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Rachel Dressler is a scholar who has always been willing to critically reevaluate
traditional iconographic explanations, and that is one of the reasons I found it so
stimulating to organize the College Art Association session, “Reassessing the Legacy
of Meyer Schapiro” with her.[1] In tribute to Rachel’s spirit of inquiry, in this paper I will
reexamine themes in the western rose window of Notre-Dame of Paris, which is the
large circular aperture with stone traceries designed to hold stained glass at the
center of the cathedral’s entrance façade (see Fig. 1).
In investigating the window, I was struck by the assumption that the lost central
medieval motif of the rose had to have been then, as it is now, the Virgin and Child
(see Fig. 2). Since the cathedral is dedicated to the Virgin Mary – or Notre Dame as
she is known in French – her depiction at the center of the rose window would not
be unexpected. Yet themes in the extant medieval stained-glass panels of the rose
window as well as twelfth-century precedents also introduce other intriguing
possibilities. This context led me to pose the question at the heart of this
contribution: what would the earliest rose window of the cathedral of Notre-Dame of
Paris look like if the modern image of Notre Dame were not at its center?

Figure 1. Exterior view of Notre-Dame of Paris from the west, with the rose window of c. 1220, photo
taken before the fire of 2019 (Photo: Wikimedia Commons, Peter Haas, CC BY-SA 3.0).
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The Parisian cathedral is generally dated c. 1163-1250, corresponding to the Gothic
structure’s first major phase of construction.[2] At thirty feet taller than prevalent
medieval buildings such as the cathedrals of Laon and Canterbury, Notre-Dame’s
size demanded new strategies as well as continuous and costly revisions.[3] The
cathedral was also the subject of a contemporary critique by its precentor, Peter the
Chanter (†1197), who decried the “superfluity” of such tall and expensive structures,
observing that their costs were unfairly borne by the poor.[4] The large rose windows
positioned over the major portals of the building celebrate the cathedral’s height and
structural daring, but also draw attention to the expense of the undertaking, as
accounts from the abbey of Saint-Denis reveal that the glazing of the building cost
as much as the structure itself.[5]
Although the cathedral of Notre-Dame was once illuminated by approximately 200
medieval stained-glass windows, most of these were destroyed in campaigns of
modernization undertaken in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.[6] The
stained-glass artist Pierre Le Vieil (1708-1772) claimed to have removed the last of
Notre-Dame’s medieval windows in 1741 at the direction of its clerics, and recorded
the event for posterity in his history of the medium of stained glass, in an account
that is at turns poignant and justificatory.[7] Thankfully, however, medieval stained
glass in the cathedral’s three rose windows undertaken between c.1220-60, which
encapsule major developments in Gothic design and technology, survived both Le
Vieil’s interventions and the recent fire of 15 April 2019.[8]
The western rose that is my focus is the smallest and earliest of Notre-Dame’s rose
windows at 9.60 meters or 31 ½ feet in diameter. It was probably completed by c.
1220, and set in place near the end of the first building campaign.[9] It offers pictorial
imagery in proportions designed to draw the beholder in, and this imagery takes up
themes also present in the carvings of the western exterior portals. On the interior,
the rose window is usually partially concealed by the pipes of the modern organ
located in front of it.[10]
But even in this view, the restored image of the Virgin and Child seated at the
window’s center, surrounded by concentric rings of imagery, can be distinguished. In
contrast, Notre-Dame’s transept roses belong to a later phase of the cathedral’s
expansion from the mid thirteenth century; at 13 meters or about 42 feet in diameter,
these later rose windows undertake an ambitious evacuation of the wall, and their
scale alone demanded a reconceptualization of the windows’ contents (contrast Figs.
1 and 3).[11]
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Figure 2. Interior view of the western rose of Notre-Dame of Paris of c. 1220 (Photo: Wikimedia
Commons, Eric Chan, CC-BY-2.0).
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Figure 3. View of Notre-Dame of Paris from the south, with its rose window of c. 1260, photo taken
before the fire of 2019 (Photo: Wikimedia Commons, sacratomato_hr, CC-BY-SA-2.0).

