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                             Some Birds in Romanesque Sculpture 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The Bible contains about 300 references to birds, references that are scattered throughout 
the books from Genesis to Revelations. Whenever they appear in the texts, the references 
bring a vivid touch of reality and the birds themselves are often an integral part of the 
events. Without modern aids such as binoculars, cameras or field guides the Hebrews 
saw, heard and accurately described many. The Hebrews did not see birds as gods, but as 
creatures of God’s creation. The biblical land of the Hebrews lies along one of the 
world’s greatest and most spectacular migration routes for birds. Tens of millions of birds 
make the North-South journey each way each year of their lives to and from their 
breeding grounds. A keen observer today might note some 400 species during the year. 
The biblical references enable us to identify with reasonable certainty at least 20 species; 
these include eight species of Owl and five birds of prey (1). 
 
In Romanesque sculpture the bird has been used in a variety of contexts: as part of an 
illustration of a biblical story or scene; as an element in an illustration of a scene of 
mediaeval daily life; as a symbol of a life-style to be adopted or shunned – symbolic 
because the images represented ideas rather than specific birds; or as decoration. But we 
need to bear in mind in all cases where there is some religious symbolism that the 
sculpture is ‘decoration with religious meaning’. Such scenes were mirrored in the works 
of the illustrator of manuscripts. As it is expressed in the Book of Job: ‘Ask the beasts 
and they shall teach thee, and the fowls of the air, and…..’. The addition of birds to the 
illustrations of the Tree of Life long pre-dates the Romanesque period. 
 

 Beatus d’Urgel – Tree of Life 
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In the Musée Lapidaire, Avignon, there is a V century altar from nearby Vaugine. Along 
the front edge are the outlines of two columns of Doves. There is another fine example on 
a VI century sarcophagus in the crypt of St Seurnin, Bordeaux. But this symbolism pre-
dates Christianity. It is to be seen on frescos in the Catacombs of Rome where it was used 
simply as decoration or it was to be associated with the symbolism of pagan gods before 
being adopted by Christians. 
 

 
 
Avignon Musée Lapidaire – Front edge of Vc altar from Vaugine 
  
 

            
 
Bordeaux, St Seurnin – VIc sarcophagus, detail and Rome Catacomb – Roof decoration 
of the Great Cemetery (AD 340) 
 
 
 
 
 
‘In the beginning was…..’ 
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                             Autun, Burgundy – Noah’s Ark on Mt Ararat 
 
Genesis would seem to be an appropriate point at which to start. One of the earlier major 
events described is that of the Great Flood, Noah, the Ark and the return of Noah to land. 
Two birds are specifically identified in the final stages of the drama; they are the Raven 
and the Dove. Illustrations of the story in Romanesque sculpture are not common. 
Usually the story is summarised by an ark with water or a hill (Ararat?) in the 
background. Noah sent the Raven out as his first scout in the search for land. The Raven 
apparently flew back and forth ‘until the waters were dried up from the earth’. It did not 
provide Noah with help; indeed it was blamed for its disregard of Noah’s plight. A 
Jewish legend has it that the Raven’s plumage was originally white as snow, but it was 
turned inky black as punishment for failing to return to Noah. Noah next ‘sent forth a 
Dove from him, to see if the waters were abated off the face of the ground’. Whilst the 
story of Noah has been illustrated in Romanesque sculpture, the Raven’s dubious role has 
not been set in stone. The Dove is the most frequently mentioned bird in the Bible. It 
became the main sacrificial bird; but it is also a bird of beauty and delicacy. Psalm 68 
describes it: ‘The wings of a Dove covered with silver, its pinions with green gold’. 
Noah’s Dove had a mission. Seven days after Noah first sent it out the Dove returned 
with news: ‘And the dove came to him in the evening. And, lo, in her mouth was an olive 
leaf plucked off’.  
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                                   Sant Cugat del Valles – Capital in cloisters 
 
Stemming from this moment, God, through Noah, made the Covenant with the human 
race. So the Dove with a sprig of olive became the symbol for the moment when God 
made peace with man. This illustration is most likely to be seen in the choir or on the 
apse of a church, as is the case at Jaleyrac, in the Haute Auvergne. 
 
 
 
 



 5 

                                               
 
                                  Jaleyrac, Haute Auvergne – Modillion on apse 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 From this development followed the Covenant of the New Testament with the 
Crucifixion and Christ’s Resurrection. In this example, the symbol is depicted with the 
Communion cup or chalice set between two Doves that drink from it. This symbolism 
was modified so that any pair of birds with a chalice between them would suffice to 
represent the symbol, as can be seen at Civaux and at Brommes. It should be noted that 
the presence of the cup and griffins or some other animal has a different signification. 
 
 

 Brommes, Auvergne – Modillion on apse 
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Civaux, Vienne – Capital in nave             Thuret, Auvergne – Basilisks in nave 
 
 
 
At Lencloître, in Poitou, there is a capital that shows the chalice, but with the birds 
turning away from it as if rejecting it and all that it stands for. That is to misunderstand 
the symbolism. The birds (Doves perhaps, though they could be any similar bird; the 
species is unimportant) are at peace and still represent spirituality. The chalice is there to 
give emphasis to the fact that the peace and spirituality of the scene are wholly dependant 
on the New Testament Covenant between God and Man. 
 
The association of the Dove with the Eucharist has been simplified on a capital in the 
cloister of St Martin de Canigou, in Roussillon. The capital shows monks on all four 
sides of the capital. They are at Mass. On the North face we see three standing behind the 
altar. A closer look at the altar reveals a small bird in the centre of the altar cloth. It is 
surely symbolising the Eucharist that takes place at that place daily. 
 

   
 
St Martin de Canigou, Roussillon – Capital in cloisters and detail 
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                    Lencloître, Poitou – Capital on apse (picture by Joel Jalladeau) 
 
The association of the Dove with Christ’s sacrifice is further simplified in a small 
sculpture on the Catalan chapel of Sant Esteve de Montner, where the East window of 
thw apse has a small cross and a bird that is surely intended to represent a Dove. This 
association of the dove and the crucifixion is illustrated in a more elaborate way on a 
tympanum that probably dates from the IX or X century and which has been secured to 
the South wall of the atrium to the church of San Ambrogia in Milan 
 

  
 
Montner, Catalonia – East window (left) San Ambrogia, Milan – Reused tympanum in 
atrium (left) 
 
 
 
 
There is another New Testament context in which the Dove appears. The baptism of 
Christ by Saint John the Baptist is described in St John’s Gospel as: ‘the Spirit 
descending from heaven like a dove, and it abode upon him’. All four gospels mention 
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the Dove; none states that an actual bird was present. This baptismal Dove is the first of 
many birds to carry the Christian message. 
 

                                 
 
                        L’Estany, Catalonia – Baptism of Christ  
 
 Later, this Dove was to become a symbol of the Christian church and of God’s Holy 
Spirit active in the world. By extension, the Dove is also depicted as the soul of a person 
flying out from the dead person’s mouth at the moment of death. At Targon a modillion 
shows the Dove with a nimbus round the head, emphasising its symbolic association with 
the Holy Spirit. 
 
 

                                   
 
                                Targon, Guyenne – Modillion 
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The Dove is also the symbol for the soul and in sculpture may be shown exiting from the 
mouth of a dying person. 
 
 
In South-west France several churches are dedicated to Saint Colombe. It is therefore 
unsurprising that there should be a sculptured plaque of a Dove (Colombe in French and 
Colombus in Latin) on the façade of one of these, the one in the Angoumois. 
 
