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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. 



The complex imagery of the windows at St. 

Denis was part of a scheme devised by Abbot 

Suger which he described as being 

comprehensible “only to the literate.”  

 

With stained-glass windows the direction of 

reading is not from top to bottom, nor from 

left to right as one might scan a written page, 

but from the lowest point.  Medieval 

narratives move upward, just as Suger 

describes the mind ascending to God through 

what he called “anagogical vision”. 



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.  



Pope Innocent III called the so-called Albigensian Crusade between 1209 

and 1229 against the Cathari, a dualist religious movement in southern 

France that the Roman Catholic Church had branded heretical. The war 

pitted the nobility of staunchly Catholic northern France against that of the 

south, where the Cathari were tolerated and even enjoyed the support of 

the nobles. Although the Crusade did not eliminate Catharism, it eventually 

enabled the French king to establish his authority over the south. 



The Albigensian Crusade was immensely popular in northern France 

because it gave pious warriors an opportunity to win a Crusade indulgence (a 

remission from punishment in the afterlife for sin) without traveling far from 

home or serving more than 40 days. During the first season the Crusaders 

captured Beziers in the heart of Cathar territory. They massacred almost the 

entire population of the city. 



Reims Cathedral (France) begun 

1211 

 

Notre-Dame de Reims (Our Lady 

of Rheims) is the cathedral of 

Reims, where the kings of France 

were once crowned.  It replaces an 

older church, destroyed by a fire 

in 1211, which was built on the 

site of the basilica where Clovis 

was baptized by Saint Remi, 

bishop of Reims, in 496 CE. That 

original structure had been 

erected on the site of the Roman 

baths.  The cathedral was begun 

two years after the Albigensian 

Crusade had begun.  





Erecting such a magnificent image of the Heavenly Jerusalem placed great 

strains on the inhabitants of the earthly city.  The construction of Rheims 

cathedral was paid for by heavy taxes.  The cathedral clergy offered 

indulgences to those who contributed to the building fund, part of an 

aggressive fund-raising campaign that alienated the burghers.  In 1233 the 

building came to a halt when the people of the town attacked the 

archbishop’s palace, forcing the bishop and chapter to flee. 



Large windows fill the portal tympana, 

displacing sculpture usually found there.  

The deep porches are encrusted with 

sculpture that reflects changes in plan, 

iconography, and sculpture workshops.   

 

In a departure from tradition, Marian rather 

than Christ-centered imagery prevails in the 

central portal, a reflection of the growing 

popularity of Mary’s cult.  The enormous 

rose window, the focal point of the façade, 

fills the entire clerestory level.   

 

The towers were later additions, as was the 

row of carved figures that runs from the base 

of one tower to the other above the rose 

window.  This “gallery of kings” is the only 

strictly horizontal element of the façade.  Its 

subject matter is appropriate for a 

coronation church. 









The subject of this pair of jamb 

statues is the Visitation, in 

which Mary (left), pregnant 

with Jesus, visits her older 

cousin Elizabeth (right), who is 

pregnant with John the 

Baptist.   

 

The sculptors drew on classical 

sources, to which they had 

perhaps been exposed indirectly 

throughout earlier Mosan 

metalwork or directly in the 

form of local examples of 

ancient works (Reims had been 

an important Roman center). 

The heavy figures have the 

same solidity seen in Roman 

portrayals of noblewomen, and 

Mary’s full face, gently waving 

hair, and heavy mantle recall 

imperial portrait statuary.  



This pair (located to the left of the 

Visitation jambs) illustrates the 

Annunciation; the archangel 

Gabriel (left) announces to Mary 

(right) that she will bear Jesus.  

The Mary in this pair, quiet and 

graceful, with a slender body, 

restrained gestures, and refined 

features, contrasts markedly with 

the bold tangibility of the 

Visitation.   

 

The figure of the angel Gabriel 

illustrates the work of a sculptor 

know today as the Joseph Master 

or the Master of the Smiling 

Angels.  This artist created tall, 

gracefully swaying figures that 

suggest the fashionable refinement 

associated with the Parisian court 

in the 1250s. 





Life-size corbel head, from the east tower of 

the south transept of Reims Cathedral, c. 

