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J o h n  O s b o r n e

T h e  e l e p h a n t  i n  t h e  r o o m 
( a t  N o t r e - D a me  de  G o u rdo n , 
B u rg u nd y )

I first met Malcolm in 1981 at the second annual Canadian Conference of Medieval 
Art Historians, and we quickly became great friends. Over the subsequent decades, 
we have frequently travelled together to examine western Europe’s rich legacy of 

early medieval and Romanesque churches, from Scotland to Puglia, and Cordoba to 
Croatia. In addition to medieval art and architecture, we share an abiding passion for 
good food (preferably served at Michelin-starred restaurants in elegant hotels) and red 
wine (preferably from the southern Rhone), not to mention English Premier League 
football (my Gunners and his Canaries). I have learned enormously from him. It is both 
an honour and a pleasure to offer this paper to Malcolm Thurlby, in whose excellent 
company I first visited Gourdon in May 2015.
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The subject of this study is a fragmen-
tary mural depicting an elephant (fig. 1), 
situated in the lowermost zone, or dado, 

of the choir of the church of Notre-Dame-de-
l’Assomption at Gourdon (Saône-et-Loire), a small 
village in the Charolais district of southwestern 
Burgundy. This painting is unique in France, but 
its presence has attracted little attention, let alone 
any further consideration of its meaning and func-
tion. However, some light can perhaps be shed 
on these issues by considering the mural in the 
larger context of dado imagery in western Europe 
in the central Middle Ages, as well as through 
an exploration of how medieval audiences knew 
about and understood elephants. Using texts such 
as the Bestiary, in which elephants are associated 
with the virtues of modesty and chastity, it will be 
proposed that the Gourdon elephant was intended 
to remind viewers of the theology underlying the 
selection of Mary, who is depicted receiving the 
archangel Gabriel’s greeting directly above.

Notre-Dame de Gourdon

Gourdon was the site of a Benedictine monastery 
from at least the sixth century, when it received a 
mention in Gregory of Tours’ De gloria confesso-
rum as the place where Gregory encountered the 
holy man and healer, Desideratus.1 But the stan-
ding church (fig. 2) is more than five centuries later, 
and dates from roughly the years 1100-1120. While 
its precise affiliation is not documented, there are 
clues which may suggest that it was a Cluniac 
priory, 2 something that is often assumed in the 

1 . Gregory of Tours, Glory of the Confessors, trans. Raymond Van Dam, 1988, Liverpool, Liverpool University Press, p. 91.
2 . Reiche, Jens, 2010, “Gourdon, église Notre-Dame,” Monuments de Saône-et-Loire: Bresse bourgignonne, Chalonnais, et Tournugeois (Congrès archéo-
logique de Saône-et-Loire 2008), Paris, Société française d’archéologie, p. 205-216, at 210, contends that it was built by the same team of masons as the 
church at nearby Mont-Saint-Vincent, a known dependency of the Cluniac house at Paray-le-Monial. 

literature; and, if true, this may possibly prove 
to be significant. The eleventh and early twelfth 
centuries were a time of intense building activity 
in central and southern France, prompting the 
famous comment from the chronicler Rodulphus 
(Raoul) Glaber: “It was as though the very world 
had shaken herself and cast off her old age, and 

~ �Fig. 1. Elephant, north choir wall dado, Notre-Dame de 
Gourdon. PHOTO: MALCOLM THURLBY
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were clothing herself everywhere in a white garment 
of churches.”3

The Romanesque structure comprises a 
vaulted nave of four bays, featuring a three-storey 
elevation (an arcade, a triforium with two blind 
arcades in each bay, and a clerestory); side aisles, 
also vaulted; a transept with absidioles in each arm 
on the main axis; and an extended choir termin-
ating in an apse at the east end (fig. 3).4 The only 
part of the present structure that is not medieval 
is the belltower, rebuilt following the collapse of 
the original in 1871. The sculptural decoration of 
the interior is extensive: some ninety-eight carved 
capitals survive, many featuring human or animal 
figures, including a great many lions, eagles and a 
variety of other creatures.5 Much less commonly 
for Romanesque Burgundy, however, the choir and 
apse were originally fully painted with murals, and 

3 . English translation from Davis-Weyer, Caecilia 1986, Early medieval art, 300-1150 [Medieval Academy Reprints for Teaching 17], Toronto, University 
of Toronto Press, p. 124.
4 . The current dedication dates only from the nineteenth century. For the architecture, see Reiche, Jens, 2002, Architektur und Bauplastik in Burgund 
um 1100: die Kirchen von Gourdon und Mont-Saint-Vincent, Petersberg, Michael Imhof Verlag; and idem, “Gourdon, église Notre-Dame.” For a range 
of photographs and a ground plan, see also <www.bourgogneromane.com/edifices/gourdon.htm>, consulted December 30, 2018. An identical elevation 
may be found in the more-or-less contemporary church of Saint-Jean-Baptiste (formerly dedicated to Saint Martin) at Toulon-sur-Arroux, situated a 
few kilometres to the west.
5 . Reiche, Jens, 2000, “Le décor sculpté de Gourdon et de Mont-Saint-Vincent : Un atelier charolais du début du XIIe siècle,” in Nicolas Reveyron, Michel 
Rocher, and Marie-Thérèse Engel (eds.), Le renouveau des études romanes (IIe colloque scientifique international de Paray-le-Monial (2-3-4 octobre 1998), 
Paray-le-Monial, Amis de la Basilique Romane de Paray-le-Monial, p. 239-255; and idem¸ “Gourdon, église Notre-Dame,” p. 210-213.
6 . For the murals, see Rollier-Hanselmann, Juliette, 2010, “Gourdon, Église Notre-Dame. Les peintures romanes,” Monuments de Saône-et-Loire: Bresse 
bourgignonne, Chalonnais, et Tournugeois (Congrès archéologique de Saône-et-Loire 2008), Paris , Société française d’archéologie, p. 217-224.

