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4.  An Exemplary Rococo Church: Steinhausen


1.  After three introductory sessions, today we finally turn to what I take to be an exemplary Rococo church: the brothers Zimmermann’s Steinhausen.  Better perhaps than any other church, better even than die Wies, it helps us to understand the defining characteristics and the spiritual significance of the Bavarian Rococo church.  


Bavarian Rococo churches demand to be experienced in their setting.  Ideally they are walked to, as those who worshipped in them walked to them, often as members of some procession.  And Steinhausen, too, was the goal of many a pilgrimage, focused on a sacred image of the Virgin, a late Gothic Pietà.  (Fig. 1)  
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Fig. 1, Steinhausen, Pietá, 1410-1420

We can’t do that, but let me try give you at least some sense of the setting of the church, a small Swabian village surrounded by fields and woods, a landscape that has not changed all that much since the church was built. (Fig. 2) 
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Fig. 2.  Steinhausen


The church itself was built rather quickly: begun in 1727, the building was finished in 1730.  Frescoes and stuccoes date from 1730/31.  After an earlier blessing, the formal consecration took place on May 5, 1733.  The church unfortunately cost much more than the Premonstratensian monastery of Schussenried, responsible for the costs, had agreed to pay, 50,000 instead of 9000 guilders, so that the abbot responsible had to resign and retire to a monastery in Lorraine.  On the other hand, the work allowed the subjects of the responsible monastery to get rid of all their debts, another example of deficit spending helping the economy. 


While the church may not have changed much since its completion, we yet must say of it, too, what Heidegger in “The Origin of the Work of Art” says of the Greek temple and of Bamberg cathedral: the world of the work has perished.  Its world is no longer our world.  And yet there is a sense in which the work does still establish that world even as it makes us aware of our distance from that world.  In that sense it can serve as an example of what Heidegger considers the earth-presenting and world-establishing power of the work of art.  And thus it can help to make clearer how we are to understand such world-establishing.  “World” here does not mean the totality of facts.  Think rather of the way we use the word when we speak of the world of a baseball player or the word of the Middle Ages.  “World” suggests here a way of life in which things and persons matter in certain ways, suggests something like a spiritual orientation towards persons and things, also towards one’s own life, and that includes love and death.  Steinhausen was created to invite such an orientation.  It thus illustrates very well what I have called the ethical function of architecture.  


2.  Steinhausen is a church, a pilgrimage church.  Already in the late 13th century a chapel consecrated to the Virgin stood there.  The pilgrimage itself goes back at least to the late Middle Ages.  Especially in the difficult years of the Thirty Year War the pilgrimage became extremely popular, where we should keep in mind that pilgrimages in the 18th century did not just have a spiritual significance: they also had bit of the flavor of a contemporary cruise — they allowed the individual to escape from the routine of the everyday, to have some fun.  


The focus of this particular pilgrimage was a Gothic image carved in 1410-1420.  (Fig. 1) We shall return to it later.  The miracles associated with this image made Steinhausen a special place, a place felt to be especially close to the divine.  The church is built in response to the experienced special proximity of this place to the divine. 


When visiting a church, and especially a church such as Steinhausen, it is good to recall the story of Jacob's ladder, which was once read as part of the traditional consecration rite.  That story served to establish the traditional symbolism of the church as house of God and gate of Heaven:
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Fig. 3 Jacob’s Ladder, School of Avignon, ca. 1500

And he (Jacob) came to a certain place and stayed there that night, because the sun had set.  Taking one of the stones of the place, he set it under his head and lay down in that place to sleep.  And he dreamed that there was a ladder set up on the earth and the top of it reached the heaven:  and behold, the angels of the Lord were ascending and descending on it!  And behold, the Lord stood above it and said, "I am the Lord, the God of Abraham your father and the God of Isaac:  the land on which you lie I will give to you and to your descendants; and your descendants shall be like the dust of the earth and you shall spread to the west and to the east and to the north and to the south;  and by your descendants shall all the families of the earth bless themselves. Behold, I am with you, and will keep you wherever you go, and will bring you back to this land; for I will not leave you until I have done that of which I have spoken to you.  Then Jacob awoke and said: "Surely the Lord is in this place.  This is none other than the house of God and this is the gate of heaven."  

