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With its setting on a  hilltop outcropping that rises 100 
metres above the surrounding countryside, its multiple 
towers, and its transepts that extend outwards for 22 me-
tres to either side, the cathedral of Notre-Dame of Laon is 
a particularly dramatic early Gothic site [Fig. 1]. Because 
of its broad extension into space and muscular walls, Jean 
Bony has credited Laon Cathedral’s masons with building 
‘an art of sculpture on a grand scale’.1 The cathedral is also 
known for having undergone a significant enlargement of 
its choir to the east in the early thirteenth century.2 At that 
time, the shorter semi-circular choir of Laon Cathedral, 
indicated on the right of the plan by parallel curving lines 
at mid-point in the choir [Fig. 2], was extended by three 
large, square sexpartite vaults further to the east into the 
present long and flat-ended choir, effectively doubling its 
size. As one historian observed, ‘After this expansion, the 

1	 J. Bony, French Gothic Architecture of the 12th and 13th Centuries, 
Berkeley, 1983, p. 145. 

2	 Good discussions of the building include: A. Bouxin, La cathé-
drale Notre-Dame de Laon: historique et description, Laon, 1890; 
L. Broche, La Cathédrale de Laon, Paris, 1926 (Petites Monogra-
phies des Grands Édifices de la France); J. Bony, French Gothic 
[as in note 1], pp. 117–193; W. Clark, Laon Cathedral: The Archi-
tecture, 2 vols, London, 1987; D. Kimpel and R. Suckale, L’ar-
chitecture gothique en France, 1130–1270, trans. by F. Neu, Paris, 
1990, pp. 193–213; D. Sandron, Picardie Gothique: Autour de Laon 
et Soissons, Les édifices religieux, Paris, 2001 (Les Monuments de 
la France gothique), pp. 188–207; and D. Sandron, ‘La cathé-
drale de Laon, la volonté du clergé, la liberté des architectes’, in 
L’ artiste et le commanditaire aux derniers siècles du Moyen Age: 
XIIIe–XVIe siècles, ed. by F. Joubert, Paris, 2001, pp. 5–16 (espe-
cially useful since his discussion in Picardie Gothique does not 
have footnotes). 
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building reached such proportions that it seemed to have 
been built on the scale of the hill rather than of the town’.3 

Complementing this setting is the cathedral’s stained 
glass. Laon is one of the few surviving early Gothic cathed
rals with four rose windows, one on each of the arms of 
the cruciform shaped building. The glazing is proud-
ly aggregative, with rose window compositions from the 
twelfth, thirteenth, and fourteenth centuries illuminating 
its interior.4 At the centre of the newly enlarged choir is 
the eastern rose window with the Glorification of the Vir-
gin of c. 1200–1215 [Fig. 3], which commands the interior 
space of the cathedral and is the focus of this study.

3	 A. Saint-Denis, Apogée d’une cité: Laon et le Laonnois aux XIIe et 
XIIIe siècles, Nancy, 1994, p. 346 (translation mine).

4	 Summarized in Les vitraux de Paris, de la région parisienne, de 
la Picardie et du Nord-Pas-de-Calais, Paris, 1978 (Corpus Vitrea-
rum, France, Recensement des vitraux anciens de la France, 1), 
pp. 162–163. For good overviews of Laon’s glazing see: A. de Flo-
rival and E. Midoux, Les vitraux de la cathédrale de Laon, Paris, 
1882 (published in four separately paginated fascicules, parts 1–4); 
L. Grodecki, with C. Brisac and C. Lautier, Le vitrail roman, 
Fribourg, 1977, p. 220; L. Grodecki and C. Brisac, Gothic Stained 
Glass, 1200–1300, trans. by B. Drake Boehm, Ithaca, 1984, pp. 24–
36, 54, 249–250; F. Perrot, ‘Les vitraux médiévaux de la cathé-
drale: état d’une recherche’, in M. Plouvier et al., Laon: Une Acro-
pole à la française, Amiens, 1995 (Cahiers du Patrimoine, 40), pp. 
337–348; and P. Cowen, The Rose Window: Splendour and Symbol, 
London, 2005, pp. 68–73, 260–261 (with excellent colour images). 
The southern rose window, likely made in c. 1180 at the same time 
as the northern rose, was altered in the mid-fourteenth century, 
possibly as the result of a lightning strike that damaged a tower 
of the cathedral in 1343. Discussed in A. Bouxin, La cathédrale 
Notre-Dame de Laon [as in note 2], p. 4, and D. Sandron, Picar-
die Gothique [as in note 2], p. 190. 



30

1. Distant view of Laon Cathedral from the southwest. Photo: Pline (Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA 3.0) 

2. Plan of Laon Cathedral. Source: G. Dehio, G. von Bezold, Kirchliche Baukunst des Abendlandes (Atlas, 4, 1894), Plate 362. Public Domain 
(via Wikimedia Commons) 
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This eastern rose, in combination with the three tall 
lancet windows below it, offers a  beckoning luminous 
plane that is more glass than stone and contributes to the 
impression of the cathedral’s great length [Fig. 3]. The con-
figuration has been called ‘one of the most successful ar-
rangements in Gothic Art of the early thirteenth century’.5 
If the three mid-twelfth-century lancets of the western fa-
çade of Chartres Cathedral had been created at the same 
time as its early thirteenth-century western rose and the 
ensemble were moved closer to the level of the behold-
er, then Chartres’s western elevation might have looked 
something like this.6 Moreover, the importance of Laon’s 

5	 L. Grodecki, A. Prache, and R. Recht, Gothic Architecture, 
New York, 1977, p. 53.

6	 On the stained glass of Chartres Cathedral, see Y. Delaporte, 
Les vitraux de la cathédrale de Chartres: Histoire et description,  
4 vols, Chartres, 1926, and the convenient summary in Les vitraux 
de centre et des pays de la Loire, Paris, 1981 (Corpus Vitrearum, 
France, Recensement des vitraux anciens de la France, 2), pp. 25–
45, baies 49, 50, 51, and 143. For an analysis of the western rose 
of Chartres Cathedral after its conservation in 2012, see C. Lau-
tier, ‘The West Rose of the Cathedral of Chartres’, in Arts of the 
Medieval Cathedrals: Studies on Architecture, Stained Glass and 

new eastern elevation was reinforced by the expanded  
cathedral’s dedication ceremony, when five-branched 
candelabras were placed before each of the eastern lancet 
windows.7 This ceremony, the only occasion when win-
dows are mentioned in either of Laon’s earliest surviving 
ordinaries, suggests that light must have been an impor-
tant factor in the decision to extend the choir to the east. 

Yet ironically, scholarly attention to Laon’s stained glass 
has focused on the cathedral’s northern rose of c. 1180 

Sculpture in Honor of Anne Prache, ed. by K. Nolan and D. San-
dron, Farnum, 2015, pp. 121–133.

7	 U. Chevalier, Ordinaires de l’église cathédrale de Laon (XIIe 
et XIIe siècles), Paris, 1897 (Bibliothèque liturgique, 6), p. 380.  
Chevalier’s text publishes the cathedral’s two earliest ordina-
ries, that of Lisiard de Crépy, composed after 1173, entitled ‘Or-
dinarium Ecclesiae Laudunensis’, Laon, Bibliothèque municipale  
Suzanne Martinet, MS 215 (457) / T. R. 38. G, ed. and transcribed  
in U. Chevalier, Ordinaires de l’église cathédrale, pp. 1–188. And 
the second (from which the notice of the dedication ceremony 
was taken), drawn up before 1228 by Adam de Courlandon, en-
titled, ‘De Ordine Officiorum’, Laon, Bibliothèque municipale  
Suzanne Martinet, MS 221 (458) / T. R. 29. 2, ed. and transcribed 
in U. Chevalier, Ordinaires de l’église cathédrale, pp. 188–384. 

