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Abstract 

 

Asserting Authority: 
The Canons’ Use of the Theophilus Legend and Marian Imagery at 

Notre-Dame in Paris 

 

Meagan Katherine Decker, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2013 

 

Supervisor:  Joan Holladay 

 
The north transept portal at Notre-Dame in Paris depicts the legend of Theophilus. 

This legend is about a church official who sells his soul to the devil but then repents and 

is granted salvation with the help of the Virgin. This legend was one of the most popular 

Marian miracles in the medieval period, but it was extremely rare in sculpture. The rare 

subject, combined with the location’s importance (over a ceremonial door), lead me to 

propose a supplementary reading of this relief. The general consensus is that the 

Theophilus legend was used didactically or to honor the Virgin, and while I do not 

disagree that these reasons hold true at Notre-Dame as well, I propose an additional, site-

specific reading. 

Considering the social and political environment of the cathedral and its 

hierarchy, especially the relationship between the bishop and his canons over the 

jurisdiction of the cathedral during the medieval period and particularly during the 
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construction of the Gothic church, I contend that the Theophilus legend depicted on the 

north transept portal is a visual manifestation of the relationship between the bishop and 

his chapter. The lack of the bishop’s authority is portrayed, for a specially educated 

audience, in the inclusion of the bishop in a legend where he was a minor figure and in a 

sculpture in a physical location—the entrance from the canons’ cloister— where he had 

no authority. I argue further that, because of the exegetical identification of the Virgin 

with the church, the canons’ special devotion to the Virgin, and the canons’ association 

with the church they were in charge of building and running, the Marian imagery was a 

device used by the canons to mark their presence in their cathedral and, by asserting their 

presence, to demonstrate their authority and independence from the bishop. 
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Introduction 

 The legend of Theophilus tells the tale of a vidame, a church official who advises 

the bishop, who declined the post of bishop and was subsequently removed from his 

lower office after rumors about him spread. Theophilus, dismayed at his dismissal, 

approached a Jewish necromancer and disowned the Church and the Virgin in order to 

pledge an oath of fealty to the devil. In exchange for his loyalty to the devil Theophilus 

was reinstated; after a time Theophilus felt remorse and prayed for forgiveness for forty 

days. The Virgin appeared to Theophilus and, acting as an intercessor, granted him 

salvation. This legend was one of the most popular Marian miracles, recounted in texts in 

the ninth century and hugely popular in manuscripts and glass in the thirteenth. It was 

also depicted on the north transept tympanum at Notre-Dame in Paris about 1250.  

 The choice of this narrative, Theophilus’s story, in this specific location, a 

sculpted tympanum relief, is an odd one because, despite the legend’s popularity in glass 

and manuscripts, it was extremely rare in sculpture during the entire medieval period. In 

France there are only four extant sculptures depicting this narrative. In addition, the 

location of this sculpture renders the selection of subject extremely important. This 

tympanum is over a ceremonial door; the cathedral canons used the Porte Rouge, to the 

east of the north transept, for everyday entry into the choir. The portal for the canons led 

from the exterior enclosed space of the Île de la Cite where their jurisdiction was absolute 

to the interior of the cathedral. Alain Erlande-Brandenburg proposes that canons and 

bishops both liked to have “grandiose entrances,” the programs of which were of the 
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“officials’ devising and thus reflect the extent of their ambition,” so the selection of this 

subject here must be significant.1  

 The scholarship on the legend of Theophilus in art generally considers either its 

didactic function or its role in honoring the Virgin and highlighting her position as 

mediatrix. Ernest Faligan discusses the history of the legend and its iconography in glass, 

manuscripts, and sculpture in France from the twelfth to sixteenth centuries.2 Alfred C. 

Fryer also examines the history of the legend and its iconography in glass, manuscripts, 

and sculpture; he expands his scope to include England but stops in the fifteenth century.3 

Emile Mâle considers the development of the legend of Theophilus in relation to the 

growing devotion to the Virgin in the medieval period. Mâle includes a brief discussion 

of the iconography of the narrative in sculpture and asserts that the reason for the 

popularity of the legend stems from its drama but, more importantly, because the church 

had selected it for inclusion in the liturgy. He concludes that, although the popularity and 

fame of the Marian miracles were widespread, images of her life and death were 

preferred.4 The iconography of the Theophilus legend and a history of the cult of the 

Virgin is provided by Louis Réau. Réau considers the three main scenes and offers a 

catalog of the legend in art from the twelfth to the sixteenth centuries in manuscripts, 

                                                
1Alain Erlande-Brandenburg, Notre-Dame de Paris, trans. John Goodman (New York: Abradale Press, 
1998), 158–159. 
2 Ernest Faligan, “Des formes iconographiques de la légende de Théophile,” Revue  
des traditions populaires 5 (1890): 1–14. 
3 A.C Fryer, “Theophilus the Penitent as represented in Art,” Archaeological Journal 92 (1936): 287–333. 
4 Emile Mâle, Religious Art in France: The Thirteenth Century, trans. Marthiel Mathews (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1984), 259–262. 
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glass, and sculpture.5 Mary Gripkey, Hilda Graef, Marina Warner, and Catherine Oakes 

examine the Theophilus legend in its relation to the Virgin’s role as mediatrix.6 The 

differences in iconography between manuscripts and glass in the first half of the 

thirteenth century, in both England and France, are discussed by Michael W. Cothren. 

Cothren finds that expanded manuscript and glass cycles contain different scenes and 

fulfill different purposes. He also proposes that the windows had a didactic message that 

was couched in terms that were readily understandable to a powerful thirteenth-century 

lay audience.7 Meyer Schapiro studies the first sculpture of the legend, a tympanum at 

Souillac. Schapiro concludes that the narrative’s use of temporally and geographically 

relevant themes and imagery served a didactic purpose for viewers, while the formal 

characteristics of the sculpture mediated between the local faith and the dogma of the 

church.8  

 The authors who examine the Theophilus legend at Notre-Dame specifically also 

find that it was employed didactically and to honor the Virgin. Minnie Sangster reviews 

the Theophilus legend in glass and stone in relation to the plays of the legend enacted at 

the locations where it appears. Sangster explains that the north transept relief was roughly 

                                                
5 Louis Réau, Iconographie de l’Art chrétien: Iconographie de la Bible 2:  
Nouveau Testament (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1957) 628–630. 
6 Hilda Graef, Mary: A History of Doctrine and Devotion 1  (New York, Sheed 
and Ward, 1963); Mary Gripkey, The Blessed Virgin Mary as Mediatrix in the Latin and Old French 
Legend Prior to the Fourteenth Century (Washington D.C.: The Catholic University of America, 1938); 
Catherine Oakes, Ora Pro Nobis: The Virgin as Intercessor in Medieval Art and Devotion (London: 
Harvey Miller Publishers, 2008.); Marina Warner, Alone of All Her Sex: The Myth and the Cult of the 
Virgin Mary (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1976.) 
7 Michael W. Cothren, “The Iconography if the Theophilus Windows in the First Half of the Thirteenth 
Century,” Speculum 59 (1984): 308–341.  
8 Meyer Schapiro, “The Sculptures of Souillac,” in Medieval Studies in Memory of A. Kingsley Porter, ed. 
Wilhelm R. W. Koehler (Freeport, NY: Books for Libraries Press, 1939), 2: 359–387. 
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contemporary to a Theophilus play by Rutebeuf and only depicted scenes that were also 

in the play.9 When discussing the location of the sculpture facing the cloister, Paul 

Williamson notes that the legend’s lessons on hypocrisy and ambition would have been 

noticed and understood by the “important churchmen passing beneath.”10 Michael Davis 

also notes that the educated canons who saw the sculpture were able to understand its 

didactic qualities.11 Jerry Root examines the tympanum in relation to contemporary ideas 

about salvation. Root studies the imagery and iconography of the tympanum and finds 

information about personal salvation and how it could be achieved through personal 

penance and the church.12 The lesson of the tympanum is to honor the Virgin according 

to Erlande-Brandenburg; the portal as a whole displays many aspects of her being and 

power as a mediatrix.13  

I will argue for an additional reading of the north transept portal, one that asserts 

the canons’ authority and independence from the bishop in this space. In chapter one I 

will explore the relationship between the canons and the bishop at Notre-Dame during the 

medieval period and why the canons wanted and needed to establish their authority and 

independence. In the second chapter I will discuss the textual and visual history of the 

                                                
9 Minnie B Sangster, “Envisioning Le Miracle de Theophile in France: Stained Glass, Sculpture, and 
Stage,” Medieval Perspectives 14 (1999): 191–201. 
10 Paul Williamson, Gothic Sculpture 1140–1300 (London and New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 
1995), 151–153. 
11 Michael Davis, “Canonical Views: The Theophilus Story and The Choir Reliefs at Notre-Dame, Paris,” 
in Reading Medieval Images: The Art Historian and the Object, ed. Elizabeth Sears and Thelma K. Thomas 
(Michigan: The University of Michigan Press, 2002), 103–116. 
12 Jerry Root, “A Precarious Quest for Salvation: The Theophilus Legend in Text and Image,” in 
Medievalia et Humanistica: Studies in Medieval and Renaissance Culture, ed. Paul Maurice Clogan 
(Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2008), 43–70. 
13 Erlande-Brandenburg, Notre-Dame de Paris, 158–159. 
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Theophilus legend and its different manifestations and uses in art. The tympanum at 

Notre-Dame is the subject of the third chapter. I will examine the traditional didactic and 

honorific readings of the legend at this location, but I will also propose my additional 

reading of the tympanum, one that highlights the bishop’s lack of authority. The final 

chapter focuses on the Marian imagery employed on many different parts of the 

cathedral. I will consider the north transept tympanum’s use of Marian imagery, how the 

Virgin was associated with the church, and how the canons identified with their church. I 

will propose that they identified with the Marian imagery and used the Virgin and her 

agency in the compositions to assert their authority in spaces not just on the north 

transept but at many locations on the cathedral. 

The scholarship on this topic, both the Theophilus legend in general and its 

appearance on the north transept portal at Notre-Dame in Paris in particular, is generally 

historical and descriptive and assigns two possible readings to the Theophilus legend: a 

didactic message to the canons and an honoring of the Virgin. I am not suggesting that 

these readings are incorrect, but I argue that they do not take all of the available 

information into account. The religious-political environment at Notre-Dame in Paris was 

fraught with tension over authority. I will argue that the sculptural program on the north 

transept façade’s tympanum is the physical manifestation of the canons’ response to this 

conflict. 
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Chapter One 

The Relationship: 

The Founding and History of the Chapter of Notre-Dame in Paris 

Any discussion of the relationship between a bishop and the chapter of his 

cathedral contains a statement about its inherent tensions. I will explore the history of the 

Gothic cathedral in Paris and the establishment of the chapter there in order to illuminate 

some of the difficulties of the relationship between the bishop of Paris and the chapter at 

Notre-Dame. At Paris it was a relationship of overlapping responsibilities, a relationship 

Pierre-Clément Timbal and Josette Metman referred to as complicated; Guérard 

described the chapter as the bishop’s rival, an entity who had once been entirely 

subordinate to him but had succeeded in increasing its powers and creating a separate 

existence.14 An understanding of the establishment of the canons in Paris, the spaces they 

occupied, and the powers they wielded is crucial to my argument regarding the depiction 

of the Theophilus legend on the north transept. 

The Gothic cathedral in Paris, dedicated to the Virgin, is located on the Île de la 

Cite and was begun in the twelfth century; this church was not the first church dedicated 

to the Virgin on this site nor the first cathedral on the island. There is evidence starting in 

the third century for a Christian building on the island, and by the second half of the 

                                                
14 Pierre-Clément Timbal and Josette Metman, “Évêque de Paris et chapitre de Notre- 
Dame: La jurisdiction dans la cathédrale du moyen âge,” in Huitième centenaire de Notre-Dame de Paris, 
(Paris: Librairie Philosophique J. Vrin, 1967), 115; B. Guérard, ed. Cartulaire de l’église Notre-Dame de 
Paris, vol 1 (Paris: de l’Imprimerie de Crapelet, 1850), lvi–lvii. 
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fourth century a church referred to as the “ecclesia” was located here.15 Although Lebeuf 

states that the dedication to St. Étienne was in place by the ninth century, Friedman 

argues that the building from the fourth century, the “ecclesia,” was without a doubt a 

cathedral dedicated St. Étienne.16 Erlande-Brandenburg also dates this “ecclesia,” Saint-

Étienne, to the fourth century; its foundations were excavated in the mid-nineteenth 

century under the courtyard in front of the current cathedral.17 The original cathedral, 

Saint-Étienne, was spared during the Norman invasions of the ninth century because the 

clergy paid the Normans to ransom to do so.18 After this demonstration of support, 

however, the cathedral was slowly abandoned. Mentioned for the last time in texts in the 

1130s, it was then in ruins.19  

 The original cathedral of Paris, the church dedicated to St. Étienne, was 

accompanied by other churches as early as the Merovingian period.20 The presence on the 

island of a church dedicated to the Virgin dates to the eighth century.21 This church was 

not saved during the Norman invasions of 857, but it was rebuilt on a larger scale almost 

immediately after it was destroyed.22 After the invasions the relationship between the two 

                                                
15 Alain Erlande-Brandenburg, “Le grand dessin de Maurice de Sully (1160),” in Notre-Dame de Paris: 
Un manifeste chrétien (1160–1230), ed. Michel Lemoine (Turnhout: Brepols, 2004), 74. 
16 Lebeuf, Histoire de la ville et de tout le diocèse de Paris (Paris: Chez Prault Pere, Quai de  
Gêvres au Paradise, 1929), 6; Adrien Friedmann, Paris, ses rues, ses paroisses du moyen âge à la 
Révolution: Origine et evolution des circonscriptions paroissiales (Paris: Librairie Plon, 1959), 50–51. 
17 Aubert, Marcel, “Les anciennes églises épiscopales de Paris, Saint-Étienne et Notre-Dame, au XIe siècle 
et au début du XIIe,” Comptes-rendus des séances de l'Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres 3 
(1939): 320, 325; Erlande-Brandenburg, “Le grand dessin de Maurice de Sully (1160),” 73–74. 
18 Marcel Aubert, La cathédrale Notre-Dame de Paris (Paris: Firmin-Didot et C, 1945), 3. 
19 Aubert, “Les anciennes églises épiscopales de Paris,” 321. 
20 Aubert, “Les anciennes églises épiscopales de Paris,” 321. 
21 Lebeuf, Histoire de la ville, 8. 
22 Aubert, “Les anciennes églises épiscopales de Paris,” 321. 
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churches began to shift. In texts the church of the Virgin is mentioned more frequently 

while Saint-Étienne is mentioned less.23 In addition, the bishop moved his episcopal 

throne into the church of the Virgin and made it the center of his see, although to the best 

of my knowledge the church dedicated to the Virgin was not referred to as the cathedral 

until the edifice was enlarged and rebuilt, on the same site, into a Gothic structure under 

Maurice de Sully.24  

The relationship between these two buildings, Saint-Etienne and Notre-Dame, is 

referred to as a double cathedral, and it is a situation that was not unique to Paris.25 The 

situation of a double cathedral was usually temporary and eventually resulted in a single 

edifice being selected as the main building. When a single edifice was finally chosen it 

was not always the church dedicated to the Virgin.26 That is, however, what happened in 

Paris, but the respective roles of the two churches are still debated.27 It is only clear that 

during the mid-ninth century invasions by the Normans the clergy must have had a reason 

to save Saint-Étienne and let Notre-Dame burn; the former must have been significant in 

some way. It is also apparent that the church of Notre-Dame was important, however, 

because it was rapidly expanded and rebuilt after its destruction. Finally, it is plain that 

after Notre-Dame was rebuilt it increased in importance. This information points to an 

                                                
23 Aubert, “Les anciennes églises épiscopales de Paris,” 321–323, 326. 
24 Allan Temko, Notre-Dame of Paris (New York: The Viking Press, 1952), 49; Aubert, “Les anciennes 
églises épiscopales de Paris,” 322–324; Friedmann, Paris, ses rues, 51–52. 
25 Adrien Friedmann, “Notre-Dame et les paroisses de Paris au XIII siècle,” in Huitième centenaire de 
Notre-Dame de Paris, (Paris: Librairie Philosophique J. Vrin, 1967), 46; Alain Erlande-Brandenburg, The 
Cathedral: The Social and Architectural Dynamics of Construction (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1994), 104. 
26 Erlande-Brandenburg, The Cathedral, 104–105. 
27 Friedmann, Paris, ses rues, 51–52. 
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increasing devotion to or interest in the Virgin and a reciprocal decrease in devotion to or 

interest in St. Étienne. The reasons behind this shift are unknown, although the increasing 

devotion to the Virgin over the course of the Middle Ages in general and the specific 

devotion to the Virgin of the canons at Notre-Dame in Paris are possibilities; the Parisian 

canons’ particular devotion to the Virgin and its implications will be discussed at length 

in chapter four.28 When the cathedral was founded a chapter to assist the bishop was not 

endowed it; that happened at Paris in the eighth century. 

