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Caesar the things which are Caesar’s. But they do not render unto
God the things which are God’s with the same conscientiousness.”
Admittedly in 1127, in the sixth year of Suger’s office as an abbot,
Bernard congratulated his more worldly confrére on having success-
fully “reformed” the abbey of St.-Denis. But, as Panofsky observes,
“this ‘reform,” far from diminishing the Abbey’s political importance,
invested it with an independence, prestige and prosperity that
permitted Suger to tighten and to formalize its traditional ties with
the Crown.” What caused St. Bernard to show more tolerance
toward conditions at St.-Denis than he usually showed toward
monasteries that did not meet his exacting standards? What caused
him to treat Abbot Suger with far greater consideration than he
usually showed toward those with whom he disagreed? Panofsky
concludes that there was a tacit agreement of interests by the two
potential opponents: “Realizing how much they could hurt each
other as enemies—one the advisor of the Crown... the other the
mentor of the Holy See and the greatest spiritual force in Europe—
they decided to be friends.”

The opposition of Abbots Suger and Bernard can also be seen in
the character of the renovations at the abbey of St.-Denis. Abbot
Suger had a great passion for sacred pictures and for all kinds of
church decoration, for gold, enameling, and precious stones, indeed
all kinds of beautiful gleaming objects, and he was especially fond
of stained-glass windows. Bernard, on the other hand, condemned
such decoration, not because he was unreceptive to its charm, but
because he saw in such things a distraction from pious thoughts,
prayer, and meditation. In the case of the Cistercian monasteries and
churches being built in large numbers everywhere in Europe in the
12th and 13th centuries, this meant that the builders had to adopt
a style that observed the numerous rules and regulations inspired by
St. Bernard’s austere aesthetics. Nevertheless, the expanding Cistercian
order played an important role in the spread of Gothic throughout
Furope, for it was receptive to the technical improvements of Gothic
principles of construction, and was itself often innovative, for
example in techniques of hydraulic engineering developed for the
monasteries established in remote valleys.

Peter Abelard

In order to counter the view that the people of the Middle Ages lack a
distinctive individuality, we can now, in this panorama of medieval
culture, look briefly at another of Abbot Suger’s contemporaries, a
man who also endured a problematic relationship with St. Bernard,
and who in fact came into direct conflict with him: the philosopher
Peter Abelard (1079-1142).

In his book Scholasticism, a lively introduction to medieval
philosophy, Josef Pieper gives us a thumbnail sketch of the scholar.
“Peter Abelard... was still only a boy when he attended the famous
Roscelin’s school of philosophy. He was barely twenty when he went
to Paris and, after two or three years of studying, himself opened a
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school of philosophy, at first on the outskirts of the city. At the age of
twenty-nine he marked the success of his school by moving it to Paris
itself, situating it in what is today the university quarter. In 1115 he
was head of the cathedral school of Notre Dame—all of thirty-five
years old. Shortly afterward he met Héloise. Abélard himself relates
in his autobiographical Story of My Adversities (Historia calami-
tatum) how out of sensual passion rather than love he set about
seducing this girl, his pupil. After she had had a child by him, they
were wed in secret.” The sequel was the cruel revenge of Heloise’s
guardian, who had Abelard beaten and then castrated. The famous,
confident professor had to take refuge in a monastery. St.-Denis took
him in. This famous love story—which cannot be followed up here—
did not end there. Héloise went into a convent, but we know from
their letters that the two lovers preserved a remarkable spiritual
friendship for the rest of their lives.

In Abelard we meet an early representative of a new type of
scholar, the professional thinker or intellectual. He makes his appear-
ance with the rebirth of the towns in the 12th century, first as a
master in the schools and then, in the 13th century, as a professor in
the universities. In his study of the early years of the University of
Modena, which was founded at the end of the 12th century as one of
the earliest Italian universities, the Italian scholar Giovanni Santini
writes: “The birth of the ‘intellectual’ as a new sociological type
presupposes the division of labor in the town, exactly as the rise of
the university institutions presupposes a common cultural sphere in
which these new ‘cathedrals of knowledge’ appear, flourish, and can
freely debate with each other.”

Abelard played a decisive part in the development of Paris as a
center of lively philosophical and theological debate. Here medieval
scholars found ample opportunity to sharpen their intellectual
weapons. Abelard himself was the most important spokesman of his
age in the perennial debate over universals, one of the main themes of
medieval philosophy, and with his dialectical work Sic et #on he was,
together with John Scotus Erigena (9th century), and Lanfranc and
Anselm of Canterbury (both 11th century), one of the founders of
scholasticism. The dominant form of thinking and exposition in
medieval philosophy and theology, scholasticism involved reaching
conclusions by means of the lengthy exposition of arguments and
counter-arguments (sic et non), leading finally to a “determination”
by the master. Thus Abelard was one of those who laid the foundation
for the later “cathedrals of ideas™ of high scholasticism just as Abbot
Suger, through the rebuilding of his abbey church, became the joint
initiator of the construction of Gothic cathedrals. As we have already
mentioned Panofsky’s Gothic Architecture and Scholasticism, perhaps
we should point out here that such parallels can sometimes be drawn
rather too hastily and often do not survive close scrutiny.

Abelard’s thinking, strongly marked by the separate philosophical
discipline of logic, can be understood, in its critical, antidoctrinaire
tendency, as an early attempt at a medieval Enlightenment. It often









developed a new line of interpretation inspired by Viollet-le-Duc’s
ten-volume Dictionnaire raisonné de [Parchitecture (frangaise
(1854-68), which considered the development of the Gothic cathe-
dral from a structural and technical point of view, an approach
encouraged by the development of iron construction during the 19th
century. Essentially an engineer’s perspective on Gothic, this
approach has been continued by several 20th-century writers
(notably Victor Sabouret and Pol Abraham), though without the
creation of such succinct interpretative concepts as Jantzen’s “diaph-
anous wall” or Sedlmayr’s “baldachin system.” The scholar Otto von
Simson follows Jantzen’s and Sedlmayr’s formal and analytical tradi-
tion of interpretation, a tradition pioneered by Franz Kugler in his
studies of the Gothic cathedral in his Handbook of Art History
(1842) and his History of Architecture (1856-59). But von Simson
also, more importantly, draws on Panofsky’s interpretation of Gothic
in terms of intellectual history. Taking his lead from Panofsky’s 1946
lecture on the relationship between Gothic architecture and scholasti-
cism, in which Panofsky discusses Abbot Suger’s understanding of
the role light was to play in his new church, von Simson gives partic-
ular emphasis to the way in which the spiritual concept of light deter-
mined the development of the Gothic cathedral. He expanded his
approach in 1956, when, as a reaction to Sedlmayr’s The Emergence
of the Cathedral, he published The Gothic Cathedral: Origins of
Gothic Architecture and the Medieval Concept of Order. Since then
there have been many attempts to interpret the precise significance
played in the building of cathedrals by the light streaming in through
their stained-glass windows, all of these interpretations deriving from
remarks Suger himself made. A recent example is Michael Camille’s
chapter “Heavenly Light” in his book Gothic Art (1996).

Abbot Suger described the rebuilding of his abbey church in two
short works, Libellus de consecratione ecclesiae Sancti Dionysii
(A Brief Account of the Consecration of the Church of St.-Denis) and
De rebus in administratione sua gestis (Work Done Under His
Administration), written about 1145-50, justifying his project as a
work pleasing to God. It is in these two accounts that Suger mentions
the particular importance of light, developing an aesthetic of the
ascent from the material (light from the windows, and precious
stones) toward the spiritual (the light of God). Suger speaks of the lux
mirabilis, the wonderful light, and of the sacratissimae vitrae, the
most sacred windows. Panofsky believed that these and other state-
ments by Suger were to be interpreted in the spirit of the neoplatonic
philosophy of light. It was clearly this approach that laid the founda-
tions for von Simson’s interpretation of the “metaphysics of light.”
Several art historians followed him. But in recent years, in view of the
weakness of other conclusions reached by von Simson, his ideas on
this topic have lost much of their persuasiveness.

Thus Giinther Binding, for example, who among other things has
closely studied medieval building practice, in his essay “The New
Cathedral: Rationality and Illusion” (1995) considers it misleading

St.-Denis, former Benedictine
abbey church

Windows in nave and transept clerestory

“to understand Gothic architecture as a reflection, or more precisely
as the representation, of a supernatural reality.” Moreover, he does
not agree with von Simson’s view that Suger sought “to lead visitors to
the new sanctuary on to the religious experience that art had revealed
to Suger himself,” nor with his claim that “the design of his church,
Suger’s creation of Gothic form, originated in that [religious]
experience.” Binding thinks that such faulty interpretations stem from
the fact that von Simson, and Panofsky before him, took individual
statements in the sources out of context, or interpreted them in ways
that were wrong, or at least biased. Pointing to the fact that a long
time before Suger the buildings described in scripture—Noah’s ark,
the tabernacle of Moses, the temple of Solomon, Ezekiel’s vision of the
new kingdom of God, and the New Jerusalem of the Apocalypse—
already possessed symbolic value for medieval patrons, he concludes
that “the sources used selectively by Otto von Simson cannot establish
a ‘theory’ of a new cathedral, namely of the Gothic choir of St.-Denis.
They neither created nor founded the Gothic cathedral, but are clearly
to be assigned to the realm of the artes (academic disciplines) and
theology, and interpreted in the traditional way known long before the
12th century. That also goes for the attempts of Erwin Panofsky... to
establish an analogy between Gothic architecture and scholasticism.”
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Kimpel and Suckale’s Gothic Architecture in France 1130-1270,
which has succeeded in establishing itself as a standard work on
Early and High Gothic architecture in France. The authors base their
work on the thesis that “the area where Gothic began and expanded
until 1200 corresponds exactly to the crown lands of France. As late
as 1270 the masons’ lodges of the crown lands are the real centers of
innovation.” They write of “the dynamic character of the style and of
the social system supporting it,” and thus indicate that they consider
political and social factors to have been equally important in the rise
and spread of Gothic. It is typical of their approach that they also
look closely at the first 25 chapters of Abbot Suger’s account books
for his building work, in which he mentions several historical and
economic aspects of his architectural projects that have until now
been largely ignored by art historians (see page 2.8).

The multifaceted nature of the approach used by Kimpel and
Suckale becomes clear in their first chapter, where they use the
cathedral of Amiens as an “introduction to the study of the Gothic
cathedral.” Alongside the architectural history and the detailed des-
criptions of form and function, they attempt a reconstruction of
the original appearance of the building, examine the early stages of
building work, and discuss the building’s patrons and its functions.

In this connection they analyze the complex web of relationships
between the bishop (who took the initiative for the new building), the
cathedral chapter, the people (the citizens), and the king (and other
founders), and consider the role of each of them in the new building
of the cathedral. In brief, they see both the politics and the building
work as motivated by the shared interest of the king, the bishop, and
the citizens “in keeping down the tyranny of the feudal nobility. In
model form we have before us the coalition that determined this
epoch and its architecture.”

Further close studies of the master builders, the stonemasons, their
tools and their lodges, the constructional knowledge of the architects,
and so on strengthen the impression that the authors are essentially
concerned with the elucidation of the social and economic factors in
the building of the cathedrals. At the beginning of the 1980s there was
certainly a need for an emphasis on such facets of medieval building,
though it cannot be denied that the authors are also governed by a
specific ideology. All the same, they also pay attention to formal,
aesthetic, and iconographic factors. On the age-old controversy as to
whether the building technology or the “idea” came first in the
building of the cathedrals, the authors take up a middle position. “We
would like to admit openly that in our opinion Gothic form would
never have arisen without technical and constructional innovations;
but we do not by any means regard Gothic architecture as merely an
early form of engineering. It can be fully understood only in terms of
the dialectical relationship of aesthetic and constructional, political
and religious, economic and intellectual trends.”