 

                                            
                             
                            Ste Colombe, Angoumois – Sculpture on facade 
 
 
 
 
Manna from Heaven 
 
The Book of Exodus described the safe delivery of the Israelites from slavery in Egypt 
and their journey through the wilderness of Sinai. It records the spring arrival of the 
migrating Quails which ‘came up and covered the camp’. The Book of Numbers 
elaborates on the prodigious quantities of Quails that fell around the Israelites. The 
harvesting of migrating Quails was recorded long before this event, namely on a wall 
painting from the tomb of Mera at Saqqara in Egypt, a tomb from the XXIII century BC. 
The Quail belongs to the same family of birds as the partridge. Both were and are a 
source of food. In the Gironde there are three churches with a line of Partridges, tail-to-
bill, creeping round the rim of the arch over the main door. Whether this was a reference 
to the abundance provided by God to his people or whether it was purely a decorative 
motif that would be familiar to the viewers we cannot know. But the sculptor clearly had 
a finely tuned eye for detail and for what the modern ornithologist calls ‘the jizz’ of the 
bird.  
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                       Petit Palais, Gironde – Detail of West door 
 
 
The Wings of the Eagle 
 
The sight of large birds of prey circling slowly and often at great height overhead must 
have been a familiar one to the Hebrews. Across the Middle East resident species of 
Eagle and vulture soaring in the thermals looking for prey are a frequent daily 
occurrence. In Spring and Autumn a veritable river of migrating raptors flows the length 
of the Holy Land between the Levant and the lands astride the Red Sea. Biblical 
references to the Eagle frequently include allusions to its power, strength, speed and 
capacity to protect. A familiar example is to be found in Isaiah: ‘But they that wait upon 
the Lord shall renew their strength; they shall mount up with wings like eagles. They 
shall run and not be weary; and they shall walk and not faint. In David’s lament for the 
deaths of Saul and his son in the Battle of Gilboa, he describes them: ‘They were swifter 
than eagles, they were stronger than lions…..’. The lion was the king of beasts; the eagle 
king of birds. They provided fitting symbols for the speed, might and majesty of the king 
and his sons. 
 
The association with might and power was developed further in some sculptures where it 
would be the symbol of power received or power exercised. In the Mediaeval Bestiary 
another quality of the Eagle is noted, its eagle-eye: ‘its sight is so sharp that it can glide 
over the sea, beyond the ken of human eyes; from so great a height it can see the fish 
swimming in the sea’.(2). The writer has in mind the Osprey in this case but the quality 
applies as easily to all the large birds of prey. In the Middle Ages the Eagle was thought 
to be unique amongst birds because it could look at the sun directly without impairing its 
vision. This characteristic was compared to the sight of the All-seeing-God, who could 
see through the subterfuges of Man. Many a church entrance has, to the side of the 
entrance door, a capital depicting an Eagle, often with its wings held slightly away from 
the body. Whether this is to be a symbol of the strong protecting God who cares for his 
people or the all-seeing God (or perhaps both) is not known. The characteristic of being 
able to see forwards and into the sun was perhaps the one that led to the Eagle being used 
as a lectern in so many English churches. 
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Baugy, Auvergne – Capital in nave          Arnac, Limousin – Capital in choir 
 
 
 
In the isolated church of Chapelle St Robert, on the North East edge of the Périgord, 
bordering the Limousin, there is a capital that depicts an Eagle; at first sight one think 
that the Eagle was perhaps feeding young, because there is a long object hanging from its 
bill. A more careful look reveals a curled tail below the wing on the other side of the 
Eagle, the tail of the snake that the bird is devouring. There is a species of Eagle, the 
Short-toed Eagle, that is present in that part of the Périgord each summer and its favoured 
prey is snake. So it is possible that the sculptor may have seen this happening. But the 
sculpture is not depicting a species of bird; it has a message for the viewer: the triumph of 
Good over Evil. The snake has been a by-word for evil since Eve was misled in the 
Garden of Eden by one. The Eagle is symbolising Good triumphant. Meanwhile at 
Mailhat, in the Auvergne, an Eagle has in its bill a four-legged creature the might be a 
terrapin that is not an animal in the mediaeval bestiary. 
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 Chapelle St Robert, Périgord – Capital in nave and Mailhat, Auvergne – Capital in nave 
 
There are many Romanesque sculptures that warn against the sin of ‘luxure’; frequently 
the imagery is of a woman being attacked on the breasts by snakes or toads. Both the 
snake and toad are synonymous with evil and sin. So the image at Mailhat of an owl-like 
bird holding a toad-like animal in its bill is surely yet another example of the ceaseless 
war between the forces of Good against those of Evil, a war that with God’s spiritual help 
always end in the victory of Good. A few kilometres to the South of Mailhat lies the 
village of Nonette; the church there has a very similar capital probably from the same 
workshop.  
 
The symbolism of the Christian Tetramorph was originated by the prophet Ezekiel. In 
exile in Babylon in about 550 BC, he drew on the symbolism of Babylonian astrology. 
He described a vision that he had in which four creatures came out of a fire alive: ‘As for 
the likeness of their faces, they four had the face of a man, and the faces of a lion, on the 
right side: and they four had the face of an ox on the left side; they four also had the face 
of an eagle’. This vision is repeated by Saint John the Divine in Revelations. In the VI 
century these symbols representing the four great Evangelists were appearing in 
manuscript illustrations, with Saint John invariably shown as the Eagle. The image of 
Christ in Majesty set between the four symbols of the evangelists is widely seen in 
Romanesque sculpture. 
 

                   
   
                Angouleme Cathedral – Detail of West facade 
 
Less commonly the Tetramorph was shown on a capital, as seen here, at Saillac, in the 
Limousin. There are two similar examples that were in the cloisters at St Pons de 
Thomières, in the Languedoc; one is now in the Louvre and the other at Toulouse. 
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Saillac, Limousin – Capital by door (left) St Pons de Thomières – Capital from cloisters 
now in Louvre (right) 
 
The Benedictine abbey at Cluny was for many centuries the ‘power-house’ behind not 
only the monastic movement of which it was the ‘Mother’ house but also of much of 
Christendom. The symbolism used in the sculptures was, no doubt, given particularly 
close consideration before works were ordered. In the Louvre there is a fragment from a 
large tympanum that was once over the West door of the great abbey church. The 
fragment shows part of a fine Eagle. We can only guess the original context for this 
fragment today, but it would seem probable that it was part of a panel depicting the 
symbols of the Evangelists. The artisan has created a powerful representation of the bird 
with a fine head, strong bill, a carefully crafted plumage covering the nape and neck and 
a large eye that gazed down on all who passed through that door. 
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             Cluny Abbey, now Louvre – Fragment of tympanum over West door 
 
 
Some Eagles may not be quite what they seem. At Sainte Madeleine, Vezelay there is a 
capital that seems to show an Eagle snatching a baby; the Eagle is being cheered on by a 
malevolent looking Devil. The scene might remind one of the Trojan prince, Ganymede, 
who was carried off by an Eagle to Mount Olympus. The Eagle was the form of Zeus. 
More likely is that this scene represents the saving of a human soul that is represented by 
the child; the soul is to be taken to Heaven and clear of the clutches of the Devil.  
 
