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9. The Aesthetic Incompleteness of the Rococo Church


1.  Today I want to turn to the aesthetic incompleteness of the Bavarian Rococo church.  I touched on that topic already in our introductory seminar.   It deserves a more extended discussion.


To speak of the aesthetic incompleteness of the Bavarian rococo church may sound like a critique.   Ever since Aristotle aesthetic completeness has been demanded of the successful work of art.  Here, as an example a painting by Frank Stella darting
from from 1964, Fez 2.  (Fig. 1)
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Fig. 1.  Frank Stella, Fez 2, 1964, Albright-Knox Art Gallery, Buffalo

And here a remark Stella made in a discussion, broadcast that same year as "New Nihilism or New Art?":

All I want anyone to get out of my paintings, and all that I ever get out of them, is the fact that you can see the whole idea without confusion...  What you see is what you see...  I don 't know what else there is.  It's really something if you can get a visual sensation that is pleasurable, or worth looking at, or enjoyable, if you can make something worth looking at.

Such a painting is not meant to point beyond itself, is not meant to be taken as either symbol or allegory.  Its point is not to say something.  It can therefore be neither true nor false.   And yet it is precisely this, here explicitly renounced, quality of pointing beyond itself that would seem to be inseparable from all sacred art.  As suggested by the broadcast's title, a conception of art such as that endorsed on this occasion by Stella entails the divorce of art from the sacred.  What matters here is not that the work point us towards a higher reality, but that art objects provide an occasion for enjoyment.


Supported by the central strand of philosophical aesthetics and art history, by the philosophers Baumgarten and Kant, the art historians Panofsky and Fried, I call such an approach to works of art as first of all occasions for pleasure, albeit pleasure of a quite distinctive kind, aesthetic (Fig. 2). 
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Fig. 2.  Chardin, Goblet, ca. 1759-60, J. Paul Getty Museum
Such an aesthetic understanding of art leaves little room for religious art.  On this view the point of art is to provide us with experiences that bear their telos within themselves and are thus set off from the rest of life, which has been bracketed, distanced.  The autotelic character of aesthetic experience thus understood is reflected in the understanding of the work of art, which is to be a self-sufficient aesthetic object, a whole possessing the necessary closure.
  

Such insistence on aesthetic completeness was strongly reasserted by the aesthetic theorists of the Enlightenment.  I would like to single out Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten.  It is to him that we owe the term “aesthetics,” more precisely to his dissertation, Meditationes de nonnulis ad poema pertinentibus of 1735, that is two years after the completion of Steinhausen.  But close as they are in time, dissertation and church seem worlds apart.  Baumgarten followed up this dissertation with his momnumental Aesthetica, which appeared in 1750.  In that year Dominikus Zimmermann was beginning work on the Johanneskirche, which I showed you last time.  Die Wies was under construction. 

In his dissertation Baumgarten attempted to make room, within the framework established by the philosophy of Descartes, Leibniz, and Wolff, for a philosophical study of art, more especially of poetry.  Philosophical aesthetics is thus part of the legacy left to us by the Enlightenment, which sought to subject all authority to reason and at the same time witnessed the emergence of a distinctly modern approach to art, which we can trace both in the theorizing of the period and in its artistic production. 

Beauty Baumgarten understands as perceived perfection: 

Perfection, in so far as it is to be found in appearance, or in so far as it is recognized by the faculty of taste in its widest sense, is beauty.
And here a quotation from Baumgarten's Metaphysics:

The law of the faculty of judgment is as follows:  if a given manifold is recognized as either fitting together or as not fitting together, then its perfection or imperfection is recognized.  This happens either sensually or distinctly.  The faculty of judging by means of sense is taste in its widest sense.

His understanding of beauty leads Baumgarten to make the following provocative claim:

Med, par. 68. …  We observed a little while ago that the poet is like a maker or creator.  So the poem ought to be like a world.  Hence by analogy whatever is evident to the philosophers concerning the real world, the same ought to be thought of a poem.

