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“The Church has need especially of those who can do this [communicate the message] on the literary and figurative
level, using the endless possibilities of images and their symbolic force. Christ Himself made extensive use of images in
His preaching, fully in keeping with His willingness to become, in the Incarnation, the icon of the unseen God.”
—Letter of His Holiness Pope John Paul II to Artists

W

hen I hire an accountant I do
not expect him to act like an
artist, so why then do I hire
an artist and expect him to act like an
accountant? Today, if we are to support
a new Renaissance in sacred art we
need to better understand the charism
of the artist. We respect artists for their
creativity and technique developed
over long years of study and practice.
The artist’s drive for excellence is all
consuming and often leaves little time
for developing the practical skills necessary for the business world.
In fact, one of the most noted artists
of all time was also notorious for being a terrible businessman. He could
not follow directions, fulfill deadlines,
or even finish projects. Yet the world
would be far poorer had he not lived
and attempted to create art. Commissioned by the Augustinians in Florence,
his early project for an altarpiece of
the Adoration of the Magi resulted in an
unfinished canvas. He left us four unfinished commissions and only eleven
completed works, and yet this artist is
credited with beginning the High Renaissance in Italy.
When he painted an altarpiece for
the Confraternity of the Immaculate
Conception in Milan, he did not follow the agreement’s description of an
Immaculate Conception with God the
Father. Ten years later the painting was
still not finished, he argued about payment, and the painting was sold to another buyer, never to be installed in a
church.

image. In his lifetime he was lauded as
maestro, yet he had difficulty holding
down a job. Brilliant in his use of perspective, with detailed knowledge of
human proportions, he is said to have
discovered the laws of complementary
colors. He began work on the largest
equestrian statue in history, but the
horse was melted down. Perhaps his
greatest love was architecture, where
he focused on the design of centralized churches, geometric solids, defensive walls, and war machines. Yet none
were built and he remains, albeit influential, a “paper architect.”
If you want to understand artists of
today you need to learn more about
this artist who is considered the quintessential Renaissance Man. First, forget
all that you learned from Dan Brown
and instead read Ross King’s carefully researched and wonderfully written book entitled Leonardo and the Last
Supper. In it we learn that at the same
time Leonardo was commissioned to
paint the Last Supper, another artist
was commissioned to paint a Crucifixion on the opposite wall of the refectory. And it turns out that not all artists
were poor businessmen like the genius
from Vinci. As his contract stipulated,
Giovanni Donato da Montorfano finished his Crucifixion one year later “on
budget on time,” collected his fee, and
went on to the next project. Meanwhile,
three years later, with many other projects distracting him from the Last Supper, Leonardo’s scaffolding was still
there and he was collecting a yearly
stipend from Il Moro. The Crucifixion
by Montorfano is a fine work, but overshadowed by the masterpiece that was
neither on budget nor on time.

His fresco on the wall of a Dominican refectory was innovative in its portrayal of a beardless Christ and twelve
animated apostles. He seems to have
Leonardo’s patrons were not always
combined the institution of the Eucha- happy with the artistic liberties he
rist with the betrayal of Judas in one took, such as changing the Immaculate

Conception into a Madonna and Child
sitting with Saints Elizabeth and John
the Baptist in a landscape (now known
as the Virgin of the Rocks). Later generations, however, are in awe of Leonardo’s portrayals of nature and the human person. In spite of the untested
methods of fresco painting and the
resulting delamination of the pigment
from the wall, The Last Supper remains
the most famous and imitated painting
in the world.
Leonardo had no business partners,
accountants, legal advisers, or marketing people to assist him in meeting
deadlines, fulfilling contracts, or collecting fees. Yet his creative abilities
and inquisitive mind left us with some
of the most inspiring works that have
ever been made. He did not leave us
with a lot of art, but what he left us
with is excellent.
The Church needs artists. They make
manifest the mysteries of the Incarnation, the Passion, and our salvation. We
need to support artists, to commission
them to do great works, and to give
them freedom to innovate. We also
need patience, because great art takes
blood, sweat, and tears . . . and an artistic temperament!

W

Duncan Stroik
Notre Dame, Spring 2016

Cover: Pope Francis enters the Holy Doors of the Basilica of Saint Peter on December 8, 2015.
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The Diocese of Raleigh continues
construction on the Holy Name of Jesus
Cathedral with O’Brien and Keane
Architects. A sixty-five-foot copper-clad
dome was assembled on a platform
and lifted into place over the church
crossing in early March. Forty restored
stained-glass windows from Ascension
Church in Philadelphia and fifty new
handmade windows from Germany are
being installed by Beyer Studio. Bells
and an organ will also be installed by
Verdin Bells & Clocks and C.B. Fisk, Inc,
respectively. Following a papal audience
in December 2015, Pope Francis blessed
the cathedral cornerstone.

Saint Gelasius Church in Chicago has avoided demolition, and property ownership was
transferred from the Archdiocese of Chicago to the Institute of Christ the King Sovereign
Priest.
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Saint Boniface Church in Piqua, Ohio,
is celebrating its 150th year anniversary
in 2016. The parish was established 160
years ago as part of a growing German
community but moved to its current
location in 1865. In 1901, the church
underwent renovations that included the
addition of a chapel dedicated to Saint
Clare and the replacement of flat ceilings
with steel Gothic vaults. Approximately
six hundred families currently attend
Saint Boniface.

A new Cathedral of Créteil in the
southeastern suburb of Paris was
dedicated on September 20, 2015. The
€9 million project was designed by AS
Architecture-Studio after a commission
to expand the original church constructed
in the 1970s. The new semicircular
cathedral consists of two intersecting
metal-clad wooden shells intended to
symbolize hands clasped in prayer.
Photo: Jean-Christophe MARMARA/Le Figaro

Photo: flickr.com/Scott

After the church suffered heavy damage
in a fire last October, the Archdiocese of
Chicago has transferred the deed of
Saint Gelasius to the Institute of Christ
the King Sovereign Priest. Based on
evaluations, the Archdiocese of Chicago
had surmised the damage to be too
extensive and costly to fix and intended
to demolish it. However, shortly after
a demolition permit was issued by the
city, the archdiocese signed the church
over to the Institute at no cost. More
than $300,000 from an already existing
renovation fund will contribute to the
reconstruction along with an additional
$68,000 raised at the time of publication.
Originally named Saint Clara, Saint
Gelasius was designed in 1923 by
the architect Henry J. Schlacks and
served as the National Shrine of Saint
Thérèse of Lisieux until the late 1950s.
It was threatened by fire and demolition
once before, but when the Institute
of Christ the King was given charge
in 2003, the church and surrounding
neighborhood began to flourish again
with its restoration.

Pope Francis blesses the cornerstone for
Holy Name of Jesus Cathedral being built
in Raleigh, North Carolina.

The new Cathedral of Créteil replaced the
original church from the 1970s.
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An image from the Vatican’s light show
“Fiat Lux: Illuminating Our Common
Home.”

Photo: Craig Lewis

On December 8, the Solemnity of the
Immaculate Conception, a threehour light show entitled “Fiat Lux:
Illuminating Our Common Home”
was projected onto the façade of Saint
Peter’s in Rome. Its environmental
message was inspired by Pope Francis’s
encyclical Laudato Si but incited some
controversy over its display of animal
images onto the sacred building. Among
the show’s sponsors was Obscura
Digital, a company that previously
projected a climate-change lightshow
on the Empire State Building featuring
pagan goddesses.

The new mural in Saint Ann Catholic Church in Charlotte, North Carolina, is inspired by
the famous van Eyck Adoration of the Mystic Lamb altarpiece from Ghent, Belgium.
A new mural in Saint Ann Catholic
Church in Charlotte, North Carolina,
was recently dedicated. Inspired by the
famous Ghent Altarpiece (or Adoration of
the Mystic Lamb) the mural was painted
by Andrew Hattermann of Murals by
Jericho in Peoria, Illinois. The mural
is divided into five panels under five
arches in the apse and depicts multiple
saints centered around the sacrificial
Paschal Lamb. It symbolizes Jesus Christ
as both priest and victim and is intended
to recall John 3:16.


An underground Byzantine church
believed to be 1,500 years old has been
discovered in Nevsehir in the Cappadocia
region of Turkey. The church is covered
in frescoes depicting apostles, saints,
prophets, and biblical events such as the
Ascension and the Last Judgment. The
church was found in the largest known
ancient subterranean city during the
construction of an urban housing project.
Excavations will continue throughout
the spring to uncover more of the church
and its frescoes.

In response to maintenance needs,
Indiana Landmarks has received a $1.2
million grant from Lilly Endowment
and has paired with Partners for Sacred
Places, a national organization, to create
Sacred Places Indiana. The objective of
Sacred Places Indiana is to foster better
landmark stewardship and community
involvement with historic sacred
buildings.
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The oldest Christian monastery in Iraq,
Saint Elijah’s, was recently razed by ISIS.
Located four miles outside Mosul, the
Chaldean Catholic monastery was built
in the sixth century and had suffered
prior damage over the centuries. It had
become an important pilgrimage site
following the martyrdom in 1743 of 150
monks who refused Islamic conversion.

Photo: Doug via Wikimedia Commons



Saint Olav Cathedral in Trondheim,
Norway, will be completed by Eggen
Arkitekter this year for $11.5 million. It
will replace a cathedral built in 1972 that
was demolished due to structural issues.
The apse of the new design maintains
the thirty-three-foot diameter of the
octagonal twelfth-century sanctuary. The
new cathedral will contain a centrally
located tabernacle and an Italian marble
baptismal font.
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The Church of Saint Agnes in Saint
Paul, Minnesota, recently completed a
$6 million exterior renovation. American
Masonry and McGough Construction
replaced the front steps and terrace
while Ludowici Roof Tile Company
refurbished the clay-tile roof that they
had originally fabricated one hundred
years ago. Roof Spec, Inc. and Berwald
Roofing and Sheet Metal installed the
new roof, copper flashing, gutters, and The newly restored cell in San Francesco a
downspouts.
Ripa where Saint Francis of Assisi stayed
during his visits to Rome.



Photo: henningersinc.blogspot.com

The Cell of Saint Francis in Rome has
been reopened to the public after
restoration. An official ceremony was
held on October 4, the feast of Saint
Francis. The cell where Saint Francis of
Assisi resided during his visits in Rome
was in a Benedictine monastery that
later became Franciscan. It is located in
San Francesco a Ripa in the district of
Trastevere.

Photo: Raffaello Siniscalco

Photo: Fr. Mark Moriarty
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Henninger’s, a liturgical goods supplier,
fabricated and installed a new high altar
for Saint Bernard Church in Alpena,
Michigan. The new wooden altar is
thirty feet tall and replaces the high altar
that was removed in the 1960s. While the
design is new, it is directly inspired by
photographs of the original high altar.



A third-century baptistery fresco from
Syria is believed to be the oldest dated
image of the Virgin Mary. It depicts a
woman turning in surprise as she draws
water from a well. It was initially alleged
that the painting’s subject is the biblical
Samaritan woman at the well; however,
the figure is alone and corresponds
with the account of the Annunciation
in the Protoevangelium of James, where
Gabriel visits Mary as she collects water.
Archaeologists have discerned that lines
symbolizing a ray of light proceeding
from the upper right side behind the
woman and a star-shaped burst on her
torso are meant to indicate the moment
of Christ’s Incarnation.

Photo: Daniel Soñé Photography



After being under scaffolding for eight
years, Sainte-Chapelle in Paris has
completed a €9 million restoration of its
stained-glass windows. The thirteenthcentury windows feature 1,113 Old
Testament scenes with a total of 8,073
square feet. Laser technology was used
to analyze the most effective removal
of dirt on each piece of glass. SainteChapelle was commissioned in the 1240s
by King Saint Louis IX, King of France,
as a sacred reliquary for relics of Christ’s
Passion.

Three students from the School of
Architecture at The Catholic University
of America designed the chair, altar,
and ambo that Pope Francis used
on his visit to Washington, D.C., in
September. The designs are intentionally
simple and intended to complement the
Romanesque-Byzantine architecture of
the Basilica of the National Shrine of the
Immaculate Conception, where the Mass
was held. The altar is now permanently
installed in the basilica.
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The construction of the largest Christian
cross in America is anticipated in Corpus
Christi, Texas, off Interstate 37 on the
grounds of Abundant Life Fellowship.
It will be 210 feet tall and 95 feet wide
with a foundation 48 feet deep. The cross
is planned to be finished by the end of
2016 and will be visible from five miles
away. Pastor Rick Milby was inspired to
construct the cross after a large cross in
Houston received a positive response.
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Architect William Heyer recently
completed a $120,000 sanctuary
renovation at Sacred Heart Church
in Fort Wayne, Indiana. It included a
new baldacchino, marble altar, terrazzo
flooring, and wooden side shrines. The
contractor was Shawnee Construction
of Fort Wayne.



Drawing of the west front and towers of
the National Cathedral from 1974.



Image: Art Institute of Chicago

Saint John Cantius in Chicago has
announced a major restoration of its
main high altar. The wood-finished
reredos has experienced issues with the
natural wood reacting to temperature
changes, and some of the statues require
regilding. The centerpiece of the high
altar is an oil painting of Saint John
Cantius painted by Polish artist Tadeusz
Zukotynski, framed under an oval image
of Saint Anne, patroness of Poland. The
main high altar and the two side altars
were made in Austria in the early 1890s.

Photo: William Heyer

Photo: Javier Garcia

The Washington National Cathedral is
presenting its design and construction
archives to the National Building
Museum in Washington, D.C., to be
digitized and conserved. More than
32,000 drawings of this Episcopal
cathedral dating from between 1896 to
2007, including designs on trace paper
and correspondence with contractors
and craftsmen, will become part of
the museum’s collection. The National
Cathedral, designed by George Frederick
Bodley and Henry Vaughan, is the
second largest cathedral in the United
Second-generation goldsmith Javier
States and took 83 years to construct.
Garcia has restored the baptismal font
in the Church of San Juan Bautista in
Ávila, Spain, where Saint Teresa of Ávila
was baptized. Garcia has also recently
restored a large silver processional
monstrance that was created in 1571
by Juan de Arfe, a Spanish engraver,
goldsmith, and artist. The monstrance
was entirely disassembled in order to
restore dented pieces, fix former repairs,
and be cleaned. The restored monstrance
has since returned to the Ávila Cathedral
Museum among other liturgical items
and works of sacred art.

Architect William Heyer’s new sanctuary
renovation at Sacred Heart Church in
Fort Wayne, Indiana.