The chapter in Paris is first mentioned sometime in the eighth century; by the 

fourteenth century it comprised fifty-one canons.29 The canons of Notre-Dame at Paris 

lived and worked in the enclosed area of the island located on the north and east sides of 

the current cathedral. The canons’ houses, however, were located in between the two 

churches of Notre-Dame and Saint-Etienne before the Gothic edifice was constructed 

(fig. 1).30 The cloister of the cathedral was called the cloister of Notre-Dame beginning in 

the tenth century, and the western border of the enclosed area was determined by an act 

issued by Louis VI sometime between 1112 and 1116.31 Inside the enclosure at the 

                                                
28 Erlande-Brandenburg, Notre-Dame de Paris, 164., Emile Mâle, Religious Art in France: The Thirteenth 
Century, trans. Marthiel Mathews (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1984), 259–262; Rebecca A. 
Baltzer, “The Little Office of the Virgin and Mary’s Role at Paris,” in The Divine Office in the Latin 
Middle Ages Written in Honor of Professor Ruth Steiner, ed. Margot E. Fassler and Rebecca A. Baltzer 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 463–484. 
29 Erlande-Brandenburg, “Le grand dessin de Maurice de Sully (1160),” 75., Guérard, ed., Cartulaire de 
l’église Notre-Dame de Paris, clxiv. Although most sources state the number of canons during the 
medieval period as 51, F.L. Chartier states that there were 52 canons. F.L. Chartier, L’ancien chapitre de 
Notre-Dame de Paris et sa maitrise d’après les documents capitulaires (Paris: Librairie Académique 
Didier, 1897), 7. 
30 Erlande-Brandenburg, “Le grand dessin de Maurice de Sully (1160),” 74–75; Aubert, “Les anciennes 
églises épiscopales de Paris,” 326. The cathedral of Saint-Etienne was located directly in front of the 
current cathedral; its foundations were discovered under the current parvis.  
31 Aubert, “Les anciennes églises épiscopales de Paris,” 325–326. 
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eastern end of the island were the chapter building, a refectory, dormitories, a library, and 

a prison; such common buildings had been present to serve the chapter since before the 

ninth century.  Thirty-seven private homes of more recent date were also found here.32 

The enclosed area of the island also contained four chapels dedicated to Saint-Aignan, 

Saint-Jean-le-Rond, Saint-Denis-du-Pas, and Sainte-Marine.33 The exterior wall of the 

enclosure contained four gates: the gate that led to the north of the cathedral and opened 

onto the square, the gate of the Marmosets named for the street it was located on, the gate 

of the Saint-Landry bridge, which was located near the northern arm of the Seine, and the 

gate that opened onto the vacant land on the eastern end of the island. The enclosed area 

of the cathedral was extremely important with regard to the chapter’s authority and 

power. 

The jurisdiction of the cathedral was interestingly, but uncomplicatedly, divided. 

Guérard states that the chapter had jurisdiction in the church except for the sanctuary and 

part of the choir, which belonged to the bishop; Wim Vroom tells us that this division 

dates from 1283.34 The rest of the cathedral belonged to the chapter and included 

authority over the laborers and servants connected to the buildings under their 

                                                
32 Joan Evans, Art in Mediaeval France 987–1498 (London: Oxford University Press, 1948), 77, 115–116; 
Chartier, L’ancien chapitre de Notre-Dame, 12; Raymond Cazelles, Nouvelle histoire de Paris de la fin du 
règne de Philippe Auguste à la mort de Charles V 1223–1380 (Paris: Diffusion Hachette, 1972), 229; 
Outrey, “Le cloître Notre-Dame au XVIe siècle,” Bulletin de la Société de l'Histoire de Paris et de l'Île-de-
France (1946–51): 57–59; Erlande-Brandenburg, “Le grand dessin de Maurice de Sully (1160),” 74–75. 
There is some debate about the number of canon’s residences located within the enclosed area of the island, 
but most sources number them at 37 during the medieval period.  
33 Chartier, L’ancien chapitre de Notre-Dame, 2; Outrey, “Le cloitre Notre-Dame au XVIe siècle,” 57–59. 
34 Wim Vroom, Financing Cathedral Building in the Middle Ages: The Generosity of the Faithful, trans. 
Elizabeth Manton (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2010), 38. 
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jurisdiction.35 At many cathedrals during this time the bishop was little more than a guest 

at his cathedral; some did not even have a key.36 Guérard emphasizes that at Notre-Dame 

the bishop was able to exercise his prerogatives as bishop in the space under his 

jurisdiction; his cathedra was there, he was able celebrate synods, and so on.37 I assert 

that the bishop maintaining jurisdiction over areas of the cathedral, and continuing to 

exercise his rights in his cathedral, points to the fact that the bishop was fighting for 

rights and jurisdiction in the church. The courtyard in front of the cathedral, the parvis, 

was another area where the jurisdiction was shared between the chapter and the bishop.38 

Unlike the cathedral, however, there were not specific areas of the courtyard that were 

under the jurisdiction of one party or the other, and Guérard states that this led to frequent 

disputes between the bishop and the chapter.39  

It is important to understand where each of the parties had jurisdiction in and 

around the cathedral, but what exactly did jurisdiction entail? The cloister was essentially 

a separate state, with its own weights and measures and its own police force; its 

independence and exemption from royal taxes was guaranteed by canon law.40 The 

cloister was not only under the authority of the chapter; the cloister was free from the 

jurisdiction of both the state and the bishop. In fact the bishop had to ask permission to 
                                                
35 Guérard, ed., Cartulaire de l’église Notre-Dame de Paris, cxxiii–cxxix; Vroom, Financing Cathedral 
Building, 38; Timbal and Metman, “Évêque de Paris et chapitre de Notre-Dame: La jurisdiction dans la 
cathédrale du moyen âge,” 130. 
36 Vroom, Financing Cathedral Building, 38 
37 Guérard, ed., Cartulaire de l’église Notre-Dame de Paris, cxxiii–cxxix. 
38 Timbal and Metman, “Évêque de Paris et chapitre de Notre-Dame: La jurisdiction dans la cathédrale du 
moyen âge,” 122–123. 
39 Guérard, ed., Cartulaire de l’église Notre-Dame de Paris, cxxiii–cxxix. 
40 Craig Wright, Music and Ceremony at Notre Dame of Paris 500–1550 (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1989), 27. 



 12 

enter.41 The cloister served as a sanctuary for clerics seeking refuge from the bishop’s 

and king’s officers, who ran the risk of being detained and arrested if they entered the 

cloister.42 Furthermore the bishop could not interfere in the canons’ administration over 

their people, those who lived or worked in the cloister. An act dated to 1335 states that 

even if an offense was committed within the physical jurisdiction of the bishop, but the 

offender was under the jurisdiction of the chapter, he should be immediately handed over 

to the chapter; Guérard also states that in “a much older act” the beneficiaries of the choir 

of Notre-Dame could not be litigated against, signaling that the chapter’s absolute 

jurisdiction over its people pre-dated the fourteenth century.43 

Cathedral chapters, made up of a number of canons, were not originally part of 

the episcopal composition. In 755 the bishop of Metz, Chrodegang, wrote his 

Decretulum, a collection of thirty-four articles on the behavior of canons including 

statutes on chastity, common living (involving a dormitory, a refectory, and a cloister), 

poverty, and obedience to the bishop. These statutes were adopted almost word-for-word 

at the council of Aachen in 816-817. The decisions of this and subsequent councils 

became the basis for common life at cathedrals and collegiate churches.44 From 824 

onwards, however, there was resistance to these rules.45 The difference in adherence to 

the rules resulted in a distinction between what we now call regular and secular canons. 

                                                
41 Guérard, ed., Cartulaire de l’église Notre-Dame de Paris, cxxii–cxxiii; Wright, Music and Ceremony at 
Notre Dame of Paris, 26–27. 
42 Guérard, ed., Cartulaire de l’église Notre-Dame de Paris, cxxii–cxxiii. 
43 Guérard, ed., Cartulaire de l’église Notre-Dame de Paris, cxv–cxvi. 
44 Erlande-Brandenburg, “Le grand dessin de Maurice de Sully (1160),” 74–75; Kathleen Edwards, The 
English Secular Cathedrals in the Middle Ages (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1967), 3–4. 
45 Edwards, The English Secular Cathedrals, 5. 
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Regular canons were defined as clerics who lived in full common life with no private 

property and who followed some version of St. Augustine’s rule; secular canons did not 

meet these requirements.46 This distinction between regular and secular canons does not, 

at first, seem to be all that noteworthy. The disintegration of these aspects of canonical 

life, communal living and poverty, as it was originally stipulated, lead down a path where 

chapters were able to exercise more freedoms. This path eventually resulted in chapters, 

Paris included, that were essentially autonomous, had a great deal of authority, and 

wielded a great deal of power.  

The role of the canons, once a chapter was established, was to recite the hours at 

the cathedral and to assist the bishop.47 For the purposes of assisting the bishop the 

chapter became organized into a corporate body for the selection of officers, to perform 

liturgical services and carry out pastoral work among the people, and also to administer 

income.48 For the first eight centuries of Christianity, the entire property of a church was 

administered by the bishop with some assistance, but this changed with the increasing 

powers of the canons.49 The rule of Chrodegang and the council of Aachen wrought no 

change in the administration of ecclesiastical goods—these only provided rules for the 

canons’ living situation—so it was the responsibility of others to clarify the 

                                                
46 Caroline Walker Bynum, Docere Verbo et Exemplo: An Aspect of Twelfth-Century Spirituality 
(Missoula, Montana: Scholars Press, 1979), 2. 
47 Gabriel le Bras, Histoire de l’église 12: Institutions ecclésiastiques de la Chrétienté médiéval, Première 
Partie, Livres II à VI (Belgium: Bloud and Gay, 1964), 377–378. 
48 Joseph H. Lynch, The Medieval Church: A Brief History (London and New York: Longman, 1992), 
209–210. 
49 Guérard, ed., Cartulaire de l’église Notre-Dame de Paris, lvii–lx. 
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administration of funds.50 Originally the ecclesiastical revenue of churches was divided 

into four parts: for the bishop, the clergy, the poor of the church, and the maintenance of 

ecclesiastical buildings; after 801, at Paris, it was divided into three parts: for building 

maintenance, the poor and pilgrims, and the clergy. The bishop’s income was separate.51 

The chapter was responsible for the church; this included pastoral acts like feeding the 

poor and, more importantly for our purposes, the maintenance of church buildings.52 The 

chapter’s responsibility for the cathedral’s maintenance furthered the evolution of powers 

and rights that had begun with the refusal to live commonly and in poverty. 

A charter from 829 provides an example of the way in which episcopal funds 

were redistributed. The bishop, Inchad, appeared at the request of his canons and asked 

the council at the church of Saint-Étienne for a separation of the episcopal and canonical 

funds. This request resulted in the separation of church income into two distinct funds, 

one for the bishop and one for the chapter.53 The division of church funds had far 

reaching implications, a fact that is hinted at in the text of this charter. The bishop ended, 

“wherefore the brethren must realize that the care of the roofs entrusted to them—such 

that these do not collapse into ruin—falls to them.”54 This typical separation of funds 

resulted in a shift in the relationship between the bishop and his chapter. To begin, it 

created a separation of the entities themselves. Everett Crosby asserts that there were 

                                                
50 Erlande-Brandenburg, “Le grand dessin de Maurice de Sully (1160),” 74–75. 
51 Guérard, ed., Cartulaire de l’église Notre-Dame de Paris, xl. 
52 Guérard, ed., Cartulaire de l’église Notre-Dame de Paris, clxiv. 
53 E. Lormeau, Des menses épiscopales en France: Étude historique et juridique (Alençon: A. Herpin, 
1905), 37–40. 
54 Vroom, Financing Cathedral Building, 35. 
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three stages in the relationship between a bishop and his chapter over time, the first being 

property held in common. The division of revenue lead to the second stage, that of 

divided property; the bishop and chapter were now responsible for separate aspects of the 

church.55 The third stage of the relationship, the chapter possessing assets separate from 

those of the bishop and maintaining separate jurisdiction over them, led to the most 

important consequence of the separation of funds: the chapter was now an independent 

body.56 The changes in and stages of the relationship between the bishop and the chapter 

happened over time. The independence of the chapter is a significant final stage in the 

relationship. The independence of the chapter, Crosby states, was only achieved when 

separate jurisdictions were maintained over the divided property.  

One of the consequences of the separation of church funds between the bishop 

and chapter was a transfer of responsibility for the church and its buildings. Vroom notes 

that when the bishop shifted financial responsibility for the cathedral onto the chapter’s 

shoulders, he in fact transferred his share of authority right along with it.”57 Vroom also 

proposes that the cohesion of church property was directly related to exclusive authority 

of the bishop, meaning that as responsibility for the church’s property was distributed to 

other people or groups of people, like the chapter, the authority of the bishop was also 

distributed. Vroom proposes that the responsibility for the cathedral had already been 

settled on the chapter by the time a separate monetary endowment for the canons was 

                                                
55 Everett U. Crosby, Bishop and Chapter in Twelfth-Century England (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1994), 20. 
56 Crosby, Bishop and Chapter in Twelfth-Century England, 20. 
57 Vroom, Financing Cathedral Building, 35, 37, 43, 76. Vroom, 38, states that “in many episcopal cities 
the management of the cathedral and therefore of building works lay largely in the hands of the chapter.”  
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founded.58 The relation between property and authority is reiterated by both Guérard and 

E. Lormeau, who also propose that some bishops would willingly transfer land that had 

been theirs and under their authority to the chapter to avoid problems with the canons.59 

In addition, Vroom asserts that the bishops saw the separation or distribution of episcopal 

funds as an opportunity to rid themselves of many financial obligations including those 

related to the cathedral.60  

The chapter’s privileges consisted of the right to elect the dean of the chapter and 

the bishop, jurisdiction over the lands for which they were responsible, and financial 

responsibility for the cathedral and its auxiliary buildings.61 Crosby proposes that while 

the right to elect the bishop and dean were signs of a chapter’s move towards 

independence, the chapter’s responsibility for the cathedral is the most significant of their 

rights because the basis of their independent administration rested on the divided property 

holdings of the church.62 Tension resulted from all these rights: the canons elected a 

bishop, who swore an oath of loyalty to them, and the bishop appointed the canons and 

installed the dean, whom the canons also elected.63 Timbal and Metman state that 

competition and disagreements were inevitable because the chapter and bishop were 

                                                
58 Vroom, Financing Cathedral Building, 35. 
59 Guérard, ed., Cartulaire de l’église Notre-Dame de Paris, lvi–lx; Lormeau, Des menses épiscopales en 
France, 40. 
60 Vroom, Financing Cathedral Building, 35. 
61 Crosby, Bishop and Chapter in Twelfth-Century England, 22; Edwards, The English Secular Cathedrals, 
98–99. The Fourth Lateran Council in 1215 officially recognized the right of chapters to elect their bishops, 
although this tradition was practiced before this decree. In some ways this marked the peak of the chapter’s 
powers in relation to the bishop. 
62 Crosby, Bishop and Chapter in Twelfth-Century England, 22, 380. 
63 Timbal and Metman, “Évêque de Paris et chapitre de Notre-Dame: La jurisdiction dans la cathédrale du 
moyen âge,” 115–116. 
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working in the same space. They also assert that, although the bishop was given an 

honorable position in the cathedral at Paris, the chapter in no way gave up any of their 

rights or privileges and did not stop seeking more.64 An example of this is the financing 

and management of the cathedral. 

