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I must admit that when I think of stained glass windows I have conflicting impressions.
On the one hand, I am awed by their beauty, their lustrous power, their complex designs and
artistry. Their vibrancy and roster of colors amaze me. They leave me marveling with scarcely
the words to describe what I see and feel at that moment. Certainly there are stained glass
windows that are not so powerful. I do not speak of the many versions of colored glass we see
in modest settings. I do not include these as stained glass windows. But put before me the
windows of Notre Dame and of the Washington Cathedral or of Trinity Church, Boston in the
full light of day and I will be in their thrall.
On the other hand, when I think of stained glass windows, I regard them as museum
pieces, as relics; the word anachronism comes to mind. In his deliciously provocative book,

The Circle, about our internet and iPhone age, David Eggers describes the secretive office of
the CEO of an internet company (it could be Google or Facebook) as like a mini-museum, of
dated curiosities and décor. There are leather-bound, round-spined books, antique world
globes, mosaics from the Byzantine era, accountants’ green reading lights, and, among these,
stained glass windows depicting countless angels arranged in rings. These windows are as much
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a nostalgic item as are the globes of lost nations. I know there are stained glass windows of
abstract designs made today that, like those of medieval cathedrals, call up splendid viewing
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experiences. In his day, Frank Lloyd Wright criticized the “tendency toward realism of form in
window glass” preferring windows of austere design reminiscent of modernist buildings of
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“slender steel construction and expressing the nature of that construction” (fig. 1) Still,
however modern the design, it is hard to shake the perception that stained glass windows are of
the period of grand cathedrals and mahogany-wainscoted mansions, displaying images of saints
and biblical figures and of chivalric nobles and built by guilds of medieval craftsmen of feudal
and patrician days gone by. Though commoners may stand within their glow, stained glass
windows do not belong to the commoner’s purse, even if from many a purse they were funded.

1. Frank Lloyd Wright: stained glass windows from the Avery Coonley Playhouse, Riverside,
IL, 1912. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.

It is not simply because they are associated with bygone days and with ways of living not
my own that I fail to appreciate stained glass windows as much as I should. It is also because as
an architectural element – they are windows after all – they easily blend with the architecture,
which, as a whole, I tend to remember more. As windows they are often placed high up, in
some strategic space so as to capture the most light possible throughout the day. In being so
placed, they become too impersonal, too aloof, too up there, too apart from real world.
Moreover, because they get wrapped into the larger architectural whole, the artist of the
windows gets overshadowed by the architect. Unlike paintings or sculpture, stained glass
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windows are rarely, in the public’s mind at least, attributed to an individual talent. I would be
hard pressed to name an artist in stained glass, other than Tiffany, but not necessarily as Louis
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C. Tiffany. Beyond that I could identify no other. Even the name Tiffany came into common
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parlance as much for his domestic furnishings – think lampshades – as for his windows.
Individual artists and craftsmen are not associated with stained glass in the same way as

Rubens, Rembrandt, Van Gogh, or Picasso are with painting, and as Palladio, Sir Christopher
Wren, I.M. Pei, and Frank Gehry are with architecture. Sadly, it would not surprise me too
much if someone thought stained glass windows were made from a high-class hobby kit rather
than by an artist and a team of skilled craftsmen at great cost and labor.
So when I was invited to write an essay for an upcoming museum installation at the
McMullen Museum of Boston College on the American nineteenth century stained glass artist
John La Farge (1835-1910), I, not being an art historian, was intrigued enough to take on the
assignment but ignorant of the artist and only so interested in stained glass windows. Since
taking the assignment and coming to know La Farge – whose body of work, along with that of
the sculptor Augustus Saint-Gaudens and the architects H.H. Richardson, Charles McKim,
and Stanford White, “utterly transform[ed] the face of public art in America,” according to the
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art critic Robert Hughes – I have come to regard stained glass differently and to respect
enormously La Farge’s manifold talent, his art, his innovativeness, his creativity, and his
expansive vision, a vision that I characterize as exhibiting a dynamic aesthetic naturalism. By
this I mean, one sees in his paintings and in his stained glass a restless search to capture the
vibrancy of nature through art, specifically through the sublime effects of its light as we see and
experience it in the world, and in our particular world, not as it might exist in some idealistic
state or place. And in as much as we speak of light, we speak of color.
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So when he moved to stained glass, that channels exterior light through a roster of
exuberant colors, La Farge was able to pursue his fascination with light by experimenting with
the ability of glass to display light in all its wonder. As an artist, La Farge was clearly of his
period, of the nineteenth century aesthetic movement, that held to the beautification of all
things through art and artistic flourish, and to shaping, via art, the moral, religious, and
attitudinal character of a nation re-forming itself after the rending and travail of the Civil War.
But to keep La Farge to his period merely because of his subject matter and style is to fail to
see the phenomenon of his glass and of its progressive, innovative, and intellectuallycompelling quality, fit for our age. This essay, therefore, is not solely a study of his
understanding and use of light and color. It is also a reflection on the phenomenological
qualities of his stained glass that renders them as more than particular windows that occupy
particular architectural spaces but as windows – double entendre intended – through which to
perceive the world.
To see what I mean and have come to appreciate, it helps to stand back a moment and
reflect on the character of stained glass and on the experience it sets up via natural light.

The Deeds of Light
When I arise each morning, I look out my window to get an indication of the day before me,
whether sun, clouds, or rain is in the forecast. I will not just get a sense of the emerging day but
will observe the trees, plants, flowers, grass, and buildings outside my window, and how they
change throughout the seasons. On this particular Sunday in Spring, I note our condominium’s
blooming cherry trees, with their delicate pinkish-white flowers, their leaves in various shades
of emerging green, and their deep mustard-colored bark with patches of light-green velvety
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algae. The grass, patchy brown in spots, has its own inconsistencies and mixtures of hues, as
gravel and asphalt flecks, from the sidewalk and driveway, pepper it with black and grey
confetti. The sun, striking the buildings of our complex, an 1875 High Victorian Gothic
Revival structure, casts sharp, rounded, and both wide and finely-narrow shadows across
garden and drive. The bluish-green tarnish of the copper gutters show varying hues and tones
of green, depending on the amount of light striking the metal where lingering water, from the
previous evening’s shower, coats the gutter with a fine reflecting film. Looking skyward, I see
puffy, cotton-ball white clouds, with a penumbra of grey from retained moisture for a later
shower, illumined by the morning sun, filtering through. If I were to stay by my window as the
day progressed, the hues everywhere would become less intense, more muted, and the sky
would refract orange and red as the ozone absorbs from view the blue-green light waves of the
sun, giving the sky its fiery coloration.
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What I see as I look outside my window of twelve mini-pictures framed by the
window’s mullions are the “deeds of light,” as the poet-scientist and color theorist, Goethe,
described the effects of nature’s light when seen by the unfiltered eye. Goethe studied light in
opposition to the way Newton studied it, who, in 1666, had guided a beam of light into a
darkened room and through a glass prism to reveal the colors of the spectrum within light,
displaying red at one end and violet at the other. Newton thereupon guided the spectrum of
colors through a second glass prism, an inverted one, to show the colors coalescing back to
white light. Said Newton, “Hence therefore it comes to pass, that Whiteness is the usual colour
of Light; for, Light is a confused aggregate of Rays indued with all sorts of Colors, as they are
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promiscuously darted from the various parts of luminous bodies.” Newton demonstrated the
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property of light not as we, the viewer, see and experience it, but by analyzing, through
experiments, how light is constituted and functions.
Goethe, contrarily, believed light should be studied by how we see it expressing itself,
not in a sealed-off room and through a medium but in its context and directly, much in the way
we understand a person’s character by how she acts in real-life settings. Said he, comparing the
viewing of light to the study of human nature: “In reality, any attempt to express the inner
nature of a thing is fruitless. What we perceive are effects, and a complete record of these
effects ought to encompass this inner nature. We labor in vain to describe a person’s character,
but when we draw together his actions, his deeds, a picture of his character will emerge. Colors
are the deeds of light, what it does and what it endures. In this sense we can expect them to tell
us something about light. Although it is true that colors and light are intimately related to one
another, we must consider both as belonging to all nature. Through them nature in its entirety
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seeks to manifest itself, in this case to the sense of sight, to the eye. “ In short, says Goethe, we
understand light by how light acts. And so with color.
But what if I could not look out my window? What if the window before me was made
not for viewing out of or for viewing in, made not so much for the passage of light as for the
capturing of it? Such is the character and purpose of stained glass windows. Unlike transparent
glass, stained glass windows are not made to reveal what is outside and what is in. What they do
reveal are great variations and intensities of color that arrest our senses and point, through
religious, mythological, literary, historical, familial, and artistic imagery, to that which is beyond
the confines of their space. Stained glass windows are meant to celebrate light and the
imagination, albeit temperamentally since the vicissitudes of clouds, shadows, and the arc of
the day’s light modify their brilliance.
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For millennia, humans have been fascinated with the invasion of light into our human
dwellings, for sight and for mood, and with its filter, glass. Glass for windows has been used as
far back as 100 CE and colored glass since 700 CE. But stained glass windows, of the kind with
which we are familiar, flowered in the twelfth century, specifically in 1144 C.E., when Abbot
Suger, of the monastery of St. Denis, charged to restore his abbey church, sought to lift
worshipers’ sights and spirit through the use of colored windows, whose vivid colors he
referred to as “gems.” Said Suger, “Thus sometimes when, because of my delight in the beauty
of the house of God, the multicolor loveliness of the gems has called me away from external
cares, and worthy meditation, transporting me from material to immaterial things, has
persuaded me to examine the diversity of holy virtues, then I seem to see myself exiting on
some level, as it were, beyond our earthly one, neither completely the slime of the earth nor
completely in the purity of heaven. By the gift of God I can be transported in an anagogical
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manner from this inferior level to that superior one.”