This many-sided approach is also the approach taken in the
present volume. It is a reflection of changing fashion in art history,
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however, that in this volume there is no discussion of “dialectics,”
and that the perspectives used, in contrast to those of Kimpel and
Suckale, have again shifted firmly in the direction of a comparative
analysis of form.

Gothic and Renaissance

“The Gothic cathedral of the 13th century can clearly be seen to
differ from the Romanesque of the 12th in many respects: pointed
arch instead of round arch, buttress system instead of wall mass,
diaphanous, space-defining walls instead of thick walls pierced
by windows, openwork tracery instead of walls with stepped and
niched surfaces, and above all the creation of one unified space rather
than the mere addition of spatial units which had been usual until
that time.” Giinther Binding describes these characteristics in detail,
and adds to the list more elements which as a whole make up the
medieval masons’ repertoire, including the elements which con-
tribute to the breaking-up of the exterior of the building such as
gables, pinnacles, finials, and crockets. (The reader can find these
and other elements belonging to the vocabulary of the Gothic cathe-
dral illustrated on pages 18-27. Terms not explained there can be
found in the glossary.)

On the subject of the relationship of the Gothic cathedral to other
types of Gothic church, such as the Cistercian monasteries partly
marked by Gothic, the churches of the mendicant orders, and the
Gothic hall churches of Poitou, Sedlmayr has shown that their partic-
ipation in Gothic “morphology” can be traced back to a confronta-
tion with the Gothic cathedral. “From the Gothic cathedral these
‘Gothics’ (if we can use this term) adopt individual forms like the
pointed arch, the shape of the vault, the clusters of shafts, the rose
window, and the radiating chapels in the choir, but give them a new
meaning each time in their new setting... It is not ‘the’ Gothic, there-
fore, which produces the Gothic cathedral, but the cathedral that
produces the Gothic.”

After discussing the beginnings of Gothic, we can conclude by
briefly looking at the relationship between Gothic and Renaissance.
Since Gothic is identified with the end of the Middle Ages, and
Renaissance with the beginning of the modern age, it is not surprising
that there is such extensive debate over the precise point of transition
between the periods. At the heart of the discussion was (and still is)
the very concept of the Renaissance, for it is according to a particular
concept of the Renaissance that the suggested transition dates stand
and fall. “After the threshold of the new age had been linked for a
long time (and unalterably, as it seemed, to the age of the great
discoveries around 1500), there finally emerged in history and
literary studies a genteel ‘revolt of the medievalists,” helped along by
constant research into specific details, which was directed against the
antithetical separation of the two ages. Miich that is generally seen as
characterizing the Renaissance can already be seen in the late Middle
Ages, and likewise some medieval phenomena could be pursued far
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Bruno Klein

The Beginnings of Gothic
Architecture in France and its
Neighbors
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The Political and Architectural Background

It can be argued that the foundation stone of Gothic architecture was
laid on July 14, 1140. For it was on that day, a few kilometers to the
north of Paris, that the rebuilding of the choir of the Benedictine
church of St.-Denis was begun at the instigation of Abbot Suger.
A work of the highest artistic achievement, the choir harmoniously
integrates the elements and motifs we now consider characteristically
Gothic, and thus effectively established the basis for the emergence of
the style. The choir’s importance in this respect is undisputed. But the
building of the choir should not be seen in isolation. It was part of
social, political, and philosophical developments that had begun
several decades earlier. Moreover, it owes its pre-eminence in archi-
tectural history to the energy and skills of its patron, Abbot Suger of
St.-Denis (ca. 1081-1151), the man whose remarkable ambition and
vision led to its creation.

In considering the significance of St.-Denis it is necessary to bear
in mind two important historical factors. First, since the 10th century
this region of northern France had, like others, witnessed a gradual
improvement in trade and commerce which led to a steady growth in
both population and prosperity. Second, by the time St.-Denis was
begun, in the early part of the 12th century, the French monarchy, at
least within the Royal Domain around Paris, had become far more
secure. A friend and advisor to both Louis VI (1108-37) and Louis
VII (1137-80), Abbot Suger played a decisive role in this consolida-
tion of royal power. This allowed him to reclaim, either through
negotiation or through force, the monastic lands that had been
appropriated by local barons. It was when he had accomplished this,
as he writes in his own record of his achievements, Work Dorne
Under His Administration, that the abbot began to restore the abbey
church. This church not only formed the center of the monastery and
its estates, but also, as we shall see, played a key role in the establish-
ment of the French monarchy.

It is important to remember that the rebuilding of the choir of
St.-Denis would never have become so significant in the history of
architecture had it not drawn upon the recent architectural innovations
in the fle-de-France, the region around Paris controlled directly by the
monarchy. Admittedly the Romanesque architecture of the region was
not as rich and varied as that of Burgundy or Normandy, but neverthe-
less during the second quarter of the 12th century new and distinctive
architectural trends had begun to emerge. Suger himself had already
started a new facade for the western end of the church of St.-Denis.
Though not strictly Gothic, this fagade fits perfectly into the context of
architectural renovations taking place at the time in Paris and the
surrounding areas. So the choir of St.-Denis should be seen not as the
entirely novel starting point of Gothic, but rather as the major catalyst
for a movement that had begun a few years earlier.

This can clearly be seen in the use of rib vaults, which were to
become one of the most important features of Gothic architecture.
The technical and aesthetic possibilities of this vaulting system












St.-Denis (Seine-
St.-Denis),

former Benedictine
abbey church
Ground plan

The abbey church of St.-Denis therefore played a complex and
important role for the French monarchy in terms of national policy.
The architecture of the church was an expression of the two ideolog-
ical strategies pursued for the restoration of the monarchy in the 12th
century. The first involved reaffirming ancient traditions in order for
the French monarchs to establish themselves as direct descendants of
the legitimate royal house, and prove themselves worthy successors
of that line. The second involved introducing new ideas in order to
supercede the events of the immediate past. In other words, the new
(politically and architecturally) was seen as a means of acknowl-
edging and restoring the past. Gothic architecture, as it began at
St.-Denis, was to provide a tangible expression of this concept.

Suger did not rebuild the whole of his abbey church at once. He
started with the westwork (see page 31). Though this suffered consid-
erably in the 18th and 19th centuries (the north tower had to be
demolished after being unsuccessfully restored), it still bears witness to
the feeling of a new departure in the 1130s. It stands on a ground plan
two bays deep and three bays wide. Its three new portals provide an
easy entrance into the old church, and in addition conceal several
chapels deep in its upper stories. This new front, the narthex of which
is fitted with thick clustered piers and a new-style cross-ribbed vault,
gives the clear impression from the outside that its architecture was
seen as symbolic. With battlements topping the fagade, which is given
rhythmic and sculptural emphasis by mighty buttresses, the building
looks as if it could be a triumphal gate or a castle. It can be read both
as a clear expression of the worldly power of the abbot of St.-Denis,
and as a triumphant symbol of the newly strengthened monarchy. The
rich sculptural decoration of the portals, together with the original
bronze doors provided by Suger himself, explanatory inscriptions, and
the constantly reappearing motif of the number three on the wall of
the facade, make this westwork the portal of the Heavenly Jerusalem.

Broadly similar features can be seen on the old fagade of the abbey
of St.-Etienne in Caen, the burial place of the dukes of Normandy
and of the English king William the Conqueror, whose successors
were the chief enemies of the French monarchy. But at St.-Denis this
older style is surpassed both as architecture and as symbolism.
Suger’s new west facade was more than just an improvement of a
Norman model; it was also a recreation of a Carolingian westwork,
by means of which an important local tradition was acknowledged.

Even before the completion of this west end, Suger felt “carried
away” (to use his own words) to start work on the restoration of the
choir of his church. This he was able to realize in the very short space
of time of 1140 to 1144 (see opposite). The direct symbolic refer-
ences are less evident here than in the facade, but on the other hand
the architecture is of a far higher quality. If the new crypt and ambu-
latory, within which the crypt of the earlier building is enclosed, still
display simple Romanesque shapes, then the new choir above them is
so highly filigreed that the upper parts threatened to collapse in 1231
and had to be replaced. There is hardly any wall surface to be seen in
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OPPOSITE:

St.-Denis (Seine-St.-Denis),
former Benedictine abbey church
Ambulatory, 114044

the ambulatory, where slender columns bear the weight of the vaults.
By contrast, the area occupied by the windows, which reach almost
to the floor, is all the larger, flooding the area with light. Instead of
the earlier simple ambulatory there is now a double ambulatory in
which both aisles are separated by elegant monolithic columns that
support the rib vault as if it were weightless. The vaults of the outer
ambulatory are integrated into the chapel vaults, so that a single,
unified space is created.

The elements used in this choir, such as the Burgundian pointed
arches and the Norman rib vaulting, are not new. What is so striking is
their combination. Suger and his unknown architect used them in
order to create a sanctuary that is the crowning glory of the whole
church, a sanctuary that spoke as forcefully to the simple, uneducated
visitor as it did to the abbot, who could bring to it a sophisticated alle-
gorical interpretation. The fact that Abbot Suger had wanted to bring
ancient columns from Rome to build his new choir, which adjoined an
old nave that according to tradition had been dedicated by Christ
himself, allows us to see the beginnings of Gothic architecture, a style
widely regarded as new and non-classical, in a new light, as an
attempt to restore older traditions. At the same time, the new choir
and facade had to contribute to the contemporary relevance of the
historic nave. Solely in terms of political intention, the old and the
new mutually strengthened one another and, in the words of the
abbot, “were brought together into one greater unified whole.”

In carrying through his plans for the rebuilding of St.-Denis, it is
clear that Abbot Suger drew upon classical theories of rhetoric in
which he found both theoretical justification and practical implica-
tions for his rebuilding. Thus variatio (variety), one of the basic skills
of rhetoric, was achieved through combining different building parts.
The theory that there are different styles appropriate for different
subjects could have been a stimulus for the difference in styles
between the crypt underneath and the choir above. Similarly, aermu-
latio (emulation) was understood to involve the creation of some-
thing new from some highly respected model from the past (in this
case the old nave of St.-Denis with its columns), a worthy exemplar
that provided the measure of the new.

The Gothic architecture of St.-Denis was not simply a development
of Romanesque. It was, rather, the result of ambitious attempts to
create something new through a critical examination of the past.
Admittedly the innovative architecture of the 1130s was a precondition
for these developments. Yet the abbey of St.-Denis alone, so important
for the French kings, and dominated by the intelligent and energetic
Abbot Suger, was the place where all the conditions seem to have been
met for taking the decisive step in the creation of the Gothic style.

Architecture in the French Provinces

The practice of combining the old and new in architecture was of course
much older. Like Abbot Suger, Carolingian and Ottonian builders
had already made use of classical architectural in their buildings. In


















































































































these devices help to transform the vault from a dominant architec-
tural structure resting squarely on the walls into a magnificent
canopy. When the setting of the vault is taken into account, the
function that is served by the strange pair of slender double and
single piers becomes clear for it can now be seen that they mark the
actual boundary of the bay, while one would expect this to be the
function of the much stronger piers close by. In other words, the
construction of the bays in the arcade area and vault do not match,
a notable deviation from the common structural principles to date
of Gothic architecture.

At Vézelay much greater emphasis was placed on visual than on
logical consistency. This is also illustrated by the fact that the wide
interval between the adjacent piers is divided with the help of slim
supports, so that the arches rising above them become as thin, and
above all as low, as those in the actual chevet, whose construction is
extended out to the side walls as a result.

It is apparent from the ambulatory and the radiating chapels that
the architect of Vézelay in effect designed the ground plan and the
upper areas as two separate entities. At ground level there is a simple
ambulatory with deep individual chapels. At window height, however,
their dividing walls fall away and they open onto each other at the
sides so that a plan of Vézelay at this level is similar to that of
St.-Denis, where quite shallow chapels adjoin a double ambulatory and
where they are incorporated under the same vaults as the outer ambu-
latory. Thus at Vézelay the two most important alternative designs
current at that time (a double ambulatory with shallow chapels, and a
single ambulatory with deep chapels) exist both alongside and overlap-
ping each other. The choir provides a good example of how in the last
years of the 12th century, even with a good knowledge of fle-de-France
Gotbhic, it was possible to build in very different styles.

