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One of the best examples of gothic architecture is The Cathedral of Our Lady at Amiens. 
It is pure gothic, I contest, because it was started after the gothic movement swept 
through France and was finished before it was over.  Based on my research, its 
foundations were not set on an earlier Romanesque church and its towers were not 
foofooed up by renaissance builders ashamed by its medieval nature.  Robert de 
Luzarches started the nave in 1220; father and son architects Thomas and Regnault de 
Cormont did the choir and transepts; and the western façade was completed by 1420.    

The development from spirit to science can be found in the medieval church – what we 
call the gothic church (or what Giorgio Vasari derides as “that German style.”)  It has the 
symbolic numerology of Christianity but began to develop structural technologies unseen 
since Roman times.  

As seen from heaven, Amiens is a cruciform that represents the cross on which Jesus 
conquered death.  In plan, Amiens had seven bays including the portal to the transept, 
seven bays from end of the transept to the other, and seven chapels in the ambulatory.  
There are a few golden sections on the plan for the spacing of the columns and the bulk 
of the nave. Golden sections also appear in cross section for the central nave and 
column heights. Remember Greek philosophy and Semitic Revelation created Medieval 
Christianity.  

Decoration on the floor includes the international sign of peace of the day – the swastika 
(later hijacked by the Nazis)– and a labyrinth, which was used as a moving metaphor for 
a faith journey.  Many of these are established within another golden mean rectangle.  
The rose window on the west façade is divisible by 12 and sub divisible by 3 after that.    

Illustrations based on 
drawings in Bannister 
Fletchers.    

In section we see the Roman basilica raised higher, the flying buttresses being 
structurally expressive (medieval form follows function) to get the naves higher than 
anything built since the great pyramids.  It mimics a parabola, a structural form more 
pure than the Roman arch.  (The parabola arch was purified by Antonin Gaudi at 
Sagrada Familia, the most personal gothic church in the world.)    

The Gothics were reusing the earlier Christian form borrowed from the Roman basilica.  
It was used because it was the cheapest way to get a lot of space under one roof.  The 
Romans used it for offices and shopping malls.  The Christians needed it because their 
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religion proscribed gathering together as one large group instead of appearing before an 
altar in small family groups to sacrifice animals in a temple as was done in Indo 
European and Semitic religions.  

Medieval Europe was essentially illiterate even though it had a greater percentage of the 
population who could read than any civilization prior. The cathedrals were living books 
which told the bible stories.  In the book Notre Dame du Paris  (also known as The 
Hunchback of Notre Dame ), Victor Hugo has his archdeacon destroy a printing press 
noting that the book would destroy the church.  Prior to the printing press buildings were 
books that told the stories and since it was expensive, only the powerful got to tell their 
stories.  But the printing press would change the balance of power giving expression to 
ideas not sanctioned by the powerful.  It is akin to the battles between the Internet and 
newspapers today.  

The statues looked to the soul of the 
people they depicted.  The artists 
were not interested in duplicating 
nature; they wanted to duplicate 
heaven.  The sculptures were 
slender, tall and poised thoughtfully.  
The angels were mixed with saints.  
On top, demons and gargoyles, 
depictions of the other afterlife, 
peered down on the sinful people 
below.  The medieval builders were 
so convinced that they built for God 
that the tops and backs of these 
sculptures were finished.  No one 
the ground would see them but the 
builders knew God would see them.     

Stained glass was also instructive to a non-literary community but we often take for 
granted the impact it had on a culture that existed before the electric light.  Remember 
the significance of light.  God’s first act of creation was “Let there be light”; the rainbow 
was God’s sign to Noah that he would not destroy the earth by water again; God led the 
Jews out of Egypt as a column of fire and smoke; and Jesus proclaimed that he was 
“The light of the world.”   All that stone was merely to build walls of glass to capture light 
in colors that European farmers had only seen in rainbows.  

Why build like this?  Because mankind wanted to atone for his sins by emulating God’s 
kingdom on earth.  Because worship and sacrifice and other good works would lead to 
salvation.  

The spiritual world of Medieval Architecture was soon replaced by The Renaissance, 
meaning the rebirth.  (Vasari did not call it the Renaissance; he simply called it “modern 
architecture.”) It unapologetically copied Roman architecture and unapologetically 
placed man’s body as the pinnacle of God’s creation.  We will skip this only for the sake 
of space. While they innovated and expanded the vocabulary of classicism, they still 
copied.   