Suger’s belief that through the visualizing of light and of color through these windows
we can be transported “from material to immaterial things” and “from this inferior level to that
superior one,” reflects his turn to Neo-Platonism, which held that Truth lies beyond the
material world, and it is through aids to our senses (as in stained glass, music, etc.) and through
symbols that we can be transported to perceiving and experiencing this Truth. In contrast to
this Platonic view of light, the Aristotelian view holds that light leads us not to the divine
separate from nature, but to nature itself, where the divine is lodged. To be illumined, to come
into the light, therefore, was for Aristotle to see nature more clearly and wonderfully; whereas
11

for Plato it was to see beyond it, to where the True wonder really lies.

7

Ever since Suger, stained glass windows have inspired the visual imagination and staged
theaters of light and color for the devout, for the wealthy, for the powerful, and for the tourist –
proving that they serve not just religious and aesthetic ends but political and commercial ones
12

as well.

Stained glass windows do more than glorify light and color, though. They serve didactic
and promotional purposes as well. They are “artefacts” – artistic documents of material culture.
By means of their images, symbols, designs, and narratives, of religious and non-religious
nature, they reflect a period’s artistic expressions, purvey a culture’s heritage, and extol certain
values and world views. In short, they are a type of advertising, a form of publicity. They are
cartoons (doubly understood, for the drawing from which the glass is made is called a
“cartoon”). They advertise and promote the Christian story (and that of other religious groups;
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Jewish temples make great use of stained glass, more aniconic than iconic ), they memorialize
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the martyred and the departed, they bespeak the virtues of the church, of the King, of the
God of the King, and of the kingdom, and, when in homes as heraldic glass (the coat of arms),
they display the status of the family and of its pedigreed lineage to all passerby. As translucent
images they offer “multidimensional” and “multisensory” aesthetic rewards for distinct
purposes and for the titillation of the senses, turning, to quote the Roman poet, Lucretius,
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“…all that’s inside [as] gay and flooded with beauty when it has caught the light.” Nevertheless,
however much they may instruct and promote, stained glass windows fundamentally and
unequivocally articulate light. Easel paintings assuredly match and exceed the designs on the
glass and may provide a more sophisticated and nuanced version of light – think of Vermeer
and Turner – but they cannot match the sheer visceral and kinetic power of light from the best
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of stained glass.

8

As an art form, stained glass windows are for public viewing. Yet, they are not for
everyone, by which I mean, they only reach a select audience, specifically those on the interior
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side of the window. Those on the outside only see the silhouette of the design, as if looking at
the flip side of a Hollywood stage prop. When a window has an acrylic backing to protect it
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against the elements and malicious intent, the details of the window disappear entirely. This
uni-directional quality of stained glass means the viewing of them has social implications: only
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those of the in-group, on the right side of the issue as it were, fully benefit. This inward rather
than outward-facing quality, and, because of this, their capacity to constrain and manage
attention, makes stained glass particularly effective for shaping the feel and meaning of an
interior space. The illumination of their subjects and designs from outside gives the images a
certain transcendent quality, as if they are floating above the filth and humdrumness of daily
life, leading the viewer to turn his mind inward from the cares of the day or to imagine worlds
and possibilities beyond, or both. Stained glass windows, in short, inspire us to see beyond.
They infuse us with a range of feelings and emotions, from the sublime, to the exalted, to the
quieter and more contemplative. Combined, their didactic, social, perceptual, visual, and
emotive qualities all serve to set up spaces and moments of symbolic significance, moral
weight, and transformative potential. In effect, they create sacred spaces.
Now by sacred I do not necessarily mean religious, as in to believe in deities or espouse
a particular doctrine. Rather, by sacred I mean that a) to which we give excessive value and
attention, b) are willing to defend and to discriminate in how it is used, and, on entering the
space or in being attached to it, either physically or imaginatively, c) which puts us in a special
place: we feel and act differently there. If these characteristics define what is meant by sacred
space, then stained glass windows certainly lend themselves to shaping sacred spaces.
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For instance, by their very nature, stained glass windows are far more costly, complex,
and delicate than clear, translucent, purely functional windows. The extent of the
craftsmanship, the manufacture of colored glass, the glazes, the leaded cames, the architecture
required to accept them, the cost of the artist employed, all make them objects of great cost
and labor, exhibiting, therefore, an excessiveness far beyond your typical window. To even
come close today to construct a La Farge window would cost between $2,000 – 5,000/sq. ft.
and could require up to ten to fifteen pieces of glass per square inch! Most choice windows
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today have that many pieces of glass per square foot. That the space using stained glass
windows is discriminating also goes without much debate. From the choice of the architect, of
the artist, of the people for whom the space is constructed, to the kind of activities that are to
take place therein, either actual or suggested, means the space defined by such windows is not
for any and all types of thought or behavior. Many a stained glass has been removed from a
church because the windows no longer fit the belief system of the congregation or are too
22

costly to maintain and repair (to restore a set of stained glass windows by Sarah Wyman
23

Whitman, who was strongly influenced by La Farge, at First Parish Unitarian Universalist in
Brookline, Massachusetts costs $350,000). The Protestant iconoclastic movement, beginning in
the year 1522, destroyed stained glass windows, and all other forms of ecclesiastical imagery,
24

for their association with the Catholic Church. And the very stained glass windows of John La
Farge that were donated to Boston College for the exhibit, had been removed, early in their
25

use, from the Unitarian Universalist Society of Amherst, Massachusetts because, among other
reasons, they were too clearly Christian, which, being a triptych of St. John, Jesus, and St. Paul,
did not reflect the rationalist pluralism of Unitarianism. And, finally, because stained glass
windows create an intense viewing and emotive experience, they elicit feelings and emotions
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qualitatively different from clear, transparent windows generally. Even though aesthetic
emotions are not incompatible with and share in the same “neural reference space” as basic,
everyday emotions (fear, anger, disgust, happiness, etc.), they tend to be more complex,
sublime, subtle, “more felt than acted upon”, more “subject to savoring” than those of our
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ordinary life, says Gabrielle Starr on the neuroscience of aesthetic experience. Moreover, as
the historian of religion, Mircea Eliade, says, noting experiences of light across religious
traditions, “…the experience of the Light radically changes the ontological condition of the
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subject.” He adds,
It is important to stress that whatever the nature and intensity of an experience
of Light, it always evolves into a religious experience…[it brings] a man [sic] out
of his worldly Universe or historical situation, and project[s] him into a
Universe different in quality, an entirely different world, transcendent and holy.
The structure of this holy and transcendent Universe varies according to man’s
culture and religion…”
28

Spaces, then, illumined by stained glass shape our experience therein because of the intent (by
the artist and architect) to define that experience by means of the strategic use of light and of
color. Indeed, as Claire Nesbitt states in her essay, Experiencing the Light, Byzantine Church

Window Glass and the Aesthetics of Worship, “One of the most important factors in shaping
the experience of worship was the manipulation of the light inside churches” via glazed and
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colored window glass. To the point, she argues, that “…the stained glass from Constantinople
can be seen as an extension of the Byzantine repertoire of iconographic media in churches.
30

What we are seeing could be the remains of ‘icons in glass.’”

So when we move to the stained glass work of John La Farge, whose decorative glass is
an extension of his artistry as a painter, we see an artist and a craftsman who set up spaces to
see and experience the world in which we live in a way that is visually nuanced, dynamic,
naturalistic, and realistic. To view a La Farge window is to see as much philosophy as art.
11

John La Farge and the Articulation of Nature’s Light
John La Farge was born into wealth in New York in 1835 to French émigré parents.
His father, John Frederick (1779-1858), made his fortune in international shipping and real
estate. From youth, La Farge was a precocious and consummate student, reading in French
and English and devouring books across the disciplines, from the sciences, to language, to
literature, to the arts. He was educated in Catholic schools and at Mount St. Mary College, in
Maryland and became exposed to Christian, classical, and literary iconography. He started his
education preparing himself for law – his father’s choice, not his – but would quickly turn to art
as his vocation. Except for drawing realistic sketches and taking painting lessons from his
maternal grandmother in his youth and studying water coloring techniques after college, he
never became a formally trained artist. Martin Brimmer (1829-1896), the first director of
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Boston’s Museum of Fine Art, called La Farge a “half-trained man of genius.” After La Farge
graduated from college, his father paid for La Farge’s twenty-first birthday a Wanderjahr of
study in Europe (1856-57). While in Europe La Farge studied briefly in the atelier of the artist
Thomas Couture (1815-1879) and soaked up the art of the pre-Raphaelites (members of which
he would meet personally in 1873) and of the French Realists, such as Gustave Courbet (18191877) and Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres (1780-1867), and of the color work of Eugène
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Delacroix (1798-1863). He also visited galleries and cathedrals in Paris, Brittany, Belgium,
and Denmark, sketching landscapes, buildings, and monuments, and copying the great
masters, like Rembrandt and Rubens. For his theoretical work, he read The Principles of

Harmony and Contrast of Colors, and their Application to the Arts, 1839, by the color theorist
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Michel Eugene Chevreul(1786-1889), who took a scientific, empirical approach to color
perception.
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Chevreul, a prominent chemist, first took an interest in color theory when a textile die
maker asked him how to augment the richness, variety, and permanence of his fabrics’ colors
and to figure out why certain colors seemed to change when placed next to each other.
Chevreul followed in a line of color theorists from Newton, who first discovered the color
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properties of white light , to Goethe, who rejected the too-reductionist approach of Newton for
a more subjective study of color. Chevreul accepted the findings of Newton but also
understood, like Goethe, that color is best understood by observing it in nature, en plein air,
35

that is, in context.

