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THE CATHEDRAL’S CRUSADE 

AND SOCIAL INHERITANCE

• Over 300 years, (1050 – 1350), there was a European ‘cathedrals crusade’, 
building churches on a scale never again equalled either in size or in quantity. In 
France alone, 80 cathedrals, 500 large churches and several thousand small 
churches were constructed. 

• At the end of the period - 1 church for every 200 inhabitants of France / England.

• What do cathedrals represent:

• Towering monuments of stone and glass, filled with light and seeming to ascend 
weightlessly towards heaven.

• A shift in the way the western world thought about God, the universe and humankind’s 
place within it.

• Quote from Victor Hugo:  ‘The greatest works of architecture are not so much 
individual as social creations; they are better seen as the giving birth of peoples in 
labor than as the gushing stream of genius. Such works should be regarded as the 
deposit left by a nation, as the accumulations of the centuries, as the residue of 
successive evaporations of human society, briefly, as a kind of geological formation.’

• Created by the immensity of time and the energy of countless generations



WHAT CHARTRES 
CATHEDRAL “MEANS”

• From the moment you see the spires rise up on 
the horizon across the plains of Beauce, you 
can’t avoid the question of what is the meaning 
of this place

• One must have some conception of what was in 
the minds of the people who created all of this:  
The universe was imbued with a comprehensible 
order.

• That notion flourished in the 12th century, fed by 
an influx of texts from the classical world, 
preserved by the Islamic scholars



12TH CENTURY DEVELOPMENTS 
CREATE A CONDUCIVE 

ATMOSPHERE
• Trade opens doors for cultural 

exchange
• These elements – the spiritual, 

rational, social and technological –
came together in 12th-century Europe 
to produce a series of buildings that 
are unparalleled in the West

• An age when old certainties were 
being uprooted and new ways of 
thinking were provoking furious 
disputes about the nature and the 
boundaries of intellectual enquiry



CHARLEMAGNE AND THE ORIGINS 
OF THE SANCTA CAMISIA

• In 876 Charlemagne’s grandson 
Charles the Bald, king of the 
Carolingians, gave to the 
bishop of Chartres the 
cathedral’s most holy relic: the 
tunic or camisa said to have 
been worn by Mary at the time 
of the birth of Jesus

• From the 9th century, Chartres 
became linked with a cult of the 
Virgin



EFFECTS OF 11TH CENTURY 

PROSPERITY AND SOCIAL 

DEVELOPMENTS

• 11th century brought increasing social stability and economic growth 

due to agricultural innovation - introduction of improved harnessing of 

draft animals

• Kings were no longer content to be tribal chieftains or warrior - lords; 

considered themselves successors of the Roman emperors, and 

wished to be seen as wise and erudite.

• While Romanesque was primarily the style of the monasteries, situated 

in rural regions, Gothic was an urban style: less mystical and inwardly 

focused, more rational and worldly

• From the beginning of the 12th century towns were the vital organs of 

a kingdom.

• Much of this growth was concentrated in the towns and cities

• Construction on the scale of the cathedrals crusade would have been 

inconceivable without this new confidence and prosperity



THE ROLE OF THE ÎLE DE FRANCE 
AND BERNARD OF CLAIRVAUX

• Île-de–France - domain of the House of France, the line of Capetian kings 
begun by Hugh Capet (938–996), - inherited Frankish kingdom of the 
Carolingians

• The French kings only ruled a modest empire
• Rebellious lords had little interest in usurping monarchical power. They 

accepted that the king had his place; but he should not tell them what to do
• Abbot Bernard of Clairvaux, the mastermind of the Cistercians, initiated a 

reconciliation at the consecration of the new church of Saint-Denis in 1144
• The new church-building style that started to crystallize in and around the 

Île-de-France at this time reflected the fresh confidence of the French 
monarchy, which was echoed in the intellectual and economic vitality of the 
region.

• Hosted all three of the great High Gothic cathedrals: at Rheims and 
Amiens, and, before them, at Chartres.



ANCIENT ROOTS OF CHARTRES 
AND THE ESTABLISHMENT OF A 

CATHEDRAL SCHOOL
• Legend - by 100 BC a Druidic shrine and spring sacred to a virgin 

mother existed on the site where a Christian church was later built
• There was truly a sacred well in the cathedral, the remains of which 

are still there today.
• The acquisition of the Sancta Camisa in the latter part of the ninth 

century was deemed to give Chartres divine protection
• The intellectual reputation of Chartres, which remained unequalled in 

France until the end of the 12th century, was established when the 
talented Italian scholar Fulbert came from Rheims in the 980s to lead 
the cathedral school

• Remains substantially intact as the best surviving example of High 
Gothic architecture, seeming in its vastness to assert imperviousness 
to time and flame



DESTRUCTION OF THE OLD CHURCH 
AND DREAMS OF A NEW CATHEDRAL

• On the night of 10 June 1194, the people of Chartres saw 
flame and smoke on the crown of the hill that overlooks 
the river Eure. Fulbert’s cathedral was burning again.

