory was born in 
connection with the movement of pilgrims. See Emile Mâle, 
L’art religieux du xiie siècle en France: études sur les origines 
de l’iconographie du Moyen Âge, Paris 1922; Arthur K. Porter, 
Romanesque Sculpture of the Pilgrimage Roads, 10 vols, Boston 
1923; Kenneth J. Conant, The Early Architectural History of the 
Cathedral of Santiago de Compostela, Cambridge 1926; Jean 
Vallery-Radot, Églises romanes: filiation et échanges d’influences, 
Paris 1931; Élie Lambert, Le pèlerinage de Compostelle: étud-
es d’histoire médiéval, Paris 1956. For critical voices see for 
example Beat Brenk, “Les églises de pèlerinage et le concept 
de prétention”, in Art, cérémonial et liturgie au Moyen Âge, 
Nicolas Bock et al. eds, Rome 2002, pp. 125–136; and Éric 
Sparhubert, “Sur la route de Compostelle: le chevet d’une 

‘église de pèlerinage’ à l’épreuve de la liturgie, Saint-Léonard-
de-Noblat”, in L’image médiévale: fonctions dans l’espace sacré 
et structuration de l’espace cultuel, Éric Sparhubert, Cécile 
Voyer eds, Turnhout 2011, pp. 41–68. An excellent overview 
can be found in Paolo Piva, “L’ambulacro e i ‘tragitti’ di 
pellegrinaggio nelle chiese d’occidente (secoli x–xii)”, in 
Arte medievale (n. 1), pp. 81–145.

29 The Book of Sainte Foy (n. 6), pp. 79, 81–82, 96–97, 122–124, 
151–152. Regarding the different ways to activate the power 
of the statue see Beate Fricke, Fallen Idols, Risen Saints: 
Sainte Foy of Conques and the Revival of Monumental Sculp-
ture in Medieval Art, Turnhout 2015 [2007]; and Ivan Foletti, 

“Dancing with Sainte Foy: Movement and the Iconic Pre-
sence”, Convivium, vi/1 (2019), pp. 70–87. For the cult and 
the story of the golden sculpture see also Jean Taralon, “La 
Majesté d’or de Sainte-Foy du trésor de Conques”, Revue de 
l’art, xl/xli (1978), pp. 9–22; idem, “La Majesté d’or de Sainte 
Foy de Conques”, Bulletin Monumental, clv (1997), pp. 11–73. 
For the larger context, see Luigi Canetti, Impronte di gloria. Ef-
figie e ornamento nell’Europa Cristiana, Rome 2012, pp. 203–303, 
239–243; Remensnyder, “Un problème” (n. 6); 354; Cynthia 
Hahn, “Relics and Reliquaries: the Construction of Imperial 
Memory and Meaning, with Particular Attention to Treasu-
ries at Conques, Aachen, and Quedlinburg”, in Representing 
History, 900–1300, Robert A. Maxwell ed., University Park, 
pa 2010, pp. 133–147; Amy G. Remensnyder, “Legendary 
Treasure at Conques: Reliquaries and Imaginative Memory”, 
Speculum, lxxi (1996), pp. 884–906.

30 The Book of Sainte Foy (n. 6), pp. 122–123.
31 Ibidem, p. 157.
32 “Ubi prostrato corpore prolixius orans, sancteque martiri attencio-

ribus omnia sibi necessaria precibus intimans, finem orationibus 
fecit, atque ibidem in remotiori loco quietem sumpsit. Cui, mira-
bile dictu, per visionem due aves mire pulchritudinis advolantes, 
duas candelas ardentes oculis infigere videntur”. Bernardus, Li-
ber miraculorum (n. 16), pp. 137–138 (3.6); The Book of Sainte 
Foy (n. 6), p. 151.
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This notion plays a part in Bernard’s description 
of a different miracle in the second book of the Liber 
miraculorum, although there are logistical consider-
ations here, too. During the traditional nightly vig-
ils in Conques, contemplation and prayer could get 
out of hand, forcing the monks to change the rules:

“For in the time of that very powerful man, Gimon, 
the abbot said, the senior monks of this monastery 
frequently forbade the unsuitable commotion made 
by the wild outcries of the peasants and their unruly 
singing, but they were unable to enforce silence. So, it 
was decided by a unanimous resolution that the doors 
would be closed at night and the swarms of peasants 
would not be admitted to vigils”33. 

But I do not think that this practical solution to a lo-
gistical problem is the real point of the story, for its 
continuation is more concerned with the physical 
range of Foy’s miraculous powers:

“This had already been done [i.e., the doors had been 
closed] on several occasions when it happened that 
one night after the meal a larger crowd of pilgrims 
than usual carrying candles and torches stood in front 
of the doors, shouting and demanding that they be 
allowed to come inside the walls of the monastery. 
And although they were denied entry to the inside of 
the church, behold! suddenly, while we were sleeping, 
the bars of the doors were spontaneously unfastened. 
No one pushed them back – of their own accord the 
bars sprang violently apart. Even the inner doors were 
unbarred, those that were usually kept closed in front 
of the shrine housing the relics in order to afford them 
the highest protection”34.