In his 2015 pastoral letter, Ars crescendi
in Dei Gratia: On Building a Culture of
Growth in the Church, Bishop Thomas
Paprocki of Springfield, Illinois, speaks
about the role of devotion and beauty
in the Church. He states: “Growth in
the Church is fostered through beauty
in the liturgy. The command of Our
Lord to increase the number of His
followers everywhere is clear when
He said, ‘Go and make disciples of all
nations’ (Matthew 28:19). The beauty
of our church edifices, magnificent
works of religious art, and the graceful
celebration of the liturgy, accompanied
by harmonious music, inspiring homilies,
and the active participation of the
faithful, are the foundational elements
that attract people to the liturgy.”



During his first papal visit to Florence
in November 2015, Pope Francis saw
the Marc Chagall painting entitled
White Crucifixion. The pope declared
the Chagall work to be his favorite
painting during an interview for the
2013 book Pope Francis: Conversations
with Jorge Bergoglio: His Life in His Own
Words. The painting was on loan to the
Palazzo Strozzi in Florence as part of the
exhibit “Divine Beauty from Van Gogh
to Chagall and Fontana.”
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Pope Francis visited Marc Chagall’s
White Crucifixion painting at an exhibit
on Divine Beauty in Florence.

On October 2, Cardinal Dziwisz of
Krakow dedicated the altar in the new
Redemptor Hominis Church at the
Saint John Paul II National Shrine in
Washington, D.C. Mosaics in the chapel
were designed by Rev. Marko Rupnik, S.J.
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The new Christ Chapel for Cornerstone
University is the first dedicated sacred
space on the college campus.

For the first time since the 1550s a
chapel in King Henry VIII’s Hampton
Court Palace has seen a revival of
Roman Catholic vespers. Henry VIII’s
daughter Queen Mary I carried on
Catholic services during her short
reign; however, the Church of England
remained exclusively dominant over
the centuries. Catholic Archbishop
Vincent Nichols and Anglican Bishop
Richard Chartres organized and
attended vespers and dialogued about
promoting reconciliation between the
two Churches. Vespers featured music
by Thomas Tallis and John Taverner,
composers from the Tudor era.

“The quality of the carving your company
has provided for Bishop Sherlock’s Room is,
by common consent, simply outstanding.
The craftsmanship on display is extraordinary
and the appearance of the room is remarkable
as a result.”
Dr. Scott Cooper, Director, Fulham Palace

Agrell Architectural Carving provides bespoke,
high quality architectural woodcarving,
consultation and design services.
Wood carving: With offices in the UK, New York
and San Francisco and a capacity of over 50,000
hours of hand carving a year, we proudly stand
by our reputation for producing high quality
woodcarving on time and within budget, regardless
of project size or location.
Consultation and Design: With over 50 years
expertise in woodcarving and design, Ian Agrell
provides a unique service that if utilised during the
planning stages can result in significant time and
monetary savings.
Contact:
New York and SF:
(415) 457 4422
UK: (01233) 500252
www.agrellcarving.com
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Cornerstone University, an evangelical
college in Grand Rapids, Michigan,
dedicated its new Christ Chapel last
September. The $14 million chapel
features $1.2 million contemporary
stained-glass windows designed by
Danish artist Peter Brandes. The windows
were created from hand-blown glass
from a three-hundred-year-old glass
factory in France. Christ Chapel marks
the first dedicated space for worship
in the history of the college, which
previously used a gym for services.

The Basilica of the Sagrada Família
will become the tallest sacred building
in Europe when its eighteen towers are
completed.
The Basilica of the Sagrada Família in
Barcelona, Spain, is reaching its final
phases of construction. Begun in 1882,
the church famous for its architect,
Antoni Gaudí, will add six more towers
before completion. This addition will
create a total of eighteen towers, each
dedicated to a saint. The tallest spire
to be built, the Tower of Jesus Christ,
will make the church the tallest sacred
building in Europe at 565 feet. Annual
costs of construction and maintenance
are estimated to be around $28 million
per year. The current chief architect,
Jordi Fauli, anticipates construction to be
completed in 2026, around the centennial
of Gaudí’s death.


Archbishop Alexander Sample of
Portland, Oregon, was recently
interviewed by Catholic World Report
on the occasion of the tenth anniversary
of his ordination as a bishop. During the
interview he spoke about the liturgy,
sacred music, and the consecration of
Immaculate Heart of Our Lady of Fatima
Church in western Oregon. Regarding
the celebration of the sacred liturgy,
Archbishop Sample stated: “There is
nothing more important that the Church
does. All our apostolic works flow from
it. It is the heart of who we are as the
Body of Christ.”
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During a recent visit to Kraków,
Poland, to release his new book, Divine
Love Made Flesh: The Holy Eucharist as the
Sacrament of Charity, Raymond Cardinal
Burke spoke at the Monastery of the
Franciscan Order. The lecture centered
around the Eucharist, and Cardinal
Burke addressed liturgical reforms
within churches and the necessity of
celebrating the sacredness of the liturgy.
He stated the importance of catechesis
and “the need to restore the sacred
dimension of the liturgy, which should
be built on the fundamental principle
that it’s not us that creates the liturgy, but
it is an act, action, and activity of Christ.
This principle may be emphasized with
all of the details regarding the liturgy,
as well as the decoration of the church.”
The cardinal then celebrated Mass in the
Church of Saints Peter and Paul in Old
Town, Kraków.



Photo: Catholic Herald

The Coptic-Orthodox Diocese of
Samalout in Egypt began laying
foundations for a new church dedicated
to the twenty-one Egyptian Christian
martyrs who were beheaded by ISIS
in February 2015. Funds from donors
are also being used to provide for the
children and spouses of the martyrs. The
President of Egypt, Abdel Fattah el-Sisi,
authorized construction of the church.

An icon of the twenty-one Coptic martyrs
who were beheaded by ISIS in February
2015.

The International Exhibit of
Contemporary Sacred Art was hosted
at the Basilica of San Lorenzo in Florence
last October and featured a seven-foottall by five-foot-wide mosaic of the
face of Jesus. Sister Agnes Whichard
was inspired to create the mosaic after
visiting Ravenna, Italy, where some of
the finest examples of early Christian
mosaics are contained in the Basilica of
San Vitale.



The first new freestanding building
since 1965 for a Catholic grade school
in Saint Louis, Missouri, has opened.
Archbishop Robert Carlson presided
over Mass and blessed the new middle
school expansion for Saint Margaret of

Scotland School. There are currently
455 students attending the school, from
Bishop Robert Morlino of the Diocese prekindergarten to eighth grade.
of Madison, Wisconsin, has directed
priests to move tabernacles to a
prominent location within their churches.
His intent is to increase reverence
and emphasize the importance of the
Eucharist. Churches in the Diocese of
Madison have until October 2018 to
relocate tabernacles to a more central
location to enhance a focus on the
presence of Christ.
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Cardinal Burke celebrates Mass at the
Church of Saints Peter and Paul in
Kraków, Poland.

The Church of the Protection of the
Mother of God in Moscow, Russia,
was recently consecrated by Patriarch
Kirill on December 27, 2015. The sevenyear project under the direction of
Archimandrite Melchisidek was initiated
by the Optina Monastery, involved
local volunteers, and was funded by
small donations from eight hundred
thousand people. Corresponding to the
re-creation of pilgrimages in Moscow’s
New Jerusalem Monastery, the church
crypt contains full-scale replicas of
Holy Land pilgrimage sites, such as the
Grotto of the Nativity in Bethlehem.
The Byzantine main church interior
is adorned with mosaics inspired by
twelfth-century Sicilian cathedrals and
was completed with the assistance of art
students and volunteers. A professional
iconographer was hired to draw the
Pantocrator, and a retired mosaic master
offered on-site instruction to at least 225
students and volunteers who planned
the mosaics and developed their own
techniques for applying gold received
from donations of jewelry.
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Local students and volunteers helped fabricate the mosaics in the newly consecrated
Church of the Protection of the Mother of God in Moscow, Russia.
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Trophies and Orphans:

The Use of S polia Columns in Ancient Churches

Image: David Valinsky

Dale Kinney

otley rows of reused column
shafts, capitals, and bases were
among the most conspicuous
features of medieval church interiors
in Rome and south Italy for over a
thousand years, from the time of their
first appearance under Constantine
the Great (d. 337) until the end of the
Middle Ages. They are the focus of
Maria Fabricius Hansen’s recently
translated guidebook The Spolia Churches
of Rome, which includes entries on eleven
churches ranging in date from the
fourth century (Santa Costanza) to the
thirteenth (San Lorenzo fuori le Mura).1
Hansen avers that these colonnades
expressed the “new world view” of
Christian builders as well as a new
aesthetic. In their rejection of classical
norms and regularity, colonnades
made of spolia “produced a particularly
attractive architectonic and spatial effect
and evinced a complex and pleasing
temporality.” 2 Hansen’s argument
assumes a viewer who knew that the
components of the colonnades were preChristian (or at least pre-Constantinian)
and that they belonged originally to
an older style of architecture, in which
colonnades were not so diverse but
displayed order and uniformity. A
fourth-century Roman might have been
such a viewer, but one of the twelfth
and thirteenth centuries most likely was
not, as Rome presented a very different
frame of reference in the later Middle
Ages. By the twelfth century nearly all
colonnades were various and irregular,
and nearly all classical counterexamples
had collapsed. 3 Whether or not they

represented a “new world view,” the
fourth- and fifth-century colonnades
created a “new normal” that later church
builders reproduced. The novelty of
the earliest colonnades quickly became
routine and then canonical.
“Spoliate colonnade” is almost an
oxymoron, as “colonnade” denotes
a suite of identical units while spolia
are individual pieces chosen separately. Many refuse subordination to
the whole and stand out for their size,
quality, design, material, color, condition, or some other factor that draws
the viewer to them alone (fig. 1). By
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standing out, spolia challenge the integrity of the colonnade and make it seem
more like an elaborate work of jewelry,
in which individual gems compete for
attention with one another and with
their setting. To understand the workings of the spoliate colonnade we must
first say something about spolia.
For the sake of argument, I propose
that in the European and Mediterranean Middle Ages, spolia were either
trophies or orphans. The analogy with
orphans is inspired by Siri Sande’s
evocative comparison of the spoliate
colonnades in Constantinian basilicas
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Fig. 1: Rome, Santa Maria in Trastevere, north colonnade. Drawing by David Valinsky.

Fig. 2: Rome, San Nicola in Carcere, four columns of the north colonnade.
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Fig. 3: Rome, Santa Sabina, south colonnade.
with an Old Testament passage that
was cited by Saint Jerome in the fourth
century to illustrate how Christians
might safely make use of the writings
of pagans. The biblical passage concerns what we would today call prisoners of war:

Fig. 4: Rome, Santa Sabina, Corinthian capital.
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If thou go out to fight against thy
enemies, and the Lord thy God
deliver them into thy hand, and
thou lead them away captives, and

seest in the number of the captives
a beautiful woman, and lovest her,
and wilt have her to wife, thou shalt
bring her into thy house: and she
shall shave her hair, and pare her
nails, and shall put off the raiment,
wherein she was taken: and shall
remain in thy house, and mourn for
her father and mother one month:
and after that thou shalt go in unto
her, and shalt sleep with her, and she
shall be thy wife.4

Sande wrote: “This is a good metaphor for material spolia. The many
columns in the Constantinian basilicas
stand, shorn of their original identity,
like the female prisoners in a stranger’s
house. They are not allowed to remind
the spectator of their past.”5
The image of despoiled and kidnapped beauties is even more apt
for twelfth-century colonnades like
those in San Nicola in Carcere, which
contain shafts of five different stones,
five different kinds of capitals, and
modern bases that disguise the irregular heights at which the shafts meet the
pavement (fig. 2).6 There is something
brave about the way these shafts rise to
their new assignment, and also something lonely. The assemblage of heterogeneous units is like a foster family.
Most spoliate colonnades in Rome are
like this. Occasionally, as in the fifthcentury church of Santa Sabina, the
spolia come from a single source and
thus recreate the unity of their original
installation (fig. 3). They appear like
a natural family but are alien to their
context, because fifth-century Roman
sculptors were incapable of producing
fluted shafts and fine Corinthian capitals (fig. 4). Born in the second century,
the shafts, capitals, and bases were
adopted into a new construction in the
fifth.7 We do not know what building
was destroyed to make them available.
Like human orphans they are survivors
of catastrophe, possibly the products
of tragedy, in any case bereft of their
proper context. Their natural environment might have been still in existence
but too impaired to be functional. They
were taken to a new home.
My sense of “trophy” is informed by

Fig. 5: Rome, San Lorenzo fuori le Mura, east basilica, trophy
capital in north colonnade.
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the work of Antje Krug, whose article
“Spolia as Trophies” traces a continuous line from the dark origin of spolia
as “blood trophies” or war booty to
trophy artifacts acquired by gift or
commerce as evidence of wealth and
political stature, and finally to antiquities admired as exempla from a model
past.8 She dates the last transition to
the Carolingian period. Ultimately, in
my view, the three modes of spolia coexisted. Blood trophies were still taken
in the Middle Ages—as they are to this
day—and trophy artifacts were still
acquired by real and would-be potentates. “Antiquity” became one of the
features that qualified an artifact as
a trophy, along with material value,
craftsmanship, and pedigree. 9 Two
capitals in the lower colonnades of the
sixth-century basilica of San Lorenzo
fuori le Mura are definitive examples
of trophy artifacts (fig. 5).10 Displaying images of battlefield trophies (the
armor of the vanquished, hung on a
pole) on their four faces and of four
Victories at the corners, they represent
all three aspects of the trophy-spolium:
the blood trophy in their imagery; the
trophy artifact in their exceptional condition, craftsmanship, and possibly
also their provenance, which is lost to
us; and antiquity in both workmanship
and the obviously non-Christian iconography. The battle trophy had been
appropriated by Christians as early as
the second century as a covert symbol
of the crucifix, and martyrs’ bodies
were also sometimes called “trophies”
(tropaea), so it is likely that the capitals
were deliberately placed near the altar
in allusion to the Eucharist and the
body of Saint Lawrence, which is enshrined in the church.11 Their susceptibility to Christian interpretation only
added to the value of these trophy artifacts, as in reuse they could function
as symbols of the superior moral virtue
of their new Christian owners over the
pagans who originally produced them.
“Orphan” is a situational category;
it describes the condition of a spolium
at the time of its acquisition, not the
motive or intention in acquiring it.
“Trophy,” as used here, is also situational, although the word implies an
intention to convey triumph or superiority, as in the example just discussed. The motives for using spolia in
art and architecture have been debated
for many decades. In a foundational
article published nearly fifty years ago,
Arnold Esch proposed five motiva-
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Fig. 6: Venice, San Marco, detail of west façade, with spolia taken from Constantinople.
tions for using spolia in medieval Italy:
convenience, profanation or exorcism,
interpretatio christiana, political legitimation, and aesthetic beguilement.12
More recent studies have refined and
expanded this list; for example, Bente
Kiilerich listed nine lenses through
which spolia have been interpreted by
modern art historians: ideology, magic,
exorcism, appropriation, citation, nostalgia, memory, triumphalism, and
historical awareness.13 Robert CoatesStephens observed that all or most
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such categories are indistinguishable
from the motives for using new materials and thus are not explanatory of
spolia per se. On the basis of his reading
of the few late antique texts that refer
to spolia, Coates-Stephens identified
four headings under which spolia were
perceived in that era: spoils of war, religious triumphalism, despoiling the
dead (i.e., the reuse of material from
tombs), and aesthetic conservatism.14
It is striking that there is so little overt
overlap between his categories and
For many years
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Fig. 7: Venice, San Marco, tetrach reliefs
from Constantinople.
Kiilerich’s. If his represent the views of
the early users of spolia, hers reflect the
interpretive devices of our own day.
We must use both, because contemporary testimonies do not account for all
of the spoliate monuments and objects

