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  6.  Ecclesia and Maria


1.  Let me begin with St. Thomas’ definition of the church: Domus in qua sacramentum celebratur, ecclesiam significat et ecclesia nominatur. "The house in which the sacrament is celebrated signifies the Church and is called 'church'."  The function of the church is to provide a suitable place for the celebration of the sacrament, of the sacrifice of His son so that fallen humanity might be saved.  The church provides a suitable frame by signifying the Church, where Church here names the invisible Church, which is the community of the faithful, past, present, and future.  The Bavarian Rococo marks a last successful attempt to build churches as signs of this invisible Church.  The playful way in which this sign character is established shows that this is indeed a last attempt. 


How then does the Rococo church signify the church?  I want to propose as a hypothesis: it does so, by presenting itself to us by signifying Mary, more precisely by presenting itself as an emblem of Mary.


I shall turn to the emblem in a minute, but first a few words about Mary.  Here once more Cosmas Damian Asam’s fresco in Ingolstadt, (Fig 1; Fig. 5, 7) A beam of
light, signifying grace falls on a personification of love.  Divine love transmits this grace to Mary, who gives birth to Christ, who by His sacrifice has conquered death, the wage of sin.  The representation, which lets one think of a beam of lightning, brings to mind the story of Semele, who was loved by Zeus, gave birth Dionysus, the wine-god.   Egged on by Hera, who pretended not to believe Semele when she said that Zeus had fathered the child, Semele demanded of Zeus that he reveal himself as proof of his godhood and was destroyed by the divine lightning.  Mary to be sure makes no such demand. 


In interpreting the way the Rococo church signifies the Church by signifying Mary, the key text is the Song of Songs.  It speaks of the love of a man and a woman.  That is its literal meaning,  Ever since Origen the Song of Songs has been read as an allegory of the relationship of Christ and the Church.  Before that it had been read as an [image: image1.png]


 
Fig. 1.  Ingolstadt, Maria de Victoria, Fresco by Cosmas Danian Asam, Detail, 1734

allegory of the relationship of God to his chosen people.  But the bride has also been taken to refer to the individual believer (cf. the sermons on the Song of Songs by Bernard of Clairvaux).  And most importantly for our purpose, the bride has been taken as a figure of Mary.  
 


Of special importance to us to us is that the bride of the Song of Songs is celebrated in landscape imagery.  I shall return to these.  Pope Benedict XVI, in an encyclical Deus Caritas Est (God is Love), 2006, insisted that we hold on to both the literal and the allegorical meaning, stating that erotic love (eros) and self-giving love (agape) are the two halves of true love. 

2.  What is an emblem? “Emblem” is often used as a synonym for “symbol.”  But I am using it here in a more specific sense. I am thinking of the emblem as a distinct artistic genre, associated especially with Mannerism and Baroque. Andreas Alciatus' Emblematum Liber, first published in Augsburg in 1531, established the emblem as an
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EMBLEMA CLXV.

VN ARE Mnoitu, vt [peculum, canis infpicit orbem,
Seq, videns, alium credst ineffe canem
Et latrar: fed fraflra agitur vox irrita ventis,
Et peragit curfis furda Diaaa fuos .




Fig. 2.  Emblematum libellus, 1546
immensely popular art form that joins pictura and scriptura, image and text (Fig. 2).  Alciatus' emblems are first of all pictures whose hieroglyphic character lets us see them as signs.  This character is further emphasized by the motto that heads each emblem and helps to establish it as a sign calling for interpretation.  This signification is spelled out by the explanatory text, usually a poem, that follows the picture.  This triple structure of inscriptio, pictorial res significans, and explanatory subscriptio defines the emblem.  Important is the interplay of image and text.  Although related, inscriptio, res significans, and subscriptio do not say quite the same thing.  