Thus, the saint sides with the pilgrims who de-
mand access to the sacred space at night. This 
demand was logical enough, for the practice of 
incubatio is attested for Conques and other sites. 
It was an approved practice and was considered 
highly effective35. The way Bernard tells of this par-
ticular miracle implies that he himself approved of 

incubatio, despite the logistical problems it would 
inevitably cause for the monks. More interesting 
for us, however, is how even the exterior doors of 
the abbey were within range of the saint’s powers, 
and therefore also part of her sacred space. For 
Bernard, Foy’s power can, when she wants, cross 
the bounds of the church’s perimeter, and convert 
profane space into sacred, creating thus an area of 
divine intervention, where her virtus is operating36.

This idea – that a saint’s sacred space could 
extend beyond the walls of an abbey – corresponds 
to how the spaces around other kinds of liturgical 
buildings were treated. Lauwers has shown that 
even as far back as Late Antiquity, juridical and 
liturgical texts take it for granted that the space 
protected and sanctified by a parish church ex-
tends beyond the building’s walls37. As we have 
already mentioned, he argued that the period after 
the year 1000 saw a systematic sacralization of the 
funerary zones. Furthermore, Pierre-André Sigal 
spoke about a zone of the sacred, created by the 
presence of the holy relics38. Thus, the text of Ber-
nard confirms this general idea of the sacred sys-
tematically overpassing its traditional boundaries. 

Still more interesting is the fact that other im-
portant miracles described by Bernard took place 
some distance away from Foy’s chapel. The saint, 
in fact, has power in the town of Conques and even 
outside its walls39. The visible perimeter of Foy’s 
sacred space was marked off by a series of small 
chapels, but her power did not end there40. It ex-
panded outward in concentric circles as her relics 
were carried through the countryside in a periodic 
and traditional ritual which could raise money for 
the monastery or resolve theological disputes41. 
The same practice is documented for other saints’ 
relics as well, such as with those of St Maurice 
of Agaune. In this way, the travel widens the 
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perimeter of the sacred space without diminish-
ing the power at its center42. We do not have direct 
confirmation for Conques of miracles occurring 
while the reliquary was absent, but our hypoth-
esis is supported by information from other sites, 
such as the Roman catacombs in the ninth century 
and again at Saint-Maurice d’Agaune in the early 
thirteenth century. In both cases, when relics were 
transferred elsewhere, the empty tomb retained its 
status and power as a place of devotion43.

Besides the extension of St Foy’s powers in 
physical space, centered on her relics and reliquary, 
we shall also mention how her powers extended 
into “mental space” as well. The saint regularly 
appeared in the dreams of pilgrims coming to 
or leaving Conques44. Wherever the boundaries 
of St Foy’s sacred space may have been for the 
pilgrims of the time, her power certainly was not 
limited to the realm of the physical. 

I think that we have now seen, in Bernard’s text, 
three different concentric circles of “sacred space” 
around St Foy, each created by different means. 
The innermost circle is the chapel ad corpus in the 
Western Rotunda, a closed space in which both the 
real presence and the iconic presence of the saint 
are found [Fig. 4]45. The relics and sculpture of Foy 
sanctify this chapel with their presence, and the 
fascinating character of the reliquary/sculpture 
has made this space the one most often discussed 
by scholars. The walls and door of this chapel 

inter monasterii, septa. Cumque penitus illis negaretur aditus ecce 
repente nobis dormientibus portarum repagula sponte resolvuntur, 
vectes nemine impellente ultro dissiliunt reseratis etiam, internis 
januis que ante reliquiarum sacrarium pro summa custodia habe-
bantur”. Bernardus, Liber miraculorum (n. 16), p. 138 (2.12). For 
the translation see The Book of Sainte Foy (n. 6), p. 121.

35 Zora Žbontar, “Visions in Dreams in Antiquity and the 
Middle Ages”,  ikon, vi (2013), pp. 267–274; Luigi Canetti, 

“L’incubazione cristiana tra Antichità e Medioevo”,  Rivista 
di Storia del Cristianesimo, vii (2010), pp. 149–180.

36 The base of this idea was formulated already by Mircea 
Eliade, Le sacré et le profane, Paris 1967 [1957].

37 Michel Lauwers, “Paroisse, paroissiens et territoire. Remar-
ques sur parochia dans les textes latins du Moyen Âge”, in La 
paroisse. Genèse d’une forme territorial, Dominique Iogna-Prat, 
Élisabeth Zadora-Rio eds, Médiévales, xlix (2005), pp. 11–32, 
21–22, 201–208; Lauwers, “‘Sanctuaires’, liturgie et rayonne-
ment” (n. 2), pp. 367–368.

38 Pierre-André Sigal, L’homme et le miracle dans la France médiévale 
(xie–xiie siècle). Pratiques et expériences religieuses, Paris 1985, p. 61.