3. Interior view of Laon Cathedral to the east. Photo: Uoaei1 (Wiki-
media Commons, CC BY-SA 4.0)

4. Interior view of the rose window of Philosophia and the Liberal  
Arts in the north transept arm, c. 1180, Laon Cathedral. Photo:  
Uoaei1 (Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA 4.0) 
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[Fig. 4], due to its early date and to its intriguing scholarly  
theme of the Liberal Arts. In contrast, the eastern rose 
has been largely subsumed into the discussion of the ex-
tension of the choir, without sufficient attention paid to 
the window itself. In this study, I will engage with Laon 
Cathedral’s eastern rose window, with an eye to under-
standing it on its own terms, by focusing on its materials, 
composition, the stone armature that contains the glass, 
and local resources within Laon that it drew upon. 

THE NORTHERN ROSE, C. 1180
I turn first to Laon’s earlier northern rose window [Fig. 4], 
in order to offer context for the examination of the eastern 
rose. The early Gothic cathedral of Notre-Dame of Laon 
was built from east to west with a hemicycle choir, begin-
ning in the 1150s [see Fig. 2].8 The north transept belongs 
to this phase of construction and served as the principal 
entrance from the bishop’s palace, which is located to the 
northeast of the cathedral.9 The northern rose dates to c. 
1180,10 and is a  plate tracery composition of 8.23 metres 
in diameter with a strikingly mural presentation that has 
been characterized as ‘a wall with eight oculi’.11 It is among 

8	 For a focus on the original choir, see E. Lambert, ‘La cathédrale 
de Laon’, Gazette des Beaux-Arts, 13, 1926, no. 768, pp. 361–384. 
Also see A. Saint-Denis, Apogée [as in note 3], pp. 188–196 on the 
beginning of construction, which he persuasively dates to 1150, 
with documentation in W. Clark, Laon Cathedral [as in note 
2], vol. 1, pp. 17–21. In 1857, Émile Boeswillwald, the architect of  
the cathedral, undertook excavations that established the form  
of the semi-circular termination of the earlier choir. His report 
was not published but is discussed in L. Broche, ‘Laon’, Congrés 
archéologique de France à Reims en 1911, 1912, pp. 158–249, esp.  
pp. 176–179. There are also good summaries in A. Bouxin,  
La cathédrale Notre-Dame de Laon [as in note 2], pp. 12–39, and  
D. Sandron, ‘La cathédrale de Laon’ [as in note 2], pp. 4–7. 

9	 D. Sandron, Picardie Gothique [as in note 2], pp. 195–197.
10	 In older publications such as A. de Florival and E. Midoux, 

Les vitraux de la cathédrale [as in note 4], pt. 2, p. 48, and Les vi-
traux de Paris [as in note 4], p. 163, as well as L. Cleaver, Edu-
cation in Twelfth-Century Art and Architecture: Images of Learn-
ing in Europe, c. 1100–1220, Suffolk, 2016, p. 23, the northern rose 
is dated to the thirteenth century. But this older dating does not 
square with the building history: W. Clark, Laon Cathedral [as 
in note 2], vol. 2, pp. 42–49 dated the construction of the tran-
sept arms to the 1170s. In more recent studies, the rose window 
is generally dated earlier: see L. Grodecki and C. Brisac, Gothic  
Stained Glass [as in note 4], p. 35 advocating for ‘before c. 1200’ 
and suggesting c.  1185–1195; F. Perrot, ‘Les vitraux médiévaux’ 
[as in note 4], p. 337 indicating just after 1180; and M. Harrison  
Caviness, Sumptuous Arts at the Royal Abbeys in Reims and 
Braine: Ornatus elegantiae, varietate stupendes, Princeton, 1990, 
p. 90 arguing that it is earlier than Braine’s rose of c. 1185–1195.

11	 F. Perrot, ‘Les vitraux médiévaux’ [as in note 4], p. 341. For di-
mensions and further detail, see A. de Florival and E. Midoux, 
Les vitraux de la cathédrale [as in note 4], pt. 4, pp. 45–72. 

the earliest surviving rose windows, after Saint-Denis 
(1140) and Saint-Étienne of Beauvais (c. 1150), but neither 
of those apertures has any extant medieval stained glass 
within them.12 

Also noteworthy is the northern rose window’s devo-
tional invention, with its theme of Philosophy and the 
Liberal Arts, a subject better known in scholarly diagrams 
and floor mosaics.13 The literary tradition of the Liberal 
Arts extends back to antiquity,14 yet the artes appeared in-
frequently in monumental image cycles before the mid-
twelfth century. There was no one place they were usu-
ally found, as for example, the Labors of the Months that 
appeared regularly in calendars.15 Their representation in 
the cathedral’s north transept rose paid homage to the dis-
tinguished scholarly traditions in Laon,16 yet most of the 

12	 See L. Grodecki, Le vitrail roman [as in note 4], p. 24. 
13	 On themes in early rose windows see E. Carson Pastan, ‘It 

Ought to be Mary: On Themes in the Western Rose Window 
of Notre-Dame of Paris’, Different Visions, 8, 2022 (= Visualiz-
ing Gender and Sexuality in the Middle Ages in honor of Rachel 
Dressler, ed. by V. Blanton, et. al.), <https://differentvisions.org/it-
ought-to-be-mary/> [accessed 3 October 2025]. 

14	 Frequently discussed. See E.-E. Viollet-le-Duc, ‘Arts (libéraux)’, 
in idem, Dictionnaire raisonné de l’architecture française du XIe au 
XVIe siècle, Paris 1854, vol. 2, pp. 1–10; the overview in É. Mâle, 
Religious Art in France, the Thirteenth Century: A Study of Medi-
eval Iconography and its Sources, new ed. by H. Bober, trans. by 
M. Mathews, Princeton, 1984 (Bollingen Series, 90/2), pp. 79–95; 
M.-T. D’Alverny, ‘La sagesse et ses sept filles; recherches sur les 
allegories de la philosophie et des arts libéraux du IXe au XIIe  
siècle’, in Mélanges dédiés à la mémoire de Félix Grat, 2 vols,  
ed. by É.-A. Van Moé, J. Vielliard, and P. Marot, Paris 1946–1949, 
vol. 1, pp. 245–278; A. Katzenellenbogen, ‘The Representa-
tion of the Seven Liberal Arts’, in Twelfth-Century Europe and the 
Foundations of Modern Society, Proceedings of a Symposium 12–14 
November 1957, ed. by M. Clagett, G. Post, and R. Reynold, Mad-
ison, 1961, pp. 39–55; idem, The Sculptural Programs of Chartres 
Cathedral, New York, 1964, pp. 15–21; P. Verdier, ‘L’iconographie 
des arts libéraux dans l’art du moyen âge jusqu’à la fin du 
quinzième siècle’, in Arts libéraux et philosophie au moyen âge: 
Actes du quatrième Congrès International de Philosophie Médiévale, 
Université de Montréal, Montréal, Canada, 27 août–2 septem-
bre 1967, Montréal and Paris, 1968, pp. 305–355; and M. Evans,  
‘Allegorical Women and Practical Men: the Iconography of the 
Artes Reconsidered’, in Medieval Women: Dedicated and Present-
ed to Professor Rosalind M. T. Hill, Oxford, 1978, pp. 305–328; and 
L. Cleaver, Education in Twelfth-Century Art and Architecture 
[as in note 10], pp. 7–36. 