The interest in emblems intertwines in this period with an interest in the Egyptian hieroglyphics, which had not been deciphered yet, but excited those interested in an esoteric wisdom.  Of special interest in this connection is the Jesuit Athanasius Kircher, one of the most interesting thinkers of the Baroque.  


But back to hieroglyphics and emblems.  The terms very much overlapped.  Here an English example. 
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Fig. 3.  Francis Quarles, Embl. Hierogl. vi, 1635

The emblem presupposes a still medieval understanding of the things of nature and of historical events as signs or figures.  Alan of Lille summed up this view of things in the often-repeated lines:

Omnis mundi creatura 

Quasi liber et pictura 

Nobis est et speculum; 

Nostrae vitae, nostrae mortis,

Nostri status,

Nostrae sortis 

Fidele signaculum.

All the world's creatures are like a book, a picture, and a mirror to us, the truthful sign of our life, death, condition, and destiny.  Bestiaries, herbaries, and lapidaries are the dictionaries that help us to read these signs, which have their foundation not in human invention, but in God's two books, Scripture and Nature.


The art of the Baroque and Rococo remains indebted to this tradition, but the insistence an enigmatic images and ingenious interpretation suggests a changed attitude. It has become much more difficult to decide where discovery becomes free invention. Hovering between the two, emblematic art and its interpretation are necessarily playful. This is so because God's two books are thought to have been written in a language man does not fully understand.  The signs given us by God have become hieroglyphics.  Here it is of more than historical interest that the emblematic tradition, while it presupposes the medieval view of the spiritual significance of things, has, as mentioned, another and more immediate root in the Renaissance preoccupation with Egyptian hieroglyphics.


Why such interest at that time?  I have suggested earlier that the new subjectivism and rationalism had to lead to a secularization of the visible.  This has to call into question the understanding of nature as a text addressed to man.  The visible threatens to lose its spiritual meaning.  The book of nature is being closed, although Kant still draws on this metaphor in the Critique of Judgment.  By insisting on the sharp distinction between res cogitans and res extensa Descartes accepts this loss: if things have hidden significations, it is not given to man to decipher them.  This modern understanding of the being of nature is incompatible with the art of the emblem, which refuses the Cartesian separation.
  
Lessing’s Laocoon, with its insistence on a sharp separation of the visual arts from poetry implies a rejection of the art of the emblem.  To understand the importance of the emblem for the arts of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries one has to keep in mind that the emblem expresses an understanding of reality that has its place between the figural understanding characteristic of the Middle Ages and the literalism of the moderns. In this respect the emblem belongs together with the Baroque theatre.  Like the emblem, the theatre joins picture and text, the art of the painter with that of the poet.  This led to arguments for the superiority of the drama as a living and speaking picture over either painting or poetry.  Important is the emphasis an image and text.  To be genuinely emblematic the drama must do full justice to the rights of the eye.  It must understand itself as Schauspiel, where the spoken words help to interpret the emblematic character of the images, just as words, not only sermons and pamphlets, but much more importantly the words of the mass, interpret the meaning of a Baroque and Rococo church. It is this play that links the eye and the ear, image and text, which has to be recovered if full justice is to be done to such a church.


The modern visitor, no longer at home with the tradition in which these churches have their roots, will find it difficult to respond to such play.  In a Rococo church we find ourselves somewhat in the position of someone who hears a poem in a language of which he understands only a few words. Given this difficulty we are likely to respond in the way that is most readily available to us: we experience the church as an aesthetic phenomenon.  The spiritual dimension is neglected.  But just as we cannot appreciate an emblem by responding only to its picture part, ignoring the motto and interpreting text, so we cannot appreciate a Baroque or Rococo church without an understanding of its motto and without a recovery of the interpreting text.