Chevreul’s contribution to color theory was his observation of the simultaneous
contrast of colors. Each color has its own distinct wavelength within white light (from red with
the shortest wavelength, at 700 nanometers, to violet with the longest, at 400 nanometers), and
each wavelength of color has within it a band of wavelengths of differing hues. So the color we
see, that refracts to our eye, is the more predominant color, or wavelength, from among the
band of refracting hues. When we see the color blue, for example, blue only comprises, say,
sixty percent of the wavelength band that hits our retina. The other forty percent is made up of
other colors, like violet and green. When a color refracts off a surface (be it off a flower, a
canvas, a vase, or glass), the color that we see is the color that is refracting the most intensely.
As such, there is technically no pure color, no pure red, or blue, or green, or yellow. There is
red-orange, on the brighter side of red, because the orange wavelength is prominent, and there
is red-violet, on the darker side, with violet being the more prominent. The same variation in
color can be said for yellow (there is green-yellow and orange-yellow) and blue (there is blue-
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green and blue-violet). Therefore, it is unhelpful, even misleading to say, that there are three
primary colors, red, yellow, and blue. It is more accurate to say, then, that there are six colors,
36

for each color has a two-sided color mixture, one more bright and one more dark.

Aware of the composite nature of colors, Chevreul noted that when colors are placed
alongside of each other they affect each other, such that, depending upon the amount of light
and the angle in which viewed, they modulate from more bright to more dark or less dark to
less bright, giving the viewer a perception of change and of movement. There is a simultaneous
contrasting of colors. La Farge would draw upon Chevreul’s optics when, later in life, he
designed his stained glass windows. Writes La Farge, “The churches [that he saw on his
European trip] brought me to the knowledge of ancient glass and I was able to use, for
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understanding it, what I had read in the writings of the illustrious Chevreul.”

La Farge had to return early from his European trip early when he received news that
his father had died unexpectedly, leaving him a vast inheritance. No longer under the watch of
his father, and with the financial freedom to do as he pleased, La Farge returned to New York
to pursue his interest in painting. Shortly after he arrived, he met the prominent architect
Richard Morris Hunt (1827-1895) who, on learning of La Farge’s artistic talent, directed La
Farge to contact his brother, William Morris Hunt (1824-79), a former pupil of Couture and a
proponent of the Barbizon realism school. Hunt was setting up a studio and taking on students
in Newport, Rhode Island. Without waiting, La Farge moved in 1859 to Newport, where he
would spend the next fourteen years developing his skill as an artist and studying the effects of
light and of color.
A place of “expansive farmlands, rolling hills, jutting cliffs, a dramatic coastline with
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barren stretches of dune grass and sparkling acres of beach sand,” Newport was an ideal

14

location for La Farge to train his eye in depicting nature and its “deeds of light.” Through oils,
numerous free-hand sketches, and use of watercolor La Farge painted Newport’s natural
beauty throughout the seasons and its changing light at a specific locations over the course of
the day. He painted portraits and religious scenes with Newport’s natural landmarks in the
background, such as of Puddingstone Ledge as a backdrop of a triptych for St. Peter’s Catholic
Church in New York City. For Mary, the mother of Jesus, he drew the likeliness of his wife,
Margaret, and for St. John, he used his friend, William James (fig. 2). The work was never
completed; the central panel, of the cross, was not finished. To use nature as backdrop, and
not just nature in general but specific locations, and to use as subjects friends and relatives, was
characteristic of the pre-Raphaelite painters, a group of painters who called themselves the PreRaphaelite Brotherhood. Coming together in 1849, they sought to oppose traditional “notions
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of beauty and artistic decorum” and depict truth in nature as it realistically shows itself to us,
down to a broken reed in a marsh at which the artist stood, for instance.

40

2. John La Farge: The Virgin Mary with St John the Evangelist at the Foot of the Cross, 186263. Oil on mahogany panel, each 95 1/2 x 29 1/2 in. McMullen Museum, Boston College. Gift
of William and Allison Vareika.
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Painting and studying nature en plein air, as Chevreul advised, was standard practice for
La Farge. He painted Paradise Valley (1866-68), located at the southeastern most tip of Rhode
Island, in full mid-day sun, giving the valley a golden, monochrome glow, without shadows (fig.
3). To catch variations in color and tone at different times of the day, he painted the setting sun
as it lit upon a rocky, promontory, valley, The Last Valley – Paradise Rocks (1867-68) with the
valley portion of the painting in shade and the upper part of the promontory in warm, late
afternoon sun, thereby showing a bold contrast of dark and light. A similar painting of a
massive rock, Bishop Berkeley’s rock, named after Reverend George Berkeley, the father of
the philosophy of immaterialism, painted in “broad patches of color dominated by green and
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brown tonalities,” showed the influence of Courbet and of the popular Barbizon style. But La
Farge’s was only realistic and detailed to a degree. His bifurcated and broadly stroked painting
of Bishop Berkeley’s rock was not so realistic in detail that one could distinguish the two nondescript halves of the painting, leading one critic to say that on flipping the painting around one
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could get the same effect. Instead of realistic precision, what La Farge was seeking was not to
replicate nature but to capture its ambient, atmospheric light. As another example, he studied
the white, hazy light of a snow storm as the snow blanketed a field, Snow Storm (1865, fig. 4),
or, in another painting, as it fell on a lonely, salt-box, wooden house.
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3. John La Farge: Paradise Valley, 1866-68. Oil on Canvas, Terra Foundation/National Gallery
of Art. Washington, D.C.

4. John La Farge: Snow Storm, 1865. High Museum of Art, Atlanta, GA.

La Farge studied variations in light at one location over the course of the day and the
effect of incoming and ambient light on his still lifes. For a still life, he would take a single, cut,
white flower with stem and lay it in a bowl on a window sill, arranged as if the flower had been
placed there by chance, as seen in his Flowers on a Window Ledge (c. 1861, fig. 5), and notice
how the flower and the vase were lit by the outside, mid-day sun. His floral pieces are some of
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his best work, showing the influence of Japanese art, of the single specimen: simple, plain, and
delicate. In each still life one sees how the play of light affects the coloration and the intensity,
the softness or hardness, of the subject. La Farge was going for first principles, drawing on his
innate talent, trying not to copy or be reliant upon others’ methods, but to be authentic,
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objective. “There I wished to apply principles of light and color of which I had learned a little.
I wished my studies from nature to indicate something of this, to be free from recipes, as far as
possible, and to indicate very carefully, in every part, the exact time of day and circumstances
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of light,” said La Farge.

5. John La Farge: Flowers on a Window Ledge, c. 1861. Oil on canvas, 24 x 20". Collection,
Corcoran Gallery of Art, Anna E. Clark Fund.

While this way to view light was certainly romantic, outdoors and unmediated, La Farge
did not overly dramatize the role of light in his paintings – as John Constable, in his Salisbury

Cathedral from the Meadows (1829-34), does with highly luminous, billowy clouds, in which
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light and nature take on a divine and moral valuation. La Farge’s landscapes, rather, are more
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sober, more tranquil, more contemplative, holding in balance “air and light and space.” He
18

wanted to capture humans’ harmonization with nature, to see nature as nourishing. Just as his
friend Frederick Law Olmstead, the designer of Central and Prospect Park in New York, of
the Emerald Necklace, Boston, and of countless other urban parks and gardens, La Farge
believed that we enrich and humanize the soul when we are within nature. This presence in
nature, however, does not imply, as Diane Johnson says, that he shared the
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“Transcendentalist’s ideal of the human soul’s glorious merging with nature.” La Farge was
too much the realist for that.
Even though one sees the realism of Courbet in La Farge, La Farge’s realism was not as
dogmatic as that of Courbet, who once said he could not paint an angel because he had never
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seen one. There was too much of the Catholic piety in La Farge and idealism of the soul’s
correspondence with a greater universe for him not to resort to religious iconography – seen
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most prolifically in his stained glass windows. Nevertheless, even with his extensive use of
religious and mythological iconography, La Farge remained earthly grounded. His subjects
never quite rise to transcendent loftiness and escapism. Even in his large mural of The

Ascension of Christ (1886-88), modeled after Titian’s, for the Church of the Ascension in New
York, of Christ rising to the heavens in a pinkish, cloudy glow as onlookers below look up
from an open field of green and brown, tree-less hills and mountains, the scene still comes
across as naturalistic and this worldly (particularly since the mountain depicted was patterned
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after Mt. Fuji, which La Farge had seen on his trip to Japan, in 1886), despite its divine subject
(fig. 6).
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6. John La Farge: The Ascension, 1886-88. Church of the Ascension, New York.

