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Image source: York Glazier’s Trust, Stained Glass Navigator, <URL: https://stainedglass-navigator.yorkglazierstrust.org/window/great-east-window/explore>, [Accessed: 3rd November 2021].
The 1,680 square feet of York Minster’s Great East Window remain largely intact and in-situ in the Lady Chapel, at the core of the cathedral’s liturgical space.[footnoteRef:1] Described as a ‘masterpiece’, the window’s location in its original setting enables a fuller understanding of it, not ‘abstracted…from the time…physical space and affiliations that originally gave it meaning’.[footnoteRef:2] Studying this window as a visual source is a valuable exercise in evaluating not only the multiple purposes of the window itself (functional, charitable, religious) but also exploring the society which produced it. [1:  The Minster’s formal title is ‘The Cathedral and Metropolitical Church of Saint Peter in York’, but it will be referred to throughout as the Minster or York Minster. Given the precise location of the window, above an altar to the Virgin Mary, it is interesting that it does not incorporate any significant Marian themes. York Glazier’s Trust, About Us, <URL: http://www.yorkglazierstrust.org/about-us/case-studies/york-minster-great-east-window/> [Accessed: 8th November 2021]. ]  [2:  T. French, York Minster: the Great East Window (Oxford: Oxford University Press, for the British Academy, 1995), p.365. K. Kamerick, Popular Piety and Art in the Late Middle Ages: Image Worship and Idolatry in England 1350-1500 (New York: Palgrave, 2002), p.4.] 


The window’s iconography is complex, but Thomas French suggests that the uppermost panels provide a ‘key’, the now lost inscription ‘Ego sum alpha et Ω’ in panel DD1 echoed in the iconography of panels 2h and 2j, the window presenting ‘the first and last things’, the opening and closing books of the Bible.[footnoteRef:3] At the apex, God and the company of Heaven form what O’Connor and Haselock describe as ‘religious propaganda’, the inclusion of Minster saints with the apostles elevating the church and its dignitaries.[footnoteRef:4] The viewer is intended to recognise in a highly decorated church, lit by the ‘transparent glass’ of Revelation, a symbol of the new Jerusalem. Light was commonly used in sermons to represent God’s presence and Richard Marks argues that windows had a ‘particular metaphysical significance’, given Biblical references to light and colour.[footnoteRef:5] [3:  French, York Minster, p.8. There are multiple catalogues of the contents of the east window, but the most succinct panel-by-panel overview probably remains that in F. Harrison, The Windows of York Minster (York: The York Minster Windows Preservation Fund, 1921), pp. 25-27.]  [4:  D. E. O’Connor, and J. Haselock, ‘The Stained and Painted Glass’, in A History of York Minster, (eds.) G. E. Aylmer and R. Cant, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1977), pp. 313-393, (p.361).]  [5:  Revelation 21: 10, ‘…and shewed me that great city, the holy Jerusalem, descending out of heaven from God’ and 21, ‘and the street of the city was pure gold, as it were transparent glass’, The Bible, Authorised King James Version (London and New York: Collins’ Clear-Type Press, undated), p.246. On the symbolism of the church as heavenly Jerusalem see French, York Minster, p.10 and for the metaphysical significance of windows see R. Marks, Stained Glass in England During the Middle Ages (London: Routledge, 1993), p.59. ] 


The Old Testament scenes which follow present key Biblical events, full of the symbolism of light and darkness, good and evil, heaven and hell. Viewed typologically, these panels have multiple layers of potential meaning within a familiar scheme (incorporating ideas of judgement and God’s ultimate victory). Medieval people would have understood these multiplicities of meaning, seeing such ‘universal schemata’ not only in other glazing but in art forms such as Mystery Play cycles, and habitually viewing the window at Erwin Panofsky’s secondary or ‘conventional’ level.[footnoteRef:6] Considered this way the Old Testament scenes show the beginning of time (Creation, 15a), and anticipate the Last Judgement (the Death of Absolom, 13j).[footnoteRef:7]  [6:  French, York Minster, p.8. On ‘universal schemata’ see M. Camille, ‘Seeing and Reading: Some Visual Implications of Medieval Literacy and Illiteracy’, Art History, 8(1) (1985), 26-49 (p.42). For Panofsky’s three-tiered approach see E. Panofsky, Studies in Iconology: Humanistic Themes in the Art of the Renaissance (New York: Harper & Row, 1967), p.5-8.]  [7:  John Knowles has argued that the choice of scenes (particularly the uncommon inclusion of the Death of Absolom) was largely arbitrary, selected ‘to fill so large a space’, but more recent scholarship suggests that, given the likely theological expertise involved, this theory is ‘scarcely credible’. See J. A. Knowles, Essays in the History of the York School of Glass-Painting (London: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 1936), p.52-3. For the counter argument see French, York Minster, p.8.] 


