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John James

It is often claimed that the chevet of the abbey church of Saint-Denis was 
the first coherent example of the Gothic style [r].1 Yet when we search for 
contemporary buildings that might contain the same format, we are at a loss 
to find them. Jean Bony’s comment is a recurring theme: “Is there no way of 
detecting something definite about the origins of the Saint-Denis master?”2 

The chevet is isolated in its uniqueness: no other contemporary building 
possesses the qualities that have made this building so famous. It seems curious, 
if not astonishing, that those who created a work of such revolutionary nature 
did not repeat this design elsewhere. I will argue that we do not find the Saint-
Denis design anywhere else because there was not one designer for the chevet, 
but two.3 The evidence suggests that each man interpreted Suger’s requirements 
in his own way to produce a unique building that contained something of both 
of them, and was therefore in its whole of neither. Sumner Crosby sensed this 
when he complained that the design shows “no sequence of specific details, 
no major structural or aesthetic system betray training or experience in one 
particular geographical locality,”

The qualities that each espoused are of course found elsewhere, but the 
particulars that made this chevet so interesting to us arose from a unique 
combination of talents a combination that did not recur. The great contemporary 
buildings, or those built within a decade either side of Saint-Denis, like the 
apses of Ferté-Alais and Château-Landon, or the ambulatories of Senlis and 
Saint-Germer-de-Fly, do not have the same combination of lightness, geometric 
clarity and integrated vaults as Saint-Denis. It is not until the ambulatories of 
Notre-Dame in Paris and Saint-Remi in Reims in the 1160s that this is found 
again, over twenty years later.

The arguments in this article are based on changes to the templates and the 
architectural elements that were made part way through construction, not to 
documents that tell us nothing of the architects. Unlike Gervase of Canterbury, 
Suger is tantalizingly silent on this subject. He writes about his craftsmen, his 
mosaics and the furniture, but never mentions the master masons. 

The plan of the Saint-Denis chevet shows an open, spacious layout of nine 
chapels with wide windows [r4]. The middle row of ambulatory columns can 
be seen as either separating two aisles or marking the boundary to chapels that 
would not otherwise have any significant depth. The lightness of the design, in 
both the aisles and the walls, is apparent in the plan. We will begin our analysis 
by examining six changes to the architecture and the profiles in the chevet,4 and 
will later seek confirmation for our conclusions in contemporary structures.

First, over the window shafts and responds the impost extends continuously 
around the wall like a frieze. However, the imposts over the transverse arch 

Multiple contracting in 
the Saint-Denis chevet

Adapted from Gesta, xxxxii 1993, 42-62

Saint-Denis choir from the east

Saint-Denis ambulatory

Saint-Denis crypt (above) and plan (below)



    

 © John James 2021

2        Multiple contracting in the Saint-Denis chevet

shafts have been raised so that they rest on top of the frieze [r1]. Second, both 
the profile and the height of the continuous impost left in [r2], are different 
from the upper impost, shown on the right.5 Different templates were therefore 
issued for these two courses, and the upper one was laid after the lower. Third, 
all the en-délit wall shafts flanking the windows and at the corners of the wall 
are made from two cylindrical stones with a slender band at the join like that in 
[r3]. Though rings carved like torus moulds and placed at a constant height are 
quite common in the Paris Basin, small bands set at different heights are rare. 
On the other hand, the six shafts under the transverse arches are exceptional 
in being turned and installed in one piece. They are also larger in diameter.6 

