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Introduction

Purpose and Organization of Guide

PURPOSE

During our visits to various Gothic cathedrals and churches over the years no guide has provided enough information in a non-technical style. Nearly all guides seem fall into three categories: a) a brief glossy brochure consisting mainly of pictures of a cathedral’s interior, and maybe the sculpture on the front; b) a Xeroxed one- or two-pager with a few facts; or c) a very thorough, and relatively technical treatment of a given set of cathedrals. What is needed is more background plus the highlights of each church, and less technical detail. The present guide hopes to fill that gap for 14 selected Gothic cathedrals and churches for visitors who want something informative but reasonably short and non-technical.

 

ORGANIZATION

Before getting into detail about each cathedral or church, this guide opens with a background section for those who wonder about questions such as: Who built these? Why? How? Who paid? The answers to these questions are focused primarily on medieval context—the historical, economic, political, religious, or social nature—of the Gothics. Although this information is needed for understanding them, this material can be skipped by those already knowledgeable, or simply uninterested. Also included is a glossary of architectural terms peculiar to Gothic religious buildings to help readers understand the complexity of these buildings.
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Cathedral and Church Selection Criteria

When it came to selecting which cathedrals to include for this guidebook, we selected France because it has the greatest number of Gothic churches of any country. The 14 cathedrals and churches included are located in different parts of France. They are: Notre-Dame Paris; Chartres Cathedral; Basilica of St. Denis; Amiens Cathedral; Rouen Cathedral; St. Maclou Church; St. Ouen Church; Reims Cathedral; Laon Cathedral; Bourges Cathedral; Troyes Cathedral; St. Madeleine Church; St. Urban Church; and Albi Cathedral.      

Many of these churches are world famous, and each one has something special about it. For example, Notre Dame Paris is easily the most well-known and most-visited Gothic cathedral in the world; Chartres is famed for its windows, and is said to be the best preserved cathedral in France; St. Denis was the original Gothic model and the burial place of royalty; Reims was where French kings were crowned; and Amiens has the highest ceilings of all cathedrals. As a perfectly completed cathedral, Bourges stands out. Laon Cathedral and the churches in Troyes are remarkable in their own unique ways, and are the gems in these marvelous old towns. Albi is the odd-cathedral-out: it is like no other. And so forth. The particular qualities of each of the 14 cathedrals and churches are presented below according to the region where they are located. 

Some are labeled cathedrals, some churches, and two—St. Denis and St. Urban—are basilicas. The only important difference between a church, a basilica, and a cathedral is that the latter is the seat of a bishop. The text uses the terms church and cathedral interchangeably, or simply uses the term church as an aggregate descriptor. See the Glossary for further explanation of these and other terms. 

 

Personal Stories

Years ago, it was around Christmas 1972, one of the authors visited Paris for the first time. Up to that time he had never paid much attention to architecture. He was staying on the Left Bank, only a few blocks from Notre Dame. Its soaring, spiky drama dominated the skyline. He had seen photos of it before but, as is so often the case, the reality of iconic works of architecture is far different and far better. It was mid-morning before he decided to venture inside, just as the sun climbed high enough to cast its wan, yellow light over the town. Standing up close, he was stunned by its sheer mass, by the complex mix of architecture and decoration. Inside, it was silent, dark, hardly any people. The ceiling soared into the shadowed vaults far overhead; a somber mood descended. He walked down the nave towards the choir and sat on a bench. A few minutes later organ music filled the vast inner space. Then rays of winter morning light began to stream through the windows, lighting up only selected spaces, bringing them out of the shadows like spotlights in a drama. He was entranced by the 
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beauty and wonder, the mystery, of it. That scene, that experience, imprinted itself on his memory. That’s when he fell in love with Gothic cathedrals.

The other author’s experience is different. She has always gravitated toward religious buildings, be they Christian churches, Buddhist temples, Islamic mosques, or Jewish temples. Wherever she goes, she cannot resist visiting every one of them. So, our common interest, Gothic churches, has motivated this joint endeavor. 

One question about Gothic churches has perplexed us over the years: What happened in the early 12th century that prompted one of the greatest architectural revolutions in history? An initiative which spread from the Basilica of St. Denis near Paris across Europe, and which resulted in some of the most complex, expensive, and aesthetically special buildings in history. At first, our readings failed to provide a satisfactory explanation. We have been to France many times over the years, and always make it a point to look over and walk through every old church we run across—especially any Gothic (or Romanesque) church in the area. But we soon realized that we had zero idea what we were looking at. 

We finally decided to do something to reduce our ignorance about how these great churches came into being, and to learn what we were seeing. Our vague goal was to visit a few and study why and how these grand buildings were constructed in the Middle Ages. But, we wanted to go beyond the “just-the-facts” approach. We sought to understand why we loved them so much, plumb how we felt when looking at and sitting inside them. We also wished to figure out in what ways each was different, factually and in terms of our own reactions. In doing the fact-finding for our subsequent theme trips, however, we realized that one cannot begin to grasp the sheer complexity of these structures without also understanding the society—the times—before and during which they were built. We now accept that, despite a good deal of reading and reflecting, we had to scale back any idea that brief, one-time visits might be sufficient to master much of anything. So, our background work to that point became only a down payment—a journey—on the road to such comprehension.
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What Is A Gothic Cathedral?

Gothic Architectural Design in History

Broadly speaking, there are four major periods in architectural design which are relevant to Gothic churches: Roman, Romanesque, Gothic, and Renaissance. The following summary is presented in an effort to put Gothic in its historical context.

 

ROMAN

The Romans were great builders, and this included discovering new architectural solutions. The use of earlier vault forms and arches, and the invention of cement, enabled them to achieve unprecedented success in the construction of imposing structures. Examples include: the aqueducts, the Baths of Diocletian and Caracalla, the Coliseum, and the Pantheon in Rome. They wanted their public buildings to impress as well as perform a public function. Romans did not feel restricted by Greek precedents in order to achieve these objectives. Some feel that a major Roman architectural innovation was the Triumphal Arch—a symbol of power which was transformed and utilized by Christians towards the end of the Roman Empire in the West. Roman architects first adopted the arch from the Etruscans, and used it in their own building.

Roman basilicas (from the Greek term basileus, or king, ruler) performed secular functions, such as law courts. The basic design was rectangular, with a nave and two aisles, plus a semi-circular apse. The first Christian churches were sometimes located in abandoned Roman basilicas. There was little evolution in this basic Roman design until the Carolingian period, beginning around 800, when an ambulatory was added to accommodate the crowds, and the addition of bell towers, usually built alongside the church. Up to this time, these churches had little or no statuary, only mosaics and some wall paintings or frescoes.
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ROMANESQUE 

There is no consensus for the beginning date of Romanesque architecture: estimates range from the 6th to the 10th century. It morphed in the 12th century into the Gothic style, marked by pointed arches and the other innovations discussed below. An enormous number of churches were built in the Romanesque period. Most surviving Romanesque buildings are in areas largely unaffected by Gothic enterprise, including parts of southern France, Spain, and Italy. Common features include massively thick walls with few, relatively small openings. Because of the heavy and strong nature of Romanesque walls, buttresses are not a significant feature as they are in Gothic architecture: the walls are the buttresses. The arches used to support openings in Romanesque architecture—such as doors, windows, vaults, and arcades—are nearly always rounded. These churches typically had dark interiors and a heavy stone ceiling, although some ceilings were still made of wood. In addition, most have minimal decoration with low ceilings, barrel vaulting, and heavy columns. Given the small window openings, there is ample wall space for religious paintings. The overall appearance is one of simplicity when compared with the later Gothic buildings. However, by the late Romanesque period (from the late-10th to the early 11th century), churches were making liberal use of statuary, carvings, and decoration. Despite important variations, the style can be identified across Europe.

Prominent examples of French Romanesque architecture include: Autun Cathedral, Cluny Abbey, and Vézeley Abbey in Burgundy; St. Germaine des Près in Paris; and the Conques Abbey in the Southern France. Like so many Gothic buildings, some Romanesque churches are hybrids. Mont St. Michel in Normandy is, for instance, divided into Gothic and Romanesque halves. Another hybrid is the Abbey of St Étienne in Caen, Normandy, which has two huge Gothic-style towers, yet is Romanesque.

 

GOTHIC 

The term Gothic first appeared during the latter part of the Renaissance when it was used pejoratively to describe an architectural style considered crude, rustic, coarse, and uncivilized. The Gothic style evolved slowly at first, then suddenly emerged from the Romanesque at St. Denis, primarily through the piecemeal introduction of the three architectural innovations described below. But, each looks different because it was built at a different time and place to serve a different community. Yet there are common elements within and between Romanesque and Gothic. 

Gothic churches are in practice two churches: one for the people (the areas of the nave, side aisles, transept, and ambulatory) and another for the clergy (the areas of the choir, altar, and rood screen). They are also divided into exterior and interior. On balance, the most important part of a Gothic cathedral—the holy space—is the interior. While the outside matters, the primary goal was to create illuminated interior spaces. In practice, the exterior architectural elements—except for the decoration—are in effect its exposed exo-skeleton. From the 



10  •  selected french gothic cathedrals & churches 




[image: page11]

outside, one sees only what is needed to support the glass and structural forms inside. 

Towers, spires, and buttresses are characteristic of Gothic architecture; the number and positioning being one of the greatest variables. Two towers are the norm in France. In Italy, the tower, if present, is almost always detached from the building—as at the Florence Cathedral—and may be from an earlier structure. An interesting side note is that neither Italy nor Spain ever fully adopted the Gothic style of architecture. And so, except for the cathedrals of Milan and Burgos, few Italian or Spanish churches emphasize verticality. And they don’t have the ornate tracery, huge windows, sculpture, and ribbed vaulting one finds in Gothic designs. 

 

RENAISSANCE

Renaissance architecture developed between the early 15th and early 17th centuries in different regions of Europe. It demonstrated a conscious revival and development of certain elements of ancient Greek and Roman thought and material culture. Stylistically, Renaissance architecture followed Gothic architecture, and was succeeded by Baroque architecture. Developed first in Florence, the Renaissance style quickly spread to other Italian cities, and was carried to France, Germany, England, Russia, and other parts of Europe at different times. It emphasizes symmetry, proportion, geometry, and the regularity of parts. These qualities were the main features of the architecture of classical antiquity and in particular of Rome. The presence of ancient architecture provided an inspiration to artists at a time when philosophy was also turning towards the Classical. 

 

Three Defining Elements of Gothic Architecture

Gothic architectural design is simply a method of supporting a stone ceiling without the sacrifice of light or height, as was the case in Romanesque. The problem was that the heavy stonework of the traditional Romanesque ceilings exerted a tremendous pressure downward and outward on the walls upon which the ceiling rested. To avoid collapse, a building’s vertical supporting walls had to be made extremely thick in order to contain the barrel vault’s outward thrust. In about 1120 medieval masons got around the need for thick walls with a number of brilliant innovations. These included the pointed arch, the ribbed vault, and flying buttresses.

 

POINTED ARCH

The earlier round arches from Roman times were replaced by pointed arches, which distributed thrust in a more downward direction from the topmost point of the arch. The higher the rounded arch, the stronger and thicker the walls must be to support all that weight. Since pointed arches direct far more of the weight down
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ward, toward the ground, they can support much higher and thinner walls. Remarkably, it is estimated that a pointed arch can support up to three times as much weight as a rounded (Roman) arch. 

Determining the origin of the pointed arch is a true detective story. Some say that the origin was sometime in the 8th century. And indeed one extant early example of a pointed arch is in an ancient cistern in what is now Ramla, a town near Tel Aviv. As the story goes, the cistern was commissioned by Caliph Harun al Rashid in 789. Going even further back, the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem—built in the late 7th century—is said to contain the oldest pointed arches in Islamic architecture, even though the points of the arches are subtle. How that innovative design migrated to Medieval Europe is worth pursuing for those interested in architectural history.

 

RIBBED VAULT

The second innovation was the ribbed vault, in which arching and intersecting stone ribs support a vaulted ceiling composed of thin stone panels. This greatly reduced the weight, and the outward thrust of the ceiling vault. Since the vault’s weight was now carried at discrete points rather than along a continuous wall edge, separate, widely spaced, vertical columns and colonettes supporting the ribs could replace the continuous thick walls characteristic of the previous Romanesque style. Some Italian builders had a breakthrough in the 11th century when they found the solution to the chronic shortage of lumber in Lombardy, in addition to concerns about the flammability of the wooden barrel vaults. The solution was to place cut stone ribs across the nave, dividing the ceiling into four triangular compartments. Only a light scaffolding was needed to erect the ribs, after which the ceiling stones could be mortared into place. However, the vaults continued to be made thick and heavy—thus failing to take advantage of the design’s ability to reduce the weight of the roofs and the thickness of the walls. Then, through another of those historical mysteries, in the early years of the 12th century, builders in France saw the architectural advantages of thinner vaults, which then began to appear throughout France. 

 

FLYING BUTTRESSES

The external flying buttresses transfer the outward thrust of the ceiling vaults from the walls to an external buttress pier. As one source has it, the first use of the flying buttress was at Notre Dame Paris in about 1189. Like so many assertions about Gothics, however, this one is certainly wrong. Several sources agree that the origin was earlier. Although not well documented, it seems that sometime in the 10th century, flying buttresses were added to the west face of the Church of Hagia Sophia in Constantinople. This innovation either migrated to Europe or was developed independently. However, external flying buttresses did not appear until the early 
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12th century in Europe; for example, at the Romanesque Cluny Abbey in 1125. They were then used more systematically at the Basilica of St. Denis.

These three innovations enabled Gothic masons to erect much larger and taller churches than their Romanesque predecessors and permitted more complicated floor plans. It was now possible to build extremely tall, thin-walled churches whose interior structural system of columns and ribs reinforced an impression of soaring verticality.
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The Medieval Setting

Introduction

The inescapable question about Gothic cathedrals and churches is how so many of these magnificent, complex, and costly buildings came to be built during a period of less than 400 years. Why did it happen? Where did all that money come from? We read that Europe enjoyed a 200-year warm spell beginning around the year 1000, which allowed agriculture to flourish and encouraged population and commercial growth. Was this the key factor? We wondered, too, how important it was that the people had a deeply held faith in God and a willingness to contribute scarce resources to His glory. Various references document that there are many reasons for this explosion of great buildings, which together add up to a far more complex picture than we could have imagined. The major developments that conspired to make cathedrals happen have their origins in the enormous changes in the system of feudalism, the expansion of commerce, the Crusades, the changes in church-secular relations, in addition to the enduring power of religious faith.

Modern people cannot understand how precarious life was during medieval times—difficult, perilous, even terrifying. The backdrop was one of fear, of violence, bloodshed and brutality, of starvation, of dying, and of anxiety about one’s fate after death. The average life expectancy of ordinary people was no more than 30 years. Throughout, drought, plague, war, and civil unrest recurred. There was also a lack of commerce.

On the bright side, and despite all the discomforts of life in the Middle Ages, these centuries gave us, among other things, printed books, eye glasses, anesthetics, pets, glazed windows, underwear, playing cards, the fireplace, gunpowder, forks, and universities.
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Belief System: Heaven, Hell, Magic, and Witchcraft

In the Middle Ages, Heaven and Hell were not abstractions: the saints were holy and the devil was evil incarnate. The firm belief in miracles created a demand for religious relics of all kinds. And this helps explain the power of relics and the importance of pilgrimages conducted to seek the fulfillment of wishes or even miracles. Inner life was totally influenced by an uncritical belief in magic and witchcraft as well as the spirit world. For instance, people considered cats as agents of witchcraft and incarnations of Satan. As the story goes, they slaughtered so many cats that the rodent population exploded, which is said to have facilitated the spread of the Black Plague. 

Death and afterlife—Heaven and Hell—were omnipresent. This was due in part to the frequency of violence, epidemics, malnutrition, as well as illness and death from accidents or from mysterious causes. These were the fixtures of everyday life. 

While people were often critical of the church and churchmen, they needed them to act as their intermediary with God—a belief that fit nicely with the raison d’être of the church. The most revered church figures were the saints, whose names and images are found everywhere, including the names of churches. Especially popular saints were Stephen, Peter, and Paul. But the most popular of all was the Virgin Mary, Notre Dame. 

Early on the Church was more about preaching fire and brimstone, thereby scaring the Hell into everyone, but not offering succor. While the fear approach may have worked for some, it drove others away. Partly to counteract the alienation, church leaders decided to promote Mary. An important rationale for her elevation was the power of popular belief in her compassion, in her acceptance of even the worst sinners, and because of her accessibility to the common people. However, monastic attitudes towards women were negative, even hostile, based in part on the idea that women were the daughters of Eve, primarily responsible for “man’s fall.” As St. Bernard said, “Eve was the original cause of all evil, whose disgrace has come down to all other women.” Despite their negative attitude towards women in general, even the hardliners were deeply devoted to the Virgin and dedicated their churches to her. To them, Mary was different: she was the woman without sin, a “non-woman woman,” the anti-Eve. 

The sustained veneration of the Virgin developed into what may be called the Cult of Mary, which began towards the end of the 10th century. By the 12th century, she began to appear alone—not always with her son—in church sculptures and windows. She had become a queen—the Queen of Heaven. A series of miracles and legends were attributed to her, and the pilgrims responded. The fame of her miracles—and relics—drew such large crowds of pilgrims that churches had to be expanded. The contributions of the multitudes were used for this purpose.
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How and Why Europe Changed

Europe was overwhelmingly rural during the Middle Ages, and wealth was based upon land, not money. There was little commerce and few towns. Then, due to a number of developments around the year 1000, things started to change for the better, creating the basis for major undertakings, like Gothic cathedrals. One development was the dramatic reduction in pillage and violence, which occurred thanks to the containment of the Norsemen, Saxons, the Muslims in Spain, and the Magyars. The calamitous Hundred Years’ War between the English and the French, which began in the 14th century, would roll back many of these advances.

 

TRADE AND WEALTH  

The establishment of order led to a growth of trade and wealth, which expanded dramatically in the 11th and 12th centuries. Yet, despite these advances, subsistence agriculture continued to occupy 95 percent of the total population. In addition to the rapid growth in trade throughout Europe, there was an associated growth in towns.  

 

FOOD AND POPULATION

Regarding the growth in towns, it’s important to realize how very small the population of Western Europe was. In the year 1000, the total population of France was only about nine million. The largest city, Paris, had only 20,000 people, while the average size of the towns was about 2,500; only a few were larger. During the greatest period of Gothic cathedral–building, England had a total population of only about six million people. The warm weather period increased food production and population growth. The prolonged warm spell was so supportive of agriculture that there were vineyards in southern and eastern England.

 

FEUDALISM

Much of European socio-economic organization was based on feudalism, the system in which a few peasants held some form of tenure from local rulers over the land that they farmed in exchange for crops, military service, and the payment of taxes. Meanwhile, the serfs owned nothing but their labor and their appetites. The result of this was that they could be called upon not only for pillaging, for local and regional spats, but also for following their lord across Europe and to the Crusades. 

 

THE CRUSADES 

The Crusades, 1095–1270, had a major impact on medieval society. For one thing, the Crusades brought about a very large movement of people and, with them, ideas and trade skills, particularly those involved in 
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the building of fortifications, in addition to the metal-working needed for the provision of arms. These skills were readily applicable to the construction and decoration of buildings. This unusual level of mobility—of rulers, nobles, bishops, abbots, craftsmen, and peasants—was an important factor in creating homogeneity in building methods and a recognizable Romanesque style, despite regional differences. 

Another effect of the Crusades was to generate a great deal of religious fervor, which in turn inspired many building programs and pilgrimages. The nobility of Europe, upon safe return from a crusade, often thanked God by building a new church, or by enhancing an old one. A third effect of the Crusades was the acquisition and transfer to the church of a large number of holy relics of saints and apostles, which became a major source of income for the church.

Belief in the efficacy of relics was so strong and widespread that the Middle Ages might be considered “the epoch of relics.” Relics had several dimensions: commercial, political, and spiritual. The power of relics led to intense competition among the churches and even led to outright burglary. For example in Conques Abbey in South-west France, a member of the religious order stole the statue of St. Foy from another monastery.

 

Struggle for Power and Wealth

The socio-economic changes gave rise to a competition to decide who was in charge of what, and who owned what. The outcome of these protracted struggles would be decisive for European society in general, and to the building of Gothic cathedrals in particular. Since, traditionally, wealth was based on land, rural areas were the locus of power. Thus, rural-based monasteries had far more power and wealth than the urban-based bishops. And, kings competed with rural feudal lords for power. All that changed with the growth of trade and commerce, and with it the growth of urban areas. Prior to this shift, non-urban political alignments and land-based wealth would have precluded the money and leadership needed to undertake major urban projects like cathedrals. 

 

ROYALTY VERSUS FEUDAL LORDS 

The power of feudal lords weakened because they spent beyond their means and had been less able to protect those under their care against the murderous raids by Saxons and Norsemen. In addition, barter and liquid capital (mainly money) began to compete with land, which was the main source of wealth of feudal lords and monasteries. As feudalism began to wane, the monarchy and the episcopate were strategically positioned.
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BISHOPS VERSUS MONASTERIES 

As urban life and wealth expanded, the urban-based bishops began to exercise more authority over the rural monasteries and reduce their political power. This set the conditions for the great surge in building cathedrals, which are the seat of bishops. Bishops, in particular, understood that cathedrals reflected their status in society, and that an awe-inspiring cathedral was a major source of their authority and influence. Thus, the moving force behind the construction of most cathedrals was the bishop and his clergy. Cathedrals had to be grand and intimidating, demonstrating the total dominion of those who built and ran them. The influence of the cathedrals was enhanced by their size and appearance, the importance of their relics, and by the grand and dramatic religious rituals. The vast transfers of wealth—via gifts of land and donations—from secular to religious institutions put the Church in a position of paramount importance. In land ownership alone, it has been estimated that up to one-third of the land in medieval Europe was controlled by the Church.

 

CHURCH VERSUS HERETICS 

The threat to the Church from heretical movements became an important impetus for it to protect and secure its power. The greatest heretical threat was the Albigensian (or Cathar) heresy in Southwest France in the 12th century. This led to an alliance of the Church (including the pope) and secular leaders who combined to destroy all traces of the Cathar movement. The creation of the Inquisition in the 13th century further served to eliminate heretics and those who supported them—even the powerful Counts of Toulouse. 

One historical event reveals the level of savagery which the pro-church forces—led by Baron Simon de Montfort—were capable of. In 1209, the knights stormed Beziers, a town consisting primarily of church-going Christians. In a single morning, the knights slaughtered thousands of people. When asked by a soldier whom they should attack, the Cistercian monk leading the crusaders is reputed to have said, “Kill them all. God will know His own.” One of the last Cathar fortresses to fall was Montségur, which is perched atop a 3,000-foot rock in Southwest France. Montfort’s forces captured it in 1244, then proceeded to burn en masse hundreds of heretics at the foot of the rock. Eventually, all Cathar forts, towns, and villages suffered the same fate. The forces protecting the Church would ally again, most notably to eliminate Joan of Arc, and also to destroy the great power and wealth of the Templars. Parenthetically, the last mountaintop outposts of the Cathars in Southwest France are incredibly dramatic and worth a visit.

 

ALIGNMENT OF INTERESTS

■ Kings and bishops 

Changes in the political arena saw kings gradually gain real authority over the nobles, as bishops eclipsed the power of the monasteries. This allowed both kings and bishops to generate a great deal more power and 
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wealth. What had been a competition between kings and bishops became a mutually beneficial alliance: better to collaborate and share than to fight. The Church needed income, autonomy in religious realms, and physical protection, while the kings needed the Church’s socio-religious authority to rule. Thus was born the consecration of French kings at Reims, and the secular-religious collaboration against heretics, and (as needed) vis-à-vis the Papacy.

 

■ Urban and cathedral interests 

Gothic cathedrals were in almost all cases built in urban settings—thus the close relationship between the rise of urbanization and cathedral-building. This was a complex interface that included economic, political, and social dynamics. Since cathedrals symbolized and benefitted from the new urban growth and wealth, the city and the cathedral had symbiotic interests. The Gothic cathedrals benefited from gifts from a new urban elite, composed largely of tradespeople, money-lenders, and the guilds. And the urban folk benefitted in many ways, too, for example, their ability to take pride in a great and beautiful building, via access to essential religious services, via the Church’s recognition of the influentials of the town, and via their ability to profit from the church-sponsored trade fairs.

 

How Did Gothic Cathedrals Happen?

Prior to the 20th century, a Gothic cathedral was usually the most important building in its town, rising high above all other structures, and often surmounted by one or more towers and pinnacles, and perhaps tall spires. These churches were the skyscrapers of their day and would have been, by far, the largest buildings that Europeans had ever seen.

 

A CREATIVE PERIOD 

The massive scale, yet lightness, of the Gothic cathedrals were the result of a relatively brief initial period of great creativity. That such creativity would flourish at this time of major change and turmoil is remarkable, given the frequent periods of famine, epidemics, war, religious strife, poverty and oppression, plus the primitive means of transport and construction technology.

 

SOCIETAL ENTERPRISE  

A crucial factor in getting the cathedrals built, or even renovated, was the need for cooperation across all elements of society. Yet the competition, the egos, and the pressure to raise money to meet the costs involved 
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caused a tremendous amount of friction and even violence between those who decided to build them and those who had to supply the resources and labor. There is hardly a cathedral or church which did not experience friction and violence between the Church and the merchants, the laborers, the guilds—and even in a few cases, within elements of the Church itself. Despite this, the Gothic enterprise enjoyed a remarkable coming together of all elements of society over long periods, including kings, clergy, traders, guilds, masons, local people, princes, nobles, pilgrims and, on at least one occasion (in Troyes), the Pope. This collaboration happened, despite the frequent deep antagonisms between and within these groups, and all manner of disruptions. 

 

COMPETITION

The major event that energized the unbridled spirit of competition that resulted in the cathedral-building boom was staged by Abbot Suger of the Basilica of St. Denis, Suger was a favorite of the king, and a man of great enterprise. After adding an innovative Gothic west façade to his church in 1137-1140, he held a huge and very public dedication ceremony and invited 17 leading bishops and archbishops—including those from Reims, Rouen, Chartres, and Beauvais—as well as King Louis VII and Eleanor of Aquitaine. The exposure of the bishops to this epochal event had a copy-cat effect. The question, to which there is no clear answer, is: Where did Suger get the inspiration to, in effect, invent (or at least stumble upon) the three essential elements of Gothic design to initiate one of the greatest architectural paradigms in history?

 

■ Size 

Once the impetus to build a cathedral in the Gothic style began, it unleashed a competition of staggering proportions, involving bishops, kings and abbots—each vying for grander and grander designs. All were competing, eager to acquire personal prestige and power. They carefully monitored the competition and compared what they had built or planned with what others had done or planned. It became a sign of one’s place in the Church and in society to claim the highest and longest nave, best tower, most windows, greatest overall mass, and most famous relic. Evidence for this is the strong correlation between the St. Denis event and the nave heights of the subsequent Gothic portions of the cathedrals. Most projects began as interior renovations, mainly in choir areas. Some renovations began with new Gothic façades, for example, the new west façade at Chartres in the 1140s. 

But nave height became the metric to beat. From the vault height at Sens Cathedral, begun in 1130, to Beauvais Cathedral 100 years later, ceilings would almost double from 80 feet (24.3 m) to 157 feet (48 m). The competition for the highest vault would end at Beauvais. When the apse area was completed in 1272, the ceiling was the highest in France. Then, 12 years later, parts of the choir vaults collapsed. They were rebuilt 
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over the next decades. Due to the Hundred Years’ War, construction came to a complete halt until 1500, when transepts were added. The crossing tower was completed in 1569, which was the highest of its time at 502 feet (153 m). Only four years later, just as a large procession had left the Cathedral on the “Feast of the Ascension,” the tower collapsed. The builders had pushed technology beyond its limits. The nave and west façade were never started and this cathedral was never finished. Today, only the transepts and choir, with apse and apsidal chapels, are still standing. Beauvais is the exemplar for cathedral overreach.