Fig. 8: Cordoba, Great Mosque, completed in 987, interior view.
we want to explain.
Coates-Stephens’s example of spolia
as spoils of war is a strange episode
in the history of the Sasanian Emperor
Khosrau I, who conquered the Christian city of Antioch in AD 540. Before
burning the city
he had his troops
strip it of everything down to the
marble revetment
of its houses, in
order to adorn
a new city near
Ctesiphon where
he resettled Antioch’s captive
population. This
story was not
only remembered
but continued to
be embellished
for centuries. In
the tenth-century
version of alTabari,
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[Khosrau] . . .
gave orders that
a plan should be
made for him
of the city of
Antioch, exactly
to scale, with the
number of its
houses, streets,
and everything
contained

within it, and [he gave] orders that
a [new city] should be built for him
exactly like Antioch but situated
at the side of [Ctesiphon] . . . He
thereupon had the inhabitants of
Antioch transported and settled in
the new city; when they entered
the city’s gate, the denizens of each
house went to the new house so
exactly resembling their former one
in Antioch that it was as if they had
never left the city.15
The story of Khosrau sheds some
light on the best-known Western
example of spolia as spoils of war, the
decoration of San Marco in Venice
after the Crusader pillaging of
Constantinople in 1204 (fig. 6). The
dozens of columns affixed to San
Marco’s west façade do not recreate the
Constantinopolitan palaces they came
from, but in a more general way they
capture the splendor of Constantinople
as a whole, which is thus transferred
to Venice just as Antioch was taken to
Persia. These Venetian spolia have been
naturalized, however: the shafts, capitals, and bases were so carefully chosen
that they seem to have been made for
their new environment.16 Other spolia
at San Marco do not blend in and
thereby announce their status as trophies, especially the ancient bronze
horses that were displayed in the center
of the west façade and the porphyry
figures of Roman tetrarchs pasted onto
the wall of the treasury (fig. 7).17
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Examples of Coates-Stephens’s
second category, religious triumphalism, are often ambiguous. The
columns holding up the Umayyad
Mosque in Cordoba must have come
from buildings erected for Christians
(fig. 8). Does that make them signs of
religious triumph, or were they just
useful orphans, recruited to do a new
job? Barry Flood has objected to what
he perceives as an overreliance on religious triumphalism to explain Christian spolia in Islamic contexts. 18 His
test case is a number of marble table
tops that decorate the walls of Islamic
buildings in Syria, which since the
1920s have been interpreted as Christian altars taken as trophies by Muslim
armies during their campaigns to recapture territory from the Crusaders.
Confirmation of this theory seems to be
found in a somewhat later description
of a table top in one of the foundations
of the fierce anti-Crusader Nur al-Din
(1146–1174):

LITURGICAL ARTS

They show in [this] madrasa an
altar on which the Christians used
to sacrifice, of royal transparent
marble, a stone of exquisite beauty
. . . We are told that Nūr al-Dīn had
it brought from Apamea in 1149.
The stone bears a Greek inscription
. . . which [indicates a date] 3,000
years . . . before Nūr al-Dīn . . . They
tell that Nūr al-Dīn used to stuff the
professors with sweets with which
this basin of marble was filled.19
The irreverent use of the table to feed
overprivileged professors indicates
that its Christian association was part
of its meaning as a spolium, but Flood
argues that this was only part of the
meaning. The other attributes singled
out in the description—the beauty of
the stone and the table’s supposed
great age—were equally important. A
reductive description of the table as a
trophy of Muslim triumph misses the
aesthetic and the historicist elements of
its appeal.
It may be that religious triumphalism has also been overemphasized
in the case of the spoliate colonnades.
Colonnades—or porticus in Latin—
were ubiquitous in ancient Rome,
lining streets, surrounding fora, supporting civil buildings like basilicas,
and adorning recreational ones like
theaters. If they were also employed in
religious buildings, that did not make
them essentially religious; they were

In our work with murals, statue restoration and the iconographic
use of symbols and colors, we establish a unified vision of the
spiritual. We carry these skills over to decorative painting, plaster
restoration, marble cleaning and repair, wood refinishing and furniture
restoration. Our work can restore the interior of an historic church,
or enhance the interior of a newer building.
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Fig. 9: Rome, Saint Peter’s, detail of
Dionysiac column from the Shrine of Saint
Peter, now in the niche of Saint Helena.
cultural objects. Even the blatantly
Dionysiac imagery of the “corkscrew”
columns that adorned the shrine of
Saint Peter, gifts of Constantine, did
not cause the precious columns to be
viewed as pagan, at least as far as we
can tell from surviving sources (fig. 9).
A medieval legend, probably born in
the twelfth century, claimed that they
came from the Temple of Solomon in
Jerusalem.20 This could be a different
kind of religious triumphalism—Christianity over Judaism—but in my view
a better fit is “translation” (translatio),
denoting the supersession of one political power—or in this case, one center
of religion—by another: Jerusalem
superseded by Rome. Whatever the
intention, it is clear that in the twelfth
century these very special columns
were still viewed as trophy artifacts, as
they were in the fourth.
By contrast the columns in Saint
Peter’s four colonnades seem to have
been orphans, pieces rescued from
ruin or abandonment. Abandonment
was not infrequent in the ancient
marble industry. Some elements barely
made it out of the quarry; others were
damaged in transit or survived the
transport only to be deemed surplus.
Items that arrived broken were repaired, if possible, in the marble yards
at Portus, the second-century harbor
where they were unloaded for shipment up the Tiber to Rome.21 Builders
with no access to new imports could
have made use of these “seconds.”
Blocks that made it upriver to Rome
were stored on a stretch of the left bank

16

known since the Middle Ages as the
“Marmorata” because of the quantities of marble that were found there.
A nineteenth-century excavation of
the area uncovered over one thousand
large blocks and columns and “tens of
thousands of sawn [marble] plaques.”22
Although the finds were carted away
to repair ancient churches in Rome and
elsewhere, Clayton Fant has argued
that much of the stone left at the Marmorata had been repeatedly passed
over by ancient and later builders as inadequate.23 Unwanted orphans.
Aftermarket orphans were produced
by demolition and decay. A fourthcentury inventory of such columns
is preserved in a recently published
papyrus fragment found in Oxyrhynchus, Egypt.24 The person who compiled the inventory noted precisely the
location of each shaft, its dimensions,
surface treatment (fluted or not), position (standing or not), the presence of
capitals and bases, and whether they
were of “foreign” stone. Once inventoried, the columns could have been
collected and used by the municipal
government to repair public buildings,
or sold to what we might call a developer for reuse in the private sphere, or
stored until they were needed.25 Warehouses of such recuperated ornament
certainly existed in Rome. It seems
likely that some Constantinian colonnades were assembled from the contents of such warehouses or, as argued
by Lex Bosman with regard to Saint
Peter’s, from sites like the Marmorata.
Observing that some of the granite
shafts that survive from Saint Peter’s
colonnades have horizontal striations,
Bosman concluded that the discolorations were produced while the shafts
lay unclaimed on the ground after
being shipped from Egypt.26 In other
words, for the fourth-century builders these shafts were surplus goods or
imperfect “seconds,” orphans available
for adoption rather than trophies.
In the Middle Ages the situation
was different. The industrial and governmental organization of late antiquity had broken down. The built landscape of Rome was largely privatized,
and ruins like the first-century Forum
of Caesar were occupied by medieval dwellings and gardens.27 Broken
columns littered the landscape and
were sometimes reused as uprights in
the walls of the medieval houses (fig.
10). From the tenth through the fourteenth centuries, Rome was pieced to-
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Dale Kinney earned her Ph.D. in 1975 with
a dissertation on Santa Maria in Trastevere
(Rome), which led to her long engagement
with spolia. She retired as Professor of
History of Art at Bryn Mawr College
(1972-2010), where she also served as Dean
of the Graduate School of Arts and Sciences
(2000-08).


This essay was written originally for the
Preston Thomas Memorial Symposium
SPOLIA at Cornell University in 2014. I am
grateful to Professor Aleksander Mergold for
including me in this exceptionally stimulating event.
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that attached to some of them. Medieval Roman church colonnades comprised one or the other, and almost
always both.
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gether from such classical debris, with
more of it under the surface, buried by
the rising ground level. A market for
antique building materials was served
by mining abandoned public sites on
the periphery, like the Baths of Diocletian and Caracalla, as well as private
properties in the center of town. The
market supplied the twelfth- and thirteenth-century boom in new churches,
whose patchwork colonnades are composed of recuperated orphans. Sometimes orphans turned out to be trophies, like the red granite column shaft
in the left colonnade of Santa Maria in
Aracoeli that bears the inscription A
CVBICVLO AVGVSTORVM (“from the
chamber of the emperors”; fig. 11).28
“A cubiculo” was the title of the emperor’s head chamberlain, and the inscription must have been carved in the
third century—but thirteenth-century
Romans did not know that. They understood the phrase to mean something
like “from Augustus’s chamber” and
associated it with a legend that Santa
Maria in Aracoeli stood on the site of
an altar erected by the first-century
emperor Augustus to the “son of God.”
The builders of the basilica repurposed
the shaft to serve as a material proof
that Augustus vowed his altar on this
site.
Just as orphans could be trophies, so
most trophy-spolia were orphans; the
categories are not mutually exclusive.
One describes the conditions in which
the elements of spoliate colonnades
were found and chosen for adoption;
the other indicates the special value

Fig. 11: Rome, Santa Maria in Aracoeli,
completed in the thirteenth century,
inscribed granite column in north
colonnade.
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The Two Themes of Architecture
From A esthetics V ol . II 1

Dietrich von Hildebrand was born in
1889 in Florence, the son of Adolf von Hildebrand, an eminent German sculptor of
the late nineteenth century. He grew up
immersed in the art and beauty of Florence. He studied philosophy with Edmund
Husserl and became an important figure in
the world of early phenomenology. Given
his upbringing in Florence and his training in phenomenology, he was predestined
to do original work in aesthetics. Though
Dietrich von Hildebrand is mainly known
in the Catholic world for his religious writings, such as Transformation in Christ,
and for his philosophical writings, such as
Ethics, he has yet to be discovered as the
important aesthetician that he is.
We present here a selection from his
Aesthetics, which is about to appear in
the newly formed press of the Hildebrand
Project (www.hildebrandproject.org). The
Dietrich von Hildebrand, 1939.
Hildebrand Project exists to bring all of
von Hildebrand’s works into English and architecture, we do not enquire about
into print, and above all to bring them into the artwork’s specific kind of reality,
intellectual circulation.
as we do with a literary work, a piece
of music, an opera, a painting, a relief,
— John F. Crosby, co-translator of or a statue. Architecture belongs to the
Aesthetics
sphere of reality in which our life takes
place, that is, to the reality of the exterrchitecture occupies a unique nal world that surrounds us.
position in art. Unlike the other
Another characteristic of architecarts, it does not have only one ture is its polarity of outer and inner:
theme, namely, beauty. Like nature, first, the external architecture, the face
it has two themes. Its first theme, the of a building; and secondly, the interpractical theme, is the creation of a nal architecture, the face of the interdwelling place that protects the human nal rooms in which we find ourselves,
being against bad weather, etc., for the whether a hall, a small room, a large
whole of his private life. This practical room, or the interior of a church. The
theme extends further to the creation of other arts lack this polarity.
places for public life and divine worship.
Finally, architecture has the basic
The second theme of architecture is function of creating human space and
the beauty of the outside of buildings thereby creating a presupposition for
and of the inner rooms. The fact that all the other arts.
architecture has two themes, a practical
and an artistic theme, gives it a com- The Significance of Human Space
pletely unique place among the arts.
Unlike all the other arts, the architecMuch could be said about the exceptural works of art (residential homes, tional importance of space in nature.
palaces, churches, etc.) belong to the What we have in mind, of course, is
same reality as we ourselves and the not the statements of natural sciennature that surrounds us—for example, tists about space in nature, nor even a
rocks, trees, and animals. Architecture purely philosophical analysis of space.
is a part of the real world in which we We are thinking of space in its primal
move. Unlike all the other arts, it is significance for our life, of the beauty of
not a world of its own. In the case of three-dimensional space as such, of the
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Dietrich von Hildebrand, trans. Rev. Brian McNeil and John F. Crosby
phenomenon of being encompassed by
it, of the splendor that a wide vista can
have, of the grandeur of the sky that
arches above our heads.
Human space, in the sense of the
term “human” that we are applying
here to architectural space, is self-contained. It separates us from the vast,
unlimited space in nature. It encompasses us and protects us in a special
way. This human space is the interior
space of architecture, which has qualities that differ from those of free space
in nature.
The feeling of space in this human
space is a new experience. The delight
that one experiences on walking
around in the noble space of a beautiful
church is something all its own. It is incredible what great and ample beauty
an enclosed space can possess as such.
Examples are the interiors of Hagia
Sophia or of San Marco in Venice, or
the interiors of Santa Croce in Florence,
of Sant’Ambrogio in Milan, or of the
cathedral in Chartres. We are surprised
by the aesthetic values that the human
space is capable of displaying. It can, as
such, possess not only a distinguished
breadth and greatness and a stirring
nobility, but also the beauty of a delightful intimacy.
Through its human space, architecture also creates the basis for the unfolding of the other arts, as Bernhard
Sattler has very aptly noted. Through
the creation of its human space, interior architecture is not only a basis for
sculpture, but stands in a close mutual
relationship with it. This also applies
to exterior architecture, as Bernhard
Sattler observed: “Architecture is then
complemented by sculpture, for which
architecture creates the substructure,
the pedestal, the background, and the
framing.”
Painting too presupposes architecture for the walls that it requires, for the
correct light, and many other factors.
This applies both to frescoes and to
paintings on a canvas or a wooden
tablet. Bergmann rightly says that one
cannot hang up pictures in a primeval
forest. Pictures necessarily presuppose
human space. Even the performance of
music, that is to say, its full realization,
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A view of the Marienplatz, Munich’s main square since 1158, with the new City Hall and the Frauenkirche to the west.
demands a corresponding space if only
for acoustical reasons, whether it be the
intimate space in a house for chamber
music, a hall for concerts, or the theater
for operas and music dramas.
The relationship is at its loosest
between literature and architecture,
with the exception of dramas. It is of
course possible to read a poem or a
novel even in the open air. Even the
great tragedies were not performed in
an enclosed space in classical antiquity,
but under the open sky. However, the
construction of the classical theater is
a tremendous architectural achievement, yielding an emphatically architectural space that is called for by the
performance of the drama. The stage is
a self-contained world, and the theaters
of antiquity also display a great architectural beauty.
The relationship that architecture
has to music and literature is naturally
very different from the relationship to
the visual arts of sculpture and painting. One must not exaggerate the extent
to which architecture is presupposed
in each individual instance. One can
give concerts in a loggia and even in a
garden; but music and literature are at

