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Like snowfl akes on a winter’s night, 
French cathedrals are beautiful when 
considered as a group, but perhaps 
even more beautiful when contem-
plated individually. This article presents 
a classroom activity that asks students 
to examine a group of  cathedrals, to 
compare them, and then to explain 
which one they fi nd most beautiful. 
Because this activity requires only the 
consultation of  a free website, there 
are no fi nancial costs. And because 
the activity has no spiritual or doctri-
nal content, instructors need not be 
concerned that they will be teaching 
religion in a French class. This activity 
can be done in English in any begin-
ning-level French course, but it has 
been designed to be done in French by 
students taking intermediate-level high 
school and college courses. 

The online resource at the heart of  this 
activity is a remarkably rich English-
language website named “Mapping 
Gothic France” [www.mappinggothic.
org], run by divisions of  Columbia 
University and Vassar College, and 
supported by the Andrew W. Mellon 
Foundation. This website offers many 

hundreds of  high-quality photos, color 
and black-and-white, of  cathedrals 
built in France during the medieval 
period. Each featured cathedral is 
given extensive pictorial attention, both 
inside and outside the structure. Some 
photos focus on fi ne details, others on 
individual architectural elements, yet 
others on the overall structure. Each 
cathedral’s dossier of  photos and ac-
companying technical information is 
found by typing the name of  the city in 
which the cathedral is located into the 
website’s search engine.

As a fi rst step, I recommend that the 
instructor consult the website ahead 
of  time and choose a “starter set” of  
six cathedrals to be evaluated for their 
beauty by your students. But which 
six to choose? The long-celebrated 
cathedrals of  Beauvais (Cathédrale 
Saint-Pierre), Bourges (Cathédrale 
Saint-Étienne), Chartres (Cathédrale 

Notre-Dame), Paris (Cathédrale Notre-
Dame), Reims (Cathédrale Notre-
Dame), Rouen (Cathédrale Notre-
Dame), and Strasbourg (Cathédrale 
Notre-Dame de Strasbourg) are indeed 
beautiful.

But the “Mapping Gothic France” 
website also showcases many lesser-
known gems. Albi’s cathedral (Cathé-
drale Sainte-Cécile), for example, is 
striking due to its pronounced pri-
oritization of  height over width, its 
multiple narrow towers, and its sin-
gular pinkish hue. Angers’ cathedral 
(Cathédrale Saint-Maurice) is a soar-
ing delight, with its lively frontispiece 
statuary and its slightly asymmetrical 
twin front towers. Chalon-sur-Saône’s 
comparatively pocket-sized cathedral 
(Cathédrale Saint-Victor) features a 
clean exterior design and a fi ne-boned, 
well-lit interior. And Orleans’ cathedral 
(Cathédrale Sainte-Croix) is superbly 
detailed yet substantive and appealingly 
harmonious throughout. 

Once you have chosen your “starter 
set” of  six cathedrals, I recommend 
that you dedicate a fi rst class session 

to: (1) familiarizing your students with 
the “Mapping Gothic France” web-
site; and (2) presenting to them the six 
cathedrals that you have preselected. 
Then, toward the end of  this class 
session, ask each student to choose 
the three cathedrals that he/she fi nds 
the most beautiful among the six. The 
students’ homework will be to use 
the website to study each of  those 
three, and then to choose, in his or her 
opinion, the most beautiful one among 
them. 

How should the individual student 
go about choosing the most beautiful 
cathedral? The answer here lies in the 
fact that each edifi ce is, upon close 
inspection, a strikingly unique combi-
nation of  a host of  diverse architec-
tural elements. For example, do the 
given cathedral’s walls and windows 
create an interior that is bright and 
colorful or dark and gloomy? Do the 

various elements of  the cathedral’s 
exterior, such as its towers, entrances, 
and statuary, seem to co-exist harmo-
niously, or is there a sense that these 
elements have been combined in a 
haphazard manner? How seamlessly or 
jarringly does the cathedral fi t into its 
immediate neighborhood? There are 
no right answers here, only personal 
aesthetic judgments. Students should 
weigh in on several elements, not just 
one, before choosing the most beauti-
ful cathedral. You should ask students 
to write out an individualized list of  
talking points that justify their choice, 
as this list will help them during their 
subsequent in-class presentations. 

When combined with the vocabu-
lary that intermediate-level students 
already possess, a modest number of  
specialized terms should be suffi cient 
for your students to express them-
selves: arch (arc, m.); column (colonne, 
f.); fl ying buttress (arc-boutant, m.); 
gargoyle (gargouille, f.); nave (nef, 
f.); parvis (parvis, m.); portal (portail, 
m.); stained-glass window (vitrail, m. 
sing.; vitraux, m. pl.); steeple (fl èche, 
f.); tower with bells (clocher, m.); 

tower without bells (tour, f.); and vault 
(voûte, f.).

A potential trap for students is the 
consideration of  such art-historical 
classifi cations as time period of  con-
struction (for example, early medieval 
versus late medieval) or architectural 
style (for example, Romanesque versus 
Gothic). It seems best, for this activity, 
to leave discussion of  such formal clas-
sifi cations aside and to encourage your 
students to evaluate each cathedral “as 
is” and only for its aesthetic appeal. 

During a second class session, sched-
uled a week after the fi rst one, you 
should ask each student to present and 
explain, in a full-class setting, his/her 
personal choice for the most beautiful 
cathedral. (If  you have high enroll-
ment, a third class session might be 
necessary.) As each student presents, 
he or she should have access to both 
his/her list of  talking points as well 
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as to a live connection to the “Map-
ping Gothic France” website, being 
displayed on the classroom’s screen. In 
this manner, a student will have the op-
portunity to project onscreen a number 
of  photos from the three cathedrals he 
or she evaluated and to comment on 
those photos in a comparative way. 

The outcomes of  bringing French 
cathedrals into your classroom are nu-
merous and diverse. First, students will 
use the comparative and superlative 
forms of  adjectives orally and in real 
time. Second, students will get practice 
orally expressing, and then justifying, 
their personal preferences. Third, stu-
dents will gain experience speaking in 
a public setting. And fourth, students 
will engage—in a thoughtful, methodi-
cal, and detailed way—with a person-
ally selected trio of  culturally authentic 
structures, structures whose own 
complexity and uniqueness will assure 
a challenging yet enriching student 
experience.   

If  you choose, the concluding piece to 
the fi nal class session can be a virtual 
tour of  Strasbourg’s cathedral. Such a 
visit can be made at a French-language 
website named “Alsace 360” [www.
alsace-360.fr/visit/www/cathedrale-
strasbourg.fr/]. This website offers 
a visit inside, outside, and atop the 
structure, and even features a location-
specifi c soundtrack. For example, 
as web visitors stand in front of  the 
cathedral, they hear pealing bells, while 
upon entering the chapel they hear or-
gan music. Manipulation of  the mouse 
allows web visitors to look up, down, 
and to rotate a full 360 degrees in 
each part of  the edifi ce. By using this 
second website, you can close this class 
session, and this activity overall, by 
having your students explore a magnifi -
cent French cathedral. 
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