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5.  Impossible Illusions

1.  Characteristic of the Bavarian Rococo church, as for example the Zimmermann church in Steinhausen, is a framing stucco zone that mediates between architecture and fresco.  That means that the fresco, too, is indispensable.  And if with its stucco decoration the Bavarian rococo tended to look first of all to France, with its frescoes it looked to Italy.  But, as was the case with ornament, in this case, too, the Bavarians transformed what they appropriated in their own way.  Steinhausen is a good example.  The fresco is unthinkable without Italian antecedents.  But Johann Baptist Zimmermann does something else. 


Here we should remember that Zimmermann had been recommended to the Bavarian court by the painter Jacopo Amigoni, whom he had gotten to know in Ottobeuren, where they both worked, and with whom he was to collaborate again in Schleissheim.  Zimmermann had arrived in Ottobeuren in 1714.  A characteristic early work there is the stucco decoration of the Library (1715) always one of the most important rooms in a monastery (Fig 1).  Note how problematically the frescoes by the 
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Fig. 1. Ottobeuren, Library Ceiling, 1715
local painter Elias Zobel here relate to the ceiling and to Zimmermann’s work. Zimmermann must have noted the tensions.  And the abbot Rupert Ness would not seem to have been altogether satisfied.  In 1719, at any rate, an Italian painter, Jacopo Amigoni, who had just begun to make a bit of a name for himself at the court in Munich, was hired.  Before that Amigoni may have worked as an assistant to the Venetian painter Antonio Bellucci in Düsseldorf, where Bellucci worked for Johann Wilhelm, Elector of the Palatinate, a member of the Wittelsbach family that ruled Bavaria.  Family recommendations may thus have smoothed Amigoni’s way to Munich.  That same year, at any rate, he was hired to execute the large fresco over the Festsaal of the Badenburg, one of the pleasure castles in the park of Munich’s Nymphenburg Castle: The Nymphs Awakened by Aurora.
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Fig. 2.  Nymphenburg, Badenburg, Festaal by Effner, 1719
Unfortunately in its reconstructed present state the fresco cannot give us an adequate impression of Amigoni’s art.  But it suffices to show that Amigoni brought to the task a light touch and a color scheme that was new, at least in Bavaria.  And it must have impressed the elector, who entrusted him with the monumental task of frescoing the great hall in his palace in Schleissheim, Aeneas Battling Turnus (1721-1722), resulting in what was at the time the world’s largest fresco (Fig. 3).   I invite you think about its impossible 
[image: image3.png]



Fig. 3.   Schleissheim, Neues Schloss, Great Hall, Aeneas Battling Turnus, Amigoni, 1721-22
Perspective!  Amigoni also frescoed the large Victory Hall, or dining room, celebrating the meeting of Dido and Aeneas (1723-24) (Fig. 4).  Noteworthy again is his light touch.  
His debut in Ottobeuren in 1719 was not quite so successful.  To test his skill the abbot asked him to create a relatively minor work in the anteroom of the library (1719).  The abbot was not overly impressed.  Amigoni’s Italian manner seemed to the abbot too keck, i.e. too fresh, too unconcerned about what was expected (Fig. 5).
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Fig. 4.  Schleissheim, Neues Schloss, Victory Hall, Dido Meeting Aeneas, Amigoni, 1723/24
But perhaps the painter’s success in Munich changed his mind.  By 1725 he was to work for the abbot again.  Here his fresco for the Benediktuskapelle (Fig. 6).  The abbot must have been satisfied.  Amigoni was to execute a great number of works for the monastery until 1729.
What must have impressed Zimmermann in the work of the Italian is the lightness of his frescoes, as compared with so many of the frescoes of the Italian High Baroque, to which I shall turn presently.  Of equal importance is the way Amigoni was willing to introduce landscape into the fresco in a way that a strict illusionism does not allow.  We are given impossible perspectives.  In Schleissheim the introduction of landscape would seem to have been dictated by the story he was to supposed to tell, the story of Aeneas, in whose image the Elector liked to see himself.  The need for narrative trumps a concern for pictorial correctness.  And what analysis would you give of the perspective of the  fresco of the Benediktuskapelle?  Or of Zimmermamm’s fresco in Steinhausen, 
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Fig. 5. Ottobeuren, Staitrcase and Anteroom of Library, 1719
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Fig. 6.   Ottobeuren,  Benediktuskapelle, Fresko by Amigoni, 1725
which in similar fashion carries representations of landscape elements all around the oval? 


