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The Occupatio of St Odo of Cluny and the porch
sculpture at Malmesbury Abbey
by Rita Wood

A specific link has been identified between the 12th-century sculpture on the south porch at Malmesbury Abbey and
the Occupatio, a 10th-century poem by Odo of Cluny: in a rare departure from tradition, the poem uses Hercules
subduing Cerberus as a type of Christ harrowing Hell, and the sculpture illustrates this particular Labour. With a
full translation of the Occupatio now available, additional comments can be made on the editing of the poem for
the sculptural scheme, and examples are given of 10th-century imagery that is recognisable in 12th-century sculpture
generally.

Introduction
Some years ago in this journal, the author proposed
a link between the much-admired sculptures on the
south porch at Malmesbury Abbey and a neglected
10th-century poem written by an abbot of Cluny
(Wood 1998, 45-53). A connection to the Cluniac
order in general was already suspected in that various
features of the building were those of Burgundian
Romanesque architecture; that the porch resembled
the famous south porch of Moissac, a Cluniac abbey
near Toulouse, and that Peter Moraunt, who had
been a monk at Cluny itself, came to be abbot of
Malmesbury in 1141 (Smith 1975, 7-8; Wilson 1978,
3, 88; VCH iii, 217). The suggestion was made that
the sculpture of the south porch, that is, on both its
external archway and the three walls inside it, was
laid out in accordance with the seven books of the
Occupatio, an elaborate meditation on the history of
salvation written by St Odo, second abbot of Cluny,
who had died in 942. The choice of Anglo-Saxon
drawings, rather than contemporary Romanesque
ones, as models for much of the sculpture was seen
as a reciprocal acknowledgement of the historical
past of Malmesbury’s own monastic community.
25 St Andrewgate, York, YO1 7BR

While precise Anglo-Saxon parallels for the
biblical imagery on the outer arches have been
identified (Galbraith 1965), the link with the
Occupatio remained only a possibility since the
imagery of the poem could not be examined in
detail without a full translation. The lengthy poem,
over 5600 hexameters, was then only available
in a Latin edition (Swoboda 1900) which was
widely acknowledged to be a very difficult text
and considered not worth the effort of translating.
However, a translation has recently been made
which, when published, will give the general reader
a taste of the high quality of learning expected at
Cluny in the early 10th century (Peter Wood in
preparation). The translation has enabled the
demonstration of a specific connection between
the poem and the porch (set out in Part 1) and also
explains two features noted as unusual by Galbraith.
These two solutions, and the editing necessary to
turn the poem into sculpture, are discussed in Part
2. There is some continuity of imagery between
10th-century monastic culture and Romanesque
sculpture in general, and examples are listed in
Part 3.
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Fig. 1 The outer archway of the porch: the eight medallions at the top of the inner jambs assigned to Book 1 of the Occupatio

Part 1
Christ as Hercules and Aeneas
Book 1 of the Occupatio concentrates on the creation
of the angels and the fall of the rebel angels led by
Lucifer: five of the eight medallions in one area of
the outer archway contain angels and so all eight
were assigned to this section of the poem (Figures
1 and 2)(Smith 1975, 27-8). The three unidentified
medallions (VII, XV and XXXII) contain a pair
of standing human figures, a pair of symmetrical
animals, and another subject. Medallions VII and
XV will be left aside for the moment in order to
discuss medallion XXXII.
The medallion seems to show the figure of a
man bending over a medium-sized animal. There
are not many animals mentioned in the Occupatio,
but there is a dog in Book 1. After Lucifer is ‘blown
to Hell, with his followers’ (lines 110-195), this
rebel angel becomes God’s enemy on earth, working
tirelessly for the downfall of man and luring many
into Hell. There are a few lines in which Lucifer
is likened to Cerberus, the three-headed dog that
was the guardian of Hades, the place of the dead in
classical mythology. In the pagan legends, very few
ever evaded Cerberus and left Hades, but among
them were Aeneas, who was assisted by a sibyl
that threw a drugged cake to each of the heads of
the dog, and the demi-god Hercules who captured
Cerberus as the last of his Labours, leading it away

