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Who has ever seen or heard the like? Princes, powerful and wealthy men, men of noble birth, proud and beautiful women, bent their necks to the yoke of the carts which carried stones, wood, wine, corn, oil, lime, everything necessary for the church and the support of those working at it. One saw as many as a thousand people, men and women, attacked to the reins drawing a wagon so heavy was its burden and a profound silence reigned among the crowd pressing forward with difficulty in the emotion which filled their hearts.

 (A Norman Abbot, c. 1115)

The Gothic Cathedral: An Expression of Germanic Medieval Genius

An Encounter with a Gothic Cathedral

When you first see a Gothic cathedral in a rural setting, it takes your breath away. It is not that the cathedrals of Bonn and Paris aren't magnificent; however, in our world of urban sprawl, modern structures can visually dwarf the magnitude of medieval man's accomplishment.

My first encounter of a Gothic cathedral happened early one morning in Normandy, France. I was privileged to have been chosen by the U. S. Army to participate in a public relations tour of Normandy in 1982. After an entire day of negotiating the highways of Germany and France on a charter bus, our group was dropped off at a highway intersection outside of Bayeux on a dark, moonless night. When the dawn broke crisp and clear, everyone was speechless; as the sight before us was amazing.

The cathedral, seemingly growing out of the rooftops, dwarfed the city and even the surrounding countryside. Intellectually, we knew that this massive structure was erected in the 12th century. But emotionally, it was unimaginable that mere men with manual tools and levers could have accomplished such an amazing feat. And after seeing this wondrous sight, the question was not merely "how" but "why?" During the course of this investigation, I intend to explore the history of Gothic cathedral construction and the philosophy behind their creation.

Prelude to the Gothic Period

As students of history, we have come to understand that the developments of the Middle Ages in Western Europe are the product of a synthesis of the heritage of the Roman Empire, knowledge that had been husbanded by and the leadership of the Catholic Church, and the influx of new, vital energies from invading and migrating Germanic tribes. As these recent migrants settled, they incorporated technical advances from the Romans and an aspiration to higher Christian ideals with their Germanic vigor, resulting in a higher form of art and architecture. And, the result was the inspiring edifices of the Gothic cathedral.

Originating in northern climes, the Germanic Franks of modern day France understood the effects of light on the soul from their earlier Germanic mythology which married the strength of individual heroes with the forces of nature. For the Neoplatonists of the Middle Ages, light was described as "the most direct manifestation of God."
 As these Germanic peoples were converted to Catholic Christianity, their natural inclination was to open their churches up and fill them with this mystical, inspirational light.

The Gothic cathedral drew upon its predecessor, the Romanesque church. The design of original Romanesque churches has been attributed to the Church of the Nativity at Bethlehem. "The modified basilican plan (had) triple aisles crossed by a projecting transept, and its three apses."
 Starting with the basilican design and applying the ribbed and domed vault, Romanesque architects were able to construct churches of greater height utilizing lighter materials.
Attempting to further raise the height of the new cathedrals, Gothic architects employed the pointed arch which pushed the vault even higher. Additional new innovations were the doubled western towers, the lantern or central tower over the crossing, and the threefold interior system of arcade, triforium, and clerestory.
 Adaptations of these engineering advances allowed the architects to use even lighter slabs of stone to span between the supporting arches in the vaulted ceiling, subsequently reducing the overall weight of the structure.
In creating their masterworks, the architects of the Gothic cathedral applied the concepts of geometry, using as modules regular polygons, especially the square. All other dimensions of the edifice are based on the length of the sides of the initial square module and can be expressed in harmonic ratios. Otto von Simson in his book The Gothic Cathedral has an interesting discussion of architecture as an expression of the science of music.
 When first entering a Gothic cathedral, you get the impression of music playing, as muffled voices are acoustically reflected by the vaulted ceiling. Instead of cacophony, there is a pleasant sound as if an eternal choir is continuously singing in the background.