7. John La Farge: Self-Portrait, 1859. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.

There is an early self-portrait of La Farge, Portrait of the Painter (1859), looking
dapper, haughty, of him standing outdoors along an ascending natural dirt path that rises up a
small hill and crests, pausing on his way up and looking to us, weight and hand resting on a
walking stick, as if in mid-journey, as if he is declaring himself to us and to the art world into
which he was moving (fig. 7). This self-portrait, based on a photograph of himself in his studio,
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from the same year, similarly dressed and poised, points us not just to his own pilgrimage but
to that of every person who must travel through the natural world. La Farge was too much the
cosmopolitan, though, to believe that humans belonged more to nature than to the city. He was
not the outdoor naturalist, a back-to-nature romantic. We do not see the wildness and brutality
of nature in his work as we see in John Singleton Copley’s Watson and the Shark (1778) or in
George Stubbs’s Lion Attacking a Horse (1770), each of which suggests the tenuousness of
humans before the forces of nature. La Farge acknowledges the importance that nature plays in
our lives, for succor and inspiration (fig. 8). But he also depicts our separateness, our remove
from it, such that the mind and the imagination are not tied to it. We see nature as if through a
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window, “carefully observed.” The through-a-window perspective would follow through to La
Farge’s stained glass windows, which, clearly as windows, framed figured and abstracted
representations of nature.

8. George Stubbs: White Horse Attacked by Lion, 1770.

This through-a-window perspective symbolizes a correspondence between the world
and its light outside with our world and its light inside, a correspondence between the deeds of
humans and the deeds of nature, implying, more spiritually, an analogous relation between the
aspirations of the human soul and that of the material, emotional sensations of the human
21

body, as La Farge phrased it. His still life Flowers on a Window Ledge (c. 1861) and
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sketching From the Studio at Grayledge Farm (c.1867), to take two examples, show clearly this
through-a-window perspective. In these cases we actually see the window frames. Other works,
such as his quietly moody, Snow Storm (1865), look as if he might have stuck his head out the
window to observe the gently swirling snowstorm, a way of seeing that his earlier contemporary
John Mallord William Turner (1775-1851) practiced when he purportedly stuck his head out
of the Exeter express for nine minutes during a rainstorm to capture the misty steam and light
of a speeding train, Rain, Steam, and Speed – The Great Western Railway (1844). Turner,
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having read Goethe’s Theory of Colors¸ which had been recently translated into English, is
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another who sought to depict the deeds of light through direct observation. Like Turner, La
Farge has us look through windows and stick our neck out for getting a closer look. In framing
our vision this way, as if through a window, La Farge connects to the Renaissance tradition in
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art that equated the viewing of pictures with the viewing of the world outside. To see through
a window means that however authentically we may depict nature, our depictions and our
perceptions remain subjective, a matter of interpretation and artifice, like a beautifully
manicured Japanese garden of immaculately choreographed viewpoints.
La Farge understood this dialectic in Japanese art between nature and culture. His
paintings of the singular flower, his landscapes with high horizons, and his free-hand
streamlined sketchings show this influence of Japanese aesthetics. On a trip to Japan with
Henry Adams, in 1886, La Farge relished what he saw in Japanese art and in the country’s
vistas. He painted reclining and sitting Buddhas, and, later, back in the United States, he would
incorporate a semblance of Mount Fuji into the backdrop of his The Ascension of Christ
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mural. La Farge’s incorporation of Japanese aesthetics and perspective into his art made him,
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among modern scholars, “the first western artist to attempt to assimilate Japanese principles of
design in his work,” an accomplishment often attributed to James A. McNeill Whistler (183457

1903).

La Farge’s approach to nature followed a particular strand in nineteenth-century
American culture: the search through nature for spiritual, intellectual, literary and artistic
inspiration. Because of America’s rapid and expanding urbanism and industrialization, people
began to feel alienated from nature. At the same time they looked to it for its seemingly
inexhaustible resources – its rivers, lakes, forests, fields, mountains – to support the country’s
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rapid growth. People had a “passion for nature,” says Rochelle Johnson, a scholar of
American environmental studies. But this passion remained shallow. People did not go the
extra step to study and understand nature and know it in its particulars. As Thoreau phrased it
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for the times, “There is plenty of genial love of nature, but not so much of Nature herself.”
Instead, they saw nature not for itself but as a metaphor, a metaphor for progress, for

refinement, and for reason, associated with the picturesque landscapes of Thomas Cole, the
design movement of Andrew Jackson Downing, and the Transcendentalist literature of Ralph
Waldo Emerson, respectively. As metaphor, nature was viewed as an idea, a sophisticated idea,
surely, but not as a material extension of our life as human beings. This distancing from the
actual stuff of nature led to an “aesthetics of alienation,” where people claimed to value the
beauty of nature but not its materiality. In time, this alienation of the ideal from the actual led
art and literature to become separated from environmental ethics and natural science, says
Johnson.