2.  The Bavarians, and not only they, had difficulty with perspective.  When I say this, I do not mean that they could not handle perspective.   Some of them certainly handled it very well, as demonstrated by Cosmas Damian Asam in Ingolstadt.  (Fig. 7) 
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Fig. 7.  Ingolstadt, Maria de Victoria, Fresco by Cosmas Danian Asam, 1734.
The large fresco in this low-ceilinged space is a real tour de force.  The difficulty was of a different sort.   There were indeed three such difficulties.
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Fig. 8.  Ingolstadt, Maria de Victoria, Fresco Detail by Cosmas Danian Asam, 1734.


3.  The first difficulty is apparent when we shift our point of view in such a way that the illusion ceases to be convincing.  (Fig. 8)  A church must be entered and walked  through, presenting us with ever changing points of view.  The first difficulty then is how to integrate a painting that attempts to follow the rules of Albertian perspective with the architecture.  


What were these rules?   This woodcut by Dürer illustrates the basic idea.  (Fig. 9)

The method was discovered by Brunelleschi.   It was put into clear, easily followed prose by Alberti, whose On Painting (1435) can be read as a kind of pictorial Discourse on Method.  A comparison between the two proves indeed illuminating in a number of ways — see the discussion in my Infinity and Perspective.  
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Fig. 9.  Albrecht Dürer, Perspective, 1525


Perhaps a better example of this method is given by this image by Hans Vredemann de Vries (Fig. 10).  It can serve as an illustration of Albertian perspective.  Note the importance of the horizon line, the centric point, the way the tiled floor is
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Fig. 10.   Hans Vredeman de Vries, Perspective With Dead Man, 1604

spaced.  The correctness of all of this can be proved by simple geometry, given certain assumptions.  And we should ask ourselves: why does de Vries make this perspective construction the scene of a murder?


What are the assumptions I mentioned?   With this we come to the artificiality of Alberti’s perspective construction.  First of all there is the assumption of a single stationary eye.  The construction assigns the spectator a specific point of view from which the work is to be seen.   Leave that point of view and the perspective works less and less, as we saw in the case of the Asam fresco.  That point of view also suggests a specific moment in time.  The art of painting and narrative are thus placed in a certain tension.  The representation of narrative is precluded.   What the artist needs to show is a particularly suggestive moment in the narrative.  A second assumption is a flat earth.  The artificiality of such construction was soon noted — most notably by Leonardo da Vinci.  The Renaissance therefore spoke of perspectiva artificialis. 


But if a painting done according to the rules of Albertian perspective demands a definite point of view, architecture needs to be entered, walked through.   How then are architecture and painting to be reconciled?  


Mantegna pointed out one way with this famous fresco in the Camera degli Sposi (Fig. 11), in the Ducal Palace in Mantua.  Here the fresco suggests something like a hole cut into the ceiling through which we see what could conceivably be above.  Note the way an architectural element, a painted balustrade, here already mediates between the real architecture and the painted sky, which in churches will become Heaven.  The balustrade also allows the painter to introduce a narrative element.  Illusionism here finds an early convincing expression. 

4.  This strategy was followed over and over and over.  Here an early Bavarian example, only recently uncovered, from the town residence of the Bavarian dukes in Landshut (1536-1543), who were related to the Gonzagas, who ruled in Mantua.  It seems that the Bavarian duke was so impressed by what he saw on a visit to his Italian relatives that he just had to build himself an up to date renaissance palace in Bavaria (Fig. 12).  The result was the first truly Renaissance palace in Germany.
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Fig. 11,  Mantua, Ducal Palace, Camera degli Sposi, Mantegna, ca.1470
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Fig. 12.  Landshut, Residenz, Fresco, ca. 1540

But more important for our topic was the adaptation of this strategy in church architecture. An early influential example of the first is this fresco showing the Assumption of the Virgin by Correggio in the Cathedral in Parma (1526-30).  The painter allows us to look up into heaven, where we see the Virgin ascending (Fig. 13).
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Fig. 13.  Parma, Cathedral, Assumption of the Virgin, Correggio, 1526-30


In Italy this strategy was to find its most spectacular expression in Gaulli’s (Bacciccia) large fresco over the nave of Il Gesu in Rome (unveiled 1679), the mother church of the Jesuit order, a church that provided an often imitated model (Fig. 14).  Gaulli here was working with Bernini.  Note how an attempt is made to reinforce the illusion by having the heavenly drama spill into the church.   Particularly striking are the devils being cast out of the heavenly realm.  Note also the mediating function of the clouds.