15  M. Evans, ‘Allegorical Women’ [as in note 14], p. 307.
16	 On scholarly traditions within Laon, with further bibliography, 

see B. Smalley, The Study of the Bible in the Middle Ages, Notre 
Dame, IN, 1964, Chapter 2 ‘Monastic and Cathedral Schools’, pp. 
37–82; M. Colish, ‘Another look at the School of Laon’, Archives 
d’histoire doctrinale et littéraire du moyen âge, 53, 1986, pp. 7–22; 
S. Martinet, Montloon, reflet fidèle de la montagne et des environs 
de Laon de 1100 à 1300, Laon, 1972, pp. 95–111; and J.J. Contreni, 
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monumental cycles of the Liberal Arts postdate the peak 
of the schools of the cathedrals they adorn, as was cer-
tainly the case at Laon.17 

The northern rose’s poor state of preservation is due in 
part to the explosion of a local powder magazine situated 
to the north of the cathedral in 1870.18 Even before then, 
however, an image of Laon’s northern rose published in 
Cahier and Martin’s work of 1856 showed only five me-
dieval panels remaining, with the other openings in the 
window simply left empty.19 When the atelier of Nicolas 
Coffetier restored the north transept rose in 1871, they 
collected the debris of the fallen panels and re-sequenced 
the panels within the aperture.20 Laon’s northern rose 
now emanates cool, blue tones, due in part to its location 
within the oriented cathedral, and also because of the role 
that masonry plays in the rose window’s composition.21 In 
addition, the warmer colours of the remaining medieval  
glass are now practically opaque owing to the buildup 
of weathering crusts on the exterior of the window, thus  
emphasizing its cooler hues.22

Laon’s north transept rose is often compared to the 
image of Philosophy and the Liberal Arts from the Hor-
tus deliciarum manuscript dated c. 1176–1296 [Fig. 5].23 In 
each work, Philosophy is at the centre of a wheel that fans 
out into the personifications of the Liberal Arts, the tra-
ditional seven in the illumination while the rose window 

The Cathedral School of Laon from 850–930: Its Manuscripts and 
Masters, Munich, 1978 (Münchener Beiträge zur Mediävistik und 
Renaissance-Forschung, 29).

17	 L. Cleaver, Education in Twelfth-Century Art and Architecture 
[as in note 10], p. 23.

18	 F. Perrot, ‘Les vitraux médiévaux’ [as in note 4], pp. 339–341, for 
the restoration history, and her restoration chart of the northern 
rose p. 338, fig. 379. 

19	 C. Cahier and A. Martin, Mélanges d’archéologie, d’histoire et 
de littérature, 4 vols, Paris 1856, vol. 4: pl. VIII; reproduced in  
P. Cowen, Rose Window [as in note 4], p. 227. The window was 
very briefly discussed in Cahier’s article within the volume en-
titled ‘Ornements peints sur verre et sculptés’, pp. 88–98, with an 
allusion to Laon’s rose on p. 96. A. De Florival and E. Midoux, 
Les vitraux de la cathédrale [as in note 4], pt. 4, p. 58 state that the 
images missing were Philosophy, Rhetoric, Medicine, and Music.

20	 See F. Perrot, ‘Les vitraux médiévaux’ [as in note 4], pp. 340–
341, quoting the architect Boeswillward’s report of 16 August 1871  
describing the state of the glass. 

21	 A. de Florival and E. Midoux, Les vitraux de la cathédrale [as in 
note 4], pt. 4, p. 58.

22	 F. Perrot, ‘Les vitraux médiévaux’ [as in note 4], p. 341.
23	 See R. Green et al., Herrad of Hohenbourg, Hortus Deliciarum, 

2 vols, London, 1979. Discussed in vol. 1, pp. 104–107 with tran-
scription of the inscriptions; and in vol. 2: the facsimile, f. 32r 
(with color image, pl. 18). For the history of the manuscript, 
which was destroyed during the Prussian siege of Strasbourg in 
c. 1870, but is known through copies and reconstructions, see the 
contributions by M. Evans and C. Bischoff in R. Green, vol. 1, 
pp. 1–16. 

adds an additional eighth personification of Medicine.24 
The inscriptions in the illumination articulate the impor-
tance of the Liberal Arts in a Christian context.25 The text 
around the inner circle of the manuscript image declares 

24	 See E.-E. Viollet-le-Duc, ‘Arts (libéraux)’ [as in note 14], pp. 
3–4 emphasizing that the number of the Liberal Arts – though 
traditionally seven – was not fixed. The contemporaneous sculp-
tures of the Liberal Arts on voussoirs of the northern window in 
the west façade of Laon Cathedral of c. 1190 number ten, for ex-
ample, and there are twelve socle reliefs on the central portal at 
Sens Cathedral from c. 1200. There are also clear differences in 
the presentation of the manuscript image and the rose window 
that will not be addressed in detail here, but suffice it to mention 
the work of M. Bagnoli, ‘The Syzygy at Anagni: Measuring the 
Gap between Concept and Execution in Medieval Wall Painting’, 
Zeitschrift für Kunstgeschichte, 72, 2009, no. 3, pp. 313–328 who an-
alyzed another such transformation in the adaptation of the rota 
diagrams in the fresco program of the crypt at Anagni. She iden-
tified a ‘gap’ between their bookish source of inspiration and their 
translation into a monumental setting, noting that monumental 
imagery usually involves ‘ad hoc syntheses’ as well as the creative 
input of the artists undertaking the adaptation.

25	 M.-T. D’Alverny, ‘La sagesse et ses sept filles’ [as in note 14],  
p. 246.

5. Philosophia and the Seven Liberal Arts, from a copy made  
after the Hortus Delicarium, f. 32r, c. 1176–1196. Source: C.M.  
Engelhardt, Beytrag zur Geschichte der Wissenschafte… (Strasbourg, 
1818), Plate VIII. Repr. from Bibliothèque numérique patrimoniale 
de l’Université de Strasbourg (Open License)
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that Philosophy rules over the seven arts.26 The inscription 
to the right of Philosophy’s throne states that the Holy 
Spirit was the inventor of the liberal arts, while the banner 
she carries asserts that ‘All wisdom is from the Lord God’.27 
Both manuscript and rose window attest to the Christian 
ideal that after the fall, learning was the means for hu-
mankind to reunite with God and achieve salvation.28 For 
medieval scholarly beholders, the personification of Phi-
losophy was capacious, allowing comparison to Christian 
themes. As Fiona Griffiths summarized:

[Philosophia] is at once Sapientia, the Divine Wisdom of 
the Old Testament, Sophia, the Wisdom of God, whom 
medieval exegetes associated with the second person 
of the Trinity, and the imposing allegorical figure of 
Boethius’s Consolation. She might also be seen as a fig-
ure of Mary, the Queen of Heaven, since Mary was in-
creasingly portrayed as a philosopher during the twelfth 
century.29

As we shall see, such an enlarged understanding of Phi-
losophia allows the northern rose window of the cathed
ral to resonate with the Marian imagery in the choir.

THE EASTERN ROSE C. 1200–1215
The eastern rose window of Laon Cathedral is routinely 
juxtaposed to the earlier north transept rose [see Figs. 4 
and 6], to highlight its bolder skeletal effects, a clear con-
trast of its bar tracery composition in comparison to the 
plate tracery of the northern rose.30 The eastern aperture’s 
arrangement of continuously radiating elements that 
build upon one another in form and content contrasts to 
the discrete medallions arranged in a circular pattern that 
make up the earlier rose. 