in 1971 a large part of the original decorative pro-
gram was uncovered beneath later medieval over-
painting, with further restorations undertaken in 
subsequent decades.6

~ �Fig. 2. Exterior view, Notre-Dame de Gourdon.  
PHOTO: ANNA-MARIA MOUBAYED

~ �Fig. 3. Interior view, Notre-Dame de Gourdon.  
PHOTO: MALCOLM THURLBY
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The apse features a central image of Christ in 
Majesty (fig. 4), enclosed in a mandorla and flanked 
by the symbols of the four evangelists: Matthew 
and Mark on the left, and Luke and John on the 
right. Below, between the windows, are standing 
figures of unidentified bishops or abbots, perhaps 
the patrons of the building project. There are three 
horizontal registers on each of the side walls. The 
uppermost features a procession of apostles, six on 
each side, named by painted inscriptions. The two 
lower registers are framed by the arches of a blind 
arcade. The central zone was originally painted 
with narrative scenes, of which three survive: on 
the left the Nativity of Jesus (fig. 5) and Gabriel’s 
Annunciation to Mary (fig. 6); and on the right 

the post-Resurrection episode of Christ’s appear-
ance to two disciples walking from Jerusalem to 
Emmaus (recounted in Luke 24, and identifiable 
here from the inscription naming one of the figures 
as Cleopas). The only remaining fragment of the 
decoration of the lowermost register (the dado) is 
what was undoubtedly intended to represent an 
elephant (fig. 7), although the tusks are more rem-
iniscent of those of a boar, a creature with which 
the artist no doubt enjoyed greater familiarity. 
This elephant is situated immediately beneath the 
scene in which Mary receives the salutation of the 
archangel Gabriel. 

Nothing is known about the painters 
responsible for the decoration of Notre-Dame at 

~ �Fig. 5. Nativity, north choir wall, Notre-Dame de 
Gourdon. PHOTO: MALCOLM THURLBY

~ �Fig. 6. Annunciation, north choir wall, Notre-Dame de 
Gourdon. PHOTO: MALCOLM THURLBY

~ �Fig. 4. Choir and apse, Notre-Dame de Gourdon.  
PHOTO: MALCOLM THURLBY
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Gourdon, and in this period artists rarely signed 
their work. We can surmise that the painted decor-
ation would have been accomplished by an itiner-
ant workshop, and Juliette Rollier-Hanselmann, 
the only scholar to have made a detailed study 
of the murals, has established possible links to 
paintings elsewhere in southern France and also 
Catalonia. The church of Saint-Ferréol at Curgy, 

7 . Rollier-Hanselmann, Juliette, 2013, “Étude des peintures murales dans les anciens territoires de Bourgogne: de Berzé-la-Ville à Rome et d’Auxerre à 
Compostelle,” In situ. Revue du patrimoine, vol. 22, p. 11-12 <http://insitu.revues.org/10671; DOI: 10.4000/insitu.10671>, consulted December 30, 2018. 
8 . Rollier-Hanselmann, Juliette, 1997, “D’Auxerre à Cluny: technique de la peinture murale entre le VIIIe et le XIIe siècle en Bourgogne,” Cahiers de 
civilisation médiévale, vol. 40, p. 64-66, 71.
9 . Kupfer, Marcia, 1993, Romanesque wall painting in Central France: The politics of narrative, New Haven and London, Yale University Press, p. 6.
10 . For example, the entry for Gourdon by Judith Kagan in Musée Archéologique de Dijon, 1992, D’ocre et d’azur: peintures murales en Bourgogne, Dijon, 
Conseil régional de Bourgogne, p. 221: “Des monstres qui animaient les parties basses […] subsiste un fragment d’éléphant.”

near Autun, also has a Christ in Majesty in its apse, 
which she believes to have been executed by the 
same artist(s).7 The technique is a combination of 
fresco and secco applications, broadly employed in 
Europe since late antiquity. As is often the case 
with paintings created in this fashion, we are left 
today almost exclusively with the underpainting 
in fresco, while most of the secco applications have 
been lost over time. This explains the faded, almost 
ghostly, appearance of some of the figures. One 
interesting technical detail has been revealed by 
spectrometry: while most of the haloes are a shade 
of bluish-grey, created by mixing charcoal black 
and calcium carbonate, the blue halo of Christ in 
the Emmaus scene is painted with lapis lazuli, a 
very rare instance of the use of this material in 
Romanesque France, and presumably an expen-
sive one as the only known medieval source was 
in distant Afghanistan.8 

The study of medieval wall-painting in 
France has suffered in the shadow of the much 
greater interest in architecture and sculpture, no 
doubt in large part because the murals are poorly 
preserved and comparatively unstudied. As Marcia 
Kupfer has noted astutely, “scholarship … has been 
either superficially descriptive or preoccupied with 
stylistic analysis in the most narrow sense.”9 And 
with the single exception of Rollier-Hanselmann, 
this is certainly true of the literature on Gourdon: 
some descriptions of the church mention the ele-
phant, but none elaborate.10 But it is important 
to ask “Why is there an elephant in the dado?”; 
and, at a larger level, “How did images in the dado 
zone relate to those on the wall above?” In other 

~ �Fig. 7. Annunciation and Elephant, north choir wall, 
Notre-Dame de Gourdon. PHOTO: MALCOLM THURLBY
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words, “What was the function of this architec-
tural space?” Before addressing those topics, how-
ever, it may be useful to review how and what a 
Burgundian audience might have known about 
elephants.