39 The Book of Sainte Foy (n. 6), pp. 72, 79–80.
40 Fau, “Conques” (n. 11), p. 29.
41 The Book of Sainte Foy (n. 6), p. 100.
42 See mainly Edina Bozóky, “Voyages de reliques et démons-

tration du pouvoir aux temps féodaux”,  Actes des congrès de 
la Société des historiens médiévistes de l’enseignement supérieur 
public, xxvi (1996), pp. 267–280; and the excellent synthesis 
by Vinni Lucherini, “Introduzione: le processioni di reliquie 
e lo spazio del sacro”, in Reliquie in processione nell’Europa 
medievale, eadem ed., Rome 2018, pp. 7–20.

43 Michele Ghilardi, “Le catacombe di Roma nel medioevo. Ri-
flessioni recenti e prospettive di ricerca”, in Subterranea civitas: 
quattro studi sulle catacombe romane dal medioevo all’età moderna, 
Michele Ghilardi ed., Rome 2003, pp. 17–41; Lucrezia Spera, 

“Ad Limina Apostolorum. Santuari e pellegrini a Roma tra la tar-
da antichità e l’alto medioevo”, in La geografia della città di Roma 
e lo spazio del sacro, Claudio Cerreti ed., Rome 1998, pp. 85–88; 
John Osborne, “The Roman Catacombs in the Middle Ages”, 
Papers of the British School of Rome, liii (1985), pp. 278–328. I am 
deeply grateful to Pierre-Alain Mariaux who shared with me 
his as yet unpublished work on St Maurice.

44 The Book of Sainte Foy (n. 6), pp. 83–85, 126, 131, 136.
45 The notion of iconic presence was elaborated as early as the 

1990s by Hans Belting. See Hans Belting, Bild und Kult: eine 
Geschichte des Bildes vor dem Zeitalter der Kunst, Munich 1990. 
For its further development see Andrew Harrison, “What is 

‘Presence’?”, in Presence: The Inherence of the Prototype Within 
Images and Other Objects, Robert Maniura, Rupert Shepherd 
eds, Aldershot/Burlington 2006, pp. 161–172; Hans Belting, 

“Iconic Presence. Images in Religious Traditions”, Material Re-
ligion, xii/2 (2016), pp. 235–237; and Hans Belting, Ivan Foletti, 
Martin F. Lešák, “The Movement and the Experience of (Iconic) 
Presence. An Introduction”,  Convivium, vi/1 (2019), pp. 10–15.

33 “Nam tempore illius fortissimi Gimonis, abbas inquit, cum se-
niores hujus loci sepias interdicendo, ineptum hunc tumultum, 
feralesque rusticanorum vociferationes atque incompositas canta-
tiones compescere nequivissent, omnium consultu decretum est ut 
foribus clausis, rusticana multitudo ad, vigilias non admitteretur”. 
Bernardus, Liber miraculorum (n. 16), pp. 137–138 (2.12); The 
Book of Sainte Foy (n. 6), pp. 120–121.

34 “Quod cum semel atque iterum feret accidit ut una noctium pe-
regrinorum turba copiosior, solito post cenam cum cereis ac lu-
minaribus astaret pro, foribus vociferantes et eflagitantes admitti 
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strongly mark off the boundary of this space, but 
when the doors are open, the holiness and power 
of the saint are allowed to escape the innermost 
circle and spread beyond the sacred space as it was 
traditionally defined46.

The second circle is created by the rituals which 
animate places elsewhere in the church building, 
e.g. the services at the altar of St Stephen. It is not 
the walls of the building which construct this sec-
ond ring of sacred space, but rather the physical 
movement of clerics and worshippers; this space, 
not entirely material, is then strengthened by the 
miraculous power of St Foy. The traditional liturgy, 
which was obviously essential to making a place 
sacred, is amplified by the presence of the saint; 
she works miracles in whatever space the rituals 
have sanctified.

The third circle, and the most interesting one 
for our present work, is the outer circle created 
by processions, pilgrimages, and further miracles. 
Through these miracles, the saint spreads her 
sanctity to cover a larger and more difficult to 
define area, far beyond the bounds of the abbey. 

Experiencing the sacred spaces

Bernard’s text thus encourages us to think of sa-
cred space as being constructed of these concentric 
circles. This notion is not entirely new to historians, 
and it appears, for example, in the work of Sigal 
and Iogna-Prat47. Iogna-Prat proposed, further-
more, a very convincing general reflection on the 
metonymic relation, for the Latin West, between 
the concept of ecclesia as a space and, at the same 
time, as a definition of the Christian people48. The 
very idea of ecclesia becomes thus a dialectical ten-
sion between moving bodies and material space. 
In our discussion of Conques, however, we have 
considered how these circles can be built out, one 
after another, in a more or less systematic way 
through both physical and mental space. 

Until recently, sacred space was mostly spo-
ken of as architectural space activated by rit-
uals, with a strong (if perhaps unintentional) 
emphasis on the visual. I would now like to fol-
low in the steps of the studies of Alexei Lidov 
and Bissera Pentcheva and enlarge the concept 
with a discussion of how the sacred space was, 

in fact, constructed through stimuli affecting all 
the senses49. The pilgrim’s experience included 
light, sound, and incense at different intensities 
according to which part of the sacred space he or 
she was in at a given moment50. 

