Gervase on the Rebuilding of Canterbury Cathedral (1174-84) 

In the year of grace one thousand one hundred and seventy-four, by the just but occult judgment of God, Christ church at Canterbury, in the forty-fourth year from its dedication, that glorious choir which had been so magnificently completed by the care and industry of Prior Conrad was consumed by fire. 

Now the manner of the burning and repair was as follows. In the aforesaid year, on the nones of September at about the ninth hour [5 September 1174, between 3 and 4 PM], during an extraordinarily violent south wind, a fire broke out before the gate of the church. Outside the walls of the monastery three cottages were half destroyed. From there, while the citizens were assembling and subduing the fire, cinders and sparks carried aloft by the high wind, were deposited upon the church. 

Being driven by the fury of the wind between the joints of the lead, they remained there among the half rotten planks. Shortly glowing with increasing heat, they set fire to the rotten rafters. From there the fire spread to the larger beams and their braces. No one could see the damage because the well-painted ceiling below and the sheet lead roof covering above concealed the fire between them. 

Meantime the three cottages, where the mischief had started, were destroyed. The excitement subsided and everybody went home, while the neglected church was being consumed by the internal fire unknown to all. Beams and braces burning, the flames rose to the slope of the roof. The sheets of lead yielded to the increasing heat and began to melt. Thus the raging wind, finding a freer entrance, increased the fury of the fire; and the flames began to show themselves. A cry arose in the church yard: "See! see! the church is on fire." 

The people and the monks assembled in haste and drew water. Brandishing their hatchets, they ran up the stairs full of eagerness to save the church, already, alas! beyond their help. When they reached the roof and saw the black smoke and scorching flames that filled it, they abandoned the attempt in despair. Thinking only of their own safety, they hastily descended. 

And now that the fire had loosened the beams from the pegs that bound them together, the half-burned timbers fell on the seats of the monks in the choir below; the seats, consisting of a great mass of woodwork, caught fire, and thus the mischief grew worse and worse. It was marvelous, though sad, to see how that glorious choir itself fed the fire that was destroying it. The flames, multiplied by the mass of timber, extended upwards fifteen cubits [about 25 feet], scorched and burned the walls, and most especially, injured the columns of the church. 

Now the people ran to the ornaments of the church and began to tear down the pallia and curtains, some to save them, but some to steal them. The reliquary chests were thrown down from the high beam and, thus, broken, and their contents scattered. But the monks collected the relics and carefully preserved them from the fire. There were some, who, inflamed with a wicked and diabolical greed, did not fear to steal the things of the church, which they had saved from the fire. 

In this manner the house of God, hitherto delightful as a paradise of pleasures, was now made a despicable heap of ashes, reduced to a dreary wilderness, and laid open to all the injuries of the weather. 

Imagine now what mighty grief oppressed the hearts of the sons of the Church under this great tribulation; I truly believe the afflictions of Canterbury were no less than those of Jerusalem of old. The wailings of the monks were like the lamentations of Jeremiah. The mind cannot conceive, nor words express, their grief and anguish. Truly that they might alleviate their miseries with a little consolation, they put together as well as they could, an altar and station in the nave of the church, where they might wail and howl, rather than sing, the daily and evening services. Meanwhile the patron saints of the church, St. Dunstan and St. Elfege, had their resting place in that wilderness. Lest the saints suffer even the slightest injury from the rains and storms, the monks, weeping and lamenting with incredible grief and anguish, opened their tombs and extricated them in their coffins from the [damaged] choir, but only with the greatest difficulty and labor, as if the saints themselves resisted the change. 

They arranged them as decently as they could at the altar of the Holy Cross in the nave. Just as the children of Israel were ejected from the land of promise, even from a paradise of delight, that it might be like people, like priest, and that the stones of the sanctuary might be poured out at the corners of the streets; so the monks remained in grief and sorrow for five years in the nave of the church, separated from the people only by a low wall. 

Meantime the brotherhood sought counsel as to how and in what manner the burned church might be repaired, but without success; for the columns of the church, commonly termed the pillars, were exceedingly weakened by the heat of the fire, and were scaling in pieces and hardly able to stand, so that they frightened even the wisest out of their wits. 

French and English builders were therefore summoned, but even these differed in opinion. On the one hand, some undertook to repair the aforesaid columns without disturbing the walls above. On the other hand, there were some who asserted that the whole church must be pulled down if the monks wished to exist in safety. This opinion, true as it was, excruciated the monks with grief, and no wonder, for how could they hope that so great a work should, by human ingenuity, be completed in their lifetimes. 