home in human space, and they come
fully into their own in a cultural world,
indeed, in a world that is formed by architecture.2
The First Theme of Architecture: The
Practical and the Spiritual Purpose
The “practical” theme in architecture
refers first of all to the real purpose that
is in one sense the raison d’être of the
construction of a building. The second
theme is beauty. Although beauty is
fully thematic in architecture, it must
never be the exclusive theme. The architecture must also have a purpose,
namely, a real theme. Within the real
theme or purpose, we must distinguish
two types: a purely practical and a spiritual purpose.
We have already pointed to the first
purpose: the protection of the human
person, providing him with a shelter
in which his daily life takes place. Here
we have in mind first of all the space
required for external life. This applies
to the simplest houses that often
consist of one single room, as well as
to those houses in which specific rooms
are available for all the activities of life.
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Like all the objects of civilization, the
practical theme, which belongs to the
sphere of civilization, can be developed
and perfected from many different perspectives, such as hygiene, comfort,
heating, or cooling. In the same way, a
factory has a purely practical, civilizational purpose that can be improved in
various ways, such as rapid ventilation
or a sufficient number of exits, especially for emergency situations like explosions and fires. One of these practical considerations is economy of space.
Railway stations, airports, banks, administrative buildings, schools, and
shops of every kind likewise have a
purely practical purpose.
But the same buildings can simultaneously serve a spiritual purpose.
For example, a residential home is not
a mere shelter over a human being’s
head. It contains not only rooms in
which one sleeps, cooks, eats, and so
on, but also rooms in which one lives
with one’s family, in which many cultural events take place, in which the
human being thinks, has conversations with other people, reads beautiful
books, has profound experiences—in
short, rooms in which he spends a great
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The Hagia Sophia, built in the sixth century AD.

Santa Croce, Florence, begun in the thirteenth century.
part of his truly human, affective, and
intellectual life.
A residential home is also meant to
serve this cultural or spiritual purpose,
which is not so indispensable but is
nevertheless something much higher.
The home should be structured in
such a way that it takes account of the
demands made by these higher purposes. The question whether a space
is structured in such a way that it provides an adequate setting for the life of
a human being as a spiritual person is
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very important within the real theme of
architecture. The practical and spiritual
requirements vary in kind, and the realization of the one does not guarantee
the realization of the other.
Many buildings primarily serve a
purely spiritual purpose. This is true
above all of churches. It is indeed true
that some technical requirements exist
here too: lighting, a good acoustic, ensuring safety in emergencies, etc. But it
is clear that these are completely subordinate considerations. The unequivocal

purpose is the creation of a space for
divine worship with a sacred atmosphere that helps us to recollect ourselves and fills us with reverence.
Profane buildings with a cultural
purpose are theaters, concert halls, and
ceremonial halls, galleries, museums,
etc. In all these buildings, the technical requirements are merely something that is unavoidable on the practical level. They do not belong to the
purpose for which the building is
erected.
On the other hand, their artistic
beauty is always fully thematic, unlike
a philosophical work such as a dialogue by Plato, where the great beauty
is not thematic. One would misunderstand one of his dialogues and fail
to do justice to it if one regarded the
beauty of its style as thematic; for its
theme is truth, and its beauty is primarily the metaphysical beauty of truth.
The beauty of the style consists first
and foremost in being the adequate
form for the great truth-content of the
work. This applies all the more to The
Confessions of Saint Augustine, and in
a unique manner to sacred scripture.
These writings have only one theme,
and their beauty is the emanation of the
truth or of revelation, the emanation
of the holy. Architecture and nature
possess two equal themes. Since one of
these is beauty, it is completely appropriate, and indeed necessary, to experience their beauty as fully thematic and
to be filled by its great seriousness and
its profound utterance when we look at
architecture and nature.
In the case of the purely practical requirements and purposes, it is
especially important to bear in mind
that until the beginning of the nineteenth century and the triumph of
the machine, culture had not yet been
strangled by civilization. The expression of the spirit, the gift of giving
form in such a way that was not practically indispensable, penetrated all
the practical spheres of life up to that
time. A knife should not only cut well;
it should also possess a noble form. A
chair should not only be comfortable
and solid; it should also be beautiful—
in fact, it should sooner be a little less
comfortable than be sober and prosaic.
Practical life as a whole possessed
an organic character and was therefore united to a special poetry of life.3
Related to this was the penetration of
life by culture.
But as the practical life of the human
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Sculpture on the Royal Portal of Chartres Cathedral, France.
possible, all the members of the audience in a theater should have a clear
view of the stage.
Part Two of this article will appear in
Sacred Architecture 30.


Rev. Brian McNeil, C.R.V. was born
in Scotland in 1952. After studies at
Cambridge, he entered the Canons Regular
of Saint Augustine and was ordained to
the priesthood in 1985. He has worked in
parishes in Italy, Norway, and Germany,
and is presently pastor of a large parish
The medieval washing fonts
in Munich. He began translating for the
of San Gimignano.
English-language edition of the Vatican
tual, but religious and supernatural. newspaper in the 1980s, and has translated
Divine worship is celebrated in them, sixty books and numerous articles.
and the holy sacrifice of the Mass is
offered. Nevertheless, one must do John F. Crosby is a professor of philosophy
justice to certain practical require- at Franciscan University of Steubenville
ments. For example, the ventilation and is a Senior Fellow of the Dietrich von
must be as good as possible, and there Hildebrand Project. He was a student of
must be a sufficient number of exits Dietrich von Hildebrand.
in case of fire. These practical requirements do not belong to the purpose, Endnotes
von Hildebrand, Aesthetics, vol. 2, chap. 6, abridged
and they are not the reason why the 1.andDietrich
edited, trans. Brian McNeil and John F. Crosby (Hildebrand
church is built. They are only general Project, forthcoming 2016). The translation and publication of the
presuppositions for every building in Aesthetics was made possible through the generosity of Howard
Roberta Ahmanson together with Dana Gioia and the
which a large number of people come and
National Endowment for the Arts, the Cushman Foundation, and
together. However, some general pre- the Budnik Family Foundation.
suppositions or perspectives lie closer 2. We should note that the garden, too, is a human space, unlike
an anonymous piece of nature and even less like a primeval
to the special theme of a building—for forest.
example, the requirement that as far as 3. See Aesthetics, vol. 1, chap. 15.
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being was robbed of its organic character and was mechanized and thereby
depersonalized, so too the poetry
of practical life was lost. The practical requirements in residential homes
became a prosaic matter that was radically detached from the affective and
intellectual life that we lead as persons.
Railway stations, factories, airports,
filling stations, and department stores
were built to serve technical, neutral
purposes. . . . In all these buildings, it
is clear that there is no link between
practical requirements and the spiritual
requirements of the human being. The
latter are neutralized in such a way that
they no longer offer any artistic stimulus for the architectural shaping of
these buildings and rooms. The building itself becomes an object of technology.
Many architectural tasks have disappeared as a result of the mechanization
and depoeticization of practical life that
go hand in hand with the triumph of
the machine. The buildings for watering horses and the pools in small towns
where women did their washing are no
longer needed today. It suffices to recall
the Porta delle Fonti in San Gimignano,
with its architecture and its setting, to
see the architectural expression of the
poetry of life that existed in this activity. It is obvious that this development
has far-reaching consequences for architecture. Buildings where the poetry
of life unfolds alongside their practical
purpose clearly make very different
demands on architectural design than
buildings with a completely neutral,
lifeless, practical purpose.
The relationship between the two
purposes is important for all buildings that have both a practical and a
spiritual purpose. In residential homes
that serve more or less the whole of
human life, practical requirements are
also completely thematic. Although the
spiritual requirements are higher and
ultimately more important, the practical requirements belong likewise to the
raison d’être of this kind of building. In
one sense, indeed, they are in fact more
urgent and more indispensable.
The situation is completely different in those buildings that clearly have
a purely spiritual purpose but, like
everything on earth, must also fulfill
certain practical requirements thanks
to our nature as human beings who
consist of body and soul. This can be
seen most clearly in the case of churches. Their purpose is not only spiri-
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The Interplay of Ritual and Art:
The Dome Mosaic in the Neonian Baptistery of Ravenna
Michael H. Marchal
reflect upon what this interplay of art
and ritual might say to us today.
The exterior of the structure is an
octagon of unprepossessing reddish
brick, with one upper window on each
of the eight sides and, originally, two
ground-level doors. 3 The octagon is
nnabel Jane Wharton’s article characteristic of Italian baptisteries of
quoted here assumed a double this period and is related to the conperspective: first on the building cepts of regeneration and rebirth, since
itself as a ritual space and second as an eight is a symbol of eschatological fulexplication of its broader social context. fillment: the “perfect” number seven
I would like to develop the first of those plus one more. But it was on the inteperspectives in more detail because I rior of the building, where the actual
believe that a greater appreciation of rites of initiation unfolded, that both
the theological beliefs that inspired the expense and creativity were lavished.
liturgical enactment will make clear the
The accessibility of this interiraison d’être for certain compositional or during the course of the year is
elements. When those to be initiated unknown. Although at this historical
entered Bishop Neon’s baptistery late period in the West most adult Baptisms
on Easter night, they encountered both seem to have been conducted at Easter,
a ritual and a visual program that were some Baptisms did occur at other times,
meant to reinforce the meaning of the especially at Epiphany. Yet the civic
experience that they were about to pride of the Ravennates in their status
undergo.2 In conclusion, I would like to as an imperial and later royal capital
also makes plauSt. Paul the Apostle Church
St. Catherine of Siena Church
s i b l e a m o re
Westerville, Ohio
Wake Forest, North Carolina
general access to
the building, as
a tourist attraction if nothing
else. And so we
can presume that
Bishop Neon and
his collaborators
would pay attention not just
to the overall impression that the
interior would
create but also
to the smaller
details of the
scenes portrayed
Stained Glass Marble Woodworking
zone-by-zone
Church Services Studio
up to the cupola
henningers.com
that in his day
(800)-362-0217
ro s e a p p ro x i mately twenty
meters overhead.
Yet entry into
the baptistery to
experience the
sacramental rites
St. Mary Church
was a once-inDelaware, Ohio
a-lifetime event.
If the decoration of the Neonian
Baptistery is read as a stage-setting
carefully designed by its patron to
complement the baptismal ritual
during its enactment, its meaning
reveals itself.1
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Exterior of the Neonian baptistery.
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Interior of the Neonian baptistery.

Plan of the Neonian baptistery, showing
the entrance in the west and the former
entry from the south.
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The mosaic-covered dome of the Neonian baptistery.
The initiates entered in the dark of
night, into a building lit by oil lamps
and a bit crowded with well-dressed
clergy. How much time they had to
look at the decorations in the baptistery is not clear. For example, how long
did they have to wait for their turn
in the font and for the other rituals?
Moreover, what they were experiencing below was intensely multisensory.
What was going on in the space overhead was admittedly dynamic and entrancing, but I suspect that they probably had time to grasp only the major
theme and not the smaller, though significant, details.
That theme seems to be a straightforward statement that what happened
to Jesus at His Baptism is now happening to the initiates.4 I believe that in the
dome especially, the details of the biblical event have been altered by adding
details relevant to the ritual being
enacted below, in order to reinforce that
identification for the initiates.
A necessary word of caution: the
center of the roundel was restored

at some point,5 and so we cannot be
certain how closely what we see now
approximates what the initiates saw
in the fifth century. Yet, given the care
shown for this structure in use for
sixteen centuries, the assumption of at
least overall continuity in the portrayal
is plausible.
To be specific, as the liturgy unfolded, the initiates entered from the south.6
They might then have turned first to
the west in order to renounce sin and
the devil and then turned east to accept
Christ, the immediate prelude to entering the font for the actual water bath.
The turn to the east would have meant
that from that moment, if they looked
overhead, they would be properly positioned to see the event depicted in the
dome.7
Their immediate impression would
have been of three figures in the middle
of the overall composition forming a
triangle: John the Baptist, Jesus, and the
Spirit represented as a dove—with a
smaller figure of the personified Jordan
to the right side. Two of these charac-
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ters are acting: the Baptist is pouring
water over Jesus’s head from a bowl,
and the Spirit, with wings outstretched,
is descending. Jesus in the middle is the
recipient of both activities.
Yet there are three differences from
the Gospel accounts of the event.8
First, given the traditional Jewish
concern for modesty as an expression of
reverence for the body being somehow
made in the divine image,9 it is highly
unlikely that Jesus was publicly naked
during His Baptism in the Jordan. Yet
the figure of Jesus here is clearly unclothed, even with the modesty provided by the rippling waters. But the
initiates were soon going to be naked in
the waters of the font. This detail seems
a clear adaptation of the biblical text to
emphasize the unity between the experience of Jesus and that of the initiates.
Second, there is no indication in the
roundel of one of the most significant
components in the Gospel accounts,
the voice of the Father hailing Jesus as
beloved Son. The initiates were familiar
with the story since they had probably
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for years been attending the first half
of the Eucharist on Sundays and festivals—the portion which consisted of
readings, singing, and preaching.10 Yet,
when they looked up, that part of the
story was missing.
In the ritual that they were about
to experience, there would be no such
voice. They would stand deep in the
waters of the font, possibly with a
deacon or deaconess behind them.
The bishop would question them three
times about their belief in each of the
Persons of the Trinity, and then three
times they were drenched with water.
The most striking difference from
the Gospel accounts, though, is not in
something omitted but in something
present: the highly decorated and outsized staff that the Baptist is holding in
his left hand. Although Christian iconography has consistently portrayed
John as holding some sort of staff, the
presence of this particular version of
the staff is, I believe, the key to understanding the rest of the iconography in
this portrayal.
As the initiates stood below looking
up, they could not fail to notice the
staff. In Zone 4 immediately below,11
the increasingly dynamic parade of
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Detail of the dome mosaic showing John
the Baptist, Jesus, the Holy Spirit in the
form of a dove, and a smaller figure of the
personified Jordan River.
apostles proffering crowns is moving
on both sides in the same direction as
the initiates’ gaze. That parade ends
in an acanthus divider—a detail that
has been the source of much puzzled
discussion.12 What that divider does,
though, is lift the eye up to the next
zone and to the
base of the staff
that the Baptist is
holding and that
indeed bisects the
dome.
The staff ’s
visual centrality is reinforced
by the divergent
contours of the
riverbank and the
river waters that
(impossibly) converge at its base,
creating two different perspectives within the
curvature of the
dome. Moreover,
the two figures
of Jesus and the
Baptist jointly
frame the staff
and the cross that
tops it.
Like
the
crosses displayed
on the thrones
lower down in
Zone 3, the cross
itself is not Greek