The window’s Apocalypse panels also rely on an understanding of the conventions of medieval art and it is here that Thornton’s ingenuity is most clearly seen. His representation of St John writing to the seven churches (11f), for example, is considered transformative; rather than depicting seven separate buildings, he presents seven archbishops within a single church, neatly incorporating notions of church unity.[footnoteRef:8] Some of the window’s most interesting symbolism, however, comes at the bottom. The donor, Bishop Skirlaw, appears flanked by historical figures linked to the Minster (mostly identifiable by inscriptions, attributes or heraldry). In this we see again the inference that the Minster and its clergy were a ‘prefiguration’ of the new Jerusalem, in the choice of twenty-four figures mirroring exactly the elders of the Apocalypse.[footnoteRef:9] Skirlaw himself kneels before an altar, identifiable by his arms on the frontal and with a scroll (a commonly used device for inscriptions in stained-glass) positioned near his head offering the window to God.[footnoteRef:10]  [8:  French, York Minster, p.10.]  [9:  Ibid. p.11. Skirlaw is widely recognised as the donor and his pre-existing links with the Minster are evidenced in the inclusion of his shield of arms in the vestibule of the chapter house, French, York Minster, p.5. His attempts to be elected to the Archbishopric in both 1398 and 1405 perhaps partially motivated his donation. See Knowles, Essays, p.221 and O’Connor and Haselock, ‘Stained and Painted Glass’, p.365 for the debate on this.]  [10:  The inscription, now partially illegible, reads ‘Hoc opus insigne deus offero. Sum benigne’ (‘O God, I offer to thee this notable work. Receive it graciously’, Knowles, Essays, p.220. It should be noted that the term stained-glass can be misleading; glaziers in the Middle Ages purchased coloured glass to which they applied an ‘opaque vitrifiable pigment’ (with the exception of the use of yellow stain on white glass). Marks, Stained Glass, p.38.] 


Given the relative unimportance of artists as individuals in the Middle Ages we are fortunate in having both the name of the glazier and James Torre’s late-seventeenth century copy of the contract ‘inter decanum et Capitulum Ebor…et Johannem Thornton de Coventre glasier’. Thornton was commissioned to complete the window within three years (an exceptionally short time for a work of such magnitude) and to himself paint ‘the sd Window wth Historicall Images and other painted work’.[footnoteRef:11] It is significant that he is not required to paint the entirety of the window, but to find craftsmen to assist him (their cost being covered by the Dean and Chapter); evidence of a number of hands (how many and who they might have been is likely to remain unknown) has in fact been found in the glass during recent restoration work.[footnoteRef:12] [11:  ‘between the Dean and Chapter…and John Thornton of Coventry, glazier’, James Torr, ‘York Minster 1690-1691’, York Minster Library LI/2, part II, 34, reproduced in French, York Minster, p.153. The intended timeframe for the window’s creation was 1405-1408, and we can be reasonably confident that it was completed on time given the presence of Thornton’s monogram in panels Z1 and Z2 and the date 1408; such a ‘signature’ is extremely rare. ]  [12:  ‘…& to find all sufficient workmen to be disposed at the Costs of the sd Dean & Chapter’, French, York Minster, p.153. Use of the term ‘craftsman’ or ‘craftsmen’ throughout this essay reflects the dominance of the trade by men, although there were active female glaziers. On this see M. Parsons Lillich, ‘Gothic Glaziers: Monks, Jews, Taxpayers, Bretons, Women’, Journal of Glass Studies, 27 (1985), 72-92, (p.80-82).] 