Crossing the threshold of the church during the 
day meant coming from outside, with the natural 
light of the sun, into a space where luminosity 
was controlled by the windows which admitted 
little sunlight. Lamps and candelabras, howev-
er, now affected how the space was perceived51. 
The eye would have to adapt to this semi-dark-
ness. At night, the effect was inverted: coming 
from a town without public lighting, the visitor 
would enter a place filled with light. From the 
Liber miraculorum, we know that many candles 
and lamps burned in the chapel ad corpus, and it 
is likely that the whole basilica was illuminated 
during the liturgy52.

The sense of smell was affected by the incense 
that was burned regularly before the devotional 
image; there must have been a dense, perfumed 
cloud of incense in the chapel ad corpus. The rest 
of the church was also censed, above all during 
the liturgy and important festivities53. Entering 
the temple and then going into the chapel ad cor-
pus meant not only crossing physical space with 
one’s feet, but also passing through different in-
tensities of light and perfume in such a way that 
every sense participated in the approach towards 
the fulcrum of the sacred space54. The sudden en-
counter with the golden statue, transfigured by 
candlelight, made the culmination of this move-
ment all the more intense. Looking into the eyes 
of the saint, lit by the moving flames, the feeling 
of being in the presence of the sacred would have 
reached a climax55.

These elements have all been in part men-
tioned by previous scholars, but now, inspired by 
Pavla Tichá, I would like to add for consideration 
the changes in temperature which also contrib-
ute to marking off different zones of the sacred 
space56. The outside temperature is markedly 
different from the temperature inside a ninth- 
or tenth-century French church, as the modern 
visitor can attest. This first change of tempera-
ture upon entering the basilica is obviously felt 
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themselves prove that their sound had an icono-
logical and spiritual significance; some of these 
inscriptions are explicitly apotropaic, such as the 
phrase “I chase away the demons”61. A similar 
phenomenon, with bells contributing to the con-
struction of the sacred, could also be observed in 
cityscapes such as the one of the city of Rome62. 

46 The Book of Sainte Foy (n. 6), p. 121.
47 Sigal, L’homme et le miracle (n. 38), p. 61; Dominique Iogna-Prat, 

“Le lieu de culte dans l’Occident médiéval entre sainteté et 
sacralité (ixe–xiiie siècles)”,  Revue de l’histoire des religions, 
iv (2005), pp. 463–480, sp. p. 478.

48 Iogna-Prat, La Maison Dieu (n. 2).
49 See n. 1.
50 Lidov, Hierotopy: Spatial Icons (n. 1); Pentcheva, The Sensual 

Icon (n. 1); eadem, Hagia Sophia: Sound, Space, and Spirit in By-
zantium, University Park, pa 2017.

51 Francesca Dell’Acqua, “Illuminando colorat”. La vetrata tra l’età 
tardo imperiale e l’Alto Medioevo: le fonti, l’archeologia, Spoleto 
2003. For strategies of inner illumination see Vladimir Ivano-
vici, Manipulating Theophany: Light and Ritual in North Adriatic 
Architecture (ca. 400–ca. 800), Berlin 2016.

52 The Book of Sainte Foy (n. 6), pp. 48, 69.
53 Lawrence Nees, “L’odorat fait-il sens?”, in Les cinq sens au 

Moyen Âge, Éric Palazzo ed., Paris 2016, pp. 333–365; Katelynn 
Robinson, The Sense of Smell in the Middle Ages: A Source of 
Certainty, London 2020.

54 Ibidem.
55 The Book of Sainte Foy (n. 6), p. 77. See also Bissera Pentcheva, 

“Glittering Eyes: Animation in the Byzantine Eikōn and the 
Western Imago”, Codex Aqvilarensis, xxxii (2016), pp. 209–226; 
Foletti, “Dancing with Sainte Foy” (n. 29).

56 Pavla Tichá, “The Visitor’s Inner Experience”, in Migrating Art 
Historians on the Sacred Ways. Reconsidering Medieval French 
Art through the Pilgrim’s Body, Ivan Foletti et al. eds, Brno/
Rome 2018, pp. 205–215.

57 Veronica Della Dora, Landscape, Nature, and the Sacred in 
Byzantium, Cambridge 2016; Martin F. Lešák, “Sacral Ar-
chitecture on the Horizon: Sacred Landscape of Medieval 
Pilgrims”,  in Migrating Art Historians (n. 56), pp. 61–73; idem, 

“Sacred Architecture and the Voice of Bells in the Medieval 
Landscape. With the Case Study of Mont-Saint-Michel”,  Con-
vivium, vi/1 (2019), pp. 48–67.

58 Ivan Foletti, Sabina Rosenbergová, “Walking to the Holy 
Mountain. The Migrating Art Historians and a New Hiero-
topy”,  in The Hierotopy of Holy Mountains in Christian Culture, 
Alexei Lidov ed., Moscow 2019, pp. 460–475.

59 John H. Arnold, Caroline Goodson, “Resounding Commu-
nity: The History and Meaning of Medieval Church Bells”, 
Viator, xli/1 (2012), pp. 99–130; Lešák, “Sacred Architectu-
re” (n. 57).