but Latin, the shape typical of Ravennate art—most notably in the apse of
Sant’Apollinare in Classe. And just like
the apse cross, it is a crux gemmata.13
A staff surmounted by a cross
of some kind had been a familiar public display for Romans for
well over a century, since Constantine the Great had won the Battle
of the Milvian Bridge in AD 312 by
having the labarum carried before his
troops. Having the staff as well as the
cross set with jewels is also found on
the obverse of a gold solidus of the
emperor Marcian14 (a contemporary of
Bishop Neon), where winged Victory
is carrying one very similar to the one
portrayed in the dome.
Why would the Baptist be represented as carrying a staff of some kind?
Perhaps because he is portrayed in the
Synoptic Gospels as a desert preacher.
That it should often be reminiscent of
a shepherd’s crook is perhaps attributable to the account in the first chapter
of the Gospel of John, where John the
Baptist functions as Jesus’s forerunner
by pointing Him out to His own disciples as the Lamb of God. That it should
be shaped like a cross is perhaps attributable to Christians seeing John not
just as the forerunner for Jesus’s career
as an itinerant preacher with a band
of disciples, but as the forerunner of
Jesus’s Passion and death at the hands
of unjust political authorities.
To put a bejeweled staff topped by a
cross in the hand of John during Jesus’s
Baptism, though, is clearly anachronistic and most strikingly reveals how the
compositional elements in the dome
mosaic are shaped not only by the biblical narratives but by an instructional
program aimed primarily at the initiates below.
Although I agree with Wharton
when she asserts that, through most
of this series of initiation events, the
bishop is to be identified with Christ,15
I suggest that the presence of this sort
of staff in the hand of John is meant
to make us identify the bishop’s role
during the actual water bath not with
Jesus but with the Baptist—thereby enabling the initiates to identify not the
bishop but themselves more clearly
with Jesus.
The oldest identifying regalia for a
bishop was the cloth pallium draped
over his outer garment, of which there
are several examples in Ravennate art.16
Yet the crosier was also coming into use
as another episcopal sign during this
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period.17 Although over time the standard shape for a crosier in the West was
the shepherd’s crook, the very name for
this object reveals the possibility of a
cruciform shape. The Good Shepherd
figure in the nearby Mausoleum of
Galla Placidia carries just such a cruciform crook.
A stronger argument for the identification of the figure of the Baptist with
the bishop is the gesture of pouring
from a bowl that is held in John’s right
hand. His outsized right arm is immediately noticeable because it cuts
across the strong meridian defined by
the staff. The bowl also stands out from
a distance both because its silver color
contrasts with the gold background
and because it is placed midway
between the descending Spirit and the
halo surrounding Jesus’s head.
We must be especially careful not to
presume the universality of any Christian liturgical practice at this period.
During Baptisms bishops could pour
water from their hand. The use of a
bowl, though, would allow the bishop
himself to perform the core ritual action
with a generous amount of water while
still keeping his best clothes dry for the
other parts of the service.
Another possibility—and the one
possibly represented in the dome of the
Arian Baptistery—was for the bishop
to place his hand on the heads of the
initiates and literally dunk them under
the water. (The meaning of the Greek
verb baptizein is “to dip.”) In some
places, though, it was the deacon(ess)
who performed the action. In the
Lateran Baptistery the deacon(ess)
instead could place the initiate under
the water flowing from the mouth of
one of the silver stags surrounding the
pool. However the initiates were baptized, the action was still prompted by
their favorable response each time to
the bishop’s three questions.
But why would Bishop Neon and his
collaborators have created in the center
of the overall composition not some
simple cruciform staff such as appears
in the Mausoleum of Galla Placidia but
instead such a large crux gemmata with
its decorated staff? I believe that their
choice was made upon deliberate theological grounds.18
The archetypal images for the
meaning of Baptism are complex in
the Christian scriptures. Two dominant
ones are those of Baptism as an experience of cleansing and forgiveness (1
Peter 3) and as a rebirth in the Spirit
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The Good Shepherd mosaic in the Mausoleum of Galla Placida with a cruciform
shepherd’s crook.
(John 3).
Yet another part of the tradition interpreted the descent into the water
as reenacting the descent of the crucified Jesus into His grave, from which
He would rise to new and glorious life
(Romans 6). Both aspects of that experience for the initiates are contained in
the crux gemmata: the cross equaling
death, and the jewels evoking restored
and glorious life. And so the presence
of this kind of cross-topped staff in the
hand of the Baptist functions as the link
for a whole complex of images with
which the initiates would have been
familiar from their years of listening to
the scriptures proclaimed in the Eucharist.19
Yet I believe that there is one additional instructional layer within the
composition. The uplifted hand of the
Baptist creates a second and smaller triangle at the apex of the first one. In this
second triangle, three objects interconnect: the dove, the bowl, and the cross;
and all of them, I believe, are used figuratively.
The dove is a symbol for the Spirit,
the bowl is a metonymy for the water,
and the cross is a metonymy not just
for Jesus’s death but, more concretely,
for His outpoured Blood. Behind this
triangular interconnection lies 1 John
5:5–9, especially the assertion that
“there are three witnesses: the Spirit,
the water, and the blood, and all three
of them agree.”20
The import of emphasizing the connection of the three witnesses becomes
clear when we recall that the rites of
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Christian initiation taking shape in
Northern Italy at this time consisted of
three major moments: a water bath in
which the Spirit gave cleansing, rebirth,
and resurrection; a hand laying and/
or anointing where the initiates were
sealed in the Spirit; and the Eucharistic
meal where the initiates sacramentally
consumed Jesus’s Body and Blood for
the first time.
On Easter night itself, it would have
been difficult for the initiates to notice
this set of compositional details in the
baptistery, nor would they in fact have
already participated in the sacred meal.
Yet Easter Week in Milan (a dominant
member of the liturgical orbit in which
Ravenna lay), for example, was for the
newly initiated a time of daily celebration and further reflective instruction.
I find it easy to picture good Bishop
Neon leading his white-robed new
Christians on a tour of the baptistery
and reflecting with them step-by-step
on what had happened to them there—
only now in the light of a bright spring
day. Pointing up, he unfolds again for
them how what was portrayed above
had actually been reenacted below—
only now they could notice all the
details and understand more deeply
the mystery.
A brief look at the portrayal of the
same scene in the dome of the Arian
Baptistery will reinforce my point that
these portrayals are shaped not simply
by the biblical narrative but by theological and instructional concerns. A
word of caution, though: Catholics
and Arians usually employed the same
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gestures and words in their rituals of
initiation but gave them different interpretations.21
In Catholic belief the three Persons
of the Trinity are equally divine and so
the separate, threefold immersions emphasized their equality. In Arian belief
the Father was utterly divine; Jesus
was a “lesser” divinity, and likewise
the Spirit. And so the triple immersions
emphasized their separateness. Arians
would have understood the event of
Jesus’s Baptism as a sort of adoption in
which the Spirit empowers the human
Jesus to be the sort of divine Son.22
And so in the Arian portrayal, the
only real dynamism is the Spirit’s activity in regard to Jesus. Not the staff
but Jesus assumes the central position.
In fact, His navel is at the apex of the
dome. He is situated within a slightly skewed triangle composed of the
Spirit, the Baptist, and a much larger
personification of the Jordan—the only
graphic portrayal of a set of relationships in the dome.
Although the figure of the Baptist
is elevated on the riverbank, his role
is diminished: he has become less an
actor and more a static flanking figure
whose body mirrors in its curvature
the posture of the Jordan figure.23 His
head lacks a halo, and his staff has been
reduced to a walking stick that mirrors
the reed held in the Jordan’s hand.
Moreover, his hand simply rests upon
the side of Jesus’s head.24
What is unique and striking in this
portrayal, though, is the elongated
isosceles triangle of what seems to be
water (impossibly) pouring from the
Spirit’s beak upon the haloed head
of Jesus. Here is visually portrayed
the statement in John, chapter 3, that
each Christian would be “born (again)
through water and the Spirit.” Just as
in the Neonian Baptistery, the crucial
detail of the portrayal is symbolic; here,
though, the theme is different. What
is being reinforced for the initiates
below is that the water cascading over
their heads was also the Spirit at work
in their adoption as God’s sons and
daughters.25
Compared to the Orthodox portrayal, this scene is remarkably simpler in
its compositional elements and in its instructional message. Gone are any references to Baptism as a share in Jesus’s
death and rising and to the unity of
Spirit, water, and Blood. Gone as well
is any significant parallelism between
John the Baptist and the bishop. All
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The dome of the Arian baptistery, Ravenna.
that is left is the Arian emphasis upon
Baptism as adoption.
The Arian bishop’s reflective tour
during Easter Week must have been
much shorter and less informative for
his initiates.
What might these architectural
and, at times, highly elaborate decorative endeavors of our ancestors some
sixteen centuries ago say to us today?
First, Baptism was important, not
just theoretically but practically. With
imperial and royal patronage available,
early bishops chose to invest not only
in splendid churches that would have
frequent and even daily use but also
in baptisteries that were used much
more infrequently. Bathhouse technology was a commonplace in the ancient
world; using it to construct a building
used infrequently was a bold expenditure—and spending even more on
square meters of internal mosaic and
other decorative work verged on the
profligate.
Second, verbal instruction was only
one mode of shaping newcomers into
Christians. Sacramental rituals that
were vivid and multisensory—and that
were enacted in spaces equally vivid
and multisensory—were a crucial component as well.
Third, these early bishops were even
bold enough to take liberties with bibli-
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cal details if they thought such a change
would reinforce the core message for
those under instruction. The goal was
not historical accuracy in our terms but
a unified experience of narrative, art,
and ritual that would impress upon
new Christians how they had been
remade and reborn in Christ’s image.
Fourth, are we doing as good a job?
The post-Vatican II liturgical reform
in this country has led not to splendid
baptisteries but to some magnificent
fonts in the main worship space. Two
of the most notable are those in the new
Cathedral of Our Lady of the Angels in
Los Angeles and in the renovated Cathedral of Saint James in Seattle. Both
are prominent and so constructed that
they allow for immersion Baptism for
both adults and children. Moreover, the
location of these fonts at the entrance
to the nave is intended to symbolically
underline Baptism as the definitive entrance into the Church both as a building and as a people. There was clearly
a desire as well for maximum visibility
for the whole congregation.
Yet other than symbolic shape and
position, noble materials, and flowing
water, neither is marked by any particular iconography that explains and reinforces the meaning of the central sacramental event. So far in this country,
Catholic churches seem to have found
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sonal experience. In most places in contemporary America, that proportion
would be a definite minority. It is therefore understandable why the service
should be moved into the church building itself and should unfold in public.
Yet we do not seem as yet to have
found the way for art and ritual to interact more fruitfully in our day.
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Baptismal font at the Cathedral of Our
Lady of the Angels, Los Angeles.
a way to bring Baptism out of the
corner chapel or alcove and into the
main worship space, but the price has
been an artistic and instructional impoverishment.
Our ancestors could segregate
Baptism in a separate structure because
their congregations had a large number
of people who had been baptized
after childhood. For many, if not most,
members of a fifth-century congregation, what went on in Christian initiation would have been a matter of per-
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Michael H. Marchal recently retired
after a long career teaching literature and
philosophy in high school and college. His
last two books have focused on the RCIA:
the award-winning The Spirit At Work
and Towards the Table.
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12. Ittai Weinryb, “A Tale of Two Baptisteries: Royal and
Ecclesiastical Patronage in Ravenna,” Assaph: Studies in Art
History, no. 7 (2002): esp. 46 et seq. (Available on academia.edu).
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S.J., “The ‘Arian’ Controversy: Some Categories Reconsidered,”
Theological Studies, 48 (1987), 415–37.
23. The interpretation of the emotion being expressed by the
figure has varied. I prefer to see it as astonishment, following
the reference in Psalm 114 to the river being in amazement at the
approach of Joshua and the Ark. For a discussion of what the
Jordan did and did not do, see Jensen, Baptismal Imagery in Early
Christianity, 12–13 (above, n. 8).
24. In the smaller triangles—defined on the one side by Jesus,
John the Baptist, and the Spirit, and on the other by Jesus, the
Jordan figure, and the Spirit—the only active character is the
Spirit. John’s hand clearly is not in the act of dipping Jesus’s head
under the water.
25. Wharton, “Ritual and Reconstructed Meaning,” 370. As
Wharton points out, the orientation of the scene in the Arian
Baptistery is the reverse of the Neonian. If the ritual unfolded
according to the same choreography in both structures,
the initiate looking up would be looking at the scene in the
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orientation of the initiate in the pool was. More interesting is the
lack of dynamism in the portrayal of the apostles in the Arian
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acanthus cluster in the Neonian Baptistery, which leads the eye
up into the roundel, the throne in the Arian Baptistery is upside
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Sacred Architecture Issue 29 2016

A r t i c l e s

Neugotik:
Brick Gothic in Germany, England, and the United States
Rolf Achilles
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Church of the Holy John the Baptist at the
Tschesmensker Palace, Saint Petersburg,
Russia, 1780.
peared too pagan. The Renaissance
was a yearning for a better past, but
without a Christian soul. The Baroque
and Rococo were theatrical, but lacked
heart. The Gothic was both ornamental
and complex yet emotional and intellectually satisfying. The Gothic had
both soul for the emotions and heart
for the faithful. The style in its various
poses continues.
By the mid-eighteenth century,

industrialization began not only to
change the economic conditions and
landscape of northern Europe but also
to lay siege to its intellectual traditions.
Solutions were sought in many venues.
None seemed more sound and popular
than the Gothic of the thirteenth to fifteenth centuries. Yet the Gothic as it
stood was old, often a patchwork of
surviving structures in city centers or
newly assessed rural, out-of-the-way
locales steeped in lore and wishes that
were seen as romantic—a reminder of
a better, preindustrial devotion and a
wayfinding instrument of pure form
that would lead to true light through a
tunnel of an ever more quickly changing world.
Adoption of medieval Gothic elements began in England around 1720
in new, almost exclusively secular construction. Horace Walpole’s Strawberry
Hill (after 1749) was a conflation of
Gothic elements, as was the Englishinspired Nauener Tor in Potsdam from
1755, commissioned by Frederick the
Great, who was an admirer of English
secular use of the Gothic style for its
allusion to the past. Consequently, Gotisches Haus in Wörlitz near Dessau