This is to say that whatever the metaphysicians have said about the world is by analogy true of the poem.  Take Leibniz's monadology, which represents the world as a perfectly ordered whole.  The philosopher's discourse, to be sure, aims at a work that is not to be perceived, but appeals to reason.  But note what the simile suggests:  the successful work of art has a structure that is very much like that of Leibniz's best of all possible worlds.  The poem's theme is its God.  Or, we can say conversely, the world is a poem that has God for its theme.  Today we are, to be sure, unlikely to be convinced by Leibniz's metaphysics.  But note that Baumgarten's simile does not depend for its effectiveness on whether Leibniz is right or wrong.  According to Baumgarten the successful work of art should contain nothing that does not make a direct contribution to the revelation of its theme.  Nothing can be left out or added without a loss of perfection. 


The perfection of the artwork demands that it be experienced as a whole.  A fragment that gestures towards and receives its meaning from some absent whole cannot be perfect and thus beautiful in that sense.   Nor can an ornament or a frame whose very point is to serve the ornament-bearer (Fig. 3).
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Fig. 3.  Diessen, Stucco Detail from the Organ Gallery
Ornament is difficult to justify, given the aesthetics of perfection.  But should we perhaps think the aesthetic object in the image of a frame or of ornament, thus assigning to all beauty a serving function?      


This idea of the self-sufficient aesthetic object has also been applied to architecture:  Alexander Tzonis and Liane Lefaivre thus understand classical architecture in just this way:  invoking the authority of Aristotle, they, too, insist that the work of architecture, like every work of art, is a world within the world, 'complete,' 'integral,' 'whole,' a world where there is no contradiction.  Given this conception of the work of architecture as another world, all outside conditions must be considered "significant obstacles.”  By its very nature, the aesthetic approach to architecture is opposed to every contextualism.  


That architecture should have difficulty with an understanding of beauty as perceived perfection should be evident.  The perfection of the artwork demands of the spectator that he leave it as it presents itself to him.  All he could do to it would only destroy its perfection.  The proper response to such art is rapt surrender, absorption in its presence.  It follows from this that so understood aesthetic objects are uninhabitable. Perhaps we would be better advised to think of successful architecture in the image of a score that needs to be performed.  Such a score is incomplete in that it is in need of a performance.  The Bavarian Rococo church self-consciously embraces such incompleteness.  That puts it profoundly at odds with the aesthetic approach embraced by the Enlightenment.   Later I shall have more to say about this collision.

2.  To illustrate the collision between the Enlightenment and the Rococo approach consider these two works: the first one is one I already showed you: the famous Parnassus (1761) in the Villa Alban in Rome by Anton Raphael Mengs (Fig. 1, 6), who 
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Fig. 3. Anton Raphael Mengs, Parnasssus, 1761, State Hermitage Museum

once was celebrated as perhaps the greatest painter of the day and one of the inaugurators for neo-classicism.  Here the oil sketch, which I prefer to the fresco (Fig. 1, 6).  The painting is firmly composed.  The muses surround Apollo, the Sun God and their leader.  A firmly placed ellipse defines the composition.  Note how the colors are balanced.  Everything indeed seems in its proper place.  The painting does strikes us as a complete whole — and as rather dead.   That impression is reinforced by the fresco in the Villa Albani in Rome.   No attempt is made to integrate painting and architecture.  

3. How different is this stucco by Johann Baptist Modler (1697-1774) in the Episcopal palace, the Neue Residenz, in Passau (1768) (Fig 4).  Just slightly later than 
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Fig. 4.  Passau, Neue Residenz, Johann Baptist Modler, 1768
the Mengs, the two works seem to belong to different worlds.  Modler’s stuccoes seem capricious, while there is nothing capricious about the Mengs,  There is of course the difference in genre: the first is a painting, the second ornament.  Ornament is an essentially dependent art form.  It should serve the ornament bearer and not present itself as a self-sufficient whole. 
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Fig. 5. Passau, Neue Residenz, Johann Baptist Modler, 1768