60 Ivan Foletti, “Experiencing the Present (and Past) Through 
the Body. Pilgrimage as a Tool for Transforming Time, and 
the Migrating Art Historians Project”, in Presence in Art and 
Art in the Present (c. 200–1600 ce), Armin Bergmeier, Andrew 
Griebeler eds, Berlin 2022, pp. 119–219.

61 Arnold/Goodson, “Resounding Community” (n. 59), p. 120; 
Thierry Gonon, Les cloches en France au Moyen Âge, Paris 
2010; Percival Price, “Bell Inscriptions of Western Europe”, 
The Dalhousie Review, xlv/4 (1966), pp. 419–430, sp. p. 424.

62 Sible de Blaauw, “Campanae supra urbem: sull’uso delle 
campane nella Roma medievale”,  Rivista di storia della Chiesa 
in Italia, xlvii (1993/1994), pp. 367–414.

directly on the skin. We can only speculate about 
the construction of the rotunda ad corpus, but 
since it was round and perhaps capped by a dome, 
its walls were likely thinner than those of the 
basilica, and the temperature inside would then 
also have been different. The pilgrim also expe-
rienced a change of temperature when entering 
the crypt, regardless of the season.

At the end of the day, while the cultural ele-
ments of pilgrimage cannot be dismissed (and 
the mere anticipation of encountering the relics 
must have been exhilarating), the experience of 
the sacred space itself was also a pre-cultural, bi-
ologically immersive one. Changes in light, scent, 
and temperature activated the whole body as the 
pilgrim progressed through the various hierar-
chically arranged zones of the sacred space. 

As we mentioned above, there is every indication 
that the sacred space at Conques extended beyond 
the walls of the abbey, and indeed beyond the 
town itself. This brings us to a consideration of 
the “medieval landscape” and its relation to the 
sacred spaces located within it. In recent studies, 
Veronica Della Dora and Martin F. Lešák have 
proposed a view of this landscape as a place in 
tension between geographical reality and imagi-
nary space57. In the combat between the forces of 
good and evil, the landscape was often presented, 
and likely perceived, as a place where man was 
in danger, both physically – suffice it to recall the 
perils of nature and bandits – and spiritually. Sa-
cred buildings served, then, not only as places 
of prayer and protection from the elements, but 
also places of spiritual protection, sanctifying the 
surrounding landscape with their presence. Fur-
thermore, Sabina Rosenbergová and I have noted 
how when a pilgrim first saw a holy building on 
the horizon, he or she effectively entered the zone 
of influence of the saint whose relics were kept 
there58. Nor was it only the sense of sight which 
told the pilgrim that he or she was entering a sa-
cred space. Bells, heard even when a building was 
not visible, could have the same function59. This 
is exactly what happened at Conques, where pil-
grims arriving from the East could hear the church 
bells hidden in the valley well before they could 
see the church itself60. Inscriptions on these bells 
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Furthermore, in the later centuries, e.g. in the first 
half of the fourteenth century, the idea that the 
sound of the bells has an impact on both the sa-
credness of a site and the worship of the saints 
is grounded in several important sources63. This 
shows that in the Middle Ages, a sacred place was 
believed to perform a protective function, which 
was strengthened trough the activation of two of 
the pilgrims’ senses: sight and hearing. 

The sacred landspace without borders

To better understand this phenomenon, in ab-
sence of specific sources on the perception of the 
pre-modern Conques’ “sacred landscape”, we 
would like to enlarge our perspective. “Sacred 
landscape” is indeed a transcultural phenome-
non. Thus, the pre-modern perception of other 
monuments can be a very useful tool to better 
understand the notion of “sacred space” in Con-
ques. The first situation to be mentioned here 
is the one of the Mont-Saint-Michel64. Probably 
developed starting in the eighth century, this 
place was and still is a remarkable combination 
of a unique landscape with an impressive build-
ing. The importance of both is widely discussed 
in sources from the eleventh and twelfth centu-
ries65. For our present purposes, the most inter-
esting thing from those sources is their claim that 
the sanctity of the Mont-Saint-Michel manifested 
itself in ways that we can only call synesthetic. In 
one of these texts, Bishop Norgodus of Avranches 
(?–1026) recounts a nocturnal vision in which 
the island appeared encircled in flames [Fig. 5]66. 
The bishop sensed that there had been a terrible 
fire, but in the morning, he learned that the holy 
buildings had not been affected at all. He there-
fore concluded that the vision was proof that an 
angel was present over the island. This presence 
was also accompanied by the sound that always 
emanated from the holy mountain at night. At 
the time – the early eleventh century – this an-
gel, who made both the island and its church sa-
cred, was thought to manifest itself through both 
sound and light. This “lighthouse” effect would 
also transform the surrounding landscape, as we 
see in the vernacular version of Norgodus’s text 
by William of Saint-Pair (who adds a few lines 
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to the original text, describing the miraculous 
apparition from the point of view of pilgrims 
journeying towards the holy island): 

“They thus realized that the fire they saw was nothing 
other than St Michael visiting, with his companions, 
the mountain, his church, and his house. And this 
night, he truly descended amongst his people: the 
bright light demonstrated that he had brought many 
angels. From this night on, he has come and descended 
many times, so that people who have seen him clearly 
are still alive. Not a year goes by without seeing him 
come straight to his church from the sky, like a blazing 
torch. On such a night, on the paths of the mountain, 
one finds many pilgrims staying up and hoping to see 
St Michael descending from the sky. My God, how 
happy is he who can see this light”67. 