Gaulli’s theatrical illusions provided a model that proved irresistible to many, also in Bavaria.  The young Cosmas Damian Asam, studying two decades later at the Accademia di San Luca, would appear to have been especially impressed by this collaboration of the great Bernini with Gaulli.  Later he was going to attempt to match their achievement by collaborating with his younger brother, Egid Quirin Asam.  We shall see how well they succeeded. 
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Fig. 14.  Rome, Il Gesu, Triumph of the Name of Jesus,  Giovanni Battists Gaulli, 1679


5.  In Bavaria, too, Italian illusionism had an irresistible appeal.  Here a very early, quite provincial example, painted at the time of the Thirty Years War in the parish church of Weilheim, not far from Wessobrunn, by one Johann Greither, a native of this very city (Fig. 15).  Here, too, an attempt is made to provide us with the illusion of 
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Fig. 15.  Weilheim, Johannes Greither, Victory of St. Michael, 1628/29
looking up through an opening in the vault into Heaven.   Note the faulty perspective: the perspective of the painting retains many of the features of a traditional panel painting.  That an illusionistic effect was aimed at is, however, shown by the black half-moon: we are given the impression of a hole cut into the vault.  It also dictates a specific point of view.  The painting does not quite cohere: similarly painting and architecture fail to create a unified whole.  Tensions result, which demand being addressed. 


More successful, although still provincial, is this fresco showing All Saints Gathered Around the Trinity by the father and first teacher of Cosmas Damian Asam, Hans Georg Asam, in the Benedictine abbey church in Tegernsee (1690) (Fig. 16).  The light colors are more successful than the composition.
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Fig.16.  Tegernsee, Hans Georg Asam, All Saints Gathered Around the Trinity, 1690

The father never made it to Italy.  The son, however, as already mentioned, with the support of the monastery of Tegernsee, was able to study (1711-13) at the Accademia di San Luca.  In 1713 he won the Academy's top prize for his drawing of the Miracle of Saint Pio.   He showed that he could more than hold his own with his fellow art students from Italy and abroad.  You can still see the drawing that won him that award in the Academy (Fig. 17).
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Fig 17.  Cosmas Damian Asam, Miracle of Saint Pio, 1713

Not long after his return from Italy, Cosmas Damian Asam used what is essentially the strategy adopted already by Correggio in the Benedictine abbey church of Weingarten in the dome over the crossing (1718).  (Fig. 18)  Note how the architecture asserts the vertical, which the fresco seeks to re-enforce by giving us a sense of looking up into heaven.  But the strongly articulated architecture, especially the drum of the dome illuminated by windows here undercuts any effective illusion.  Note the problems these windows cause.  The frescoes of the rococo demand a great deal of light.  This of course requires windows.  And yet awareness of these windows destroys the desired pictorial effect.  The architecture overpowers the painting and it is significant that Asam did not rely on this strategy in the better lit frescoes he painted in the nave of this church.  To these I shall turn later.


With greater success Johann Baptist Zimmermann, although a less well trained painter, used the same strategy in Steinhausen, but only in the choir (Fig. 4, 16) where he 
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Fig. 18.  Weingarten,  Dome Fresco, 1718
wanted to assert the vertical, but not over the comparatively more horizontal nave.  And generally the Bavarian Rococo church avoids this illusionistic strategy in its main frescoes, although it is of some interest that as the Rococo draws to an end and approaches Neo-Classicism, as a more rational approach to painting and perspective comes to be demanded, the strategy finds powerful expression in large frescoes in churches by Johann Michael Fischer and Balthasar Neumann, arguably the two greatest architects working in Southern Germany at the time.  Here the large fresco in Fischer’s Rott am Inn (Matthäus Günther, 1762) (Fig. 19): Note how the mediating stucco zone,  so characeristic of Steinhausen, has given way to a once again firm frame, a perfect circle, not seriously challenged by the rocaille flickers.  The architecture possesses a clarity that points forward to the coming Neo-Classicism.  Neresheim (1749-1782) invites similar comments.  (Fig. 20) The architecture, by Balthasar Neumann, perhaps the greatest 
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Fig. 19.  Rott am Inn
architect of the 18th century, dominates.  The frescoes were painted only after Neumann’s death, in 1770-1775, by Martin Knoller.  
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Fig. 20. Neresheim