 

■ Number 

By the High Middle Ages—around 1000 to 1300—Gothic-design-inspired churches and chapels had proliferated.  In the 10, 811 square miles of the Paris Basin Region alone, “the remains of 669 major churches…built or rebuilt in the Gothic style between 1120 and 1250 are still extant” (Hohenberg and McCants, 4). And this happened despite the paucity of sizable towns and the small population base. As noted, most Gothic cathedrals were reconstructions of existing buildings, which had been damaged by a fire. Few churches were built from the ground up, using the three basic Gothic design elements. Most projects began as renovations to the choir area of existing Romanesque churches. However, some renovations began with new Gothic façades, e.g., the new west façade at Chartres in the 1140s, and before that at the Basilica of St. Denis.

 

Cost and Sources of Funding 

COST 

It is difficult to gather information about what it cost to build a Gothic cathedral. There are many reasons for this: record-keeping in those days was not that good; frequent fires destroyed records; most cathedrals were built over a period of decades, or even centuries; funding usually came from more than one source; and at least a part of the cost was met by in-kind donations of labor and material. Another problem is how to translate what something cost nearly a thousand years ago into today’s money. Thus, cost estimates are highly approximate. For example, Henry III’s 25-year project to build Westminster Abbey in England cost £45k, at a time when his entire income for his whole realm was only £35k per year. That is, this one building project consumed five percent of the total income available to the king for an entire quarter century. In today’s currency Westminster Abbey would cost hundreds of millions of British pounds. John James, a prominent Gothic cathedral historian, estimates that Chartres Cathedral cost almost 00 million to build in 1985 money. And this in a town of only 9,000 people. It’s a mystery how so many small towns were able to generate such relatively vast resources.
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SOURCES OF FUNDING 

The major sources were the Church, kings and nobles, and commercial revenue. The community, especially the tradesmen and vendors, sometimes took responsibility, such as at Amiens and Strasbourg. Community donations in some cases included a great deal of free labor. The case of Bourges is interesting. Although various guilds provided stained glass to the Cathedral, the local population contributed little to the building fund. This may be understandable, since the total population of the town never exceeded 15,000 in the Middle Ages. Moreover, according to the Cathedral’s official brochure, the Cathedral performed no parish functions, had no famous relics, and attracted few pilgrims. The major sources of funds are summarized below.

 

■ Church 

In many cases the Church was the main source of funds for constructing the Gothic cathedrals. A major reason was that the bishops had the greatest self-interest. Medieval bishops were wealthy, primarily from renting land, but also from taxes, selling indulgences, and donations. The latter included land, money, and jewels. As noted, up to one-third of the land in medieval Europe may have been controlled by the Church. And some individual dioceses were very rich indeed. The diocese of Chartres, for example, was the richest in France in the late 12th and 13th centuries. Its domain included over 900 parish churches. In addition, its grain harvests and silver mine generated an annual income for the bishop of about .5 million in today’s money. His overall income was apparently even higher. The dean of the Cathedral alone is said to have enjoyed an annual income of 50,000 in today’s money. To their credit, most of this income was used to build the Cathedral. And these amounts were in addition to the contributions of the rich townspeople and nobles. Other sources of church-bishop wealth included: 

 

Pilgrim’s Gifts. In 1124 St. Denis became a major pilgrimage site due to its collection of precious relics of the Passion of Christ which came from the Holy Land, as well as its saint’s relics. Pilgrims were expected to leave gifts in honor of saints in the hope of securing a miracle or psychological benefit. These gifts created the money and the rationale for Suger to upgrade the Basilica of St. Denis. Major (alleged) relics in various churches include: a portion of the Crown of Thorns and the True Cross (at Notre Dame Paris); Virgin Mary’s birth shroud (at Chartres); Head of John the Baptist (Amiens); and many body parts of saints. 

 

Fund-raising Campaigns. Nearly constant fund-raising campaigns by bishops included: 

• Selling indulgences. An indulgence was an agreement by church authorities that those who said certain prayers or did good deeds would have some or all of their punishment in purgatory remitted. An exam
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ple is the way the church raised money to build the 15th-century “Butter Tower” for Rouen Cathedral by charging church members for permission to skip the more severe dietary restrictions of Lent. In the Middle Ages, indulgences were frequently sold, and the teaching on indulgences was often distorted. This was seen as corruption by many, and the attack by Martin Luther on the sale of indulgences was one of the motivations which began the Reformation. 

• Fairs and feast days. Examples: the annual income from the Lendit Fair (Foire du Lendit) at St. Denis begun in 1048; the regional fair held in Troyes; and the fair sponsored by the church order in Chartres.

• Sending church relics on tour accompanied by “rousing preachers” to attract people hoping for a miracle. Apparently the clerics at Laon Cathedral were exceptionally entrepreneurial, sending relics as far as England in the 12th century as a way to solicit building funds.

• Less benign fund raising. An egregious example is seen in the behavior of Bishop Bernard de Castanet of Albi, who was also the feared inquisitor of the Languedoc region. When his building funds ran short in 1299, the Bishop directed a witch hunt against 25 of the city’s leading citizens, thereby extorting the funds he needed. Although he was hated, the Church made him a cardinal. In addition to the urgings of faith, threats and coercion stimulated donations to the cathedral-building fund, given the ability of the Church to punish non-conformists with banishment and excommunication. From the 13th century the Inquisition stood by to impose even worse punishments, including torture and burning at the stake.

 

Church “Services” to the Community. These were many and included: 

• Services to the departed. The dead were considered a palpable presence in the world of the living.  The living had obligations to them and believed that the dead could harm them. Of course, the valuable services the clergy performed for the souls of the departed came at a price. The money was used to support operations and building projects. 

• The search for and validation of miracles, a major concern in medieval society.

• Civil and religious services, including marriage and baptism. 

• Running nearly all the schools and hospitals of the time.

 

■ King and Nobles 

The royal’s main sources of funds were land, licenses, and taxation. This was a change from early feudalism, when the nobles raised money through pillage and a tax on, or a share of, farm products. The Church benefitted since the kings and nobles used some of the money to keep in good stead with God. The greater the sacrifice to God, the more powerful the king seemed to his subjects. The reigns of Louis VII and Philip Augustus 
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parallel the rise of the Gothic enterprise, from St. Denis to the culmination of High Gothic. As spending increased, new forms of wealth creation were needed, not just pillage. Land owners now began to focus on exploiting those who worked. But, there were limits to what could be squeezed from peasants. Thus, to increase income, noble landowners began to let peasants keep a larger share of production, expand cultivation, sell the surplus, then tax the peasants’ profits. An important side effect of this innovation was the introduction of the profit motive. A second new approach was for the landowners to manage the land more effectively in order to maximize income from it, which eventuated in better farming methods. 

 

■ Trade and Commerce 

A major source of funds—which affected every aspect of society—was the rapid growth of commerce, especially in the towns. The merchants and traders formed around these activities, and a new urban society emerged. Towns became the engine of economic growth. This new wealth allowed vendors and tradesmen to contribute, sometimes in a major way, to the construction of the local cathedral. To sell surplus farm products and engage in other commerce, landowners and vendors developed markets, fairs, transport, and warehouses. As trade developed, it became easier for the Church to obtain funds from a city’s merchants and guilds, since the important trade fairs—often initiated by the Church and associated with the cathedrals—were a major and growing source of income. 

The guilds were especially generous in funding the costly windows of the new churches, induced in part by the promise that the stained glass windows would immortalize their respective areas of trade and craftsmanship. How successful they were is manifested by the fact that Chartres has 42 windows allocated to the guilds, and Bourges has 47 windows depicting guild members. 

These changes transformed the overall economy and society, especially feudalism during the 11th and 12th centuries. They also increased the need for all kinds of skills and the labor to serve these needs. Burgeoning income created and mobilized demand for many kinds of suppliers, for staff to serve the great houses, and for engineers and master masons to construct these massive cathedrals. But, no two Gothic cathedrals were funded in the same way, just as no two were built in the same way. For example, Notre Dame Paris was funded mainly by the king, yet in other cases, noble patronage was common. However, funding was always an issue, and work often stopped, even for long periods. There were many causes and distractions, such as redirecting construction money to other things, e.g., crowning a new king at Reims.
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How Long to Build? 

Amiens, Bourges, Evreux, Lyon, and Rouen took more than 300 years. Sens, Orleans, and Senlis took even longer. But, Notre Dame Paris was essentially completed in about 100 years and Chartres was completed in only 40 years or less. Beauvais was never “finished.” 

Note that these and other “how long?” estimates are probably not reliable. Another reputable source asserts that Amiens was completed in only 50 years, and that Chartres and Bourges were completed in about 60 years. A major problem is to define when, indeed, a cathedral is “finished?” How does one define “finished?” Writings on this subject vary greatly in their estimates of “how long.” A related issue is that the stated time it took to build a cathedral is not a reliable indicator of design unity since fires would often destroy only a portion of a church, in which case, the replacement would be according to the latest thinking. Thus, perhaps in most cases, Gothic design elements were added piecemeal over decades or even centuries. Even when a cathedral was built from scratch, it would be retrofitted later with Rayonnant or Flamboyant refinements. 

The longer a church took from start to finish, the more of a hodge-podge of different design styles it is likely to be. All things being equal, the most unified churches were those built from scratch following the destruction of the original by fire.
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Gothic Cathedral Design

and Its Evolution

Vision behind Gothic Design

Sponsors of cathedrals must have had a vision which informed the implementation. More a spirit than a defined style, the sponsors and builders were trying to achieve the way a cathedral would actually function, and what it would look like. That is, its aesthetics, spiritual message, and its practical requirements. The three key elements of Gothic style were the means by which they could achieve that vision. And what were the elements of this transformative vision? They included the desire to: create a physical metaphor for heaven; create an unified whole; and emphasize verticality and height.

 

CREATE A PHYSICAL METAPHOR FOR HEAVEN

For the first time in history the religious inspiration for Gothics was to create massive, light-filled, vertical spaces for worship as metaphors for Heaven. In contrast to the visual concept behind earlier Romanesque designs, the Gothic emphasis was on light. Theologians were fascinated by the metaphor of light, and Gothic cathedrals were the first churches designed to flood the interior with light. 

 

CREATE AN ORGANICALLY UNIFIED WHOLE

Gothic style was also different from early church design in that it integrated all the elements of the building to create an entirely new, organically unified whole. The high vaults and masses of windows created an interior space that was spacious, soaring, and bright. Their sheer size—their width, height, and length—ensured that they would feel “expansive.”
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EMPHASIZE VERTICALITY 

The great height of the vaulting emphasized verticality—and all the elements working together gave them a soaring effect both inside and out. Moreover, these elements helped the sponsors determine the ways a cathedral would function. 

 

Basic Functions of a Gothic Cathedral

To achieve the sponsors’ vision of how a cathedral would actually function, and what it would look like, cathedrals were built to perform a mix of several symbolic, practical, and mutually reinforcing functions. The most important of these were to: provide an emotional, spiritual experience; generate support for the Church; provide spiritual, religious lessons; and provide a practical venue for church and community activities.

 

PROVIDE AN EMOTIONAL, SPIRITUAL EXPERIENCE

The goal was to inspire, teach, and dazzle, meanwhile actively involving the community in the power and importance of religion (and the Church!) in their lives in a variety of ways. One was to engage people and to connect them personally with a vision of a “New Jerusalem”—an image of Heaven. These churches are physical metaphors of the Christian faith directing the eye upward, toward God. Their sculptures reinforce the Church’s messages about salvation and damnation, while the windows provide lessons from the Bible in magnificent color.  

In other words, Gothics were deliberately designed as shock-and-awe experiences: wowing, humbling, and intimidating. Recent restoration activities show that originally many churches were richly decorated, with paint and gilt, both inside and out. Sculpture and architectural details were often brightly colored. The current cleaning and redecoration at Chartres seeks to recreate this look. And the son et lumière focused on the Amiens west façade also shows the original flamboyant coloration of the sculpture.  

 

GENERATE SUPPORT FOR THE CHURCH

The Church was eager to enhance the power, influence, and image of both secular and religious institutions in general, and the bishops in particular. A second motive would have been to strengthen and protect the Church from the threat posed by the heresies which swept through large areas of southern France in the 12th century and from the Protestants in the 16th century.
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PROVIDE RELIGIOUS LESSONS

The goal was to create an integrated, harmonious design, every detail of which would be based upon religious symbolism. 

 

PROVIDE A VENUE FOR CHURCH AND COMMUNITY ACTIVITIES

In the Middle Ages, in addition to providing a venue for a full range of religious activities, churches functioned as a kind of marketplace. Different commercial activities centered on various parts of the cathedral or church, particularly during the regularly held trade fairs. At Chartres, for instance: textiles might be sold around the north transept façade; meat, vegetables and fuel sellers congregated around the south transept façade porch; money-changers had their benches near the west façade portals and in the nave, since each town or region had its own currency; wine merchants sold their goods in the nave; and workers of various professions waited in particular locations around the Cathedral for offers of work. One might say that the Church was open for business!

In addition, a church was: a place which housed sacred relics to attract pilgrims and their contributions; an inspiring venue for religious rituals, plus other key functions, e.g., marriage, baptism, death rites; and a venue for religious celebrations and saints days. Many of these functions would act—at least in part—as income-generating activities.

 

Symbolism and Numerology in the Design of a Gothic Cathedral

Gothic cathedrals represented the universe in microcosm, and each architectural concept, including the loftiness and huge dimensions of the structure, was intended to convey a theological message: the glory of God. The building did this in two ways. First, a church became a representation of the universe through the use of symbolism. People in the Middle Ages were certain that God had made everything, and that everything was a symbol of His purposes. Thus, the building itself had a message, and every feature and every stone had a meaning, however cryptic. Symbolism controlled the design of the entire church, and every detail had its meaning.

Second, at a different level of abstraction, the church design was based on mathematical and geometrical concepts. This approach, sometimes referred to as numerology or “sacred geometry,” was an effort to provide an image of an orderly universe, in which an underlying rationality and logic can be perceived. Mathematical mysticism suffused every architectural detail. 

Some examples of symbolism and numerology in Gothic design are as follows.
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SYMBOLISM 

The medieval mind was relentlessly symbolic. The people who produced the Gothic cathedrals saw the whole world—animals, plants, insects, grass, seas, and clouds—as symbolic manifestations of an unseen spiritual universe. The beauties of this universe were only a foretaste, a shadow, of the beauty that created them. Everything in a Gothic cathedral tells a story, based ultimately on God’s narrative. From the end of the 12th and into the 13th century the Gothic cathedrals were nearly always named for the Virgin, i.e., “Notre Dame.” The name was a metaphor for the attributes of the Virgin as places of safety and birth. The term evoked the metaphor of the womb where Christ was nurtured. The metaphor also conveys the idea that the church is where Christ dwells; the place where the church, and He, are our shelters in the storm of life; our place of peace. The Gothic cathedral is an icon of the sacred and the mystery of God. Here are some examples of how this symbolism works:

 

■ From the Dark into the Source of Light 

When we first enter a Gothic cathedral, via the front portal on the west façade, the light is dim. The darkest part of the interior is designed to be near the main doors. Symbolically, sinners enter in darkness, then emerge into the light of the interior. They then continue walking down the aisles towards the altar at the east end, towards the rising sun. This is because the apse faces east, while the front of the church normally faces west. Accordingly, the priests and the visitors face east, towards the light, with their back to the west façade, to the setting sun—the dark side—and away from the works of the devil. The most sacred place in the church is at the east end, where the holy relics are placed or shown. Incidentally, the assertion that all Gothic cathedrals have an east-west orientation is not literally true. Many only approximate an east-west axis. But it’s the symbolism that counts. For believers, symbolism trumps mundane reality.

 

■ Asymmetry: Imperfection of the Universe 

The need to reflect on the imperfection and sinfulness of the universe is another design feature hidden behind the cathedral’s veneer of beauty. This helps explain why Gothic cathedral façades are so often visually asymmetrical. For example, the two towers on the west ends of Chartres, Amiens, and Rouen Cathedrals do not match. At Notre Dame Paris, everything is a bit off: the triangular design over the left portal, but not the right; bell towers with openings of different widths; eight kings on the left side of the façade, but seven on the right side. At Reims the right portal is smaller than the other two, and is not really an entrance. But, hark! Into our imperfect world comes the perfection of the Son of God in the form of the perfect circle of the rose window in these off-kilter façades. See the Chartres example in the west rose window (photo on page 65). 



 gothic cathedral design and its evolution  •  29  




[image: page30]

However, while St. Denis and other churches (Troyes Cathedral, for instance) have only one tower on the façade, that doesn’t mean that they were deliberately designed to be asymmetrical. In practice, towers would fall down and not get replaced. Or, maybe were never built due to a lack of funds. 

 

■ Sculpture and Carvings: God’s Creations and the Servers of Christianity 

Gothic cathedrals are full of reminders of God’s creations. The sculptural images depict many elements of life—plants, trees, birds, and fish—to remind us of the Garden of Eden, from which we fell from innocence into sin. See examples of this in the photos of the individual churches. At Chartres, at the top of the twin towers there are images of the sun and the moon. Other Gothic cathedrals have images of the cosmos: planets, stars, and the zodiac. The message is that everything is connected and all are creations of God. All Gothic cathedrals are full of such statues, carvings, and figurations representing these concepts. But the statues and carvings also include symbols of faith, idolatry, and the victory of prudence over folly, because prudence was the queen of virtues in medieval life. The images highlight the contrast between hope and despair, between anger, charity, and hope. Common images on tympanums are graphic images of sinners rounded up by monsters and headed to Hell, versus those who have been saved and are on their way to Heaven. For example, above the main portal at Notre Dame Paris and on the tympanums of most other Gothic cathedrals, there is a sculptural depiction of the Last Judgment, an event which takes place when the sun sets on time itself. While Jesus oversees the Last Judgment, Archangel Michael weighs the souls of the dead on his scales. These symbolic images also show us what Jesus “looks like,” his virtues, how to live or not live our lives. Tympanums also show scenes with Mary, angels, and others in the heavenly firmament. Statues of the Virgin Mary or Jesus often occupy the Trumeau.

Church sculpture and windows also show those who had served Christianity well. The west and transept façades are often filled with statues of apostles, saints, kings and queens, and bishops. The archivolts are the preferred spots for all those Christian worthies, plus a good sprinkling of angels. Sculptures surrounding the portals sometimes include the figures of prominent ancient philosophers and scientists. The inclusion of these great minds acknowledge them as a source for the ideas behind the numerology which the builders used. 

 

NUMEROLOGY 

The church became a microcosm of God’s universe via the mathematical and geometrical nature of the design. A kind of mathematical mysticism suffused Gothic architectural detail.

 

■ Basic Design Numerology 

Amiens is characteristic of virtually all Gothic cathedrals in that the design of the floor plan begins with the 
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square of the crossing where “regular proportions and modular arrangements of repeated volumes were important to medieval architects.…It is as if geometry were functioning as the ‘genetic code’ for each building ….Each has its own characteristic proportionality based on variations of a single length….” (Scott, 105). This helps to give Gothic cathedrals their characteristic unity: every part is linked harmoniously to the whole. This is expressed even in the smallest details of the colonettes and moldings at Amiens. Accordingly, the major components of the Gothic cathedral are more or less identical repetitions of each other. Then, there is the use of number sets, which are often employed in the service of Sacred Geometry. These number sets are based on numerical values from religious sources, including the Bible.

 

■ Number Sets 

Sets of three. Cathedrals are replete with sets of three, which represents the Trinity. There are three portals, three aisles, three elevations, and three rose windows. The triple portals on the west façade convey three tenets of Christian faith: love of father, sacrifice of son, and guidance of the Holy Spirit. 

 

Sets of eight. The design of the rose window in the west façade at Notre Dame Paris (see photo on page 53) is based on the number eight. There are eight images around the center; then, in succeeding rows there are 16 and then 32. The number eight stands for perfection, for completion, since the world was created in six days plus one (equals seven days), thus the eighth day was the first new day. Some claim that the number eight stands for the reality which is beyond time; that is, for eternity. The point is to remind visitors never to forget what God has done on our behalf. Also see photo on page 54 of the north rose window at Notre Dame Paris for an example of a number eight set. 

 

Sets of 12. The design of the north rose window at Chartres is based upon the number 12; five sets of 12 medallions surround the central circle. The number 12 is the sum of three (which is the triple divinity) times four (which represents the earth’s four corners, four winds, and four seasons). Thus, the mix of heaven and earth in Christ re-establishes the lost harmony of the world. 

 

■ Labyrinth Numerology 

The 42-foot (12.8-m) diameter labyrinth at Chartres has six petals, the medieval image of the rose. It is intended to be walked as a spiritual exercise: an effort to focus one’s soul on Christ. In addition, the complexity of the path design forces one to walk it slowly, subjecting oneself to its discipline. Labyrinths are also intended to evoke the idea that life is a pilgrimage to Jerusalem as the surrogate for Heaven. It is not a coincidence that the 
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Chartres labyrinth is the same diameter as the west rose window. Moreover, the window is positioned where the setting sun will shine through and illuminate the labyrinth, creating a rapport between the rose window (high up, towards heaven) and the labyrinth “rose” on the floor, the abode of sinners.

 

■ Wall Height Numerology 

Measurements indicate that Amiens’s walls were built to a height of 144 “units.” This symbolic metric was based upon a statement in the Book of Revelation that the walls of heaven’s mansions would be 144 cubits high. A cubit is an ancient measure based roughly on the length of a forearm. This is a remarkable example of the sacred geometry incorporated into Gothic design. 

 

Key Features of French Gothic Design

Nearly all Gothic churches share the basic architectural features, both interior and exterior.

 

INTERIOR

■ Nave, Aisles, and Vaults 

The central nave aisle is flanked by side aisles, usually one on each side of the nave, but sometimes there are two aisles on each side. The vaulted nave ceiling is much taller than the vaulted aisle ceilings. Columns and half-round colonettes often sweep unbroken from floor to ceiling and meet the ribs of the vaulted ceilings, like tall trees spreading their branches. While the earlier Gothic cathedrals had vaults divided into six parts, later churches used simpler four-part vaults. Bourges Cathedral—built about the same time as Chartres—is an exception. Although High Gothic, it has a six-part vault. It is not documented why the masons transitioned from six- to four-part vaults in the first place, since six-part vaults should be more effective at spreading the ceiling weight than the four-part versions. Maybe this favoring of aesthetics over engineering showed the growing confidence of the master masons, the architects of the time. 

Vertical features are repeated in the treatment of the windows and wall surfaces. This design creates a strongly unifying effect that counteracts the horizontal divisions of the architecture.  

 

■ Elevation 

Most Gothic churches have a three-level interior elevation. It is not known what the first Gothic church—St. Denis—interior was like. The three “standard” levels include: a) the arcade, a row of arches on the ground floor supported by columns; b) the triforium, an arcaded-wall passage at the level of the aisle roof; and c) 
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the clerestory, the topmost level of the nave, which is mostly glass. A few earlier churches, such as the Laon Cathedral, have four levels, consisting of these three levels, plus a gallery level, placed between the arcade and triforium levels. The gallery level was phased out early on. Depending on the church, the three levels may be given equivalent treatment, or one may be stressed at the expense of the others. 

 

■ Transept, Chapels, Choir, Apse, and Ambulatory 

Unlike their English counterparts, French Gothic designs are compact with few, if any, significant transept or chapel projections beyond the walls. Other similarities among French cathedrals include: small apse (aka chevet) and choir areas, and wide versus narrow nave. Also, while the west end of church is nearly always flat, the east end is usually rounded with a choir, ambulatory, and sometimes a number of radiating chapels. Yet a few, like Laon Cathedral, have flat rather than rounded apses. It’s quite a shock to walk to the east end of Laon and find it squared off.

 

EXTERIOR

■ West Façade, Transept Façades, Portals, Rose Windows, and Gables 

West façades are designed to create a powerful impression on the approaching worshipper, demonstrating both the might of God, and the might of the institution that represents Him. At the center of the façade is the main portal, flanked by additional doors. The best known west façades include those at Notre Dame Paris, Chartres, Amiens, Reims, and Bourges. While most cathedrals have three portals on the front, St. Maclou and Bourges have five.

Inside the arch of each portal there is usually a sculpted tympanum, depicting Christ presiding over Judgment Day. If there is a trumeau, it most often bears a statue of the Madonna and Child, or Jesus. There may be other carvings of figures in niches set into the moldings around the portals, or in sculptural screens extending across the upper façade. In the center of the middle level of the façade, there is a rose window. The transept façades are usually adorned with rose windows as well. The gables over portals are often richly decorated with sculpture.

 

■ Towers and Spires 

A French Gothic cathedral typically has two towers of diverse form and decoration on the west end, while some have additional towers on the transept façades. Many have a tower at the crossing and some also have quite wonderful spires. The odd case is Laon Cathedral with its five towers. Another outlier is Albi Cathedral, which may be the only Gothic designed to have only one tower, and this at the east end.
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■ Buttresses and Pinnacles 

Nearly all Gothic cathedrals use a two-part buttressing system—a buttress pier and a flying buttress—to stabilize the external walls. Buttress piers are often capped with a pinnacle. The flying buttress connects the buttress pier to the wall. An exception is Albi Cathedral, which relies on internal buttressing.

 

■ Nave, Aisle, and Chapel Roofs 

The nave roofs vary considerably in terms of prominence: some are highly visible, Notre Dame Paris, for example, while some cannot be seen from below. Similarly, aisle and chapel roofs vary. They can be seen clearly at Bourges, for example, since the buttressing stands away from the walls to permit a clear view.

The two drawings below—a floor plan and a cross-sectional profile—identify these common architectural features. Becoming familiar with their locations help visitors follow the explanations in this guidebook more easily. The floor plan of Amiens Cathedral, as an exemplar, is a view from above. The cross-sectional profile drawing shows a cathedral from the west end.



ARCHITECTURAL FEATURES OF FLOOR PLAN



ARCHITECTURAL FEATURES OF CROSS-SECTION



1. West end

2. Façades

3. Nave

4. Aisle

5.  Crossing 

6. Transept



7. Choir

8. Apse (chevet)

9. Ambulatory

10. Chapel

11. Buttresses



1. Nave roof ceiling

2. Vault

3. Clerestory window 

4. Triforium level 

5. Arcade



6. Nave

7. Aisles

8. Flying buttress

9. Buttress pier

10. Pinnacle 
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Evolution of Gothic Design

Many artifacts of human culture began as simple ideas, then evolved gradually over time into increasingly complex, elaborate entities. This is true of Gothic cathedrals, which evolved from simple and elegant Roman Imperial design features, into Romanesque, and onward to the increasingly complex and ambitious Gothic designs. This was followed by Baroque and Rococo decorative excess. By the late-18th and early 19th centuries, Europeans reverted to simpler designs from the Classical past. 

It is not clear how Gothic design evolved. Usually Gothic church architecture is divided into three clearly definable phases—Early, High, and Late Gothic. While these are logical divisions, Gothic design is not easily broken into discrete time periods. According to one architectural purist, by the end of the High Gothic period, the beauty and pure, simple lines of Early Gothic designs had been lost—their spiritual motives and origins left behind in a more secular world. We have chosen to divide these evolutionary phases into four, rather than three, for reasons explained below. Please note that the dates ascribed to each of the periods are highly approximate. 