It is generally accepted that Thornton did not have the knowledge to draw up the complex iconographical scheme, and the window must be considered a collaborative work: Thornton designed it, multiple craftsmen painted it, at least Skirlaw (and possibly Dean Langley) were responsible for its iconography, and the dean and chapter commissioned it.[footnoteRef:13] The engagement of Thornton has been much discussed, given that York glaziers had received most major northern commissions in the fourteenth century, but it is less surprising when one considers the links between Skirlaw, Archbishop Scrope, and Coventry (aside from the possible connection between Thornton and the Scrope family).[footnoteRef:14] Marks in fact proposes patronage as the ‘thread’ connecting glaziers with commissions for which they would travel long-distances, hypothesising that Thornton ran concurrent workshops in Coventry and York in the early fifteenth century.[footnoteRef:15]  [13:  It is widely acknowledged that as donor Skirlaw would have been in a position to determine the content, and possessed the necessary ecclesiastical knowledge. Whether he was assisted by Langley and how much influence the dean and chapter had is less sure, but Langley’s interest in stained-glass can be seen in his donation of the Minster’s St Cuthbert window (s7). See Appendix I for a plan of the Minster with window locations labelled.]  [14:  Joan Evans describes Thornton as a ‘protégé’ of the Scrope family, J. Evans, English Art: 1307-1461 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1949), p. 87 n. 2. Skirlaw was Bishop of Coventry and Lichfield in 1385, see French, York Minster, p.5. Scrope was himself Archbishop of the same see before becoming Archbishop of York in 1398. ]  [15:  Marks, Stained Glass, pp. 41-42. Marks’ suggestion of concurrent workshops is probably correct, but unlikely to have been the case during this commission. Thornton was able to work for the Minster as it was its own jurisdiction, The Liberty of St Peter, and therefore fell outside the guild-system which controlled and co-ordinated glass-painting from approximately 1300 for two centuries. He only became a freeman of York, and able to operate within the city itself, in 1410; this is more likely to have been the point at which he set up his own workshop. ] 


In a medium such as stained-glass discussion of its producers might be extended to include those who made the glass and the stonemasons who created its setting. French discusses the iconography of the window as following ‘patterns established by the stonework’ and the long gap between completion of the Lady Chapel and the glazing of the east window would have enabled the constraints imposed by the Perpendicular architecture to be considered when working out the iconography.[footnoteRef:16] We can only speculate as to the division of labour between Thornton and Skirlaw, but it seems most likely that Skirlaw devised the contents and Thornton arranged them within the stone.[footnoteRef:17] Glass is by nature a fragile medium and its manufacture a skilled craft.[footnoteRef:18] The multi-stage process of heating ash and sand, adding oxides for colour, and blowing into sheets, in addition to the carving and construction of stone, meant that before a single panel was painted the window was a significant interdisciplinary endeavour. The glazier’s skills then included drawing, painting (a slow process involving several layers on the inside surface, with shadows often reinforced or a three-dimensional effect introduced through additional external painting), shaping, cutting and leading; he was himself a multi-skilled craftsman.[footnoteRef:19] [16:  French, York Minster, p.7. The Lady Chapel was vaulted when Archbishop Thoresby (its commissioner) died in 1373, with the window opening covered or boarded; it remained so for approximately thirty years. For an interesting discussion of this see F. Harrison, The Painted Glass of York: An Account of the Medieval Glass of the Minster and the Parish Churches, (London: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 1927), pp.119-120.]  [17:  Nigel Saul discusses the difficulty in distinguishing between the influence of patron and artist in N. Saul, Age of Chivalry: Art and Society in Late Medieval England (London: Collins and Brown, 1992), p.51.]  [18:  For a detailed discussion of the manufacture of glass and its likely continental source see Marks, Stained Glass, p.28. See also p.31 for the varying qualities and cost of glass as a raw material.]  [19:  Marks, Stained Glass, p.36.] 