Discussed above is the manner in which finances were separated at Paris. It is 

clear from the documents that the transfer of funds signaled a transfer of responsibility as 

well. It is not clear, however, how immediate or complete the transfer of responsibility 

was between the bishop and his chapter because in the eleventh and twelfth centuries the 

bishop was still involved and possibly in charge of the building plans.65 It is also 

apparent, however, that as time progressed this responsibility was given over to the 

canons, but the lack of sources makes it difficult to fully understand the erosion of the 

bishop’s role in building affairs.66 Vroom sees the problems between the bishop and his 

chapter and the canon’s increasing power as probable reasons for the erosion of the 

bishop’s role in building affairs.67 In addition, as the canon’s roles were changing so were 

the bishop’s. His position was increasingly becoming one of state affairs, and the bishop 

traveled frequently.68 Kathleen Edwards proposes that the increasing absences of the 

bishop also had a hand in the increasing independence of the chapter.69 Many bishops, 

however, managed to keep at least some control over the fabric and the way it was run: at 

                                                
64 Timbal and Metman, “Évêque de Paris et chapitre de Notre-Dame: La jurisdiction dans la cathédrale du 
moyen âge,” 116. 
65 Vroom, Financing Cathedral Building, 44. 
66 Vroom, Financing Cathedral Building, 43–44. 
67 Vroom, Financing Cathedral Building, 43. 
68 Edwards, The English Secular Cathedrals, 98–99. 
69 Edwards, The English Secular Cathedrals, 98–99. 
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some sites the bishop had a right to be present at the fabric’s yearly rendering of accounts 

or to appoint a canon as his representative on the fabric’s governing board; at Paris de 

Sully appointed a layman.70  

The tug of war over rights and jurisdictions that was the relationship between the 

bishop and his chapter is evident at Paris as well. The disputes over jurisdictions and the 

interesting checks and balances present in elections and appointments were discussed 

above. The separation of church funds and the transfer of authority with land and the 

historical distribution of funds at Paris were also discussed. I now turn to the 

consequences for the building of the church. The ninth-century act at Paris became an 

integral part of the running of the cathedral because it made the chapter responsible for 

the maintenance of the church and its other buildings. It is clear, however, that the canons 

at Paris were not merely responsible for the upkeep of the cathedral; they were also 

responsible for the financing and administration of new construction.71 Pierre du 

Colombier proposes that it was the chapter’s job to continue the architectural progress of 

the edifice, as the bishop was transitory and the chapter essentially permanent.72 Because 

the chapter was stable and permanent while the bishop was itinerant and transient there 

was a tendency to associate the chapter with the church.73 Generally the ultimate 

responsibility for the fabric of a cathedral, both its supervision and administration, lay 

                                                
70 Vroom, Financing Cathedral Building, 42; Erlande-Brandenburg, “Le grand dessin de Maurice de Sully 
(1160),” 74–75. 
71 Pierre du Colombier, Les chantiers des cathedrals: Ouvriers, Architects, Sculpteurs (Paris: Picard, 
1973), 37. 
72 du Colombier, Les chantiers des cathedrals, 40. 
73Crosby, Bishop and Chapter in Twelfth-Century England, 12. 
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with its chapter, not the bishop.74 The financing of the new twelfth and thirteenth-century 

cathedral building in Paris was achieved in a number of ways. Kraus states that the 

chapter was able to, and did, impose a head tax on Parisians to finance construction.75 He 

also affirms that, although there is almost a complete lack of fabric records at Paris, the 

cathedral was financed almost exclusively by the “ecclesiastical family.”76 Cathedral 

obituaries demonstrate that the clerical family—excluding the bishops—was loyal to its 

church and dedicated to its construction.77 Erlande-Brandenburg states that canons who 

were responsible for the financial running of cathedral building were not content to serve 

as treasurers and extended their field of action to the building site itself.78 This 

involvement of the chapter in the financing and supervision of the cathedral building site 

led to tension between the chapter and the bishop.79  

The chapter held meetings three times a week, and based on the large number of 

canons who regularly attended, it seems to have been very involved in the clerical 

administration of the cathedral.80 In addition to their pastoral duties the canons were also 

responsible for the greater part of the business affairs of the cathedral and chapter. 

Canons acted as financial officers of the chapter and of the common fund of the fabric, 

and most of these appointments and other current business were settled at the ordinary 

                                                
74Edwards, The English Secular Cathedrals, 124, 229; du Colombier, Les chantiers des cathedrals, 37. 
75 Henry Kraus, Gold Was The Mortar: The Economics of Cathedral Building (London: Routledge and 
Kegan Paul, 1979), 25. 
76 Kraus, Gold Was The Mortar: The Economics of Cathedral Building, 20, 24. 
77 Kraus, Gold Was The Mortar: The Economics of Cathedral Building, 24. 
78 Erlande-Brandenburg, The Cathedral, 256. 
79 François Icher, Building the Great Cathedrals, trans. Anthony Zielonka (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 
Inc., 1998), 41. 
80 Wright, Music and Ceremony at Notre Dame of Paris, 19. 
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chapter meetings.81 The management of the fabric fund, the vast sums of money the 

chapter controlled, gave the chapter essentially unchallenged authority over the 

building.82 The bishop was unable to finance or directly supervise anything on the 

cathedral job site by himself; it was done in conjunction with the chapter.83 At Notre-

Dame there is firm evidence that the chapter was very much involved in the thirteenth 

century, but their participation in building activities and control over the construction 

must pre-date this not only because of the general shift in responsibilities centuries 

before, but also because a deed dated to 1124 states the bishop of Paris was responsible 

for only certain components of the vaulting in the old cathedral.84 Erlande-Brandenburg 

sees the work on the cathedral in the twelfth century as a shared responsibility.85 He also 

describes the work and designs Bishop Maurice de Sully was helping to implement, and 

while some of them had to do with the cathedral, like the layout of the choir, some of 

them had to do with reorganizing the Paris parishes. The reorganization of the Paris 

parishes is a job that Erlande-Brandenburg notes began with de Sully, meaning that the 

bishops continued this work after his death; a project that large must have been time 

consuming. 86 Given the bishop’s other responsibilities regarding state and diocesan 

affairs, and the time spent on the aspects of construction and reorganization that were not 

                                                
81 Edwards, The English Secular Cathedrals, 67. 
82 Icher, Building the Great Cathedrals, 41. 
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 21 

directly related to the cathedral reinforces the notion that the chapter was responsible for 

the cathedral’s building with input from the bishop, not the other way around. 

The cathedral chapter began as an entity designed to assist the bishop with 

cathedral duties. Over time this entity evolved into an autonomous and independent 

corporation that vied with the bishop for rights and jurisdictions. I argue that the evidence 

presented above regarding the relationship between the bishop and the chapter at Notre-

Dame in Paris supports the view that there was tension, and at times outright hostility, 

between these two bodies during the medieval period and especially during the 

construction of the cathedral. I assert that this relationship, this tug of war over authority, 

is manifested visually on the north transept tympanum. 
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Chapter Two 

The Legend: 

The Theophilus Narrative in Text and Art 

The Theophilus legend is essentially a tale of a man who sold his soul to the devil 

and than asked the Virgin to retrieve it for him. The narrative is much more complex than 

this though, and the reading that I am proposing for the north transept portal at Paris 

requires a deeper understanding of the legend on the levels of both narrative and popular 

discourse about the legend. A discussion of the history of the legend and its appearance in 

textual sources and different media will help to illuminate why this is the only Marian 

miracle to be extracted from the corpus and depicted on its own. 

The Theophilus legend tells the story of a bishop’s administrator in Cilicia in 

south-central Turkey in the sixth century.87 When the bishop of Cilicia died, Theophilus, 

who was highly respected, declined the offer to succeed him because he was content to 

remain as an administrator. In the weeks following his decision rumors spread about 

Theophilus caused the new bishop to remove him from his duties. Theophilus, extremely 

upset about his removal, approached a Jewish necromancer to help him regain his former 

post. The necromancer summoned the devil who commanded Theophilus to pledge 

himself to the devil’s service by writing and signing a contract in which he renounced the 

Virgin and Christ and repudiated the Christian faith. The next day Theophilus was 

                                                
87 The oldest written accounts of this legend state that Theophilus lived in Cicilia in Adana, but other 
sources refer to it as Sicily. Alfred Fryer, “Theophilus the Penitent as represented in Art,” 290–291n1, tells 
us that this confusion is the result of a translation problem. 



 23 

reinstated, through the devil’s manipulation, to his post and continued life as before. 

Theophilus, however, began to feel remorseful and applied to the Virgin for salvation, in 

some versions of the narrative praying for forgiveness for forty days. There are two 

versions of the Virgin’s intervention in this legend. In one version the Virgin appeared to 

Theophilus one night after he had prayed to her. She chastised him and asked him for his 

confession of faith. She heard this and appeared to Theophilus again—three days later in 

most texts—to return the contract Theophilus had signed, a favor he had begged of her.88 

In the other version the Virgin appeared to Theophilus only once, either when he was 

praying to her or in a vision afterwards, at which point the Virgin responded to his 

contrition and promised to help. Theophilus later awoke with the contract, in which he 

had pledged himself to the devil, in his hand.89 Some versions contain a scene in which 

Theophilus takes the contract to the bishop and gives a full confession in front of the 

bishop, who then proceeds to offer a sermon about Theophilus’s experience to the 

gathered congregation; some accounts mention the burning of the contract. All the 

narratives end with Theophilus falling ill, dying three days later, and being welcomed 

into heaven.90  

                                                
88 Mary Gripkey, The Blessed Virgin Mary as Mediatrix in the Latin and Old French Legend Prior to the 
Fourteenth Century (Washington D.C.: The Catholic University of America, 1938), 10–12; Jacobus de 
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University Press, 1993), 2:157. 
89 Cothren, “The Iconography if the Theophilus Windows in the First Half of the Thirteenth Century,” 
308–309; Fryer, “Theophilus the Penitent as represented in Art,” 287–288. 
90 Cothren, “The Iconography if the Theophilus Windows in the First Half of the Thirteenth Century,” 
308–309; Fryer, “Theophilus the Penitent as represented in Art,”287–288; de Voragine, The Golden 
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A consensus among scholars holds that the legend is of eastern origin and relies 

on the account of a supposed eyewitness, Eutychianus the Greek, who is described as a 

disciple of Theophilus and a member of his household.91 There is a Greek manuscript that 

was translated by Paul the Deacon of Naples (d. 799), and Mary Gripkey asserts that Paul 

the Deacon used Eutychianus’s account when he wrote his version. The publication of 

Paul’s translation in the work of the Bollandists fixes the date of Theophilus’s miracle 

and death to 538.92 There is another early extant Latin version of the legend, which dates 

from the tenth century, and is based, indirectly, on Eutychianus’ account. Gentianus 

Hervetus translated from Symeon Metaphrastes who “embodied the narrative of 

Eutychianus” in his collection of the lives of the saints.93 Also in the tenth and eleventh 

centuries respectively Hrotsuitha of Gandersheim (b. 930) and Marbodus, bishop of 

Rennes, composed versions of the legend in Latin verse. 94 In addition to being recorded 

on its own, the legend of Theophilus was used widely as an exemplum and incorporated 

into sermons by many authors, including Archbishop Aelfric (d. 1006), Fulbert of 
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Chartres (d. 1028), Peter Damian (d. 1072), Honorius of Autun (d. 1151), Bernard of 

Clairvaux (d. 1153), and St. Bonaventure (d. 1274).95 

The earliest extant Marian legends in the vernacular date to the second half of the 

twelfth century.96 Gautier de Coincy (1177–1236) included the Theophilus legend in his 

Miracles de la Sainte Vierge, and this poem was the direct source for Rutebeuf’s 

thirteenth-century mystery play about the subject. 97 The play, Le miracle de Théophile, 

was written around 1260, at the same time that Jacobus de Voragine included the story in 

his Legend Aurea (Golden Legend).98 The Golden Legend, Ernest Cushing Richardson 

states, was a “neither a collection of critical biographies…nor of myths or legends in the 

modern sense…It was a collection of popular religious biographies intended to be read 

publicly in or outside the churches for pious edification.”99 The Theophilus legend 

appears in the chapter on the Birth of the Virgin, not in the chapter on the Assumption of 

the Virgin, which contains other Marian miracles, and although Jacobus de Voragine 
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cites his sources for this chapter there are none that he directly quotes or relates to the 

Theophilus narrative.100  

The textual history of this legend from its origin through the end of the thirteenth 

century makes plain the popularity of the story. It was translated into many languages and 

used in many different formats. In addition to its circulation as an example of a Marian 

miracle and a pointed exemplum in sermons the legend of Theophilus was the only 

Marian miracle to be separated from the larger collection and discussed and depicted 

independently.101 In France the legend was included in the Office of the Virgin from the 

eleventh century.102 The particular reasons for the inclusion of this Marian legend in the 

Office out of all those in her repertoire are difficult to pinpoint. Was the legend chosen 

because it was popular, or was it so popular because it had always been a favorite of the 

church? It is important to bear in mind that until quite late in the legend’s career 

trajectory, outlined above, it was not accessible to most of the populace.  Its composition 

in Latin meant that a person had to be of sufficient wealth and education to have access to 

it and thus be among the elite and those associated with the church.103 As time passed the 

legend would have become familiar to a wider group of people, although only in a 

homiletic or dramatic setting, again raising the question: why was this legend referenced 

                                                
100An interesting fact because the Theophilus legend was used by Honorius of Autun in his sermon on the 
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so heavily? The only outright explanation in the scholarship of the singling out of the 

legend comes from Emile Mâle who simply states:  

Such a drama, whose action is at the borders of two worlds, was well designed to 
stir the people, and this explains its success. But it was so popular only because 
from among many others it had been chosen and adopted by the church…the 
story had become an exemplum used in sermons honoring the Virgin…the 
miracle of Theophilus was officially consecrated by the liturgy…and included in 
the Office of the Virgin…These are the real reasons for the presence of the 
miracle of Theophilus in so many churches, and there is no point in looking for 
others. It was no doubt thought that this one famous miracle was sufficient 
manifestation of the Virgin’s power, for in general, artists refrained from 
representing others.104 
 

Unfortunately, Mâle’s explanation doesn’t really answer the question of the popularity of 

the legend. His explanation, however, does provide a window into some of the possible 

motives for the use of the legend in art: the first being as a didactic exemplum and the 

second as a way to honor the Virgin by demonstrating her power. I will return to the 

reasons for employing this narrative in the art of the medieval period, but first the 

iconographies of the story as it appeared in different media must be discussed. Despite 

the popularity of the narrative from early on the legend was not depicted in art until the 

eleventh century, and even then it remained rare until the thirteenth. 

 Theophilus first appears in a manuscript that dates to the mid-eleventh century.105 

This historiated initial depicts the Virgin, seated between two angels, and Theophilus 

imploring at her feet (fig. 2). Theophilus appears here as an attribute, something to 

identify the scene but not as an active figure; there is no reference to the devil or to the 
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contract Theophilus had made and signed with him. The lack of contextualizing evidence 

present in this illumination results in an image that is completely devoted to the Virgin.106 

The earliest preserved narrative cycle of the legend is at Souillac (fig. 3).107 Schapiro 

dates this piece to the first third of the twelfth century, while Fryer agrees with Gardner’s 

dating of 1110–1120.108 The sculpture is located on the interior of the west wall of the 

church, although this is surely not its original location, and it depicts three scenes of the 

Theophilus legend flanked by two seated saints; Shapiro identifies them as Peter and 

Benedict.109 The Theophilus scenes are located at the center of the composition and 

include the signing of the bond, the oath of fealty, and the repentance of Theophilus and 

return of the bond by the Virgin. The first two scenes contain only the devil and 

Theophilus and are located at the bottom of the relief; this results in two pairs of the same 

figures next to each other occupying the entire area of the lower center of the relief. The 

third scene contains a sleeping Theophilus, a church at an odd angle, and the upper 

bodies of the Virgin, who carries the contract Theophilus signed with the devil, and her 

accompanying angels. The composition of this sculpture is difficult to decipher at first, 

and Schapiro refers to it as “discoordinate.”  The scenes depicted do, however, provide a 

                                                
106 Schapiro, “The Sculptures of Souillac,” 380n26, fig.15. 
107 Cothren, “The Iconography of the Theophilus Windows in the First Half of the Thirteenth Century,” 
310; Warner, Alone of All Her Sex, 323–324; Schapiro, “The Sculptures of Souillac,” 359–360; Mâle, 
Religious Art in France: The Twelfth Century, 437. 
108 Schapiro, “The Sculptures of Souillac,” 359; Fryer, “Theophilus the Penitent as represented in Art,” 
292–293. 
109 Schapiro, “The Sculptures of Souillac,” 359: “fragments of a larger whole which we can no longer 
reconstruct. The largest of these—the relief of the story of Theophilus—is still intact, though possibly 
removed from its original location.” 



