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Chapter 10 – Section 3

Culture of the High Middle Ages


Narrator: Chartres Cathedral is not a great religious treasure because it is Christian. To me this monumental building embraces much, much more. This is thirteenth century gothic, the medieval language of Christianity at its best.

Incredible, you can see the emotional impact of gothic architecture. Imagine pilgrims coming here, humble people, haven’t seen anything like this, in life before this, the glory of this place. And then this light, God is light, so the light floods in here, manipulated by the colored glass, is in itself, sacred, holy.

Without necessarily realizing it pilgrims came here to worship an object that long before Christianity, since the birth of mankind, has been the subject of human devotion, the sun. The more I look around, the more I see images that aren’t necessarily Christian. Stone carvings on the doors depict signs of the zodiac. Others simply show the world of man. A huge beetle with a human head reminds me of an Egyptian scarab. In the middle of the cathedral is the marble labyrinth which has no Christian origins at all. Pilgrims in the middle ages would stand here and then walk the labyrinth. As with so many of my treasures, Chartres is a monument to humanities need to interact with a divine presence. A presence we sense but cannot see. 
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