Just as the architect of Vézelay found a solution for the structural
unity of wall arcading and vault, so his colleague in Auxerre a few
decades later separated the wall and the structural elements. The
restoration of the cathedral choir, begun in 1215, essentially echoes
the pattern of Chartres with its three-storied wall elevation (see oppo-
site), though it is smaller than its model. Admittedly the same scale
was not even attempted—quite the opposite, since the load-bearing
elements (piers, responds, and triforium shafts) were made far more
slender. The columnar piers of Auxerre, even in comparison with
those of Soissons, in turn much more delicately constructed than those
of Chartres, are markedly thin. In order to prevent the individual clus-
ters of shafts from protruding too far (and not solely because of their
large number), the shafts of the wall ribs stand not in front of the wall,
but in box-like niches set within the wall. This idea was not essentially
new, of course, since the axial chapel at St.-Remi in Reims was
designed in the same way, but it was only at Auxerre that this system
was used consistently throughout the building.

In addition, at Auxerre, the top of the window niches end in such
a way that they form independent box-shaped voids between the
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Auxerre (Yonne), Cathedral of St.-Etienne,
begun 1215

Exterior (top)

Nave and choir (bottom left)

Axial chapel of choir (bottom right)

vault and the glass of the windows. The technical finesse and inten-
tional delicacy of the design find their best expression in the axial
chapel of the choir (still unchanged today), where the vault is
installed like a freestanding canopy (see opposite, bottom right). The
two columns in the opening of this chapel give the impression of
being two of the canopy’s poles.

The nave of the parish church of Notre-Dame in Dijon (see page
72, right), which was constructed mainly in the second quarter of the
13th century, displays an acceptance of the architectural forms of
Auxerre Cathedral that fall short of a precise imitation of the
building type. Thus the dimensions are considerably smaller, as is
normal for a parish church, and consequently the clerestory is
shorter. In addition—and unlike Auxerre—the building has uniform
columnar piers that are combined with a rhythmically constructed
sexpartite vault. Notre-Dame in Paris provides the foremost example
of this contradictory pier-vault combination. There, uniform clusters
of three responds, climbing to the semi-darkness of the vault area,
merge with alternating rib formations. The architect at Dijon solved
the problem of matching responds and vault ribs in exactly the oppo-
site way. Because the number of ribs changes at the springing of the
vaults, the number of corresponding responds below also changes.
One pier has three responds, the next one, and so on along the length
of the nave. As a result, both vaults and responds lend a rhythmic
structure to the space. This is emphasized by the row of uniform
columpar piers, the triforium arcades, and the clerestory windows,
which, as at Auxerre, are set in niches. Thus two different sequences
overlap here. To accentuate this, the architect set the groups of three
responds below the transverse rib of the vault so far apart that the
wall between them is still visible. This feature can be seen especially
clearly at the springing of arcade arches, whose profiles continue
behind the responds.

In addition, the motif of the side aisle walls of Auxerre is taken up
again, with several windows of equal height aligned within each bay.
Grouped together in threes, they refer to the triforium, which is simi-
larly divided into three, and allow the whole clerestory to appear to
be broken up by a series of small, equally sized lancet windows. This
motif also emphasizes the uniformity and closely spaced sequence of
the nave wall, which heightens the contrast with the wide wall arches
of the vault.

On the facade (see page 72, left), unique in French Gothic archi-
tecture, the motif of rows of arches superimposed on each other is
taken up again. This highly impressive showpiece wall, decorated
with relief galleries and tight rows of carvings which project horizon-
tally, towers up over finely constructed portals.

Even if the buildings in the southeast of the fle-de-France, that is
to say, mainly in Burgundy, were built with some knowledge of that
central region’s cathedral architecture, it nevertheless seems that its
architects maintained a certain independence. The elegant solutions
that they found—separating the ground and upper stories at Vézelay,
























Le Mans (Sarthe), former Cathedral
of St-Julien

Ambulatory, built after 1217
Ground plan of choir (right)

for only in the details. Admittedly the choir, simply because of its
dimensions, differs from the 12th-century nave, but without dis-
regarding it. Visitors entering the west portal are greeted by an
impressive view, one that steadily increases in splendor as they move
along the nave.

Le Mans is perhaps the perfect example of a Gothic cathedral that
combines not only styles from different periods, and different
regional styles, but in addition various building types without
looking completely heterogeneous and confused as a result. It is no
coincidence that from the middle of the 13th century onward the
style emerging in this cathedral came to be seen as exemplary
throughout Europe.

Gothic Architecture in the West of France

Patrons and architects in the west of France, in contrast to those in
other regions, operated not only independently of the architectural
developments of the Tle-de-France, but largely in ignorance of them.
Even though individual forms might be adopted, for example in the
tracery of the windows, no attempt was made to imitate the “classic”
Gothic cathedral, with its basilica-like elevation, ambulatory, and
radiating chapels.
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In Poitiers, a town that had several Romanesque churches
possessing an ambulatory, the cathedral remains a cuboid in
which the nave and its two side aisles end in the east at the same
height (see opposite, left). Probably begun as early as the 1150s,
construction was advanced in 1162 by an endowment from the
English king Henry II and his wife, Eleanor of Aquitaine. Three
parallel, extremely shallow apses are cut into the straight continuous
east wall, so that not only are ambulatory and radiating chapels
missing but there is no real hint of a chevet. Instead, the dominant
impression, inside and outside, is of great unity of structure and
space, especially as it is a hall church, its nave and side aisles being of
approximately equal height.

This design resists any strong differentiation between the different
parts of the building, a feature which in other regions was an impor-
tant aspect of Gothic architecture. Even the older hall churches,
frequently found in the west of France, which had provided the
model for Poitiers, do not exhibit such equal naves and side aisles as
does the Cathedral of St.-Pierre.

The interior walls copy an elevation traditional in Poitou, with tall
wall-arcading above which rise shallow wall niches with large
windows. As in the cathedral of Angers, the vaults rise up dome-like
towards the center, but west of the two choir bays—from which point
on the cathedral nave is also made higher—they are divided only by
very slender ribs. These ribs divide each vault into eight parts, since
not only do they stretch across diagonally (as is normal), but they
also run between the apexes of the transverse ribs and wall arches.
This means that only half of the ribs can be extended downward
by responds.

Thus a curious discrepancy arises between the piers, whose
powerful half-shafts correspond to the arches between the vaults,
and the vaults themselves, which are stretched between them like
narrow sails. The structural connection between piers and vault
thereby becomes relatively weak. This can be interpreted as another
negation of the then current principles of Gothic architecture. In the
course of construction, which lasted far into the 13th century,
building work underwent several changes of plan. But it was only
right at the end of this period, during the building of the west facade,
that the cathedral of Poitiers managed to respond to yet another
style of Gothic architecture.

Thus the portal area has a similar structure to the one in Bourges,
while the rose window, which dates from as late as the second half of
the 13th century, is modeled on that of Notre-Dame in Paris. In
Normandy, which became French in 1204 along with Poitiers, the
Gothic style of the Royal Domain had arrived long before that date.
Its significance in the west of France, by contrast, remained slight,
even for quite a long time afterwards.

This is also true of St.-Serge in Angers, where the architect
constructed a double-aisled rectangular choir with a protruding axial
chapel (see opposite, right). Thin vault webs rising up to the center











































































OPPOSITE:

Leén Cathedral,
begun 1255
Ground plan (right)

The archiepiscopal cathedral of Toledo can be seen not only as a
slightly modernized version of the pattern of Bourges, but also as an
attempt to integrate the latest French architecture over its whole
range, while at the same time continuing to take account of Islamic
elements. This building was clearly aiming to be seen as the religious
center of the whole Iberian peninsula, and to be at least the equal of
cathedrals outside Spain, if not their superior. It is no surprise that
such an ambitious building project could be brought to a conclusion
only at the end of the 15th century.

The cathedral of Leén, begun about 1255, represents a further
step in the Iberian appropriation of French Gothic. The choice of
models is in this case not as arbitrary as at Toledo, but it is almost
only royal buildings of France that are adopted. The ground plan of
the choir resembles that of Reims, while the layout of the west and
transept facades, with their towers standing freely at the side next to
the central aisles (see page 101, right), follows the model of the tran-
sept fagades of the royal tomb of St.-Denis. The extreme delicacy of
the interior and the large tracery windows (see opposite) must simi-
larly go back to St.-Denis, although the elegance of the execution
suggests that the Ste.-Chapelle may have served as the model. The
pier type can be described as the link between the piliers cantonnés of
Reims and the continuous rib clusters of St.-Denis.

Le6én Cathedral was therefore to unite elements that in France
were divided among several buildings important to the monarch. At
the same time, this claim could be displayed only formally because
the cathedral of Leén was not a royal coronation church, the tomb of
a particularly important national saint, or the home of a politically
important relic.

At that time a further enlargement was planned to the already very
large cathedral of Santiago, which, as the burial place of St. James,
was one of the most important pilgrimage destinations, and which
since the beginning of the Reconquista (the reconquest of Spain
under the Christian banner) had been considered one of the principal
centers of Christian Spanish identity. The plan was for a choir exten-
sion in the Paris style, which with its total of 19 chapels would have
put even Toledo in the shade. Finally, Parisian Rayonnant architec-
ture was also the model for the extensions to the cathedral of Burgos
carried out about 1260 to 1280. In these buildings a particular
connection with King Alfonso X (1252-84) can be demonstrated.
Like the French kings a hundred years before, he wanted to create a
centralized state based on the person of the monarch. He failed in
this, however, because of the resistance of the nobility, who plunged
the country into civil war.

The influence of French Rayonnant architecture in Castille can
therefore be regarded as an attempt, through architecture, to make
royal claims that were not in fact realizable. Therefore it did not
result in a broad adoption of Gothic forms in a clear and definitive
way, as was the case at Toledo. The forms taken were those of an
exclusive “royal” French Gothic, which in France itself was no more

than one of many possible versions. The failure of the policies of
Alfonso X was therefore a heavy blow for the further reception and
expansion of Gothic in Castille. Gothic would become successful
again only later in Arag6n and Catalonia, because in these areas there
was no excessive concentration on a small circle of French models,
which meant that architectural development could be more indepen-
dent and more varied.

The Beginnings of Gothic Architecture in the Holy Roman Empire

The First Encounter

The Holy Roman Empire was politically and culturally still a highly
heterogeneous entity at this time. Between its individual parts there
existed at best a loose association. At the moment when, for various
reasons, Gothic architecture in France began to be of interest to
potential patrons in the Empire, the Empire extended from Sicily over
wide areas of Italy and up to the North Sea and the Baltic. The
Emperor, whose task it was to hold this empire together, had real
power only in certain regions. His power had not been enforceable in
northern Italy, for example, since the 12th century.

In the area north of the Alps, which is to be discussed here, a
distinction must be made between the areas in the east, and those in
the west, which today belong predominantly to France. In the latter,
where French was spoken, Gothic architecture can hardly be distin-
guished from that which arose in the neighboring French regions. In
the eastern areas, by contrast, an early adoption of individual
elements of Gothic architecture took place, though without the build-
ings concerned being mistakable for their models. It was not until the
second half of the 13th century that Gothic become the norm there,
and it was only after this time that an independent style of Gothic
architecture began to emerge in Germany.

How wrong it would be to take as a starting point merely political
frontiers, whether real or the accidents of history, is shown by the
case of the cathedral of Lausanne, situated on Lake Geneva. The
diocese was part of the archbishopric of Besancon and therefore was
oriented toward the west, not only in terms of geography but also in
terms of ecclesiastical politics. Nevertheless, it is astonishing that
already during the building of the cathedral (begun about 1160-70),
a Gothic ambulatory was constructed that at this time was very
unusual in the region, an ambulatory vaguely reminiscent of the
cathedral of Sens. When after a change of plan the inner choir was
finally begun, the builders of Lausanne looked even farther west: the
three-storied wall elevation (see page 104), which has a real triforium
and a recessed clerestory, shows astonishing similarities to that of
Canterbury Cathedral (see page 125), where the originals of many
other forms at Lausanne can also be found.