Elephants in medieval Europe

Medieval Europeans possessed a lively imagi-
nation regarding the natural world, particularly 
when it came to places beyond their actual lived 
experience, but known from history or literature, 
interwoven with a few actual travel accounts, or 
pseudo-accounts, both ancient and contemporary. 
Descriptions of hybrid creatures and monstrous 
races believed to inhabit the remote spaces of 
China, India, and Ethiopia can be traced back to 
ancient Greece, and continue in the Roman era in 
the influential texts of Pliny the Elder and Solinus, 
before passing into the Middle Ages through 
authors such as Isidore of Seville and Hrabanus 
Maurus.11 Medieval writing abounds with tales of 
the marvellous, with pride of place perhaps reser-
ved for the mid-fourteenth-century text, translated 
into numerous languages, known in English as The 
Travels of Sir John Mandeville.12

In a second category of exotic creature, 
somewhere between the familiar and the fabulous, 
were animals which did exist but were rarely if ever 
experienced, including the largest of all land ani-
mals, the elephant. Those who were literate would 

11 . For the classical origins and medieval transmission, see Wittkower, Rudolf, 1942, “Marvels of the East. A study of the history of monsters,” Journal of 
the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, vol. 5, p. 159-197; and Bovey, Alixe, 2002, Monsters and grotesques in medieval manuscripts, Toronto, University 
of Toronto Press.
12 . For the text: Sir John Mandeville, The book of marvels and travels, trans. Anthony Bale, 2012, Oxford, Oxford University Press; and for the context: 
Higgins, Iain, 1997, Writing east. The “travels” of Sir John Mandeville, Philadelphia, University of Pennsylvania Press.
13 . Pliny the Elder, Natural history, trans. H. Rackham, 1940, Book VIII, chs. 1-13, London, Harvard University Press.
14 . A concise account is provided by Scullard, Howard Hayes, 1974, The elephant in the Greek and Roman world, London, Thames & Hudson, p. 156-159.
15 . Duchesne, Louis (ed.), Le Liber pontificalis: texte, introduction et commentaire, 2 vols. 1886-1892, Paris, E. Thorin, vol. II, p. 12.
16 . Schramm, Percy Ernst and Florentine Mütherich, 1962, Denkmale der deutschen Könige und Kaiser. Ein Beitrag zur Herrschergeshichte von Karl dem 
Großen bis Friedrich II, 768-1250, Munich, Prestel Verlag, p. 154-155, no. 104, and pl. 104. 

certainly have been familiar with accounts of ele-
phants in a wide variety of texts: not only scientific 
or pseudo-scientific works such as Pliny’s Natural 
History,13 but also from historical narratives, for 
example those of Livy and Polybius which recount 
their use by the Carthaginian general, Hannibal, 
during his invasion of Italy in the Second Punic 
War. No doubt medieval readers were as captiv-
ated as are modern ones by the challenge of con-
ducting these enormous creatures across the Alps.14 
Elephants also featured prominently in medieval 
Bestiary literature, and this genre provides the key 
to understanding the Gourdon mural, as will be 
discussed below.

Some Europeans would have been familiar 
with images of elephants, from imported silks 
for example. The Liber pontificalis records the 
gift made by Pope Leo III to the Roman church 
of San Giorgio in Velabro of an altar cloth “cum 
storia elefantos”;15 and a Byzantine polychrome 
silk featuring elephants in roundels, known from 
an inscription to have been made in the imperial 
workshop of Zeuxippos in Constantinople and 
thought to date from the early eleventh century, 
was discovered in the tomb of Charlemagne when 
it was reopened in the nineteenth century.16 The 
Aachen elephant silk most likely came to the West 
as a diplomatic gift, and some have suggested that 
it accompanied the Byzantine princess Theophanu 
to Italy for her marriage to the German emperor 
Otto II in 972. But that date is possibly too early, 
and there is no shortage of other possibilities. 
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Three-dimensional images may also have survived 
from antiquity, and an elephant statue in Rome is 
thought to have generated the topographic refer-
ence “in Elephanto,” found in texts as diverse as 
the eighth-century Einsiedeln Itinerary and the 
twelfth-century Mirabilia Urbis Romae.17

Images of elephants were also produced by 
European artists in the Middle Ages, in a wide 
variety of media. A number of Romanesque 
churches in France feature capitals carved with 
elephants, for example Saint-Pierre at Aulnay-
de-Saintonge, which usefully adds an inscrip-
tion for presumably ignorant viewers: “Hi sunt 
elephantes.”18 Geographically closer to Gourdon 