3.  Nowhere is the emblematic character of the baroque church more apparent than in the Hofkapelle of the Residenz in Munich (1601-30). From the outside this modest chapel is given no very special architectural articulation (Fig. 4), although its location is 
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Fig. 4.  Residenz, Hofkapelle

marked by the statue of the Virgin Mary, the Patrona Bavariae by Hans Krumpper, (1616), above the eternal light, and beneath the inscription:

Sub tuum praesidium confugimus 

Sub quo secure laetique degimus

Beneath your rule we seek protection, 

Beneath it we live securely and happily, 

The first line is part of an ancient prayer used in Litanies to the Virgin.   


The image is quite in the tradition of the madonnas that you can still find on many Bavarian houses.  Here the Virgin is represented as the woman in the Apocalypse.\
1 And a great sign appeared in heaven: A woman clothed with the sun, and the moon under her feet, and on her head a crown of twelve stars. 2 And being with child, she cried travailing in birth: and was in pain to be delivered.  (Book of Revelation 12:1-2)
The elector Maximilian was an especially ardent follower of the Virgin. To thank her for saving the cities of Munich and Landshut from destruction by the Swedes in the Thirty years War he thus had a column raised in the very enter of Munich, significantly named the Marienplatz, bearing a statue by Hubert Gerhard, which you see here against the towers of the Frauenkirche, (Fig. 5)  At the foot of the column you can read a prayer, 
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Fig. 5.  München, Mariensäule, Maria by Hubert Gerhard, 1593, placed on the column 1638
presumably by the poet Jakob Balde, 

Rem,  regem, regimen regionem religionem conserva Bavaris, Virgo, tuis!  

The thing, the king, the order, the region, the religion, preserve, Virgin, for your Bavarians. 

Pope Benedict XVI, himself a Bavarian, recited this prayer when he visited Munich in 2006. 


But let us have a look at the Hofkapelle.  Here the threefold structure of the emblem – picture, motto, explanatory text – governs the decorative scheme.  (Fig. 6) Stucco reliefs provide images that are traditional metaphors of the Virgin, many of them 
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Fig. 6.  München, Residenz, Hofkapelle,  1601-30
taken from the Song of Songs.  Each is accompanied by an inscription. Together they constitute a litany to the Virgin. The two foci of this decoration are provided by the monogram MRA, at the center of the nave vault, and the monogram IHS at the center of the choir vault: Per Mariam ad Jesum, through Mary to Christ. The monogram of the Virgin is bracketed by verses that interpret the whole scheme for us: the plants, heavenly 
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Fig. 7.  Residenz, Hofapelle, Nave Vault
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Fig;. 8. Residenz, Hofapelle, Nave Vault
bodies, temples, and houses that we see above are signs given to us by the prophets, icons of the hidden nature of the Virgin to which the monogram points.


The architectural images deserve special attention, among them the City of God, Solomon's Temple, the Gate of Heaven. Their presence here should not surprise us. The Virgin herself is a figure of the Church. This allows us to say that the Hofkapelle, too, not only is a church, but signifies the Church.  It does so by presenting emblems of the Virgin. We can assume that the program of the Hofkapelle was handed to the artist responsible for this decoration, again Hans Krumpper, by the Elector, who relied presumably on his Jesuit advisers. 


Following the Council of Trent the veneration of the Virgin had become a central theme of Counter Reformation piety. Nowhere was Marian piety more visible than in Bavaria, whose ruler consecrated his chapel

Virgini et mundi monarchae 

Salutis aurorae

To the Virgin and queen of the world

Dawn of salvation.

To her he pledged his life and to her he entrusted his country.  These were difficult times. A population suffering from war, disease, and hunger, inclined to interpret these as signs of God's anger, turned to the Virgin as a child seeks refuge under her mother's coat. That this Marian piety is as much a renewal of medieval attitudes as a product of the Counter-Reformation is shown by the many medieval, usually late Gothic, images of the Virgin that still form the venerated center of otherwise Baroque or Rococo altars and churches, as in Steinhausen.   


As Steinhausen illustrates, Marian piety was to remain a presupposition of the Bavarian Rococo church. 


