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PREFACE

Let there be Light!” The art and beauty of Gothic cathedrals still
captivate the hearts and minds of visitors worldwide with their exquisite
carvings in stone and wood, luminous stained glass windows, pointed
arches, flying buttresses, labyrinths, gargoyles, Green Man images, and
more. As we begin our visual journey through the following pages, we
will explore the architecture, design, and various wonders associated
with Gothic cathedrals. We will find ourselves entering their often
hauntingly dark interiors and watch as they welcome the incoming light
through their famed Rose windows. We will stand in awe as the colored
rays of the sun illuminate interior marvels in stone and wood.

Light is a symbol of truth, hidden wisdom, and a higher
understanding beyond all human division, definition, and activity. The
chief architect of the new Gothic style, Abbot Suger, insisted that the
key meaning of this bold new design was both an outer and inner
luminosity: “Bright is the noble work ...”

The Gothic cathedrals are sterling examples of the very best of
medieval architecture, art, and fine craftsmanship. And they are places
we can visit today.

Why are so many people still so intrigued by the High Middle Ages?
While often misunderstood as a mere feudal outgrowth of the earlier
deeply repressive “Dark Ages,” in fact, the High Middle Ages (1100—
1300) were far more interesting than the old stereotypes imply. In a
myriad of ways, this period was one of the most creative eras of
Western European history; it is no accident that the building of the
Gothic cathedrals occurred at this time. The High Middle Ages brought
Western Europe a number of practical inventions—new concepts and
creations that are key parts of our lives today such as the rise of towns;
eyeglasses; new printing methods; windmills; the concept of a university
with Bachelor's, Master's, and Doctorate degrees; a great increase in
trade; new perfumes, spices, and exotic teas; the rise of merchant guilds;
the return of the astrolabe via Islamic Spain; and the rediscovery and
new translations of the works of Aristotle and other philosophers. A new
appreciation and understanding of geometry, music, drama, and the arts
also took place—elements that directly concerned the gifted builders of
the cathedrals. This was also the period when many of the Grail
manuscripts were written.

Of course, as with any era in history, such peaks are accompanied by
serious challenges, e.g., the horrors of the Inquisition that would also



extend into much later centuries; problems inherent in feudalism; the
Black Death; and so on. However, the primary focus of this book is on
the Gothic cathedrals themselves.

I am a medieval historian, art, film, and historical sites consultant,
and the former Deputy Director and Curator of the Rosslyn Chapel
museum exhibition (1995-2001). In particular, following the publication
of my books The Templars and the Grail in 2003 (released prior to The
Da Vinci Code), The Knights Templar Encyclopedia (2007), and
Medieval Mysteries: A Guide to History, Lore, Places and Symbolism
(2014), readers have been asking me for a history book that addresses
the cultural developments of the High Middle Ages in relation to the
Gothic cathedrals—one that offers solid factual history along with some
of the lesser-known aspects of the topic as well. A number of my
university students, heritage, art history, and travel organizations (both
in the US and UK), and various contacts in the film/media world have
made similar requests for information. To help meet this demand, I have
chosen ten key topics related to the Gothic cathedrals that have been the
most-requested.

We thus present an overview of Gothic architecture in chapter one;
the uses of a cathedral to the community in chapter two; we then
proceed in subsequent chapters to look at medieval stonemasons and
guilds; the cooperation of East and West as the Crusades affected
Europe; a study of geometry, including mazes and labyrinths; the
cathedrals as solar observatories; the beauty of the stained glass
windows; and the sculptures in wood and stone that decorated the
cathdrals. We also look at travel in the High Middle Ages, both its joys
and hardships; and, inevitably, we examine the decline of pilgrimage.
This book is lavishly illustrated with colored photographs and drawings
throughout.

Most importantly, perhaps, we encourage readers to visit and
experience the Gothic cathedrals for yourselves. To help you with
further explorations and study, I have provided four Appendices. These
include a map of the locations of the major European Gothic cathedrals;
a timeline of the years the major Gothic Cathedrals were constructed in
France, England, Germany, Italy, and Spain; a list of the major Black
Madonna-related shrines and pilgrimage sites most accessible to visit in
Western Europe; and a list of the major Mary Magdalene-related shrines
and pilgrimage sites. In addition, there is a full bibliography with further
resources on Gothic cathedrals and related topics.

Our seemingly never-ending fascination with all things medieval—
including great appreciation for the art and beauty of the Gothic
cathedrals—is part of a modern-day quest by those of “all faiths and
spiritual traditions, or none.” Put simply: today you don't have to be a



practicing Christian—or even an overtly religious person—to appreciate
the art and beauty of these medieval marvels and their cultural
importance. They are symbolic of the superb craftsmanship of an age
gone by. Like the pyramids of Egypt and other sacred sites around the
world, the Gothic cathedrals reflect humanity's spiritual quest. They are
among the finest artistic expressions of the High Middle Ages, legacies
in stone, embodying ancient concepts: Lux continous (continous light)
and Lux Lucet In Tenebris (light shines in darkness).

I sincerely hope that each topic covered here becomes a new pathway
for readers to explore, deepen, and inspire their lives. It all begins with
the courage to take a single step, the start of a new journey, or symbolic
“pilgrimage” in your life—be it of heart, mind, and/or spirit. You do not
need to initially determine a final destination, as one often did in
medieval times. The ideas that we are always “becoming,” forever
renewing ourselves when on a pilgrimage, the travel “that never truly
ends” even long after returning home, remain with us still. As we
journey through Life, let us remember that “pilgrims are we all.” Rather
than either the intellectuals of the High Middle Ages, or those in more
traditional posts of power, we are free to inhabit the realms of
Imagination.

Every day begins a new, symbolic “pilgrimage” all its own—a
metaphorical journey regardless of our beliefs, what we do, or where we
may live. We are all sojourners on this Earth, traveling in our very own
“field of stars.” And as we move on in time, we share the heights of the
stars above and the depths of the world below.

May we all journey well.

Dr Karen Ralls,
Oxford, England






Ascending a stairway at Vezelay Cathedral in France. (Jane May)



CHAPTER 1

GotHic CATHEDRALS:
Architectural Gems in Stone

Chartres Cathedral, interior view of the incoming infusion of light into its haunting, dark Gothic interior (Dr.
Gordon Strachan)

Our journey begins ...

Some years ago, the setting sun revealed the silhouette of the tall, darkening spires looming before me. Slowly, like
untold numbers of travelers, I climbed my way up the steep cobbled village street to finally view this legendary
Gothic cathedral—Chartres—whose legacy of exquisite architecture, art, ancient crypt, and expert craftsmanship was
now a tangible reality. Centuries of history, the inspiration of guilds, artisans, and all those who had walked this path
and lived here from ancient times, now intersected at this site. Observation of the meticulous medieval building
techniques, too awesome to truly contemplate in our own age, the infusion of brilliant light of its Rose windows, and
an encroaching awareness of the vast power of time and place filled me with wonder. With the faint sound of musical
chanting wafting on the breeze, I became acutely aware of the rhythm of each footstep and its strong connection to the
earth below as I approached the towering edifice before me. A gnarled old man's hand from within unbolted its lock
and opened the huge heavy door, beckoning me to enter ....

I crossed the threshold.

Into another world. Unexpectedly intrigued upon initially encountering a rather dark interior, like many travelers
before and since, I was here to explore and experience this place, to discover a genuine “architectural gem” of its time
—Chartres cathedral.

A site of many wonders, it has been dubbed an omphalos, a navel of the world.

Lux Lucet In Tenebris, “Light shines in darkness”

Light is the symbol of truth, hidden wisdom, and a higher understanding beyond all human division, definition, and
activity. Allowing in light from out of darkness was a key theme of the new Gothic style that emerged in the twelfth
century; the art and beauty of Gothic cathedrals still captivate the hearts and minds of visitors worldwide. Such
visitors include those who are spiritually inclined from many traditions, religious believers of all faiths, as well as
secularists, atheists, and agnostics.



At Notre Dame de Paris, an evening candlelight interior view. (Karen Ralls)

Saint-Denis: the first Western Gothic building

The first Gothic building in western Europe—Saint-Denis in Paris—was an extraordinarily experimental project,
architecturally courageous, and emerging quite suddenly. It was completed in 1144. Ironically, it was not a large
cathedral, but an ornate, smaller Gothic choir that was added to the existing abbey church at Saint-Denis. Yet its
Gothic basilica was done in a totally new style; its unusual features and beauty stunned nearly everyone present at its
unveiling—with its pointed arches, bejewelled stained glass windows, and other unique features never seen before.



Abbot Suger (c. 1081-1151) was a French ecclesiastic, statesman, and historian. (WMC)

The chief architect Abbot Suger, along with the talented stonemasons and other guild members on his team, wrote
of his overall vision and intention, describing what he called Lux continua—*“continuous light.” He insisted that the
key meaning of this bold, new design was luminosity: “Bright is the noble work; being nobly bright the work should
brighten the minds ...” (1)

The north transept rose window at Saint-Denis was constructed c. 1250, and features a genealogy of Christ in the
form of the Tree of Jesse. (Oliver Mitchell, WMC)

Letting in the light was paramount. Many believe that Gothic design creates a unique environment where a visitor
or pilgrim may experience the numinous within the material world—a spiritual nexus point, a crossing of two or more
dimensions simultaneously.

After the initial work at Saint-Denis, other twelfth century Gothic marvels would soon follow, including Chartres,
Notre Dame de Paris, Amiens, Canterbury, York, Bayonne, and others.

What, then, is a medieval Gothic cathedral to our 21st century mind's eye? Why, as Umberto Eco wrote in a famous
essay, are we in the West still “dreaming the Middle Ages” in our modern world? Why is that era from so long ago
still so captivating today?

Let us explore the architecture, design, and wonders of Gothic cathedrals—those often hauntingly dark interiors
welcoming the incoming light through their famed Rose windows. With their often equally beautiful outdoor grounds
and gardens, the Gothic spirit embodies the ancient and medieval principle: Lux Lucet In Tenebris, “Light shines in
darkness.”

WHAT 1s “GOTHIC”DESIGN?

What, then, is actually meant by the term “Gothic” architecture? From popular images of elusive monks working in
darkened cloisters in novels like The Name of the Rose and The Hunchback of Notre Dame, to medieval imagery in



films, or the glossy guidebooks of Chartres or Canterbury, Gothic cathedrals continue to inspire, enchant and intrigue.
People from all over the world and all walks of life visit these sites, and often greatly appreciate their stunning design,
aesthetic beauty and cultural importance.

“Gothic” is known to us today as the name for a special medieval architectural style that featured high naves, flying
buttresses, pointed arches, rib vaulting on the ceilings, stained glass windows, and intricate stone carvings. (2) Yet a
great irony is that the term “Gothic” actually pertains to the Goths, a northern people, who had nothing to do with this
kind of architecture. Of course, the word “Gothic” today also means something intriguing, dark, or especially
mysterious—perhaps not unlike how one might feel when entering a cave, an ancient site like Newgrange, or the
Hypogeum in Malta, or, when crossing the threshold into Chartres. Examples of Gothic architecture range from the
majesty of Canterbury, York, or Wells, the glories of Chartres and Amiens, the beauty and unique “philosopher's
carvings” of Notre Dame de Paris, and many other sites in Europe.

Amiens Cathedral, exterior view of its triple entrance door and tympanum. (Karen Ralls)
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Notre Dame de Paris, view from the southeast. The cathedral was memorialized in Victor Hugo's Hunchback of
Notre Dame. It was the site where the charges against the French Templars were read out in 1307. (Skouame,
WMCQC)

What is it about these buildings that is especially unique and captivating, and why do they seem to have such
powerful effects upon visitors to this day?

The High Gothic style is especially noted for its focus on “upward” orientation, tall naves, and its emphasis on
letting in much light—something very different from the previous Romanesque style, which featured round arches.
(3) The entire Gothic cathedral design tends to give a visitor or pilgrim an overall impression of soaring upwards, of




being “lifted up,” from its roots in the very depths of its crypt, as well as an impression of the drawing down of light
into the building. Gothic cathedrals were seen by their medieval designers as houses of light dedicated to the Glory of
their God, the epitome of a celestial paradise on earth.

Yet, Gothic cathedrals also exhibit rather unusual characteristics and carvings, inexplicable details that would
appear to be based on much earlier philosophies from the ancient world. These seem to have been assimilated and/or
re-worked by the Western Church and found their way into Gothic designs.

»
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Notre Dame de Paris, entrance, looking upward at the carvings on its Tympanum (Karen Ralls)

The newly emerging “Gothic” style mushroomed virtually overnight

Appearing nearly overnight, the new Gothic style caught on quickly, beginning in France in the late 1130s and ending
in the early Renaissance, when a preference for more classical designs returned. As mentioned, the extraordinary
flowering of this new twelfth century style began under Abbot Suger in the Benedictine church of Saint-Denis
(1130/1135-1144) in Paris, the burial place of many French monarchs. (4)

After the middle of the twelfth century, the cathedrals of Noyon, Senlis, Laon and Notre Dame de Paris also began
to express this new Gothic style. By the beginning of the thirteenth century, Gothic architecture had reached its
mature form in the cathedrals of Chartres, Reims, Amiens, and Bourges, later (from 1231) reaching a climax with
another major project: the conversion of the larger abbey church of Saint-Denis. Other examples of the new Gothic
style would follow, such as the stunning royal palace chapel of the Sainte-Chapelle in Paris, the cathedral at Troyes,
and the royal castle chapel of Saint-Germainen-Laye.



Salisbury Cathedral, view of its nave, looking west, (Raggatt2000, WMC)

The Cistercian order in Burgundy, founded in 1098, also contributed to the rapid spread of the Gothic style in
France. (5) (In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, the powerful Cistercian Abbot, Bernard of Clairvaux was
instrumental in assisting the fledging Knights Templar Order with obtaining the necessary papal approval in 1128/9.
Bernard wrote that God was “length, width, height and depth.”)

While France was the “motherlode” of Gothic design, (6) other countries in Europe gradually began to follow suit.
In around 1180, the Gothic style spread first to England (Canterbury, Wells, Salisbury, Lincoln Westminster Abbey,
and Lichfield) (7); then to Germany (Marburg, Trier, Cologne, Strasbourg and Regensburg from 1275); and on to
Spain (Burgos and Toledo). (8) Styles of Gothic could vary in each country. In England, for instance, there were
different stages of Gothic design. One was called the Perpendicular style, a rather ornate one which emerged later.
Examples include the especially ornate ceiling at Gloucester cathedral in the east walk of its cloisters, and at Exeter
cathedral which portrays the emphasis placed in earlier English Gothic on its thick walls. (9)

The Romanesque Style

The Roman Empire had made extensive use of geometry and the semicircular arch in its building designs. Many
churches, right up to the time of the first Gothic cathedrals, featured these round arches and beautiful, ornate carvings
and columns. This style was known as “Romanesque.” (10) The great Basilica of Vezelay, dedicated to St. Mary
Magdalene, was one of the favorite shrines of medieval pilgrims. It remains one of the most popular French examples
of the beauty of the Romanesque style today.

But new innovations followed in the twelfth century. These included the hallmarks of Gothic design innovation
such as the introduction of the pointed arch. The flying buttress was another. Located on the sides of cathedrals, they
were designed to support the great weight of the tall Gothic buildings. The cathedral could “soar higher” while the
flying buttresses helped to support the added weight that the pointed arch aesthetically transferred from above.
Architecture is as much a science as an art. We will explore more of the complex mathematics and physics of the
design and structure of these extraordinary cathedrals as we proceed.

Salisbury Cathedral, west front view, (Raggatt2000, WMC)

The new “Gothic” style greatly disparaged by the Renaissance critics



It is not often realized today that the term “Gothic” was initially used in a disparaging way by early Renaissance
critics of the newly-emerging style. They abhorred its lack of conformity to the earlier standards of classical Greece
and Rome, which they preferred. Ideologies change, regimes come and go, and this includes architectural styles. (11)

A closer look, however, reveals that the medieval architects who built the Gothic cathedrals were firmly rooted in
great awareness and careful application of geometry and proportion. Two aspects of Gothic architecture “are without
precedent and parallel: the use of light and the unique relationship between structure and appearance.” (12) This is
seen in the overall cruciform shape and plan of the cathedrals; in the rhythmic, intricate patterns found in stained glass
windows; and in the rib vaulting that criss-crosses the ceiling. (13) But many variations in design occurred within the
definition of what was called “Gothic,” and each European country or region had its own special characteristics.

Unfortunately, contemporary medieval attitudes to Gothic architecture do not emerge clearly from the written
sources. There was no continuous tradition of writing about visual arts during the 11th—13th centuries, leaving
historians with relatively few records to pore over today. So to really understand these exquisite edifices, it is often
more a question of doing a “symbolic reading” of the building itself and its visual carvings and symbolism, rather
than merely relying on information from written sources or guidebooks.

The medieval mind was preoccupied with the symbolic nature of the world of appearances, as everywhere “the
visible seemed to reflect the invisible.” (14) Imagination was paramount; the intuition was highly valued. But first, let
us consider the overall cultural milieu that spawned the Gothic experiment. Building a cathedral was not merely a
“church-only” enterprise, as many might assume today.

Galio Roman
Chapel c. a0 500
Merovingian
chapel ap 743
Carolingian
church ap 858

Romanesque
dhurch Ap 1020

Gothic aathedral
A 1194 - 1220

Plan and building stages of Chartres cathedral through the centuries. (Dr. Gordon Strachan)



Early depiction of a Carnute Druid grotto in Gaul. The area of, and around, Chartres in earlier times was known to
be a major assembly meeting place for Druids; the town of Chartres derives its name from the tribe of the
Carnutes.

How THE CATHEDRALS CAME TO BE BUILT: A PROJECT FOR ALL

So what kind of a society were the cathedrals part of, and what was the planning process that brought them about? We
know that the structure of medieval society was a feudal one—often very difficult and repressive, and certainly
hierarchal, with the Church envisaged at the center. The entire medieval period lasted for well over four centuries,
with the High Middle Ages within it generally thought to be from 1100 to 1300, although historians continue to
debate a precise dividing line.

Some people assume today that the Middles Ages were entirely negative times—utterly barbaric, lawless and/or
horribly oppressive, and that only ignorance and superstition reigned. But is this singular, stereotypical image of the
Middle Ages accurate? No, as no period in history is ever only one-dimensional. In fact, it was a highly complex time,
with many threads to its historic tapestry.

Although most people could not read, including a number of monks, philosophy and learning itself were quite
advanced in some areas in the late Middle Ages. Medieval Paris, for example, was one key location where the very
roots of what became the Western university took shape. (15) For various reasons, during the later Italian
Renaissance, what might be termed today as a negative “spin” on the entire preceding Middle Ages period, fostered
some misconceptions about medieval times that have survived to the present day.

Looking at a Gothic cathedral, we note that every walk of life is portrayed in the art and decoration of the structure.
(16) Although the society itself was very hierarchal, not only were kings and clerics portrayed in carvings or stained
glass windows, but so were peasants, merchants, craftsmen, even jesters. A wide range of everyday medieval life
activities are portrayed, with individuals from every rank of society included, images that we might not necessarily
expect to see today in a medieval building. For example, at Notre-Dame cathedral in Paris, some of its stone carvings
show peasants hauling winter fuel; at Florence, peasants are seen with plough, horse, and cart upon the entry to
“Giotto's Tower”; at Bourges, the coopers ply their trade; at Chartres, the stained glass windows portray medieval
guild tradesmen busy in their workshops, and among the sculptures at the left door of the Royal Porch, we see a
peasant harvesting grain; and kings adorn the west front of Wells Cathedral. (17). Everyone in the medieval
community was seen to have made an important contribution to the building, and the patrons and guilds who
sponsored certain windows or carvings ensured that their activities were beautifully portrayed.