Here it is not prideful humanity that seeks to pierce the clouds with its towers, as did the builders of be Tower of Babel, but God himself who in this special place is felt to bridge the gap between heaven and earth, as he bridged it when he sent his angel to announce to Mary that she was to bear the savior. A particular place is experienced as filled with the presence of the divine:  it is the house of God.  But this place, this Bethel, is not only God's dwelling place, but opens up to a higher reality:  it is the gate of Heaven.  The ladder of the dream with its angels ascending and descending symbolizes that linkage.  Jacob responds to this dream experience by rising, i.e. by raising himself from a horizontal into a vertical position, and by raising the stone that had served him for a pillow from a horizontal into a vertical position.  This simple altar, also a representation of the dream ladder, becomes the archetype of the church and perhaps of all sacred architecture:  building as a response to the genius loci, to the divinity dwelling in that place.  Countless churches have reenacted that establishment, especially with their towers, which so happily allowed the desire to serve God and an all too human pride to merge.


3.  Let us look more closely at the architecture of this church.  The light of the sun gives us a sense of its quite traditional orientation: the façade with its tower in the west, the choir in the east.  Interesting are the window forms.  A paper could be written on the significance of these window forms, a whole dissertation on the significance of the window forms used by such architects as Dominikus Zimmermann, Johann Georg Fischer, Franz Xaver Kleinhans, Joseph Schmuzer, the brothers Dossenberger, to name just a few that come to mind. 


The exterior with its gables gives you the idea of a cruciform plan, but looked at more closely, it becomes clear that an oval nestles in this cross, where we should ask ourselves whether this joining of oval and cross here has a symbolic significance.  
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Fig. 4.  Wallfahrtskirche Unserer Lieben Frau und Pfarrkirche St. Peter und Paul

A look at the plan suggests the dominance of the oval over the cross. (Fig. 5)  It also suggests that what we have here is a hall church with robust free standing pillars on an oval plan.  We should note the centralization of both choir and nave, which is quite characteristic of the rococo church.
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Fig. 5.  Steinhausen, Plan

4.  But let us step into the church. (Fig 6) There is a sense in which the oval almost completely trumps the cross, which is not unrelated to the way the Virgin in this 
church would seem to have received more attention than Christ or the Trinity.  She is the real focus.  This will become clearer, as we proceed.


We should note the importance of point of view.  It will become more apparent when we discuss the main fresco and its perspective.  The privileged point of view is near
the entrance.  In all Rococo churches this is the privileged point of view.  But the church does not freeze us in that point of view.  It demands to be explored, i.e. it demands movement.


The smaller transverse oval that shelters the high altar appears from this point of view rather like a stage.  As we shall see in more detail later, Rococo churches generally invite interpretation in the image of a theatre, the nave being the auditorium, the choir the stage.  But that invites further questions:  what sort of theatre?  I shall return to this question in our eighth session. 


The directionality of these spaces is also different.  The nave draws us forward towards the high altar with the sacred image. The horizontal here is more powerful.  The choir with the high altar draws us upward.  The vertical here is dominant.
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Fig. 6.  Steinhausen, Interior

5. With this in mind, let us consider the high altar in more detail.  (Fig. 7) In the center we see the miraculous Pietà,  The special feast day (Titularfest) of this church is in keeping with this.   It is the Friday before Palm Sunday, the so-called Schmerzensfreitag, a week before Good Friday, on which we are to remember the seven sorrows of Mary.
  The image is Gothic — except for the crown, which dates from 1732 (Augsburg).  
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Fig. 7.  Steinhausen, High Altar

The painting behind the Pietà (Martin Kuen) represents the deposition.  We see an angel busying himself with a piece of paper, in keeping with Paul’s Letter to the Colossians (2, 13-14): 
And you, who were dead in trespasses and the uncircumcision of your flesh, God made alive together with him, having forgiven us all our trespasses, having cancelled the bond which stood against us with its legal demands; this he set aside, nailing it to the cross.  (Fig. 8)
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Fig.8.  Steinhausen, High Altar, Deposition, Martin Kuen

The Pietà is flanked by statues representing Peter and Paul, the patron saints of this church.  Below her we see the mensa or the table of the sacrifice, above it the lamb of God standing on the book with the seven seals.