 

                                 
 
                               Vezelay, Burgundy – nave capital 
 
 
Perhaps one of the finest examples of an Eagle is the XII century sculpture in the Musée 
des Beaux Arts, Montréal. This magnificent sculpture is from the Toulouse region. 
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   XIIc sculpture of an Eagle in Montreal, Musée des Beaux Arts 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Immortality 
 
The symbolism that is used by mediaeval Christianity has many threads that lead back to 
pre-Christian pagan traditions. Reference has already been made to the Babylonian 
astrological origins of the Christian Tetramorph. The Peacock is not a European bird nor 
is it from the Middle East. Its natural home is in the jungles of South East Asia. It was 
brought to Europe centuries ago as an exotic item of display. King Solomon is said to 
have received one. The bird was a familiar of Juno, the Roman queen of gods, and so was 
associated with the Queen of Heaven. In the church of Saint Apollinaire at Ravenna there 
is the tomb of Archbishop Theodore. It is dated 688 AD. Each side of a sculptured chrism 
stands a fine male Peacock. The long tail is folded and each has the conspicuous head 
tufts. Those who saw the tomb at the time of installation would have interpreted the birds 
as symbols of immortality. The Bestiary describes it as a bird ‘whose flesh scarcely 
putrefies’. (2) Had the tails been spread in typical male display, then the symbolism 
would have represented vanity. The symbol of the Peacock in Christian art pre-dates the 
tomb in Ravenna. At the Rotunda of the church of St George, Thessaloniki there is a 
magnificent V century mosaic. It depicts 20 saints around a central medallion with Christ. 
The whole is set within a symbolic Heaven that includes two Peacocks that stand below a 
crucifix that is between two Doves. The Doves remind the viewer of God’s Covenant; the 
Peacocks confirm that Heaven is eternal. 
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Thessoloniki, St George’s Rotunda – detail of mosaic and Priscilla Catacomb, Rome – 
Tomb of a wealthy woman with a peacock 
 
 
 At St André le Bas, Vienne, south of Lyon, in the cloisters there is a display of burial 
stones that also date from the VI century. Amongst them is one with two Peacocks. They 
are much like those at St Apollinaire except that they are each side of a ‘vase’ or jar; this 
latter might be a representation of the chalice or ‘cantheros’. Also in display is another 
tablet with two Blackbird-like birds. Between them is another similar ‘vase’ that has two 
handles. There are other similar tablets with birds that bear little likeness to Peacocks and 
thus immortality. In all these case the birds symbolise the souls of the faithful. Where 
there is a vine appearing from the vase or chalice then that is the True Vine. Amongst the 
hundreds of sarcophagi from the Merovingian period that have been recovered in Paris 
are many with the decorative motif of two birds; most are shown with a chrism or a cross 
and are to be found on the panel at the head. These birds frequently represent no 
particular species of bird; but they may be intended to illustrate Doves or Peacocks.  
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Archbishop’s tomb, Ravenna   
 
 
 

      
 
St André le Bas, Vienne, Isère – Two VI c tomb tablets 
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Paris, from St Germain des Près – Merovingian sarcophagi head panels 
 
 
The Romanesque church at Biron, in the Saintonge, has two Peacocks on the outer arch 
over the west door. It is not clear whether these are there simply as decoration or whether 
they were a reminder of God’s promise to those who followed in his path. 
 
 

  
 
 Biron, Saintonge – detail of arch over door (left) Duravel, Quercy – capital in crypt 
 
 
The crypt at Durval, in the Quercy has a number of primitive looking capitals; most 
depict simple foliage designs. However one has two very strange looking birds facing 
inwards with a thick leaf between them. A closer look at them reveals that they have a 
fan-tail and a crest. Surely this was meant to be a Peacock. The sculptor had almost 
certainly never seen a real Peacock. He was also probably unaware of the symbolism of 
the open fan-tail. He added the features that he thought identified the Peacock – the tail 
and crest, and then, as it seemed that the description he had been given was almost 
fanciful, he added the spiral bill (3). 
In Catalonia, at Sant Pere de Casserres there was a fine sarcophagus that is now in a 
museum in Vic. It dates from the XII century and has the symbols of the two Peacocks, 
indicating that these were firmly part of the Christian symbolism. 



 19 

 

 
 
Sant Pere de Casserres, now Vic Episcopal Museum – XIIc sarcophagus 
 
We saw at the start of this section that the Peacock was used by the Eastern church in 
Greece to symbolise immortality. That symbolism was to continue to be used for several 
centuries as is exemplified by the use of the Peacocks on closure panels (used by the 
sanctuary area) in two churches at Thebes, in Greece. The panels date from the IX and 
XII centuries. 
 

      
 
Thebes, Greece – Closure panels dated AD 872 (left) and XIIc (right) 
 
 
 
The Migrant 
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The monastic church at Ripoll, at the foot of the Pyrenees in Catalonia, has a splendid, 
though sadly weathered west façade; it is now protected by a glass screen below a porch. 
Each side of the doorway is a large long-legged bird that is unmistakably a White Stork. 
The Stork is a familiar summer visitor to many towns and villages across much of Spain. 
They frequently build their nests on tall buildings such as churches where they are 
welcomed as a sign of good fortune. The Stork is first mentioned in the Bible in 
Jeremiah, where the writer notes that it is a migrant: ‘Yea, the stork in the heaven 
knoweth her appointed times….’. The Bestiary (2) comments of the Stork, that it 
‘signifies prudent men, careful servants of God; just as storks pursue snakes and draw off 
their poisons, so they pursue evil spirits who make poisonous suggestions, and reduce 
them to nothing’. We cannot be sure that this was the moral lesson that was intended 
when the sculptures were made. But, being placed at points where everyone entering or 
leaving by the west door passed very close to one of the two sculptures, it is very 
probable that that was the intention. 
 
 
 
 

 Ripoll, Catalonia – Detail left of West door 
 
 
 
 
 
Love Bird 
 
 
The image of the red blood on the breast of a Pelican was a symbol that was still being 
used in the XX century to illustrate love, intense love; not the love between sexes, but 
parental love. The image shows the bird drawing its own blood with which to sustain its 
young. The imagery is old. It predates the Bestiary (2) which describes how the adult 
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would pour out its blood to restore life to its dead young. The comparison is made with 
the Christ who, by the act of the Crucifixion, shed his blood for Man. The Pelican is not 
readily identifiable in mediaeval sculpture, but there are two fine examples in the 
cloisters of the church at Santa Creus, Catalonia. These were probably done in the late 
XII century. There is an arch from a church in the Narbonne area of Languedoc that is 
now in the Cloisters Museum, New York. One of the stones depicts a Pelican pecking its 
breast. 
 
 
 
 

            
 
Sta Creus, Catalonia – Capital in cloisters (left) Narbonne area, Languedoc (now in New 
York) (right) 
 
   
At Plaimpied, in the Berry, there is a capital of a large bird feeding a chick. It is possible 
that this is also intended to represent a Pelican; certainly the symbolism of ‘nurture’ is 
intended. 
 

