Gothic Art

Lecture: The term "Gothic" is used today to
designate the style that began in Northern
France before the middle of the twelfth
century and in the rest of Western Europe
anywhere from a generation to a century
later. Gothic architecture became a welcome
escape from the rules of classical art. It soon
became recognized as the refined intellectual, =+
aesthetic and spiritual achievement of a
highly developed urban society. Gothic revival ===
of the 18th century meant Gothic revival )
buildings have continued to appear in most
parts of the world. In England, there has not
been a century since the eleventh when
Gothic structures have not been built.
Extremely large proportions of Gothic
religious buildings still survive today, despite
social upheavals and two world wars. They
are largely intact and are still quite practical
for daily use. The Gothic developed a
competitive momentum, architects, sculptors
and painters were well aware of what was
being done elsewhere and were constantly
trying to beat their rivals at their own game.
The excitement of this momentum may be
partly responsible for our enjoyment of Gothic
Art. The Gothic style lasted for 400 years,
from the mid twelfth century into the sixteenth &
century (everywhere except Italy). ‘
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cathedrals of the eleventh and twelfth centuries became inadequate. In the late twelfth and thirteenth
centuries they were replaced by larger Gothic structures. Gothic cathedrals were the largest
economic enterprises of the Middle Ages. The cathedrals absorbed the activities of architects,
builders, masons, sculptors, stone cutters, painters, stain-glass makers, carpenters, metal-workers,
jewelers, utilizing materials brought sometimes from great distances.




Monasteries were generally located in the country. A cathedral, by definition the seat of a Bishop was
in a town and it became a symbol of the town's corporate existence and to a great extent this is still
true today.

In the Gothic period communal devaotion to the construction of the cathedrals was so great that,
according to contemporary chroniclers, not only did the rich contribute financially to the limit of their
ability to the building and decoration of the cathedrals, but also rich and poor alike joined with
laborers and oxen to pull the carts that were full of building materials. With their soaring height, their
immense interiors, their pinnacles, towers and their innumerable images and narratives in stone,
paint and glass, they united in a structure that constituted a comprehensive medieval picture of the
Universe from the heights of Heaven to the depths of Hell.

15-3. Plan of Abbey Church
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cathedral, one walks away with an experience of deep respect for the Middle Ages. The
representations encompass the entire range of medieval knowledge, the Old and New Testaments,
lives of the saints, labors of the months and signs of the zodiac.

The Colors of Gothic Stain Glass: In the 13" century the
predominant colors were red and blue, white, yellow and green
appeatr, but the red and blue contrast is what one remembers.
Stained glass is fabricated from pieces shaped as closely as
possible to the contour of a section of face, figure, drapery or
background. A full scale model is made; drawn on wood or
later on paper and the pieces of colored glass are cut to fit.
The lines are then painted on the glass with a dark pigment.
After this paint dries, a coating of pigment is sometimes
applied and scraped away with a stiff brush while still wet, so
that what remains in the hollows will increase the sparkle of
the underlying color. The pieces are then fired in a kiln, so that
the pigment will harden. Finally the pieces are arranged on the
model and joined together by lead soldering strips. Each scene
is enclosed in an iron frame and the frames are bolted together
within the tracery so that they can be easily taken down for
repairs. In France, cathedral windows were removed twice in
the present century to protect them from damage in the two
world wars.

Tracery on Stain Glass Cathedrals: As the art of stain glass
grew more sophisticated, the clergy became aware that these
windows which so enhanced the beauty of their churches
could have an educational value. In the last years of the 10"
century, the storybook windows that illustrated in a series, the
lives of the saints and biblical stories, for the benefit of the
largely illiterate churchgoers, began to make their appearance.
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In the early years of stain glass windows, the
limitations of the craft had prevented windows
of large sizes from developing. In the later half
of the 12" century iron frameworks called
armatures were built into the walls. The stain
glass was fastened to them. It is thus that the
so called medallion (a decorated window) was
developed.

As the stained-glass designer skill increased, so
did the builders desire to increase the light in
the church. Even with the use of iron
frameworks it was difficult to strengthen a
window opening over 8' wide. It became
necessary to divide the larger area into smaller
widths, and thus tracery was originated. Tracery
is the ornamental design of stone ribs, with
varying patterns on a window. Tracery designs
differed from country to country, but the general
trend was from geometric shapes, circled,




triangle to flamboyant forms in the later years. The flamboyant style is the last phase of French
Gothic named for the flame like quality of its intricate curvilinear design.

Vault: A vault is an arched roof or covering made of brick, stone or concrete. The Gothic builders
perfected the rib and groin vaults, and incorporated them with the pointed arch. "Only when diagonal
ribs are used in direct conjunction with pointed transverse arches in the vaulting of an interior can a
structure be identified as Gothic." This form of rib vaulting was the decisive factor in the evolution of
the French Gothic Cathedral. In looking up at a Gothic ceiling we can see the vaults are only
draperies, and that the ribs are really the constructive parts of the ceiling. If the ribs were removed
the ceiling would fall in. The vaults could be removed and the skeleton, made up of the ribs, arches,
and columns would remain intact.

groin vault quadripartite rib v,

- = Flying Buttresses: The buttress has been
g+t used in architecture since ancient times. A
s puttress is a mass of masonry or brick that
project from, or is built against a wall to give it
added strength, and may also receive and
transmit the weight of a roof to the base or
foundation. The first buttresses were simply
an extra thickness of the wall at the point
where the ribs from the vault joined it. They
supported almost the whole weight of the
~-fvault, and the actual walls had little work to
“#do. The structure of the Gothic church exerts
an outward and downward thrust. This thrust
dincreased, as churches became taller and
wider. To avoid thickening the walls as earlier
. builders did, the Gothic mason added
& buttresses. As the desire for taller buildings
developed, the Gothic builders developed the
flying buttress. The flying buttress, developed
W in the mid-12" century, is a purely Gothic
development, which enable the builder's
‘Wupward and outward freedom. As the Gothic
Mperiod developed, the buttresses themselves
became larger, heavier, richly ornamented,