Fourth, the ribs over the single shaft between the windows are supported on 
corbels which, like the transverse arch imposts, also sit on top of the continuous 
impost [r1]. Some of these corbels are simple and unadorned, as if finished in a 
hurry, for they were not carved with any of the delicate intricacy of the capitals 
underneath. Fifth, the face of the impost over this single shaft does not project 
beyond the curved wall plane, as an impost under a rib normally would. The 
rib, however, does project beyond this plane and, but for the corbel, would not 
have had support. A similar situation in the ambulatory of Sens cathedral was 
explained as being “because no provision was made for ribs in the first design 
of the ambulatory.”7 Sixth, the torus under the wall shafts is also continuous, 
like the impost. It passes behind the torus under the transverse arch shafts. It 
is significant that in some cases this continuous torus has been chiselled away 
to allow the transverse arch shaft to pass in front of it. Seventh, the bases and 
capitals of the transverse arch shaft are the only ones replaced or restored in the 
nineteenth century, suggesting they may have been carved in a hurry, like the 
corbels, or carved so badly that the restorers felt compelled to remake them.8 

Taken together, these seven details, being the raised impost and their 
altered profiles, the bandless shafts, the corbels, the relationship between the 
wall shafts and the ribs, the cut back tori and the location of the restorations, 
suggest there had been a major change in the design just above the continuous 
impost level, in which the transverse arch shafts with their torus and impost 
blocks, and the corbels, were added.

It was a natural place for such a change, for this is where the workmen 
would have set up the formwork for the voussoirs of the inner window arches. 
There is a major difference between laying stones in walls and laying voussoirs 
in arches: the mortar joints in the walls may contract without destabilising 
the structure, but this is not the case with arches. Any settlement in an arch 
would leave a gap between the arch and stonework supported on it. No stones 
could be placed on top of the arches until the voussoirs had settled into their 
final position, and this could only happen after the mortar had set and the 
formwork struck. 

As medieval mortar was slow to dry, the formwork underneath every arch 
was left in place for three months or more after the voussoirs had been laid.9 
Even in a great monastery like Saint-Denis where funds seem to have been 
abundant, the technical requirements of arch construction would have forced 
a pause in the works. The tasks the masons could have turned their hand to 
during the setting period would have been limited, and in small projects like 
the Saint-Denis chevet, men from other localities may have left the site and 
would not necessarily have returned after the setting period was over. 

They could have continues to carve stones for use once the formwork 
was struck, but for carvers to be three months ahead of the layers would have 
caused intractable problems in the yard, such as where to store the finished 
stones and how to recognize where each was meant to go. If the masons were 
three months ahead of the layers after the crypt vaults, they would have been 
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six months ahead at this level and a year ahead of the erection gangs by the 
time the roof was reached. I do not believe it would have been a practical way 
to run a workshop.

The addition of six shafts under transverse arches implies a design change. 

What was the new scheme?

The wall shafts lie within the plane of the wall, and their imposts project 
only slightly in front of that plane. They were therefore intended to support 
arches lying within the plane of the wall, not arches projecting beyond the 
wall. The face of nearly all vault cells, be they groin, domical or ribbed, were 
usually aligned with the wall. As ribs project below the cells, they also project 
in front of the wall [r1]. Therefore shafts supporting ribs must also be placed in 
front of the plane of the wall. Over the corner A [r2] the wall shaft can support 
the rib only because the adjacent cell has been twisted inwards. But the single 
shaft between the windows lies within the arc of the wall and, without the 
corbel, would have supported only the outer arches over the windows as can 
be inferred from their relative levels [r3].

This implies a radically different scheme from the ambulatory we see today. 
As the wall shafts were designed to support wall arches rather than ribs, rib 
vaults could not have been intended when the walls were being built. Rather, 
they would have supported half domes as used in nearly every contemporary 
apse in the Paris Basin, such as Saint-Martin des Champs, Saint-Pierre in 
Montmartre, Saint-Pierre in Chartres, Château-Landun and the destroyed 
Temple Church in Paris,10 as well as in the crypt of Saint-Denis itself. In 
changing the half dome into a rib vault the master had to add corbels so that 
the ribs would sit securely on the walls.

