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In the middle of the twelfth 

century, when builders 

throughout Europe worked in 

the Romanesque style, a 

distinctive new architecture 

known today as Gothic 

emerged in the Ile-de-France, 

the domain of French kings 

around Paris.   

 

The appearance of the new 

style and building technique 

there coincided with the 

emergence of the monarchy 

as a powerful centralizing 

force in France.  The Gothic 

style prevailed in western 

European art from about 

1150 to 1400, though it 

lingered for another century 

in some regions. 



Ambulatory and radiating 

chapels of the abbey church of St. 

Denis (near Paris), 1140-1144 

 

The Benedictine monastery of 

Saint-Denis, a few miles north of 

central Paris, had great symbolic 

significance for the French 

monarchy.   

 

It housed the tombs of French 

kings, regalia of the French 

Crown, and the relics of Saint 

Denis, the patron saint of France, 

who, according to tradition, had 

been the first bishop of Paris.   

 

In the 1130s, under the 

inspiration of Abbot Suger, 

construction began on the new 

abbey church, which is arguably 

Europe’s first Gothic structure.  



Suger (c. 1081-1151) was a trusted adviser to both 

Louis VI and Louis VII, and he governed France as 

regent when Louis VII and Eleanor of Aquitaine led 

the crusade.  

 

Suger (depicted in a stained glass window to the left) 

described his administration of the abbey and the 

building of the Abbey Church of Saint-Denis in three 

books. His love of magnificent architecture and art 

brought him into conflict with the Cistercian leader, 

Abbot Bernard of Clairvaux.   

 

As a widely traveled cleric, Suger knew all the latest 

developments in church building, and his design 

combines elements from many sources. Because the Ile-

de-France had great Carolingian buildings and little 

monumental Romanesque architecture, Suger brought 

in masons and sculptors from other regions.  Saint-

Denis became a center of artistic-interchange.  



Saint Denis is a patron saint of France, 

whose cult was widespread there, and in 

the Low Countries, Spain, and Germany, 

especially after the 9th century, when he 

was disingenuously confused with the 

Dionysius converted by S. Paul in Athens, 

thus giving a spurious antiquity to the 

Church in France.   

 

This story was given wide circulation from 

the 13th century by the account in the 

Golden Legend. Denis was in fact an 

Italian missionary in Gaul, who settled 

with two companions on an island in the 

Seine and became Bishop of Paris, but was 

martyred by the pagans on what is now 

Montmartre.   

 

After he was beheaded he carried his own 

head some two miles to the spot on which 

the Abbey of Saint-Denis was later 

founded, and which became the burial 

church of the kings of France.  



The choir was completed in three years 

and three months (1140-1144), timing that 

Abbot Suger found auspicious.   

 

The plan of the choir (chevet in French) 

resembled that of a Romanesque 

pilgrimage church, with a semicircular 

sanctuary surrounded by an ambulatory 

from which radiated seven chapels of 

uniform size.   

 

All the architectural elements of the choir- 

rib groin vaults springing from round 

piers, pointed arches, wall buttresses to 

relieve stress on the walls, and window 

openings- had already appeared in 

Romanesque buildings.   

 

The dramatic achievement of Suger’s 

master mason was to combine these 

features into a fully integrated 

architectural whole that emphasized the 

open, flowing space.  



Sanctuary, ambulatory, and 

chapels opened into one 

another; walls of stained 

glass replaced masonry, 

permitting the light to 

permeate the interior with 

color.  

 

It  became the prototype for 

a new architecture of space 

and light based on a highly 

adaptable skeletal 

framework constructed from 

buttressed perimeter walls 

and an interior vaulting 

system of point-arch 

masonry ribs.  



Anagogical Window from the abbey church of St. 

Denis, 1140-44 

 

The apse of Saint-Denis represented the emergence of 

a new architectural aesthetic based on line and light.  

Citing early Christian writings, Suger saw light and 

color as a means of illuminating the soul and uniting it 

with God, a belief he shared with medieval mystics 

such as Hildegard of Bingen.   

 

For him, the colored lights of gemstones and stained-

glass windows and the glint of golden church 

furnishings at Saint-Denis transformed the material 

world into the splendor of paradise.  

 

In Suger’s eyes, then, his splendid new church, 

permeated with lux nova (new light) and outfitted with 

gold and precious gems, was a waystation on the road 

to Paradise. 



What is clearly celebrated in the writings 

of Abbot Suger at St. Denis is the 

combination of architecture with 

sculpture, stained glass, goldsmithing, 

and painting. Gothic was the creation of a 

complete space, a total environment that 

transported the abbot to what he called 

“some strange region of the universe.” 