Fig. 2 Medallion XXXII. Photograph, Michael Tisdall

from Hades to be shown to King Eurystheus before
being returned to its post. The Occupatio says:
That Cerberus, the enemy, burns insatiably for
their death.
But the heavenly judge, giving it a sedative,
Muzzles the rabid mouth of the gaping monster
with a ring,
His divinity hooking his nose and nostrils
And its madness does not harm them, however
insatiably it burns.
(Book 1, lines 218-222)

Aeneas is implied by the mention of a sedative in
line 219, and Hercules by the mastering of Cerberus
in lines 220-221. The mention of the ‘heavenly
judge’ and of the ‘divinity hooking’ Cerberus
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Fig. 3 Ivory plaque on the Cathedra Petri with Hercules and
Cerberus. By kind permission of the Fabbrica di S. Pietro
in Vaticano

show Christ in the part of Aeneas/Hercules. The
Humanity that deceived Satan into taking the hook
of the Divinity is an allegory of the Incarnation
invented by Gregory of Nyssa in the 5th century,
and it was still current in the 12th century, being
illustrated, for example, in the Hortus Deliciarum
(Green et al. 1979, fol. 84r).
A set of ‘The Labours of Hercules’ does not
survive in Anglo-Saxon drawings. However, the
outlines remaining at Malmesbury in medallion
XXXII, if reversed, are fairly close to one of the
Carolingian ivory panels of the Labours on the
Cathedra Petri in St Peter’s in Rome (Figure 3).
It is possible that the drawing selected for carving
at Malmesbury might have originated from a copy
of the scenes on the Cathedra Petri: the presence
of the subject in St Peter’s would have given it a
certain status in the eyes of Cluniacs. In modern
times, the cathedra has been displayed under the
Bernini ciborium, making a focal point in the
basilica, but it was first a portable throne made for
Charles the Bald c. 870-5, and it is thought that the
ivories were produced for the throne at the same
time (Weitzmann 1973, 1, 34; 1974, 248, 252). In
the ivory plaque and in the stone-carving, the
superman outline of Hercules contrasts with the
small space required for the ordinary-looking dog
and its three almost indistinguishable heads. The
extra flurries around the Malmesbury figure would
be the skin of the Nemean lion, and perhaps the

club carried by the hero. Despite the decay in the
stone-carving, it can be seen that Hercules is still
bringing the dog under control, he is not leading
it docilely away in the manner which Weitzmann
describes as the standard classical iconography
(1973, 11). The struggle with Cerberus is that part
of the myth which is of precise relevance to the
Crucifixion and Harrowing of Hell. It is the costly
struggle with Cerberus rather than the leading
away of the dog which makes the parallel with the
Christian narrative.
We might imagine that Hercules, who had
needed no assistance to overcome the guardian
of the dead, would have been used quite widely
as a type of Christ, but this does not seem to
have been the case. Understandably, there are
few references to pagan heroes in early Christian
art, and no certain ones to Hercules (Huskinson
1974, 82). Augustine cut Hercules down to size
by contrasting his strength to that of the martyrs,
saying ‘Hercules overcame… the hound Cerberus:
Fructuosus overcame the whole world… Agnes…
overcame the devil’ (Hill 1994). In subsequent
centuries there is ambivalence towards Hercules
(Irvine 2003, 184-7). Boethius used him as a stoic,
virtuous hero, and when translating Boethius,
Alfred the Great advanced Hercules as a model of
kingly virtue, while treating the classical myths in
general as ‘false stories’ (Ibid., 171, 179). Aelfric, c.
1000, called him the ‘hateful Hercules’ (Ibid., 1815). In the Carolingian empire Hercules could be
used as a model for virtue and wisdom, but he was
inferior even in this to biblical role-models (Nees
1991, 160-1, 211). Rather than the hero being an
exemplar for Charles the Bald, Lawrence Nees
thinks the plaques on the throne might be parodic
(1991, 203-8). A 9th-century poem by Sedulius
Scottus tells of the death of a great gelded ram
due to the actions of a thief as bad as Cacus and
of a dog, descendant of Cerberus (Godman 1985,
55-6, 293-301). It includes overt comparisons for
the death of the ram to the death of Christ, but
was a parody written for the Carolingian court. In
short, historians have found little, if any, direct use
of Hercules as a type of Christ. In contrast to all
this faint praise, the association of Hercules with
the Harrowing of Hell made by Odo is unusually
clear and positive. Perhaps it came about because
Odo was writing for a restricted and very particular
audience. The passage quoted would have been
unintelligible to a wider public but is one of many
ornamentations of the narrative which flattered
the classical learning of the monks of Cluny. For
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them, Odo can use Hercules as a straightforward
type of Christ, without deriding the pagan hero
and without fear of his audience being drawn into
deviant beliefs: he points to Christ as an even
greater hero than Hercules and Aeneas combined.
Presumably by the 12th century it was felt that the
use of Hercules as a type of Christ would add to
the lustre of Christ as all-encompassing, and the
episode was something that could therefore be
pictured on the doorway. The classical myths were
on their way to being romance and adventure.
After comparison with the Carolingian ivory, the
identification of the subject of medallion XXXII as
Hercules and Cerberus can hardly be doubted and,
because of the extreme rarity of the use of Hercules
as a type of Christ, this would seem to be conclusive
evidence for the use of the Occupatio in the design
of the porch sculpture. The medallion of Hercules
and Cerberus puts Odo’s seal on the work.
The following remarks, and those in Part 2, are
additional to, or modify as indicated, observations
made in 1998. The remaining medallions in the area
of the archway assigned to Book 1 of the Occupatio
can now be tentatively identified in accordance
with the poem (Figure 1, nos. VII, XV). In lines
365-6, Odo mentions the making up of numbers in
heaven to replace the rebel angels, and in Book 7
(lines 643-4) he says that ‘the angels rejoice to obtain
companions’. The two standing figures without
wings in medallion VII could represent these
replacements; they are the blessed in recognisable
human form. The symmetrical animals in medallion
XV are likely to be the symbolic equivalent of
these human figures. As lions, for example, or as
a combination of lion and bird, they could picture
the unknown body of the resurrection life (Wood
2006, 120-6). Their symmetry demonstrates the
orderliness of life in heaven. Comparable creatures
elsewhere (Wood 1998, fn. 33) are without context
to aid identification and may or may not have a
similar meaning.