The eastern rose of Laon Cathedral measures 10.20  
metres in diameter, a  large evacuation of the wall with 
slender curved bars of stone tracery forming a network of 
supports within the rose [Fig. 6].31 The rose fits closely un-
der the rounded arch of the terminal wall, while the three 

26	 R. Green, Hortus Deliciarum [as in note 23], vol. 1, p. 104; and see 
F. J. Griffiths, The Garden of Delights: Reform and Renaissance 
for Women in the Twelfth Century, Philadelphia, 2007, pp. 151–152. 

27	 F.J. Griffiths, The Garden of Delights [as in note 26], p. 150.
28	 Ibidem, 149.
29	 Ibidem, p. 150, a  summation of her argument about the Hor-

tus delicarium image, pp. 148–153, and of the larger argument 
she advances in her Chapter 5 entitled, ‘The Tree of Knowledge’,  
pp. 134–163.

30	 See for example, D. Kimpel and R. Suckale, L’architecture 
gothique [as in note 2], pp. 209–210.

31	 A. Bouxin, La cathédrale Notre-Dame de Laon [as in note 2], pp. 
213–215 with dimensions p. 214; A. de Florival and E. Midoux, 
Les vitraux de la cathédrale [as in note 4], pt. 1, pp. 50–126; F. Per-
rot, ‘Les vitraux médiévaux’ [as in note 4], pp. 345–348 and her 
restoration chart p. 342, fig. 383 for the rose; C. Lautier, ‘Les vit-
raux du chevet’ [as in note 6], p. 264 n. 34 remarks that the rose is 

lancets beneath it of 9 by 2 metres each shine forward 
from within the projecting arcade that envelops them and 
forms a shallow platform beneath the rose.32 The arrange-
ment of the eastern elevation creates a nice sense of push 
and pull, recalling the cathedral’s western elevation. Ear-
lier scholars had compared the cathedral’s extended choir 
to English prototypes, where a  lengthier and rectilinear 
choir is standard,33 but a large rose window is not a part of 
those buildings and must be considered an original aspect 
of Laon Cathedral.34 As Pierre Héliot among others have 
insisted, the eastern wall of Laon is visibly inspired by its 
own western façade, which includes a large rose window 

in better condition than the lancet windows, even the central lan-
cet of the Passion to which it compares most closely. 

32	 Dimensions for the lancet windows in A. de Florival and  
E. Midoux, Les vitraux de la cathédrale [as in note 4], pt. 2, 7–8; Les 
vitraux de Paris [as in note 4], p. 163; ‘Les vitraux médiévaux’ [as in 
note 4], p. 346, fig. 387 for restoration chart of the eastern lancets. 

33	 H. Adenauer, Die Kathedrale von Laon, Düsseldorf, 1934, pp. 45–46. 
34	 P. Héliot, ‘Le chevet de la cathédrale de Laon, ses antécédents 

français et ses suites’, Gazette des Beaux-Arts, 79, 1972, pp. 193–214 
at pp. 194–198.

6. Interior view of the eastern elevation of Laon Cathedral with 
the rose window of the Glorification of the Virgin of c. 1200–1215 
and the upper part of the three lancet windows. Photo: Uoaei1  
(Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA 4.0)



35

with a similar tracery design within its elevation.35 Build-
ing on this work, Claudine Lautier made a persuasive ar-
gument for the unity of all the windows in the eastern ele-
vation, and dated the ensemble to c. 1200, concurrent with 
the western rose.36

The eastern rose is dedicated to the Glorification of 
the Virgin. The figures within the eastern rose are united 
by their gazes and gestures that focus upon the quatrefoil 
with Virgin and Child at centre [Fig. 7].37 Rotating from 
this central quatrefoil at a  ninety-degree angle are four 

35	 P. Héliot, ‘Le chevet de la cathédrale’ [as in note 34], p. 194; 
W. Clark, Laon Cathedral [as in note 2], vol. 2, pp. 61–63; D. San-
dron, ‘La cathédrale de Laon’ [as in note 2], pp. 14–16.

36	 C. Lautier, ‘Les vitraux du chevet de la cathédrale de Laon: 
Première Approche’, Österreichische Zeitschrift für Kunst und 
Denkmalpflege, 51, 2000, pp. 257–264 at p. 258. In contrast,  
F.  Deuchler, Der Ingeborgpsalter, Berlin 1967, pp. 149–160  
argued that the northern and southern eastern lancet windows 
were made up of reused panels from earlier windows in the semi-
circular choir. 

37	 A. de Florival and E. Midoux, Les vitraux de la cathédrale [as 
in note 4], pt. 1, p. 51 for dimensions. They also note that the head 
of the Virgin is a replacement.

lobes, with censing angels above, and the Prophet Isaiah 
and John the Baptist in the two lower lobes. The distinc-
tion accorded to Isaiah and John alludes to their impor-
tance as precursors; Isaiah foretold the virgin birth of the 
Messiah, and John the Baptist announced the advent of 
the Messiah.38 Then rotating another ninety degrees are 
four lobes with a  red lattice-pattern on a  blue ground. 
These elements of the central hub – the circular lobes 
with angels and forerunners, and the trefoil-shaped lobes 
with the lattice design – subtly designate two intersect-
ing crosses that converge on the quatrefoil of the Virgin 
and Child for a strongly centralized composition.39 Also 
adding emphasis to this central image are the ornamental 

38	 A. de Florival and E. Midoux, Les vitraux de la cathédrale [as 
in note 4], pt. 1, pp. 55–58. For the importance of these two figures 
in Laon, also see R. C. Lagueux, ‘Sermons, Exegesis, and Perfor-
mance: The Laon Ordo Prophetarum and the Meaning of Advent’, 
Comparative Drama, 43, 2009, no. 2, pp. 197–220 at pp. 205–206. 

39	 H.L. Kessler, ‘“Consider the Glass, it Can Teach You”: The Medi-
um’s Lesson’, in Investigations in Medieval Stained Glass: Medium, 
Methods, Expressions, ed. by E. Carson Pastan and B. Kurmann-
Schwarz, Leiden, 2019 (Reading Medieval Sources, 3), pp. 143–156 
at p. 144.

7. Detail of the central hub of the eastern rose window of Laon Cathedral of c. 1200–1215, with the Virgin and Child at centre, surrounded by 
angels, the prophet Isaiah, and John the Baptist. Photo: S. Pastan 
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lobes that set the Virgin and Child apart and from a dis-
tance have the effect of encircling the holy personages at 
centre in a purplish haze [Fig. 6]. Continuing outwards 
from this central boss, the apostles in the central row of 
images [Fig. 9] and the Elders of the Apocalypse in the 
outer row [Fig. 10] amplify the numbers of those gathered 
to glorify the Virgin and Child. The Elders of the Apoc-
alypse are recognized by their crowns, musical instru-
ments, and upraised vases.40 Their postures, the way they 
hold their vials and instruments, the fall of their draper-
ies, and the colours of their clothing are remarkably var-
ied, enlivening the circumference of the rose.