6.  Painters were even more fascinated by a second strategy suggested by the Mantegna (Fig. 11).  Note once more how effectively the balustrade here functions to re-enforce the illusion.  In church architecture this found its greatest expression in another Roman church, San Ignazio, as the name suggests, also associated with the Jesuits, more especially with the Collegio Romano (Fig. 21).  The painter here is Andrea Pozzo (1685)
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Fig. 21.  Rome, San Ignazio, The Work of St. Ignatius and the Jesuit Order, 1685
 Cosmas Damian Asam used this technique with great success in Weingarten, which also shows that he had learned from Gaulli, note the devils spilling out of his fresco, too — a device he was to use over and over.  But that he also had misgivings about illusionism, even as he embraced it with such enthusiasm, is suggested by a comparison of the architecture in the frescoes with the architecture below (Fig. 22). Asam does not just 
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Fig. 22  Weingarten, Ceiling Fresco, Cosmas Damian Asam, ca., 1720
extend the architecture below or raises a fantastic architecture above it.   He doubles the built architecture in the fresco.   Only the architecture in the fresco opens itself in an oval to the heavenly realm above.   In the fresco we see the pillars below repeated and transfigured.  That calls the illusion into question, even as it endows the architecture below with a spiritual significance.  This doubling of the world below turns out to be quite characteristic of the attitude of the creators of the Bavarian Rococo churches to Italian illusionism.  They love it, but they cannot take it altogether seriously.  This allows them to play with it.  But such play has not just an aesthetic significance.  More importantly it has a spiritual significance. 


7.  This brings me to the second of the three difficulties I said the Bavarians had with Italian illusionism.  The frescoes had to give visual expression to a text.  Usually given to the painter by his client, say an abbot, and often composed by very learned priests, this text gave the painter a program he had to carry out.  The Marian program that presides over the main fresco in Steinhausen provides once again a good example.  To represent the garden of paradise and the virgin with symbols relying on the garden imagery of the Song of Songs, Johann Baptist Zimmermann had to abandon the rules of perspective, had to work with an impossible perspective.  


And the matter became even more difficult when a monastery wanted to celebrate its own history as part of sacred history in the main fresco.  An especially impressive example of this is the main fresco of the Augustinian Priory Church in Diessen (1736) (Fig.  23).  A drama in three acts, it illustrates the local history, seen as embedded in the history of the Church.  There is no attempt to preserve the unity of time and place that proper perspective demands.   In the East we can see thus the founding of the Priory in 1132, in the West the entry of the blessed Mechthild, still a little girl, into a convent associated with the Priory, in the center of the fresco Mary surrounded by the patrons of the Priory.  And like the main frescoes, all the frescoes in this church make reference to the special history of Diessen, a foundation of the counts of Diessen-Andechs, once one of the most powerful families in the Holy Roman Empire, which could count an astounding number of saints among its members, including St. Elizabeth of Hungary and St. Hedwig of Silesia.  But here I want to call your attention just to the church visible in the Eastern end of the fresco. What is represented is the founding of the monastery in 1132.  But what the founder in the picture is being shown is a representation of the church that has just been built, one of the great achievements of eighteenth century architecture.  But what interests me here is something else: the self conscious anachronism, the way that past and present have been collapsed.  And this collapse, I would like to suggest, is characteristic of sacred time.  We shall return to this in a later session on the temporality of the Bavarian rococo church.
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Fig. 23,  Diessen, Main Fresco, Johann Georg Bergmüller, 1736


8.  But let me turn now to the third difficulty the Bavarians had with perspective, and from the point of religion, this, is the most serious: the loss of transcendence.  Once more le us return to Gaulli’s fresco in Il Gesu in Rome. (Fig. 14) But just what is he difficulty?  


Plato already criticized the imitative arts because all they do is imitate the appearances of objects that are themselves but imitations of the forms.  The artist is thus thrice removed from reality.  It is a weighty charge: how can we take seriously art's claim to serve the truth?  Is not all it can provide us with theatre?  We can understand why the philosopher Jacques Maritain should have mourned the rise of Renaissance art based on the newly gained mastery of perspective:

When on visiting an art gallery one passes from the rooms of the primitives to those in which the glories of oil painting and of a much more considerable material science are displayed, the foot takes a step on the floor, but the soul takes a deep fall.  It had been taking the air of the everlasting hills — it now finds itself on the floor of a theater — a magnificent theater.  With the sixteenth century the lie installed itself into painting which began to love science for its own sake, endeavoring to give the illusion of nature and to make us believe that in the presence of a painting we are in the presence of the same as the subject painted, not in the presence of the painting.
 