Part 2
Editing the Occupatio for the
sculptural programme
Comparisons can now be made between the
entire poem and carvings on the porch (Figure 4).
Some editing would have been inevitable when
transposing from one medium to the other, for
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example, in Book 1 in the case of Cerberus, the
poem describes the activity of both Aeneas and
Hercules, but the sculpture provides only a picture
of Hercules. Some other changes that will be
described below are the result of the difference in
audience, for whereas Odo wrote for a select band
of learned monks with time to ponder his words,
the sculpture was prepared over two hundred years
later to instruct a mixed and changing crowd of
pilgrims. The Occupatio is allusive, with very little
description of actual events: whereas the sculpture
has to present a straightforward narrative.
For Book 2, that is, medallions 1 to 6 in the
archway (Smith 1975, 27-8), drawings were chosen
that showed Adam being modelled from mud
and Eve being formed from a rib, both actions
mentioned in the poem (lines 5-16 and 90-95
respectively). Adam and Eve are carved hiding from
God in the trees as described in Genesis; however,
the poem does not have a physical description of
this concealment but instead repeatedly speaks of
the impenitence of the couple, a somewhat similar
condition of the guilty soul. In Book 3 (medallions
7 to 11), the distinctive actions of the Expulsion by
Christ (7) and the angel giving a spade to Adam and
a distaff to Eve (8) are not described in the poem,
but the hard labour and regrets of their new life are,
and at length.
In Book 4, the poem includes the Old
Testament figures of Noah, Abraham, Moses
and David, as do medallions 12 to 20, 24 and 25.
Among these carvings, at medallion 17, there is
‘a subject rarely encountered in Romanesque art’
(Galbraith 1965, 45), that of God showing the stars
to Abraham (Gen.15:5). When God does this, it is
to console the childless Abraham (Abram) that his
descendants will eventually be as many as the stars,
innumerable. In Book 4, Odo refers to good men
and to prophets as stars, thus using the prophecy
in a spiritual not a literal sense, and meaning that
the number of good men generally, the spiritual
children of Abraham, will be multiplied. The editor
of the poem recognised the references to the Abram
passage in Genesis and chose the rare illustration.
The sculpture in this arch also includes
three medallions (21-23) illustrating the story of
Samson. Odo’s poem does not mention this hero
individually, only referring to ducibus or ‘judges’
(which would include Samson) in lines 373-4.
This brief treatment is again due to the monastic
audience for the poem – the somewhat racy story
of Samson was not edifying for monks. On the
other hand, because Cluniacs were often of noble
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Fig. 4 Simplified diagram of the south entrance showing the relationship to the seven books of the Occupatio. On the outer
archway: C, the Creator calling to Adam and Eve; A, the Annunciation; X, the Entry into Jerusalem; P, Pentecost; V, V,
Virtues and Vices. The asterisk indicates medallion XXXII, Hercules and Cerberus