1270  

 

These heads are also part of a vision of social 

distinction that permeates the cathedrals 

and which, contrary to our expectations, 

associates individuality not with those in 

power but with the powerless, the lower 

orders.  The “little people,” as they were 

called in tax records, were represented as 

smaller, squatter, and uglier.   

 

Gothic art, like Gothic poetry, presented 

characters in terms of social stereotypes, as 

tall elegant courtiers or as hideously ugly 

peasants.  The masks at Reims might be 

understood as part of this mapping of social 

distinctions.  The faces of the monstrous 

masses have their place on the cathedral, 

individualized alongside the more abstracted 

effigies of saints and kings. 





Louis IX (25 April 1214 – 25 

August 1270), commonly Saint 

Louis, was King of France  

from 1226 until his death.  

Born at Poissy, near Paris, he 

was the sixth-great-grandson 

of Hugh Capet, and thus a 

member of the House of Capet, 

and the son of Louis Louis 

VIII and Blanche of Castille. 

He worked with the 

Parliament of Paris in order to 

improve the professionalism of 

his legal administration. 

 

He is the only canonized  king 

of France; consequently, there 

are many places named after 

him, most notably St. Louis, 

Missouri, in the United States. 



Ste. Chapelle (Paris) 1243-

1248 

 

The perception of Louis IX as 

the exemplary Christian 

prince was reinforced by his 

religious zeal. Louis was a 

devout Catholic, and he built 

the  Sainte-Chapelle ("Holy 

Chapel"), located within the 

royal palace complex (now the 

Paris Hall of Justice), on the 

Île de la Cité in the center of 

Paris.  

 

The Sainte Chapelle, a 

perfect example of the 

Rayonnant style of Gothic 

architecture, was erected as a 

shrine for the Crown of 

Thorns and a fragment of the 

True Cross. 



In 1237, Baldwin II, Latin ruler of Constantinople- 

descendant of the crusaders who had snatched the 

Byzantine capital from Emperor Alexius III 

Angelus in 1204- was in Paris, offering to sell the 

relic of Christ’s Crown of Thorns to his cousin, 

King Lous IX of France. The relic was at that time 

hocked in Venice, securing a loan to the cash-poor 

Baldwin, who had decided, rather than redeeming 

it, to sell it to the highest bidder.  

 

Louis purchased the relic in 1239, and on August 

18, when the newly acquired treasure arrived at 

the edge of Paris, the humble king, barefoot, 

carried it through the streets of his capital to the 

royal palace. Soon after its arrival, plans were 

under way to construct a glorious new palace 

building to house it- the Sainte-Chapelle, 

completed for its ceremonial consecration on April 

26, 1248. In the 1244 charter establishing services 

in the Sainte-Chapelle, Pope Innocent IV claimed 

that Christ had crowned Louis with his own 

crown, strong confirmation for Louis’s own sense of 

the sacred underpinnings of his kingship.  

Image of Louis IX 

from a moralized bible 



Not only the king and his court experienced this chapel; members of the public came 

to venerate and celebrate the relic, as well as to receive the indulgences offered to 

pious visitors. Louis, who died on a crusade, wanted to make Paris the new holy land, 

or locus sanctus, and the sumptuousness of this interior was meant to add luster not 

only to the sacred relics but also to the line of Capetian kings. 



The hallmarks of the Rayonnant or Court style include daring engineering, the 

proliferation of bar tracery, exquisite sculptural and painted detailing, and vast 

expanses of stained glass. 



Originally part of the king’s palace 

and administrative complex, the 

Sainte-Chapelle is located in the 

center of Paris.  Intended to house 

precious relics, it resembles a giant 

reliquary itself, one made of stone 

and glass instead of gold and gems.   

 

It was built in two stories, with a 

ground-level chapel accessible from 

a courtyard and a private upper 

chapel entered from the royal 

residence.  

 

Within a Gothic interior like the 

Sainte Chapelle in Paris, one is 

constantly moving to obtain 

different refractions of light, as 

though turning a gemstone.  



Tall, thin colonnettes rise 

uninterruptedly from a short, dimly lit 

first story.  This clear distinction 

between the lower darkness and the 

upper light is an architectural mirror of 

traditional Christian juxtapositions 

associating darkness with the Earthly 

City and the pre-Christian era of the Old 

Testament.  