What about this particular ornament?  It would appear to be a framing ornament, a kind of doorframe.  But what is its relationship to the architecture?  Does it really serve the ornament bearer it is supposed to serve or does it subvert it?  (Fig. 5)

Rocaille is anti-architectural.  In this respect it invites an understanding of the architecture in the image of a ruin.  The ornament here has an almost organic character, like ivy.  Plantlike ornament here is allowed to overgrow the architecture, bringing to it something like life.  Is anything living ever complete?  Is this ornament a complete whole?  Does it even make sense to speak here of a whole?  It is not like a painting composed towards a frame.  Nor does it bear within itself its own frame.   It seems incomplete, a bit in the way in which everything that seems really alive seems incomplete. 


4.  With this in mind let me return once more to a small church near the Munich airport that I showed you already, to Eschlbach.  I want to call your attention to the asymmetry of the side altars.  Such asymmetry is characteristic of the Bavarian rococo, and in all sorts of ways, not only of altars, but also of individual stuccoes.  Here the left altar: do we experience it as a complete whole? (Fig. 6)  By its form this altar almost demands a similarly asymmetrical altar on the right to form a more complete whole.  There is indeed such an altar.  But before we turn to it, what does the altar on the left show us? Christ on the Mount of Olives, wishing that the horrible fate that awaits him would yet pass him by.  This is a scene that figures importantly in the sorrowful rosary.  But the sorrowful rosary demands for its companion the glorious rosary, and so the companion altar shows the resurrected Christ (Fig. 7).   But even seen together they are incomplete.  The center of this tiny church is neither death nor the triumph over death, but the central mystery of the joyous rosary: that Mary gave birth to Christ (Fig. 8).  The altars function thus somewhat like brackets or a frame and demand something that deserves to be thus framed.  That center is provided by the high altar, which here, in keeping with its Marian theme, forsakes all architectural elements such as columns.  This is an anti-architecture.  I pointed out already that among the altars created by this carpenter, Fackler, indeed more generally among Bavarian Rococo altars, this high altar is almost unique. As I pointed out before, it must have been the client, the priest 
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            Fig. 6.  Eschlbach, Left Altar

     Fig. 7.  Eschlbach, Left Altar
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Fig. 8.  Eschlbach, High Altar
responsible, the learned Dapsal, who not only agreed to, but first called for an anti-architectural altar of this sort, where again, the fact that the church is consecrated to the Birth of Mary is likely to have figured importantly in his decision.  The Marian theme makes a turn away from an architectural to an ornamental approach appropriate. 

In Eschlbach, too, we find an older statue at the altar's center once again showing Mary as Queen of Heaven, standing on a half-moon supported by two angels, and flanked by St. Benno, the patron of Bavaria and St. James the Elder, whose traditional symbol is a seashell.  All these images are from the 17th century.  Fackler placed them in an environment of cloud fragments and angel's heads.  
Unusual as this altar is, it can hardly count as one of Fackler's best creations and one wonders whether he would not have been happier with a more traditional solution.  


5.  The asymmetry of these altars is quite characteristic of the rococo.  Let me turn to another related example that I showed you before, to the altars to St. Stephanus (Fig. 9) and St. Sebastian (Fig 10) in the Augustinian Priory church of Diessen.  What I just said applies here, too.  The paired altars here are part of an approach to the interior that invites us to experience it as a pictorial whole, having its focus in the high altar.  (Fig. 11)  But that whole is in a sense incomplete, too.  That incompleteness is underscored by the theatricality of this interior.  The altar is presented to us as a stage.  But stages should serve a performance.  Here the performance is the celebration of the mass.  In a way something of the sort is true of every building: to be successful buildings should be not so much like perfect works of art but like scores that need to be performed.  And the center of this performance is the celebration of the divine sacrifice.  But note that this celebration is not just a play enacted for us: we ourselves are asked to participate in this play.  We are needed to complete the aesthetic object.