 

Louis VII and Eleanor of Aquitaine 

attended the consecration of the new choir 

on June 14, 1144.  Shortly thereafter the 

impending Second Crusade became the 

primary recipient of royal resources, 

leaving Suger without funds to replace the 

old nave and transept at Saint-Denis.  

The abbot died in 1151, and his church 

remained unfinished for another century.  



Chartres Cathedral (Chartres, France),  

begun 1134, rebuilt after 1194 

 

The great Cathedral of Notre-Dame (Our Lady, 

the Virgin Mary) dominates the town of 

Chartres, southwest of Paris.  For many people, 

Chartres Cathedral is a near-perfect 

embodiment of spirit in stone and glass.  

Constructed in several stages beginning in the 

twelfth century extending into the mid-

thirteenth, the cathedral reflects the transition 

from Early to High Gothic.   

 

A fire in 1134 that damaged the western façade 

of an earlier cathedral on the site prompted the 

building of a new façade, influenced by the 

Early Gothic style of Saint-Denis.  After 

another fire in 1194 destroyed most of the rest 

of the original structure, a papal representative 

convinced reluctant local church officials to 

undertake a massive rebuilding project.  A new 

cathedral was built between approximately 

1194 and 1260.  



 

What makes Chartres Cathedral 

special from an art historical 

viewpoint is its exceptional state of 

preservation. The majority of the 

original stained glass windows 

survive intact, while the 

architecture has seen only minor 

changes since the early 13th 

century. 



To erect such an enormous 

building required vast resources- 

money, raw materials, and skilled 

labor.   

 

Contrary to common perceptions 

about “the great age of cathedral 

building,” medieval people did not 

always support these ambitious 

undertakings with devout and 

selfless zeal.  

 

Both nobles and ordinary people 

often opposed the building of 

cathedrals because of the burden 

of new taxes.   

 

Nevertheless, cathedral officials 

pledged all or part of their incomes 

for three to five years.  The 

church’s relics were sent on tour as 

far away as England to solicit 

contributions.  



In the Middle Ages, the cathedral functioned as a kind of marketplace, with different 

commercial activities centered around the different portals, particularly during the 

regular fairs. Textiles were sold around the north transept, while meat, vegetables 

and fuel sellers congregated around the south porch. Money-changers (an essential 

service at a time when each town or region had its own currency) had their benches, 

or banques, near the west portals and also in the nave itself.  Wine sellers plied their 

trade in the nave, although occasional 13th century ordinances survive which record 

them being temporarily banished to the crypt to minimize disturbances. 



The Gothic cathedral, often large enough to hold the entire population of a 

town, was the municipal center.  If the Romanesque church constituted a 

rural retreat for monastics and pilgrims, the Gothic cathedral served as the 

focal point for an urban community.  





Beneath the apse is the crypt, 

which houses Chartres’ most 

important possession: remnants of 

a robe (or tunic) said to have been 

worn by the Virgin Mary, to whom 

the cathedral is dedicated.   

 

The relic, which miraculously 

survived the great fire of 1194, 

drew pilgrims from all over 

Europe.  



Chartres Cathedral is an example of a 

High Gothic cathedral.  It utilizes a 

rectangular bay system with 

quadripartite rib vaults to create a 

higher, wider nave.  

 

The nave elevation is composed of three 

parts: the nave arcade, the triforium 

(replacing the galleries), and the 

clerestory.  



At St. Denis (as seen here), the ribs 

were given a structural function for 

the first time. It was possible to build 

the ribs first and then fill in the 

surface between the ribs (the “cells” or 

“severies”).   

 

As the cells no longer had any 

structural purpose to fulfill, it was 

now possible to reduce their bulk to a 

minimum.  This meant that not only 

were the vaults easier to build, but 

the weight of the entire structure was 

also significantly reduced.  

 

These innovations continued to enable 

Gothic builders, such as those at 

Chartres, to built taller structures 

with thinner supports. 



rib vaults 



Flying buttresses made it possible 

to eliminate the tribune gallery 

above the aisle. 

 

The High Gothic tripartite nave 

elevation, consisting of nave 

arcade, triforium, and clerestory, 

emphasized the large clerestory 

windows.   

 

Those at Chartres are almost as 

high as the main arcade and 

consist of double lancets crowned 

by a single oculus. 



Flying buttresses at Chartres 



Above: Drawing of a flying 

buttress at Reims, ca. AD 

1320–1335  

 

Left: Drawing of a flying 

buttress at Saint-Wulfrand 

d'Abbeville 



Royal Portals on the west façade 

 

One of the few elements to 

survive from the mid-12th 

century church, the Royal Portal 

was integrated into the new 

cathedral built after the 1194 fire. 

