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"Brilliancy and Harmony of Color"
Stained Glass for the Chapel

"Their work in brilliancy and harmony of colour equals the best
specimens of the antique,” wrote D. R. Hay of Edinburgh in February
1845 recommending the firm of Ballantine and Allan to Cemetery Trustee
Dr. Jacob Bigelow. This article describes how Dr. Bigelow ordered the
magnificent stained glass windows of the building we know todayv as

Bigelow Chapel.

In October 1844 the Trustees of the Cemetery voted
to erect a chapel of fine hammered Quincy granite at a
cost not to exceed $25,000. The building would serve as
a place for funeral services and as a depository for
appropriate works of art. To supplement limited
available funds, an appeal was made to "public spirited
individuals" and contributions of nearly 57,000 were
raised. Trustee Dr. Jacob Bigelow, physician and
Harvard professor, had proposed the winning design
for the chapel selected in an architectural competition.
His proposal incorporated the use of stained glass
windows in the romantic Gothic tradition. The artistry
and technology to produce such windows were not
available in the United States. Indeed only in the early
1800s had a revival of interest in the Gothic style
spurred the development of firms in England and
Scotland capable of creating stained glass for domestic
and church use.

Dr. Bigelow sought the advice D. R. Tay of
Eidinburgh, an influential decorative painter and
author, noted for his writings on beauty, proportion
and color theory. Hay was quick to recommend his
intimate friends Ballantine and Allan (sometimes
spelled Allen). He wrote to Bigelow that they had been
selected "by the Royal Commission of the Fine Arts to
furnish the painted glass for the principal portions of
the new Houses of Parliament.” These gentlemen are
thus placed at the head of their profession.

This illustration from 1860 shows the dramatic
appearance of the Chapel to visitors entering the Cemetery,
The intricate tracery of the windows dominates and
embellishes of the north face of the building.
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We are fortunate to have in the Cemetery's
archives several original letters and transcripts
documenting how this trans-Atlantic process of
ordering the glass was conducted.

Ballantine and Allan responded to Bigelow in
April 1845, expressing their enthusiasm for the
commission:

Our experience in Glass Painting has been

considerable. We have studied carefully the

best specimens of the antique, in this country
and on the Continent, and feel confident, that
we can now produce windows, equally durable

& Drilliant, with the best of those specimens,

and more in accordance with the principles of

harmony in form and colour,

Our designs and specimens, for the windows
of the New House of Lords, at Westminster,
been approved of by the Royal
Commission on the Fine Arts, and we are
anxious to extend our reputation still further.
We have thercfore prepared the following
estimates, at the lowest remunerating rates,
and should feel exceedingly delighted, 1o have
the honour, and the advantages, through vour
means, of sending a specimen of our Art to
yvour interesting country. . ..

have

Should you entrust the work to our care, we
should guarantee that all the coloured glass
should be of the very finest quality and that the
workmanship should be equal of any other in
Ancient or Modern painted Glass. The panels
could be forwarded together with plans and
written instructions, such as would enable any
common glazier to put them in . ..

Lithograpl design for the north window (circa 1844).

Should you resolve upon employing us, it
would insure correctness il you would forward
pasteboard or paper shapes, the exact davlight
size of the various compartments.  These
templates or shapes must be numbered, and
your lithograph numbered  to
correspond. ., ,

drawings

Bigelow sent lithographic designs of the window

shapes and Ballantine and Allan returned their
suggestions for designs to fill them. Bigelow
reviewed their proposals and described the

the great circular space in this window | wish
filled, not with the resurrection picce in your
design, but with an allegorical representation
of Death, of which I send you a design, in the
roll, copied mainly from Thorvaldsen's bas
relief of Night, representing a winged sleeping
female and two infants. 1t is the most beautiful
& appropriate thing | have seen.