4.  But before we return to Steinhausen, I would like to take a look at two cemetery chapels in neighboring villages in an Alpine valley.  The first, Maria Schutz, Mary Protection, the cemetery church in Fischbachau, dates in its core from 1087.  It was rebuilt in 1494, and given its Baroque decoration 1630/35.  The prominence of Joseph is worth noting.  A statement made by the judge in Kierkegaard’s Either/Or comes to mind:
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Fig. 8.  Fischbachau, Maria Schutz, Decoration 1630/35
Children belong to the innermost, hidden life of the family, and to this bright-dark mysteriousness one ought to direct every earnest or God-fearing thought to this subject.  But then it will also appear that every child has a halo about its head; every father will also feel that there is more in the child than what it owes to, him.  Yes, he will feel that it is a trust and that in the beautiful sense of the word he is only a stepfather. The father who has not felt this has always taken in vain this dignity as a father.  (EO II, 72/3)

And as Kierkegaard’s judge invites us to look at every father in the image of Joseph, he invites us to look at every woman in the image of Mary who was born without sin.  Otherwise it becomes difficult to understand this remark: 

I am a married man and thus I am partial, but it is my conviction that even though a woman corrupted man, she has honestly and honorably made up for it and is still doing so, for of a hundred men who go astray in the world, ninety-nine are saved by women, and one is saved by an immediate divine grace.  And since I also think that it is the nature of a man to go astray in one way or in another and that it holds just as truly for the life of the man as it does for the life of the woman that she ought to remain in the pure and innocent peace of immediacy, you readily perceive that in my opinion woman makes full compensation for the harm she has done. (EO II, 207)



The second church I want to consider, just an hour’s walk away from the one I just showed you, is the cemetery church in  Elbach, a Gothic chapel consecrated to the Holy Blood, rebuilt and redecorated by Jörg Zwerger in 1670.  (Fig. 3, 15) It helps to show that the scheme you find in the Hofkapelle, which gives the choir to Christ and the Nave to Virgin, provides a pattern that was to be repeated in countless Baroque and Rococo churches.  Note how Mary is placed here at the center of the nave vault, once again between the Jesus and Joseph monograms, which is encircled by twelve stars. 


5. Comparing the decoration of the Hofkapelle with the way Steinhausen realizes a very similar Marian program, one is struck first of all by the part the Rococo church assigns to the painter.  In a manner that recalls devotional pictures of the Baroque  (Fig 9)  
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Fig. 9.  Devotional Picture, 17th century

Johann Baptist Zimmermann's main fresco gathers familiar Marian symbols to form a coherent composition  (Fig. 10).  Here, too, the program derives at least in part from the 
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Fig. 10. Steinhausen, Nave Fresco

Lauretanian Litany.  Following its invocations, the fresco shows Mary as queen of heaven, standing an the crescent moon, circled by angels carrying lily and rose, olive and palm branch, attended by patriarchs and prophets, apostles and martyrs, confessors and virgins.  All the world, here represented by the four continents, praises her.  Without antecedents in Southern Germany and of decisive importance for subsequent developments is the way the fresco joins traditional Marian symbols in an Arcadian landscape that recalls the Venetian rococo.  This striking appearance of landscape is motivated by the intent to establish the church, especially its nave, as a figure of the Virgin.  We should recall here that the Book of Revelation likens the New Jerusalem to a bride.  The simile points back to the bride of the Song of Songs, which is read as a figure of both the Church and the Virgin.  The Song of Songs is the sacred text that legitimates the fresco's garden imagery.  Like the motto of an emblem, the inscription of the cartouche above the choir arch expresses this intent in unmistakable fashion (Fig. 11)
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Fig. 11. Steinhausen, Fresco, Hortus Conclusus and Fons Signatus
HORTUSCONCLUSUS 

ES DEI GENITRIX 

FONS SIGNATUS

Above the inscription we see a fountain in a garden that recalls contemporary French parks.  In this park grow cypress and cedar, they too signs of the Virgin.

