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7.  History, Time, and Eternity


1. Let me begin by returning to St. Thomas’s definition of a 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'."  How then does the Rococo church signify the Church?  Last time I suggested that a church such as Steinhausen does so by signifying Mary, who is identified with the bride of the Song of Songs, who is also understood as a figure of the Church.  Mary in turn is figured by nature in May, the month of Mary.  


Another way a Church can signify the Church is by representing the unfolding of the Church here on earth, by turning to the history of the Church.  The main fresco in Zwiefalten gives us a chapter of this history, here focused on St. Benedict, who inspired by the Virgin, founded the Benedictine order that did so much for the spread of Christianity (Fig. 1).  This history also speaks of countless individuals who lived their 
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Fig. 1,  Zwiefalten, The Cult of the Virgin, Franz Joseph Spiegler, 1751
lives in such a way that they did not need to fear death: as members of the Church they had triumphed over death.  And is that not true also of every believer?  By taking our place in that history, will we, too, not triumph over death?  And it is death, this terrifying mysterium tremendum et fascinans, that is inseparably bound up with the origin of religion.  This mystery is also a presupposition of the Bavarian Rococo church.  We must not forget this, despite its light, joyful, often playful appearance.  

2.  Let me begin by returning to the English hieroglyph I showed you last time: “To everything there is an appointed time.”  We all have to die.   Time will overtake all we can be and accomplish.  The dreadful mystery of time and death is immediately present when we visit one of these churches and walk, as we so often must in the case of small village churches, through a cemetery to get to the door that allows us to enter the church (Fig 2).  The graves speak of death, but the crosses on the graves also speak of 
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Fig. 2.  Elbach, Cemetery
the triumph over death made possible by Christ’s sacrifice.  And the believer has to think of him- or herself as belonging to the same Church to which those buried in these graves belong.  This sense of membership in the Church is one way of coping with the terror of time.  
We should note that these graves are cared for.  The dead remain part of life.  It is not good to die alone and unremembered.  The Roman believed that the badly buried would revenge themselves on the living for such neglect.  Those resting in this cemetery were well buried.


3.  In many churches we are reminded of death once more as we enter the church by grave stones and monuments.   Here once again the monastery church of Rott am Inn, it too the work of Johann Michael Fischer.  (Fig. 3)  I showed you that church before
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Fig. 3. Rott am Inn, St. Marinus and St. Anianus, Johann Michael Fischer, 1759-1763
(Fig. 5, 19).  Here I want to call your attention to the red marble monument of the founders of the monastery, shown holding a church (1485), placed right at the entrance, before the metal screen that separates us from the nave (Fig. 4).  It dates from the late 
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Fig. 4.  Rott am Inn,  Founders Grave Monument, 1485
Gothic period.  This is just one of many examples of the ways the Baroque delighted in joining past and present, seeing in that joining already a kind of triumph over death.  And this is also how we must understand the visible presence of the skeletons of saints in so many of these churches: here the skeleton of St. Clemens, again in Rott am Inn (Fig. 5). 

[image: image5.png]



Fig. 5.  Rott am Inn, St Clemens

The Baroque does not seek to hide the reality of death.  It wants us to confront it, wants to teach us to live our lives in such a way that we need not fear death. 

Inseparable from the mystery of death is the mystery of time.  Time, even if inseparable from life and in this sense as close to us as anything can be, yet remains incomprehensible: it, too, is a mysterium tremendum et fascinans, Rudolf Otto’s definition of the numinous, which he took to be the core of the holy.  

But what is time?  How does it show itself?  Consider a clock, the hands turning around: now here, now here.  It is this understanding of time that seems to be captured well by the Aristotelian definition:

For time is just this — a number of motion in respect to 'before' and 'after.' (Physics, Delta 11, 219 b - BT473)

The definition seems both questionable, indeed question begging, and obvious, As Heidegger remarks:

Ever since Aristotle all discussions of the concept of time have clung in principle to the Aristotelian definition; that is, in taking time as their theme, they have taken it as it shows itself in circumspective concern.  Time is what is ‘counted’; that is to say, it is what is expressed and what we have in view, even if unthematically, when the traveling pointer (or the shadow) is made present.  When one makes present what is moved in this movement, one says ‘now here, now here, and so on. The ”nows” are what gets counted.  And these show themselves ‘in every ‘now’ as “nows” which will ‘forthwith’ be ‘no-longer-now’ and “nows” which have ‘just been not-yet-now’.  The world-time which is ‘sighted’ in this manner in the use of clocks, we call the “now-time” [Jetzt-Zeit]. (SZ 421) (Fig. 6)
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Fig. 6.  Diesen, Marienmünster, Sundial
This "now-time" expresses the ordinary understanding of time:

