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The King of France and the Queen of Heaven: the 
Iconography of the Porte Rouge of Notre-Dame of Paris* 

M. CECILIA GAPOSCHKIN 

University of California, Berkeley 

Abstract 

The Porte Rouge (ca. 1270) on the north flank of Notre­
Dame in Paris depicts a king and queen kneeling before an 
image of the Coronation of the Virgin. These figures have 
traditionally been identified as donor portraits of Louis IX 
and his wife Marguerite of Provence. The royal pair never 
were patrons of the cathedral, however, preferring friars and 
monks to the secular church in their endowments and shun­
ning a long tradition of Capetian support of Notre-Dame. Suf­
fering from the resulting loss of prestige, the cathedral canons 
sought to appropriate the image of royal authority within their 
own ecclesiology and depicted the king in supplication to the 
Virgin Mary, whose image symbolized the church. In 1270 the 
kneeling praying figures we have come to identify as donor 
figures did not convey financial patronage of specific works of 
art, but rather spiritual supplication and entreaty. By show­
ing the king and queen in a ritual gesture of supplication to 
Maria-Ecclesia, the portal expressed the church's ideal of the 
king subordinate and supplicant to the triumphant cathedral. 
Furthermore, in the image of the king the portal denies any 
likeness to the figure of Christ, rejecting the contemporary, 
but competing ideal articulated by the crown during Louis's 
reign of a sacral and christological kingship independent of 
the church. Rather than simply representing a reductive cor­
onation iconography, the Porte Rouge offers a bold and deft 
statement of ecclesiastical authority and ideology of the sec­
ond half of the thirteenth century. 

And the king rose up to meet her, 
and bowed himself unto her, 
and sat down on his throne, 
and caused a seat to be set for the king's mother, 
and she sat on his right hand. 

I Kings 2:19 

Louis IX returned from his first crusade in 1254. Between 
that year and his departure in 1270 on his second, fateful cru­
sade, the canons of the cathedral of Notre-Dame at Paris 
undertook a massive reconstruction of the east end of the 
church. 1 The reconstruction included the insertion of a small 
private doorway known as the Porte Rouge, which allowed the 
canons direct entry into the choir for the performance of the lit­
urgy and the sacraments (Fig. 1).2 This doorway was deco­
rated with an image of the Coronation of the Virgin, one of 
the most popular themes in the twelfth and thirteenth centu­
ries and certainly appropriate for a church and a chapter ded­
icated to Our Lady, the Virgin Mary. As Mary was considered 
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to signify Ecclesia, images of the Coronation of the Virgin were 
taken to represent the Church Triumphant. The canons chose 
to include in this image representations of a king and queen 
kneeling as patrons and supplicants to the crowned queen of 
heaven. These figures have traditionally been identified as 
Louis IX and his queen Marguerite of Provence (Figs. 2, 6). 

The portal presents two particularly critical problems. 
First, with the exception of the images of the king and queen, 
the Porte Rouge is a close if reductive reformulation of a 
tympanum on the west facade of the cathedral, known as the 
Coronation Portal, which was carved a half century earlier 
(Figs. 3, 7); thus, the Porte Rouge is thematically redundant. 
Because the builders of Gothic churches usually did not repeat 
iconographic statements on their major portals, the deliberate 
decision to re-represent the Coronation suggests that this ico­
nography had a special meaning to the cathedral's canons. 
Second, the practice of representing a reigning king in this type 
of monumental sculpture was uncommon at this time, and thus 
demands investigation. 3 

Until recently, the development of Gothic style and ico­
nography has been viewed as the result of growing Capetian 
power, and images such as that of the Porte Rouge were taken 
simply as illustrations of royal beneficence and patronage to­
wards the cathedral upon which they were represented. How­
ever, in the last decade Stephen Murray and Donna Sadler 
have sought to reinterpret such imagery within the context of 
a dialogue, or interchange, of competing royal and ecclesias­
tical ideologies. Murray has argued that Beauvais cathedral, far 
from being a product of centralizing royal authority, was the 
proud expression of episcopal authority of Bishop Milo of 
Nanteuil, and that the church was built in opposition to grow­
ing royal power.4 In the same vein, Sadler has shown how the 
verso sculpture at Reims, the coronation cathedral, voiced an 
ecclesiastical view of good and bad kingship directed in part 
towards the king. 5 In this instance, the church incorporated 
the royal iconography of the king into its own vision of eccle­
siastical and ecclesiological authority. 

It is within this new framework that the Porte Rouge will 
be examined, seeking to understand the image of the king 
within the context of the church's own ecclesiology. This 
period of Louis's reign was characterized by indifferent, if 
not contentious, relations between the crown and the secular 
church. It is the argument of this paper that the Porte Rouge 
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FIGURE 1. Paris, Notre-Dame, north flank, watercolor by Charles Percier, Bibliotheque de l'lnstitut de France, MS 1013 (photo: J.-L. Charmet). 