Related to the question of the image at the center of the cathedral’s western rose
window is the issue of the nature of Marian devotions at Notre-Dame of Paris. In the
early Middle Ages, the Virgin Mary was treated with a certain reserve as the
instrument of redemption through her son. As Anna Russakoff has recently outlined,
although the liturgical feasts and ecumenical decrees that define the cult of the
Virgin date to early Christianity, “it was in the high and later Middle Ages that Marian
worship flourished most fully in western Europe.”[12] In works of art from the critical
juncture of the later twelfth century and early thirteenth centuries – precisely when
the Gothic rebuilding of Notre-Dame of Paris was undertaken – Mary began to
appear as a subject in her own right.[13] Her appearance as the focal point of the
western rose window over the central portal of Notre-Dame, which has a medieval
sculptural program with Christ at its center, would thus constitute a relatively recent
development and should not be taken for granted.[14] Devotion to the Virgin Mary is
such an important aspect of later medieval theology that it is tempting to read her
prominence back into the imagery of Notre-Dame’s western facade, but that risks
overwriting the complex and interesting ways that Mary became central in medieval
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devotional art.[15] The Virgin and Child, for example, are unequivocally at the center
of Notre-Dame’s north transept rose of c. 1250, in keeping with the Marian emphasis
of the imagery throughout the northern choir of the cathedral.[16] But that fact alone
raises questions about having an identical medieval subject in the western rose of
decades earlier. As Margot Fassler concluded in her study of the contemporaneous
monument of Chartres Cathedral, “Mary of Chartres cannot be known without
unraveling a made history.”[17]
To address the question of the lost central stained-glass panel of the western rose of
Notre-Dame of Paris, I will turn first to the window itself, examining its scenes and
identifying its restorations. Such a critique d’authenticité, or establishment of the
window’s state of preservation, is the starting point for any investigation in a
medium as fragile as stained glass. Yet it is rarely a straight-forward analysis; among
other issues to be weighed is the fact that early modern restorations often preserved
the themes of the earlier glass they replaced. After examining the condition of the
western rose and identifying its medieval contents, I will then investigate other
examples of the Parisian rose window’s unusual themes in earlier mosaics, stained
glass, and manuscript illuminations. Since we may never know for certain what
originally occupied the center of the western rose of Notre-Dame of Paris in the early
thirteenth century, these comparanda allow us to explore a fascinating and
understudied chapter in later twelfth-century devotional imagery. The central image
of the western rose may or may not have been Mary, but inquiry into the
thematically related materials in works that preceded Notre-Dame will reveal the
extent of medieval artistic and devotional invention, thus further opening up the
realm of possibilities for the center of the Parisian window.
The Western Rose Window of Notre-Dame of Paris
Given the status of Notre-Dame’s rose windows as the only surviving examples of
medieval glass in the cathedral and their just fair state of preservation,[18] earlier
scholars made a virtue of necessity by emphasizing broad themes in each of the
Parisian rose compositions, and then discussing a few of the better-preserved
medieval panels.[19] This broad thematic approach to the cathedral’s three rose
windows was far better suited to the content of the later transept roses – which make
their impact through scale, luminosity, and enumeration – than to the complex
combination of pictorial subjects joined in the western rose of decades earlier. This
state of affairs may have contributed to the presumption that the western rose
window’s central subject was the Virgin and Child.
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The analysis of the condition of the western rose window of Notre-Dame begins with
Ferdinand de Lasteyrie, who wrote the earliest extant detailed description of the
cathedral’s windows in 1857. Significantly, he did not recognize the western rose as a
Marian window.[20] Although his identification of the rose as a Tree of Jesse window
is incorrect, his nuanced discussion is worth examining in detail, since Lasteyrie was
at pains to document what the stained glass before him had endured:

Quelques-unes de ces figures ont été détruites, d’autres sont frustes, et toutes
ont subi des remaniements nombreux, d’où il résulte que la disposition n’en
est plus maintenant bien régulière.
[Some of these figures have been destroyed, others are crude, and all have
undergone numerous efforts at reordering, with the result that the
arrangement is no longer very homogeneous.][21]
Lasteyrie also remarked on the motif of “some kind of pale sun” then occupying the
center of the western rose; he stated that it belonged to one of the window’s most
recent restorations,[22] an intervention that probably dated to the installation of a
new western organ loft in 1731.[23] Lasteyrie used oblique language to indicate that
the image at the center of the rose was probably an image of the Virgin: “Le centre
de la rose … devait être occupé par une figure de la sainte Vierge” [The center of the
rose … ought to have been an image of the blessed Virgin.][24] Yet with near
unanimity since Lasteyrie’s publication, scholars have simply identified the western
rose of Notre-Dame Cathedral as a window dedicated to Mary, with the Virgin and
Child at its center.[25] Accordingly, I will examine the stained-glass panels in detail, in
order to establish the medieval themes within the window.
By the count of Jean Lafond, who undertook the critique d’authenticité of the
window in 1959, there are at least 35 reasonably well preserved medieval figural
panels out of 96 figural subjects in the western rose.[26] Ornament plays an
important role in the lush foliate motifs in the center and throughout Notre-Dame’s
western rose and is one of the reasons Lasteyrie thought the window was a Tree of
Jesse, but in this context, focus will be on the figural imagery. Within the window’s
broad themes of time, the cosmos, and the human condition, the remnants of a
substantial medieval program can still be discerned (Fig. 4). While replacement
panes are found throughout the medieval panels, the varying sizes and shapes of the
elements established by the traceries of the window may have helped to safeguard
the thematic cohesion of the whole. We will also keep track of the sixteenth-century
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campaign(s) of restoration, evinced in seven panels that appear to have maintained
the medieval content of the rose.[27]

Figure. 4. Interior view of the western rose of Notre-Dame of Paris of c. 1220 (Photo by kind permission
of Christian Dumolard).