Maritain is quite willing to grant that great artists have always been able to overcome this danger and lie.  But he also invites us to consider the mastery of perspective that a Vasari could take for granted as an evident artistic advance as a liability.  For it is first of all the triumph of perspective Maritain has in mind when he speaks of the theater.  He is thinking of artful illusions that invite us to mistake them for reality, letting us forget their merely artificial being and at the time the reality of the work of art as a material object in the world.  The artist here usurps the place of God, substituting for God's creation his own.  Human artifice substitutes simulacra for reality.  With the turn to perspective art threatens to obscure reality.

 
Having its measure in the beholder, artificial perspective has to mean a secularization of the visible.  Thus it provides an obstacle to attempts to place the visual arts in the service of divine transcendence.  This is the problem faced by the religious art of Renaissance and Baroque: cut off from transcendence by its subservience to perspective, it yet seeks to use that same perspective to incarnate transcendence.  But is the power of such incarnation given to the artist?  Can art offer more than an illusionistic theater?   


Maritain would have us consider the single step that carries us from the rooms of the primitives to those holding the masters of the Renaissance as a crossing of the threshold that separates anthropocentric modernity from the theocentric Middle Ages.  That Alberti has already crossed this threshold is shown by his rejection of the use of gold in painting.  Soon the gold backgrounds of medieval art were indeed to disappear, as demanded by Alberti's understanding of proper representation:  "There are some who use much gold in their istoria.  They think it gives majesty.  I do not praise it.  Even though one should paint Virgil's Dido, whose quiver was of gold, her golden hair knotted with gold, and her purple robe girdled with pure gold, the reins of the horse and everything of gold, I should not wish gold to be used, for there is more admiration for the painter who imitates the rays of gold with colors.”
  Illusion is preferred over reality.  In the frame or in an altar's architecture Alberti allows the use of gold, but it is excluded from the picture, where it would insert a dissonant element and disrupt the pictorial illusion.  "Again we see in a plane panel with a gold ground that some planes shine where they ought to be dark and are dark where they ought to be light.  I say, I would not censure the other curved ornaments, joined to the painting such as columns, carved bases, capitals and frontispieces even if they were of the most pure and massive gold.  Even more, a well perfected istoria deserves ornaments of the most precious gems."
 


To understand what is at issue here we must keep in mind the significance of the gold background that was introduced into western painting just before 1000 — perhaps the only artistic innovation of comparable importance was the stained glass window: together they furnished medieval art with two critical metaphors —critical in the sense that they allow us to approach the essence of this art.  Consider this representation of the creation of the animals by Meister Bertram of Minden.  (Fig. 24).  The event takes place 
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Fig. 24.   Meister Bertram of Minden,  Creation of the Animals, 1383

in a realm that knows nothing of time.  The gold background here has metaphorical power, helps to establish the timeless significance of what we see.  It invites us to look at what we see from a "spiritual perspective." I am using this expression (which I take from Friedrich Ohly's investigations into "the spiritual significance of the word in the Middle Ages"
 deliberately:  Alberti's perspective, on the other hand, invites us to look through the material painting as if it were transparent, a window through which we can see whatever the painter has chosen to represent.  But this is very much a human perspective, which has its center in the observer: what we see is appearance for us.  The spiritual perspective of medieval art would have us look through the painting in a very different sense: through the material to its spiritual significance.  The mundane is transformed into a divine sign.  Alberti's art is incompatible with this spiritual perspective.  A God-centered art gives way to a human-centered art.


The tension between these two approaches is characteristic of the art of the later Middle Ages, occupying as it does the threshold that separates and joins modernity and the Middle Ages.  As an interest in three-dimensionality and perspective begins to assert itself, the use of gold has to become ever more problematic. 


The tension between the old and the new approach is striking in van der Weyden’s painting of St. Luke painting the Virgin  (Fig. 25).  Imagine how St. Luke 
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Fig. 25.  Rogier van der Weyden, St Luke Drawing the Virgin, ca. 1435

would have seen the Virgin.   I called the gold background a metaphorical device meant to carry us beyond the familiar sensible world.  It thus possesses a function somewhat like the words "absolute," "perfect," or "infinite" added to predicates taken from the sensible world in order to make these more adequate to God.  Such strategies make sense only as long as there is an assumption of some continuity between the mundane and the divine, of at least some commensurability.  As a new subjectivism begins to assert itself in the concern with perspective that Alberti systematized, the use of gold backgrounds had to appear an increasingly hollow convention.  