 29 

useful guide for the iconography of this legend during the thirteenth century, arguably the 

height of the legend’s popularity. 

During the thirteenth century the legend of Theophilus appeared in illuminated 

manuscripts, stained glass, and sculpture, in the former two media quite frequently.110 

The iconographies of the legend in these media show distinctive patterns, but there are 

four main scenes that form the core of all pictorial cycles. Michael Cothren determined 

that these four scenes—the sealing of the bond between Theophilus and the devil, the 

repentance of Theophilus, the recovery of the bond by the Virgin, and the return of the 

bond from the Virgin to Theophilus—are present to help focus the narrative on the roles 

of the devil and the Virgin.111 The shortest visual cycles, which generally occur in 

sculpture, usually contain three of these four scenes.112 The example at Souillac, 

discussed above, contains an unusual combination of these four scenes. The Souillac 

relief depicts both the signing of the bond and the sealing of the bond, while the third 

scene conflates the second and fourth scenes on Cothren’s list. The next sculpture of this 

legend dates to the mid-thirteenth century and appears in the tympanum of the north 

transept portal at Notre-Dame in Paris; this sculpture contains an expanded cycle, 

however, and will be discussed at length in the chapters three and four (fig. 4). The 

legend appears again at Notre-Dame on the exterior north wall of the choir, where the 

first three of Cothren’s scenes are portrayed together in a single early fourteenth-century 

                                                
110 Warner, Alone of All Her Sex, 323–324. 
111 Cothren, “The Iconography of the Theophilus Windows in the First Half of the Thirteenth Century,” 
312. 
112 Cothren, “The Iconography of the Theophilus Windows in the First Half of the Thirteenth Century,” 
311. 
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relief (fig. 5).113 The last occurrence of this legend in sculpture, also in the early 

fourteenth-century, occurs at Lyon on the exterior west front of the cathedral (fig.6). 

According to Ernest Faligan, there were two medallions each containing a scene from the 

legend near a side portal. The first contains the devil, Theophilus, and Salatin, the Jewish 

necromancer, and depicts the sealing of the bond between Theophilus and the devil.114 

The second contains the crowned Virgin and the devil, and depicts the recovery of the 

bond.115  

The scenes included in expanded narrative cycles differ depending on the media. 

When the Theophilus legend is expanded in manuscripts, scenes illustrating events before 

the pact—Theophilus as vidame, Theophilus being chosen for and rejecting the bishopric, 

Theophilus meeting Salatin—are usually included. In extremely long manuscript cycles 

scenes depicting events after Theophilus’s repentance and the recovery of the bond are 

also included.116 The inclusion of scenes before the pact emphasizes the causes for 

Theophilus’s fall rather than its consequences; this makes sense since these illuminations 

illustrate textual versions of the narrative, which they accompany, and these additional 

scenes seem to have a textual basis. In comparison, the expanded visual cycles present in 

glass depict events that occur after the pact was made but before Theophilus’s 

repentance. The three most popular scenes from this section of the legend are Theophilus 

                                                
113 Davis, “Canonical Views,” 103–106. 
114The Jewish necromancer’s name is spelt both Saladin and Salatin. 
115 Ernest Faligan describes both of these reliefs in his article published in 1890. By 1935, however, when 
Alfred Fryer published his article cataloging the legend in art the second scene is not mentioned 
116 Cothren, “The Iconography if the Theophilus Windows in the First Half of the Thirteenth Century,” 
311. 
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distributing alms, Theophilus enthroned receiving a fish, and Theophilus supervising 

church construction; these scenes occur rarely in manuscripts, and they never occur as a 

group in this medium.117 As is the case with manuscript illuminations, the most extensive 

glass cycles also included depictions of events that occurred after the Virgin recovered 

the bond Theophilus had signed with the devil, but the scenes selected for depiction in 

glass continued the message of the glass program’s overall intention. Cothren asserts that 

the depiction of these events, both before Theophilus repents and after he recovers the 

bond, emphasize the consequences of Theophilus’s fall and repentance rather than the 

actions that led to the fall themselves.118 The selection of scenes that emphasized 

consequences enabled the cycles in glass to convey a didactic message more clearly than 

the narratives told by illuminations. The difference in scene selection is indicative of the 

differences in use for the legends’ depiction in different media—illuminations illustrate a 

text whereas monumental media convey messages aimed at public edification.  

The legend of Theophilus is not only the sole Marian miracle extracted from the 

apocryphal anthology of the Virgin’s miracles, it is also the only non-biblical story 

consistently depicted in sculpture and glass in French cathedrals during this time.119 One 

of the explanations provided for the place of this legend in glass is that it served to honor 

                                                
117 None of these events seems to be based on an event in any written account of the legend. Cothren, 
“The Iconography if the Theophilus Windows in the First Half of the Thirteenth Century,” 312; Mâle, 
Religious Art in France: The Thirteenth Century, 473n226. 
118 Cothren, “The Iconography if the Theophilus Windows in the First Half of the Thirteenth Century,” 
311–312. 
119 Sangster, “Envisioning Le Miracle de Theophile in France,” 198. Only at Le Mans are there other 
Marian legends depicted with Theophilus, but Theophilus appears three times in the windows there, 
compared to the single time the other Marian legends are depicted. Mâle, Religious Art in France: The 
Thirteenth Century, 262, 266.  
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the Virgin. Mâle asserted that the relief at Souillac was the first work dedicated to the 

Virgin alone.120 In this sculpture the Virgin is depicted accompanied by angels but not by 

Christ. In addition, the Virgin serves as the resolution to the problem in the narrative; the 

Virgin fixes the problems created by the other characters, and she does so independently 

of her son.121 In most of the visual manifestations of this legend Christ is absent despite 

the fact that he appears in some of the written accounts.122 The visual independence of the 

Virgin from Christ corresponds to Sondra Heller’s proposal that an essential aspect of 

understanding a sinner in a Marian miracle is the sinner’s reluctance to appeal to God or 

Christ and that fear is an essential affirmation of the Virgin’s position as intercessor.123  

The Virgin was a popular figure in the early church, but her popularity increased 

dramatically starting in the twelfth century.124 The two most important aspects of her 

evolution as a church figure were her designation as Theotokos and her role as a 

mediatrix or intercessor. The designation of the Virgin as Theotokos is significant 

because it categorizes her as the mother of God or more specifically and directly 

translated as a God-bearer.125 This designation was indicative of her innate power as a 

woman, because she was physically able to bear children, but it is symbolic of her power 

                                                
120 Mâle, Religious Art in France: The Twelfth Century, 437. 
121 The Virgin acts a mediatrix in this story, but Christ is not shown, as he is in some depictions of the 
legend in manuscripts, so visually the Virgin acts independently. 
122 Cothren, “The Iconography if the Theophilus Windows in the First Half of the Thirteenth Century,” 
337. 
123 Sondra Roslyn Heller, “The Characterization of the Virgin Mary in Four Thirteenth Century Narrative 
Collections of Miracles: Jacobus de Voragine’s Legenda Aurea, Gonzalo de Berceo’s Milagros de Nuestra 
Senora, Gautier de Coinci’s Miracles de Nostre Dame, and Alfonso el Sabio’s Cantigas de Santa Maria” 
(PhD diss., New York University, 1975), 100. 
124 Mâle, Religious Art in France: The Twelfth Century, 426–427. 
125 Warner, Alone of All Her Sex, 65–66. 
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as the woman who physically bore God. The power of divine motherhood continued to 

develop and was later manifested into a more nuanced role—that of mediatrix.126 The 

Virgin’s power as intercessor or mediatrix stems from its two-fold meaning: the Virgin 

acts as an intercessor by being “the way by which the savior came” both in the 

incarnation and redemption (because Christ could not provide salvation through his death 

if he had never been born), and by providing access to her son as a mediatrix, a figure 

able to intercede with Christ on behalf of others.127 This role as intercessor provides the 

Virgin with power in her own right, even though she is not capable of granting salvation 

herself, because her son is unable to deny her due to the fact that she had borne him.128 It 

is this role of the Virgin as mother that removes the fear from the sinner. The 

approachability of the Virgin as mother provides her power as mediatrix. The Virgin’s 

power lies in the people, the sinners, asking for her intercession. The use of this legend in 

monumental media highlights that power visually through honoring the Virgin 

independently.  

 The Virgin exercises her power of intercession in many, if not all, of her miracles, 

so why was the legend of Theophilus chosen as the single narrative used to depict her 

power visually? In the legend of Theophilus the entire drama revolves around the Virgin; 

this is not true of all Marian miracles, so the selection of the legend of Theophilus truly 

                                                
126 The first mention of the Virgin as a mediatrix was by Paul the Deacon in his writings about the legend 
of Theophilus. 
127 Jaroslav Pelikan, Mary through the Centuries Her Place in the History of Culture (New Haven and 
London: Yale University Press, 1996), 131. 
128 Warner, Alone of All Her Sex, 286.  



 34 

highlights the Virgin’s power.129 By accentuating her independent role in media that are 

easily seen, with iconography that is readily identifiable, honor is bestowed on her 

visually. 

 The second explanation provided in the scholarship for this legend’s appearance 

in monumental art is that it served a didactic purpose. This explanation is not surprising 

given that the legend was used didactically as an exemplum in sermons where 

Theophilus and the consequences of his actions were used to convey a message. The 

visual manifestation of the legend in monumental media is a continuation of this 

tradition because it too uses Theophilus and specifically focuses on the consequences of 

his actions. The narrative, however, is not the only way a lesson is conveyed through 

this legend when it is given visual form. As I briefly discussed above, Cothren noted that 

the specific scenes included in the depictions of the Theophilus legend in glass 

emphasized his fall and repentance. The inclusion of events from these parts of the 

narrative—before Theophilus repents and after he recovers the bond—are significant 

because the consequences of Theophilus’s actions are emphasized and a lesson implied: 

“do not behave like Theophilus because look what happened to him.” In addition, the 

iconography deployed in these scenes pinpoints a more specific message directed to a 

particular audience. When discussing the three most common additional scenes in 

glass—Theophilus distributing alms, Theophilus enthroned receiving a fish, and 

Theophilus supervising church construction, Cothren states that Mâle’s explanation and 

                                                
129 Heller, “The Characterization of the Virgin Mary in Four Thirteenth Century Narrative Collections of 
Miracles,” 105. 
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“the assumption behind it—that pictorial narratives are essentially texts translated into 

visible form—is too simplistic, at least for the first half of the thirteenth century.”130 

Instead, he postulates that these scenes depict social ceremonies that were common in 

the thirteenth century, and because these ceremonies were performed in public, as 

opposed to being spoken or read about, they were particularly suitable as source material 

for a visual narrative because the “iconography” of these ceremonies was already 

created and known.131  

 The reference to contemporary social situations and rituals directs the message of 

the glass and therefore that of the Theophilus legend in these media, to a specific 

audience. In addition, the inclusion of these contemporary situations underscored its 

relevance to these specific viewers.132 Cothren asserts that in these three additional 

scenes Theophilus wields his regained power by using wealth in terms that were readily 

understandable to thirteenth-century viewers who wielded secular power and would thus 

have had the opportunity to abuse it as Theophilus did. Cothren argues that these 

windows were not directed at an “unlettered” audience but rather to an audience that 

would be more readily susceptible to the temptations of wealth and power like 

Theophilus had been.133 By examining the supposed pious works Theophilus did after he 

                                                
130 Cothren, “The Iconography if the Theophilus Windows in the First Half of the Thirteenth Century,” 
324. 
131 Cothren, “The Iconography if the Theophilus Windows in the First Half of the Thirteenth Century,” 
324. 
132 Cothren, “The Iconography if the Theophilus Windows in the First Half of the Thirteenth Century,” 
324. 
133 Cothren, “The Iconography if the Theophilus Windows in the First Half of the Thirteenth Century,” 
333–334. 
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was reinstated at the behest of the devil and showing that they are not pious—indeed 

because of Theophilus’s corruption they are hypocritical, Cothren establishes a direct 

relation between the viewer and depicted scene. The viewer was able to identify with the 

once moral figure who stumbled and is encouraged to avoid the pride and hypocrisy that 

tempted Theophilus at the start.134 It is important to reiterate that these events are not 

present in any of the written accounts of this legend, meaning that the authors of glass 

narrative programs added these specific scenes for a didactic purpose and in doing so 

specified the exact lesson of the legend in these windows.135  

 The reasons that the Theophilus legend was employed in monumental art carry 

over to Paris cathedral and its north transept portal tympanum. The location-specific 

peculiarities of this sculpture, both its formal characteristics and the situation surrounding 

its production and reception discussed at length in chapter one, however, provide 

information that points to additional readings of this piece. 

  

                                                
134 Cothren, “The Iconography if the Theophilus Windows in the First Half of the Thirteenth Century,” 
329. 
135 Cothren, “The Iconography if the Theophilus Windows in the First Half of the Thirteenth Century,” 
329. The iconography for the oath of fealty scene remained the same in the thirteenth century. Mâle, 
Religious Art in France: The Twelfth Century, 436.  



 37 

Chapter Three 
 

The Tympanum: 

The Readings of the Legend on the North Transept Portal  

The inclusion of the Theophilus legend on the tympanum of the north transept 

portal at Notre-Dame in Paris is an interesting choice not because of the subject, which 

was very popular when the transepts were being elongated at Paris during the mid-

thirteenth century but because of the medium. I mentioned in chapter two that this legend 

is extremely rare in sculpture; in all of France there are only four extant examples from 

the medieval period—and two of them are in Paris. In addition, the ceremonial door for 

the canons’ entry into the cathedral from their cloister is a noteworthy placement; a rare 

subject must be that much more meaningful in a significant location. In the previous 

chapter I discussed the purposes of this legend in monumental art, and those reasons are 

applicable to the north transept tympanum as well. In the first chapter, however, I 

examined the contemporary environment at the cathedral and found that the relationship 

between the bishop and his chapter was strained. I propose that the tense, often hostile, 

environment can be used as additional information with which to view the production and 

reception of this tympanum in order to produce an additional, site-specific reading of the 

Theophilus legend at Paris.  

The north transept portal of Notre-Dame is dated to the middle of the thirteenth 

century, about 1250 (fig. 4). The sculpture around the door consisted of three jamb 

figures on either side of the portal, a trumeau, a three-register tympanum, and three 
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archivolts surrounding the tympanum. The jamb figures are no longer extant, although 

Lebeuf recorded their identifications when they were still in situ. The three magi were 

located on the left jamb while female personifications of the virtues Faith, Hope, and 

Charity occupied the right.136 The archivolts include angels, seated male figures, and 

standing female figures, but many of their attributes are replacements making 

identification very difficult, if not impossible.137 The trumeau figure is a damaged figure 

of the Virgin and Child: the upper part of the Christ Child’s body is absent, but the Virgin 

and her influential curving body are intact.  

The bands of the tympanum depict two distinct narratives (fig. 7). The bottom 

register contains five scenes that relate the story of the earliest events in Christ’s life: the 

Nativity, the Presentation in the Temple, Herod ordering the massacre, the Massacre of 

the Innocents, and the Flight into Egypt. I will discuss this register in chapter four. The 

upper two registers also contain five scenes and relate the legend of Theophilus. It is clear 

that these five scenes in the upper two registers are meant to be read as one narrative, just 

as the bottom register is meant to be read as one narrative. A vegetal border surrounds the 

triangular shape of the tympanum, and a different vegetal border separates the bottom and 

middle registers. This vegetal border is used to distinguish between the narrative in the 

bottom register and the narrative that occupies the top two registers; the upper two 

registers are divided by a single unornamented ledge. The scenes depicting the 

Theophilus narrative on this tympanum are the oath to the devil, the distribution of alms, 

                                                
136 Willibald Sauerländer, Gothic Sculpture in France 1140–1270, trans. Janet Sondheimer (London: 
Thames and Hudson, 1972), 472; Lebeuf, Histoire de la ville, 13. 
137 Sauerländer, Gothic Sculpture in France, 472; Lebeuf, Histoire de la ville, 13. 
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the repentance of Theophilus, the recovery of the bond by the Virgin, and the sermon of 

the bishop; the last of these scenes occupies the top register. 