Turning to the second or medial concentric ring of images that surround the modern
replacements at the center of the window, there are twelve prophets in quatrefoil
compositions of about 3 ¼ feet x 3 ½ feet (1.00 meters x 1.05 meters). The seated
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prophet in the D-4 quatrefoil, at the 3:00 o’clock position within the circular
composition, is one of the few substantially thirteenth-century medieval figures in
this ring (Fig. 5). His left hand holds a scroll, while his right hand points emphatically
downwards, and though it is a restoration, the direction indicated by his hand may
suggest that he had a different placement originally; if he were positioned above the
central motif of the rose, the gesture would make more sense.[28] With his large
head, elongated proportions, overlapping arms, and fluidly falling drapery, this
prophet compares in style to sculptures on the west façade also from the early
thirteenth century.[29] The prophets, figures from the Hebrew Bible who foretold the
coming of the Messiah, introduce the element of time into the window and would
combine well with a number of central motifs including the personification of the
Church, an allegory involving the faith, or a Marian subject, as we shall see.

Figure 5. The right portion of western rose of Notre-Dame of Paris, detail of Fig. 4, with
thirteenth-century images of the prophet in quatrefoil D-4, with a view of the vice of Cowardice
(medallion D-5), and the sixteenth-century sign of the zodiac Capricorn (D-6). (Photo by kind permission
of Christian Dumolard).
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While seven of the prophets in quatrefoils from this ring of the rose window are
largely modern, there are also three sixteenth-century restorations.[30] The panel of
the sixteenth-century prophet in quatrefoil F-4, at approximately 5:00 o’clock in this
concentric row of the rose window (Fig. 6), is particularly interesting. Behind the
seated prophet is a dynamically curling banderole with late medieval lettering that
reads AV[E] REGINA CELORU[M], or “Welcome, O Queen of Heaven,”[31] a Marian
antiphon that celebrates the part the Virgin played in the reopening of heaven to
humankind.[32] The prophet’s inscription indicates that the window’s
sixteenth-century restorer either found or intuited a Marian subject in the center of
the window. Therein lies the quandary: did the early modern restorer respond to or
assume that Mary occupied the center of the western rose window?

Figure 6. The lower mid-section of the western rose of Notre-Dame of Paris, detail of Fig. 4, with the
sixteenth-century prophet with banderole in quatrefoil F-4, and the thirteenth-century sign of the
zodiac Virgo (medallion F-6) and the month of October sowing grain (quatrefoil E-12). Other scenes,
including Libra (F-5), Scorpio (E-6), November felling acorns to feed the pigs (E-11), and September
trampling grapes (F-11), are more heavily restored. (Photo by kind permission of Christian Dumolard)

The next concentric ring of images in the western rose of Notre-Dame is justly
famous for the twelve small medallions of the vices in the upper half of the window
Elizabeth Pastan, “It Ought to be Mary: Themes in the Western Rose Window of Notre-Dame of Paris,” Different
Visions: New Perspectives on Medieval Art 8 (2022): 1-41.

10

(Fig. 7),[33] and twelve images of the signs of the zodiac in the lower half (see Fig. 6);
sadly, these latter are now covered from view by the pipes of the modern organ in
the organ loft before the window (Fig. 2).[34] At 0.70 meters or about 2 1/3 feet in
diameter, the medallions of this ring of the rose are smaller than other elements in
the western rose window’s composition, and are evidence of the complex
coordination of the pictorial elements within the framework established by the
window’s traceries. The medieval personification of Cowardice (D-5) is among the
best-preserved medieval images (Fig. 5, upper right).[35] The medallion shows a
Monty Pythonesque male figure dropping his sword as he flees a rabbit, who is
nearly the size of his human quarry.[36] The fleeing man has wonderful torsion as he
turns his large head back towards the menacing rabbit while his outstretched arms
and widely spaced feet signal the direction of his flight out of the frame. There are
also three sixteenth-century medallions from this series, including the image of
Capricorn (D-6), visible below Cowardice (Fig. 5, lower right).[37]

Figure 7. The upper mid-section of the western rose of Notre-Dame of Paris, detail of Fig. 4, with images
of the vices from the upper half of the window (left to right): Luxuria (K-6), Avarice (L-5, well preserved),
Inconstancy (L-6, modern), Idolatry (A-5), Anger (A-6), Despair (B-5), Ingratitude (B-6), and Discord (C-5)
(Photo by kind permission of Christian Dumolard).