60

La Farge’s study of nature en plein air but as if through-a-window exhibits, to some
degree, this “aesthetic of alienation.” As mentioned, La Farge had a romantic view of nature, as
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virgin, hospitable, nourishing, but he did not over-romanticize it – as his teacher William
Morris Hunt did, nor did he depict it as a cornucopia of endless bounty, as Thomas Cole did,
nor as wild, dangerous, and brutish, like Copley or Stubbs. So while he valued nature in
general, he did not neglect in studying it closely and in depicting it geographically accurate. La
Farge holds in tension a dualistic stance toward nature: he is attentive to it but at a remove from
it; he is a naturalist, getting the geography right, while also a romantic; he does not seek a
detailed replication of nature but does try to capture the right atmosphere of light and color. In
his stained glass windows he would depict classically religious narratives and ideal human
virtues but at the same time, through the kinds and styles of glass he used, he would shape our
perception of these narratives and ideals through illusion and make our interpretation of them,
thereby, less straightforward. La Farge puts the viewer in an ambiguous posture toward nature
and toward reality.
It is telling that his landscapes are without people, without signs of human engagement,
except for those cases when he poses a person framed by a natural background or when he
painted the natives of Samoa and of the of Fiji Islands as they frolicked in the river or danced
in grassy openings, seen when he travelled to these exotic locales with his friend, Henry
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Adams, or when he painted mythological figures, who are not of this world anyway, in sylvan
settings. Even when there is a picture of a house, a human structure, the house looks
unoccupied. It is as if La Farge, in leaving the frame empty of people, wants to keep the viewer
off balance. He seems to be finding his own way in the symbolist space between romanticism
and the ideal and naturalism and the real as the country itself was moving within that tension.
There is a dialectic in La Farge as he holds in balance the absence of humans in his paintings,
showing nature unmolested, in its pure, spiritual state, and the presence of humans, off stage,
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who were there or are there, looking through a window, to frame and interpret the nature now
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seen and painted. La Farge’s use of the emerging technology of photography to study nature
and to capture the “deeds of light” (photography means to “write in light”) – as when he drew
upon a photograph of himself in his studio to paint his portrait and, with the assistance of his
photographer friend, Maurice Stadtfeld, took a photo of Second Beach, in Middletown, Rhode
Island (c.1863) – are examples of this dialectic, of being removed from nature yet of it, of
seeing nature unfiltered yet having it filtered through human lens. When La Farge moves to a
more technological and mediating form of art in stained glass, we see the symbolist aesthetic
become even more pronounced, since stained glass intermixes natural light with human-made
material, glass. In sum, La Farge shows a romanticized scientific naturalism, and, artistically, a
dynamic aesthetic naturalism.
On the death of his father, La Farge assumed a sizeable inheritance. Too much the
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aesthete and perfectionist of art-for-art’s sake, to let the discipline required to manage his
fortune get in his way, La Farge had, within five years of coming into his money, squandered
his inheritance and tested the patience of his creditors, to the point of losing and fleeing his
house in Newport, in 1864, in the dead of night, with his family and all he could carry, leaving
behind unpaid servants and ill will. He would spend a year in Roxbury, Massachusetts before
returning to Newport to a “golden era” of vigorous production in a range of media, according
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to the La Farge scholar and biographer James Yarnall. Though his industry and genius
sustained him many a time, as did friends, La Farge never fully became financially secure. Even
the La Farge Decorative Art Company he founded, a potential source of ongoing income, fell
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into bankruptcy. So when La Farge moved into the medium of stained glass, at the age of
forty, from easel painting, he did it not solely for artistic reasons, says his friend and biographer
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Royal Cortissoz, but for financial ones as well. His easel paintings were not bringing the
income he needed, and the allure of working in glass, a more lucrative art anyway, and in great
demand in nineteenth century America, made work in stained glass an obvious artistic
expression for him to pursue.
La Farge was not an unknown when he came into the world of stained glass. He had
already achieved fame as a muralist (starting with those he painted for Trinity Church, Boston),
as a painter of landscapes and still lifes, and as an illustrator in wood engravings. Despite his
early fame, it was his work in stained glass, however, that set him apart and established his
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reputation as the most innovative artist in stained glass since the Middle Ages. In stained glass
he merged all of his talents and brought to a point a life given to the study of light, of color, and
of nature, conjoining the artificial with the natural. Whistler could just as well have been
referring to La Farge when he said, on equating the work of the artist to that of a composer,
“Nature contains the elements in colour and form, of all pictures, as the keyboard contains the
notes of all music. But the artist is born to pick, and choose, and group with science, these
elements, that the result may be beautiful – as the musician gathers his notes, and forms his
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chords, until he brings forth from chaos glorious harmony.” On his account, La Farge chose
the color and form of glass to bring harmony out of the disparate elements of his life and to
give new expression to his artistic and broadly-spiritual sensibilities.
The art of stained glass was not new to La Farge. He had been exposed to it early in his
artistic education and had seen its splendors in the cathedrals of Europe during his
Wanderjahr abroad. His first foray into serious stained glass work came in 1874/75, at forty,
when the architectural firm of Ware and van Brunt asked him to design the Battle Window for
Harvard University’s Memorial Hall. Mid nineteenth century was a good time to enter the
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arena of stained glass art. “The nineteenth century was the era of public glass,” says Isobel
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Armstrong. The manufacture and design of glass was a developing skill and only practiced
among a few major craftsmen. The American historian Daniel Boorstin regarded glass making
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at this time as an aristocratic craft. Most glass was still blown by human breath until, in the
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latter part of the nineteenth century, it became more frequently machine produced. Among
types of glass, clear, translucent glass was prized, for transparence meant transcendence to
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Enlightenment thinkers. The London World Exhibition, in 1849, celebrated glass on a grand
scale, with a huge, 956,000 sq. ft. Crystal Palace, a technological and engineering wonder of
such size that it held under its canopy large, spreading, mature trees and an exquisite twentyseven foot glass fountain right in the center, emblematic of progress, of modernity, and of a
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culture of “mass transparency.” To the Victorian era glass signified purity and civilization. Out
of dirt, out of the impure, of sand and potash, came purity, clarity, delicacy, refinement, a
move from nature to culture – and as glass, so the Victorians thought, so should our moral
development progress. Stained glass, ironically, repudiated translucency and the transparence
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of crystal. It redirected the achievement of enlightenment and of virtue through human reason
toward achieving them through religion, piety, and inspiration instead, evident in the
iconographic messages of stained glass. Moreover, whereas transparent glass allows those from
within to see outside to the civic and public sphere, stained glass, because of its nontransparency and uni-directional focus, keeps our attention turned inward and around a setapart community. Stained glass flaunts this duplicity of attracting while pushing away.
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In the allegory of Plato’s cave, those on the inside looking at the wall only know what is
real by the shadows projected on the wall from the light from the glowing fire behind them.
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But should they turn around they would in fact see what is real. With stained glass, however,
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those inside can only see, and forever only see, the filter of the real, the illusion and semblance
of the real. They only see artificial depictions of nature’s light, however vivid and powerful
these depictions may be. Because one cannot see past the stained glass, one cannot see actual
human forms and the actual deeds of the sun’s light. Stained glass, therefore, furthers an
“aesthetic of alienation.” Though, as a medium, it allows the entry of light, it, simultaneously, is
a barrier that cuts people off from seeing nature outside to imagining it instead. Stained glass
mediates and interprets.
From the Protestant Reformation until the nineteenth century, stained glass production
had been a diminished and neglected art. The Reformation had rejected all things papal and
high church. With the rise of public and Victorian religiosity, urbanism, finance, and industry
came a renewed interest in the building of churches and the importance of images to represent
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wealth, piety, collective labor, and sophistication. Stained glass windows arose everywhere, not
just in churches but in banks, stately homes, government buildings, and town halls. Into this
confluence of interlocking factors entered La Farge. He was innovative, hardworking,
independent in character, practiced in various artistic mediums, versed in religious, literary,
and mythological iconography, possessed a refined sensibility to nature, and was a long-time
student of light and of color. Not to mention he was financially strapped. He could use the
money.
Now when we speak of La Farge as an artist in stained glass, we need to clarify what we
mean by the term “stained” glass. By stained glass La Farge did not mean merely transparent,
colored glass, which he referred to simply as “glass,” but glass “to which a transparent color…is
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fastened to the surface…by the action of heat.” This manner of applying color via the “action
of heat” is the process of staining glass, which, as a way to color glass, came into practice in the
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fourteenth century through its introduction by Muslim artisans, says the stained glass historian
Virginia Raguin. To actually stain glass involves applying an opaque silver oxide to the back of
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the glass then firing the glass, during which time the silver oxides migrate into and remain
suspended in the glass. Once the firing is complete, and the glass has cooled, any stain
remaining on the glass is removed by abrasion or through the use of hydrochloric acid, giving
the glass its streaks and translucent silver or golden tarnish.
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In the mid seventeenth century, because of changing tastes and the profusion of stained
glass, glass painters turned to using enamel paints that, like stains, were “fused to the surface of
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the glass by means of heat.” Windows, the panes of glass, became essentially canvasses. Great
skill is required in the use of enamels since one has to know how to mix the enamels to get the
best colorized effect and still allow for the capture and transmittal of light. Although these
enamel-based paintings on glass can be highly elaborate, they are not innovative in the use of
glass, their artistry is minimal, and the play of light coming through the glass is predictable.
Moreover, at the time of La Farge, the quality of the glass itself, much of it made in England
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and France, had not advanced beyond how it had been made for centuries. So when La Farge
started to work on his first commission, the Battle Window of Harvard’s Memorial Hall, using
the imported English glass available, he found it inadequate to exhibit the variations in light and
color he was after. It was not long into the project that he got so displeased with it, calling it a
“botch,” that he, like the god in Genesis, destroyed what he had wrought and commenced
anew, only to complete it in 1882, eight years later, during which time he had made two
windows, in 1879 and 1880, for the Derby and Marquand families. Only this time, when he
completed the Battle Window, he used the type of glass for which he became known:
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opalescent glass.
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It was through opalescent glass, as well as through plating, the layering of glass, and his
creative use of the cames, the leading, that La Farge would affect an illusionism to his subjects
and a way of looking at the world. La Farge was a visionary in his use of stained, decorative
glass for shaping perception. He saw new ways in which stained glass could influence how we
perceive and feel within a space and interpret the spiritual message and experience therein.
Scholars of vision and of perception speak of how through the use of line and color (as well as
through taste, touch, smell, and sound) we construct vision. Vison, says Daniel Hoffman and
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David Marr, is not a given. It is constructed. If so, then opalescent glass, to take one medium,
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makes use of, what is called, “subjective contouring,” to shape our view of things. Through
color and line, it gives the illusion of depth and of movement, as well as of touch and sound
and, conceivably, even of smell and taste (given that what we see influences how we might smell
and taste).
La Farge had discovered opalescent glass while convalescing from an illness.
Recuperating in bed one day, he saw the sun’s light hit upon a porcelain-looking glass
(sometimes referred to as “milk” glass for its milky look) toiletry item (probably for tooth
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powder) that gave the glass’s color a vivid yet soft and variegated glow. This revelation inspired
him to use this glass for decorative purposes, which had not been done before. In 1880 he
sought to get a patent for his insight and insure that he got first credit – not an unwarranted
concern: Louis Tiffany was equally claiming first credit, though he had received the idea of
using opalescent glass for decorative purposes from La Farge. By late 1881 opal glass was
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already regarded as “America’s unique contribution to the [stained glass] medium.” Because it
is made from a mixture of chemicals and from different colors of molten glass, opalescent
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windows are not technically stained glass. Its special qualities come from within the glass itself,
not from a stain without.
If, as the neuroscientist Eric Kandel says, “our perception of color in the real world…is
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complex and depends…largely on context,” then the striated, sinuous, wispy, milky quality, of
varying hues and tones, of opalescent glass makes it especially appropriate for representing the
complexity and manifold refractions of light as seen in nature. As La Farge phrased it in his
patent application, through the use of opalescent glass “…I may gain great advantage as to
realistic representation of natural objects, as, for instance, the clouding of a blue sky with more
or less intensity of a white cloud.” And further, “I am enabled [in this] by checking or
graduating the amount of light in this way, to gain effects as to depth, softness, and modulation
of color which has not been before gained by the use of colored glass alone, and windows
made in accordance with my invention may, by the use of opal or translucent or colored glass,
be made to show a variety of shades of color not gained by transparent glass.”
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Once, while I was sitting in a park in Brookline, Massachusetts, on a fine summer June
day at around seven p.m., as the sun began to descend, the sky covered by greyish-white,
passing clouds, approaching each other from two different directions, east and west, like sliding
doors, and as the sun shone through and around them, illuminating them like lit cotton balls, I
said to my wife, “that image is just like a La Farge opalescent window. He’d capture that image
in glass.” La Farge would appreciate hearing that visual correspondence: “…if one could tell
what is painted from nature and what is art I should feel that the aim of my work had not been
90