The corner shafts at A [r2] are the same diameter as those that flank the 
windows. Their function would therefore have been similar: to support arches 
that lay within the plane of the wall. The arches resting on these shafts would 
have covered passages between the chapels, and would have required matching 
shafts on a compound pier in the ambulatory. Clark was correct to comment 
that segment AA looked “more like a compound pier than a wall,” for that is 
precisely what the corner shafts were intended to be.11 

The arch resting on these shafts would probably have been the same 
width as AA is wider than a normal transverse arch. The pier would have had 
corner shafts CC opposite to and matching AA, and would have terminated 
in a cluster of larger shafts for the adjacent ambulatory vaults. The passage 
AC would have allowed the clergy to walk between the chapels without being 
crowded by the throng of pilgrims that Suger describes as filling the abbey 
[r4].12 Passages supported on compound piers are found at Saint-Martin-des-
Champs13 and Morienval.14 When the contemporary Saint-Martin is compared 
to Saint-Denis, it is significant that even though a number of masters set out 
a varied collection of piers (some have curved backs, some are square, some 
have keel shafts and some chamfers) none chose drums.

The imposts over the Saint-Denis ambulatory en delit shafts and drums 
are higher than those over the windows [r4].15 Both drum and shaft imposts 
have similar complex profiles of roughly the same thickness [p.2, r2]. It looks 
like they were installed in the same campaign, after the walls. The process of 
erection in which the walls are built first, and the interior drums set up later, 
was a common construction strategy at this time.16 

This construction strategy may have enabled Suger to preserve his earlier 
church a little longer. The latest moment for demolition would have been when 
the outer walls of the chapels had reached the impost height, during the pause 
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between those two campaigns, which would have been as soon as the mortar 
in the window arches would allow.

Taken together, the design change from domical to rib vaults, the 
introduction of transverse arch shafts and, the alteration of the moulding profiles 
and the location of the banded shafts suggest a major change in direction. That 
all these occurred during a pause in the construction of some months while 
the mortar set suggests there could well have been a major reassessment of 
the design during this time. 

Whether Suger changed his masters and/or the brief is not clear from 
the evidence presented so far. However, whether Suger or the builder was 
responsible, the evidence given later suggests this is the more likely alternative. 
Therefore, I will call one the “Wall and Window Master” and his successor 
the “Rib Vault Master”, or Window and Rib Masters for short.

Imagine the process of construction at this point. The Window Master had 
built the curved walls of the chapels to the impost, including the banded shafts 
and the capitals that secure them. The impost course probably continued across 
the full thickness of the wall to protect the rubble infilling from the rain. The 
arches over the windows rest on this course. The Window Master would have 
set up the formwork for these window arches and laid the first row of voussoirs 
over them, and then left the site while the mortar set. Some three months later 
the next master, possibly stimulated by Suger himself, changed the plan by 
employing rib vaults. The Rib Master naturally sets his imposts and corbels 
over the stones already in place, which was much easier than hacking out the 
existing imposts just to keep the new ones at the same level.

This is as much as the present evidence will tell us. To discover more about 
how these changes happened we need to examine other buildings to see whether 
the characteristics of the Saint-Denis walls can be found without those of the 
vaults and, conversely, whether the characteristics of the vaults occur without 
elements from the walls. Subject to certain conditions, we can say that if we 
can find the Saint-Denis windows, wall shafts and attendant details occurring 
together as a group elsewhere they are all likely to have been erected by the 
same master. Similarly with the vaults, if we can find these templates and design 
concepts being used in other buildings they too may have been designed by one 
master. The crucial distinction that would allow us to separate the two stages 
of Saint-Denis into the work of two masters would be if the Window Master’s 
arrangement were seldom found in the same buildings as the Rib Master’s.