 
 
Plaimpied, Berry – Capital in choir 
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Birds of the Night 
 
The Old Testament books of Deuteronomy and Leviticus both contain a list of birds; the 
lists are almost identical. They are catalogues of those birds that were never to appear on 
the Hebrew menu. A stern ‘thou shalt not....’ precedes the lists. The lists include eight 
species of Owl. Most Owls are nocturnal, relying on silent flight and exceptionally keen 
hearing to detect their prey. The one exception to this is the most common Owl in biblical 
Palestine, the Little Owl. A night feeder, it may also be seen frequently in day light, 
especially when feeding young. When disturbed they bob up and down and seem to bow. 
This Owl was depicted on Greek coins frequently and it was associated with Athena, the 
Greek goddess of wisdom; thus it became then and in modern times a symbol for 
wisdom. We still use the phrase ‘to be as wise as an Owl’. For some Christians the Owl 
was a symbol of the Son of God who came from symbolic darkness to save the 
unbeliever. In such circumstances a scene of the Crucifixion might include an Owl as the 
symbol of darkness into which Christ brings light. The Bestiary, however, says: ‘This 
bird signifies the Jews who, when our Lord came to save them, rejected Him, saying ‘We 
have no king except Caesar’ and preferred darkness to light…’ (2). The church of St 
Colombe, Charente, has two sculptures of the Little Owl on the façade; this is unusual 
because sculptures of the Owl are not common. The symbolism in this location is unclear. 
 

  Ste Colombe, Angoumois – Detail of façade 
 
 
At St Pierre de Aulnay, Charente (it is a Poitou church geographically in the Saintonge) 
there is a capital that gives further emphasis to the caution. There are two dogs holding a 
bird that appears to be an Owl by the wings; the bird is clearly in distress, as well it might 
be in the circumstances. The owl probably represents either the Jews or heretics who 
refuse to be enlightened by the life and death of Christ. 
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 Aulnay, Charente – Capital in nave 
 
 
Watchful birds 
 
The Raven occurs several times in the Old Testament – in the story of Noah’s Ark and in 
the story of Daniel. There appear to be no sculptures that illustrate the Raven in these 
contexts. However there is a fine capital at Autun, Burgundy, that shows two Ravens 
over the figure of St Vincent. The St Vincent of this scene (St Vincent of Saragossa) was 
martyred in AD 304 in Valencia, according to some accounts (4). Others say that it was 
in the south west of Portugal and his remains were laid to rest at the site of ‘The Temple 
of Ravens’, a site that has not been identified. The Ravens were said to have watched 
over the remains of the Saint and the site became a focus of pilgrimage. In 1173 the body 
was ‘rediscovered’ and it was moved to Lisbon accompanied by watchful Ravens. The 
fame of St Vincent must have already been considerable as the capital at Autun predates 
by several decades the translation of the Saint’s remains to Lisbon. 
 

   
                                                                                                                                      
Autun, Burgundy – Capital in nave (picture from Romanes.com) 
 
 
 
 
‘And immediately the cock crew’. 
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This extract from the story of the Crucifixion as recorded in the Gospel of St Matthew 
recalls the fallibility of Man, in this case St Peter. St Peter, singled out by Christ to be the 
rock on which the church would be built and who had felt so sure of his loyalty to Christ, 
had denied knowing him three times before the cock crowed. The monastery at Santa 
Creus, in the southern part of Catalonia, was built after the Moors had been expelled. It 
was a Cistercian foundation, but, unusually, there are many sculptures of birds, animals 
and monsters. Amongst them is a fine representation of a cockerel. It stands by the 
entrance to the lavabo, a location where the monks would be reminded daily of their 
weakness. 
 
 
 

 Sta Creus, Catalonia – Capital by lavabo 
 
 
 
 
 
Birds with No Name 
 
So much for some of the birds that can be identified with a name. Many Romanesque 
churches are decorated with birds that belong to no obvious race or species. Whether 
these birds are Doves, Eagles or Robins is of no significance to the context of the 
sculpture. What is of importance is the relationship of the bird or birds, for there are 
frequently several, to the figure, animal or object with which they share the scene. The 
interpretation of these sculptures poses significant problems because there are no 
contemporary texts that explain the symbolism of the sculptures. Since there are no texts 
interpretation of the subject and the meaning of the sculptures must depend on our 
analysis. If we are to know how the imagery operates then identifying the participants is 
the first stage. Frequently when analysing Romanesque symbolic sculpture a full 
knowledge of the Greco-roman mythology is a vital basis for the consideration of many 
scenes. This heritage from antiquity may have undergone mutations before it ended up as 
a sculpture in a mediaeval church. Many erudite authors have put forward their 
interpretations, usually with great conviction; but all too frequently there is little 
agreement between one author and the next. The interpretations that follow are intended 
as no more than a basis for further discussion. 
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The variety of scenes in Romanesque sculpture in which birds have a symbolic part is 
enormous. It would not be practical to analyse more than a small number; many defy 
analysis. In so doing it should be borne in mind that, whilst few of those today who 
glance up at the mediaeval sculptures are remotely aware of the symbolism that is there, 
the mediaeval viewer was probably familiar with some and possibly many of the 
allusions and symbols that were the pictorial short-hand used to describe Christian moral 
solutions to life. Many of these symbols had roots in the ancient pagan civilisations of 
Egypt and the great river complexes that flow through what is now Iraq. All used the 
symbol of the bird and, in particular, the wide out-spread wing to convey ‘sky’. The 
image of the bird or the wing was most frequently used in the context of death and the 
movement of the soul after death. An example is contained in the papyrus illustration in 
the ‘Book of  Death’(British Museum) that dates from 1400 BC. It shows the soul of Ani 
in the form of a bird above his mummy that contains his mortal remains. The 
Romanesque sculptor inherited and adapted such symbolism; in this case he may have 
used it to illustrate elements of the mystery of man (5). 
 

 
 
Egyptian papyrus - Ani over his mummy 
 
 
We have already seen how the theme of a chalice between a pair of Doves became a 
chalice between two nondescript birds and that symbolism continued to represent the 
New Testament Covenant. What if there was no chalice but two benign-looking birds as 
can be seen on the capital at St Germain l’Herm in the Auvergne? 
 
 
 



 26 

                             
 
                      St Germain l’Herm, Auvergne – Capital in nave 
 
 
At St Maurice la Clouère, in Poitou, the benign aspect of the birds is enhanced by them 
both holding a single leaf in their bills. 
 

 St Maurice la Clouère, Poitou – Capital in porch 
 
 
 
 
Here the birds are facing inwards, whereas on the capital at Brive, in the Limousin, the 
birds face away. Many Romanesque sculptures that employ animals, monsters or birds as 
symbols are concerned with illustrating the mediaeval concept of ‘balance’ (5). The 
mediaeval concept of balance is not something that we are familiar with today. In the 
Middle Ages it was a concept that entered many facets of daily life. It related to the daily 
moral choices in life and the concerns of discipline, freedom of thought and action and of 
harmony. In some contexts it has been suggested that two birds facing away from each 
other might represent the ‘unknown’ and therefore the life after (5). There is little doubt 
that there was more than one interpretation for what were almost identical scenes and 
these were sometimes regional variations. 
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                                   Brive, Limousin – Capital in choir 
 
 
A more elaborate version of this symbol of the ‘unknown’ is at Catus, in the Quercy. 
 

