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Gislebertus, Central Portal and West Tympanum (c. 1130-1135). Limestone, 15’ 2” x 21’ 5”.      
St. Lazare, Autun, France. Photo: © Giraudon /Art Resource, NY. Used by permission.   

With an apocalyptic imagination heated by a fearful faith, 

Gislebertus attempted to instill fear of God’s judgment in 

those who entered the cathedral of St. Lazare.
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Terrible Judgment
B y  H e i d i  j .  H o r n i k

Every narrow street of Autun, France, leads to its cathedral of St. 
Lazare. This small town, tucked neatly into the side of a hill in the 
Burgundy region, was once a major village of Roman Gaul—its name 

comes from Augustodunum, town of Augustus Caesar. Later in medieval 
times it became one of the busiest, most important towns in Europe.1 

The cathedral was constructed in about 1120 to accommodate the many 
leprous pilgrims attracted by the relics of their patron saint Lazarus, which 
were transferred from St. Nazaire in Autun.2 These pilgrims were met by 
the sculpture The Last Judgment above the main portal, or entrance, in a 
semicircular area called a tympanum. The sculpture is signed “Gislebertus 
hoc fecit” (Gislebertus made this) immediately below the figure of Christ in 
the center, confirming the sculptor’s identity in a way that is uncommon in 
the medieval era. 

The iconography of the sculpture is Byzantine: to depict Mary 
enthroned in heaven in a Last Judgment scene (in the upper left area of the 
tympanum) is a Middle Byzantine element that has no precedents in west-
ern art.3 Christ is in the center of the composition in a mandorla, or almond 
frame. The inscription around the frame, held by four angels, reads: “I alone 
dispose of all things and crown the just; those who follow crime I judge and 
punish.” Above it are medallions that contain the Sun and the Moon. 

Below Christ the dead are rising. Lined up along the lintel, or lower 
horizontal band, they wait to have their souls weighed. On Christ’s right, 
Peter and eight Apostles welcome those who are entering heaven. On 
Christ’s left is the area of damnation. An inscription above contrasts the joy 
of the blessed—“Thus shall rise again everyone who does not lead an impi-
ous life, and endless light of day shall shine for him”—with the despair of 
the damned—“Let fear strike those whom earthly error binds, for their fate 
is shown by the horror of these figures.”4 The scale on which the dead will 
climb to be weighed is located in the lower right portion of the tympanum. 

Gislebertus shows us the fearful process as giant hands pluck one being 
directly below the scales. An angel with a trumpet summons all creatures to 
judgment. Humankind’s pitiful weakness and littleness are distilled in ter-
ror-stricken, weeping, doll-like forms. Angels and devils fight at the scales 
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Gislebertus, detail of West Tympanum, The Last Judgment (c. 1130-1135). Limestone.           
St. Lazare, Autun, France. Photo: © Scala / Art Resource, NY. Used by permission.    

where souls are being weighed as each tries to manipulate the scale for or 
against a soul. There are hideous demons on the right side whose legs end 
in claws. The devil is leaning from the dragon mouth of Hell and drags 
souls in. Above him, a howling demon crams souls head first into a furnace. 

By 1766, the apocalyptic imagery of the tympanum was considered 
offensive and it was covered with plaster. Since the head of Christ projected 
outwards, in order to create a level plastered surface it was broken off. It 
was rediscovered and restored to its position in 1948.5

Scholars believe that Gislebertus, aided by assistants, completed his 
work at Autun in ten years between 1125 and 1135. He sculpted four capi-
tals that tell the story of the Wise Men and the childhood of Christ.6 The cul-
mination of his achievement is the depiction on the west portal tympanum 
of the Last Judgment. Its grandeur and apocalyptic message can still be 
understood and appreciated today.
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