 

The name derives from the fact 

that the jamb statues represent 

Old Testament kings and queens. 

They have also been interpreted 

as the kings and queens of 

France. 





These column statues depict 

nineteen of the twenty-two original 

Old Testament figures who were 

seen as precursors of Christ.   

 

In other biblical references the 

builders of Gothic cathedrals 

identified themselves symbolically 

with Solomon, the builder of the 

first Temple in Jerusalem, and the 

depiction of Old Testament kings 

and queens evokes the close ties 

between the Church and the 

French royal house.   

 

Because of this relationship, still 

potent after 600 years, most such 

figures at other churches were 

smashed during the French 

Revolution. 



As well as their basic functions of controlling access to the interior, portals were the 

main locations for sculpted images on the Gothic cathedral and it was on the west 

façade at Chartres that this practice began to develop into a visual summa or 

encyclopedia of theological knowledge. The three portals each focus 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. 



These column statues depict 

nineteen of the twenty-two 

original Old Testament figures 

who were seen as precursors of 

Christ.   

 

In other biblical references the 

builders of Gothic cathedrals 

identified themselves 

symbolically with Solomon, the 

builder of the first Temple in 

Jerusalem, and the depiction of 

Old Testament kings and 

queens evokes the close ties 

between the Church and the 

French royal house.   

 

Because of this relationship, 

still potent after 600 years, 

most such figures at other 

churches were smashed during 

the French Revolution. 



Time is presented in the Chartres portals as multilayered.  Past, present, and future 

coexist simultaneously in the visual integration of the three doorways.  This 

movement of time is first implied vertically as we follow the columns upward.   

 

On the jambs are Old Testament kings, queens, and prophets who prophesied Christ’s 

coming.  Their taut, stretched bodies seem to support the scenes of the New 

Testament above, as well as leading the way into the heavenly city.   



On the next level are the hundreds of smaller figures carved in a narrative frieze that 

runs along the whole width of all three portals at the level of the capitals.  This tells 

the story of the life of the Virgin and of Christ in a horizontal strip, beginning at the 

center, moving to the right, and then turning back to the outer left of the three portals 

and toward the middle again.  This arrangement suggests the cyclical flow of earthly 

events.  Above this are the three tympana, each of which represents a different aspect 

of God’s plunge into human time. 



The tympanum above the north, or left, door shows Christ and six angels above a row 

of human figures staring upward.  It has been the subject of much controversy.  

Traditionally, it has been identified as Christ’s ascension, the moment of his 

departure from the world.  It has also been interpreted as the creation at the 

beginning of time and, most recently, as Christ-to-come, eternal but not yet visible as 

the son of God.   

 

These last two suggestions share the notion that this tympanum represents past 

time- more specifically, the period between the fall of man and Christ’s incarnation to 

redeem him.  This fits well with the signs of the months carved in the surrounding 

archivolts, which represent the cycle of human labor set in motion by Adam and Eve’s 

expulsion from the Garden of Eden. 



Christ is also the center of the tympanum above the south, or right, door, where he is 

placed in the lap of the Virgin Mary, who is seated at the “Throne of Wisdom” or sedes 

sapientiae.  In the two lintels below, Christ appears in scenes of the Presentation in 

the Temple and the Nativity, both focusing attention on the mystery of the 

Incarnation.  This tympanum thus represents the present time of grace.   

 

Around it are placed the seven liberal arts, personified as women, with their ancient 

male exponents, such as Aristotle, placed beneath them as writers.  These archivolts 

embody the wisdom and learning that is possible in this world (and which could be 

gained at the cathedral school of Chartres).  



The middle tympanum shows Christ in Majesty as he will appear in the future, a 

future that Christians looked forward to as the Second Coming.  He is surrounded by 

the four symbolic beasts, representing the evangelists, and the twenty-four elders, as 

described in the Book of Revelation.  His deeply carved figure has a greater serenity 

than earlier Romanesque majesty types, which renders his humanity visible.  This 

elevated and timeless image of the Redeemer is, ironically, the most accessible of all 

the figures in the portal, both in his human scale and in his direct gaze.  



The other smaller figures are distinguished, too, by the direction of their looks; those 

in the time before grace do not behold Christ, whereas the apostles beneath him and 

the angels around him all enjoy the glorious vision of the deity, as does the spectator 

standing below, who mimics their upturned gaze.  Although for medieval people the 

end of the world was nigh, one of the important new directions taken by Gothic artists 

was to see eternity in terms of the here and now.  The three times that we are used to 

describing- past, present, and future- exist in the constantly unfolding present, which 

is the real time of the Gothic image. 