FIGURE 2. Paris, Notre-Dame, Porte Rouge, tympanum and voussoir (photo: author). 
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represents an attempt on the part of the cathedral chapter to 
claim, or to appropriate, the image of royal patronage in a time 
of strained relations, and by depicting the king and queen as 
supplicants, to present a vision of the ideal and proper relation­
ship between the church and the monarchy. This image was 
produced at a time when Louis had turned his attentions away 
from the secular church to support Cistercians and mendi­
cants instead. In this climate of religious competition and lost 
prestige the canons wished to underscore their sacral author­
ity with a representation of the king's fictive supplication and 
support. 

This paper is divided into two parts. The first will dis­
cuss the iconography of the Porte Rouge within the context of 
the building as a whole, addressing the issues of dating, audi­
ence, and iconographical models and interpretation. Part two 
addresses the historical circumstances of the portal. It asks how 
likely it is that Louis IX was the patron of the Porte Rouge, and 
concludes that the king in fact turned away from a tradition 
of Capetian patronage of Notre-Dame of Paris. 

The Porte Rouge: iconography and meaning 

The iconography of the Porte Rouge has been all but 
ignored.6 The strange inclusion of the king and queen in the 
Coronation has never been critically addressed, and any in­
terest that the portal has engendered has been focused not on 
content but on stylistic concerns. There is a general consensus 
that the portal was begun sometime between 1260 and 1271 
during the rebuilding of the east end of the church, that is to 
say, during the last decade of Louis's reign or shortly after his 
death in 1270.7 

The private entrance for the canons consisted of a small 
portal with a tympanum and a single archivolt enclosed within 
a rayonnant gable which is stylistically related to the north tran­
sept facade (Figs. 1, 2). The image of the Coronation of the Vir­
gin fills the entire tympanum. Christ and Mary are seated facing 
each other on a bench. Christ is shown fully frontal and the 
Virgin-the Queen of Heaven, the Bride of Christ, the church 
itself-is turned in full profile towards Christ, her hands 
raised together in prayer. The crowned Christ raises his right 
hand in benediction, and with his left hand he balances a book 
on his left knee. An angel emerges from clouds, about to place 
a crown on the head of the Virgin-church; her triumphal cor­
onation, frozen in stone, is imminent and continuous. The ce­
lestial pair are flanked by two figures who kneel in prayer and 
adoration, echoing the Virgin's own pious gesture. Tradition­
ally identified as King Louis IX and his wife, Queen Margue­
rite of Provence, these two are almost equal in size to Mary and 
Christ. They are crowned and youthful, and in theory, they 
represent the secular or the earthly component of the triumph 
of the Virgin-church, 8 although no spatial or symbolic dis­
tinction between the two spheres is represented. The single 
archivolt representing six scenes from the life of St. Marcel­
lus, an early bishop of Paris and one of the cathedral's most 
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FIGURE 3. Paris, Notre-Dame, west facade, Coronation Portal (photo: 
Alinari/Art Resource). 

important local saints, is deeply and elaborately carved (Fig. 2). 
The voussoir figures are large in proportion to the figures of 
the tympanum and show St. Marcellus in his ecclesiastical 
capacity as cleric and bishop.9 

The small portal connected the church's interior to the 
canons' cloister. It was designed specifically to allow the canons 
direct entrance into the chancel to celebrate the divine office 
(Fig. 4). Unlike a monastic cloister, which was the exclusive 
domain of the monks, the canons' cloister was not a restricted 
area. 10 Evidence suggests that a fair amount of traffic passed 
through its walls. The nascent university actually began within 
this cloister; classes were moved outside the cloister walls and 
across the river only in the 1150s. 11 In 1245 the papal legate 
Odo of Chateauroux wrote a letter enjoining the chapter to 
correct certain behavior, forbidding all women-excepting 
mothers, sisters and nieces, and "magnates mulieres," to whom 
it would be embarrassing to forbid entrance-from spending 
the night within the cloister. 12 The implication is not only that 
women were allowed to enter the cloister during daytime hours, 
but, more broadly, that non-canons-non-clerics even-had 
free access to it. 13 An injunction of 1328 forbade canons from 
turning their houses into taverns. 14 We further know that can­
ons housed both masters and students from the university, and 



FIGURE 4. Paris, Notre-Dame, groundplan, ca. 1300 (after Aubert, La 
cathedrale Notre-Dame: notice historique et archeologique). 

it seems clear that canons were free to invite guests and vis­
itors into their homes. 15 

The images on the Porte Rouge, then, had an audience 
greater than the exclusive community of canons. However, be­
cause the Porte Rouge was designed specifically for the can­
ons' use, the doorway was necessarily associated particularly 
with them and their liturgical, sacramental duties. Unlike the 
cloister, the chancel was strictly restricted to the clergy asso­
ciated with the cathedral. 16 The portal, traditionally a sign of 
welcoming admittance, here in fact denied entrance to all but 
the priestly few who were allowed into the chancel because of 

FIGURE 5. Paris, Notre-Dame, Porte Rouge, voussoir, detail, St. Marcellus 
(photo: author). 