The outer concentric ring of the western rose’s composition features the twelve
virtues in the upper half of the window (Fig. 7), and the twelve labors of the months
in the lower half (see Fig. 6). These quatrefoils, at 1.10 x 1.10 meters, are comparable to,
but slightly bigger than those of the prophets in the inner medial ring of the
window.[38] The well-preserved and dynamically posed figure of Charity aims her
lance like a javelin at Avarice in the concentric ring beneath her (Fig. 8), thus showing
the interaction between the images in the different registers of the medieval
composition and further underscoring the complex network of imagery established
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by the window’s traceries. Once again, there are two sixteenth-century panels that
complete the series.[39]

Figure 8. The upper portion of the western rose of Notre-Dame of Paris, detail of Fig. 4, with views of the
Virtues of Chastity (K-12), Charity (L-11, well preserved), and Perseverance (L-12, well preserved) and the
vices of Luxuria (K-6), Avarice (L-5, well preserved), and Inconstancy (L-6, modern) (Photo by kind
permission of Christian Dumolard).

While the scenes of the zodiac and labors of the month in the lower half of the
window extend the cosmological significance of the window, the virtues and vices in
the upper portion of the window address the human condition and connect to
contemporaneous teaching at the University of Paris. This movement is sometimes
dubbed “the biblical moral school,” because scholars such as Peter the Chanter
(†1197) and his circle sought to explore scripture through practical moral
questions.[40] As Emily Corran has recently emphasized, the casuistical method
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these scholars employed in the classroom consisted in selecting ambiguous cases
for discussion and pursuing their moral and ethical implications.[41] As we shall see,
the scenes of the virtues and vices in the western rose echo those of the eye-level
exterior reliefs on the central doorway, thus giving these images further emphasis.
The thematic content of the medieval stained-glass panels remaining in the western
rose window of Notre-Dame of Paris – including scenes dealing with time, the
cosmos, and the human condition – allows considerable scope for its lost medieval
image. Yet is it important to emphasize that a central Marian motif remains
conceivable. Given the number of panels from an early modern campaign of
restoration and the way they appear to maintain the thirteenth-century medieval
program in panels of the prophets, vices, labors of the months, and signs of the
zodiac, the sixteenth-century prophet with a Marian antiphon in his accompanying
inscription (Fig. 6) provides more compelling evidence for a Marian subject at the
window’s center than it might appear at first. Moreover, carvings involving the
seasons, labors of the month, and signs of the zodiac in the northern portal of the
west façade of Notre-Dame’s exterior reliefs have been associated with the cult of the
Virgin.[42] To pursue these possibilities, I turn now to other examples of the Parisian
rose’s themes in works from the late twelfth century that could have served as
sources of inspiration and offer evidence of the devotional invention of the period.
Twelfth-Century Forerunners
Surprisingly, one of the first places to look for the combination of imagery in
Notre-Dame’s western rose is floor mosaics. As Madeline Caviness explained, “Floor
mosaics, since they inherently have the character of a mappa mundi, are often found
to be forerunners of programs in rose windows.”[43] Ernst Kitzinger added an
ingenious practical explanation for the subjects found in mosaic pavements, namely
the fact that because mosaics are located on the floor, they presented a challenge for
choosing subjects that did not invite desecration by being trod upon.[44] He
suggested that themes pertaining to the world of nature and country life were a
good source of “neutral” subjects for this potentially undesirable role, and that in
turn, scenes from the natural realm offered the faithful an encyclopedic view of God’s
creation.[45] Kitzinger’s insights offer context for the imagery from the natural world
and prominent foliage throughout the western rose window of Notre-Dame of Paris.
Kitzinger’s focus on the late twelfth-century mosaics of S. Salvatore in Turin
confirmed his surmise about floor mosaics, as they contain an inscription addressed
to whomever would step upon the seven stairs to reach the black and white figural
mosaic pavement in the chancel, with subjects that include exotic animals, a mappa
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mundi, and personifications of the twelve winds.[46] Most unexpected, given the
mosaic’s location near the altar, is the fact that the inner circle of the mosaic
contained, not a biblical subject, but the personification of Fortuna, thus combining
the representation of fortune’s wheel with a world map.[47] Kitzinger reasoned that
the mosaics participate in an anagogical approach to the divine, “The physical world
became a mirror which reflects, a step whereby we can ascend to and reach the
world of the intelligible and ultimately God Himself.”[48] S. Salvatore is characteristic
of a number of late twelve-century churches in using non-Christian subjects to
articulate Christian concepts. In the case of the Turin mosaic, none of the pictorial
elements is inherently Christian, but their location within sacred topography confers
a devotional context. Kitzinger’s analysis of the Italian floor mosaic is helpful in
understanding the content of the western rose of Notre-Dame, both in leading us to
understand its program as a joining of the terrestrial and heavenly realms, and in
opening up the possibility that a non-biblical personification could have been at the
window’s center.
Caviness could track similar kinds of themes, albeit with variations, in antiquarian
descriptions of the mosaic pavement that once adorned the choir of Saint-Rémi of
Reims, as well as late twelfth-century rose windows in the neighboring programs of
Laon Cathedral and Saint-Yved in Braine.[49] In these early rose windows, as with S.
Salvatore’s floor mosaic, the central image was often a personification, such as
Philosophia in Laon’s north transept rose (c. 1170-80), which is dedicated to the liberal
arts and is the earliest extant rose in the cathedral.[50] Particularly revelatory was
Caviness’s reconstruction of the south transept rose window of Saint-Yved in Braine
of c. 1185-95. On the basis of remaining stained-glass panels and older descriptions
that alluded to the southern rose window’s themes of “the triumph of the virtues
over the vices and of religion over heresy”[51] accompanied by images of the liberal
arts, constellations, and calendar imagery – which are subjects resembling those in
the western rose of Notre-Dame of Paris – Caviness concluded that the center of
Braine’s south transept rose was an allegorical representation of the triumph of
religion over heresy. These examples of early rose windows at Laon and Braine, with
the personification of Philosophia and allegory of religion at their respective centers,
highlight the devotional invention of their subjects and expand the range of
possibilities for Notre-Dame’s lost image.
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Figure 9. Exterior view of the Imago Mundi rose window, Lausanne Cathedral, south transept, c. 1190
(photo: Stephen Pastan).