The second register begins with the scene of the oath; there are three figures in 

this scene. On the very left of this register the devil takes a slight crouching position and 

holds both of Theophilus’s hands in his own. Theophilus kneels directly across from him 

and extends his arms. The third figure, the Jewish necromancer Salatin, places his left 

arm around Theophilus’s left shoulder, the side facing the viewer. He clutches 

Theophilus’s signed contract to his breast with his right hand. In the narrative the signing 

of the contract is the action just before the oath of fealty or loyalty.  

The second scene in the second register is the distribution of alms. Theophilus, 

seated on the left, hands money to a man on his left and accepts money from a small devil 

at his right. The third scene in the second register is the repentance of Theophilus. He 

kneels, his hands raised together in prayer, in an architectural setting in front of a draped 

altar with a statue of a seated Virgin and Child. The final scene in the second register is 

the recovery of the bond by the Virgin. On the left is Theophilus in a pose that almost 

exactly mirrors his pose in the previous scene. The Virgin stands in between Theophilus 

and the devil, her body slightly turned toward her left, raising a sword in her right hand 

and holding the contract Theophilus had signed in her left. The Virgin holds the sword on 

the blade, not the hilt, and aims the point at the face of the crouching devil to her left.138  

                                                
138 In the first scene in this register Theophilus is embraced by Salatin’s left arm, and in the last scene he 
is located on the Virgin’s right side. The association of the left with the sinister and the right with the good 
mirror the change in Theophilus’s moral status through this narrative. I would like to thank Dr. Jeff Smith 
for this observation. 
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The final scene in this narrative is located at the apex of the tympanum and 

depicts the bishop giving a sermon to the congregation about Theophilus. The bishop sits 

on a raised seat and holds the contract in his left hand; he points to it with his right and 

looks at it intently. Below the bishop and to his right sits Theophilus; his head is tilted 

toward the cleric and rests it on his right hand. I refer to the other four figures in the scene 

as “listeners” because they are all staring at the bishop completely engrossed.  

 In the previous chapter I agreed with Michael Cothren’s statement that there are 

four main scenes in the legend of Theophilus and that sculptures usually contain three of 

these four scenes. I also mentioned that the tympanum on the north transept portal at 

Notre-Dame contains an extended cycle. The north transept sculpture contains the first 

three of the scenes that Cothren discusses, and the extended image cycle here is created 

with events after Theophilus signs the contract with the devil: Theophilus distributing 

alms, and the bishop’s sermon. Events illustrated from this part of the legend are more 

typically found in glass, and although both these scenes can be found in manuscripts and 

glass they are slightly more common in glass and, more importantly, follow Cothren’s 

reasoning for the elaboration of glass cycles: these events emphasize the consequences of 

Theophilus’s fall.139  

The scenes of Theophilus distributing alms are found at Laon (c. 1215), Auxerre 

(c. 1235-1240), and Beauvais (c. 1245) (figs. 8-10). The iconography of this scene is 

                                                
139 The two additional scenes of the distribution of alms and the bishop’s sermon occur in manuscripts in 
the thirteenth century in two manuscripts and one manuscript respectively; the manuscript that contains the 
sermon scene also contains an alms scene. In windows the alms scene is present at three locations, while 
the sermon scene is present twice, at two of the three locations where the alms scene is present. 
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virtually identical in all three windows and in the north transept tympanum at Notre-

Dame. Theophilus is seated with a devil on his right side which places coins in 

Theophilus’s lap or left hand. Theophilus, with his right hand, hands money to the male 

figure seated on his left; Theophilus’s hand is on top of the man’s hand.  

 The illustration of the bishop’s sermon is rare. In the thirteenth century it appears 

only four times in France: at Notre-Dame on the tympanum, in an illuminated copy of 

Gautier de Coincy’s Miracles de Nostre Dame (Besançon, Bibl. Mun., MS 551) from the 

second half of the century, and twice in windows, at Laon and Beauvais cathedrals (figs. 

11 and 12). In both the glass versions and the sculpted version there are additional 

figures: the bishop has an audience other than Theophilus. In addition, the contract is 

always present; at Paris the bishop holds it up and points to it, at Beauvais the bishop 

holds the contract in his right hand and points to Theophilus with his left, and at Laon the 

figure standing to the bishop’s right is holding it (although it is difficult to make out at 

first). Significantly, in the thirteenth century, the bishop’s sermon is only ever depicted if 

the distribution of the alms is also present.140 In addition, these iconographies are not 

original to Paris because it is the last chronologically of the group that contains them. I 

propose that the similarities in iconography between Paris and the other earlier depictions 

of these scenes, in a medium that has been shown to have a didactic tilt, show that the 

authors of the decorative program at Paris were interested in the didactic quality of this 

legend. I agree with Erlande-Brandenburg and his assertion that the authors wanted to 

                                                
140 This is an intriguing, yet for now unexplainable, occurrence, a question that requires more research that 
I am sure would result in an interesting and fruitful answer. 
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honor the Virgin with the portal’s entire program. I also propose an additional reading of 

the program of this portal and its tympanum program, a program that takes into account 

the iconography and social and political environment surrounding the production and 

reception of the tympanum. My reading conveys the independence and authority of the 

canons of the Notre-Dame chapter. First, however, the traditional readings of the 

Theophilus legend in monumental media will be discussed specifically with regard to 

Paris. 

 The decision made at Paris to extend the Theophilus narrative with scenes after 

the pact and its recovery follows the reasoning of the window narrative extension 

discussed in the previous chapter: the events in the narrative both after the pact was made 

and after the pact was recovered emphasize the consequences of Theophilus’s fall rather 

than the events of the fall itself.141 The emphasis on the consequences focuses the 

message on the didactic nature of the narrative; the author of the visual narrative 

communicates the negative results of acting as Theophilus did and discourages the 

viewers from behaving in that manner.  

Four authors discuss the specific didactic use of this narrative on the north 

transept portal at Notre-Dame: Paul Williamson, Michael Davis, Jerry Root, and Alain 

Erlande-Brandenburg. Williamson describes the sculpture’s location in the canons’ 

cloister and asserts that the “important churchmen passing beneath” the tympanum would 

have been aware of the parallels between themselves and Theophilus and the lessons on 

                                                
141 Cothren, “The Iconography of the Theophilus Windows in the First Half of the Thirteenth Century,” 
308–309. 
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the perils of hypocrisy and the corrupting power of ambition.142 Davis considers the 

educated and theologically erudite canons, who were able to read the legend and 

Theophilus as an exemplum in a sophisticated manner.143 Root examines the specific 

imagery and iconography on the portal as a message for personal salvation achieved 

through personal penance and also through the church.144 Finally, Erlande-Brandenburg 

studies the lesson of the tympanum directed at the canons in relation to the Virgin. He 

states that the canons’ overall intention was to honor the Virgin and that the lesson 

conveyed pertains to the many facets of the Virgin’s power:  

The canons’ overall intention, then, was to honor the Virgin of Mercy: Our Lady 
of Affliction, who had given birth to Christ and was pursued by Herod’s hatred 
but was honored by three kings from the wondrous East. She who was Faith, 
Hope, and Charity; who participated in the triumph of Virtue over Vice; who 
redeemed repentant sinners.145 
 

Erlande-Brandenburg’s argument that the lesson conveyed by this sculpture is one 

of the Virgin’s power is, as we saw in chapter two, not new. He, however, is discussing 

the entire portal program, something I will address in the next chapter. The assertion of 

the Virgin’s power was used as a way to honor her, as was discussed in the previous 

chapter, and is another reason for the deployment of this narrative in monumental art. The 

power of the Virgin that is emphasized in this narrative is her role as mediatrix. The 

application of this narrative on the north transept portal at Notre-Dame demonstrates her 

power as intercessor but with a different emphasis.  
                                                
142 Williamson, Gothic Sculpture 1140–1300, 152–153. 
143 Davis, “Canonical Views,” 109. 
144 Root, “A Precarious Quest for Salvation,” 63–64. 
145 Erlande-Brandenburg, Notre-Dame de Paris, 164. 
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I stated above that the iconography and social and political situations surrounding 

the creation and reception of the tympanum leave open the possibility of additional 

readings. Before I begin discussing those additional readings, I want to stress that I see 

these as supplementary interpretations; I do not believe that one is more correct than 

another. I believe that the two readings discussed above specifically and in chapter two 

generally are equally valid, but that the site-specific evidence was not taken into account 

by the authors who discussed this sculpture previously. The general reasons why the 

Theophilus legend was employed in monumental art during the thirteenth-century can be 

applied to Notre Dame’s north transept, as we have seen above. But what are the specific 

reasons this narrative was used in this particular position? The authors of the decorative 

program at Paris, which involved the canons, had large numbers of religious events for 

depiction at their disposal.146 So why choose this narrative, a narrative that is extremely 

rare in sculpture, to adorn their ceremonial door? Erlande-Brandenburg proposes that 

canons and bishops both liked to have “grandiose entrances for use on feast days and 

other ceremonial occasions” and that the programs on these entrances were of the 

“officials’ devising and thus reflect the extent of their ambition.”147 I argue that there 

must have been a more site-specific reason for the selection of this narrative for the north 

transept portal at Paris and that it revolves around the relationship between the bishop and 

canons discussed in chapter one. 

                                                
146du Colombier, Les chantiers des cathedrals, 37, 40. 
147 Erlande-Brandenburg, Notre-Dame de Paris, 158–159. 
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Given the disputes between the bishop and chapter over jurisdiction and rights in 

and around the cathedral, the Virgin’s authority, the Virgin’s right, to act as an 

intercessor acquires a new level of meaning on the north transept tympanum. Just as the 

Virgin acts as an aid to Christ, the canons acted as aids to the bishop. More importantly, 

the Virgin performs her role as intercessor because she is the only one who can: she was 

specifically chosen for this task, the task of pleading the case of humanity before her son, 

by God.148 In the same way, the canons ran the cathedral—managed its sacred and 

temporal responsibilities from feeding the hungry to financing the building and 

maintenance of its church—because they had been selected by the bishop for this 

position, a position given to the chapter by another bishop centuries before.149 The 

display of the Virgin’s power on this tympanum evoked the power of both the Virgin and 

the canons in their capacity to assist those who depended on them. Significantly, 

however, the Virgin acts independently; Christ is not present in the narrative of the top 

two registers. The lack of Christ’s presence displays the Virgin’s power alone and allows 

the viewer to honor her independently of Christ. The reasons for honoring the Virgin at 

Notre-Dame, however, are multifaceted. She is honored here not just because she is the 

mediatrix or because the canons and she play a similar role with respect to Christ and the 

bishop respectively, but because the canons at Notre-Dame were especially devoted to 

her and identified with her as both the aid to a powerful entity and also as a symbol of the 

church, their church, the church for which they were responsible. This relationship is 

                                                
148 Pelikan, Mary through the Centuries, 133. 
149 Vroom, Financing Cathedral Building, 35, 37, 43, 76. 
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manifested at many locations on the cathedral and will be examined in depth in the next 

chapter, but I will discuss the visual manifestation of the canons’ relationship with the 

bishop on this tympanum first. While the Virgin’s power is conveyed by the absence of 

Christ in this sculpture, the canons’ power is shown, I argue, by the inclusion of the 

bishop in what at first appears the most striking position on the tympanum.  

The contextual environment surrounding this sculpture, discussed in chapter one, 

the fact that canons were involved in the authorship of the cathedral’s decorative 

program, and the specific iconography of the tympanum on the north transept portal at 

Paris provide ample evidence to suggest a message of the canons’ independence in the 

Theophilus tympanum. In chapter one the canons’ relationship with the bishop and its 

difficulties was discussed. While there are only a few distinct documented instances of 

direct dispute between the bishop and the canons, the documentation and scholarship 

suggest that the relationship between the office of the bishop and the cathedral’s canons 

was generally tense and frequently hostile.150 I argue that the tension in this relationship 

is manifested visually through the iconography of this tympanum in this important 

location.  

The iconography of this tympanum is unusual because it contains a scene with 

Theophilus’s bishop. Two scenes that contain the bishop are depicted in thirteenth-

century manuscripts, glass, and sculpture: Theophilus offering the pact to the bishop and 

                                                
150 Timbal and Metman, “Évêque de Paris et chapitre de Notre-Dame,” 130; Guérard, ed. Cartulaire de 
l’église Notre-Dame de Paris, lvi–lvii. 
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the bishop’s sermon about Theophilus.151  The first scene is found four, possibly six, 

times in glass and once in manuscripts. The second scene is found twice in glass, once in 

manuscripts, and once in sculpture—at Notre-Dame on the north transept tympanum.152 

In most visual versions of this legend, however, the bishop does not appear at all; during 

the thirteenth century the bishop appears at only seven, possibly nine, locations.153 Most 

significantly, however, the north transept tympanum at Paris is the only sculpture from 

the medieval period to depict the bishop at all, in any scene.154 I postulate that the 

inclusion of the bishop in this narrative serves to highlight the position of the bishop at 

the cathedral in Paris, and that this highlighting serves to communicate, to a specifically 

educated audience comprised primarily of the canons, that the bishop had no power or 

authority in that specific space.  

If the depiction of the bishop at all is rare its inclusion at Paris is noteworthy; the 

authors of this program wanted the bishop included in this visual narrative and they 

wanted him to be highly noticeable. The emphasis placed on the bishop is achieved not 

only by including him: he is placed at the center of the scene located at the apex of the 

composition and at the top of the hierarchy in the overall narrative. This scene, the bishop 

                                                
151 It is impossible to be clear about the exact number of scenes because of the destruction and inclusion of 
modern panels at several sites. See the introduction to Cothren’s Appendix A. Cothren, “The Iconography 
of the Theophilus Windows in the First Half of the Thirteenth Century,” appendix A, 335–337. 
152Cothren, “The Iconography of the Theophilus Windows in the First Half of the Thirteenth Century,” 
appendices A and B 335–340.  
153 Cothren, “The Iconography of the Theophilus Windows in the First Half of the Thirteenth Century,” 
appendices A and B 335–340. 
154 This assertion relies on Cothren’s, Faligan’s, and Fryer’s lists and compilations of the narrative in art. 
Cothren, “The Iconography if the Theophilus Windows in the First Half of the Thirteenth Century,” 
Faligan, “Des formes iconographiques de la légende de Théophile,” Fryer, “Theophilus the Penitent as 
represented in Art.”  
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delivering a sermon about Theophilus, is not among the four scenes Cothren states as the 

core of the legend: the sealing of the bond between Theophilus and the devil, the 

repentance of Theophilus, the recovery of the bond by the Virgin, and the return of the 

bond from the Virgin to Theophilus.155 In addition, there is no reason that this particular 

scene, or any scene including the bishop, needed to be included because the role of the 

bishop in the legend of Theophilus is negligible; he is not an integral character. 

Theophilus’s fall and redemption are achieved without the bishop’s input or help.156 So 

why would the canons, the authors of this program, chose to include an unnecessary 

scene at the apex of the composition decorating their ceremonial door? I reiterate 

Erlande-Brandenburg’s assertion that ceremonial entrances reflected the authors’ 

ambition. At Paris there were two ceremonial entrances, the south and north transept 

portals; the north transept portal faced the chapter house in the cloister and the south 

transept faced the bishop’s palace. Allison Meyers argued that the reliefs on either side of 

the south transept portal (the bishop’s ceremonial door) “represent a self-reflexive 

statement of the bishop’s civic power (fig. 13). The four primary areas of the bishop’s 

control—administration, commerce, justice and education—seem clearly apparent 

                                                
155 Cothren, “The Iconography if the Theophilus Windows in the First Half of the Thirteenth Century,” 
312. 
156 Moshe Lazar has suggested that the bishop acts as a pawn of the devil, that he is manipulated by the 
devil, because the bishop takes Theophilus back after he dismisses him seemingly at the behest of the devil 
who is working to restore Theophilus to his former position. I argue that this aspect of the devil’s influence 
on the bishop is visually manifested on the tympanum: only the devil and the bishop violate the vegetal 
border of the sculpture. Lazar, “Theophilus: Servant of Two Masters,” 40. 
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throughout the images” (fig. 14).157 I am proposing that the canons’ ceremonial entrance 

also reflected the canons’ power through a demonstration of their authority over the space 

and independence from the bishop by using Marian imagery and including the bishop in 

the Theophilus narrative. By including, and emphasizing, the bishop in a narrative where 

he has no effective role I argue that the canons wanted to highlight the bishop’s lack of 

power within their cloister just as the bishop had no power in the narrative. 