General structure of medieval society

Many theories abound about the structure and organization of medieval society, with a number of historians and those
from many other disciplines continuing to further explore, challenge, and debate this vast topic. The usual image has
long been that of a rigid pyramid scheme.

In his classic early work The Ages of the Cathedrals, French Professor of History Georges Duby explained that in
general, medieval society was structured like a pyramid, with God at the very top. Next were the saints. (18) In the
popular view, the saints were largely seen as alive, active, intensely interested in mortal affairs, each having his or her
own local cult center, with the power to intervene for the protection of their subjects, having a miraculous power to
help their own, sometimes quite dramatically.



St. Pauls Cathedral, London. This key ancient site has an interesting history with Ludgate Hill and remains a major
attraction. (Simon Brighton)

Below God and the saints, according to Duby, the hierarchy of medieval society was largely split into two broad
divisions: one was the ecclesiastical—including the pope and bishops at the top, abbots and monks, archdeacons,
cathedral canons and other functionaries; the second included the secular leaders—starting with kings and emperors
at the top, then princes and barons, knights and gentry, merchants and artisans. (19) Finally, there were the peasants,
many types of travelers, and others. Such was the medieval Church's general mindset at this particular time in
Western history. Today, many more aspects of this topic continue to be debated and explored.

On the whole, Gothic cathedrals were intended as centers to be used by all levels of society—not merely for the
churchmen, clergy, nobles or kings, or even just those attending a service in the cathedral. Their consistent usage was
intended for highly sacred as well as certain secular purposes at various times throughout the calendar year.

St. Paul's Cathedral, London, looking west. (Simon Brighton)

Gothic design initially “suspect” and “highly controversial”

A supreme irony of history is that the very suggestion of a dramatically new concept or idea—in this case, the
development of the new style of Gothic architecture—is often initially viewed as heretical or anathema. Gothic design
was no exception, as initially it was highly controversial to many and considered “a heresy.” It only gradually
obtained acceptance and solid ground later.



Some of the learned late medieval and early Renaissance opponents of Gothic architecture, phrased their
displeasure as “what we now vulgarly call the Gothic”—a derogatory, if not downright insulting term. (20) Similarly,
others, especially writing from Italy, felt that this new style was positively “decadent”—often heatedly debating on
precisely who was to blame for this new, “barbarian” style. Filarete, for example, who lived from about 1400 to 1469,
commented in one of his learned architectural treatises that “cursed be the man who introduced ‘modern’
architecture.” “Modern,” of course, referred to the groundbreaking Gothic style! (21) Clearly, the High Gothic style
made more than a few waves in certain quarters.

A noted British medieval architectural historian once stated that “even though this period is still characterized in all
seriousness as the age of cathedrals, the most characteristic building of the Middle Ages was not the cathedral, or even
the castle, but the hall. The hall was the basis of domestic dwellings, barns, hospitals, shops, and markets. It was an
essential element of more complex assemblies of buildings such as castles, colleges, or monasteries....” (22) Halls and
barns, too, were important. One extraordinary example is from Cressing Temple, in Essex England. Its huge wooden
Wheat Barn was built by the Knights Templar in approximately 1260 CE. (23) At this time, the Gothic style was
supposedly at its zenith. But the Barn represents a more familiar setting for the populace of the everyday experience
of people and architecture in late medieval life—far more so than a major cathedral like Chartres, Wells, or Salisbury.
“[TThe exclusion of secular buildings has strongly affected the historiography of late medieval architecture.” (24)

Today, we tend to see the Gothic style as the “main type” of medieval building design, and often envisage Gothic
cathedrals as “mainstream” for the late medieval period. Ironically, this popular view ignores the great controversies
that were associated with its initial emergence, and the dramatic and revolutionary creativity of the style. Our modern
idea is quite the opposite of how the style was initially perceived when it began. (25)

The Presence of the Saint

At the beginning of the history of Gothic design—before it was the usual practice to break up a cathedral into smaller
compartments with lofty screens, and so on—it was strongly believed that the most permanent inhabitant of a great
cathedral was its resident saint, the one whose shrine dominated the building. The architecture of a cathedral was seen
as creating a ritual setting, with a saint's shrine as a key focal point. (26)

The importance of the saint to the devout in medieval times—whose physical presence was unquestioned because
his or her relics were kept in precious reliquaries on site—cannot be overemphasized. The extraordinary lavish
craftsmanship of the reliquaries speaks volumes, as does the focus in cathedrals on saints' shrines for pilgrimages—all
of which we will later explore in more detail.

At Canterbury Cathedral, for example, the whole design was re-envisioned as a great tribute to, and the home of,
St. Thomas a Becket. His shrine is still popular. Canterbury was dedicated to Christ Himself, and no mortals could
claim it as their home in quite the same way in which it was seen to be “Christ's and St. Thomas.” (27)

The Cathedral as a Community Center

As some cities had no town hall, a cathedral was also often viewed as the key meeting place for use by every order of
society: from peasants, merchants, and minstrels to the clergy, bishop, or king. Practically speaking, it often operated
as a type of medieval central “community center,” designed to provide a venue for both sacred and secular functions
—a concept rather uncommon at the time. The interior of a major Gothic cathedral was intended to have an overall
design large enough to accommodate everyone under the same roof at any one time.

There were many public holidays in the medieval calendar. Most were connected to various saints—in fact, in
some areas, the medieval Church insisted on 70 or 80 a year (although certain feast days could get quite lively to the
chagrin of much of the clergy!). At times, the cathedral served as a center for colorful pageants and dramas. The role
of merchants and artisans in the High Middle Ages was not a secondary one by any means. The town cathedral often
served as the site of a lively merchant's or civic meeting, a solemn or joyous religious service, or, for the purpose of
providing sanctuary for the community in times of trouble, danger, and war.

For the general populace, the cathedral may have often seemed like a rather distant vision at times. But when it was
being built, they were consulted, and were also able to find reliable, steady work there. In the building of Chartres
Cathedral, for instance, everyone at all levels in the town and diocese, and of the region or country around it played
his or her part—including the king. (28) People might contribute something, according to their resources, to the
cathedral building project or fund. When the building was finally finished, they were allowed to join with the
priesthood on Whit Sunday for the great processions into the cathedral. They were also allowed to attend major feast
days and prestigious processions—a real privilege at the time. Or, they might choose to go as pilgrims to cathedrals
elsewhere on the feast days of the saints who were buried there. (29)

A noble or wealthy layman was also an occasional visitor to the cathedral. Such a man had probably endowed
charities to help finance the cathedral in order to help save his and his family's souls after death. When he came to the
cathedral, he might find, as at Autun, a stirring reminder of the Last Judgment to greet him over the west portal; or, as
in the Pardon Cloister at Old St. Paul's, a dramatic representation of the Dance of Death. This iconographic tableau
was a major symbol in medieval times, reminding all of their ultimate mortality in this earthly life—a key idea in the
High Middle Ages. However, in spite of their legendary pomp, such “great men” were also expected to gather under
the same roof for the same feasts or processions as the rest of society.

In summary, Gothic cathedrals were intended for multiple use by society—the masses of ordinary, hard-working
people, as well as the kings and bishops. But, their most important purpose was to house their most treasured
inhabitants after God and Christ Himself—the saints. There was a price to be paid for this, however. Cathedrals were
very expensive to build, a public process that lasted for years. In certain locations, a cathedral tax was levied on the
townspeople. When this was attempted in France, where towns were independent of the cathedral, “the townspeople
rioted if the tax became too high,” (30) reminiscent of tax riots in some European countries in more recent times. So



when we visit the aesthetic glories of the Gothic cathedrals today—while aware of the pleasures the cathedrals
provided the community—we should also remember and appreciate the price all of the people had to pay for these
medieval marvels. (31)

Notre Dame de Reims, exterior approach, looking upward at its majestic spires. (Karen Ralls)

The stones speak ...

Architectural historians have learned much about how Gothic cathedrals were actually built by examining precise
details of the structures themselves. They have been able to study the more public parts of the cathedral where
everyone would congregate, such as the interior, the nave, and so on. And they have been able to access the lesser-
known, more private sections of the cathedral building complex as it would have been seen from the standpoint of an

experienced medieval builder.



Gloucester Cathedral, England, view of cloisters corrider and its stunning stained glass windows. (Karen Ralls)

John James, a local expert in medieval building techniques and history, in his study on the master masons of
Chartres, points out:

Truly, the stones themselves do speak. The staircases that the masons used for access, the rooms under the towers, the
walkways around the outside and in particular the attic rooms behind the triforium passage are the builder's territory.
It is here, in these unlit and seldom visited spaces, that the answers are to be found. And it is as unexpected as it is
clear, once understood... (32)



Medieval Freemasons at work. (Albert Mackey, Illustrated History of Freemasonry)

So it was in this unique climate, covering elements of both the obvious and the hidden, that the cathedrals came to
be built. The upstairs nave and its features, as many have noted, are stunning. But the lower levels, crypts, and
undercrofts of some of the key Gothic cathedrals also feature excellent artwork, ornate shrines, or paintings, such as
the colorful, interesting mural, Black Madonna statue, or ancient well in the crypt of Chartres cathedral. “As above, so
below.” Both the upper and lower levels of a cathedral feature an array of high quality worksmanship.

We know the later medieval society that developed the Gothic style, while rigidly feudal in organization, was no
longer quite as overtly tyrannical and arbitrary by the late High Middle Ages period as in the earlier medieval era, the
so-called “Dark Ages”—a popular, generalized, stereotypical term that, thankfully, has now become largely outdated
and obsolete in many quarters. Ironically in the High Middle Ages, because people had a chance to work on the
construction efforts (either for pay or as volunteers), they at least did have access to the more private areas of their
cathedrals. Contrast this with modern building projects, where only the head architects and their skilled staff usually
have primary access.



View of Chartres cathedral crypt mural, prior to its recent restoration. (Karen Ralls)

As we mentioned earlier, the cathedral was often a town's sole focal point—its central secular civic center, a place
to escape from a day's drudgery, as well as for worship, sacred ceremony, or pageantry. (33) That which occurred
within a cathedral's nave during a typical medieval liturgical year was not always as predictable or conventional as we
might expect. This was especially true on the major feast days—some of which could be quite creative, even
outrageous, as joviality often ran rampant. Eventually, some activities were banned by the less-than-amused medieval
clergy.

One example of this phenomenon would be the lively medieval festive seasonal celebrations of the “Feast of
Fools,” to which we will now turn.



CHAPTER 2

UsEs oF A CATHEDRAL:
From the Feast of Fools to Market and Concert Hall

In addition to the many uses for a cathedral, it might also serve as a place where judicial cases could be
heard, a site for colorful theatrical pageants and guild plays, the location of a university graduation, or
even as a concert hall for the public. Very much like the modern town hall or civic auditorium, the use of a
cathedral largely depended on what the community needed at any given time. The variety of uses, for both
secular and sacred purposes, was endless.

Of course, much of the activity in the cathedral, then as now, consisted of religious services, prayers,
matins, vespers, the singing of chants, and the servicing the spiritual needs of visiting pilgrims coming to
its shrines.

The heart of a medieval town was often a busy, bustling center, and the cathedral as the focal point of a
growing town's activities. The cathedral square, the parvis, was often rather small, but as the Middle Ages
went by, more structures were added to the cathedral complex itself. On the religious side, these might
include ornate side chapels, oratories, sacristies, and additional murals or stained glass windows in a crypt.
On the secular side, we might see space for flower merchants shops, crafts booths, food merchants, and so
on.

Here in its bustling square, huge crowds would gather for a cathedral's great festivals and feast days,
with a “buzz,” an excitement at the time similar to a major music festival or rock concert today. At a
medieval cathedral, the devout might choose to mingle and chat with others nearby, or pray alone at the
shrine of a favorite saint.

Craft exhibit booths and crowds milling about on the plaza at the famous modern-day Edinburgh
Festival in Scotland. (Karen Ralls)



Juggler and fire eater entertains enthusiastic crowd of children, at Edinburgh Festival reception. (Karen
Ralls)

A week in the life of a medieval Gothic cathedral

It might seem quite surprising today to conceive of a majestic medieval Gothic cathedral as being anything
other than a most solemn place of worship. In fact, it was at times quite the contrary, especially on select
feast days. Especially by the later Middle Ages, a different picture emerges. Within a cathedral's walls
people often strolled and chatted openly, not hesitating to bring along their pet dogs, parakeets or falcons!
On certain days, merchants were allowed to hawk their wares; and, in some cathedrals, they were even
permitted to set up shop inside the nave on designated occasions and feast days. Either in or near the
cathedral, jugglers would entertain the children, as they often still do at summer festivals.

Amusing for many today to consider is the fact that cathedrals were also known by the clergy to be a
rather “notorious” favorite summer rendezvous spots for young lovers. Couples were known to carefully
hide themselves during the day so they could remain locked in for the evening. Needless to say, such
assignations were greatly irritating to the clergy. Measures often had to be taken to change the locks at
certain locales.

Flasks were often confiscated to reduce incidents of “sacred intoxication.”

On the other hand, during the special pilgrimage times—which brought in so many jubilant crowds
from far and wide—individuals were allowed to sleep and eat in the cathedral itself. Its heavy doors were
bolted shut for the evening and reopened at 6 a.m. the following day. Then the solemn parading past the
shrine of the cathedral would take place—if one were lucky enough to get a place in the queue.



Guild painter with mixed colors, depicted in a 14th century encyclopedia, Source unknown

Medieval civic meetings were held regularly in cathedrals. This worked so well so that some towns
found it totally unnecessary to even build a town hall. As an important civic center, a cathedral might
occasionally be a scene for the resolving of lawsuits or acrimonious town disputes. As mentioned earlier,
on a more pleasant note, it might be also serve to host university graduation ceremonies. (1)

A cathedral could also on occasion be the site of everyday business. For instance, the mayor of
Strausbourg was known to habitually use his own pew as his official office. At Chartres, wily wine
merchants had their stalls in the nave. They were only told to move after the cathedral chapter committee
set aside a portion of the crypt for their exclusive use. (2) The Guilds, too, would hold meetings in
cathedrals, not hesitating to carefully ensure that their guild's talents and crafts would be on good display
in an optimum location to help advertise their professional crafts to the public at certain times of year,
much like a major fair or convention center today. Guilds—both parish as well as civic—were also
responsible for holding many of the colorful pageants, dramas, and miracle-plays on the major feast days
and at Christmas and Easter. Such events were a huge responsibility to undertake, finance, and maintain.

Papermakers guild members at work

Yet all of these various activities did not result in the chaos that one might imagine. The huge scale of
many of the Gothic interiors made it possible to isolate conflicting activities quite effectively. At Amiens,



for example, the cathedral could house the whole population of the day. Thus, a loud group of merchants
hosting a meeting over at the west door area may have been but barely audible in a chapel opening off the
choir. Clearly defined zones were set aside for specific purposes by the clergy. The laity were only
admitted to the nave and aisles, and occasionally, for a pilgrimage to the tombs, accessible only from the
choir ambulatory. The choir itself was reserved exclusively for the clergy—rather typical when only the
clergy were viewed as having direct access to God and certain areas of the cathedral. It was not until the
Reformation, much later, that the concept of greater powers and far greater access for all of the laity
became more widespread.

Medieval guild plays and pageants

The “cinema” of the Middle Ages was the staged, dramatic productions that often took place in the
cathedral. Elaborate theatre performances were held on certain feast days, often utilizing symbolism,
humor, allegory and mythic elements in their productions, to make their ultimate point.

One of the most colorful events was the consecration of a new cathedral. Such events were often a
unique combination of the highly sacred as well as allegorical, and not without a good sense of humor at
times. A rather popular way to celebrate was for the bishop to lead a procession towards the new cathedral,
attended by all his clergy in full splendor—except for one. This hidden cleric was to play the theatrical
role of a so-called “evil spirit”; he would lurk inside the locked doors, lying in wait to outwit and
“ambush” the bishop. Arriving before the closed door, the bishop would knock upon it three times with his
large, ornately carved staff (called a crozier). The crowd at the procession would then proclaim, “Lift up
your heads, O ye gates, and be ye lifted up, ye everlasting doors, and the King of Glory shall come on in.”
First there would be total silence, then, a still voice from within would inquire “And who is the King of
Glory?” The crowd would roar in response, “The Lord of Hosts, He is the King of Glory.” (3) At this
signal, the bolts would slide open, the allegedly vanquished “spirit of evil” character slipping back out into
the crowds—not to slink away in defeat, however, but often to join with his fellows in the ensuing lively
festivities. At this, the bishop and his procession entered the cathedral for the final, more solemn, sacred
consecration ceremony.

Another dramatic pageant took place on Easter Sunday. In some of the guild plays, a dialogue would
take place between the Angel at the tomb and the Three Marys. Later the drama was elaborated upon to
include the guards in armor (Pilate's men) keeping watch by night and day beside the candlelit tomb on
stage. Such scenes would include—a simulated burst of thunder! Then smoke would mark the climactic
moment when Christ was said to rise from the tomb. Some of the guilds were very creative in designing
such dramatic effects in their productions.

Some cathedrals provided an even more dramatic spectacle at Pentecost, a joyful season. A dove was let
down from the high roof above, and as it flew all about the nave, bright flames were meant to represent the
very tongues of fire that descended upon the Apostles.

At Beauvais Cathedral, a dramatic enactment of the “Flight into Egypt” is recorded. A procession,
headed by a young girl with a baby in her arms and seated upon an ass (donkey), entered the cathedral and
advanced towards the altar. Then came a solemn Mass, conventional in every detail—except that the
finales of the Introit, Kyrie, Gloria, and Credo ended not with the usual words, but with mock braying of a
donkey, echoed by the celebrant himself, using what was known as “the prose of the ass.”

At Rouen cathedral, the annual “Feast of the Asses” went even further, indicating the precise places in
the service when the donkey's tail was to be pulled sharply three times—and three times only—so as to
achieve perfect synchronization with the priest's thrice-repeated benediction Dominus vobiscum. (4) The
rather familiar modern-day children's game of “Pin the Tail on the Donkey” is believed by some folklorists
to have derived from this and earlier donkey and ass-related customs from the ancient and medieval
worlds. The creative inclusion of a stone carving of a donkey playing a harp was included on the exterior
of some cathedrals (i.e, Chartres) and churches, such as at St. Pierre d'Alnay in France.



Stone carving of a donkey playing a harp at the Church of St. Pierre d'Aulnay. (Karen Ralls)

The burgeoning growth of medieval towns, the increasing importance of far more travel and business,
the guild movement as a whole, and the spread of education were all factors that tended to create more
frequent exchange of ideas, to retain and/or, foster the re-working, of elements of some folk customs and
traditions into pageantry. Each influenced the other.

Of course, every religion tends to absorb or attempt to supplant certain aspects of past faiths for various
reasons. These might include motives that are downright nefarious. Often, however, adjustments may be
made via a more gradual process of mutual influences back-and-forth, or by a process of unconscious
assimilation. The medieval Church was certainly no exception to any of this regarding its often quite
eclectic festivals, as well as a rather good portion of its music—more so in some areas than others. It all
depended on the regional customs, politics, economic situation, and beliefs, which could vary
considerably. In actuality, it was a complex situation overall, with many influencing factors.