My concluding example is the rose window in the south transept of Lausanne
Cathedral, now dated c. 1190 (Fig. 9).[52] It is one of the most frequently cited
examples of an early rose window, undoubtedly because it offers features of a
mappa mundi in a fairly well-preserved medieval stained-glass window. The window
has an underlying numerical logic in the way its composition presents the
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components of the cosmos, in cohesive groups of twelve, eight, and four
components, that underscore the notion of the divine intelligence that created and
ordered the universe: the twelve months of the year, twelve signs of the zodiac, eight
winds, eight so-called “monstrous races,” four elements, four seasons, four divinatory
arts, and four rivers of paradise.[53] As Caviness has recently explored, the geometries
of the Lausanne window “visualize knowledge” for the beholder.[54] The Lausanne
rose offers numerous strikingly original images with prominent inscriptions that
appear to have been made expressly to work within its organizational matrix. For
example, the arresting image of the element of water, who offers her breast to a fish
(Fig. 10) is from the center of lowest lobe of the window.

Figure 10. The element of water (Piscis Aqua) from the south transept of Lausanne Cathedral, c. 1190
(Photo: Brigitte Kurmann-Schwarz).
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The modern central lozenge of the rose window of Lausanne was created in 1899,
with five medallions of God creating the universe, and these are the only explicitly
Christian content in the window, apart from the four rivers of paradise.[55] Using the
dimensions of the medieval stained-glass panels, partial extant inscriptions, and
contemporaneous cosmological images in manuscripts from the region, Ellen J. Beer
persuasively argued that Annus, the personification of the year (which also recalls the
Latin word anus for ring), was the image originally featured at the Lausanne rose
window’s center.[56] Annus would thus join other non-biblical figures that served as
the centerpiece of compositions resembling those of the western rose window of
Notre-Dame of Paris. Indeed, the lack of explicit Christian content among the central
motifs of late twelfth-century rose windows may account for their poor rate of
survival.
The late twelfth-century manuscript known as the Hortus deliciarum offered a
similarly diverse selection of central figures in its circular compositions – known as
rota or wheel-shaped diagrams – that regularly punctuated the manuscript. The
large volume, overseen by Abbess Herrad of Hohenbourg as a communal teaching
manuscript for the nuns of her convent on Mont-Odile in Alsace over several decades
between c. 1176-96, has been painstakingly reconstructed on the basis of copies
made from it before its destruction in 1870.[57] Its comprehensive program of texts
and images included at least fifteen rota diagrams that allow us to observe how they
functioned within the manuscript’s rich program of salvation history. Attentive
readers were alerted to the importance of rotae in the opening poem, in which,
playing upon the metaphor of the “volvelle,” or wheel-shape of the rotae, Herrad
advised her nuns to ceaselessly “examine from all sides” or volvere, the contents of
the Hortus deliciarum in their hearts.[58] As Michael Curschmann observed of the
Hortus deliciarum and related manuscripts, “picture and text are made for each
other and linked as equal partners in pursuit of a common goal.”[59] Texts within the
Hortus also referred explicitly to imagery within the rotae.[60]
Further reinforcing the close ties between the Hortus deliciarum’s imagery and rose
windows is the fact that the rota dedicated to “Philosophy, the Liberal Arts and the
Poets,” f. 32r (Fig. 11) is preserved in a color replica that allows us to imagine the
richness of the medieval manuscript and its resemblance to a rose window. The
other rotae, along with many of the images from the rest of the manuscript, are
preserved only in drawings made from the tracings that constituted the main part of
the surviving pictorial record. These drawings can create the mistaken impression
that the manuscript adhered to an outline style, whereas the Hortus deliciarum was
in fact almost fully painted.[61]
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Figure 11. Philosophia and the Seven Liberal Arts, copy made after the Hortus Delicarium, f. 32r, c.
1176-96 (Photo: Wikimedia Commons, CC-PD-Mark).

