INTRODUCTION

w

w

© Copyright, Princeton University Press. No part of this book may be
distributed, posted, or reproduced in any form by digital or mechanical
means without prior written permission of the publisher.

We cite the choir of Beauvais because it pushes the construction system of the great thirteenth-century
churches to its limit. It is structural theory put into practice, even if with exaggerated consequences.
From this viewpoint, this ediﬁce could not be studied with too much care. It is the Parthenon of French
architecture, lacking only completion and placement at the center of a wise and caring people like the
ancient Greeks, who would value, respect, and laud such great accomplishments of human intelligence.
—Eugène Viollet-le-Duc, Dictionnaire raisonné de l’architecture française (1854)

he Cathedral of Beauvais stands today as a
formidable fragment whose brittle skeletal
masses continue to challenge and dominate
the rolling hills and modest modern architec
ture of the surrounding terrain. But for students of
Gothic architecture, this monument is most famous as
a failure.1 Viollet-le-Duc tried to label Beauvais the
Parthenon of French architecture, analyzing it as the
apogee of structural rationalism, in theory if not in
practice,2 but his successors have searched more often
for the signiﬁcance and source of the disastrous collapse
of the vaults in 1284, highlighting the building’s short
comings rather than eulogizing its sophistication. Ro
mantics sought—still seek—to situate structural fail
ure as counterpoint to the hubris of thirteenth-century
technology. In this moralized reading, disaster is the
just reward for unbridled ambition.3 Modernist inter
preters, on the other hand, have used close archaeologi
cal examination or state-of-the-art structural technolo
gy to establish what they believe is a more objective
reading.4 But for almost everyone who has approached
the cathedral, ascertaining why the choir fell, or what
the choir looked like before it fell, has been the focus.
Stone and structure have stayed on center stage.
Cathedrals, however, were not structured entirely of
stone. Painted glass dominates the interior of Beauvais
(plates 15, 201), much as the virtuoso deployment of
masonry—alternately massive and brittle—commands
principal attention from the exterior. The mode may be
less muscular, but the message is more focused, the
meaning more complex. Stained-glass windows pre
sent a series of overlapping theological and didactic
prompts, pictured in a medium that also casts a myste
rious and fugitive wash of color over the delicately
carved surfaces and throughout the boldly sculpted
spaces of the interior. The variety is rich, including win
dows of the thirteenth, fourteenth, ﬁfteenth, sixteenth,
seventeenth, nineteenth, and twentieth centuries, a ver
itable catalogue of changing glazing styles and subjects.
One chapel is ﬁlled with a saturated mosaic of small-
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scale narrative scenes from the mid-thirteenth century,
creating a theologically charged setting centered on the
celebration of the Mass (plate 1). In another chapel,
viewers are drawn to a side wall where, in the melting
lyricism of a Mannerist tableau, a noble donor memori
alizes his beloved wife, plotting his and her meanings—
past, present, and future—on a diagram of earthly suf
fering and celestial reward, all of which is set in
relationship to ﬁctive and actual representations of the
cathedral itself (plate 212).5 Within the main choir
space, the monumental clerestory is populated by ro
bust standing saints, gathered as a cloud of witnesses,
hovering perpetually above the earthly congregations
grounded beneath them (plates 15, 104, 201).
Unlike the grandiose architecture that situates them
in space, the medieval stained-glass windows of Beau
vais Cathedral have received little scholarly attention.
The only monograph is an imaginative iconographic
description by a local priest at the middle of the nine
teenth century,6 precious testimony of the state of the
glazing before important modern reworkings, but of
limited art historical utility. Even if the sixteenth-centu
ry windows have ﬁgured prominently in survey studies
of French Renaissance stained glass,7 their thirteenthcentury predecessors were rarely mentioned in the pio
neering surveys that established the modern study of
this major medium of medieval painting at the middle
of the twentieth century,8 an omission almost unique
among important High Gothic glazings. With the four
teenth-century windows, scholarly accounts are even
more problematic, marred by confusion and misdat
ing, rather than by neglect.9 Why has the medieval glaz
ing of Beauvais Cathedral fared so poorly in the histori
ography of stained glass?
Initially the medieval windows of Beauvais were
passed over because of withering critical assessment.
Local antiquarians reserved their admiration for the
Renaissance windows of the sixteenth-century tran
sept. In 1803 Jacques de Cambry dismissed the me
dieval windows of the chapels in one sentence as “frag
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ments from the ninth, tenth, or eleventh centuries”
and dedicated ﬁve pages to rapturous discussion of Re
naissance windows.10 Somewhat later, a description by
A. Gilbert failed even to mention the thirteenth-centu
ry windows, cataloguing only the sixteenth-century
windows “executed during the most illustrious period
in the history of glass painting.”11 Once tastes changed,
and medieval stained glass moved to critical crosshairs, the ensemble of early windows, though disarm
ing, may have seemed intimidatingly complex. Unlike
the cathedrals of Chartres or Bourges, Saint-Ouen at
Rouen, or the Parisian Sainte-Chapelle, the glazing of
the choir of Beauvais is not a homogeneous whole. It is
neither of one piece nor is it a combination of discrete
but expansive programs joined with clean seams. For
various reasons it presents a “bricolage,” patched from
a series of intermittent creative impulses, each partial
ly preserved, rather than melded, from the progressive
steps, steady and staged, of a carefully planned com
prehensive project. Still other scholars avoided Beau
vais because of a received misconception that the sur
viving windows are rendered problematic, if not art
historically suspect or downright useless, by disﬁgur
ing restorations. The present study will work to dis
credit spurious questions of authenticity based on
folkloric skepticism and substitute the evidence of a
careful and extended examination of the stained-glass
windows themselves, indicating that they are surpris
ingly well preserved.
In sum, the limited historiography of the Gothic
glazing of Beauvais may be the result of misguided
doubts concerning its authenticity, of its intimidating
complexity, or of the distractions of more universally
admired and better documented examples of Renais
sance stained glass.12 This book will attempt to remedy
this neglect—whatever its etiology—by seeking to
bring the medieval glazing of the choir of Beauvais into
the mainstream of medieval art history, arguing that
it is both sufﬁciently well preserved and sufﬁciently sig
niﬁcant to support and merit serious interpretive study.
Although it will be bound by several diachronic
threads—sacramental alignment, hagiographic re
gionalism, stylistic synchronism—I will address the
four main phases of the medieval glazing in four essen
tially independent investigations, untangling the con
fusing complexity of the “bricolage” by establishing a
chronological outline and then situating the successive
campaigns within contemporary contexts of produc
tion and meaning.