 

THE FIRST PHASE: EARLY GOTHIC — 1140 TO 1200

This phase was a time of innovations. Since this period was the basis of the technical solutions which made Gothic possible, it is more important than what followed, which built upon this paradigm. During this phase, essentially all of the basic design ideas were developed and tested. Masons had to construct a unified distribution of masonry, and solve the immense problems involved in creating buildings of great height. Prominent examples of Early Gothic include the Basilica of St. Denis, Notre Dame Paris, and Laon Cathedral.

 

THE SECOND PHASE: HIGH GOTHIC — 1200 TO 1250

By the end of the Early Gothic “creating and testing period,” virtually all the major innovations and design features that characterize Gothic cathedrals had been invented and replicated. Even though the Gothic design elements were being applied piecemeal as renovation exercises, the essential Gothic features had begun to coalesce into a coherent style at Chartres, Bourges, Amiens, and Reims. The paradigm had been established, and from here onward it would be refined and elaborated. 

 

THE THIRD PHASE: RAYONNANT — 1230 TO 14TH CENTURY

The Rayonnant phase sought to find ways to enhance the verticality and the window area of cathedrals. The focus of this phase was the use of visual effects to emphasize the verticality, to enhance the feeling of structural lightness, and to increase window space. Rayonnant also began to emphasize decorative features. This signaled 
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a switch from consolidating distinct architectural elements to an effort to reinforce the original desire for light and the aesthetics.

 

■ Illumination 

To let in more light, wall area was maximized for glazing, and colored glass was often replaced with plain glass or glass in lighter colors. An innovation that emerged as part of the Rayonnant style was to glaze the triforium. Traditionally, this was a dark, unglazed horizontal band, housing a narrow passageway that separated the top of the arcade from the clerestory. Opening up as much of the wall surface as possible permitted glazing that ran from the top of the main arcade to the apex of the vault. This helped flood interiors with light and also gave a unified look to the elevations. In the history of Rayonnant, the influential Sainte Chapelle in Paris, with its enormous areas of glazing, stands out. Its glass is highly colored, the masonry heavily painted, and there is much carved detail. This treatment of glass would change, however, in the second half of the 13th century when glass became less highly colored, and painted surfaces decreased. 

 

■ Verticality 

Another Rayonnant goal was to emphasize verticality. Three major design approaches used to create this optical effect were: 

• Adding a continuous, ever-narrowing line of vertical supports from columns to colonettes, which are connected to the ribs in the vault. 

• Combining the triforium and clerestory elevations into a larger and more unified glazed area.  

• Employing narrower window mullions. 

These refinements facilitated the continuous sweep of the eye from the floor to the ceiling and also permitted more light to enter the interior. Now that the struggle to attain physical height was over, a major objective was to enhance the illusion of verticality: to find ways to enhance the illusion—rather than the fact—of verticality.

 

■ Decorative Design 

Although changes in window design are the most cited feature of the Rayonnant style, window treatment was just one part of a more fundamental aesthetic shift. The key precursor was a change in the construction of window tracery. Window designs changed from flat-looking, unadorned treatment to the more delicate carved stone filigree, with narrow carved moldings, featuring rounded inner and outer profiles. This kind of carved window filigree probably made its first appearance in the clerestory windows at Reims Cathedral and quickly spread across Europe. In at least one case—St. Urban, Troyes—the entire façade was done in the Rayonnant style. 
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THE FOURTH PHASE: FLAMBOYANT — 14TH TO EARLY 16TH CENTURY

The Flamboyant phase was devoted almost entirely to intensifying the decorative efforts of Rayonnant. The most characteristic features of the Flamboyant style are: 

• More elaborate stone window tracery resembling a curving S-shaped flame, the so-called “oriflamme” shape

• Additional elaborate façades, gables, towers, and spires 

• Covering blank spaces, inside and out, with tracery arabesques, rosettes, and garlands 

• Adding subsidiary ribs to the vaults to form star or “fan” patterns.

Flamboyant designs first appeared on the west façade of the cathedral at Rouen. One of the few churches built completely in the Flamboyant style is St. Maclou in Rouen. Other prominent examples include the 16th- century tower at Chartres, the Butter Tower of Rouen, and the Palace of Justice at Rouen. Most cathedrals and churches were “retrofitted” with these decorations. 

Although Flamboyant is exuberant, even joyous, the irony is that this phase flourished at the end of the Hundred Years’ War, during some of the worst famines, violence, and episodes of plague in European history. This special style was born in England, then imported to France, and flourished at first in districts under English rule.
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Visiting A Cathedral

In doing research for this guide we learned that just spending an hour of so walking around the exterior and interior of one of these great monuments didn’t produce a deep personally evocative experience. Ideally, we wanted to supplement factual historical and architectural information with how we felt during onsite visits. Like paintings, cathedrals need to be studied, felt, experienced, and pondered. 

 

Getting Oriented

When standing facing the main entrance, visitors are looking east, toward the back of the building.  Facing east, the left side of the building is the north side. The right side is the south side. The (usually) rounded apse or chevet is the east end of the building. To identify the portals on the west façade, the portal on the left side is referred to as the left or north portal; the portal on the right side as the right or south portal; and the one in the middle as the center portal. 

 

Self-guided Visit

EXTERIOR 

While the most important part of a cathedral is the interior, the most important initial impression you get of a cathedral is the outside, especially the west façade. Just as the first impression of a person is usually the face, the west façade is the face of a cathedral. The enhanced drama of Gothic façades were designed to impress the faithful (in addition to envious visiting bishops).
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When you first arrive, face the cathedral, study:

• What’s special

• What strikes you as odd, or maybe even sublime

 

Pay particular attention to the:

• Height 

• Mass

• Architectural complexity of the decorated portals 

• Sculptural display 

• Windows 

• Towers

 

The other external view you may find most revealing is the three-quarter view from the back. From here you will get the best overall view of the mass of the cathedral and how it is laid out. In addition, this is the best view of the apse, the transept façades, the buttressing, spires (if any), and the relative prominence of the roof. Lastly, note how many towers there are, and how well they crown the top of the building, adding to its grandeur. Those very tall spires point us, once more, towards Heaven. 

 

INTERIOR 

Once inside a cathedral, pause in order to get that important first impression. Look for two things in particular: the spaciousness and the light. There are, of course, a lot of other things to look at—and each cathedral has its own unique points of interest. It is interesting how very different each cathedral looks and feels.  

 

Repeated Design Features of French Gothic Cathedrals

Most Gothics use these same design features, although with some differences of detail. When looking at a Gothic, seek out the significant departures from these “standard” features. All significant differences will, in effect, represent the “personality” of each church.

 

EXTERIOR

• A west façade with sculptured figures surrounding the three portals

• Two towers on the west façade, none on the transept façades
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• North and south transept façades with three portals and sculptured figures

• A rose window in each of the three façades

• A rounded apse

• Non-projecting transepts

• A center portal tympanum on each façade, with a Last Judgment sculptural display

• Buttressing along the north and south flanks and around the apse

 

INTERIOR

• A three-story elevation

• Nave aisle in center, plus a flanking aisle(s) on each side

• Windows at aisle, triforium, and clerestory levels—continuing around the apse

• Mix of stained and plain glass

• Four-part vaulting in the ceiling

• The organ set over the narthex above the center portal on the west façade

• The choir and the formal altar at the east end 

• A pulpit at the side of the nave

• Single ambulatory aisle around choir in apse

• Chapels radiating from ambulatory, often with other chapels lining each side of the nave

• A choir screen 

• Columns and half-round colonettes which rise to meet the ribs supporting the vaults

 

DECORATION

Look for at least some Rayonnant and Flamboyant decorations inside and out, especially tracery on windows and on gables over the portals, on pinnacles, and on buttresses. Some choir screens are also highly decorated. 

Before leaving the church, stand back and look at the interior once more, remembering that you will be leaving hundreds of years of human history behind. Once outside, look at the whole structure, keeping in mind what’s inside. Try to return to the churches that touch you in some way.
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South transept façade, Chartres







[image: page43]

part two

Profiles of

14 french gothic

cathedrals & churches by region



Map of cathedral locations
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West façade
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paris region

Notre Dame Paris

Personal Impressions

Every time we approach Notre Dame Paris, the first word that comes to mind is “icon,” given the familiarity of its outline against the Paris skyline. Our second reaction is dismay at the mass of tourists milling around. Just to give an idea of numbers, annual visitors to this one building total 13 million! That’s an average of 35,000 every day, 365 days a year, which makes it the most visited of all Gothic cathedrals in France, if not the world. To enjoy the Cathedral in relative peace, we try to arrive when it opens at about 8:00 am. That gives us at least an hour to take it all in, and perhaps get some pictures.

What accounts for the unique attraction of Notre Dame Paris? Perhaps the profusion of aesthetic details, outside and inside. The special exterior features include that wonderful façade; the soaring spire; the exciting flying buttresses; and the prominent green roof line. Like everyone (we assume) we are won over by this majestic masterpiece. Inside, we particularly note the elegant high triforium with its Moorish columns, the unusual profusion of small rose-shaped windows, and the beautiful choir area surrounded by a magnificent carved choir screen. We find this is a rather dark church, reminiscent of Chartres, even though most of the lower glass is not heavily colored.

To us, the best exterior views of the Cathedral are from the other side of the Seine River, from the large plaza in front, and of the apse from the park at the rear of the building. 
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What’s Important about Notre Dame Paris?

In many people’s minds, this is the quintessential Gothic Cathedral—the” Notre Dame” among the many of that name.  It’s what they see in their minds’ eye, and what they think of when the term “Gothic cathedral” is mentioned. Although an early example of Gothic, Notre Dame is unusually advanced for its time in terms of decorative detail, sculpture, and the elegance of the west façade.  It is also located in the center of Paris, and is thus very accessible to the vast numbers of visitors to France. A measure of its importance may be the fact that the square in front of the Cathedral is the geographical zero point of all distances in France.

 

HISTORY

In 1160, the St. Stephen Cathedral, founded in the 4th century, was considered the “Parisian church of the kings of Europe.” Nevertheless, Bishop Sully deemed it unworthy of its lofty role and had it demolished. Never mind that this early cathedral was itself a massive structure, with a five-aisled nave and a façade 118-foot (36-m) wide. Whatever his motives, the Bishop probably wanted to justify raising a building in a newer style. 

Construction of the present cathedral began in 1163 during the reign of Louis VII, starting with the choir. As was usual, the east end of a new church was completed first, so that the chapter could use it while the rest of the building took shape. 

Between 1210 and 1220 construction took place on the west façade to the level of the rose window. The towers were finished around 1245 and the Cathedral was finally completed around 1345. The more-or-less continuous building process gave the Cathedral its unusual unity of design. 

During the Middle Ages a variety of tradespeople met to conduct their business in the nave, while money changers and others set up shop in the porches. The ensuing bustle also included hourly masses, pilgrim processions, and people attending the sick. So, today’s crowds are nothing new, albeit less colorful. 

Napoleon Bonaparte, who had declared France to be an Empire on May 28, 1804, was crowned Emperor here six months later.

 

RELICS 

The Treasury is notable for its reliquary which houses the purported Crown of Thorns, a fragment of the True Cross, and one of the Holy Nails. Of these relics, the Crown of Thorns is without a doubt the most precious and the most revered. The Crown has been an object of devotion for the more than 1,600 years since it was removed from the Basilica of Zion in Jerusalem. Its thorns were divided up over the centuries by the Byzantine 



46  •  selected french gothic cathedrals & churches 




[image: page47]

emperors and the Kings of France. There are said to be 70 such crowns. Despite numerous studies, their authenticity cannot be certified. The Shrine for the Crown of Thorns is open the first Friday of the month, every Friday during Lent, and on Good Friday. 

Many of the liturgical objects are made of gold and exemplify exquisite craftsmanship. Also on display in the Treasury are valuable medieval manuscripts, crosses, chalices, and Napoleon’s coronation robes. The Treasury is located in the cathedral’s Sacristy, with an entrance in the choir on the right. There is an admission fee. 

 

WARS AND REVOLUTION

In 1548, Protestants damaged the building. Then, during the reigns of Louis XIV and Louis XV, the Cathedral underwent sometimes destructive alterations in an attempt to modernize it. For example, a colossal statue of St. Christopher, dating from 1413, which stood against a column near the western entrance, was destroyed in 1786, along with tombs and stained glass windows. During the French Revolution many of the treasures of the Cathedral were either destroyed or plundered. In addition, the 13th-century spire was torn down and the statues of the biblical kings of Judah on the façade (which the revolutionaries erroneously thought to be kings of France) were beheaded. For a time, Lady Liberty—the Revolutionary icon—replaced the Virgin Mary on several altars, and the Cathedral was used as a warehouse. 

The “enlightened spirit” of the Renaissance resulted in an era which visited destruction on religious establishments. For example, in the 16th century the clerics at Notre Dame Paris threw out many 12th- and 13th-century stained-glass windows and replaced them with light-colored or gray glass, called grisaille. The same occurred at Chartres, Reims, Amiens, and in many other churches. In the mid-19th century an extensive and controversial restoration was supervised by Eugène Viollet-le-Duc. More damage was done during World War II when several of the stained-glass windows on the lower tier were hit by stray bullets. They were replaced after the War by modern windows with geometrical patterns. 

 

The Building

DIMENSIONS AND FLOOR PLAN

This is a big church, with an overall length of 400 feet (123 m) and a width of 157 feet (48 m). Distinctive features of the floor plan are the wide double aisles on each side of the central aisle, which continue around the ambulatory. Another is the profusion of chapels (37!) which line the outer aisle in the nave and the ambulatory. Note that, like many Gothic churches, the transepts do not project beyond the external walls.
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EXTERIOR

■ West Façade 

The careful reader will have noted from the opening photo that, like many other Gothic churches, the west façade of the Notre Dame Paris is not symmetrical in several aspects: a triangular design over the left portal, but not the right; openings of different widths on the upper level of the two bell towers; eight kings on the left side of the façade, but only seven on the right side. Although authentic looking, the gargoyles were added during the 19th-century restoration.

Above the west portals is the King’s Gallery, a line of statues of the 28 kings of Judah and Israel. The Gallery was redesigned by Viollet-le-Duc to replace the statues destroyed during the French Revolution. 

The three west portals are among the best examples of early Gothic art. Sculpted between 1200 and 1240, they depict scenes from the life of the Virgin Mary, the Last Judgment, and scenes from the life of St. Anne (the Virgin Mary’s mother). St. Anne is mentioned in early Christian stories, but not in the Bible. Many of the statues, especially the larger ones, were destroyed in the Revolution and remade in the 19th century.



Death of Virgin Mary, left portal



Last Judgement, center portal



St. Anne, right portal



The Portal of the Virgin (Left Portal)  This portal is dedicated to the patroness of the Cathedral. It was the second of the three portals. Unlike the other two west portals, it is surmounted by a rudimentary gable. The tympanum features the Coronation of the Virgin: yet another case showing Mary’s elevation from sainted mother to queen of heaven. This depiction shows Mary sitting at the right hand of Christ. An angel crowns her while Christ blesses her and gives her a scepter. The top lintel depicts the Death of the Virgin. Mary lies on her death bed (corresponding to the Nativity bed in the same position on the right portal) surrounded by Jesus and the 12 Apostles. Two angels at her head and feet lift her up to Heaven. The bottom lintel shows three Old Testament prophets (left) and three Old Testament kings (right), all holding scrolls representing prophecies of Christ. The archivolts depict angels, patriarchs, kings, and prophets. The door-jamb statues, destroyed during  
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the Revolution and replaced in the 19th century, represent, from left to right: Emperor Constantine, an angel, St. Denis holding his severed head, another angel, St. John the Baptist, St. Stephen, St. Genevieve and Pope St. Sylvester. On the trumeau is a statue of the Virgin and Child with the pedestal below carved with scenes of the temptation and fall of Adam and Eve. The panels on either side of the portal show zodiacs and the labors of the months. The positions of the months echo the yearly cycle of the sun: rising in the sky from January to June (left jamb), then descending from July to December (right jamb). Completing the symbolic medieval universe on the inside jambs are the seasons (left) and the ages of man (right). 

 

The Portal of the Last Judgment (Center Portal)  The statuary in the center portal is devoted to the theme of the Last Judgment. Christ dominates the tympanum as the final judge; the division of the souls occupies the upper lintel; and the resurrection of the dead is represented in the lower lintel. Sculpted onlookers watch these events from the archivolts above. They include prophets, martyrs, virgins, all tilted toward the central drama underway on the tympanum and lintels. The 12 apostles appear as column figures. Represented on the jambs below are allegorical representations of the virtues and vices. An image of Christ appears in the trumeau, and at his feet are figures representing the parable of the Wise and Foolish Virgins. This portal was the last of the three to be installed. 

 

The Portal of St. Anne (Right Portal)  The Portal of St. Anne was the first of the three west portals to be completed (1200). Its tympanum is an earlier Romanesque work from the former St. Stephen Cathedral, dating around 1150. The tympanum shows the Virgin and Child on a throne, accompanied by two angels, a bishop and his assistant, and a king. The upper lintel depicts scenes from the advent of Christ (e.g., the Annunciation, Nativity, and Magi), while the lower lintel tells the stories of Anne, Mary and Joseph. On the trumeau is a statue of St. Marcel, a 5th-century bishop of Paris, who speared a dragon symbolizing the scourges of his era. Nineteenth-century statues of Peter, Paul, and biblical monarchs occupy the door jambs. The wooden doors still have their original 13th-century ironwork. 

 

■ Transept Façades 

The most significant change in Gothic-cathedral design came in the mid-13th century when the transepts were remodeled in the latest Rayonnant style, and each provided with a rose window. Both these transept façades are covered with sculpture. Many of these Rayonnant renovations are very well done. The decorative effect of this architecture depends not only on the tracery of the windows, but also on the spread of tracery patterns over areas of stonework, and on architectural features such as gables.
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The South Transept Façade  The south transept façade, designed around 1257, is dedicated to St. Stephen. The bottom area of the tympanum depicts scenes from his life: ordination, preaching, and confrontation with the Jewish council. The top shows his death by stoning, with Saul by himself to the left, and a scene depicting finding his relics on the right. The niche and trumeau figures, all of which date to the 19th century, include St. Denis and other religious notables. 

 

The North Transept Façade  The north transept portal has a 13th-century statue of the Virgin Mary on the trumeau. The bottom section of the tympanum depicts scenes relating to the birth of Christ: the nativity, presentation, and massacre of the Innocents, and the flight into Egypt. The upper sections show miracles associated with St. Theophilus, a vicar who made a deal with the devil. The upper lintel is devoted to the legendary account of Theophilus, appealing to the Virgin for deliverance. This tale is represented across four scenes showing the Virgin’s intercession. The story concludes in the tympanum, with the moralizing presentation of Theophilus’ contract with the devil. 

 

■ Towers, Bells, and Spire 

Towers These two western towers, both 228-foot (69-m) high, were built between 1225 and about 1245. They were the final part of the cathedral to be completed, and are among its most notable features.  



Bells  The Cathedral has 10 bells. The South Tower houses the Cathedral’s famous bell, “Emmanuel,” the largest and oldest, cast in 1681. The bell weighs 13 metric tons (over 28,000 pounds), its clapper alone weighs 1,102 pounds (500 kg). It tolls every hour, and for various occasions and services. On the night of 24 August 1944 as the Île de la Cité was liberated by an advance column of French and Allied armored troops and elements of the Resistance, it was the tolling of Emmanuel that announced to the city that its liberation was under way. 

 

Spire This cathedral has one of the most dramatic Gothic spires. The 13th-century spire was badly damaged during the Revolution and was taken down early in the 19th century. Thus, the present structure dates from 1858-1860 as part of le Duc’s reconstruction. It is believed to be a faithful reproduction of the original 295-foot (90-m) high spire. Note the dramatic, green-copper statues of the apostles at the base of the spire.  



Apse and spire 
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■ Buttresses 

Some sources claim that flying buttresses and gargoyles were first used here at Notre Dame Paris. We can find no documentation which supports this assertion. In fact, an early form of flying buttresses had already been employed at the Hagia Sophia in Constantinople in the 5th century! However, the more developed form, found in French Gothics, did not appear until the 12th century. In any case, the buttresses on Notre Dame Paris are best seen from the apse end, as is true of nearly all Gothic buttressing. They intersect the walls at two points: the upper flying buttress connects to the inner wall of the ambulatory, while the lower flyer connects to the exterior wall.



INTERIOR

■ Elevation and Vaults 

The height of the nave vaults is 118 feet (36 m)—the same as Bourges Cathedral. The original elevation had four levels, which consisted of arcade, gallery, circular windows, and a small clerestory. There are now only three, the circular window level having been joined with the clerestory level. Note the six-part vaults, which testify to the church’s early origins.

 

■ Columns and Arcades 

The plain round columns—albeit with simple and elegant capitals—but no attached colonettes leading upward reveal Notre Dame’s early origins. The arcades between the columns are of a low rise, compared with the taller arcades in later cathedrals, which contributes to the rather dark interior here. The colonettes, leading the eye upward to the vaults begin only at the top of the columns. 

 

■ Choir, Rood Screen, and Altar 

A marvelous 14th-century rood screen runs alongside the ambulatory behind the choir and formal altar. In the Middle Ages, a large isolating wall was installed around the entire choir, forming a semi-chapel to encourage reflection. The carved polychrome figures on the screen show scenes from the life of Jesus. The north 



Nave and elevation



Choir screen
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side depicts scenes from Jesus’ childhood and his baptism. The part of the wall that continued around the circular apse, and which portrayed the death of Jesus on the cross, is no longer in existence. The south side of the screen shows scenes from His Resurrection. The formal altar is quite understated for such an important church. A simple wrought-iron screen runs around the back of the choir-altar area.

 

■ Apse and Chapels 

Like the nave, the wide double-aisled ambulatory is lined with chapels, 37 in all. Note the series of paintings by le Brun, Bourdon, and other artists. Displayed in the chapels around the nave, these 17th-century paintings were created to honor the Virgin Mary and feature themes from Saint Luke’s Acts of the Apostles. Originally, there were 76 paintings in this series. The Cathedral now possesses 13 of them; the rest are at the Louvre and other museums.  

 

■ Windows 

Notre Dame has a total of 113 windows. Many of the windows date to the 13th century, and their design and execution exemplify the finest medieval craftsmanship. The many wonderful stained-glass windows cast a kaleidoscope of colored light into the otherwise somber space. Medieval stained glass has imperfections of thickness and other irregularities. As a result, refracted light often blends the colors as it passes through the glass. For example, the north transept rose window produces a rich purple color, even though there is no purple glass in the window; the colors in the glass are predominantly red and blue. One may assume that the medieval glass makers knew this and combined their colors to produce the desired effect. 

Around 1220, many of the circular windows were removed, allowing for an enlargement of the clerestory. Rows of these original small circular windows can still be seen in the bays alongside the crossing. Thus, the triforium windows don’t connect with the clerestory windows as they do in windows redone in the full Rayonnant style. Note, too, that in the nave, the triforium and clerestory windows are stained glass, but are of modern and abstract design. They were done on the initiative of the Minister of Culture, André Malraux, in the 1960s. Even though modern, these newer windows are richly colored and handsome, unlike so many artless modern windows in other churches. The neo-Gothic windows above, on the south side of the choir, were created in the 19th century. These 18 beautiful windows illustrate the Legend of Saint Genevieve, who was the patron saint of Paris. 

The highlights of the Cathedral are the three beautiful rose windows, with their original glass, over the west portal door and in the north and south transepts. These windows were done in the Rayonnant style, a design based upon dividing the circle into segments, then adding a common geometrical design to each segment.
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The West Rose Window  The west rose window is 33 feet (10 m) in diameter and is exceptionally beautiful. Dating from 1220, it retains most of its original glass and tracery. The main theme of the window is the cycle of human life, featuring symbolic scenes such as the zodiac and Labors of the Months. Unfortunately, the interior view of the window’s colorful glass is now more than half blocked by the great organ, a common problem for many west rose windows. The design of the rose window in the west façade is based on the number eight. 

 

The South Rose Window  The south rose window was donated by King St. Louis and installed around 1260. Its general themes are the New Testament, the triumph of Christ, and the symbolic number four. The panes have been removed and repaired a number of times, for example in 1725 and 1727, and in 1861 by Viollet-le-Duc. As a result many of the panes are now out of order. In addition, le-Duc rotated the entire rose 15 degrees to enhance the stability in the masonry. This window is 43 feet (13 m) in diameter and contains 84 panes of glass. Radiating out from a central medallion of Christ, it consists of four concentric circles based on the number 12. Although the original central medallion has been lost, it probably depicted Christ in a majestic pose. Viollet-le-Duc replaced it with a modern Christ of the Apocalypse. The original medallions surrounding it include: 

• 12 apostles (in the first and second circles)

• 20 angels carrying candles, two crowns and a censer (fourth circle).

Below the rose are 16 lancet windows, which are 19th-century replacements. They depict 16 prophets. In the center, four prophets (Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Daniel) carry the four evangelists (Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John) on their shoulders.



West rose window and organ



South rose window
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The North Rose Window This window dates from 1250 and is also 43 feet (13 m) in diameter. Its main theme is the Old Testament, but the central medallion depicts the Virgin and Child. 

 

■ Museum and Crypt 

Located underneath the Cathedral, the crypt now houses an archaeological museum. The museum is an actual archaeological excavation site, where the foundations of Roman-era structures were found. During Roman times, the city was known as Lutetium. The museum presents the ancient ruins, archaeological findings, maps, drawings, and historical information. The exhibits tell the story of the city from antiquity through the medieval era. To access the museum (there is an entrance fee) take the stairs opposite the Cathedral’s façade.

 

■ Organ and Music 

In the Cathedral’s early years, there was a permanent choir of 60 musicians and singers. They filled the Cathedral with music at all hours every day. Though several organs have been installed over time, the earliest ones were inadequate for the building. The first major organ, installed in the 18th century, was practically rebuilt and expanded in the 19th century by Aristide Cavaillé-Coll. This is one of the largest and most powerful in France, with 8,500 pipes. For a schedule of concerts, consult the Notre Dame website’s calendar of events.



North rose window
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Popular Culture

The most important work about this cathedral was the 1831 novel by Victor Hugo, The Hunchback of Notre Dame. Set in the Middle Ages, the plot centers on Quasimodo, the deformed bell-ringer of Notre Dame, and his desire to gain acceptance into society. A series of films were based on this novel, the most well-known of which was a 1939 American film starring Charles Laughton as Quasimodo and Maureen O’Hara as Esmeralda. This film brought the story to the attention of people all over the world. For this production RKO Radio Pictures built a massive set of medieval Paris and Cathedral on their movie ranch. It was one of the largest and most extravagant sets ever built. An animated musical drama targeted to young people of all ages was produced by Walt Disney Pictures in 1996.
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South side view
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paris region

Chartres Cathedral of Notre Dame

Personal Impressions

Approaching the small town of Chartres by car, or by the RER train from Paris, we always enjoy being able to see the Cathedral from miles away. Then as we stroll around the town, the Cathedral pops into view from time to time—a lovely surprise. When traveling there by car, the best way to approach this cathedral is by parking at the lower end of the old part of the town, then walking up to it through the ancient streets full of interesting houses. It’s grand to see how this great cathedral looms above us and changes as we come nearer. The Cathedral’s famous windows make no impression from outside. Once inside, however, the beautiful windows that fill the place compel our full attention and dominate every other feature. Since the windows are tinted dark blue and darkish red, the interior is somber. Although everyone is captivated by the windows, we find the dark interior more gloomy than spiritual. That’s probably because the emotional lift we get from being inside one of these great buildings derives in large part from what they are all about in the first place: gorgeous works of art in stone and glass, vast, and wonderfully lit by light pouring in from above and from all sides.  