17 . Coarelli, Filippo, 1993-2000, “Elephas Herbarius,” in E. M. Steinby (ed.), Lexicon topographicum urbis Romae, 6 vols. Rome, Quasar, vol. II, p. 221.
18 . Druce, George, 1919, “The elephant in medieval legend and art,” Journal of the Royal Archaeological Institute, vol. 76, p. 63 and pl. XI,1.
19 . Ronsseray, Dominique, 1984, “Le prieuré de Ganagobie,” Monuments historiques, vol. 134, p. 97-106; and Bassier, Claude, 1984, “Altération et 
restauration du pavement de la mosaique de Ganagobie,” ibid., p. 107-112 (colour image on p. 112).
20 . Harun al-Rashid’s gift is recorded in the Annales regni Francorum, F. Kurze (ed.), MGH. Scriptores rerum Germanicarum in usum scholarum, 1895, 
Hanover, Impensis Bibliopoli Hahniani, p. 116, 117, 131 (entries for the years 801, 802, and 810), with English translation in Carolingian Chronicles, tr. 
B. W. Scholz, 1972, Ann Arbor, University of Michigan Press, p. 82, 92; and Einhard’s Vita Karoli Magni 16, G. Waitz (ed.), 1911, Hanover, Impensis 
Bibliopoli Hahniani, p. 19, with English translation in Einhard and Notker the Stammerer, Two lives of Charlemagne, tr. L. Thorpe, 1969, Harmonds-
worth, Penguin Books, 1969, p. 70. See also Dutton, Paul, 2004, Charlemagne’s mustache and other cultural clusters of a dark age, New York, Palgrave 
Macmillan, p. 59-61. I am grateful to James Palmer and Jo Story for drawing my attention to what may be a memory of Abul Abaz in a decorated initial 
in a contemporary Carolingian manuscript of Cassidorus’ Commentary on the Psalms (Paris, BnF Lat. 2195, fol. 9v), written at the scriptorium at 
Saint-Denis: see Laffitte, Marie-Pierre and Charlotte Denoël, 2007, Trésors carolingiens. Livres manuscrits de Charlemagne à Charles le Chauve, Paris, 
Bibliothèque nationale de France, p. 145 (cat. no. 28).
21 . Lewis, Suzanne, 1987, The Art of Matthew Paris in the ‘Chronica Majora,’ Berkeley and Los Angeles, University of California Press, p. 281-282 and 
fig. 177.

is the twelfth-century capital with affronted ele-
phants at Perrecy-les-Forges in Burgundy (fig. 8); 
and at the Benedictine abbey of Ganagobie in 
Provence, one is depicted in the mosaic floor.19

A few would have actually seen a real pachy-
derm, since at least three elephants are known to 
have found their way to medieval Europe. The first, 
named Abul Abaz according to the Royal Frankish 
Annals, arrived at Aachen on July 20th in the year 
802, the gift of the Abbasid caliph of Baghdad, 
Harun al-Rashid. It survived some eight northern 
European winters before succumbing when taken 
on campaign against the Danes in 810.20 Two more 
are documented by the thirteenth-century English 
historian, Matthew Paris, in his Chronica Maiora, 
and the manuscript of this text in the library 
of Corpus Christi College, Cambridge (Parker 
MS  16) includes ink and wash drawings of both. 
The first (depicted on fol. 151v) similarly came as 
a gift from a Muslim ruler, in this instance the 
Ayyubid Sultan of Egypt, al-Kamil, who sent it 
to the Holy Roman Emperor Frederick II in 1229. 
Although its ultimate fate is unknown, Frederick 
apparently kept his creature at Cremona in north-
ern Italy, where it participated in the welcome cere-
monies for Richard, Earl of Cornwall and younger 
brother of King Henry III of England, when he 
passed through that city in 1241 on his return from 
the Holy Land.21 It is this event that Matthew Paris 

~ �Fig. 8. Elephant capital, Perrecy-les-Forges.  
PHOTO: ANNA-MARIA MOUBAYED
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records. A second and much more naturalistic 
drawing on a fly-leaf from the same manuscript 
(fol. iir) may be the earliest European image of an 
elephant drawn from life. It depicts the animal pre-
sented to King Henry III by Louis IX of France in 
1255, shown here with its keeper, a certain “Henry 
of Florence.” Henry III’s elephant lived in the royal 
menagerie at the Tower of London until its death 
some four years later, and it was presumably in 
London that Matthew Paris saw and drew it.22 

Those who had not seen a real elephant, nor 
even an image, would probably have seen or at 
least known about ivory, the precious material 
obtained from elephant tusks.23 The Romans had 
obtained ivory from both North and East Africa 
as well as India, either by trade or tribute, the 
latter actually depicted in the lowest register of 
the sixth-century Barberini diptych (now in the 
Louvre, Paris).24 To judge from Diocletian’s edict 
of the year 301 regarding maximum prices, at 
150  denarii per Roman pound, ivory was not 
expensive in comparison to other luxury materi-
als such as silver or silk,25 and this may explain 
its widespread use in late antiquity for objects 
like consular diptychs, some 44 of which survive 
today from the fifth and early sixth centuries, a 
tiny portion of the thousands which must have 
been produced in those years.26  

22 . Ibid., p. 212-216 and fig. 129; see also Vaughan, Richard, 1958, Matthew Paris, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, p. 256-257.
23 . For overviews of ivory in the Middle Ages, see Williamson, Paul, 1982, An introduction to medieval ivory carvings, London, Her Majesty’s Stationery 
Office; and Cutler, Anthony, 1985, The craft of ivory. Sources, techniques, and uses in the Mediterranean world: A.D. 200-1400, Washington, Dumbarton 
Oaks Center for Byzantine Studies.
24 . Volbach, Wolfgang Fritz, 1976, Elfenbeinarbeiten der Spätantike und des frühen Mittelalters, 3rd ed., Mainz am Rhein, Von Zabern, p. 47-48 (cat. no. 
48); Cutler, Anthony, 1991, “Barberiniana. Notes on the making, context and provenance of Louvre, OA 9063,” Tesserae. Festschrift für Josef Engemann 
(Jahrbuch für Antike und Christentum, Ergänzungsband 18), Münster, Aschendorff, p. 329-339.
25 . Cutler, The craft of ivory, p. 25-26.
26 . These are catalogued in Delbrück, Richard, 1929, Die Consulardiptychen und verwandte Denkmäler, Berlin, W. de Gruyter.
27 . Isidore of Seville, Etymologiae XII.2.16, <http://www.thelatinlibrary.com/isidore/12.shtml>, consulted December 30, 2018; and Cutler, The craft of 
ivory, p. 30.
28 . Caillet, Jean-Pierre, 2011, “Le remploi des ivoires dans l’occident haut-médiéval (VIIe-XIe siècles),” Hortus Artium Medievalium, vol. 17, p. 115-127.
29 . Delbrück, Die Consulardiptychen, p. 127-131, No. 20; Volbach, Elfenbeinarbeiten, p. 36 (cat. no. 18); and Williamson, Paul, 2010, Medieval ivory carv-
ings: Early Christian to Romanesque, London, Victoria and Albert Museum, p. 42-46, cat. no. 5. A second Anastasius diptych, formerly in the treasury 
of Saint Étienne at Bourges, and now in the collection of the Bibliothèque nationale de France, was similarly inscribed with the names of local bishops.