ROMANCE The ideal of romantic
love arose in southemn
France in the eardy twelfth century
during the cultural renaissance that
foliowed the First Crsade. Unlike the
noble marriages of the time. which
were essentiadly business contracts
based on political or financial exigen-
cles, romantic love involved the
passionate devotion of fover and
loved one. The relstionship was
almost always illicit—the woman the
wife of another, often a lord of
patron-—and its consUmmation was
usually impossible. Dubbed “courtly
love™ in the nincteenth century, this
movement transformed the social
habits of western Eunope’s couns and
has had an enduring influence on
modemn ideas of love. Images of gal-
fant knights serving refined ladies,
who bestowed tokens of affection on
their chosen suitors or cruelly with-
held thelr love on a whim, captured
e popular Imagination (sée page
5809
Tades of roemance were initially
specad by the musiclan: pocts known
a8 troubadours, some of them pro-
fessionals, some of them amateur
noblés, and at least twenty of them

women They sang of love's joys and
heanbreaks in daringly personallzed
terms, extolling the ennobling effects
of the lovers' selffess devotion
Among the literature that emerged
from this tradition wiss the story of
the love of the knight Lanceiot for
Guinevere, the wile of King Arthur,
recounted i the late twelfth century
by Chrétien de Troyes, a French poet.
Such works marked a major shift
from the osually negative way in
which women had previously been
portrayed as sinful daughters of Eve.
The following example, a stylized
Jovers” debate (the woman speaks
first), Is an example of courtly Jove
poetry of southem France.

Friend, because of you I'm filled
with grievous sorrow and
despair,
but 1 doobt you fedl & trace
of my afiliction,
Why did you became a fover,
since you leave the sulfering
1o me?

Why dont we spli it evenly?

Lady. such is love's nature
when it links two friends

and more complex. Pinnacles were added which seem to be purely decorative, yet are structurally

together,
that whatever grief of joy they
have
cach feels according o his way.
The way | see it, and 1 dont
exagaerate, all the worst paln's
been on my end of the game.

Friend, | know well enough
how skilled

you are in amorous affairs,

and 1 find you rather changed

from the chivatrous knight you
used o be.

1 might as well be clear,

for your mind seems guite
distracted:

do you still find me attractive?

Lady, may sparrow-hawk not
ride my wrist,

nor siren fly beside

me an the chase, if ever

SInce you gave me perfect joy

I possessed another woman;

§ don't tie: out of envy

evil men insult my name.

(Attributed to the Countess of Diaand
Raimbaut &' Orange, late twelfth cen- |
tury; cited in Bogin, pages 147, 149)

Pinnacle: A small turret or spire on a buttress served the purpose of bearing the buttress down more
firmly into the ground. They exerted a vertical pressure that helped to counteract the vault's outward
thrust.



Villard de Honnecourt. Sheet drawings with geometric figures and
ornaments.

Gargoyle: Gargoyles are grotesque stone figures most commonly
found on Gothic buildings at the roof or eaves. Originally the term
meant the "unadorned spout that extended outward from a rain
gutter"; the gargoyle allowed water to fall free of the building,
preventing seepage and damage to masonry. Eventually the spout
became a carved head or body with grotesque features. Although
the demons and monsters so prevalent in cathedral sculpture may
seem almost quaint to modern eyes, the men of the Middle Ages
did not find them so. The purpose of most cathedral sculpture was
not decorative. It was intended to scare the hell out of its -
beholders, presenting the horrors of damnation in living color. Only l
slight traces of the original color can be seen today.




under them. In the words of Nicolas de
Blard, a thirteenth-century Dominican

preacher, “The master masons, hokd-
Ing meastring rod and gloves in their
hands, say (0 others; "Cut bere,” and
they do not work: nevertheless they
receive the gronter foes™ (cited In
Frisch, page 55). By the standards of
their time they were well read; they
traveled widely They knew both ans-
tocrats and high Church officials, and
they camed as much as knights. From
the thirteenth century on, in what was
then an exceplional honor, masters
were baried, along with patrons and.
bishops, in the cathedrals they buill
The tomb sculpture of a master
mason named Hugues Libergler in
the Reims Cathedral portrays him,
artended by angets. as a well-dressed
figure with his 100ls and a model of
the cathedral The names of more
than 3,000 master masons are known

while workers carve a capital, holst
stones with & winch, cut 2 block, level
8 course of masonry using 4 plumb rule
(o board with a line and a welght), and
fay dressed stones in place. Masters
and thetr crews moved constantly from

site 10 site. and several masers con-
m».mmaml
training was' Hgorous: bul not stans
dardized, so close study of subtle dif-
ferences. In construction techniques
can reveal the hand of specific Indivi-
duals. Fewer than 100 master builders
ane estimated 10 have been responaible
far all the majos architectural projects.
around Paris during the century:
long bullding boom there, md’
them working on parts of as many.
farty churches, Funding shortages
wammmm»wmw
ket mortar harden for thce to SiX
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The circular window, the Gothic rose, -evolved from the
¥ _Romanesque wheel window. The rose w.{ndo_wa. were filled
with symmetrical radiating tracery or similarly
stained-glass patterns. These are the windows we come to
remember and associate with the Gothic period and the

great cathedrals.

CHARTRES CATHEDRAL, AMIENS CATHEDRAL
FRANCE, PLATE TRACERY FRANCE, FLAMBOYANT
1196-1216




