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precious relics from the Passion of Christ, of which the most 
important was the actual crown of thorns worn by Jesus and 
piece of the true cross. By the creation of this Chapelle and the 
purchase of these relics, the royalty made Paris a beacon for all 
of Christianity.

Today, the Crown of Thorns has moved around the corner to 
the treasury at the cathedral of Notre-Dame.

Sainte Chappelle’s design is based on the Carolingian pala-
tine chapels consisting of two identical levels (33 metres long 
by 10.70 metres wide). The upper level is known as the “Cha-
pelle-Haute.” It housed the relics and was reserved for the king 
and his entourage. The lower level, “Chapelle-Basse,“ was used 
as the parish church for the inhabitants of the palace.

History

At the center of Paris, there is an island called the Ile de la 
Cité. At one time it was the location of the royal palace. On 
that island a magnificent Cathedral arose. It was  consecrated in 
1248.  Due to its proximity to the royal palace, it served as both 
a Palatine chapel and reliquary.

A masterpiece of the Rayonnant period of French Gothic ar-
chitecture, Sainte Chappelle of the Palace of la Cite, is known 
throughout the world for its multicolored transparent stained 
glass windows. They are stupendous!
Yet even though the woindows are something to behold it was 
that item purchased to go into the reliquary where most of the 
money was spent. Imagine, the cost of construction cost 40,000 
livres but the relics purchased by Louis the IX from Baudoin II, 
emperor of Constantinople, cost 135,000 livres. They included 
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The Sainte-Chapelle of the Palace of la Cité rises above the roof lines of the royal 
palace. Miniature by the Limbourg brothers, ca 1400
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Prior to the concept of separation of Church and State, 
the design of Sainte Chapelle shared elements of both. In-
cluding a wall shared with the palace.

The Cathedral still stands in good repair, and just about 
every day you can buy tickets to listen to classical string 
instruments.

 Tickets are available across the street.

The event always takes place at sunset so the guests can 
watch the glow of the stained glass change colors. Com-
bined with the music, the experience is mesmerizing. 

I have never seen a more opulent church. It is dripping 
with patterns, and the artistry of thousands of people who 
must have dedicated generations of their lives to build-

ing it.”  Yet, this masterpiece of the Rayonnant Style of 
Gothic architecture was built quickly, being consecrated 
on April 26th, 1248, less than ten years after it was con-
ceived. 

Composition

I placed an apostle holding a scepter with a trefoil design 
jutting out of a column on the left side. He stands at-
tached to the building acting as a welcome guide for the 
overall composition. The actual statue it is drawn from is 
made of painted wood. It has a rich weathered feeling. A 
3-dimensional Castilian castle hovers over his head as if 
his charge is to bless the city. Symbols of the State adorn 
the column. It would have been immediately apparent to 
any visitor that the power of the State intricately meshes 
with the power of the church. In fact, celestial symbols 
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are interwoven with symbols of the State throughout the inte-
rior as a way of making Church and State inseparable. 

To the right of the apostle just above him set back a little is a 
set of stained glass windows. The leading that holds the glass is 
shaped in the form of a chalice. Flanking the stem of the chal-
ice are two standing people dressed in tunics. Below them are 
two castles. One has a male design and the other has a female 
design. Above the two figures inside the chalice is a man sitting 
surrounded by elders. Perhaps the King and his wise men or 
Jesus and the apostles. Furthur research may reveal which is 
correct. 

Below this beautiful window is a set of archways with a small 
blessed angel symbol between them. Below the angel is another 
trefoil design. It appears in the windows below the arch.

The stained glass windows ascend virtually to heaven. They 
are huge. Sainte Chappelle must have on of the most exten-
sive collections of stained glass in the world, comprising 600 
square meters (6,456 sq ft)  with two-thirds of the pieces be-
ing original works. The collection represents some of the finest 
examples of 12th-century craftsmanship. The highest point is 
emblazoned with an oculus, a round window, full of additional 
stained glass stories.

Toward the center, on the lower section of the painting, I 
placed the reliquary. That is where the crown of thorns would 
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have been stored. The reliquary is painted with a glowing color 
and finely painted details. Below it is a small version of the 
Oculus. Ostensibly, this should be at the top of the painting, 
but by placing it below the reliquary, it is superseded in im-
portance by the relics as it juxtaposes the shape of the larger 
chalice in the windows above.  Above the reliquary is a load 
bearing column. The column creates a third dimension that 
nicely contrasts with the rest of the work.

To the right of the reliquary is another set of stained glass 
windows drawn to a smaller scale.  It has four main windows 
split horizontally forming eight scenes. 