It is true, therefore, that after Canterbury Lausanne is the oldest
Gothic cathedral outside France. Perhaps that is why at Lausanne the
consistency and order that characterizes the architecture of the heart-

103













































Ute Engel
Gothic Architecture in England

118

The History of England in the High and Late Middle Ages

England was one of the first countries to adopt the Gothic
architecture of France during the second half of the 12th century, a
major factor in the new style’s reception being the close historical
links between the two countries. In 1154 Henry II (1154-89) came to
the English throne. He was of the French Plantagenet dynasty and so
was able to expand English territory on the continent by adding his
native area in the west of France. England had been united with
Normandy since the Norman Conquest in 1066. To these territories
were added the possessions of Eleanor of Aquitaine in the southwest
of France when she divorced the French king in 1152 to marry Henry.
As a consequence, England ruled over the whole of the western half
of France during the second half of the 12th century (a greater area of
France than the French king himself ruled).

But this was soon to change. Henry’s son King John (1199-1216)
quickly lost Normandy and most of the territories in western France
through his clashes with the French crown and the pope. In 1259,
under Henry III (1216-72), Poitou was also lost, with the result that
England was left only with territories in the south of France; direct
links with France were largely lost. In the course of the 13th century,
as a result, an independent English national consciousness was born.
The English nobles still spoke French, of course, but a variety of their
own which during the 14th century gradually merged with Anglo-
Saxon (Old English) to form the English language.

Under Edward III (1327-77) conflict with France broke out which
led to the Hundred Years’ War, fought on and off from 1339 to 1453.
In spite of initial success, England finally lost all its French possessions,
old and new, with the sole exception of the town of Calais. The power
of the English kings was weakened and only with the Tudor king
Henry VII (1485-1509) was real political stability restored. His son
Henry VIII (1509-47) implemented the Reformation in England,
which came to a head with the dissolution of the monasteries. This
affected countless cathedrals too, of which half were administered not
by canons but by Benedictine monks. The crown took over Church
property and founded several abbeys again as additional diocesan
seats. The age of the English Renaissance began.

Distinguishing Features of English Architecture: Salisbury Cathedral

The history of medieval England was deeply marked by the centuries-
old conflict with France. This rivalry is clearly reflected in the
development of Gothic architecture: right from the beginning the
English chose to follow an independent path. Conscious of their
traditions, as far as possible they preserved their Anglo-Norman
building methods, which had developed from 10th- and 11th-century
Anglo-Saxon architecture, and also the Norman architecture
introduced by the conquest of 1066. During the whole Gothic era it
was mainly those features compatible with Anglo-Norman principles
that the English adopted from the wealth of French architectural
forms. Not even once was the system of French Gothic accepted as a









under the roofs of the side aisles, a typical English solution that is
linked to Anglo-Norman traditions. There are two reasons for this
hidden buttressing. For one thing English Gothic buildings are
relatively low. The nave of Salisbury is 25.6 meters (84 feet) high,
that of Amiens 43.5 meters (143 feet) high! For another, right until
the end, the English kept up the Norman building method of the mmur
épais, the thick wall. That means that they built extremely powerful
walls which could be split into several layers and tunneled through
with galleries and passages. Both of these features made it possible to
construct main nave vaults of stone with low flying buttresses or with
no buttressing at all. And so they were completely the opposite of the
technically much bolder French Gothic style with its dizzy heights
and skeletonized walls.

However, English Gothic cannot in any respect be seen as a more
modest version of the French. On the contrary: whatever English
architecture may have lacked in height, it made up for in length and
artistic decoration. Old St. Paul’s Cathedral in London, for instance,
attained a length of 179 meters (588 feet). Reims, on the other hand,
was only 139 meters (456 feet) long. In addition, English Gothic
architecture is much richer and more sophisticated in its love of detail
and materials than French Gothic. It seems clear that English patrons
were concerned that their architecture should have as many bays as
possible, and that it should be as resplendent as possible. Perhaps this
situation reflects the general prosperity of the English economy in the
Middle Ages, in particular the extraordinary wealth of the medieval
Church in England (in the 13th century 12 of the 40 most prosperous
bishoprics in Europe were to be found in England). Thus in England
Gothic architecture was not seen as a technical challenge, but as a
decorative system in which walls, vaults, and glass could all be richly
ornamented.

In Salisbury, as in English buildings generally, this love of
decoration can be seen particularly well in the interiors (see
opposite). If one looks eastwards along the nave in Salisbury
Cathedral, then first of all it is the richness of architectural materials
that stands out clearly. Light limestone contrasts with the slender
en-délit shafts, sills, and capitals of a dark, gleaming marble-like
substance. This is the so-called Purbeck marble, a sedimentary
limestone from the south of England that can be polished like marble.
It became increasingly popular in England from the 12th century. If
we add the colorful painting of arch profiles and vaults, and fine
stained-glass windows, then English buildings must have had a
gloriously colorful and costly appearance.

The piers in Salisbury have complex shapes and are surrounded by
many en-délit shafts. They often change shape from bay to bay and,
as a result, demonstrate English inventiveness merely in their
fashioning. These piers bear huge arches with stepped profiles of a
richness that cannot be found anywhere in France. This great variety
of profiles is a result of the English tradition of using the Norman
mur épais, which in this way is concealed by being reduced to a series

of slender, decorative lines. The piers are not connected to the vault
responds, which begin only at the middle story. This truncation of the
responds, which sit on corbels in the form of small carved heads, is
again characteristic of English Gothic. Shafts and vault responds are
not linked together as one common structure, as in French Gothic.
The piers are conceived as independent units within the architecture,
in effect as pieces of sculpture to be seen from all sides. In the middle
story at Salisbury the Anglo-Norman preference for galleries lives on.
The spandrels of the arches are richly decorated with leaf patterns
and rosettes. Even the clerestory above is decorated with a motif
typical of English Romanesque, the stepped triple arcade. The wall at
this point is in two layers and a passage is squeezed between the inner
wall and the outer wall.

Most of the great churches of England were not built at one time
and according to a single unified plan. They were often built bit by
bit and, true to the old Anglo-Saxon tradition, always retained a part
of the earlier building—better to add a few new parts then to tear
down a much-respected old building and start again. Thus many of
England’s Gothic buildings contain fragments from different ages,
with bits of very different plans often standing side by side. In the
course of the following overview of the development of Gothic
architecture in England, we will frequently encounter the co-
existence of several buildings within a single structure.

Early English, Decorated, Perpendicular: The Main Periods

of English Gothic

English Gothic architecture can be divided into three main periods,
which do not correspond exactly to the Early, High, and Late Gothic
familiar to those who live in Continental Europe. The terminology of
English Gothic was established in 1817 in the book An Attempt to
Discriminate the Architectural Styles of English Architecture by
Thomas Rickman, and has proved valuable even today. Each of the
three periods begins with an adoption of a French Gothic feature
which is then transformed by being made to conform to local
architectural traditions.

Early English describes the first period, from roughly 1170 to
1240. To this early stage belongs the choir of Canterbury Cathedral,
which was started by a French architect from Sens and used elements
from Sens, St.-Denis, and other buildings of French Gothic. The
second period, from roughly 1240 to 1330, is known as the
Decorated period. This begins with the restoration of Westminster
Abbey, which mostly derives from the cathedral of Reims. Finally, the
Perpendicular period marks the last and longest period of English
Gothic, roughly 1330 to 1530. Although it has its roots in the French
Rayonnant style, Perpendicular was the English style least influenced
by French Gothic.
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Westminster Abbey: New Ideas From France at the King’s Request
Westminster Abbey in London has a special place in the history of
medieval architecture in England. Begun in 1245, it was built at the
request of one single client, King Henry III. He financed the building
almost completely out of his own pocket. His ancestor Edward the
Confessor (1042-66) had been buried in the Romanesque church. He
had been canonized in 1161, but his cult became popular only under
Henry III. The king was trying to strengthen the position of the
English monarchy against a powerful France. Edward the Confessor
was his trump card in this, for French kings at this time could still not
produce an official saintly ancestor.

The rebuilding of Edward’s burial place was therefore a part of
major political endeavors to enhance the status of the English royal
house. The new Westminster Abbey was not only to be one of the
most splendid churches of Christendom but it was also, even more
importantly, to stand comparison with the great French cathedrals. In
this way, Westminster Abbey became the most French of English
Gothic church buildings.

The king employed an architect by the name of Henry of Reyns.
Once again the name is puzzling: is Reyns a village in England, or
Reims in the fle-de-France? Was Henry perhaps an Englishman who
had studied in the masons’ lodge in Reims? Or was he, like William
of Sens, a Frenchman who had to adapt himself to English building
practices? In spite of various restrictions, the master mason Henry
created a French-style polygonal choir whose apse formed five sides
of an octagon, an ambulatory with radiating chapels (see opposite,
left), and an aisled transept. The elevation, with its soaring arcade,
shallow middle story, and high clerestory, is also in keeping with
French models (see opposite, right).

The most striking feature of the choir is its height. No English
religious building had reached 32 meters (105 feet) until then; Reims
was 38 meters (125 feet) high. In addition, there is in Westminster an
element which had been completely unknown in English Gothic
architecture until that time: tracery in the gallery and a thin-walled
clerestory, which now had no wall-passage. Large rose windows with
openwork spandrels decorate the transept facades. Outside, a system
of flying buttresses supports the walls of the high nave.

The most important French model for Westminster was, as the
name of the master builder may well imply, Reims Cathedral,
although in the middle of the 13th century its architecture had
already been superseded by the innovations of the Rayonnant style.
But for Henry III the political significance was what counted: Reims
was the cathedral for the coronation of French kings and
Westminster was to fulfil this function for the English monarchs.

Henry the master mason was also acquainted, however, with the
latest developments in Amiens and Paris. In Paris he and his patron
were particularly impressed by the Ste.-Chapelle, which the French
king, Louis IX (1226-70), later St. Louis, had built specially for the
relic of Christ’s crown of thorns. The characteristic tracery windows
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Ground plan
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of spherical triangles in the Lower Chapel of the Ste.-Chapelle are
found again in the gallery of Westminster Abbey. The rich interior
decoration of the Paris chapel also appears to have inspired the
builders of Westminster, who decorated the entire surfaces of the
walls of the abbey church with small carved rosettes (diaper work),
which they gilded and painted. They placed figures everywhere, on
the corbels, on the spandrels of the blind arcading, and on the end
walls of the transepts. Westminster Abbey was one of the most
magnificently decorated buildings of the Middle Ages. It was in effect
a vast reliquary enclosing the shrine containing the bones of Edward
the Confessor.

In spite of this close connection with French Gothic architecture,
on close inspection Westminster Abbey, like Canterbury Cathedral
before it, remains an English building. Individual French elements
were selected, but immediately merged with English traditions. Thus
the middle story is not a triforium, as one would expect in a French
High Gothic cathedral, but a gallery in the English style. The
typically Anglo-Norman double layering is also in evidence here, as
there is double tracery in the openings going into the gallery space.
The supports of the arcade arches follow the pattern of the French
pilier cantonné, yet they are made entirely of Purbeck marble, and
their shafts, like the piers in the nave of Salisbury, are en délit.

