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Extended abstract

Gargoyles are among the most distinctive visual and architectural elements
of European Gothic cathedrals, emerging from the aesthetic, religious,
and social transformations of the Middle Ages. Originally conceived
as functional waterspouts, these sculptural forms gradually evolved into
carriers of complex religious, symbolic, and even secular meanings. This
article analyzes the ontology, origin, function, and semantic transformations
of gargoyles within the historical, cultural, and artistic context of the Gothic
era to demonstrate how these sculptures created a unique link between the
transcendent Christian world and the everyday life of medieval people. With
the spread of Christianity across Europe, the religion’s specific perception
of sculpture as a potentially idolatrous medium led to the temporary
marginalization of figural representations within sacred spaces.

Over time, however, particularly with the advent of Romanesque
architecture, sculpture reappeared in churches, this time serving clear
religious and didactic purposes. With the emergence of the Gothic style
in the early twelfth century and concurrent advancements in architectural
engineering, the use of sculpture, especially on the exterior of churches,
expanded significantly. Gargoyles, in particular, acquired a distinctive
status, transforming from purely utilitarian elements into multi-layered
cultural and religious symbols.

Initially, gargoyles were designed for rainwater drainage. As Gothic
cathedrals grew taller and European climates brought frequent and intense
rainfall, there was an increasing need for effective water management
systems. Gargoyles, by channeling rainwater through their mouths and
away from the building, protected church walls and foundations from

1. This article is an derived from the master’s thesis entitled “The Genealogy and Aesthetic
Function of Gargoyles in Gothic Architectural Decorations,” written by Danial Sohani and
supervised by the second author.
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erosion and water damage. Over time, these elements acquired additional
structural functions, such as better water flow distribution and reduction
of pressure at drainage points, thereby minimizing localized deterioration.
During the High and Late Gothic periods, gargoyles transitioned from
functional objects to aesthetic and symbolic components. Characterized
by exaggerated facial expressions, bared teeth, gaping mouths, and wide,
piercing eyes, many gargoyles exhibit hybrid forms, merging human and
animal traits. Examples include winged dragons, horned goats, furious
lions, and multi-headed beasts, visual manifestations of the rich imagination
of medieval stonemasons and the popular culture of the time. Artists of the
Gothic era designed these sculptures with increasing detail, incorporating
mythological monsters, composite animals, and eerie human faces. This
approach served two main purposes: first, to produce a striking visual
impact, and second, to encode moral and religious messages for audiences
unfamiliar with scriptural texts.

Gradually, gargoyles came to be widely used as religious and ritual symbols.
They were often interpreted as monstrous beings expelled from the church,
dwelling outside the sacred space. Actually, they were representations of
demonic forces banished from holiness. At the same time, their terrifying
visages were intended to instill fear of hell and religious deviation. The
Church employed these sculptures to evoke human emotions, fear, awe, and
hope, as a means of moral instruction. In medieval thought, the presence
of demons was accepted as a reality, and the battle between faith and evil
was seen as the foundation of salvation. In this sense, gargoyles became
tangible representations of this struggle, warning believers that evil forces
lurked nearby and that refuge could only be found within the sanctuary of
the church. Umberto Eco, in his analysis of gargoyles, interprets them as
embodiments of chaos and disorder within the divine order of the Church.
By incorporating these chaotic figures, the Church appeared to assert its
dominion over the forces of darkness. Despite their grotesque and violent
appearance, gargoyles thus became instruments for reinforcing cosmic and
moral order, visual metaphors of theological teachings about the coexistence
of good and evil. Beyond religious meanings, gargoyles also assumed a
talismanic function. A common medieval belief held that such creatures
could ward off evil spirits. This protective role was deeply rooted in popular
culture and medieval superstition. It was believed that the frightening faces
of gargoyles could drive the Devil away from sacred spaces. Thus, the
gargoyle became a visual amulet, demarcating the boundary between the
sacred world of the church and the dangerous, chaotic world outside. In this
view, gargoyles served as a point of convergence between official religion
and folk belief. Just as the Church employed local elements, such as stained
glass stories or mural paintings, for its pedagogical mission, so too did
gargoyles enable the integration of magical and talismanic meanings into
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ecclesiastical architecture.

As gargoyles became integral to church architecture, they gradually
entered the broader visual culture of medieval society. No longer solely
religious symbols, they became part of the social life of the community.
Cathedrals served as social and political centers in medieval cities, and
their surroundings were often lively venues for festivals, performances, and
public gatherings. Positioned on the exterior of these buildings, gargoyles
became familiar presences to the general populace, woven into their lived
environment. During events such as the Feast of Fools or local coronation
rituals held near the church, gargoyles, often with grotesque or humorous
expressions, looked down upon the festivities. In this way, the boundary
between the sacred and the secular, the religious and the everyday, was
maintained and visualized in a continuous form.

Gargoyles played a key role in connecting with the everyday lives of the
people. They were not merely aesthetic or ritualistic objects but contributors
to the visual identity of medieval cities. Through their imaginative and
diverse designs, they shaped the aesthetic experiences of passershy,
becoming embedded in collective visual memory, much like public statues
or sculptures in squares and passageways. Furthermore, as imaginary
beings, gargoyles stimulated the collective imagination, becoming animated
presences in folktales, myths, and children’s stories.

In conclusion, gargoyles represent a quintessential example of the
convergence of form, function, and meaning in medieval art and architecture.
They reflect the cultural diversity and complexity of medieval societies,
which, despite the dominant influence of religion, were still shaped by a
range of traditions and beliefs. As figures outside the official scriptural
narrative, gargoyles inspired artists to employ creativity and imagination,
incorporating folklore, mythology, and personal visions into their forms.
Freed from the strict confines of religious dogma, gargoyles can thus be seen
as symbols of artistic resistance against ideological limitations, as bridges
between ancient cultures and medieval Christianity, between the divine and
the secular, and ultimately, as testimonies to humanity’s enduring capacity
for self-expression even under the most restrictive historical conditions.
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