Exterior, Friedrichswerdersche Church in Berlin by Friedrich Schinkel, 1830.
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ottfried Semper wrote in 1846:
“The impression made on the
masses by a building is partly
founded on reminiscences.” 1 This
certainly holds true for the Gothic, a
style that for the masses has always
evoked the awe of Christian grandeur
and mysticism, if only in its soaring
interiors and steeples.
By extension, Semper’s words also
apply to many intellectuals and architects of the nineteenth century, for
whom the Gothic style of architecture
conjured up the learning of the cloister,
an orderly ahistorical world view, and
a Christian sensibility not linked to a
pagan past but to one that had toppled
it.
The original desire to naturally build
in forms of Opus Francigenum, later
called Gothic, came about first in the
early twelfth century in north central
France. The new style then quickly
spread throughout northern Europe
and elsewhere in the course of the thirteenth through seventeenth centuries.
Other styles followed, but none were
as tenacious and emotionally fulfilling for European Christianity as Opus
Francigenum. The classical world ap-

Interior, Friedrichswerdersche Church.
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Exterior, the Mariahilfkirche in Munich.
was begun in 1773 and completed in
1813. Built mostly of brick, the Gotisches Haus has a façade inspired by the
Gothic church of Santa Maria Dell’Oro
in Venice with a new, Gothic-inspired
interior.
Among the first sacred structures
was the Neugotik (New Gothic) Tschesmensker Church in Saint Petersburg,
Russia, from 1780. (The full name is
Church of the Holy John the Baptist at
the Tschesmensker Palace). Its architect,
Georg Friedrich Veldten (1730–1801),
court architect to Catherine the Great,
did not revive a Gothic style, but seems
to have thought Gothic as idiosyncratic as the exotic Turks whose defeat it
commemorates. And therefore, it is not
a Revival building.
A few years later, again in Wörlitz,
Fürst Leopold Friedrich Franz von Anhalt-Dessau, who had traveled extensively in England and there admired
Tudor-Gothic, had his architect, Baurat
Hesekiel, convert Saint Peter’s Church
(built about 1196–1201) into a Neugotik
showpiece between 1804 and 1809. The
Neugotik for church building was on
its way.
The greatest German architect of
the time, the great master of NeoClassical architecture Karl Friedrich
Schinkel (1781–1841) also designed
the Neugotik Friedrichswerdersche
Church (1821–1830) in Berlin. His
building expressed its Gothic forms in
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exposed brick. This was the first new
church built with exposed brick since
the Middle Ages. With its design and
exposed brick, Schinkel’s Friedrichswerdersche Church influenced sacred
architecture for several generations and
paved a clear path all the way to the
Bauhaus and beyond, especially in the
United States.
Early in his life, Schinkel had recognized a connection between Gothic
and nature. For him Gothic represented true belief, subject only to nature’s
rules. Because it was not subject to
human desires, nature appeared to be
free. For Schinkel, nature and Gothic
were one. In classical architecture, he
saw order and necessity; in Gothic, he
saw the natural and freedom.2
A year after Schinkel’s groundbreaking Friedrichswerdersche Church,
the Mariahilfkirche in Munich broke
ground. Designed by Joseph Daniel
Ohlmüller and Georg Friedrich Ziebland, the Mariahilfkirche is now seen
as the preeminent Neugotik church
in southern Germany. It is built of unglazed bricks, inside and out.
At the behest of King Ludwig I of
Bavaria, Ohlmüller had cleaned the
Dom (cathedral) in Bamberg of its
1660s Baroque encrustation and returned it into something akin to its
Ottonian-Romanesque original. The
Dom in Bamberg became a model of
what to do, but it was an Ottonian-Ro-
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The Mariahilfkirche in Munich, interior
destroyed during World War II.
manesque pile with not enough hints
of Gothic to be a noteworthy model
for Neugotik. For his commission of a
parish church in Munich, Ohlmüller
could not rely on local surviving Gothic
churches, all of which had been altered
or even replaced during the previous
century’s go-for-Baroque mania. By
placing his new parish church outside
the traditional medieval market core
of the city center, he took on city planning, leaving an open field around a
building that looked like it had always
been there. Ohlmüller created a rural
pilgrimage site, a Romantic idyll,
within an urban setting. He also could
not find any one pure Gothic model,
so he conflated several fine medieval examples of Gothic into one. His
newly minted, three-aisled German
hall church received a west façade in
the style of French cathedrals, a ninetythree-meter-tall steeple modeled after
the Minster in Freiburg, and a nave
with ribbed vaulting of a type found
in Saint Martin in Landshut. Bricks
were the Neugotik’s building material of choice, light colored limestone or
ochre terra-cotta its ornamentation. For
lack of stone, brick had been the Gothic
building material of choice in northern
Germany, from Saint Petersburg along
the Baltic to the North Sea into the
Netherlands. This Gothic was called
Backsteingotik (Brick Gothic), and
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most importantly, it had
operative calling itself the
not fallen as hard under
Lukasbund (the Brotherthe French spell as the
hood of Saint Luke), in
great central German cahonor of the patron saint
thedrals and churches of
of medieval guilds of
quarried ashlar had. With
painters. Within a year,
the completion of Mariafour of them had moved
hilfkirche, the Neugotik
to Rome, where they lived
was established in both
communally in the abannorth and south Germany.
doned monastery of San
In England, too, there
Isidoro. Mostly Lutheran
had been an urge chamand Jewish, they all conpioned by Augustus
verted to Roman CatholiWelby Northmore Pugin
cism to reflect their belief
(1812–1852) and others
and conviction in every
to revive the Gothic and
thought and every activRoman Catholicism for
ity. Called the Nazarenerboth ecclesiastical and poBrüderschaft, a mocking
litical reasons. But with
reference to the popular
abundant stone available,
image of the bearded and
the Neo-Gothic or Gothic
long-haired man from
Revival of England folNazareth, the Nazarener
lowed local traditions relhoped to return art to its
egating clay to tiles and
spiritual origins by emornamentation, not to
bodying values of late
bricks for building.
medieval and early ReActual standing church
naissance practices.
buildings in northern
By the 1820s, the NazGermany from the thirarener had established
teenth to fifteenth centuthemselves as masters
ries inspired Germany’s
and then directors of the
Neugotik. The medieval
art academy in Munich,
buildings were bound to
Exterior of Saint Paul’s Church, Chicago, 1899, by Henry Schlacks. Frankfurt am Main, and
specific cultural and politDüsseldorf, where their
ical attitudes that were closely related
This urge to cleanse was, of course, painting style and techniques became
to a stern Catholicism, more akin to in part a reaction to the humiliations the rule. They also introduced mediLutheran Protestantism than to Italian- suffered by most Europeans east of the eval and Renaissance techniques of
minded Catholicism. As pre-Lutheran Rhine River at the hands of the French fresco painting to nineteenth century
Catholic churches, and as symbols of a under Napoleon. Germans and other Germany and Europe. Quickly their
great past that could be interpreted as national groups sought out culturally style and name became the byword for
enhancers of the present, Backsteingo- significant elements—be they architec- thought and art in German churches,
tik became a convenient and original ture or art—in their own national lan- civic buildings, and public and private
model for Neugotik.
guage spheres. Gothic built in brick, art collections. By the 1840s, the NazaNeugotik was also a symbol of a re- though French in origin, was a variant rener style and conviction had become
ligious cause, had emotional appeal, distinctly non-French and thus suited Germany’s.
was steeped in antiquarianism in the to German spiritual needs and political
Among the first fresco paintings in
face of industrialization, and was seen wants.
Germany were those that were comas an opportunity for significant artisNeugotik was as much theology as missioned by King Ludwig I in 1846
tic expression. Possibly most impor- politics. It was anti-industrial and pro- for the Dom in Speyer from the artist
tantly, Gothic architecture and artistic emotional. It was antirationalist, an- Johann von Schraudolph (1808–1879).
expression was a bedrock of the larger tiscientific, and probelief. Conversion In the Cologne Cathedral, Franz
phenomenon called Romanticism that to Roman Catholicism was a tipping Mayer of Munich introduced a type
in Germany and central Europe led to point for many Romantic artists, poets, of painted stained-glass window
an architecture called Historicism. The writers, and architects, who for a gen- called the Munich style. The Nazarene
appearance of Neugotik also occurred eration or two had been indifferent or style of painting was joined at the hip
at a time when standing medieval disbelievers. Before their conversion with Neugotik and became the most
monuments were first being investi- they had lauded democracy and the popular and widespread style not only
gated archaeologically and cleansed French Revolution, praised Napoleon, in Germany but also across Europe,
of their historic barnacles, the add-ons despised Roman Catholicism, and de- England, and the United States.
of various ages that were considered spised its adherents.
Almost thirty years after the Nazaby a later generation not authentic to
At the height of Napoleonic persecu- rene-Brüderschaft ideals were first nurthe original intent and function of the tion, in 1809, six students at the Vienna tured and cultivated in Rome and then
building.
Academy coalesced into an artistic co- harvested in Germany, they rooted in
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and stained-glass windows
by F.X. Zettler of Munich,
Germany, narrate the story
of Jesus and Saint Paul.
Is it correct to praise
Saint Paul’s as inspired by
the sublime French church
at Chartres, as the literature claims, and not Saint
Elizabeth in Marburg?
Schlacks seems not to have
left a written artist’s statement on the subject, but
his love for this church,
reflected in the lifetime of
work he contributed to it,
is statement enough that
national pride may suggest
an answer. The Germanspeaking immigrants in
this part of Chicago, called
Pilsen, came from east of
the Rhine River. Many probably knew that the first pure
Gothic church east of the
Rhine was Saint Elizabeth in
Marburg, built by the Order
of the Teutonic Knights in
honor of Saint Elizabeth of
Hungary, whose tomb is in
the crypt. Construction of
the sandstone Saint Elizabeth Church started in 1235
(the year Saint Elizabeth of
Hungary was canonized), and it was
consecrated in 1283. Its two towers were
completed in 1340. The church was a
very important pilgrimage destination
throughout the later Middle Ages and
again in the nineteenth century.4 The
immigrants in Pilsen probably wanted
a church building they recognized, in a
style that was of their time and reflected
the political and religious freedoms they
had come to America for. Neugotik was
their answer.
Photo: Rolf Achilles

England with the germination of the Pre-Raphaelite
Brotherhood.
Also profoundly influencing England were the
writings of the German
Friedrich Schlegel (Karl
Wilhelm Friedrich von
Schlegel, born in 1772 in
Hanover into a Lutheran
pastor ’s family and died
in 1829), whose ideas on
religious art and architecture were beginning to
be known in the 1830s. In
the 1790s, Schlegel was an
atheist, a radical, and an individualist. In 1802, praising Napoleon, he arrived
in Paris, and there in 1804,
he published about Gothic
architecture in his magazine Europe. Four years
later, in 1808, in Cologne
with his wife, he converted to the Roman Catholic
Church, moved to Vienna
as imperial court secretary,
and surrounded himself
with monks and pious men
of society while writing
fiery proclamations against
Napoleon. It was in Vienna
and Budapest that Schlegel and others projected Austria as
the spiritual leader of a new Germany,
drawing her strength and inspiration
from a romanticized view of medieval
Catholic past.3 German Romanticism
was in full flower and Neugotik was its
architecture.
In England, Neugotik was known
as the Gothic Revival, and its style
was driven by an international Catholic surge for art and architecture that
had first sprouted in England as nonCatholic, then found its soul in Rome,
and was then harvested in Germany
before taking root in England as the
Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood.
By the mid-nineteenth century,
immigrants from both England and
Germany had brought Gothic Revival
and Neugotik, respectively, to the
United States. First along the East Coast
and then ever more inland, the two
strains of Gothic struggled for dominance. Whatever the calling, Gothic
Revival or New Gothic, both had their
ardent supporters. In the United States,
countless small, Deutsche Evangelische
Lutheranische Kirche (German Evangelical Lutheran) congregations tended

Interior of Saint Paul’s Church, Chicago.
to build in modest exposed brick with
a single tower over the main entrance.
The model was a variant of the Mariahilfkirche in Munich, but a north
German Evangelical Lutheran, Protestant version. There were many German
models to choose from.
While there are many superb examples of Catholic New Gothic churches in
the United States, Saint Paul’s Church
in Chicago is one that stands out. At 245
feet, its twin spires were the tallest manmade structure in Chicago at the time of
its dedication on June 25, 1899.
Modeled by Henry J. Schlacks
(1868–1938)—a Chicago architect who
called himself an Ecclesiologist—for a
German congregation after Saint Elizabeth Church in Marburg, Saint Paul’s
is a superb interpretation of Neugotik
outside and inside. The exterior is of
lightly glazed and unglazed light red
to ochre-colored brick, with ornamentation of red-ochre terra-cotta. Inside,
similar to the Friedrichwerden Church,
Saint Paul’s is all brick, glazed in a
graduated brown clear from the floor
to the spring of the arch. Mosaics, completed in 1930, adorn the eastern walls
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in sources of American architecture,
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Liturgical Renewal and Contemporary Sacred Architecture
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I

Fig. 1: Interior of the Church of Sant’Ignazio di Loyola in Campo Marzio, Rome.
Project of the Jesuit Father Orazio Grassi, 1650.