This blend of English and French Gothic makes Westminster
Abbey a truly eclectic monument, a fact that can be explained only by
the clear aims of its royal patron. English tendencies increased in the
course of the building process. Henry of Reyns was succeeded in
1253 by the master mason John of Gloucester, and the latter in 1260
by Robert of Beverley. Under them the piers in the nave received
additional shafts and the vault acquired tierceron ribs. At the
dedication in 1269, the choir, the transept, and the four eastern nave
bays of the abbey, as well as large parts of the splendid decoration,
were complete. After the death of the royal patron in 1272, however,
the building was left unfinished. The nave was completed after 1375,
and the west front as late as the 18th century.
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Church Architecture North of the Loire: Tradition and Innovation
The architectural creativity of France in the period after the building
of the great cathedrals of Early and High Gothic is not given the
credit it deserves, either in research or in our cultural consciousness.
According to long-standing prejudice, after the death of St. Louis in
1270 architects no longer created anything essentially new. At the
end of the 19th century Georg Dehio used the term “doctrinaire” to
characterize the ecclesiastical architecture of France from about 1270
to 1400. According to him, architects of this period were admittedly
capable of achieving remarkable technical feats: the practical experi-
ence they had amassed in structural matters had been boldly exploited,
and the cutting of stone had never been closer to perfection. But their
creations, he argued, were uninspired, their lifeless effects lacking any
true originality. In place of creative imagination had come cold intel-
lect and artificial refinement. Was there really a form of Gothic
academicism during this period?

It is certainly true that after the rebuilding of the abbey of St.-
Denis in 1231 church architecture had reached such a degree of
excellence and compositional logic that it could hardly be surpassed.
St.-Denis had been transformed into a fine, cage-like structure in
which wall space had been reduced to the spandrels in the arcade and
in the triforium. The process of unifying the various architectural
elements had reached its limit. Thus the shafts in front of the wall
carry the front side of the piers on up to the vault, while the tracery of
the triforium and the upper windows merge together into one light
and uniform background. All the major French buildings of the
basilica type after the 1240s are indebted to the newly built St.-Denis.
This abbey church set a standard of excellence below which the
commissioners of new buildings could not fall. As a consequence, the
abbey of St.-Denis brought about a standardization of major eccle-
siastical building in France for the next 150 years. It would be wrong,
however, simply in view of the formal richness and variety of archi-
tectural achievements of this period, to speak of a descent into the
doctrinaire, or even the decadent, unless we are to regard refinement
and elegance as negative qualities.

The architectural elements that were developed further were
mainly the piers and the tracery. The cruciform pier of St.-Denis, with
the columns set into the right angles of the cross, was based on the
Romanesque pillar. This refinement of an essentially outmoded type
of pillar was not destined to succeed. The general development went
in the direction of the clustered pier, where the surface of the core was
enhanced by the regular alternation of small slender columns and
cavettos. The tracery, which in St.-Denis was still composed of four
lancets and three round windows, became increasingly complex in
the succeeding period. The number of units was increased and, in the
crown, complex curves, as well as rounded triangles and rectangles,
were introduced in a great variety of combinations.

For the larger episcopal and abbey churches, the principle of the
three-storied elevation (that is, a nave with arcades, triforium, and



clerestory) remained as a legacy of the “classic” cathedral. But for
over 50 years after St.-Denis, no building as large as the classic
cathedral was undertaken in the northern half of France. The reason
for this was probably the fact that extensive building work had
already been carried out: most cathedrals north of the Loire had been
renovated fully or partially during the previous hundred years.

When in 1287 the cathedral of Ste.-Croix in Orléans (see right)
was begun, it was meant to surpass the classic High Gothic cathedral
in its impressive height and breadth. All the longitudinal parts were
planned with four aisles, the choir with six bays, and the apse with
nine radiating chapels, a record-breaking achievement in architec-
tural luxury since that number had never been reached before. Most
of the building work was done between the late 13th and early 16th
centuries, though the work has never been completed. Of the original
building only the radiating chapels, the exterior walls of the side
aisles of the choir, and two full-height nave bays (the middle two of a
total of six) are preserved today. Everything else was destroyed by
Huguenots in 1568. On the whole the new building, which on
account of its consistent adherence to Gothic forms represents an
early and outstanding case of historicist architecture, kept faithfully
to the character of the two remaining bays of the Late Gothic. Admit-
tedly these date from the 16th century and in individual detail, above
all in the composition of the tracery, they certainly deviate from the
original late 13th- and early 14th-century choir, which has been lost.
In their main features, however, the Late Gothic bays continue the
architecture of the original choir. In the radiating chapels, moreover,
the builders preserved the original character of the late 13th-century
church, which dates back to the Paris architecture of the 1240s.

Right down to individual details, therefore, Ste.-Croix conjures up
once again the Gothic of the early 13th century. The large number of
very narrow sides of the polygon in the main apse recalls the choir in
the cathedral of Chartres while on the outside the buttressing, with
its harp-like combination of two flying buttresses, is modeled on the
buttressing of the choir at Amiens. The elevation of the nave, in
which the triforium occupies a roughly central position between the
arcades and clerestory and is not linked to the latter, can be under-
stood as a return to the designs at Soissons, Chartres, and Reims. On
the other hand, there are also modern features: the triforium is set in
a rectangular frame as at Meaux and Cologne, and in its original
arcades Ste.-Croix must have possessed clustered piers. All in all, this
testifies to a free selection of elements, a process that from that point
on was to be a central feature of Gothic architecture.

The buildings in which there is a consistent development of the
architecture of St.-Denis are in Normandy. This area above all, with
its regional style strongly indebted to Early English, had long resisted
French High Gothic. Yet around 1300 the architecture of the region
became one of the finest expressions of the elegant Parisian style
rayonnant. With the choir of the cathedral of Notre-Dame in Evreux
(see page 158, left), a work of exquisite beauty, the renovation of the

Orléans, Cathedral of Ste.-Croix, begun 1287
Interior (below)
Ground plan (left)

preceding Romanesque building from the early 12th century was
completed. It had been substantially damaged by the troops of King
Philippe-Auguste in 1195 and 1198 during the conquest of
Normandy by the French monarch. As early as the beginning of the
13th century there was talk of rebuilding, but work must have got
underway only around 1250. A contract concluded in 1253 between
the bishop and canons of Meaux and master builder Gautier de
Varinfroy sets down that the latter did not have to work longer than
two months per year in the stonemasons’ lodge of Evreux. This
contract relates to the construction of the triforium and clerestory in
the nave, in other words the parts that Gautier built onto the
remaining Romanesque arcade area. There is no record relating to
the start of work on the choir, which was planned as a completely
new building.

With its Gothic stories, the central nave is considerably broader
than the original Romanesque nave. Nevertheless, those responsible
never thought of demolishing the old nave, as from the beginning
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OPPOSITE: Guy de Dammartin
La-Ferté-Milon, castle, 1398-1407 Poitiers, ducal palace
West side Fireplace wall in the Great Hall,

late 1380s

Guy de Dammartin entered the service of the Duke de Berry shortly
before 1370, and in Poitiers at the end of the 1380s he restored the
Early Gothic palace of the duke’s forebears, the dukes of Aquitaine.

The showpiece of this work was the famous fireplace wall with
which the narrow southern end of the great hall was newly closed off
(see above). The three-part fireplace stands at the top of several steps,
like the backdrop of a stage. The gallery above the fireplace was for
the use of musicians. A five-part composition of tracery windows
with decorated gables fills the upper half of the wall. The fireplace is
composed of three separate layers. In the front layer stand the two
spiral staircases that overlap the outermost windows. The three
middle windows, separated by tall pinnacles, form the second layer.
The outermost layer of the wall is defined by glazed lancet windows
between which the chimneys rise up. These three chimneys darken
the central sections of the three middle tracery windows that form the
second layer. Here the play with different wall levels is ingenious.
How greatly the patron identified with the monarchy is shown by the
statues of Charles VI and Queen Isabelle that stand on the central
pinnacles, framed in turn by the statues of the patron and his wife,
Jeanne de Boulogne, on the outer pinnacles.

After the Duke of Berry, his nephew Louis, the Duke of Orléans,
was one of the most active patrons of this period. Of the half dozen
castles that he renovated or constructed during the period from 1392
to his death in 1407, Pierrefonds, which was rebuilt by Viollet-le-Duc
in the 19th century, was the most lavish. Louis’ intention was not so
much to create defendable strongholds as to have comfortable and
prestigious residences at his disposal on his visits to his various
estates. With Louis d’Orléans, as with Jean de Berry, the step from
castle to palace was taken: the fortress had become a country house.
This transition is especially evident in the castle of La-Ferté-Milon
(see opposite), the building of which stopped in 1407 after the death
of the duke. Between the two half-cylindrical, almond-shaped central
towers of the west wall a gigantic gateway with a pointed arch opens
up. Above this, and situated in a rich architectural frame, is a relief
with a theme popular around 1400, the Assumption of the Virgin
into Heaven. The use of religious iconography on a castle gateway is
very unusual. It is possible that the patron meant his castle to be seen
as a secular version of the Heavenly Jerusalem.

After Jacques Coeur, the court banker of King Charles VII
(1422-61), had been raised to the nobility in 1441, he had a palace
constructed in Bourges that surpasses all town houses of the late
Middle Ages (see page 168, left). The west wing of the building,
which is in the shape of an irregular quadrangle, has a castle-like
extension that uses part of the Gallo-Roman town wall. The east
wing and its main portal, on the other hand, create the impression of
a palace rich in architectural features. On the roof, a lavish window
surmounted by the royal insignia and framed by pinnacles, and, on
the staircase tower, the traceried windows of the upper floor stand
like elaborate pieces of church architecture. In the canopy above the
great entry arch there was originally an equestrian statue of
Charles VII. In adorning his house in this way with the royal insignia
and the representation of the sovereign, this rich ennobled bourgeois
was both demonstrating his fidelity to his employer and placing
himself squarely among the members of the nobility. It is no surprise
that, in half-open false windows next to the niche with the horseman,
the new noble and his lady are watching out for their overlord.

The prestige of the Ste.-Chapelle, constructed by St. Louis, led to
some patrons having such a chapel built in their castles or palaces.
The indispensable requirement for this was the acquisition of a relic
of the Holy Passion. Frequently the Ste.-Chapelle in Paris was also
the architectural model, as it clearly was for the Ste.-Chapelle in the
castle of Vincennes (see page 168, right, and page 169). King Charles
V (1364-1380) began the building of this chapel in 1379, even before
he had founded a seminary for it. In 1422, the year his successor,
King Charles VI, died, this chapel stood complete apart from the
roof, the buttress piers, and the vault; these were added between
1520 and 1550. The Ste.-Chapelle of Vincennes shows in many of its
windows, constructed from about 1380 to 1420, early forms of the
style flamboyant. This name for French Late Gothic is derived from
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Late Gothic Architecture in the Netherlands: Architecture as an
Expression of Civic Self-Confidence

Historically, the Netherlands, or the Low Countries, covered what is
now Holland, Belgium, and the northernmost part of France.
Throughout the Middle Ages the Netherlands formed a distinctive
cultural entity even though it was divided linguistically and politi-
cally. Thus the king of France ruled over Dutch-speaking Flanders,
while French-speaking Hennegau and Brabant and Holland belonged
to the Holy Roman Empire.

The decisive influence on the art and architecture of the Nether-
lands was the exceptional economic success the area enjoyed during
the late Middle Ages, with early forms of industrialization and capi-
talism developing from the end of the 13th century, particularly in the
cloth and wool industries. As part of a developed money economy,
the ruling groups in the towns and cities became economically and
politically powerful, and through their unprecedented wealth sought
to create imposing monuments to their success. These often took the
form of fine buildings, secular as well as sacred. In areas where stone
was available, this led, from the 14th century onwards, to buildings
distinguished by rich architectural ornamentation. In the coastal
areas of Flanders and Holland, on the other hand, where there was an
absence of stone, a brick architecture was created which in its monu-
mental sparseness reflected on an aesthetic level the somber
monotony of the flat landscape.