reached,” as he said in an auction catalog of his works. Indeed, La Farge saw that opalescent
glass enabled him to paint his subjects in glass and to capture, in his windows, light as seen in its
context, in nature, in all its subtlety as the “deeds of light.”
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A quality of opalescent glass that gives it its special character is that it has within itself,
using Chevreul’s concept and term, the simultaneous contrast of colors. Says La Farge of the
glass, “The material seemed to be the proper basis for a fair venture into the free color in
windows, even when it was used only in small patches, alongside of the English [pot metal]
glass, whose flatness was relieved by the opal’s suggestion of complementary color – that
mysterious quality it has of showing a golden yellow, associated with a violet; a pick flush
brought out on a ground of green … Moreover, the infinite variety of modulations of [tone in]
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the opal glass allowed a degree of light and shade for each piece….” The glass’s contrasting
wavelengths of light give the glass a look of motion, of vibrancy, an aesthetic experience of
movement. His window Angel at the Tomb (1890), in the Crane Memorial library in Quincy,
Massachusetts, of an angel floating among variously blue clouds, captures well the range of
hues of blue one often finds in the sky just before or after a storm (fig. 9). Looking at this
window I could visualize not only such a sky but could hear its rumbling and the thunder
within the clouds prompted by the just-opened tomb, there depicted in a vibrant golden glow,
at the lower right of the window. The swirling blues in the clouds created a synaesthetic effect
of color and sound.
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9. John La Farge: The Angel at the Tomb, 1890. Benjamin Crane Memorial Window, Crane
Memorial Library, Quincy, MA.

La Farge, in effect, used opalescent glass to “paint” in glass. Unlike stained glass
windows, whose subjects were painted on with enamel or stain, La Farge depicted his subjects –
angels, human figures, columns, trees, flowers – as paintings in glass. Whenever he needs to
resort to depicting human flesh – faces, arms, hands, and feet – he paints these in actual paint,
and life-like, not like the idealistic or representative faces we see in medieval glass figures. With
opalescent glass people’s robes (and everyone is in a robe) acquire a drapery effect and
architectural elements, columns and buildings, take on the look of marble or stone. For other
effects of color and of light, and for framing his windows, he made use of all types of glass,
from jewel-like roughly cut pieces, to fine shavings of glass, to large, globule chunks of glass, to
pieces from bottles, to the layering of glass, called plating.
Even though La Farge could render in artificial form the variableness of light as seen
outside, in context, using opal and various types of glass, that does not mean La Farge was
going for a realistic depiction of his subjects. His depictions of any natural forms in his glass,
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like a mountain, would be anything but realistic in color. While not quite abstract in form, they
were abstract in coloration. It is not precise realism he is going for, as it is a mood, an
ambience, a way to feel about the subject he was representing, a form of impressionism. La
Farge’s glass embodied a naturalism through aesthetics. He did not simply want to exalt light
and color, but to have us sense something, and that something varied depending upon what he
was designing in his glass.
Along with opalescent glass, it was as much through plating, the layering of glass, that La
Farge could display the multisensory effect of nature’s light and its illusory effects, giving him
another means by which to articulate the perception of nature in nineteenth century American
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art. The plating of different levels of clear or colored glass means to superimpose “one piece
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of glass upon another of the same shape, so as to vary [the glass’s] color or its depth.” As light
passes through a piece or pane of glass of, say, the color blue, the refracted blue light enters to
the back of our eye to the retina where electrical-chemical signals are activated and travel to the
brain to register the light as blue. When glass is platted that same refracted blue light passes
through an additional layer of glass but at a slightly diminished level of intensity. With each
successive layer of glass the intensity of the blue wavelength passing through is lessened even
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more, rendering the blue light that does get through, that refracts to our eye, darker. Some
portions of a La Farge window are so heavily platted they literally bring the passage of light to a
halt. If the plate of glass is of a complementary color, of a color across the color wheel, say of
yellow, the blue light, in this case, coming through would get mixed with the green portion in
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the yellow glass and refract as green to our eyes.

It takes great skill to match colors. If the wrong colors are platted or are put too close
together the resulting effect could lead not to a desired color but to grey or black instead, which
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happens when all colors get absorbed and no single color refracts, or bounces off, to the eye.
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Plating can be done not only with clear or colored glass but with wavy or rippled glass as well,
which gives an illusion of movement or of bent light – as we see in La Farge’s Fish and

Flowering Branch (c. 1890), a circular stained glass window of Japanese influence that shows a
koi swimming just below the surface of the water such that, because of plating, it looks as if the
fish is literally in water and that the light is bending as it enters and illumines the fish (fig. 10).
Louis Tiffany, a former collaborator and later rival of La Farge, who built upon La Farge’s
invention of using opalescent glass for decorative purposes, used opalescent glass and plating to
great commercial success, until the period of opalescent glass’s artistry began to wane, around
1920. Then the romantic, naturalistic, renaissance art of the nineteenth century gave way to art
deco and abstractionism and, under the Arts and Crafts expression of the Gothic Art
movement, stained glass reverted to the look of the Middle Ages, articulated most famously in
the stained glass work of the American Charles Connick (1875-1945).

10. John La Farge: Fish and Flowering Branch, c. 1890. Stained glass, 26 1/4 x 26 1/2 in.
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.
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La Farge broke from traditional stained glass practices not only in his use of opal glass
and plating but through his creative use of the leading, which holds the pieces of glass in place
and links them together. La Farge literally sculptured and sketched his designs with lead,
following upon what he was doing in his early years in Newport when, through endless pencil
and graphite sketchings, he drew nature’s lines. Other stained glass artists used black enamel or
stain to give outline and detail to their subjects. La Farge used lead to do the same. He took
what the Europeans regarded as an “ugly necessity” and made it into “…the principal element
of decorative beauty,” as he phrased it. His Peacock Windows (1882) are marvelous examples
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of his use of leading to draw his images (fig. 11). The plumage of the peacock’s tail, of
numerous pieces of rounded, oval-shaped, green glass, tucked within circular lead patterns for
the eyelets of the tail’s design, is a veritable drawing and sculpture in glass and lead. La Farge’s
biographer, Royal Cortissoz, regarded the Peacock Window as La Farge’s greatest masterpiece
among his stained glass works, comparing it to “oriental rugs,” to the “antiques of the
Alhambra,” or to “ordinary fireworks.” Cortissoz spoke of the window as more than a window,
but as something sui generis, as a work without equal, that exists “in and for itself.”
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11. John La Farge: Peacocks and Peonies, 1882. With frame: 112 x 51 1/4 x 6 1/2 in.
Smithsonian American Art Museum, Washington, D.C.

Another one of La Farge’s noted sculptured windows is his Peonies Blown in the Wind
(1886), that show red peonies withstanding the gale of a strong wind, bending, swaying but
resistant, demonstrating, as it were, the resilience of beauty and of virtue, real and
metaphorical, against the storms of darkness (fig. 12). The peonies and their leaves and stems,
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bending as if near to being uprooted, exhibit an “imagery of motion,” the drama of nature in
glass.

12. John La Farge: Peonies Blown in the Wind, 1886. Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.

Artistically, La Farge’s romanticized, Victorian, at times maudlin depiction of religious,
literary, and mythological subjects, made him an artist of his period. To see his works now is to
feel their outdatedness. We would be forgiven if we saw his glass as anachronistic, passé. But
that would sell La Farge far too short. The innovativeness and experimentalism he brought to
his glass and his introducing of opalescent and use of plating to the enhancement of color and
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of shade and to the play of light, plus his sculptured use of leading, all brought a dynamic and
more intellectually sophisticated aesthetic experience to stained glass. Failing to see the
phenomenon of his glass for the subject matter he displayed is to underappreciate what his
glass reveals to us. To make this point more starkly and, further, to speak of two different ways
to articulate the sacred, I wish to contrast the windows of La Farge with those of Charles
Connick (1875-1945), the prolific Arts and Crafts, Gothic Revival artist whose windows grace
some of our nation’s greatest monuments.
Born in Pennsylvania, reared in Pittsburgh, and setting his studio in Boston, in 1913,
Charles Connick was one the greatest American stained glass designers of the twentieth
century. Some of his most notable installations include the rose window in St. Patrick’s
Cathedral, New York City, the Heinz Memorial Chapel at the University of Pittsburgh, and the
windows of Princeton University’s chapel. His glass exemplifies the Gothic Revival style, of the
American Crafts Movement, inspired by the English glass craftsman Christopher Whall (18491924), in the way that it sought to recapture the powerful effusion of light of medieval stained
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glass windows.