birth, Odo provided a long section on David as a
model fit for kings to follow (lines 146, 379-412).
This is a contrast with the archway, the popular
entrance to the church, which gives David only
two medallions, whereas the other characters from
Book 4 have three each.
While all the subjects carved in medallions
26 to 32 can be traced in Book 5, the length of
treatment given varies. The Annunciation is not
explicitly mentioned, but the end of Book 4 (lines
794 to end) and the beginning of Book 5 (lines
1-13) speak of God’s plan, and ‘the time’ having
arrived. The Nativity itself is briefly implied
(lines 22-29), whereas the shepherds have a longer
descriptive passage mentioning their low rank and
the humility of God in being seen first by them
(lines 360-374). Galbraith (1965, 53) notes that
the three Magi are shown alone in medallion 29,
and this mirrors Odo’s care not to awaken physical
affections, but rather to heighten the spiritual
interpretation. The poem does not mention their
reception by the Virgin and Child, but says that
the baby in the manger, the Lord of creation,
sent the star to fetch the Magi (lines 325-6). The
Presentation in the Temple is represented in
medallion 30, but in the poem it is referred to only
by quotations from Simeon’s greeting (lines 507-8).
Herod and the Massacre of the Innocents have a
long passage (lines 394-497) but do not appear on
the archway: this subject was sometimes linked to
the sacrament of baptism in the 12th century, and
perhaps that made it inappropriate for the entrance.
The Baptism of Christ, medallion 31, is dealt with
in the poem by lengthy sections on baptism and on
John the Baptist (lines 132-42, 178-195, 696-753).

Like the sculpture, the poem makes no mention of
the ministry and miracles of Jesus. The entry into
Jerusalem, once a major focus of the sculpture at
the top of the arch, is only explicitly referred to
by the words ‘a rather poor animal is offered him’.
The rest of Book 5 is almost a meditation on this
donkey, dwelling on the humility of Christ in using
such an animal, the humble birth of his disciples
and the disreputable people Christ kept company
with. Perhaps a model for the donkey with its head
raised was chosen to emphasise this one hour of
honour it enjoyed.
All the scenes pictured in medallions 33 to 38
are in the text of Book 6. The Last Supper (lines
1-131) has passages on the Eucharist and the
priesthood, while the Crucifixion and Entombment
are again meditative (lines 132-296, 297-326). The
Resurrection passage is interrupted by a description
of foliage bursting in springtime (lines 355-366).
The Ascension is short and based on the account in
Acts, but the Pentecost material begins at line 504
and continues for nearly another 500 lines, to the
end of Book 6. It stresses the mission of the Church
and clearly generated the massive figure sculpture
on the lunettes inside the porch.
Book 7 is illustrated by sculpture on the lower
jambs of the exterior archway and in the interior
of the porch. The sculpture on the jambs outside is
captioned in a general way by Odo’s remark (line
28) that ‘this life passes by with the meek and the
wanton mixed together’, with a reference to Matt.
3:12, that the good wheat and the useless chaff will
not be separated until Judgment day (also referred
to in Book 3 lines 1237-9; Book 4 lines 19-58). The
Psychomachia in the outer jambs is well-known, it is
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an idealised pattern of opposites. The medallions
on the inner jambs continue the theme and, even in
their present state, it can be seen that the allusion
to the mixture on the threshing-floor is apt, and is
a very diverse set of motifs in style and source. Lust
and Pride, the ‘two kings’ often mentioned in the
poem as troubling the faithful, are both symbolised
in the carvings: Lust is represented by the ‘femme
aux serpents’ in medallion VI, and Pride by the
peacock, medallion XIII. It is not possible to tell
if Lust and Pride were actually depicted as kings
in the seated figures of medallions XII and XXII.
Odo three times refers to the Parable of the Wise
and Foolish Virgins (lines 383-391; 570-1; 621)
which have been identified in medallions XXVIII
and XXX respectively (Wood 1998, 47-9). In
the first passage, the chaste are exhorted to hold
shining lamps and to be adorned with purity. The
two shorter references are to the Foolish Virgins,
their lack of oil and their banishment by the Lord
when he arrives in Judgement. The interpretation
of Pisces (medallion IV) as referring to repentance
(Ibid., 48), is very apt, for Odo often recommends
it.
As has been said above, inside the porch the
text of Book 6 (lines 504 to end) applies to the side
lunettes in which the figures symbolise the Mission
of the Church, preaching and meditating on the
gospel (Ibid., 50-1). The characters of Peter and Paul
flanking the tympanum are the most important of
the figures, and they are the only apostles named
in the Occupatio. This is understandable as they
were the patron saints of Cluny. Peter speaks at
the washing of the disciples’ feet before the Last
Supper (Book 6, lines 11-24) and is mentioned for
his repentance (lines 583-608). Paul is cited in line
866 as one having suffered adversity for Christ’s
sake. Otherwise, Peter and Paul are mentioned
in a broader sense, usually together and acting as
pillars of the Church – though this is one metaphor
Odo does not use. Their mere presence performs
miracles of healing (Book 6, lines 664-5); they both
grieve for the lapsed (Book 7, lines 69-158). Peter,
when making up the number of the apostles after
the loss of Judas, is acting as all following popes
would do, maintaining the ministry (Book 6, lines
504-521). Paul foretells the presence of sinners
within the Church (Acts 20:29), or as Odo sees it,
within monasteries (Book 7, lines 159-198).
According to the interpretation proposed in
1998, the tympanum at the doorway shows Christ
on his way to earth for Judgement Day, and this is
consistent with Book 7 of the Occupatio. While Odo