 Catus, Quercy – Capital by South door 
 
 
 
Rabbit for Dinner 
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St Germain l’Herm, Auvergne – Capital at crossing 
 
The rabbit is an infrequent player in the scenery of Romanesque sculpture and when it 
does appear it is in hunting or seasonal scenes. However, at St Germain l’Herm there is a 
capital showing two large birds with talons and, between them, a rabbit. The rabbit was a 
symbol of lust in Roman times. This was partly through the rabbit’s proverbial capacity 
to breed, and partly through a Latin pun: the Latin for rabbit is ‘cuniculus’; for a vagina, 
it is ‘cunnus’. In the Bestiary, the rabbit does not get mentioned. (2). Interpretation of this 
capital poses difficulties. The rabbit is a prey for some Eagles, Buzzards and some large 
Owls. It is a prolific breeder. It lives in warrens below ground. It has been proposed that 
this last is the characteristic that is particularly relevant to the interpretation of this and 
similar capitals that depict a large bird with a rabbit. The bird, as so frequently, is the 
symbol of good spiritual values in this case. It is capable of astonishing visual capabilities 
to the point that it is able to detect even activities that are below the surface and beyond 
the vision of mere man. So it is with the all-seeing God from whom man cannot hide 
anything. (6). At Montjaux, Rouergue, there is another capital, also with two large birds 
each of which has a rabbit at its feet. The birds look as if they are clear that the rabbits are 
lunch; the relationship between bird and prey is quite clearly defined in this setting, 
unlike the capital at St Germain l’Herm which looks more like the setting for a still-life 
picture. However, it is probable that the symbolism of the capital at Montjaux is the same 
as for St Germain l’Herm. 
 

 Montjaux, Rouergue – Capital in nave 
 
The Cathedral cloisters at Tarragona provide a more interesting example. The cloisters 
are XIII century but the style is Romanesque. Being of a late date, motifs and symbolism 
have developed further. The capital depicts a pair of Eagles with a rabbit below their 
talons. Remarkably, there is a diminutive figure between the two birds and firmly held in 
their talons. He represents Man, who was unaware that his every sin was visible to God 
no matter how hard he tried to conceal them and he has been found wanting. 
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 Tarragona Cathedral, Catalonia – Capital in cloisters 
 
 
At the entrance to the choir of St Pierre at Chauvigny ate two ‘cul de lampes’, each with 
the head of a man or woman at the base. That with the woman has a band above the head 
with a siren holding two birds by their long, goose-like necks. The birds have been given 
elaborate wings and a fan tail. The siren usually symbolise the sin of ‘luxure’ with the 
evil of woman’s power to divert or subvert man, a belief that goes back to Greek 
mythology and the ‘Odyssey’ and before. 
 
 

 Chauvigny, Poitou – Cul de lampe in the choir 
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In the Vendée, at St Nicolas, Maillezais there is a frieze depicting birds that has the detail 
of the wings picked out in a very similar fine detail. Whilst they are undoubtedly birds 
the species could never be identified. 
 

                   
 
                  Maillezais, St Nicolas – frieze of birds 
 
 
 
 
 
Two’s Company; Three’s a Crowd  
 
 
 
The bird has another major role to play in the spectrum of Romanesque symbolism. In 
Aquitaine and, in particular, in the Saintonge there are a number of churches where there 
are sculptures that are crowded with beasts and birds. Usually the beast is lower than the 
bird, the bird being on the back or head of the animal. In some it appears that the bird, 
having a powerful bill, is attacking the animal; these would, in the real world, be an 
unequal fight that the bird would surely lose. In other sculptures the bird appears to be 
communicating with the animal, whispering in its ear. The bird is the representative of 
good; the animal represents evil. The fight is between the bird representing the spirit and 
the animal, representing matter, mammon and animal instincts and desires. In the upper 
church of Saint Eutrope, Saintes, in the Saintonge, there is a fine capital that is positively 
heaving with life. Along the lower level of the capital is a line of crouching figures; 
above them and standing on their shoulders is a line of larger winged lions or dragons; 
these, in their turn, have a line of large birds on their backs. The body of each bird is 
turned towards the rear of the winged lion but the bird’s bill is twisted round to face the 
lion’s head so that the bill touches the ear of the lion. Is it pecking or whispering into that 
ear? We can not tell from looking at the sculpture. So what might be the message that this 
capital is conveying? It is almost certain that the line of men represent man on earth, 
living his mundane life. The lion is not the representative of power or majesty or any of 
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the finer qualities that one might associate with the King of Animals. More likely it 
symbolises ‘matter’ or mammon with animal instincts and animal desires that are 
contrary to the ways of God. The birds, though weaker in outward appearance, seem to be 
dominant and must therefore have a greater inward strength. In such contexts ( and there 
are many variations on this general theme) the bird is linked to man’s spiritual component 
and it therefore gives wise counsel in the spiritual fight between good and evil that is a 
daily event for man. 
 
 

  St Eutrope, Saintes – Capital at crossing 
 
 
Mention has been made that the context is common in Romanesque sculpture and that 
there are many variations on the basic theme. Some examples follow. 
 

  
 
Beurley, Saintonge – Capital in nave (left) Corme Ecluse, Saintonge - Capital by door 
(right) 
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 Glaine-Montaigut, Auvergne – Capital in nave 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Flocks of Birds 
 
 
There are sculptures that seem to sow an element of confusion in the interpretation of the 
status of birds as symbols of the Spirit in the struggle between Good and Evil. These 
depict several birds seemingly piled on each other. An example is to be seen at Pont 
l’Abbé d’Arnoult. Another, at Jugazan, in the Guyenne, has a more orderly group of 
birds. There are two pairs; each pair is beak to beak with one pair of smaller birds 
standing on the backs of a larger pair. Both of these latter have significantly longer bills 
(similar to those of a Curlew). One of them seems to be pecking at a small bunch of 
grapes. Below the lower pair of birds there is a fire-cone and the small bunch of grapes. 
A third scene is to be seen on the apse of the church of Lestiac, also in Guyenne. Two 
capitals show two pairs of birds, one standing on the other. The lower pair of birds has 
long Goose-like necks that are inter-twined.  
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Pont l’Abbé d’Arnoult, Saintonge – Capital (left) Jugazan, Guyenne – Capital by door 
 
 

  
 
Lestiac, Guyenne – Two capitals on apse 
 
 
 

 St Martin de Sescas, Guyenne – Capital by door 
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So what is the symbolism that comes from these capitals? The odd one out in the group 
above is the one from Jugazan with the pine-cone. In all probability it is an abbreviated 
representation of the thyrsus; this was the staff that was used in antiquity; it was 
surmounted by a pine cone and was carried by Bacchus and his followers. Thus the cone 
in the context of the capital is to symbolise drunkenness. It is also possible that the pine-
cone might represent eternal life in a context of death. This would be more likely in a 
case where the sculpture was positioned on the apse or in the choir, which is not the case 
for this capital from Jugazan. 
 
Near Lleida, in Catalonia, the church of Santa Maria de Cubells has a fine stepped late 
XII century doorway. To the sides are several large panels with lines of birds; 
additionally there are two capitals with pairs of birds, whilst over the doorway the 
decorated arch has a series of geometric stars of Mudéjar style; many of these also have 
at the centre a small bird. There is no obvious explanation for tye inclusion of so mant 
birds. 
 