As well as their basic functions of controlling access to the interior, portals were the 

main locations for sculpted images on the gothic cathedral and it was on the west 

façade at Chartres that this practice began to develop into a visual summa or 

encyclopedia of theological knowledge. The three portals each focus 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. 



North transept porch with a window of the sacristy (c.1310) in the 

background 

 

In northern Europe it is common for the iconography on the north side of a 

church to focus on Old Testament themes, with stories from the lives of the 

saints and the Gospels being more prominent on the physically (and hence, 

spiritually) brighter southern side. 



Column statues became the 

standard elements of Gothic 

church decoration, developing from 

shaftlike reliefs to fully three-

dimensional figures that appear to 

interact with one another as well 

as with approaching worshippers.   

 

A comparison of the column 

statues of the Royal Portal with 

those of the later north and south 

transept portals illustrates this 

transition.  

 

From the south portal, the statues 

of Saint Stephen and Saint 

Theodore seem to stand on 

projecting bases with carved 

brackets.   

 

The bases reinforce the illusion 

that the figures are free of the 

architecture to which they are 

attached.  





Saint Stephen, still somewhat 

cylindrical, is more naturally 

proportioned than earlier figures on 

the west façade.  The sculptor has 

also created a variety of textures to 

differentiate cloth, embroidery, flesh, 

and other features.   

 

The later Saint Theodore reflects its 

sculptor’s attempt to depict a 

convincingly ‘alive’ figure.  The saint 

is dressed as a contemporary 

crusader and stands, purposeful but 

contemplative, with his feet firmly 

planted and his hips thrust to the 

side (a pose often called the Gothic S-

curve).  The meticulous detailing of 

his expressive face and the textures 

of his chain mail and surcoat help 

create a strong sense of physical 

presence. 



Three figures from the Porch of the 

Confessors in the south transept 

reveal the great changes Gothic 

sculpture underwent since the 

Royal Portal statues of the mid-

twelfth century.  

 

The Chartres transept statues 

illustrated here date from 1220 to 

1230 and represent Saints Martin, 

Jerome, and Gregory.   

 

Although they are still attached to 

columns, the architectural setting 

does not determine the poses as 

much as it did on the west portals.   

 

The saints communicate quietly 

with one another, like waiting 

dignitaries.  They turn slightly 

toward and away from each other. 



The introspective Saint Gregory 

seems lost in thought as he listens 

to the Holy Ghost dove on his 

shoulder.   

 

The sculptor did not contrast three 

men simply in terms of poses, 

gestures, and attributes but, most 

particularly and emphatically, as 

persons.   

 

Personality, revealed in human 

faces, makes the real difference.  



Chartres is unique among French Gothic buildings in that most of its stained-glass 

windows have survived.  The light from these windows changes constantly as 

sunlight varies with the time of day, the seasons, and the movement of clouds.  

Stained glass is an expensive and difficult medium, but its effect on the senses and 

emotions makes the effort worthwhile.  



Chartres was famous for its glass-making workshops, 

which by 1260, glaziers (or glass makers) had installed 

about 22,000 square feet of stained glass in 176 windows.  

Most of the glass dates between about 1210 and 1250, but 

a few earlier panels, from around 1150 to 1170, were 

preserved in the west façade.  

 

The iconography of the windows echoes that of the portal 

sculpture.  Among the twelfth-century works in the west 

wall of the cathedral is the Tree of Jesse window (seen 

here).  



The body of Jesse lies at the base of the tree, and in the branches above him 

appear, first, four kings of Judaea, Christ’s royal ancestors, then the Virgin 

Mary, and finally Christ himself.  Seven doves, the seven gifts of the Holy Spirit, 

encircle Christ, and fourteen prophets stand in the half-moons flanking the tree.  

This window was apparently inspired by a similar window at St. Denis. 



Since this was the time of the rise of alchemy, it was believed that the light passing 

through the windows was transformed or transmuted and therefore had a healing and 

revivifying effect upon the people gathered within the cathedral.  Glass before this 

time was usually painted, and lack sufficient depth or power to create powerful effects. 

Glass-making was a heavily guarded secret known only to the few members of its 

medieval craft. The science and aesthetics of the process intermingled until it was 

impossible to tell which craftsman was responsible for the overall effect. 



