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About the AuthorJanetta Rebold Benton is a professor of art history at Pace University,
Pleasantville, New York, and a lecturer at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. A
specialist in medieval art, Professor Benton has published several books and articles on
medieval and Renaissance topics and has lectured in the United States and Europe. She has
been studying and photographing gargoyles for over a decade.Excerpt. © Reprinted by
permission. All rights reserved.INTRODUCTIONLook up! Look out! A multitude of gargoyles
haunt the medieval buildings of western Europe, peering down from churches and cathedrals,
houses and town halls. Clinging to edges and ledges, these projections—carved of stone in the
form of people, real animals, or fantastic beasts—mark rooflines, corners, and buttresses,
enhancing the picturesque quality of a building’s silhouette. When the sky is clear, gargoyles
may merely glower from the towers—but do not stand below them on rainy days.Gargoyles are
elaborate waterspouts. Usually taking the form of an elongated fantastic animal, these decorated
gutters are architectural necessities turned into ornament. To prevent rainwater from running
down the masonry walls and eroding the mortar, water is carried a gargoyle’s length away from
the building and thrown clear of the wall. As can be seen by looking down at a gargoyle on the
New Church in Delft, the Netherlands (plate 3), rainwater is removed from the roof via a trough
cut in the back of the creature. The water usually exits through the open mouth, as demonstrated
by a gargoyle in a courtyard of the Hotel of the Catholic Kings in Santiago de Compostela, Spain
(plate 1). A sudden rainstorm in southern France provided an opportunity to photograph a
functioning lion gargoyle as rainwater issued from its mouth on the Cathedral of Saint-Pierre et
Saint-Paul in Troyes (plate 2). Rows of gargoyles—like those on the Cathedral of Notre-Dame in
Paris (plate 6), positioned along the peripheries of buildings and extending out beyond their
walls, and like those that surround a tower on the Town Hall of Bruges, Belgium (plate 4)—make
clear their practical role as part of the drainage system. Water falling from gargoyles on the
clerestory level of a church might, however, land on the aisle roofs. When Gothic flying
buttresses were used, aqueducts could be cut into the buttresses to divert the water over the
aisle walls, as seen at Burgos Cathedral in Spain (plate 5).Western European languages have
many words to describe these architectural appendages. In Italian, gronda sporgente, an
architecturally precise phrase, means “protruding gutter.” The German Wasserspeier describes
what the gargoyle appears to do; he is a “water spitter.” The Dutch waterspuwer—”water spitter”
or “water vomiter”—is similar. Different are the Spanish gargola and the French gargouille, which
come from the Latin gargula, meaning “gullet” or “throat.” Gargouille, connected also with the



French verb gargariser—which means “to gargle”—is surely the most evocative of these terms
and is the source of the English word gargoyle. (A building may be described as gargoyled,
which is to say, equipped with gargoyles.)The term gargoyle has come to be applied,
inaccurately, to other sculptures on the exteriors of medieval buildings that are similar to
gargoyles in their grotesque anatomy but do not function as waterspouts. Strictly speaking,
these are grotesques or chimeras. In the Middle Ages the term babewyns, derived from the
Italian babunio (baboon), was used to refer not only to gargoyles but to any sort of grotesquerie.
Today, given the toll taken by centuries of building alterations, modifications, weather, and
pollution, it may be difficulty to tell if water ever issued from certain medieval mouths.The
concept of a decorative projection through which water flows away from a building was known in
antiquity. The architectural function of the gargoyle may originally have been served by wood or
ceramic waterspouts; with the introduction of stone, the possibility of carving these protrusions
into ornamental forms became more inviting. The ancient Egyptians used animal-shaped stone
waterspouts, as did the Greeks, who especially favored the lion head. The Etruscans, too, used
animal-shaped waterspouts. Lion-headed gargoyles and anthropomorphic waterspouts were
frequent on homes in the Roman city of Pompeii, preserved by the eruption of the volcano
Vesuvius in A.D. 79.In the early Middle Ages, rainwater usually ran down the roofs and poured
from the cornices directly onto the public streets. True gargoyles are thought to date from the
beginning of the twelfth century. In the Gothic era, especially during the thirteenth century and
thereafter, gargoyles became the preferred method of drainage. (Not all medieval waterspouts
were carved as gargoyles, however. Even during the centuries when gargoyles were extremely
popular, simple troughs might be used, particularly in areas of a building not exposed to
view.)An explanation, more charming than credible, for the gargoyle’s name, ability to spout
water, and physical form is found in the following tale. A dragon called La Gargouille—described
as having a long, reptilian neck, a slender snout and jaws, heavy brows, and membranous wings
—lived in a cave close to the River Seine in France. It had several bad habits: swallowing ships,
causing destruction with its fiery breath, and spouting so much water that it caused flooding. The
residents of nearby Rouen attempted to placate La Gargouille with an annual offering of a live
victim; although the dragon preferred maidens, it was usually given a criminal to consume.In the
year 520, or perhaps around 600, the priest Romanus (or Romain) arrived in Rouen and
promised to deal with the dragon if the townspeople agreed to be baptized and to build a church.
Equipped with the annual convict and the items needed for an exorcism (bell, book, candle, and
cross), Romans subdued the dragon by making the sign of the cross and led the now docile
beast back to town on a leash made from his priest’s robe. When La Gargouille was burned at
the stake, the head and neck, well tempered by the heat of the dragon’s fiery breath, would not
burn. These remnants were mounted on the town wall and became the model for gargoyles for
centuries to come.Although gargoyles can rarely be dated with certainty, they appear to have
evolved in physical form over the years. Believed to be among the earliest Gothic examples are
the gargoyles at Laon Cathedral in France, of c. 1220, which are large in size but stubby in