From the beginning, the Gothic church architecture of the
Netherlands was modeled on the major cathedrals in the neigh-
boring regions of France—Artois, Picardy, and Champagne. Thus as
early as the beginning of the 13th century the large churches built in
the area of the Schelde and Maas were based on the typical French
design—a large aisled church with transepts, choir, and ambulatory,
whose nave was three stories high (arcades, triforium, and clere-
story). This model was nevertheless simplified in one important
respect: instead of being supported by piliers cantonnés, the arcades
are supported by simple round columns. The decisive factor here
was probably less the sturdy round column used in many earlier,
12th-century French buildings than the slim pillar-like support
which, on the threshold between Early and High Gothic, was used in
Soissons Cathedral as well as in some Cistercian churches (for
example Longpont and Villers-la-Ville).

A particularly beautiful example of Early Gothic architecture in
the Netherlands is the collegiate church of Notre-Dame in Dinant on
the Meuse, in what is now Belgium (see above, left). Built between
1227 and 1247, the choir, when measured against contemporary
buildings in the heartland of French Gothic, displays some old-
fashioned characreristics such as group windows instead of tracery
windows and vault ribs that rest on corbels. The triforium, however,
with its slim arcades, is similar to those at Soissons, Chartres, and
Reims. The slender columns of the arcades in the apse, allowing an
unobstructed view of the large windows in the ambulatory (which
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Dinant, Notre-Dame, 122747
Ground plan (left)

Huy, Notre-Dame, 1311-77
Choir

has no chapels), are particularly refined. Here the area behind the
choir arcades was translated into an elegant light-filled shell, a char-
acteristic feature of French architecture since Abbot Suger’s abbey
church of St.-Denis.

The former collegiate church of Mecheln, now a cathedral, was
started with the choir in 1342 (see opposite, left). Here a church type
was created which was to be repeated many times, a type character-
ized both by the adoption of the style of 13th-century French cathe-
drals (though without the two towers at the west front) and by the
use, above all in the interior, of a rich decoration consisting mostly of
delicate tracery elements. The ground plan of ambulatory with seven
radiating chapels and the three-story elevation of the nave followed
classic French models.

Particularly in its columns, the collegiate church of Notre-Dame
in Huy (see above, right), built between 1311 and 1377, also follows
the Soissons example from the late 12th century. But the thin, grid-
like triforium arcades, as well as the gallery in front of the clerestory,
are probably derived from the regional Gothic architecture of
Burgundy. The choir in the form of an apse without ambulatory,
as well as the two mighty towers flanking the choir, are reminiscent
of 13th-century churches in Lorraine (for example Toul Cathedral
and St.-Vincent in Metz). On the outside, there is an impressive east
end which provides a clear contrast between the slender soaring
windows of the completely glazed choir and the flat square towers,
with their ponderous succession of low stories whose windows are
for the most part blind.

The strong round columns, the only element of regionalism here,
form the solid foundation of a delicate, filigree architecture. A thin,
closely interlaced, network of tracery was used to cover the inside of
the building with a single coherent layer, which appears not only on
the usual elements of the elevation, but also on the spandrels of the
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Gothic Architecture of the
“German Lands”
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The Nature of German Gothic

The Gothic architecture of northern France was not taken up quickly
in Central Furope. Once it had become established, however, it
became almost indigenous. It is no surprise that Gothic architecture
was for a long time thought to be a German creation. Nineteenth-
century art history put paid to that idea, but in this cultural area
Gothic art continued for some time to be seen as the natural expres-
sion of the German spirit.

The character of German Gothic architecture, often misinter-
preted for a variety of reasons, is subtle. We might therefore consider
a few problems in advance, though without going into too many of
the finer points of art history. Gothic architecture did not primarily
establish a completely new cathedral form, bat rather a vocabulary
for the development of a whole visual culture, one that enriched
architecture and gave it a new depth. In the Gothic architecture of
northern French cathedrals—which cannot of course be seen as the
only form of Gothic architecture—the technical and expressive
aspects of architecture were developed by each new building. Thus
building tasks that had not been very successfully carried out pre-
viously, such as the construction of a tower, were solved efficiently and
eloquently in Gothic construction. The direct influence of such solu-
tions on German architecture can be seen in the Cathedral in Breisgau.
Cologne Cathedral, on the other hand, reveals a more original and
independent response to Gothic. Here the choir, though modeled on
the choir at Amiens, represents anything but a passive reception of
French Gothic, for it refines its model in many points of internal and
external construction. This led to the creation of a cathedral choir
that is seen as the quintessence of the Gothic choir. At Amiens
Cathedral, by contrast, the choir was far less successful, though the
nave wall came close to perfection.

Among the other important achievements of Cologne Cathedral
are the dual towers of the west front. Designed shortly after the choir,
they already represent a marked divergence from French Gothic.
Similarly, the huge elevation of the west front (see page 202) is
without doubt the most original design of the Middle Ages (it was for
financial rather that technical reasons that it was never completed).
Likewise, the uncompleted southwest tower, on which building work
was resumed in the 19th century, was to be the largest and most
daring of all medieval towers.

The relationship of Cologne Cathedral to other church buildings
of German Gothic was completely different from the much closer
relationship that existed between French cathedrals. No church on
German soil follows the Cologne type closely, though many of its
elements provided the basis for the creation of diverse and highly
original buildings in which quotations from Cologne appeared in
new contexts. The double aisles, for example, might be quoted in
order to create the effect of a hall church, while the clerestory,
columns, tracery, and many other elements were also used, notably in
the churches of Minden, Liibeck, Verden, Wetzlar, and Oppenheim.



Of significance here is the fact that, unlike French Gothic architec-
ture, the Gothic architecture of Germany is not fully represented by
cathedrals, that is, bishop’s churches. Not that there were no Gothic
cathedrals built in the Empire—Magdeburg, Strasbourg, Halber-
stadt, Prague, and Regensburg are examples. But Gothic architecture
tended to be used for churches similar to cathedrals in style but not
built as cathedrals: Xanten, Aachen, Erfurt, Ulm, Berne, Frankfurt
am Main, Vienna, Kutna Hor4a, and others. Even more common are
churches that are built with the dimensions of a cathedral but not in
the “cathedral style,” such as Liibeck, Rostock, Gdansk (Danzig),
Stralsund, Cracow, and Munich, the St. Nicholas churches in Wismar
and Stralsund, St. Peter in Riga, St. Martin in Landshut, St. Peter and
St. Paul in Gérlitz, St. Ulrich in Augsburg, St. Anne in Annaberg, and
very many others.

One of the most important problems is the issue of major German
cathedrals not built in the northern French cathedral style, a group
which includes Liibeck, Verden an der Aller, Schwerin, Augsburg,
Wroctaw (Breslau), and Meissen. Whether or not any type of church,
cathedral or parish church, appears “in the guise of a cathedral”
depended on a specific set of circumstances, circumstances that can
be explained only on an individual basis. But the fact that so many of
these church buildings were not in the cathedral style is itself an
important indication that German church architecture points in a
different direction from French Gothic. This can be seen in the rela-
tionships between the bishop’s churches. Just as the power structures
in France were increasingly centralized, so religious architecture was
increasingly unified (of course this still allowed a great deal of variety
in French Gothic architecture). In Germany, by contrast, bishops
often enjoyed greater independence, politically and architecturally.

So what we understand today as the architecture of the “German
lands” (which was something quite specific, despite regional varia-
tions and the discontinuities of political geography) was quite distinct
from the architecture of France. This is true even though German
church architecture in the Gothic era can at first glance be seen as a
simplification of the northern French version. Its forms are generally
clearer and its structures fundamentally simpler: many German
Gothic churches do not possess a transept, ambulatory, or radiating
chapels while, in terms of elevation, many are constructed as hall
churches (in which the aisles are as high, or almost as high, as the
nave). As hall churches have a self-supporting structure, this means
that the buttressing needed for the clerestory of a basilica church
(pier buttresses and flying buttresses) is unnecessary. It also means
that there is rarely a triforium between the arcade and the clerestory.
Even in such an overpowering basilical structure as the cathedral in
Magdeburg, which has a tall and clearly defined clerestory, there are
no flying buttresses (see page 106). Basilicas such as Ulm Minster and
St. Nicholas’ Cathedral in Liineburg were given flying buttresses as
late as the 19th century, but more to complete them stylistically than
to provide support.

Also largely absent from German architecture are the monumental
portals with their elaborate sculpture cycles which played such an
important role in French Gothic. The few that do exist, such as
Magdeburg or Freiburg, are overwhelmed by the fagade. This
reveals another important difference between the Gothic art of
Germany and that of France. In Germany the portal was denied a
central role in the design as a whole but as a consequence German
sculpture acquired an extraordinary richness, concentrated on the
interior, where it had greater freedom to develop and was far less
dependent on specific architectural features. There are a few exam-
ples of German portal sculpture, such as the Frauenkirche in Nurem-
berg or St. Kilian in Korbach, but it is no coincidence that the finest
German portal is Strasbourg, the German cathedral closest to France.

But if so many of the characteristics of “true” Gothic are missing,
what are the distinctive characteristics of German Gothic architec-
ture? The political and religious objectives associated with Gothic
architecture in Germany were on the whole quite different from those
determining the building of churches in France. Thus it is unreason-
able to point to the absence of specific architectural developments
elsewhere, developments not relevant in Germany because of
different historical circumstances. One example is the absence of
complicated apses with ambulatories and radiating chapels, which
occur seldom in the Romanesque architecture of Central Europe and
are a rarity in its Gothic architecture. Equally, there are features of
German Gothic, such as the double choir, which one would not
expect to find in a French cathedral.

Whenever German architects adopted the Gothic architecture of
northern France they distanced themselves from it in order to embark
on new artistic directions. In doing so, they brought about an
extraordinary enrichment of European architectural history. We
might even say that in many cases German Gothic architects began
where French architects left off.

Thus it is wrong to interpret the various developments of German
Gotbhic architecture as “a particular lack of unity,” as claimed by the
architectural historian Norbert Nussbaum. We need to look at
German Gothic architecture in terms of its own distinctive identity
and cultural geography, not at how it deviated from any “standard”
form of Gothic but at how it developed historically—and, most
significantly for German architecture, where.

This brings us to another issue. Largely because of 20th-century
history, the whole question of “German” Gotbhic is a difficult one for
many German historians (of whom this writer is one by academic
training, but not by nationality). It is true that the history of the
German empire was, as Ernst Schubert has observed, the history of
“an empire without a capital,” in which diversity was more signifi-
cant than centralization. The empire lacked the structures necessary
for creating a coherent state, in particular, the continuity provided by
a clearly defined dynasty. Moreover, it is important to realize that
what we understand today as Germany has little or no relevance to
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the corresponding concept in the Middle Ages. The modern notion of
the nation did not exist, and even concepts like “empire” and
“Germany” had quite different meanings.

In looking at the architecture itself, we come to the surprising
conclusion that examples of German Gothic architecture are
preserved in ten countries: Germany, Austria, Switzerland, Italy
(South Tyrol), France (Alsace), Luxembourg, Poland, Latvia, Estonia,
and the Czech Republic. In addition, there are more or less isolated
enclaves such as Transylvania which must be included at least in part.
In Denmark and Sweden, too, Gothic architecture is closely
connected with that of northern Germany. If postwar German his-
torians, sensitive to the feelings of their neighbors, refuse to accept
the idea of “German” architecture beyond the borders of Germany,
for example in Poland and the Baltic, the result is an unjustified
diminution of the subject. As Hans Josef Boker has pointed out, it is
absurd, when attempting to study the architecture of such areas, to
rule out as “somehow inadmissible” the link between, for example,
their Gothic brick architecture and that of northern Germany.

Yet another problem is the remarkable diversity and tenacity of
local cultures in the German Middle Ages. This, together with
the region’s profound political fragmentation, has meant that the
concept of something specifically “German” is hard to grasp. There
are, of course, no simple solutions to these problems of definition. Yet
it must be remembered that there were, at least in some regions,
cultural frontiers that were clearly visible in the past. Otherwise a north
German like Hans von Waltenheym would hardly have made the
following remarks in 1474 about the town of Freiburg in Uchtland,
which he described as “the most invincible and fortified town which I
have ever seen... A merry town, half German and half Latin.”