The meaning of these signs is enriched by the juxtaposition of this garden with another at the opposite, western end of the fresco, less tidy, a bit more like an English garden (Fig. 12).  Adam and Eve, whom we see beneath the tree at its center, make this the terrestrial 
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Fig. 12.  Steinhausen, Nave Fresco, Adam and Eve 

paradise, suggesting that the garden above the choir arch is the paradise to come. Not only in this case do juxtapositions within the fresco encourage interpretation.  The correspondences established by the painter engage us in a hermeneutic game.


The symbol hortus-garden has been taken literally and made into a concrete object that stands in a readily seen relationship to the historic garden of paradise.  In this juxtaposition the visible fountain oscillates between being object and symbol. It is a garden fountain and yet it is juxtaposed with the forbidden fruit and Eve.  The tree thus becomes a symbol. As the source of evil it stands opposite the fons signatus = Mary.  Eve, however, standing opposite the fountain, lets us personify it. Mary = fountain as the second Eve. 

What makes the frescoes of the Bavarian rococo distinctive is not the presence of such images, but the way in which they become the material of a play that lets the painted objects hover between their literal and their symbolic significance, where the latter tends to proliferate into a multiplicity of significations established by the many relations in which any part of the fresco stands to others.  Many such sermons have survived.  They delight in a logic that to us may seem exasperating and surreal.  We may find it difficult to take seriously the Rococo frescoes' playful combinations, the sermons' obvious delight in ingenious and fantastic argumentation.  How are we to reconcile them with our understanding of religion as something sublime and very serious?  But has it not become playful precisely because art is here still taken to have its center in mysteries that we cannot seize without destroying?  Clear and distinct reason cannot penetrate the mysteries of faith. 


6.  Given Thomas Aquinas's definition of the church building as signifying the Church, how then does the rococo church establish this signification?  The preceding suggests the answer:  The Bavarian Rococo church signifies the Church by signifying the Virgin.  Often it is the fresco over the nave that especially helps to establish this signification.  Let me just remind you of the way the Virgin presides over the narrative of this Augustinian church’s history in Diessen  (Fig. 5, 23).  The church here is consecrated to Mariä Himmelfahrt, to the Assumption of the Virgin.  I introduced you to this church, one of the finest works by Johann Michael Fischer,  last time, and we will return to it next week.  Today let me turn instead to another, even larger monastery church, also built by Johann Michael Fischer, not to long after Diessen, and also consecrated to the Virgin: Zwiefalten.  The façade invites comparison with that of Diessen.  We see St Benedict over the portal, the two founders kneeling on the broken gable, flanked by two standing saints, Aurelius (right) and Stephanus (left), who greet the Virgin above. (Fig. 13)
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Fig. 13.  Zwiefalten, Abbey, Johann Michael Fischer,1741-47

But what I want to focus on here is the remarkable fresco by Franz Joseph Spiegler (1691-1757), dating from 1751.   The prescribed theme was similar to that in Diessen: Cultus Beatae Virginis per S. Ordinem nostrum in toto orbe propagatus, the veneration of the blessed Virgin Mary spread by our holy order over the entire world.  At the center of the fresco we see St. Benedict, who looks up to a miraculous image of the Virgin.  The vanishing point of the fresco, however, is the stretched out hand of God above Mary, who in her left hand holds a scepter.  From her goes a ray to an image of the Virgin, being unrolled by angels, at which she is also pointing, the image in San Benedetto in Piscinula at Rome,  an image that plays a central part in he story of the founding of the Benedictine order.  From that ray another ray carries divine grace to St.
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Fig. 14.  Zwiefalten, The Cult of the Virgin, Franz Joseph Spiegler, 1751

Benedict, from whom fall drops of light.  Outside the oval we see scenes illustrating the part the Benedictine order played in bringing Christianity to the world, where once again Marian pilgrimage places are singled out.  Important is the emphasis on a process of mediation of the divine and the human. In hat process the Virgin has the central place.  