          
 
Santa Maria de Cubells, Catalonia – Two panels from the South doorway 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fruit-eating Birds 
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  Landiras, Guyenne – Capital on apse 
 
The capital from Landiras above shows birds eating grapes and beside them is a pine 
cone. Landiras in the Bordeaux wine region is near the vineyards from which the world 
famous sweet white wine, Sauternes, comes. One might be tempted to think that this is a 
capital that was intended to give a little local ‘flavour’, especially as there is another 
capital near this one that depicts two fish eating grapes. But that would be incorrect. It is 
another allusion to the sin of drunkenness. (5). Given the harsh lives that people lived in 
those days, it is very probable that many eased their burdens with an excess of drink. So 
it is small wonder that the theme features frequently in sculptures that warned of the sins 
of the mortal world. This Landiras capital seems to give double emphasis to the theme of 
drunkenness. The capital from Chanteuges and the frieze from Javarzay provide other 
examples of the symbol of the cone.  That many symbols used by mediaeval Christians 
have ancient and pagan origins has already been stated. The pine-cone has ancient as a 
symbol, but for fire and growth.                                              
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Chanteuges, Auvergne – Capital in nave (left) Javarzay, Poitou – Frieze on apse (right) 
 
 
Thiers lies on the Eastern edge of the Auvergne bordering the Forèz. It is not a wine 
growing area. Nonetheless the use of the bunch of grapes on the capital with the bird and 
lion suggests that the symbolism was very wide spread and was familiar to viewers in this 
area just as it was elsewhere in areas where grapes were grown. The presence of the 
lion’s head is a reminder that the victory of spiritual things (the bird over the lion) will 
only be assured by the avoidance of sins such as drunkenness. At Lubersac, in the 
Limousin, the number of birds is increased. This is to emphasise the symbolism. The 
crouched man is present to represent the viewer; he is clearly alarmed because he knows 
that the message is for him. 
 
 

     
 
Thiers (St Symphorien) – Capital in nave (left) Lubersac, Limousin – Capital in choir 
 
At Issoire, also in the Auvergne, a capital in the choir shows two birds clearly resisting 
the temptation of a delicious bunch of grapes. The symbolism needs no further 
explanation. 
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 Issoire, Auvergne – Capital in choir 
 
 
In the Gers, the church at Larressingale takes the theme a stage further. The capital 
depicts lions mounted by birds, a theme we are already familiar with. However, on this 
capital the birds are pecking at a pine cone that rests on the head of each lion – surely a 
refinement of the confrontation of Good and Evil with the focus on the abuse of alcohol. 
 
 
 
 
 

  Larressingale, Gers – Capital in nave 
 
 
 
Let us now return to the two capitals where the birds have long intertwined necks. The 
first thing to notice on the two capitals is that there are several birds; it has already been 
established that non-specific birds usually symbolise Spirituality and forces for Good. 
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That is the case here, too. As a group these birds are displaying no aggression; there is no 
scene of conflict. On the contrary, the scenes are of harmony, just as one should expect 
when two or more forces for Good are together. In Europe, the Mute Swan is widespread 
and it is probable that sculptors may have seen or heard reports that the mutual display 
between a pair of Mute Swans includes the brushing together of their necks; they do not 
intertwine. The sculptor has adopted the scene and given it an added emphasis with 
artistic exaggeration. These capitals are symbols of the concord and harmony of the 
spiritual word.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Hungry Birds 
 
At Chauvigny, Poitou, there are capitals of a style and character that are unlike any 
others. These are the works of a sculptor whose name is on one illustrating the Epiphany; 
he has inscribed the abacus of the capital ‘GOFRIDUS ME FECIT’. Amongst the capitals 
is one on the south side of the choir that depicts hideous birds. These are described by 
some as Vultures; that is zoologically incorrect because Vultures are carrion eaters. And 
these are not. Only the front of the birds is visible to the viewer. Each bird has the wings 
half open and hanging down to form a triangle. The long legs extend well below the 
wings and end in huge talons. Between the legs is a long, thick neck that ends in a 
monstrous bill. The size of the bill and legs appear to have been accentuated to make 
them look horrific. Each bird has in its bill and talons a small, Lilliputian-like, writhing 
figure; the figure to the left is female; that to the right is male. The whole image 
conveyed is one designed to impart shock and horror. This is one of the rare occasions 
where the bird is shown in a malign situation. This is not an illustration where the bird is 
being used symbolically; it is an illustration of a biblical scene. The adjacent column has 
two capitals that illustrate scenes relating to Babylon; one has the inscription 
‘BABILONIA MAGNA MERETIX’ (Babylon the great harlot). The Book of 
Revelations has a section that is known to us as the Apocalypse, a theme that is seen 
frequently in mediaeval illustrations, especially in Northern Spain. Another example in 
France is to be seen in the Church at Barbezieux, Charente. The Apocalypse draws on 
Ezekiel’s Condemnation of the vices of Babylon for some of the imagery. This capital 
with the two birds is one example: ‘Then I looked, and I heard an eagle crying with a 
loud voice, as it flew in midheaven, ‘Woe, woe, woe to those who dwell on earth…..’’. 
This is the vision of John the Divine warning that judgment was about to come upon the 
pagan world, a reiteration of Ezekiel’s earlier prophesy. 
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                                   Chauvigny, Poitou – Capital in choir 
 
 
 
 
 
Lion-riding Goose 
 
 
 

 Manot, Charente – Capital by door 
 
The interpretation of the capital from Manot that is illustrated above poses some 
difficulties. It shows two figures mounted on the backs of a lion. The one to the left is 
robed and appears to be in control of the situation; the figure to the right has fallen off 
and his head is below that of the lion, whilst one leg is still thrown across its back. With 
one webbed foot planted firmly on the rump of each lion stands what is either a goose or 
a duck; (we cannot tell which because the head has been destroyed). Juliana Lees makes 
the following comments about it:    
 
 ‘Two men are riding lions.  The one on the left looks elegant and aristocratic with a short cloak. 
 He seems to be riding towards a death’s head with grinning teeth, but perhaps there is no 
connection.  The one on the right has slipped off, and the lion is biting his hair.  Between them 
and linking them, a bird like a duck or a goose has a foot on each lion’s hindquarters and is 
flapping its wings to keep its balance.  It looks like a circus rider on two horses.  Unfortunately, 
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the bird’s head has been broken off.  If there is any meaning to this capital, perhaps it is along the 
lines of pride coming before a fall?  The bird may be there to highlight the ignominy of the riders’. 
 
 
 
 
Birds in a Tangle 
 
 
The area of Catalonia south of Barcelona is sometimes known as ‘New Catalonia’. It was 
subject to the rule of the Moors for a period up to the late XII century. In the area there 
are a number of churches that were built in the decades that followed the re-conquest; 
most are in late Romanesque style and their decoration is also that of the Romanesque. 
Therefore it is of no surprise that birds feature on many of the capitals. This article has 
already used some that are to be seen at Poblet monastery. More typical of Romanesque 
sculptures are those in the comparatively small churches at Gandesa and Verdu. 
 
 
 

  Verdu, Catalonia – Capital by West door 
 
 
That at Verdu shows a capital with interlace. The interlace spreads to the right and 
entwines the legs of a bird that is to the right of the capital and is facing the capital. 
Behind the bird is a small figure with arms upraised. Interlace was used as decoration 
across much of the Romanesque world. (See article ‘The Origin of Interlace Sculpture’ 
elsewhere on this site). It is probable that in some settings interlace had a symbolic 
meaning. The meaning of interlace has been variously interpreted. A popular 
interpretation is that of the ‘Unity of God’s Creation’. A man with upraised arms can also 
be interpreted in various ways: a person at prayer (Orans), a figure supporting the world 
(Atlantes); these are two interpretations. Therefore a possible interpretation of the whole 
sculpture might go like this: The bird is the symbol of Good (activity that is in 
accordance with God’s word); the bird is intimately linked to God’s world and his 
creation, represented by the interlace that spills across and binds in the bird; the small 
figure represents Man at prayer seeking forgiveness for sins committed. This would have 
been a timely reminder to those moving towards the church door of the requirement for 
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them to adhere to God’s laws. It is worth noting that the capital to the left of the interlace 
depicts the Lamb of God (complete with cross). The two parts do make a whole if this is 
the correct interpretation. Doubtless the sermon would periodically have addressed the 
subject of the interpretation of the sculptures around the entrance to the church. 
 