Connick’s approach to stained glass was shaped by his visits to the cathedrals in
England and France and by his reading of the theoretical writings on color, architecture, and
stained glass of Viollet-le-Duc (1814-79), the great nineteenth century medieval architectural
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theorist and rationalist. When Connick saw the majestic windows of Chartres, in 1910, whose
windows “formed an active community of color and light…that justified and glorified the craft
[of stained glass] beyond all [his] dreams,” he began to take seriously the craft of designing
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stained glass. The writings of Viollet-le-Duc enabled him, he said, to see that the “art of
stained glass need never have been lost.” He regarded Viollet-le-Duc’s book, Vitrail,
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translated into English at that point, as “the only effort ever made to set forth in logical fashion
the active glassiness of glass. [And who] evolved theories and rules of color, light and optics
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that…were working hypotheses in twelfth century shops.” Viollet-le-Duc believed that stained
glass windows should firstly be what they are meant to be architecturally, that is, as windows,
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and only secondarily as pictorial art. If as windows, then they should allow light to enter in full
force. To achieve this effect, Connick put colored glass against white, slightly silver-stained,
grisaille glass. And to allow in even more light he pockmarked his deeply-colored glass with
“tiny transparent spots...to keep great areas of color-in-glass alive in light, throughout ancient
windows.” Contrary to the luminescent quality of medieval glass, opalescent glass, said
Connick, “became more opaque and more solid until all activity of light was stopped as with a
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blanket.”

13. Charles Connick: Rose window, Unity Church, North Easton, MA. Photograph by Jeffery
Howe.

It is no surprise, then, that Connick had a clear distaste for opalescent glass and for
plating, both of which he felt dampened the inflow of light and diminished its transformative
power. Though he admired La Farge as an artist, he felt La Farge went astray when he tried to
capture a color’s richness by using opal glass and when he approached stained glass as he
would a canvas rather than as a window, demonstrating, thereby, a contentious distinction
39

among stained glass craftsman in the nineteenth century, where the perspective of the painter
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was often pitted against that of the architect. Connick believed light should come into the
room in full splendor and draw the viewer upward, almost as if in listening to a symphony,
which, as a powerful blast of music, is how he – as well as Viollet-le-Duc – first experienced the
potential of stained glass to transform the worship and viewing experience.
Connick’s windows, therefore, eschew opalescence and plating. Though his color
palette is wide, and he constantly experimented in how he could enhance his range of colors,
as noted in his manifesto for stained glass, Adventures in Light and Color: An Introduction to

the Stained Glass Craft, he, nevertheless, kept his colors in his windows consistently uniform,
homogenous, and bold. If La Farge’s windows capture the Goethian “deeds of light,” as light is
seen in context in nature, variegatedly hued and mixed, Connick’s follow the Newtonian,
reductive view of light and color, whereby we see light in its clean, abstract, solid form. La
Farge, we can extrapolate, represents the more subjective Goethian worldview and Connick the
more objective Newtonian. Both were students of modern optics, but they differed in how they
translated the science to their glass.
Connick is partially right in his assessment of La Farge’s windows: that by prizing the
pictorial over the luminescent-capacity of stained glass, La Farge failed to do justice to light,
and, therefore, to color. Some of La Farge’s windows do indeed impede the passage of light,
such as his Ieposolyma, New Jerusalem*1884) and Resurrection (1902) windows, both in
Trinity Church, Boston. The artistry is there but the luminous punch is not. But La Farge was
not going for brilliance. A La Farge window is not meant to be like a medieval stained glass
window, which is often colorfully and brilliantly assertive and of very busy, complex, and
densely-populated designs. La Farge’s windows, it must not be forgotten, must be seen
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fundamentally as paintings, as an art to be studied, as works of a master artist experimenting in
glass, in color, and in various types of illusory effects. La Farge’s windows are meant to stir less
the bolder emotions than they are to stir the imagination and the quieter, more subtle,
contemplative emotions. His warmer and darker colors feel closer to us than the colder and
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lighter colors of Connick. To look at a La Farge window is to see art as its own end. In
Connick, one gets more of the craftsman, who is less given to stretching the limits of the
medium than to fine tuning and recapturing older, surer ways, the “as it was.” Connick was a
renovator, a restorer of a style. La Farge was the visionary. Arthur Danto, the art theorist and
critic, could say, drawing on Kant’s distinctions, that La Farge had “spirit,” a creative power.
His windows are the product of an unlearned, non-rule-bound artist of genius. Whereas
Connick had “taste.” His windows are beautiful, yes, attractive, true, but not innovatively
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inspired. They do not exhibit genius.

It is not that La Farge’s windows do not reveal a sophisticated craftsmanship. Their
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craftsmanship is of a delicate, fragile nature. It is as if La Farge was less concerned that they
last for hundreds of years as he was that they be works of fine art, as impressions of a mood, as
shapers of perspective, in other words, that they give us a way to think about the world and, in
so thinking, in how to feel and act in it. His windows are philosophically didactic. La Farge
wanted us to see religion in a certain way, to understand spirituality in a certain way, to feel in a
certain way. What we can actually perceive of what La Farge intended (what we interpret) and
how much we are able to perceive what he intended, given our contextual conditioning (and
given how our brain and mind work), grows fainter the further we are from his time and his
original inspiration. But what we do end up perceiving and feeling about them is, by this
distancing, nevertheless distinctive and creatively interesting. The conjoining of the two
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perceptions – that of the artist and that of viewer – replicates a kind of plating effect, whereby
with each historical remove from the artist’s original creation different perceptions get layered
over each other such that the original intention of the artist faintly gets through, if at all (as a
deconstructionist reading would hold), to the point that it gets smothered or distorted, as
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plating is apt to do to color. Still, it is this very plating effect and perspective that introduces
new shades of meaning and ways to read and visualize creative works.
The opalescent effect of La Farge’s glass pertains to the way the worldview and world
situation of the artist swirls around and intermixes with the worldview and world situation that
we, the viewer, have and bring to the art. This intermingling conversation, between artist and
viewer – and to look at art is itself a conversation between artist and viewer, as Siri Hustvedt
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writes – where each informs the other, like an M.C. Escher “Drawing Hands” (1948) sketch –
creates a type of opalescent experience when looking at La Farge’s windows. Opalescent and
plating, therefore, become metaphors for the act of perception itself.
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Perception, says the cognitive scientist, Alvin Noe, involves just this kind of moving
about and endless adjusting to what it takes to read the outside world. Our brain, says Noe,
does not form its images of the world by taking a mental snapshot of the details of the world
that our eyes take in and then calling them forth when needed. Rather, the brain relies on the
physical world to be the repository of the details. When we need to draw on these details to
form our views, our brain simply goes back to the physical world to add and adjust to what it
initially took in. This mental – and, more comprehensively, as Merleau-Ponty describes the act
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of perceiving, bodily – consultation with the world implies, as opalescent glass and plating
show, that perceiving is not a fixed, clearly intuited, unmediated act. We always have to revise
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what we see, what our senses take in. Medieval glass windows, contrarily, and those of Connick,
suggest fixity, the just-so of how (the Church says) things are.

Opalescent perception¸ if I may categorize the perception this way, can be
characterized, therefore, as relativistic and conditional, as both-and. When we apply this
perception to La Farge’s stained glass we perceive that his glass draws forward a mixture of
responses and feelings: we are awed by his artistry yet we are uninspired by his religious and
melodramatic subjects; we are captivated by the way light is refracted in a range of hues and
tones within a single window yet lament that even within this same window light is muffled and
colors flattened; we are impressed with his abstractionism in color, his creative illusions, and
his innovative use of the raw materials – glass and lead – yet we must admit that the
conservatism and predictability of his style kept him from opening to the newly artistic
directions of his day and, thereby, dated and minimized him. La Farge’s long-time friend and
interpreter, Henry Adams, summarizes the paradox within La Farge and his art, and, therefore,
his and its conditionality, when he writes,
Brilliant, uneven, intellectually challenging, La Farge had one of the greatest creative
minds in nineteenth-century American art. It would be a mistake, however, to overrate
his actual achievement. The issue is not simply the uneven technical standard of La
Farge’s work, the frequent marring of this artistic performance by poor draftsmanship
and other indications of carelessness, incompetence, or haste. It lies also in the
outmoded ideals to which he clung. At some basic level La Farge failed to recognize
that contradictions were not fully compatible with conventional didactic expressions of
moral platitudes and religious dogmas. In the end, La Farge’s effort to accommodate
himself to tradition was a failure. It was the rebels against tradition, the Impressionists
and Post-Impressionists, who established a viable artistic language for the future.
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La Farge’s windows of diverse artistic influences – renaissance, romanticism, realism,
Asian, Islamic – depict a particular aesthetics as well as a particular set of largely Catholic,
religious sensibilities. When taken together, and evident in certain examples, his works exhibit
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an irony and a humanism, however weighty or revered the subject matter, by the fact that his
subjects are overtly religious, confessional, and pietistic, yet there was little piety behind them
and abided to no singular confession. It is not whether La Farge was restoring the sacred, which
he was, but which type of sacred?