Like most people, at the first mention of a Gothic cathedral, we tend automatically to think of Chartres. Although it has fewer visitors, Chartres is as much of an iconic example of a Gothic splendor as Notre Dame Paris. Why so? Well, it is lovely, of course, but then (to us) all the major Gothics are beautiful. Big? Sure, but 
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aren’t they all? For one thing, it is close to Paris and makes a fine day trip. Then there are those windows. The greatest display of truly wonderful antique stained-glass windows anywhere. Together with Notre Dame Paris, most visitors to French Gothic cathedrals will visit Chartres.

What’s Important about Chartres?

Chartres is important for four things. First, it has been called the quintessential Gothic cathedral. It is the cathedral in which all the major architectural innovations of Early Gothic came together in a single harmonious whole, initiating the High Gothic Period. It thus became to some degree a model for later cathedrals. Second is its exceptional state of preservation, which makes it special from an artistic viewpoint. The majority of the original stained-glass windows survive intact and the architecture has seen only minor changes since the early 13th century. Chartres has largely escaped the ravages of time, having avoided retrofitting with the “latest” styles better than other Gothic cathedrals. The major modifications include the huge and wonderfully sculpted choir screen and the north tower decorated in the Flamboyant style. But, as noted, the most important thing about the Cathedral is its windows. It probably isn’t an exaggeration to say that this is the most important collection of windows in the world. Third is the speed with which it was built, a factor which helped contribute to the consistency of its design. The fourth is the combined glory of its glass and sculpture adorning its three façades, especially the south transept façade porch. 

 

HISTORY

The current cathedral was mostly constructed between 1193 and 1250, only about 57 years. It was consecrated in 1260 in the presence of King Louis IX. There have been at least five cathedrals on this site, each replacing an earlier building damaged by war or fire. Nothing survives of the earliest church, which was destroyed during an attack on the city by the Danes in 858. There was a fire in 962, then a more serious conflagration occurred in 1020, after which Bishop Fulbert began the construction of an entirely new building. Most of the present crypt, which is the largest in France, dates from that period. In 1134 another fire damaged the town, and perhaps part of the Cathedral. The completed building is said to have been the role model for Soissons, Reims, Metz, Beauvais, Cologne, and Amiens.
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RELICS AND PILGRIMS 

Since at least the 12th century, Chartres has been an important destination for travelers, attracting large numbers of Christian pilgrims, many of whom came to venerate its famous relic, the Sancta Camisa, acquired in 876. This relic is said to be the tunic worn by the Virgin Mary at Christ’s birth. The tunic is now preserved in a reliquary inside a fenced chapel. The saving of the tunic from the 12th-century fire is believed by some to have occurred due to the divine intervention of the Virgin herself. Today, Chartres continues to attract large numbers of pilgrims, many of whom come to walk slowly around the Labyrinth, their heads bowed in prayer, which the Cathedral authorities accommodate by removing the chairs from the nave once a month. 

 

WARS AND REVOLUTION 

The Cathedral has been spared most of the damage suffered by so many others during the Wars of Religion, the Revolution, and at least two major wars. During the Revolution when a mob began to destroy the sculpture on the north porch, destruction was stopped by the townsfolk. On another occasion, the Revolutionary Directorate threatened to destroy the building as its upkeep had become too onerous. When the Directorate decided to destroy the Cathedral via explosives, a local architect saved the building by pointing out that the vast amount of rubble from the demolished building would so clog the streets that it would take years to clear away. However, when metal was needed for the Revolutionary army, the brass plaque in the center of the Labyrinth was removed and melted down. 

During World War II all the glass was removed from the Cathedral just before the Germans invaded France. While the city suffered heavy bombing damage in World War II, the Cathedral was spared from ultimate destruction by an American colonel, Welborn Griffith from Quanah, Texas, who questioned the US military order to destroy the Cathedral. He volunteered to go behind enemy lines to find out whether the German Army was using it as an observation post. The colonel and an enlisted soldier reached the Cathedral and confirmed that the Germans were not using it. The order to destroy the Cathedral was withdrawn, and the Allies later liberated the area. Shortly after visiting the Cathedral, Griffith headed to Lèves, a small town just north of Chartres where he spotted a German machine gun nest. He climbed onto the turret of an American tank and ordered the tank crew to head for the nest. Although the tank destroyed it, Griffith was killed in the fight. He was posthumously decorated with the Silver Star, Distinguished Service Cross, and the French Croix de Guerre. He is buried at the St. James World War II Memorial Cemetery in Brittany.
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The Building

DIMENSIONS AND FLOOR PLAN

Overall, Chartres Cathedral is 426-foot (130-m) long and 105-foot (32-m) wide. The distinguishing feature of the Chartres floor plan is the three-bay projection of the transepts beyond the nave wall. This allowed for the dramatic north and south porches. There are double aisles in the ambulatory, but only single side aisles in the nave. The apse has three large chapels and two smaller adjacent ones. The rectangular structure outside the apse is the St. Piat Chapel.



EXTERIOR 

As in many cathedrals, the center portal in each of the three façades at Chartres is particularly large and was only used for special ceremonies, usually the installation of a new bishop. While the sculpture on the exterior portals is generally of a high standard, the various carved elements inside the Cathedral, such as the capitals and string courses, are relatively poorly finished,  when compared for example with those at Reims or Soissons. This is because the external portals were carved from the finest limestone, while the interior capitals were carved from the local limestone that is hard to work and can be brittle. Nevertheless, most of the carving follows the exceptionally high standard typical of this period and exercised a strong influence on the subsequent development of Gothic portal design.

 

■ West Façade and Portals 

Although most commentators rave about the glories of all three façades—west, south, and north—the west façade seems the least beautiful compared to the façade on the south transept, or those at Amiens, Reims, and Bourges. This is a result of its simpler Romanesque origins. Nevertheless, this façade has a harmonious appearance which results partly from its relative proportions of the central and two flanking portals, whose widths are in the ratio of 10:7, one of the common medieval approximations of the square root of two. Two sculptural elements run horizontally across 



West façade



West façade portals
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the upper part of the façade, uniting its different parts. Each of the three portals focuses on a different aspect of Christ’s role: his earthly incarnation on the right, his Second Coming on the left, and his eternal aspect in the center.

 

The Center Portal  The center portal, also known as the royal portal (portail royale), was integrated into the new cathedral built after the 1194 fire. The sculpture surrounding this portal offers a conventional representation of the End of Time as described in the Book of Revelation. The center of the tympanum depicts the figure of Christ within an aureole of light, surrounded by the four symbols of the Evangelists. The horizontal stone lintel above the portal depicts the 12 Apostles, while the archivolts depict the 24 Elders of the Apocalypse. The jamb statues attached to the columns flanking the doorway depict tall, slender standing figures of kings and queens of the Old Testament from whom the royal portal derived its name. 

 

The Right Portal  The lintel above the right portal is in two parts. On the upper lintel is the Presentation at the Temple, while on the lower lintel are Nativity scenes. Above these, the tympanum shows the Virgin and Child, flanked by angels, enthroned in the so-called “Throne of Wisdom” pose. The archivolts surrounding the tympanum are carved with representations of the Seven Liberal Arts, as well as the classical authors and philosophers most associated with them. On the bottom left are the zodiac signs of Pisces and Gemini. 

 

The Left Portal  This portal is more enigmatic and harder to decipher. The tympanum shows Christ standing on a cloud, supported by two angels. Some see this as a depiction of the Ascension of Christ, with the figures on the lower lintel representing the disciples witnessing the event. However, others interpret it as representing the Second Coming of Christ. The archivolts contain the signs of the zodiac and the labors of the months, which are the standard references to the cyclical nature of time and appear in many Gothic portals.  



■ South Transept Façade and Portals 

The Cathedral has an especially wonderful south transept façade, which has its own three portals. They are surrounded by their sculptural programs.

 

The Center Portal  The center portal depicts the usual Last Judgment scene, with Jesus flanked by Mary and St. John surrounded by angels. The lintel below illustrates “the saved” on the left, and “the sinners” on the right being led into the mouth of Hell. Archangel Michael stands astride the center weighing souls.  



South transept portals
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The Left Portal  Called the Martyrs Portal, the left portal shows scenes from the life of St. Stephen. A standing Christ is shown on the tympanum, flanked by two kneeling angels, presumably the vision that Stephen saw during his martyrdom: Christ “standing at the right hand of God.” On left of the lintel, Stephen is being led to his martyrdom; on the right, he is being stoned. The archivolts show more incidents in the Martyrdom of Stephen. 

 

The Right Portal  Known as the Confessor’s Portal, the right portal shows scenes from the life of St. Martin and St. Nicholas. The tympanum shows Christ in Heaven flanked by two angels. The lower lintel depicts, on the left, St. Martin on horseback tearing his cloak in two to share with the beggar. The right side depicts St. Nicholas giving gold to a dying man and his family. The upper lintel displays, on the left, the Dream of St. Martin, where the beggar to whom he gave his cloak reveals himself to be Christ. The right shows the tomb of St. Nicholas topped with his tomb effigy. The arch surrounding the tympanum shows the deeds of St. Giles and seated Old Testament figures. The outer jambs on either side of the portal were added later and show two saints, while the inner jambs, from left to right, contain depictions of Pope Leo the Great, plus saints Ambrose, Nicholas, Martin, Jerome, and Gregory the Great.  



■ North Transept Façade and Portals 

The north transept portals have deep sheltering porches, which concentrate on the events leading up to Christ’s incarnation, but with an emphasis on the Virgin. The overall themes are: the glorification of Mary in the center, the incarnation of her son on the left, and depictions of Old Testament prophecies on the right. On the northwest corner of the porch are large statues of St. Modesta (a local martyr) and St. Potentian. In addition, the main sculptural areas around the portals are filled with carvings portraying a range of subjects including local saints,



North transept portals



Old Testament narratives, naturalistic foliage, fantastical beasts, Labors of the Months, and personifications of the active and contemplative lives.

 

■ Towers 

The west façade is dominated by two dramatically different towers. The south tower, a plain pyramid dating from the 1140s, rises to a height of 344 feet (105 m). The Flamboyant north tower rises
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to 371 feet (113 m), which is a replacement of an earlier one destroyed by lightning in the early 16th century. This newer tower features a spire on top of the base of the original tower. Each transept façade was originally meant to support two towers, two more were to flank the choir, and there was to have been a central tower over the crossing—a total of nine towers. This original plan was abandoned, and the crossing was vaulted over sometime around 1221. Towers must have been exceptionally costly, which would explain why this ambitious plan was not carried out. In some cases, even towers that fell down, as at St. Denis, were not replaced due to a lack of resources. 

 

■ Buttresses 

As in all Gothic cathedrals, increasing the size of the windows meant reducing the masonry wall area, which was made possible only by the extensive use of flying buttresses on the outside. These buttresses support the lateral thrusts resulting from the high ceiling vaults, which are higher and wider than any attempted before in France. Although some may not agree, the buttresses at Chartres seem heavy and overbuilt, compared with some contemporary and later Gothics, such as the flying buttresses at Amiens and Bourges built around the same time. The Chartres architects were playing it safe by making the buttresses so robust at the cost of aesthetic considerations.

 

INTERIOR

A two-bay narthex at the western end opens into a seven-bay nave, which leads to the crossing. East of the crossing’s four rectangular bays terminate in a semicircular apse at the east end. The vertical lines of the



arches, columns, and colonettes contrast with the massive, horizontal triforium.

 

■ Elevation 

The height of the nave vaults is 121 feet (37 m). The elevation of the nave is three-storied with arcade, triforium, and clerestory levels. Although not the first example of a three-level elevation, Chartres was perhaps the first of the great churches to make a success of it, resulting in a far greater area of window openings.

 

■ Windows 

Chartres windows have been remarkably fortunate. Of the 176 original stained-glass windows (sources differ on the number), 152 survive with most or all of their 12th- and 13th-century glass—far more than any other medieval cathedrals. A few windows were replaced with much lighter grisaille



Nave elevation
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glass in the 14th century to improve illumination, particularly on the north side, and several more were replaced with clear glass in 1753. 

As in most medieval buildings, the windows at Chartres have suffered from the corrosive effects of air pollution and acid rain beginning with the Industrial Revolution. Since then an ongoing program of conservation has been underway. The interior restoration consisted of cleaning more than half the windows. It would be hard to exaggerate the difference this has made. Their jewel-like quality can now be fully appreciated, especially in comparison to the un-cleaned windows.

Most cathedrals of the period had a mixture of glass in the windows. Some contained plain glass for brightness, while others contained some percentage of densely colored stained glass. The latter provided beauty and drama, and “Bible study” for the illiterate. At Chartres, nearly all of the windows are glazed with densely colored stained glass, which results in a relatively dark but richly colored interior. The windows are notable for their particular blue color, which dates back to the 12th century. This color blue was achieved by adding cobalt oxide to the basic glass. Later, less expensive pigments would be used in an attempt to replicate this color. In all, Chartres’ windows cover an astonishing total of 27,986 square feet (2,600 m2), according to the cathedral brochure.



Thirteenth-century Windows  The majority of the windows now visible at Chartres were made and installed between 1205 and 1240. However, the earliest windows are the four lancet window panels of Romanesque glass from the 12th century, which survived the fire of 1195. Three of these are located beneath the rose window in the west façade: the Passion window to the south, the Infancy of Christ in the center, and a Tree of Jesse window to the north. All three of these windows were originally made around 1145, but were restored in the early 13th century and again in the 19th century. The other 12th-century window, perhaps the most famous at Chartres, is the so-called Belle Verrière, located in the first bay of the choir after the south transept. The Virgin is depicted wearing a blue robe and sitting in a frontal pose on a throne with the Christ Child seated on her lap raising his hand in blessing.  



Belle Verrière window



Lower Windows  Each bay of the ambulatory, plus the five apsidal chapels, contain one large lancet window, most of them roughly 27-foot (8-m) high by 7.2-foot (2-m) wide. The subjects depicted in these windows, made between 1205 and 1235, include stories from the Old and New Testament, and the Lives of the Saints. One window—in the second bay of the choir after the south transept—contains symbolic images, such as the signs of the zodiac and the annual labor cycle. Several of the windows include panels with images 
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of local tradesmen or laborers, often with fascinating details of their equipment and working methods. The most plausible reason for including them was the desire of the cathedral clergy to emphasize the universal reach of the Church, particularly during a period when their relationship with the local community was often troubled. Not incidentally, the guilds raised the money to create these windows and donate them to the cathedral.

 

Rose Windows  The cathedral has three large rose windows. 

• The west rose window, made about 1215 is 39.4 feet (12 m) in diameter, shows the Last Judgment, the traditional theme for west façades. A central oculus presenting Christ as the judge is surrounded by an inner ring of 12 paired roundels containing angels and the Elders of the Apocalypse. The outer ring of 12 roundels depicts the dead emerging from their tombs, with angels blowing trumpets to summon them to judgment. This window illustrates the “sets of 12” numerology discussed earlier.

• The north rose window, made around 1235, is 34.4 feet (10 m) in diameter. Like much of the sculpture in the porch beneath it, the window is dedicated to the Virgin. The central oculus shows the Virgin and Child and is surrounded by 12 small petal-shaped windows, four with doves (the Four Gifts of the Spirit), and the rest with adoring angels carrying candlesticks. 

• The south rose window, built about 1225-30, is the same diameter as the north rose window. It depicts Christ in the central oculus, right hand raised in benediction, surrounded by adoring angels.

 

■ Columns 

One architectural breakthrough at Chartres was resolving how aesthetically to arrange smaller, half-round colonettes to the large arcade columns. The nave features alternating round and octagonal columns, each of which has four attached colonettes. This cluster of colonettes rises to the triforium and clerestory to support the vault ribs. The purpose of this design was to direct visitors eyes to the ceiling, to the light. This design was to prove influential and was replicated in a number of High Gothic churches.



West rose window



North rose window 



South rose window 
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■ Chapels and Choir Screen 

Seven semi-circular chapels radiate from the double-aisled ambulatory: three large and four smaller ones. An abundance of stained glass surrounds the upper level of the choir.

The view of the choir from the chapels is blocked by the monumental screen around the entire ambulatory. This dramatic screen is deeply sculpted in plaster. It includes over 200 statues and 40 tableaux of biblical scenes and the life of the Virgin. The screen was built over 200 years beginning 1510. The choir stalls date only from the beginning of the 18th century.



Choir screen



■ Labyrinth 

Labyrinths were popular from the 12th through the 14th centuries, then went out of fashion for some reason, along with several other design features, such as multiple towers. They are now found only in a few cathedrals, most notably at Chartres, Reims, and Amiens. The Chartres labyrinth was built some time during the first decade of the 13th century. Usually covered with chairs, it is opened periodically for perusal and perambulation. There is also a turf labyrinth in the garden which is part of Bishop’s Palace just behind the Cathedral on a lower level. 

 

■ Organ and Clocks 

Shortly after 1417 the small organ set in a nave aisle was moved onto the nave wall at the triforium level, where it remains. There are also two lovely old clocks: one inside and another—unusually—on the outside, next to the north wall.

 

■ The St. Piat Chapel 

In 1323 a substantial two-story structure was added at the east end of the choir, which included a chapel dedicated to St. Piat in the upper floor. It is accessed by a staircase opening onto the ambulatory. The chamber below the chapel served as the canon’s chapter house. The chapel of St. Piat is normally closed to visitors, except for occasional temporary exhibitions.
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■ Crypt 

The 11th-century crypt is one of the few parts of the Cathedral saved from the 1194 fire. It is the largest in France—and the third largest in the world after the ones at St. Peter’s in Rome and Canterbury Cathedral in England. There are seven chapels in the ambulatory of the Crypt: three barrel-vault chapels and ribbed-vault chapels from the 12th century. They are laid out in a row, one after another. The well of St. Fort, found in 1902, has a depth of 110 feet (33.5 m). The crypt floor is 79 feet (24 m) above the Eure River at the base of the hill. Thus, the bottom of the well is below the level of the river far below.



■ Interior Restoration 

Church authorities have recently been busy cleaning and painting various parts of the interior, in an effort to re-create the look of the original interior stone surfaces. Two things stand out. First, on a test area on the lower part of one of the crossing columns, restorers have been cleaning off the grime, then painting the stone in alternating, slightly different tones of cream and off-white. It is said that the entire interior was originally painted this way. Second, even more startling than the cleaning and “re-painting” of the columns, is the ongoing restoration of the walls on each side of the choir, above the choir screen, in the “V-shaped” areas formed by the choir arches. There the colonettes behind the choir stalls have been



Choir restoration 



painted—for lack of a better analogy—to look like brownish stone, with off-white marbling. Also the walls in the same area are painted a pale blue and are lightly marbled. Here again, this is said to replicate the original decoration. Purists claim that attempting to re-create the past in this way is a mistake.

To show how far the French authorities have taken their zeal for restoration, consider the case of the Chartres Black Madonna, situated in the so-called “Lady of the Pillar” chapel. A Black Madonna—aka the Virgin Mary—in a Catholic church? Turns out that this is only one of many—Europe alone has at least 40, and some have been revered for millennia. Attempts have been made to trace the appeal of the Black Madonna back to prehistoric times, back to the ancient worship of Mother Goddesses such as Cybele and Isis. Some 
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also contend that Black Madonna is descended from the Virgin worshipped by the druids. While such statues have passionate local worshippers, they are generally frowned upon by the orthodoxy within the Catholic Church. Another theory is that the statue has a black patina caused by centuries of dirt and candle smoke. Apparently, the French authorities agreed, and decided to clean the Chartres statue as part of the overall restoration of the interior. 

Here is the Black Madonna after cleaning. See the new look on your next visit to Chartres.

 

Popular Culture

Orson Welles famously used Chartres as a visual backdrop for a sequence in his film “F for Fake.” Welles’ semi-autobiographical narration focuses on the power of art in culture, and how the work itself may be more important than the identity of its creators. His message was that the beauty of Chartres and its unknown artisans and architects epitomized this sentiment. Welles, standing outside the 



Black Madonna after cleaning



Cathedral and looking at it, eulogizes at great length and with great eloquence.

Joseph Campbell refers to the Cathedral’s spiritual impact in The Power of Myth: “I’m back in the Middle Ages. I’m back in the world that I was brought up in as a child, the Roman Catholic spiritual-image world, and it is magnificent….That cathedral talks to me about the spiritual information of the world. It’s a place for meditation, just walking around, just sitting, just looking at those beautiful things.”

In the film “Two for the Road,” the character, played by Albert Finney, says to his wife, Jo (Audrey Hepburn): “Nobody knows the names of the men who made it. To make something as exquisite as this without wanting to splash your stupid name all over it. All you hear about nowadays is people making names, not things.”

Joris-Karl Huysmans provides a detailed interpretation of the symbolism underlying the art of Chartres Cathedral in his 1898 semi-autobiographical novel La cathédrale.
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Chartres was the primary basis for the fictional Cathedral in David Macaulay’s Cathedral: The Story of Its Construction, and the animated special based on this book.

Chartres was a major character in the religious thriller Gospel Truths by J. G. Sandom. The book used the Cathedral’s architecture and history as clues in the search for a lost Gospel.

The Cathedral is also featured in the television travel series “The Naked Pilgrim” in which presenter Brian Sewell explores the Cathedral and discusses its famous relic—the nativity cloak said to have been worn by the Virgin Mary.

Perhaps the most eloquent and evocative writing about Chartres is by Henry Adams in his 1905 book, Mont Saint-Michel and Chartres.
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West façade 
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Paris Region

Basilica of St. Denis 

Personal Impressions

From the St. Denis Metro station, we emerge into a plaza area hemmed in by tacky modern buildings. Not far away is the Basilica. One publication describes the St. Denis suburb as “fashionable.” We wonder whether that was ever true, since this was originally an industrial suburb and is today a center for immigrants: Muslims and, more recently, Asians. Nevertheless, the area has a rather exotic cachet as regards what is on offer in the food and clothes shops. 

Since we had originally expected a “mere” abbey church, our first impression of the Basilica of St. Denis was one of surprise at its size. The large plaza in front of the church enhances its visibility. St. Denis has evolved from its modest origins as a traditional Romanesque abbey church into a building equal in size and complexity to some of the larger Gothic cathedrals. Compared with other Gothic churches, however, we find the west façade of St. Denis a disappointment. To us, the entire face of the building is drab, heavy, squarish, clunky looking. It even has castle-like parapets, more like a fortress than an elegant, soaring Gothic church. 

St. Denis has only one inelegant tower in front, which gives it a rather lopsided look. The Cathedral originally had two towers, but one was removed in the 19th century. The façade has little decoration, little sculpture. The rose window is very small, even insignificant, compared with later Gothic cathedrals. But, once inside, we are fascinated by the massive narthex and voluminous 13th-century nave and choir—with their royal tombs.
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What’s Important about Basilica of St. Denis?

St. Denis is notable for two things. First, it is considered the original Gothic church, the first major structure a substantial part of which was designed and built in the Gothic style. Both stylistically and structurally it pioneered the change from Romanesque to Gothic architecture. Second, St. Denis has for hundreds of years been the final resting place for many French kings beginning in the 6th century. It became one of the most powerful Benedictine abbeys in the Middle Ages. In the 13th century St. Louis declared the church to be the official burial place of French kings, which is the most important draw for most visitors.

 

HISTORY

The Basilica of St. Denis dates to the late-5th century. The Basilica stands on the site of a Gallo-Roman cemetery, where St. Denis was buried after his martyrdom around 250. St. Denis was the first Bishop of Paris and is the patron saint of France. The Basilica played an early and important role in forming the historic alliance between the Church and the monarchy. It is evident that Suger, the Abbot of St. Denis, was a skilled and ambitious politician, as shown by the fact: that he became the friend and confidant of the French kings Louis VI and Louis VII; that he was made regent of France while Louis VII and Queen Eleanor were on the second crusade (1147-1149); and that, by the 12th century, St. Denis was the “premier royal abbey” of France. The Abbot decided around 1137 to rebuild the great church of St. Denis, attached to the abbey. He began with the west façade, reconstructing the original Carolingian façade which had only a single portal. He designed the façade of St. Denis to be an echo of the Roman Arch of Constantine with its three-part division and three large portals, mainly to improve access to the interior. The rose window above the west portal is the earliest-known example in France. While there is no documented motive for Suger’s bold initiative to embark on creating the first Gothic church, one version has it that he was driven to do so in order to maintain St. Denis as the burial place of French kings. The threat to the Abbey’s exalted status happened in the second quarter of the 12th century when King Philip I chose a Benedictine Abbey for his burial place, followed by his son (Louis VI) who selected a Cistercian Abbey for his. As the theory goes, Suger, in response, took bold steps to make his abbey more appealing to future kings.

With the completion of the west façade in 1140, Suger moved on to the reconstruction of the eastern end, leaving the Carolingian nave in use. He designed a choir that would be suffused with light. To achieve this his masons drew on a combination of several new architectural features: the pointed arch, the ribbed vault, and flying buttress, the defining elements of Gothic style. Suger also added the ambulatory with radiating chapels in the apse; the clustered columns to support the ribs and the ceiling vault; and the large clerestory windows, which were made possible by the flying buttresses. The new structure was finished and dedicated in
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June 1144, in the presence of the Louis VII and Queen Eleanor. The Basilica of St. Denis thus became the prototype for further Gothic buildings throughout France, especially in the larger Paris basin. 

The building sequence which converted St. Denis from a Romanesque into a Gothic structure was approximately as follows. The first Gothic-inspired design was implemented on the west façade in 1137, and the narthex was completed around the same time. Work also proceeded on the choir at this time, which is considered the first fully realized Gothic work, and which served as a model for the style. Almost 100 years later the Carolingian nave with the ambulatory in the apse, and the radiating chapels, was rebuilt. This work included the large crossing to accommodate and highlight the presence of the French royal necropolis. The nave was rebuilt in the Gothic style in 1411. As part of that reconstruction, the rose windows were added to the transepts. 

Although many Gothic cathedrals sponsored market and trade fairs, the very important Lendit Fair was begun at St. Denis in 1048. By the beginning of the 12th century this fair was considered the most important commercial event in France. It is claimed that more than a thousand traders came here from all over Europe. The Fair allowed the abbey to collect a variety of fees which contributed importantly to its wealth. Not incidentally, this income was an important source of the huge sums needed to make a relatively simple abbey church into the important Gothic icon that it became. As the fair declined over the centuries, it was replaced by an ongoing local market, and an iron-and-brick market hall was constructed in 1893. The market hall was completely redesigned in 2005, and the market continues to be held several times a week.

 

RELICS

St. Denis houses an important relic: the Oriflamme, the banner carried by many royal war leaders. It later became the national battle standard of France. In a way this is an odd relic, since most relics consist of body parts of saints and other items of a strictly religious significance. If there are other relics, they have either disappeared or are kept in a safe, and brought out only on special days. 

 

REVOLUTION

The life-like stone effigies lying on raised bases in the tombs were badly damaged during the Revolution, though nearly all were subsequently restored by Eugene Viollet-le-Duc in 1860. During the early 1830s, popular sentiment for the restoration of medieval buildings developed in France. Le Duc restored the Romanesque abbey of Vézelay in 1835. This was the first of a long series of restorations, which included Notre Dame Paris, Mont Saint Michel, Carcassonne, and Pierrefonds Castle. His approach to “restoration” frequently combined historical fact with creative modification. For example, under his supervision, Notre Dame was cleaned, restored, and updated. His imaginative restoration of Carcassonne, included adding pointed roofs—typical 
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of northern France—to the top of its many wall towers. It seems he began a tradition, as witness the recent restorations of the interior of Chartres Cathedral.

 

The Building

DIMENSIONS AND FLOOR PLAN

St. Denis is 354-foot (108-m) long and 128-foot (39-m) wide. The Abbey has a central nave with side aisles. The west façade has three portals, a rose window, and one tower on the south side. The eastern end, which is built over the crypt, is surrounded by an ambulatory and an apse with nine radiating chapels. 

