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Sacred space is dynamic,1 being enmeshed in various lay-
ers of meaning and conveying both a profane and a sacred 
rhetoric of power. The built structures used by the early 
Christians developed into symbolic patterns that both re-
flected and regulated human-divine relations. Byzantine 
theologians from the 6th century onward tended to regard 
architecture as a form of theology fixed in space,2 perceiving 
the church as a structure built according to a coherent ideo-
logical program meant to bring humanity and God together 
by providing a place of assembly suitable for both. This fun-
damental dynamic, the result of five centuries of debates 
on the possibility to circumscribe the divine, provided the 
context upon which all other layers of meaning subscribed 
in the structure of the building were added.

Responding to a  concern expressed by Francesca 
Dell’Acqua, the great specialist in the matter of medieval 
glass, the present paper wishes to look from a novel point of 
view at the sources that mention windows in Late Antique 
and Early Medieval cult buildings.3 In his book on Spiritual 
Seeing, Herbert Kessler argued in favour of a fundamental 
distinction existing between the Western medieval and 
Byzantine perception of church space. While for the Byz-
antine, says he, the icon or fresco in the church is a window 
opening towards a superior dimension, for the Western on-
looker: ‘If it was a bridge, it was a drawbridge drawn up, if 
a window, then only with a shade pulled down. It marked 
the existence of a world out there, but it also revealed its 
own inability to transport the faithful into that world.4 In 
the present article I would like to pursue Kessler’s conten-
tion by looking at the way church windows were described. 
It will become evident, I hope, that the perception of the 
openings was directly dependent on the overall apprehen-
sion of the church space, providing thus the context to ex-
plore Byzantine and Western attitudes towards the latter. 
Addressed from this point of view the matter will reveal 
conceptual differences that will, hopefully, help explain 
some of the artistic and architectural transformations un-
derwent by openings in the two traditions.

As fundamental as they were to a religion based on 
a theology of light and which developed its cultic spaces as 
a reflection of a larger gusto for all things luminous,5 win-
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dows received very little attention in the authors whose 
writings have survived. Furthermore, the few references 
that we do have are spatially and chronologically dispersed, 
making it hard to extrapolate. It is, somewhat surprisingly, 
in the West that we hear more often about windows, per-
haps also due to the current state of research.6 In our ana
lysis we will thus attempt to synthesize what appear to be 
general attitudes towards apertures in cultic buildings, in 
relation with the overall concept of the church space. 

Before East and West

The 4th- and 5th-century Christian intelligentsia seems to have 
shared a  surprisingly coherent education and worldview. 
Grouped into schools of thought, Christians of this period 
addressed church buildings in relation with the previous age, 
when monumental constructions were not accessible to the 
community. The apertures were appreciated from a rather 
functional point of view, writers underlining the vast amount 
of light that the windows were allowing to enter their cult 
buildings, an element that distinguished them both from 
the usually dark interiors of traditional temples and from 
accusations of conducting their rituals in secrecy.7 

Nevertheless, extant decorative programs in Raven-
na and Naples nuance our knowledge of the windows’ rela-
tion with the rest of the building, transpiring the builders’ 
desire to integrate them in the iconographic program. The 
so-called Mausoleum of Galla Placidia places the windows 

in a relation with human figures and depictions of divine 
light that was to become customary in later Christian art.8 
Centripetal element in most of the scenes, the window was 
used to underline the luminous character of the divine light 
and the waters of paradise.9 Associated with the latter two 
elements, as well as with the fire that consecrated Lawrence 
as a martyr, the windows in the Mausoleum and the light 
they let through were certainly meant to be perceived as 
opening towards heaven, not the outside. The impression 
is further emphasised by the decoration of the window sills, 
where an undulating pattern renders visual the intermedia-
tion that the window was enacting. [fig. 1] 

In Naples, the decoration of the baptistery of San Gio-
vanni in Fonte pertains to a period when, in all likelihood, 
the baptismal ritual was still nocturnal.10 How exactly the 
windows under the cupola were perceived and their interac-
tion with the iconographical program is thus as uncertain as 
it is intriguing, the human figures being disposed towards 
the openings in the same manner as in the Mausoleum. It is 
my contention that the surface of the openings in the baptis-
tery was not to be perceived as window surface but rather as 
part of the decoration, interacting in some manner (perhaps 
through the placing in front of them of hanging lights whose 
flickering would have played on the vitreous surface) with 
the rest of the composition. As signalled to me by Chiara 
Croci, of the pairs of martyrs flanking the windows, only 
the two occupying the place of esteem on the main axe of 
the building turn towards the window in a sign of reverence. 