The bishop’s lack of power in the narrative is echoed by his lack of power in the 

physical space the sculpture inhabits. As I discussed in the first chapter the cloister was 

the canons’ domain—where they lived and worked, and while other areas of the cathedral 

and island were contested between the bishop and the chapter, the cloister was always 

under the exclusive authority of the chapter; the bishop had to ask permission to enter.158 

Despite the location of his image at the apex of the sculpture I assert that the significance 

of this rare appearance of the bishop in sculpture and the appearance of the bishop in this 

tympanum in this specific location cannot be seen as honoring the bishop because it was 

produced for a location where he was not welcome, and it was commissioned by a group 

of men who had, at best, a tense relationship with him. This reading of the sculpture, 

however, is dependent upon a specific viewer.  

                                                
157 Allison Myers, “Between the City and the Cathedral: A New Reading of the Bas-Reliefs on Notre 
Dame’s South Transept” (Paper presented at the annual meeting of Vagantes, Madison, Wisconsin, March 
21–23, 2013), 10.  
158 Guérard, ed., Cartulaire de l’église Notre-Dame de Paris,cxxii–cxxiii; Wright, Music and Ceremony at 
Notre Dame of Paris, 26–27. It was not until the fifteenth century that the bishop was given a key to the 
cloister, and it was so he could access the Seine. Davis, “Canonical Views,” 115n22. 
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I argued above that the audience for this particular reading of the sculpture had to 

be “specifically educated.” It is important to keep in mind that different viewers with 

different trainings, educations, and experiences would have seen and read things 

differently. For a viewer to be able to fully comprehend all the nuances of this specific 

reading, which communicates a demonstration of the bishop’s lack of power, he needed 

not only to fully understand the Theophilus legend, but he had to be knowledgeable about 

the politics between the canons and the bishop as well. More specifically, the viewer had 

to have a deep comprehension of the legend’s plot, its essential characters and 

significance outside of its purpose as a didactic exemplum. If the narrative was only 

understood superficially—that a man fell from grace, repented, and was granted salvation 

for example—the role of the bishop, especially as presented in the tympanum narrative, 

could be misunderstood and the bishop seen as an integral part of Theophilus’s salvation.  

The question of the viewer’s comprehension of the narrative is significant because 

lay access to the cloister is debatable. There is some evidence that laypersons were 

allowed into certain areas of the enclosed space. 159 Cathedral business, for example, was 

conducted in the chapter house, located directly across from the north transept portal.160 

If a hypothetical viewer, a man there on business or a servant or laborer, was in the 

cloister and saw the tympanum but he only superficially understood the legend, the 

appearance of the bishop at the apex of the sculpture could lead to an understanding that 

                                                
159 Michael Davis argues for no lay access to the choir while Cecilia Gaposchkin disagrees. Davis, 
“Canonical Views,” 106–108, 115n21–22; Cecilia Gaposchkin, “The King of France and the Queen of 
Heaven: The Iconography of the Porte Rouge of Notre- Dame of Paris,” Gesta 39 (2000): 60, 69n10.  
160 Wright, Music and Ceremony at Notre Dame of Paris, 29.  
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without the bishop Theophilus’s salvation was not complete. Perhaps the viewer had 

heard the legend but never studied it in detail. Indeed, the inclusion of the bishop may 

make the narrative more relevant to those viewers who had heard the legend in a setting 

similar to the one depicted, during a sermon. If that was the case the bishop or preacher 

was a necessary component of the narrative, because the viewer might be unaware that 

salvation could be granted without the resultant sermon. What if the viewer did not 

recognize the legend from the relief, but was able to figure out the essentials of the story? 

In this case the bishop is more prominent than the Virgin, who only appears once at full 

size at the end of a register in comparison with the bishop who is centered at the top of 

the composition. In addition, as the sculpture tells the narrative, the recovery of the bond 

and Theophilus’s repentance and salvation are the penultimate acts, and the sermon of the 

bishop is the final step in the redemption process. Having a more thorough understanding 

of the legend, however, allows a viewer to understand that Theophilus’s repentance and 

the recovery of the bond by the Virgin are in fact the ultimate steps in Theophilus’s 

salvation and the events involving the bishop are merely epilogue. 

For a viewer with a more sophisticated knowledge of the legend and the Marian 

devotion surrounding it, the legend is less about Theophilus’s repentance and salvation, 

though still presenting an important lesson, and more about the power of the Virgin as 

mediatrix. This type of understanding, this type of education is exactly what Davis was 

referring to when he described the canons as viewers of Theophilus imagery in the 

cloister: “the educated, theologically erudite canons would have been primed and ready 
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to read these sculptures in a sophisticated, polysemous way.”161 In addition, Heller asserts 

that the emphasis of this legend is on the power of the Virgin and not on the weakness of 

Theophilus.162 And while the Virgin does act as an intercessor between Theophilus and 

Christ, she also recovers the bond from the devil, in some written accounts retrieving it 

from hell, at Theophilus’s behest and of her own volition. The Virgin is most definitely 

the star of this narrative.  

There are many ways to read this sculpture, and these readings are not mutually 

exclusive, but they are deeper and more nuanced depending on the viewer. A viewer who 

had experienced the legend most frequently as an exemplum would see the narrative in 

that way here as well. A viewer with a specific education and/or a dedication to the 

Virgin would view the narrative in a different light. Finally, a viewer with that specific 

education and knowledge of the relationship between the canons and the bishop would be 

able to view the presence of the bishop in this tympanum, located in the cloister, as 

highlighting the position of the bishop and his lack of power there. The different readings 

and experiences by different viewers of this sculpture are relevant because an audience is 

never homogenous, most especially over time, and this tympanum was over a ceremonial 

door located in a semi-public place. This is significant because when the Theophilus 

legend appears again at Notre-Dame in the next century it is in a much more private 

location, on the north wall of the choir, and the bishop is not depicted. It is a much 

smaller sculpture, with only three scenes depicted in a single field; perhaps the message 

                                                
161 Davis, “Canonical Views,” 109. 
162 Heller, “The Characterization of the Virgin Mary in Four Thirteenth Century Narrative Collections of 
Miracles,” 95, 95n27. 
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pertaining to the bishop did not need to be reiterated. The location of the scenes with the 

bishop on a semi-public portal, however, leaves open the possibility that learned visitors 

from afar would also be able to understand the more nuanced message of this tympanum.  

The different possible readings of the Theophilus story on the tympanum of the 

north transept portal include the traditional didactic and devotional messages as well as 

my new interpretation: that the appearance of the bishop is in fact intended to highlight 

his lack of standing in this narrative and the fact that he has no authority in the space in 

which the sculpture resides. I also investigated how the tympanum served to demonstrate 

the canons’ authority over the space through Marian imagery. The canons’ identification 

with the cathedral in Paris, the relation between the Virgin and the Church, and the 

canons’ use of Marian imagery to assert their presence on and in the cathedral as a 

demonstration of that power is the topic of the next chapter. 
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Chapter Four 

The Cathedral: 

The Canons’ Use of Marian Imagery 

The Theophilus legend on the north transept portal tympanum can be read in a 

number of ways. The second chapter discussed the legend’s use in art as a didactic device 

and a way to honor the Virgin and her power as a mediatrix. In the previous chapter the 

Theophilus tympanum, at Paris specifically, was discussed in its roles as a didactic device 

and as a visual manifestation of the relationship between the bishop and his canons, and 

briefly as a way to honor the Virgin. I argued that, at Paris, the reasons for honoring the 

Virgin extended to include more than the fact that she was Theotokos and mediatrix. In 

this chapter I propose that the Virgin and canons played similar roles as aids to more 

powerful authorities and that this relationship, combined with the exegetical association 

of the Virgin as the Church and the canons’ special devotion to her, prompted the canons 

to understand her as a symbol for themselves. The implementation of Marian imagery as 

a symbol of the chapter is a counterpart to the reading of the tympanum discussed in the 

last chapter. The north transept portal, I proposed, can be read as a visual manifestation of 

the relationship between the canons and the bishop, but only one side of the relationship 

was discussed in the last chapter. While the bishop’s lack of authority in the cloister and 

on the tympanum is significant in my reading, the canons’ assertion of authority is 

equally important. I contend that the Marian imagery employed on the cathedral was not 



 55 

only used by the canons as a symbol for themselves, but that it stood in for their authority 

and independence in the space.  

 The association of the Virgin with the Church appears in theologians’ writings very 

early in the church’s history. Clement of Alexandria (d. c. 215), for example, discussed 

the parallel between the mystery of the church and the mystery of the Virgin.163 Ephrem 

the Syrian (c. 306-373) proposed that the Church and the Virgin resemble each other in 

their anxiousness to see Christ.164 Ambrose of Milan (d. 397) is the first church father to 

explicitly state that the Virgin is the “type” of the Church, that they are inseparable.165  

Rightly is she [i.e. Mary] betrothed, yet a virgin, because she is the type of the 
Church, which is immaculate yet married. The virgin [Church] has conceived us by 
the Spirit, the Virgin brings us forth without pain. And therefore perhaps is the holy 
Mary married to one [Joseph], but filled with another [the Holy Spirit], because the 
individual Churches, too, are filled by the Spirit and his grace, but are externally 
joined to a mortal priest.166 
 
 

Ambrose based his explanation of the inseparability of the Church and the Virgin on the 

Canticles, or the Song of Songs.167  The relationship between the Church and the Virgin, 

Luigi Gambero explains, is made possible by “the unity between Christ and his Mystical 

Body. For, in conceiving Christ, Mary also conceived us in the Church.”168 “Thy navel is 

like a round bowl never wanting cups. Thy belly is like a heap of wheat, set about with 

                                                
163 Luigi Gambero, Mary and the Fathers of the Church: The Blessed Virgin Mary in Patristic Thought, 
trans Thomas Buffer (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1999), 71. 
164 Gambero, Mary and the Fathers of the Church, 115.  
165 Graef, Mary: A History of Doctrine and Devotion, 84–85; Gambero, Mary and the Fathers of the 
Church, 198. 
166 Graef, Mary: A History of Doctrine and Devotion, 85. 
167 Graef, Mary: A History of Doctrine and Devotion, 85; Gambero, Mary and the Fathers of the Church, 
198. 
168 Gambero, Mary and the Fathers of the Church, 198. 
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lilies.”169  Of this verse in the Canticles Ambrose said, “From Mary’s womb there came 

into the world that heap of grain, surrounded by lilies, when Christ was born of her.”170 

Ambrose understood the lily to stand for Christ while the wheat stood for all Christians: 

by giving birth to Christ, the Virgin maintains a special, maternal, relationship with all 

Christians, and therefore the Church.171 Hilda Graef elaborates: “So while giving birth to 

Christ, Mary at the same time brings forth the Christians…They were both formed in her 

womb…So Mary is the mother of all Christians as the Church is our mother; both are, 

mystically speaking, one; Mary is the Church in germ, as it were, because when she 

conceived Christ she conceived also all who were to be his own; Mary is the 

personification of the Church.”172  

 The association of the Virgin and the church developed, also, out of exegetical 

writings on the twelfth chapter of the Book of Revelations,173 which reads, in chapters 1 

to 17, 

And a great sign appeared in heaven/A woman clothed with the sun, and the 
moon under her feet, and on her head a crown of twelve stars/And being with 
child, she cried travailing in birth, and was in pain to be delivered/And there was 
seen another sign in heaven: and behold a great red dragon… and the dragon 
stood before the woman who was ready to be delivered; that, when she should be 
delivered, he might devour her son/And she brought forth a man child, who was 
to rule all nations with an iron rod: and her son was taken up to God, and to his 
throne/And the woman fled into the wilderness, where she had a place prepared 

                                                
169 Canticles 7:2 
170 Gambero, Mary and the Fathers of the Church, 198. 
171 Graef, Mary: A History of Doctrine and Devotion, 85; Gambero, Mary and the Fathers of the Church, 
199. 
172 Graef, Mary: A History of Doctrine and Devotion, 86. 
173 Benko, The Virgin Goddess, 84n2. 
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by God….And that great dragon was cast out… Woe to the earth, and to the sea, 
because the devil is come down unto you… And when the dragon saw that he was 
cast unto the earth, he persecuted the woman, who brought forth the man 
child/And there were given to the woman two wings of a great eagle, that she 
might fly into the desert unto her place, where she is nourished for a time and 
times, and half a time, from the face of the serpent… And the earth helped the 
woman…And the dragon was angry against the woman: and went to make war 
with the rest of her seed, who keep the commandments of God, and have the 
testimony of Jesus Christ. 

Methodius (d. 312) interpreted the woman and her child as Christians delivered through 

baptism; he saw the moon as a reference to baptism and so the “woman standing on the 

moon represents the church which stands upon the faith of Christians.”174 Victorinus (d. 

304) interpreted the woman as the Church, the sun as the hope of resurrection, the moon 

as death of the saints, the wings given to the woman (the Church) as the prophet Elijah, 

the child as Christ, and the child “taken up to God” as his ascension.175 Caesarius of Arles 

(d. 542) interpreted the woman as giving birth to Christ and therefore his body, the 

Church, which always delivers the faithful.176 This text was interpreted in a way that saw 

the woman as the Church who was on the earth and persecuted.177 Interpretations like 

these continued as time progressed, and the relation between the Virgin and the Church 

continued to intensify and became closer, so that by the Middle Ages the idea of the 

Virgin as the Church was traditional and commonplace.178  

 The exegetical explanations of verses from the Canticles and the Book of 

                                                
174 Benko, The Virgin Goddess, 131. 
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176 Benko, The Virgin Goddess, 134. 
177 Benko, The Virgin Goddess, 131. 
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Revelation above were well known in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries and indeed had 

only gathered more authority as the interpretations were studied over time.179 The canons 

at Notre-Dame would have been aware of these exegetical links between the Church and 

the Virgin. I argue that the canons saw themselves as the Church, the human environment 

of the specific cathedral in Paris. The relation between the canons and the cathedral was 

discussed in chapter one, and although rights and jurisdictions within and around the 

cathedral were contested at times, the fact is that the canons were responsible for the 

cathedral. The chapter was in charge of the cathedral’s construction but also its 

maintenance, before and after the Gothic construction. The canons ran the cathedral; they 

managed all its businesses and the religious duties performed there.180 The canons’ 

responsibility for the church allowed them to identify with the church, to identify 

themselves as their church, the cathedral. The personal link with their institution is 

mirrored by the Virgin’s link with the Church as a whole, and I propose that this 

connection prompted the canons to use the Virgin as their symbol. In addition, I suggest 

that the canons’ personal devotion to the Virgin, evidenced in the use of the Little Office 

of the Virgin, made the use of Marian imagery much more personal. These are the 

reasons, I propose, that Virgin imagery was used, and used frequently, on the west 

façade, the exterior of the cathedral in the cloister, and the jubé to assert the canons’ 

presence and their authority at the cathedral. 

                                                
179 Benko, The Virgin Goddess, 134, 136. 
180du Colombier, Notre-Dame de Paris, 73; Temko, Notre-Dame of Paris, 249; Erlande-Brandenburg, 
Notre-Dame de Paris, 20. 