The supply of ivory to Europe ceased very 
dramatically in the early seventh century, the 
result at least in part of the general decline of inter-
national trade routes following the Arab conquest 
of the southeastern provinces of Byzantium, and 
in part due to the apparent extinction of the North 
African species about that time, leading Isidore 
of Seville to comment that India now remained 
the only source.27 This meant that ivory acquired 
increased value, and most early medieval examples 
are re-workings of earlier Roman material. Older 
objects could also be recycled intact for use in new 
contexts.28 For example, many if not most of the 
late antique consular diptychs which have sur-
vived did so because they were given new func-
tions in ecclesiastical settings. Until the French 
Revolution at the end of the eighteenth century, 
the Anastasius diptych of the year 517 (Victoria 
and Albert Museum, London) stood on the altar 
of the cathedral of Saint-Lambert at Liège, with its 
inner message side inscribed with the names of the 
saints and Frankish bishops to be commemorated 
in the mass, thus functioning as an aide-mémoire 
for the officiating priest.29 An ivory workshop from 
the ninth century has been discovered in archaeo-
logical excavations at the important central Italian 
monastery of San Vincenzo al Volturno, proving 
that some work in this medium did continue in 
an unbroken tradition, although the volume will 
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have been very small.30 By the tenth century, how-
ever, new supplies were once again available, and 
Constantinople became a major centre for the pro-
duction of ivory objects, as did Italy, Spain, and 
later Paris.31 Most of the material which found its 
way to Western Europe was employed in objects for 
private religious devotion, as readily demonstrated 
by the Thomson collection on display at the Art 
Gallery of Ontario.32 

And thus most medieval Europeans, and 
certainly those with an education, would have 
possessed some knowledge of elephants, even if 
they had not actually seen one … and the Gourdon 
painters were presumably in that latter category, 
although they may well have been familiar with 
images in contemporary sculpture or textiles. But 
why would an elephant appear on the dado wall 
at Gourdon? One promising way to approach that 
question is to explore that specific physical place-
ment, and in this regard the more plentiful medi-
eval dado images in Italy may prove to be useful by 
way of comparison, both for their subject matter 
and their function.

The dado as a site of meaning

The issue of how to decorate the lowest part of a 
wall—in architectural terms known as the dado or 
socle—is as old as the history of European mural 
painting, going back as far as the bronze-age 

30 . See Mitchell, John, 1992, “A carved ivory head from San Vincenzo al Volturno,” Journal of the British Archaeological Association, vol. 145, p. 66-76; 
and Hodges, Richard, Sarah Leppard, and John Mitchell, 2011, San Vincenzo Maggiore and its workshops (Archaeological Monographs of the British 
School at Rome 17), London, The British School at Rome, p. 266-269 and pl. 7.9.
31 . Williamson, Paul, 2010, Medieval ivory carvings: Early Christian to Romanesque, London, Victoria and Albert Museum, p. 13-19.
32 . Lowden, John and John Cherry, 2008, Medieval ivories and works of art: The Thomson Collection at the Art Gallery of Ontario, Toronto, Art Gallery 
of Ontario.
33 . In a medieval context, this principle is perhaps best known from its further adaptation for the pictorial decoration of Byzantine churches, in which the 
most sacred subjects are set at the highest level, with the church building functioning as a microcosm of the universe: see Demus, Otto, 1976, Byzantine 
mosaic decoration, repr. New Rochelle, NY, Caratzas Brothers, p. 15.
34 . Hodges, Richard, Federico Marazzi, John Mitchell, and Franco Valente, 1995, “San Vincenzo al Volturno, scavi 1994. La scoperta di San Vincenzo 
Maggiore,” Archeologia Medievale, vol. 22, p. 37-92, at 59-69.
35 . Osborne, John, 1992, “Textiles and their painted imitations in early medieval Rome,” Papers of the British School at Rome, vol. 60, p. 309-351. 