The Window Master

We know the Window Master from his generous windows, the shafts 
that flank them, his continuous tori and imposts and the men who carved his 
capitals. His dossier17 includes:

•	 wide windows with the low sills and flanking shafts 
•	 sides of windows aligned towards the facing columns 
•	 multiple shafts to articulate the wall surface 
•	 shafts en délit with small bands at different heights
•	 continuous imposts and torus moulds18 
•	 continuous external string course
•	 intricate capitals19 
•	 external buttresses turned into octagonal shafts 
•	 relieving arches outside and above the windows20 
The chevet windows at Saint-Denis average 2,017 mm clear width between 

jambs. Similar generous and shaft-flanked windows turn up in the chapels 
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of Saint-Leu-d’Esserent,21 and Senlis Cathedral22 [r1]. They also turn up on 
the north wall of Notre-Dame at Etampes,23 in the Glennes apse and in the 
Sens Cathedral ambulatory. Some, such as those in the ambulatory of Sens 
cathedral, are wider than those in Saint-Denis.24 The windows in the central 
apse at Château-Landun25 are 1,600 mm wide and designed just like those at 
Saint-Denis, while those in the chapels of Saint-Lomer in Blois26 are 1,700 
mm wide but with much heavier flanking shafts.27

As the Sens ambulatory, the Saint-Martin and Blois chapels, and the 
Château-Landun apse may all be earlier than Saint-Denis, builders were 
constructing wide windows before Suger began his. That groin vaults were 
built or implied in all of these earlier buildings shows it was consistent for 
groin vaults to have been planned for Saint-Denis. At Saint-Denis, Glennes 
and Senlis the side planes of the windows have been aligned in a most curious 
and individual way [r2]. Normally the sides would be parallel to one another or 
radial to the centre of the chapel, but here they are aligned towards the centres 
of the opposite piers. It is an idiosyncratic detail that bespeaks an individual 
and eccentric designer.

Low sills are rare, but are found in the chapels of Saint-Leu and Senlis. 
Also, all the bases of these window shafts rest within a recess just below the 
level of the sill, as in Saint-Denis. Continuous imposts were used in the Sens 
ambulatory, at Glennes and in the Ferté-Alais apse,28 both of which have 
exceptionally wide windows. Sens also has a single shaft between the windows 
like Saint-Denis. Window and vaulting imposts are continuous inside and out 
in the Saint-Leu chapels, but only on the outside in the Senlis windows. 

From the foliate style of the capitals I am inclined to place the vaults of 
Saint-Leu before those at Senlis, but after Saint-Denis.29 In all of these chapels 
the vaulting imposts are at the same level as the window imposts. 

Shafts in two lengths with slender bands at the join are rare in the Paris 
Basin, whereas rings formed from thick torus-like profiles were more common. 
Shafts with thin bands were installed at Saint-Leu, the Senlis choir and western 
doorway,30 the Sens ambulatory wall, flanking the porches of Notre Dame in 
Etampes, and Saint-Ayoul in Provins, in the Villeneuve-sur-Verberie apse and 
the north arm of Jouy-le-Comte. 

Many of the capitals in these buildings are similar to those carved below the 
continuous impost at Saint-Denis31 [b]. They comprise a group containing, in 
one part or another, characteristics from the Window Master’s dossier.32 There 
are not always enough correspondences to show that this master definitely 
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worked on them all, but what we have is indicative that he may have. The 
map [r] with the location and approximate construction order of these places, 
suggests that this master came to the Ile-de-France from the south, perhaps 
central France, and gradually worked his way northwards.

Now, compare the dossier for this master with the Rib Master who follows. 
Two more different ways of designing, two more different approaches to the 
interior of the chevet, could not be imagined. 

The Rib Master

Turning now to the Rib Master, we know him mainly from his uncomplicated 
vault profiles and the boss with a small flower and a hole through the centre. 
His dossier includes: 

•	 vault arches with simple, slender profiles 
•	 ribs erected over semi circular formwork 
•	 encasing arches pointed and stilted so that crowns are level
•	 arches set out from a radius of 2,070 mm33