their special and sacramental status. As laymen, the king and 
queen depicted on the tympanum were among those refused 
entrance, underscoring their ultimate need for the sacramental 
mediation within. The image of the Coronation was intended 
to be specifically associated with the canons whom the portal 
admitted. Indeed, the figure of Christ sitting, holding a book 
in one hand with the other raised in benediction, is echoed in 
the voussoir by the image of St. Marcellus, an early cleric of 
Notre-Dame (Fig. 5)_17 

The association between the image of the Coronation of 
the Virgin and the idea of the Church Triumphant had been 
established in the course of the twelfth century. 18 The oldest 
extant example in French monumental sculpture is the famous 
scene on the west facade at Senlis, which Marie-Louise There! 
places against the backdrop of twelfth-century developments 
concerning devotion to Mary and the doctrine of her bodily 
assumption. There! demonstrates that in the twelfth century 
the crowned figure of Mary-conceived as the sponsa of the 
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bridegroom Christ-was recognized as an image of Ecclesia. 
Ecclesia was not only the institution of the church, but also 
the community of the baptized, which is ultimately saved by its 
marriage to Christ. The image of Mary's victorious coronation 
by Christ was read as a type and prefiguration of the ultimate 
victory of the church at the end of time. 19 During the period 
following the creation of the west facade at Senlis the corona­
tion theme became increasingly popular in portal sculpture.20 

Its inclusion on the west facade at Paris in the 1210s is no 
surprise. 

The top register of the Coronation Portal at Paris was 
clearly the model for the Porte Rouge fifty years later (Figs. 
6, 7).21 The proportions and posture of the figures are the same, 
although the Porte Rouge is rendered in a single register and 
in much higher relief, with simpler folds of drapery and a 
more naturalistic or supple rendition of facial features. The two 
adoring angels holding candlesticks who flank the Coronation 
pair are replaced in the Porte Rouge by the two royal figures 
in prayer, thus joining in a single register the two spheres and 
two time-frames of the divine and temporal worlds. The low­
est register of the Coronation Portal depicts the tabernacle of 
the Old Testament, flanked on the right by three Old Testa­
ment kings, and on the left by three Old Testament prophets. 
This register represents Old Testament time and the Old Law. 
The tabernacle is a sign of the old covenant, and was also com­
monly understood as a type and prefiguration of Christ in the 
womb of the Virgin, and thus, of the incarnation and humanity 
of Christ.22 

The middle register of the Coronation Portal represents 
the Dormition of the Virgin. The hand of Christ, centered among 
the apostles, gestures unambiguously to the Virgin's womb, 
breaking the clean horizontal line of her body. Notably, the 
Virgin is positioned in the middle register so that her womb 
lies on the central axis, aligned as it were with the tabernacle 
which prefigures it. 23 In a stroke of innovative virtuosity, the 
iconographer made the gable of the tabernacle pierce the up­
per sphere, so that it is spatially connected to the Virgin and 
points directly to the figure of Christ above her.24 No ambigu­
ity here; it is the incarnation (indeed, Christ himself) which 
links Old Testament time to the new covenant, and thus to the 
first historical phase of salvific time, and ultimately to the 
eschatological vision of the triumph of the Virgin. 

Historical time, then, moves upwards on the portal along 
the central axis through the three stages of Christian history: 
Old Testament time in the bottom register, time under the 
new covenant brought about by Christ's incarnation in the 
middle register, and the future time of salvation which will be 
brought about by the Second Coming in the apex. By span­
ning all past and prophesied Christian history, the images are 
in "eschatological time" -that is, time which is measured in 
relationship to ultimate salvation.25 Salvation is predicated on 
the incarnation, and its (re)presentation, the eucharist, which 
was performed daily inside the church. In the same decade in 

62 

which the Fourth Lateran Council defined the doctrine of 
transubstantiation, the Coronation Portal articulated a vision of 
salvation based precisely on the incarnation.26 

When the canons decided to adorn their private entrance 
with the Coronation theme, they chose to reproduce only the 
top register of the earlier image, thus eschewing the incarna­
tional meaning established by the two lintel registers on the west 
facade (Fig. 2). The image of the Coronation was thus brought 
into the service of a more immediate and local agenda. This 
was accomplished no less by the exclusion of the tabernacle 
and the Dormition than by the inclusion of the royal pair and 
the six scenes from the life of St. Marcellus in the voussoir, all 
subjects associated specifically with Paris. In his biography 
of the cathedral, Alan Temko suggested that Louis IX and 
Marguerite of Provence together "donated" this "smallest" and 
"most charming" portal to the cathedral on the eve of Louis's 
second crusadeY He voices two commonly held assumptions 
which must be addressed: that the kneeling, praying king and 
queen are "donor portraits," and that they represent Louis IX 
and his wife. 

