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Woman, I am poor and old,

Who knows nothing;

I could never read.

In the church where I am a parishioner,

I see paradise painted with harps and lutes,

And a hell where the damned are boiled.

The one frightens me,

The other brings joy and mirth.




     -Villion

It has been said that Gothic cathedrals were the art museums of the late Middle Ages. In eight lines, Francois Villion, a fifteenth-century French poet, touches on one of the most crucial and fascinating aspects of the Gothic cathedral. The artwork, namely the stained glass and the sculpture, were not just decorative. They were intended to communicate Scripture and religious practices to the largely illiterate populace.
Whenever a decision is made to communicate Christianity through visual art, three questions arise: How will the messages be chosen? In what manner will these messages be visually depicted? Will the images contribute significantly to the primary calling of the church? 
On the first point, most scholars of the Medieval Ages seem to agree. The message chosen to be presented in stained glass or sculpture was largely selected by the clergy, but the donor of the work was given consideration, if not direct input. For instance, in a Chartres Cathedral lancet window depicting the Old Testament story of Joseph, moneychangers appear in a lower panel. A lancet window is high and narrow without tracery. The position of this image is significant because the lancets were intended to be "read" from bottom to top. Malcolm Miller, who has devoted his life to the study of Chartres, contends that local moneychangers paid for the window. The story of Joseph may have been chosen because a trading caravan, a natural client for moneychangers, is part of the narrative. In the Noah's Ark lancet window, which Miller contends was funded by the carpenters' guild, there are scenes of Noah using his carpentry skills in the construction of the ark. In the St. Eustace window, commemorating a saint who loved to hunt, panels depict farriers, the possible donors, who are shoeing horses. 
There are cases, however, where no connection is evident between a window's subject and the suspected donor. Chartres's Redemption lancet, for instance, is thought to have been donated by the blacksmiths' guild. Blacksmiths are shown shoeing a horse in a bottom panel. The other panels consist mainly of scenes from Christ's Passion. The only evident link between the blacksmiths and the Passion are the nails used in the crucifixion, a connection the guild would seem unlikely to want emphasized. 
Location and Tradition 
While the clergy were no doubt sensitive to the desires of the donors, it was the bishop, the cathedral chapter, and/or their deputies who made the final decision. They seem to be motivated by two factors-location and tradition. Location was important in that certain sites had specific ties to particular saints and/or biblical relics. For example, the story of St. Denis figures prominently in the iconography of the cathedral at St. Denis. Denis, the first bishop of Paris, was beheaded on Montmartre, the highest hill in the city. Legend has it that he picked up his head and walked nine miles north before collapsing on the spot where his namesake cathedral now stands (Image 2, p. 38). In Chartres, where the veil of the Virgin Mary is said to be kept, narratives concerning the virgin are dominant. In much of the later glass at Rheims, the iconography bows to the politics of its location. The twenty windows in the choir depict the bishops (and their cathedrals) who served under the archbishop of Rheims, who appears in the central lancet. 
Eventually, once the cathedral building boom got into full swing, tradition (or less generously, imitation) came into play. Tradition became a necessary and essential element in the iconography of Gothic cathedrals as this art was the work of entire communities over successive generations. Early cathedrals like St. Denis and Chartres set a pattern for iconography throughout the Paris basin. Virgin portals appeared in nearly every facade. The coronation of the Virgin, the death and assumption of the Virgin, the annunciation of Jesus' birth by the angels, the visitation with Elizabeth-these became prevalent images in thirteenth-century iconography throughout the region. Even the story of St. Denis, which would seem to be very specific to the cathedral of St. Denis, appeared as far away as the cathedral in Bourges. 
The previously quoted Villion poem apparently alludes to a Judgement Portal, a firmly established, traditional iconographic cycle that appears in every major Gothic Cathedral. In it, the enthroned Christ judges the living and the dead. To his right are those who are led off to heaven, and to his left are the condemned, pulled and prodded by demons into the mouth of hell. Generally, the Virgin Mary sits at his right hand as intercessor. 
Manner of Depiction 
Another iconographic cycle traditional to Gothic cathedrals is Jesus' parable of the Wise and Foolish Virgins. It usually appears in the Last Judgment portal archivolts and is a complicated biblical narrative that brings to mind the second question. Once a theme was chosen, in what manner would it be visually depicted? 
The narrative is a metaphorical parable concerning one's readiness for the second coming of Christ. A number of virgins wait for their bridegrooms. The wise virgins are ready with enough lamp oil to last throughout the long wait. The foolish virgins are not prepared. Their oil runs out before the bridegrooms arrive and thus they go away disappointed. To depict this parable in a handful of stone carvings required artistic, symbolic interpretation. While it is relatively certain that the clergy gave final approval to the visual plan, it is equally likely that their bureaucratic minds did not conceive it. The common perception of the medieval artist as a simple craftsman may be accurate as to his financial and social status, but his creative genius undoubtedly determined the choice of visual images. 