 

EXTERIOR

■ West Façade 

As shown in the photo on page 70, the west façade is quite plain but does have some decoration and sculpture. Since the west façade was one of Suger’s first renovations into the Gothic style, visitors will not be surprised to note that the top of lancet windows  flanking the rose window appear to be more round (i.e., in the earlier Romanesque style), than pointed as in the classic Gothic style. The major innovation in the west façade at St. Denis is the small rose window, and the way the different parts were designed to emphasize the divisions between them, using vertical buttresses which separate the three doorways. In addition, horizontal stringcourses and window arcades help emphasize the lateral divisions. This delineation of parts was to influence subsequent west façade designs, and would become a common theme in later Gothic architecture. Of the three portals in the west façade, only the center door’s pre-Gothic decoration, done in 1135, is original. The decoration on the tympanum and lintel of this door depicts the Last Judgment. This imagery is intended to suggest that when entering St. Denis non-sinners enter paradise via the Last Judgment. Amusingly, Suger is depicted praying at the feet of the crucified Christ surrounded by apostles!

 

■ North Transept Façade 

The north transept façade has a large and lovely rose window. Buttress piers flank each side of the transept façade. They are free-standing but are connected to the transept façade via rather dramatic flying buttresses.
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INTERIOR

This is a great, soaring space, characteristic of later Gothic cathedrals. Perhaps even more than other Gothic cathedrals, St. Denis was heavily modified over the years, adding the latest style of Gothic architecture each time. Despite this, like the exterior, the interior has relatively little decoration. Even the window tracery is rather limited and restrained. Some elements are, however, influenced by Rayonnant design innovations. For example, the 13th-century nave, transept, upper choir, as well as the triforium and clerestory, are now nearly all glass, appearing to be a single unit. St. Denis also has one of the largest crossings among French Gothic cathedrals in order to accommodate the many royal tombs.

 

■ Nave Elevation 

The Abbey has the usual three-part elevation: arcade, triforium, and clerestory. 

 

■ Choir Area 

Only the early 12th-century choir and the narthex are original. This helps to explain why this simple, smallish choir consists of only ten stalls for the monks, plus two for VIPs. The choir area is well forward of the altar, almost into the nave. The choir screen, too, is unadorned.

 

■ Apse and Ambulatory 

The sides of the apse are devoted to housing the royal tombs. The center is still occupied by the choir and the altar.



North transept façade 



Nave elevation 
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■ Windows 

A hundred years after its dedication in 1411, the old nave of St. Denis was rebuilt in the Gothic style, gaining, in its north and south transepts, the rose windows. The renovation of the nave and other parts of the church in the Rayonnant style had a dramatic effect on the amount of light inside. This new style, which differed from Suger’s earlier works as much as they had differed from their Romanesque precursors, reduced the walls’ masonry area to an absolute minimum. Solid masonry was replaced with vast window openings filled with brilliant stained glass (all destroyed in the Revolution) and interrupted only by the most slender carved stone tracery—not only in the clerestory but also, perhaps for the first time, the triforium level was glazed. The north transept façade is filled with a beautiful



North rose window 



39-foot (12-m) rose window. The glazed triforium adds to the light, even though its windows are rudimentary, primarily a design detail. Adding to the feeling of space and light are the large clerestory windows, glazed primarily with non-colored grisaille glass. Even on a heavily overcast day, the interior feels well-lit.

 The few stained-glass windows which date from Suger’s time are found in the ambulatory surrounding the altar. Although the windows were not destroyed during the Revolution, they were damaged in subsequent years and re-assembled in the 19th century. The small rose window on the west façade was innovative and influential. This was probably the first example of a rose window, which was to become a dominant feature of the Gothic façades of northern France. This was soon imitated at Chartres and at many other cathedrals. This rose window is not visible from the inside of the Abbey. Perhaps it is hidden behind the large organ above the narthex. The feeling of space and light is also due to wide aisles and to the non-blocking column design with high arcade arches. 

 

■ Organ Chapel and Narthex 

A chapel was built for the kings on the second story of the large narthex, which is now the organ loft. This allowed the kings to observe the religious rituals from the western end of the church.
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■ Burial Area, Crypt, and Museum 

The nave and the crossing of St Denis were rebuilt in 1231 in order to provide a clearer identity of St. Denis as the French royal necropolis. That plan was fulfilled in 1264 when the bones of 16 former Capetian and Carolingian kings and queens were relocated to new tombs arranged around the crossing.

Today, the necropolis of St. Denis houses more than 70 richly carved statues and tombs from King Clovis to Louis XVI. Perhaps the most interesting aspect of the inhabitants of this necropolis is that these powerful royals were treated in their death worse than peasants. During the Revolution, 



Tomb of Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette



their corpses were dug up, buried in mass graves, and covered with lime. These pits, full of jumbled skeletons, were opened only in 1817, and their remains moved to an ossuary within the Church. Oddly enough, the Revolutionaries preserved the tombs themselves as embodiments of art. 

The many all-white marble tombs include those of Francis I (1494–1547) and his wife, and Henry II (1519–1559) and his wife Catherine de Medici. These two tombs—together with that of Louis XII (1462–1515) and Anne de Bretagne—are among the most highly decorated of all those in the tomb area. Another notable effigy is that of Louis XVI (1754–1793) and his wife Marie Antoinette, deposed and guillotined by the Revolution.

The burial area of St. Denis is now a museum, which includes a large crypt beneath the apse. Reached by a stairway, the crypt has a relatively high ceiling to accommodate the tombs and a beautifully carved stone ceiling. It is even fitted with some windows. The museum is well worth the entry fee.



 basilica of st. denis  •  77  




[image: page78]

West façade 
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Northwest Region

Amiens Cathedral of Notre Dame 

Personal Impressions

The Cathedral is situated on a low ridge overlooking the Somme River in the administrative capital of the Picardy region of France, 74 miles north of Paris. The river bank is only a few hundred yards away. 

Since the Cathedral sits in the middle of town surrounded by low buildings, we spot it the minute we step out of the train station. The Cathedral is only about a 10-minute walk from the station and, as we walk towards the east end, the soaring verticality of the Cathedral draws our eyes up, past the windows, buttresses and pinnacles, to the tall thin spire. Everything about the exterior shouts UP!!!! which causes us to ignore for a moment its sheer mass. Although a good deal of decoration has been added over the years on the buttresses and pinnacles, the fundamental purity of classic Gothic design doesn’t feel compromised. Like many, we believe that the greatest west façades among the French Gothics are here at Amiens, and at Bourges, Paris, and Reims.

Once inside, we are impressed by the height of the vaulted ceiling and by the great volume of the interior. More than anything else, the interior feels open. This is due to the high arcades flanking the nave and, even more, to the enormous windows which are nearly all clear or nearly clear glass. Even on an overcast day this is a brightly illuminated cathedral. The feeling of design purity is strong, despite the use of the added Rayonnant and even Flamboyant details throughout.
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What’s Important about Amiens Cathedral?

The stone-vaulted nave of Amiens Cathedral reaches a height of 139 feet (42 m), the highest of any complete Gothic cathedral in France. It is surpassed in height only by the incomplete Beauvais Cathedral. It also has the greatest interior volume of any French cathedral, estimated at 260, 000 cubic yards (200, 000 cubic meters). Although it has lost most of its original stained glass, it is renowned for the quality and quantity of the remaining early 13th century Gothic sculpture on the main west façade, for the sculpture surrounding the south transept façade portal, and for the large quantity of polychrome sculpture from later periods inside the building. Amiens Cathedral is also notable for the coherence of its plan, the labyrinth, and the matching inlays on the rest of the floor. A popular French magazine called Amiens, “the French Parthenon,” and John Ruskin referred to it as “Gothic, clear of Roman tradition and of Arabian taint, Gothic pure, authoritative, unsurpassable….” (Wikipedia, Amiens).

 

HISTORY 

In the early 13th century, the town was a rich dye- and cloth-manufacturing city. When the Romanesque basilica burned down in 1218, work on the new cathedral began about 1220. The main parts of the Cathedral were built relatively quickly in only 50 years. In contrast to most other Gothic cathedrals, the construction at Amiens did not begin with the choir, but with the west façade and the nave. By 1240 the west façade was finished up to the rose window, and the nave nearly completed. Completion of the choir, however, took until 1259, with financial problems causing periodic interruptions in construction. The furnishing of the choir was completed in 1519, and the final elements (including the tower above the crossing) were finished in about 1533. The layout of the west façade was influenced by Notre Dame Paris. The great cathedrals of Reims, Bourges, and Chartres are roughly contemporary. Amiens became a model for a series of other Gothic cathedrals in France and Germany, including Cologne Cathedral.

The present Cathedral was built due to a combination of necessity and opportunity. The destruction of earlier buildings by fire forced the pace of construction, resulting in a building that has a good deal of artistic unity. The lack of documentation on the construction of the Cathedral may be the result of the two fires (in 1218 and again in 1258) that destroyed the chapter archives, and also damaged the Cathedral itself. The long and relatively peaceful reign of Louis IX brought prosperity to the region, thanks to a thriving agriculture and a booming cloth trade. Amiens was one of those rare cases where the community took responsibility to raise the building funds. 

Given its proximity to the front lines, the Cathedral was used as a hospital for injured soldiers during World War I.
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RELIC

The initial impetus for the building of the Cathedral came from its acquisition of the reputed head of John the Baptist in December 1206. This famous relic was brought back from Constantinople at the end of the Fourth Crusade. The head was part of the loot of this infamous Crusade, obtained when it sacked the Byzantine capital. A reliquary was made to house the skull. Although it went missing at some point, a 19th-century replica still provides a focus for prayer and meditation in the north aisle.

 

The Building

DIMENSIONS AND FLOOR PLAN

At 476-foot (145-m) long and 230-foot (70-m) wide, Amiens is easily the largest church featured in this guide book. The Cathedral has three aisles, a transept, and a four-aisled choir. The Amiens nave is the longest in France. The floor plan here is a basic template for nearly all French gothics: long nave and shorter choir. There are seven ambulatory chapels, including a large axial chapel. Unlike most floor plans, the nave is narrower than the choir-apse, and the crossing transept area is quite spacious. There is minimal projection of the transepts.

 

EXTERIOR

The exterior of the Cathedral is justly famous for its elaborate sculpture. Indeed, the west façade of Amiens

“…may well be the greatest single sculptural display in all of Gothic architecture” (Cook, 56).

 

■ West Façade 

The west façade, built 1220–36, shows an unusual degree of artistic unity. Its lower tier with three-deep porches is capped with the gallery of 22 greater-than-life-size kings, which stretches across the entire façade beneath the rose window. Above the rose window there is an open arcade. An abundance of sculptures and decorations on the abutments lend it a high degree of three dimensionality and depth. During cleaning in the 1990s it was discovered that the west façade was originally painted in multiple colors. A new technique was able to determine the exact color scheme from the 13th century. Today, elaborate lighting techniques project these colors directly on the façade, recreating its original appearance. When projected on the statues around the portals, the result brings the figures to life. This son et lumière is presented on summer evenings, during the Christmas Fair, and over the New Year. 

The sculptures surrounding the three portals of the west façade are not only connected by the statues of prophets attached along the edges of the porches, but also by the quatrefoil-shaped reliefs lower down under the jamb sculptures. These finely carved quatrefoil reliefs are among the most accomplished sculptures of 
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Amiens. The scenes illustrate virtues winning over vices on the center portal; the signs of the zodiac; animal and human figures, and symbols of the calendar on the north portal; as well as scenes from the infancy of Christ and the story of King Solomon on the south portal.



The Center Portal  The center portal is dedicated to Christ and the Last Judgment. On the tympanum, in the center, is the enthroned Christ flanked by Mary and John. The two-part lintel below highlights the resurrection of the dead and their judgment by Archangel Michael, who weighs their sins and piety on a pair of scales. The left side of the upper lintel is a carving of St. Peter, who has opened the door to heaven and, with his key, lets the Blessed into heaven. The sculptures on the right show a devilish creature and angels with flaming swords driving the damned into the mouth of Hell, depicted as the gaping jaws of a monster. 



Center portal tympanum 



The archivolts portray scenes of the blessed and damned, and this iconographic scheme is further expanded by other sculptures, including martyrs, saints, confessors, and the Tree of Jesse. On the trumeau, a statue of Christ symbolically blesses the faithful.



The North Portal  The north (left) portal honors the local saint, St. Firmin. The cult of St. Firmin was of great religious and economic importance to Amiens during the Middle Ages and into modern times. Legends surround the discovery of his relics here.  A number of major art works are dedicated to him. 

 

The South Portal  The south (right) portal is about the Virgin. On the Trumeau she stretches out her right hand to welcome celebrants. The surrounding jamb statues tell her story, and the tympanum depicts her death, Assumption, and Coronation. The quatrefoil sculptures below the jamb statues reprise events in her life.  



St. Firmin portal
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■ South Transept Façade 

One of the most famous statues at Amiens is the 13th-century Golden Virgin (Vierge Dorée) on the trumeau. The gold-crowned statue is distinctive due to her animated smiling face and vivid gestures, in addition to the softer and more individualized treatment of the drapery folds. Surrounding the trumeau is an elaborate sculptural program.

 

■ Towers and Spire 

The two asymmetrical towers at the west façade are similar but are of different height and design. The south tower was finished in 1366, while the higher north tower was finished in 1406. The central spire, over the crossing, rises nearly 370 feet (116 m) into the air, compared, say, with the Rouen spire which soars to 495 feet (151 m). 

 

■ Buttresses 

The flying buttresses at Amiens are more delicate and are decorated more elaborately than those at Chartres. The original design of the flying buttresses around the choir had them placed too high to counteract the force of the ceiling arches pushing outwards, which resulted in excessive lateral force on the walls. The structure was only saved, centuries later, when masons placed a second row of flying buttresses that connected them to a point lower down on the outer wall. Despite this addition, the lower wall began to develop large cracks in the late Middle Ages. This was solved by another fix that consisted of a wrought iron chain installed around the mezzanine level to resist the forces pushing the stone columns outward. The chain was installed red hot to act as a cinch, tightening as it cooled. Amiens shows the limits of what Gothic architecture was capable of.



Vierge Dorée



Apse and spire
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INTERIOR

The design of Amiens began with the square of the crossing for, as with all Gothic cathedrals, “regular proportions and modular arrangements of repeated volumes were important to medieval architects” (Scott, 105-106). This is expressed even in the smallest details of the colonettes and moldings here at Amiens.



■ Elevation 

Amiens Cathedral has the usual three-tier elevation: arcade, triforium, and clerestory.

 

■ Nave and Aisles 

The interior contains works of art and decoration from every period since the building of the Cathedral. Some of the most important works are the sequences of polychrome sculpture, dating mainly from the late 15th and 16th centuries. A large sequence in the north transept illustrates Jesus Cleansing of the Temple, using an imaginative tableaux of the scene. The



Nave and elevation 



second famous sculpture is the so-called “Weeping Angel,” a 17th-century work atop a tomb in the ambulatory, directly behind the high altar.



Parts of Amiens Cathedral reflect the evolving Rayonnant and the later Flamboyant styles, as basic architectural forms became more ornate. The carved stringcourse below the triforium is the only carved stringcourse in any Gothic cathedral. The triforium features two tri-partite openings per bay. The high walls of the narrow nave reflect the typical upward thrust of High Gothic architecture. The verticality of the nave is further accentuated by the extreme height of the arcades, which measure half of the nave’s total elevation. The arcades are punctuated by 126 columns.

 

■ Labyrinth and Floor 

The striking tile floor of the nave has geometric black-and-white decorations. The entire floor of the nave is divided into large squares on each side of the labyrinth. Each square has a different geometric design. The labyrinth, 



Weeping angel
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installed in 1288, is set in the middle of the nave. It has the same dramatic tiles as the rest of the floor.

 

■ Choir, Screen, and Ambulatory 

The choir (1236–1269) and ambulatory are flooded with light. The choir contains 110 Flamboyant-design oak stalls created between 1508 and 1720. The carvings on the stalls contain approximately 4,000 figures depicting scenes from the Old Testament and the life of the Virgin Mary. Various trades and crafts are also portrayed, including a worker who carved a self-portrait holding a hammer. 

The choir is partially surrounded by the huge choir screen alongside the ambulatory, dating to 1488-1495. It contains richly decorated panels, one side consisting of scenes packed full of wonderfully carved polychrome figures. The south side portrays the martyrdom of St. Firmin and his exhumation three centuries later, while the other side depicts the life of St. John the Baptist. The rest of the choir is enclosed by a wrought-iron and gilt rood screen. 

The ambulatory which surrounds the choir is lined by seven chapels. One of the most notable is the Drapers’ Chapel. The cloth industry was the richest component of the medieval economy, especially in northern France, and the cloth merchants were keen to display their wealth and civic pride. Another striking chapel was dedicated to the English martyr St. Thomas Becket of Canterbury in the 13th century. Why the good folks at Amiens decided to honor this English saint is a mystery.



Labyrinth



Choir screen 
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North rose window 



West rose window and organ 



■ Windows 

Few of the original stained-glass windows remain since most were removed during the French Revolution. The glazed triforium allows this section of windows and the clerestory to appear to coalesce into a single large unit. The clerestory windows are huge and flood the interior with light. The unusually high clerestory has the same general structure as that at Chartres, but Amiens’ design is more complex due to an additional division of the windows into smaller lancets surmounted by a rose-shaped window. The thin mullions dividing the windows are characteristic of the Rayonnant style. Whereas the windows are surrounded by deep, heavy arches at Chartres or Reims, a lighter design was used at Amiens. Other window features reflect the Flamboyant phase in Gothic architecture, such as the north transept façade’s 14th-century rose window with its star-shaped tracery. While the west rose window is handsome, it is set very high up and seems jammed-in by all the decoration on the exterior and by the massive organ beneath it on the inside. 
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The most original-looking windows are confined to a couple of chapels in the ambulatory, and all appear to need restoration. Although one cannot get close enough to tell, the three rose windows may be original as well. 

 

■ Pulpit 

The baroque pulpit, constructed of marble and gilded wood, dominates the nave of the Cathedral. It is supported by three female figures, representing Faith, Hope, and Charity, the Theological Virtues. This structure—donated in 1773 by the bishop—reflects the prevailing 18th-century design aesthetic. 

 

Popular Culture

The Cathedral was featured in an episode of the PBS science show NOVA (“Building the Great Cathedrals,” available on YouTube) as an example of design flaws that now threaten the structural integrity of some Gothic cathedrals.



Pulpit
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The great clock archway, Rouen
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Northwest Region

The Town of Rouen

Rouen was a regional capital during Roman times and was France’s second greatest city in the Middle Ages, after Paris. Rouen’s wealth and power were based primarily on its wool industry and its favorable position on the Seine River near the coast. In the 9th century, the Normans chose Rouen as their capital, and it was the home of William the Conqueror before he moved to England. Joan of Arc was burned at the stake here in 1431. 

In April 1944, Allied bombers destroyed half of Rouen, especially the industrial suburbs. Fortunately, most of the historic area survived intact, and the façade of the Gothic Cathedral, painted numerous times by Monet, can still be admired. Today Rouen is France’s fifth-largest port, Europe’s biggest food exporter (mainly wheat and grain), and a popular tourist destination.

For history and architecture buffs, Rouen is a treasure-trove with its four great Gothic buildings, lovely old streets, memorials, and an entire section of the city packed with ancient timber-framed houses. Just being in Rouen puts us in a good mood.

This guide will focus on Rouen Cathedral, plus the churches of St. Maclou and St. Ouen. These three churches, plus the Palace of Justice, probably constitute the greatest trove of Flamboyant architectural design in France. Since this is a guide to Gothic cathedrals and churches, it doesn’t cover secular buildings like the Palace of Justice, which is a must-see, if only from the outside. It is one of the most remarkable public buildings in France.



 the town of Rouen  •  89  




[image: page90]

West façade 
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Northwest Region

Rouen Cathedral of Notre Dame 

Personal Impressions

Although set in the middle of the town, there are few high buildings to block the view, so we are able to see the Cathedral from far away while walking through the old streets. The remarkable spire soars to a height of 495 feet. To the best of our knowledge, it is the tallest spire on any cathedral. To put this number in perspective, the Great Pyramid of Khufu in Egypt is 450-foot (137-m) high, a record which it held for 4,000 years. Then there is the Eiffel Tower which is 986-foot (300-m) tall.

We think that the best view of the Cathedral is from the plaza in front. From there, the Cathedral’s Flamboyant west façade appears in all its glory, with its Butter Tower to the right and the St. Romain Tower to the left. When we first saw the Cathedral, we experienced a shock of recognition, due to Monet’s numerous paintings of the west façade. 

Unfortunately, the interior has a dark and constricted feeling, despite the many windows on three of the four elevations. We assume that a number of design features serve to block the light and the feeling of openness which we prefer. These features include the low arcades on the aisle level of the nave, the large columns flanking the nave, and the lack of glazing on the triforium level. Like all Gothic cathedrals, however, Rouen Cathedral is a wonderful work of art and important piece of history. And, given the massive damages this cathedral has suffered over the centuries, we feel grateful it is here at all.



 rouen cathedral of notre dame  •  91  




[image: page92]

What’s Important about Rouen Cathedral?

Most notable is the Cathedral’s Flamboyant architecture, which adorns the west façade and its remarkable spire. Also of note are its few “cobalt blue” 13th-century windows.

 

HISTORY

A church was already present at this location in the late-4th century, and was eventually replaced by a cathedral. The cathedral was enlarged by St. Ouen in 650, and visited by Charlemagne in 769. All the buildings were destroyed during the Viking raids in the 9th century. The Vikings came into contact with Christianity through their raids, and when they settled in Christian areas, they quickly adopted Christianity. This was true in Normandy, Ireland, and throughout the British Isles. After the Vikings accepted Christianity, their chief, Rollo, was baptized in this cathedral in 915, and was buried here in 931. 

Given the many rebuilds and additions over its long history, the Cathedral has ended up with design elements from the Early, High, and Late Gothic periods, and the Renaissance style. It is believed that the first appearance of the Flamboyant style was the west façade of Rouen Cathedral (1370) and culminated in the Church of St. Maclou in Rouen (1437–50). Other conspicuous examples of the Flamboyant style are the northern spire of Chartres and the south transept façade of Beauvais Cathedral.

Construction on the current building began in the 12th century in the Early Gothic style. The oldest Gothic construction on the Cathedral is the St. Romain Tower, built in 1145. Other early work includes the front and side porches, and part of the nave. However, the main parts of the Cathedral were built in the High Gothic style: for instance, the nave, transept, choir, the lower section of the lantern tower, and the north transept façade built in the 13th century. The side chapels, Lady Chapel, and transept portals were built in the 14th century. The choir windows were enlarged in 1430, the upper story of the north-west tower was added in 1477, and the gable on the north transept façade was built in 1478. Some windows are still decorated with stained glass from the 13th century and are notable because of their special cobalt-blue color known as “Chartres blue.”

The remainder of the Cathedral was built in the Renaissance style. The construction of the Butter Tower caused disturbances in the west façade, forcing its reconstruction (1509–1530). Over the centuries this cathedral has been remarkably disaster prone: struck by lightning in 1110 then again in 1284, and burnt in 1200. Additional man-made disasters are summarized below.
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WARS 

In the late-16th century the Cathedral was badly damaged during the French Wars of Religion, when Calvinists destroyed much of the furniture, tombs, stained-glass windows, and statuary. In the 18th century, the state nationalized the building and sold some of its furniture and statues to make money, and the chapel fences were melted down to make guns.

In April 1944, during World War II, the Cathedral was bombed. Seven bombs fell on the building, narrowly missing a key column supporting the lantern tower, but damaging much of the south aisle, the roof, and two rose windows. One of the bombs did not explode. A second bombing (before the Normandy Landings in June 1944) burned the north tower. The bells melted inside and only the walls were left standing. The Cathedral’s unusual axe-like roof, covered with slates and decorated with a gilded image of a sun, was reconstructed only recently.

The Building

DIMENSIONS AND FLOOR PLAN

Rouen Cathedral is impressively long at 449 feet (137 m). Some notable features include: the wide nave aisle relative to the two side aisles, the large crossing and the protrusion of the transepts beyond the walls, the two large chapels at the east end of each transept; the axial chapel projecting far out beyond the apse; and the two rounded chapels off the ambulatory.



EXTERIOR

■ West Façade 

The main porch in front of the Cathedral is the last Gothic element to be added. It was built to reinforce the façade, which had been subsiding after the erection of the Butter Tower. The higher part of the façade features fine Rayonnant and Flamboyant style gables, and the top of the façade is decorated with pyramid-shaped pinnacles which crown the whole ensemble. The visible decay of the façade is due to humidity, frost and pollution, and requires thorough restoration.



Statuary west façade 
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The main portal of the Cathedral has 34 large statues, as well at those on the tympanum, plus numerous smaller figures on the bases and archivolts. The sculptural style here is more “modern” and lifelike than in other cathedrals from that time. Note, for example, that the bodies of “the saved” appear to move lyrically and have independent facial expressions.

 

■ Transept Façades 

There are two galleries of statues in the south transept façade, and three in the north transept façade, a unique feature in France although common in England. This suggests English influence on the style of the Cathedral. The north transept façade is reachable from the outside via a small alley off the side street.

 

■ Towers 

The Cathedral has two towers and one tall spire. The towers on the west façade include the older St. Romain Tower on the left (north) side and the Butter Tower on the right (south) side. Begun in 1145, the 269-foot (82-m) high St. Romain Tower is the oldest part of the Gothic construction. Subsequent additions to the upper story of the tower were built in the Flamboyant style, which contrasts with the rest of the earlier, more restrained elements. The Butter Tower was erected towards the end of the 15th century, four centuries later. Since butter was banned during Lent, those who wished to eat butter had to pay the church for this indulgence. At 246 feet (75 m), this tower is shorter than the older St. Roman Tower.



■ Spire 

The last addition of importance was the 19th-century cast-iron spire on top of the lantern tower. It replaced a former lead-covered and gold-plated wood spire from the 16th century, which was struck by lightning and burnt in 1822. Its height (495 feet, 151 m) makes it the highest church spire in France.

 

INTERIOR

■ Elevation 

The nave interior rises on four levels: arcade, gallery, triforium, and clerestory. This design contrasts with the Late Gothic style, which eliminated the gallery level. However, the elevation of the choir area has only three levels.

 



Spire
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■ Nave and Vaults 

The nave shows signs of Early Gothic design. The height of the nave is 92 feet (28 m), much lower than the nave at Beauvais at 159 feet (48 m) or at Amiens at 139 feet (42 m). 

 

■ Choir Stalls and Screen 

The 11 chapels that line the nave were built in the 14th century. In the early 16th century, 120 magnificent choir stalls were installed, of which 110 remain today. As commonly happened, the rood-screen was destroyed in 1755 and replaced with a rococo railing in 1768.



Nave and elevation 



■ Transepts 

A monumental carved-stone stairway in the Gothic style—called the Librarian Stairs—is in the north transept. It leads to the cathedral library on an upper level. The lower section was built in the 15th century, the upper in the 18th century.



■ Windows 

The interior has windows on three of its four elevations—the triforium is not glazed. The interior darkness is odd since very few of the windows are of the dark, heavily stained variety. The Cathedral fails to convey a feeling of either lightness or openness, or the dark mystery that inspires visitors to Notre Dame Paris and Chartres. 