•	 boss with small hole drilled through it surrounded by tiny petals34 
•	 lightweight drum piers 
•	 square plinths, with the edges of the corner chamfers maintained 

parallel along the inclined slopes.35

•	 bottom corners of imposts over the drums chamfered 
•	 tall torus moulds and imposts
•	 tops of capitals notched
Some of the Saint-Denis vaulting profiles are found in the south transept 

vaults of Saint-Etienne in Beauvais,36 in the Cambronne nave aisles,37 Saint-
Christophe just north of Senlis,38 the Senlis Cathedral chapels and ambulatory, 
the Jouy-le-Comte apse, the Condécourt north arm, the Coulanges aisles, the 
Marolles-en-Brie apse,39 Airaines40 north of Beauvais and the Saint-Germer-
de-Fly choir.41 The miniature boss with a simple floral ring and a tiny hole 
drilled right through is a fairly rare item in the Paris Basin. It is found in the 
choir of Saint-Germer-de-Fly, at Saint-Christophe, Marolles and Condécourt, 
and in the Senlis ambulatory. Two rows of thin drums in ambulatories were 
repeated only twice in the next fifty years, suggesting that people were not 
comfortable with the idea. This reinforces Bony’s suggestion that these drums 
reflected Suger’s wish rather than the builder’s.42 What pier type this master 
would have othervwise used cannot be ascertained from Saint-Denis alone. 
Similar capitals may be found in many of these buildings, and their foliage is 
generally unlike the more complex used by the Window Master. Also, nearly 
all the Rib Master’s capitals have notched upper faces, called énchancré, which 
the other master almost never used [r].

Nearly all the places where we find the Wall and Window Master’s dossier 
are different from those where we find the  Rib Master’s. Apart from a few 
peripatetic capital carvers who seem to move from master to master, only 
once do groups of items from the Wall and Window Master’s dossier appear in 
buildings where we find the  Rib Master’s: in the Senlis Cathedral ambulatory. 

The presence of both dossiers at Senlis occurred for the same reason as at 
Saint-Denis: the Window Master worked on the windows and the  Rib Master, 
at a later stage, helped to build the vaults.43 Elsewhere we seldom find both 
dossiers together. The windows at Beauvais, Saint-Christophe, Marolles and 
Condécourt are nothing like those in the Wall and Window Master’s dossier, 
and vice versa. When comparing buildings such as Saint-Gemer-de-Fly with 
Saint-Denis I have restricted my observations to the vaults. The ground plan 
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and the design of the piers have little in common, and it is only the vault zones 
which show similarities. Just as the Rib Master set the vaults of Saint-Denis 
over walls designed by the Window Master, so the same Rib Master may have 
built the vaults at Saint-Germer over piers and walls by some other crew.

Here is a group of buildings with some of the characteristics found in the  
Rib Master’s dossier, though there are not always sufficient correspondences 
to indicate that he definitely worked on all of them. These buildings are listed 
with the major items that are also found at Saint-Denis noted [b]. The map [r] 
shows the location and approximate construction order of these buildings, and 
suggests that this master moved into the Paris Basin from Picardy, or maybe 
even further north from England.44 

A word on this unexpected suggestion: The Saint-Denis profiles and the 
form of the vault with its almost level crown are not part of the Italian/west 
French tradition with their domical cells, nor are the profiles as complex as 
the majority of French  Ribs. The Saint-Denis arch profiles are similar to those 
used in Durham and Peterborough prior to 1120 and in fifty percent of English  
Ribs before 1150. Only four percent of Paris Basin ribs are similar. 

The technique of drilling holes through the boss originated at Durham 
in 1100 and occurs in 38 percent of English vaults compared to half that 
percentage in the Paris Basin. Of nine English buildings with similar rib 
profiles under construction before 1140 eight have drum piers rather than the 
compound piers almost universally used in France. Therefore, the Saint-Denis 
ambulatory drums and vaults are closer to the English vaulting tradition than 
any other. The details and profiles in the entry porch to the Bristol Cathedral 
Chapter House are so close to those at Saint-Denis that this may be the  Rib 
Master’s last English work before coming to France.

Returning to Saint-Denis

We have now isolated the junction between two campaigns at Saint-Denis, 
formed a dossier for each campaign, and found that each of these dossiers are 
separately present in other buildings. 