A particularly noteworthy use of circular diagrams in the Hortus deliciarum is the
positioning of pairs of rotae at key transitions between the work’s three major
thematic groupings of the Old Testament, the life of Christ, and the Church.[62] The
rotae that define these groupings are:
●

“Philosophy, the Liberal Arts and the Poets” (f. 32r; Fig. 11), which warns against
misuse of knowledge in the wake of the Fall,[63] and was once complemented
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●

●

by a rota devoted to Idolatry (f. 32v).[64] These rotae established a transition
between the scenes of the creation of the world and those focusing on Old
Testament narratives.
“Old and New Testament Sacrifices United” (fols. 67r and 67v), in which a
conjoined central image of Moses-Christ from the first rota looks left, to the
Old Testament material that precedes it, while Christ with the attributes of
both king and priest in the second rota diagram looks right, towards the
typological recapitulation of the Old Testament, and led into the section on
the life of Christ.[65]
The Chariots of Avaricia and Misericordia (fols. 204r and 204v), which amplify
the Hortus deliciarum’s theme that contempt for the world is the remedy for
avarice, and these rotae inaugurated the final section devoted to the
Church.[66]

The central elements of the manuscript’s rotae resemble the late twelfth-century
personifications we have identified in mosaics and early rose windows. In addition,
thematic continuity between the imagery in the manuscript and in monumental
rose windows is evident in the fact that the Hortus’s rotae of the “Old and New
Testament Sacrifices United” are the direct inspiration behind the small, side by side
roses in the south transept of Strasbourg Cathedral of c. 1228-35.[67] Attesting to their
origin in a literary context, Strasbourg’s transept roses have an unusually large
number of inscriptions identifying the personifications within, which match those in
the Hortus deliciarum word for word.[68]
The comparanda of the later twelfth century we have examined in mosaics, windows,
and manuscript illuminations raise several important issues. First, they suggest that
the content of early rose windows was varied and inventive. Second, this body of
material reinforces the fact that there were lots of possible thematic combinations
and variations within depictions of time, the natural world, and the virtues and vices
that resemble those of Notre-Dame of Paris. As Caviness summarized, “the themes
that tended to be used in early Gothic roses were mixed and blended …. there was
considerable flexibility in combining elements, and few combinations can be
described as normative.”[69] On the basis of imagery with similar themes to those in
the Parisian rose, it is entirely possible that the stained glass originally at the center
of the western rose of Notre-Dame was a non-scriptural or allegorical subject. Since
most of the early extant compositions are unique, it is difficult to do more than
venture a guess, but the possibilities include: a sun of the type Lasteyrie saw in a
modern version;[70] a representation of the triumph of virtue over vice comparable
to an antiquarian description of the south rose at Braine;[71] an image of the Fall of
Adam and Eve similar to the panel that was used as a stopgap in the rose window in
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the Parisian rose in the mid-nineteenth century;[72] or a personification such as
Ecclesia, who is depicted in the Hortus deliciarum and other works of the period.[73]
Within these speculations, it is also interesting to recall the fact that the monk
Guillaume, in his Life of Suger, mentioned a stained-glass window that the abbot of
Saint-Denis gave to the cathedral of Notre-Dame in Paris.[74]) Guillaume, a canon of
Saint-Denis who penned the vita shortly after Suger’s death in 1151, gave no other
detail.[75] Nonetheless, Pierre Le Vieil, the eighteenth-century glass painter (and
remover) of the stained glass of Notre-Dame, referred to the window Suger gave as
“une espece de triomphe de la Sainte Vierge” [some kind of triumph of the holy
Virgin].[76] According to Le Vieil’s description, it was an intricately painted window
with a blue ground that recalled Saint-Denis’s twelfth-century windows. He stated
that portions of the window Suger gave had been preserved in the gallery of the
choir of the cathedral, and that they were subsequently demolished (probably by Le
Vieil himself).
The window Suger gave to Notre-Dame of Paris has been imagined as everything
from a Coronation of the Virgin to a representation of the triumph of the church,[77]
in imagery thought to resemble one of Suger’s allegorical compositions such as the
Chariot of Aminadab.[78] Indeed, questions surrounding the window Suger gave to
Notre-Dame of Paris in the twelfth century resemble those about the lost central
medieval motif of the western rose of the cathedral from the early thirteenth century:
namely, whether it was a pictorial image of the Virgin and Child, of the kind
represented by the modern image there now, or an allegorical representation, such
as those found in twelfth-century windows at Laon, Braine, Lausanne, and elsewhere.
Without a doubt, however, the closest comparisons for the extant medieval imagery
found in the rest of Notre-Dame’s western rose window are the contemporary
exterior sculptural reliefs of c. 1210-20 on the portals of the cathedral’s west façade to
which we now turn.
The Sculptures of Notre-Dame’s Western Façade
The sculptures of the western portals of Notre-Dame offer a kind of summa of the
role of Mary and her son in salvation (see Fig. 1).[79] The best parallel for the cycle of
the virtues and vices in the western rose window of the cathedral is in the exterior
reliefs of the socle zone at eye level on either side of the central doorway (Fig. 12).[80]
The affinities between glazing and sculpture at Notre-Dame extend to the fact that
in both media the depictions of the virtues and vices are twelve in number, despite
the tradition of seven virtues and vices.[81] The swelling in their number allows for
nuance that parallels the emphases of the Parisian circle of Peter the Chanter, which
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articulated a view of the priest as a kind of medical doctor who must take into
account the many symptoms of his patient.[82] In both vitreous and sculptural
images, the virtues are personified as seated women holding shields with symbolic
animals (Figs. 7 and 12), while the vices are presented by means of scenes of human
interactions (see Figs. 6 and 12). In the memorable phrasing of Émile Mâle, virtue is
thus shown in its essence, and vice through its effects.[83]

Figure 12. Notre-Dame of Paris, detail of Fig. 1, with an oblique view of the central portal, showing the
socle reliefs of the virtues and vices on the right embrasure, c. 1210 (Photo: Andrew Tallon © Mapping
Gothic France, The Trustees of Columbia University, Media Center for Art History, Department of Art
History & Archaeology).
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According to Bruno Boerner, the pictorial distinctions between virtue and vice
express the Parisian theologians’ belief that virtue is a gift that comes from God, who
combated evil on behalf of humankind, and is instilled through the Christian
sacrament of baptism.[84] In contrast, vice is human, finite, and contingent. If one
only looked at the exterior sculpture of the central portal of Notre-Dame of Paris, one
might conclude that the western rose drawing upon its imagery had Christ at its
center, as is the case for the tympanum and trumeau aligned vertically on the
exterior central portal beneath the western rose window (Fig. 12).[85]
However, William Hinkle examined the imagery associated with the tympanum of
the Coronation of the Virgin on the left or north portal of Notre-Dame’s western
façade, where reliefs of the signs of the zodiac and labors of the months are unfolded
on the door jambs and trumeau (see Fig. 1). Hinkle cited a range of supporting
materials to argue for the importance of its Marian imagery reflected in
contemporaneous materials dedicated to the Virgin Mary that portray her as the
flower of the months and seasons, the joy of the earth (“virginis Mariae, ideo cum
summa exultatione gaudeat terra nostra”) and the Queen of Heaven, elevated
above the stars.[86] While the Marian sculptural reliefs are not at the center of the
façade composition – as is the western rose window – a Marian conceptual
underpinning to the façade’s program is further supported by the earlier right portal.
This southern portal of c. 1160, combines narrative scenes of the Nativity and image of
Jesus enthroned in Mary’s lap at the apex of the tympanum. The image of Mary in
the tympanum compares to a mid-twelfth-century seal of the chapter of
Notre-Dame, which also features the Virgin, though not the infant Jesus.[87] In
essence, then, the western rose window offers a re-presentation of carved imagery
from all three portals of the west façade and transmutes their Marian and
Christological themes into a single central wheel of light above.
Fiat lux
Yet there is one way that the western rose window of Notre-Dame of Paris utterly
eludes its parallels with the exterior sculptural reliefs of the cathedral’s western
facade and with the late twelfth-century floor mosaics and manuscript images that
preceded it: the subjects of the rose are completed by the light that comes through
the window and illuminates their panes for devotees on the interior of the church
(Figs. 3 and 4).[88] The rose window’s translucency is a vital aspect of its meaning
and impact, and recalls the fact that one of the most familiar and poetic ways of
referring to Mary’s virginity was by means of the metaphor of light that passes
through a glass without breaking it.[89]