The composition of the eastern rose thus encompasses 
an intricate layering of Christian concepts that join past 
and future, with its allusions to the Virgin birth at cen-
tre, the fulfilment of prophecies enunciated by Isaiah and 
John the Baptist, and the apocalypse attended by the heav-
enly host of apostles and Elders of the Apocalypse. The 
eastern rose departs from the narrative scenes of the lan-
cet windows below it in offering an eschatological vision 

40	 A. de Florival and E. Midoux, Les vitraux de la cathédrale [as 
in note 4], pt. 1, 90–126, with an extensive discussion of the musi-
cal instruments held by the Elders.

of the Virgin and Child beyond time.41 Characteristical-
ly, the twenty-four Elders accompany Christ at the Last 
Judgment, but at Laon it is the Virgin Mary, the patron 
of the cathedral who holds the Christ Child on her lap, 
at the rose window’s centre. The themes of the rose win-
dow were further emphasized in the liturgy through the 
celebration of the Mass at the cathedral’s altars beneath 
the rose; the elevation of the host finds echo in the re-
splendent orb at the highest and easternmost point of the 
building.42 

VITREOUS ARTS
Also contributing to the eschatological themes of the east-
ern rose is their articulation in the medium of glass. As 
Caroline Bynum argued in her study of holy matter, Chris-
tian Materiality, ‘The stuff of which objects were made con-
tributes to their impact’.43 Continuing in this vein, Herbert 
Kessler has observed that the vitreous arts – whether enam-
el, glass, or mosaic – were ‘crafted from base substances un-
der intense heat’, and thus, ‘not only approximated the ma-
terial of the heavenly city, but, by comprehending the very 
mechanism of metamorphosis … rendered it into a redo-
lent Christian interpretation’.44 As Kessler summarized, ‘No 
text could engage the theology in the same way, nor could 
actual gems or other natural analogues of God’s perfection 
alone’.45 While this notion could apply to many vitreous 

41	 The narrative images in the lancet windows are the focus of  
C. Lautier, ‘Les vitraux du chevet’ [as in note 36]. F. Deuchler, 
Der Ingeborgpsalter [as in note 36], pp. 150–151 has a helpful dia-
gram setting out all the subjects of the eastern elevation.

42	 An engraving known as the ‘Miracle de Laon’ (Laon, Bibliothèque 
municipale Suzanne Martinet, MS 640) from the mid-sixteenth 
century that shows an exorcism taking place in Laon Cathedral, 
allows us to imagine the eastern end of the building with the choir 
screen reinserted. In the view that it offers, the eastern rose and 
the tops of the three eastern lancets rise above the screen, while 
a  large sculpture of the crucifix is silhouetted before the rose, 
making a  powerful image. On this screen, see Y. Delaporte, 
‘Le jubé de la cathédrale de Laon et l’autel de l’Image’, Mémoires 
de la Société archéologique d’Eure-et-Loir, 14, 1923–1936, pp. 142–
148; M. Plouvier, ‘Le jubé et le décor du chœur de la cathédrale’, 
in M. Plouvier et al., Laon: Une Acropole à la française,  
Amiens, 1995 (Cahiers du Patrimoine, 40), pp. 310–312; and  
E. Carson Pastan and B. Kurmann-Schwarz, ‘Seeing and Not 
Seeing the Transept Rose’, The Proceedings of the International 
Corpus Vitrearum conference in Erfurt, Germany, ed. by U. Gäst 
and D. Parello, Corpus Vitrearum Medii Aevi, Germany (in press, 
anticipated 2026).

43	 C. Walker Bynum, Christian Materiality: An Essay on Religion in 
Late Medieval Europe, New York, 2011, p. 121 and see her full dis-
cussion, pp. 37–123. 

44	 H.L. Kessler, ‘“They preach not by speaking out loud but by sig-
nifying”: Vitreous Arts as Typology’, Gesta, 51, 2012, no. 1, pp. 55–
70 at p. 61.

45	 Ibidem, p. 66.

8. Exterior view of the eastern rose window of Laon Cathedral of  
c. 1200–1215. Photo: S. Pastan
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compositions, the axial position of Laon’s eastern rose win-
dow at the apex of the eastern wall of the cathedral and vis-
ible throughout the interior is particularly effective [Fig. 3]. 

For subjects rendered in these gleaming materials, the arti-
sanal practices of their manufacture join with their themes 
in perfect concert, as is the case for Laon’s eastern rose. In 
his insights, Kessler effectively bridges the window’s mate-
rials and its eschatological themes. 

THE EXEGETICAL ARMATURE
Also of interest is the composition design of Laon’s east-
ern rose window, which can be appreciated by compar-
ing interior and exterior views of the aperture [see Figs. 6 
and 8]. Because of the greater scale of a rose window, the 
iron armature is used in conjunction with stone tracer-
ies, as may be seen in the central hub of the eastern rose 
[Fig. 7], where the iron armature designates the configu-
ration of lobes that make up the central boss-like design, 
while stone traceries, including the large circular stone 
tracery framing the central hub, provide the larger net-
work of spokes joining the glass to the wall.46 A well-en-
gineered rose would be composed of small panels of the 
same size, resembling the regular openings on the hand-
set of an old-fashioned telephone. Yet medieval rose win-
dows rarely adopted a purely functional structure, instead 
choosing designs that work dynamically with the pictorial 
imagery.47 In Laon’s eastern rose, for example, the vigor-
ous, scalloped circular hub in stone draws attention to the 

46	 M.H. Caviness, ‘Templates for Knowledge: Geometric Order-
ing of the Built Environment, Monumental Decoration, and Il-
luminated Page’, in The Visualization of Knowledge in Medieval 
and Early Modern Europe, ed. by M. Kupfer, A.S. Cohen, and J.H. 
Chajes, Turnhout, 2020, pp. 405–428 at p. 409 points out that in 
a lancet window, iron bars at intervals of approximately 30 inch-
es (76.2 cm) are needed; she turns to rose windows and the stone 
traceries that secure them in the aperture on pp. 421–424.

47	 Ibidem, pp. 411–420.

large central image of the Virgin and Child [see Fig. 6].48 
Further contributing to the distinctiveness of Laon’s ar-
mature design are the large semi-circular panels that 
open, goblet-like, around the perimeter of the window 
[see Figs. 6 and 8]. It is a design of a type that Viollet-le-
Duc critiqued from an engineering perspective, pointing 
out that if the outer panels of a rose window are too large, 
they put pressure on the interior of the window.49 

However, the tracery designs of Laon’s eastern rose 
have a  rationale as an ‘exegetical armature’, as Madeline 
Caviness called the phenomenon, because of the way the 
traceries underscore the window’s content.50 The armature 
design emphasizes the Glorification of the Virgin theme 
through division into easily remembered numerical units: 
the Virgin and Child with adoring angels are at centre [see 
Figs. 6 and 7]; they are surrounded by the twelve apos-
tles in the middle ring of the window, who all turn their 

48	 A. de Florival and E. Midoux, Les vitraux de la cathédrale [as in  
note 4], pt. 1, p. 51 with dimensions, stating that the quatrefoil  
in which the Virgin and Child appear is 93 centimeters (or 3 feet) in  
either direction, signaling their importance. They also point out 
that the head of the Virgin in this window is a replacement.

49	 E.-E. Viollet-le-Duc, ‘Rose’, in idem, Dictionnaire raisonné de 
l’architecture française du XIe au XVIe siècle, Paris, 1875/68, vol. 8, 
pp. 39–69 at pp. 42–45, specifically referring to the western rose 
window of Mantes Cathedral, which has a  related design. For 
Mantes, see L. Grodecki and C. Brisac, Gothic Stained Glass [as 
in note 4], pp. 54, 91; P. Cowen, Rose Window [as in note 4], pp. 
74–75; E.A. Gittings, ‘The Sculpture and Glazing Programs of 
the Collegiate Church of Notre-Dame in Mantes’ (unpublished 
master’s thesis, Tufts University, Medford, MA, 1991); and L. de 
Finance, ‘La rose occidentale, fleuron de la vitrerie médiévale de 
la collégiale’, in Mantes médiévale: la collégiale au cœur de la ville, 
exh. cat. l’Hôtel-Dieu de Mantes-la-Jolie, 17 décembre 2000–31 
mai 2001, Mantes 2000, pp. 104–109, who dates the rose to c. 1210. 
A similar design was used for Laon’s western rose and was likely 
used in the contemporaneous western rose of Braine, as suggested 
in M. Caviness, Sumptuous Arts [as in note 10], p. 91 and fig. 10.

