Gothic Art

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The beginning of the Gothic period cannot be dated precisely, although the place of its cre-
ation, Paris, can. The change in thinking that we call * Gothic” is the result of a number of
factors:

1. An era of peace and prosperity in the region around Paris, owing to an increasingly
centralized monarchy, new definjtion of the concepts of “king” and “kingship,”
together with the peaceful succession of kings from 987 to 1328.

2. Increasing growth and wealth of cities and towns, encouraged by the sale of royal
charters that bound the cities to the king rather than to local lords and the increased
wealth of the king. : .

3. The gradual development of a money economy in which cities played a role in con-
verting agricultural products to goods and services.

4. The emergence of the schools in Paris as the intellectual center of western Europe
that brought together the teachers and scholars who transformed western thinking
by changing the way questions were asked and by arguing using logic.

The late Gothic period is marked by three crucial historical events:

1. The Hundred Years’ War between France and England (1 337-1453). This conflict
devastated both countries socially and economically, and left vast regions of France
ruined.

2. The Babylonian Captivity (1304-1377). French popes moved the headquarters of the
Christian church to Avignon, France, creating a spiritual crisis that had far-reaching
effects on European society, and on Rome in particular. With the popes away, there
was little reason to maintain Saint Peter’s; indeed Rome itself began to decay. When
the pope finally returned to Rome in 1377, @ schism developed as rival popes set up
competing claims of authority, none of which was resolved until 1409. This did much
to undermine the authority of the church in general.

3. The Black Death of 1348. This was the greatest cataclysm in human history: A quarter
to a third of the world perished in a misdiagnosed pulmonary plague. The conse-
quences for art history were enormous; in many towns there were not enough living
to bury the dead: Consequently, architecture came to a standstill. Artists interpreted
the plague asa punishment from God, thus painting became conservative and began
to look backward to earlier styles. Europe spent generations recovering from the
plague’s devastating effects.

Patronage and Artistic Life

Master builders coordinated hundreds of laborers and artisans—masons, Stonecutters,
sculptors, haulers, carpenters—in the building of a cathedral. Indeed, the cathedral was the
public works project of its day, keeping the local economies humming and importing artists
as needed from everywhere.

Similarly, manuscripts were organized by a chef d’atelier who was responsible for estab-
lishing an overall plan or vision of a book so that the workshop could execute his or her
designs. A scribe copied the text, butin so doing left room for decorative touches, such as ini-
tials, borders, and narrative scenes. Embellishments were added by artists who could express
themselves more fully than scribes, who had to stick to the text. Artists often rendered fanciful
designs to an initial or a border. Lastly, a bookbinder had the manuscript bound.
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GOTHIC ARCHITECTURE

Gothic architecture developed advances made in the Romanesque:

1. The 1'1b vault. Invented at the end of the Romanesque perio d,
and became the standard vaulting practice of the Gothic
period.

2. Bays. The Romanesque use of repeated vertical elements in
bays also became standard in the Gothic period.

3. The rose window. Begun as an oculus on the fagade of
Romanesque buildings, the rose window becomes an elabo-
rate circular feature that opens up wall spaces by allowing
more light in through the fagade and transepts.

4. The pointed arch. First seen in Islamic Spain, this arch
directs thrusts down to the floor more efficiently than
rounded arches. More fanciful “S” shaped arches, called ogee
arches, are developed at this time (Figure 12.3).

What is new in the Gothic period is the flying buttress (Figure
12.1). These stone arches support a roof by having the weight bypass
the walls and travel down to piers outside the building. This enabled
the building to be opened up for more window space and to display
more stained glass. Most importantly, flying buttresses also help to
stabilize the building, preventing wind stresses from damaging these
very vertical and narrow structures.

Ground plans of Gothic buildings denote innovations in the east

.end, or chevet (Figure 12.2). Increasingly elaborate ceremonies
called for a larger space to be introduced between the transept and
the apse, called the choir. While allowing for greater clergy partici-
pation, it also had the side effect of removing the public further from
the main altar and keeping the ceremony at arm’s length.

Another innovation is the introduction of decorative pinnacles on
the toof of Gothic churches. Long thought to be mere ornaments on
flying buttresses, pinnacles are now understood to be essential archi-
tectural components that act as stabilizing forces in a wind storm.

Gothic buildings are tall and narrow, causing the worshipper to
look up upon entering. The architecture, therefore, reinforces the reli-
gious symbolism of the building.

French Gothic buildings tend to be nestled downtown, surrounded
by other buildings, and rising above the city landscape as a point of
civic and religioils pride. In sort of a competition, each town built suc-
cessively taller buildings, seeking to outdo its neighbors.

Figure 12.1: Flying buttress and
pinnacle on a Gothic cathedral

Figure 12.2: Plan of Notre Dame, Paris

Figure 12.3: Ogee arches
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