7. The difference between this fresco and Zimmermann’s fresco is striking. Different is first of all the color scheme.  Just compare Spiegler’s gigantic golden oval with the glory composition in the center of Zimmermann’s fresco.  (Fig. 15) Zimmermann’s fresco is more representative of the Bavarian rococo church.  I would like to suggest that whenever the frescoes of Bavarian Rococo churches suggest a garden in late spring we should think of the Song of Songs.  Representing a garden, the fresco means both the Virgin and the Church. 
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Fig. 15.  Steinhausen, Nave Fresko, Maria

This, to be sure, is not the only, nor even the most obvious, way in which the Rococo fresco signifies the Church: at the center of nearly every main fresco we find a glory composition with angels and saints.  In this respect, too, Steinhausen is quite characteristic.   Zimmermann here returns to a by-then-quite-traditional representation of the Church.  But compared with earlier glory compositions, or even with the later composition by Spiegler, Zimmermann presents us with little more than a theatre in the clouds.  In good part this is a function of the way we read the blue rising above the garden landscape as a quite earthly sky. This threatens to reduce the clouds of the glory composition, in spite of the yellow and golden hues that have not quite lost the metaphoric force of the gold backgrounds of medieval paintings, to merely atmospheric phenomena. What we see is a miraculous apparition in the sky.  


8.  With this in mind I would like to turn to yet another Marian pilgrimage church, Baitenhausen (1701) (Fig. 16).  The architecture is modest.  But the frescoes by Johann 
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Fig. 16. Baitenhausen, Maria zum Berge Karmel,1701-1704

Wolfgang Baumgartner are of interest.  They begin to suggest something like a disintegration of the precarious unity of architecture and fresco by means of a mediating fresco zone.  The main fresco, showing the Assumption of the Virgin, reads rather like a firmly framed panel painting.  To be sure, there is the slightly curved horizon, and the riband bearing the title of the painting, weaving around the frame.  But that does not effectively undercut the autonomy of the painting. (Fig. 17)
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Fig. 17. Baitenhausen, Assumption of the Virgin, Johann Wolfgang Baumgartner. 1760
More interesting are the somewhat smaller paintings in the arms of the transept.  Striking is how landscape here has come to dominate (Fig. 18). The one on the left very 
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Fig. 18. Baitenhausen, Schön wie der Mond, Johann Wolfgang Baumgartner. 1760

faithfully shows the  city of Meersburg as it looked in 1750, not so very different from the way it still looks today.  In the background you see the chain of the Alps, dominated by the Säntis, on the right the city of Konstanz, transfigured however here into a version of the Heavenly Jerusalem.  Meersburg was the summer residence of the bishops of Konstanz, who were responsible for the decoration of this church.  The Marian monogram on the face of the moon requires no comment. 


The fresco on the right shows a view very much like what you can still see when you step outside this church.  (Fig. 19) Here the Marian monogram is placed over the face of the sun.
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Fig. 18. Baitenhausen, Auserwählt wie die Sonne, Johann Wolfgang Baumgartner, 1760

9.  I suggested earlier that the main fresco of Steinhausen inaugurated a type of fresco that helps to define the Bavarian Rococo church.  Crucial in Steinhausen is the introduction of landscape elements that suggest a garden in late spring.  Nature here becomes a figure of the Virgin.   This is even more obviously true in Baitenhausen.  When discussing metaphors we distinguish between the vehicle and the tenor.  The vehicle here is the landscape, the tenor the Virgin.  But the vehicle here becomes so strong that it threatens to overwhelm the figural significance.  We may suspect that an artist lie Baumgartner was no longer able to take inherited meanings seriously, but uses them as material for a charming, but only aesthetic play.  Nature becomes now the vehicle of an experience of the divine.  This could be illustrated by taking a look at Kant’s Critique of Judgment, where Kant’s attitude to nature is firmly rooted in the Protestant culture in which he was raised.  The Marian naturalism of Baumgartner thus has its counterpart in the understanding of nature that finds expression in a hymn such as Paul Gerhardt’s Geh aus mein Herz und suche Freud, which was to become one of the most popular Lutheran hymns.  Not unrelated is the evolution of the English park. 