The king and queen kneel in prayer on either side of 
Christ and Mary, in a pose which by the end of the following 
century would be readily identified as that of donors. In the 
absence of any study of the history of donor portraiture, how­
ever, we must ask what such kneeling, praying figures would 
have meant to mid-thirteenth century viewers. It is unclear 
whether the kneeling pose would have been interpreted pri­
marily as a sign of donorship as early as ca. 1270.28 Formerly 
there were two prevailing types of donor portraits. The first 
showed the donor upright (standing, or later kneeling), holding 
a miniature representation of the work of art being donated, 
sometimes presenting it to the central object of devotion, as 
for example, in the stained glass of the cathedral at Poitiers 
(late twelfth century) and the cathedral at Rouen (thirteenth 
century). 29 The image of the kneeling-praying donor that con­
cerns us evolved ultimately from the second type, in which the 
patron lies prostrate before the object of veneration. These 
figures do not bear the object of their donations; instead they 
offer their prayer and adoration. Implicit in these images of 
supplication, as Geoffrey Koziol has demonstrated for the 
eleventh century, is an act of subordination and a humble rec­
ognition of authority-"begging pardon and favor."30 The 
Infancy Window at Saint-Denis represents an example of this 
form in its incipient stage, as Suger is represented prostrate be­
fore an image of the Annunciation. 31 Another image on the west 
facade probably showed him kneeling in prayer before Christ. 32 

These images should be read as representations of generalized 
patronage, rather than of specific donorship. Inscriptions com­
posed to accompany images of Suger demonstrate that the act 
of patronage still was conceived primarily as an act of suppli­
cation, and that the patron hoped for spiritual protection in 
return. The lintel of the central portal of the west facade read 
"For the splendor of the church that has fostered and exalted 



FIGURE 6. Paris, Notre-Dame, Porte Rouge, tympanum 
(photo: Alinari/Art Resource). 
FIGURE 7. Paris, Notre-Dame, Coronation Portal, tympa­
num (photo: Alinari/Art Resource). 
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FIGURE 8. Cosenza, cathedral, Tomb of Isabella of Aragon (photo: Scala/Art 
Resource). 

him, Suger has labored for the splendor of the church. Giving 
thee a share of what is thine, 0 Mattyr Denis, he prays to thee 
to pray that he may obtain a share of Paradise."33 Both types 
(the upright donor and the prostrate supplicant) express en­
treaty and adoration and it is easy to see how the two are 
melded in the "donor figures" typical of the end of the four­
teenth century. 

With the images on the Porte Rouge we are not quite 
there yet. The portraits of "Louis" and "Marguerite" belong to 
an evolving tradition in which two types ultimately merged. 
In portal sculpture, the kneeling figure with hands clasped in 
prayer first appeared, not in the representation of donors, but 
in images of Mary and John the Evangelist flanking Christ in 
majesty. The form was probably taken from rituals of homage 
sometime in the twelfth century,34 and the borrowing under­
scores the meaning of entreaty and subordination to authority. 
It also suggests that, at this stage, the pose implied primarily 
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an act of supplication for salvation; it is prayer as much as 
benefaction that is offered. Comparison should be made with 
the tomb of Louis's daughter-in-law, Isabella of Aragon, com­
missioned by Philip III and carved ca. 1275 by artists from 
the Ile-de-France for the cathedral at Cosenza (Fig. 8). The two 
crowned figures exactly mimic the poses of the Porte Rouge 
and were likely directly influenced by it.35 The funerary con­
text underscores the eschatological flavor of the suppliant fig­
ures, who pray to the Virgin in perpetuity. These kneeling, 
praying figures of the king and queen, so like those in the Porte 
Rouge, cannot be interpreted as donor figures in any tradi­
tional sense. If the multivalent kneeling-praying posture on the 
Porte Rouge was meant to suggest patronage, it would be more 
in the general sense of being benefactors of the church and 
entreating her spiritual efficacy, than of being the sponsors of 
a specific work of art. 

The other frequently held assumption which must be ad­
dressed is that the figures represent Louis IX and Marguerite. 36 

No written evidence from the thirteenth or fourteenth century 
identifies them. Among modern interpreters it was F. de Guil­
hermy who, in 1855, first identified the two figures as Louis 
and Marguerite, and his interpretation has since been assumed, 
if not definitively accepted, by most authorsYit remains pos­
sible that in 1270 the figures were not intended to represent 
Louis and Marguerite specifically. 

To a certain extent the identification does not matter. The 
images of the king and queen closely resemble a veritable king­
dom of such representations in mid-thirteenth-century France, a 
stone family of youthful men, women, angels, and saints. In 
this period nascent royal portraiture sought to identify individ­
uals not so much by individuated faces as by particularities of 
costume and attributes, yet no such specification occurs here. 
The generic nature of the images on the Porte Rouge ensured 
that the figures would be associated with the king and queen 
of France in some general sense, and this was all that was 
needed.38 By 1270 Louis had been king for the better part of 
half a century. The quintessential thirteenth-century king, he 
was conscious of the image of his kingship, and nowhere was 
that image more publicized than in Paris. The crown worn by 
both the king and queen on the Porte Rouge, which the Virgin 
herself is also about to wear, is the very same crown which 
angels bear all over the Sainte-Chapelle.39 The use of the king's 
crown in the Porte Rouge could only serve to associate the 
figures with the Capetians. 