Few of the windows are interesting or handsome. Many are just opaque or yellowish glass. The principal stained-glass work is on the north rose window, the only one of the three which 



North rose window 



still has colorful stained glass. As noted above, the aisle level in the apse has retained its lovely 13th-century windows, many of which feature the famous cobalt “Chartres blue.” On the northern side of the nave aisle are two chapels with two of the oldest stained-glass windows in the Cathedral, called the “Belles Verrières,” dating back to 1200. These two windows are in essence “Bible study” windows, composed of 25 and 26 small panels, respectively, telling the stories of several saints. The most famous Belle Verrière window is the 
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one at Chartres, although there are apparently several such windows scattered around France. All the old stained-glass windows at Rouen were taken down in 1939 at the start of the war to prevent their destruction. 

 

■ Organ and Music 

Around 1600 the original organ was transformed into one of the best instruments in France. Some 80 years later, the legendary organ-builder Robert Clicquot restored and enhanced the instrument. A new organ was installed under the west façade grisaille window in 1858, and again after World War II.

The Cathedral has had a strong musical tradition since the Middle Ages. Its choir group was famous up to the French Revolution for their practice of singing from memory.

 

■ Burials 

The tomb of Richard the Lionheart, said to contain only his heart, is located in the ambulatory next to the choir. Oddly, his body was divided up: his intestines went to the church of the Chateau of Châlus-Chabrol in the Limousin, where he died in April 1199, while the rest



West rose window and organ



was interred at Fontevraud Abbey near Chinon in the Loire Valley. Richard’s effigy is on top of the tomb, and his name is inscribed in Latin on the side. A crossbowman killed him from the walls of a chateau while he was conducting a siege. The bolt from the crossbow led to his death when the wound became septic. 

Nearby is the commemorative plaque of John Plantagenet also called John Lancaster, the Duke of Bedford. His right to a tomb inside the church was due to his duty as a canon priest of the Cathedral after the death of Joan of Arc. He was considered by the locals to be Joan’s murderer. The Calvinists destroyed the Plantagenet’s original tomb during the wars of religion. Joan was tried and sentenced to death in the Bishop’s Palace next to the Cathedral. Although there is a chapel devoted to her, there seems to be no tomb.
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The ambulatory also contains the tomb of Rollo, Richard Lionheart’s ancestor, the founder and first ruler of the Viking principality which became known as Normandy. It would appear, then, that the Viking chief Rollo was a relative of the present British royal family!

 

Popular Culture

The most famous paintings of the Cathedral were produced by Claude Monet, who made a series of 28 paintings of the façade, depicting the effect of light at different times of day. Two of these paintings are in the National Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C.; one is in the Getty Center in Los Angeles; one is in the National Museum of Serbia in Belgrade; one is in a museum in Cologne; one in the Rouen fine art museum; and five are in the Musée d’Orsay in Paris. Other notables inspired by the building include John Ruskin, who selected it as an example of great architecture in The Seven Lamps of Architecture, and Roy Lichtenstein, who produced a series of pictures of the cathedral’s west façade. 

Inspired by a large stained-glass window and the dance of Salomé from a bas-relief from the Cathedral, Gustave Flaubert wrote The Legend of Saint Julian the Hospitalier and Herodias, respectively. Joris-Karl Huysmans wrote La Cathédrale, a novel based on an intensive examination of the building. Willa Cather sets a key scene in the Cathedral in her 1925 Pulitzer Prize winning novel, One of Ours.
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West façade
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Northwest Region

St. Maclou Church, Rouen

Personal Impressions

The exterior of this church reminds us of an elaborate wedding cake. Although the exterior is highly decorated, the interior seems quite plain: it is austere, and nearly all the glazing is grisaille glass. Since the Church is down a side street, hemmed in by houses and store-front businesses, it is almost impossible to get a good look at the front and sides. Fortunately, the east end opens onto a park-like area, which affords a better view. 

 

What’s Important about St. Maclou?

The Church of St. Maclou is one of very few churches in France built in the Flamboyant style. Along with Rouen Cathedral itself and the Church of St. Ouen, St. Maclou is one of the best examples of Gothic architecture in Rouen. It is a church of monumental design in miniature. 

 

HISTORY

The area in which the Church is situated is surrounded by three rivers. Construction of the Church was begun in 1437 as a replacement for a 10th-century chapel, which had suffered from several years of neglect, resulting in a collapsed roof. The present church was consecrated in 1521. The patrons of St. Maclou (the Dufour family 
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in particular) were wealthy merchants who had enjoyed immense social and economic success during the 14th and 15th centuries. These patrons selected the master mason and influenced some aspects of the overall design of this church. 

 

WARS AND REVOLUTION

During the wars of religion in the 16th century, the Church was badly damaged. Then, during the Revolution, it was taken over and converted to an arms factory. It was returned to the parishioners in 1805. A photo display at the entrance shows the different, highly decorated interior prior to the bombing in World War II. A raid in June 1944 nearly destroyed the building. The Church was not reopened until 1965, following massive reconstruction, although work on the choir continued until 1980. 

 

The Building

DIMENSIONS AND FLOOR PLAN

This petite church (by Gothic church standards) is 157-foot (48-m) long and 82-foot (25-m) wide. The floor plan emphasizes the crossing, which is midway between the choir and the nave. The short nave has only three bays, which lead to a non-projecting transept, under a central lantern tower. The even more compact choir has only two bays. The four hexagonal chapels which project out from the ambulatory lock together like a honeycomb.

 

EXTERIOR

The unusual west façade may be unique among Gothic churches. It has five portals and a polygonal porch with five bays, each shrouded by a high gable. The design of the façade slopes upward and is slightly rounded across the front.

 

■ Tower and Spire 

The west façade is also unusual in that it has no tower. However, relative to its overall size, the Church has a very large crossing tower—with a spire surmounting a lantern tower. The 19th-century 279-foot (85-m) spire replaced one made of gilded, lead-covered wood, dating from the 16th century.
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■ Buttresses 

With the exception of those near the front, the buttresses are undecorated, despite the heavy decoration on the rest of the exterior. 

 

INTERIOR

■ Elevation 

St. Maclou has the classic three-story elevation of arcade, triforium (unglazed), and clerestory. 

 

■ Chapels and Choir 

Four radiating chapels line the ambulatory which surrounds an octagonal choir. The choir is rather large relative to the size of the Church. The chapels are surmounted on the outside, with smallish pyramidal structures—similar to those on the nearby St. Ouen Church.

 

■ Transepts 

As in most French Gothic cathedrals, the transepts are non-projecting and have columns that support the lantern tower above the crossing.

 

■ Windows 

The most interesting windows are the three roses. One odd detail is that only two-thirds of one window on the aisle level (next to the south transept) was glazed. The other one-third now consists of a blank plaster wall. What happened? One can only assume that the vertical chopping and filling-in was done during the post-World War II restoration. 

 

■ Organ 

The organ was constructed during the early Renaissance, around 1518.



Interior



Organ
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West façade
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Northwest region

St. Ouen Church, Rouen 

Personal Impressions

The first thing we notice as we approach the St. Ouen Church is the massive crossing tower, topped with what appears to be a glorious, open-work crown. The west façade makes no impression. The overall look is one of “busyness,” with things jutting in all directions. It is superficially reminiscent of the Amiens Cathedral. 

Once inside, we are stimulated by the spaciousness—another reminder of Amiens. The important difference between various cathedrals regarding the feeling of light and space is the ability of the glazing to admit light as well as the height of the arcade arches. To us, Notre Dame Paris and Chartres seem womb-like in comparison to this church and Amiens. We love the impression this church makes, both inside and out, and our pleasure index peaked when an organist showed up and played St. Ouen’s famous organ. It isn’t possible to capture in words the emotional effect of being in a Gothic cathedral while an organ fills the huge space with solemn, powerful music. Is it the size of the space, the acoustics, or the sheer physical beauty of the surroundings that impacted us so dramatically? Such serendipity occurs rarely, and never lasts long enough. The entire exterior of the Church is black with the soot of ages. It could use a good cleaning.

Although St. Ouen is inside the city and faces a busy street, it is set in a wonderful old neighborhood which is worth exploring. The rear of the Church is surrounded by a lovely wooded park. Strolling through the park we enjoyed the fine view of the apse and buttresses. There are benches in the park, where we relaxed and 
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studied the Church, while watching the sight of soccer games, people walking their dogs, and the tree-lined street that runs alongside.

 

What’s Important about St. Ouen?

Built on a similar scale to the nearby Rouen Cathedral, the 14th-century monastic church of St Ouen is one of the principal Gothic monuments of Rouen. The Church is famous for both its architecture and its large, unaltered Cavaillé-Coll organ, which has been described as “a Michelangelo of an organ.” Architecturally, it has many Rayonnant and Flamboyant features, including: the stonework in the rose window over the west façade; the decorated pinnacles which cap the buttresses; the large rounded chapels at east end; the enormous windows relative to wall space; the lovely crossing tower; and a triforium and clerestory that seem to form an uninterrupted vertical wall. The blending of the triforium and clerestory emphasizes the impression of verticality, a feeling further enhanced by the absence of horizontal lines on the columns. 

 

HISTORY

The history of the abbey, going back to the year one thousand, is unremarkable. The present Church was originally built in 1318 as the abbey church of St. Ouen for the Benedictine Order. It was completed in the 15th century in the Flamboyant style. The St. Ouen Abbey was dedicated at first to St. Peter when the body of St. Ouen, Archbishop of Rouen (d. 678), was buried there. In 1660 the monastery was united to the Congregation of St. Maur. By the time the community was dispersed in 1790, only 24 monks were left. 

 

WARS AND REVOLUTION

The Church was sacked and badly damaged during the Harelle—the anti-tax revolt that occurred in Rouen in 1382, which was followed by a revolt a few days later in Paris. At the time, France was in the midst of the Hundred Years’ War and had experienced decades of warfare, widespread destruction, high taxation, and economic decline, made worse by bouts of plague. In Rouen the effects of the war were particularly felt. 

By the time of the Revolution the abbey building next to the Church was vacated and was subsequently occupied by the Town Hall of Rouen. During the Revolution, the abbey was converted to a workshop for the fabrication of arms. During this turbulent time the windows were saved from destruction only because a troop of Revolutionary cavalry was using it as a barracks. Not wishing to suffer the cold air from broken windows, they didn’t allow the mob to break them.
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The Building

DIMENSIONS AND FLOOR PLAN

St. Ouen Church is quite large, with a longer overall length at 449 feet (137 m) than either Notre Dame Paris or Chartres! The most distinctive feature of the floor plan is the very long nave relative to the length of the choir-apse, which is itself longer than most. The ambulatory is lined with chapels.

 

EXTERIOR

■ West Façade 

The west façade, completed only in the mid-19th century, is in effect a neo-Gothic imitation of earlier Gothic architecture. It has the usual symbol-heavy sculptural program and is more symmetrical than many other big churches.



Rear view 



■ Apse 

As at Amiens, St. Maclou, and elsewhere, there are smallish pyramidal structures, like little hats, above each rib-vaulted chapel. The roofs of these structures are covered with black tiles. They were probably added for purely aesthetic reasons. The cap on the roof over the rear of the apse has a small door, protected by a small gable, presumably to give workers access to the roof.

 

■ Towers 

In addition to the high crossing tower, the front of the Church has two towers. As noted, the crossing tower is surmounted by a handsome lantern tower done in the Flamboyant style with what appears to be a crown design on top. Here is how Hislop (113) describes this lantern tower: “The late medieval lantern tower…is square at the bottom, raising through two stories, and surmounted by a two-tier octagon with openwork parapet and spiky finials suggesting a crown. The upper story of the tower and the lower story of the octagon, form the lantern….The four corner buttresses of the tower rise above the parapet, and delicately crafted flying 



 st. ouen church, rouen  •  105  




[image: page106]

buttresses extend from them to the diagonal sides of the octagon.” This doesn’t begin to capture its dramatic beauty.

 

■ Buttresses 

The flying buttresses have little decoration: they are simple and fine.

 



INTERIOR 

The columns seem too petite for such a large church, and the limestone used for them is full of large, unsightly chips of black flint.

 

■ Elevation 

The usual three levels: arcade, triforium and clerestory, all glazed.

 

■ Choir Screen 

The wrought-iron choir screen, which also surrounds the altar, has a beautiful see-through design. This design is repeated for each chapel in the ambulatory.

 

■ Windows 

The abundant, well-preserved glass is predominantly from the 14th century. The windows don’t darken the interior, however, because the colored areas are only in the center of each window and are surrounded by lightly decorated clear glass. The windows on all three levels are large and admit a great deal of light.

Three rose windows are installed in the north and south transept façades and the west façade. The design of the north rose window depicts the North Star, symbolic of angelic hierarchies. The west rose window was glazed in a modern, abstract design in 1992. The design of the south rose window has the appearance of a six-petal 



Upper windows 



North rose window
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“flower” which radiates from the central oculus. The overall effect is a brighter interior than is usual with Gothic churches. 

 

■ Organ 

The Church contains a large four-manual pipe organ built in 1890 by Aristide Cavaillé-Coll. This instrument is considered to be one of the most important organs in France, and is notable for its powerful 32-foot pipe, called the Contre Bombarde. The organ is entirely original, and is thus one of the few of this builder’s works that sounds the same today as when built. Like a number of other French Gothic organs, this one can be seen and listened to on a You Tube video.



West rose window and organ
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West façade
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Northeast and Central Region

Reims Cathedral of Notre Dame

Personal Impressions

Reims is in the midst of the extensive plains which comprise the Champagne region of France. The city itself seems uninteresting. Approaching it from the train station, we can see the west façade from afar, since the Cathedral sits alone at the end of a wide street that transitions into the large plaza in front. We fully agree with those who have commented on the sheer size and beauty of this cathedral. While it does seem huge, all the major Gothic cathedrals look huge. The feature of Reims that stands out and renders us speechless is the enormous, incredibly complex west façade. It is striking from a distance, and up close. 

Beyond the feeling of awe, this church generates powerful aesthetic reactions every time we visit. What distinguishes this cathedral is its perfect symmetry and proportion, inside and out. It communicates a feeling of order and balance—of aesthetic perfection, with not a stone or design element out of place. 

 

What’s Important about Reims Cathedral?

Reims is uniquely important as the place where French kings were crowned, from Henri I (1027) to Charles X (1825). Architecturally, this cathedral is notable for its statuary, superb façade, and size. As noted, the façade is the finest part of the building and is one of the great masterpieces of the Middle Ages. Of special historical 
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interest: Joan of Arc convinced the wobbly Charles VII, uncrowned and losing to the English in the Hundred Years’ War, to come here in 1429 to be crowned. 

While most Gothic cathedrals have a dark nave and lighter choir, Reims is the opposite. Here there is a dramatic contrast in illumination between the relatively well-illuminated nave and the dark apse end of the church. This is because most of the stained glass in the nave was removed, but has been retained in the choir. The windows above the ambulatory at the clerestory level (and in one chapel) are original. The Chagall windows in the central chapel of the ambulatory are flanked by a series of gaudy modern windows in the adjacent chapels.

In general, the decorative and architectural aspects here are much more refined than those at Chartres. The 15th-century clock, which is ornamented with curious mechanical figures, and the fine organ in a flamboyant Gothic case in the north transept, are noteworthy. 

 

HISTORY

As the story goes, the Remes tribe gave support to Caesar at the time of his conquests, which contributed towards making their city into the most important in the Champagne region.  

Reims Cathedral replaces an older church, destroyed by a fire in 1211, which was built on the site of the basilica where Clovis was baptized “King of the Franks” by St. Remi, Bishop of Reims in 496. That original structure had been erected on the site of Roman baths. 

Construction of the new cathedral began shortly after the fire, starting at the eastern end. The new cathedral is probably substantially larger than its predecessors, as the lengthening of the nave was no doubt an adaptation needed to make room for the crowds that attended the coronations. In 1233 a long-running dispute over issues of taxation and legal jurisdiction between the cathedral chapter and the townsfolk boiled over into open revolt. Several clerics were killed or injured during the resulting violence. The entire cathedral chapter fled the city for three years, leaving it under an interdict which effectively banned all public worship and sacraments. Work on the new cathedral resumed in 1236 after the clergy returned to the city and lifted the interdict following mediation by the king and the pope. Construction then continued more slowly. One reason for the slow progress was that following the revolt local citizens were unwilling to provide much support. Accordingly, Reims was financed primarily by a combination of clergy, bishop, and king. 

The area from the crossing eastwards to the apse was in use by 1241, but the nave was not roofed until 1299 when the king lifted the tax on lead used for that purpose. Work on the west façade took place in several phases. The upper parts of the façade were completed in the 14th century, but apparently following 13th-century designs, giving Reims an unusual unity of style.
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RELICS

The Cathedral’s treasury includes many precious objects, among which are some fine tapestries and the Sainte Ampoule (holy flask). This flask is the successor of the ancient one that contained the oil with which French kings were anointed. It was broken during the Revolution, although a fragment of it is said to contain some of the original oil. The Treasury is kept in the former Bishop’s Palace of Tau which is connected to the Cathedral, and is open to visitors.

 

WARS 

During the Hundred Years’ War the Cathedral was under siege by the English from 1359 to 1360. Then, early in World War I, German shellfire virtually destroyed the city and important parts of the Cathedral. Scaffolding around the north tower caught fire, spreading the flames to all parts of the wood superstructure. The roofs melted and poured molten lead through the stone gargoyles, wrecking the Bishop’s Palace. Restoration work began in 1919, and the Cathedral was fully reopened in 1938, thanks in part to financial support from the Rockefellers. Work has been going on steadily ever since. One can still see some damage from German shelling in World War I at the northwest corner of the west façade. In World War II Reims city was again destroyed, although the Cathedral escaped harm. Germany’s surrender was signed at Reims in May 1945.

 

The Building

DIMENSIONS AND FLOOR PLAN

The overall length of Reims Cathedral is a whopping 450 feet (137 m); one of the longest among the High Gothics. The floor plan is simple relative to the overall complexity of the building. Since the transept extends only one bay beyond the aisle, the Cathedral consists of  the nave and the combined area of the transept, a choir with double aisles, and an apse with ambulatory and five radiating chapels.

 

EXTERIOR

■ West Façade 

The glory of this cathedral is here on the west façade, given its size, complexity, and masses of fine statuary. For one thing, the elaborate edifice appears to be perfectly symmetrical and beautifully proportioned. The three deeply inset portals are surrounded by a forest of sculpted, multi-layered archivolts. Perhaps the most unusual feature is the architectural plan which places the lower rose window just above the center portal where the Last Judgment tympanum is found on nearly every other cathedral.
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There are also peaked, decorated gables over the three portals, each with its sculpted scene. The central gable depicts the Virgin Mary being crowned Queen of Heaven by an adult Jesus. Here she is no longer a relatively subordinate figure as Jesus’ mother—as she had been portrayed for all the centuries before. She has become important in her own right. The gable on the right presents the Last Judgment, while the gable on the left shows the Crucifixion. Capping the edifice is the so-called Gallery of Kings, a frieze of 63 (or 56, depending on who is counting) giant statues, each about 15-foot (4.57-m) high, and weighing four to five tons. The central set of statues features the baptism of Clovis, flanked by statues of his successors. These sculptures continue past the west façade, then wrap around the front towers, and continue along the flank of the building and around the apse. They were created in the 14th and 15th centuries. 

The Cathedral has a remarkable total of 2,303 statues. The exterior is decorated with 211 large works, measuring 9.8- to 13-foot (2.98- to 3.96-m) tall: 126 of medium size; 936 of smaller sizes; and 788 animals of all sizes. The interior is decorated with 191 medium-sized statues. The most famous of the statues on the west façade are the so-called “Smiling Angel of Reims,” and the figures depicting the Annunciation and Visitation.



West façade portals



Smiling Angel



This façade was begun about 1250 and mostly completed around 1300, while the two towers weren’t completed until the 15th century. 

 

■ North Transept Façade 

The three asymmetric portals on the north (left) transept façade represent different themes: the Last Judgment on the left, the Virgin and Child on the right, and at the center the saints connected with this church as well as popes and patriarchs.
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■ Towers 

Fire destroyed the roof and the towers in 1481. Of the four towers that flanked the two transept façades, nothing remains. Above the choir rises an elegant lead-covered timber crossing tower that is 59-foot (18-m) high, reconstructed in the 15th century and again in the 1920s. The two towers on the west façade are both 267 feet (82 m)—the same height as the St. Romain Tower at Rouen Cathedral. The south tower holds just two great bells; one of them, named “Charlotte,” cast in 1570, weighs more than 11 tons.

Although the original plan for the Cathedral was to have a tall spire above the crossing, plus six smaller towers, they were never built, as happened in some other cathedrals.

 

■ Buttresses 

Those supporting the nave were made more robust by using two-level buttresses, i.e., doubling the number. The buttresses were made elegant by slimming down the buttress piers and by topping them with slender, decorated pinnacles. 

 

INTERIOR

■ Elevation 

Reims has the usual three-story elevation, but with higher arcades than Chartres, which adds to the feeling of height and lets in more light. The three elevations are: the arcades, an unglazed triforium, and a clerestory with tall lancet windows.

 

■ Interior Wall of the West Façade 

An unusual feature of Reims is the elaborate rendering of this part of the interior. This façade, on the interior side of the center portal, surrounds the lower rose window set within its arch. Above the arch are nine stained-glass windows set inside a stone arcade. On each flank of the rose-window arch are seven rows of recesses holding 52 statues, depicting a broad range of biblical themes from prophets on the lower left to the story of St. John 



Choir tower and buttressing 



Nave and elevation 
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the Baptist on the lintel which sits above the dual door center portal.

 

■ Nave, Aisles, and Vaults 

The 377-foot (115-m) nave has ten bays with their arcades and a single side aisle, leading to the single-aisle ambulatory, while the crossing and choir have five bays each side. There are no side chapels. The capitals on the main columns are decorated in what appears to be the Flamboyant style. The vaults are so high (125 feet, 38 m) that it is hard to get a good view of the clerestory windows.

 

■ Choir Screen 

The choir screen is constructed of simple, transparent, wrought iron. It replaces a far more elaborate screen which, it is said, “disappeared” in the 18th century.

 

■ Windows 

Compared with Chartres or Notre Dame Paris, Reims is not a particularly dark church. It strikes a nice balance between too-bright illumination and somber mystery. The stained glass dates from the 13th to the 20th century. The oldest windows are the high windows in the apse. The high windows on the transept arms, which date from the 13th century, never had stained glass, no doubt in order to ensure plenty of light. Eleven of the 13th-century stained-glass windows surrounding the choir are among the most beautiful in the Cathedral. Only the four nave windows closest to the crossing still have stained glass; the rest are grisaille. 

The rose window on the north transept façade was installed slightly later than the apse windows. Its theme is the Creation. The lower rose window on the west façade dates only from the mid-1930s, as do the rose windows on the north and south 



North rose window



Great rose and smaller rose windows
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transept façade’s. The overall design of these transept windows is similar.

The most beautiful and important window in the Cathedral is the so-called Great Rose Window on the upper west façade, which dates from the 13th century. It has a diameter of 41 feet (12 m). Just below it is the smaller rose window. For some reason, relatively little light comes through the Great Rose Window from outside, even on a relatively bright day. It may be that the Great Rose is just a dark window, or has been darkened by accumulated pollution. In general, though, it is difficult to discern what is depicted on the rose and clerestory windows in most cathedrals, given their distance from the viewer. It would be handy to bring opera glasses or binoculars. 

The three stained-glass windows in the axial chapel were made by Marc Chagall and installed in 1974. In 2011, in celebration of Cathedral’s 800th anniversary the city of Reims installed six new stained-glass windows. These six abstract-design windows cover an area of 1,377 square feet (420 m2) and are positioned on both sides of the Chagall windows. We found them rather gaudy and uninteresting.



Panel of Chagall windows



■ Transepts and Clock 

The transepts extend only one bay beyond the aisle. The 15th-century astronomical clock on the left side of the north transept indicates the phases of the moon and, once every hour, there are two processions of statuettes. 

 

■ Labyrinth 

The labyrinth was built into floor of the nave at the time of construction or shortly after. It was similar to those at Chartres and Amiens. The labyrinth was destroyed in 1779—the Revolution again!—but its details and inscriptions can be seen in 18th-century drawings. 

 

■ Organ 

The principal organ, built in the Flamboyant style in 1487–1489 and enlarged in the 16th century, is set just over the main portal. There is also a much smaller secondary organ in the choir area. This organ is narrow and tall, soaring to a dramatic peak nearly touching the top of a high arcade opening. The Flamboyant organ case is entirely in dark wood.
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Exterior
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Northeast and Central Region

Laon Cathedral of Notre Dame

Personal Impressions

Laon Cathedral sits on a high, steep ridge of limestone in the old section of the town of Laon. It is a stunning cathedral in a dramatic position, which we can easily see from miles away as we approach the town from across the plains of Picardy. The Cathedral’s unique profile, with its five great towers, creates perhaps the most spectacular silhouette in all Gothic-dom. Like so many Gothic churches, Laon is frustratingly hard to see in its entirety, since it is hemmed in on three sides by the town, while the north side is near the edge of a hill which descends into the town below. Although parts of the Cathedral exterior are still grimy, the light-colored stone interior is now in pristine condition, providing unusually fine illumination. Of course, the Cathedral’s five towers are its most dramatic feature, but we also love many others, such as the charming oxen statues on the west façade towers.

 

What’s Important about Laon Cathedral?

This is one of the first great cathedrals built in the Gothic style. Laon is unusual in having five huge towers and because of its squared-off east end. It features a number of early Gothic architectural details, including a four-part elevation, six-part vaults, and minimalist buttresses.
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HISTORY

Laon Cathedral is one of the most important examples of the Gothic architecture of the 12th and 13th centuries. Although built earlier than the cathedrals of Sens and Notre Dame Paris, it ranks with them in importance. It is the seat of the Bishop of Laon. The current cathedral occupies the site of an earlier Carolingian cathedral which was consecrated in September 800 in the presence of Emperor Charlemagne himself. The Carolingian building was replaced in the 11th century, and construction of the present building began about near the end of the 12th century and continued off and on until the 20th century. It is claimed that this cathedral served as a model for other important Gothic cathedrals, including Chartres, Reims, Dijon, plus others in Germany and Switzerland. 

Thirty years after the 1112 insurrection which damaged the ancient basilica, the remains of the ambulatory were torn down, the choir was extended by seven bays, and the squared-off end of the apse was built. In addition, the west façade was begun along with the nave. The latter was not finished until 1205, and the east and west rose windows were installed shortly after. 

About 1200, the sculpture on the west façade was completed, and the work on the vaulting and crossing lantern started. Then, in 1215 the choir was replaced by the greatly lengthened present choir. Construction of the towers was halted and they were never made higher. While the basic building was finished by 1230, the side chapels were added in the second half of the 13th century. Important reconstruction was initiated on the south and north transept façades early in the 14th century. Then, heavy restoration was made, especially to the west façade and towers in 1845–1914. 

 

WARS AND REVOLUTION

During the Easter Insurrection in 1112, this Cathedral was torched but not destroyed, and half the town was burned. Laon’s unpopular bishop was beheaded, despite taking the precaution of hiding in a barrel in the cellar of the Episcopal palace. The grievance of the frustrated townspeople was their inability to “conduct their own affairs.” After ridding themselves of the bishop they became rich and were major funders of the new cathedral. A repair program lasted two years and the Cathedral was rededicated in 1114. During the Revolution, the Cathedral was attacked and some of the statues on the west façade were lost. Damage also occurred during the Franco-Prussian War of 1870. Fortunately, the building escaped harm in both World Wars.
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The Building

DIMENSIONS AND FLOOR PLAN

Laon Cathedral is relatively short by great cathedral standards at an overall length of 361 feet (110 m). Unlike nearly every other major French Gothic cathedral, Laon has a dramatically cruciform shape, as was the practice in Britain. Noteworthy features include: the flat east end, the narrowness of the side aisles relative to the very wide central aisle in the nave, the chapels at the east end of each transept, and the lack of an ambulatory around the apse.