However, among the other workmen there had come a certain William of Sens, a man active and ready, and a workman most skillful both in wood and stone. Him, therefore, they retained, on account of his lively genius and good reputation, and dismissed the others. And to him, and to the providence of God, was the execution of the work committed. 

And he, residing many days with the monks and carefully surveying the burned walls in their upper and lower parts, within and without, concealed for some time what he found necessary to be done, lest the truth should kill them in their present state of grief. 

But he went on preparing all things that were needed for the work, either by himself or by the agency of others. And when he found that the monks began to be somewhat comforted, he ventured to confess that the pillars damaged by the fire, and all that they supported, must be destroyed if the monks wished to have a safe and excellent building. At length they agreed, being convinced by reason and Wishing to have the work as good as he promised, and above all things to live in security. Thus they consented patiently, if not willingly, to the destruction of the choir. 

And now he addressed himself to the procuring of stone from beyond sea. He constructed ingenious machines for loading and unloading ships, and for drawing cement and stones. He delivered molds for shaping the stones to the sculptors who were assembled, and diligently prepared other things of the same kind. The choir, condemned to destruction, was pulled down, and nothing else was done in this year. 

The Master began, as I stated long ago, to prepare all things necessary for the new work, and to destroy the old. In this way the first year was taken up. In the following year, after the feast of St. Bertin [5 September 11 75], but before the winter, he erected four pillars, that is, two on each side, and after the winter two more were put up, so that on each side were three in order, upon which and upon the exterior wall of the aisles he framed seemly arches and vaults, that is, three keystones on each side. I put keystone for the whole vault because the keystone placed in the middle locks up and binds together the parts which converge to it from every side. With these works the second year was occupied. 

In the third year he placed two pillars on each side, the two extreme ones of which he decorated with marble columns placed around them. He decorated these principal pillars because at that place the choir and transept arms were to meet. Having added the keystones and vaults [of the aisles], he built the lower triforium [the false gallery] with many marble columns from the great tower to the decorated pillars, that is, as far as the crossing. On top of this he built another triforium [the clerestory wall passage] of other materials and also the clerestory windows. And next he built three keystones of the main vaults, namely, from the tower as far as the crossing. All of which things appeared to us, and to all who saw them, incomparable and most worthy of praise. At so glorious a beginning we rejoiced and conceived good hopes of the end, and provided for the acceleration of the work with diligence and spirit. Thus was the third year occupied and the beginning of the fourth. 

In the summer of the fourth year, commencing from the crossing, he erected ten pillars, that is, five on each side. The first two were ornamented with marble columns to correspond to the other two principal ones. On these ten he placed the arches and vaults. And having, in the next place, completed the triforia [false gallery and clerestory wall passage] and the upper windows on both sides, at the beginning of the fifth year, he was preparing with machines for the turning of the great (crossing] vault, when suddenly the beams broke under his feet, and he fell to the ground, stones and timbers accompanying his fall, from the height of the capitals of the upper vault, that is to say, from the height of fifty feet. Thus sorely bruised by the blows from the beams and stones, he was rendered helpless to himself and to the work. But no other person than himself was injured in the least. Only against the master was this vengeance of God, or spite of the devil, directed. 

The master, thus hurt, remained in his bed for some time under medical care in expectation of recovering. But he was deceived in this hope, for his health mended not. Nevertheless, as the winter approached, and it was necessary to finish the crossing vault, he gave charge of the work to a certain ingenious and industrious monk, who was the overseer of the masons; an appointment that caused much envy and malice, because it made this young man appear more skillful than richer and more powerful monks. But the master, reclining in bed, commanded all things that should be done in order. And thus was completed the vault between the four principal pillars. In the keystone of this vault the choir and transept arms seem, as it were, to meet. Two vaults, one on each side of the crossing were put up before the winter; when heavy rains stopped the work. In these operations the fourth year was occupied and the beginning of the fifth. But on the eighth day from the said fourth year, on the idus of September [13 September 1178], before the master's accident, an eclipse of the sun occurred at about the sixth hour. 

And the master, perceiving that he derived no benefit from the physicians, gave up the work, and crossing the sea, returned to his home in France. Another succeeded him in the charge of the works; William by name, English by nation, small in body, but in workmanship of many kinds acute and honest. In the summer of the fifth year he finished the transept arms on each side, that is, the south and the north, and turned the vault over the high altar, the completion of which the rains of the previous year had hindered, although everything was prepared. Moreover, he laid the foundation for the enlargement of the church at the eastern part, because a chapel of St. Thomas was to be built there. 