Lastly, invention of the flying buttress allowed distribution of weight from structural walls to the buttresses. This allowed the architect to effectively eliminate interior walls by replacing them with pillars, further opening the interior, creating an airy chamber filled with light consistent with the Catholic concept of the Light of God.

Even for the casual observer, the brilliant colors that stream through the characteristic stained glass windows of Gothic cathedrals elicit a profound response. As cathedrals are laid out with the main door facing west, the windows of the apse open toward the East. Imagine standing in the Cathedral for the first mass of the day and the morning sun rising in the East, casting its radiance on the altar. Also statues, both inside and out, and paintings and relics adorn the cathedral, bringing to life the history and glory of the Church and her God. Why did the builders of Gothic cathedrals employ such accoutrements? In one of his apologies, St. Bernard of Clairvaux explained why cathedrals had to make concessions to the sensuous nature of the laity saying, "[S]ince the devotion of the carnal populace cannot be incited with spiritual ornaments, it is necessary to employ the material ones."

I must cite Abbot Sugar of St. Dennis as a primary sponsor of the original Gothic structures. He and his close associates were of like mind, and joined their efforts to construct the Cathedral of Sens, the Abbey of St. Dennis, and, especially, the Cathedral of Chartres, beginning in the mid 12th century. And of note, Abbot Sugar was abbot and at least a co-designer and builder of St. Dennis, the archetype of French Gothic cathedrals.

The advent of the philosophy associated with the composition and structure of the Gothic cathedral has been compared to a new beginning. As medieval Christians began to examine their world, they ventured from the sphere of the "mystical to the rational approach to truth, the dawn of Christian metaphysics."

Conclusion

I see the Gothic cathedral as a microcosm of the late medieval world; it has even referred as the "embodiment of medieval civilization."
 Its rising spires can be seen from horizon to horizon, attracting the visitor to the town's center just as burgeoning trade and artisan guilds brought the rural population into new centers of commerce. As the visitor nears the edifice, his eyes are drawn higher and higher until he is effectively looking straight up into the heavens just as Christianity beckons the worshiper to achievement of higher ideals. Before entering, the worshiper is confronted by allegorical figures from church history, providing the illiterate populace with physical illustrations of the dogma.

Despite the massive size of the structure, upon entering the visitor is impressed with the airy interior which is illuminated by light pouring through the multitude of stained glass windows. As the visitors eyes are drawn ever upward, he sees the delicately carved pillars supporting the vaulted ceiling which is supported at a dizzying height above his head. Otto von Simson sums up his view of Gothic cathedrals saying, "The church is, mystically and liturgically, an image of heaven."
 Indeed, this could be a house worthy of Almighty God.

At this point, the Gothic cathedral provides the modern observer with a unique perspective and an irrefutable truth about the genius of the Germanic peoples. In my youth, the term Dark Ages was synonymous with the Middle Ages, and I now understand why the word dark could have been used. As seen from the perspective of a Roman scholar, the Middle Ages lacked many of the characteristics associated with Roman civilization–strong central government, literacy, and conformity. Roman scholars could easily be tempted to perceive a falling off of civilization and industriousness with the onset of the Middle Ages; and, they would be wrong.

The Middle Ages begins with the death of Roman civilization in Western Europe. Yes, there were many things left over from the Western Roman Empire; however, these were merely the vestige of former glory. As seen from a perspective of the birth of Germanic Western Europe, the Middle Ages was a period of extensive growth and development. Coming out of the forests wearing unfinished furs, the Germanic peoples settled the land, developed agriculture, and slowly built a new civilization.

Should a student of Roman civilization attempt to describe the late Middle Ages as being dark, my most effective argument would be–if I had the time and the money–to take them into Notre Dame de St. Lô, France, and ask them to look up. If the towering, luminous height does not prove the genius of 12th century Germanic civilization, nothing will.
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