Aegean sites on the islands of Crete and Thira 
(modern Santorini). As the least “prestigious” 
space, well below eye level, it was usually deemed 
an inappropriate location for important themes, 
and this “semiotics of space” was still alive and 
well in the Middle Ages.33 In the Roman world, 
two broad solutions had been developed to resolve 
this problem, both of which would continue to be 
practised into the Middle Ages and even beyond, 
particularly in church decoration. The first was to 
paint the dado with fictive marble plaques, imita-
ting actual marble applications in the technique 
of opus sectile, often used for the decoration of the 
lower walls of important buildings. Good medie-
val examples of this practice may be found in the 
excavated monastery church of San Vincenzo 
al Volturno, dating to the first half of the ninth 
century.34 And the second was to paint the space 
with fictive textiles. The latter solution was widely 
adopted in the churches of Rome from the eighth 
century onwards, probably reintroduced from 
the eastern Mediterranean where it had remai-
ned popular, and the practice can be documented 
extensively at the church of Santa Maria Antiqua 
in the Roman Forum, beginning with the re-pain-
ting of the church undertaken by Pope John VII 
(705-707). These imitation draperies presumably 
imitated the real silks and other textiles which 
contemporary written sources tell us were hung 
between columns, on altars, and in other spaces 
of more than ordinary importance.35
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At some point, and surviving evidence 
points to approximately the second half of the elev-
enth century, artists and patrons began to experi-
ment with making more meaningful use of this 
marginal space, in one of two possible ways, both 
involving subject matter of diminished sacrality, 
appropriate to its inferior location. The dado could 
be used either to record the donors of the mural, 
or to supply a form of commentary or marginal 
gloss on the subject matter of the primary pictorial 
zone. It is the second possibility that is by far the 
more interesting and inventive, and which may be 

36 . Osborne, John, 2004, “Dado imagery in the lower church of San Clemente, Rome, and Santa Maria Immacolata at Ceri,” in Thomas Dale and John 
Mitchell (eds.), Shaping sacred space and institutional identity in Romanesque mural painting. Essays in honour of Otto Demus, London, Pindar Press, 
p. 35-50.

usefully explored in connection with the Gourdon 
elephant. 

It remains unknown how, why, where, and 
precisely when this change occurred in the use of 
the dado zone, but the earliest surviving examples 
may be found in central Italy, most notably in the 
production of a painting workshop whose work 
survives in two locations: the lower church of San 
Clemente in Rome, and the church of San Felice 
(now known as Santa Maria Immacolata) in the hill-
top town of Ceri, to the north of the city. Both sets 
of murals can be dated to approximately the last 
decade of the eleventh century.36

At San Clemente, the so-called “lower 
church,” which is to say the Early Christian basil-
ica that predates the extant structure of the early 
twelfth century, was brought to light in an archaeo-
logical excavation undertaken primarily in the 
decade of the 1860s, although still today in prog-
ress as financial resources permit. Only a decade 
or two before the lower church was abandoned, 
two lay donors, Beno de Rapiza and his wife, Maria 
Macellaria, commissioned a series of mural paint-
ings with hagiographic subjects, primarily related 
to the titular saint, Clement, one of the immediate 
successors of Peter as bishop of Rome. One famous 
episode from Clement’s vita tells the story of the 
Roman couple, Theodora and Sisinnius (fig. 9). 
Theodora was a Christian, having been converted 
by Clement; Sisinnius was not, and he became sus-
picious of his wife’s frequent unexplained absences 
from the family home. One day he followed her, 
and the main panel portrays the moment when he 
bursts into the room where Clement is saying mass, 
an act of impiety for which he is struck blind and 
deaf, so that he can neither see nor hear the sacred 
mysteries. The dado zone beneath departs from the 

~ �Fig. 9. Legend of Sisinnius and Theodora, lower church 
of San Clemente, Rome. PHOTO: JOHN OSBORNE
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traditional forms of decoration for this space in 
order to depict the narrative sequel to the story: at 
Theodora’s request, Clement visited Sisinnius and 
cured him; but far from being grateful, he com-
manded his servants to seize Clement and his com-
panions, and bind them. His actual words, recorded 
in a painted inscription, constitute one of the earli-
est documents for the use of Italian vernacular, or 
volgare. But then another miracle happened: the 
servants were deluded into thinking that some col-
umns and stones were the bodies of Clement and 
his companions, and while they struggled to tie 
these up, the saint made his escape. Subsequently, 
Sisinnius would be converted and receive baptism.37 

At Ceri, where the medieval decorations of 
the right wall of the nave were uncovered in the 
last quarter of the twentieth century, apparently 
painted by the same workshop as at San Clemente, 
this same new use for the dado may be observed. 
The upper part of the wall depicts narrative scenes 
from the Old Testament Book of Genesis, and below 
that is a register devoted to the saints. In the dado 
zone, directly beneath the episode depicting Saint 
Sylvester taming a pestilential dragon, an allegory 
of the triumph of good over evil, we find a similar 

37 . Jacobus de Voragine, 1993, The golden legend. Readings on the Saints, trans. William Ryan, 2 vols. Princeton, Princeton University Press, vol. II, 
p. 329-330.
38 . Sotriffer, Uli Beleffi, 1996, “Im Umfeld spätromanischer Apsismalereien St. Jakob/Kastelaz in Tramin und vergleichbare Bildausstattungen,” Zeitschrift 
für Schweizerische Archäologie, vol. 53, p. 89-104.

reference from the pre-Christian classical tradition, 
still presumably alive and well about the year 1100: a 
chimaera, the mythological beast with three heads, 
those of a lion, a goat, and a serpent (fig. 10). The 
story of Bellerophon and the Chimaera, known 
to medieval audiences primarily from Isidore of 
Seville’s Etymologiae, served an identical function, 
and here assists the viewer in understanding the 
meaning of the hagiographic scene above.

Quite apart from the change of actual lan-
guage in the San Clemente inscription, both Italian 
dado scenes demonstrate two characteristics which 
will thereafter become more or less standard: the 
first is the use of a more “popular” or “secular” 
themes, possibly intended to assist viewers with 
the interpretation of the main panel above, and the 
second is the greatly reduced use of colours and set-
ting. This general phenomenon is by no means con-
fined to mural painting, and can also be found in 
the margins and the bas de page of medieval manu-
scripts, as well as in the liminal areas of works in 
other media, for example the borders of the Bayeux 
Tapestry.