n order to celebrate the new churches
built in the Diocese of Rome at the
start of the third millennium, a book
was published, entitled Churches in the
Roman Periphery 2000–2013: From the
Great Jubilee to the Constantinian Year.1
In presenting the publication, Professor
Antonio Paolucci noted in his article
with the title Ancora manca il modello (A
paradigm is still missing), “When is a
building destined for worship . . . just
right? That is, when can we define it as
being altogether beautiful, functional
and symbolically effective?”2 The query,
much more than a superficial question,
requires a profound reflection—so much
so that in the final paragraph of his
article, after having examined the most
important churches built in the period
cited above, the author concludes: “A
building which is beautiful, functional,
symbolically effective and able to serve

as a model still does not exist, at least, in architecture, the point of departure
according to my own observations.”
for our reflection must, however, be in
the concept of architectural work itself.
The Root of the Issue Raised
In this regard, we need to keep in mind
that every work of architecture must
With these reflections, I would like respond to three fundamental questo start again from Professor Paolucci’s tions.
first question in order to come up with
The first concerns the material dia response that helps us understand mension of the building—its stabilwhat might be considered the real ity from a structural point of view, its
reasons that make it highly improb- maintenance needs, and the efficiency
able, if not impossible, to find a truly of its technical systems. The second
“beautiful, functional and symbolically point is tied to the carrying out of the
effective model.” With this investiga- various human activities for which the
tion, even if quite brief, I will attempt structure is destined. In other words,
to demonstrate how the issue raised is the structure must be “functional”
not rooted in architectural trends—as (citing an often used term). The third
it seems to emerge from the aforemen- and final dimension, which defines
tioned article—but in liturgical doc- the quality of the architectural work,
trine that inspires the ideas behind the regards its dual capacity to express
design and building of new churches. beauty through its forms while also
Although the root of the question is not being able to communicate its symbolic
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Fig. 2: Interior of the Church of Maria Geburt, Aschaffenburg, Germany.
Neo-Gothic building renovated in 2009.
message.
When dealing with a building for
Christian worship, it is not difficult to
understand that it is natural for an architectural work to be conceived in all
three of its dimensions as a response
to the demands of those commissioning the work—in this case, the Church,
which needs these types of buildings to
carry out its liturgical life.
Historical Context of the Problem
In light of what has been said, it
becomes rather clear that during the
historical development of sacred architecture, when a church as a building
loses its identity, it is most likely due
to changes in ecclesial life that are expressed in new and diverse liturgical
forms. The architectural monument is
a response to these liturgical forms. At
this point, it seems necessary to identify what particular historical moment
this might have been.
If we observe churches and monuments from past to present aspiring
to be expressions of a Catholic sacred
architecture, we can conclude that it
would not be completely correct to
consider Baroque the most recent style
capable of offering a Catholic template for a church (fig. 1), as suggested
by Professor Paolucci in his article.
Indeed, while this style marked the
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last great artistic current coming from
the heart of the Catholic Church, other
styles that developed later cannot be
overlooked—for example, Neo-Classicism and revivals such as Neo-Gothic
and Neo-Romanesque. They offered
many good contributions to sacred architecture, keeping in continuity with
tradition a model of beauty, functionality, and symbolic efficacy, as well as
reflecting Catholic identity. This was
possible because the liturgy had not
undergone such substantial changes
as to require altering the structure of
the sacred space. As a result, the forms
of style have been appropriate for the
requirements of the one and the same
liturgy.
The Architectural Key to the Problem
Another observation becomes
evident concerning the key area of
every liturgical space: the altar. It is
quite evident that the most visible architectural element of the liturgical
reform following the Second Vatican
Ecumenical Council was the turning
of the altar towards the people with
the resulting change in position of the
celebrant. With amazement, however,
it is to be noted that in its constitution
on the sacred liturgy, Sacrosanctum
concilium, the Council offered no rules
concerning such a change. Instead,

the postconciliar document Inter oecumenici noted: “The main altar should
preferably be freestanding, to permit
walking around it and celebration
facing the people.”3 Nevertheless, in
practice, this disposition of the altar
marked a distinctive sign of the liturgical reform promoted by the Second
Vatican Council, to the point of allowing a rushed adoption in churches by
placing a second altar in front of the
“old” altar. Thus, the template of the
altar facing the people became, with
the passing of time (now over half a
century), a real diktat which has only
recently become a topic of debate.
Discussion over the orientation of the
altar, already profoundly dealt with by
contemporary theologians and liturgists, unfortunately has also been the
center of often sterile and inconclusive
debates, not infrequently portrayed
absurdly in terms of progressivism
(versus populum) against traditionalism
(versus Deum).
The Consequences of the “Copernican Revolution” Regarding the Altar
The first consequence of the new
placement of the altar is the unilateral
insistence on the dialogical character
it implies. It is clear that the dialogical form is part of the essence of the
liturgy, as the many dialogues between
the faithful and the priest called for in
the rubrics demonstrate.
At the same time, in the case of the
altar, this dialogue acquires a very
unique nuance, since the Eucharistic
Prayer is the great prayer of the entire
Mystical Body directed to the Father in
the Holy Spirit. This explains why the
altar, when facing the assembly, creates
a dialogical structure whose participants are the celebrant and the people
(fig. 2). Instead, with the other disposition, it was clear that the axis of communication linked the people to God
through the celebrant. As a result, it
could be said that the new orientation
of the altar, versus populum, makes the
divine axis less clear and the other two
subjects of communication—the priest
and the lay faithful—more evident.
In other words, we have gone from a
spatial form clearly founded on transcendence and directed towards a
precise focal point to a distribution of
the spaces based on immanence and,
therefore, flexibility—open to free
creativity and to the protagonism of
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the subjects involved. It is necessary
to note that in this new arrangement
the risk of making arbitrary choices is
rather high. This change brought forth
the keen observation of then-cardinal
Joseph Ratzinger, who stated in an
interview: “The great danger of our
times for the liturgy is that . . . a mentality prevails according to which it is
enough to ‘create’ a liturgy corresponding to our own ideas and making the
community itself the protagonist.”4
The second consequence is of a semantic nature, in that the new position occupied by the celebrant calls
us to view the altar more like a meal
table rather than a sacrificial altar. This
implies an emphasis on the convivial
character of the Eucharist as opposed to
the sacrificial nature of the Sacrament.
It is not by chance that many altars detached from the wall have taken on the
form of a table (fig. 3) around which
the “participants”—including the celebrant—would ideally take their places.
The transformation from the altar
form to that of the meal table has been
praised by many as an authentic return
to our roots, with the argument that the
Church should revive in its liturgical
forms the meal in which Jesus instituted the Sacrament. Nevertheless, in the
first place, it cannot be overlooked that
that very meal had a sacrificial nature.
Secondly, Jesus Himself instituted
the Eucharist, referencing explicitly
His sacrifice on the Cross. Therefore,
Benedict XVI rightly affirmed: “By his
command to ‘do this in remembrance of
me’ (Lk 22:19; 1 Cor 11:25), . . . the Lord
expresses, as it were, his expectation
that the Church, born of his sacrifice,
will receive this gift, developing under
the guidance of the Holy Spirit the liturgical form of the sacrament. The remembrance of his perfect gift consists
not in the mere repetition of the Last
Supper, but in the Eucharist itself, that
is, in the radical newness of Christian
worship.”5 This does not mean an abolition of the convivial nature of the Eucharist (since it continues to be the “Eucharistic banquet,” but not a banquet
recalling the Last Supper), but rather, a
celebration that is an anticipation of the
eschatological banquet.
A third consequence lies in the implicit relativism in some rubrics concerning the placement of the various
liturgical elements in the presbyteral
area. It is obvious then that once the
centrality assigned to the altar disappears as the point of convergence for

the eyes of the celebrant and congregation, the strong symmetry, which is a
sign of a stable and solemn order, also
breaks down into a free dislocation of
all the objects that make up the immediate area around altar. Thus, it could
be said that the transformation of the
altar has spread into a type of “telluric
current” involving all the other liturgical elements (including the tabernacle,
the celebrant’s chair, the ambo, the crucifix, the candlesticks, etc.), such that
they begin to float in space according
to the whim of the architect and the
imagination of whoever commissions
the edifice on behalf of the church.
A Meaningful Example
An example can clarify the concept
here. The instruction Inter oecumenici
states, “At the discretion of the Ordinary, the cross and candlesticks required on the altar for the various liturgical rites may also be placed next
to it.” To put it simply, with this norm,
the placement of these sacred vessels is
basically relativized: the cross and candlesticks are “required on the altar” but
“may also be placed next to it.”6 This
placement has been interpreted in practice as a go-ahead to remove the cross
from the altar and place it elsewhere
(next to, behind, right or left, etc.), as if
the cross were an obstacle to dialogue
among the participants at the Eucharistic banquet. In practice, the result has
been that the cross is no longer placed
on the altar.
The one who reported this error in
liturgical furnishings was none other
than the same Joseph Ratzinger—Benedict XVI—who wrote: “The cross can
serve as the interior ‘east’ of faith. It
should stand in the middle of the altar
and be the common point of focus for
both priest and praying community
. . . Moving the altar cross to the side
to give an uninterrupted view of the
priest is something I regard as one of
the truly absurd phenomena of the
recent decades. Is the cross disruptive
during Mass? Is the priest more important than the Lord?”7 This timely
observation shows not only how the
orientation of the altar is linked to the
cross on top of it, but also how the disconnection of the two elements can
influence the attitude of those participating in the liturgical celebration. Of
course, Cardinal Ratzinger expressed
these observations as a theologian, but
he was also aware as a liturgist that one
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cannot simply change everything in a
church, because “stability is needed”
for the liturgy. Also, a radical return sic
et simpliciter to the Baroque altar would
cause confusion.
At this point, however, architects
would need to give an authoritative
opinion that responds to the real core
of the issue regarding the orientation
of the altar. This challenge might find
a response to the extent that people
put aside any strange ideologies that
go against the authentic spirit of the
liturgy. This danger exists, as Cardinal
Ratzinger reminded us: “Some liturgists would like you to believe that any
idea not in full agreement with their
rubrics would be a step backwards.
This cannot be! This is a biased attitude! We need to reflect with an open
mind and not immediately dismiss
every reflection, accusing it of being
‘partisan to Saint Pius V.’”8
In Conclusion
In light of these brief reflections, it
could be said that a beautiful, functional, and symbolically effective building
able to serve as a model cannot appear
mysteriously out of nowhere, but as a
result of an authoritative and precise
orientation in terms of sacred architecture on the part of the Church, just
as has taken place in previous times.
This will happen, however, only when
the Church will be able to speak clear
words to architects regarding liturgical matters, so as to avoid misleading
interpretations. Indeed, a look through
history teaches us to appreciate that the
great buildings for worship we have
today in front of our eyes are the result
of clear doctrinal concepts, anchored
in tradition, but at the same time open
to the historical needs of the moment.
Indicative are the treatises on sacred
architecture like that of Saint Charles
Borromeo after the Council of Trent.
In every era the Church knew how to
ask artists for expressive forms able to
ever better respond both to the needs
coming from the unchanging and
true spirit of the liturgy and to the legitimate aspirations of contemporary
people. Today this historical law has
become one of the greatest challenges
the Church must urgently face.
Therefore, if in the present, now a
half century after the Second Vatican
Council, we must concede that it is
impossible to identify an architectural
model of a church capable of reflect-

38

Fig. 3: Interior of the Church of San Giuseppe, Monza.
Work by Justus Dahinden from Zurich, 1975.
ing Catholic identity, perhaps it is due
(among other things) to the fact that the
postconciliar liturgical reform is currently in a phase of prudent rethinking, self-examination, and adjustment
following the initial euphoria after the
Council. This explains clearly the rise
of the idea in the liturgical field of a
“reform of the reform,” launched recently by various theologians and liturgists in response to the call of Benedict
XVI. The desired liturgical renewal
should be the result of a new movement whose objective is to bring forth
the authentic patrimony of the Second
Vatican Council, consolidating at the
same time the theological foundations
of the liturgy. At this point, it seems
clear that the new spring in sacred architecture is also linked to the correct
interpretation of the documents of the
Second Vatican Council. In this sense,
it is well known that there is a proliferation of texts regarding the theme of
rereading the conciliar documents according to a hermeneutic of renewal
in continuity, as proposed by Benedict
XVI in his memorable speech to the
Roman Curia of December 22, 2005.
Just as it brought forth a passionate
debate in the theological domain, the
challenge put forward by the pope
emeritus should bring impetus to a
calm and deep reflection in the fields of

liturgy, music, art, and sacred architecture.
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Mystical Light, Mythic Light
Michael Patrick

Some feel that, in the design of
churches, meaning-laden representational imagery and hierarchical space
are unnecessary and, moreover, get
in the way of more important goals.
When presented with the opportunity
to include representative imagery in a
church, they will tend to work until the
representational aspect of the image
has been transformed into an abstraction.
The word “abstraction” is important, although it is a word that could
fruitfully be discussed further than is
possible here. When the word first appeared seven centuries ago, to abstract
something was to “draw away” or
“drag away, detach, pull away, divert,”
and by the fifteenth century it included the meaning “withdrawn or separated from material objects or practical
matters.”1 Interestingly, in the sixteenth

Interior of Saint Engelbert Church in
Köln, Germany.
century there was also introduced a
sense of the word meaning “a smaller
quantity containing the virtue or power
of a greater.”2
Whether it is the “pulling away”
of something or the concentration of
virtue and power in the most minimal
expression possible, abstraction is essentially very different from representation. For this article, the main point
is that abstraction in art and architecture tends to mean the absence of particular historical and personal refer-
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The Architect as Composer
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t lectures and symposia about
Catholic church design in the
United States, a noticeable
dissonance emerges regarding the
elements that today’s architect may use
to create sacred space. Some propose
to use representational iconography,
traditional form, and hierarchy as
design elements. Others propose the
sculpting of natural light and the
abstract, nonrepresentational artistic
composition of modern form as the
basis of the design. Both enthusiastically
embrace the same goal of creating
meaningful religious space, but the latter
are frustrated by the former’s clinging to
outmoded ways of thinking.
There are many forms of beauty in
the world, and a person of integrity
may remain interested in the beauty
and meaning inherent in multiple
design sensibilities. The fact that both
of these approaches has its own internal coherence does not, however, mean
that there are not important differences
between them and the supporting philosophies undergirding each. For the
design of churches, these differences
in approach are particularly poignant,
as “religion” and “spirit” are realms in
which philosophical ideas about the
world and the person are decisive.

The Cathedral of Christ the Light in
Oakland, California.
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ences through representational artistic
devices.
The artistic composition, and the
sense and emotion it brings to a space,
is considered by some to be the true
carrier of meaning. Only as abstractions
can objects, freed from historical and
personal reference, participate fully
in a total artistic composition whose
importance is central, per se, to the
spiritual meaning of the structure. The
church designer here is the composer of
the spiritual experience, brought about
through the total artistic composition
of form, material, space, and light, with
natural light as the focus and pinnacle
of that expression.
Meaning and Light
While granting the beauty possible
in the above approach, representational
imagery, hierarchy, and certain aspects
of traditional form seem to be uniquely
capable of bearing the specificity of historical and personal meaning that is essential to Catholicism and therefore to
the design of a Catholic church building.
These elements can only be brought
into our experience through the sophisticated use of natural light on many
levels. However, light and artistic composition, in the design of a church, are
better used to play a supporting and
intertwining role with representational
images and with forms that appear to
have gravity and weight—not the lead
role in which light appears as pure
essence, in relation to abstract form
that attempts to relieve itself of gravity
and weight.
There is a parallel discussion, very
much at play in the above world of
church design, between Catholic theology and a spiritualism that has roots
in the spirit/body dualism of Gnosticism. Stated too crudely, Gnosticism
is an ancient conviction that there is a
good force associated with the spirit
or heaven and a bad force associated
with the body or earth—and life is a
battle for the freeing of the spirit from
the bondage of the body. The article
“The New Gnosticism” by Dr. Benjamin Wiker3 is an excellent exposition
of how this way of thinking has expe-
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rienced a resurgence in modern times
and is essential to many aspects of our
modern culture.
Catholicism, however, has always
asserted that this is a false understanding of the state of things—that evil is
not equal and opposite to good, but
rather the absence of goodness. Similarly, Catholicism has always rejected
the idea that life is about the victory
of the soul over the body in a way that
destroys or discards the latter. Victory
is sought after and claimed, but it is
the victory of education and order, not
of destruction and elimination. And it
leaves soul and body bound together
and stronger for it.
Because body, earth, and groundedness matter so much in this view of
the world, representational arts that
express particular and personal stories
of real lives are essential to the creation
of Catholic religious space.
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Mystical Light
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Interior of the Church of San Giorgio Maggiore, Venice.