Perhaps our modern perception of the Gothic cathedral as primarily a house of Light (5) should be
broadened to include acknowledgement of the light and inherent wisdom of the often extensive
knowledge, local customs, ancient folklore, and unique traditions of the region in which it flourished.
Many of these colorful festivities drew huge crowds and were enthusiastically anticipated by the populace
as a result of including various elements of earlier customs, songs, or traditions that were important to that
particular region. Some of the most colorful and interesting festivities of Christmas and Yuletide, Twelfth
Night, the feast of Epiphany, the Feast of Fools, and certain saints' day celebrations often incorporated
regional or local elements into their dramas.



Medieval troubadours; ms. source unknown. (Ani Williams)

Medieval storytellers, jesters, and musicians

In medieval Europe, a variety of great storytellers developed their art. Their superb performances were not
intended only for a particular court, an exclusive patron, or a restricted group. The crowds attracted by
medieval festivals provided opportunities for storytellers to share their craft with even larger and more
diverse audiences. Medieval European storytelling reached “right across the whole of society, with the wit
and energy to appeal to an illiterate or semi-literate audience and, at the same time, the subtlety and
complexity to satisfy the aesthetes of aristocratic and royal courts.” (6)

And, as we know, by the end of the Middle Ages, nearly everyone had seen or heard the engaging
stories and music of the minstrels, jongleurs, and troubadours, and were familiar with the figure of the
Fool or “jester.”

The Feast of Fools

Some of the medieval Church's own festivities between Christmas (25 December) and Epiphany (6
January) featured a period of increasingly creative and riotous behavior. The more raucous midwinter
“Feast of Fools” is a good example of this. Then, for a limited time, a series of festivities were held where
the authorities allowed the entire established social order to be reversed. To such a strictly hierarchal,
feudal society, one can only imagine how this day, or period of days, was relished by the congregation!
Large crowds would come to the cathedral to participate. For either one day, or sometimes three or more—
depending on the locale—we see featured a delightfully outrageous range of characters, such as the Abbot
of Unreason, the Prince of Fools, or the now infamous Lord of Misrule. Rules were turned “upside down,”
much as they were for certain festivities in ancient times like the Saturnalia in Rome.

Wood carving of the image of a Fool (Stirling, Scotland)

The Feast of Fools, or of Asses, or of Sub-Deacons, was essentially a celebration of the lower clergy of
cathedral chapters who held only minor orders. At its inception it was an exercise in Christian humility on
the part of the higher clergy, whereby they handed over to the lowest the leadership in religious
ceremonies at the time of the New Year feast. Soon, however, it spread backwards into the holy days



between Christmas and New Year and began to involve burlesques of the same rite. (7)

In view of the rigid social hierarchy of the Middle Ages, and like its Pagan antecedents, the Feast of
Fools could—not surprisingly—become a rather wild affair in some areas during this interlude. Stories of
outrageous revelry within the nave were often reported, rivalling the lurid front-page headlines of any
modern supermarket “tabloid.” Here is one such account:

Priests and clerks may be seen wearing masks and monstrous visages at the hours of office, dancing in
the choir dressed as women, pimps, and minstrels, singing wanton songs and eating black-puddings at the
altar itself, while the celebrant is saying Mass. They play at dice on the altar, cense with stinking smoke
from the soles of old shoes, and run and leap throughout the church.... (8)

From about the year 1200, the Feast of Fools was quite familiar in France, which remained its
stronghold for the rest of the Middle Ages—until its gradual repression in the fifteenth century and its
complete abolition in the sixteenth. From France it rapidly spread into Flanders and into Britain. Each
country had its own unique way of celebrating the Feast. Some were rather staid, others less so.

The Feast of Fools is mainly familiar to us today from the twelfth century. It seems to have been
successively banned and revived depending on who was in power. Even if local churches initially tolerated
the Feast—and its lively, colorful processions featuring a “Bishop of Fools” and other characters—it was
often ceaselessly combated by the “Church Universal,” depending on the region and locals customs of
those performing it. Much of our knowledge of the Feast of Fools comes from the surviving records of the
many attempts to suppress it.



Laughing Fool, Netherlandish (possibly Jacob Cornelisz. van Oostsanen), ca. 1500, oil on panel, Davis
museum. (WMC)



Feast of Fools revelry theme. Here, a hare is portrayed riding a dog, on a 13th century medieval tile
found at the Friary, Derby, England. (WMC)

The Church was irked by the reported excesses of this festival, yet it continued to embrace certain
aspects of the Feast—namely, its theme of humility for the clergy, and especially, its great popularity.
Eventually, however, the Church passed strict regulations to help curb some of its excesses. Restrictions
were passed in the fifteenth century at various Church councils in France: Rouen, 1435; Soissons, 1455;
Sens, 1485; and Paris in 1528. These reforms truncated the usual riotous behavior during certain parts in
the ceremony. In England, too, similar reform were instituted. For example, it was specified that the usual
shouts of “Deposuit” (“put down, put down”)—i.e., the signal for the canons and senior priests to leave
their high stalls so that the lower clergy could then take their places—should now be limited to only “five,
and that not more than three buckets of water be poured over the Fool Preceptor at Vespers!” (9)

Although somewhat effective, not all of these rules were obeyed. The strongest resistance would
occasionally come from the cathedral Chapter committees. For instance, in 1438, the Feast of Fools was
forbidden by the Pragmatic Sanction of Charles VII. But in 1445, when the Bishop of Troyes tried to
enforce the ban, he was defied by the Chapters of several churches. They first consecrated a mock-
archbishop with a burlesque “of the sacred mystery of pontifical consecration” performed in the most
public place in town, and then produced a play which featured Hypocrisy, Pretence, and False Semblance
—clearly recognized by everyone as applying to the bishop in question and the two canons who had
supported his policy.

At other times, it was the laity who resisted further reform of the Feast of Fools. In 1498, it was with the
encouragement of the town authorities that the citizens of Tournai captured some vicars of Notre-Dame
and forcibly baptized one of them as “bishop.” It was only an old custom, they pleaded. Probably no one
would have objected had not the “bishop” distributed robed hoods with ears to some who would rather
have been left out. Those offended souls took their revenge by stirring up the cathedral Chapter to take
action. (10)

Though popular resistance was strong, the zeal of Church reformers against the Feast of Fools was not
without effect. From the end of the fifteenth century onward, it began to die out in much of Europe.

For an understanding of the record of the Feast of Fools in England, we are fortunate to have the
research of the renowned British professor Ronald Hutton and his erudite works, including The Rise and
Fall of Merry England. We learn the festival was never quite as major an event as it was in France (with



the possible exceptions of Beverley and Lincoln). In fact, no records of the Feast of Fools can be found to
occur much later than the fourteenth century.

The very popular tradition of the Boy Bishop in England was first recorded at York in a statue dated
1220. (11) The figure of the “Boy Bishop” seems to have been far more predominant in England than a
“Bishop of Fools,” which was more common on the Continent. The Boy Bishop was the mock king of the
feast of the choir-boys in a festival very similar to that of the Sub-Deacons. In other words, the Boy
Bishop was a child elected by his fellow choir-boys and clad in ornate Episcopal vestments. He was
allowed to officiate to some degree in religious activities during December. His presence is recorded in
late medieval cathedral documents from Wells, Salisbury, York, St. Paul's, Exeter, Lincoln, Lichfield,
Durham, and Hereford.

As Professor Hutton points out, “his activities are most clearly described at Salisbury, where he was
elected by the choir-boys from amongst their number. He first appeared in public after vespers (evensong)
upon 27 December, a day before the feast of the Holy Innocents...” (12) The 27th of December was also
the major feast day of St. John the Evangelist.

The young Boy Bishop led the choristers in procession to the high altar, dressed in full Episcopal robes:

At St. Paul's, the Boy Bishop was chosen by the senior clergy, and was expected to preach a sermon.
Three of these have survived, all clearly written by adults but with a great deal of dry humor at the
expense of authority. At York the “Bairn Bishop” went to visit noble households and monasteries to
collect money for the cathedral. Until the early 15th century, prelates occasionally complained about the
degree of disorder associated with the custom but after then, it seems to have been generally accepted and
well disciplined. Around 1500, the Boy Bishop processions were also observed in some of the major
abbeys which included schools, like Westminster, Bury St. Edmunds and Winchester. (13)

Beltane Mask, a modern artwork in papier maché, by UK artist Rosa Davis.



Boy Bishops would also appear at wealthy collegiate and university churches like Magdalen and All
Souls, Oxford and King's, Cambridge. However, at King's and Magdalen, the “bishop” generally presided
not at Holy Innocents but on the feast of St. Nicholas, the 6th December. Boy Bishops were usually
present in towns or university colleges where there was not also a Lord of Misrule. An exception to this
was the royal court, and the household of the fifth Earl of Northumberland's household in London, which
had both. (14).

The Lord of Misrule was never as popular a figure in England as he was in France, where the tradition
lingered to the end of the fifteenth century. However, when the Lord of Misrule and his cohorts were
suppressed and expelled from the churches and cathedrals in France by the efforts of reforming bishops,
they were heartily welcomed in French towns, law courts, and universities. There, the ecclesiastic Feast of
Fools was succeeded by the secular Societe Joyeuse—associations of young men who adapted the
traditional fool's dress of motley colors, eared hoods, and bells. They organized themselves into
“kingdoms” under the rule of an annually elected monarch known as Prince des Sots, Mere-Folle, Abbe de
Malgouverne, and so on. (15) They celebrated certain traditional customs and these satirical societies
sprang up all over France, flourishing mainly from the end of the 15th to the 17th century.

Fool-societies were also organized in other countries. In Germany, for instance, a secular Feast of Fools
was held on the banks of the Rhine. Here it was the custom to organize at Twelfth Night a complete court
—king, marshal, steward, cupbearer, etc.

In England, the Lords of Misrule or Abbots of Unreason succumbed more easily to the attacks of the
reforming bishops. Rather than being the leader of a permanent group of merry Bohemians pledged to
continuous criticism of contemporary society, the Lord of Misrule was relegated to being either a
temporary court official appointed to provide entertainment for the Christmas holidays, or a leader elected
by young students at the Universities or Inns of Court where he would preside over their rejoicings at
Christmas and Shrovetide.

Yet, kings and noblemen had a “Lorde of Misrule” or a “Master of Merry Disports” to devise
“mummeries” during the Christmas season. And there are references to Lords of Misrule at the Scottish
and English courts, especially during the 15th and 16th centuries. From medieval times until the reign of
Charles I (r. 1625-1649), there are ample records in England of royal fools, jesters, and dwarfs
entertaining their patrons at court and in private homes. (16). When she returned to Scotland with her
retinue in 1561, Mary Queen of Scots had a female jester among the professional Fools in her court. This
“Lady of Misrule” was listed in the historical record as one Nicola la Jardiniere. It is also known that the
Queen awarded her a special jesting outfit—a green dress, trimmed with crimson. (17)

A Lord of Misrule was appointed annually at the court of Henry VII (r. 1485-1509), and probably also
in that of Henry VIII (r. 1509-1547). It seems clear that this character was a descendant of the old
traditional Christmas lord, or King of the Bean. Even today, Mummers' plays greatly add to the local
celebrations of Boxing Day in England and the post-Christmas season. Mummers often provide lively
performances at a series of pubs with record crowds in attendance.

Medieval Fools were not only employed by royal courts and official noble households in many
European countries, but by city corporations, guilds (both secular and sacred), and burghers (members of
the bourgeoisie). The business community hired fools to entertain at various pageants throughout the year.
(18) In England, for instance, “fool's tales” and associated folklore developed around certain places, towns,
or sites in the landscape. (19)

The phenomenon of the “Christmas Prince” flourished in the colleges of Oxford and Cambridge. His
title of Rex Regni Fabarum (King of the Kingdom of Beans) shows his likely connection to this old folk
custom. Like the law clerks of Paris, the members of the Inns of Court in London were accustomed to
celebrate certain festivals like the Twelve Days of Christmas. During this time they organized themselves
as a mock “kingdom” under a Lord of Misrule.

But, as we have noted, all of these later developments of the Lord of Misrule or a Feast of Fools occur
totally outside the context of the Gothic cathedral. While the title “Lord of Misrule” in England has often
been erroneously assumed today to be primarily one relating to the mock-kings of the midwinter
Christmas festivities, this figure was also related to a number of May games and other summer pageants.
Thus, he was not solely a part of the Christmastide pageantry. (20)

The history and origins of the Lord of Misrule character may have been drawn from the lively
Saturnalia festivals of ancient Rome, as some scholars and folklorists maintain. Lucian, in his Saturnalia,
has drawn a vivid picture of the “Liberties of December,” held around the time of the winter solstice—for
a short while, masters and slaves would switch places, laws lost their usual influence and force, and a
mock “king” ruled the world. The same freedom was allowed at the New Year festival of the Kalends.
(The Kalends was the first day of the month in the early Roman lunar calendar, the day of the new moon.
It is the root of our word “calendar.”) At the Kalends of December, people exchanged presents,
masqueraded, played the fool, and ate and drank to their heart's content.

As one might expect, during the early years of the Christian era, the Church did everything it could in
certain locales to stamp out and suppress the celebration of the Kalends. They felt this festival was a form



of “devil worship” that would inevitably lead to one's damnation or lead one further astray. But,
ultimately, their efforts were of no avail. The older rites not only survived, but such periodic festivities
ended up penetrating into the interior of many churches where similar “dramas” and “pageantry” would be
played out in a Christian context in late medieval times. The reversal of sacred and profane, the temporary
relaxation of secular laws, the overturning of ethical concepts for a time were all presided over by a
“Patriarch,” “Pope,” or “Bishop” of Fools.

Finally, the Church decided on a more definitive policy regarding such festivities in many locales. By
assimilating some customs around the theme of the ancient concept of the “Feast of Fools” or similar
event, such lively pageantry ended up becoming a vital part of medieval Christmas festivities and Yuletide
events. In a number of areas, some early chroniclers huffily declared that at times the clergy appeared to
enjoy it as much—or more—than the general populace itself.

Some historians and folklorists believe the development of a specific “Patriarch” or a “Lord of Fools”
figure (in a reworked Christian context) may have originated in Byzantium, the Eastern Christian empire.
Already in the ninth century, the Council of Constantinople strongly condemned what they described as
the “profanity” of courtiers who allegedly paraded a mock patriarch and were said to have “burlesqued the
divine mysteries.” In the twelfth century, the Patriarch Balsamon attempted to suppress the revels in which
the clergy of St. Sophia indulged, especially at Christmas and in early February at Candlemas. So it
appears that a version, or versions, of a “Feast of Fools” took place in both East and West.

Outdoor festivities

The theatrical and dramatic activities held at the medieval cathedrals not only took place inside the
building, but also took place outdoors. Some religious and cultural scholars maintain this was a first step
towards secular theatre. Outdoor liturgical dramas and miracle plays—with their elaborate stage scenery
and simultaneous action in Heaven, Earth, and Hell—often took place against the backdrop of a Gothic
cathedral, the civic focal point for the community. Lasting for hours and sometimes even days on end,
these colorful cycles of theatre and pageantry tended to occur during the summer when the weather was
more favorable.

Paris, for example, held many famous medieval pageants, sponsored by the wealthier guilds, in or near
its major cathedrals. Such pageants became especially popular with the public. In England, many well-
presented, colorful mystery and biblical plays were sponsored by the guilds. These were often performed
in June, for the Corpus Christi festival and on other occasions. (21) The major towns that provided Corpus
Christi plays were Coventry and York.

Those at Coventry were arguably the most famous and were often visited by royalty. The city's crafts
guilds spent lavishly on costumes, musicians, and equipment for these important events for all. The
performances were true plays, long and elaborate (probably no more than ten in number), so that only the
richest guilds could afford to stage them single-handedly. Only two of these plays have survived the
ravages of time.



Medieval Noah's Ark guild pageant. (The Brydon Collection)

At York, fifty-two plays were held, each briefer than those at Coventry. This series covered between
them the whole of Christian cosmic history from Creation to Doomsday—quite a feat! They were
performed on large wheeled wagons—a heavy expenditure for the professional guilds to make and
maintain. But maintain them they did, as it allowed them to move their stage plays around according to the
cycle of the season's productions. While the texts for most of these plays have survived, it is not known
exactly how they were produced, although more scholarly research is now being done in these
interdisciplinary areas. Not all cathedral towns would stage a Corpus Christi play. London and Exeter, for
instance, preferred to stage plays at the Midsummer Watch rather than Corpus Christi.

MusicC IN THE CATHEDRAL

A Gothic cathedral would also serve as a concert hall for the community, a place where music was heard,
performed, and enjoyed. Images of monks singing gloriously resonant meditative Gregorian chants tend to
come to mind today. Yet in the High Middle Ages, instrumental music would also be allowed on some
occasions. Some of the most joyous uses of music took place in the setting of a Gothic cathedral. The
Feast of Fools, in particular, was an occasion for the combination of medieval drama, minstrels and
troubadours, and pageantry. We find numerous images of musicians in the design and stone and wood
carvings at many cathedrals. (22)

Readers may be surprised to learn that the organ was not a major instrument in a medieval cathedral's
music program. In fact, some cathedrals did not even bother to obtain an organ until later on; it was
certainly not seen at the time as the central or primary musical instrument for a cathedral or a church, like
it often is today. We will come back to the organ later in this chapter.

However, the study of music was absolutely central in medieval times, as it was one of the four liberal
arts that formed the Quadrivium, the medieval curriculum. This is in contrast to our era, where music is
usually considered an “extracurricular” or as a merely “elective” activity or only for entertainment, as
opposed to more practical course matter. In cathedral schools, especially, practical instruction in music



was seen as paramount. The Church's plainsong and other liturgical applications were widespread.
Theoretical work on the mathematical basis of music—ultimately harking back to Pythagorean philosophy
and other perennial wisdom streams from more ancient times—was an important part of the medieval

curriculum.

LEFT: Harp player stone carving, Beverley Minster, England (Dr. Gordon Strachan)

RIGHT: Violin player carving at Beverley Minster, England (Dr. Gordon Strachan)
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Roman mosaic depicting Orpheus, wearing a Phrygian cap and surrounded by the beasts enchanted by
the music of his lyre. He is the archetypal musician, said to have charmed all of Nature and the

Heavens with his tunes. (WMC)

The controversy surrounding the introduction of musical harmony



The medieval period saw the development of one of the most important changes in all of Western music
history—one which has strongly affected us today—the development of harmony. Simply put,
“polyphony” was music that was not monosyllabic, i.e., like a Gregorian chant. Instead, it was more
complex with many harmonies interwoven in at the same time, much like hearing a single “chord” rather
than merely a single note or tone. For centuries, the mainstream policy of the Church was a clear
preference for monosyllabic chanting. The introduction of “polyphonic” music called forth the expression
of fierce opinions on either side of the musical and ideological divide.

Traveling troubadours used polyphonic music—introducing the joyous (and “suspect”) major third
interval—which assisted in spreading these colorful, new sounds all over Europe. Suddenly, for many,
music was not only heard as a “single” note, as it now had many more layers, resulting in a totally new
multi-dimensional sound experience to the ear. However, this was not something many in the Church felt
was at all proper for solemn religious services. Monosyllabic chants were seen as far more appropriate,
both musically and spiritually. As we will see, the introduction of polyphonic vocal music changed the
music scene from the simple, pure melodic lines of Gregorian chant. The embracing of full harmonic
choirs and sounds was a “revolution” for its time.

