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Rocamadour is one of the most magic sites of 
France: a breathtaking Gothic monastic center, 
cathedral, and shrine, anchored to the rocks ris-
ing above the stream of the Alzou, a few kilome-
ters from the magnificent valley of the Dordogne 
(Fig. 1). As the Michelin Green Guide accurately 
summarizes: 

“Rocamadour is many things at once: a mirac-
ulous rock, a historic site, a place of legends 
and beliefs, the sanctuary of the Black Madon-
na, and a place of pilgrimage. It occupies a 
truly breathtaking site, where old houses, tow-
ers and oratories seem to cascade down the 
sheer cliff, towering 150 m above the Alzou 
canyon, crowned by the slender keep of the 
castle and the seven sanctuaries.”1 

To talk about this place in honor of Jóska Laszlo-
vszky is particularly opportune, since here one 
finds connection to his many fields of expertise: 
medieval archeology, monastic history, the visual 
arts, and cultural heritage as well as tourism.  
I discovered and visited this place recently and I 
hope that this summary will make it a desired 
destination for all my readers. I know Jóska is 
familiar with the place, still, reflections from a 
different viewpoint might always be interesting.

The name of the place derives from Saint 
Amadour or Amator, and the Catholic legendary 
sketches a fascinating history of this person. Ac-
cording to tradition, Amadour was a household 
servant of the Holy Family (sometimes identified 
with the tax collector, Zacheus, mentioned in Luke 
19:1-10), supposed to have married Saint Ve-
ronica. They came to Roman Gaul where, with 
the help of Bishop St. Martial, they carried out 
missionary work in the Bordeaux region. Ama-

dour is also thought to have witnessed the mar-
tyrdom of Saints Peter and Paul in Rome. After 
the death of his wife, he became a hermit in 
Quercy, France, where he built a shrine in honor 
of the Blessed Virgin and died there as a hermit.2 
Clugnet also mentions that the untrustworthiness 
of the legend has led some authors to believe that 
Amadour was an unknown hermit or possibly St. 
Amator, bishop of Auxerre. This is a mere suppo-
sition, however, without any historical basis. 
Thus, the origin of the sanctuary of Rocamadour, 
lost in antiquity, remains associated with fabulous 
traditions. In any case, the place soon became a 
pilgrimage site and its importance increased 
when centuries later the body of Amadour was 
found intact in his tomb.

The legend was disseminated in The Miracles 
of Our Lady of Rocamadour (ca. 1172, part of a 
collection of miracles so popular in the Middle 
Ages).3 As of the twelfth century, a series of 
famous pilgrims had visited the shrine, where the 
statue of the Black Madonna became associated 
with many miracles. The visitors included the 
French kings Louis IX, Charles IV, and Louis XI; 
Eleanor of Aquitaine and her husband, Henry II 
of England; Blanche of Castile; the sixteenth-cen-
tury explorer, Jacques Cartier; and most recently, 

Rocamadour: Monastic Center, Pilgrimage Place, 
Art Historical Interest, World Heritage Site
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* Department of English, University of Szeged; Depart-
ments of History and Medieval Studies, Central Euro-
pean University, Budapest. ► Fig. 1. Rocamadour at night (photo:Gy.  E. Szőnyi, 2018)
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Francois Poulenc, the modern composer, who was 
inspired here to create his Litanies à la Vierge 
Noire in 1936. And as even Wikipedia notes, 
legend asserts that Roland the Frank paid homage 
here some time before 778. According to local 
tradition, Roland’s famous sword, Durendal, was 
deposited in the chapel of Mary, but it was stolen 
by Henry Curtmantel in 1183. Local folklore also 
claims Durendal still exists, embedded in a cliff 
wall in Rocamadour. In that version, twelfth-cen-
tury monks of Rocamadour asserted that Roland 
had thrown the sword, cutting a crevice “due to 
its sharpness” in the wall. A replica of Durendal 
can still be seen there.4

The French Revolution did no good to Rocama-
dour. The tomb of the hermit was vandalized and 
the corpse destroyed. The place became quite 
deserted until the nineteenth-century neo-Cath-
olic zeal, when the bishops of Cahors revived the 
site. As part of the way to Santiago de Compostela, 
Rocamadour has been a World Heritage Site since 
1998.

Geographically, Rocamadour is a fascinating 
place (Fig. 2). In the depth of the gorge the Alzou 
streams along. On the first tier plateau one finds 
the village (population: 693!), today a thriving 
tourist facility with shops, restaurants, and hotels. 
Here is the starting point of the “Grand Escalier,” 
a 216-step flight of stairs on which pilgrims ap-
proached the shrine. Above the village on the 
second plateau sits the monumental monastery, 
to which today an elevator transports tourists 
who cannot cope with the stairs (Fig. 3). Above 
the monastic complex, the top of the canyon is 
crowned by a medieval fortress (Fig. 4; today sur-

rounded by restaurants and parking lots). Here 
a funicular provides access, sliding in a tunnel 
cut into the rock.

The monastery is as complex as the equally 
famous Mont Saint Michel.5 The private quarters 
of the monks and nuns, including a bishop’s 
palace, are hidden from visitors; the public areas 
are arranged around a central square (le parvis 
des églises) to which the Grand Escalier leads pil-

► Fig. 4. Three levels connected by elevator and funicular 
(photo: Gy. E. Szőnyi, 2018)

► Fig. 3. The monastic complex on the rock (photo: Gy. E. 
Szőnyi, 2018))

► Fig. 2. Panoramic View of Rocamadour (photo: Gy. E. 
Szőnyi, 2018)
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grims and tourists and from where a number of 
chapels, the cathedral, and the shrine of the 
Blessed Virgin also open (Fig. 5). The square is 
enlarged by a fine balcony  preserving the already 
empty tomb of St. Amadour .