Despite its complexity of media and meaning, the window had a basic functional purpose. St Wilfrid is described as preventing ‘the entry of birds and rain through the [Minster] windows by means of glass, through which, however, the light shone within’.[footnoteRef:20] Glass as a medium in medieval art is unique in this transparency, and in providing light it interacts with other materials around it, casting colours and shadow. Differences in media notwithstanding, O’Connor and Haselock argue for a ‘close interaction between different art forms’, pointing particularly to the influence of manuscript illumination on glass-painting; they reference the Minster’s Pilgrimage window (n25) as ‘very nearly the page of a manuscript transformed into glass’.[footnoteRef:21] A general trend towards painters being involved in the early stages of glazing (perhaps the creation of cartoons) supports this view, Marks arguing that by the later Middle Ages only the best glass-painters, such as Thornton, were ‘considered capable of bridging the divide between design and manufacture’.[footnoteRef:22] By comparing iconographic conventions across different media it is possible to determine where Thornton has altered standard depictions as a result of his medium and setting. In panel 11e for example, the seven yellow stars of Revelation 1:16 are enlarged on an atypical red background in order that they be ‘legible’ from the ground; after all, there is little point to symbolism if the signifiers cannot be seen.[footnoteRef:23]  [20:  O’Connor and Haselock, ‘Stained and Painted Glass’, p.318. Stephen of Ripon’s The Life of St Wilfrid contains the first recorded reference to Minster glazing, but it should be noted that it relates to the earlier Saxon church. O’Connor and Haselock go on to argue that it was this ‘functional value’ which protected the Minster windows from damage during and after the Reformation. In general across York stained-glass does seem to have been viewed as less threatening than, for example, statuary or wall-painting (this perhaps reflected in the medieval distinction between ymages, three-dimensional objects, and pictours, into which category stained-glass windows fell), but the arguments around this are complex. O’Connor and Haselock, p.313.]  [21:  O’Connor and Haselock, ‘Stained and Painted Glass’, p.354. ]  [22:  Marks, Stained Glass, p.46.]  [23:  French, York Minster, p.10. Revelation 1: 16, ‘and he had in his right hand seven stars’, The Bible, p.233. See: Lambeth Palace Apocalypse, London, Lambeth Palace Library, MS 209, photo 18 for a more typical description, Lambeth Palace, Facsimile Finder, 
<URL: https://www.facsimilefinder.com/facsimiles/lambeth-palace-apocalypse-facsimile#&gid=1&pid=18>. French’s use of the word ‘legible’ here reflects an implicit view of the window as a text to be read, in one way or another.  ] 


An understanding of any visual source would be rudimentary without an awareness of its context. Considering the window in the light of Henry Glassie’s three ‘master contexts’ (‘creation, communication and consumption’), aids a fuller comprehension of its material, artistic, religious and social milieu.[footnoteRef:24] Technology places the modern-day audience in a privileged position, able to scrutinise it panel-by-panel in a way which would have been impossible for a medieval viewer. Conversely, it is impossible for us to view the window as a medieval person would have done. Michael Camille reminds us that such images formed part of a ‘total experience’ involving, ‘sight, sound, action and physical expression’ and Kamerick points out that even where we recognise the ‘referents’ or signifiers, we do not routinely view them as referring to real, spiritual beings, as a medieval person might have.[footnoteRef:25]  The context within which we view the window results in a fundamental difference in what it represents to us.  [24:  K. Harvey (ed.), History and Material Culture: A Student’s Guide to Approaching Alternative Sources (Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2009), p.11.]  [25:  Camille, ‘Seeing and Reading’, p.43. Kamerick, Popular Piety, p.4-5. ] 