1 – Window and decoration of the window sill, 421–445. Mausoleum of Galla Placidia, Ravenna
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The stance, found also in the Mausoleum in the same condi-
tions, was to become customary in later iconography, scholars 
agreeing that the flanking characters address the window 
due to its association with Christ as lux. As attractive as it 
might be the explanation is, at least for Naples, unlikely due 
to the nocturnal character of the ritual.11 The presence, in 
the very scenes that incorporate the windows, of portrayed 
apertures sustains the thesis that the real openings were not 
to be perceived as such.12 [fig. 2] 

One special type of aperture in this period is repre-
sented by the false oculi present in the decoration of cano-
py-like spaces. Drawing, presumably, on a common feature 
of Roman architecture,13 the motif of the decorative oculus 
opening towards a higher dimension is recurrent in late Ro-
man times.14 In the baptistery of San Giovanni in Naples 
and that of the Orthodox in Ravenna, to take only two ex-
amples, the ‘apertures’, open towards different horizons. In 
Naples it is a vision of the Chi-Rho set against the starry sky, 
a theophany taking place in the time but not in the space 
of the baptistery. On the contrary, in the Orthodox baptis-
tery in Ravenna the baptizand was offered the sight of an 
ancient event, re-enacted through the ritual.15 The baptism 
of Jesus in the Jordan and that of the baptizand in the font 
were mirroring each-other as the font reflected the scene in 
the cupola, testifying to the capacity of the context to trans-
form the catechumen in a Christic figure.16 [fig. 3] 

The perception of this particular kind of ‘window’ 
was thus dependent on the context, manipulated through 
catecheses as well as iconographical and ritual associa-
tions.17 Of the two compositions it was the one in Naples 
that represents the rule in this period.18 Although the bap-
tistery and the ritual it housed were the triggers of the ‘vi-
sion’, this type of opening did not advocate spatial proxim-
ity, the interior of the building and the scene in the cupola 

being placed at the opposing ends of a  chasm as great as 
that separating the human and the divine.19 Drawing on 
a  common feature of Late Antique initiatory rituals, the 
scene symbolized the rite’s capacity to grant one access 
to the higher, perfect spheres of the cosmos, by opening 
a  worm-hole cutting through the lower dimensions.20 Al-
though collapsed in the vision, the difference between the 
two stood as an inherent, indeed fundamental reverse-side.

The three cases we have briefly reviewed indicate 
a  varied use and perception of the notion of window in 
paleochristian cultic buildings. Between the real windows 
of the Mausoleum, the pseudo-windows of the baptistery in 
Naples, and the illusory ones in the cupolas it becomes clear 
that the designers of these buildings orchestrated the plac-
ing and depiction of the apertures in order to enhance the 
effect of the ritual. The situation was, certainly, different in 
Constantinian and post-Constantinian basilicas, where the 
multitude of the apertures helped create a hierarchy between 
the spaces while making legible the mosaics they intercalated.21 
While the light amount and its interaction with the decora-
tive materials are repeatedly addressed in the sources, the 
windows themselves are given little attention in this period. 
It was only with the development of a coherent concept of 
the church structure as a reflection of the heavenly temple, 
in the 6th century, that windows came to receive more atten-
tion, as part of a very elaborate visual rhetoric of Christian 
theology that used architecture, the rhetoric of materials, 
and iconography to build its discourse.