 

EXTERIOR

Laon Cathedral has four large façades, the most notable of which is the west façade with its gables, arcades, and porticoes.



■ West Façade 

This ambitious 12th-century design incorporates three horizontal divisions. It also has six vertical divisions, as follows: the portals, the gables, the arcade of windows partially hidden behind the gables, the rose window and two vertical side windows, the gallery, and the multi-level towers. The center portal is by far the largest and is surrounded by the most sculpture. Unfortunately, most of the sculpted figures in the portals have been defaced. The doors of the west façade are placed deep under the statue-covered gables. The entire façade supports considerable window area. A staggered arcade above the windows crowns the façade. This was the first Gothic cathedral where the doorways were integrated into the rest of the façade.

 

■ North and South Transept Façades 

While large and imposing, neither the north nor the south transept façade is decorated with significant sculpture or carvings. Each is surmounted by one offset square tower (similar to those on the west façade) and has two portals. The highlights of both 



West façade 
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façades are the beautiful rose windows, “supported” from below by four lancet windows. These windows are described below.

 

■ East (Apse) Façade 

The flat east façade has three tall lancet windows and a large rose window, and is topped with a columned gallery, with pinnacles above. The façade has no portals or gables.  

 

■ Towers 

Although originally designed to have seven towers, only five were completed. They are: 

• Two square towers at the west façade with life-size figures of oxen included in the upper levels 

• One square tower  on each transept façade 

• A square central-crossing tower done lantern style (i.e., glazed). 

The illumination at Laon is enhanced by the lantern tower and by the white stone used in its construction. Although lantern towers were also intended for Chartres and Reims, they were not built. The lantern tower at Laon is unusually large and has its own internal elevation, consisting of a triforium and clerestories, which enhance the continuity of the cathedral’s upper-story design. Each side of the lantern tower is “lit” by a pair of simple lancet windows. 

The towers on the west façade emphasize Laon’s verticality. Although they appear to be the same height, one is 16 feet higher than the other, 200 feet (61 m) versus 184 feet (56 m). Both rise in five distinctive stages, each one smaller than the one below. The tower designs are a departure from the solid heaviness of their predecessors at St. Denis and Chartres, given the way they are pierced and lightened. The huge towers on each



transept façade dominate the flank of the building. The roof pitch was kept low at Reims and Laon in order to emphasize the central tower. Apparently, opinion changed about the desirability of even more towers at some point. The reason for this change might have been due to concerns about cost or engineering. 

 

■ Oxen 

The most prominent aspect of Laon’s west end towers are the four oxen which peer down from near the top of the two towers. They represent a monument to the labor which built the tower, a new notion, apparently deriving from the idea of spiritual redemption through work. The obvious question is: why the oxen? There are various hypotheses. Twelfth-century legend has it that, when the earlier church was being built, a wagon drawn by bullocks was taking



Ox
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equipment to the site of the cathedral building works, but they were having trouble climbing up the steep hill. Suddenly, the team of oxen had been reinforced by an unknown ox. Once the mission was completed, the ox disappeared as mysteriously as it had appeared. Thus, one explanation for adding the famous oxen to the towers was due to the miraculous quality of the event. The more likely rationale is simply the desire to show appreciation for the enormous labor done by these sturdy helpers of the 13th century in building the current cathedral.

 

■ Buttresses 

Laon Cathedral was designed prior to the use of elaborate flying buttresses, such as those used at Notre Dame Paris. The Laon flying buttresses were added to the nave and the choir walls, but are heavy in design, high up, and close to the building. In practice, the Cathedral’s supportive structures are mainly inside the building, situated below the point where the flying buttresses intersect the wall. That is, the vaults of the first-story aisles and second-story galleries incorporate a honeycomb of internal supports. Chapels were added to fill in the spaces between the buttresses.

 

INTERIOR

The choir terminates in a straight rear wall instead of in the usual rounded apse. Three major design elements are noteworthy: the nave elevation with a trellis of open arches faced with colonettes; the openness of the nave arcade and second-story galleries; and the way the numerous nave and choir bays appear to recede into space ending in the rose window and the large lancet windows at the east end. The length of the Cathedral is emphasized by the “long parallel lines formed by the capitals of the nave arcade columns, the string course, and the continuous gallery and triforium” (Prentice, 126). The understated purity of the interior, the white stone, and the extensive use of clear glass give the Cathedral a remarkable luminosity. 

 

■ Elevation 

The vault height in the nave is 90 feet (24.4 m), although it appears to be higher. The four-tier elevation includes the arcade, the glazed gallery, the unglazed triforium, and the clerestory. The Chartres designer chose not to emulate the Laon’s four-part elevation or its sexpartite vaults, both considered already obsolete. Instead, for Chartres, he eliminated the gallery level and used four-part vaults. The gallery level had been eliminated, since increasing the sizes of the nave and side aisles had made them unnecessary for accommodating even large congregations. There was now plenty of room. In addition, cutting the gallery level allowed for larger windows, and thus more light. Laon may be the first Gothic cathedral to have a continuous triforium, although it is dwarfed by the very large gallery underneath it, so it ends up looking more like a frieze than a full-fledged story.
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■ Nave, Aisles, and Chapels 

This is a three-aisle church, where the two outer aisles run continuously from their front portals to the east (rear) façade wall. The nave has 11 bays. The chapels flanking the nave are narrow and deep with a carved stone wall across the entrance of each. The wall that separates the chapels is in fact an internal buttress, such as would appear later at Albi Cathedral.

 

■ Choir and Screen 

The choir is very long, the length of 10 bays. It acts almost like a second nave, lending the impression of great interior space. The choir is fitted with an exceptionally handsome open-work choir screen, made of partially gilded wrought iron. Given the flat end, there is no ambulatory.



■ Windows 

Being an early Gothic cathedral, Laon has less glass compared to later churches, and little of it is of the stained glass variety. For example, there is no stained glass at the arcade, gallery, or clerestory levels. The principal areas of stained glass are on the east and west façades, and the north transept façade. The extant stained glass is original, dating from the 13th century, although there are some 19th-century restorations. Of course, one effect of all this plain glass is to enhance the level of illumination inside the cathedral.

 

The West Rose Window  This deep-set rose is only the second created after the one at St. Denis. Unfortunately, it is partially hidden by the organ. The rose windows on the west and east façades have similar patterns, varying only at the center. 

 

The South Rose Window  The south rose window is glazed with plain glass and has three double lancets supporting a large oculus with heavy use of Rayonnant design. 

 

The East Rose Window  The flat end of the choir allowed the addition of a fourth rose window. It is located above the main 



Nave and elevation 



West rose window
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altar. This window depicts the Virgin and Child. She is in the center, crowned, and sitting on a throne. She is carrying baby Jesus and holding in her right hand the mystical rose, a flaming scarlet flower. Also shown are John the Baptist and the apostles, plus the Elders of the Apocalypse.

 

The North Rose Window  The 27-foot (8.2-m) diameter north rose window has a central medallion, surrounded by two sets of eight medallions: a smaller set attached to the central medallion, plus an outer ring of eight slightly smaller medallions. It is supported from below by four lancet windows. Dating from the 1180s, it has some of the oldest glass in the Cathedral. Rather than the usual religious themes, this window depicts the Liberal Arts of theology, rhetoric, music, geometry, medicine, arithmetic, astronomy, dialectic, grammar, and logic, which were the bases of medieval education. Only the geometry, arithmetic, dialectic and astronomy windows still have their original glass. The others were remade around 1865 based on the statues from the west façade. 

 

■ Transepts 

The four-level elevation of the transepts is basically the same as in the nave and choir. The eight-bay transept, with its own side aisles, is 184-foot (56-m) long, which adds to the overall feeling of size. Each transept doorway has its own narthex, and also has round chapels on the outer end of each transept. The transept chapel on the north side has four stained-glass windows depicting biblical scenes, plus some plain glass. None looks old. The transept chapel on the south side has five modern windows, mostly non-figurative stained glass.



East rose window



North rose window oculus



■ Organ 

The Laon organ is enclosed in a large, carved wooden organ case, situated on the west wall of the nave. Unfortunately, it partially blocks one’s view of the west rose window.
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West façade
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Northeast and Central Region

Bourges Cathedral of St. Étienne  

Personal Impressions

Bourges is an ancient town situated on a hill overlooking the rivers Auron and Yevre. The fact that it is near the geographical center of France—that is, relatively remote from major urban centers—is the only way we can explain the lack of recognition of this exceptional cathedral. Were we to engage in ranking Gothic churches according to which we like best, which we won’t, Bourges would be near the top. We also love the old town itself, full of interesting medieval buildings, especially the grand palace of the merchant Jacques Coeur. 

Like many other Gothic churches, Bourges is closely surrounded on three sides by narrow streets lined with shops and houses. Hemmed in by the town, it is hard to get a comprehensive view except from the southeast perspective.

 

What’s Important about Bourges Cathedral?

Many have enthused about this cathedral, and it’s easy to understand why. What is it about Bourges? Aldous Huxley wrote: “The grandest, the most strangely and fabulously beautiful building in Europe.” Not to be outdone in the exuberance department, Balzac reputedly said that “All Paris is not worth the cathedral at Bourges.” And here is the Gothic cathedral writer Parry, piling on the hyperbole, “The rising fugue of complexity and simplicity, of wholeness and detail, of space and light, of strength and lightness, or power and refinement. It is one of the true architectural glories of western civilization.” What is going on here? We had thought that only Chartres excited such Rococo sentiments.
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The interesting facts are that Bourges has no transept crossing inside, no lantern or tower over the crossing, and only a smallish rose window on the west façade. But these are mere details compared with its many glories, including its numerous important and unusually accessible stained-glass windows, the illumination of the interior, its size, unity of design, and other complexities.  Other notable features include: the five portals on its west façade; five aisles inside; a six-part vaulting (which is not the norm for High Gothic cathedrals); lack of transept façades; and what only appears to be a five-level elevation. This cathedral also has a very large crypt, full of statuary. 

 

HISTORY

The present cathedral occupies a site which was once the northeastern corner of the Gallo-Roman walled city. This area has been the site of the city’s main church at least since Carolingian times, and probably since the foundation of the bishopric in the 3rd century. The Cathedral was built as a replacement for a mid-11th-century structure, traces of which survive in the crypt. The date when construction began is not well documented, but it is widely believed to be about 1195, which is roughly contemporaneous with Chartres Cathedral, some 124 miles (200 km) to the northwest. 

The choir was in use (though not necessarily complete) by 1214 and the nave was finished by 1255. Most of the west façade was finished around 1270, while work on the towers proceeded more slowly, partly due to the unfavorable rock strata beneath the site. The building was finally consecrated in 1324, but the north tower was not completed until the end of the 15th century. This tower collapsed in 1506, destroying the northern side of the west façade in the process. The north tower and its portal were subsequently rebuilt in a more contemporary style. 

During the Middle Ages, the town grew rich from making cloth and armaments. In addition to the Cathedral, the Palace of Jacques Coeur and several other medieval buildings are of interest. The Bourges merchant prince, Jacques Cœur (1395–1456) was reputed to be the richest man in Europe. He was adviser of King Charles VII—Joan of Arc’s king—who made him the chief of finance and sent him on important diplomatic missions. Coeur’s reforms restored order to the confused financial situation brought about by the Hundred Years’ War. Cœur established French trade in the Levant, employed commercial agents throughout the Orient, and owned factories and mines in France and abroad. Through his monopolies, he amassed a vast fortune and spent a large part of it to finance the campaigns that ultimately drove the English from France. In 1451, this entrepreneur-patriot was arrested on the charge of poisoning the King’s mistress! This was concocted by his debtors and enemies, particularly King Charles VII himself who turned on Jacques out of greed, one suspects. After an unfair trial in 1453, Coeur was sentenced to imprisonment and a fine of several million francs. He escaped to Rome and died on the Greek island of Chios while leading a papal fleet against 
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the Ottomans. His mansion in Bourges, now a national monument, is one of the finest examples of secular medieval architecture.

 

RELICS

The Church reputedly held the remains of St. Stephen, specifically a piece of his jawbone. He was one of the first deacons of the Christian church and was also the first Christian to be martyred for the faith. The stories of St. Stephen’s ordination as a deacon and his martyrdom are found in chapters six and seven of the Acts of the Apostles. According to Cathedral wall texts, his relics disappeared during the Revolution.

 

WARS AND REVOLUTION

Protestants took control of the town in 1562 and broke the statues of the Apostles on the center portal. They also tried unsuccessfully to set fire to the Cathedral.  During their siege of Bourges, the Protestants also beheaded or destroyed many of the sculptures which adorned the 59-by-22 feet (18-by-6.8 m) rood screen, erected in 1237. Then, in 1757, thoughtless clergy decided to consign the screen to the crypt “to enable the faithful to take part in the services more easily,” according to the Church brochure.  In 1760, misguided church officials demolished six of the windows in the choir. Their rationale was to let more light into the choir! These windows were later restored.

During the Revolution, its followers destroyed much of Duke Jean de Berry’s palace and its chapel in the town, and scattered material from the Cathedral’s interior. The tomb effigy of the Duke was relocated to the Cathedral’s crypt, along with some stained-glass panels depicting prophets. Fortunately, Bourges Cathedral survived the Revolution better than some of its peers. Also, the town’s out-of-the-way location helped protect the Cathedral from the damage suffered by other cathedrals during the two World Wars. 

 

The Building

DIMENSIONS AND FLOOR PLAN

The height of the vaulting—118 feet (36 m)—is the same as Notre Dame Paris (built 30 years earlier). Although the length is slightly shorter than in Paris, Bourges just seems longer on the outside and on the inside. This impression is probably due to its great nave width, which is the widest in France. This impression is further enhanced by the stunningly high arcades lining the nave. 

The most distinctive features of the Bourges floor plan include: neither the transept nor the chapels project beyond the walls; the five-portal entrance leads to the five aisles inside; the rudimentary nature of the crossing; and the dual side aisles in the nave, which run uninterrupted around the apse.
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EXTERIOR 

Thanks to the large Bishop’s Garden at the southeast corner of the Cathedral, one gets a fine view of the stepped elevations of the three external levels. The side view also shows the grand parade of great buttresses,



pinnacles, and conical towers marching down the flank of the building. The 19th-century balustrade at the base of the roof ties the building together horizontally.



Rear view



■ West Façade 

In terms of visual effect, the west façade of Bourges Cathedral is comparable to Chartres, Paris, Amiens, and Reims. It has five portals (not the usual three) which open to the five aisles inside (see photo on page 124). This is one of the most unusual portal-aisle designs among all French Gothic cathedrals. Unifying all five portals on the west façade is a “screen” of gabled niches which stretches the width of the façade. The extreme asymmetry of the façade and the huge, protruding buttress piers are notable.



The five sculpted portals are dedicated, from north to south (left to right facing the front), to: 

• William, a 16th-century local saint; on the far-left portal

• The Virgin on the 16th-century portal between the left and the center portals  

• The Last Judgment on the large center portal dating from the mid-13th century. This rendering of the Last Judgment is especially dramatic. On the first lintel is the resurrection of the dead. Above, on the second lintel, St. Michael holds the scales 



West façade center portal tympanum 
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of justice while protecting a child from the devil. At the top of the tympanum, Christ sits in judgment. On the tympanum, below and to the right of Jesus, are depicted devils with faces carved on their abdomens busily herding the lost souls into the mouth of the leviathan, whose jaws are the gateway to hell. Toads drip from the leviathan’s maw, while small devils stoke the flames. 

• St. Stephen on the portal just the right of the center portal 

• Ursinus, a local saint, who was a bishop of Bourges in the early Christian era, on the far right portal.

The last two portals on the farthest right of the façade were likely carved in the early 1240s.

 

■ Transepts and Transept Portals 

As mentioned, an odd feature of this cathedral is that it has no true transepts or interior crossing. There are no rose windows above the rudimentary transept façade portals. The exterior of the Cathedral is also odd in that the exterior transept façades appear to be no more than simple openings surrounded by rounded arches supported by two columns. However, sculpted portals are set deep inside a porch inside each of these openings. These Romanesque-style carved portals, which date from about 1160-70, were probably intended for the façade of the earlier cathedral. They have been reused here for the south and north doors, inside each “hidden” porch. Their profuse ornamentation is said to be reminiscent of Burgundian work. They were incorporated into the walls of the nave only after construction of the present edifice began in 1195.



The North Transept Façade Portal  On the left side of the portal are sculptures, including the Queen of Sheba, which date from 1155-1160. The tympanum above the door is dedicated to the Virgin in her majesty and includes the three magi honoring the newborn Jesus. The Annunciation to the shepherds was added in the 16th century. 

 

The South Transept Façade Portal  The tympanum depicts Christ surrounded by four evangelists (the writers of the four New Testament gospels, Mathew, Mark, Luke and John), set above the 12 apostles. The archivolts represent the genealogical lineage of the Virgin recounting the prophecy of Isaiah that the Messiah would emerge from the family of Jesse, the father of David.  



South transept portal 



 bourges cathedral of st. étienne  •  129  




[image: page130]

■ Towers 

The front of the building has two low-rise towers. Their relatively low height is due to the questionable stability of the foundations. To compensate, a huge buttressing structure was built in 1313 to support the southern tower, which showed signs of leaning. This tower was also dubbed the “Butter Tower” (as at Rouen Cathedral) to signify that it was partially financed through the granting of indulgences to those wanting to avoid fasting during Lent. The partially Flamboyant north tower, built in 1542, was a replacement for an earlier tower, which collapsed in 1506. The collapse of the north tower caused the destruction of the two northernmost portals of the west façade, which were replaced later in that century. The 16th-century date of this tower construction explains its Flamboyant design.

 

■ Buttresses 

The line of buttresses runs uninterrupted from the façade all the way around the building. Since the double buttresses stand away from the side of the church, visitors get a good view of the exterior walls. The flying buttresses surrounding the Cathedral are relatively slender, particularly compared to the contemporary but much heavier ones at Chartres. They are steeply pitched and follow the three tiers of roofs, adding to their visibility and drama. The sharp angle is said to help channel the thrust from the nave vaults to the inner and outer buttress piers. They look like giant tent stays holding the building to the ground.



INTERIOR

■ Elevation 

The five-level elevation of the nave is something of an optical trick. While it appears that all five levels are in one vertical line, in practice it works as follows. The first three elevations are all visible through the 69-foot (21-m) high nave arcade: the first windows are at ground level; the second level is an unglazed gallery; and the third is the clerestory-window level. The additional two elevations—the triforium and the nave clerestory—are located on the upper section of 



Nave elevation



Five level elevation
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the nave wall, above the outer-aisle roof. Although this arrangement seems complicated, standing inside the Cathedral it all seems to make sense.

 

■ Nave and Aisles 

Due to the openness of the interior, the side aisles are visible from anywhere in the Cathedral, which adds to the impression of spaciousness. Unlike Chartres, there is no feeling of compartmentalization. Visitors can stand anywhere and be able to take in the whole interior. The columns do not project into the nave, thus enhancing the feeling of volume and unity. Also the columns supporting the six-part vault high above are all alike, not alternating designs as in older churches. The decision to eliminate the transepts was probably another case of aesthetics taking precedence over religious symbolism. In any case, the lack of transept or crossing helps create the feeling of a unified interior.

As noted, in addition to the five aisles in the nave, double aisles continue without interruption down the nave and around the apse to form a double ambulatory around the choir. 

 

■ Apse and Ambulatory 

The apse has five chapels radiating from the outer ambulatory. The chapels along the nave and apse were added only in the 1400s.

 

■ Vaults 

Old-style six-part vaults are used to span the nave, although the aisle ceilings have the newer four-part vaults. The design of these vaults provides Bourges with “a sequence of elegant domes” (James, 164), rather than the heavy structures found in some other Gothics. The four broad-and-shallow central cells of each vault, in contrast to the deep-and-narrow outer cells, help achieve this elegance. This is another example of aesthetic design taking precedence over simple engineering at Bourges.

 

■ Choir and Screen 

The choir is not screened off. Remnants of a largely destroyed elaborate and beautifully sculpted 13th-century rood screen can be seen in the crypt.
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Apocalypse window



Death and Assumption of the Virgin window



Supper at Simon’s House window 



■ Windows 

The windows here at Bourges are considered by some to be comparable to Chartres, but are more accessible to the viewer since the panels are situated lower down. What a difference it makes to be able to stand close to these windows and appreciate the overall design and detail.

 

Ambulatory Windows  The stained-glass windows surrounding the ambulatory were probably glazed around 1215—about the same time as the Chartres windows. Many of these windows were donated by the members of guilds, including furriers, stone cutters, carpenters, weavers, and tanners. 

Of the original 25 windows, 12 survive, at least in part. All three in the axial chapel were completely destroyed and replaced later. The ten larger windows on the ambulatory wall are generally in excellent condition. 

Unfortunately, a number of windows lost the lower three to four sections in the 17th century, which were restored in the mid-19th century. The restorations were done to such a high standard that it is hard to tell new glass from old. This is significant since in most cases the restorers had no information about the original designs. 
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Chapel Windows  Two windows are particularly noteworthy: 

• The Annunciation, with St. James and St. Catherine, in the Jacques Coeur Chapel, north side, outer aisle, about 11 o’clock (1450).

• The Tullier family being presented to the Virgin and Child, in the Tullier Chapel, south side, outer aisle, three o’clock. (1532). 

 

The West Rose Window  The rose window on the west façade plays a less prominent role than those in a number of other French Gothics, such as those at Laon, Chartres, Paris, Reims, Amiens, and Strasbourg. This is because at Bourges the west rose is set into and is part of the “great west window” complex. This window is a replacement for an earlier 15th-century window. It is supported from below by six lancet windows. 

 

■ North and South Portals 

Since there is no transept at Bourges, these interior portals consist of plain, wooden doors with no windows above them, or on either side.

 

■ Crypt 

The crypt is one of the biggest among French Gothics, second only to Chartres. The crypt has large windows. It is partially visible from outside since the east end of the church is built on a sloping lot. 

 

■ Organ 

A grand 17th-century organ is situated above the narthex. The organ case was built in 1665. As lovely as it is, the organ loft partially obscures the six lancet windows under the west rose window.

 

■ Clock 

A tall, free-standing clock is situated just inside the nave and off to the right side. It is the oldest, fully preserved, astronomical time-keeping mechanism in France. It was built in 1424. The clock includes an astrolabe frame, and the striking mechanism still works, dinging charmingly every few minutes.



Jacques Cœur Chapel window



Tullier Chapel window



West rose window 
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Carved face, timber-framed house, Troyes
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Northeast and Central Region

Troyes Town and Churches

Troyes is in the southern part of the Champagne region of France. It is situated on the Seine River about 93 miles (150 km) southeast of Paris. Troyes has been a settlement since the Roman era, benefitting from its location at the hub of numerous highways, primarily the Via Agrippa. In medieval times Troyes was an important international trade center, owing to its textiles, leather goods, and the regional Troyes Fair. The name “troy weight” derives from the standard of measurement for gold which evolved here.

Like Rouen, the ancient town of Troyes contains a rich hoard of Gothic and later religious buildings, many 16th-century half-timbered structures, and a number of museums. Having avoided most of the damage from destructive wars and chaos, old town Troyes has a high density of old religious buildings grouped close to the city center. They include at least nine churches of special interest, most particularly, the Cathedral of Saints Peter and Paul, the Basilica of Saint-Urban, and the Saint Madeleine Church. These three churches are the focus of this guide. 

Although not described here, there is another church in the old section of Troyes that is worth a mention and a visit: the Church of St. Jean in the Market, built before the 9th century. This oddly shaped, petite church is charming. But, the main attraction is that Henry V of England married Catherine of France here in 1420. Walking through this little gem, one can recall the courting scene in the film “Henry V,” starring Kenneth Branagh and Emma Thompson.

The old section of Troyes conveys a sense of the old days better than almost any other cathedral town in France. It is packed with those fine old buildings, separated by narrow alleys. More than one alley is so narrow that the adjacent buildings almost touch. For visitors, though, that comes at a cost, since  many of the old churches are hemmed in by the town, making a good visual perspective difficult. Troyes presents one of the greatest challenges in that regard.
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West façade
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Northeast and Central Region

Troyes Cathedral

of Saints Peter and Paul 

Personal Impressions

What impresses us the most about this cathedral is, in no particular order, the great history of the building, the beautifully crafted and interesting windows (especially that wonderful west rose window with its unique yellow glass), and its remarkable collection of relics. 

What’s Important about Troyes Cathedral?

The Cathedral has been witness to a number of historical events. Although most are not architectural in nature, history buffs will find the events of the past here exciting and important. For example, in May 1420, the Treaty of Troyes was signed in the Cathedral between Henry V of England, his ally Philip of Burgundy, and Queen Isabel (wife of the mad Charles VI of France). By this Treaty the parties agreed that the throne of France would pass to Henry (that is, to England!) on the death of Charles VI, rather than to Charles’ son, the Dauphin. This shift constituted the high point of English power in France. The English later surrendered to the forces of the French King after the raising of the siege of Orleans. Afterwards Joan of Arc escorted the Dauphin to Reims 
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Cathedral where he was proclaimed as Charles VII of France. A plaque commemorating the 500th anniversary of this event is located near the entrance to the Cathedral. 

 

HISTORY

The cathedral site has been used for religious buildings since at least the 4th century when an oratory stood on the site. A church was built here in the 9th century, but was badly damaged by Norman invasions. It was replaced in the 10th century with a Romanesque cathedral. This is where the Council of Troyes opened in 1128-1129, during which the Order of the Knights Templar was established. The Romanesque cathedral was destroyed by fire in 1188. One historian claims it took from 1220 to 1532 (312 years) to complete the present Gothic cathedral. However, additional construction continued until around 1634 with the completion of the north (St. Peter) tower. A 361-foot (110 m) steeple once stood over the crossing: it was damaged by a tornado in 1365, then struck by lightning in 1700, after which it was not rebuilt. The Cathedral experienced other natural disasters as well. Part of the choir was destroyed in a hurricane in 1228, and the roof was set alight by lightning in 1389.

Most cathedrals have suffered from chronic problems of insufficient funding. The consequences of this shortfall were manifested here at least in two major ways. First, the builders sometimes used inferior stone for the foundations and even the walls, which resulted in collapsing. Second, work stoppages were frequent and could go on for years. Yet, here at Troyes Cathedral, despite all the construction and reconstruction, the



design is highly consistent throughout. The earliest part is the 13th-century choir. The elaborate façade dates from the beginning of the 16th century. 

 

RELICS

Troyes Cathedral has one of the largest collections of religious relics in France. Many are housed in richly decorated gold and silver reliquaries. To start the collection, the Cathedral received some of the relics stolen during the Crusader’s siege of Constantinople in 1204. The original relics are said to have included those of various saints and apostles as well as a fragment of the “True Cross.” The collection of holy relics increased until the Revolution in 1789, during which various items were either dispersed or deliberately destroyed.



Reliquary
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The current collection includes the alleged hair of the Virgin, a tooth of St. Madeleine, a tooth of St. Peter, two pieces of the True Cross, the skull and bones of St. Bernard of Clairvaux and St. Malachy of Ireland, and the finger of St. John the Baptist.

 

REVOLUTION

The statuary on the west façade was destroyed, or was stolen, during the Revolution. The Cathedral remains grotesquely defaced today with its shocking sculpture-free west façade. The revolutionaries also de-Christianized the Cathedral and turned it into a “Temple of Abundance” for several years.

The Building

DIMENSIONS AND FLOOR PLAN

This cathedral has an overall length of 374 feet (114 m), making it one of the smaller cathedrals. It has quite a “standard” floor plan for a Gothic cathedral. Of note are the double side aisles in the nave, which terminate to become only a single-aisle ambulatory. The square room where the south-side aisle ends is the Treasury, where the relics are displayed. The transepts are rather rudimentary.