In the yard, opposite the Grand Escalier, one 
finds the Saint Savior cathedral, ranking as a ba-
silica minor since 1913. On the right, there are 
three chapels, dedicated to Saint Anne, Saint 
Blaise, and John the Baptist. In the first chapel, 
relatively recent murals commemorate the most 
famous pilgrims such as kings, queens, and dukes. 
The basilica is an austere stone-vaulted edifice in 
which a ship-shaped modern organ is the most 
notable attraction. Under the cathedral there is 
the early Gothic chapel of Saint Amadour, where 
the body was reburied after its miraculous re-
covery in the twelfth century.

The most important place is undoubtedly the 
notre Dame chapel, accessible from the yard as 
well as from the cathedral. Built in high Gothic 
style in 1476, the miraculous “Black Madonna” 

dwells here in a twelfth-century reliquary (Fig. 
6). Another important sacred object in this chapel 
is the bell, which is supposed to have rung when-
ever a French ship was rescued at sea. A plaque 
lists the occasions when, between 1385 and 1617, 
the bell “spoke” (Fig. 7).

To the left of the cathedral and the notre 
Dame chapel is the last sacred place, the Chapelle 
Saint Michel. This is one of the oldest parts of the 
complex, built in Romanesque style. It also served 
as a bibliotheque and was adorned with frescoes 
and Byzantine mosaics between the twelfth and 
fourteenth centuries.

Although the complex is huge compared with 
the narrow rock plateau on which it was built, 
clearly it could not cope with the great number 
of pilgrims in the past, less with the hordes of 
tourists these days. And the village, under the 
rock, is also squeezed in a narrow valley to pro-
vide this service. Consequently, already in the 
Middle Ages, an auxiliary settlement with inns 
and hostels developed on a neighboring hill. This 
place, called Hospitalet, today provides a great 

► Fig. 5. “Le parvis des églises” (photo: Gy. E. Szőnyi, 2018)

► Fig. 6. The shrine of the Black Madonna (photo: Gy. E. 
Szőnyi, 2018)

► Fig. 7. Dates when the bell rang (photo: Gy. E. Szőnyi, 
2018)
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variety of dwellings and sites of entertainment 
for visitors.

From the viewpoint of the cultural heritage 
scholar, the contemporary functioning of the 
shrine is most exemplary. As it is still a station on 
the road to Compostela, a great number of pil-
grims arrives here throughout the year. They are 
catered for in the hostels, and the sacred services 
of the shrine also provide food for the soul. In 
contrast, the thousands of tourists who visit here 
are offered everything today’s tourist industry 
can provide. Lodgings range from hotels through 
hostelries, B&Bs, vacation rentals and campsites; 
restaurants, swimming pools, and playgrounds 
are available, and the attractions of the neighbor-
hood make a longer stay desirable: the beautiful 
banks of the Dordogne, an aquarium and a wil-
derness park, many castles and romantic villages. 
Last but not least, one finds breathtaking caves 
and a whole prehistory industry here, since the 
region is rich in Cro-Magnon and neanderthal 
archeological sites including the national Museum 
of Prehistory in Les Eyzies-de-Tayac-Sireuil, and 
the Lascaux Centers with copies of the most 
famous cave paintings.

The monastery manages admirably to handle 
the two types of visitors. young and well-prepared 
volunteers offer guided tours in various lan-
guages; in the summer heat they offer fresh water 
to visitors; everything is well organized and in-
formative and—in spite of being a World Heritage 
site—all this is free!6

Notes
1 See “Rocamadour,” Micheline Travel, accessed Septem-

ber 4, 2018, https://travelguide.michelin.com/europe/
france/midi-pyrenees/lot/rocamadour.

2 Léon Clugnet, “Rocamadour,” in The Catholic Encyclo-
pedia, vol. 13 (new york: Robert Appleton Company, 
1912). See also the Catholic Online, accessed September 
4, 2018, https://www.catholic.org/saints/saint.php?-
saint_id=1297. 

3 See Marcus Graham Bull, The Miracles of Our Lady of 
Rocamadour: Analysis and Translation (Woodbridge, 
Suffolk: Boydell Press, 1999). According to this edition, 
the collection contains 126 miracles in three books.

4 Louis de Veyrieres, “L’épée de Roland a Roc-Amadour,” 
Bulletin de la Société scientifique, historique et archéo
logique de la Correze 14 (1892): 139–143. See also Ina 
Caro, The Road from the Past: Traveling Through History 
in France (San Diego: Harcourt Brace, 1996), 106–107.

5 My sources of information: Philippe Orain, ed., Miche-
lin, Le Guide Vert: Périgord, Quercy, Dordogne, Lot (Bou-
logne-Billancourt: Michelin Guides Touristiques, 2018), 
248-54; Didier and Phlippe Poux, Rocamadour: Haut lieu 
de pelerinage (Albi: APA-POUX, 2006).

6 Except for the elevators that transport those visitors 
who shy away from climbing the Grand Escalier and 
further up to the ramparts.

https://travelguide.michelin.com/europe/france/midi-pyrenees/lot/rocamadour
https://travelguide.michelin.com/europe/france/midi-pyrenees/lot/rocamadour
https://www.catholic.org/saints/saint.php?saint_id=1297,
https://www.catholic.org/saints/saint.php?saint_id=1297,
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