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Introduction 
 
Lovers of medieval architecture are accustomed to see Romanesque churches with their 
austere bone-white pillars, walls, and vaulting.  It is assumed that this look was the intent 
of the builders. When modern churches in the classical style are built, they usually follow 
this assumption as an aesthetic guideline. The truth is that the medieval churches were 
brightly painted both inside and out.  The desire to provide believers with instructive 
images of the life of Christ or the saints led to the creation of decoration that highlighted 
the great cycles of sacred history. 
 
There was an aesthetic basis to this practice of painting with bright, radiant colors. Hugh 
of Saint Victor wrote in the 12th century, “With regard to the color of things, there is not 
need for lengthy discussion, since sight itself demonstrates how much Beauty it adds to 
nature, when this last is adorned by many different colors.” 
 
The interiors were adorned with geometric patterns, figurative frescoes, and polychrome 
capitals. In many churches we can see the remnants of these paintings, often as fragments 
of the polychrome painting of the original capitals.   
 
Using these fragments as a guide, modern restorers repainted the churches as they believe 
they existed in the Middle Ages. Whether or not their choices meet with our modern 
approval, these interpretations give an indication of how these churches may have 
originally looked.  Contemporary viewers are often disturbed by the use of such vibrant 
colors.  Since we see the majority of these churches today as spare and uncolored, the 
colors of the stone seem natural, and we project backwards to a fictional Middle Ages 
where this was also natural.  
 
We prefer our imaginative creation to the historical reality. In the same way we like to 
think of the Parthenon and its statuary as pure, white, unadorned marble, not brightly 
painted. The “classical” beauty is more elegant and perfect in an imaginative world that 
we create in our minds. 
 
This is not unusual, because the churches have a powerful dignity and beauty when 
stripped of ornamentation. They fit our notion of the serious purpose of the religious 
architecture.  But our own modern preferences have little in common with the colorful 
and vibrant reality of medieval sacred architecture. 
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