Elizabeth Pastan, “It Ought to be Mary: Themes in the Western Rose Window of Notre-Dame of Paris,” Different
Visions: New Perspectives on Medieval Art 8 (2022): 1-41.

22

This analogy, which is patristic in origin, could pertain to any glass composition of
any subject. But a widely circulated later thirteenth-century version of the light
metaphor adapted it to encompass the colored-saturated stained glass of
contemporary windows. In Die goldene Schmiede, the poem of Konrad von
Würzburg (†1287) praising the Virgin, the ray of the sun passing through the glass
acquires the hues of the panes it illumines, comparable to the way the Son of God
took on the Virgin’s color, or human nature, glossed as the wedding of the spirit to
the flesh.[90] Through Würzburg’s poetics, we grasp that the western rose window of
Notre-Dame of Paris not only depicts the mysteries of the cosmos and the wonders
of creation in imagery, but also through the incorporation of light. The light enlists
viewers in engaging with the invisible presence of God, per colorum imaginariam
operationem.[91] Mary need not have been represented in pictorial form in the
window to be a source of inspiration; the combined effects of the Marian,
soteriological, and cosmological themes interwoven on the exterior portals, along
with the light that illuminates the window, provide an elegant expression of
contemporary early thirteenth-century Marian theology.
The Marian light metaphors can also be joined to a phenomenological consideration
of the beholder’s experience of the light that streams into the vessel of the cathedral
of Notre-Dame through the vitreous panes of the window. The transmitted light
permeates the space of the beholder in an immersive way that the carved subjects
on the exterior reliefs of the portals cannot. Yet in the reciprocity of themes between
exterior reliefs and the imagery of the rose window on the interior, the luminous
panes of the rose also confirm, insist upon, and activate themes enunciated in the
portal sculptures. The sheen of the window’s luminous glass draws the eye upwards,
and this pull is gently reinforced by the placement of subjects, with the twelve labors
of the months on the lower half of the window and the twelve virtues in the upper
half (Fig. 4). Such a glazed window is “positioned as the membrane between earth
and heaven,”[92] as it both pulls the devotee’s gaze to the heavens and transmits
changes in the light of this world filtering into the building. Drawing on the
perceptual phenomenon known as the Purkinje shift, Madeline Caviness has
observed that contrastive light levels over the course of the day illuminate different
colors within the stained-glass window’s composition selectively, beginning with the
blue panes in the early light of the day, and followed by reds and purples at midday.
The colored panes of the windows take hold in relation to the intensity of the
incoming light throughout the day, kinetically enlivening the interior.[93]
These observations recall Kitzinger’s suggestion that a large circular composition can
serve as a kind of mirror that connects the earthly and heavenly realms.[94] Further,
Francesca Dell’Acqua cited the comments of appreciative observers over time who
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compared the shimmering effect of glass to that of gold, gemstones, molten metals,
crystal, and to the materialization of divine light.[95] She also noted that the richly
colored vitreous materials of a window approximate the precious gems of the
heavenly Jerusalem, described in scripture.[96] Adding to these metaphoric
associations, Herbert Kessler has remarked on the fact that a window’s vitreous
material was forged by a process that transformed the base element of sand into a
resplendent new substance, in a metamorphosis rich with Christian symbolism.[97]
Thus, even before the devotee engaged in the window’s figural themes, the glazing
of the western rose of Notre-Dame contributed to the sensory enrichment of the
interior ambiance of the cathedral, an enrichment that was likened to the central
mystery of the Virgin birth of Jesus. Whatever the medieval image at the western
rose window’s center may have been – the Virgin and Child as the modern image
evokes (Fig. 3), a medieval Christological image like the sculptures aligned with the
rose on the exterior (Figs. 1 and 11), a Marian image such as the early seals of the
Notre-Dame chapter,[98] or a personification comparable to the images of
Philosophia, Annus, Ecclesia, and others we have explored – the rose window
provided a vibrant locus for thinking with and beyond its imagery.
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