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MASTERPIECE

"A Bridge to Eternity"

   By H. GEORGE FLETCHER

On a much-visited hilltop in the Fifth Arrondissement of Paris, the Latin Quarter, a magnificent and insufficiently celebrated treasure hides virtually in plain sight. Whether native, student or tourist, today's visitor to the area is principally drawn to the monumental Panthéon and the Bibliothèque Sainte-Geneviève. The neighboring church of St-Étienne-du-Mont, another vestige of the vanished Abbey of Sainte-Geneviève that once crowned the Montagne Sainte-Geneviève, draws comparatively small attention. Few of those who contemplate its exterior intrude upon its peaceful, light-filled, flamboyant gothic interior. But they should.

St-Étienne-du-Mont was built beginning in 1492, in a style conforming to the late-medieval Paris of spiky towers. It was completed in 1626 with Renaissance elements. But there is one particular element that compels serious attention. The middle of the church is spanned by an exceptionally rare survival, an architectural feature called a /jubé/ in French, an obscure back-formation from Latin that many Francophones have never heard, deriving from the invocational prayer for the canonical hours, /Jube, Domine, benedicere/ ("Deign, O Lord, to bless…"). The term is apt: prayers were read from the jubé's walkway. (The English name for this architectural gem is the antique term "rood loft," the rood a reference to the cross or crucifix.)

St-Étienne-du-Mont

Carved wooden screens in medieval churches divided what we might term the secular area from the liturgical area, forming a physical quasibarrier that clearly delineated the sacred from the profane. Many open panels allowed members of the congregation to peer into the mysteries of the liturgical end without entering into the space itself. And rood screens, which supported images of the crucified Christ, were ubiquitous until the Reformation and subsequent Catholic Counter-Reformation, beginning in the 16th century, led to their removal.

An infinitely rarer, more exotic version of the rood screen was the rood loft, requiring a church of considerable height and scope to accommodate it. As its name implies, the loft was an enclosed structure, raised well above the building's floor, under which worshipers could pass comfortably. Normally made of elaborately carved wood, it too succumbed to the iconoclasts and the reformers. The puzzling, orphaned circular staircases on flanking sides of the nave in some ancient churches are vestiges of these structures.

Our lone Parisian survivor is in a class unto itself: not just the sole instance in Paris, but one of the few in the world, and a magnificent specimen of carved stone. It impels the eye. Looking at this gigantic wedding cake of a loft, one knows instinctively that one is in Paris. St-Étienne's ebullient /jubé/ was built across the wide central nave in the 1530s, its flanking double-height spiral staircases rising from massive pillars between doorways that provide floor-level access to the narrower side aisles.

The generously sweeping spiral staircases do not stop at the top of the loft, but add to the magnificence by giving access first to the walkway and then continuing up another level to side galleries that lead into and overlook the apse. A crucifix (the rood) surmounts the walkway across the top of the loft. Following the 20th-century reforms of Vatican II, the principal altar stands beneath the wide supporting arch, which serves visually as a proscenium. Angelic heralds as supporters emerge from the angles of the arch.

    “On a Paris hilltop, magnificent and insufficiently celebrated     treasure”

The medieval origins of this brilliant white-stone structure are immersed in its burgeoning Renaissance artistic sentiments. It is contemporaneous with the late arrival of the Renaissance in Paris under the educational and linguistic reforms imposed by Francis I, reflecting his training by his humanist tutors, principally Guillaume Budé, fully two centuries after Petrarch's years of exile in Vaucluse, east of Avignon. 

The elaborate strapwork-filigree carving of the banisters on the staircases and walkway reflects novel tastes, and recalls nothing so strongly as the interlaced style of Parisian bookbindings that would become synonymous with Jean Arnould, called Picard, whose 1540s designs earned him the sobriquet of the Entrelac Binder. The master masons who wielded hammer and chisel left no surface untouched, whether flat or curved. Leaves and tendrils erupt from small interior columns and the few solid surfaces. Fleurs-de-lys emerge from knotted, intertwined strapwork. Even the undersides of the steps are a marvel of design, reminiscent of a blend of linenfold paneling with miniaturized versions of the Giants' Causeway.

We have an astonishingly elegant survivor of the rood loft in that most convenient and most visited of cities, Paris, and yet it remains little understood or celebrated. It warrants a journey from anywhere.

—Mr. Fletcher is a bibliophile and writer in New York.

Copyright 2012 Dow Jones & Company, Inc. All Rights Reserved

This copy is for your personal, non-commercial use only. Distribution and use of this material are governed by our Subscriber Agreement <http://online.wsj.com/public/page/subscriber_agreement.html> and by copyright law. For non-personal use or to order multiple copies, please contact Dow Jones Reprints at 1-800-843-0008 or visit www.djreprints.com <http://www.djreprints.com> 