Does this confirm the proposal that each campaign was the work of a 
separate master? Or is there some other interpretation? Before addressing this 
question, we should consider the interesting, if less convincing, evidence for 
three other junctions in the chevet crypt at Saint-Denis.

First, the crypt buttresses on the south are different from all the others, 
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[b1,2]. Where the other buttresses are flanked by small pilasters to support the 
relieving arches over the windows, these buttresses have none [b3]. Instead 
the buttress is a plain rectangle, without any projections at all.45 Furthermore, 
[b4], the axes through the northern buttresses are set toward two centres in the 
middle of the apse, whereas the axis through the southern buttress has been 
shifted to the east of both these centres. Lastly the width of the five northern 
buttresses is 650 mm, whereas the southern buttress has a width of only 560 
mm: a noticeable difference of some four inches. The combination of width, 
altered axes and the omission of pilasters indicates there was a change in the 
templates used for this location. The omission of the pilasters was a major 
alteration, as without them there were no supports for the relieving arches. 

Second, the reinstatement of the relieving arches over the pilaster less 
buttresses in the south suggests either the presence of someone who wanted to 
put them back, or a realization by the master that they were still an appropriate 
idea. As the corbels for these arches in the south coincide with the mortar 
drying pause that would have occurred over the crypt window arches, there 
may have been a change in masters at this level.

Third, the layout and dimensions of the wall shafts differ in the two upstairs 
lateral chapels to the west of the chevet. It was normal for the diameter of shafts 
to form a hierarchy from the largest under the transverse and arcade arches 
to the smallest under the formerets, and it is therefore tempting to 
presume that shafts of similar dimension and location were intended 
to support arches with a similar purpose. Different functions, be 
they in piers or in buttresses, are almost universally distinguished 
by being supported on shafts of different diameters. Rib shafts will 
almost never have the same diameter as formeret or transverse arch 
shafts. The direction of the arches that would have suited the sizes 
of these shafts is marked with arrowed lines [r]. Both lateral chapels 
have small respond and window shafts, and larger ones that were, 
presumably, for ribs. However, in the south chapel there are less 
respond shafts than in the north, and the sizes of the northern chapel 
shafts are markedly different from those in the southern chapel, 
marked on the figure.46 

Size, number and location of shafts in western chapels

Direction of south-west buttress

Location of changes to buttresses and windows

All the other crypt windows with flanking pilastersSouth-west crypt windows without pilasters
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Lastly, the bases are different in profile and in height [r1]. The base profile 
on the left is found under all the shafts to the northern and eastern chapels. 
The flatter but similar profile in the centre was used for the continuation of the 
torus profile along the wall. Both profiles are the same height. The profile on 
the right, on the other hand, applies only to the bases to the west of D [r2]. It 
is not as high as the profiles on the left, and has not been continued as a frieze 
along the wall, but is limited to the base of the shaft.

These changes of shaft layout and diameters, and of torus profiles indicate 
that the templates from which the stones were cut were changed at D. If the 
construction program in the northern end of the building was a little ahead of 
the southern, then the two lowest courses in the north and east would have 
been laid in the earlier campaign, and this crew would have proceeded no 
further in the south than the floor level.47 The thick line in [r3] indicates the 
location of this break on the north and east. It lies just above the torus mould 
on the interior. On the exterior it coincides with the top of the keystone to the 
relieving arch over the crypt windows [r4]; a natural place to pause while the 
mortar between the voussoirs was setting.

Was there a change in master masons?

It is now time to reconsider the earlier hypothesis that the major change in 
design between the walls and the vaults of the chevet and, to a lesser extent, 
the junctions underneath should be attributed to a change in master masons. 
With one exception, the campaign breaks coincide with arches over windows 
or under vaults just where the slow setting mortar would have imposed 
unavoidable breaks in the construction process. If changes had occurred 
in a random manner we could interpret them as evidence that the master 
modified his design as he went along. But with changes coinciding almost 
exclusively with pauses in the work while the mortar set we need to examine 
other possibilities.