• The camisa appeared at the head of a procession of 
monks, who carried with them the Sacred Tunic. It had 
been saved after all, they explained, by 2 quick-thinking 
priests who rushed into the burning building and took the 
relic down into the crypt.

• The woe of the townspeople turned to joy, and they 
celebrated the prospect of creating a new home for the 
precious camisa.

• They took this to signify that it was the wish of the Virgin 
that an even more wonderful church be built in her honor



THE BEAUTY OF CHARTRES

• What strikes you first 

is the sheer scale

• Worship of God can 

move men to 

conquer stone

• Beneath the vaults 

of Chartres, 

Napoleon Bonaparte 

said, the atheist 

would feel uneasy.

• Sense of clarity and 

harmony evoked in 

the nave of Chartres



ROMANESQUE VS. GOTHIC
• Cistercian abbot Bernard of Clairvaux complained about 

excessive decoration in churches at that time

• Romanesque churches of the Cluniac Order, the dominant 
monastic organization during the previous hundred years. 
The new choir of the abbey church at Cluny, begun in 1088,  
soared to a height of 100 feet

• The oldest fully vaulted church still standing is at the Cluniac 
monastery of Saint - Etienne at Nevers in Burgundy, begun 
in 1083

• The extent that Romanesque churches look different from 
Gothic ones, the fundamental reason may be plainly stated. 
In the former, the stones are there simply to hold the building 
up.

• Gravity dictates the form. That is what the Gothic style 
changed.

• Transformation of stone into something light and airy



TRANSITION FROM 
ROMANESQUE TO GOTHIC

• The job of Romanesque builders was to erect 
a building that would not fall down

• Builders of the Romanesque period gave free 
rein to their love of ornamentation, as Bernard 
was to lament.

• 1130, Bernard’s austere regimen helped to 
bring a return to simplicity: the forms became 
less fanciful, the lines straighter and calmer. It 
has been suggested that the banishment of 
ornamentation, and indeed of much 
representational art, from Cistercian buildings 
paved the way for the clarity and purity of the 
constructional principles that characterize early 
Gothic in general and Chartres in particular.

• The banishment of ornamentation from the 
Romanesque became the genesis of the 
Gothic. !



PARTS OF A CATHEDRAL
• The central nave, wide avenue leading from the west 

entrance to the crossing point of the arms, after the Latin 
navis, suggesting the image of the church as a ship

• Transepts, the crossing - region east of the crossing (when 
there is a crossing) is the most sacred part of the building

• Separated from the nave by an arcade called the rood 
screen or jubé.

• Semicircular tip called the apse, several small enclosures 
(radiating or apsidal chapels) may bud out from the 
ambulatory.

• Many Gothic churches have a substantial chamber in the 
apse called the Lady Chapel

• The apse and chapels are alternatively known as the 
chevet.

• Walls that rise up like cliffs of glass



IMPORTANCE OF SAINT 
DENIS AND ABBOT SUGER

• The abbey church of Saint-Denis was to the 
kingdom of France what Westminster Abbey is to 
England and the basilica of St Peter’s to Rome.

• In the 1120s Suger set out to reform the Benedictine 
Order at Saint-Denis, and he was so successful that 
he won praise even from Bernard

• While Bernard appears to be a model of the cold, 
austere medieval ascetic, Suger is too human to be 
contained by any stereotype. He has tended to 
emerge as one of the most vivid and personable 
figures of the Middle Ages

• Abbot Suger was precisely the sort of man who 
could spark a revolution in the way churches looked.

• Suger held tremendous power and influence over 
the French monarchy.



ABBOT SUGER’S STRATEGY

• Patriotic, Suger was determined that the 
House of France should play a dominant 
role in the affairs of Christendom, and he 
felt this was more likely to happen by 
talking to people than by conquering them.

• Suger worked hard to reconcile the French 
kings with the papacy

• Suger’s plans for Saint-Denis were part of 
his vision for the glorification of France.

• Readiness to engage with the most 
mundane, material aspects of the 
construction, at the same time as he plots 
the political ramifications and charts the 
spiritual philosophy of the project, that 
marks out Suger as a truly remarkable 
man.