This new anthropocentric art had to raise once again the old Platonic question: given the self-consciousness that finds expression in the adoption of perspective and the transformation of the visible world into subjective appearance, how could art still claim to serve divine reality?  Is art not tied by its very essence to appearance?  And the fault would seem to lie, not just with one-point perspective, but with the visible as such.  We stand on the threshold of a conception of art that no longer places the work of art in the service of truth, but reduces it to a kind of entertainment.


How then can an art ruled by perspective claim to reveal what really is?  How can it claim to represent reality?  Indeed, how are we to understand this word ‘reality’? What renders both the new art and the new science profoundly questionable is hinted at by two paintings of the 16th century: Hans Holbein's The Ambassadors (1533) and Pieter Brueghel's The Fall of Icarus (1558). 


9.  Holbein's splendid double portrait (Fig. 26) shows the French ambassador Jean de Dinteville and his intimate friend Bishop Georges de Selve, French envoys to the court of Henry VIII.   I will not consider here the objects on the two shelves that speak of the cultural achievements of these two men and of the age — de Dinteville no doubt played a major part in deciding what was to appear in this painting, which was to hang in his palatial home in Polisy — but focus instead on the curiously elongated object in the foreground, which seems so obviously out of place, falls out of the picture as a dissonant "other."  This enigmatic shape becomes legible when we assume a point of view to the left of the painting and slightly below: now it comes into focus as a skull.  Here it is well to remember that the painter's name Holbein in German means "hollow bone," i.e. skull, so that what we look at is no doubt also a witty way of signing the picture.  But this explanation remains both obvious and superficial.  Far more important is the way a change in the observer's position that leaves the generally taken for granted point of view in front of the picture behind reveals the real meaning behind the worldly pomp of the 
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Fig. 26.  Hans Holbein, The Ambassadors, 1533
 envoys and of the instruments with which they are associated: all this is only an appearance, a stage play.  Death haunts this theater.  The skull recalls us to what really matters.


This significance is underlined by other details.  Quite theatrically the men pose before a green curtain, presenting themselves to us as actors on the stage of the world.  The decorative pattern of the floor has been identified as that of the choir of Westminster Abbey.  The worldly space of the theatrical set-up is thus presented in a sacred space of which, however, only the pavement gives us a hint — and, if we look carefully, the half-hidden crucifix, which we barely glimpse in the painting's upper left-hand corner.  The vanity of this life is thus revealed, as is its theatrical quality.  Alberti's Narcissus, present here in the conceit of the signature, puts himself into question.  By playing two perspectives off against each other, the artist lets us become aware of the illusory character, not only of all perspectival representation, but also of our ordinary death-bound life.


10.  "The Fall of Icarus" is but a chapter in he life of Daedalus, the questionable archetypal architect.  W. H. Auden has given us what has become the most familiar interpretation of Brueghel's painting: 

About suffering they were never wrong

The Old Masters: how well they understood

Its human position; how it takes place

While someone else is eating or opening a window or just walking dully along;

How, when the aged are reverently waiting

For the miraculous birth, there always must be

Children who did not especially want it to happen, skating

On a pond at the edge of the wood

They never forgot

That even the dreadful martyrdom must run its course

Anyhow in a corner, some untidy spot

Where the dogs go on with their doggy life and the torturer's horse

Scratches its innocent behind on a tree.

In Brueghel's Icarus for instance: how everything turns away

Quite leisurely from the disaster; the ploughman may

Have heard the splash, the forsaken cry,

But for him it was not an important failure; the sun shone

As it had to on the white legs disappearing into the green

Water; and the expensive delicate ship that must have seen

Something amazing, a boy falling out of the sky.
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Fig. 27.  Pieter Brueghel, The Fall of Icarus, 1555
But did the ploughman turn away from the disaster?  Did he even take note of it?  Consider the perspective of this painting: is there a single coherent perspective?  The scale jumps in ways Alberti would not have tolerated; the space falls apart as we explore the painting: its center will not hold.  Try to fit the different scenes into one coherent perspective!  We cannot easily get from one such scene to the next.  Each individual seems caught up in his own private sphere.  It is not, as Auden would have it, that they turn away from the disaster; they quite literally cannot see Icarus.  They live in different private worlds, each governed by its own perspective and point of view.  But note that the painter succeeds in revealing this imprisonment by his handling of perspective.  Among other things this is a painting also about perspective.