In the East

The presentation of cultic interiors as referential of a heav-
enly context was catalysed by the lavish decoration that 
characterized Justinianic foundations. The relation was 

2 – Martyrs flanking window (now closed) with detail of depicted window, end of the 4th century. Baptistery of San Giovanni, Naples
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consciously sought by the artisans of churches such as Ha-
gia Sophia in Constantinople, San Vitale in Ravenna, or the 
basilica Euphrasiana in Poreč as testified by the coherent 
use of elements adding up to a representation of the heav-
enly temple.22 It is in this vein, through the amassing of 
elements conventionally associated with God and heaven 
that the church building, drawing on the ancient notion of 
temple, came to be indicated as a  dwelling-place of God, 
in contradiction with the early Christian discourse that 
denied the possibility to circumscribe God in man-made 
structures.23 Procopius’ description of Hagia Sophia best 
illustrates the process, the text transpiring two seemingly 
contradictory definitions of the church. On the one hand 
the building is indicated as the place where the divine is lo-
cated and can be found, a space that it inhabits. The build-
ing is thus a container of the Divine Presence, as the temple 
in Jerusalem had been,24 marking the spot where the divine 
could be found on earth. On the other hand the church and 
its constitutive elements are presented as anagogical trig-
gers, pointing towards a higher dimension.25

This mirroring of the heavenly temple bore fundamen-
tal participative connotations, inherent to the Late Antique 
cultural context, the decoration’s capacity to flesh out its 
divine correspondent conveying to the scene a re-presenta-

tional, thus substantial quality. As earlier, with the paintings 
Paulinus had made in complex he built for St. Felix at Nola, 
a paradoxical phenomenon was developing. The inevitably 
limited space of the church was credited with containing 
the Divine Presence, just as the empty images (vacuis figuris) 
enacted in the onlookers a  real presence.26 The windows, 
as testified by Paulus Silentiarius and the coeval dedication 
hymn from Edessa, played a  central part in the mise-en-
scène. The light that the apertures allowed to enter is not 
yet identified as divine. It is a rather functionalist view that 
the two authors adopt, the Silentiary describing the effects 
it had on the perception of various spaces and surfaces while 
the anonymous author of the Edessa hymn associated the 
light coming from the openings with images of the Trinity 
and Christian saints.27 The former underlined the apertures’ 
enhancement of the architecture while the latter developed 
an iconographic expression based on their effect. 

While at a speculative level the ambivalence of the 
church space, as both container and referent, always re-
mained a  matter in Christian theology, Late Antique and 
Early Medieval testimonies indicate that the West and 
the East came each to prefer one of the postulations. The 
church interior as habitation of God in a most substantial 
manner survives in early Byzantine authors, Germanus of 

3 – Cupola decoration, 451–468. Orthodox baptistery, Ravenna
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Constantinople declaring in the early 8th century that the 
church ‘is heaven on earth, where the God of Heaven dwells 
and moves.28 Nevertheless, the relation with the Presence 
was rarely understood in such straightforward terms.29 
Mirroring, as the tabernacle of Moses had, the heavenly 
temple,30 the church was identified as a  powerful visual 
expression of fundamentally invisible realities. It was only 
during the liturgy that the two dimensions were collapsed, 
the ritual enacting a commingling of the human and heav-
enly communities. Merged in doxology the two dimensions 
overlapped as Christ descended on the altar to offer His 
body to the congregation, the difference being annulled.31 

This view of the ritual’s capacity prevailed in the 
early Byzantine world, the Antiochene and the Alexandrine 
traditions, one Aristotelian and one Platonic, one favouring 
the recreation within the church of the historical dimen-
sion of the Incarnation, the other addressing it as funda-
mentally anagogical, both agreeing that church space and 
the heavenly temple overlapped. It was with Maximus the 
Confessor that the relation between heaven and church 
space was coherently organized in the East. Perorating on 
the twofold character of existence and on the capacity of 
the cultic context to transport one from one echelon to 
another, the Church Father argued in favour of a direct re-
lation existing between heavenly realities and their cultic 
counterparts. More than direct, the representativeness of 
the church building is indicated as absolute as he concludes 
that ‘Things which are significative of each other are bound 

to contain clear and perfectly true expressions of each other; 
and a flawless relation to them.32