10.  If we can speak of Marian naturalism, we can also speak of a Marian eroticism.   I remind you once more of the Song of Songs and of Pope Benedict XVI's encyclical Deus Caritas Est (God is Love), which insists that erotic love (eros) and self-giving love (agape) are the two halves of true human love and must not be separated.  You find some recognition of this already in Plato’s Symposium.  Consider this Annunciation by Ignaz Günther in Weyarn (Fig. 19).  As with Bernini’s S. Theresa it is difficult not to recognize here the presence of eros.  


This opens up an interesting question about the relationship of the French to the Bavarian rococo.  The art historian Hans Sedlmayr suggested that if régence art revolves around the world of Pan, the central figure of the style rocaille is Venus as Françcois Boucher painted her.

Her attributes –  rock and conch, coral and reed, water, wave, and foam –  constitute the treasury of rocaille ornamentation.  Her element, water, determines the fluidity of forms. Its movement, the wave, suggests the pattern of surging and plunging; its colors, the deep cool blue of the sea and the white of the glistening spray, together with the roseate hue of the conch and the iridescence of mother of pearl, produce a typically rococo color harmony. 
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Fig.  19. Weyarn, Annnunciation, Ignaz Günther, 1763

Sedlmayr is thinking here of the French secular rococo.  But the Bavarian rococo church also comes to mind.  Think once more of the pulpit in the church in Oppolding, which, no longer ornamented, has itself become an ornament, surging upward, dissolving, scattering spray.  It would be \difficult to deny that rocaille here remains faithful to its origin in the realm of Venus.   And rocaille did of course originate in France. 


Again the question: What place does this realm have in sacred architecture?  Does not Venus stand for that eternal power of the sensuous associated with Eve and the fall? But here we should not forget that Mary is the antitype of Eve.  As the vesper hymn Ave maris stella suggests, accepting Gabriel's Ave, the Virgin overcame sin and turned around the name of Eva.  With this reversal the sensuous and feminine is redeemed. With this redemption there is no longer a reason to radically dissociate the figures of Venus and of the Virgin.  Indeed they share many of the same symbols, such as dove and pearl. 


The seashell, especially, is associated with the Virgin quite as much as it is with Venus.  This association has one source in the old myth of the origin of the pearl in the wedding of sky (of dew or lightning) and water that takes place inside a shell.  The myth can become a figure for the Immaculate Conception as well as for the Incarnation. Accordingly, the pearl can stand either for the Virgin or for Christ.  It is the latter interpretation that makes the Shell a figure of the Virgin. As the learned jesuit Théophile Raynaud, who compiled one of those typically baroque dictionaries of Marian metaphors, argues: just as the pearl forms inside a lowly mollusk's shell without any outside influence, so Christ developed within the Virgin without a created father.


This interpretation is brought to mind by the large stuccoed shells that so often cover the apse vault of Bavarian Baroque and Rococo churches, sheltering the altar beneath (Fig. 20).  To be sure, there is a more obvious interpretation of its significance. Originally a symbol of the life-giving womb, the shell signifies both birth and rebirth.  Granting life after death, the shell became a symbol of heaven.  One can also point to the way these shells mediate between what they shelter and the architecture, helping to bind the two together. In this respect they have somewhat the same function as Rococo ornament.  But these interpretations do not preclude the interpretation of the shell as a figure of the Virgin bearing Christ within her womb.  Alive in that figure is the older meaning of the shell as a sign of the victory of life over death, of deathless life.
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Fig. 20. Weyarn, St. Peter and Paul, Interior Decoration, mid-18th century