The artist who conceived of the Wise and Foolish Virgins iconography is unknown to us. His solution was brilliant. The wise virgins are holding cups of oil upright. The foolish virgins' cups are overturned and empty. The latter proceed up the archivolt to a heavenly door that is shut tight. The wise virgins, however, proceed to a door that is wide open to the kingdom of God. The message is graphically clear: Be prepared to meet your Maker! 
Even when medieval artists were not given much license in depicting a particular theme visually, the best of them found artistic expression in the details. Their artistic ability informed the work's execution. For instance, the humanistic, psychological studies of saints' heads at Chartres could not have been dictated by a cleric. These obviously result from the skills and sensibilities of a talented artist brought to bear on his assigned task. The elegant, slender, expressive studies of the saints and prophets on Rheims's west portal are clearly the result of an artist striving for expression, not a cleric seeking to inform. 
One needs only to view the head of Elizabeth (the fourth right jamb figure in Rheims's west facade central portal) to know that its creator was a magnificent artist, not the simple craftsman he was considered in his time. Yes, the Gothic artist had little or no input regarding his subject matter; his artistic bent was evidenced in execution, not choice of subject. 
Measuring Success 
Once the iconographic cycles were finished, a final consideration was their effectiveness. It is dangerous to be too didactic in saying how successful they were. Success can be measured in multiple ways and from many points of view. The artist, for instance, may consider the work successful simply if it pleases or moves him and/or others. The craftsman, on the other hand, might consider any piece that was accepted and paid for a success. 
A donor, one would suspect, would consider the work successful if others were grateful to him for his generosity. Donors whose motives were propitiation for their sins would be satisfied when the clergy assured them that God was pleased with the work. That assurance may not have always been well founded, however. At Bourges there is a three-panel window donated by Jacques Trousseau that shows his family kneeling piously before the virgin. The third panel shows Trousseau presenting the window to the church. If Trousseau's motive in donating the window was to court favor with Jesus, Christ's words to not show your acts of righteousness before men indicate the window was not a success. 
The clerics' yardsticks for measuring the success of the iconography would be as diverse as their agendas. Some, one would hope, would judge the work on its beauty and emotive quality. Others would be more concerned with the political statement made. The Archbishop of Rheims, for example, probably took great satisfaction in seeing his underling bishops in their subservient iconographic positions. 
Ultimately, however, the purpose of a church is to forge and strengthen reconciliation between God and man. How successful is Gothic iconography to that end? The National Library in Paris houses the text of a thirteenth- century sermon in which the cleric urges his rural parishioners to make a pilgrimage to the cathedral at Amiens. He gave three reasons: It was the architectural wonder of the province and a monument to God, it housed a holy relic of John the Baptist, and, most important to a discussion of iconography, the lessons of the faith were taught in the stained-glass windows and sculpture. 
Did these lessons strengthen heavenly bonds? Yes and no. The Villion poem is indicative of what must have been many parishioners' reaction to the judgment portals: hope of heaven and fear of hell. Unfortunately, not all the art was as successful. The mixture of figurative and decorative panels in many thirteenth-century stained-glass cycles rendered them incomprehensible or even meaningless. 
The Good Samaritan window in Bourges is a case in point. While beautiful to look at, it conveys a jumbled reading of a relatively simple parable. The various panels are a confusing cycle containing Aaron's golden calf, Moses breaking the Ten Commandments, Adam and Eve, and Christ crucified. 
Confusion is not the only problem in Gothic iconography. Amiens, the cathedral touted by the thirteenth- century parish priest for the lessons of its iconography, has an unusual and wonderfully sculpted Magi cycle that nonetheless conveys spurious information concerning the Magi. It's based on an absurd fifth-century interpretation of Psalm 48 that has little or no relation to the text. The psalm refers to kings from the era of the Old Testament who apparently boarded ships from Tarshish that went down in the sea. The Amiens Magi cycle quatrefoils place the New Testament Magi on those ships and attribute their sinking to the machinations of Herod. 
Worse yet, the Charlemagne window at Chartres deliberately teaches lies. It depicts Charlemagne, who was crowned in the ninth century, leading the first crusade despite the fact that it took place 300 years later. 
Still, the Gothic cathedral no doubt did, and still can, bring humans closer to God. While a particular window or sculpture might fail in that task, the cathedral as a whole does not. It is the total effect of glass, sculpture, elevation, and architecture that evokes the city of God described in Revelation 21: 
And he carried me away in the spirit to a great and high mountain, and showed me the holy city, Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, having the glory of God. Her brilliance was like a very costly stone, as a stone of clear jasper. 
______________________ 
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