The design and production of the window occurred at a time of ongoing conflict between the potential educative value of religious imagery (the view espoused by Gregory the Great), and a distrust of it as potentially idolatrous (as exemplified in the attitudes of Lollards). Jeremy Dimmick et al. in fact argue that such issues were ‘central to many cultural practices’ at the time.[footnoteRef:26] Kamerick makes an interesting counterpoint, however, suggesting that the medieval laity were largely unconcerned with idolatry, using religious imagery as a ‘crucial’ and ‘commonplace’ connection to the ‘supernatural’, and as material objects for purposes such as pilgrimage and devotion, sometimes experiencing them profoundly and physically (see for example, Margery Kempe).[footnoteRef:27] The contrast between these views, interestingly the former perhaps held by those principally responsible for commissioning such images, reminds us of the dangers of generalisation, but the power of the image, positive or negative, physical or cerebral, remained a prominent theme in medieval discourse and formed a key background to the window’s creation and continuing reception. [26:  J. Dimmick, J. Simpson and N. Zeeman (eds)., Images, Idolatry and Iconoclasm in Late Medieval England: Textuality and the Visual Image (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), p.2. Gregory the Great’s oft-cited views included ‘those who do not know letters may at least read by seeing on the walls what they are unable to read in books…For what writing offers to those who read it, a picture offers to the ignorant who look at it’, A. Reiss, ‘Beyond ‘Books for the Illiterate’: Understanding English medieval wall paintings’, The British Art Journal, 9(1) (2008), 4-14, (p.5).]  [27:  Kamerick, Popular Piety, p.3. On Margery Kempe and other female mystics see K. Kamerick, ‘Art and Moral Vision in Angela of Foligno and Margery Kempe’, Mystics Quarterly, 21(4) (1995), 148-158, (p.149).] 


In terms of educative value, Madeline Caviness describes assumptions that religious imagery routinely substituted for written text (libri laicorum) as ‘naïve’.[footnoteRef:28] Pointing to fundamental differences between windows and manuscripts (scale, direction of narrative, the presentation of information in one view as opposed to on pages) she argues that authorial control over how the information is perceived is reduced, opening up an ‘infinite variety of experiences’.[footnoteRef:29] In this sense viewing the window is a ‘creative act’, engaging the viewer in his/her own process of understanding.[footnoteRef:30] There remain serious questions surrounding didactic intent in the east window, particularly given the absence of several core themes (for example, the Seven Sacraments).[footnoteRef:31] M. D. Anderson queries ‘whether didactic intentions really played any substantial part in the design work’, commenting that the details of the east window could never normally be seen.[footnoteRef:32] Certainly, many of the higher panels are barely visible from the ground and from many angles part of the window is obscured by a stone gallery. It is thus possible to consider the window as created at a tipping point, when lay literacy was increasing and the importance of images as ‘teaching tools’ was decreasing; ease of understanding or legibility might not be the primary objective if teaching was not the primary purpose.[footnoteRef:33] The window’s significance is not therefore fairly judged if didactic value is assumed to be its priority.  [28:  libri laicorum translates as ‘letters of the laity’, see Camille, ‘Seeing and Reading’, p.32 and M. H. Caviness, ‘Biblical Stories in Windows: Were They Bibles for the Poor?’, in The Bible in the Middle Ages: Its Influence on Literature and Art, (ed.) B. S. Levy (Binghamton, New York: Medieval & Renaissance texts and studies, 1992), pp. 103-147, (p.121). ]  [29:  Caviness, ‘Bibles for the Poor’, p.146. It should be noted that the point on windows being designed to be read bottom-up and therefore differing from an illuminated manuscript, does not hold true for the east window which unusually reads top-down.]  [30:  Kamerick, ‘Art and Moral Vision’, p.155.]  [31:  Marks, Stained Glass, p.79.]  [32:  J. H. Harvey, review of M. D. Anderson, Drama and Imagery in English Medieval Churches (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1963), The Archaeological Journal (London: Longman, Brown, Green and Longman), 2013(CXX), 316-317. O’Connor and Haselock agree to a point, discussing the fact that the problem of ‘legibility’ of stained-glass windows within the Minster applies also to the St William (n7) and St Cuthbert (s7) windows, O’Connor and Haselock, ‘Stained and Painted Glass’, p.357.]  [33:  By the fifteenth century many more laymen and women incorporated reading as part of their devotions and book producers could ‘scarcely meet the demand for prayer books’ (which incidentally included both images and texts, suggesting that the two were used in conjunction rather than one acting as a substitute for the other), Kamerick, Popular Piety, p.7-8, p.11. Michael Cothren makes the interesting point that even if the window was intended to educate or illuminate it would have been likely to require exposition by a member of the clergy; he argues that rather than considering stained-glass windows as libri laicorum, we should view them as ‘moralizing sermons’, M. W. Cothren, ‘Some Personal Reflections on American Modern and Postmodern Historiographies of Gothic Stained Glass’, in From Minor to Major: The Minor Arts in Medieval Art History, (ed.) C. Hourihane (Index of Christian Art, Department of Art and Archaeology, Princeton University: Penn State University Press, 2012), 255-270, (p.262).] 


