
V I S I T I N G  S C H O L A R  P R O G R A M  2 0 2 1 - 2 2

Sterling Professor of French and

Professor of Humanities

Yale University

V I S I T I N G  S C H O L A R  P R O G R A M  2 0 2 1 - 2 2

Gothic Cathedrals and State Building in the High Middle Ages

A consideration of the relationship between the construction of the major French

Gothic cathedrals—Saint-Denis, Notre-Dame Paris, Chartres, Amiens, Reims, the

Sainte Chapelle—and the consolidation of monarchy in the twelfth and thirteenth

centuries. Concentration upon crusade as a driving force of royal unity, cathedral

building as an engine for the rise of cities; representations of kingship in the sculpture

and stained glass of major churches; the use of religious imagery from the Hebrew and

Christian bibles in the affirmation of political legitimacy; the cathedral building site as a

forum for social integration; the alliance of the bishop’s cathedral and the king’s justice;

the use of ritual for the performance of statehood; and, finally, the restoration of

cathedrals after the French Revolution as part of the building of national unity and

identity in the nineteenth century. A presentation highly saturated with images.

Public Lecture Offerings

The Economics of Cathedral Building in the High Middle Ages

The economics of crusades and the rise of long range markets and trade; the cathedral

as an engine for urban development, increased circulation of money, the rise of the

commune and of guilds, the relationship between town and countryside; the sources

and circulation of building materials; the role of the bishop, of an urban bourgeoisie,

and noble families in the financing of cathedrals; the role of relics and miracles,

pilgrimage and pious donation, preaching and learning, salvation and damnation in

financing church building; the presence of money and local industry in the stained glass

and sculpture of major Gothic cathedrals; the analogy between fund raising for the

medieval cathedral and present-day universities. A presentation highly saturated with

images.

R. Howard Bloch
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The Making and Meaning of Chartres Cathedral

Beginning with Chartres as the site of a pagan shrine mentioned by Caesar, a

presentation of the major stages in the building of this jewel of a Gothic cathedral.

Topics to include: catastrophes of early churches—the Viking invasions, the fires of the

eleventh and twelfth centuries—and the building, beginning in 1194, of the present

structure; the role of the bishop, townspeople, noble families, the king in the financing

of the church fabric; the extraordinary stained glass and sculpture inside and outside of

the cathedral with special focus upon the great rose windows and the statues in and

around the major portals; the representation of the building and other trades in the

donor windows; the School of Chartres as a major intellectual center and the return of

the liberal arts to France of the High Middle Ages. A presentation highly saturated with

images.

Cathedrals and Kingship in Age of Saint Louis: The Sainte Chapelle

Louis IX’s building of a royal chapel in which to house the collection of relics he

amassed as part of the affirmation of kingship in thirteenth-century France. The future

Saint Louis’s purchase of major relics of the Passion from his cousin Baldwin II, Emperor

of Constantinople; the long voyage of relics via Venice to Paris; the reproduction in the

Sainte Chapelle, a giant reliquary, of the temple and throne of Solomon and the ark of

the covenant, as an attempt to displace the sacred space of the Middle East to the left

bank of Paris, a new Jerusalem; representation in the extraordinary stained glass

program of the Sainte Chapelle of crowning and kingship and of royal genealogies;

condemnation of idolatrous non-Christians and sanctioning of conquering armies in

preparation for Louis’s departure for the Seventh Crusade just two months after the

dedication of his palatine chapel; the role of the queen mother, Blanche of Castile, and

stained glass representations of strong women. A presentation highly saturated with

images.

Notre-Dame Cathedral and the Rise of the University of Paris

Gothic cathedrals were great engines of urban renewal in the High Middle Ages. The

great religious work projects contributed to the revival of trades and to the new

institutions of medieval towns. Not the least of these was the University of Paris, which 
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grew out of the cathedral school of Notre-Dame in the second half of the twelfth

century. Using three sculptural programs on the outer walls of Notre-Dame alongside

the example of Abelard, we shall examine the ways in which stories carved in stone—

the Miracle of Theophilus, the martyrdom of Saint Stephen, and scenes of student life—

affirm the power of disputation, writing, and the book culture which flourished just up

the street. A presentation highly saturated with images.

For the classroom presentation, any one of the topics above would do; but I propose a

single topic which, though historically inflected, is of current interest and always sparks

lively debate: The Fire of 2019 and the Rebuilding of Notre-Dame Cathedral.

Classroom Discussion Topics


