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PREFACE

‘Nous rebattirons.’ (We will rebuild.)

President Macron of France, 15 April 2019

It seems like a miracle. As I write, the cathedral church of Notre-Dame de Paris is scheduled to open for services in December 2024. It seemed impossible, after the terrible fire, that the restoration could be finished so quickly. But now, five years and eight months later, it has been done.

I visited Notre-Dame two months after the fire, and had the privilege of being shown around by M. Philippe Villeneuve, architect of the restoration. A strong net was stretched over the crossing to protect us from falling stones.

The devastation was heartbreaking, but I was surprised at the relative little damage to the nave.

The vaulting, or ceiling, of Notre-Dame, like the vaulting of every Gothic church, is made of stone ribs, the spaces between the ribs being filled by thin stones mortared together. The result is like an eggshell. This style of vaulting has survived for centuries in thousands of churches in France and Britain and elsewhere. But, like an eggshell, it can easily be cracked.

I expected that the fall of the spire would have destroyed the vaulting for the entire length of the nave. I was happy to see that only one bay of the nave had been seriously affected. The rest was little damaged. The medieval masons built stronger than I knew.

M. Villeneuve’s most urgent task was to stabilize the building. In a large church the weight is carefully distributed around the pillars, the walls and the buttresses. Pressure and tension are in equilibrium. When part of the structure is destroyed, this equilibrium is lost, and the building will move, causing more damage. M. Villeneuve had to stop this happening.

By June he had already strengthened the most vulnerable parts of the church with temporary timber reinforcements, and the bright tan of the wood contrasted sharply with the sooty grey of the old stones.

At the same time the building had to be sealed against the weather, to prevent further damage from rain, wind and snow.

The greatest challenge lay in the old scaffolding. Before the fire, the spire was undergoing extensive repairs, and was surrounded by a huge network of scaffolding. During the fire the steel tubes were twisted and tangled, and turned into a Gordian knot of steel that weighed a million tonnes.

Clearly this had to be cut up and removed in parts. But moving a small section might cause the entire knot to shift, which could do tremendous damage. The tangle of steel had to be wrapped and strapped so that it could not move. Then, beginning at the top, sections were cut with immense care, then lifted clear one by one and removed by a giant crane.

Only then could the rebuilding begin. One thousand oak trees were felled for the rebuilding of the spire, La Flèche. One thousand craftsmen were hired: carpenters, masons, roofers, glassworkers, ironworkers and more. The nave was filled from floor to vault with new scaffolding.

I began by calling the project a miracle, but of course its success was not supernatural. It was achieved by the skill and dedication of architects, craftsmen and labourers, plus the giant contributions of generous French donors such as M. Bernard Arnault. The result is a tribute to the entire French people.

I salute them all.

Ken Follett, February 2024
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It was one of those spring days that are so gentle and pretty that all Paris treats them like Sundays, crowding the squares and the boulevards. During such days of clear skies, warmth and peace, there comes a supreme moment at which to appreciate the portal of Notre-Dame. It is when the sun, already sinking, shines almost directly on the cathedral. Its rays, more and more horizontal, slowly leave the pavement and climb the vertical façade to highlight the countless carvings against their shadows, until the great rose window, like the eye of a cyclops, is reddened as if by reflections from a furnace.

Victor Hugo, The Hunchback of Notre-Dame

Today, they weep for her in every language.

Paris Match
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2019

The voice on the phone was urgent. ‘I’m in Paris,’ it said. ‘Turn on your television!’

I was at home, in the kitchen, with Barbara, my wife. We had just finished supper. I had not drunk any wine, which turned out to be a good thing. I did not yet know it, but the evening was going to be a long one.

The voice on the phone belonged to an old friend. She has weathered many crises as a Member of Parliament and a Cabinet minister, and is completely unflappable, but she sounded shocked.

You know what we saw on the screen: the wonderful Cathedral of Notre-Dame de Paris, one of the greatest achievements of European civilization, was on fire.

The sight dazed and disturbed us profoundly. I was on the edge of tears. Something priceless was dying in front of our eyes. The feeling was bewildering, as if the earth was shaking.