50	 M. Caviness, ‘Templates for Knowledge’ [as in note 46], pp. 416–419.

9. Detail of the Apostle Peter from the lower left of the eastern rose 
window of Laon Cathedral. Photo: S. Pastan 

10. Detail of the twenty-four Elders from the outer medallions of 
the lower left of the eastern rose of Laon Cathedral. Photo: S. Pastan 
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gazes and gestures to the mother and child at centre, as 
St Peter who looks up and to the right in this detail [see 
Figs. 6 and 9];51 and then, in the large semi-circular scenes 
around the perimeter, the twenty-four Elders of the Apoc-
alypse, [see Figs. 6 and 10]. According to Caviness, the nu-
merical relationships in an armature design convey mean-
ing in themselves – as here with the Virgin and Child at 
centre, then four supporters, then twelve apostles, and 
then the twenty-four Elders.52 

THE ROTA DIAGRAM
Within Laon, it is conceivable that the form of the trac-
eries of the eastern rose holds a particular meaning. Al-
though the composition is taxing from an engineering 

51	 A. de Florival and E. Midoux, Les vitraux de la cathédrale [as in 
note 4], pt. 1, pp. 87–90.

52	 M. Caviness, ‘Templates for Knowledge’ [as in note 46], p. 422. 
Her argument recalls ideas set forth in a different context in J.B. 
Friedman, ‘Les images mnémotechniques dans les manuscrits de 
l’époque gothique’, in Jeux de Mémoire: aspects de la mnémotechnie 
médiévale, ed. by B. Roy and P. Zumthor, Paris, 1985, pp. 169–184.

perspective, there may be an historical basis for the ar-
mature design and in particular those overlarge semi-cir-
cular arcs that open around the window’s circumference. 
Owing to its prominence in the later years of Carolingian 
rule, Laon’s cathedral library was rich in older scholarly 
works.53 It was likely in this context that Laon acquired 
two early Carolingian copies of Isidore of Seville’s De na-
tura rerum (Laon, Bibliothèque municipale Suzanne Mar-
tinet, MS 422 and 423).54 Within these prestigious older 
copies of Isidore are circular compositions or rotae with 
the distinctive goblet-shaped arcs around the outer por-
tion of the circular field [see Fig. 11]. 

By comparing Laon’s eastern rose window to the Caro-
lingian rota design, one can imagine how the evocation 
of one of these prestigious exemplars might influence 
the design of the window. In his foundational publica-
tion, ‘The Geometry of the Mind’, Michael Evans offered 
insights into how medieval rota diagrams work, and we 
shall amplify his remarks by noting how they might ex-
tend to rose windows. 55 He observed that a circular field 
can accommodate a  ‘hierarchy of categories’, as we have 
seen with the Virgin and Child at the centre of Laon’s rose 
moving outwards to the twenty-four Elders at the circum-
ference. But a circle can also ‘partake in the qualities of an 
actual wheel’ that could be rotated as a kind of calculat-
ing machine, like the chiastic lobes in the centre of Laon’s 
rose. As a wheel, a circle also carries connotations of cyc
lic continuum. Evans saw great possibilities in this ‘para-
doxical combination’ of hierarchy and continuity in a rota 

53	 J.J. Contreni, The Cathedral School of Laon from 850–930 [as in 
note 16], esp. pp. 8–27. 

54	 F. Ravaisson and G. Libri, Catalogue général des manuscrits 
des bibliothèques publiques des départements, vol. 1, Paris, 1849, 
pp. 224–235; J.J. Contreni, Cathedral School [as in note 16], pp.  
47–49; S. Martinet, Quelques belles pièces de la Bibliothèque 
municipale de Laon: Catalogue de l’inauguration du 16 juin 1980 
de la nouvelle Bibliothèque à l’abbaye Saint-Martin, Laon, 1980, 
p. 5, cat. no. 1, and p. 11, cat. no. 12. J.J. Contreni argues that nei-
ther was produced at Laon but likely participated in the diffu-
sion of texts from Rome. For this reason, they are not included in 
D. Muzerelle et al., Manuscrits datés des bibliothèques de France: 
Laon, Saint-Quentin, Soissons, Paris, 2013, but see their pp. 14–17 
and 178. J.J. Contreni specifically comments, p. 31 n. 4 that while 
MS 422 was part of the Laon cathedral library, he found no an-
notations indicating that it was used in the school. Both man-
uscripts are discussed and illustrated in B. Kühnel, The End of 
Time in the Order of Things: Science and Eschatology in Early Me-
dieval Art, Regensburg, 2003, pp. 131–132. For MS 423, the earli-
est extant Isidore manuscript, see the online link: https://portail.
biblissima.fr/ark:/43093/mdata3bbee6d1e8c15d96bbf685bde35f-
9c4329b3bd78 [accessed 8 October 2025]. For MS 422, see B. Küh-
nel, The End of Time, pp. 148–50, and the online link: https:// 
portail.biblissima.fr/fr/ark:/43093/mdata40413559e7394ddc88d-
6de34abfc3efd287e12b6 [accessed 8 October 2025].

55	 M. Evans, ‘The Geometry of the Mind’, Architectural Association 
Quarterly, 12, 1980, pp. 32–55 at p. 42.

11. Diagram 2: The Seasons from Isidore of Seville, De natura rerum,  
2nd quarter of the 9th c. Laon, Bibliothèque municipale Suzanne 
Martinet, MS 422, f. 7r. Public Domain (via Porta Biblissima) 
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diagram, though his comments are equally applicable to 
rose windows as I have briefly indicated above. Evans also 
noted that since the rota diagram achieved currency in 
the illustrations of ‘epitomes of knowledge’ such as Isidore 
of Seville’s De natura rerum of c. 612–615 [see Fig. 12], 
the rota was considered a sign of authority.56 These four  
characteristics – the rota’s ability to plot hierarchical rela-
tionships, to serve as a calculator, to imply continuity, and 
to convey authority – are the basis for understanding the 
circular diagram’s popularity and its many evocations, in-
cluding rose windows. 

Isidore’s treatise was known in his lifetime as the ‘Liber 
Rotarum’, because of the number of rota or wheel-shaped 
diagrams within it. The term was surely known to Isidore 
as his patron King Sisebut referred to the ‘Liber Rotarum’ 
in a  letter of c. 612 addressed to Isidore.57 Scholars have 
long associated rota diagrams with rose windows,58 lead-
ing Jeffery Hamburger to refer to a rose window as a ‘rota 
diagram writ large’.59 In fact, the commonly used term for 
a circular window, a ‘rose’ window, is likely a vernacular 
deformation of the Latin word ‘rota’ which means wheel.60 

Isidore of Seville’s Diagram 2: The Seasons has been 
called his ‘first true diagram’, in that it illustrates a prop-
osition, that of ‘contrastic forms held in balance’, and it 
will serve as our example of how a rota diagram conveys 
meaning within its circular field.61 Turning to Diagram 2 
in Laon Cathedral Library’s ninth-century copy of Isidore 

56	 Ibidem, p. 42. 
57	 For the text of Sisebut’s letter, see Isidore of Seville, Traité de 

la nature, ed. and trans. in French by Jacques Fontaine, Bordeaux, 
1960 (Bibliothèque de l’École des hautes études hispaniques, 28), 
pp. 328–335, with French translation facing the Latin; for English 
translation, see Isidore of Seville, On the Nature of Things, ed. 
and trans. in English by C.B. Kendall and F. Wallis, Liverpool, 
2016 (Translated Texts for Historians, 66), pp. 257–259.