207

is sympathetic with the lapsed (lines 207-541), he
can write of the pure as awaiting the last day with
hope (lines 542-581). The world changes at line 582,
when Odo says ‘a judge will arrive unexpectedly,
gleaming in the flesh… his great majesty and lofty
power will appear’ (lines 582-583). This is the
scene developing in the tympanum. The poem
concludes with a vision of heaven: the Trinity, the
sacred choir and the heavenly city, accompanied
by an indescribable ‘orgia laudis’ (lines 663-760).
It might not be too far from reality to suggest this
was the effect aimed at (though, of course, never
achieved) in the liturgy and ornament of the
three successive churches at Cluny itself, and at
Malmesbury under abbot Peter. Thus concludes
Odo’s epic on the history of salvation, with the
pilgrims standing at the doorway into the church
of Malmesbury, admonished, penitent, and eager to
enter. Odo extols the simplicity of the Eucharist in
Book 6, line 50: ‘so the body is connected to the
head and the head to the body’, using St Paul’s
image of Christ and his members the Church.
We can suppose that the lessons in the poem
would in many cases have influenced the way the
sculpture was interpreted in teaching, at least in the
beginning, and due regard being given to audience.
The informed and considerate translation of the
poem into 12th-century sculpture produced a
coherent visual scheme, such that the influence
of so abstract a text would hardly be suspected.
The designer, however, was familiar enough with
the Occupatio to recognise the parallels in the
rich collection of Anglo-Saxon drawings in the
Malmesbury library, and perhaps even from the
moment he first saw them, to begin to evolve the
scheme for the porch. The librarian had been at
some time William of Malmesbury, who died a few
years after the arrival of the Cluniac party, probably
in 1143. Abbot Peter Moraunt is said to have been
a man of learning, a poet and a friend of William’s.
It is tempting to think Peter may have been the
designer of the porch, but it is likely to have been
a younger man in his party, for other schemes were
to follow in Yorkshire, perhaps even as late at the
1170s.

Part 3
Continuity with later imagery
At various points the imagery of the Occupatio
witnesses to cultural continuity throughout the
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early medieval period. For example, the preface
to Book 4 (lines 11-14), typifies the Old Testament
patriarchs as foreshadowing the greater revelation
that is to come in the New. This process of using
an ‘animal’ or physical example on which to base a
spiritual lesson is central to 12th-century practice,
from bestiaries to sculpture:
A line of patriarchs was established,
As a teacher of the Church says:
He put the animal first,
The spiritual took over thereafter.