The role of the template maker is crucial for interpreting the evidence. 
Shelby and others have shown quite clearly that the master mason in charge 
of the works was also responsible for designing the templates.48 If the profiles 
and details are changed, then it is certain that the templates from which they 
were cut were also changed. If those changes represent different aesthetic 
attitudes to design and different geometric processes, then it is likely that 
different template-makers were involved. However, this is not the same as 
saying that the master in charge also changed: it is not as simple as that, for 
there are alternative explanations. Let us examine some of these alternatives.

The evidence for two, and perhaps five, sets of discontinuities in a work 
that was completed in less than four years raises difficult questions about the 
control of the workmen and the input of ideas. All analysis is limited by the 
observation that the changes are not random, but occur in bands, and that 
they involved major alterations, not minor adjustments. Since the design of 
a major work like Saint-Denis could have been subject to many alterations, 
some of them radical, we need to consider which methods of employment 
and site control would involve breaks in construction and changes in design 
every six months or so. 

Either the master had absolute control over the templates, or those under 
him were able to issue their own, or something in between. In the first scenario 
where the master had absolute control over the templates, the changes must 
indi¬cate either that one master was replaced by another, or there was a group 
of consultant masters who were all involved at one time or another. In the 
second case in which some, or many of the men under the master, could issue 

Keystone to releiving arch over crypt windows
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their own templates there are a number of possibilities: either each sub master 
template maker was changed from time to time, and usually during pauses 
in the construction, or there was a fairly liquid situation in which different 
gang foremen would issue templates to their men which might be put aside 
on departure, leaving the capo master in sole charge.

Suger was well travelled and observant, if conservative.49 He selected 
his workmen carefully, and had the connections to bring people from afar. 
One interpretation of the evidence is that Suger may not have had the time to 
decide what he wanted until the work was waiting on his attention. He may 
have hired the Window Master to give him big windows, knowing this man 
was capable of building them,50 and realizing that this master would have to 
leave the site once the window arches were in place, he may not have realized 
that he was preparing to build compound piers. When employing the next man 
for his acknowledged skill in vaulting, Suger told him why he wanted drums 
and then left him to solve the resulting building problems as best he could.51 
Alternatively, the abbot may have retained a stable of masters and consulted 
them whenever a major decision had to be taken. If so, then the evidence 
suggests that the acknowledged favourite of the moment took charge, and 
from then on his templates sup¬planted those of his predecessor. Or the abbot 
may have suddenly decided to change the brief and only thought through the 
problem during the quiet time when there were no workmen on the site.

One capo-master may have prepared a general overall plan, but he may 
have been absent most of the time leaving the day to day detailing and template 
making to either a subordinate or a subcontractor master.52 Or a master may 
have been a consultant with some influence over many stages of the design, 
but little input into the templates which may have been prepared by many men. 
Or, while the mortar was setting, some of the layers and masons may have 
stayed on while the master may have gone elsewhere, leaving them in control 
of the templates for a while.53 There is evidence for all these possibilities. It is 
even possible that the site was divided between two masters according to the 
number of men in each crew, with the smaller crew constructing to the west 
of D [r]. This may explain the vertical junctions at D but not the horizontal 
junction at the impost level, nor the lack of communication between the two 
that permitted the ‘misaligned’ southern buttress and the changes to the lateral 
chapels. Buttresses and shafts have a structural function and it is doubtful that 
a master would be content to let a co- or sub-contractor alter their sizes and 
orientations at will, especially where the work was experimental.