A fierce “showdown” over polyphony and harmony: “a chorus of sirens”?

Harmonic music was believed to degrade what churchmen felt to be the purity of the monosyllabic sound
of the simple Gregorian chant. It was also felt to corrupt the old Church modes then in use. Polyphony was
viewed as highly suspect, “too pagan,” inviting the influx of musical influences and tastes from other areas
and cultures, and far too reminiscent of the ancient world. It was too much change from the usual austere,
singular sounds of chants that people were used to. Its more complex harmonic sounds were believed by
some to have a highly “corruptive” effect on the listener, risking further danger to one's soul.

In the twelfth century, John of Salisbury likened such harmonic singing to a “chorus of sirens.” Pope
John XXII, in a bull issued at Avignon in 1324/5, sought to ban almost all polyphony, complaining that the
modest plainchant was being obscured by many voices and sounds. Harmony was thought to be, or to
invite, “sensuous” and “dangerous” influences—something to be avoided by the devout, especially in a
monastic setting. Polyphony was described as “sinful,” music that could lead believers astray, risking
eternal damnation. But these medieval “puritans” were not alone. Many before them—including the
famous Church father Clement of Alexandria (2nd—3rd century)—had a definite preference for plainchant
only, and did not relish being exposed to polyphony. Clement especially wanted to ban chromatic music
“with its colorful harmonies ...” (23) commenting in one treatise that, “..we shall choose temperate
harmonies... austere and temperate songs protect against wild drunkenness; therefore we shall leave
chromatic harmonies to immoderate revels and to the music of courtesans.” (24)

As we can see, in the eyes of polyphony's detractors, there were serious religious, moral, and ethical
issues involved with such sounds. Their fierce arguments over musical stylistic choices warned against
dangers that could affect the very fate of one's soul. The stakes were high. The longtime controversy over
harmonic music came to a head in the Middle Ages, presenting the church with a serious dilemma. After
all, some of the best musicians in medieval times were within the Church, highly educated and gifted
musicians in their own right. Not all of them were as fearful of the “new” polyphony as others. Some,
particularly those who played a psaltery and the vocalists, risked much—even excommunication—if they
were caught privately experimenting with harmonic sounds. Whenever they could, however, they worked
in secret.

Despite the storms of disapproval of polyphony, its powerful detractors were unable to stem the tide of
this musical innovation. So harmony and polyphony became more widely incorporated. From the twelfth
century onward, more elaborate forms of music caught on and evolved. In the fourteenth century, the first
integrated polyphonic setting of the Mass took place—a medieval “music milestone.”

The “major third” interval

In about the twelfth century, a three-note chord, the triad, was established—the “1-3-5” pattern familiar to
musicians today. The three notes of a triad are known as the root, third and fifth. For example, on a piano,
these notes could be middle C, E, and G, with the third interval (in this case, E) midway between the root
and the fifth. The triad chord was to become the basis of Western harmony based on the natural harmonic
series—building on the premise that in nature itself, a single note sets up a harmony of its own. The
introduction of the major third interval as part of this triad completely changed the emotional ambience of
the church modes then in use.

In 1322, Pope John XXII was so angered by the corrupting sound of the major third that he issued a
decree to forbid its use. He felt it secularized the ecclesiastical modes, making it difficult to distinguish
between them. (25) As we know, the major third interval was later heavily used in troubadour songs, and
is generally thought to be a “joyful” sound to the human ear. Worldwide, ethnomusicologists note that, on
the whole, it seems to make people feel “happy.” The major third and the 1-3-5 triad are still used in many



popular songs. But with the introduction of accidentals—flats, naturals and sharps—to correct an inherent
flaw in the natural harmonic series, there came far-reaching implications.

“Diabolis in musica”—the devil's interval

As is well-known in music theory, the interval of the diminished fifth (or augmented fourth) sounds
“incomplete” and “unresolved” to the human ear. One specific interval, the diminished fifth, was greatly
feared and shunned, its rather discordant sound believed to be dissonant and imperfect. Even the ancient
Greeks acknowledged this interval's negative effect on the human ear. In medieval times, the diminished
fifth (augmented fourth) was believed to be “of the devil,” corrupting and highly dangerous, thus dubbed
diabolis in musica—the devil's interval.

In the Middle Ages, the first accidental, B-flat, was introduced to help correct what was believed to be
the “demonizing effect” of the diminished fifth interval. Many musicologists believe that our tonal system
is largely the product of Western Europe's reaction to the inherent “flaw” in the natural harmonic series,
and the key-system now in use was partly designed to correct it. As a result, the old Church modes were
altered, with the Greek Lydian mode becoming what is now called the key of F-major. This change, too,
greatly angered many traditional churchmen at the time. The introduction of the B-flat rather than the usual
b-natural completely distorted the natural church mode in their view.

Indeed, the hierarchy of the medieval Church was very well aware of the ancients' beliefs about the
power and effects of certain sounds and musical instruments. These educated men had read the ancient
Greek philosophers and were familiar with their writings on musical theory. In ancient Greece, certain
music—such as that played on the cithara, a stringed instrument similar to a lyre—“was often guarded
with religious scruple, and it was punishable by death to change the tuning or the number of strings...” (26)
Ancient philosophers highly valued music in spiritual education, and held the belief that a nation which
respects music, “and makes the laws of harmony the foundation of all its laws, measures, and philosophy,
will be in accord with things as they are in the cosmos.” (27) Plato, for example, wrote in the Republic
401d, “For the soul: Education in music is ‘most sovereign.’” (28)

Others philosophers had similar views, and over time, it became a question of “what type” of music was
believed to have a “positive” effects on the soul, and what may be deemed “negative.” Music was
recognized as a dangerous art by Plato, Tolstoy, and some of the Church Fathers, all of whom wished at
various times to control, limit and confine the uses of certain music. (29)

Musical instruments in church: highly suspect and later forbidden

In the early Christian era, musical instruments were the focus of yet another fierce struggle. As with
Gothic design and the “new” harmonic musical style of polyphony, another issue came to the fore for the
Church: whether it was proper or appropriate for musical instruments to be played inside a cathedral or
church setting. This was heatedly debated.



Medieval Musician from the Luttrell Psalter.

The general feeling was that Christian churches should not host or sponsor so-called “pagan”
instruments—especially the flute and the harp—which were often predominant in the ancient Greek
festivals, feast days, and in many of their spiritual and other activities. One of the premier instruments of
ancient Greece, the lyre-like cithara, was specifically singled out for blame by none other than the learned
St. Augustine (354—430 CE). In his second discourse on Psalm 32:33, (Enarratio II in Ps. 32,5), Augustine
asks the pointed question: “Has not the institution of those vigils in Christ's name caused the citharas to be
banished from this place?” Obviously, the implication was that the cithara was not an instrument deemed
appropriate for a religious service in “Christ's name.”

“...if he learns to play the guitar, he shall also be taught to confess it...”

Other musical instruments, in addition to the dreaded flute, harp, and cithara, were also banned in
medieval churches, as dangerous “distractions” for the devout or pious. This even included the organ.
Ironically, today we think of the organ as a conservative, iconic Church instrument. It may even
sometimes seem a little dreary or solemn to some people. But it was initially feared in medieval times due
to its bringing in harmonic sounds. As we have seen, harmonic vocal music, and especially any
instrumental accompaniments, were believed to be further debasing the “purity” of the old Church modes.
New perspectives were not necessarily welcome.

The overall popularity of the use of the organ in church music is definitely a modern-day preference.
Today, most churches use an organ as their primary instrument for religious services. Although the organ
was present in some medieval cathedrals and displayed in some of their stone carvings, its use was not
widespread early on, nor once instituted, was it cherished by all. One famous Abbot, Aelred of Rievaulx,
fervently complained, “Why, I pray you, this dreadful blowing which recalls the noise of thunder rather
than the sweetness of the human voice?” There is not a single reference to an organ in use at Notre-Dame
cathedral in Paris until as late as the fourteenth century—and even then, it was a much smaller instrument



than most church organs in use today.

Singing itself was already highly “suspect” in many areas, especially when accompanied by “pagan”
musical instruments. Such instruments still enjoyed great popularity with many Europeans, but the Church
shunned them. “A cappella,” is an Italian phrase which literally means “in the manner of the church.”
Today, it designates singing unaccompanied by musical instruments. As early as the fifth century, the
Church's offical attitude toward music was made clear:

Singing of itself is not to be considered as fit only for the unclean, but rather singing to the
accompaniment of soulless instruments and dancing... Therefore the use of such instruments with singing
in church music must be shunned... Simple singing alone remains... If a lector learns to play the guitar, he
shall also be taught to confess it. If he does not return to it, he shall suffer his penance for seven weeks. If
he keeps at it, he shall be excommunicated and put out of the church. (30)

Obviously, such views, even from early on in the Church's history, demonstrate a definite concern by
the hierarchy to protect ecclesiastical singing from every kind of instrumental music. Even in the earlier
centuries of the church's history, the playing of certain musical instruments inside a church was often a
highly contentious issue. By the High Middle Ages, as we know, the troubadours in particular began to use
and promote the major third interval and experiment with other creative musical styles, at times risking
their lives in the process; such creativity came at a price, however, for they, too, eventually became targets
—i.e, musical “heretics”—of the Inquisition, especially in the Languedoc.

In my earlier work, entitled Medieval Mysteries, there is a chapter on the history of the medieval
troubadours in the High Middle Ages period, including information about how they, too, were eventually
targeted by the Inquisition:

The Knights Templar, Cathars, Sufis and similar groups liaised with troubadours, contributing to the
overall flowering of the troubadour movement at its peak. Yet, in time, the culture, language and music of
the troubadours were wiped out by a combination of the Inquisition and the Bubonic Plague. By the 14th
century, in Toulouse, the mere possession of a troubadour manuscript was enough to land one before the
terrible tribunals of the Inquisition. Of the Occitan troubadours, only a few hundred sparse melodic
frames have survived...Europe lost a great treasure when the last troubadour died in 1292. He was
Guiraud Riquier of Narbonne (1254-92). But by the time he reached maturity, the art was already failing.
The Inquisition targeted the trouabadours and worked feverishly to suppress them... (31)

Even in modern times, debate still goes on in certain locales whether to allow the use of different
instruments within a cathedral or church, and, if so, at what times, and under what circumstances
—*“echoes” of the various debates in the medieval era and earlier centuries about music.

There is little doubt that vocal music predominated in medieval Gothic cathedral services and activities.
Despite a widespread rejection of certain music by puritanical clerics, the late Middle Ages is known for a
triumphant flowering of its vocal music. As we've discussed, there were the popular feast days at which
lively, raucous, bawdy songs were sung by all, as medieval music ranged at those times from the seriously
solemn to the wildly festive.

Sacred music is deeply associated with spiritual and religious experience. In more recent eras, the
German poet Goethe and others have referred to the concept of architecture as “frozen music.” In other
words, they associate the use of sacred space with sound. (In the traditional Hermetic Qabalah, sound is
associated with Spirit.) Thus, in the Renaissance, “they often proportioned rooms according to musical
chords so that when you were walking into a building, you were really walking into, as they called it, a
piece of frozen music. So there was a harmony with universal structures, and then also with human
structures,” comments modern American architect Anthony Lawlor. (32)



LEFT: Organetto instrument, as portrayed on the stone carving at Beverley Minster, England (Dr
Gordon Strachan)

RIGHT: Organ-like instrument, similar to a medieval hurdy gurdy, portrayed in a stone carving at
Beverley Minster, England (Dr Gordon Strachan)

In western Europe, musicologists note that we can largely thank the late medieval era for the polyphony
and harmony we hear in our favorite music today, popular and otherwise. And, of course, we should also
still pay tribute today for the courageous efforts of the medieval troubadours and other musicians for
daring to introduce new styles and traditions, often against great, even life-threatening, odds.

In spite of numerous efforts to suppress it, polyphony and beautiful harmonies nevertheless survived—
both within the Church and without—and in both vocal music as well as instrumental. The exquisite Notre
Dame cathedral plays a key role here in music history, for it is a fact that “the music composed for the
liturgy at the new cathedral of Notre-Dame became the first international repertory of harmonized music.
It spread throughout Europe and served as the foundation and inspiration for the next century's
developments, from which a clear line can be traced to the more familiar music, popular and classical
alike, whose harmonic nature everyone takes for granted.” (33)

Thus, despite the reluctance of the Church to adapt, music too, became a key part of the experience of a
Gothic cathedral. Medieval cathedral visitors and pilgrims would see the colorful influx of light from the
bright stained glass windows; appreciate the architectural unity of the cathedral building and grounds; and
hear the inspiring music of the choir, sometimes accompanied by musical instruments. This sensory
environment resulted in what many today find to be a beautiful and aesthetic way to spend a day when in a
major European city.

In contrast to the Romanesque Abbey—often located in a deliberately isolated and remote location—the
centrally located Gothic cathedral was the main focal point of a medieval town. It was an expression of a
newly emerging civic consciousness—a result of the rapid growth of medieval towns—providing a focus
of artistic and intellectual life in addition to religious services. The cathedral schools, typified by Chartres,
were one of the foundations out of which universities would later grow.

The buildings themselves provided the focus for the display of an often high level of artistic skill and
accomplished sophisticated craftsmanship. Such artistic, scientific, and engineering advances helped to
celebrate the knowledge, philosophy of beauty, and aesthetic experience at the peak of the great “age of
the cathedral.”

One of the most important crafts in the development of Gothic architecture was stonemasonry, to which
we will now turn. Who were these gifted stonemasons?



CHAPTER 3

MEDIEVAL STONEMASONS AND GUILDS:
The Making of a Cathedral

People from all over the world marvel at the beauty of Gothic cathedrals,
intrigued by their intricate carvings, stained glass windows, wood and
stone sculptures, and well-designed gardens and grounds. This was true in
the High Middle Ages as well. We recall how Abbot Suger initially
described his own reaction to the new Gothic design at Saint-Denis. He
was so overcome by the effect of the shimmering influx of light, he felt as
though he were being transported upward into the celestial heavens, the
“Heavenly Jerusalem.” (1) People were amazed at how the new Gothic
style began and then mushroomed so quickly, and many were awed by
the stunning spires and pointed arches. It was a joyous thrill for the
community to attend the festive “grand opening” celebrations. The high
nave is, even today, described by visitors as “transporting,” altering the
consciousness of those in the building, as is its crypt or undercroft, each
in its own unique way.

Yet, today we often forget what it actually took to design, implement,
and create such extraordinary buildings. The Gothic cathedrals were built
from and designed with many types of stone from a variety of quarries,
and they display fascinating and intricate carvings.

Who were the medieval stonemasons—those highly skilled and
dedicated guild craftsmen who left us evidence of their great skill and
vision? Where did they learn and perfect their craft? What is the
difference between an “apprentice,” a “journeyman,” and a “Master
Mason”? What was meant by a skilled merchant “craftsman” or
“craftswoman,” and what did they do?



London Guildhall Engraving by E. Shirt after a drawing by Prattent
c. 1805

How did the various guilds do their painstaking work day in and day
out? Historical accounts say they often worked late in the night to meet a
tight deadline—working by candlelight on very high scaffolding, risking
their lives—prompting many today to ask, how did they create these large
f}othic cathedrals, those that we can still visit today, hundreds of years
ater?

What were the “medieval guilds”?

A medieval guild (or “gild”) was an association of craftsmen or
merchants formed for mutual aid and protection, and to further
professional interests. Major examples are the craft guilds, merchant trade
guilds, and various local parish guilds, e.g., those associated with
cathedrals and local churches, and who helped put on the guild plays. (2)
The medieval commercial guilds were of two main types: the merchant
guilds and the craft guilds. Merchant guilds were associations of nearly
all the merchants in a particular town or city—whether they were local or
long-distance traders, wholesale or retail sellers—similar to a Chamber of
Commerce or city business association today. (3) By the thirteenth
century, western European merchant guilds were officially recognized by
many town governments, and in the larger towns, a Guildhall would often
be built by the merchants' guilds where their meetings and other events
would take place. (4) The merchant guilds became intimately involved in
regulating and protecting their members' interests, both in long-distance



trade and local business. As they eventually controlled the distribution
and sale of food, cloth, and other staple goods, they often formed
powerful monopolies. (5)

An Italian 15th century lady painter with her assistant mixing the
colors. Unknown origin.
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Dyeing in a large cauldron, Flemish, mid 15th century. Unknown

origin.



The medieval craft guilds were associations of all the artisans and
craftsmen in a particular branch of industry or commerce. For example,
there were guilds of weavers, bookbinders, stonemasons and architects in
the building trade, painters, metal-workers (the “Hammermen”), bakers,
dyers, embroiderers, leatherworkers, and so on.

Although its roots were in earlier times, the medieval craft guild
system became much more widespread in the eleventh century as towns
and cities started to develop. Thus, many of our medieval building
records begin at this time. (6) One of the earlier guild statutes comes from
Chartres, which not only had its extraordinary cathedral, but was also an
important medieval market town. We find that the oldest surviving
documentary evidence of a guild in Chartres is, “a charter that Count
Tribaut IV issued to the innkeepers in 1147 before he departed on the
Second Crusade.” (7)

A guild craftsman was a very skilled person in his specialized area of
expertise. Most skilled crafts artisans in medieval guilds were men,
although girls and women were certainly involved in highly skilled crafts,
too, such as intricate embroidery, the making of tapestries, and weaving.
However, opportunities for boys and men were more numerous in the
Middle Ages regarding apprenticeships and training. (8)

The skilled craftsmen in a medieval town usually consisted of a
number of family workshops in the same neighborhood. The powerful
masters of these workshops related to each other as fellow experts in their
chosen fields. They would train young people, often sharing apprentices
between them. These crafts masters would agree to regulate competition
among themselves, promoting their own as well as the entire town's
prosperity. (9) The craft guild members would agree on basic policies
governing their trade, such as setting quality standards, and so on. From
local beginnings, the early craft guilds of the Middle Ages gradually
developed into larger, more sophisticated networks and associations. (10)
In fact, some towns became renowned far and wide for producing
particularly high quality work in their crafts workshops.

Members of the craft guilds were divided into three distinct categories:
those of Master, Journeyman and Apprentice. The master was a highly
accomplished craftsman who took on his apprentices very selectively.
These were generally teenagers who were provided food, clothing,
shelter, and an education by the master, in exchange for working as an
apprentice. Their apprenticeship was generally set for a fixed term of
service that could last anywhere from five to nine years. After this, an
apprentice could become a journeyman, one who was allowed to work for
one or another master and was paid with wages for his labor.

Stonemasons had their own set of regulations which were rarely
written down. The training of medieval stonemasons was conducted



orally. They were a highly secretive brotherhood, especially in France,
and did not participate in the general trade guild system nearly as much as
the other guilds did. Stonemasons were subject to heavy penalties for
violating the secrets of the craft with which they had been entrusted. We
must remember that errors in construction of a building could be fatal for
both workers and the public. Unlike the consequences of a tailor missing
a stitch, for example, a stonemason craftsman was working with truly
dangerous information. The Master Mason, understandably, was
responsible for those apprentices he had so carefully tested and trained, in
addition to being concerned about keeping the guild's monopoly on
certain types of trade secrets and information.