58	 Among others, see W. Ranke, ‘Frühe Rundfenster in Italien’ (PhD 
dissertation, The Free University, Berlin, 1968), pp. 72–76 and R. 
Suckale, ‘Thesen zum Bedeutungswandel der gotischen Fenster-
rose’, in Bauwerk und Bildwerk im Hochmittelalter: Anschaulich 
Beiträge zur Kultur- und Sozialgeschichte, ed. by K. Clausberg et 
al., Giessen, 1981, pp. 259–294 at pp. 280–284 have noted the simi-
larity of rose windows to rota diagrams. 

59	 J.F. Hamburger, ‘Haec Figura Demonstrat: Diagrams in an Early-
thirteenth Century Parisian Copy of Lothar de Segni’s De Missa-
rum Mysteriis’, Wiener Jahrbuch für Kunstgeschichte, 58, 2009, pp. 
7–76 at p. 9. 

60	 C. Enlart, Manuel d’archéologie française: depuis les temps 
mérovingiens jusqu’à la Renaissance, 3rd rev. ed., 2 vols, Paris, 1927, 
vol. 1, p. 329; also see the discussions of the rose window’s etymol-
ogy in W. Ranke, ‘Frühe Rundfenster’ [as in note 58], pp. 72–74 
and R. Suckale, ‘Thesen’ [as in note 58], p. 264, n. 7. 

61	 Isidore, On the Nature of Things [as in note 57], p. 189. For a com-
prehensive investigation of Diagram 2, which she calls the ‘Rota of 
the Seasons and the Year’, see B. Obrist, ‘Le diagramme isidorien 
des saisons, son contenu physique et les représentations figura-
tives’, Mélanges de l’École française de Rome. Moyen-Age, 108, 1996, 

(Laon, Bibliothèque municipale Suzanne Martinet, MS 
422, fol. 7r; fig. 11), it is apparent that each season is in-
scribed at one of the four points of the cross shape that en-
compasses the word Annus, or the year, at centre. Spring 
(ver) is at the top, and fall (autunus) at the bottom. In this 
way, the circular diagram conveys the continuous rotation 
and inevitability of the seasons, as well as plotting oppos-
ing seasons such as winter (hiemps) to the left and sum-
mer (aestas) at right. These designations are given a spa-
tial dimension (not mentioned in Isidore’s accompanying 
text) by inscriptions just inside the names of the seasons 
that indicate east (oriens) just below spring at the top, west 
(occidens) at bottom, north (septentrio) at left and south 
(meridies) at right. 

Of particular significance for understanding the form 
of Laon’s eastern rose, are the arcs that constitute the larger 
semi-circular shapes in the rota diagram’s circumference 
that indicate natural linkages and emphasize harmony 

no. 1, pp. 95–164, with excellent illustrations, and B. Kühnel,  
The End of Time [as in note 54], pp. 132–133.

12. Interior view of the eastern end of Laon Cathedral, with its 
three lancet windows and its eastern rose window of c. 1200. Photo:  
Uoaei1 (Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA 4.0) 
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within difference: thus spring at the top is characterized by 
moisture (humidus), which it shares with winter to the left,  
and heat (calidus), which it shares with summer to the 
right. These arcs are the connective forms within the com-
position, that reveal the cohesion and divine order of the 
cosmos. In the eastern rose of Laon Cathedral, the hierar-
chical structure of the rota diagram remains recognizable, 
although the contrariety we identified in the Isidore’s rota 
diagram has given way to harmony, with the gazes and 
gestures of angels, prophets, and apostles focused on the 
Virgin and Child at centre. 

Referring to compositions like Isidore’s, Anna Esmeijer  
persuasively argued, ‘Diagrams and schemata which had 
long been used in secular learning for illustrating the in-
ner cohesion and harmony of the cosmos, could obvi-
ously be fairly easily adapted to expound the harmony of 
the Scriptures’.62 Building upon Esmeijer’s insights, Bianca 
Kühnel pointed out that when Carolingian diagrammatic 
schemata – with their scientific certainty about the cycli-
cal nature of the seasons – are applied to pictorial imagery, 

62	 A.C. Esmeijer, Divina Quarternitas: A Preliminary Study in the 
Method and Application of Visual Exegesis, Amsterdam, 1978, pp. 
33–34.

it serves to reinforce the message.63 As she concluded, ‘the 
diagrams convey, in a  more powerful and concentrated 
way than texts, the certainty of Christ’s second coming 
as the culmination of the salvation design, based on the  
divine order of things’.64 

A ROSE IS A ROSE65

Near the centre of the window, Mary holds a  red flo-
ral form that is without parallel in Marian imagery of 
the day or within the extensive Marian imagery of Laon  
Cathedral [Fig. 13].66 Though relatively small, the Virgin’s 

63	 B. Kühnel, The End of Time [as in note 54], pp. 247–260.
64	 Ibidem, p. 255.
65	 In the familiar, if often misquoted, verse of Gertrude Stein, ‘Sa-

cred Emily’, in eadem, Geography and Plays, Madison, 2012, pp. 
178–188, with analysis by C.N. Pondrom, pp. XLIV–LII, and see 
<https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rose_is_a_rose_is_a_rose_is_a_
rose> [accessed 13 December 2024], explaining that it should be 
‘Rose is a rose…’, referring to a person.

66	 Rarely discussed, but see A. de Florival and E. Midoux, Les 
vitraux de la cathedral [as in note 4], pt. 1, p. 52 who refer to the 
rose as the mystical rose, citing Ecclesiaticus. P. Cowen, The Rose 

13. Detail of the Virgin and Child from the centre of the eastern rose window of Laon Cathedral. Photo: S. Pastan
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attribute receives emphasis through the visual phenome-
non known as the Purkinje Shift, a perceptual change in 
which certain colours of glass are illuminated at different 
times of the day and would cause the red hues of the Vir-
gin’s upraised motif to glow warmly at midday.67 This is 
especially noticeable in relation to the cool blue tones of 
the north rose, which are the first colours to illuminate 
in the morning [Fig. 4]. There are textual analogies for 
the Virgin’s upraised motif, such as St Ambrose’s reference 
to Mary as a rose without thorns,68 or in the extrabiblical 
commentary of Ecclesiasticus 24:18 where Wisdom likens 
herself to a cedar in Lebanon and a rose in Jericho.69 How-
ever, the development of Marian imagery around the rose 
and the garland of prayers that make up a rosary postdates 
the Laon window by centuries.70 

Investigating this floral-like motif within its context in 
Laon Cathedral, however, it is surely significant that this 
form, with its eight-lobed contour, evokes the cathedral’s 
earlier northern rose window [Fig. 4]. The reference in-
corporates the earlier composition and celebrates it in the 
context of the even larger and brighter, twelve-lobed rose 
window of the cathedral’s eastern extension. Moreover, 

Window [as in note 4], p. 222 and H.L. Kessler, Experiencing Me-
dieval Art, Toronto, 2019, pp. 153–154 both associate the motif as 
a  reference to the Virgin as a  ‘rose without thorns’. The studies 
of the Marian symbolism of Laon’s sculpture by M.-L. Thérel, 
‘Étude iconographique des voussures’, Cahiers de civilisation 
médiévale, 15, 1972, no. 57, and I. Kasarska, La sculpture de la fa-
çade de la cathédrale de Laon: Eschatologie et humanisme, Paris, 
2008, esp. pp. 93–97 adduce no parallels. 