In sum, the image on the Porte Rouge would have been 
seen as an image of the king's spiritual support and suppli­
cation, most certainly of his subordination to Mary and in 
turn to the cathedral which bore her image and name, and 
perhaps also of his patronage of it. In the absence of a single 
piece of documentary evidence to suggest that Louis played 
any role in the patronage, planning, or construction of any 
part of the rebuilding of Notre-Dame, let alone of the Porte 
Rouge specifically, the inclusion of this representation must 
be explained. 



Historical circumstance: Louis IX and the church 

Except for this image of the supplicant king and queen, 
there is not a single piece of evidence that the king ever pa­
tronized the cathedral or that he provided funds for the clois­
ter doorway. Instead, Louis seems to have turned away from 
the tradition of patronage pursued by his forebears and directed 
attention to Cistercians and mendicants, whose presence in 
Paris coincided with Louis's early education and accession to 
the throne.40 In order to understand the image of the Porte 
Rouge, then, we can examine the local political and ecclesias­
tical context and Louis's relationship with the secular church. 

Given our knowledge of the role the king did play as 
patron of various religious groups in Paris, including mendi­
cants, who were not in these early years keeping systematic 
records as did the cathedral, the lack of any evidence of dona­
tions suggests that there were indeed no donations. Joinville, 
Guillaume of Saint-Pathus, and Geoffrey of Beaulieu all take 
pains to enumerate King Louis's long list of pious donations, 
but none mentions Notre-Dame of Paris as an object of his 
munificence.41 The king did provide funds to both the Fran­
ciscans and the Dominicans for the building of their Parisian 
convents in the years after his first crusade, and in the 1250s 
and 1260s Louis was instrumental in nurturing the smaller 
mendicant groups imitative of the friars. 42 In the decade pre­
ceding the building of the Porte Rouge Louis introduced a 
number of monastic and quasi-mendicant groups into Paris, 
but the project perhaps closest to his heart after the building 
of the Sainte-Chapelle, and into which he poured enormous 
sums, was the construction of the Grand Couvent for the Fran­
ciscans, started sometime after 1250 and consecrated in 1268.43 

The king clearly enjoyed the company of friars and sought to 
include them at his court. He commissioned two important 
texts from Dominicans. Vincent of Beauvais and Guibert of 
Tournai both wrote tracts on kingship and education notice­
ably marked by a "mendicant ideology."44 

In addition to mendicants, the order of Citeaux benefited 
from Louis's pious generosity, especially the monastery at Roy­
aumont.45 Guillaume de Saint-Pathus tells of how Louis was 
present at the very construction of the building, helping to gather 
stones and lay mortar.46 Once it was built, he loved spending 
evenings there with the monks. Guillaume also wrote with 
admiration that Louis would come for an evening to the Do­
minicans at Compiege, desiring to eat dinner with the monks, 
to say compline with them, to listen to the abbot read the chap­
ter of the evening, and to hear the daily sermon.47 While each 
order, the Cistercians, the Dominicans, the Franciscans, tried 
to claim Louis as its own special provider after his canoniza­
tion, in his lifetime his generosity flowed to all alike.48 

In contrast to the king's support of monks and mendi­
cants is the marked absence of such patronage of the secular 
church. The obituary of the cathedral records the sequence of 
anniversary masses performed there, and the chapter's com­
pensation for them.49 Such provisions secured votive masses 

for the dead and should be considered a kind of spiritual 
patronage, a statement of support and faith in the efficacy of 
the institution and its liturgy, in which the clergy are trusted 
mediators with God. That the kings of France should endow 
masses to be said for the sake of their souls at the cathedral 
and that the cathedral, which stands two blocks east of the 
royal palace, should be a forum for the performance of pious 
acts would be expected. And indeed, the Capetians established 
such a tradition. The father, grandfather, and great-grandfather 
of Louis IX and other ancillary members of the Capetian 
family were all commemorated in the cathedral's calendar. 
Louis VII gave the chapter 200 pounds parisienses along with 
a golden chalice for "the daily consecration of the body and 
blood of our Lord Jesus Christ at the high mass."50 His wife, 
Adela, gave liturgical ornaments and 20 silver marks "to the 
fabric of the church" for her commemoration.51 His brother, 
Philip, was the archdeacon of the cathedral (as well as deacon 
at Tours) and was also commemorated in Notre-Dame's calen­
dar. 52 Another brother, Henry, archbishop of Reims, endowed 
anniversary masses for his soui.53 