 59 

 At Notre-Dame the Little Office of the Virgin was the most frequently performed 

Marian devotion by a considerable margin.181 The Little Office of the Virgin included all 

eight canonical hours. The text goes back to the tenth century; it was in use at Paris 

before 1200 and reminded the clergy of the equation of the Virgin and the Church.182 The 

psalms in this office evoke imagery of the Church as bride, and God’s protection of the 

Church.183 In addition, Rebecca Baltzer proposes that, in considering the Virgin as a type 

of the Church, clerics would not have been able to avoid shifting their focus from one 

manifestation of the perfect spouse and mother to another.184 This text was recited by the 

canons in the choir of the cathedral and “since virtually no laity would have been present 

for any of the divine office on lesser days, the little office of the Virgin was essentially a 

liturgy that reinforced the sense of mission and devotion of the cathedral’s clerics who 

regularly performed it.” Baltzer continues, “it was impossible to ignore or forget that this 

was the Virgin’s cathedral; on major feasts she was regularly commemorated at vespers 

and lauds, and on lesser days the little office of the virgin ‘shadowed’ the office of the 

day…. It is worth noting that the little office would have been performed many more 

times per year than the psalter or the ferial office; it was undoubtedly the most familiar 

office for any member of the choir, the chapter, and the ecclesiastical hierarchy at Notre-

Dame.”185 The use of the Little Office of the Virgin at Notre-Dame evinces particular 

                                                
181 The Little Office of the Virgin developed into the Hours of the Virgin in the Book of Hours. Baltzer, 
“The Little Office of the Virgin,” 463. 
182 Baltzer, “The Little Office of the Virgin,” 463–464, 471n34. 
183 Baltzer, “The Little Office of the Virgin,” 472. 
184 Baltzer, “The Little Office of the Virgin,” 472. 
185 Baltzer, “The Little Office of the Virgin,” 465. 
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devotion to the Virgin at the cathedral, but it also affirms that the exegetical relationship 

between the Virgin and the Church was known, understood, and applied at and to Notre-

Dame in Paris. In addition, it is within the specific iconographies and formal qualities of 

the sculptures that the message of independence from the bishop is conveyed. 

 In the previous chapter I briefly discussed Erlande-Brandenburg’s observation that 

the entire north transept portal was dedicated to the Virgin. I agree with his reasoning—

that the portal was to honor the Virgin in her roles as mother, intercessor, and church, but 

I propose that the specific iconographies can be read as a message of the canons’ 

authority and independence. As Erlande-Brandenburg asserted, the Virgin is presented 

here in her roles as mother on the lintel and left jamb, as mediatrix in top two registers of 

the tympanum, and as Church on the right jamb; this presentation claims the portal for the 

Virgin.186 The Virgin appears more frequently than any other character, a total of six 

times.187 In addition, when the Virgin is depicted she is extremely active in the 

composition. In the Nativity the Virgin looks straight out at the viewer, and in fact she is 

the only figure on the entire tympanum to engage the viewer in this manner. The Virgin 

also occupies the entire space allotted for the Nativity in the lintel. She lies down on the 

bed relegating Joseph to its foot where he abuts a figure in the adjacent scene, and her 

newborn son is placed directly under her at the same level as the animals. I am not trying 

to suggest that this composition in any way disrespects the Christ Child, but it certainly 

                                                
186 The inclusion of the Virtues on the right jambs recall the Virgin as the church. David Hunter, “The 
Virgin, the Bride, and the Church: Reading Psalm 45 in Ambrose, Jerome, and Augustine,” Church History 
69 (2000): 300. 
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privileges the Virgin’s depiction, especially considering all the blank space (covered in 

drapery) behind the Virgin where the infant could have been placed, as he is in the St. 

Anne portal on the west façade of the cathedral.  

 The Virgin continues to be active in the rest of the lintel: she is always at the front 

of the composition and is never blocked by another figure. At the Presentation she turns 

to hold her son over the altar, but her entire profile is visible and her foot protrudes over 

the ledge, presenting her as the forward-most figure. In the Flight the Virgin rides a 

donkey sidesaddle so that she faces the viewer and her entire body can be seen. In 

addition the Virgin in the Theophilus narrative turns her entire body toward the viewer 

and no other figure invades her space: her body dominates the scene. Moreover, the 

Virgin on the trumeau is active as well. Lebeuf tells us that her characteristically curving 

body engaged the three magi on the jambs.188 The interaction of the sculptures with each 

other not only extends the Virgin’s control of the portal to the left jamb, by implying an 

Adoration scene but marks the portal with an active Virgin. This trumeau figure is not 

stagnant; she sways and twists her body and lets one of her feet dangle over the edge of 

her pedestal. The Virgin is in control of this doorway. The importance of the Virgin on 

this portal is also conveyed by the downplaying of Christ’s agency. As I noted above, at 

the Nativity the Child is placed under the bed when there was ample room and precedent 

for placing him in the background or above the Virgin’s bed. The other times Christ is 

present on this portal he is equally downplayed. At the Nativity, Presentation, and Flight 

the viewer is presented with a small Child always held by the Virgin, as if he is her 
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attribute. This is evident on the trumeau as well where the Christ Child is one-fourth the 

Virgin’s size (based on the proportion of his legs because his upper half is no longer 

extant). The agency and activity of the Virgin on this portal proclaim her authority and, 

as I propose, that of the canons as well because they use her as a symbol for themselves.  

 I argue that the north transept portal demonstrates the canons’ authority and power 

in the cloister through assertive and active Virgin imagery and at the same time highlights 

the bishop’s lack of authority in the space. The message pertaining to the bishop is only 

conveyed within the cloister, I claim, because that was the only space where the chapter 

had always had complete jurisdiction. The message pertaining to the canons’ authority 

conveyed through assertive Marian imagery, however, is present on many other locations 

throughout the cathedral. 

 The sculpture on the west façade was installed in the 1220s (fig. 15).189 This 

sculpture provides a public presentation of the Virgin at the cathedral through depictions 

of, essentially, her entire life. The Virgin’s story begins on the right doorway, the so-

called St. Anne portal (fig. 16). The tympanum and uppermost lintel are older than the 

rest of the west façade sculpture and date to around 1160.190 The tympanum and lintel 

had to be enlarged to fit into the current position: a second lintel (the lowest register) was 

added, as were scenes on either side of the original lintel, and angels and vegetal 

                                                
189 Sauerländer, Gothic Sculpture in France, 450. 
190 The twelfth-century sculptures of this portal may not have been intended for installation at a single 
location, and there is no consensus on their original purpose. Sauerländer, Gothic Sculpture in France, 
404–406.  
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ornament fitted in the area above the original tympanum.191 The twelfth-century 

tympanum shows a sedes sapientiae surrounded by censing angels and a bishop and king, 

while the original lintel contains scenes from the infancy of Christ: the Annunciation, the 

Visitation, the Nativity, the Annunciation to the Shepherds, Pharisees and the Magi 

before Herod. The addition of sculpture in the thirteenth century changed the message 

conveyed by this sculpture. With the addition of the Presentation of Mary in the Temple 

at the left edge of the original lintel and of a completely new lintel depicting the events of 

the Marriage between Mary and Joseph, this tympanum is now a complete Virgin 

portal.192 Not only do the Marian scenes outnumber the Christological scenes, the two 

distinct Christological scenes can now be read as a further elaboration of the Virgin’s life 

because, although she is not involved in those specific stories, they do affect her life. The 

shepherds come to adore her Child when she is present, and she is forced to flee into 

Egypt because Herod wants to kill her son.  

 While the Virgin as mother, her life before and just after the birth of her son is 

shown on the right doorway, the Virgin after her son’s death is shown on the left 

doorway, the Virgin portal (fig. 17).193 The middle register depicts the bodily assumption 

of the Virgin. Christ stands by the Virgin as two angels lift her body up to heaven. The 

top register of this tympanum shows the Coronation of the Virgin. The Virgin as queen is 

seated next to Christ. In this position in her afterlife she is able to act as an intercessor. In 
                                                
191 Sauerländer, Gothic Sculpture in France, 404. 
192 According to Sauerländer the misnaming of the portal is due to the fact that St. Anne appears in some 
scenes in the lower lintel. Sauerländer, Gothic Sculpture in France, 404. 
193 The bottom register of the tympanum shows three prophets or patriarchs on the left and three Old 
Testament kings on the right of the Ark of the Covenant in a tabernacle. Sauerländer, Gothic Sculpture in 
France, 404–406.  
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addition, through the Coronation the Virgin gains power and authority because she is now 

the subject of her own cycle instead of being a subsidiary subject in Christ’s cycle.194  

 The prerequisites for the Virgin’s intercession are established on the left doorway, 

but her active role as mediatrix is shown on the central portal (fig. 18). The central portal 

also has three registers: the bottom depicts the awakening of the dead at the Last 

Judgment; the middle register shows the archangel Michael weighing souls with the 

saved on the left (Michael’s right) and damned on the right (Michael’s left) chained and 

being led away by devils.195 The topmost register of this central tympanum shows a 

seated Christ framed by angels holding instruments of the Passion. On the right of the 

tympanum is St. John the Evangelist, and Mary as the Queen of Heaven is on the left. In 

this position, on Christ’s right side at the Last Judgment Mary acts as mediatrix for the 

people on whom Christ is passing judgment.  

 The figure of the Virgin plays an active role on this façade. On the St. Anne portal 

the Virgin faces forward or has her head tilted to the viewer five of the eight times she is 

depicted in the tympanum and lintels. On the Virgin portal, in the coronation scene, the 

Virgin leans toward Christ as the angel places the crown on her head and he blesses her. 

The Virgin also leans toward Christ in the tympanum of the Last Judgment portal. While 

this movement is not as marked as it is on the Virgin portal the action is significant when 

compared with the stagnant, erect posture of St. John the Evangelist opposite her. Finally, 

                                                
194 Penny Schine Gold, The Lady and the Virgin: Image, Attitude, and Experience in Twelfth-Century 
France (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1985), 61, 64. 
195 In 1771 the trumeau and doorposts and bottom sections of the tympanum were removed by Soufflot to 
make an opening in the form of a pointed arch to allow for a processional canopy; it was reconstructed in 
1843 by Lassus and Viollet-le-Duc. Sauerländer, Gothic Sculpture in France, 450. 
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two of the three portals on this façade are completely devoted to the Virgin: all the scenes 

on the right and left portals (the St. Anne and Virgin portals respectively) involve the 

Virgin. 

 I propose that this extensive Marialogical cycle is depicted to present the Virgin to 

the public in all her roles: as mother, as queen, and as mediatrix. I see the emphasis 

placed on the entirety of the Virgin’s life and her agency at the Coronation, as compared 

to the scarcity of Christological imagery and the mediation of his agency, as a movement 

away from Christ. Christ is depicted seven times on the façade, only once, as the trumeau 

figure of the central portal, is he shown without the Virgin. In essentially every other 

scene in which he appears he acts as an aid to the Virgin. On the St. Anne portal he 

appears twice, on the lap of the Virgin in the tympanum and in a small cradle above the 

Virgin’s bed at the Nativity. In the sedes sapientiae the Christ Child is much smaller than 

his mother, which is to be expected, but he is enveloped by her. She overwhelms his 

figure in every direction and places a large hand on his abdomen claiming him, 

presenting him almost as an attribute.  

 On the Virgin portal Christ appears three times, every time subsidiary to the Virgin. 

Christ first appears as the very small child in his mother’s arms on the trumeau, then he is 

in the middle register of the tympanum blessing her as angels lift her, and finally he 

appears in the top register of the tympanum blessing his mother as she is crowned. On the 

trumeau the scale of the Christ child in relation to the Virgin is striking, the child is less 

than one third the size of the Virgin acting, again, almost as an attribute. In the two 

registers of the tympanum Christ is present to assist the Virgin in some manner: 
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accompany her to heaven or to bless her as she is crowned. Christ himself does not even 

crown the Virgin, a further removal of his agency. I propose that the lack of 

Christological imagery and the moderation of his agency—Christ is not depicted 

crowning the Virgin or holding her soul—is a movement away from Christ. In addition, I 

propose that this restraining of Christ’s actions can be viewed as the canons’ assertion of 

independence from the bishop. The canons were assistants to the bishop, as the Virgin 

was an assistant to Christ, so I view the separation of the Virgin from Christ as a 

separation of the canons from the bishop because of the identification of the canons and 

the Virgin proposed above. 

 This message of independence from the bishop is not the only purpose the Virgin 

imagery serves on the west façade.  The Marian imagery establishes, publicly, the 

presence of the Virgin at the cathedral. As discussed above the understanding of the 

Virgin as the Church was well known in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries through 

theological treatises. I also proposed above that the canons saw themselves as their 

church, and through this link the canons could use the Virgin as a symbol for themselves, 

an especially apt symbol because of their devotion to her. I propose that the Virgin’s 

ample presence on this façade affirms the importance and authority of the Virgin, and 

therefore the importance and authority of the canons who used her as their symbol at the 

cathedral. 

 The use of Marian imagery across the façade claims the building and perhaps the 

parvis in front of it, a space always under contention, for the canons through the 

exegetical link between the Virgin and the church and the proposed use of the Virgin as a 
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symbol of the canons. But, what about the unlearned lay person? What were those 

uneducated in biblical exegesis—most people at the time—to think? While I agree that it 

is not possible for the same nuanced reading of this imagery to be performed without the 

exegetical knowledge, the fact remains that the Virgin is depicted all over the façade. I 

assert that her ample presence alerts the viewer to a disparity between the depictions of 

the Virgin and of Christ and in this manner claims the façade for the Virgin.  

 The Virgin’s agency and activity and the downplaying of Christ are evident on the 

west façade. I suggest that this imagery could be interpreted, by viewers who were 

sufficiently educated, as the canons’ authority and their independence from the bishop 

respectively. This message is continued and reiterated on the choir enclosure, the Porte 

Rouge, and the reliefs on the exterior north wall of the choir.  

 I propose that the primary audience (discussed in chapters one and three) for the 

sculpture on the north transept portal, the choir enclosure, the Porte Rouge, and the reliefs 

on the exterior north wall of the choir comprised the canons and clergy who lived and 

worked in the enclosed area of the Île de la Cite. The audience could expand, however, to 

include other individuals: workers, people present for business, and invited guests for 

ceremonies. I suggest that the canons would have wanted the same message conveyed to 

their important visitors as to themselves. As on the west façade the Marian imagery 

present in the enclosed areas of the cathedral was used by the canons to assert their 

authority at the cathedral and their independence from the bishop, two messages they 

might have wanted to convey to important invited visitors. As I discussed in chapter three 

above, however, these specific readings are dependent on narrative and exegetical 
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knowledge that not every visitor would have possessed. 

 The messages conveyed by the west façade, which are reiterated and strengthened 

on the north transept portal, are echoed again in sculpture of the choir enclosure, the 

Porte Rouge, and the reliefs on the exterior north wall of the choir; all this sculpture 

postdates both the west façade and the north transept portal. 196 The choir enclosure, 

begun around 1296 but probably not completed until 1351, is a wall that separates the 

choir aisle and ambulatory from the choir in the east end of the cathedral.197 The wall 

begins east of the crossing and stands as tall as the capitals on the columns between the 

choir and ambulatory. The narrative sculpture in low relief faces out toward the 

ambulatory, and the reliefs are arranged in a horizontal narrative band. Below the 

sculpture is a series of blind pointed arches with trefoil interiors. The cycle began with 

the Annunciation (now lost) opposite the Porte Rouge, the entrance used daily by the 

canons and clergy (fig. 19).198 Scenes of Christ’s life through the Agony in the Garden 

appear on the north wall, the jubé, now destroyed, depicted the Crucifixion, and episodes 

after the Resurrection are visible on the south.199  The Virgin appears on the north wall of 

the enclosure reliefs, but not on the south wall, but there are no scenes on the south wall 

where the presence of the Virgin was necessary. 