In this paper, we will not examine these phenome-
na, nor the mechanisms through which they were 
perceived as supernatural, but we should note 
that according to William of Saint-Pair, the phe-
nomena were observed not just by prelates at the 
abbey, but by pilgrims on their way to the sacred 
island. Just as ringing bells sanctified the space 
around Conques, the glow and “angelic” sound 
from the Mont-Saint-Michel sanctified the land-
scape surrounding it and transformed the area 
in the collective imagination. Mont-Saint-Michel 
is a classic example of a man-made “sacred space” 
constructed around relics that were brought there. 
The light and sound described in the medieval 
accounts served, most simply, to prove that the 
space around the contact relics of the archangel 
was holy, and that St Michael was the protector 
of that space68. In the pre-modern imagination, 
Michael was truly considered a knight in the 
battle against evil69. The miraculous light and 
sound of Mont-Saint-Michel therefore had an apo-
tropaic effect, just as church bells did. And just as 
at Conques, the sacred space around Mont-Saint-
Michel grows outward from his relics, spilling 
beyond the walls of the abbey and extending the 
archangel’s protection to the surrounding region. 

This conception of sacred space appears all over 
Europe and the Mediterranean over many centu-
ries. It first appears in connection with the basilicas 
built around the walls of Late Antique cities70. We 
know that these important cultic sites were initial-
ly located outside city walls because Roman law 

prohibited burial inside the walls, and the basilicas 
were built near the tombs of martyrs. Over time, 
however, this rationale was forgotten, and by the 
time the famous Versum de Mediolano civitate was 
written (between 739 and 744), it was thought that 
the churches had been built extra muros in order to 
protect the city against evil coming from outside71. 

63 See Michele Bacci, Lo spazio dell’anima, Bari 2005, pp. 39–45, 
who recalls the story by Galvano Fiamma about the friar who 
burnt the bell tower of Sant’Eustorgio since he thought the 
church needed a larger bell, and a stronger sound, to enhance 
worship for the relics of St Peter Martyr.

64 Millénaire monastique du Mont Saint-Michel. v: Études archéol-
ogiques, Michel Nortier ed., Paris 1993; Anne-Marie Flambard 
Héricher, “L’apport de l’archéologie à la connaissance du 
Mont-Saint-Michel”,  in Culte et pèlerinage à Saint-Michel en 
Occident. Les trois monts dédiés à l’archange, Pierre Bouet, Gior-
gio Otranto, André Vauchez eds, Rome 2003, pp. 467–479.

65 Sabina Rosenbergová, “Crossing a Threshold, Sensing the 
Sacred: Body in Movement as a Vehicle for Encountering a 
Sacred Place”,  in Step by Step Towards the Sacred Ritual, Move-
ment and Images in the Middle Ages, Martin F. Lešák, Sabina Ro-
senbergová, Veronika Tvrzníková eds, Rome 2020, pp. 15–35.

66 “[Norgodus] per fenestram respiciens ecce totum Montem sancti 
Michaelis quasi ardere videt, evolare a summo ignis ad medium 
arenarum itemque redire quaso scintillantes titiones. […] patener 
intellexerunt non aliud signasse ignem visum quam praesentiam 
beatorum spiritum eundem locum cum sancto Michaele invisen-
tium”. See Miracula sancti Michaelis, iv, 4, in Chroniques latines 
du Mont Saint-Michel (ixe siècle – xiiie siècle). Les Manuscripts du 
Mont Saint-Michel. Textes fondateurs – i, Pierre Bouet, Olivier 
Desbordes eds, Caen 2009, pp. 312–315. For the interpretation 
of the text, see Rosenbergová, “Crossing a Threshold” (n. 65).

67 “Idunc se sunt aperceü / Que icels feus que unt veü/ nule altre chose 
esté nen a / Fors seint Michiel qui vista, / Il et si altre compaignon, / 
Le mont, s’igliese, et sa mesion. / A cele nuit veraiement / Ert descendu 
entre sa gent: / Bien demostrout la grant clarté / que molt out angres 
amené. / A cele nuit i est venuz / Mainte feiz puis et descenduz, / Si 
que encor vivent la gent / Qui l’unt veü apertement. N’est gaires an 
veü ne seit / A son mostier venir tot dreit / Devers le ciel, cum un 
brandon / Qui est espris tot environ (une torche tout entourée de 
flammes). Icele nuit, par ces chemins / Trovereit l’en molt pelerins / 
Qui trestuit veillent por atendre / Se seint Michiel vesront descendere. 
Dex, tant par est beneüré / Qui poit veier cele claret (v. 2999–3022)”. 
See Guillaume de Saint-Pair, Le Roman du Mont Saint-Michel 
(xiie siècle), Catherine Bougy ed., Caen 2009, pp. 256–257.