The examples from the Occupatio given below
relate expressions in the poem to sculptural motifs
that are found in Romanesque sculpture generally.
The examples are not inventions by Odo, but were
commonplaces of the monastic culture in which
he lived. The poem serves to clarify the meaning
of several Romanesque motifs that are difficult to
explain from visual sources alone: these motifs
include star patterns, various corbel subjects,
horses, exhibitionists and foliage.
When, in Book 1, line 82, Odo describes the
first day of creation (Gen. 1:3), he equates angels
with light: ‘First, the King orders the angelic host
– which is light – to exist’. In Book 4, lines 314326, good men are likened to shining stars and,
later, prophets are similarly compared (lines 433446). These various passages equating light or stars
with angels and good men suggest it is right to give
serious attention to star patterns in Romanesque
sculpture. Angels are seldom carved in English
Romanesque sculpture and, if they are represented,
as at Malmesbury on the inner lunettes, the
standard of carving at the site is usually above
average. The difficulty the general run of craftsmen
had in carving recognisable angels can be seen
on the north doorway at Great Durnford. There,
it is suggested, the arch of ‘bees’ or ‘shuttlecocks’
around the chequered tympanum are intended for
angels, each one comprising a round face with two
wings. For comparison, below the throne of God in
the Caedmon Genesis frontispiece there are skilful
pen drawings of angels which are no more than
heads and a pair of wings (Gollancz 1927, opp. fol.
1). The average sculptor had neither the skill nor
the experience to attempt such angels. So, in the
building of the average doorway, if it was decided
to suggest the closeness of the heavenly powers to
mankind, it was much better for the craftsman to
carve a pattern that symbolised stars or light (Wood
2001, 5-9). The patterns may be a grid of chipcarving on a tympanum at a simple village church,

or circular medallions as around the clerestory
windows at Malmesbury. Single men’s heads
within an order of beakheads or bestial masks can
represent more directly the enlightened or faithful
person surrounded by evil spirits or temptations;
this situation can be seen, for example, on the
doorway at Siddington (Gloucestershire).
It has been suggested elsewhere by the author
that 12th-century corbel tables in England commonly picture the varied reactions of men and
evil spirits to the Second Coming, the event
which precedes the general resurrection and the
Judgement on the last day (Wood 2003, 14-19).
Odo describes the reactions of men to the Second
Coming, for example, �������������������������
in Book 7, lines 585-90,
where the poem contrasts the astonishment of
the meek and the anguish of reprobates. In Beatus
manuscripts, among the range of illuminations
of ‘Christ arriving on the clouds’ (Rev. 1: 7-9),
there are four that show the crowd of observers
differentiated into those who salute the Lord with
hands raised in praise and acclamation, and others
whose figures are contorted and who ring their
hands in despair. The earliest examples of this
differentiation are in the Escorial Beatus of c. 1000,
and the Saint-Sever Beatus, mid-11th century; the
other two are 12th-century in date, the Turin and
Navarre manuscripts (Williams 1998, pls. 167, 389;
2002, pl. 116; 2003 pl. 261). The verse (Rev. 1:7),
‘he cometh with the clouds; and every eye shall
see him, and they which pierced him…’ no doubt
lies behind the imagery of both poem and corbels,
and the Beatus illustrations bridge the gap in time
between Odo and the 12th-century sculptors.�����
The
idea is extended on Romanesque corbel tables,
where evil spirits also are shown reacting to the
coming of the Judge, sometimes by giving up the
dead.
The most memorable of the visual metaphors
in the poem is the herbivore in Book 1, 321-327,
a beautifully-observed but terrifying cow. Its
relentless sucking-in of gullible sinners is paralleled
on hundreds of Romanesque corbels and voussoirs.
In sculpture on capitals and voussoirs, nightmarish,
exaggerated beasts chew men and disorder foliage.
The chewing can suggest the punishments of Hell
awaiting the individual unrepentant sinner or it
can picture the distorting effect of sin on creation.
Still on the subject of corbels, in Book 1 lines 21822, Cerberus is drugged and the hook captures
it, but Odo also mentions controlling the dog so
that it can do no harm (line 220). In this context,
the verb capistrat reasonably implies the use of a
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Fig. 5 A voussoir of the chancel arch at Tickencote, Rutland,
with a muzzled beast. Photograph, Michael Tisdall