And as if to underscore this, even considered as a pictorial composition the church interior is incomplete.  The colorful fresco zone above with its many colorful personages demands an equally colored zone below.  The church is visually incomplete without the worshippers.   The history told in the fresco is continued by us. 
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Fig. 9. Diessen, Stephanus Altar


Fig. 10. Sebastian Altar
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11.  Diessen, High Altar

5.  The Aesthetic incompleteness of the Bavarian Rococo Church is illustrated in particularly striking fashion by what is generally considered the paradigmatic Rococo church, the Zimmermann brothers’ pilgrimage church Die Wies, now a UNESCO world heritage site.  The church was referred to as flos campi, flower in the field.  The reference is once again to the Song of Songs were we can read: ego flos campi et lilium convallium, “I am the flower in the field and lily of the valley.” The church figures Mary, as indeed does every church.  In this case the very name of the church refers to the meadow.  It is indeed popularly known simply as Die Wies, the meadow, although it is a pilgrimage church consecrated to the scourged Christ.  
To really experience such a church one needs to walk to it. (Fig. 12)
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Fig. 12. Die Wies


6.  Considered as a sculpture the Christ figure that is the focus of this pilgrimage is an aesthetically altogether insignificant work. (Fig. 13)  It gained its significance only 
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Fig. 13.  Wies-Heiland
as a result of a miracle.  The story begins in the monastery of Steingaden.  Here it is important to keep in mind that the Bavarian Rococo church had its foundation in what was then very much a peasant culture.  Its creators lived in a world that had changed little since the Middle Ages.  In that world miracles still happened and were taken for granted.  
In this context it is well to consider the events that led to the building of Die Wies.  In 1730 Hyacinth Gassner, the abbot of Steingaden, had introduced the Good Friday procession into the area; for it he needed an image of the flagellated Christ.  In an attic filled with paraphernalia a head was found, then a chest, arms, and feet. The parts did not quite fit together but they would do: rags were used as stuffing and the whole was covered with canvas and painted.  From 1732 to 1734 this simple image was carried in the procession, until something better was demanded and the statue was stored away in 1735, together with other props that might find use in future theatrical productions.  Finally it was given to a local innkeeper, who had taken a liking to it.  In 1738 his cousin, a peasant woman who lived an hour's distance from Steingaden, "in der Wies," in the meadow, begged him to let her have the statue.  A month later she found tears on its face.  When the miracle recurred, the terrified woman called her husband.   A simple chapel was built and soon there were miraculous cures.  
The monastery appears to have been not at all pleased with what was happening out there "in the meadow" – was it not the 18th century?  The monasteries were indeed in the forefront of a rather modest Bavarian enlightenment.  So the peasant woman, Maria Lori, and her husband, Martin, were questioned and publicity discouraged.  But the number of people who made the pilgrimage to the humble statue increased rapidly.  Soon the provisional church that had been built proved insufficient.  In 1744 the church authorities in Augsburg approved the building of a larger church.  There were days on which several thousand pilgrims arrived from as far away as Bohemia, the Rhineland, and Switzerland.  More than a thousand copies were made of the sacred image and led to satellite pilgrimages.  Given such success, which translated into funds, and given increasing complaints about the inadequacy of the existing shelter, the abbot decided to build a large and costly church.  The peasants to whom the church owes its origin contributed their labor.  It was the piety of the people, a piety that centered more on pilgrimages than on the liturgy, that gave rise to many of the best Rococo churches, and the piety extended to the builders of these churches. 

7.  But let us consider the architecture of the finished church (Fig. 14). The vault possesses a tent-like lightness, made possible by the construction of the vault of timber, 
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Fig. 14.  Die Wies, Innterior, Dominikus Zimmermann, 1745-1754
 lath, and plaster rather than of stone.  Given expectations formed by masonry vaults, the columns that support the vault seem much too week, more ornament than architecture. The architect's "deception" creates the illusion of an almost weightless, immaterial construction.  This repudiation of architectural values is carried through the entire church.  This is an anti-architecture.   Consider the unusual shape of the columns: a combination of round column and square pillar that is particularly sensitive to changes of light helps to dematerialize the architecture (Fig. 15), as does the bizarre shape of the windows. (Fig. 16)   We have seen how essential such play is to the Bavarian rococo church.  To insist with Lodoli on what we can call an honest use of materials is to leave no room for such an architecture.
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Fig. 15. Die Wies, Ambulatory
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Fig. 16.  Die Wies, Nave Windows
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FGig. 17.  Die Wies, Section and Plan