Method
My investigation of the medieval stained glass of Beau
vais has evolved over several decades, at a time when the
discipline of art history was undergoing signiﬁcant
transformation. From a mid-twentieth-century posi

tivist ﬁxation on questions of style and subject—re
solved by coordinating close visual analysis (Morellian
connoisseurship) and the matching of pictorial compo
sitions with written texts (Panofskian iconography)—
art historians have gradually redirected attention to re
ception, ideology, and the broader historical nexus,
fashioning a “new” art history, grounded in a series of
theoretical and political perspectives and saturated in
postmodern relativism and self-reﬂection. Many of the
central interpretive conclusions in this monograph
echo this ongoing revitalization of the discipline, espe
cially in linking windows with Eucharistic theater and
in uncovering the motives and motivations of those
who conjured up the programs presented to medieval
viewers as well as the role of the viewers themselves in
bringing those programs continually to life. But while
embracing recent critical viewpoints and afﬁrming the
pictures they allow us to paint of the society within
which these works of art were created and consumed, I
have chosen not to discard entirely some approaches as
sociated with art historians of a previous generation.
The conclusions they allow me to draw become a neces
sary foundation on which more topical “readings” can
be built.
In other words, my subject demands a coordinated
and multifaceted approach. In a very real sense, the
stained-glass windows of Beauvais Cathedral are intro
duced here for the ﬁrst time to the scholarly communi
ty; only after close attention to their stylistic, technical,
and archaeological disposition, can they even be ad
dressed as cultural artifacts. For example, medieval
stained glass presents serious connoisseurship chal
lenges. Since the medium itself is fragile, and since win
dows are vulnerable to a variety of environmental and
cultural threats, present from the moment of their in
stallation, determining the degree to which the works
we now see reﬂect those produced by medieval artists
and seen by medieval viewers is no simple task. First the
windows themselves must be discovered, their extant
panels subjected to material and stylistic scrutiny to
weed out passages of replacement glass. In some in
stances the panels themselves must be rearranged, their
windows reconstructed from fragmentary evidence. To
accomplish this, some old-fashioned analysis, rooted in
laborious—potentially tedious—examination of the
glazing, must be carried out, panel by panel, piece by
piece.13 Although the reader will be spared a full narra
tion of this process, I would be less than honest if I al
lowed it to remain an unacknowledged foundation for
cultural interpretation. Indeed, for some readers it may
offer fascinating information on the production of me
dieval stained glass rather than providing a corollary or
prerequisite to the contextual study it allows. The pres
entation of this material, however, occasions the use of
some charged terminological chestnuts that need to be
problemetized in order to clarify my own critical posi
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tion in relation to them. They will be deployed here un
der the following deﬁnitions:
hand/artist/glass painter: These terms are used inter
changeably to evoke an individual who executed, or par
ticipated in the execution of, a stained-glass window.
I have tried to avoid designations that imply a hierarchy of
involvement—words such as “master,”“assistant,”“appren
tice,” “artisan,” “designer,” or “author.” There may have
been hierarchies of production practice within the cre
ation of medieval windows, but since we know very little
concerning the organization of this labor, I have sought to
assume a ﬂattened collaborative model.14
style: A mode of making windows. Style can encompass
the posture and appearance of humans (ﬁgure style), ways
of telling stories (narrative style), habits of framing (orna
mental style), and approaches to the application of paint
(painting style).
workshop: A group of individuals gathered to make win
dows. Since the complicated task of producing stained
glass implies a corporate model of work, this word is used
here to evoke a collaborative workforce. It is difﬁcult to
know if workshops were deﬁned by style, by materials, by
geographic location, or by something else, but it seems
clear that windows were produced by groups, rather than
by individuals. Some members of those groups were glass
painters; perhaps all were.
iconography: A strictly Panofskian notion of recovered
subject matter, usually rooted for us (though not necessari
ly for the original viewers) in matching images with written
texts that were knowable to those who commissioned, cre
ated, or consumed medieval images and visual narratives.