The cathedral was also a special object of patronage of 
the family of Philip Augustus. His first wife, Isabella of Hai­
nault, chose to be buried in the cathedral; in 1189 she founded 
a chaplaincy at the altar of Saint-Nicolas.54 Philip Augustus 
endowed two chaplains to "continually serve in our church" to 
celebrate masses for her soul, his soul, and the souls of all the 
dead. 55 A later entry in the obituary provides evidence that he 
instituted two more chaplaincies for the soul of Geoffrey III, 
Count of Brittany. 56 Philip's own anniversary was commemo­
rated by the chapter at the high altar, and he further provided 
for a mass to be sung for his soul each All Saints Day. 57 Long 
after the end of his reign, when his estranged wife Ingebourg 
of Denmark died in 1236, the executors of her will paid four 
pounds for her commemoration. 58 

By the time Louis IX came to the throne, the Capetians 
had a long established tradition of endowing masses for their 
souls at the cathedral. When his elder brother Philip died in 
1218, the young prince was buried in the church, and Blanche 
of Castille endowed a chaplaincy "at the altar of the blessed 
John the Baptist and St. Thomas, archbishop and martyr of 
Canterbury."59 The chaplain was to say a daily mass for the 
soul of the dead prince, "no less than for the souls of the king 
and the queen and for all the faithful."60 A charter of Louis 
VIII of 1225 records the establishment of a chaplaincy for the 
sake of his and Blanche's soul.61 When Blanche died in 1252, 
provisions were made by Louis IX for her commemorative 
masses. 62 Even Marguerite de Provence, who died in 1310, is 
listed in the obituary. Thirty-two years after St. Louis's death, 
she founded a chaplaincy. 63 

Louis IX, however, is not commemorated in the calen­
dar.64 Louis never endowed masses for his soul or the souls 
of his children, despite the fact that the encyclical letter from 
his son announcing his death is recorded in the cathedral's car­
tulary, and his brother Alphonse count of Poitiers, who died 
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along with the king in Tunis in 1270, is commemorated. The 
entry in the calendar which records the endowment for Al­
phonse takes pains to mention that in his lifetime the count 
had "bequeathed to the church of Paris ten Parisian pounds for 
the annual performance of his anniversary." Alphonse also in­
stituted a chaplaincy "at the chapel of St. Agnes for the daily 
celebration of a mass."65 Louis IX broke from this tradition in 
other ways as well. In contrast to the cathedral burial of his 
brother Philip, when two of Louis's children died in young 
adulthood, he had them interred at Royaumont, and the ca­
thedral clergy was never asked to pray for their souls.66 

Louis IX chose to have the masses for his own soul said 
at another type of religious institution. We know from his biog­
rapher, Guillaume of Saint-Pathus, that each year "he would 
send letters to the Chapter General which was held at Citeaux 
to ask for the prayers of the chapter, and that he asked the en­
tire Order to have said for him three masses from each monk 
each year, one for the Holy Spirit, one for the Cross and a 
third one for Notre Dame, and that he got this also from sev­
eral other religious houses."67 It was with the Cistercians that 
he buried his children.68 Although it is unclear whether the 
king requested masses from the Dominicans, a letter of 1256 
from the minister general Humbert of Romans informs the 
king that the general chapter had decided that priests of the 
order were each to celebrate three masses for the king and 
another three at the time of the king's death, totaling, Hum­
bert writes, over 30,000 masses.69 The Carthusian convent of 
Mont-Dieu in the diocese of Reims promised prayers and 
masses for Louis now and after his death "as if for one of our 
own brothers."70 The brothers at Saint-Michael of Bastebourg 
promised even more, that after his death the monks would say 
a daily mass for Louis in perpetuity.71 It was to these monks 
and friars that the king entrusted his soul and the souls of his 
family. 

None of Louis's patronage was directed to the cathedral. 
While Philip Augustus had given very important relics to Notre­
Dame, Louis built a private chapel, the Sainte-Chapelle, 
when he acquired the crown of thorns. It is perhaps not unim­
portant that the Sainte-Chapelle was located in the king's pal­
ace, two short blocks away from the cathedral. In a sense, Louis 
kept the relic for himself, creating a rival sacred space which 
was the exclusive domain of the crown, specifically indepen­
dent of the cathedral. At his private chapel, Louis installed 
his own canons, as well as a thrice-yearly procession. 72 The 
liturgy was that of the cathedral but it was performed by the 
king's own chaplains. It seems that under Louis there was a 
marked break from the crown's association with the neighbor­
ing cathedral, due in part to his attraction to the mendicants 
and, in part, no doubt, to a desire to emphasize the French 
crown's own sacrality.73 