68 Sabina Rosenbergová, “The Presence of the Archangel. The 
Relics, Reliquaries and Statues at Mont-Saint-Michel”, in 
Migrating Art Historians (n. 56), pp. 335–345.

69 Giorgio Otranto, “I Longobardi e il santuario di Garga-
no”, in I Longobardi del Sud, Giuseppe Roma ed., Rome 
2011, pp. 333–341.

70 See, e.g., Richard Krautheimer, Three Christian Capitals: Topo-
graphy and Politics, Berkeley/Los Angeles 1983; Beat Brenk, “Il 
Culto delle reliquie e la politica urbanistico-architettonica di 
Milano ai tempi del vescovo Ambrogio”,  in 387 d.c. Ambro-
gio e Agostino. Le sorgenti dell’Europa, Paolo Pasini ed., Milan 
2003, pp. 56–60.

71 “Nulla potest reperire urbs in hac prouincia, / ubi tanta requiescunt 
sanctorum cadauera / electorum reuelata, quanta ibi excubant. / O 
quam felix et beata Mediolanum ciuitas, / que habere tales sanctos 
defensores meruit, / precibus inuicta quorum pèrmanet et fertilis”. 
See Versus de Verona; Versum de Mediolano civitate, Giovanni 
B. Pighi ed., Bologna 1960.

5 / Mont-Saint-
Michel at night
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It is interesting to compare how these churches 
physically defined the perimeter of the sacred 
space around a city with the way the sacred space 
around a parish church was defined juridically72. 

There are examples of the same notion from 
the south of Italy as well: close to Salerno, in Mon-
tecorvino Rovella, there is a church devoted to 
St Ambrose from around the mid-ninth centu-
ry73. Ambrose was considered an adversary of 
heretics in general, and of Arians in particular; 
in ninth-century Carolingian rhetoric (likely pro-
pounded at Montecorvino itself), he was invoked 
as an ally against the Lombards74. Judging by the 
evidence available to us, the church was quite 
intentionally built right on the border with the 
Lombard principality in the south of Italy. Was 
this meant as a provocation? As a kind of exor-
cism? We cannot be sure, but we do know that this 
church was then surrounded by others devoted 

to Milanese saints – Martin, Thecla, and Victor 
– who together formed a sacred ring around the 
church of St Ambrose and helped him to ward 
off the Lombards, who were considered heretics. 

And this idea is not limited to the western Med-
iterranean. A very similar logic is seen in early 
medieval Georgia. In a description of the seven 
churches built around Mtskheta, the country’s 
capital and quintessential sacred space (of which 
only the splendid church of Jvari from the second 
quarter of the seventh century has survived), it 
is explicitly said that this ring of churches was 
intended, like a constellation or a network of loci, 
to sanctify the area around the city and its cathe-
dral [Fig. 6]75.

Thus, these satellites of the main holy site 
helped to establish a kind of liminal zone where 
the visitor or pilgrim was, at least to some degree, 
already under divine protection76. It is difficult to 
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define the exact boundaries of this liminal zone, 
or to quantify its holiness as compared to that 
of the center. Here the worshipper or pilgrim 
already came into contact, both visually and with 
the other senses, with the holiness that would be 
experienced at full strength once within the walls 
of the church that he or she was moving towards.

Materiality and the senses in the sacred space 

To conclude, let us return to Conques. Unlike at the 
Mont-Saint-Michel, the abbey church at Conques 
in Rouergue is enclosed in a vale, whence the name 
Conques [Fig. 7]77. The sound of its church bells, 
however, and the saint’s journeys through the area 
around the monastery extended Foy’s sacred space 
beyond that vale, and there was also a series of 
small chapels in the area around the monastery in 
the Middle Ages78. We therefore spoke of St Foy’s 

72 Lauwers, “Paroisse, paroissiens et territoire” (n. 37),  pp. 367–368.
73 Francesca Dell’Acqua et al., “Echoes of Milan in Ninth- 

Century ‘Langobardia minor’?: Preliminary Findings 
on the Painted Programme of S. Ambrogio alla Rienna, 
Montecorvino Rovella (Salerno)”,  Convivium, iv/2 (2017),  
pp. 202–207.

74 Ivan Foletti, Oggetti, reliquie, migranti (n. 20), pp. 95–160.
75 Annette Hoffmann, Gerhard Wolf, “Licht und Landschaft: 

zur Sakraltopographie Mzchetas in Georgien”,  in Insze-
nierungen von Sichtbarkeit in mittelalterlichen Bildkulturen, 
Henriette Hofmann, Caroline Schärli, Sophie Schweinfurth 
eds, Berlin 2018, pp. 21–47.