muzzle, though such an association is only recorded
from the late twelfth century onwards (Baxter and
Johnson 1934). On Romanesque corbels, bestial
masks, or evil spirits, are commonly muzzled,
demonstrating ‘the enemy’ has been controlled by
the Resurrection, just as Cerberus is controlled by
Hercules (Figure 5).
The horse features in two passages: Book 7, lines
286-8, where the depraved are likened to a senseless
horse or mule, and lines 407-459, which counsels a
monk who cannot sleep at night for lustful dreams.
He is told to master his flesh as a horse is reined or
spurred, with��������������������������������������
moderate force; ���������������������
perhaps the monastic
practice of flagellation is understood here. The
instruction to ‘control your horse with the rein’
recalls sculpture on a door jamb at Barton-le-Street
(Figure 6) and on a corbel at Kirkburn (Wood 2003,
14-5). In both cases the carving suggests that lustful
thoughts are being controlled. Two horse’s heads on
a corbel at Edlington (Yorkshire), are gagged, and
there is a whole arch in France with horses arranged
round it in the manner of beakheads, biting on the
roll-moulding (Seidel 1981, 62).
Occasionally sayings or mottos seem to be
quoted by Odo, and in Book 3 are two which
have their counterpart in sculpture. At line 250,
Odo writes: ‘just as a beautiful woman pleases,
so an ugly one repulses’. Repulsion is sometimes
suggested to be one reason that sheelas are made
so grotesque; it counteracts their obvious sensual
attractions and shows their true nature (Weir and
Jerman 1986, 23). A similar passage which might
apply to exhibitionists is in Book 3, lines 479-81:
‘... huge bodies with gigantic members’ are said by
Odo to indicate self-indulgence.
The Resurrection is considered at length in
Book 6. After the Harrowing of Hell, Christ is
resurrected (lines 327-338); then in lines 339-354
Odo extols the third day, which is both the first day
and the day of days. This is followed by a description
of the coming of spring (lines 355-366):

Fig. 6 A carving on a doorway at Barton-le-Street, near
Malton, North Yorkshire, showing a man bridling his
‘horse’. His efforts at self control are rewarded by the
springing foliage coming from the top of the rein
This day urges every creature to rejoice
and makes the whole world suddenly regain its
strength,
and the earth is coloured with various flowers,
and the warm dew makes barren vines swell up;
one sees the leaves of trees revive with sap,
and a warbling note makes certain birds
melodious;
the earth is fertile, the sea calm, the air still.
You think little of this perhaps, but the Creator
reveals them on
that day; each thing rejoices, as it were, for a
common good.
That day can therefore drive away our earlier
grief;
It is that day alone which restores heavenly joy to
people on earth;
We are told to exalt in this day and rightly
celebrate it.

After this passage, Odo reverts to traditional
Easter themes by detailing the individual
appearances of the risen Christ to Mary Magdalene
and to the disciples (lines 367-381). Springtime was
a conventional subject for the Latin poets emulated
by Odo, but inserting his version here is more than
noting that springtime happens to coincide with
the celebration of the Resurrection. The surge
of spring foliage parallels God’s action in raising
Christ and enlivening his whole body, the Church.
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Springtime is relevant to his topic. He tells his
readers to think about it again, for it is an allegory
or type of the Resurrection. Something of the same
idea occurs in a late 12th-century manuscript
by Pictor in Carmine (James 1951, 166). Pictor’s
manuscript suggests at least four types an illustrator
could use for every one of 138 New Testament or
sub gracia events. Although almost every type listed
is a person or event from the Old Testament, for
the general resurrection the fourth suggestion is:
‘There is proof of resurrection from nature because
plants and trees come from seed.’ The dead-looking
seed is an image used by St Paul to picture the
general resurrection (1 Cor. 15:38).
The depiction of foliage, from the earliest
Christian art onwards, was intended to recall the
seemingly impossible change from the dead twig
or seed of winter into the marvel of spring: in
the spiritual sense, it represents the resurrection.
The foliage in Romanesque and other medieval
sculpture is not there to emphasise the lines of the
architecture, nor is it there to display technical
virtuosity – though it may do those things too – but
it exists primarily as a symbol of eternal life. In the
case of the porch at Malmesbury, the foliage orders
between the figured orders are meant to suggest the
heavenly paradise waiting for anyone who will seek
it.
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