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THE HOLY TEAR,
VENDOME

Between Orleans and Tours the next resort for pilgrims who were prepared to make a small detour, was the abbey of the Trinity at Vendome (Loir-et-Cher). The abbey was founded by Geoffrey Martel, Count of Anjou, in 1032. Subsequently he was presented with a collection of relics by the Emperor Henry III in gratitude for loyal and valiant service. The collection included an arm of St George. More important, however, was the relic of the Holy Tear which Jesus shed before raising Lazarus from the dead, as told in the Bible's shortest verse: 'Jesus wept' (John 11:35). Geoffrey offered the tear to the abbey of Vendome, where, preserved in a reliquary of rock crystal, it began to perform miraculous cures and quickly to establish a flourishing pilgrimage. Each year on Good Friday the precious relic was carried in procession. Owing to the Resurrection, it was generally held that there could be no physical relics of Christ. Nevertheless, holy tears made their appearance in at least another seven French churches, including Saint-Maximin la Sainte-Baume (see p 239). Pilgrim signs, however, strongly suggest that the relic at Vendome was by far the most important. At first these souvenirs were in the form of ampullae, which presumably contained drops of thaumaturgic water. One example was recovered from the site of the Thames Exchange, London (239c, TEXsp, BM MLA 1992,1-3,1, h 74mm). It is in the shape of a flattened flask with loops at the neck for its suspension. Between the loops a flange follows the outline of the flask.

On one side (239c, left) is depicted an altar, with a patterned altar-cloth and a cross patee at each upper corner. On top of the altar stands a large ciborium or chalice, without a cover. On each side is a standing figure, plausibly identified on some other versions of the ampulla as Lazarus's sisters, St Mary Magdalene and St Martha (Forgeais 1865, 65, 77), but here both faces have pointed chins, as if bearded. The figure on the right (damaged by corrosion) holds a huge pear-shaped tear, or a reliquary of the same shape, over the ciborium. The other figure holds a candle. The surrounding border is decorated with opposed triangles, alternately hatched and plain. The outer flange is filled with an inscription that includes the word SIGNVM (in reverse) but is otherwise unintelligible. Above are the words +LACR/+MA:DEI (God's tear) separated by lines and surmounted by a zigzag border.

On the reverse (239c, right) a knight on a dappled horse rides from left to right. He carries a lance with pennon and a round-topped shield and wears mail armour and a cylindrical, flat-topped helm with two horizontal openings. Both helm and shield are capped by tiny crosses. Space behind the figure is filled with foliage. The knight is identified by the inscription above: S: GEOR/GIVS. The style of the helm is 13th century, while the overall form of the ampulla is closely paralleled by ampullae made at Canterbury and certain shrines in the English Midlands at the beginning of the 13th  century (Spencer 1971b; 1982b; 1987, 219-20, nos 43-4).

A smaller (h 50mm), cruder Vendome ampulla was retrieved from the Billingsgate site (239d, BIGsp). Here the two figures on either side of the altar hold up the Holy Tear above the ciborium. On the other side is Christ on the Cross, attended by the figures of Mary and John. At the foot of the cross and at the ends of the transom are depicted clusters [p.228] of three large roundels, perhaps a reference to the abbey's dedication to the Trinity.
Ampullae from Vendôme comparable to 239c have been found in the Seine at Paris (Forgeais 1865, 65-79), at Melun (Seine-et-Marne) and Dordrecht (in 1990; van Beuningen & Koldeweij 1993, 139; for another, see Berling 1920, pl 30). The Holy Tear retained its popular appeal throughout the 15th century, when smaller ampullae (Koldeweij 1988) and badges were distributed to pilgrims. One devotee at this period was Louis de Bourbon, Count of Vendôme, who was imprisoned in the Tower of London after the battle of Agincourt. He gained his freedom after making a vow to the Holy Tear. On returning to Vendôme he offered a candle of 33 pounds (one pound for each year that Christ was on earth) to burn before the Tear. He also arranged that at each Good Friday procession the Holy Tear should be followed by a prison inmate, who should then be set free.