From these rather humble origins in Rome, 
if that is indeed where the idea originated, the phe-
nomenon of figural dadoes would spread rapidly 
northwards, becoming quite common in northern 
Italy in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries—but no 
particular emphasis needs be placed on that geog-
raphy, as this is simply an area where a great many 
small churches from the twelfth and thirteenth 
centuries happen to have survived. The range of 
subject matter is quite remarkable, and includes 
the strange hybrid creatures that inhabit the dado 
of San Giacomo at Termeno (Tramin), in the Alto 
Adige region between Trento and Bolzano;38 the 
labours of the months, to be found for example 

~ �Fig. 10. Chimaera, detail of nave wall dado, Sta. Maria 
Immacolata, Ceri. PHOTO: JOHN OSBORNE
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in the church of San Remigio at Pallanza on 
Lago Maggiore (fig. 11); and personifications of 
the vices and virtues, depicted either singly or in 
combat, the latter based on the text of Prudentius’ 
Psychomachia, for example in the church of Sta. 
Maria at Summaga, near Portogruaro, northeast 
of Venice. This latter tradition would culminate, 
circa 1305, in the figures of the vices and virtues 
in the dado of Giotto’s Arena Chapel at Padua, 
where again they provide important clues for the 
understanding of the painted cycle as a whole.39 
But it is important to note that in each instance 
the subject matter is not overtly “Biblical” or even 
“theological”; rather, it provides a gloss on the 
more sacred themes of the decorations in the more 
privileged zones above.

In some instances, there is also an echo of 
one of the earlier dado traditions, with the decora-
tion comprising fictive textiles which themselves 
are apparently “embroidered” with figures or 
scenes. The best known example of this genre may 
be found in the crypt of the church at Aquileia, 

39 . Osborne, John, 2003, “The dado program in Giotto’s Arena Chapel and its Italian Romanesque antecedents,” The Burlington Magazine, vol. 145, 
p. 361-365. For Pallanza, see Segre Montel, Costanza, 1986, “Pittura del Duecento in Piemonte,” in Enrico Castelnuovo (ed.), La Pittura in Italia. Il 
Duecento e il Trecento, rev. ed. 1986, Milan, Electa, p. 43, fig. 55. For Summaga, see also Dale, Thomas, 1997, Relics, prayer, and politics in medieval 
Venetia: Romanesque painting in the crypt of Aquileia Cathedral, Princeton, Princeton University Press, p. 69.
40 . Dale, Relics, prayer, and politics in medieval Venetia, p. 66-73, and figs. 97-98.
41 . The Cittadini chapel dado murals remain unstudied. For the chapel, see Dell’Acqua, Gian Alberto (ed.), 1985, La Basilica di San Lorenzo in Milano, 
Milan, Banca Popolare, p. 171-204. 

where we find depictions of Christian and Muslim 
warriors, a very contemporary version of the 
allegorical combat between vice and virtue that 
would certainly have resonated with audiences in 
the era of the Crusades (fig. 12).40 And in the con-
text of the Gourdon dado, it is interesting to note 
the fictive curtains in the Cappella Cittadini in the 
church of San Lorenzo at Milan, which feature a 
number of animals, real and imagined, including 
a very prominent elephant (fig. 13).41

In France, unsurprisingly, the situation 
appears to have been very similar, although the 
evidence for dado decoration is exceptionally 
scanty and this specific topic has not previously 

~ �Fig. 12. Knight, detail of crypt dado, Aquileia cathedral. 
PHOTO: JOHN OSBORNE

~ �Fig. 11. April, detail of apse dado, San Remigio, Pallanza. 
PHOTO: JOHN OSBORNE
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been addressed directly. That said, however, 
Marcia Kupfer’s study of medieval murals in the 
region of Berry, to the northwest of Burgundy, does 
reveal attempts, parallel to contemporary develop-
ments in Italy, both to use peripheral areas of the 
church interior for less “sacred” subject matter, 
and also to integrate the various elements of the 
pictorial decoration with the apparent aim of 
enhancing meaning, a principle which she terms 
“layout as exegesis.”42 In the church of Saint-Pierre 
at Méobecq, for example, the lower zone of the apse 
hemicycle features depictions of saints, as is also 
the case in Burgundy at Berzé-la-Ville, the retreat 
of the abbots of Cluny.43 The churches of Berry 
invariably restrict their murals to the choir and 
apse, the zone of the clergy, as opposed to the nave 
and aisles, the latter constituting the domain of the 

42 . Kupfer, p. 126-132. For the use of colour to assist in “structuring the narrative dynamics of the pictorial program,” ibid., p. 66-69. 
43 . For Méobecq, ibid., p. 177-178; for Berzé-la-Ville, Palazzo, Eric, 1988, “L’iconographie des fresques de Berzé-la-Ville dans le contexte de la réforme 
grégorienne et de la liturgie clunisienne,” Les Cahiers de Saint-Michel-de-Cuxa, vol. 19, p. 169-186. 
44 . For discussion of audience, see Kupfer, p. 38.
45 . For the Greek text, probably first compiled in Alexandria in the third or fourth century: Physiologus, Francesco Sbordone (ed.), 1936, Milan, Società 
Anonima Editrice Dante Alighieri, p. 128-133, 158-169, 297-298. The earliest extant illustrated Latin Physiologus, produced at or near Reims circa 830-
840, begins its account of the elephant with an illustration: Bern, Burgerbibliothek, Cod. 318, fol. 19r, <www.e-codices.unifr.ch/en/list/one/bbb/0318, 
DOI: 10.5076/e-codices-bbb-0318>, consulted December 30, 2018.
46 . A comprehensive overview is provided by Druce, “The elephant in medieval legend and art.”

uneducated laity;44 and at Gourdon the target audi-
ence must similarly have been those with access to 
this privileged space. 