Thus for the ordinary understanding of time, time shows itself as a sequence of “nows” which are constantly ‘present-at-hand’, simultaneously passing away and coming along.  Time is understood as a succession, as a ‘flowing stream’ of “nows”, as ‘the course of time’.  What is implied by such an interpretation of world-time with which we concern ourselves? (SZ 422)

And yet, even though rooted in world-time this now-time also involves a leveling of the former:

In the ordinary interpretation of time as a sequence of ‘nows’, both datability and significance are missing. These two structures are not permitted ‘to come to the fore’ when time is characterizes as a pure succession. The ordinary interpretation of time covers them up.  When these are covered up, the ecstatico-horizonal constitution of temporality, in which the datability and significance of the “now” are grounded, gets leveled off.  The “nows” get shorn of these relations, as it were; and, as thus shorn, they simply range themselves along after one another so as to make up the succession.  (SZ 422)

We speak of the flow of time; time passes.  In every now another now has perished and yet: do this now that is now and the now that just was share this: their participation in the self-same “now”?  Something of the sort finds expression in this much cited passage from Plato’s Timaeus:

Wherefore he resolved to have a moving image of eternity, and when he set in order the heaven, he made this image eternal, but moving according to number, while eternity rests in unity; and this image we call time. (Timaeus, 37 d, SZ 423)

This view of time as the moving image of eternity would seem to have its foundation in a desire to keep time.  But time of course, despite all our time keeping devices, refuses to be kept.  In this desire to ground time in eternity and unity, in something eternally at rest, which therefore does not pass away, something like a tendency to flee from what Heidegger considers a more primordial time betrays itself.  This more fundamental understanding of time is implicit in saying: Die Zeit lässt sich nicht halten — "time will not be kept."  This awareness of a time that will not be kept, that time passes — and Heidegger insists on the remarkable priority which time passes has over time arises — is linked to an awareness that we must die.  

Dasein knows fugitive time in terms of its ‘fugitive’ knowledge about its death.  In the kind of talk which emphasizes time’s passing away, the finite futurity of Dasein’s temporality is publicly reflected.  And because even in talk about time’s passing away, death can remain covered up, time shows itself as a passing-away ‘in itself’. (SZ 425)

But even in now-time this primordial time manifests itself as the irreversibility of time (SZ 426).


Even the everyday understanding of time as world-time recognizes its special relationship to something like soul or spirit.  Once again Heidegger cites Aristotle:

But if nothing but soul, and in soul reason is qualified to count, there would be no time unless there were soul. (Physics, Delta 14. 223 a 25  — SZ 427)

Might there be movement?  And thus time of some sort?


Heidegger adds a quote from Augustine's Confessions:

Hence it seemed to me that time is nothing else than an extendedness; but of what sort of thing it is an extendedness, I do not know; and it would be surprising if it were not an extendedness of the soul itself.  (Conf XI, 26 — SZ 427)

We should note that both Plato’s and Aristotle’s famous definitions of time as the moving image of eternity and as the measure of motion with respect to before and after, definitions that have presided over subsequent analyses of time, are circular in that the presuppose what they seek to define.  The Aristotelian definition especially seems well illustrated by a clock.  And such clocks are found on just about ever church tower,  They told people the time, but also reminded them of time.  They thus reminded them of their mortality.  And before there were clocks there were sundials and the sun is indeed the natural time keeper.  The sun has of course offered itself as a natural symbol for divinity.  The mystery of moving light figures the mystery of incarnation.  


4.  But let us take a closer look at the church that you barely see in this image, the 
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Fig. 7.  Diesssen, Marienmünster, Johann Michael Fischer, 1732-1739
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Fig. 8.  Diessen, Marienmünster
Augustinian Priory Church, Diessen (Fig. 7).  Like Rott am Inn, Zwiefalten, and Ottobeuren, it is one of the masterpieces of Johann Michael Fischer (Fig. 8).   I have already shown you a number of images of this church.  Let me now lead you through the church in some detail, where you should keep in mind the title of this session: History, Time, and Eternity. 


Earlier I suggested that these churches ought to be walked to.  Remember that in the Baroque and Rococo periods pilgrimages were enormously popular.   


