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Gothic Architecture

This renewal leave gave me a marvelous opportunity to visit and photograph some of the most significant Gothic cathedrals in Europe. In London I visited Westminster Abbey where photography is not permitted. This is one of the premier tourist attractions of England, so large crowds make it difficult to appreciate the architectural feeling. From a Reformation perspective, I was particularly interested in the Henry VII Chapel, where the Westminster Confession of Faith was drafted, and the tombs of Elizabeth I and Mary, Queen of Scots. In Canterbury I stayed in an apartment in the Cathedral close and had stunning views of the exterior of the Cathedral illuminated at night. Here I was able to photograph the interior and attend evensong services on two occasions.


A day trip by train took me from Cambridge to Norwich Cathedral. Here I was able to enjoy the impressive composition of its front entry and the beautiful carving of its choir stalls. York Minster Cathedral, which features the widest Gothic nave in Europe and a richly decorated choir screen, was also on my agenda. I attended a communion service at Salisbury Cathedral which has the tallest tower in England. Its beautiful chapter house contains the best of the four surviving original copies of the Magna Carta.


The Gothic cathedrals I visited in Germany and France were no less impressive, except that they generally had darker interiors. The Munster at Freiberg im Breisgau began as a Romanesque structure. Before construction was completed the decision was made to shift to the Gothic style. The Munster seemed to me to be especially dark and uninviting. The less famous cathedral at Strasbourg is similar in style and also very dark.


The Cathedral of St. Pierre at Beauvais has the highest Gothic choir in the world. Because the nave is not very long the sense of verticality is striking. There are clearly structural problems in this cathedral—indeed it has collapsed on several occasions. A great deal of very sophisticated wooden bracing was in place the day we were there.  


The cathedrals at Reims and Laon have very similar and distinctive façades, although the Reims façade has much more carving. The Laon interior was for me the most inviting cathedral that I visited on the European continent. The arrangement of the windows and the absence of dark stained glass made it a very light space. Laon certainly fulfilled the Gothic ideal of celebrating the light of God.


The Cathedral of Notre Dame in Paris, like Westminster Abbey in London, draws huge crowds. I found it to be a very dark space inside despite the large amount of artificial light that was being projected. The large blue rose windows are indeed impressive but they are obviously very effective in blocking out the light. A recently completed renovation of the main façade was very well executed.


The Basilica of Saint-Denis in Paris was the first church to be built in the Gothic style. It was inspired by the theological vision of Abbot Suger who was looking for an architectural innovation that would better celebrate the light of God. The use of flying buttresses enabled builders to create taller structures which then permitted larger windows to draw in the light. This basilica was the model for most of the 12th and 13th century cathedrals. St. Denis was also the place where many of the kings of France were crowned and buried. Here one finds the tombs of French monarchs who were important in the Reformation: Henry II, Catherine de Medici, Henry IV, and Louis XIV.


In all, I was able to visit eleven of the most important Gothic Cathedrals in Europe. I also have digital photography of two other important Gothic structures from my 2004 travels in France. The Cathedral at Vezelay, France and the Church of St. Chappelle in Paris will be included in my Gothic architecture teaching resources. My appreciation of Gothic architecture was also enhanced by visiting an equal number of less prestigious cathedrals and monastery ruins at Whitby and the Holy Island of Lindisfarne. The Whitby ruins very likely had significant influence on Ralph Adams Cram’s 1906 design for Westminster. The monastery site has been beautifully arranged for viewing with helpful historical information provided. I was fortunate to be able to photograph the ruins on a beautiful Spring afternoon.