And I saw in the right hand of Him that sat on the throne, a book written within and on the backside, sealed with seven seals. - (REVELATION 5:1)

The Sealed Book is said to be in the hand of the Lord in His Divinity, seated upon the throne, but as we read on we find that only a human being will be able “open the book and loose the seals thereof.” And we read, “no man in heaven nor in earth, neither under the earth was able to open the book neither to look thereon." (REV 5: 2-3) The man who alone can open the book is of course Christ.  Revelations speaks of a lamb. And so we see here the lamb bearing the cross standing on the Book with Seven Seals above the tabernacle.  In the Old Testament this is the portable dwelling place of God.  Here it is a container for the vessels containing the Sacrament.  (Fig. 9)
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Fig. 9.   Steinhausen, Tabernacle


Above the larger painting we see a smaller one that shows Christ ascending to heaven.  The fresco above shows us heaven preparing for Christ’s coming.  The heavenly orchestra is ready. We see the Father and the Holy Spirit.  But the throne is still empty. The Trinity is incomplete without Christ.  God is not God without man.  For Christ to be Christ, he had to be human, i.e.  had to be born of woman.  Without Mary the Trinity could not become complete, i.e. God could not be truly God.   


In concluding my discussion of the high altar I want to call your attention to the way it resembles Jacob’s ladder. In the description of that ladder there is talk of angels ascending and descending.  If we consider the vertical rising from the mensa, the altar table, i.e. the place of the divine sacrifice, to the fresco there is the same double movement, ascent and descent.  Note the ladder in the altar painting. The upward movement is from the tabernacle, to the dead Christ sheltered in the lap of his mother, then ascending into Heaven, where he is awaited by the Heavenly orchestra and God the Father and Holy Ghost.  The downward movement is from the cross to which Christ had been nailed and brought down, now sheltered in the lap of his mother, present to us, further down still, in the bread and the wine of sacrament. 


6.  Since in our second session I spent so much time on the pulpit in Oppolding, let me say just a few words about the in some ways grander, but also more expected pulpit in Steinhausen, created a bit later than the main body of the church (Fig 10). 
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Fig. 10.  Steinhausen, Pulpit, Joachim Früholz, 1750
The body of the pulpit is decorated with scenes from the life of John the Baptist, inviting us to think about the importance of the symbolism of water, both in relation to this church and in its  relation to Mary.  The panel on the back wall shows the 12-year old Jesus teaching in the temple.  The cross and the trumpet blowing angel require no comment.


7.  But what really establishes the mood of this church is the way architecture, frescoes, and stucco here come together in a way that suggests spring.  Remember that the church’s special feast day is the Friday before God Friday, i.e. shortly before Easter.  May is then the month especially associated with the Virgin.  And flowers are everywhere in this church, as are birds, squirrels, insects, all sorts of representations of nature in May.  They help set the mood of this church.   In this church an eternal spring trumps the power of death.  (Fig. 11)
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Fig. 11.  Steinhausen, Capital
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Fig. 12,  Steinhausen, Nave Fresco

8.  A decisive contribution is made by the frescoes of the architect’s five years older brother, Johann Baptist Zimmermann (1680-1758), whom we already encountered as a stuccoer and the main collaborator of François Cuviilliés.  When evaluated as self-sufficient works of art, the frescoes of Steinhausen may not seem especially impressive.  But they succeed brilliantly, both by their bright colors and their composition, when considered as serving the architecture — note their lightness and how the pillars of the architecture are picked up by the fresco.  Each of the pillars seems to extend itself into the fresco, most energetically in the tall trees standing in the Garden of Eden in the west, and in a corresponding garden in the east, but also in the four groups of figures symbolizing the four continents. Only the two pillars in the middle of the nave have no painted  extensions in the fresco; their place is taken by stuccoed balustrades, which in this way, too, are brought closer to the pictorial reality of the fresco. (Fig. 13) These painted 
[image: image13.png]



Fig. 13.  Steinhausen, Detail of Framing of Main Fresco by Dominikus Zimmermann
projections of the pillars, most developed in the east and west, also serve to achieve a transition between the oval shape of the fresco and the more nearly circular central composition, representing Mary as the queen of heaven.  Note also the way the main fresco with its suggestion of a heavenly landscape underscores the horizontality of the nave, while the choir fresco given to a presentation of heaven underscores its verticality.  (Fig. 14)  It is this interplay of architecture, ornament, and fresco that makes Steinhausen an exemplary rococo church.
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Fig. 14.  Steinhausen, Choir Fresco, Johann Baptist Zimmermann

As his contemporary association with Cuvilliés demonstrates, Johann Baptist Zimmermann was known first of all as a stuccoer who also had proven himself as a sculptor, although he had made use of frescoes in his decorations of churches for more than 15 years, but these were generally small and not especially distinguished.  I shall return to some of these briefly next time, when I shall turn to the whole tradition of fresco painting and the very special place the frescoes of the Bavarian Rococo occupy in this tradition.  Then I shall have much more to say about the antecedents of the Steinhausen fresco.  Today I want to remain focused just on this one church. 