Louis IX no longer had need of the intercessory power 
of the canons of the cathedral. The tracts on kingship written 
for him by the Dominicans Vincent of Beauvais and Guibert 
of Tournai espoused for the first time the theory of a body 
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politic distinct from the church, the corpus reipublicae mysti­
cum which had as its head the king and was an entity separate 
from the corpus ecclesiae mysticum from which it borrowed 
this transcendental ideology.74 These were the years which 
witnessed the development of the notions that France was 
the new Jerusalem and when the independently sacred nature 
of kingship was emphasized.75 This bold ideology, visibly ex­
pressed in the glass cycle of the Sainte-Chapelle, in which 
images of the king carrying the crown of thorns to Paris ap­
pear within the sequence of Christian and salvation history, 
was most eloquently articulated in the account of the recep­
tion of the crown of thorns by Gauthier Cornut, archbishop of 
Sens and the king's associate: "Just as the Lord Jesus Christ 
chose the Holy Land for the display of the mysteries of the 
redemption, he [has] specially chosen our France for the most 
devoted veneration of the triumph of his Passion."76 The 
crown of thorns as an analogue for the crown of France was 
an especially potent symbol for the king, and consciously or 
not, Louis was creating a claim to his own sacrality. It was 
even reported that he placed the crown of thorns on his head 
at the dedication of the chapel. 77 Before the relics were placed 
in the Grande Chasse, Louis placed three of the crown's thorns 
into his own crown.78 Integral to the notion of the sanctity of 
the French crown were ideals-perhaps unarticulated but cer­
tainly present-acquired from the king's association with fri­
ars. To be Christ-like was to adopt great humility, and Louis 
accepted the Franciscan notion that one served God by serv­
ing the world. What better way to undercut the legitimacy of 
traditional religion than to forge an alliance with an opposing 
group-the friars-who took poverty and obedience as their 
form of empowerment? 

These developments in ecclesiastical politics make it 
unlikely that Louis would have chosen to be portrayed on the 
canons' portal at Notre-Dame. Moreover, the design of the 
Porte Rouge came just after a series of events which polar­
ized mendicant and secular clerics, in which the king took the 
side of the friars. These events occurred at the university, an 
institution intimately associated with Notre-Dame and located 
directly across the river from it, where three of the twelve 
faculty chairs were reserved by statute for cathedral canons. 
By the early 1250s, members of the newly arrived mendicant 
orders had captured three of the nine remaining chairs.79 The 
success and popularity of the friars stirred the secular masters 
to attempt to expel them from the university. Under the lead­
ership of William of Saint-Amour, secular master at the uni­
versity and canon at Saint-Pierre of Beauvais, the seculars 
appealed to the pope in 1254, asking for redress against these 
"false-Christians." When Innocent IV failed to act the secu­
lars wrote an encyclical letter, dated 4 February 1254, to all 
archbishops, bishops, abbots, deacons, archdeacons, and prel­
ates of the church, calling for the expulsion of the friars from 
the university. By November Innocent, in a surprising rever­
sal of half a century of papal protection, issued the bull Etsi 
animarum which effectively stripped the mendicants of their 



rights and autonomy, subjecting them to the clerical authority 
of the secular church.80 The seculars' victory was short-lived, 
however, as Innocent IV died within two weeks of issuing 
Etsi animarum, and his successor, Alexander IV, summarily 
reversed the decision, reinstating the friars' privileged posi­
tion within the university and their independence from the 
secular church. 

The response of William of Saint-Amour was the Tracta­
tus brevis de periculis novissimorum temporum, which accused 
the friars of being false Christians and preaching a false word. 
The secular master followed this with a Pentecost sermon in 
1256, in which he attacked the king for non-royal behavior, 
rising in the middle of the night to recite matins and wearing 
the dress of the poor, thus robbing the crown of its royal dig­
nity. William accused the king of favoring the poor to the 
neglect of justice and of robbing towns and counties of money 
to wage improper wars in which Christians were killed, clearly 
an attack on Louis's crusades. Further, William criticized the 
mendicants' presence at the court, which distracted the king 
from his royal duties.81 

Louis, who until this point had stayed out of the fray, im­
mediately dispatched two priests to Rome with William's 
Tractatus brevis and a request for its examination.82 William 
was summoned to the curia for questioning. In the proceed­
ings the friars were represented by the lights of the mendicant 
orders: John of Parma, Bonaventure, Humbert of Romans, Al­
bert the Great, and Thomas Aquinas. Not surprisingly, the result 
was the total defeat of the secular faction. The condemnation 
of the Tractatus brevis was followed a month later by an en­
cyclical in support of the mendicants. 83 William was deprived 
of all offices and benefices, exiled from France, and ordered 
on pain of excommunication never to preach or teach there­
after. Louis was notified personally of William's fate in a let­
ter from the curia, which says that the pope had sought to 
follow the king's wish in the matter. 84 In the letter Alexander 
further noted Louis's special and protective relationship with 
the mendicants. 

And because we know with certainty that you honored those 
beloved sons, the Brothers Preachers and Minors, with spe­
cial favor, concerning which we, expressing to you worthy 
praise in God, presented you with many acts of thanks, we 
ask your magnificence for all, with as much affection as we 
are able, that you, holding those commended with custom­
ary kindness, may protect and defend these friars for the 
sake of the reverence of Christ from the injury and 
molestation of whomsoever, and thus those people fortified 
by your peace ought serve the maker of peace with a quiet 
peace and a peaceful quiet. 85 

The friars' victory was Louis's victory, and the secular mas­
ters must have seen their defeat as coming at the hands of king 
and beggars both. This resolution of the affair left the king 
unmistakably in the mendicant camp, in a climate of keen 

competition between clerics and friars. Worse yet for the cler­
ics, after 1256 the aforementioned battery of new fringe men­
dicant groups established themselves in Paris under the king's 
tutelage. 86 Those whom he did not actually install he funded 
generously. Further, in these years the now respectable Fran­
ciscans and Dominicans were busy building their own large 
convents, aided by the crown. Friars were everywhere. 