 

A “rose window” is a term used for those 

circular windows in churches of the 

Gothic architectural style.  They are 

often divided into segments by stone 

tracery.  The name “rose window” was 

not used before the 17th century. 

 

The three major windows in the 

cathedral are the North Rose, with the 

Virgin and Child in the center, the 

South Rose, dedicated to the New 

Testament and the martyrs who spread 

the Word, and the West Rose, which 

features the wounded Christ at the 

center of the Last Judgment.  

 

When the second giant West Rose at 

Chartres was completed, its diameter of 

forty-six feet was cross-hatched by 

limestone tracery which was like a 

filigree and seemed magically suspended 

in space- exactly what the builders had 

in mind.  



Above: Virgin in Majesty, 

tympanum from the right portal of 

the west façade of Chartres 

Cathedral 

 

Left: North Rose Window at 

Chartres, c. 1230 



South Rose Window at Chartres 

Cathedral 

 

The rose itself is a powerful symbol 

which evokes soul, eternity, wheel, sun, 

cosmos, universe, alchemy, and love.  It 

is the supreme western symbol of 

enlightenment and the redemption of 

humanity, similar to the lotus in the 

eastern religions, and in both cases the 

unfolding of the flower is a symbol of the 

development and attainment of higher 

spiritual understanding.   

 

The rose was sacred to Isis, Aphrodite 

and Venus as a symbol of human love 

transcending passion, and signified the 

Virgin Mary in Christianity. The rosary 

is also derived from the rose symbol. 



In the structure of Chartres 

cathedral, the maze (or labyrinth) 

occupies a unique position because if 

the wall containing the North Rose 

window were hinged at the ground 

and bent down, the rose window 

would cover the maze exactly.   

 

The higher rose window represents 

the Last Judgment, and the 

labyrinth on the ground represents 

the pat of the human soul through 

the life process on earth.  

 

As Chartres was intended to be a 

pilgrimage church, it was fitting 

that the builders should place a 

design showing such a path on the 

floor of the great building.   

 

Again, the maze is also a mandala, a 

wheel of life along eastern lines, or a 

horizontal wheel of fortune.  



Labyrinths may have originated as symbolic allusion to the Holy City; and some modern 

thinkers have theorized that prayers and devotions may have accompanied the 

perambulation of their intricate paths.  Although some books (in particular guidebooks) 

suggest that the mazes on cathedral floors served as substitutes for pilgrimage paths, 

the earliest attested use of the phrase "chemin de Jerusalem" (path to Jerusalem) dates 

to the late 18th century when it was used to describe mazes at Reims and Saint-Omer. 

The accompanying ritual, supposedly involving pilgrims following the maze on their 

knees while praying, may have been practiced at Chartres during the 17th century.  

However, no contemporary evidence supports the idea that labyrinths had such a 

purpose for early Christians. 



Pythagoras on one of the archivolts over 

the right door of the west portal at 

Chartres 

 

In the Middle Ages the cathedral also 

functioned as an important cathedral 

school. In the early 11th century Bishop 

Fulbert established Chartres as one of 

the leading schools in Europe.  

 

Great scholars were attracted to the 

intense intellectual rethinking that 

culminated in what is now known as 

the 12th century renaissance, pioneering 

the Scholastic philosophy that came to 

dominate medieval thinking throughout 

Europe.  

 

Not so much a philosophy or a theology 

as a method of learning, scholasticism 

places a strong emphasis on dialectical 

reasoning to extend knowledge by 

inference, and to resolve contradictions.   



The Virgin, Notre-Dame, to whom the 

church is dedicated, is enthroned with 

Christ, who is surrounded by the Liberal 

Arts in the tympanum and voussoirs of 

the west portal.  The imagery of Chartres, 

which stresses themes involving Mary 

and the Old Testament precursors of 

Christ, as well as the saints coming after 

the Incarnation, encompasses the entire 

program of Scholastic thought. 



The same references to medieval learning can be seen here at Laon Cathedral from 

around 1150. The second-to-innermost arch here shows the seven liberal arts. The 

trivium of verbal arts are grammar, logic, and rhetoric. The quadrivium of mathematical 

arts are music, arithmetic, geometry, and astronomy. 



To the medieval mind, the divine presence infused the material 

world.  Nature was apprehended on two levels: on the literal level, it 

was the world of physical matter perceived through sense 

experiences; on the symbolic level, it was the revelation of the 

supernatural realm, understood through grace.  Therefore, the 

material world consisted of an almost infinite variety of symbols 

suggesting the true meaning of the divine kingdom. 