The fragmentation of the light became an apt im-
age for describing the oneness and multiplicity of the Holy 
Trinity from Ps-Dionysius the Areopagite on.33 In virtue of 
the liturgy the interior of the church came thus to be con-
nected with heaven, the latter imagined largely in terms 
of light.34 Sunlight pouring in through the windows came 
thus to be addressed as indicating the interaction between 
the two dimensions. It was in this vein that middle Byzan-
tine architecture came to rely on a complex dramaturgy of 
light. The orientation not only the building but also of its 
apertures helped create a hierarchy of spaces and, according 
to the thesis of Iakovos Potamianos, also within the icono-
graphical program.35 The differentiation between spaces 
and scenes receiving direct and those receiving reflected 
light became part of the mise-en-scène of the liturgy and 
of the visual theological discourse. The importance of the 
matter transpires from the coordination of the apertures 
with the decoration. As noticed by Liz James, mosaicists 
came to take into account the position of the church’s 
openings, adapting accordingly within the mosaic the play 
of light and shade.36 The onlooker was thus offered a par-
tial, yet much appreciated sight of the divine realities as he 
or she entered the reflection of the heavenly temple. The 
relation between the heavenly temple and the church was, 
as we have seen, underlined through the orchestration of 
the latter’s constitutive elements. Vibrating with chant the 

4 – The Virgin and Baptist addressing the window in reverence, 817–824. Chapel of Zeno, Sta. Prassede, Rome
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golden mosaic background’s materiality grew uncertain 
and the characters depicted on it came forth, facilitating 
the idea that as the liturgy progressed the church was en-
gulfed by its prototype.37 

The orientation of the church and its windows in 
order to receive natural light in certain moments and places 
appears thus as part of a visual rhetoric meant to legitimize 
the church’s participation into the higher dimension, the 
ever-growing degree of coordination between theology, 
architecture, and decoration testifying to the continuous 
interest in the matter. At Hosios Loukas, the light of the 
various theophanies depicted on the walls is white. The 
chromatic choice was certainly influenced by the need to 
contrast and detach that light from the predominant gold-
en background. The white rays, nevertheless, have a direct 
correspondent in the sunrays that cut through the interior 
of the church, sieving through finely chiselled openings.38 

A growing number of studies evince the care shown by 
Byzantine architects to coordinate the church space, through 
the positioning of the building and its openings, with the 
path of the sun.39 It becomes evident that the windows grew 
fundamental in the orchestration of the ritual, functioning as 
triggers in the performance of the liturgy. As already argued, 
the church space was a visual enactment of a theological rea-
soning that overlapped the church with the heavenly temple, 
light becoming the catalyst in the inszenierung.

In the West

Apart from taste, building capacity, and conceptual differ-
ences one needs to consider also the difference in sunlight 
when dealing, in a  comparative manner, with Byzantine 
and Western architecture. Larger openings are required 
in Tours than in Resafa in order to obtain the same overall 
amount of light in the interior of the church. Illumination 
was also not the only effect windows had on the interior, 
the openings influencing also the ventilation and tempera-
ture of the space and the West was generally colder that the 
Byzantine regions.40 The ever-changing dimension of win-
dows, a characteristic of Western church architecture from 
Late Antiquity to modern times, is thus to be attributed to 
negotiations between the functional and the theoretical. 
Nevertheless, for the Early Middle Ages a  coherent, con-
ceptually based attitude towards windows can be discerned 
from the extant sources. 

As argued in the introduction, the latter was largely 
dependent on the overall perception of the church space. 
The cultural mutations specific to the western space in the 
Early Middle Ages transformed the interior of churches into 
a space of refuge. Appearing as an enclave of culture, sacred-
ness, and peace in an otherwise unstable world, the interior 
of the church expected little from the outside. This attitude 
transpires in a rather obvious manner from descriptions of 

windows which are indicated as a limen, a threshold mark-
ing the passing from the consecrated space of the church to 
the outside world. Such a perception was certainly facilitat-
ed by the nature of the windows which, having rather small 
oculi filled with glass or selenite, annulled the impression 
of ‘opening’. Indeed, their recurrent description as fields 
of flowers or rainbows, as decorative panels thus, appears 
rooted in this effect of the visible, seemingly illuminated, 
yet non-transparent glass panels. 