 

   
 
Gandesa, Catalonia – Capital by West door (right side) (left) Gandesa, Catalonia – capital 
by West door (right) 
 
The capital on the right of the entrance to the church at Gandesa poses problems of 
interpretation. The first point to make is that, like the previous capital at Verdu, it is 
adjacent to a capital with interlace; but in this case there is no symbolic connection 
between the interlace and the scene to the left. The total scene comprises seven figures; 
the one at the apex and his neighbours to his left and right are larger than the others. At 
least three of the figures appear to be wearing a crown (including one of the larger 
figures); another has a form of headdress. The figures on the left side appear to be 
celebrating, whilst those on the right half are holding objects: one has a small cross, 
another holds a leafed twig and what seems to be a bird; the third holds a small palm leaf 
and a lighted candle. The remaining participants are two more birds. There is one at the 
end of the line of small figures. The second is held aloft by the tall figure with a crown; 
the bill of that bird is against the head of the taller uncrowned figure. This figure is 
holding a rectangular object that might be a book or a reliquary. Interestingly, the 
sculptor has put his mark or ‘tacheron’ on it – a � . (For more on this topic see the article 
on builders’ marks elsewhere on this site). There is a second large bird on the other side 
of the central figure’s head. The two large outer figures wear an unusual, wide plate 
across the breast. They are also wearing what appear to be pleated ‘skirts’; this might be 
an attempt to portray Roman soldiers. But that leaves the signification of the crown and 
the large, apparently jewel-studded breast-plate unexplained.  If only one figure had been 
wearing the breast-plate it might have represented the High-priest of Israel. But there are 
two. Behind the shoulder of the figure with the lighted candle there is a thin pole. Above 
the figures are daisy-like flower heads. The interpretation of the whole capital is unclear; 
several are possible: it could be a formal gathering or council; it could be a gathering of 
nobles and others for a dedication ceremony. The group carrying objects would seem to 
represent part of a procession that would be appropriate for such a ceremony. They could, 
on the other hand, be the Magi, bearing gifts, though there is no Mary and no baby. But if 
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it were that, those to the left would be rejoicing at the news of the birth. The three larger 
figures, two with strange clothing, one with a crown and one receiving copious advice, all 
remain unexplained. Whatever the overall scene might be, the role of the three larger 
birds is the familiar one of being the wise counsellor. The line of men has its own 
bird/counsellor; the uncrowned tall figure has one that is helpfully provided by his 
crowned neighbour and a second bird on the other side, all whispering wise advice. The 
relationship of the crowned figure with his uncrowned neighbour would be one of moral 
and spiritual adviser. The bird held loft would add emphasis to this relationship. The 
small bird held by the right hand figure of the right line might well represent wise 
counsel; the procession is carrying symbols of characteristics that would be relevant for a 
dedication ceremony. But the meaning of the whole remains something of an enigma. 
The symbolism of the birds is fairly clear. 
 
Two Birds in a Boat 
  
 
In West France there are at least three churches that have capitals with almost identical 
scenes. Those at St Pierre, Melle, in the Deux-Sevres and at Aulnay, Saintonge show two 
dove like birds preening their tail feathers whilst standing in a boat-like structure. The 
third at Marigny Brizay in the Vienne is similar but there is a tall cup or chalice between 
them. Despite the similarities in design and execution, it is most improbable that they 
were by the same hand. It was the model that was shared. 
 

   
 
Melle, St Pierre                           Aulnay                             Marigny Brizay 
 
 
 
Some Small Bird Themes 
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                            Corme Ecluse, Saintonge – Modillion on apse 
 
 
The modillion on the apse of the church at Corme Ecluse shows a bird (possibly a Dove) 
eating a snake. There are few European birds that eat snakes; the most common is a 
Short-tailed Eagle. This is not an illustration of an Eagle. It is improbable that the 
sculptor intended to create a scene that accurately represented nature. The bird may well 
be meant to be Dove-like and thus represent the activity of the Spirit. The snake is the 
representation of evil, a symbolism that, in Christianity, stems from the conduct of the 
snake in the Garden of Eden. So this is another example of the symbolic illustration of 
the battle between Good and Evil, a battle that the modillion shows will see Good, in the 
form of the Spirit, victorious.  
 
 
 
 
Birds of the desert? 
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 Escurolles, Auvergne – Capital in nave 
 
 
The capital at Escurolles, Auvergne has a new setting for the pair of birds. As is usual, 
the birds cannot be identified as being any particular species. Above each is a head that 
probably symbolises mankind. Between the two birds is a very convincing image of a 
palm tree. One has to ask what the relationship is between the birds and the tree and with 
each other. The Bible mentions several trees by name: the Cedars of Lebanon, the Olive 
that first appeared in the story of Noah. The date palm is familiar in the Middle East – a 
source of food and a provider of shade. The palm fronds are associated with Christ’s last 
great entry to Jerusalem, an event marked still throughout much of the Christian world 
with the carrying of symbolic palms on the Sunday before Easter. It is probable that this 
capital is reminding the viewer of that celebrated event that was to be an essential step 
towards the renewal of the Covenant with the crucifixion of Christ and his subsequent 
resurrection. There is no need to insert the more usual chalice as token of that Covenant 
when the palms of Palm Sunday were ordained to provide that essential step on the 
continuous path to Easter.  
 
 
 
 
Feather Care 
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Haux, Guyenne – Capital on facade (left) Plaisance, Saintonge – Modillion (right) 
 
There are many Romanesque sculptures on which a winged creature, usually a bird or a 
griffin, takes hold of the end of its wing, as if preening. It is not really intended to show 
preening. The taking hold of the wing-tip is a symbol of ‘reduction’. So it is warning that 
some possibly good action is being put at risk by current inappropriate conduct. The 
capital at Haux illustrates this in simple terms. The capital from Plaisance refines the 
context. The bird on the back of the animal conveyed the battle of Good and Evil; the 
outcome should be in no doubt: the bird, representing spiritual Good will always win. But 
by holding the wing of the bird, the situation of the animal is indicating a warning that the 
viewer must not deviate from the correct path or he risks losing everything.  
 
 
 
St Cybard church, Cercles in Périgord 
 
Those who have read Juliana’s introductory note at the beginning of this internet site will 
have seen that our joint studies into Romanesque architecture and sculpture began at the 
village church at Cercles, in the Périgord. We carried out a detailed examination of the 
very varied sculptures at that church to try to determine date, origin and symbolism of 
each. Amongst the sculptures are several that contain birds. In each case it is almost 
certain that the sculpture was not intended to be decorative as such but was there to 
contain a visual message to the beholder. 
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Cercles, Périgord – Two capitals 
 
 
Both these would seem to be variations on the familiar theme in which birds are seen 
positioned on the backs of what would normally be a more powerful animal; yet the bird 
seems to be at best to have the upper hand. The top picture is the classic example of the 
spiritual fight between Good and Evil, with the bird representing Good and the lion-like 
animal representing Evil. In the lower picture the bird is taking the role of counsellor and 
is rejecting the evil suggestions being put forward by the animal to man and proffering 
spiritual guidance in its place. This symbolism has very early roots: it may be seen in a 
fragment of a VII century choir screen (that may have come from Trier or Alsace). 
 

 Fragments of VIIc choir screen from Trier or Alsace 
 



 47 

As part of the study into the sculptures at Cercles we concluded that sculptures at the 
nearby church of Paussac included some from the same workshop. One of these depicts 
two birds apparently whispering in the ear of a man’s head. This would be consistent with 
the theme of the giving of spiritual guidance to man. 
 