Guillaume Durandi (c. 1230-1296) 

was a respected canonist, liturgist, 

churchman, and administrator. His 

most famous treatise, Speculum 

Iudiciale, written between 1271 and 

1276, established him as an authority 

on canon law and court procedure. A 

later treatise by Durandi, Rationale 

Divinorum Officiorum, written 

between 1286 and 1291, made an 

original and lasting contribution to 

liturgy.  

 

According to Durandi, the church 

consist of four walls, that is, is built 

on the doctrine of the Four 

Evangelists; and has length, breath, 

and height: the height represents 

courage, the length fortitude, which 

patiently endures till it attains its 

heavenly home; the breadth is 

charity, which, with long suffering, 

loves its friends in God. 



The towers are the preachers and 

prelates of the  Church, which are 

her bulwark and defense. The glass 

windows in a church are Holy 

Scriptures, which expel the wind 

and the rain, that is all things 

hurtful, but transmit the light of the 

true Sun, that is, God, into the 

hearts of the faithful. The door of 

the church is Christ: according to 

that saying in the Gospel, “I am the 

door.” The apostles are also called 

doors.  The piers of the church are 

bishops and doctors: who specially 

sustain the Church of God by their 

doctrine. The beams in the church 

are preachers, who spiritually 

sustain it.  The vaulting also, or 

ceiling, represent preachers, who 

adorn and strengthen it. 



Laon Cathedral (France) c. 1160-1205 

 

Half a century after the building of the 

earliest Gothic front at the royal abbey 

of St. Denis, near Paris, the builders of 

Laon combined the same elements- 

three portals, a central rose window, 

and two massive towers.  

 

Typically Gothic are the deep 

embrasures of the doorways and 

windows and the open structure of the 

towers.   

 

A comparison of the facades of Laon and 

St. Etienne at Caen reveals how deep 

the penetration of the mass of the wall 

has become.   

 

Here, as in Gothic architecture 

generally, the operating principle is one 

of the reduction of sheer mass by its 

replacement with intricately framed 

voids. 



At the summit are the curling horns of sixteen oxen, thought to commemorate 

the animals that, in a local legend about the building of an earlier church on 

the site, miraculously appeared to haul the stones.  That such heavy, 

intractable beasts of burden, known to every peasant, could be held up by this 

seemingly weightless mass, adds to the illusion of the miraculous.   



Laon’s heavenward thrust, however, 

like that of most great cathedrals, 

stops short, its two spires never 

having been completed as planned.   

 

The cathedral was originally 

intended to have no fewer than 

seven towers- more than any other 

cathedral of the period- but only 

those of the western transepts were 

built at the time.   

 

The ambitious external effects of 

Laon, both realized and unrealized, 

give us a sense of what most Gothic 

cathedral planners were aiming for- 

a new vision of space.  

 

The effect of Laon’s five towers is 

heightened by the dramatic position 

of the cathedral on a hilltop, 

unusual for major churches in 

France. 



Among the plan’s Romanesque features 

are the nave bays with their large six-

part rib vaults, flanked by two small 

groined-vaulted squares in each aisle.  

 

A new feature found in the Laon interior, 

however, is the triforium, the band of 

arcades below the clerestory occupying 

the space corresponding to the exterior 

strip of wall that the sloping timber roof 

above the galleries covers.   

 

The triforium has no practical function.  

Its introduction expressed a growing 

desire to break up and eliminate all 

continuous wall surfaces.  The insertion 

of the triforium into the Romanesque 

three-story nave-wall elevation produced 

the characteristic four-story Early Gothic 

interior elevation:  nave arcade, vaulted 

gallery, triforium, and clerestory with 

single lancets (tall, narrow windows 

ending in pointed arches).  



The Laon architect also employed the alternate-support system 

of Caen and other Romanesque churches, but more subtly.  The 

nave arcade does not reflect the alteration (although the 

builders added colonnettes to a few of the columns as work 

progressed).  Rather, the distinction begins above the nave 

piers, where bundles of three and five shafts alternate in 

framing the aisle bays.  









 

Notre-Dame (Paris, France), begun 

1163; nave and flying buttresses, c. 

1180-1200; remodeled after 1225 

 

Although St. Denis was an abbey, the 

future of Gothic architecture lay in the 

towns rather than in rural monastic 

communities.   

 

There had been a vigorous revival of 

urban life, we will recall, since the early 

eleventh century.  This movement 

continued at a rapid pace, and the 

growth of the cities made itself felt not 

only economically and politically but in 

countless other ways as well.   

 

Bishops and the city clergy rose to new 

importance.  Cathedral schools and 

universities took the place of 

monasteries as centers of learning.  And 

the artistic efforts of the age culminated 

in the great cathedral churches. 