76 See, e.g., Tina Bawden, Die Schwelle im Mittelalter: Bildmotiv 
und Bildort, Cologne/Weimar/Vienna 2014; Ivan Foletti, Ma-
nuela Gianandrea, Zona liminare. Il nartece di Santa Sabina a 
Roma, la sua porta e l’iniziazione cristiana, Rome 2015; Sacred 
Thresholds. The Door to the Sanctuary in Late Antiquity, Emilie 
M. van Opstall ed., Leiden/Boston 2018; Klára Doležalová, 
Ivan Foletti, “Liminality and Medieval Art. From Space to 
Rituals and to the Imagination”, Convivium. Supplementum, 
(2019; The Notion of Liminality and the Medieval Sacred Space, 
Klára Doležalová, Ivan Foletti eds), pp. 7–16.

77 “Conco, councos (rom. Conchas, b. lat. Conchae)”, in Lou 
Tresor dòu Felibrige. Dictionnaire provençal-français, Frédéric 
Mistral ed., Raphèl-les-Arlès 1878, p. 578.

78 Fau, “Conques” (n. 11), p. 29.

6 / Jvari monastery, 
Mtskheta, Georgia, 
7th century
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sacred space as being formed by three concentric 
circles, the inner two of which were circumscribed 
by walls. We would be remiss, however, not to 
mention that her power was spread even further by 
pilgrims returning from Conques. Just as modern 
tourists purchase souvenirs, medieval pilgrims of-
ten purchased souvenirs at Conques. Once the pil-
grim had returned home, these badges or amulets 
were often ritually touched or kissed, extending 
the cult and protection of the saint to places very 
far from Conques79.

I hope that our look at Conques and at oth-
er sites in today’s France, Italy, and Georgia has 
shown that the medieval sacred space extend-
ed far beyond the church walls that delineate 
the sacred in our own times. What is more, the 

medieval sacred space, consciously and master-
fully constructed by monks, regular clerics, and 
intellectuals, was perceived both mentally and 
physically, and it activated the mind and all the 
senses. Medieval pilgrimage was an overwhelm-
ing experience at the intersection between mind 
and body, and we would do well to consider its 
effects on both.

79 These could take the form of pilgrim badges or other apot-
ropaic and amulet-like objects. On the phenomenon, see, e.g., 
the reflection of Jos Koldeweij, “Notes on the Historiography 
and Iconography of Pilgrim Souvenirs and Secular Badges”, 
in From Minor to Major, Colum Hourihane ed., Princeton 2012, 
pp. 194–216; Françoise Labaune-Jean, “Quelques enseignes de 
pèlerins et des moules de production de petits objets en plomb à 
Rennes”, in Annales de Bretagne et des pays de l’Ouest, cxxi (2014), 
pp. 7–22; and Denis Bruna, Enseignes de plomb et autres “menues 
chosettes” du Moyen Âge, Paris 2006.

7 / Conques
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summary

Zázraky, tělo a vytváření 
posvátného prostoru
Od Conques po 
Středomoří a ještě dále

Autor tohoto článku se zabývá pojmem „po-
svátného prostoru“, přičemž ve svých úvahách 
vychází z rekonstrukce původního klášterního 
kostela v Conques. Tato stavba vznikla v historic-
kém regionu Rouergue buď již na konci devátého 
století, nebo v průběhu století desátého. Kostel 
byl postaven jako místo pro kult relikvií sv. Fides, 
které tam byly přeneseny v druhé polovině de-
vátého století z Agen v rámci legendární posvát-
né loupeže, jež se označuje latinským termínem 

„furtum sacrum“. 
O podobě této rané stavby, která byla nahraze-

na současným opatským kostelem kolem roku 1040, 
si lze udělat  představu díky skrovným archeolo-
gickým nálezům a písemným pramenům. Pomá-
há nám především kniha Liber miraculorum sanctae 
Fidis, kterou z velké části sepsal Bernard z Angers 
v první čtvrtině jedenáctého století, kdy původ-
ní budova ještě stála. Pravděpodobně se jed-
nalo o trojlodní baziliku, k níž byla připojena 
rotunda. Ta se podle všeho nacházela za hlavní ap-
sidou kostela a byla koncipována jako epicentrum 

kultu sv. Fides, podobně jako je tomu v jiných 
soudobých chrámech. Liber miracolorum však také 
naznačuje, že rotunda nebyla jediným místem, 
kde se mohl poutník přicházející do Conques se-
tkat s posvátnou mocí mladé mučednice. Tu bylo 
možné pocítit jak uvnitř celé baziliky, kde se často 
odehrávaly zázraky, tak i mimo samotný kostel. 
Posvátný prostor, jenž byl v Conques spoluvytvá-
řen i pohybem relikvií a poutníků, tak byl podle 
dostupných informací proměnlivější, než bychom 
očekávali, protože posvátná místa se dnes často 
ohraničují pouze zdmi chrámů.

Tyto závěry je možné podpořit širší reflexí o po-
svátném prostoru v rámci celého středozemního 
světa. Kombinací údajů z Liber miraculorum s dal-
šími předmoderními prameny je totiž možné 
rozšířit tento koncept tak, aby zahrnoval i kra-
jinu v okolí kostelů a poutních míst. Především 
díky zapojení smyslů, tedy sluchu, zraku a hmatu, 
se území kolem chrámů proměňovala v posvátná 
místa, která středověké poutníky chránila před 
zlými silami.