Why an elephant?

From analogies to dado decorations elsewhere, we 
can surmise that the Gourdon elephant was pro-
bably chosen for some specific reason beyond mere 
decoration. No aspect of medieval church decora-
tion was devoid of meaning. But what did elephants 
imply to a (presumably) at least partially literate 
twelfth-century audience? A possible answer may 
be found in the genre of literature that purported 
to describe the nature and habits of creatures from 
the natural world, accompanied by moralizing 
Christian allegory. This tradition once again has its 
origins in the ancient world, in texts such as Pliny’s 
Natural History. It was continued in late antiquity 
in the Physiologus manuscripts,45 as well as by early 
medieval authors such as Isidore of Seville and 
Hrabanus Maurus, before becoming widespread 
in the later medieval Bestiary tradition.46

For Pliny, elephants were paragons of intel-
ligence, wisdom, virtue, and moral probity. They 
mated rarely and always in secret, were never 
adulterous, and devoted their lives to fighting ser-
pents—and all of these qualities were subsequently 
transmitted to medieval writers. In the Bestiary 
tradition, elephants were equated explicitly with 
the innocence of Adam and Eve in the Garden of 
Eden before the fall, particularly with regard to the 

~ �Fig. 13. Elephant, detail of dado, Cappella Cittadini,  
San Lorenzo, Milan. PHOTO: JOHN OSBORNE



28

A  M E D I E V A L  L E G A C Y

virtue of sexual continence, since it was believed 
that they experienced no carnal desire until they 
ate the root of the mandrake plant; and in their 
continual combat with serpents, which in medi-
eval texts became transformed into dragons, they 
became exemplars of the combat of good with 
evil.47 Writing at the end of the twelfth century, 
Alexander Neckam devotes chapter 145 of his 
De naturis rerum to “De elephante et dracone,” 
concluding that ivory should be understood as 
a symbol of chastity.48 Consequently, ivory was 
seen in the later Middle Ages as a particularly 
appropriate material for representations of Mary.49

Although no absolute proof is possible, it 
is probably this same understanding which was 
at play at Gourdon; and this would explain the 
placement of the scene directly beneath Gabriel’s 
Annunciation to Mary, since Mary was also 
thought to embody precisely this same virtue, and, 
furthermore, was frequently envisaged by medi-
eval theologians as the “new Eve.” In the larger 
context of the organization of space in medieval 
mural painting, this form of vertical juxtaposition 
is invariably significant. And such juxtapositions 
are not limited to the medium of wall painting. 
In a thirteenth-century Book of Hours now in the 
Walters Art Gallery in Baltimore (MS W.102), an 
elephant accompanies a triple invocation to Mary 
in the litany.50 

In his classic 1942 article on the “Marvels of 
the East,” Rudolf Wittkower made the interesting 
observation that beasts, real and imagined, were 
“a favourite subject in Cluniac churches,”51 and 

47 . Hassig, Debra, 1995, Medieval bestiaries: Text, image, ideology, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, p. 129-144. The analogy to Adam and Eve 
was sometimes made explicit through a visual juxtaposition: for example, in Paris, BnF MS fr. 14969, fol. 59, discussed ibid., p. 132-133 and fig. 137.
48 . Neckam, Alexander, De naturis rerum, Thomas Wright (ed.), 1863, London, Longman, Roberts, and Green, p. 226: “Ebur etiam, quod est os elephantis, 
castitatem in Sacra Scriptura significat.”
49 . See discussion in Williamson, Beth, 2018, “Matter and materiality in an Italian reliquary triptych,” Gesta, vol. 57, p. 23-42, at 38.
50 . Randall, Lillian M.C., 1989, “An elephant in the litany: Further thoughts on an English Book of Hours in the Walters Art Gallery (W.102),” in Willene 
B. Clark and Meradith T. McMunn (eds.), Beasts and birds of the Middle Ages: The bestiary and its legacy, Philadelphia, University of Pennsylvania Press, 
p. 106-133.
51 . Wittkower, p. 176.

this does appear to be the case, no doubt prompt-
ing Bernard of Clairvaux’s famous denunciation 
of Benedictine laxity when it came to the subject 
matter of church decoration. The decorative pro-
grams in both San Clemente at Rome and Santa 
Maria Immacolata at Ceri demonstrate close links 
to the movement for ecclesiastical reform which 
is associated with the name of Pope Gregory VII 
(1073-1085), although much of the impetus came 
from the Burgundian abbey of Cluny. The two 
central issues of the Gregorian Reform move-
ment were simony and clerical celibacy, and it is 
the latter that is most likely being addressed at 
Gourdon. Once again, the dado decoration pro-
vided a key to understanding the sacred mystery, 
in this case for the selection of Mary, the embodi-
ment of modesty and chastity, to conceive and bear 
the child who would take the name Jesus. And it 
would also have served to remind the monks and 
clergy who occupied this choir space of their own 
vows in that regard.

The elephant is unlikely to have been the 
only painted occupant of the Gourdon dado, 
and it would have been useful to know what else 
may once have been included in the decoration 
of this space. But at least some sense of how the 
dado murals were understood and made to work 
can perhaps be deduced from the presence of this 
“elephant in the room.”
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