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From archaeological and literary study, the origins of stained-glass art can be placed at a hitherto
unspecified time between the Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages. However, the absence of early
medieval stained-glass windows in situ has recently been offset by a more significant number of
archaeological finds of stained-glass fragments dating, for the most part, to the period ranging from the
sixth century to the ninth century CE. Precursors have often been identified in glass opus
sectile compositions, imitating the marble sectilia widely seen in the Roman world. As an emerging
medium, however, stained glass apparently surpassed its models. The new medium had to come up
with a new aesthetic, one rooted in anti-classical traditions and expressed in artistic media such as
glass and enamels cloisonné jewelry-making, that enhanced light and colors and pointed towards an
image made of fragmented parts. 
In this talk, I will explore the origins of the art of stained glass, between the late Roman and Carolingian
period, from a material and aesthetic perspective, by presenting and discussing the data collected in
the first phases of a research project that the principal author is currently leading.

Connections between stained glass and cloisonné jewelry will be investigated, as well as the functions
and materiality of late antique and early medieval windows, crucial for contextualizing the
archaeological window glass findings with the space to which they once belonged. Finally, I will
introduce the critical issue of the late antique aesthetics of fragmentation, to which the earliest stained-
glass windows refer, and the interactions between the early medieval aesthetics and classical/anti-
classical traditions, emerging in the literary production of late Roman and Merovingian Gaul, as well as
in other contemporary artworks.
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