It was in this friar-friendly climate that, in the 1260s, the 
canons of Notre-Dame of Paris decided to decorate their pri­
vate entrance to the cathedral with an image of the king and 
his queen in supplication to Christ and the Virgin, the image 
of Ecclesia herself. I argued above that the relief did not so 
much denote a fictive donorship of the portal as it suggested 
the king's spiritual and suppliant relationship to the church. The 
iconographers of the Porte Rouge drew on a tradition of images 
of entreaty and supplication to articulate a notion of sacramen­
tal legitimacy, adopting and adapting the formula of interces­
sion and prayer to construct a fictional relationship between the 
king and the chapter, or, more broadly, between the crown and 
the church. 

This fictional relationship, of course, was also the church's 
ideal, a vision of the relationship between crown and church 
as it should be. The Porte Rouge constructs an image of the 
king as spiritual patron (which he was not), as supporter of 
the cathedral (which he was not), and not least as suppliant to 
the church (which, the canons were wont to suggest, he should 
have been). After all, the king was a parishioner of the cathe­
dral, and in theory he should have been looking to her clergy 
for mediation. 87 Both king and queen are given Mary's pray­
ing, supplicatory pose. The Savior is the only figure on the tym­
panum shown frontally, and any likeness between the king 
and Christ, i.e., any claim to Christ-like sacrality, is denied. 
Instead, the portal argues that the king requires the interces­
sion of the cathedral and her clergy to approach the divine and 
to attain salvation. The king supplicates Mary (the church); 
she in tum supplicates Christ on his behalf. Underlying this 
relationship is the church's claim to mediating access to Christ 
through the performance of the sacraments. In this vision, the 
king has no direct access by virtue of his kingship, but is sub­
ordinated to the church to which he must pray. The portal is 
clear in its rejection of the model of sacred kingship articu­
lated by the crown at the nearby Sainte-Chapelle. With its ge­
neric images of the king, the claims of the Porte Rouge were 
both universal and typological; the king represents Louis as 
much as he represents any king, and the portal articulates the 
idea that all kings must kneel before the church. 

Far from being a reductive re-articulation of the theolog­
ical themes gracing the front of the cathedral on the Coronation 
Portal, the iconography of the Porte Rouge makes a boldly 
ambitious claim about this world, focusing on the earthly re­
lationship between crown and church. This subject had been 
broached in the cathedral's decoration more than a century 
earlier, on the west Sainte-Anne Portal of ca. 1160, on which 
a bishop and a king are seen flanking the Virgin and Child in 
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the top register of the tympanum (Fig. 9). Although an ample 
literature has not yet satisfactorily restored to these figures 
their proper identities, scholars have generally agreed that the 
iconography represents some notion of measured cooperation 
in the mutual effort regarding Ecclesia-Maria. A century after 
the erection of the Sainte-Anne Portal, the Porte Rouge tackled 
this theme with a vision of the relationship between church and 
crown appropriate to the latter half of the thirteenth century. 
While earlier bishop and king cooperated, around 1270 the 
king supplicates, and the image of a bishop, St. Marcellus, is 
elevated into the upper spheres of the voussoir, where he is 
shown holding a book on his left knee with his right hand 
raised in a gesture of benediction, imitating precisely the im­
age of Christ in the tympanum (Figs. 5, 6). Here it is the priest 
who is Christ-like. It is the cleric who could pass through the 
Porte Rouge and into the chancel to perform his sacramental 
office. King and cleric no longer share the common distinc­
tion of flanking Mary. Though small, constrained and simple 
in aspect, the Porte Rouge is enormous in its claims. In its 
image of the Coronation, the canons claimed exclusive access 
to the divine and the sole power to ensure salvation. 

* 

NOTES 
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Stephen Murray (to whom I owe its inspiration), Geoffrey Koziol, Harvey 
Stahl, Michael Davis, Daniel Weiss, Anne-Marie Bouche, Elizabeth A. R. 
Brown, Sigrid Goldiner, and Pegatha Taylor, Lindsay Koval, E. M. 
Gaposchkin and, although she might not recognize her hand in it, Car­
oline Bruzelius. I hope that, where I have not followed their suggestions, 
I have sufficiently indicated why. 
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division of powers. M.-L. There!, Le Triomphe de Ia Vierge-Eglise: a 
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FIGURE 9. Paris, Notre-Dame, west facade, Sainte-Anne Portal, tympanum 
(photo: Foto Marburg!Art Resource). 
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