 

EXTERIOR 

■ West Façade 

The portals, rose window, and tower are from the 16th century. There are only three gabled portals, despite the five aisles inside. As noted, the west façade is essentially bereft of sculpture. 

 

■ South and North Transept Façades 

The entire south transept façade and rose window are 19th-century restorations. The north transept façade, which dates from the 13th century, is said to be the most aesthetic of all three façades, primarily due to the quality of the rose window, which is surrounded by four smaller roses. Other than that, there seems to be little difference between the two transept façades.  

 

■ Tower 

The Cathedral only has one tower, the north, since the south tower was never built.
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INTERIOR 

■ Nave, Elevation, and Aisles 

The standard arcade, triforium, and clerestory elevation plan is used throughout. The wide nave aisle and two equally tall side aisles with chapels create a spacious interior with good lateral and diagonal views. The width of the two aisles on each side plus the chapels is greater than the width of the nave. Vault height in the nave is 98 feet (30 m).



Nave and elevation 



■ Chapel, Choir, and Screen 

Located off the outer aisle, a small side chapel of modern design breaks with the Gothic lines of the main cathedral and provides an informal setting for small groups of worshippers. It contains a rather poor reproduction of the painting “The Return of the Prodigal Son” by Rembrandt. The choir screen is in two parts: The front half on each side consists of a stone wall, covered with heavily carved tracery; and the rear half, which wraps around the ambulatory, is made of simple wrought iron. The 81 choir stalls came from Clairvaux Abbey in northeastern France.



■ Windows 

Troyes Cathedral has a number of good windows. Among those to look out for are the rose windows, especially the west rose and the south rose. The eight lancets under the 16th-century west rose window are hidden by the organ. Only the central lancets contain original glass, with the Apparition of Christ to St. Peter after the Resurrection, “Quo Vadis.” The rose depicts the “Celestial Heart” with angels, apostles, martyrs, virgins and patriarchs around the Trinity. Perhaps the most unusual thing about this window is that the glass is predominantly yellow. 

The 19th-century south rose window has a similar design to the plain-glass 15th-century north rose window. Whether the similarity in design in two windows over four centuries apart was deliberate is not clear.



West rose window
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South rose window



North rose window



Satan window



Another interesting window has an amusing depiction of Satan. It is in several panes of a clerestory window, about the middle of the north side of the nave. 
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West façade
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Northeast and Central Region

St. Madeleine Church, Troyes

Personal Impressions

From the outside, this is such an unprepossessing church that one could easily walk right by it and have no idea what wonders lie inside. Sitting on a very narrow side street in a residential neighborhood at an intersection of a non-descript larger street, this church is a hidden treasure in the heart of the medieval section of Troyes. Because it is a small church, mostly undecorated, and badly in need of a cleaning, it is hard to spot from a distance. But, the magic hit us the second we walked through the door and saw the imposing choir screen, which seems to have been designed for a much larger church. The number of outstanding windows delighted us as well.

 

What’s Important about St. Madeleine?

The most notable features of this three-aisle church are the Flamboyant choir screen and the 16th-century stained-glass windows, which are considered “among the most accessible and dramatic windows in France” (Parry, 188).
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HISTORY

Of all the churches in Troyes, St. Madeleine is the oldest, dating from 1120. It was rebuilt around 1200 in the Gothic style that had recently emerged in France. Its apse and choir were renovated around 1500 in the Flamboyant style of the time. The square Renaissance-style tower dates to 1525, as does the richly sculpted portal of the former cemetery located to the right of the entrance (today the Jardin des Innocents). The Church’s main portal was refurbished in the 17th century and the nave was restored in the 19th century.

 

The Building

INTERIOR

■ Elevation 

The Church has only two levels: the taller aisle level and the shorter second level.



■ Choir Screen 

A simply amazing, heavily sculpted and carved, white stone screen spans the entrance to the choir and continues on around the flanking columns. Around 1500, this screen replaced the old one made of wood. Walking into the Church visitors are confronted by this remarkable stone sculpture. The screen is divided by three floating arches, and several dramatic carved stone pendants hang down to eye level. At the back of the screen, on the right side, a graceful curving stairway leads to a hidden balcony, from which the priest could address the faithful, or where the choir could perform. Only a few



Choir screen



religious buildings in France still have a rood screen with an elevated stone gallery between the nave and the choir. The only other carved-stone rood screens that can compete with this one are in Albi Cathedral and in the church of St. Étienne du Mont in Paris.
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■ Windows 

The interior has windows around the choir and apse. In addition to the sheer quality of many of the 16th-century windows, they are special because the larger aisle windows are set low down, just above eye level. As at Bourges, it’s remarkable what this degree of propinquity does to bring the windows alive. 

Of the fine windows in this church, our favorites are the Genesis Window, which has scenes of the Creation: God creating the sun, moon, and stars; the formation of Adam from dust; the Sacrifice of Isaac, and other stories from Genesis. Another stunner is the Tree of Jesse, which shows the tree growing out of Jesse, its limbs twining over the face of the glass. 



Apse windows



Genesis window



Tree of Jesse window
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West façade 
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Northeast and Central Region

Basilica of St. Urban, Troyes

Personal Impressions

Upon entering the Church, we were immediately attracted by its elegance, sobriety, and luminosity. We were pleased to learn that the transept and choir still have their magnificent stained-glass windows, dating around 1270. These windows were returned to their former glory in 1992 by a local company. The statuary is also fine, in particular the famous 16th-century Virgin of the Grapes (Vièrge aux Raisins) in the chapel on the south aisle. While there is plenty to say about St. Urban’s visual and emotional impact, like most people, the major attraction for us is the wild Rayonnant west façade.

 

What’s Important about St. Urban?

St. Urban is one of the most complete Rayonnant buildings in France. Along with Sainte Chapelle, it is the best example of the early Rayonnant architectural style. This is a grand exhibition of how the architects played with layers of tracery, setting off one “skin” of tracery against another. St. Urban is a masterpiece of Gothic art, known for its superb proportions and for its stone lace and huge windows. The vast screen of pointed gables, which covers the entire west façade of the building, was completed only in 1905. The tympanum above the center portal contains a depiction of the Last Judgment, which dates from the 13th century. In 1935, the 
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remains of Pope Urban IV were transferred to the Church, which was given the title of Basilica in 1964. St. Urban—like St. Madeleine—is unusual in that it has no rose windows.

 

HISTORY

Pope Urban IV, the son of a cobbler, was born in Troyes in 1185. As the pope, he decided in 1261 to build a church on the site of his father’s old shop. The work soon started, despite the opposition of the sisters of the Notre-Dame-aux-Nonnains Abbey, who were unhappy at seeing a new church being built on land owned by their abbey. When it was to be consecrated in May 1266, the jealous abbess and sisters hired thugs to trash the building and sack the worksite, cancelling the consecration. Shortly after, a fire (arson?) destroyed the scaffolding, choir roof, and some masonry. Trouble came again when the administrator of the church ran off with the construction funds. His punishment was to undertake a pilgrimage to atone for his crime. Then, the nuns struck again (!) when they hired armed men to block the Pope’s emissaries from consecrating the church cemetery. This series of reverses depleted the building funds. 

Work stopped in 1286, and the building was not consecrated until 1389—more than a century later, although no construction had been done during that period. The nave aisles were not completed until 1839, and major repairs continued until 1905. 

 

WARS AND REVOLUTION

Given the periodic attacks by militant nuns and their thugs over the years, and the major theft of the church’s funds, who needs wars and revolutions?

 

The Building

EXTERIOR 

Except for the area around the apse, the exterior of the church is surrounded by “spiky” buttresses, pinnacles, and gables. 

 

■ West Façade 

The west façade consists of a broad arcade of gabled arches that screen the front of the Church. This remarkable edifice—an exuberant and complex fantasy—alone is worth the trip. Although the building is covered with elaborate decorations, the only important sculpture is the Last Judgment, set in the tympanum over the center portal.
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■ North and South Transept Façade Porches 

The unusually small north and south porches stand away from the building supported by their own free-standing buttresses. The south porch is elaborate and very odd: it looks jumbled from close up, but from a distance visitors can see that the overhang is held up by buttresses, seemingly like a free-standing structure. 

 

■ Towers and Spire 

The Church has no towers, only a squat, octagon-looking cupola over the crossing. A 112-foot (34-m) high central spire was destroyed by storms in 1761 and never replaced.



■ Buttresses 

The buttresses which support the nave walls are of the “normal” flyer type. They “fly” from the buttress piers to intersect the nave wall. However, these flying buttresses are so slight and delicate that they appear to serve only as a decorative arch. This lends a “floating” feeling to the structure. However, the buttressing around the apse doesn’t “fly” at all. Here only a narrow slit separates the buttresses from the wall. That is, the vertical buttress piers are barely detached from the wall. By contrast, the short heavy buttress piers stand away from each transept façade porch and “reach in” to hold up the porch canopy.



Rear view



INTERIOR 

■ Elevation, Nave and Aisles 

Unlike most other sizable Gothic churches, St. Urban has only two levels: the arcade level and the clerestory level. This is a spacious three-aisle church with high arches in the nave.  

 

■ Choir and Screen 

The choir area is flanked by large chapels which are the clearest example of Rayonnant design. 
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Apse windows



Transept windows



■ Windows 

This church has a large amount of stained and grisaille glass. The clerestory windows fill the upper level of the nave walls on the west façade and around the apse. Thanks to the Rayonnant goal of maximizing light, this huge display of glass makes it easy to forget that the wall is held up only by a stone armature. It is a marvelous exercise in illusion. As noted, this church is unusual in its lack of even a single rose window.

The apse windows rise up in two stages: The lower level is a panel of three lancet windows. The second level also has three lancets surmounted by three quatrefoils. For some reason, this panel of three clerestory lancets and quatrefoils is not flush with the apse wall, but is recessed relative to the windows below. The transept windows are also on two levels.
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Painted plaque to Pope St. Urban



Carved baptismal font



Virgin and grapes statue



Painted quatrefoil



■ Sculptures, Carving, and Paintings 

St. Urban has a number of wonderful sculptures. The most famous of them is the statue of The Virgin, holding a bunch of grapes, as well as baby Jesus. The ancient baptismal font is notable for its carved exterior. The Church has many old paintings inside. Examples include the plaque dedicated to Pope St. Urban, and the painting inside one the quatrefoils set in a wall.

 

■ Organ 

St. Urban makes do with a small organ set inside the choir area.
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Profile
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Southwest Region

Albi Cathedral of Saint Cécile

Personal Impressions

The Cathedral sits on a hill overlooking the small, historical town of Albi and the river Tarn, which divides the town. Given the height and mass of the Cathedral, it can be seen from a great distance. 

Even though we have been to Albi more than once, approaching the Cathedral continues to be a breathtaking experience, unlike that provided by any other Gothic cathedral. The first view of Albi is so very different because it is in such a contrast from what we expect from a Gothic church. First of all, it is constructed entirely of brick; but then so is St. Sernin in Toulouse. What particularly hits us is how strange the exterior is: only one tower, tiny windows, no perceivable buttresses, no entrance at the west end, little if any exterior sculpture (except on the south porch baldachin), no rose windows, no transepts, and with the main entrance on the side. It is a blunt instrument of power and intimidation; it is a fortress. 

Second is the complete contrast between the austere exterior and the highly decorated interior. The inside is a testament to architectural eccentricity and aesthetic exuberance. Both inside and outside, Albi makes an architectural statement on its own unique terms. This is an architectural extravaganza like no other.

In addition to the grand experience provided by the Cathedral, the old town surrounding it is marvelous for strolling. Not to be missed is the outstanding Toulouse-Lautrec Museum.
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What’s Important about Albi Cathedral?

Externally, the Cathedral gets everyone’s attention because it is unique. Just for starters, at 374-foot (114-m) long overall, this is said to be the world’s largest brick cathedral. The single tower is 256-foot (78-m) high and is nearly as wide as the nave. On the inside is a frescoed mural that is said to be the largest in the world. It depicts the Last Judgment, representing the end of time.  In addition to the Cathdral’s strange overall design, major oddities include the south porch canopy and the simply incredible screen surrounding the choir, both elaborately carved from stone. All things considered, Albi cannot really be considered as a “classical” Gothic cathedral. 

 

HISTORY

The heretic Cathar Movement was centered in Albi in the Languedoc Region. Thus, the Church’s crusade against the Cathars was dubbed the Albigensian Crusade. The heresy of the Cathars was to consider all clergy, including bishops, as corrupt and to be rid of. Cathar preachers urged a life of poverty and believed that only the poor, the abstinent, and those free of satanic temptations could be spiritual. They also held that worshippers didn’t need rituals like the Eucharist, baptism, or absolution. Another important characteristic was the egalitarianism of the movement, welcoming women as equal members. This Cathar heresy—one among many, but perhaps the best known—emerged at the end of the 12th century, at a time when the bishops, the popes, and the kings were struggling to consolidate their power. Because of this timing, these religious and secular elites felt threatened by this increasingly popular heretical sect. Thus, when the attempts at mediation failed, Pope Innocent III initiated a brutal crusade against the sect somewhere between 1198 and 1208. He directed knights in Languedoc to exterminate the heretics. The Inquisition pitched in and burned large numbers of heretics at the stake. During the Albigensian Crusade, a series of massacres took place, the most infamous of which happened in nearby Beziers in 1209, where an alleged 20,000 citizens were slaughtered in a single morning. Following the Albigensian Crusade and the subsequent Inquisition, nearly all the South was brought under Church control.

The Albigensian Crusade, followed by the Hundred Years’ War, created enormous havoc, leaving many churches, abbeys, and villages in ruins. Writing in 1358, Jean de Vinette said that “…many villages which possessed no fortifications made veritable strongholds of their churches…to defend the town in case it should be attacked by brigands, as often happened” (Prentice 195–196). This led to the construction of a series of “fortified churches,” the most important of which would be the cathedral in Albi. 

But, there were other important reasons for the “militant architecture” employed at Albi. To discourage future heretics, the Church emphasized its invincibility and power through architecture. In order to
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reinforce the Cathedral’s imposing aspect, the simplified design virtually eliminated external buttresses and windows. Construction at Albi began in 1287 only after the Pope’s promise to grant indulgences to those who would contribute to the cost of building it. The Cathedral was not consecrated until April 1480! 

Another reason for the cathedral-as-fortress design was the hatred of Bishop de Castanet, who was also the Inquisitor of Languedoc. Even though the anti-Cathar crusade had peaked earlier, the Bishop continued to accuse prominent townspeople of heresy, and conducted two trials in 1286–1287 and 1299–1300.

Next to the Cathedral stands the Bishops’ Palace of Albi, built in the same fortress style as the Cathedral. Originally built in stone (1035), then clad with brick, it rests on eight arches and is 495-foot (151-m) long. It was completed before the Cathedral. This palace, now the Toulouse-Lautrec Museum, is one of the oldest and best-preserved castles in France. The Old Bridge (Pont Vieux), which spans the River Tarn, is still in use after almost a millennium. In the 14th century, the bridge was fortified and reinforced with a drawbridge. Houses were built on the bridge as was the case in Florence and London. 

 

REVOLUTION

The treasury of the Cathedral was pillaged in 1792 by the Revolutionaries, although the essential parts of the building and the decorations were saved.

The Building

The reason the structure is built almost entirely of brick is because suitable building stone was not available locally. 

 

DIMENSIONS AND FLOOR PLAN

This idiosyncratic cathedral is 374-foot (114-m) long overall, although it looks much bigger, perhaps due to the sheer mass of it. The floor plan here is unique among Gothic cathedrals: the entrance is on the south wall (not the west); there is no crossing or transept; there are no side aisles in the nave. Instead of side aisles in the nave, there are rows of small chapels shoe-horned between brick internal buttresses. An aisle runs alongside the choir and around the ambulatory behind the main altar at the east end. The west façade has no portals and is occupied by a large chapel, and the entire inner periphery of the building is lined with chapels.
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EXTERIOR

■ Fortress-like Features 

The Cathedral’s “military” features include a high plinth which runs around the building and is inclined inward like a steep ramp. The narrow windows are set in-between the small, rounded, barely protruding buttresses. Compared with the very prominent buttresses in other Gothic churches, the buttresses at Albi are mostly internal rather than external. This buttress design presents the smallest possible target to the siege engines of the time. An overhanging parapet provides additional protection against attack.



Main entrance 



■ Portals and Sculpture 

Unlike other Gothic cathedrals, there are no portals on the west façade, east end, or north wall. The only entry portals are on the south wall and are covered by an enormous carved stone canopy. This porch was added in 1394-1410, then further enhanced with the Flamboyant Gothic canopy—open on three sides, which dates from the 16th century. Except for the Flamboyant porch, the only sculpture on the plain exterior are the line of gargoyles across the roofline, added only in the 19th century. While the Cathedral roof appears to be flat, it is in fact a slightly raised triangle, although this cannot be seen from below.

 

■ Tower 

There is only one tower. It is the great tiered bell tower at the east end (constructed 1355–1492). It is roughly square with rounded buttresses at the corners. Each tier is supported by a rounded quarter arch and decorated with a railing. At the top is an octagonal portion added later. The tower is 256-foot (78-m) high, and is nearly as wide as the nave.
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INTERIOR 

■ Elevation 

The height of the vaults is 98 feet (30 m)—the same as at Troyes Cathedral—but it seems higher than that. Oddly for a cathedral of this size and complexity, Albi has only two levels: an arcade level and a clerestory level with very small windows. But then, nothing about this cathedral is predictable.



■ Nave 

The internal buttresses deeply “invade” and compartmentalize the interior. Another odd aspect of the Cathedral is that a large section of the west end interior is separated from the nave with a wall. The chapel on the other side of the wall from the nave can be seen only through the opening at the west end of the nave. This is the wall upon which the Last Judgment fresco is displayed, and upon which the organ is placed.



Nave view east 



■ Chapels 

A series of chapels line each side of the nave and continue around the east end. Most chapels are painted. One chapel has a dramatic polychrome sculpture replica of St. Cecilia’s body from Rome. Another, in the north ambulatory, is called the Chapel of the Holy Cross and once contained a relic of the True Cross, which was lost in the Revolution. 

 

■ Vaults 

Because the buttresses intrude so far into the interior and extend from the floor to the vaults themselves, each segment of the four-part vaults is deeply recessed, adding to the architectural drama of the interior.

 

■ Choir, Rood Screen, Ambulatory, Altars, and Pulpit 

The central choir, reserved for members of the religious order, is surrounded by a carved stone rood screen—a late medieval masterpiece (c. 1474–84) which divides the nave from the choir area. The rood screen is an exercise in Flamboyant decoration. It is covered with filigree stone work, including a fine group of 200 
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polychrome statues carved in limestone at the Cluny Abbey. The statues have retained their original colors. Sculptures stand atop many of the columns. 

An ambulatory allows visitors to walk around the outside of this rood screen to examine it in detail. The choir together with formal altar area is very large, occupying about half the length of the church. The 120 carved-oak choir stalls feature a frieze of angels, each carrying some kind of musical instrument. 

As in all Gothic churches, there are two altars. The standard layout is that the formal one is at the east end, with the “service altar” located between the choir area and the nave seating. The odd thing at Albi, however, is that the “service altar” is situated at the west end of the Cathedral, far from the choir area and formal altar. 

The pulpit, set in the middle of the nave, is large and dramatic, as is so often the case in a great church.

 

■ Frescoes 

The inside of the Cathedral is literally covered in religious and decorative art. The walls, vaults, and side chapels are richly painted with frescoes. The fresco work was done in the late-15th century by unknown Flemish painters. These frescoes comprise the largest and oldest ensemble of Renaissance painting in France. They originally covered nearly 2,153 square-feet (200 m2).  The main fresco on the front wall of the nave consists of three levels: the sky, the earth, and Hell. The major theme of this great fresco is the Last Judgment, where those damned to Hell are punished according to the seven deadly sins of wrath, greed, sloth, pride, lust, envy, and gluttony.

It is easy to miss the fact that the entire central portion of the fresco was removed in the 18th century 



Choir and rood screen 



Altar at west end
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to create a larger entry into the west-end chapel. There is only a small plaque in the nave to show what that wonderful section of the Last Judgment fresco must have looked like. Fortunately, the extensive and graphic depiction of the torments of Hell remain. What led someone to destroy an entire section of this magnificent work of art?

 

■ Windows 

There are no windows at all at the arcade level of the Cathedral. In fact, there is virtually no colored glass in the Cathedral. The minimal glass here is undistinguished and consists of windows which are small and high up.

 

■ Organ 

The organ is the work of Christophe Moucherel, dating from the 18th century. It is considered one of the finest in France. It is dramatically situated at the west end of the nave, mounted high up over the main fresco. It rises up to the vaults and dominates the upper west end.



Fresco



Windows



Organ
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Annex 1

Glossary of Terms



Definitions of Basilica, Cathedral, and Church



Basilica

 

 

 

 

 

Cathedral

Church

 

Historical Terms

Medieval

Middle Ages

 

 

Architectural Terms

Aisle

 

Ambulatory

Apse

 

Arcade

Archivolt



The design of a basilica is Roman in origin. The term is used to describe a public court building, usually located adjacent to a Roman forum. It was applied to Christian buildings of the same form and continues to be used in an architectural sense to describe those buildings with a central nave and aisles. Later, the term came to refer specifically to a large and important church which has been given special ceremonial rights by the Pope. In most cases, this guide refers to basilicas simply as churches.

A special church holding the bishop’s throne. 

Any gathering of Christians for worship. In some denominations churches are called chapels, but they are still basically churches. 

 

A descriptive term for the Middle Ages. Adjective.

The time between the Classical Period and the Renaissance. Usually considered to be from about the fall of Rome (c.500) to c.1350 (or even until 1450/1500, depending on assumptions about beginning of Renaissance). Also known as the Dark Ages.

 

The visitor’s walkway from west to east. There are three aisles in most cathedrals: the two side aisles, plus the central nave aisle.

The aisle surrounding the choir, leading to the chapels which line the apse.

Rounded east end. Semi-circular space, usually the eastern termination of the choir. Also called the chevet(ette). 

A row of ground-level arches supported by columns.

Decorative molding around or inside an arch. Often furnished with sculptural figures.
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Barrel vault

 

Bay

Boss

Buttress

 

 

Capital

Carolingian

Chapels

 

Chapter House

Chevet

Choir

Choir screen

Clerestory

Colonette

 

Column

Crossing

Crossing tower

Crypt

Elevation

 

Façade



Pre-Gothic form of ceiling construction in the form of a half cylinder. Replaced by Gothic ribbed vaults.

One section of the nave, set off by columns on each side.

Decorative rounded cap often found at the intersection of ribs. 

A buttressing system consists of a vertical buttress pier and a flying buttress, which connects the pier to the church exterior wall. However, some buttressing is semi-concealed inside the churches, acting as hidden supports for the walls.

Decorative top of a column.

Period dominated by Charlemagne and successors, approximately 768-987.

Areas on the perimeter of the cathedral to commemorate a particular saint or for another commemorative purpose.

Room where the priests or monks meet to discuss business.

Rounded east end. Also called the apse.

Area east of the transept which includes the altar. Used for singing and priests’ prayers

Decorative barrier between choir and the rest of the church. Also known as a roodscreen

Highest interior elevation, always glazed.  

Small half-round columns. May be attached to a column, or may begin on wall above a capital. Lead the eye upward to the ribbed vaults. 

Vertical support of arcade arch with its own base and capital. 

Center point of the church, where nave, choir, and transept come together. 

Tower above crossing, if any.

Space under the choir for tombs and relics

The number of interior levels, usually three: arcade, triforium, and clerestory. A few older churches also had a gallery level.

The front of the cathedral and the external face of each transept.
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Frieze

Gable

Gallery

Grisaille window

Jamb

Labyrinth

Lancet window 

Lantern

 

Lintel

Mullion

 

Narthex

Nave

Oculus

 

Oriflamme

 

Pinnacle

Pointed arch

Porch

 

Portal

Relic

Rood screen



Broad horizontal band of sculpted or painted decoration,

Triangular construction above a portal or façade. 

Series of openings in an upper wall, creating an arcade. Eliminated after the Early Gothic period.

A window glazed with light-colored or gray glass, rather than bright colors.

Area on either side of a door, used for statuary. 

Maze-like design on floor of a cathedral, which represents a symbolic pilgrimage.

Slender pointed, arch-shaped window, like a lance—describes windows or portions of windows.

A structure with windows above the crossing. Often the base of a tower or spire, glazed in order to allow light into the cathedral. 

A beam across an entry. Can also be the horizontal area or frieze above or below the tympanum.

Narrow column used to divide a window. Rayonnant designs connected the clerestory mullions with the triforium to join the two elements for visual effect.

An inner vestibule or entry between the west façade and the nave.

The long western part of a church with a principal aisle, usually with aisles on either side.

A round window opening, or portion of a rose window. May have three or four petals in the shape of a trefoil or quatrefoil.

Banner believed to have been carried by French kings or military commanders. A great relic of St. Denis.

A small turret-like cap set on the top of buttresses, parapets, or elsewhere. Often ornamented.

A signature element of Gothic architecture.

The reception space surrounding a portal. Rarely enclosed or deep in Gothic architecture, except where such a design is used to glorify a transept façade. For example, at Chartres.

 A major entrance, doorway.

Remains or object associated with Jesus, Mary, or a saint.

See also choir screen. 
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Rose window

Sacred Geometry

Spire

 

Stringcourse

Tower

 

Tracery

Transept

 

 

Triforium

Trumeau

Tympanum

 

Vault



Large round window on a façade with radial patterns.

The mathematical basis for Gothic church design based on religious texts or tradition.

Tapering structure surmounting a tower. Sometimes the tower itself designed as a spire. Can be wood, stone, or cast iron.

Decorative horizontal band running around the inside or outside of a building.

A structure, often square, rising above parts of a cathedral, usually over the west façade or over the crossing. 

Stonework with a decorative pattern in windows and on wall surfaces.

The arm that crosses between the nave and choir at a right—north-south—angle.

The crossing may project beyond the cathedral walls, and often terminates in a transept

façade with a rose window.

Middle interior elevation, between arcade and clerestory.

Column between two doors, often used for statuary.

Rounded or triangular area on a façade at the top of a portal between the lintel and the arch above it. Often used for sculpture. 

An arched ceiling. A rib vault is comprised of slender diagonal arches or ribs that provide support for the cells of the vault.
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 * EPUB document. Use this only in the context of the current document.
 */

function goPage(pageNumber)
{
	if (pageNumber > 0 && pageNumber <= gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage = pageNumber;
		gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Go the the page with respect to progress. Assume everything has been setup.
 */

function goProgress(progress)
{
	progress += 0.0001;
	
	var progressPerPage = 1.0 / gPageCount;
	var newPage = 0;
	
	for (var page = 0; page < gPageCount; page++) {
		var low = page * progressPerPage;
		var high = low + progressPerPage;
		if (progress >= low && progress < high) {
			newPage = page;
			break;
		}
	}
		
	gCurrentPage = newPage + 1;
	gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
	window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
	updateProgress();		
}

//Set font family
function setFontFamily(newFont) {
	document.body.style.fontFamily = newFont + " !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets font size to a relative size
function setFontSize(toSize) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.fontSize = toSize + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets line height relative to font size
function setLineHeight(toHeight) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.lineHeight = toHeight + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Enables night reading mode
function enableNightReading() {
	document.body.style.backgroundColor = "#000000";
	var theDiv = document.getElementById('book-inner');
	theDiv.style.color = "#ffffff";
	
	var anchorTags;
	anchorTags = theDiv.getElementsByTagName('a');
	
	for (var i = 0; i < anchorTags.length; i++) {
		anchorTags[i].style.color = "#ffffff";
	}
}
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