In one now-famous case from 1099, “the Bishop of Utrecht was
murdered by a Master Mason whose son he had persuaded to reveal the
secret of laying out the foundation of a church.” (11) It was not until the
mid-fourteenth century that the first surviving guild records of mason's
regulations can be found. These important documents come from York,
England in 1352. In the later fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, more
ordinances appeared, which codified and controlled the stonemason's
trade. (12) Scotland, too, has evidence of early building records. The
Bannatyne Club archives in Edinburgh include a record of a 1387
builders' contract of work to be done at St. Giles Church in Edinburgh by
three stone masons, “... 1387 Edinburgh, St. Giles' Church: Three masons
undertake to build five chapels in the south aisle, with vaults [based] on
the design of the vault of St. Stephen's Chapel, Holyrood...” (13)

The 1475 Edinburgh Seal of Cause clearly illustrates that the masons
and wrights of Edinburgh were using the Aisle of St. John in the Church
of St. Giles [now “St. Giles cathedral”] to conduct a daily service in
honor of St. John, and were also bound to carry out certain
responsibilities for the maintenance and repair of the altar. (14) Masonic
and other scholars continue to research their Order's history and its
relationship to the stonemasons guilds; we await further information and
discoveries from them.

There are three famous documents that have frequently been cited as
sources for medieval building practices: 1) the mid-twelfth century
account by Abbot Suger of Saint-Denis of the new choir of his abbey
church; 2) the year 1200 account by Gervase, a monk of Canterbury; and
3) the thirteenth century Portfolio of Villard de Honnecourt, which
consists of a set of drawings, plans and designs including buildings,
moldings, and construction machinery. (15) Some of these drawings were
called templates, and have survived the ravages of time. (16)

Once a journeyman could provide direct proof of his technical and
artistic skills to the Master by showing his “masterpiece”—an especially
demanding final exam—he might then be given permission to rise higher



in the guild and finally become a Master Mason himself. (17) Then he
could he set up his own workshop and hire and train promising
apprentices. The path to becoming a Master was an arduous one, as
Masters in any particular medieval craft guild tended to be a highly select
inner circle, who possessed not only technical competence, but also proof
of their wealth and social position. Masters guarded their trade secrets,
special techniques, and initiation rites very closely.

Apprentices would flock to be trained by certain masters, hoping to be
fortunate enough to be chosen for a place in a specific apprenticeship
program. But many apprenticeships were hereditary, and masters might
only accept two or three apprentices a year, so it was a highly selective
process. It is difficult to overstate the importance of these guilds in trade
and commerce prior to the industrial revolution. As history has shown, in
many areas in the Middle Ages, they literally were the economy. (18) The
medieval building trades have been credited with the introduction of
inventions, processes, and aesthetic ideas, especially during the first
decades of the twelfth century. (19)

A 19th century Scottish Hammerman, a skilled metalworker,
presenting his journeyman's Green Man “masterpiece,” presented
for his final exam. (The Brydon Collection)

In England and in certain other areas of the British Isles, the guilds had
grown mighty in power, wealth, and influence. But once the challenges
and changing political and religious climate of the Reformation came to a



head in the 16th century, they largely began to decline. In Scotland, the
operative stonemasons lodges gradually became non-operative, as they
did in other places. In other words, from a trade association of working
stonemasons (operative), such lodges are believed to have evolved into
civic and philosophical organizations of non-stonemasons (speculative).
This is said to have been the historical root of Freemasonry.

But while there were many different types of medieval guilds—the
brewers, smiths, dyers, shipbuilders, carpenters, metalworkers, vintners,
weavers and so on—the stonemasons' guilds are of specific interest to us
here because of their role in the designing and building the Gothic
cathedrals. So what were they like?

On a cathedral building site: A day in the life of a medieval
stonemason

The stonemason's guild consisted of a variety of skilled craftsmen. These
specialized, highly-trained men would undergo years of difficult,
demanding education on the job, and would then travel widely from site
to site to gain experience and additional specialist expertise as money
became available to build other cathedrals. (20) The stonemasons were
the focal point of the cathedral building site. But they worked as part of a
larger network of other crafts guilds, with whom they usually got on with
fairly well. Building a cathedral was by necessity a joint enterprise with
deadlines, and therefore called for diplomatic cooperation between
various groups and people.

The mason's lodge, the hut attached to the building site where the
stonemasons did their indoor work, stored their tools and ate their lunch,
(21) was the hub of every cathedral building project. The lodge had to be
large enough for each skilled mason to have a place at the “banker,” the
specific place where the more intricately molded stones were cut. The
stonecutters—less skilled workers—were responsible for carefully cutting
large blocks of stone. There were the stone “setters,” who are frequently
referred to in the medieval sources yet often forgotten today; they were
“engaged more in the placing of the stones in position rather than in the
shaping of them. It is from these men, the “Setters,” that masonic aprons
and gloves are derived...” (22) And then, of course, there were the most
highly skilled and best compensated stone craftsmen of all—the
stonemasons—who could intricately sculpt and ornately carve the stones
and statues. Tools were sharpened at the forge.

Attached to the on-site mason's lodge, or close by, was the tracing
house where the designs were drawn. At Wells Cathedral today, we can
still see the original designs on the floor of the tracing house—one of the
few that remain from medieval times. (23) Wells and Salisbury were built
during what is called the Early English Period (1150-1270), the first of



the three main subdivisions of the Gothic period in England. It was
followed by Decorated (1270-1370) and Perpendicular (1370-1650). (24)

Despite their extraordinary achievements and great expertise, the actual
day-to-day life of a medieval stonemason would include rather mundane
matters—like haggling over money, complaining about working
conditions, or sharing the latest gossip about those who visited the site on
a daily basis—especially the clergy! Most medieval building sites did not
provide on-site housing for the stonemasons, but some did. At Exeter, the
masons lived at the edge of the site; they were housed near the tracing
house and the carpenter's store. At Strasbourg, they even had a paid cook.
Such arrangements varied greatly, depending on the circumstances at
each location.

The stonemasons usually brought their own food, except on the feast
days when it was provided for them. Sometimes masons fought certain
restrictions imposed on them, such as in the contentious situation in Siena
in 1337. Here, masons won a thirty-year battle to be given wine from the
cathedral vineyards on the grounds. Efficient to the core, they cleverly
argued that they were forced to waste too much time queuing in the city's
taverns when they could have been working!

While we have around eight official public holidays a year today, back
in the High Middle Ages, the Church had many more feast days that
everyone was expected to honor. (25) In fact, a medieval stonemason
might have up to sixty feast days off a year. However, but not all of these
were paid holidays! The rest of the time, they would have to work very
hard: starting early and working late each day to meet various urgent
building deadlines.

Stonemasons were regularly given work clothes. At the Westminster
site, they were given hoods, gloves, boots for wet weather, straw hats for
the summer, and a robe. The Master Mason got a special furred, ermine
robe, a mark of his high status. Building was arduous work and seasonal.
Outdoor work stopped from around Michaelmas (29 September) until
Easter, or in years of warmer weather, from All Saints (1 November) until
the Purification of the Virgin (2 February). During the long, dark winter
months, masons worked indoors, designing and cutting the stone, tasks
which required great attention and concentration.

They made careful use of geometry as they focused on certain designs.
The Ad quadratum, was based mainly on interlocking squares and vesica
piscis designs; the Ad Triangulum was primarily based on hexagrams and
interlocking triangles, and a third style was based on either pentagrams or
decagrams. The intricate complexity of the great Gothic building projects
andf their carvings, statues, and windows showcase the dedication of these
craftsmen.



A fair day's wage for a fair day's work: conditions of
stonemasons' employment

The Master Mason worked to his own contract of employment and
conditions. A skilled journeymen was paid when he did a particular task,
or he received a daily wage paid weekly (less in winter, and with no pay
for feast days). It is difficult to determine a medieval mason's pay for an
apprentice in modern-day terms. Individual stonemasons were paid
according to their skills. They learned their trade “on site,” and in stages.
However, records from medieval England reveal that a skilled
journeyman earned about 4 pence a day, before the catastrophic Black
Death (1349-51). After that, the rate increased to about 6 pence because
of the incredible shortage of skilled labor. (26)

Various categories of mason existed: the two main categories were
roughmasons (unskilled stonecutters) and freemasons (skilled
stonemasons and stone carvers). But a huge project, like Westminster,
would also employ hewers, layers, wallers, marblers, and image-makers,
in addition to stonemasons—and all at a different rates of pay. Many
contracts were especially concerned with sickness and old age, with
careful pension arrangements. (27)

The highly renowned architect, the medieval French Master Mason
William of Sens, was asked to direct the work on a number of Gothic
cathedrals—including Canterbury in England. Competition between
cathedrals for him to direct their building process was very high. At the
time, Gothic architecture was still very experimental. The Master Mason
and his team frequently tried new arrangements and measurements to
improve or perfect overall structural stability, especially because of the
problem of the high nave in Gothic designs. At Canterbury, Master Sens
was five years into the project, when he suffered the unfortunate fate of
many a medieval mason—the high scaffolding gave way, he fell, and was
very badly injured. (28) Yet, resilient as ever, he still managed to direct
the building of the cathedral from his bed, before he had to return to
France.

Although it was fortunately rare, there were times a cathedral-in-
progress would collapse during the building process, as a result of trying
to build “too high” without enough structural support. We witness how, in
1107, Winchester Cathedral's tower collapsed; and at Gloucester Abbey,
built in 1100, the southern tower of the west front fell over in 1170. (29)
Perhaps the most famous cathedral structural failure occurred at Beauvais
cathedral. (30) Here the high vault itself dramatically collapsed in 1284.
(31)

The tremendous heights attempted by the architects could also put the
foundation at risk of collapse. The situation at Salisbury in England is a
case in point. As Robert Scott informs us in The Gothic Enterprise:



because the water table in Salisbury was extremely close to the surface,
the foundation trench could be excavated:

only to a depth of perhaps four feet. The trench was filled with flint
gravel and chunks of chalk mixed with straw. (Retired Clerk of the
Works Roy Spring reminds us that the gravel and chalk pieces had to
be flat rather than round, or else the foundation would act like a bed of
ball bearings!) The foundation stones laid at the ceremony of
dedication in April 1220 were placed on this bed. The entire
foundation was then built up above ground level to a height of twenty
or twenty-five feet. Once it was finished, construction on the rest of the
building could proceed. (32)

The Master Mason: the most powerful man on site

Unlike most building sites today, in the High Middle Ages the
relationship between the patron and Master Mason of a cathedral was
quite close on an everyday level—very “hands on.” There are many
examples of a patron being shown around the building site by the Master
Mason himself. As the chief architect of the entire project, he was in an
excellent position to answer questions and display progress. Although
royalty are sometimes recorded making empty gestures—such as Edward
I wheeling a barrow, or Louis IX carrying stone in the Holy Land—the
patron's actions were not always merely symbolic. The patron would
often interact with and question the stonemasons directly.

In the High Middle Ages, the multi-skilled Master Mason necessarily
had to act as contractor, engineer, and designer, combining all the jobs
into one, as well as acting as a diplomat between the Church, the patrons,
guilds, and the craftsmen. (33) The situation is quite different today,
where work is far more specialized in one sphere.

A professional layman, the Master Mason rose from the ranks of the
skilled journeymen. Even after he was promoted, he never became
detached from his roots. “The separation of art of design from the
knowledge of how to build is a post-medieval development, and it is
crucial to the understanding of how medieval buildings were designed
and constructed to realize that the whole process was rooted in the
practical tradition of the masons' craft.” (34)

On a medieval cathedral building site, no one was immune no matter
what his level. If there was a shortage of skilled labor, the Master Mason
was expected to contribute his efforts no matter how demeaning. He was,
after all, in possession of the highest level of practical skill. The work of
the Gothic cathedral was meant to “glorify God” rather than the egos of
individual builders. Thus, the Master Mason did not expect to “act
independently of either the administration or the professional
requirements of his fellow craftsmen.” (35) He was expected to “pitch



in,” whether it be a huge cathedral or a simple baptismal font carving. He
was part of a team whose goal was precision and accuracy. Everyone was
expected to assist for the good of the whole project.

The medieval “architect”: a different concept than ours today

Today, we have more than a few “myth-conceptions” about a medieval
building site, what stonemasons did, and especially, who medieval
architects were. Modern culture has an often highly inaccurate idea of
who these medieval geniuses really were, especially when compared to
our current idea of an “architect”:

.... medieval buildings were the work of monks, inspired amateurs
driven by faith, or, that so sophisticated a building as a Gothic
cathedral could not have been designed by an anonymous, uneducated
stonemason, but must have been the work of the scholarly clerical
patrons. Such confusions arise from the modern idea of an architect—
promulgated from the 15th century Renaissance—as a scholar-
designer, who draws up his design according to accepted principles
and theories... By contrast, the medieval architect, or master mason,
was a very different being; he got his hands dirty. It was not in a studio
that he was trained in design, but on the building site. The word
“architect” was rarely used in the Middle Ages, the usual terms,
lathomus or caementarius, indicating his association with quarries and
the stone industry. In the eyes of the Church (a prominent building
patron) the one true architect was God Himself, the architect of the
universe, and mere men had to define themselves in other terms. (36)

The Master Mason was the architect; he reigned supreme. But while
they were generally connected to one cathedral building site, sometimes
the Master Mason would be responsible for two, or even three, major
building projects at once. This could certainly strain his energies and
availability. Occasionally, construction problems would arise that needed
his problem-solving skills. If he were at another job site, conflicts might
break out over questions about “where is the Master?” Over time, it
became the practice to write into his contract that he would receive extra
pay for staying on site to answer important questions, or, that he must
remain on site to keep his job. (37)




This statue of Archimedes at Union Square Station in Washington,
D.C., depicts the Ancient Greek mathematician as a Master Mason
holding Compasses and Gavel. It is the work of renowned sculptor
and designer Louis Saint-Gaudens, 1908. (James Wasserman)

Eventually, this problem was solved by creating trained assistants to be



his deputies—a logical enough solution, but this wasn't always trouble-
free. For example, on several occasions in 1511, the desperate authorities
at Troyes Cathedral dispatched messengers to Beauvais with spare horses
to “fetch” their Master Mason, one Martin Chambiges, who was refusing
to attend to his duties! Some deputies were literally as stretched to the
limit as the Master Masons themselves were. Building a major cathedral
Evas céll long, difficult, arduous and expensive undertaking, often taking
ecades.

Stonemason's guilds operated outside the normal medieval craft
structure

Stonemasons were often considered “a world apart” from the normal
medieval craft guild system. Medieval craftsmen, especially those in the
cities, developed their own merchant trade guilds that regulated work and
arranged the training of apprentices. But the stonemasons—both owing to
the complex nature of their work and the fact that building patronage was
largely provided by individuals or independent institutions—could not
participate as easily in the general guild system. So their guild tended to
operate on its own. The earliest masons' guilds date from the fourteenth
century in larger cities like London.

It was only in Italy and the German empire that the city authorities
themselves largely controlled or had input into important building plans
or projects and the stonemasons who worked on them. They functioned
like a city council today, issuing specific building permits, regulations,
and so forth. By the sixteenth century in Germany, the government
control of building in cities was formally organized. There was often a
municipal architect. He was a member of the town council that was in
charge of building projects.

In England and France, the patrons were mainly the Church, the king,
and wealthy individuals—not city officials. Thus, the relationship
between the patron of a cathedral and the Master Mason could be quite
close and both men were entirely focused on the site.



Medieval guild draftsman at work.

The special tools of a Master Mason were the set square and dividers
or compasses, which he would personally carry with him at all times.
They were considered to be “sacrosanct” instruments. The square is often
referred to in both speculative and operative Masonry. When a Master
Mason died, he would often leave his tools to his favored apprentice.
Some believe that our modern-day expression “tools of the trade” likely
came from the stonemasons' guilds of medieval times.

Once trained, the skilled journeyman practiced his craft for several
demanding years at different sites, often far from home. The most
talented stonemasons were in great demand, often going from one major
cathedral building site to another. For example, one study done in France,
published in the Revue de I'Art Chretien, shows that some of the most
gifted sculptors who worked on the Portail Royal at Saint-Denis then
went directly on to Chartres in 1145. (38) Stonemasons did not move
about in strictly organized groups, although there is some evidence of
great loyalty to a particular Master. At Troyes in 1392-3, for example,
when Henry de Bruisselles left the cathedral site, he took many of his
masons with him.

The journeyman period in a stonemason's life was been labeled the
Wanderjahr by German scholars—the “wandering year,” where he would
learn new skills on various building sites, like a young person's “gap
year” in some countries today. To what extent the “wandering year(s)”



were formally constituted seems debatable. However, it is certain that a
journeyman mason could not become a Master Mason without at least
several years of major building experience, often up to a period of seven
years. For this, of course, he had to travel quite extensively.

The Compagnons and the “Tour de France”

In medieval France, there was a system with its own unique structure, as
we learn from French expert Francois Icher in his informative work The
Artisans & Guilds of France. (39) According to the Book of Crafts, there
was a branch of the stonemasons called Stonecutters (Les Tailleurs de
Pierre), whose statutes indicate they were under the authority of the
overseers of the king of France. Their apprenticeships lasted seven years.

However, there were also highly skilled medieval artisans in France,
skilled journeymen craftsmen (“compagnons”) who belonged to
independent guilds. Thus are the journeymen of the Tour de France,
known as the “companions.” These organizations first made their official
appearance in the late Middle Ages and were a major force in the building
the great Gothic cathedrals. (Many of these same skilled journeymen's
organizations still exist in France to this day—stonemasons, plasterers,
glass and metalworkers, woodcarvers, weavers, blacksmiths, and so on.)
These first journeymen confraternities of the Tour de France were
initially relatively clandestine organizations. Defying first the trade
guilds, who were ruled by royalty, then the medieval French Church, they
had no difficulty attracting young men eager for professional and social
advancement.

Let us understand the difference between the general trade guild
journeymen and the journeymen of the Tour de France. The trade guild
journeyman was a worker who, throughout his life, would stay in the
service of the same master craftsman. He might never obtain the status of
master with his own workshop. The journeyman of the compagnonnage
of the Tour de France was a craftsman who was seeking his independence
in the face of the conservatism of the trade guilds. In his view, he was
offered no hope of improving his lot, unless he was the son or son-in-law
of a master. In the eyes of many young men at the time, the guild system
had gradually become “too elistist,” a dead end for many. So, not
surprisingly, the more entrepreneurial souls became discontented and
founded their own clandestine organizations. (40) The precise word for
them, compagnonnage (“Companions”) was not used until the nineteenth
century. Many in France feel that it may be more historically accurate to
use the term devoir (duty or business) when referring to these early
journeymens' associations, yet both terms are used today.






Masons at work in the tenth century, from Albert Mackey,
Illustrated History of Freemasonry.

It is intriguing that the devoirs claim three legendary founders:
Solomon, Master Jacques, and Father Soubise. They are allegorical
figures that play a prominent part in the texts and stories associated with
the compagnonnage. (41) The building of the Temple of Solomon in
Jerusalem is the allegorical basis of many of the legends and rituals
associated with the compagnonnage.

The three divisions, or devoirs, of early journeymen, relate to these
three legendary founders—the devoir of liberte, whose members, even
today, are called the “children of Solomon”; the Saint-Devoir de Dieu
(“sacred duty to God”), to whom Master Jacques is especially important;
and the most esteemed figure of the carpenters, Father Soubise. All three
divisions had a role in building cathedrals. But the question has always
been, which of the three was primarily responsible for building the Gothic
cathedrals? Even modern-day compagnons debate these points.