Despite the busy exchange of goods and ideas in medieval Europe,
a deep cultural divide did separate German-, French-, and Italian-
speaking regions. The question of cultural exchange between
German areas and their neighbors such as the Low Countries, the
Scandinavian countries, and above all the states in east-central
Europe is complex. In the case of east-central Europe in particular, it
is not a case of cultural exchange or influence. Here, on the contrary,
there were several historical factors that led to the establishment of a
German architecture by means of a German presence. These factors
include the introduction of Christianity and territorial conquest by
the Teutonic Order of Knights, the presence of the Hanseatic League
(not only on the Baltic coast), and the numerous communities of
German settlers and merchants. Bohemia, now the Czech Republic,
was shaped from 1310 onwards by the accession to power of the
Luxemburg dynasty. This influence was most marked under Emperor
Charles IV (emperor 1355-78), who turned Prague into a major city.
For his principal architectural projects, Charles brought the famous
architect Peter Parler from Swabia. This period, in which “the
periphery became center” (Ferdinand Seibt), was to have a profound
impact on the development of European architecture.
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So the plural “German lands” in this text is intentional. The
singular, if it were more than merely a fiction, is undoubtedly an
expression of modern developments and concerns. The glory of the
Middle Ages is expressed above all in its variety and ever-changing
many-sidedness, a feature which distinguishes that period sharply
from our modern world.

Although there is no formula for recognizing the boundaries of
German Gothic architecture, a view from outside Germany can be
helpful, particularly if this is not from immediately neighboring
countries but from further afield. It is significant that the art historian
Georg Dehio (1850-1932), the great cataloger of German culture,
came from Tallinn in Estonia, that distant Hanseatic enclave whose
culture was closely linked to that of the German heartland. It was
precisely his view from the periphery that enabled him to develop a
sharpened sense of the great variety and vitality of German architec-
tural forms and cultural landscapes, to evaluate them objectively, and
to integrate them into a whole.

If there is one thing above all that characterizes the Gothic archi-
tecture of central and northern Europe, it is its lack of an inherent
classicism, indeed the absence of any reference at all to the classicism
of antiquity. In view of the clear desire during the Middle Ages to
recreate the Roman Empire in the form of the Holy Roman Empire,
this lack of classicism may seem paradoxical. Architecture and visual
culture as a whole, even the imperial eagle, that most Roman of
motifs, were transformed north of the Alps into something diametri-
cally opposed to the classicism of antiquity. Despite the stated inten-
tions, the result was the creation of a culture that was in effect an
independent alternative to antiquity—Gothic art and architecture. It
was a culture which, though the most distinct from classical anti-
quity, was still profoundly European, not least because the initial
impulse came from France, but also because most of Europe was inte-
grated into the structure of the Latin Church. For a graphic summary
of these differences, we need only to set the Pantheon in Rome next
to Freiburg Minster.

It is not my intention to provide a systematic and detailed account
of the spread of German Gothic religious architecture and the subse-
quent innovation in its forms, nor to provide a panorama of a
supposed evolution of German Gothic. Since space is limited, it seems
more sensible to present a selection of religious and secular examples
to illustrate the variety of ideas put into practice and the modernity of
the solutions reached, that is, to focus on the specific, and highly
original, contribution these regions made to European architecture.

Liibeck and the Baltic

The town of Libeck played the leading role in the economic
organization of the Baltic. Between the 13th and the end of the 15th
centuries, it was the most powerful town in that vast geographical
area. This preeminence finds clear expression in the architecture of
the town. A free town of the Holy Roman Empire from 1226, it was
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Gothic Architecture in Italy
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“Is this Gothic really Gothic?” asked art historian Paul Frankl in
1962, gazing at the Duomo, Florence’s cathedral. Even if art
historians since then have replied with an emphatic yes, many still
have doubts about the huge, solid building that possesses so little of
the diaphanous or the ethereal, so little of that “dissolving of the
wall” characteristic of Gothic churches north of the Alps. A further
argument unsettles the stylistic purists: pointed arches and rib vaults,
long seen as defining features of Gothic architecture, were known in
Italy before Gothic itself appeared in France. The Normans in Sicily
took over the pointed arch from Islamic architecture as early as the
end of the 11th century, about the same time as the rib vault was
introduced in Lombardy.

It is now widely agreed that Italian Gothic cannot be measured by
its degree of dependence on France. Art historians established that,
early on in Italy, architectural solutions were found that drew on
traditions quite separate from those developing in France, in
particular the spatial concepts of Roman antiquity. This happened
not in ignorance of northern European models, but in a deliberate
attempt to exploit Italy’s own past. The churches of the Franciscan
and Dominican orders showed the way, with an earthbound weight
and solidity contrary to the weightlessness of French Gothic. The
impression of sublimity is achieved not through soaring naves and
light-flooded choirs, but through carefully balanced ratios and
structural clarity. Even so, the results remain broadly faithful to the
French (above all Cistercian) models, particularly in the ground plan.

Cathedrals, however, found it difficult to accommodate the simpler
requirements of monastic architecture. They had to establish their
place in the cityscape by means of monumentality. Cityscapes were
dominated by the fortress-like town halls, whose crenellated
silhouettes reared up as proud symbols of urban power. It was largely
a striving for self-assertion that stamps the architectural output of all
urban groups: clerical and communal clients vied to construct ever
more lavish and imposing buildings. The rivalry of rich guilds,
powerful bishops, and influential families marked cities, helping to
create the conditions necessary for the rise of Early Renaissance
culture. Considerable value seems to have been placed on the
individuality and originality of a building, in itself another important
factor shaping the unique nature of Gothic architecture in Italy.

There was also within Italy skepticism about—indeed a polemic
against—Gothic architecture. The famous 16th-century architect,
painter, and art theoretician Giorgio Vasari had hard words to say
about northern-inspired buildings that seemed made of paper rather
than stone or marble. This maledizione di fabbriche (accursed
building style), he lamented, was the bane of Italian architecture.
Such works, he fulminated, so clearly different in ornament and
proportion from both the antique and the modern, should be called
German. He believed the style came from the Goths, who, after
destroying the monuments of the classical world, had set about
creating their own barbaric lavoro tedesco (German work).



For Vasari, the friend and champion of Michelangelo, a principal
aim was to separate Renaissance art from medieval art. Yet there was
more to Vasari’s words than that. The term “Goths” was used
throughout the Middle Ages to describe barbaric tribes, especially
those who crossed the Alps into Italy after the collapse of the Roman
empire. Given the contemporary political situation in Florence, under
the Holy Roman (German) Emperor Charles V, Vasari’s polemic
against Gothic acquires an explosive political force over and above the
art-historical aspect. Yet whatever his purpose in making disparaging
comments, he could hardly have known he was bestowing a name on
a whole age. Though he cannot be said to have invented the term, he
was the first to define the maniera gotica (Gothic style), even if
negatively, as a style in contrast to the Classical.

A closely related issue is the development of Late Gothic
throughout Europe. In view of the role played by the Renaissance in
the study of art history, the argument about how to evaluate Late
Gothic raged with particular bitterness. Is the 15th century the
“waning of the Middle Ages,” as the Dutch historian Johan Huizinga
famously claimed, or is it instead to be seen, as “the revolt of the
medievalists” makes clear, as a period that saw the emergence of the
modern? Even today, it is still the differences between Late Gothic
and Renaissance art that are emphasized rather than their
interdependence. In terms of Italian architecture, this means that the
truly gigantic building projects of the declining 14th century—the
Duomo (cathedral) in Milan and the church of San Petronio in
Bologna—are written off as medieval resistance to more up-to-date
trends toward the Classical. Their achievement as monumental
résumés or summae of international building traditions and fore-
runners of the new aesthetic values remains largely overlooked.

Italy in the Late Middle Ages

The regions of the Italian peninsula were united neither politically
nor culturally, while the conflicting interests of Holy Roman Empire
and Church split them into two hostile camps. Southern Italy was
ruled until 1266 by the Swabian house of Hohenstaufen, with
Emperor Frederick IT (emperor 1220-50) creating a state there that
was cosmopolitan in outlook. Antique-style painting and con-
struction projects were combined with the latest Gothic styles, while
the culture of the court embraced Provengal poetry and Arabic
science. After the death of Frederick II’s son Manfred in 1266 and the
beheading of Frederick’s grandson, Conradin, two years later, the
house of Anjou came to power, at the pope’s invitation, a
development that brought powerful French influences to southern
Italy. In central Italy, Rome and the papacy were for the whole of the
14th century in almost continuous crisis. Both the “Babylonian
Captivity” (the displacement of the papacy to Avignon between 1309
and 1377, and the Great Schism (1378-1417), when there were two,
sometimes three popes at one time, threatened the prosperity of the
Eternal City.

The communes of central and northern Italy had as varied a
history, and one anything but peaceful. The death of Frederick II
(1250), which led to the weakening of imperial power in the north of
Italy, allowed cities there to become independent and wealthy. The
population grew and trade and industry flourished, creating the
conditions for the emergence of a lively urban culture. Even so, the
late Middle Ages in Ttaly was a period of harsh crises. Plague
epidemics constantly haunted the cities, beginning with the Black
Death of 1347-52, which claimed vast numbers of victims, probably
one-third at least of the population, while in prolonged civil wars
factions loyal to the Church and those loyal to the Holy Roman
Empire fought each other to exhaustion. This clash between rival
Guelphs (supporters of the pope) and Ghibellines (supporters of the
emperor) caused divisions not only between communes but even
within them. Major cities such as Florence, Siena, and Pisa were
embroiled in war time and again.

Eventually, sickened by the disastrous quarrels of the nobility, the
non-aristocratic bourgeoisie began to organize themselves into guilds
and executive councils. In Florence in 1293, for example, the
Ordinances of Justice were enacted, excluding the nobility and great
landowners from government and placing power with the heads of
the guilds (though the traditional rulers could still wield influence by
entering a guild). However, attempts to set up a degree of popular
rule ultimately misfired, as the control of power remained unstable.
During the 14th century the need for a strong hand became urgent
everywhere. In the end, the bourgeoisie surrendered power to the
nobility and plutocracy only too willingly. In Florence, it was the
banking family of the Medici who sensed its opportunity and
adopted a populist image.

Thus two forms of government confronted each other: the city
republic based on the upper middle classes, as in Florence and Venice,
and powerful princes, often condottieri (mercenary captains), as in
Milan, Ferrara, and Mantua.

Churches of the Mendicant Orders

The Franciscan and Dominican orders were the first to give the
Gothic architecture of Iraly an individual face. In contrast to the
Cistercians, who withdrew to secluded valleys to build their
monasteries, the Franciscans and Dominicans sought contact with
the populace. Their aim was less contemplation than pastoral care
and preaching in the rapidly growing cities. The mendicant orders
responded wholeheartedly to this challenge. Located near city
centers, their spacious churches accommodated large crowds. To be
buried in them ensured the well-to-do heavenly mediation and
intercession of the order’s saints. The ground plan and elevation of
the churches are clear and simple, with ornamental elements reduced
to the minimum. The expansive wall surfaces were used for narrative
fresco cycles which, in conjunction with sermons, served as visual
aids for preaching to the lay congregations.
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As explained earlier in this volume, Early and High Gothic architec-
ture on the Iberian peninsula followed French models closely. The
churches and monasteries built by the Cistercians, together with the
classic cathedrals of Burgos, Toledo, and Leén, adhered to models
that had been tried and tested in northern France. Nonetheless, idio-
syncrasies such as the persistence of Romanesque ground plans or a
taste for Islamic decorative elements led to an early evolution of local
stylistic variants. As almost everywhere else in Europe, however, this
development came to fruition only toward the end of the 13th
century, when a differentiation of regional styles and decorative types
set in on a large scale.