 

The same parallelism between Old and 

New Testaments determined the 

iconography of the scenes represented in 

the stained-glass windows.  These 

metaphors are reinforced by the ceiling 

vaults, which are painted blue, and 

decorated with gold stars in the form of 

fleurs-de-lis- the emblem of the French 

kings. 



Lower Chapel ceiling of Ste. Chapelle 



The supporting elements were reduced so much that they are hardly more than large 

mullions, or vertical bars.  The emphasis is on the extreme slenderness of the 

architectural forms and on linearity in general.  



The ground level was dedicated to parish 

services and the relics were kept on the 

upper level, which was directly connected 

to the aula, the main council room. This 

arrangement was probably inspired by 

Charlemagne's palace in Aachen. 

 

One of the windows shows the history of 

the Holy Relics, from the discovery of the 

Holy Cross by Saint Helen, to the 

transfer to the French Kingdom by Saint 

Louis. Saint Louis holds the relics and 

considers himself as a worthy heir to the 

Kings of Israel. This clear link is 

emphasized by the next window, which 

shows the history of some the most 

famous Kings of Israel (from Saul to 

Solomon). 



Left: Detail of the Esther Windown, 

1240s 

 

Around the sanctuary’s hemicycle (apse 

or semicircular interior space) are 

standard themes relating to the 

celebration of the Mass. But along the 

straight side walls are broader, four-

lancet windows whose narrative expanse 

is dominated by the exploits of the sacred 

kings and queens of the Hebrew Bible, 

heroes Louis claimed as his own royal 

ancestors.  

 

Above the recessed niche where Louis 

himself sat at Mass was a window filled 

with biblical kings, whereas in the 

corresponding niche on the other side of 

the chapel, his mother, Queen Blanche of 

Castile, and his wife, Queen Marguerite 

of Provence, sat under windows devoted 

to the lives of Judith and Esther, 

alternatively appropriate role models for 

medieval queens.  





The prestige and respect felt in Europe for King Louis IX was due more to the 

attraction that his benevolent personality created rather than to military domination. 

For his contemporaries, he was the quintessential example of the Christian prince, 

and embodied the whole of Christendom in his person. His reputation of saintliness 

and fairness was already well established while he was alive, and on many occasions 

he was chosen as an arbiter in the quarrels opposing the rulers of Europe. 

 

In addition to Louis' legislation against Jews and usury, he expanded the scope of the 

Inquisition in France. The area most affected by this expansion was southern France 

where the Cathar heresy had been strongest. The rate of these confiscations reached 

its highest levels in the years prior to his first crusade, and slowed upon his return to 

France in 1254. 



The Virgin of Paris (Notre Dame, Paris), 

early 14th century 

 

As the Middle Ages progressed, an interest 

in the emotional attitude of the believer 

viewing the images seemed to increase.  

 

The result is a new “court style”  that was 

certainly encouraged by the royal court of 

France and thus had special authority.  

The  smoothly flowing, calligraphic lines 

came to dominate Gothic art, not just in 

France but throughout northern Europe 

from about 1250 to 1400.  

 

This statue is quite literally disembodied- 

its swaying stance (or S-curve as it is 

sometimes called) no longer bears any 

resemblance to classical contrapposto. 



The sculptor portrayed Mary as a very 

worldly queen, decked out in royal 

garments and wearing a gem-encrusted 

crown.  The Christ Child is equally richly 

attired and is very much the infant prince 

in the arms of his young mother.   

 

The tender, anecdotal characterization of 

mother and son represents a further 

humanization of the portrayal of religious 

figures in Gothic sculpture. 
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Compare and contrast the 

Romanesque portal at Vezelay 

above with the portal at Reims to 

the right. What impact on the 

viewer was seemingly intended in 

each location? 



Identify the art historical 

period of each work. One 

is Ottonian. One is 

Romanesque. One is 

Gothic. 

 A B 

C 



Identify the art historical 

period of each work. One 

is Ottonian. One is 

Romanesque. One is 

Gothic. 

 A B 

C 



Identify the art 

historical 

period of each 

work. One is 

Ottonian. One 

is Romanesque. 

One is Gothic. 

 A 

B 

C 



Identify the art historical period of each work. One is Ottonian. 

One is Romanesque. One is Gothic. 

 A B C 



Identify the art historical period of each work. 

One is Ottonian. One is Romanesque. One is 

Gothic. 

 A 

B 

C 