Why does the fall of Icarus in particular invite a meditation on perspective?  Brueghel could find the story in Ovid's Metamorphoses.  There we learn of Icarus, who together with his father Daedalus escaped from the Island of Crete, home of the labyrinth, on wings Daedalus had made of wax.   Human artifice was to carry them away from the isle of the labyrinth, where the labyrinth had come to be understood as a figure of this confusing world in which we have to make our way.  By the time Brueghel painted this picture, Icarus had thus become a common symbol of knowledge that tries to raise itself beyond the lot of fallen humanity.  In the famous emblem book of Alciatus, first published in 153l and one of the most often reprinted books of the Renaissance, we find thus an emblem of Icarus with the inscription, In astrologos, "Against the Astrologers," and an explanatory poem, warning that the astrologer should take care lest his attempt to raise himself with his knowledge above the stars lead to a fall  (Fig. 28).  Icarus thus 
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Fig. 28.  Alciatus, Icarus
symbolizes prideful knowledge that must fall, where pride is tied to the attempt to elevate oneself beyond the merely human perspectives illustrated in the Brueghel painting.  The spectator, too, is invited by the painting to participate in an Icarus-like flight: the point of view is constantly raised as we move towards the slightly bent horizon.  Alternatively, we can try to hold on to a single point of view, and then what we see becomes ever more toy-like. 


This painting especially invites us to place it in the context provided by the emblem books of the Renaissance.   It is about the human condition, which, if we follow Montaigne, is one of imprisonment in a labyrinth of perspectives; and it is about the vanity of the attempt to escape from that labyrinth, as Icarus attempted to escape from Crete.  
Crete, the island of the labyrinth, figures the world in which fallen humanity finds itself, where the fall is understood in terms of pride, and that is to say of freedom, of the dislocating power of the imagination and intellect.  The flight of Icarus compounds such pride and ends in death, although we should not forget Daedalus, who with his invention of wings "altered the laws of nature" and by staying his course between heaven and earth, did escape.

 
But, as the partridge reminds us, visible on a branch just below the disappearing Icarus, the story does not begin here.  As we learn from Ovid, it begins with a murder: in a jealous rage Daedalus had slain his supremely gifted nephew Perdix, who as a child had invented saw and compass and with whose education Daedalus's sister had entrusted him.   But although Daedalus cast the boy "headlong down from Minerva's sacred citadel," the goddess, patron of human ingenuity, caught the falling boy and changed him into the low flying partridge, which bears his name and is afraid of heights, replacing the "swiftness of intellect" with "swiftness of wing and foot."   The origin of the fall of Icarus lies thus in the fall of Perdix.  The latter's fall, however, was not born of his pride, but of Daedalus' unwillingness to tolerate a rival.   Forced to flee Athens, Daedalus became both a builder and a rootless wanderer: the two belong together.  I want to underscore the restlessness of Daedalus: Bacon sought the key to the transformation of the world into a labyrinth in the restlessness of the human understanding.  


Daedalus is not to be found in Brueghel's picture.  Ovid does indeed suggest that he did not witness his son's fall.  Still, another version of the picture, presumably a copy, "corrects" this unexpected absence, as it corrects the position of the sun that in our version is shown setting: was it not high in the sky when in melted the wax of Icarus' wings?   How high Icarus must have flown to have been falling for such a long time.  Now night is about to fall.  And if this painting is haunted by the impending triumph of the night, there is also a sense in which murder haunts this picture: how else are we to understand the dagger lying below the horse at the edge of the plowed, I am tempted to say slashed field.   A more careful look reveals the head of a corpse lying in the field beyond.  Framing the horse as dagger and corpse do, it is difficult not to see this tiller of the ground in the image of Cain.  But Cain resembles Daedalus: led by jealousy to murder, he too becomes a fugitive and a wanderer, also a builder.   Does the skyward looking shepherd, so different from the dark earthward looking peasant, besides answering to Ovid's account, also represent Abel?  The seemingly so pastoral scene of plowman and shepherd invites thus interpretation as a Christian figure of Perdix's murder.