67	 M. Caviness, ‘Stained Glass Windows in Gothic Chapels, and 
the Feasts of the Saints’, in Kunst und Liturgie im Mittelalter, Ak-
ten des internationalen Kongresses der Bibliotheca Hertziana 
und des Nederlands Instituut te Rome, 1997, ed. by N. Bock et. 
al., Munich 2000, pp. 135–148 at p. 141; J.R. Johnson, The Radi-
ance of Chartres: Studies in the Early Stained Glass of the Cathe-
dral, London, 1964 (Columbia University Studies in Art History 
and Archaeology, 4), pp. 16–25. Adapted to windows in Chartres, 
by C. Lautier, ‘La polychromie de la cathédrale de Chartres et le 
vitrail’, in Licht(t)räume: Festschrift für Brigitte Kurmann-Schwarz 
zum 65. Geburtstag, ed. by K. Georgi et al., Petersberg, 2016 (Stu-
dien Zur Internationalen Architektur- und Kunstgeschichte, 138), 
pp. 124–133, esp. p. 128.

68	 For the Latin, see S. Ambrosii episcopi Mediol, Hexaemeri Libros 
Sex, ed. by R.O. Gilbert, Leipzig, 1840 (Bibliotheca Patrum Eccle-
siasticorum, 9), Book 3, Ch. 11, §48, p. 65; and for the English, see 
Saint Ambrose, Hexameron, Paradise, and Cain and Abel, trans. by 
J.J. Savage, New York, 1961, pp. 102–103.

69	 Ecclesiasticus, by Ben Sira, is a deuterocanonical biblical work. It 
is included in the Douay-Rheims version of the bible, but in the 
King James version, it is grouped with the apocrypha as the Wis-
dom of Jesus, son of Sirach. 

70	 A. Winston-Allen, Stories of the Rose: The Making of the Rosa-
ry in the Middle Ages, University Park, PA 1997; J.F. Hamburger, 
Nuns as Artists: The Visual Culture of a Medieval Convent, Berke-
ley, 1997, Chapter 2, ‘The Sweet Rose of Sorrow’, pp. 63–100. 

this connection builds on the earlier rose thematically 
and allows the female personification of Philosophia at 
the centre of northern rose to pay homage to the image of 
Mary and Child at the centre of the eastern rose that glori-
fies the Virgin’s role in the salvation of mankind. 

The intense reds of the eastern rose, warming across 
the course of the day, also highlight the activity of light 
streaming through glass without breaking it, a  patristic 
analogy that was widely used to explain the miracle of 
the Incarnation.71 The metaphor was associated with win-
dow glass by the anonymous author of the Dialogus in-
ter Christianum et Judaeum, composed in Laon c. 1123–
1148.72 In this anti-Jewish text, the Christian sought to 
point out the everyday miracles that the Jew had missed 
like the light transmitted through a window, which prove 
God’s ability to bring about miracles like the Virgin birth 
of Christ. The significance of this incarnational allusion 
is emphasized by the presence of Isaiah near the centre of 
the rose [see Figs. 7 and 13], whose reference to a maiden 
who would give birth, is among the points of contention 
in the Jewish-Christian disputation.73

Attention to the materials, design, and contents of the 
eastern rose reveals its subtlety as an architectural and as 
a  pictorial focus within the cathedral. Together, the di-
verse kinds of material evidence under consideration here 
– including the forging of its glass, the armature design, 

71	 As articulated in M. Meiss, ‘Light as Form and Symbol in Some 
Fifteenth-Century Paintings’, The Art Bulletin, 27, 1945, pp. 175–181 
the fullest expression of the sunbeam penetrating glass simile had 
been widely attributed to St Bernard of Clairvaux (1090–1153) and 
correlated directly with the glazed buildings of his day. However, 
there is now a growing body of literature that includes A. Salzer,  
Die Sinnbilder und Beiworte Mariens in der deutschen Literatur und 
lateinischen Hymnenpoesie des Mittelalters, Linz, 1893, pp. 73–74;  
Y. Hirn, The Sacred Shrine: A Study of the Poetry and Art of the 
Catholic Church, Boston, 1957, p. 343, and A. Breeze, ‘The Blessed 
Virgin and the Sunbeam through Glass’, Celtica, 23, 1999, pp. 19–29  
that suggests that general discussions of the ‘mystic fertilization’ 
by analogy with light passing through glass occurred much earli-
er. Now see M.S. Hutterer, ‘Illuminating the Sunbeam through 
Glass Motif ’, Word & Image, 38, 2022, no. 4, pp. 407–434 esp. pp. 
407–413 where she explains that the passage once attributed to  
St Bernard is now understood to be an extrapolation from various 
texts, including pious seventeenth-century fabrications, reflecting 
the urge to have the textual evidence align neatly with the visual 
evidence of twelfth-century churches.

72	 Discussion and translation in A.S. Abulafia, Christians and Jews 
in the Twelfth-Century Renaissance, London, 1995, pp. 81–83; and 
in eadem, ‘Jewish-Christian Disputations and the Twelfth-centu-
ry Renaissance’, Journal of Medieval History, 15,  1989, no. 2, pp. 
105–125, esp. pp. 114–117. 

73	 A.S. Abulafia, ‘Jewish-Christian Disputations’ [as in note 72], 
pp. 114–115. As Abulafia points out, p. 115 n. 7, the Hebrew Bible 
refers to an alma, or a young woman who would give birth, not 
specifically a virgin as emphasized in Christian interpretations of 
the verse.
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historicizing references to early medieval holdings in the 
cathedral library, allusions to the cathedral’s earlier north-
ern rose, the effects of light on different colours of glass, 
and the activity of light passing through the glass – reveal 
the subtleties of the eastern rose. In a stimulating article 
on Laon Cathedral, Dany Sandron sought to distinguish 
between architectural innovations where the role of the 
architect might predominate, such as the muscularity of 
the deeply contrasting solids and voids of the western fa-
çade, in contrast to developments in which the voice of 
the clergy was likely stronger, such as the length of the 
choir.74 I submit that Laon Cathedral’s magnificent eastern 
rose window must have been supported by both constitu-
encies since it is the window that illuminates the interior, 
makes the building’s architectural extension sing, hon-
ours the cathedral’s patron, and elevates and encompasses 
the liturgical activities within the cathedral.
 

74	 I  have referred to this work throughout this study, but I  cite it 
again in full for emphasis: D. Sandron, ‘La cathédrale de Laon, la 
volonté du clergé, la liberté des architectes’, in L’ artiste et le com-
manditaire aux derniers siècles du Moyen Age: XIIIe–XVIe siècles, 
ed. by F. Joubert, Paris, 2001, pp. 5–16.

SUMMARY

Elizabeth Carson Pastan
ENGAGING THE EASTERN ROSE WINDOW  
OF LAON CATHEDRAL

This study focuses on the eastern rose window of Laon  
Cathedral, dedicated to the Glorification of the Virgin, of  
c. 1200–1215. It is the best-preserved rose within the build-
ing, and also the most visible throughout the interior [Fig. 3],  
yet it has not received the attention that it deserves. When 
it is discussed, the eastern rose tends to be subsumed into 
the story of the cathedral’s dramatic eastern extension  
of c. 1200, that doubled the size of the choir and creat-
ed the present rectilinear termination of the building.  
Attention to the materials, composition, the stone arma-
ture that contains the glass, and local resources within 
Laon that it drew upon reveals its subtlety as an architec-
tural and as a pictorial focus within the building.