Notre-Dame (“Our Lady,” the Virgin Mary) at Paris, begun in 1163, reflects 

the main features of Suger’s St. Denis more directly than does any other 

church.  The plan, with its emphasis on the long axis, is extraordinarily 

compact and unified compared to that of major Romanesque churches.  The 

double ambulatory of the choir continues directly into the aisles, and the 

stubby transept barely exceeds the width of the façade. After 1225 new 

masters modernized the building by reworking the clerestory into the large 

double lancet and rose windows we see today, made possible by what is 

considered to be the first true flying buttresses.  





Inside the use of pointed ribbed arches, 

pioneered in the western bays of the 

nave at Durham, occurs throughout 

the building.  Yet the large clerestory 

windows and the lightness and 

slenderness of the forms create the 

weightless effect that we associate 

with Gothic interiors and make the 

nave walls seem thin.  

 

The original elevation (the builders 

modified the design as the work 

progressed) had four stories, but he 

scheme differed from Laon’s.  In place 

of the triforium over the gallery, 

stained glass oculi (singular oculus, a 

small round window) opened up the 

wall below the clerestory lancets.  As a 

result, of the four stories, two were 

filled by windows, further reducing the 

masonry area. 





Salisbury Cathedral (England) begun c. 

1220 

 

Gothic architecture in England was 

strongly influenced by Cistercian and 

Norman Romanesque architecture as 

well as by French master builders like 

William of Sens, who directed the 

rebuilding of Canterbury Cathedral 

between 1174 and 1178.  English 

cathedral builders were less concerned 

with height than their French 

counterparts, and they constructed long, 

broad naves, Romanesque-type galleries, 

and clerestory-level passageways.  Walls 

retained a Romanesque solidity.  

Salisbury Cathedral, because it was built 

in a relatively short period of time, has a 

consistency of style that makes it an 

ideal representative of English Gothic 

architecture.  The cathedral was begun in 

1220 and nearly finished in 1258, an 

unusually short period for such an 

undertaking. 



In contrast to French cathedral facades, which suggest the entrance to 

paradise with their mighty towers flanking deep portals, English facades 

like the one at Salisbury suggest the jeweled wall of paradise itself.  The 

small flanking towers of the west front project beyond the side walls and 

buttresses, giving the façade an increased width that was underscored by 

tier upon tier of blind tracery and arcaded niches.  Lancet windows grouped 

in twos, threes, and fives introduce an element of vertical counterpoint. 



The west façade has become a screen wall, wider than the church itself and 

divided into horizontal bands of ornament and statuary.  



Typical of English cathedrals, Salisbury has double projecting transepts, a 

square apse, and a spacious sanctuary.  The interior reflects enduring 

Norman traditions, with its heavy walls and tall nave arcade surmounted 

by a short gallery and a clerestory with simple lancet windows.  The 

emphasis on horizontal movement of the arcades, unbroken by colonnettes 

in the unusually restrained nave, directs worshipers’ attention forward to 

the altar, rather than upward into the vaults.  



Inside, we see the nave wall not 

as a succession of bays but as a 

series of arches and supports.  

These supports, carved of dark 

marble, stand out against the 

rest of the interior.  This method 

of stressing their special function 

is one of the hallmarks of the 

Early English style.  

 

Another is the steep curve of the 

nave vault.  The ribs ascend all 

the way from the triforium level.   

 

As a result, the clerestory gives 

the impression of being tucked 

away among the vaults.  

 

This style accepts the French 

system but tones down its 

revolutionary aspects to 

maintain a strong sense of 

continuity with the Anglo-

Norman past. 



Tomb of Edward II at Gloucester 

Cathedral (England), c. 1330-1335 

 

This tomb of Edward II, installed 

several years after the king’s 

murder, portrays the dead king as 

an idealized Christlike figure.  On 

each side of Edward’s head is an 

attentive angel tenderly touching 

his hair. 



At his feet is a guardian lion, 

emblem also of the king’s strength 

and valor.  An intricate 

Perpendicular Gothic canopy 

encases the coffin, forming a kind 

of miniature chapel protecting the 

deceased.   

 

It is a fine example of the English 

manner with its forest of delicate 

alabaster and Purbeck marble 

gables, buttresses, and pinnacles.   

 

A distinctive feature is the use of 

ogee arches, a characteristic Late 

Gothic form.  Art historians often 

have compared tombs like 

Edward’s to reliquaries. 





Lincoln Cathedral (England), c. 1220-1240 

 

Lincoln cathedral, rebuilt from 1192 by the 

mastermason Geoffrey de Noiers, is another 

masterpiece which is innovative in a way 

unparalleled in France.   