     
                                                                                                                                    
Paussac, Périgord – Capital on South of nave 
 
This scene is repeated in several widely separated places; for example there is one at 
Chauny, in the Poitou, where the ears of the man are really open to hear what is said. It is 
one of two one apse, but the head on the other has a skeletal appearance and there does 
not seem to be much listening going on. In all these sculptures that have birds acting as 
councillor the bird seems to be disproportionately large. This is probably to increase their 
visual and symbolic importance and, in so doing, to give emphasis to the importance of 
following the good counsel. 
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Chauny, Poitou – Capital on apse (left) and in nave (right) 
 
 
The church at Avy-en-Pons, Saintonge, has several sculptures that contain birds. One 
over the West door shows a man holding the two birds that look a little like Crows. It is 
unlikely that they are Crows because that detail is irrelevant to the purpose of the 
sculpture; the sculptor only needed to provide the birds with heads that were large enough 
to be held. At first glance it appears that the birds are attacking the man, pecking 
aggressively at the head with their substantial bills; the man is trying with not much 
success to hold them away. But that is not in fact what he is doing. He is holding the 
birds firmly but with the aim of bringing their bills closer to his ears so that he may hear 
their advice more clearly. There is no question of them attacking him. These are two 
more ‘counsellor birds’. 
 

 
 
Avy-en-Pons, Saintonge – Detail of arch over door 
 
 
 
Birds as Decoration 
 
 
There are sculptures of birds that defy any rational interpretation. It is probable that some, 
indeed many of these are using birds as decoration, as a way of showing the marvellous 
variety and beauty of God’s creation. An example is the capital in the remnants of the 
cloisters at Conques. 
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Conques, Rouergue – Detail of cloister capital 
 
One of the more attractive examples of birds used as decoration as on an arch round the 
XI century West door is at Santa Eugenia de Berga. Here the arch has well formed birds 
that are set in finely crafted illustrations of strands of leaves. The birds are not of 
identifiable species and are in several forms or shapes. This suggests that there was no 
symbolism intended here. Another is on a column by the doorway to the church of Bourg 
Argental, in the Forèz. 
 

                    
 
Sta Eugenia De Berga, Catalonia – Door arch        Bourg Argental – Column left of door 
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Abbaye aux Dames, Saintes – Detail of façade 
 
 
The arch over the main door at the Abbaye aux Dames at Saintes, in the Saintonge, has, 
at its apex, the familiar scene of two birds drinking from a chalice, the symbol of the New 
Testament Covenant. Each side of the two birds is a following line of identical birds. 
These can add little or nothing to the supreme message of the Covenant; their role must 
be purely decorative. (The similarity of styles of this arch and the one illustrated above, at 
Avy-en-Pons is striking; the one at Avy-en-Pons also has a line of birds each side of the 
central actors. Probably both are the work of the same ‘school’ or workshop). 
 

 
 
Coleville sur Mer, Normandie – Capital in nave 
 
The sculptor of the capital in Coleville sur Mer that depicts a two-tailed bird could almost 
have had in mind the Lyre Bird, of New Zealand, but he would have been several 
centuries ahead of its discovery by Western naturalists. So it becomes a bird of the 
imagination with neither wings nor legs nor tail. There seems to be no sense that one bird 
is the least bit aware of its neighbour just around the side. Though it is possible that the 
birds could symbolise ‘balance’ in the spiritual sense, on balance it seems more likely 
that these are decoration. 
 
At the small chapel of Monbos, in the Périgord, the choir has several primitive capitals. 
Two appear to be compilations of rural motifs. The church was almost certainly of little 
significance as a centre of religious thought; it is unlikely that it attracted a sculptor with 
more than a basic repertoire of illustrations or craftsman’s skills. The result is a charming 
capital whose purpose was to do little more than remind the viewer of God’s bounty in 
the countryside around him. 
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  Monbos, Périgord – Capital in choir 
 
 
It is well known that many of the interiors of Romanesque churches were decorated with 
frescos and that sculptures were polychrome. Today there are still many, especially in the 
Auvergne that have polychrome. Most date from the XIX or XX centuries. The colours 
that we see may well not be those that were originally there but are the result of what the 
more recent restorers thought appropriate. An example may be seen at Issoire. It depicts 
two birds, one black; the other is grey. Leaving aside the fact that both have thick, robust 
looking legs and talons, it might be thought that the bright yellow bill on the black bird 
was to indicate that it was indeed a Blackbird. How then to explain why the grey bird also 
with a yellow bill was the hen bird, when it should be brown and never has a yellow bill? 
No, this is a bit of recent fanciful embellishment. The birds were sculptured not to 
represent a male and female of a species, but to symbolise the now familiar scene of 
spiritual balance. 
 

 Issoire, Auvergne – Capital in South aisle 
 
There are some sculptures on which the appearance of a bird was almost certainly 
intended to convey some message, a message whose meaning now eludes us. Two 
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examples of this may be seen on capitals in the South gallery of the cloister at St Martin 
du Canigou. The main subjects of on the capitals are a pair of lions and a pair of griffins. 
 

                          
 
          St Martin du Canigou – Detail of capital in South gallery of cloister 
 
 
Fables 
 
The remains of the door to the church of St Ursin at Bourges are to be seen in the gardens 
of the prefecture. The doorway included a tympanum that had a band of sculpture 
illustrating a hunting scene. Above this band are several small illustrations taken from 
topical fables. 
 

 
 
St Ursin, Bourges – Detail of tympanum 
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One of the scenes is of a crane that is has its bill in the jaws of a fox. This is from a fable 
by Phedra and tells of a crane that removed a bone that was stuck in the throat of a fox, 
choking it (7). Whether the fable was included to indicate the fact that charitable kindness 
was to be universal in God’s world we do not know. 
 
 
Puzzles 
 
On some sculptures where it is likely that symbolism was intended because they do not 
seem particularly decorative, the meaning of the intended symbolism can remain a 
mystery; the sculptors left no records for their long-term successors. An example is to be 
seen on a capital at a church in the Valle d’Aran, Catalonia; this valley was part of the 
diocese of St Bertrand de Comminges in the XII century. The capital shows two birds 
bearing down on a third smaller bird that is on its back. We cannot even be sure as to 
whether this is a case of nurture or murder, let-alone the intended meaning behind the 
scene. 
 

                      
 
Salardú, Valle d’Aran – Capital on South wall of nave; murder or nurture? 
 
 
 
 
When is a ‘bird’ not a bird? 
 
Mediaeval sculptors frequently created sculptures of beasts and birds that were not 
always quite what they might seem at first glance. A typical example is to be seen at 
Vouvant, in the Vendée. To the side of the door is a sculpture of what appears to be two 
large birds with a large crow-like bill. But a more careful look reveals that these ‘birds’ 
have long, twisted and very un-bird-like tails that resemble those of the Basilisk. These 
were not intended to represent birds, but a mythical animal such as the Scitalis or Basilisk 
and they are therefore symbols of Evil and not of Good. 
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Summary 
 
It is reiterated that there are no surviving texts that provide an explanation of the 
symbolism of the sculptures. The Bestiary is a compilation of earlier documents and 
recorded explanations; inevitably errors crept in and were compounded over the 
generations. The preceding notes are but one suggestion of the significance of the 
sculptures. In the absence of any contemporary explanation for the meaning of the 
mediaeval sculptures, it must remain a matter for further speculation. 
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