 Of the fourteen scenes on the north wall of the choir enclosure (excluding the no 

longer extant Annunciation), Christ appears in five scenes without his mother and six 

                                                
196 Sauerländer, Gothic Sculpture in France, 404, 450, 472, 490. 
197 Dorothy Gillerman, The Clôture of Notre-Dame and Its Role in the Fourteenth Century Choir Program 
(New York and London: Garland, 1977), 1. 
198 Gillerman, The Clôture of Notre-Dame, 53. 
199 Gillerman, The Clôture of Notre-Dame, 53–54. 
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scenes with his mother, while the Virgin appears in seven scenes. In the scenes that the 

two share, however, the Virgin is almost always more visually dominant. While this 

might be expected given the Virgin is an adult and Christ is a child, it is possible for the 

Christ Child to be dominant in a composition, like the Presentation on this choir 

enclosure. In addition, the Virgin in these scenes physically controls the Christ Child 

frequently and is more active than the Christ Child. At the Nativity the Virgin is in front 

of Christ, while his cradle is behind her bed (very much like the composition of the scene 

on twelfth-century lintel of the St. Anne portal). At the Adoration of the Magi, Christ is 

in the Virgin’s lap, but she holds him with two hands and faces more toward the viewer 

and leans forward off her chair. At the Flight into Egypt Christ completely faces the 

Virgin and holds onto her body as the Virgin steadies him with her arms. The 

Presentation is the only time Christ appears with the Virgin and is more dominant than 

she is: he stands straight up, without help, and looks directly at the viewer. In the very 

next scene, however, Christ stands in profile with the Virgin behind him turned to the 

viewer. The final scene that depicts the two of them together is the Marriage at Cana, and 

here the Virgin and Christ are of equal size and seated next to each other. 

 The inclusion of Christological and Marian scenes together is rational: their lives 

overlap. The inclusion of scenes where the Virgin is more visually dominant than Christ, 

or scenes where Christ does not appear at all stresses her importance, however, and 

because of the relation I proposed above, that of the canons. In addition, the dominance 

of the Virgin indicates a distance between herself and Christ, and I suggest a distance 

between the canons and the bishop. The reiteration of the messages first established on 
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the west façade is conveyed differently by these reliefs. There are more scenes of Christ 

in this program, an obvious change because this program is of Christ’s life, so the Marian 

imagery must dominate in a different manner. Instead of a high percentage of scenes 

involving the Virgin, as on the west façade, on the choir enclosure the Virgin dominates 

visually by being the most prominent figure or being portrayed as Christ’s equal in the 

compositions where she and Christ appear together.  

 The north side of the choir enclosure depicts scenes from the lives of the Virgin and 

Christ before their deaths; the Porte Rouge and the reliefs on the outside wall of the choir 

show events after their deaths. The tympanum of the Porte Rouge dates to approximately 

1270 and depicts the Coronation of the Virgin (fig. 20).200 The tympanum depicts the 

same scene as the Virgin portal on the west façade, except that the accompanying angels 

on the west façade are replaced by a king and queen on the Porte Rouge. The Virgin is 

crowned by an angel, not by Christ, again removing agency from him and implying 

separation between the Virgin and Christ and, as discussed above, between the canons 

and the bishop.201 The reliefs on the outside of the north wall of the choir are located east 

of the Porte Rouge by approximately three bays (fig. 21).202 The reliefs are single scenes 

in quatrefoils, and the program comprises the Dormition of the Virgin, the Funeral of the 

Virgin, the Assumption of the Virgin, Christ and angels, the Coronation of the Virgin, 

                                                
200 Sauerländer, Gothic Sculpture in France, 490. 
201 Gaposchkin asserts that the king and queen on the tympanum are used here not as donor portraits but as 
homage shown to the Virgin and subsequently the Church, which she symbolized. Gaposchkin, “The King 
of France and the Queen of Heaven,” 58, 64. 
202 Michael Davis states that these reliefs survive as “the single example of fourteenth-century Parisian 
architectural sculpture preserved in situ…while the panels are not coursed in with the regular ashlar 
masonry of the chapels, they clearly were part of the original mural fabric.” Davis, “Canonical Views,” 
103–104. 
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Christ in Majesty, and the legend of Theophilus (fig. 22). The Theophilus story is 

portrayed in three scenes in a single quatrefoil.  

 I argue that the inclusion of the program made up entirely of events after the 

Virgin’s death emphasizes her role as mediatrix, reiterating the establishment of this role 

on the west façade and the active implementation of it on the north transept portal. The 

scenes after the Virgin’s death emphasize her role as mediatrix because the culmination 

of these events—the Virgin’s Death, Funeral, Assumption, and Coronation—is the 

Virgin’s intercessory role. The Virgin has to die and be assumed before she can be 

crowned, and it is at her coronation where she gains her agency for intercession.203 The 

activation of the Virgin as intercessor is, again, shown with the Theophilus legend.204 I 

am not proposing that the canons had an intercessory role like the Virgin, but I am 

arguing that both the Virgin and the chapter had power that was independent from those 

who had apparent authority over them. 

 The Virgin imagery in the enclosed area of the cathedral postdates the west façade, 

and there is a great deal of overlap in subject with regard to the infancy of Christ and the 

afterlife of the Virgin. The Annunciation, Visitation, and the Annunciation to the 

Shepherds appear on both the St. Anne portal and the choir enclosure. The Nativity and 

Herod appear on the St. Anne portal, the north transept portal, and the choir enclosure. 

The Massacre of the Innocents and the Presentation in the Temple appear on the north 

                                                
203 Gold, The Lady and the Virgin: 61, 64. 
204 Davis states that the panels of Theophilus and Christ in Majesty highlight the Virgin’s role as mediatrix. 
Davis, “Canonical Views,” 105. 
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transept tympanum and the choir enclosure.205 The Assumption is depicted on both the 

Virgin portal and the exterior north wall of the choir. The Coronation is shown on the 

Virgin portal, the north exterior wall of the choir, and the Porte Rouge. The Theophilus 

legend appears on the north transept portal and the reliefs of the north exterior wall of the 

choir.  

 Why are all these scenes repeated in sculpture that ranges in date from the 1220s to 

1351?206 I propose that the repetition of specific scenes over time indicates the continued 

relevance of the issues, and the canons’ continued claim of authority and independence, 

at Notre-Dame. The Infancy scenes that are repeated first occur on the west façade where 

they establish the Virgin’s and, I assert, the canons’ importance through formal qualities 

of relative size and activity. These scenes are repeated with similar but not identical, 

formal characteristics; the formal characteristics establish the Virgin’s importance in the 

composition. The combination of the formal characteristics of the repeated scenes and the 

associations of the original scenes mark the Virgin, and, I claim, the canons, as important 

and demonstrate the canons’ authority, importance, and control of the building over many 

years. 

 The scenes after the Virgin’s death also first occur on the west façade. On the west 

façade the Virgin’s, and, I argue, the canons’ authority is established through the first 

depiction of her Coronation. This display of power is repeated twice more, I propose, as a 

continued assertion of the canons’ authority at the cathedral, and a continued reminder of 

                                                
205 On the north transept portal the Presentation appears before the Flight, but the Presentation appears 
after the Flight on the choir enclosure. 
206 Gillerman, The Clôture of Notre-Dame, 1; Sauerländer, Gothic Sculpture in France, 404, 450, 472, 490. 
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the chapter’s power as a parallel to that of the Virgin. The events that are the result of the 

Virgin’s coronation are also depicted for the first time on the west façade, where the 

Virgin acts as an intercessor at the Last Judgment. This specific scene of mediation is not 

repeated, but a scene with more relevance to the canons is—the Theophilus legend, 

which not only demonstrates the authority of the Virgin, and, I propose, the canons but 

also highlights the bishop’s lack of authority in their, the canons’, space. The repetition of 

these scenes expresses the continued relevance of the canons and their independence 

from the bishop over time. 

 I argue that the sculptural program on the Gothic cathedral in Paris is a 

manifestation of the relationship between the canons and the bishop from the late twelfth 

to the early fourteenth centuries. The sculptural program asserts the canons’ authority at 

and in the space of the cathedral and their independence from the bishop. The association 

between the Virgin and the Church was well established in Biblical exegesis and was 

furthered by the canons’ special devotion to the Virgin evidenced by the Little Office of 

the Virgin. The canons at Notre-Dame in Paris, who identified themselves as their 

church, employed this association to their own ends; they used the Virgin, the symbol of 

the Church, as a symbol of themselves. The use of ample Marian imagery, I claim, served 

to assert the canons’ presence and importance at and on the cathedral, but the specific 

iconographies and formal qualities of the purposefully selected Marian scenes conveyed 

specific messages of authority and independence. The moderation of Christ’s agency in 

the Virgin’s Assumption and Coronation, the small scale of Christ when he is depicted 

with the Virgin, and the dynamic presence of the Virgin, conveyed through movement 
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and orientation toward the viewer, serve to separate the Virgin and Christ, and thus show 

a distance between the bishop and the canons. The scenes after her death culminate in the 

Virgin’s Coronation, a declaration of power for the Virgin in her own right, and her role 

as mediatrix, a use of that power. I propose that the Virgins’ power as mediatrix echoed 

the canons’ power and authority, power that was independent from the bishop. These 

messages are articulated on the west façade and on the north transept portal with the 

portrayal of active mediation by the Virgin. They are then repeated in the rest of the choir 

and cloister sculpture as an indication of their importance and their continued relevance 

over time.  
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Conclusion 

 The decision to depict the Theophilus legend on the north transept portal at Notre-

Dame in Paris was purposeful and, because the appearance of this legend in sculpture is 

rare and the north transept portal was a ceremonial door, significant. The general 

consensus among scholars is that the legend was depicted in monumental art, glass, and 

sculpture for a didactic purpose and/or to honor the Virgin. This reasoning holds true for 

the north transept tympanum, but because the combination of medium and subject is so 

rare and the location it occupies is so noteworthy I have argued that there must have been 

an additional reason for the employment of this legend. Utilizing the information on the 

social and political environment of the cathedral and its hierarchy, especially the 

relationship between the bishop and his canons over the jurisdiction of the cathedral 

during the medieval period and particularly during the construction of the Gothic church, 

I contend that the iconography of the specific Theophilus relief on the north transept 

tympanum downplayed the position of the bishop both in the physical space and in the 

narrative. To an educated viewer—a person who both was aware of the tension between 

the chapter and the bishop and comprehended fully the implications of the Theophilus 

legend—the prominence of the bishop in the sculpture, which was located in the cloister, 

could not be seen to convey his power. Indeed the bishop’s appearance indicated the lack 

of authority and power he had in the narrative and in reality in that physical space. 

Moreover, the use of Marian imagery throughout the portal sculpture claims it for the 

canons. Because of the exegetical identification of the Virgin with the church, the 

canons’ special devotion to the Virgin, and the canons’ association with the church they 
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were in charge of building and running I argue that the Marian imagery was a device used 

by the canons to mark their presence in their cathedral and, by asserting their presence, to 

demonstrate their authority and independence from the bishop. The use of the Virgin as a 

symbol for the canons is evident in the active Marian imagery in place on the west 

façade, the north transept tympanum, the choir enclosure, the north exterior wall of the 

cathedral, and the Porte Rouge. 

I argue that the Theophilus legend depicted on the north transept portal is a visual 

manifestation of the relationship between the bishop and his chapter. The lack of the 

bishop’s authority is portrayed, for a specially educated audience, in the inclusion of the 

bishop in a legend where he was a minor figure and in a sculpture in physical location 

where he had no authority. The authority of the canons over the physical space is 

demonstrated by active Marian imagery, and their independent power is expressed by the 

visual depictions of the Virgin’s power as mediatrix. Just as the Virgin exercises a power 

of intercession at her own discretion given to her by God, so too did the canons run a 

cathedral at their own discretion, a right given to them by the bishop in the ninth century. 

The employment of Marian imagery on the west façade, the north transept portal, the 

Porte Rouge, the north exterior wall of the choir, and the north wall of the choir enclosure 

claim these locations for the canons through their identification with the church, their 

special devotion to the Virgin, and her exegetical association with the church.  
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Figure 1 
Paris, view of the Île de la Cite in 1550 from the plan of Truschet and Hoyau 

From Michael Davis, “Canonical Views: The Theophilus Story and the Choir Reliefs at 
Notre-Dame, Paris,” fig. 8.5. 
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Figure 2 
Historiated Initial with Virgin and angels with Theophilus climbing up towards them 

Paris, BN, MS lat. 11750, fol. 51r 
mid-eleventh century 

From Meyer Schapiro, “The Sculptures of Souillac,” fig. 15. 
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Figure 3 
Story of Theophilus, interior west wall, abbey church, Souillac  

1110–20 
From Meyer Schapiro, “The Sculptures of Souillac,” fig. 2. 
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Figure 4 
North transept Portal, Notre-Dame, Paris 

begun before 1257 
From Paul Williamson, Gothic Sculpture 1140–1300, fig. 224. 
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Figure 5 
Theophilus relief, exterior north wall, choir, Notre-Dame, Paris 

 early fourteenth century 
From Michael Davis, “Canonical Views: The Theophilus Story and the Choir Reliefs at 

Notre-Dame, Paris,” fig. 8.1. 
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Figure 6 
Theophilus medallion, west façade, Lyon cathedral 

early fourteenth century 
From A.C. Fryer, “Theophilus the Penitent as represented in Art,” plate III B. 
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Figure 7 
Tympanum, north transept portal, Notre-Dame, Paris 

begun before 1257 
From Michael Davis, “Canonical Views: The Theophilus Story and the Choir Reliefs at 

Notre-Dame, Paris,” fig. 8.6. 
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Figure 8 
Distributing Alms, Laon cathedral 

East window: w.1, panel 13207 
1210–1215  

  

                                                
207All images of stained glass are from http://www.therosewindow.com. The w refers to the window 
number visible on the plan of each cathedral, which can be accessed through this webpage: 
http://www.therosewindow.com/pilot/intro-france2.htm. 
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Figure 9 
Theophilus distributing alms, Auxerre cathedral,  

w.2 
1235–1240 
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Figure 10 
Theophilus, advised by a demon, distributes alms, Beauvais cathedral 

East bay: right window left lancet, w.2, panels 5 and 6 
around 1240 
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Figure 11 
Sermon at which the bishop proclaims a miracle, Laon cathedral 

East window: w.1, panel 23  
1210–1215 
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Figure 12 
The bishop displays Theophilus’s pact and gives a sermon based on it, Beauvais cathedral 

East bay: right window left lancet w.2, panels 15 and 16 
around 1240 
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Figure 13 
South transept, Notre-Dame, Paris 

begun 1257 
From Wilibald Sauerländer, Gothic Sculpture in France 1140–1270, plate 267. 
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Figure 14 
South transept portal, Notre-Dame, Paris, detail of reliefs at left  

begun 1257 
From Alain Erlande-Brandenburg, Notre-Dame de Paris, page 166. 
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Figure 15 
West façade, Notre-Dame, Paris 

before 1230 
From DASE (Digital Archives Services at the University of Texas at Austin), Gerald 

Moorhead, duplicate of original slide 
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Figure 16 
Tympanum, St. Anne portal, west façade, Notre-Dame, Paris 

around 1160; lower lintel early thirteenth century 
From DASE (Digital Archives Services at the University of Texas at Austin), Austin, UT 

Libraries 
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Figure 17 
Tympanum, Virgin portal, west façade, Notre-Dame, Paris 

before 1230 
From ARTstor, Image and original data provided by SCALA, Florence/ART 

RESOURCE, N.Y. 
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Figure 18 
Tympanum, Last Judgment portal, west façade, Notre-Dame, Paris 

before 1230 
From ARTstor, Catalogued by: Art Images for College Teaching 

 
 
 
  



 95 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 19 
Choir enclosure, north side, Notre-Dame, Paris 

Engraving by Ribaut 
1296–1318 

From Dorothy Gillerman, The Clôture of Notre-Dame and Its Role in the Fourteenth 
Century Choir Program, plates 8 and 9. 
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Figure 20 
Tympanum, Porte Rouge, Notre-Dame, de Paris 

before 1271 
From ARTstor, Data from: University of California, San Diego 
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Figure 21 
Plan of Notre-Dame de Paris with locations 

 of the reliefs on the exterior north wall of choir 
From Michael Davis, “Canonical Views: The Theophilus Story and The Choir Reliefs at 

Notre-Dame, Paris,” fig. 8.4. 
Plan of Notre-Dame de Paris, color-coded according to dates of construction 

From DASE (Digital Archives Services at the University of Texas at Austin), Lorentz, 
Philippe, Atlas de Paris au Moyen Age : espace urbain, habitat, societe religion, lieux de 

pouvoir, 2006 
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Figure 22 
Reliefs on the exterior north wall of the choir, Notre-Dame, Paris 

 early fourteenth century 
From Michael Davis, “Canonical Views: The Theophilus Story and The Choir Reliefs at 

Notre-Dame, Paris,” fig. 8.3. 
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