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I.  Introduction


1.  This seminar has a philosophy number; it also has an architecture number.  In this introductory session I want to explain briefly why it deserves both.   The train of thought that I hope to develop in this seminar speaks indeed to the very center of my philosophical concerns, which, for quite some time now have become intertwined with questions of dwelling and building, and thus with questions of interest to architects.  


At the center of these concerns lies the problem of what, adopting a phrase made fashionable half a century ago by the art historian Hans Sedlmayr, I want to call the loss of the center. 
  The reference here is first of all to he way humanity has lost, with the death of God, what once provided it with a center.  As Nietzsche observed: "Since Copernicus, man seems to have got himself on an inclined plane — now he is slipping faster and faster away from the center into — what?  into nothingness?  into a penetrating sense of his own nothingness?"
  Human being in the world has come to be understood increasingly in terms of an opposition between a world understood as the totality of objects that happen to be the way they are and free subjects that look at that world and even their own selves ever more as material to be manipulated as they are able to and see fit.  With this the world is rendered mute and freedom loses its measure. 


To fully affirm ourselves we need to build a bridge between these poles.  Both Kant and Heidegger sought to build such a bridge and in this connection they both turned to the aesthetic dimension and to art.  In my own mind this seminar and the one I taught last term on Kant’s Critique of Judgment 
 and an earlier seminar that I taught on Heidegger’s essay “The Origin of the Work of Art,” the notes for which now have appeared as a book,
 belong together.  And this seminar also belongs with my book The Ethical Function of Architecture.
  


But I realize that the philosophical significance of an inquiry into the Bavarian Rococo Church is not at all obvious.  What does a detailed exploration of what would seem to be a rather minor chapter in the history of architecture, and more generally of art, have to do with philosophy?  I shall return to this question in the second half of this session.  Let me say here only, as a kind of promissory note, that the key to this connection is provided by the concept of mediation.   But that again is not of much help: What do I have in mind?

In the Symposium Plato suggests that love is needed to mediate between the timeless realm of the forms and temporal reality.  Without eros the world would fall apart.  Beauty Plato defines as the object of eros.  In Kant’s philosophy it is the imagination that builds a bridge between the sensible and what reason demands.  Beauty provides the keystone of that bridge.  


A key to understanding the bridge-building function of beauty, I shall attempt to show, is provided by ornament and its mediating function.  That function, I shall further try to show, has also a religious significance.  This then is also a seminar on the power of ornament and its connection to eros.  I realize that these remarks remain at this stage no more than a few, hopefully suggestive, promissory notes. 


2.  But let me turn to the question: why an architecture number?  That is relatively easy to explain.  The evolution of South German Rococo architecture is a chapter, many would say a rather minor chapter, of the history of architecture, and more generally of art.  On the whole it remains a rather neglected period, at least in the English speaking world.  To be sure, by now Balthasar Neumann and Dominikus Zimmermann have made it into the architectural canon, and that goes particularly for their best known creations, Vierzehnheiligen (Fig. 1) and die Wies (Fig. 2)
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Fig. 1.  Balthasar Neumann, Basilica of the Fourteen Holy Helpers,Vierzehnheiligen (1743-1772) 
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Dominikus Zimmermann, Die Wies (1745-1754).
The sculpture that plays such an essential part in these interiors has received far less attention.  Who has even heard of an artist such as Fidelis Sporer 1731-1811), who created the extraordinary angel that supports his pulpit in the Benedictine abbey church St. Martin and Oswald of Weingarten (1762)? (Fig. 3)
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Fig. 3.  Fidelis Sporer, Angel, Pulpit, Basilica St. Martin, Weingarten (1762)
And even the name of the creator of this extraordinary pulpit in a small church not far from the Munich airport remained unknown until rather recently.  And yet, I take it to be one of the crowning achievements of the 18th century. (Fig. 4)
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Fig. 4. Johann Anton Pader, pulpit in St. John the Baptist, Oppolding (1765).
But what are we to make of this pulpit?  Where does it fit?  What artistic genre is appropriate?  Ornament?  Sculpture?  It certainly has not drawn a great deal of attention.  Try googling +pulpit +Oppolding!  What place should we give it in our history of art?   I know of no art historian writing in English who has thought it even worth mentioning.  I did illustrate it in my The Bavarian Rococo Church
 and I just published a long essay focusing on the pulpit.
  I shall consider it in some detail next time.  Here I only want to reiterate that I would place it in the very forefront of what the 18th century has produced.  
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Fig. 5  Matthäus Günther, frescoes, Rottenbuch Abbey (1750)

And what of painting, which plays such a crucial part in these interiors.  Does it even deserve a significant place in a history of panting?  A book like Michael Levey, Rococo to Revolution.  Major Trends in Eighteenth Century Painting does not mention one of the Bavarian painters who will figure in this seminar.  And it is not difficult to see why.  Here an example. (Fig. 5) With respect to painting the Bavarian Rococo has fared especially badly in the general estimation of our art historians.  And is such neglect not deserved?