At first glance the western medieval authors’ ten-
dency to reuse, when describing windows, metaphors de-
veloped by Late Antique writers appears to carry little, if 
any, historical relevance. Nevertheless, as we will argue, 
behind these topoi stands not only the appreciation of their 
rhetorical beauty but also the perpetuation of an attitude 
towards windows.41 

One must start its analysis on the role of windows 
in the Late Antique West in two unlikely places: pagan tem-
ples and church iconography. The former represented the 
backdrop on which early Christians judged their own cultic 
structures, the recurrence of their praise of the luminous 
basilicas sending to such a  rhetorical manoeuvre.42 The 
iconographical issue indicates the overall context in which 
windows were integrated, most Late Antique authors as-
sociating them with flowery fields, testifying thus to their 
decorative perception.43 The interest in organizing the 
church space as a  visual spectacle meant to distract from 
more traditional and more mundanely-steeped shows, is 
consistent in the early medieval West. While Augustine, as 
wonderfully synthesized by Patricia Cox Miller, advocated 
a non-sensuous dramaturgy, Paulinus of Nola, Prudentius, 
and Gregory the Great recognized and put to use the poten-
tial of the spatial and iconographic mise-en-scène.44 Meant 
to ‘beguile the senses’, decorative programs developed in the 
West went rapidly from a decorative/educational character 
to theophanic.45 One thus finds amassed in the presbytery 
and apse of San Vitale all that was possible to visually know 
of the divine.46 The access as well as ‘proper viewing47 of 
a place that contained all possible visual knowledge of the 
divine soon became an issue, testifying that it was inside the 
church that one came looking for a vision of the Most High.48 

Windows were given a special role in the construc-
tion of this ‘visual rhetoric of sanctity,49 being praised as 
a  special kind of surface that added to the beauty of the 
decoration while illuminating it. Sources seem to indicate 
inside churches the existence of what Nicolas Reveyron 
has aptly phrased an ‘ambiance lumineuse,50 corroborating 
Gianni Triantafyllide’s study on the windows in San Vitale. 
The Greek scholar analysed the transparency of the glass 
fragments discovered at San Vitale concluding that the piec-
es, dated either to the 6th or to the 9th century, had an even 
smaller light conductibility than the ones now in place.51 
Should one imagine for San Vitale the effect of such opaque 



44 O p u s c u l a  H i s t o r i a e  A r t i u m  /  6 2 ,  2 0 1 3 ,  S u p p l e m e n t u m

windows, the resulting image is one of continuity between 
the green/gold predominating in the decoration and the 
window surface. The idea finds support in the sources that 
rarely mention rays in the interior of churches, preferring 
to describe the interaction of the light with various surfaces 
on the inside, praising them as producing the light.52 If true, 
scholars should rethink their appreciation of Late Antique 
church interiors, influenced greatly by the famous drama-
turgy of light characteristic of Constantinople’s Hagia So-
phia, and envision, for the Western part at least, the milky-
reddish mist referred to by Venantius Fortunatus: 

‘Sol vagus ut dederit per stagnea tecta colorem,
lactea lux resilit, cum rubor inde ferit.’53

Extant sources refer to windows in just those terms, 
indicating them not as openings but as a kind of luminous 

membrane, part of the decorative and lighting system of the 
church. Reworking a  Late Antique topos that praised lav-
ishly decorated buildings for either capturing or producing 
their own light,54 early medieval authors acclaimed win-
dows for their capacity to capture and recast in the interior 
the light of the sun.55 As evident in Venantius Fortunatus’ 
formulation of the metaphor, praising them for producing/
capturing light resulted in detaching them, and the church 
space they indicated, even more from the outside: 

‘tota rapit radios, patulis oculata fenestris [...] 
tempore quo redeunt tenebrae, 
mihi dicere fas sit mundus habet noctem, detinet aula 
diem.’56

It is Gregory of Tours who comes to strengthen our 
contention that windows were addressed as part of the icono

5 – Figures flanking the window above the depiction of Christ. Santa Maria in Valle oratory, Cividale
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graphy rather than as openings. In his numerous references to 
windows the bishop always points to them as the privileged, 
semi-transparent media through which the sacredness of the 
church interior pours outside, into the world, but never the 
other way around. Outside the church window is only the 
profane, the unconsecrated space of the mundane, not heaven. 
Whenever something is entering through the windows it is 
an undesired intrusion of the mundane within the sacred 
space on the inside (birds, thieves, soldiers, rain). Concur-
rently, all that exits through the windows of the church is 
a reflection of the consecrated nature of its interior, whether 
it is miraculous light shining forth or sarcophagi of unworthy 
persons thrown out. Detached from the outside as much 
as the rest of the interior was, embellishing the decorative 
program with their luminous surface, windows were, as an 
anecdote told by Gregory of Tours well indicates, perceived 
as a form of golden substance.57