Again the plan is revealing (Fig. 17).  As in Steinhausen we have a fundamentally oval plan, not a true ellipse, but generated out of two interlocking circles.  The church fuses successfully the hall church scheme with an oval design, a fusion that has its precursor in Dominikus Zimmermann’s earlier Steinhausen.  As in Steinhausen, this fusion is motivated at least in part by the special requirements of a pilgrimage church.  A space had to be created that would allow the pilgrims to walk around the sacred image. Zimmermann solves the problem by enveloping both the oval central space and the roughly rectangular choir, which was built first, with an aisle or mantle, which not only functions as an ambulatory, leading the pilgrims around nave and choir, past the miraculous image of Christ in the high altar without disturbing those praying, but also obscures the boundaries of the church. This then is a church to be walked to and walked in.  In that sense it is like a score that needs to be performed.  (Fig. 18)
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Fig. 18.  Die Wies, Interior
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Fig. 19.  Die Wies, Fresco, Johann Baptist Zimmermann, 1753-1754


8.  This incompleteness is underscored by the main fresco (Fig. 19).   Thus the rainbow that spans the frescoed ceiling has to be seen together with the piers below and the stuccoed ornament that provides the connecting link.  The large cartouches and the stuccoed balconies above provide transitions that let us see this ensemble of painting, ornament, and architecture as a portal or triumphal arch.  The fantastic throne that rises in the fresco just above the choir is the keystone of a second arch set inside the first.  Painted blue drapery heightens the theatrical quality of the throne; at the same time it connects it with the stuccoed vases and cartouches, which in turn are seen as extensions of the piers that support pulpit and abbot's box.  Inside this arch the columns of the high altar help to define yet a third arch.  Its keystone is the apocalyptic Lamb with the Seven Seals.  Again blue drapery, now stuccoed rather than painted, mediates between it and the altar's red columns.  To appreciate this theatrical arrangement of arches within arches — and it would be easy to pursue this theme much further — we have to stand near the entrance.  Yet that point of view cannot be said to do justice to the church, not even to the main fresco.  Its perspective demands changing points of view.  Die Wies is theater that demands not passive spectators, but active participants.  As we circumambulate then church we make new discoveries.


 9. Looked at as self-sufficient works of art, most of the frescoes of the Bavarian Rococo are disappointing.  They demand the interplay with architecture.  As the arch motif in Die Wies illustrates, the Rococo fresco helps to pictorialize architectural space, but as we move through this space, we reassert the primacy of architecture and reduce the fresco to an ornamental accessory — which yet refuses such subservient status, reasserts itself, and pictorializes the architecture.  Ornament is the medium of this unending play or strife.  The iconography of the main fresco of Die Wies gives it a deeper meaning.  Two angels with open books framing the throne and the trumpet-carrying angels below the ends of the rainbow tell us that this throne rising above the choir arch is the throne of the Last Judgment.  But not yet has the judge descended from his rainbow.  Its colored arc is still the reassuring sign of God's continuing covenant with the earth: there still is time. (Fig. 20)
[image: image21.png]



Fig. 20.  Wies, Interior


Representations of the Last Judgment tend to oppose the Glory of 
Heaven to the torments of the damned.  The absence of the latter in Die Wies is surprising.  Color and composition make this a joyous painting.  But how, given its theme, can this joy be justified?  Where are the damned?  To be sure, the judgment has not yet been made; there still is time. But where are those to be judged?  The answer is obvious enough: we ourselves, standing in the church, are necessary to complete the picture.
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Fig. 21. Die Wies, Nave Fresco