3.  To give more focus to the discussion let me return to the lack of appreciation with which the visual arts of that region and time, in contrast to its music, literature, and philosophy, continue to meet, as we can read in the "Introduction" to the catalogue of the exhibition Central European Drawings. 1680 - 1800.
  Repeatedly that introduction remarks on the widespread agreement that "Bach, Handel, Telemann, Mozart, Haydn, and the young Beethoven all created musical masterworks.  Great authors such as Goethe and Schiller began writing in the latter part of the century.  And Baumgarten, Winckelmann, Lessing, and Kant effected a revolution in philosophy and criticism."  Why then should Central European art from this period have remained "largely unfamiliar"?   


But how many of us are would rank any visual artist working in 18th century Germany with Bach or Mozart, Kant or Goethe?  Well, perhaps some architects: Balthasar Neumann has certainly been compared to Bach and he was honored by being put on both the German 50 mark bill and the five mark coin.  No Bavarian painter or decorator would make that list.  

But is there a Bavarian painter or sculptor whose work deserves to be placed besides, say, the Mass in B Minor or Don Giovanni, the Critique of Pure Reason or Faust?   I invite you to think about the fact that the case is easiest to make for architects, most difficult for painters.

The claim that "no art of outstanding quality" was produced in Central Europe at the time, that it lacked figures of outstanding genius," does indeed indicate, as Thomas DaCosta Kaufmann, the author of the introduction I cited, claims, that such a dismissive judgment is still determined by criteria based on a certain prejudice or understanding of art and what it should be.  But by what criteria should the Bavarian rococo and its artists be judged?


The low esteem in which the Rococo, and more especially Bavarian Rococo painting and the graphic arts of this time and region have long been held is as old as that art.  We should, however, keep in mind that in the 18th century the Saxon Anton Raffael Mengs (1728–1779), friend of Winckelmann and one of the central figures in the rise of Neoclassicism, was widely considered the greatest painter of the age (Fig.6), 

[image: image6.jpg]



Parnassus (1761), ceiling fresco, Villa Albani, Rome
His Parnassus was enormously influential.   Today it is a bit difficult to believe that Mengs was to overshadow and replace the aged Giovanni Battista Tiepolo (1696-1770), the greatest painter of the Rococo, at the court in Madrid, where Mengs came to appreciate the very different art of the young Francisco Goya (1746-1828).  I think there should be an exhibition with the title “Tiepolo, Mengs, and Goya in Madrid,” or at least a dissertation.  Three generations, Rococo, Neoclassicism, and Romantic Realism here meet.  

The mention of Mengs is to call to your attention the fact that that the charge, made already in the 18th century, that the art produced at the time in Central Europe was generally of low quality, tended to focus on art mostly from Southern Germany and was linked to a condemnation of Rococo culture and Catholic religiosity that was part and parcel of the ethos of a newly enlightened bourgeoisie that opposed nature, reason, and sentiment to what it perceived as an artificiality and theatricality that could barely conceal the  hollowness of the decaying old order.  The introduction to the catalogue of the exhibition Central European Drawings cites a characteristic statement by one Carl Heinrich von Heinecken, director of the Dresden Kupferstichkabinett, who, touched by gradually awakening nationalist sentiments, wrote in 1746 that "although it might be wished that the Germans had at least equalled, if not surpassed, the Italians, French, and Dutch in the visual arts, they formed the worst of all the schools of art."  Was von Heinecken blinded by prejudice?  Has his judgment not been supported by succeeding generations of art experts.  Horst W. Janson, in his widely used History of Art, flatly asserts the weakness of the German tradition of Baroque painting.   No works by Central European painters of the period have become part of the art historical canon, as have works by Watteau or Tiepolo, Reynolds, or Goya.

The catalogue admits this, but points out, quite rightly, that such a judgment fails to consider the different place of art in the cultural life of Central Europe.  "For as the history of Central Europe does not follow the same patterns as that of England or France, the function and design of works of art were not the same.”  One issue that matters to me is indeed the question: what place did and should art have in life.  Certainly Central Europe could not claim a Watteau or a Reynolds.  Does an artist like Matthäus Günther, the creator of frescoes in Rottenbuch (Fig. 5) and for many years director of the art academy of Augsburg, even deserve to be mentioned besides an artist like Mengs, let alone artists like Watteau or Tiepolo?  But my choice of Günther, of a fresco painter, in this context, also suggests that it was not just prejudice supported by an insufficient acquaintance with what it condemns that has caused Central European art to be held in such low esteem.  At issue is indeed the place of art in the life of the culture, both the culture of those judging and the culture of those judged.  