Consider the façade (Fig. 8).  I should note that the tower is a relatively recent 

reconstruction.  The original tower was destroyed by lightning in 1827.  That tower was replaced with a quite ugly Neo-Gothic tower in 1846.  That tower in turn was replaced in 1985/86 with the present tower, where the architect Richard Zehentmeier looked to other towers by Fischer and especially to the tower shown in the main fresco, to which I will turn later (Fig. 19).

The façade invites comparison with a fountain, a figure of the Virgin, to whom this church is consecrated.  You see her bust above the main portal, crowned by 7 stars 
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Fig. 9.  Diessen, Façade, Maria

(Fig. 9).    Seven is of course a sacred number:  I already mentioned the 7 joys and 7 sorrows of the Virgin.  The number 7 also signifies the union of the divine 3 and the material 4.   Mary is the bond of the earthly and the divine.  Above her we see the coat of arms of the priory (Fig. 10).  Above it, a statue of St. Augustine, as befits an Augustinian Priory Church.  Note that the façade is subtly curved (Fig. 11).  That affects the play of light and gives the façade a special life.
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Fig. 10.  Diessen, Façade, Detail
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Fig. 11.  Diessen, Façade, Side View


5.  As you enter the church you find yourself in a rather dark, low-ceilinged space.  An ornamental metal screen separates you from the light-filled nave (Fig. 12).  The 
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Fig. 12.  Diessen, Marienmünster, Interior
interior presents itself rather like a picture that has it s focus in the high altar.  That picture privileges a point of view near the entrance.  Architecture here seems to be ruled by a pictorial logic.  The space invites the category of the picturesque. 


Note how the altars change, becoming more architectural as we get closer to the 
high altar (Fig. 13). The strongly articulated cornice divides the interior into two zones. 
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Fig. 13.  Diesssen, Marienmünster

The church is a good example of a wall-pillar church, which allows for a great deal of light, while yet hiding the windows.  The wall-pillars also function as internal buttresses, an important consideration given the severe Bavarian winters.

If the nave invites movement; the choir discourages it (Fig. 14).   Not only do steps and balustrade inhibit us from going further; a certain distance is established by 
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Fig. 15.  Diessen, Marienmünster, Choir
Fischer's choice of a vocabulary that helps to mark the choir as a more sacred zone.  The curtain of the choir arch and the shift from pilasters to columns deserve to be singled out, but we should also note the way the semi-ellipses of the arcs spanning the nave give way in the choir to more festive semicircles: the almost organic movement of the arrises in the nave is stilled, and instead of the scalloped frames of the nave we have now a ring-like circle, which functions less like a frame than it suggests a hole cut into the vault, placing the painted heaven behind or above it. The bipolarity of the church interior finds here a particularly convincing articulation. 


6.  The high altar (Fig. 15) is the work of the court sculptor Joachim Dietrich.  
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Fig. 15. Diessen, Marienmünster, High Altar
The statues show the church fathers, St. Augustine and Gregory the Great, St. Ambrose and St. Jerome.  The altar painting, by B. A. Albrecht shows Mary being received into heaven.  It is of course to her that the entire church is consecrated. 


If there is something theatrical about the entire church and especially the high altar, this theatricality becomes conspicuous when on key feast days the altar painting is lowered and gives way to a little stage where the appropriate mystery is enacted. Next time I will return to the theatrical quality of the Bavarian rococo church, especially evident here in Diessen.


To recapitulate: Let us consider plan and section of the church (Fig. 16).  I want to 
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Fig. 16.  Diessen, Marienmünster, Section and Plan

call your attention especially to the way our path slightly rises as we approach the high altar.  Steps here have an important function; also to the way, the horizontal of the nave is countered by a vertical that rises from the crypt beneath the dome, where some of the saintly members of the noble founders are buried, to the dome, where we see them in Heaven.  The floor plan mirrors this cruciform organization. 


Looking back from the high altar you see the organ tribune (1740) rising above the entrance hall. (Fig. 17).
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Fig. 17. Diessen, Marienmünster, Organ Gallery

7.  But let me return to the frescoes, for it is these that establish this church as a figure of the Church by representing the history that led to the present building. 

The fresco above the organ gallery tells of the discovery in 1013 of the bones of St. Rathard, the supposed founder of the predecessor of the monastery.  In that year it was entrusted to the Augustinian canons (Fig 18).
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Fig. 18.  Diessen, Marienmünster, Fresco Above Organ Gallery, Johann Georg Bergmüller, 1736

The main fresco continues to tell the story of the monastery.  