Whether or not the window is regarded as a substitute for written text it can claim to be a visual text and theories of intertextuality argue for its connections with other stained-glass windows. Subject matter provides one clear link, as also the likely audience, but the window can also be seen as integral to developments in style and technique. A second-generation painter in the International Gothic style (characterised by brighter colours than those used in Decorated windows, increased use of white glass and yellow stain, and ‘highly realistic and finely modelled’ figures), Thornton used both yellow stain and ‘stippling’ to great effect.[footnoteRef:34] He has been credited with spreading this style across much of England, particularly the north and Midlands, and whilst O’Connor and Haselock argue that this overstates his influence, the east window holds an important place within a continually developing tradition of stained-glass painting.[footnoteRef:35] [34:  S. Crewe, Stained Glass in England c.1180-c.1540 (London: Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1987), p.26. On ‘stippling’, the application of small dots using a soft brush on wet wash, see Marks, Stained Glass, p.36. ]  [35:  O’Connor and Haselock consider Marks’ view of Thornton’s influence a ‘distortion of the truth’, suggesting that the origins of International Gothic are diverse and not attributable to any one artist, school or region, O’ Connor and Haselock, ‘Stained and Painted Glass’, p.367. For Marks on this see Stained Glass, p.180. Given the paucity of written sources and difficulty of attribution for much medieval stained glass, the true extent of Thornton’s influence will perhaps never be known.] 


It is difficult to know how the window was thought of contemporaneously, but the use of the word ‘notable’ in Skirlaw’s donor panel offers a rare medieval viewpoint. It was not until antiquarian historians began to study stained-glass towards the end of the seventeenth century, however, that it began to be discussed in terms of its beauty or craftsmanship.[footnoteRef:36] Louise Hampson’s conclusion that a full understanding of its significance requires a ‘diachronic contextual approach’ is certainly valid, but theories of visual and material culture suggest that the window in its context as a medieval object can express the Weltanschauung (world-view) of early fifteenth-century English society, can allow us to see how medieval people viewed their world and how they thought of God.[footnoteRef:37] Jules Prown’s premise that such objects ‘reflect…the beliefs of the individuals who commissioned, fabricated, purchased, or used them and, by extension, the beliefs of…larger society’ invites us to look for the window’s ‘intrinsic’ meaning or content, with the goal of achieving what Panofsky viewed as the ‘ultimate goal’ of iconology.[footnoteRef:38] [36:  See footnote 16 for full inscription. The first written record of attitudes towards the window comes from King Charles I’s visit to the Minster, when he dictated the organ be moved so as to improve the view of the east window; this appears to have been a point at which priority was shifting from the meaning of the window, what it communicates, to the window as a piece of art to be looked at or appreciated. L. Hampson, ‘”Casting a dim religious light”: the stained glass and painted glass of York Minster, c.1450-1802’ (unpublished PHD thesis, University of York, 2016), pp.113-114. ]  [37:  R. Howells, Visual Culture (Cambridge: Polity, 2003), p.88. Howells also references Lucien Goldman’s caution not to apply this assumption too broadly, generalising about a whole society as opposed to a specific social class or strata. For Hampson’s diachronic approach see Hampson, ‘Casting a dim religious light’, p.18.]  [38:  J. D. Prown, ‘The Truth of Material Culture: History or Fiction?’ in History from Things, Lubar and Kingery (eds) (Washington and London: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1993), p.1. Panofsky, Studies, p.7, 9.] 