The leading task that faced the painter in 18th century Central Europe, at least in the Catholic territories of Southern Germany, was the fresco, serving first of all the interests of the Catholic church, and secondly the interests of princes.  But, rather like ornament, fresco painting is very much a dependent art form:  The frescoes of the Baroque and Rococo were meant to serve the architectural whole of which they are a part, most often a church.  To render such service, they could not be allowed to present themselves as self-sufficient aesthetic objects, and more importantly, they had to do justice to the spiritual meaning of the church.
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Fig. 7.   Rottenbuch, Frescoes by Matthäus (ca. 1750)

4.  Consider once more the frescoes Matthäus Günther created in Rottenbuch.  (Fig. 7)  Painting here has an obviously ornamental function.   Like all ornament, it succeeds as it does by serving the ornament bearer.   Such frescoes refer us beyond themselves, and not just to the church interior they help decorate, but beyond all that is visible to a meaning that remains invisible.  More important than the painting’s visual appearance is its spiritual significance.  Such allegorical painting demands the interpreting word,  just as it has its origin in the word, that is to say, in programs or "concepts" furnished by the client, the work of theologians, scholars, or priests.  Given an understanding of the work of art as ideally a self-sufficient aesthetic presence, a fresco such as one by Günther, which represents an essentially dependent form of art, cannot be given a very high place. 


All religious art is in this sense not free, but dependent.  At issue when judging a composition such as a fresco by Günther and the architecture it served is therefore not just the place of art and more generally of visual culture in the life of the culture, but inevitably also the place of religion, and the relationship between the two.  The culture that supported the Bavarian Rococo was still shaped by the Catholic Counter-Reformation, where we have to keep in mind that many of the territories that comprised the Holy Roman Empire had embraced the Reformation and that even in the Catholic parts of 18th century Central Europe, the Counter-Reformation was being challenged and 
by the 1770’s pretty much defeated by the Enlightenment, which tended not only towards political, but also towards artistic revolution.  The turn from Rococo to Neoclassicism is part of this change.  So is the birth of aesthetics as a philosophical discipline, deserving its place besides ethics and metaphysics. 


An influential exponent of the new taste is the already mentioned Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten, professor in the Prussian Halle, that is to say, like Mengs and Winckelmann, not from backwards Bavaria, but from comparatively enlightened Protestant northern Germany.  Baumgarten not only helped found aesthetics as one of the major branches of philosophy, but in his dissertation of 1735 gave it its name  — François Cuvilliés and Johann Baptist Zimmermann had just begun work on the Rococo Amalienburg in the park of Nymphenburg castle outside Munich — we shall consider it later.   In that dissertation the just twenty-year-old Baumgarten gave clear expression to an approach to art, I shall call it the aesthetic approach, whose origins can be traced back to Alberti and even to Aristotle, although only in the 18th century did it triumph over what had long been the dominant approach, which would have art serve religion or society.  Ever since, this aesthetic approach has helped shape the theory, practice, and appreciation of art.  Consider the implications of Baumgarten's claim that a successful work of art should be like a world, where, following Leibniz, Baumgarten understood by world a perfect whole, so ordered by God that nothing is missing, nothing superfluous.  The artist should order what he creates in a similar fashion.  Beauty is visible perfection.  The art-work should present itself to us as a self-sufficient plenitude.  Art should exist for art's sake.  Similarly aesthetic experience should justify itself.  Art and aesthetic experience have fallen out of the whole of life. 
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 Fig. 8.  Fidelis Sporer, Angel, Pulpit, Basilica St. Martin, Weingarten (1762)


In the 18th century this aesthetic conception of art challenges and finally defeats supposedly superficial Rococo theatricality and, I would add — an addition that is especially important given the Central European church Rococo — over Rococo spirituality.  To some the latter may seem an oxymoron: does not genuine spirituality preclude rococo theatricality, which seems ornamental and therefore superficial in its very essence.  But as the rococo church shows, theatricality and what we can call superficiality need not exclude spirituality. (Fig. 8)

5.  If I am right in my claim that the examples with which I began, Vierzehnheiligen and die Wies, the angel by Sporer, the pulpit in Oppolding, the frescoes in Rottenbuch, are indeed examples of great art, I have to admit that this is great art that had no real future.  It is art just before the end of this style.  And this style had no real future because born of a spirit at odds with the spirit presiding over the then rapidly advancing modern world.  The future belonged to Neoclassicism, which it is almost contemporary with the Rococo,  and to the Enlightenment. 