Of the three, it is the view of some French guild experts as well as
esoteric researchers, that the Children of Solomon, in particular, may
have played a major role in the building of Chartres, a number of the
Gothic Notre Dames, and possibly, those at Reims and Amiens. Why?
Because the “Children of Master Jacques” in their earliest days seem to
have lived mainly in Aquitaine—at least until they became more
clandestine, due to the historical circumstances. Their churches are only
come across, with rare exceptions, in the south of France, and their
churches are decorated with a cross of Celtic appearance, i.e., enclosed in
a circle. The “Children of Father Soubise,” many of whom were
Benedictines in earlier times, seem to have been dedicated primarily to
the Romanesque churches. (42) The signs or marks of the builders of the
Romanesque style differ widely from those of Gothic, even when their
work is contemporary.

Many believe that there may have been a specialist subgroup or guild
of Gothic builders of some type, yet records are elusive. But some believe
that these may have been the “Children of Solomon.” They were known
to be experts in geometry and had early connections to the Cistercian
monks who were most associated with Gothic buildings. “The craft has
adopted several patron saints, notably Blaise, Peter, Roch, Thomas, and
Reinhold... The great Germanic lodges venerate the ‘four crowned ones,’
who likewise figure in the symbolism of French journeyman stonecutters.
The etrangers stonecutters, children of Solomon known as loups, are
reputedly the oldest of all journeymen, for which reason they always
appear at the top of the journeyman hierarchy,” according to Francois
Icher. (43) The “Children of Solomon” are of interest to many; however,
the main question is how to interpret their role in building Gothic



cathedrals, and this is where the major differences lie. It seems that the
stonecutters within the Children of Solomon were believed to have had
their own unique traditions of some type. (44)

Yet there is still debate about the finer points about all of this today
among the compagnons themselves—Ilet alone amongst various groups of
Freemasons worldwide. We do not know for certain which groups were
responsible for what aspects of building the cathedrals in early and
medieval France. While they agree on certain points, at other times
compagnons vehemently disagree. What is known for sure is that all three
groups included highly skilled, gifted craftsmen. Architectural and art
historians also continue to appreciate their superb craftsmanship,
meticulous attention to detail, and dedication in the process.

Rosslyn Chapel. A simple depiction of what some believe to be an
example of a late medieval mark showing the numeral “4,” a visual
motif often seen in other medieval building sites in Europe.

Mason's Marks

Many types of marks were used in central and northern Europe as a
means of indicating ownership of property, a type of medieval “ID”
system. Early on, certain types of marks were carved in stone, stamped on
timber, or branded on cattle. They were rather commonplace and served a
practical purpose in medieval trade. Other marks were used for varying
purposes. These appear as various letters, monograms, insignia, sigils,
and so forth.

One recurrent motif described as a “mason's mark” in medieval



buildings, sacred and secular, in several European countries is a character
that resembles the numeral 4, the ancient sigil of Hermes, the deity of
design and mathematics. The Greek Hermes is later the Roman Mercury,
god of communications, trading, business dealings, and so on.
Interestingly, as some Sufis have pointed out, this same symbol has
always been important to some of their builders guilds, too.

A modern-day builder mason's bench mark on Rose Street,
Edinburgh, Scotland. (Karen Ralls)



An Edinburgh Hammerman, a highly skilled metalworker, in his
ritual costume. 1555. (The Brydon Collection)

Defining the different types of mason's marks is complex, and a subject
that a number of experts around the world are still researching in-depth
today. The French scholar Jean Gimpel informs us that, in general, there
were five types of mason's marks that can be distinguished:

1) The “Pieceworker's Mark,” where a stonecutter would be
paid by the piece. To ensure that he got proper credit and
payment for his completed work, he had to put his special
“‘mark” on the stone to verify it after it passed inspection.

2) The “Positioning Marks,” which were generally made up of
small engraved squares, crosses, or arrows. These would
indicate the direction the stones were to be placed.

3) The “Mark of Provenance,” that enabled different quarries
to be differentiated (and/or paid). Quarry marks also helped
the masons to arrange the stones at the building site
according to where they came from.

4) “The Master's Mark” was given to the sculptor or
stonecutter by his peers. It was nontransferable and valid for
the duration of the stonecutter's life, akin to one's own unique



passport or social security number today.

5) The “Sign of Honor,” which was given to a companion
stonecutter who had done truly outstanding work. It would
often be transformed into a prestigious crest and became a
genuine coat of arms incised on some stones. (45)

Some medieval mason's marks were quite ordinary, like crosses or
circles, or letters such as an “A” and a “T.” But others are magnificent,
very intricate, forming fine abstract designs. The mason's marks used in
Chartres are not particularly outstanding in this regard, but as one
stonemason expert on Chartres comments, “I have seen a wolf at Tours,
and in Southwell a hooded man and a superb fish, and a fine set of
variations on the letter A at Durham.” (46) The situation varied
depending on one's guild and location.
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Various examples of alleged builder and mason's marks found in
Scottish churches, i.e, Melrose, Dunkeld, Rosslyn Chapel, and
Glasgow cathedral. (The Brydon Collection)

“While the services of lay-masons were necessary to some of the initial
construction and later repair of monasteries, builders, especially specialist



sculptors, were often brought in from outside, as the numerous masons
marks around many Cistercian monasteries demonstrate.” (47) Sculpting
the stone was the work of the medieval freemason, a highly skilled man
who had graduated from stone-cutting and who met and worked with his
fellows in “lodges.” (48)

Overall, there are many types of medieval mason's marks in Gothic
cathedrals. Experts acknowledge that not all of them have yet been
catalogued. This is also the case for those symbols carved in many other
medieval buildings, streets, or on various objects, as some of the
examples here illustrate:

In addition to stonemasons, burghers, untitled nobility, and members of
other craft guilds had their own special marks. The smith or carpenter
would also “sign” his completed work with his own unique mark.
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A variety of enigmatic marks over several centuries can still be
viewed at Royston Cave, Hertfordshire, England. Royston was also
a place where some of the arrested English Templars were taken for
a time in 1308, while awaiting transfer and imprisonment elsewhere.
(Simon Brighton)



St. Catherine with her eight-sided wheel, at Royston Cave,
Hertfordshire, England. (Simon Brighton)

In many western European countries, earlier guild traditions continue



to live on. In York, England, for example, there is an interesting modern-
day Quilt Museum and Gallery, one of the few of its kind, at the York
Medieval Guildhall. Its collection is certainly worth a visit for anyone
traveling to the city of York who enjoys quilting and other related crafts.

The cathedral builders and the guilds of medieval times perfected their
craft the best they could, perhaps because, in their view and that of their
guilds, they were ultimately performing a spiritual task. When building a
cathedral or similar building, they were working with complex
measurements, geometric forms, and designs in service to a greater
purpose. At each location, masons were aware of the land and its mythic
substratum at the site of a particular cathedral. They were thus leaving
their enduring “mark” in more ways than one.

A view of the modern-day Quilt Museum and Gallery, one of the
few of its kind, at the York Medieval Guildhall, York, England.
(Quilt Museum and Gallery, York Medieval Guildhall)

Each of these buildings and their intricate stone carvings and features
might be viewed by some as a “labor of Love that lasts forever.” They are
a gift for anyone, spiritually inclined or not, from anywhere in the world.
They are here for us today, many centuries later, to experience and enjoy.
Fine craftsmanship—in any field—is still very much worth celebrating.



CHAPTER 4

East MEETS WEST:
“Solomon, I Have Surpassed You”

The myths and realities of sacred architecture and the building crafts, stonemasonry, and guilds, have a powerful
connection in the East as well as in Europe. It is to this theme that we will now turn, recalling a statement by Abbot
Suger of Saint-Denis. Credited with spearheading the fledging Gothic movement in medieval France, the Abbot was
known to have once famously proclaimed, “Solomon, I have surpassed you.”

The countries and regions comprising the Holy Land and beyond to India, China, and other distant lands have a
long, active history and were important in late medieval times as well. The spice trade networks flourished between
East and West. Art, cultural, literary and religious exchanges were continuous. The medieval period also witnesssed a
huge increase in religious and secular pilgrimage to the Holy Land and countries further afield. And, of course, the
end of the eleventh century saw the opening of the Crusades period, a two hundred year military campaign that
forever changed both Eastern and Western cultures.

One of the most commonly-asked questions today is whether the medieval Order of the Temple, the Knights
Templar, built the Gothic cathedrals. If not, what role, if any, did they play in the Gothic movement? The
military/monastic Orders were part of a complex tapestry with many strands, during one of the most powerful periods
in European history—the High Middle Ages. Let us now examine this issue.

The Order of the Temple

In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, the Cistercian monastic Order became connected with the Knights Templar
through their powerful Abbot, Bernard of Clairvaux. He was a highly influential and persuasive figure who was
instrumental in assisting the fledging Templar Order obtain the necessary papal approval at the Council of Troyes in
1128/9. Bernard, a fervent devotee of the Virgin Mary, intriguingly wrote that God was “length, width, height and
depth.” (1)

The period of the Templar Order (1119-1312) was roughly contemporary with the building of many of the major
Gothic cathedrals. There is no direct evidence proving that the Order of the Temple had a direct role in actually
building any of the Gothic cathedrals. But details about how some of the cathedrals were financed remain elusive due
to the scarcity of surviving documents in many areas. Most records that have survived show a pattern of wealthy
noble patrons and royal supporters making donations to various cathedral building projects, thus enabling the work to
be completed.

Although some have suggested that the wealthy Templar Order may have assisted with the financing of the Gothic
cathedrals—certainly a plausible possibility—there has been no surviving historical documentation to confirm this as
of this writing. However, one must factor in the relative scarcity of Templar accounting documents that managed to
survive the nearly complete destruction of the Order in the first and second decades of the fourteenth century.

Although Bernard of Clairvaux and the Cistercians, as well as the Cluniac Order, were heavily involved in
supporting what can only be described as an extraordinary boom in the new Gothic architectural style concurrent with
the Templar era, it does not mean that the Templars themselves built the Gothic cathedrals. As a number of historians
have pointed out, they would have been far too busy building their own much-needed fortresses, castles, chapels, and
other buildings in Europe and the Holy Land, let alone handling the logistics and finances of a 200-year life and death
campaign against the Saracens.

On the other hand, a number of the medieval guilds who built the cathedrals invariably had interactions with the
major religious Orders of the day, the Templars included. The primary guild involved in building the Gothic
cathedrals, of course, was that of the medieval stonemasons, who taught much of their tradition orally, as we have
seen. The Templar Order did have its own mason brothers, as section 325 of their Rule confirms. Although the
Templar masons were members of the Order, it is important to note they were not considered to be full Knights. The
actual number of full knights within the Templar Order was approximately ten to fifteen percent. (2) Like the majority
of Templars, the mason brothers were highly valued as talented, skilled associates. (3) For instance, we learn from the
Templar Rule that the mason brothers were the only Templars allowed to wear leather gloves, except for the
chaplains. As members of the Order, they were bound to the Templar Rule and their oaths. Templar mason brothers
were not the same as members of the medieval stonemasons guilds.

Unfortunately, the key part of the central Templar archive is believed to have been destroyed by the Turks in 1571,
if not earlier, on the island of Cyprus. There are thus few surviving Templar records and no specific cathedral building
expenditure records regarding the Templars. Some historians remain hopeful that more documents may be found in
the future to clarify this and many other issues relating to Templar financial affairs—including their possible
contributions to building projects such as Gothic cathedrals.

St. Bernard and Abbot Suger—medieval rivals, medieval friends

In his younger years, the devout-but-austere St. Bernard was known to strongly resist much of what Abbot Suger was
doing at St-Denis. Bernard decried what he felt to be the ostentatious, even gaudy, decorations of many of the Cluny
Order's buildings. The two men are often portrayed as great rivals. However, this rather limited view may need to be
questioned, as it appears to be largely based on a few letters that Bernard wrote. The two churchmen were, perhaps, in
the final analysis, more alike than different. As especially dedicated fellow Christians at the time of the Crusades,



when push came to shove, although they disagreed on the details, they undoubtedly felt united in wanting to build the
greatest “Temples to God” in all of western Europe.

They sought to rival or even surpass the famous Eastern church—the Hagia Sophia of Constantinople (now
Istanbul). Everyone at the time continually raved about the Hagia Sophia and its extraordinary beauty, form, and
aesthetic sense. No wonder that Abbot Suger was so interested in this building and its design, and that he wanted to
surpass it—to show that the West could produce something equally exquisite. Bernard of Clairvaux also studied and
wrote about the Hagia Sophia, as did other philosophers and theologians at that time in Paris.

Saint Reynard.-..

St. Bernard, a man with a unique vision, was one of the most powerful European figures of the 12th century. (The
Life and Teaching of St. Bernard, Andrew J. Luddy)

Yes, there were the usual petty rivalries between Bernard and Suger, just like there have been in many religious
Orders, churches, spiritual organizations, or universities from time immemorial. Yet, as the highly-regarded Courtauld
Institute scholar Dr. Lindy Grant states in her authoritative book on Abbot Suger, “Given the widely art-historical
view that Suger's new shrine-choir is in effect a riposte to the aesthetic strictures of St. Bernard, it is interesting to
note that Bernard himself was present at the consecration of the new choir of St-Denis on 11th June 1144.” (4)

Far from being bitter rivals of a lifetime, there seems to have been a genuine bond between Suger and Bernard—
especially during their later years. As Abbot Suger lay dying, an elderly Bernard wrote to him, attempting to rally his
spirit, sending him a small, special handkerchief as a token of support. In medieval times, this was an important
symbolic gesture, and, in this case, one sincerely made. The letter Suger wrote in reply to Bernard is also quite telling
about their overall relationship as colleagues, challenging the usual assumption of their perennial antagonism. The
dying Abbot, indeed, was said to have clung tightly to Bernard's handkerchief at his end. (5)

Clearly, the two leading churchmen respected each other, and, to a degree, worked together, on occasion, as
religious and political colleagues. They certainly both knew the French Master of the Knights Templar. Some believe
they may have even planned the financing and/or building of certain cathedrals, together with clergymen from the
various other churches and monastic orders. There was something of an interlocking network of Christian-based
organizations, across both Western and Eastern territories. So although it is assumed that the Order of the Temple
itself did not build the cathedrals, it was inevitably a part of a larger network of “fellow religious organizations.” Even
as major building projects are almost always highly cooperative efforts today, it was no different in the late Middle
Ages. Practically put, a major building project simply could not be done without vital cooperation on various levels
between diverse parties. The question is, if this occurred, to what degree?



Abbot Suger, in addition to his architectural vision, he was one of the foremost historians of his day. (Portraits des
grands hommes, femmes illustres, et sujets memorables de France, 1787-92)

In addition, it is highly doubtful and rather obvious that any one organization could never have done it all. So great
was the overall expense, time, required knowledge, needed manpower over many territories and countries, that
significant energies were needed for construction of cathedrals. It involved interactions between royal, religious,
guild, and civic bodies and authorities, as well as the general populace. As the community, guilds, stonemasons,
patrons, and others could participate in the long-term task of building, the construction of a cathedral could well be
described as “For builders are we all”’—a variation on the famous phrase in the English medieval poem Piers the
Plowman, “For pilgrims are we all.”

“Solomon, I have surpassed you”: a possible Eastern connection?

The glories of the Hagia Sophia and the city of Constantinople, the capital of the Byzantine empire, had spread far
and wide by the twelfth century. It is not surprising that some medieval European religious leaders would have a
growing curiosity about that sophisticated culture and seek greater interaction with it. In fact, there were many
stimulating connections between East and West, among various secular, spiritual, and religious networks. These
included commercial dealings involving trade in such valuable commodities as incenses, spices, and teas, as well as in
art objects and religious-related artifacts.

In the fourth century, the Roman Empire had been divided between Rome and Byzantium (modern Istanbul). This
ancient city was renamed Constantinople and served as the capital of the Eastern Roman Empire. Medieval Eastern
culture was one of the most sophisticated and advanced of the era. On the whole, Westerners today are not taught
much about the Eastern Orthodox Church, nor about The Great Schism of 1054—when the Western Roman Catholic
Church finally split with the Eastern Byzantine Orthodox Church over several longstanding issues and doctrinal
disputes. Christianity was, and remains, divided into the Orthodox and Roman churches. During the Crusades,
Western and Eastern Christians interacted with each other—sometimes as diplomatic and military allies, at other
times as fierce enemies.

We must consider the seventh century Byzantine style of architecture as a possible source of inspiration for the
later Gothic style. Its pointed arches occur in the early twelfth century in southwest France in building described as
“Byzantine Romanesque”—a likely influence on the Gothic style.

New designs and interpretations of geometry and number may have been a combination of Byzantine and Islamic
influences. The wealthy Byzantine culture was influenced by its many contacts with the architecture and civilization
of the Middle East—in particular Syria. Both cultures played a part in the development of western Europe via the
Crusades. Western exposure to Byzantine civilization and the Middle East through the Crusades—and the Moorish
conquest of Spain in the eighth century—deeply influenced Europe. Experts are still examining these historical
patterns. Contact between cultures was bound to influence the people involved.

Some maintain that the great palace of the Byzantine emperors in Istanbul has pointed arches in the substructures
of the so-called “paved way.” Experts believe these may be dated to as early as the sixth century. Other Byzantine
buildings with pointed arches included the Seyh Sulyman Camii. Professor of Byzantine Architectural History Robert
Ousterhout adds that, “although slightly pointed arches had appeared already in the sixth century, at Qasr Ibn Wardan



[western Syria] ... and in the eighth-century reconstruction of the Hagia Sophia in Constantinople, they were not used
in the later periods.” (6) Eastern Christians had long contact with Islamic builders and designers.

Pointed arches appear in the narthex of the St. John Studion monastery in Istanbul, and have been dated to the
seventh century. The British Museum architectural expert Professor Keith Creswell commented some years ago that
there were already slightly pointed arches on several buildings in western Syria as early as the eighth century. (7) It is
likely then that this trend was a stylistic influence on Abbot Suger, who sought to surpass the Byzantines. The twelfth
century competition between East and West helped fan the flames of enthusiasm for the ambitious Gothic design.

Various Patriarchs of the Crusader kingdom of Jerusalem married Byzantine princesses. For example, when Hugh
de Payns and his nine Templar knights made their official emergence in 1118, the Patriarch Warmund of Picquigny
was married to a Byzantine princess. There was also a great deal of interaction between the Christian crusaders,
including military religious orders like the Knights Templar, the Saracens (Muslims) and other Eastern contacts in the
Holy Land, such as the Sufis. This contact extended and increased during the two centuries of the Crusades. Jacques
de Molay, the last Templar Grand Master, for instance, had his own Saracen scribe. It is believed by a number of
architectural historians that Islamic architects assisted in the design of the famous medieval Templar “Castle Atlit”
(dubbed “Castle Pilgrim”), the most advanced Crusader fortress in the Holy Land and a well-known medieval
pilgrimage destination. Even today, interested visitors to London make it a point to visit All Hallows Church by the
Tower, whose “14th century undercroft chapel High Altar has below it altar stones brought back to England from the
Templars' famous Castle Pilgrim at Atlit in the Holy Land. During the Fifth Crusade, the Templars built this
extraordinary fortress; it was named in honor of the many pilgrims who helped the Templars build this stronghold.”

(8) See chapter 9 for more on this.