This suggests a complex picture in which there was constant interaction 
between client and master, between both and visiting masters, and between 
masters and carvers. I have written that there was no architect at Chartres 
Cathedral, but only client and current builder, and that the role played by the 
modern architect was divided between them so that the client had an intimate 
control over the finances and the builder had sole control over the site work. As 
is evident here the situation was not so simple. Nevertheless the issue is crucial. 
As the Survey of the 1980s has shown, there is not one building among the 
1,600 churches of the Paris Basin from the 1070-1240 period without similar 
changes. Even in the well funded Sainte Chapelle the profiles were created 
by a number of template makers, though there may have been a capo-master 
in charge of the overall design.55 

Whatever possibilities we examine, the discrepancies in the Saint-Denis 
choir show two things: first, that client and/or master mason altered the design 
a number of times and, second, that the template-makers were changed many 
times throughout these years. My personal opinion is that more than one master/
contractor worked on the site, and that their authority and Suger’s were both 

Loation of junction D



 © John James 2021

Gesta, 1997         11

tempered through their interaction with one another and with the opinions of 
other masters, both outside consultants and those who had previously worked 
on the site. Together these factors resulted in the five distinct sets of design 
changes in the chevet, summarised in [r1]. There would have been a sixth 
between setting up the ribs and building the cells between them. This suggests 
that the foundations of the chevet were begun before the foundations stone 
was laid in 1140.56 

For clarity in discussion I shall continue to refer to each campaign as being 
the work of a different master, though with the reservations just discussed that 
decision-making was influenced by complex interactions.

The first master laid out the foundations of the crypt, starting on the north 
interior with octagonal pilasters, and perhaps the Suger-inspired wide windows, 
which are three-fifths the width of those in the chevet.57 He may have laid three 
or four courses above the pavement in the north, stepping down to ground level 
at D on the south58 [r2]. The next master left out the pilasters for the relieving 
arches, continued the crypt walls, carved the capitals inside,59 arched over the 
windows and began the arches for the groin vaults. If all these arches had been 
built together the crypt would have been a thicket of props and scaffolding: a 
sufficient inducement to leave the site, quite apart from the wet mortar. 

After the mortar-setting pause over these crypt arches, there may have been 
a third master, because corbels were installed where the pilasters had been 
omitted to support the relieving arches, or the second may have realized his 
mistake in leaving the pilasters out. He completed the groin vaults and began 
the outer walls of the chevet. This included the layout for the northern lateral 
chapel and the torus bases as far as D. He did not start the string course or 
the sills and jambs of the upper chapel windows, for these follow the same 
template all around the chevet. [r3].

This master was succeeded by the Window Master [blue] who detailed 
the wide windows and their framing shafts, continued the walls up to the 
level of the frieze like imposts and probably built the first row of arches over 
these windows. He was in his turn succeeded by the Rib Master [orange] who 
inserted the transverse arch shafts, the drum piers and set up the ribs of the 
vault.60 The final stage of the vaults, the cells and the uppermost courses of 
the wall to cornice level, may have been the work of one further master after 
a pause while the mortar in the ribs set.61 

We have to conclude that the seminal originality of the Saint-Denis chevet 
lay not in the genius of one master, but in an accidental concatenation, a fluke 
of appointments and opinions that were influenced by Suger’s passion for light 
and for re-creating the past.62 Though his choice of masters may have been 
deliberate, it seems more likely that masters were chosen from whatever pool 
of men were currently unoccupied. In this case the greatness of Saint-Denis 
stems from the happy conjunction of three men: the fourth master from the 
south who opened the walls with gigantic windows, the fifth from the north 
who lightened the spaces with drum columns and covered them with a unified 
system of  Ribs, and their client, Abbot Suger.

The intellectual clarity of the chevet, unlike the manifest confusion at 
Saint-Martin-des-Champs, comes in part from the horizontal location of the 
junction between these two crucial building campaigns. No such clarity existed 
at Saint-Martin, where vertical breaks in nearly every bay ensured that every 
pier would be evolved from different templates. At Saint-Denis, on the other 
hand, nearly the entire wall from north to south was the work of one team, and 
the whole of the interior space from drums to vaults was the work of another. 
Much of the satisfaction we feel in this building stems from the architectural 
integrity each master was able to retain within his own sphere of influence. 

Five campaigns in the chevet, plus at least 
three more in the footings and vault cells.

The step in the joints at buttress D that 
showed that the north was slightly in advance 
of the south.

Loation of junction D
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