As we shall see, it was indeed the Enlightenment that put an end to this art, where we should raise the question why it did not put an end to the music of a Bach or a Haydn.  Why are the histories of the visual arts and the music of the Rococo and of their reception so different?   How are we understand the end of the Rococo?  As something inflicted from without or as something that has its foundation in the evolving essence of this art?
   
We are dealing not just with the end of this particular art.  There is a sense in which what Hegel called art from the point of its highest vocation or Heidegger great art can be said to have come to an end with the Rococo.  The Bavarian rococo represents an usually interesting chapter in the history of art, interesting precisely because, while often of extraordinary quality, it would seem to have had no real future.  It is art at the end of a long tradition. 


6.  But why does this course have a philosophy number?   What does the Rococo have to do with philosophy?  The preceding should have hinted at the answer.  


If there has been a dominant theme that runs through my work it has been the question of both the legitimacy and the limits of the modern age.  I first tackled this problem in my dissertation, which was on nihilism.
  In thinking these limits I have found Kant, Nietzsche, and Heidegger especially helpful.   My understanding of the modern age is not at all unusual.  At its center I take to be the Cartesian promise that, relying just on our reason, we can render ourselves the masters and possessors of nature.  The progress of our science and technology has been the unfolding of this promise.  For me this seminar belongs thus, as I mentioned, with the Kant seminar I taught last semester.  The connection will become clearer in subsequent sessions.  Both seminars are concerned with the threshold that separates the world of the Baroque, which ends with the Rococo and modernity.  Both are concerned both with the legitimacy and the limits of the Enlightenment, also with the need to change the way we look at persons and things, and at ourselves.  But the limits of the Enlightenment are also the limits of philosophy.  To really understand the Bavarian Rococo church we have to think the limits of philosophy.  But as Kant exemplifies, to think these limits is an eminently philosophical enterprise.  The course therefore deserves its philosophy number. 


7.  As the preceding has hinted, at issue is also the relationship of art to religion.  The aesthetic approach severs that bond.  Art now comes to promise a secular redemption to an age that has experienced the death of God. The problem with such redemption is that it is purchased at the price of reality.  


The refusal to accept that loss leads to the attempt to aestheticize reality.  In the Birth of Tragedy Nietzsche calls for such an aestheticization of reality.  Behind that attempt stands Wagner and his Gesamtkunstwerk, which seeks to endow art with a quasi-religious and a political significance.  And is this not still Heidegger’s dream in The Origin of the Work of Art?  Unfortunately that dream continues to be shadowed by National Socialism and its aestheticization of reality. 


But is the rococo church not another Gesamtkunstwerk?  Where lies the difference?  I shall have occasions to return to that question. 


8.  What I have said should be sufficient to suggest that the course deserves a philosophy number?  But let me return to the question: does it really deserve an architecture number.  To be sure: it offers a philosophical exploration of a chapter in the history of architecture.   But history is not theory.  Does this seminar have a contribution to make to architectural theory?   It does if an essay such as Heidegger’s “Building Dwelling Thinking” deserves a place in an architectural theory course.  In that essay, originally a lecture given to an audience of architects, Heidegger invites his hearers to imagine an 18th century farmhouse.  His description provides some hints concerning the look of such a farmhouse and the way of dwelling that built it and that it once served.  In this seminar I want you similarly to think of an 18th century Rococo church. Heidegger was quite aware that his farmhouse lies irrecoverably behind us.  And yet he thought that it still has something to teach us, and in this case that “us” most definitely included architects.  And the Bavarian Rococo church, although it,  too, lies irrecoverably behind us, yet it too has much to teach us, and especially the architects among us. 


To underline this last point I want to tell you briefly about a contemporary architect, Juha Leiviskä, whose work I greatly admire and whom I met following my keynote address to a conference in Jyväskulä, celebrating Alvar Aalto, followed by dinner in the Villa Mairea.
  We talked about his architecture, which at first does not look at all like a Rococo church, and yet I thought that he must have spent a great deal of them looking at the same  Bavarian Rococo churches I loved.  And it turned out that I was right.  Not only had we visited many of the same churches, but we had responded to them in very similar ways.  Thus we had both been struck by the way indirect light works magic in these churches, dematerializing the walls.  If the spirituality of the Gothic church is intimately tied to the stained glass window, the spirituality of the Bavarian rococo church is tied to the way light bounces off its white walls.   But this is a topic for a later session.   
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