LEFT: The ancient “Walled Obelisk,” that was at the Hippodrome at Constantinople. (Gryffindor, WMC)

RIGHT: The now-famous “Serpents column” that used to be located at the center of the Hippodrome. Originally it
had three heads. It came from Delphi in Greece; one of its three surviving heads is in an Istanbul museum today.
(Gryffindor, WMC)

We also know that some of the house and holding “marks,” similar to mason's marks, were derived from Byzantine
monograms and sigils. The glories of Constantinople were known far and wide. For some, there were lingering
memories of its even more ancient past. These included the remnants of what is now dubbed the “serpent column”
which had originally come from Delphi, and the “walled obelisk” of the Hippodrome, a circus that was the
entertainment, social events, and sporting center of Constantinople in ages past. Today, it is a square named
Sultanahmet Meydani (Sultan Ahmet Square).
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Constantine offering the Hagia Sophia to the Virgin Mary. (Myrabella, WMC)

The Hagia Sophia

The Hagia Sophia is now a museum. It remains a modern treasure of architectural history. So what is this famous
cathedral and who built it? Its name means “Holy Wisdom.” It was the major center of Eastern Orthodox Christianity.
The first church on this ancient site was built by Constantine the Great in the fourth century, but it was burned down
during the Nika riots of 532 CE. (9) The modern building assumed its final form in 537 CE under the Emperor
Justinian I. Built on a rectangular base and topped with an enormous dome thirty-two meters across, it would have
towered above the city, visible even to ships far out at sea.

An 11th century Outremer generic crusader's pendant cross found in the east. (Eran Bauer)



Along with Rome, Jerusalem, Antioch, and Alexandria, Constantinople was one of the five major cities of
importance in the medieval Christian world. Each of their bishops carried the title of “Patriarch.” Constantinople was
regarded as enjoying the special protection of the Virgin Mary. It was an important destination for pilgrims traveling
through the area on their way to visit the Church of the Holy Sepulcher in Jerusalem. And it housed many important
relics until its destruction by Latin Christians in 1204 during the Fourth Crusade. Such relics included two sections of
the True Cross; the Mandylion of Edessa (an image of the face of Christ imprinted on a cloth); a tunic Christ was said
to have worn at the time of his passion; the Crown of Thorns; the Lance which pierced his side; a small phial that
contained some of his blood; a part of the robe of the Virgin Mary; and the head of St. John the Baptist—in short,
quite an assortment!

The Hagia Sophia was built in honor of the glory of the Temple of Solomon. The Hagia Sophia building and its
famed exquisite mosaics and decorated interior were so incredibly beautiful and ornate that the emperor Justinian was
also reputed to have said “Solomon, I have surpassed you!”—as if in anticipation of Abbot Suger's boast centuries
later.

The Temple of Solomon was also seen as the epitome of divine proportion, believed to be a key to the true wisdom
of Solomon—number, geometry, and measure. A key component of this concept was the cosmic cube.

The “celestial Jerusalem” as a cosmic cube

As theological experts acknowledge, the shape of the New Jerusalem as described in the New Testament is a perfect
cube. For John says in The Book of Revelation, “The city lies foursquare ... its length and breadth and height are
equal.” (Rev. 21:16) Many scholars and translators have puzzled over exactly what may have been meant by this
allegorical geometric concept. Some, but not all, have offered a possible explanation: the cube and its associated
geometric and numerical philosophy may have been rooted in Pythagorean philosophy. (10)

A mid-thirteenth century (1250) generic crusader's pendant cross. (Eran Bauer)

Pythagoras was one of the greatest philosophers in the ancient world. Traditionally, he has often been considered as
a “founding father” of Western philosophy and science. His contributions to mathematics are familiar to every school
child. Perhaps less known are his contributions to music, medicine, and health. Some maintain that Pythagoras may
have been espousing elements of a far more ancient philosophy and cosmology involving number and geometry than
was originally supposed; others disagree. He traveled widely through the ancient world of the sixth century BCE,
including Egypt. Some conjecture he was initiated into its wisdom tradition.
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Grail image from a mosaic in the east, portraying the geometric motif of the Vesica Piscis. (Simon Brighton)

The most famous and influential disciple of Pythagoras was Plato, whose works were read by many of the early
church fathers. In the Timaeus, Plato links the four elements out of which the ancients believed the world to be made
to four regular geometric solids. These were the tetrahedron, (fire), the octahedron (air) the icosahedraon (water) and
the cube (earth). Plato stated that it was only these four regular solids that are used in practical cosmology. The cube
later came to represent the entire cosmos, as well as the earth, because the other three solids were geometrically
constructed within the cube. Some believe that the cosmology that Plato got from Pythagoras can be found in temples,
ziggurats and pyramids of the ancient world.




Grail and Sacred Geometry: the Grail as symbolic of the cubic Jerusalem.

From the Christian viewpoint, the ancient idea of a “cubic universe” was alluded to in Revelation. It is also an
important symbolic construct in the important mystical Jewish document called Sefer Yetzirah or The Book of
Creation during the third century CE. This book describes the cosmos as an expanding cube like the celestial
Jerusalem. A later variation on this, as some point out, would be Kepler's model of the solar system, which also
clearly shows it in cubic form.

So is it any wonder that by the High Middle Ages period, St. Bernard would refer to God in a geometric sense, or
that Abbot Suger would especially value a building like the Hagia Sophia? The idea of the New Jerusalem as a cubic
component of God's universe, however allegorical, would not have been new to them nor escaped their notice. Both
men were simply building on philosophies gleaned from more ancient traditions and concepts that had made their way
and been re-worked into Christianity.

Although it is unknown exactly who the stonemasons were that built the Gothic cathedrals, they appear to have had
access to knowledge of earlier traditions of some type, and especially valued geometry. Pythagorean principles of
geometry and number are self-evident. These principles were also valued and studied in the medieval period by the
School of Chartres, the philosophers and theologians of medieval Paris, and others.

The medieval stonemasons and architects of the Gothic style left us an important legacy—written in the language
of symbolism. Certainly, not all wisdom and knowledge comes from libraries, dusty old archives, books, manuscripts,
or museums. Visual imagery, symbolism, and the higher use of the mind and imagination are at least equally
important, if not more so, in terms of their direct impact on the deeper levels of the psyche. Even W.B. Yeats noted
that “There is another world, but it is in this one.”

No matter where the initial inspiration came from for the Gothic style, the idea was that when a medieval town had
its own cathedral, one did not have to go as far away as Jerusalem, Rome or Santiago, for instance, for a religious
experience. The cathedral itself, they believed, was an allegorical symbol of the celestial Jerusalem—*“right in your
own back yard.” At this particular time in Western history, cathedrals were envisioned both as a beacon of hope for a
community and as a symbol radiating a town's power.

East-West exchanges: Islamic and other Eastern interactions

The effects on medieval western Europe of the influx of Arabic knowledge were nothing short of extraordinary. The
Islamic theory of architecture rests on the belief that the pointed arch may have come to the West from mosques or
other buildings in the East, as discussed. The evidence for this idea initially came primarily from the work of
Professor K. A. C. Creswell, the great architectural historian of the Middle East. He noticed that the arches in early
Muslim architecture were not as pointed as they became in later centuries. (11) The notebook of the early thirteenth
century Master Mason, Villard de Honnecourt, discussed previously, shows a compass drawing of pointed arches.
Many have asked why or from where, he may have obtained such a concept.

Proponents of the theory of Islamic influence on European architecture postulate that this knowledge most likely
came back via the Crusaders and/or other medieval travelers after the conquest of Jerusalem in 1099. Many have
asked: did the Crusaders really have Islamic or Sufi contacts? And if so, with what specific groups?

The Inquisition directly accused the medieval Knights Templar of “colluding with the enemy,” a key charge against
them. The Nizari Isma'ilis, a religio-political Islamic sect dating from the 11th—13th centuries, also known as the
“Assassins,” were a major force in medieval Middle Eastern and Asian history. The Templars (and other Crusaders)
not only fought them in battles, but on occasion, simply had to have diplomatic dealings with each other. At times,
these negotiations included paying tribute. (12) The point is that there were many more interactions of various types
between the Crusaders and the Saracens during the long years of the Crusades period than we may have previously
realized. Could, for example, captured Muslim architects and skilled craftsmen from foreign territories have joined
the Templars as lay mason-brothers, or entered another religious Order, as some suggest? (13) This is an interesting
question and helps us understand why the lack of surviving written records is so frustrating to medieval historians,
architecture experts, and art historians.

Scholars of Islamic art and architecture often point out that Muslim building craftsmen generally traveled less
frequently than their European counterparts, largely because of the nature of the political and economic systems of the
Muslim world. Arab rulers:

monopolized the building trades, their sheer importance as employers having a decisive impact on them. They were
the sponsors of most of the religious, military, and commercial buildings, and they alone carried out all infrastructural
and military projects. This centralization of the building trades discouraged migration of craftsmen on a large scale...
unlike their European counterparts, medieval Arab craftsmen did not manage to form autonomous corporations or
guilds to speak for their own professional interests. The rulers could summon or dispatch craftsmen, and in times of
war, they deported them as booty. Large-scale migrations of craftsmen occurred only in periods of catastrophe, as in
the case of the Mongol invasions or the Spanish Reconquista. (14)

Medieval architectural historian John Harvey believes the Islamic pointed arches were probably originally seen by
the Crusaders as they marched through western Syria in 1097 on their way to the Holy Land. As the Turks advanced
west, they built new mosques at Diyarkbakir and other sites where Harvey believes “the crusaders would have seen
good examples of various types of pointed arches.” (15)

The victorious Crusaders who remained on in Jerusalem lived in close quarters with the Jewish and Muslim
communities (at least those whom they had not killed!). They would have had to get to know the leaders of those
communities in order to effectively maintain law and order. The most famous Sufi teacher of the day, al-Ghazali, had
come to Jerusalem after resigning his professorship in Islamic law in Baghdad. No doubt they would have heard of, or
come across, him as well. The Europeans would certainly have been shown around the Temple Mount and learned



that it was the site of the ancient Temple of Solomon; later the Temple of Herod, where, it was said, Christ and the
Apostles had preached; and now the third most sacred site in Islam after Mecca and Medina.

They must have marveled at the unique architecture of the Dome of the Rock and at the other magnificent building
on the Temple Mount, the al-Agsa mosque. The medieval Templars later built the three central bays in the front of the
al-Agsa mosque—a fact confirmed by Jewish architects as well. The West Portal of Chartes Cathedral, begun in 1145,
also uses the “one fifth” arches found in the al-Agsa mosque. This certainly does not imply that the Templars were
behind the building of the Gothic cathedrals in Europe. But it does show that, as often happens in the course of war,
over the years important exchanges of some type occurred in the twelfth century between various crusaders and
certain Muslim and other Eastern-based groups; in this case, this cultural exchange possibly included some
information about Islamic architectural features and geometric principles.

Some of the Western castles in the Holy Land, or their ruins, exhibit designs and structures that continue to impress
professional architects. In medieval times, too, visitors to the area remarked about what they saw on the buildings in
and around Jerusalem, often with great wonder. The German monk Theoderic, having made a pilgrimage to
Jerusalem, commented in 1174:

On the other side of the palace [i.e., the al-Agsa Mosque], the Templars have built a new house whose height, length
and breadth, and all its cellars and refectories, staircase and roof, are far beyond the custom of this land. Indeed its
roof is so high that, if I were to mention how high it is, those who listen would hardly believe me. (16)

The three central bays built by the Knights Templar at the entrance to the al-Agsa mosque, Jerusalem. (James
Wasserman)

Sadly, the building to which he referred was destroyed by the Muslims in the 1950s during their renovations of the
Temple Mount. Theodoric's expression strikes the modern reader as astonished or in awe, as if he were probably
seeing something he had never seen before—something quite extraordinary for that time. The monk also commented
that all the buildings within the area of the Dome of the Rock were in the possession “of the Templar soldiers,”
including the stables for their thousands of horses beneath the Temple Mount. (17)

The crusaders in the Holy Land would have learned, perhaps to their surprise, that the Sufis they encountered not
only honored Jesus as one of their seven sages of Islam, but also, that they were thus willing to consider an interfaith
and inter-spiritual pluralism. Perhaps—as proponents of this theory believe—some of the crusaders made a conscious
decision to interact with, and learn from, these men—even if clandestinely. Obviously, if done openly, this would
have put them in a very difficult diplomatic dilemma. As the so-called “Pope's militia,” the Templars in particular
could hardly have risked revealing such sentiments openly, further antagonizing the Church. To do so would be
highly dangerous, if not deadly. So, proponents maintain, they prudently preferred to simply keep silent.
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Of the triple pointed arches on the West Portal of Chartres cathedral, begun In 1145; some believe they are
strikingly similar to the three central bays of the al-Agsa mosque in Jerusalem. (Karen Ralls)
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It is known, however, that the Ile-de-France designers in Paris made extensive use of pointed-arch groin vaults
during the 1130s, often in aisles or other subordinate places, and pride of place was usually given to a pointed-arched
rib vault, the type soon to become standard in Gothic architecture. The architect of the Durham nave was the “first in
Europe to recognize in pointed arches a means of improving rib vaulting.” (18)

Does the use of the pointed arch and other design devices trace to a possible exchange between Crusaders,
Muslims, and Jews? At this point, one can only speculate.

Yet, it is known that at least some important cultural exchanges took place between certain more open-minded
European Christians and Muslims in Saracen Spain. For example, when a joint mission from Cluny and Chartres went
to Spain, it was received with respect and fraternal regard, bringing new knowledge and awareness back to the West
regarding topics like logarithms, algebra, and so on. A number of Islamic words also made their way into European
languages—for instance, the English word “alcohol” came via the Moors. The brilliant Englishman and translator,
Robert of Chester, who, along with others from Europe, studied in Saracen Spain, played a key role in introducing (or
at least reintroducing) alchemy—said to have been previously unknown to medieval Christendom. He published a

book he finished in 1144—a translation of an Arabic text. (19)



Detail of a miniature of the burning of the Grand Master of the Templars and another emplar. (From the
Chroniques de France ou de St. Denis, BL Royal MS 20 C vii f. 48r, WMC)

While further links between East and West are important to consider, they nonetheless must remain tentative. One
hopes more information will emerge in the form of documents that will help shed light on the overall situation.

Gothic cathedrals: their role in the stream of history and their contemporary appeal

Gothic cathedrals have often featured as a pivotal scene for major events in history. No wonder, then, that the great
scholar and bestselling author Umberto Eco says that even today, we remain interested in the medieval period. This is
a great testament to its allure on the human imagination—including the art and beauty of Gothic design. (20)

There are many historical connections with various Gothic cathedrals that continue to reverberate in the public
consciousness. Notre Dame provides one example. Among its many glories, it has an unfortunate connection to the
Knights Templar and the tragic downfall of the Order. Upon the steps in front of this great, towering Gothic
masterpiece, the learned Cardinals, religious scholars, and king's prosecutors read out loud to the assembled crowd the
now-infamous charges against the Order on the 13th of October (1307). These accusations shook the stunned French
public to its core.

The rest is history.

The great abbeys and cathedrals of Europe—along with a number of Saxon, Norman, and Gothic churches—were
often built on ancient sites in the landscape, as we will examine in more detail in the next chapter. Such sites were
already long perceived by the populace as powerful places. Many can be shown to exhibit specific geometric patterns
in their construction, as an increasing number of serious contemporary researchers are now seeing. (21)

The Gothic experiment itself might be seen as a “tapestry of light” with many strands. Like a path through time, the
myriad twists and turns in the tapestry of medieval history still await further discovery, definitive documentation, and
clarification.

Yet, on a more personal and intuitive level, history resonates through the centuries via the individual's experience
of a Gothic cathedral. The traveler or pilgrim has his or her own view of the site and the transformative energies to be
discovered there. Toward this end, let us now turn to the Labyrinth and the inward journey it represents.



Jacques de Molay, the last Grand Master of the medieval Order of the Temple, burned at the stake in Paris on
March 18, 1314.



CHAPTER 5

GEOMETRY, MAZES, AND LABYRINTHS

Why was the inscription, “Let no one ignorant of geometry enter” placed over the door of Plato's
academy?

Do some Gothic cathedral designs derive from Pythagorean and neo-Platonic knowledge of geometry,
number, harmonics, and measure?

And what is a labyrinth and why were they built on the floors of some medieval Gothic cathedrals?

Importance of Geometry: “Number in space”

Cathedral designs placed geometry in a supreme position, one result being the aesthetic beauty and
majesty of medieval Gothic buildings. Historically, when delving into the role of geometry, number and
measure, existing records show that although the cathedral's building geometrical design was most often
drawn up by the Master Mason in conjunction with the major patron, the patron's personal intervention
was understood to be kept strictly at the non-technical level. Abbot Suger, for instance, was said to be
notoriously “uninterested” in the most technical details of the new Gothic choir built for him at Saint-
Denis.

A key patron of a major cathedral could impose his own taste on the design details; sometimes this
included specific suggestions for certain geometric designs or patterns. For instance, in England, Henry VI
directed that the ornate chapel at King's College, Cambridge should be built in a very specific way.
Deference to a patron's wishes, as we might expect, is shown in contracts, like one in the year 1398,
between John Bell and the Durham Cathedral priory. It states that the prior shall choose the precise design
for the great window in the south gable of the new dormitory.

Some patrons insisted on the freedom to change design templates during the construction process.
Situations could get quite heated over the specific design of a cathedral's features. Thus, some patrons
went so far as to ensure including a special wording in their contracts for what they personally envisioned.
Consider the rather humorous wording of the contract involving the wealthy and powerful patron of Vale
Royal Abbey, William de Helpeston. He managed to legally secure the right to “change and ordain his
templates as he wishes.... without challenge from anyone”—no doubt a phrase that many homeowners,
architects, and donors of large building projects would relish today!



Durham Cathedral, England, the first in Europe to recognize in pointed arches a means of improving
rib vaulting. (Dr. Gordon Strachan)

Imagine the Master Mason's long-term tedious planning and the extensive work that went into the high
nave of Durham cathedral in England, for example. It was, “the first in Europe to recognize in pointed
arches a means of improving rib vaulting,” according to Christopher Wilson, a leading British
architectural cathedral historian. (1) Such a unique and courageous decision reflected well on its patron.

The Master Mason was the powerful expert designer of the entire Gothic cathedral building project. He
was the architect—often seen walking around the cathedral site with his special drawing instruments.
These special architect's geometric “tools of the trade” were highly valued in medieval times; the Master
would rarely let them out of his sight. (2)

Gothic designs spread quickly because a Master Mason would sometimes repeat a tracing house pattern
at another building site, or because he had already copied down the main idea from somewhere else and
brought it over to the current building site. Certain design patterns were jealously guarded; absolutely no
one was permitted access to them except the Master Mason and his trusted inner circle of stonemasons
and the patron himself. These were the “trade secrets” of their day.

In the medieval period, there was no such thing as a “copyright,” “patent,” or “intellectual property.” So



a Master Mason's designs—especially those involving new or unusual techniques, such as intricate
geometric patterns—were often very jealously guarded. (3)

The tracing floor is where the masons would work out the intricacies of their design and experiment
with various measurements and drawings, similar to the idea of a contemporary draftsman's drawing board
or architectural modeling. Medieval plaster tracing floors survive at Wells Cathedral and York Minster.
(4) Tracing floors could be made wherever it was convenient. The geometric designs and experimental
drawings would be preliminarily laid out and carefully critiqued before making the final templates. These
were then cut out of board, canvas, parchment, or reinforced paper and then taken to the stone quarry,
where the template provided the outline for the design (and geometry), and the setting marks to guide the
stonecutting mason. (5)

The whole ground plan was drawn out on the building site itself. Working drawings (called “plats” in
England) were prepared by the Master Mason down to the last detail. The drawings for the west front of
Strasbourg cathedral by Michael Parler from 1385, and the spire of Ulm Cathedral by Matthias Boblinger
are still in existence today. Each part of the intricate design is related to the whole, by geometry. (6) The
operative mason, provided with such a diagram, could then take one dimension as the starting-point, and
then use straightedge and compass geometry to arrive at a full-sized plan for the parts for which he was
responsible, from which his wooden templates were made. The final stones were then cut and carved
exactly as indicated.