I know the building well. One Christmas Barbara and I went to midnight Mass there. Thousands of people thronged the church. The dim lights cast deep shadows in the aisles, the carols echoed in the nave, and the vault high above us was cloaked in darkness. Most moving of all was the knowledge that our ancestors had been celebrating Christmas this way in this building for more than eight hundred years.

I had visited the church many other times. My earliest sight of it had been in 1966, on my first holiday outside the UK, although at the age of seventeen I’m afraid I was too interested in the girls in our group to pay serious attention to a cathedral. My last had been only four weeks earlier, when I had driven along the Left Bank and, as always, had drunk in the magnificent view of the twin towers and the flying buttresses.

As soon as I began to think rationally about what I was seeing on television, I understood what was burning and how the fire was gathering force, but the journalists commenting did not – and why should they? They had not studied the construction of Gothic cathedrals. I had, in doing research for The Pillars of the Earth, my novel about the building of a fictional medieval cathedral. A key scene in Chapter Four describes the old cathedral of Kingsbridge burning down, and I had asked myself: Exactly how does a great stone church catch fire?

I had climbed up into the dusty spaces under the roofs of cathedrals including Canterbury and Florence. I had stood on the mighty beams that spanned the naves and looked up at the rafters that supported the leads. I had noticed the dried-up debris that often gathers in such places: old bits of wood and rope, sandwich wrappers left by maintenance workers, the knitted twigs of birds’ nests and the papery homes of wasps. I felt sure that the Notre-Dame fire had started somewhere in the roof, probably when a dropped cigarette or a spark from an electrical fault ignited some litter, which in turn had set the timbers ablaze. And the damage resulting from that threatened to flatten the building.

I decided to share this thought with others, so I tweeted:


The rafters consist of hundreds of tonnes of wood, old and very dry. When that burns the roof collapses, then the falling debris destroys the vaulted ceiling, which also falls and destroys the mighty stone pillars that are holding the whole thing up.



That turned out to be about right, except that I underestimated the strength of the pillars and the vaults, both of which were damaged but, happily, not completely obliterated.

Here’s how the destruction of Kingsbridge Cathedral happened in Pillars, seen from the point of view of Prior Philip:


A crashing sound made him look up. Immediately above him, an enormous timber was moving slowly sideways. It was going to fall on top of him. He dashed back into the south transept, where Cuthbert stood looking scared.

A whole section of the roof, three triangles of beam-and-rafter plus the lead sheets nailed to them, was falling in. Philip and Cuthbert watched, transfixed, quite forgetting their own safety. The roof fell on one of the big round arches of the crossing. The enormous weight of the falling wood and lead cracked the stonework of the arch with a prolonged explosive sound like thunder. Everything happened slowly: the beams fell slowly, the arch broke up slowly, and the smashed masonry fell slowly through the air. More roof beams came free, and then, with a noise like a long slow peal of thunder, a whole section of the north wall of the chancel shuddered and slid sideways into the north transept.

Philip was appalled. The sight of such a mighty building being destroyed was strangely shocking. It was like watching a mountain fall down or a river run dry: he had never really thought it could happen. He could hardly believe his eyes.



As night fell on 15 April 2019, the people of Paris came out into the streets, and the television cameras showed thousands of grief-stricken faces lit by the flames, some singing hymns, others just weeping as they watched their beloved cathedral burn. The tweet that got the most heartfelt response from my followers that night just said:


Francais, francaises, nous partagons votre tristesse.

Frenchmen, Frenchwomen, we share your sadness.



It should have been nous partageons with an ‘e’, but no one minded.

There are people who understand more about medieval cathedrals than I do, but the journalists don’t know their names. They know mine because of my books, and they know that Pillars is about a cathedral, so within a few minutes I started to get messages from the newsrooms. I spent that evening doing television, radio and press interviews, explaining in English and French what was happening on the Île de la Cité.

At the same time as giving interviews, I was watching.

The central spire, slender as an arrowhead and three hundred
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