I do not seek to reify the positivist assumptions of ob
jective meaning, or the claim on historical validity, that
were implied when these terms were employed by an
earlier generation of art historians. But instead of dis
carding such useful critical categories, I have elected to
employ but also disrupt them by acknowledging their
artiﬁciality. They should be taken simply as practical in
terpretive constructs that evoke, rather than represent,
a real past that was undoubtedly much less tidy than
such categories of analysis may suggest. When used for
such practical purposes, they allow us to coax out criti
cal chapters in the stories that these windows have to
tell, and writing those stories is the enterprise I have
chosen to undertake.

Message
A primary aim here will be to encourage readers and
viewers at the beginning of the twenty-ﬁrst century to
imagine the moment, at the middle of the fourteenth,
when the current disposition of the medieval glazing
was essentially ﬁxed. Not only is it necessary to exam
ine later transformations and translocations to return



windows to their original appearance and position. We
also must grasp how and what this glazing program
would have communicated to those who frequented
the cathedral when the windows were new. Through
out I will be arguing that one important—perhaps the
most important—function of these glowing wall
paintings was the creation of a theologically rich stage
setting for the regular performance of Eucharistic the
ater, one that would either encourage communicants
to meditate on iconic images that signify the meaning
of the Mass itself or provide visual prompts for heard,
remembered, or imagined sermons concerning the
lives that worshipers were expected to lead. This is
not how the function of stained glass within the me
dieval church environment has most frequently been
viewed.
A persistent misconception has long cast its distort
ing shadow over the historiography of medieval paint
ed windows: the notion that stained glass, indeed
monumental medieval pictorial art in general, was con
ceived and produced as a substitute text for ignorant, il
literate folks, providing them a so-called Bible of the
Poor.15 Much of my argument is directed to demon
strate the inadequacy of this widely held view. It would,
of course, be ridiculous to maintain that this art was
nonbiblical. But instead of offering a more widely ac
cessible parallel to written scripture, stained-glass win
dows offered theological speculations, moral admoni
tions, contemporary extrapolations, and exemplary
role models, frequently rooted in scriptural traditions.
Sermon rather than scripture is the proper analogy for
these pictorial texts.
Sermons, like windows, are often based on biblical
passages and offered as explication or interpretation of
the scriptural text to an audience of faithful believers
sophisticated enough to follow the associations. With
this distinction in mind, I invite the reader to consider
how the progress of my art historical interpretation
from chapter to chapter sets up arguments for each set
of windows as visual sermons rooted in the biblical
epigraphs of each chapter. Whereas this study is
grounded in the detailed examination of one neglected
glazing program as it evolved through creation and
transformation over the course of a century, my general
interpretive agenda is more ambitious. Through the in
vestigation of this one particular glazing, I hope to give
readers an expanded understanding of how stainedglass windows shaped the experiences of medieval wor
shipers who lived out their spiritual lives and mapped
out their spiritual journeys in front of them. I seek to
open this monument, in other words, to precisely the
sort of receptive contemporary audience envisioned by
Eugène Viollet-le-Duc in the passage cited at the begin
ning of these introductory comments: “a wise and car
ing people . . . who would value, respect, and laud such
great accomplishments of human intelligence.”

For general queries, contact webmaster@press.princeton.edu

3