The number of stories and height of the elevation were decided between the Master Mason and the
patron. The few surviving tracing floors show only details of specific elements of the construction. (7)
Sorrﬁetimes, designs were incised on walls, but these were much harder to work from than those traced on
the floor.

Geometry and the mason's tools: straightedge, compass, and square

Written evidence of the design methods of stonemasons is contained in a series of instruction manuals,
mostly in Germany, except for a treatise on vault design by the Spanish architect Rodrigo Gil de
Hontanon. The most famous of these are the manuals written by Mathes Roriczer and Lorenz Lechler,
which give detailed instructions on various design techniques. (8) But strangely enough, all of these
manuals appeared very late—not until the 15th—16th centuries. As their contents clearly reflect an
ancient tradition of some type, it seems as though they suddenly decided to write it all down—after
centuries of secretly transmitting by oral tradition. Did they fear, as some art historians believe, that a
precious, ancient tradition was dying out? It would appear so. And if that were the case, our question must
be, why?

Some experts believe that the writings of the Germans Roriczer and Lechler may have been a “northern
response” to the writings on architecture by the famous Italian Renaissance author Alberti. His treatise
had been circulating since the 1450s, finally appearing in print in 1485. A growing number of scholars
believe that although, on the surface, the northern masons seemed to have a more “disorganized approach”
than the polished certainties of their Florentine humanist counterparts—there could well be a connection
between the two. (9) This idea is being explored by leading art historians at the Courtauld Institute who
have done important research on the relation between late Netherlands painting techniques and the Italian
Renaissance.



Geometry image; a man portrayed with a compass. (Atalanta Fugiens by Michael Maier)

Geometry is one of the seven liberal arts and sciences, and was a subject studied deeply in the medieval
universities. But, interestingly, modern experts maintain that much of the earliest medieval stonemason's
geometry was not necessarily Euclidian—even though the word “geometrie” appears in early masonic
writings. The reason for this is that Euclid's works had only survived in Arabic and were not yet translated
in contemporary medieval European language. But by the tenth century, famed works on geometry such
as that of Boethius' De geometria, as well as key material from Books I, V, X, and XI of Euclid's
Elementa became available. These writings referred to the classification and construction of angles,
planes, and solids. (10)

Interestingly, Chartres and Soissons cathedrals established the polygon as the norm for both radiating
chapels and main apses. The polygon shape replaced the traditional semicircular form. However, the older
form did not disappear right away according to British cathedral architectural expert Christopher Wilson.
(11)

Medieval masons did not necessarily need to know the entire theoretical basis of their projects to
demonstrate that their solutions were mathematically correct in advance. What they absolutely did need to
know, was how to manipulate the geometry and materials of construction with great precision to get the
desired end result. We know from history that they did this very well indeed.



Statue of Euclid in the Oxford University Museum of Natural History. (Mark A. Wilson, WMC)

Geometry and geometric symbolism

A number of the great Gothic cathedrals—such as Chartres, Canterbury, and Gloucester to name just three
—were built on the locations of ancient sites already acknowledged and long honored by various spiritual
traditions, depending on the locale and circumstances. Such sites may have been been geomantically
chosen so that they might employ the best of the telluric earth energies and align with certain influences of
the heavens. Sadly, a number of these earlier sites and/or stone circles have been deliberately destroyed
and the environment damaged by different groups and people over time for various reasons. For instance,
at times, crushed stones from the earlier pre-Christian sites were deliberately used as part of the mortar in
the buildings that would succeed them, revealing a rather ironic “reverse validation” of what some
Christians in that era chose to automatically label “superstitious nonsense!” By ensuring that crushed
stones from an earlier “too overtly Pagan” site were to be carefully included within the design of their new
one is also—implicitly or otherwise, consciously or unconsciously—directly acknowledging an inherent
ancient “power of place” at that particular location.

Some contemporary researchers maintain that the geometry of stone circles and dolmens may have
been related to the telluric earth energies at that particular spot. Such energies varied with the seasons.
People believed that consciously creating and participating in sacred ceremonies, meditation, music, and
other activities at particular sites at particular times were especially efficacious. Today, some proponents
call these energy currents “ley lines”; while others refer to them as “energy pathways,” or “energy
circuits.” A number of scientists maintain that the electromagnetic field of the earth varies from place to
place, and that such variation can affect human energy levels. Others claim that it has little or no
influence. The debate continues. Nearly everyone has, however, occasionally experienced the feeling of
being unusually energized in some places and far less so in others. It is obviously highly subjective as to
how one individual might experience a place as compared to another at any given time, or, even the same
individual experiencing a site quite differently upon a return visit. Such subjective variations make it
difficult to “prove” anything definitive.



A Woman teaching Geometry from Euclid's Elements, detail of a scene in the bowl of the letter “P”
with a woman with a set-square and dividers; using a compass to measure distances on a diagram. In
her left hand she holds a square, an implement for testing or drawing right angles. She is watched by a
group of students. In the Middle Ages, it is unusual to see women represented as teachers, in particular
when the students appear to be monks. She is most likely the personification of Geometry, based on
Martianus Capella's famous book De Nuptiis Philologiae et Mercurii, [5th century] a standard source
for allegorical imagery of the seven liberal arts. Illustration at the beginning of Euclid's Elementa, in
the translation attributed to Adelard of Bath” (British Library, WMC)

British author Philip Carr-Gomm provides some sound advice for visitors to sacred sites today:

As yet there is no real proof that leys affect us or even exist. Scientists point out that there are so many
ancient sites in Britain that it is possible to connect many of the lines purely on the basis of chance. But
there is plenty of evidence of the deliberate alignment of individual sites to celestial phenomena. In
Carnac in France we see the extraordinary sight of hundreds of standing stones aligned in rows, and in
Peru the Nazca lines stretch across the desert in alignment for miles. The most sensible approach to ley
lines and to dowsing seems to lie in being open-minded and unattached to any particular theory... (12)

Geometry—as well as a sense of place—was to the medieval mindset often viewed as a symbolic link,
connecting both earthly form and the intangible celestial and spiritual form. Many of the ancients viewed
geometry as a special sacred science, one that could, at the right times and places, assist in connecting
humanity more deeply with the mysteries of Nature. The natural geometric shapes and symmetry of
flowers, snowflakes, the chambered nautilus seashell, and other organic forms in nature from the smallest
on earth to the mysteries of the planets, stars, and nebulae in the sky are keys to Nature's unity.

In medieval times, there was a fairly universal acceptance of canonical measure—a special measure
that the ancients believed is divine in nature. In many cultures, the fundamental mathematic and geometric
units of measure are ultimately believed not to have had purely earthly origins, but to have been handed
down from the Gods themselves via the inherent mysteries of nature. The visionary expositor of these
sacred measures is usually described as a man or a demi-god, often the legendary founder of a tribe or



nation. Harmony, music, and number were seen as important areas of study and knowledge. (13)

Nautilus shell

Contemporary authors such as Dr. Graham Robb, Keith Crichlow, and others have examined the vast
topic of sacred geometry and sacred places in their various works in a careful and serious manner,
shedding more light for modern-day visitors to European sites. As one London-based author states, “an
adaptation of geomantic principles for the modern world might help re-educate us on the finer aspects of
the care and maintenance of a small planet and to help redress the imbalances we have created between
the human way of life and the workings of the natural world.” (14)

The quest for geometric uniformity, when followed consistently, gives Gothic cathedrals their
characteristic overall flowing, organic unity. (15) Every part of the building is linked logically,
harmoniously, and proportionally to the whole. Along these lines, it is interesting to note that in the floor
plan of Salisbury Cathedral, we see that the eastern bay of the high nave is duplicated nine times. (16)

Gematria

Jewish scholar and Hebrew University professor Raphael Patai clarifies gemetria in his groundbreaking
1994 book, The Jewish Alchemists:

Gematria (pl. gematriyot; from the Greek grammateion) was introduced into talmudic hermeneutics from
ancient Near Eastern Gnostic and Hellenistic cultures to serve as a basis for midrashic interpretations of
biblical words and passages, and to attribute to or derive from them totally extraneous meanings...The
gematriyot are based on the fact that each of the twenty-two letters of the Hebrew alphabet has, in
addition to its phonemic value, also a numerical value. The opening up of the hidden mysteries of the
Kabbalah to the Christian scholarly world also made the secret methods of the gemetria calculations
available to it. This in turn led rapidly to their adoption by Christian alchemists and their utilization in
the theoretical underpinning of the Great Work. It was thus that “kabbalistic alchemy” developed—not,
as one would have imagined, among Jewish alchemists, but among their Christian colleagues. This led
the latter to a revival of the Hellenistic alchemical attitude: the attribution of mysterious potency to
Hebrew words in general... (17)

The depth and breadth of the variety of topics studied by the philosophers and theologians during the
High Middle Ages—in twelfth century Paris, for example—are often not fully acknowledged or widely
known, to many in the West today. Medieval scholars knew and studied ancient Greek philosophy and
texts in-depth, and also read a variety of other works as well. Such prominent churchmen as Thomas
Aquinas and Albertus Magnus were conversant in ancient languages and made serious studies in alchemy,
as did Ramon Lull, Roger Bacon, and many other learned individuals at that time—some risking their
lives in the process, “from within” the church. Visitors to the great Gothic cathedrals are now more aware
of one of the most famous carvings at Notre Dame de Paris—the alchemist, carved high up on the exterior
of the building.

But many scholars of the period felt the need to curtail their investigations of ancient knowledge,
returning to more traditional subjects in ideological fear. Still others, whose names we do not know today,
had their works hidden or burned; some even changed their name and appearance, choosing to leave the
Church or their specific monastic Order altogether. Studies are being done on these and related issues in
universities and elsewhere today.



Those late medieval scholars, doctors and other highly knowledgeable individuals who chose to
continue their explorations were often forced to do so in extraordinary secrecy, as the dangers were great
in studying what the Church labelled “forbidden arts and sciences.” One area of their studies was the
kabbalistic tradition involving numbers and letters—gematria—and some attempted to apply this
knowledge to New Testament manuscripts as well as the Old Testament. Especially from the mid-fifteenth
century onward, eminent European scholars such as Johannes Reuchlin (1455-1522) and Pico della
Mirandola (1463-1494) began to more openly study and write in-depth about such esoteric subjects as
gematria and related topics, making the doctrines and methods of the Kabbalah more accessible to
Christian alchemists of the day. (18)

Gothic cathedrals and sound

Visitors today describe certain Gothic cathedrals as especially effective “temples of sound.” The word
“temple” itself has its roots in the ancient Greek temnos, “to cut off or enclose a sacred area,” as well as in
the Latin word templum (space), which has survived in the modern word as “template” and tempus (time).
(19) The cathedrals are particularly well-designed for choral resonance as many modern visitors, choir
directors, singers, and musicians can attest, as well as to the harmonies of instrumental music.

The suggestion has been made in some quarters that the ancient stones of megalithic structures, in
addition to absorbing telluric earth energies, may have also acted as instruments of vibration. We know
that people in the ancient world would deliberately sing, play instruments or conduct rituals involving
sound in or near stone circles and at other ancient sites. Since the cathedrals were built of stone and often
placed on the same locations as earlier sacred sites, it has been suggested that perhaps the walls and
vaulting of the cathedral may have helped to act as “resonators.” To proponents of this theory, the near-
continuous singing of the Gregorian chants in the cathedrals by monks—at regular intervals through the
day, known as the canonical hours—would help enhance the vibratory qualities of the building's
geometrical harmony. Such auditory and structural harmony would produce what we would now
scientifically call alterations in brain wave frequencies to foster greater concentration and peace of mind
among the monks. Are such vibrations further enhanced by the stone, as some researchers believe?

The effects of the geometry inherent in Gothic design were powerful indeed, often transformative.
Architectural historian William Anderson comments that a Gothic cathedral, “creates a new state in us, the
state of intensified aesthetic delight which is like singing in the mind.” (20) The instant “number one”
musical chart success of the Gregorian chants performed by the monks of Silos, Spain in 1999—and
similar recordings since by many other spiritual traditions—have surprised many, including the monks
themselves! In in our fast-paced, technological modern age, inner peace and serenity are often more
desired than ever.



Roger Bacon in his Observatory at Oxford, 1867 engraving

The Seven Liberal Arts

In the High Middle Ages the seven liberal arts (sometimes called “sciences”) were branches of the
medieval curriculum that all liberi, or “free men,” would study. They were the basis of education in the
cathedral and monastic schools, and later, the first European universities. The Church long remained
divided on how to use the erudite philosophy and “Pagan learning” from earlier times as embodied in the
seven liberal arts. Medieval theologians feared that such learning might ultimately be quite dangerous to
souls. They often fiercely argued with each other as to whether the knowledge of any pre-Christian
civilizaﬁion should be incorporated at all, or to what extent, or if it would simply be best to toss it aside
altogether.

Ultimately they concluded that to best further their own interests, as one historian termed it, it would be
best to simply “take the gold” of their predecessors, i.e., picking and choosing only those elements they
wanted to include and ignoring the rest. In other words, to create their own “Christianized version” of
ancient philosophy. Medieval churchmen knew Greek well, had studied ancient philosophy appreciated its
intrinsic value, and deeply immersed themselves in its wisdom. Because such teachings originated from



Pagan scholars and philosophers, it was a difficult dilemma for them. They felt it would be better to
strategically re-work this important knowledge from the past into the new educational curriculum they
were trying to further develop. Colloquially, they were careful not to throw out the baby with the
bathwater.

The two parts of a medieval student's curriculum were the trivium and the quadrivium. The trivium
consisted of the subjects of Grammar, Rhetoric (Latin literature), and Aristotelian Logic. The quadrivium
was comprised of Arithmetic, Geometry, Music, and Astronomy. (21)

In the late 12th and 13th centuries, a man who had studied the trivium at a university and passed his
exams received a baccalaureate or Bachelor of Arts degree—i.e., the B.A. degree of today is rooted in the
medieval period. Likewise, if he were then to go on and study the more advanced subjects of the
quadrivium, upon completion he would receive the Magister Artium, or a Master's degree, (M.A.),
allowing him to teach. For those who opted to go on to even further study, they could choose to specialize
in theology at a university like Paris or Oxford, in civil or canon law at Bologna, or, perhaps, medicine at
Salerno. Graduates would then receive a doctorate (Ph.D.) degree in their field of study—but not until
being thoroughly “grilled,” in person, by their professors about their original research, theory, and sources
at their viva (oral exam). If they were fortunate enough to pass the oral exam and obtain their doctorate,
some of these students chose to teach at a university, while others decided to work as doctors,
ecclesiastics, or civil lawyers, for example.

Contrary to the stereotype of the Middle Ages being largely a “cultural backwater,” educational
standards were more stringent in the twelfth century at many universities, especially Paris, than many
might realize today. Neoplatonists debated the works of the Greek philosopher Plato, whose writings and
philosophy were studied by nearly all of the scholars in medieval Paris. (22) There were also the medieval
Aristotelians, lively debaters of logic and rational thought, a tradition which became a key cornerstone of
what was to be called “scholasticism.” Both sides often fiercely argued over certain philosophical points.

Alongside their scholastic Christian counterparts like Albertus Magnus, Roger Bacon, or Boethius, one
would also find the brilliant Jewish scholar Moses Maimonides, or leading Islamic philosophers like
Avicenna and Averroes. At this time, the influx of Islamic knowledge was coming into western Europe
primarily via Spain, and many Christians also knew about and studied these works, as new translations
from Arabic were coming in rapidly.

An interesting case in point is Roger Bacon—the scintillating 13th century English philosopher,
renowned lecturer on Aristotle at Oxford, theologian, alchemist, and early scientist of optics, astronomy,
mathematics, languages and much more, was educated at Paris. He produced three major works, the Opus
Major, Opus Minor, and Opus Tertium. His dream was to introduce the natural sciences to the universities
of Europe. A Franciscan, he believed his scientific work would contribute to a greater understanding of
the world and so of God; but, perhaps not unsurprisingly, he soon ran into major trouble with the Church.
We will learn more about him shortly.

So, not only theologians and religious or esoteric philosophers from within the Church could potentially
be a target of the Church itself, but also, those with a more scientific focus in their work as well. Yet,
overall, this period was more cosmopolitan than we have been led to believe, with an influx of a variety of
cultural impulses from abroad. In addition to certain Christian scholars, the very real contributions to
western European culture by Jewish, Islamic, and other philosophers, artists, and spiritual teachers from a
number of different traditions simply cannot be ignored.
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Geometric shapes envisaged as the Elements, the Platonic figures and their associated numbers.
(James Wasserman)

Systems of medieval geometry

When the Gothic cathedrals were erected, there were basically two systems of geometry in common use
by stonemasons. The older one was known as ad quadratum; it was based on the square and its geometric
derivatives. The one that came later was based on the equilateral triangle and called ad triangulum. (23)

In Ad quadratum, the square gave birth to the octagram. The initial square, orientated in a way
approved by the masons in charge, was overlain by a second square of the same size. This was set at an
angle of 45 degrees to the first square and formed the octagram. In masonic tradition, the octagram was
invented by a master mason of Strasbourg named Albertus Argentinus. In later German masonic writings,
this figure is called acht-ort or acht-uhr, meaning eight hours or eight places.

Another geometric figure used by medieval architects was the dodecagram or twelve-sided design. The
floor plan of Durham cathedral, for example, made use of this figure.

Showdown at Milan Cathedral



Sometimes, issues over which type of geometry to use when building a cathedral were very hotly debated
—perhaps none more so than at the Milan cathedral building site in Italy. The cathedral began
construction in 1386. It became the center of a bitter controversy over sacred geometry: in this case, over
whether to use the ad quadratum or ad triangulum design. A large number of experts gathered together at
the beginning of the project to determine how to build their masterpiece for the city of Milan.
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The experts soon began to argue over the benefits of the ad quadratum and the ad triangulum systems.
Their discussions degenerated into a very bitter dispute. Initially, the ground plan had been laid out
according to ad quadratum, or square-based system, with an accentuated central nave and aisles of equal
height. However, this was soon replaced by the ad triangulum, or triangle-based system, for the elevation.
This is where the trouble really began, as the height of an equilateral triangle is unequal to its side. Put
upon a ground plan of ad quadratum, the use of a triangle would make nonsense of the commensurability
of sacred geometry; the whole proportions of the elevation would be wrong.

In order to get some semblance of logic back into the process, a brilliant mathematician, Gabriele
Stornaloco from Piacenza, was called in. (24) He recommended they round-off the incommensurable
height of 83.138 to 84 braccia, which could then be conveniently divided into six units each of 14 braccia.
Stornoloco's scheme was further modified, producing a further reduction in height and bringing the
cathedral closer to classical principles. However, the German Master Mason Heinrich Parler was
absolutely infuriated by what he considered to be a compromise of true measure. His passionate protests
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