The development of architecture in the Iberian peninsula is
closely linked to the history of the peninsula’s various kingdoms,
which were independent until the 15th century. The date of the
Reconquista (the campaign to drive the Moors from the peninsula)
in different regions thus establishes the earliest possible date for the
first Gothic church buildings. This affected principally the south of
Spain, which came to Gothic architecture very late. On the other
hand, the economic prosperity that developed in the Mediterranean
in the 14th century promoted secular building in Catalonia. Finally,
cultural and dynastic connections with France, England, and
Germany contributed to the development of the architecture of the
Iberian kingdoms. Only in the late 15th century did a national
Spanish style evolve, combining western European Late Gothic,
Mudéjar ornament, and Renaissance forms. It was the style of the
Catholic Kings Isabella I of Castile and Ferdinand V of Aragon (who
came to power in 1474 and 1479 respectively). In Portugal, a
distinct Manueline style developed as a state architecture. The
resounding final chords of Late Gothic architecture were sounded by
the great Spanish and Portuguese cathedrals of the 16th century.
Even as the Renaissance was celebrating its triumph in Italy, these
cathedrals gave proof of the astonishing adaptability of medieval
engineering and the timeless beauty of its creations.

Catalonia

Religious and secular architecture in both Catalonia, part of the
kingdom of Aragon, and the briefly independent kingdom of
Majorca were long considered derivative of French developments.
Both regions, which had become rich and powerful in the late 13th
century thanks to maritime trade, evolved distinctive and high-
quality architecture. The Cistercian monasteries of Santes Creus
(1158), Poblet (1150/62-96), and Valbona de les Monges (1172)
were pioneering buildings that, though they owed their overall design
to the French mother houses, incorporated and developed regional
elements of Romanesque tradition. A later stage in the style (from
1220 onwards) was displayed in another significant building, the
Dominican church of Santa Catalina in Barcelona, a church built
under royal patronage. The monumental hall structure with side
chapels combines southern French spatial structure with High Gothic






Berenguer de Montagut, Ramon Despuig,
Guillem Metge

Barcelona, Santa Maria del Mar, 1328-83
Ambulatory vault

Berenguer de Montagut, who had earlier constructed the cathedral of
Manresa. He was succeeded by Ramon Despuig, then Guillem
Metge, who died before the building was consecrated.

Like most churches of Catalan Gothic, the exterior of Santa Maria
del Mar is compact and plain. The brick walls are articulated by only
two off-sets and flying buttresses emerge from the heavy building
only at the level of the upper story. Even the west front is sober, giving
no indication that it conceals one of the grandest of Gothic interiors.
This interior is overwhelming, not least because of the striking
contrast with the narrow alleys of the Barrio de la Ribera district.
Broad, harmonious proportions and subtle natural lighting lend the
space an almost celestial sublimity. It is unadorned: plain octagonal
piers support the vault, and the moldings are reduced to the
minimum mass so that the architecture can speak for itself. The
simple ground plan follows the tradition of Catalonia and southern
France: there is a nave and aisles, with no pronounced transept, and
the aisles and the chapels between their piers are carried round the
choir, as in the somewhat earlier building of Manresa. The span of
the four nave bays is unusually large. Fourteen meters (45 feet) was a
sensation for the time, surpassed only by the vaulting of the cathedral
in Gerona. The aisles reach almost the same height as the nave, and
give the building the appearance of a hall church. Aesthetically, the
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Barcelona, Santa Maria del Mar
Ground plan

highlight is the arrangement of piers and vaulting in the apse (see
above), which allows sunlight in as if from Heaven.

Hardly less interesting are the parish church of Santa Maria del Pi,
whose ground plan goes back to that of the Dominican church of
Santa Catalina, and the aisleless church of the Poor Clares (begun in
1326 by Ferrer Peiré and Dominec Granyer), in which Queen
Elisenda was buried.

Likewise constructed in the 14th century in Barcelona were two
sensational secular buildings. Between 1359 and 1362, Guillem Carbo-
nell built the Salé del Tinell, the audience chamber of the royal palace
(see opposite, top). This monumental aisleless structure is impressive for
its bold roof structure: a truss roof rests on six huge transverse arches
that, almost reaching the ground, span the enormous distance of 33.5
meters (109 feet). The lateral thrust is absorbed by buttresses on the
exterior walls. The models for the structure, found only in Catalonia,
were presumably the dormitories and refectories of monasteries such as
Santes Creus or Poblet. This structure was used in more modest forms in
numerous council chambers.

In the Drassanes, the shipyards, Barcelona possesses a unique
historic industrial monument (see opposite, bottom left). Toward the
end of the 13th century, the Aragonese king Pere el Gran ordered new
shipyards to be constructed because the old buildings had become















OPPOSITE:

Henri and Jacques de Fauran, Guillem Bofill
Gerona, Cathedral of Santa Maria, 1312-1604
Nave (begun 1417) and choir (mid 14th century)

brother Jacques, master mason of Narbonne Cathedral. Though the
chancel was largely completed on the basis of this plan by the middle
of the century, only a few lateral chapels were constructed in the nave.
In 1386 and 1416, commissions of experts were convoked to discuss
whether the building should develop as a nave with aisles or as an
aisleless hall. Doubts as to the practicability of a single vault were
voiced, principally by masons from Barcelona. In 1417, the decision
was nonetheless taken to build an aisleless church, as this would be
“finer and more remarkable.” The argument about the nave in
Gerona reveals, incidentally, a most exciting development: during the
debate aesthetic arguments were raised more and more frequently, in
contrast to considerations of a purely technical nature. It was now
incumbent on the architect Guillem Bofill to construct Gothic
architecture’s largest vault, with a height of 34 meters (110 feet) and
a span of 23 meters (75 feet).

Although the building was completed only in 1604, its creation is
informative, and exemplary for the history of Gothic architecture in
Catalonia. In terms of structural engineering, it represents the perfec-
tion of a type familiar from Barcelona (the cathedral and the churches
of Santa Maria del Mar and Santa Maria del Pi), in which the thrust of
the vault is absorbed by buttresses incorporated into the interior,
which leave space for chapels in between. Externally, the structural
elements hardly project, so that the wall appears as an unbroken
surface. The solidity of the exterior thus corresponds to the amplitude
of the interior, which opens up as a transeptless, aisleless single hall—
or, rather, as a hall with several aisles of approximately the same
height. All forms are reduced to the minimum, wall surfaces are spar-
ingly articulated, and even the supports are carried through into the
load-bearing ribs virtually without a break. The aesthetic appeal of
this architecture is expressed not in the multiplicity of forms used, nor
in their hierarchical intensification. In Catalan Gothic, large spaces
predominate, their unity underlined by a purist simplicity.

Majorca
The kingdom of Majorca, which was independent between 1276 and
1349, reaching far into what is now the south of France, provided
sensational new buildings in the 14th and 15th centuries. The first
steps taken were to transform the Moorish royal palace of Almudaina
into a Christian seat, and to modemize the court in Perpignan.
Following that, the foundations were laid for the main churches in
the capital. Founded in the 13th century, but partially completed only
in the 14th and 15th centuries, the parish church of Santa Eulalia
(begun 1250), the Franciscan church of San Francisco (largely
complete by 1286), and the cathedral of Santa Maria are the most
important monuments of medieval Majorcan church architecture.
The cathedral, built over the Moorish mezquita (mosque), whose
foundation walls were preserved until 1412, is a building that has an
extraordinary effect as a feature of the townscape (see page 274, top).
Anyone approaching the island from the sea is not likely to forget the

Pedro Salva

Palma de Mallorca, Castell Bellver,
1309-14

Courtyard

outline of this Gothic fortress of faith. For its entire length the body
of the church is articulated by a system of massive, close-set
supporting walls and buttresses that lend the 110-meter (358-feet)
sides a graphic verticality reminiscent of iron bars. It is sublime but
defiant. The external buttresses correspond to eight narrow bays in
the interior, which comprises a nave, aisles, and chapels (see page
275). The fourth bay is extended like a transept, while the east end
has straight-ended chapels, one of them projecting a long way
forward because it was originally intended as the royal burial place.
The nave and aisles were built around 1369 using slender octagonal
supports for a 42-meter (136-feet) high vault; the rose window at the
west end was also constructed at this time. The overwhelming space
created allows this interior to be compared with those of the cathe-
drals of Bourges, Beauvais, or Milan. The layout, elegance, and tech-
nical brilliance of the support system suggest that the Catalan master
mason Berenguer de Montagut, who had already been at work on the
cathedral of Manresa and at Santa Maria del Mar in Barcelona, was
summoned to Majorca for this major project. The markedly varying
height of nave and aisles, and the typical external buttressing, how-
ever, also support the notion of north European influences.

Typologically interesting is Castell Bellver, close to Palma, which
was built between 1309 and 1314 by Pedro Salva. The summer resi-
dence of the Majorcan kings, it is a circular defensive building whose
ground plan is punctuated by four massive towers. The two-story
inner courtyard, framed by intersecting Gothic arcading, is charming
(see above). How it fits in with the development of architectural
history has not been clarified. Possible sources include the Castel del
Monte in Apulia in Italy, some 60 years older, or the core building of
the royal palace of Olite in Navarre.

Between 1426 and 1446, the Llotja, or Exchange, of Palma de
Mallorca was built (see page 274, bottom). It is included here as
being exemplary of similar buildings of this type in Valencia and
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Gothic Sculpture in France

The statues that adorn the three portals of the west front of Chartres
Cathedral, the so-called Royal Portal, are widely seen as the epitome
of Early Gothic sculpture. (There were originally 24 statues, but only
19 have survived.) The portals were built between 1145 and 1155
after a fire in the town in 1134 had destroyed parts of the cathedral.
Thus they are not the oldest examples of Gothic sculpture—this is at
St.-Denis, and is nowadays dated to before 1140. Nevertheless, it is
the Chartres sculptures which art historians see as marking a clear
dividing line between Romanesque and Early Gothic sculpture.

From being part of Romanesque wall reliefs, the figures stepped
forward, as it were, from the columns of the portal jambs. With this
step forward—the reason for which art historians are still unable to
determine conclusively—these statues at Chartres signal the begin-
ning of a new era in sculpture. Though they cannot yet be described
as free-standing, the statues, carved together with their columns from
single blocks of stone, are almost fully rounded. Though firmly inte-
grated with the architectural elements of the portal, they give the
impression of being independent and have a distinctive aesthetic
appeal that derives above all from their elongated forms, clothed in
the rich courtly dress of the period. About their bodies the exquisite
silken material falls in long vertical folds like fine fluting on
columns—so much so that the 19th-century French writer Joris-Karl
Huysmans was reminded of sticks of celery! Though this comparison
drawn from nature may have a comical ring, it contains an element of
truth: these figures reveal a new way of seeing nature, indeed a new
way of seeing humanity.

Gazing at these column statues on the jambs of the central portal of
the west front of Chartres, one is immediately aware of the contrast
between, on the one hand, the contained, columnar form of the sculp-
ture and the almost ceremonial stylization of the poses, and, on the
other, the fact that each figure has its own, almost individual, char-
acter. An example of this individuality is provided by a slender queen
with youthful long braids on the left jamb of the central portal, who
corresponds to another queen, on the right-hand jamb, whose
rounded abdomen shows her to be a woman of mature years.

There have been many attempts to go further still and to interpret
the facial expressions of the jamb figures. In the mid 19th century the
French architect and influential restorer of medieval buildings
Viollet-le-Duc claimed that these heads had “the character of
portraits.” He wrote of one of the prophets on the center portal:
“This eye is inclined to become ironic, this mouth despises and
mocks.” He continued: “there is about this whole figure a mixture of
firmness, greatness, and acuity. In the raised eyebrows there is even
frivolity and vanity, but also intelligence and coolness at moments of
danger.” Such characterizations—which often reach very different
conclusions—continue, and have produced a rich literary harvest,
especially in the age of psychology. Certainly there had been nothing










































Reims (Marne), cathedral of Notre-Dame,
North transept, detail of the facade

the left. Principles of classical sculpture such as contrapposto (the
twisting of the figure in opposite directions) have