For this was the place assigned to him; namely, the chapel of the Holy Trinity, where he celebrated his first mass, where he was wont to prostrate himself with tears and prayers, under whose crypt he was buried for so many years. This was the place where, for his merits, God had performed so many miracles, where poor and rich, kings and princes, had worshiped him; and from which the sound of his praises had gone forth' to all lands. 

Master William, on account of these foundations, began to dig in the cemetery of the monks, from whence he was compelled to remove the bones of many holy monks. These were carefully collected and deposited in a large trench, in that corner which is between the chapel and the south side of the infirmary house. Having, therefore, laid a most substantial foundation for the exterior wall with stone and cement, he erected the wall of the crypt as high as the bases of the windows. 

Thus was the fifth year employed and the beginning of the sixth. 

It has been above stated, that after the fire nearly all the old portions of the choir were destroyed and changed into something new in a more noble fashion. The differences between the two works may now be enumerated. The pillars of the old and new work are alike in form and thickness but different in length. For the new pillars were elongated by almost twelve feet. In the old capitals the work was plain, in the new ones exquisite in sculpture. There the circuit of the choir had twenty-two pillars, here are twenty-eight. There the arches and everything else was plain, or sculptured with an axe and not with a chisel. But here almost throughout is appropriate sculpture. There were no marble columns, but here are innumerable ones. There, in the circuit around the choir, the [groin] vaults were plain, but here the vaults are arch-ribbed and have carved keystones. There a wall set upon pillars divided the transept arms from the choir, but here there is no such partition, and the spaces converge together in one keystone, which is placed in the middle of the great vault which rests on the four principal pillars. There, there was a ceiling of wood decorated with excellent painting, but here is a vault beautifully constructed of stone and light tufa. There, was a single triforium [passage in the wall], but here are two in the main elevation of the choir and a third in the side aisles. All of this will be better understood from inspection than by any description. 

This must be made known, however, that the new work is higher than the old by so much as the clerestory windows of the choir, as well as of its aisles, are raised above the marble tabling. 

Because in future ages it may be doubtful why the breadth which was given to the choir next the tower should be so much contracted at the head of the church, it may not be useless to explain the causes thereof. One reason is that the two towers of St. Anselm and of St. Andrew, placed in the circuit on each side of the old church, would not allow the width of the choir to proceed in the direct line. Another reason is, that it was agreed [and necessary] that the chapel of St. Thomas should be erected at the head of the church, where the chapel of the Holy Trinity stood, and this was much narrower than the choir. 

The master, therefore, not choosing to pull down the said towers, and being unable to move them, set out the width of the choir in a straight line, as far as the beginning of the towers. Then, receding slightly on either side from the towers, and preserving as much as he could the width of the aisle outside the choir, on account of the frequent processions, he gradually and obliquely narrowed his work, so that from opposite the altar, it might begin to contract, and from there, at the third pillar, it might be so narrowed as to coincide with the breadth of the chapel, which was named of the Holy Trinity. Beyond these, four pillars were set on the sides at the same distance as the last, but of a different form; and beyond these other four were arranged in a half circle, and upon these the upper stories on each side were brought together and terminated. 

The outer wall, which extends from the aforesaid towers, first proceeds in a straight line, is then bent into a curve, and thus in the round tower [the Corona] the wall on each side comes together. All which may be more clearly and pleasantly seen by the eyes than taught in writing. But this much was said so that the differences between the old and new work might be made manifest. 

Now let us carefully examine what were the works of our mason in the seventh year from the fire, which, in short, included the completion of the new and handsome crypt, and above the crypt the exterior walls of the aisles up to their marble capitals. The windows, however, the master was neither willing nor able to turn, on account of the approaching rains. Neither did he erect the interior pillars. Thus was the seventh year finished, and the eighth begun. 

In the eighth year the master erected eight interior pillars, and turned the arches and the vaults, including the clerestory windows, in the circuit. He also raised the tower [the Corona] up to the bases of the highest windows under the vault. 

In the ninth year no work was done for want of funds. 

In the tenth year the upper windows of the tower, together with the vault, were finished. Upon the pillars was placed a lower and an upper triforium, with windows and the great vault. Also the upper roof where the cross stands aloft was finished, and the roof of the aisles as far as the laying of the lead. The tower was covered in, and many other things done this year. 

In this year Baldwin, bishop of Worcester, was elected to the rule of the church of Canterbury on the eighteenth kalend of January [15 January 1184] and was enthroned there on the feast of St. Dunstan. 

Source: Robert W. Willis. The Architectural History of Canterbury Cathedral. London: Longmans and Company, 1843. 