We have no certain knowledge of where Zimmermann studied painting; perhaps in Augsburg, which had become the most important center for painting in southern Germany, rivaling Vienna and Prague.  But in the first half of his life Zimmermann appears primarily as a decorator, who also uses painting.  His first frescoes function first of all as accents in some larger decorative scheme, notable for their colors, which already at this time tend to be lighter than those we find in the frescoes of his local rivals.  


Especially important for his approach to fresco painting would seem to have been his work in Schleissheim, which I discussed briefly last time and to which I shall return next time.  As already mentioned, he was called there in 1720.  In Schleissheim he could work with two of the two most significant and innovative painters then active in southern Germany, Cosmas Damian Asam and Jacopo Amigoni (1675-1752), who like Zimmerman had worked before in Ottobeuren, and recommended him to Effner.  Especially Amigoni would appear to have had an enormous impact on Zimmermann, as I shall show next time. 


Nothing in Zimmermann’s earlier work quite prepares us for the Steinhausen frescoes.  They represent a real breakthrough.  Consider that Zimmermann was already 50 at the time.  His achievement was immediately recognized.  After Steinhausen Zimmermann is as much in demand as a painter as he is as a decorator, perhaps precisely because he had proven himself to do and integrate both. 
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Fig. 15.  Steinhausen, Nave Fresco, Detail
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Fig. 16.  Steinhausen, Nave Fresco, The Four Continents

9.  But let me return to the main fresco.  As already mentioned, the center of this oval is provide by a circular composition showing Mary surrounded by nine choirs of angels and many saints, ordered according the Lauretanian litany.  Putti hold a band with the words, REGINA CAELI, LETARE.  These are the beginning words of an antiphon sung at Easter inviting us to rejoice that Mary bore Him who rose from the dead.  The church does indeed demand music, as already the choir fresco suggested.  Among those assembled around the Queen of Heaven, we see David and the prophets, Ruth, Judith, and Esther, John the Baptist and many founder of religious orders.  Representations of the four continents join in her praise.  Europe is shown standing next to the “Church.” 

This Heavenly circle is set inside the fresco’s oval. Its ends are given to representations of two gardens: the garden of paradise (Fig. 17) and the hortus conclusus 
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Fig. 17.  Steinhausen, Nave Fresco, Adam and Eve in Paradise
of the Song of Songs. (Fig.18)
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Fig. 18.  Steinhausen, Nave Fresco, The Enclosed Garden


The former, as expected, occupies the western end.  Beneath it we see an inscription: AEDIFICATA EST POST VIRGINIS PARTUM MDCCXXX. 

To it corresponds a garden that looks rather like a Baroque park.  Below it we can read

HORTUS CONCLUSUS ES DEI GENITRIX FONS SIGNATUS.  And we can see all three in the fresco: the enclosed garden, identified with the Virgin Mary ever since the Middle Ages; and Mary is the mother of God, and she is the sealed fountain, the fountain that has remained immaculate, referring to the immaculate conception of the Virgin.  And as we look more closely we also see other symbols of the Virgin, rose, lily, cedar, morningstar.


10.  What makes this an exemplary rococo church is the interplay of fresco, architecture, and mediating stucco zone.  How Zimmermann achieves this mediation deserves our special attention.  Of importance here is the way Zimmermann orchestrates the transition from architecture to fresco.  This stucco zone is made up of a number of quite different elements.  (Fig 19) Note the apostles who crown the pillars and mediate 
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Fig. 19.  Steinhausen, Fresco Frame
between the architecture below and the fresco above.  Especially important are the stuccoed gables that crown the arches joining the ten pillars that carry the oval vault. Especially in the east and west they have a tectonic quality that joins them to the architecture below and the painting above. At the same time these gables project into the fresco, painted by the architect's Brother Johann Baptist, that appears to lie behind them. This effect is supported by the stuccoed balustrades to the north and south, through which we see the fresco continuing.  Compare these to the later balustrade in the Throne Room of the Residenz in Kempten (Fig. 3, 29) or the much earlier balconies in Johann Baptist Zimmermann’s library at Ottobeuren.  These balustrades are seen as a pictorial foreground. Yet they also belong to the ornamental zone framing the picture; they are both part of the picture and part of its frame.  The latter aspect is strengthened by the more free and elaborate baluster-like forms given to the gables adjoining the balustrades. They help to establish a smoother transition from architecture to picture. In Steinhausen the quite traditional gable motif shows itself to possess the same potential of transformation into architecture and picture that characterizes rocaille, as I demonstrated with some of the ornamental engravings I showed you earlier. 