Sarah Brown suggests that the faces seen in the window were based on medieval ‘types’, the figures depicted not in an imagined Old Testament style, but rather as fifteenth century Englishmen and women, even their hairstyles reflecting current trends.[footnoteRef:39] Skirlaw’s provision of the funds for the window sits within a culture of donations for glazing in ecclesiastical buildings and his panel tells us more than that he was the donor: he is shown fully vested, authoritative but subservient to God and the church (the kneeling figure is a ‘formula’ found throughout medieval stained-glass); his arms are prominent, identifiable, deliberately visible; the open book on the altar points to his literacy; and, as Richard Marks point out, the setting of the altar at an angle to the front plane of the composition shows an attempt at a three-dimensional element.[footnoteRef:40] Additionally, the absence of an Orate pro anima inscription supports Knowles’ hypothesis that the window was painted bottom-up.[footnoteRef:41] The Skirlaw panel alone therefore provides information on fifteenth-century modes of dress and coiffure, allows us to see how a prominent ecclesiastic wanted to be remembered (powerful, religious, humble, generous, literate), gives us an insight into the window’s production, and informs discussion of stained-glass design.[footnoteRef:42] [39:  See for example the serpent’s hair in panel 15h. S. Lewis, ‘Thumbprints, graffiti and medieval faces: what York Minster’s Great East Window tells us about the people who made it’, The Press, 28th October 2015. Available at: https://www.yorkpress.co.uk/news/13901178.thumbprints-graffiti-and-medieval-faces-what-york-minsters-great-east-window-tells-us-about-the-people-who-made-it/ (Accessed: 3rd December 2021). In common with other medieval art forms such as manuscript illumination, it would not be unusual for a glazier to work from a book of stock designs. These designs were more likely to be used for ‘decorative embellishments’ such as canopies and borders but can also be seen in figures and/or heads. See Marks, Stained Glass, p.31. Pictor in Carmine is an example of a treatise for painters linking types (Old Testament) and anti-types (New Testament). Nigel Saul describes such a work as ‘invaluable for the designer of a set of stained-glass windows’, N. Saul, Age of Chivalry: Art and Society in Late Medieval England (London: Collins & Brown, 1992), p.53.]  [40:  Marks, Stained Glass, p.11, p.14. Crewe traces the development of medieval English dress reflected in stained-glass in Crewe, Stained Glass in England, pp.63-74.]  [41:  Orate pro anima was almost always included when the donor had died before completion of the window; it’s absence here suggests that Skirlaw was still alive when his panel was painted, and as he died in 1406 this would suggest the lower panels were painted at an early stage. Knowles’ suggestion is further supported by the presence of the window’s completion date at the top. Knowles, Essays, p.220.]  [42:  A typical donor panel would include two of the three common commemorative features (inscription, arms, and bodily representation). Skirlaw is identified by all three of these, supporting the conclusion that visibility of donation and commemoration were key motivations for him, R. Marks, ‘Stained Glass, c.1200-1400’, in Age of Chivalry, J. R. Alexander and P. Binski (eds) (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson for the Royal Academy of Arts, 1987), pp.137-147, (p.138).] 


To consider the window, as some historians have, only as a beautiful artwork would therefore be reductive; it is also so much more. Focusing too much on its iconographical meaning, however, in turn negates its power as a physical object able to provoke physical impacts. The complexity of the Great East Window’s content and context requires a balanced analysis, combining a diachronic approach with a detailed understanding of its medium, iconography, and audience. In viewing it this way it becomes a source rich in information and spirituality, but ultimately its interpretation and reception will depend, as it always has done, upon the experience and knowledge of the individual looking at it.

 






Appendix I: York Minster plan with CVMA window numbering
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N.B. Lower case lettering applies to ground level windows, upper case to windows above ground level.






Image source: The York Glazier’s Trust, <Stained Glass Navigator, https://stainedglass-navigator.yorkglazierstrust.org/> (Accessed: 8th December 2021).
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