10.  To be fully appreciated, however, the fresco demands that we turn around. The portal that looms up over us in the fresco as we prepare to leave the church bears the warning inscription: Tempus non erit amplius (Ap. 10, 6) (Fig. 22):  "There shall be time 
[image: image23.png]



Fig. 22.  Die Wies, Organ Gallery and Gateof Eternity
no longer."  The emblem of the snake biting its own tail makes this the gate of eternity. Chronos has fallen to the ground; the hourglass has dropped from his hands. What lies beyond time lies hidden behind the gate's closed doors.  But what does lie beyond?  Eternity.  And here we should not forget the way this door echoes the door through which we are soon going to leave the church to step unto the meadow that gave the church its name (Fig. 23). 
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Fig. 23.  Die Wies. Fresco, Gate of Eternity


11.  I pointed out already that to meet the demands of the pilgrimage church a space had to be created that would allow the pilgrims to walk around the sacred image. Zimmermann solves the problem by enveloping both the oval central space and the roughly rectangular choir (Fig. 24) with an aisle or mantle, which not only functions as 
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Fig. 24.  Die Wies, Choir
an ambulatory, leading the pilgrims around nave and choir, past the miraculous image of Christ in the high altar, without disturbing those praying, but also obscures the boundaries of the church. Here, too, ornament both separates and mediates between pictorial and architectural reality, furnishing a frame that negates itself.  Presupposing expectations based on a much heavier and more difficult-to-use material, a church like Die Wies seems unnaturally light; its perforations and penetrations (Fig. 25) make for a
[image: image26.png]



Fig. 25. Die Wies, Choir, Stucco Detail
 magically diaphanous architecture that, while very sensuous, yet appears to have freed itself from the heaviness of matter.  Consider the curious openings in the upper ambulatory, which reappear, fantastically transformed, below the choir vault, providing shifting frames for the ambulatory's small frescoes, even as they echo the form of the ornamental windows.  Is this the product of a tired aestheticism?  It may be possible to analyze the French Rococo in terms of the tensions between a tired aristocracy and the rising bourgeoisie, and such an approach retains its suggestiveness when applied to the rococo at the court of Max Emanuel and Karl Albrecht; but it fails to do justice to the Bavarian Rococo church.


 12.  We can do justice to a church like Die Wies only if we keep in mind how it functions as a pilgrimage church, a place where miracles take place.  They still appear to take place as shown by recent votive pictures.  Processions and pilgrimages make those who join them both actors and spectators.  The same is true of the mass.  It is this very traditional theatricality of religious life that denies not only a sharp boundary between spectator and spectacle, between audience and actor, but also that illusion of a fusion of picture and reality accomplished by illusionism.  The frescoes of the Bavarian Rococo church embody this twofold denial.
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Fig. 26.  Abbot Marian Mayr’s Inscription


13.  As Nietzsche knew, the rancor against time and its passing is the deepest source of our inability to be at peace with ourselves and with nature; and part of our love of the Rococo is a longing for what escapes us.   In a church like Die Wies, which in spite of all its artificiality belongs to nature, more specifically to this landscape before the Alps, we recapture something of that sense of well-being that let abbot Marian Mayr of Steingaden, who with this church had nearly bankrupted his monastery, take the stone of his ring to etch these words into a windowpane of his summer quarters right next to the church: Hoc loco habitat fortuna, hic quiescit cor  (Fig. 26): "In this place fortune dwells; here the heart finds rest." 
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Fig. 27.  
When his wife died, Dominikus Zimmermann asked to be allowed to spend the rest of his life in the Premonstratensian monastery Schussenried, where one of his sons was a monk; a daughter was abbess in the nearby Gutenzell.  His request was refused, in part because the monastery could not quite forgive him how much more than expected Steinhausen,  Zimmermann's other great pilgrimage church, had cost it, but also to avoid difficulty with its own architect.  So he built himself a house right next to Die Wies, where another son, Franz Dominikus, who had assisted his father, had married the widowed Maria Lori (Fig. 27).
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