
“The Heart of Our Mother Cathedral” 
Text & Photos by Bruce Hamilton, AIA 

 
On October 11, 2015, our tour group 
embarked on a journey of discovering the 
magnificent edifice and transformation of 
“Our Mother” Cathedral in Paris, France. 
 
In the rear of the Cathedral, we’re greeted 
with a three language exhibition by 
Andrew Tallon depicting the “Nine 
Centuries in the Life of a Cathedral”.  
Noted below is a partial glimpse into his 
extensive exploration on the Cathedral: 
 
“Notre-Dame of Paris is the Gothic 
cathedral par excellence. It set the 
standard for a new architecture called 

Gothic from the moment of its inception in the second half of the twelfth century; it was a building 
to which all eyes were turned, set at the heart of the nascent capital city of the kingdom of France. 
 
“The cathedral was not created in a single 
bound; it is the product of a long history 
that is anything but linear. The first state of 
construction ran from the 1160s to the 
middle of the thirteenth century. The 
modifications undertaken soon thereafter, 
which extended through the middle of the  
fourteenth century, established what has 
become an archetype of the Gothic 
cathedral, with vast sheets of glass held in 
place by sophisticated, seemingly prehensile 
flying buttresses. This is the image of Notre-
Dame of Paris that we retain today, as one 
of the greatest monuments of world 
heritage. 

 
“Over the course of the 1160s, the Gothic 
cathedral progressively replaced a multitude of 
buildings, many of them of modest scale which 
were spread over the eastern extremity of the 
Île de la Cité. They were in various states of 
repair and built at various times; they stood 
witness to the great diversity of the mother 
church of the diocese of Paris, itself dating 
from the fourth century.” “The three churches 
were set in parallel; oriented facing east, with 
the primary entrance in the west. The new 
cathedral follows this disposition.”1 
 

                                                            
1 Andrew Tallon, “Nine Centuries of the Life of a Cathedral”, June 2014, curated exhibit at Notre Dame Cathedral, 
Paris  
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Two young architects, Jean-Baptiste Lussus and Engene-EmmanuelViollet-le-Duc, won in 1846, 
the competition for the restoration of Notre-Dame. The cathedral had come to epitomize a 
nascent movement to preserve national artistic patrimony. The great restoration supplied new 
radiance to the Cathedral.  
 

“The ongoing renovation of the 
cathedral takes a particularly 
spectacular turn. A lead-covered 
wooden spire broadcasts the 
intersection of the two main vessels 
of the cathedral, which together 
form a Latin cross. The transept 
arms are also given completely new 
facades, a modification tied to the 
contemporary redesign of the 
cathedral’s principal reliquary. The 
transept facades thus announce in a 
monumental way, the presence of 
the reliquary in the sanctuary. 
 
“The Major changes to the building 
from the twentieth century onward 
result from evolutions in liturgical 

practice. In 1989, a new alter was installed at the crossing; in 2004, it function was enhanced as part 
of a reorganization of the liturgical space. 
 
“In the tradition of its medieval builder, Notre-Dame continues to be modernized to keep it fully 
in the present. The great organ, rebuilt in 1898, continues to expand; in 1960, the nave was fitted 
with abstract stained-glass windows which underline the coherence and sobriety of the space; in 
2000, after nearly ten years of work, the façade regained much of its original splendor. In 2013, 
eight new bells and a new bourdon were cast and took their places in the towers along with the 
bourdon of 1686.”2 
 
It is worth crossing the Seine to see 
the Cathedral as a whole. I could 
hear all kinds of languages being 
spoken, and was delighted by their 
collective wonder. I took the time to 
admire the grace and lightness of 
the chevet, which contrasts with the 
affirmative power of the exterior 
façade. While the façade welcomes 
the faithful and visitors, the chevet 
houses the Cathedral choir where 
the liturgy is celebrated, a pathway 
to Eternal Life. The chevet is 
situated to the east, where the sun of 
the resurrection will never set.  
Whereas a walk along the south 
side of the Cathedral offers the 

                                                            
2 Andrew Tallon, “Nine Centuries of the Life of a Cathedral”, June 2014, curated exhibit at Notre Dame Cathedral,      
Paris 
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most 19th Century view of Notre Dame.  
 
The stonework is solid and the vaults lift. But the real marvel are the flying buttresses, which in a 
single span connect the top of the windows to the level of the chapels, as if connecting Earth and 
Heaven. It adds to the grace of this Cathedral which is first and foremost a sacrament.  
 
Climb Notre Dame and rub shoulders with the gargoyles. The gargoyles at the base of the roof 
stick out from pillars and buttresses, representing, in my opinion, souls caught between heaven and 
earth. They also function as rainspouts – from the French word of “gargouille”. 
 
Notre Dame, the Cathedral, stands as a beacon in the center of the city past and present. Its 
renown is not exaggerated, this is one of the masterpieces of gothic architecture. But this Cathedral 
is more than a historical monument. It is above all the House of God and the Dwelling Place of 
Mankind. 
 
 