shape, little more than bust-length creatures, and few in number. Soon after, full-length
gargoyles appeared on Notre-Dame in Paris, although still fairly short in their proportions. Those
placed at the ends of the canals of the flying buttresses on the nave of Notre-Dame were already
longer in shape (plate 6). Once the entire animal was depicted, it was likely to be posed as if
holding onto the building by its claws, establishing a logical and clever relationship between the
animal and the architecture—a witty use of context that treats the animals as if real. These
animals seem to stretch their bodies, and especially necks, as if trying to throw their water as far
as possible from the building. Because architects quickly recognized that dividing the flow of
water minimized the potential damage from each little trickle, gargoyles became widespread and
were employed systematically before mid-century.
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Joey Hirsch, “Eine sehr gemütlich Reise. After the Napoleonic Wars, people in Western Europe
were tired of ostentation (and they frankly lacked the resources to indulge in it, even if they had
the spirit). Biedermeier, then, was a reaction to ornate and overwrought design and interior
decoration. It presented modest earth tones that emphasized home and hearth, and was one of
the first times (maybe the first) that cultural cues were set by the middle-class, instead of the
upper-classes. In America now we suffer a bit of what Paul Fussell called "Prole Drift" wherein
style flows up from the bottom of the society to the top, but that's another (and frankly
depressing) topic for another day.Despite its modesty and understatement, Biedermeier design
was sometimes very creative and aesthetically pleasing, and the guided tour that Angus Wilkie
gives in this book will give everyone from the layman to the antiquarian a new appreciation for
this short but fertile cultural efflorescence that may affect how we view the home and its
furnishings today. Indeed, Wilkie argues (mostly successfully) that Biedermeier was not only an
art style, but a way of life that perhaps marked the birth of interior design and decoration as a
past time and a hobby, rather than just a collection of things accumulated throughout one's life.
It's important to remember that Germany, along with France, had a sophisticated and rigorous
system by which even window dressers in department stores learned their trade. To put it bluntly,
making rooms look good (public or private) is and was serious business on the continent.The
focus in this book is on applied arts, chairs with scalloped backs and various chests of drawers
veneered in cherry or birch, but occasional grace notes from previous stylistic wheelhouses like
rococo and Empire show up here and there, especially in some of the beautiful clocks and
smaller timepieces. Some of the glass pieces are more beautiful than hard stone jewelry from
other collections. Indeed, sometimes the line between competent craftsmanship and truly
inspired art can get pretty murky.There is a short section on Biedermeier fine art, which consists
of mostly naturalistic, faithfully-rendered pastoral or interior scenes so detailed that they first
strike the eye like a photograph.Biedermeier's importance and lasting influence may be a source
of some debate among art scholars, but regardless of whether or not it continues to exert its
hold on the aesthetic imagination (and I think it does), Herr Wilkie does the curious reader and
art lover a service with his book. Recommended.”

David Arbogast, “The classic book on the Biedermeier style. The fashion for Biedermeier style
seems to have ebbed considerably, even as the original style faded rapidly arouond 1848, This
book, which was published, at the recent height of popularity for the revived Biedermeier style, is
a superlative coffee table book with great color photographs supplemented by a well-written text.”

Ebook Library Reader, “Quality service! Book as listed.. Exactly as listed, and a very beautiful
book, excellent shipping, I'd buy from them again.I discovered I don't really like Biedermeier.”

Jayse Garcia, “Biedermeier - an overlooked epoch.. An amazing window into this era that's a



great introduction-book to the subject matter.”

Native Noo Yawkah, “Thorough and authoritative. Complete history of Biedermeir works that
belongs in collection of any furniture collector. It is beautifully photographed and extremely
comprehensive.”

The book by Janetta Rebold Benton has a rating of 5 out of 4.8. 8 people have provided
feedback.
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