In the Rose window you will substitute in the
center a design which is also enclosed in the
roll, and which is allegorical of Immortality. It

alternatives he preferred in a letter dated June 14,
1845, He requested that they immediately start to
make the two large windows and said that he would
send the requested "paper patterns by the steamer
Cambrin, rolled up in a tin box, care of Harnden &
Co., Liverpool." The cast iron window frames had
already constructed for the chapel and Bigelow
carcfully described the details. He requested:

is copied from the two cherubs in Raphael's
Madonna del Sisto, who are here represented
as gazing upward into a light or glory, which
proceeds from an invisible source. Raphael's
picture is at Dresden.  Some parts of i,
especially  the cherubs wings, are highly
colored. If you have good copies in Edinburgh,
please to imitate them, paying all attention to
In the Nave window [north window] you will keep the expression of the faces.
fill the large perpendicular lights and all the
smaller lights of the upper compartments,
exactly as they now stand in your designs. But

Allow me to suggest an "opinion” that the
representation  of  Death  in the northern
window should be executed in cold or sombre




tints; that of Immortality which fronts the sun,
should be in bright & dazzling colors. The
ficld, or back ground T leave to be managed by
your own judgement trusting that you will not
introduce new objects, except variations of
clouds, and dispose the light & shadows in an
artistic manner, . . .

In the large roll which accompanies this, you
will find paper patterns cul to the exact shape
and size of the daylight panels, with a
lithographic sketch numbered to correspond,
You will also find the sketches of the great
We will
pay vou on delivery to our agent in London or
Liverpool one hundred pounds sterling for the
nave window, and one hundred & fifteen
pounds for the rose window, if executed
comfortably to the foregoing instructions, and
delivered as aforesaid on or before the first day
of March next. .

central designs already alluded to.

With this exchange of letters and designs, the
contract was made. Glass of a simple design was
also ordered for the four aisle windows at 10 pounds
cach. Bigelow's choice of the images of "Night," a

winged woman with poppies in her hair carrving the

mfants sleep and death, and of Raphael's cherubs
was applauded by Ballantine and Allan in their
return letter of July 2, 1845, They wrote that they
knew these images and the "excellent taste shown in
the selection of such subjects as well as in their
adaptation to the purpose intended is fully
appreciated by us." Thorvaldsen's relief (1815) of
"Night" and the matching figure of "Morning" were
very popular in the 19th century, reproduced in
many forms, often as plaster plaques or engravings,
Frances Lichten, author of Decorative Art of Victoria's
Era (1950), comments that their presence in a home
was signet of culture. Raphael's cherubs are well
known to us today, gracing United States postage
stamps as well as a myriad of calendars, cards and
houschold goods.
James Ballantine, Poet and Artist

Although biographical information about Allan is
scarce, James Ballantine was a notable figure in the
artistic circles of Edinburgh. e was born there in
1808 and began his carcer as a house painter and
decorator. It is thought that he studied art at
Edinburgh's Trustee's Gallery and glass making in
England. He founded his stained glass firm in 1837
and published A Treatise on Pannted Glass showing its
Applicability to Every Style of Arclutecture in 1845, In
this work Ballantine discusses in detail his theories
of harmony and color. e advises "When a running
pattern of various tints of yellow winds its way
through alternations of blue and ruby, the effect is
peculiarly rich; . .. The line of light which should
alwavs surround such borders, adds much to their
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Nortl windoie, 2003, Bigelow's letter of June 1845
mentioned that the window frames as constructed
differed from the lithograph design.

effect, relieving, them from the dark of the
stonework, and increasing their brilliancy and
power." We can see this expressed in the tall lancet
panels of the Chapel's north window today.
Ballantine's friends included the pioneer
photographers David Octavius Hill and Robert
Adamson and artist David Roberts, known for his
paintings of Egypt. Ballantine published a book
about Roberts after his death in 1864. Ballantine is
best known by some for his poetry and song lyrics;
he was one of primary contributors to the popular
Wihistle Binkie poetry anthologies published in

Scotland in the 1830-40s. His pieces such as [Tka Blade

o' Grass, Muckle-Mou'd Meg, and Castles i Arr
appear in compilations of Scottish folk music today,
The selection of Ballantine and Allan for the
windows of the House of Lords in T.ondon in 1844
testified to the firm's excellence. Although these
windows have been lost, the drawings for them are
in the archives of the Houses of Parliament.
Examples of Ballantine and Allan's work may be
seen in Greyfriars Tolbooth and Highland Kirk and
St John's Church in Edinburgh. St. John's has one of
the finest collections of stained glass in Scotland;
most of the windows are the work of James
Ballantine and his descendants. Ballantine's son