The perception of the windows as part of the deco-
ration in the west seems to have received a  boost during 
the iconoclastic period. In Rome the Chapel of Zeno and 
in Cividale the Oratory of Santa Maria in Valle show fig-
ures addressing in a movement of reverence and plea the 
windows they flank. [figs. 4–5] Whether containing an im-
age of Christ, as proposed for the roughly coeval windows 
in San Vicenzo in Volturno and Jarrow, associated with God 
through their placing over the image of Christ,58 or as we 
proposed for the windows in Naples, articulated in some 
other manner, this type of composition transpires that the 
window was held as representing God/the Divine Light. 
The latter instance would indicate, on the eve of the icono-
clastic dispute, the appreciation of the window as a surface 
that recalled God while being, to use John Onians’ formula 
regarding columns, ‘safely aniconic.’ Nevertheless, in the 
absence of written testimony such a relation remains spec-
ulative and, in light of both earlier and later pragmatic ap-
preciation of windows in the West, rather unlikely.59

The reaction of the Carolingian court to Iconoclasm 
led to a  formal decision regarding the purpose of church 
decoration in the West, Pope and Emperor agreeing on the 
educational role of the iconography. Charlemagne’s decree 
regarding the illumination of churches, sustained by Pope 
Leo III, reflects thus more than the emperor’s gusto for 
paleochristian style, pointing to this desire to enhance the 
legibility of the iconography, the latter extended, when the 
technology allowed it, to the window surface. It is thus less 
surprising than initially that the sources mentioning the 
first depicted windows in the West, in the 9th century, refer 
only to their decorative quality, circumventing any mystical 
associations that we might have expected.60

The process finds its explanation in the conceptual-
ization of the church space, as presented at the dedication 

of a church by the abbot of Fulda and archbishop of Mainz, 
Hrabanus Maurus: 

‘You are well met together today, dear brothers, that 
we may dedicate a house [domum] to God. […] But we do this 
if we ourselves strive to become a temple [templum] of God, 
and do our best to match ourselves to the ritual that we cul-
tivate in our hearts; so that just as with the decorated walls 
of this very church, with many lighted candles, with voices 
variously raised through litanies and prayers, through readings 
and songs we can more earnestly offer praise to God: so we 
should also decorate the recesses of our hearts with the essential 
ornaments of good works, always in us the flame of divine 
and communal charity should grow side by side, always in the 
interior of our breast the holy sweetness of heavenly sayings 
and of the gospel should resonate in memory.’61

The role of the decoration was thus to induce a feeling 
of catharsis in the onlooker, triggering a transformation of 
the self. The church interior, its ritual and decoration, mir-
ror not the heavenly temple but the one represented by the 
human being. As in Byzantium, the process is one of mirror-
ing but what there was the reflection, the church, is here the 
archetype, moulding onlookers after its image. 

Conclusion

The continuos appreciation of church windows as symbols 
of divine light in the West appaes, in light of our argument, 
doubtful.62 Apart from their recurrent association with the 
apostles, which in itself contains a  strong iconographical 
nuance, little evidence can be found to sustain the thesis. 
Their association with the interior of the church and the 
identification of the latter as the sacred space annulled the 
relation that is specific for the East, where sunlight worked 
to underline the connection between the building and its 
heavenly prototype. It was the altar and the martyr’s tomb 
that were the sources of divine power in the Western early 
medieval church, the windows, just like the rest of the deco-
ration, providing a  reflection of that power. The diminu-
tion of open surface in the Romanic style is indicative of the 
trend, the church having little to expect from the outside. 

Our short analysis indicates thus that the window in 
the early medieval West is a barrier not an opening, mark-
ing the threshold between the sacred and the profane. It ap-
pears that for those describing the interior of cultic build-
ings the window was a special type of enclosing panel, cor-
roborating Kessler’s contention that the interior of Western 
medieval churches was unable, and unwilling we would 
add, to transport the onlooker to heaven. 

Photographic credits: 1, 3, 4: photo: Vladimir Ivanovici; 2, 5: photo: Christian Opitz Wikimedi
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de Maxime le Confesseur dans la culture philosophique de l’antiquité tardive, 
Leiden 2005, pp. 127–198.
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