In the eastern part of the main fresco we see the founding of the priory and its confirmation by Pope Innocent II in 1132.  As I pointed out already, of special interest is a small detail: the founder points to a design showing Fischer's Rococo church, an anachronism that seems to say that the six-hundred years that have elapsed since the priory's founding did not matter (Fig.19). The rebuilding of the church is deliberately confused with its first building.  The past is appropriated in a way that lets it be present. Once again we encounter an attempt to heighten the significance of present events not simply by placing them into the context of history, but by annulling that history.  The priory's founding and the life of its founders are not events that we are now done with. They are still happening.  This appeal to the past, which at the same time conflates past and present, echoes the temporality of the mass, which not only commemorates a 
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Fig. 19.  Diessen, Marienmünster, Main Fresco, Johann Georg Bergmüller, 1736
sacrifice that took place long ago, but brings it into the present.  Similarly the fresco invites us to consider temporal events sub specie aeternitatis.  Time and eternity are reconciled.


The western part of the fresco shows the blessed Mechthild as a young girl entering the convent of St. Stephen, which she later was to lead.  She died in 1160. 


As so often in the churches of the Bavarian rococo, as e.g. in Zwiefalten, all these events are presided over by the Virgin, whom we see in the center of the main fresco as queen of heaven, surrounded by the patrons of Diessen (Fig. 20).  This central group possesses a different degree of reality than the rest of the fresco.  Once again one is tempted to speak of a theatre within a theatre.  Significant is the way this representation of the Virgin differs from that of the high altar.  There we see the Virgin ascending; here she seems to come down.  Again we meet with the circle of descent and ascent that governs already the façade.  Heaven comes down to earth so that we may participate in 
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Fig. 20.  Diessen, Marienmünster, Main Fresco, Johann Georg Bergmüller, 1736
the ascent from earth to heaven.  In this Virgin the nave possesses its real center (Fig. 21). She is the real theme of the events portrayed. 
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Fig. 21.  Diessen, Marienmünster, Main Fresco, Detail


I have already shown you the fresco over the organ gallery,showing the discovery of the bones of St. Rathard.  The fresco over the choir arch represents the founding of the Augustinian priory's predecessor in 815 by this same St. Rathard.  The two St. Rathard frescoes thus frame the main fresco.  (Fig. 22)   Note the clock below the fresco! Again it not only keeps time but reminds you of time.  Its placement on the choir arch is significant. 
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Fig. 22.  Diessen, Marienmünster, Choir Arch
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Fig. 23.  Diessen, Marienmünster, Choir Fresco


The large inscription circling the dome of the choir recalls St. Peter and other Roman churches (Fig. 23).  But these Roman reminiscences are given a local significance: As the inscription tells us, what the fresco represents is not simply the glory of heaven, but "the glory of the saints and blessed of Diessen and Andechs." The same saints, whose bones have found a resting place in and beneath the church, whose activities an earth are celebrated by the frescoes of the nave, are now seen gathered in heaven with Christ.  This representation of heaven gains special significance when we remember that it rises right above the founders' burial vault. Visually and symbolically the fresco thus helps to establish a vertical axis that transforms death into triumph. This transformation, however, is only theater.  Moreover, the strength of the fresco's circular frame and the painting's darkness prevent us from taking this illusion of heaven too seriously. We are given no more than a prelude for the mediation that only the high altar, where the sacrament is celebrated, can provide.  Only here, at the place of the divine sacrifice, are heaven and earth truly united. Only in the representation of the Assumption of the Virgin, to which the church is consecrated, are the two zones, which have been kept more or less separate up to this point, really brought together. The interplay of ascent and descent that governs the façade reveals here its deepest significance.


8.  Especially the large fresco, spanning as it does the three central bays of the nave, helps to counteract the primacy of a point of view near the entrance and the orientation toward the east, toward the high altar, that it entails.  To be sure, those parts of the fresco showing the priory's founding and the Virgin in heavenly glory demand a point of view in the west, as does the smaller fresco showing the founding of the priory's predecessor.  But the scenes along the main fresco's long sides are best seen when we stand right beneath it, while the Mechthild scene and the fresco above the organ demand that we turn around and face west.  This use of multiple perspectives helps to give the nave a certain autonomy.  Johann Baptist Straub's splendid pulpit (Fig. 24), while it does not compete with the high altar, nevertheless provides the nave with its own focus.