This explains why I could pick Steinhausen as an exemplary rococo church, even though it makes no use of rocaille, which becomes part of the ornamental vocabulary of the Bavarian Rococo church only five years or so later.  But if there is no one who would not count Steinhausen as an exemplary Rococo church, this means that the Bavarian Rococo did not originate with the introduction of rocaille, but only adopted rocaille out of some inner need, because it answered so well to what was felt to be a need to mediate between painting and architecture, 

The decoration of Steinhausen is noteworthy also for the way Dominikus created it in the image of a garden in May with its flowers, birds and insects.   The Song of Song
had made the garden a key metaphor for both the Virgin and the Church.  I shall return to this topic in our sixth session.  In Steinhausen the ornament is itself a figure of the Virgin.  But the Virgin is the bond that links Heaven and Earth.  As, according to Plato’s Symposium, it is only love that binds the timeless realm of the forms and the realm of becoming together, so it is only the Virgin who by giving birth let the Divine Word to be born as man, allowing a timeless logos to descend unto earth. 


11.  In concluding I want to underscore that this church cannot be adequately experienced from one point of view.  The nave and the choir frescoes require different points of view, and so does the nave fresco.  While the most important point of view is near the entrance, facing the high altar, the garden of paradise is seen as it should be seen only when we face the exit and are about to leave the church to step into a landscape not altogether unlike the one we see in the fresco.  Many of the smaller frescoes demand their own points of view, which can be gained only by journeying around the nave.  (Fig. 20)

12.  Let me conclude with a small fresco that we see as we enter and again as we leave the church, a much smaller pendant to the choir fresco, this one showing the
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Fig. 20. Steinhausen, Interior
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Fig. 21.  Steinhausen, Baptism of Christ, Johann Baptist Zimmermann
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baptism of Christ, surrounded by four emblem cartouches.  (Fig. 21) One emblem shows 
a tree below the words ALTITUDINE VINCIT EOS (see Sanctius Rodericus, Speculum vitae humanae lib.II). It refers to the cedar that with its height conquers other plants.  But the cedar is a symbol of the Virgin. The second emblem shows the sun warming a bird and bears the inscription: HUIUS CALORE RECREOR.  I have not yet identuified the bird of the text to which it refers.  The third emblem shows a trumpet and the inscription reads: TUBA MIRUM SPARGENS SONUM.  Here the reference is clear:  it is to the Dies Irae, a Latin hymn dating from the 13th century, that is part of a requiem mass.  Tuba mirum spargens sonum/per sepulcra regionum/ omnes ante thronum.— “A trumpet sounding an astonishing sound/through the tombs of the region/drives all (men) before the throne,” The fourth emblem shows a shell with a pearl.  The inscription reads IAM IN UTERO CANDOR GEMAE.  Again I have not identified a text from which is taken, but the Marian meaning seems clear


These cartouches invite an inquiry into the nature of the emblem, a typically Baroque art form that depends on the interplay of image and text.  I want to suggest that the style of this church in its entirety, and more generally of the Bavarian Rococo church, is essentially emblematic and can only be understood as such. 

� The Seven Sorrows of Mary are: 


The Prophecy of Simeon over the Infant Jesus. (Luke 2:34)


The Flight into Egypt of the Holy Family. (Matthew 2:13)


The Loss of the Child Jesus for Three Days. (Luke 2:43)


The Meeting of Jesus and Mary along the Way of the Cross. (Luke 23:26)


The Crucifixion where Mary stands at the foot of the cross. (John 19:25)


The Descent from the Cross where Mary receives the dead body of Jesus in her arms. (Matthew 27:57)


The Burial of Jesus. (John 19:40)


These Seven Sorrows contrast and are overcome by the Seven Joys of Mary


The Annunciation


The Nativity of Jesus


The Adoration of the Magi


The Resurrection of Christ


The Ascension of Christ to Heaven


The Pentecost or Descent of the Holy Spirit upon the Apostles and Mary


The Coronation of the Virgin