…and of the Sacred through Stained Glass
Certainly La Farge’s Catholicity and humanistic Christianity are evident in his windows,
favoring angels, biblical figures, and religious themes, and yet of subjects with the faces of
acquaintances (William James, wife, Margaret, and, mistress, Mary) in naturalistic settings and
observing simple morality. His images are certainly conservative and traditional, reflecting a
Victorian, classical, romantic orientation but not without a little tongue-n-cheek. Yet his use of
opalescent glass and of plating, suggest more to his subjects. They open up more a worldview
than a confessional orientation.
Take, for instance, as representative of his work, his stained glass triptych of Saint John,
Christ, and St. Paul (JCP) designed for All Souls Unitarian Church in Roxbury, Massachusetts,
in 1889, the year in which he was awarded the French medal of the Legion of Honor for his
contribution to stained glass art (fig. 14). This triptych, of three lancets, each depicting a single
standing person, of Jesus in the center, and of St. John to his right and of St. Paul to his left,
alludes to other windows and paintings of La Farge: to other triptychs and to the standing,
singular figure of his self-portrait outdoors, to the uncompleted triptych of Mary, the mother of
Jesus, and of John, in separate panels, at the cross (the non-completed portion), and to the
triptych of Christ in his Majesty (1883), at Trinity Church, Boston, executed years earlier, with
the distinction that the Christ figure at Trinity Church wears a halo and is flanked not by other
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figures but by aniconic lancet windows of blue globules surrounding a centered renaissanceinspire column, fanned at the top, exhibiting a hint of Byzantine architecture (fig. 15). While
his figures in JCP are saintly and serious, they are not imposing. They do not intimidate, but
invite. His figures, as all of his figures, do not show themselves as member of a group, of a
community, but as solitaries, much like how he made his way through life, easily attaching and
detaching himself to people, places, and things. A photo of La Farge, cigar in hand, with an
opened book on his lap, pensively looking down with his mind elsewhere, demonstrates this
solitary, melancholy air about him, that is felt in all of his work. He seems to say that through
art we cultivate our soul and our only company is with self and with nature. The artistic and
architectural mediums of stained glass and of the triptychs reinforce this interiorizing aspect of
his work and art, because of stained glass’s unidirectional quality and because of the folding-in
aspect to a triptych, which, as altars, were made, in their construction and narrative, to turn
inward, toward a central, explanatory panel. Triptychs are miniature sacred spaces.

14. John La Farge: St. John, Christ, St. Paul, 1889. Stained glass windows; each 115 by 34
inches. Boston College, McMullen Museum. Gift of William and Allison Vareika.
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15. John La Farge: Christ in Majesty, 1883. Trinity Church, Boston, MA.

That the triptych depicts St. John, Christ, and St. Paul, reflects La Farge’s Catholic
upbringing and spirituality, and a spirituality that is not triumphalist and heavenly but more
reserved, interiorized, not of cosmic, abstract, and grand conceptions of God – you do not see
a La Farge Michelangelo-like God – but of a more human conception of the divine, as of one
amongst us, in the flesh. That La Farge’s figures are not cookie-cutter, idealistic-looking
humans, as seen in medieval stained glass, but show individual character, do they show
personality. St. John as the adoring disciple, looks upward, beyond the Jesus figure next to him,
as if to the Jesus hanging on the cross (John, according to scripture, was the only disciple to be
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at the crucifixion of Jesus). His face has a feminine appearance. Indeed, it is the face of La
Farge’s mistress at the time, Mary Lawrence Whitney, whose face appeared in many of La
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Farge’s paintings. The masculine and the feminine, here fused, emphasize John’s humanness
and a religio-humanistic, androgynous expression to La Farge’s art. St. Paul, stern looking,
fixated, with one foot cantilevered to the right, as if he is ready to set off on one of his
missionary trips, has the look of unwavering commitment and courage, ready to take the
sword– symbolizing the “sword of the spirit” (Ephesians 6:17), that he as a preacher of the
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gospel message must carry – bar what comes, which, for him, meant going to his eventual
martyrdom in Rome by beheading. The Christ figure, as an illuminating and illumined figure,
without a halo, finger raised and cradling a book, presumably the Torah or gospel, is modeled
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after Christ as teacher or as Pantocrator. As one who instructs or judges, he can, when
depicted here in stained glass, with light hitting upon and passing through him, be interpreted
in two ways: as Christ the “light unto the world” and as Christ the revealer of the light within
creation and all humanity. According to the Johanine tradition, of the Gospel of John, Jesus is
the light unto the world. Whereas, in the non-canonical Gospel of Thomas, Jesus is the
revealer of the light within us all. The former, the orthodox view that won out in the
canonization of the Christian tradition, exalts the divine, transcendent nature of Jesus and of
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his message; the latter attends to the divine in all humanity, to the salvific light in all of us.

Because of stained glass’s translucence, that both captures and filters light, each interpretation
is appropriate.
The figures, though human, have, because of the light coming upon and through them,
a transcendent quality to them. Each is set among blue glass globules that, when luminous,
suggest stars, as if John, Jesus, and Paul are suspended in the heavenly cosmos, reflecting their
ahistorical, transcendent, mythological import for all times and places
While La Farge’s subject matter, from a religious perspective, is more explicitly
Christian than of any other religious tradition, his art and his use of opalescent glass and of
plating exhibit an eastern sensibility as well, a sensibility he had gathered from his early Jesuit
education, his travels to Europe, his exposure to Japanese art, from friendships, and from trips
with John Adams to Japan and later Tahiti and the Samoan islands. This sensibility is found in
his paintings of Buddhist statues and of people in meditation. His Kuwannon paintings,
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Kuwannon Meditation on Human Life (1887-1908) and Meditation of Kuwannon (1886) show
a meditative spirituality and his nature paintings an eastern philosophy, Fisherman (Sunlight)
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(c.1888). The influence of Asian aesthetics on La Farge’s artistry has been well attested, in
subject matter, in style, and in the creation of illusion – the world we see is not the real world,
or rather, it is when seen in the right way. La Farge referred to his eastern influence and
interest when he reflected on his conversations with the Japanese philosopher Kakuzo
Okakura, the author of The Book of Tea (1906), an apologetic for eastern spiritual and
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aesthetic sensibilities, “During that summer [of 1888, when Okakura was in New York] my
friend Okakura spent a great deal of time with me and I could paint, and then, in the intervals,
we could talk about spiritual manifestations and all that beautiful wonderland which they have;
that is to say, the Buddhists, where again the spiritual bodies take form and disappear again,
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and the edges of the real and the imaginary melt.” La Farge’s stained glass of the fish in the
water (1890) is a good example of this illusion of light and of perception, in which the fish
appears to swim underwater and the light, entering the water, is seen to bend. In La Farge’s
stained glass work overall his windows show a kinetic energy, in the fact that, as windows, their
luminosity changes with the rise and setting of the sun, but also in the swirling and in the
bending of light through opalescent and platted glass. Moreover, in the larger sense, as the
restoration of his windows make clear, the fragility of his windows and in the dirtying of the
stained glass and in the buckling and sagging of the lead over time (what would not so readily
happen with easel paintings), all of this – from the light, to the glass, to the lead –
communicates transience, the Buddhist philosophy of impermanence.
Particularly through opalescent and plating but also through the other ways as well, La
Farge, in short, does not depict a static universe, as Connick and medievalist-styled glass
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makers do, however vibrant their colors and powerful the radiated light. La Fare exhibits a
more post-modern, Buddhist aesthetic, of illusion, shifting light, and of the variableness of
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perception. Though his subjects are traditional, and appear to reflect an enchanted universe –
of spirits and divine powers – - the medium in which they are set and through which they are
depicted keeps them from being fixed, predictable, flat – in essence, keeps them interesting,
not boring. It is this general dynamism and turbulence in his glass that makes La Farge’s
stained glass interesting, provocative, spiritually sophisticated, and more philosophically
relevant to our secular age of a disenchanted universe than do the windows of Connick. In
effect, stained glass windows, in Christian theology, and as designed by La Farge using
Christian, mythological, literary, and natural and stylistic subjects, hold in harmonious tension
the transcendent and the imminent, an enchanted and a disenchanted universe. With stained
glass pointing to the glory of God’s light, revealing it to us in full color, while also being, as
works of art, a physical creation of the human imagination, they, in themselves, symbolize an
incarnational theology – of the divine operating through human agency, through human
creativity. And, as for La Farge, his windows exhibit a universe infused with spirit, with vitality,
even if they are sometimes subdued and melodramatic.
John La Farge was a protean artist, almost exclusively self-taught, introspective, yet
keenly observant of and conversant with the world and nature about. He had a spiritual core,
more informed by the Christian story and its symbols and theology than by any other singular
tradition. But his spiritual sensibilities went beyond a confession to only one creed. He felt a
connection to and had an understanding of deeper and broader movements of the spirit,
movements that, when shorn of religious texts and iconography, were harmonious with nature,
a nature not of might and energy – of the nature in which Job questioned God – but of a nature
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at rest, nourishing, stabilizing, symbolizing a state he sought for himself. When La Farge turned
to stained glass, he carried with him his inherited religious imagery but would not – could not –
just put it to glass, onto yet another artistic medium. He, rather, sought to communicate his
Christian and mythological iconography within a broader religious, philosophical perspective of
illusion, of movement, of change, of indeterminacy, and of multifacetness, via the play of light
and its articulation in varying hues and colors. In short, unlike the medieval stained glass
artisans and their followers, like Charles Connick, La Farge was not seeking to prop up any
church, institution, or particular tradition. Instead he put us the viewer and the Christian story
he was still indebted to onto a broader, unconfined humanistic, naturalistic, and aesthetic
plane, where the transcendent is made immanent. La Farge did not quite escape his influences.
He did not risk upsetting his tranquil interior worldview. He did, though, give us a hint of a
wider complex vision through his innovation and experimentation in glass. He showed us, and
through his glass, that he is of two minds in the articulation of the sacred.
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