The dominant directionality, to be sure, is towards the East, i.e. the high altar.  The progression of the paired altars, also by Straub, is thus carefully orchestrated, 
[image: image24.png]



Fig. 24, Diessen, Marienmünster, Pulpit, Johann Baoptirst Straub, 1740
proceeding from a somewhat heavy pair with architectural frame, not visible in Fig. 13, to a lighter pair, freely framed and each altar asymmetrical, but establishing symmetry when paired with its counterpart, to another, somewhat heavier pair, and finally to a heavy pair, the latter all with architectural frames.  The architecture of the last pair prepares for the architecture of the high altar.

Carefully orchestrated, too, is the significance of these altars, as demonstrated by the altar paintings.  The series on the left begins with a representation of the victory of St, Michael, proceeds to an image of martyrdom, the stoning of St. Stephanus, to the Mechthildis altar, with a painting showing the penitent Mary Magdalen,  In a glass shrine we can see the bones of Mechthild.  The series culminates in the altar showing the Madonna of the Rosary, attended to by St. Dominicus and Catherine of Siena.  
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Fig. 25.  St. Stephanus and St. Sebastian Altars

The series on the right begins with the death of St. Joseph, next comes the Martyrdom of St. Sebastian, after that the Radhardus altar, showing the ecstasy of St, Augustine.  The fourth altar shows Christ on the Cross.


Of special interest is the second altar on the right.  The altar painting of the martyrdom of St. Sebastian is by Tiepolo (1739), the altar itself, with the statues of St. Thomas and St. Matthew once again by Johann Baptist Straub as is the corresponding altar on the left, shows the stoning of St. Stephanus.  It is by another leading Venetian painter, Giovanni Battista Pittoni. 


That altar is visually tied to the pulpit, which, as mentioned, provides the nave with something like a center.  Beneath it is a Gothic grave marker for the blessed Mechthild, whose bones, as mentioned, are visible in a glass shrine in the chapel beyond.  We are reminded of the noble family that founded this monastery and of the many saints and blessed it could count among its members, many of the them buried in this church.  The Mechthildis altar beyond shows the penitent Mary Magdalen, the oval above St. Hedwig, the duchess of Silesia.  In this so-called “Holy Chapel” or “Mechthildis Chapel,” especially, we are constantly being reminded of the founding family.  Here we find the memorial slab for the founder of the monastery, Count Berthold I of Diessen, also grave plates for his sister and another saintly female member of the family.  

On the corresponding altar on the right we can see in a glass shrine the skeleton of St. Rathard, whose discovery was celebrated in the fresco above the organ.  Constantly 
we are reminded of what were the many saintly members of one of the most powerful families of the Middle Ages.  Also of the fact that even these privileged individuals had to die.  

Let me briefly consider one more altar, the fourth altar on the right (1738), showing Christ on the cross.  Interesting is the frame.  Putti are frolicking in the gable.  They are indeed a key feature of countless Rococo churches (Fig. 26) There are of course also other angels.  But, to return to the putti:  What is their significance?  What are we to make, for example, of the way two putti on the left side of the same altar, play with a bust of St. Lawrence and the grill which is associated with his martyrdom.   How are we
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Fig. 26.  Diessen, Marienmünster, Side Altar

to understand such play?  Is such play compatible with true religiosity?  Is the martyrdom of St. Lawrence no longer taken seriously, becoming the object of some frivolous aesthetic play?  And how is the presence of these children without age related to the pervasive presence of death in this church? 
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Fig. 27.  Diessen, Marienmünster, Detail from Side Altar


9.  I conclude with an example of the superb stucco work in this church, it, too, the work of artists from Wessobrunn, led by the brothers Johann Michael and Franz Xaver Feichtmayr und Franz Xaver Üblhör.  It follows that of Steinhausen by just a few years.   Here the decoration of the organ tribune (Fig. 28).  Note that rocaille is just beginning to be used here.  Diessen is much closer, literally and figuratively, to the court in Munich and thus to the court art presided over by Cuvilliés.  Of special interest is a comparison with Steinhausen: consider  the way the stuccoers negotiated the transition from architecture to fresco in the two churches,
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Fig. 28.  Diessen, Marienmünster, Organ Gallery, Detail

And to conclude an angel (Fig. 29), now hanging over the baptismal font, which may have been part of the theatrical enactment of the high holidays on the stage of the high altar. 
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Fig.  29.  Diessen, Marienmünster, Angel, Johan Baptist Straub?