Above the small stained glass window, a column stands with 
an apostle jutting out. It is much smaller in perspective than 
the primary apostle on the far left. Together these create the 
illusion of a large space. Certainly, Sainte Chappelle is massive. 
Its spire raises 108 feet toward heaven. The overall structure is 
118 feet long, 56 feet wide, and 139 ft high. The interior is so 
lush you could spend a lifetime studying the details. Even the 

floor is richly patterned showing a mastery of skill and brilliant 
design.

On the far right stands a low load bearing wall with arches 
rising in opposite directions giving balance to their weight. The 
large arch heading toward the center trails off without atten-
tion to its connection to the roof. It is patterned in the drawing 
and given very fine gradations in the painting.  A large angel 
with golden wings and a patterned tunic fills the space in the 
top right corner. Fleurs-de-lis decorate the area around her.

Three painted angels are attached to the large arch depicting 
the ascension to heaven. The top one, ostensibly, the one clos-
est one to heaven,  holds a crown of thorns.  Being that Saint 
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Chappelle is the location is the where the actual crown of 
thorns was located it is a fitting image to cap the work.
 
Use of Color

The colors are opulent. Brilliant muted reds, deep blues, cop-
pery orange and brown patinas, with gold highlights, dom-
inate the work. Looking carefully at the gold colors you will 
discover they are painted on top of a bright red base color. It 
is the combination of gold on top of red that creates a much 
stronger result. The background tones are dark with rich sat-
uration. blue dominate the stained glass with red highlight-
ing the shapes. The primary arch is rendered with has a finely 
crafted gradient. I took about three months to make with the 
drying time between layers. A gel coat of black was used to 
age the painting and tone down the stained glass. 

Use of Light

The stained glass on the reliquary seems to glow from with-
in. While the large stained glass windows, on the other hand, 
seems to glow from outside. The rest of the interior space 
has a dark feeling broken by many gold patterns to keep the 
overall piece balanced and opulent.

Mood, Tone and Emotions

The mood is subdued with a feeling of holiness and ascen-
dancy. Straight  lines provide a rigid structure for the paint-
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ing giving the composition its own sense of architecture and pro-
portion.
Symbols of the State are painted carefully juxtaposed with celestial 
symbols of religion. Everything is a face value with no judgment or 
bias. The architectural elements are strong given the sense of their 
basis in reality. Even the large arch which had no direct counterbal-
ance at the top seems solid and uncompromising. The overall tones 
are sombre but the depiction gives one reason for appreciation of 
life.

Brushstrokes

Rendering of the architecture took much effort. The reliance on 
straight lines to build the composition required the use of plumb 
lines. Some low relief impasto can be found on the stained glass 
windows especially. The small angel to the left of the reliquary is 
built with many coats of paint as the artist worked to find the right 
sensibility. It almost went all the way to black before he found the 
right feeling.

The Back Story

The painting Sainte Chappelle was inspired by a trip to Europe 
I took with my son, Jaime. The drawing was made in one session 
while listening to classical music at the church. The painting was 
created as an attempt to lift my spirits.   

In 2004, I completed my first book, The Horse Adjutant, a story of 
a survivor of the Nazi Holocaust. At the same time another a large 
painting was completed titled, The Party Favor. The composition of 
this earlier painting came from a photo of Jews on horseback in the 
middle of winter circa 1935-38. Both subjects, The Holocaust, and 
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“Sainte-Chapelle-Interior” 
by Michael D. Hill Jr. - Own work. Licensed under CC BY-SA 3.0 via Commons - https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sainte-Chapelle-Interior.jpg#/media/File:Sainte-Chapelle-Interior.jpg
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winter are dreary. In order to break the doldrums, I decided 
to do something magnificent. 

During the writing of my book, I made friends on Face-
book with some people in the survivors hometown, Grybow, 
Poland. One fellow, in particular, helped the most, Kam-
il Kmak. I visited him in Poland twice over two summers. 
Once with my daughter and the second time with my son. 
On both occasions, he took us to his hometown. It was grat-
ifying to walk around the area and sleep in their home. His 
family is very gracious and religious. Every time we passed 
a church, Kamil would go inside and cross himself. He was 
instrumental in helping me collect the details of the story.  
As one way of saying thanks, I gave tribute on the painting 
to Kamil and his wife Agniezka Kmak.

Seeing both of these works side-by-side is to begin to imag-
ine the Jews and the Catholics living together in Old Po-
land. Together they represent religious tolerance. It is the 
artist’s sincere desire that the paintings remain together and 
one day a show will be held with the title being, “Religious 
Tolerance.” I hope that they are augmented with the works 
representing the other religions, including the non-religion 
of Atheism.

Intended to be viewed together as a show of religious tolerance.

Concert at Sainte Chappelle