The murderer found a first refuge with king Minos on Crete, where he built the labyrinth to house the minotaur, the monstrous offspring of the Cretan queen Pasiphae's unnatural love for a bull, that love itself a punishment by Poseidon for her husband's unwillingness to sacrifice that bull, as he had promised.  To help the queen consummate her lust, Daedalus is said to have constructed an artificial cow into which she could crawl.  The craftsman here, too, meddles with the order of nature.  Artifice gives birth to a deadly monster that needs to be imprisoned by further artifice.  The invention of wings belongs into this context of the subversion of the natural order by human artifice.  In the picture its monstrous consequences are visible in the ship's cannons, in the angler's fishing rod, in the iron plowshare, and finally in the dagger.  In the Fall of Icarus Brueghel links these violent fruits of artifice to the setting of the sun.  This land of the setting sun, illuminated by a pale light, is our Abendland, this land of evening, on the threshold of the triumph of the forces of darkness.   Death belongs with the labyrinth of perspectives.  







11.  A confusing play with different perspectives helps to define the art of anamorphosis, so popular in the Baroque.  "Rightly gazed upon," such compositions "show nothing but confusion — eyed awry" — that is looked at from the side, "distinguish form." (Richard II., ii. 2. 18)  A second, unexpected point of view, reveals the hidden meaning.  In Holbein's painting, to be sure, what we see is first of all not confusion, but a splendid double-portrait, into which a dissonant, hard-to-read detail has been inserted.  It is this detail that demands to be " eyed awry," confusing the apparently coherent picture. What is the significance of such games?  


The question becomes more interesting when we learn that the Paris monastery of the Minims, with which Descartes' friend Mersenne was associated and in which Descartes himself was a frequent visitor before his departure for Holland, shortly after that was to become a leading center of speculations concerning optics and perspective, with a striking emphasis on problems of anamorphic composition.  A number of large anamorphic frescoes were painted at the time.   Niceron, like Mersenne a Minim, painted two such frescoes in the cloister of the monastery of the Minims in Paris, one representing St. John the Evangelist, a repetition of a work he had done for the Minims in Rome two years before, the other a St. Magdalen, begun in 1645.  Although these works have been lost, the St. John is illustrated and discussed in Niceron’s Thaumaturgus opticus.  And one such fresco showing S. Francesco di Paola, dating from 1642 and supposedly by the learned Emmanuel Maignan, has survived in the Minim Monastery of
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Fig. 29. Emmanuel Maignan, S. Francesco di Paola, 1642
SS. Trinità in Rome (Fig 29).

Why should such perspectival experiments or games be given room in a religious establishment?  How are we to understand this interest in anamorphosis?  Just as a playful use of perspective without deeper significance?  Facing such frescoes one sees very little: arabesques suggesting a landscape, but not coherent enough to be seen convincingly as such — riddles in search of an answer  (Fig. 30).   That answer is given 
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Fig. 30. Emmanuel Maignan, S. Francesco di Paola, Detail. Opening of Left Sleeve
when the normal point of view is given up; a different point of view reveals unexpectedly the real significance of the work.  Anamorphosis thus would seem to function as a metaphor for the fact that first of all the world presents itself to us as meaningless and confusing; only a change in point of view reveals its deeper order and meaning, in these cases very much a religious meaning. 


But a second point must be made: the very fact that such compositions call to our attention the power of perspective prevents us from trusting even the second point of view.  It, too, is incapable of giving us more than appearance.  What is thus revealed is the deficiency of all perspectives.  By playing one perspective off against another, anamorphic composition is art that proclaims the insufficiency of the eye and thus of art.  It resembles a theatrical performance where the illusion is broken by an actor addressing us, reminding us that what we are watching is only theater; and yet, this, too, is part of the theatrical performance.  Anamorphic painting should not be taken too seriously.  It is born of a love of tricks and games.  But it is precisely this lightness that gives it a particular adequacy in an age that had learned to distrust the eye and had despaired of the adequacy of the eye and even the finite human understanding to the divine.  Anamorphosis is closely linked to ornamental metamorphoses and to the rapidly changing images of the Baroque machine theater.  All are metaphors for the labyrinthine character of the visible.  By presenting the theatre of the world as a labyrinth such art gestures towards transcendence even as it takes delight in the play of appearances. Depth and superficiality here go together. 


12.  The impossible perspectives you find again and again in Bavarian Rococo church belong in this context.  Superficiality and depth here go hand in hand.   
In conclusion I would like to take another look at the painted marbling in the altars of the parish church St. Martin in Niederding near the Munich airport (Fig. 31).  How are to understand its significance?
[image: image31.png]



Fig.  31.  Niederding, Fassmalerei, Georg Andrä Zellner, 1762
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