 

St. Hugh’s Choir, known after Geoffrey de 

Noiers’s patron, the French-born Carthusian 

monk St. Hugh of Lincoln, is roofed with 

what is known as the “crazy vault” of 

Lincoln.  It is perhaps the earliest instance 

in Gothic Europe of deliberate emphasis on 

the decorative as opposed to the functional 

role of ribs.   

 

The vault thus becomes a continuous linear 

net largely unrelated to the bay divisions 

and featuring for the first time tiercerons, 

that is to say decorative ribs which do not 

lead to the central point of the vault but to a 

place along a ridge rib which runs along the 

crown of the vault. 



Left: Vaults at Exeter 

 

The mature Decorated style starts around 1290.  

It is particularly associated with the use of ogee, 

i.e. double, curves, which first appeared in the 

Eleanor Crosses, erected by Edward I in 1291-4 

to mark the funeral procession of his queen from 

Lincolnshire to Westminster Abbey.   

 

The style is seen at its best in Exeter and York 

cathedrals; the choirs of Wells and Bristol; the 

tower, choir and Lady Chapel at Ely; and the 

porch of St. Mary Redcliffe at Bristol.   

 

The nave of Exeter, begun about 1310, is 

memorable for the weighty richness created by 

its massive vault, which appears to be a 

decorative end in itself rather than the logical 

roofing of the bay divisions.  It spreads profusely 

like palm leaves because it is covered with 

extremely prominent ribs of which as many as 

eleven, more than in any previous building, 

spring from a single source. 



Lincoln Cathedral (England), c. 1220-1240 





West front of Exeter Cathedral, c. 1350-1400 



Chapel of Henry VII, Westminster 

Abbey (London) 1503-1519  

 

The English king Henry VII “had 

the Lady Chapel in the east of the 

Westminster Abbey torn down for 

his own burial place, and the choir 

built by Henry III made twice as 

long.  Both outside and inside, 

Henry VII’s Chapel is composed 

entirely of intricate panels with 

hardly any plain wall area left. 

The Westminster vault is a fan 

vault, but combined with large 

hanging bosses called pendants.  

The number of cones in the 

structure has increased and the 

points of the whole cones in the 

middle hang spectacularly in 

midair.  



The Perpendicular Style is so called 
because it is a rectilinear system of 
design and ornament based on the 
repetition of vertical panels with 
cusped heads. In this chapel, the 
earlier linear play of ribs became a 
kind of architectural embroidery, 
pulled into uniquely English “fan 
vault” shapes with large hanging 
pendants.  The vault looks like 
something organic that hardened in 
the process of melting. 



Perpendicular fan vaults in the cloister of Gloucester Cathedral 



Fan vaults at King’s College Chapel in Cambridge (England), 1508-1515 



West façade of Wells 

Cathedral (England), c. 

1230 





St. Elizabeth (Marburg, 

Germany), 1235-83  

 

A new type of church, the 

hall church, developed in 

thirteenth-century Germany 

in response to the increasing 

importance of sermons 

within church services.   

 

The hall church featured a 

nave and side aisles with 

vaults of the same height, 

creating a spacious and open 

interior that could 

accommodate the large 

crowds drawn by 

charismatic preachers.   

 

The flexible design of these 

“great halls” was also widely 

adopted for civic and 

residential buildings. 



There are no windows in 

the central nave of St. 

Elizabeth.  The elevation 

has a single tall arcade 

carried on piers with 

delicate foliate capitals.  

The aisles are two stories 

high, lit by two levels of 

tall windows whose 

simple bar tracery 

reminds us of the design 

of Reims Cathedral.  A 

feature that differentiates 

St. Elizabeth from French 

Gothic buildings of the 

same time is the absence 

of flying buttresses, 

unnecessary here because 

the aisles are the same 

height as the nave.   



INNOVATION and EXPERIMENTATION: 
GOTHIC ART 

(Gothic Cathedrals of France, England, and Germany)  

ACTIVITIES and REVIEW 



PRESENTATION #1: 

 

How were the innovations (below left) at St. Denis incorporated into the 

design of Chartres (below right)? In what ways did these innovations relate 

to religious beliefs and practices?  



PRESENTATION #2: 

 

In what ways does the sculpture at Chartres reveal an interest in innovation 

and experimentation? What does this interest in innovation and 

experimentation reveal about the cultural and intellectual climate of Chartres 

during the High Gothic period?  



VIDEO: CHARTRES: A Sacred Geometry 