The statue of Saint Teresa in Ecstasy by Bernini in Santa Maria della Vittoria, Rome, is
illuminated with natural light from a window above.
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Mystical light is used in support of
a vision of religious space that is simultaneously human and divine. It
celebrates the embodied nature of ourselves and our God (via Jesus Christ),
on the one hand, and the gift of soul
and intellect that allows us to grasp the
transcendent truths of God and Creation, on the other. These are mysteries
of the Catholic faith, and light plays a
role in the engagement of this mystical
experience in a mutual revealing that
educates the complete person. The following observations help to illustrate
this:
1. The mind is educated by images,
words, hierarchy, order, design, and
movement. It is educated by specific,
concrete connections to others and to
the past. Natural light is here used to
bring to life images of historic and personal significance, to dance within the
layers of architectural orders that resonate with us in proportion and scale,
to pick out the most significant texts in
letters larger than life in order to fill the
soul with truth and goodness, to orient
us to what is most important, and to
draw us to it.
2. Natural light reveals shapes and
colors, delights the eye in a play of
highlight and shadow across articulated surfaces, and marks time as it
enters shaped windows and arches
with gently changing angles of repose.
The body’s engagement with the concreteness of the religious world is made
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stronger through natural light.
3. Etsuro Sotoo, the Japanese master
of the stone works at the Basilica of the
Sagrada Família in Barcelona, has said
that it is he who is educated by the
stone in how to carve it—not the other
way around, as if he could somehow
tell the stone how to behave. In a
Catholic understanding, our minds do
not overbear our bodies or lead them
with absolute authority. Instead, our
bodies themselves teach us a great deal
and reveal to us something important
about who we are. Similarly, material
and form in return reveal the presence
of light and give it shape. Without the
bodily and the material, light and the
spirit are nothing to our senses.
These are natural observations
related to religious conceptions that
are intrinsic to Catholicism, which
is fundamentally about the Incarnation—that is, about embodied spirit in
the Person of Christ. They engage the
whole person: flesh, intellect, spirit,
and emotion. They are historical, of a
particular time and relating to specific
events of the past.
In the aforementioned ways, composition is used as a means to allow
deeper engagement with a specific
historical narrative. This narrative is
essential to Catholicism, even when it
is dense, self-conflicting, and imperfect, like the people who engage in it.
Composition here is illustrated and
enlivened by natural light introduced
with expertise. The architect uses
natural light in conjunction with representational art and traditional form
in a mutual act of revealing each in the
presence of the other. These and their
relation become the essential elements
in the creation of religious space.
The composition achieved through
this approach is open and allows augmentation. The strength of an organizing narrative allows other stories to be
added over time, so that the building of
the church is truly the work of generations, not the master stroke of a single
genius frozen in time.
In this approach, means are directed
toward their proper ends. The interplay of natural light, material form,
and representational image is the
means, which helps to bring about the
religious experience as the end.
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Basilica of the Sagrada Família, Barcelona.

Mythic Light
Mythic light is used to create spiritual space, with light composed and

The circular oculus in the dome of the Pantheon, Rome, allows a beam of light to play
over the coffers and interior architecture.
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Interior of the Cathedral of Christ the Light, Oakland, California.
sculpted in relation to abstract form
and material. It has these characteristics:
1. It is diffuse, preferring disconnection from the specificity of pressing realities and therefore denying intelligibility, as a matter of principal, in favor
of ethereal otherworldliness.
2. It is preferential toward feeling
and emotion for their own sake, driven
by the will, ideally freed from constraint. It therefore tends toward the
bodiless, denying the body in favor of
an interior state of separation from—or
control over—bodily experience.
These are concepts that relate well to
certain non-Catholic spiritualities, yet
fail to engage significant parts of Catholic religiosity.
Mythic light denies connection to
any particular time. The destruction of
a sense of one’s place in time and relation to other times allows only the compositional setting of the “now” to have
meaning. The meaning of the space is
entirely contained in the total artistic
composition, with natural light as its
summit and crown. Narrative and representational imagery are not allowed.
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The result is a closed statement allowing no augmentation. Any change to
the space destroys the architect’s total
artistic composition. Since the composition carries all the meaning, if the
unique composition is modified, the
meaning is destroyed. The means have
been confused with the ends.

vated Catholic churches throughout
North America. If these elements can
continually find new expression in the
extension and transformation of the
tradition of sacred architecture, the architecture of the Church will be continually reborn without losing sight of its
most important mission.



Conclusion
Representational imagery, hierarchy,
order, and form related to the human
scale—all illuminated and enlivened
by natural light in a mutual act of revelation—are required to tell the Christian narrative. Natural light and artistic
composition in themselves, regardless
of how masterfully they are composed,
are not capable of carrying meaning in
this way. The Christian narrative is required to allow the Christian to locate
himself or herself in the context of
the communion of saints, which is the
Body of Christ unfolding in this space
and time.
This is written with the hope that
this approach may increasingly be employed in the design of new and reno-
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Hail, Mother of Mercy:
Homily at the Opening of the Holy Doors
In the Basilica di Santa Maria Maggiore, Rome
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His Holiness Pope Francis

alve, Mater Misericordiae!
With this invocation we turn
to the Blessed Virgin Mary in
the Roman basilica dedicated to her
under the title of Mother of God. It is
the first line of an ancient hymn which
we will sing at the conclusion of this
Holy Eucharist. Composed by an
unknown author, it has come down to
us as a heartfelt prayer spontaneously
rising up from the hearts of the faithful: “Hail Mother of mercy, Mother of
God, Mother of forgiveness, Mother of
hope, Mother of grace, and Mother full
of holy gladness.” In these few words
we find a summary of the faith of generations of men and women who, with
their eyes fixed firmly on the icon of
the Blessed Virgin, have sought her intercession and consolation.
It is most fitting that on this day
we invoke the Blessed Virgin Mary
above all as Mother of mercy. The door
we have opened is, in fact, a Door of
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Interior of the Basilica di Santa Maria Maggiore, Rome.

The Holy Doors of Santa Maria Maggiore.

Mercy. Those who cross its threshold
are called to enter into the merciful
love of the Father with complete trust
and freedom from fear; they can leave
this basilica knowing—truly knowing
—that Mary is ever at their side. She is
the Mother of mercy because she bore
in her womb the very Face of divine
mercy: Jesus, Emmanuel, the Expectation of the nations, the “Prince of
Peace” (Is 9:5). The Son of God, made
incarnate for our salvation, has given
us His Mother, who joins us on our pilgrimage through this life, so that we
may never be left alone, especially at
times of trouble and uncertainty.
Mary is the Mother of God; she is
the Mother of God who forgives, who
bestows forgiveness—and so we can
rightly call her Mother of forgiveness.
This word—“forgiveness”—so misunderstood in today’s world, points
to the new and original fruit of Christian faith. A person unable to forgive
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was obtained by the death of Jesus may
reach all men and women in every age
(cf. Jn 20:19-23).
The Marian hymn continues:
“Mother of hope and Mother of grace,
Mother of holy gladness.” Hope, grace,
and holy gladness are all sisters: they
are the gift of Christ—indeed, they are
so many names written on His body.
The gift that Mary bestows in offering us Jesus is the forgiveness which
renews life, enables us once more to do
God’s will and fills us with true happiness. This grace frees the heart to
look to the future with the joy born of
hope. This is the teaching of the Psalm:
“Create in me a clean heart, O God,
and put a new and right spirit within
me. … Restore to me the joy of your
salvation” (Ps 51:10, 12). The power of
forgiveness is the true antidote to the
sadness caused by resentment and vengeance. Forgiveness leads to joy and
serenity because it frees the heart from
thoughts of death, whereas resentment
and vengeance trouble the mind and
wound the heart, robbing it of rest and
peace. What horrible things are resentment and vengeance.
Let us, then, pass through the Holy
Door of Mercy knowing that at our side
is the Blessed Virgin Mary, the Holy
Mother of God, who intercedes for us.
Let us allow her to lead us to the rediscovery of the beauty of an encounter
with her Son, Jesus. Let us open wide
the doors of our heart to the joy of forgiveness, conscious that we have been
given new confidence and hope, and
thus make our daily lives a humble instrument of God’s love.
And with the love and affection of
children, let us cry out to Our Lady
as did the faithful people of God in
Ephesus during the historic Council:
“Holy Mother of God!” I invite you to
repeat together this acclamation three
Pope Francis enters the Holy Doors into the side aisle of Santa Maria Maggiore.
times, aloud and with all your heart
has not yet known the fullness of love. Son.
and with all your love: “Holy Mother
Only one who truly loves is able to
For us, Mary is an icon of how the of God! Holy Mother of God! Holy
forgive and forget. At the foot of the Church must offer forgiveness to those Mother of God!”
Cross, Mary sees her Son offer Himself who seek it. The Mother of forgiveness
totally, showing us what it means to teaches the Church that the forgiveness
love as God loves. At that moment she granted on Golgotha knows no limits.
W
heard Jesus utter words which prob- Neither the law with its quibbles nor
ably reflected what He had learned the wisdom of this world with its disfrom her as a child: “Father, forgive tinctions can hold it back. The Church’s
them; for they do not know what they forgiveness must be every bit as broad
are doing” (Lk 23:24). At that moment, as that offered by Jesus on the Cross This homily was given by His Holiness Pope
Mary became for all of us the Mother of and by Mary at His feet. There is no Francis on January 1, 2016, the Solemnity
forgiveness. Following Jesus’s example other way. It is for this purpose that the of the Mother of God in the Extraordinary
and by His grace, she herself could Holy Spirit made the apostles the effec- Jubilee Year of Mercy.
forgive those who killed her innocent tive ministers of forgiveness, so what
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A Playful Inventiveness
Gothic Wonder: Art, Artifice and the
Decorated Style (1290–1350). By Paul
Binski. London, England: Yale University Press, 2014. 448 pp. ISBN
9780300204001. £40.00.
Reviewed by Jason Baxter

P

aul Binski’s Gothic Wonder: Art,
Artifice, and the Decorated Style
(1290–1350) is meant to do more
than contribute to an understudied
chapter of the history of English Gothic
architecture. Binski does, of course, hope
his book will do that for the so-called
Decorated Style, but, more importantly,
he invites us to a fresh experience. Indeed,
his goal is to liberate the architecture
of the period from the constrictive
theories of the last two centuries, which
have not been “especially interested
in experience” and in which “the
apprehension of outward appearances,
the beauty of surfaces that make things
powerful, is dulled” (vii). To do this,
Binski adopts a “holistic reading,”
which “accords much better with the
evidence of medieval and premedieval
attitudes to that which was pleasurably
persuasive” (45). In other words, to
get at this period with the magnifying
glass, Binksi must also view his subject
through a telescope. And so his book also
takes on deep-seated, aesthetic theories
operative in medieval culture from the
age of Constantine; considers Norman,
Mediterranean, and northern European
architectural precedents; critiques the
historiography of the English Gothic;
argues theoretically against materialist
explanations for the origin of the Gothic;
considers the reception of the English
Gothic; and, finally, explores the links
between grandiose architecture and the
contemporary miniature arts.
But this is not to say that he does not
have a basic story to tell. Binski begins
working from within the paradigm of
the English Gothic as “marginal,” inherited from Bony and Panofsky. In
his influential study, Bony discussed
the Decorated Style as what happened
when the Rayonnant went to England,
a country Bony described as given to
the imaginative, empirical, and playful,
as opposed to the academic, scholastic, and rational French. While French
building became sclerotic and overthought, Gothic forms played freely on
the English margin before returning to
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France to reinvigorate the Gothic in the
form of the Flamboyant style (43–45).
Binski is not persuaded by such
explanations of English dreaminess,
based on climate and race (50ff.).
Rather, as we have said, he aims at a
holistic reading, rooted in economic
history and medieval aesthetic theory
in addition to such formal architectural analysis. His alternative explanation, then, begins with an interesting
fact: of the thirty tallest sacred buildings in Europe only one is English (or
two, if you count the tower of Ely).
The English simply did not do the
“megagothic” (33–36). The fact is the
campaigns of that great generation of
ambitious builders in northern France,
who strove to erect naves of titanic
scale, were economically exhausting.
Northern France remained a graveyard
of soaring but half-completed cathedrals. However, this did not mean that
English royal and episcopal patrons
were any less motivated than their
French predecessors to create displays
of magnificentia. The solution came in
the form of creating spaces that were
equally splendid, but in a different
way: “The scale of these older monuments was now beyond imitation . . .
but not their inventive prowess” (45).
The English builders, rather, sought
to incarnate wonder by putting on
display the intricacy of design, thus
creating “the aesthetic of the fourteenth
century,” which comprises a “stress
on variety to the point of curiosity.”
Binski continues, noting the style’s
“seemingly endless playful inventive-

ness at the level of the humorous and
the grotesque as well as the great and
beautiful, its persistence with practices of lavish detailed decoration with
sculpture and marble, its love of mixed
coloured, patterned and modelled surfaces, of polychromy” (30). Brightness,
color, and varietas were important
medieval aesthetic qualities too. They,
in addition to sheer size, conveyed a
“talismanic aura,” which irradiated out
of the surface of holy places and was
noted and described in medieval travel
accounts (22–35). The English Decorated Style, then, as embodied in Ely,
Exeter, and Lincoln, can be “located . .
. within a more widespread and longstanding European tradition of aesthetics . . . splendour, radiance, sparkle,
richness, complexity and the colour” of
the skin of the building (25).
Binski’s Gothic Wonder does for architectural history what Mary Carruthers
(whom he quotes often) has done for
medieval aesthetics. Carruthers’s The
Experience of Beauty in the Middle Ages
is a brilliant book that updates and
complements those classic discussions of medieval theories of beauty
by Umberto Eco and Edgar de Bruyne
with a description of medieval psychological, rhetorical, and “sensual” encounters with beauty. In a similar way,
Binski’s book complements such works
as von Simson’s Gothic Cathedral. Von
Simson beautifully described those
aetherial and pure medieval conceptions of order and light; Binski adds to
that the vagaries of patronage, place,
and craftsmanship: in short, concrete
experience within historical time. Binski’s then is a kind of postmodern masterpiece, a work of extraordinary diversity and breadth. And it is successful.
He, rather like a jeweler who turns a
gem, holds his subject up to examine
its full range of prismatic angles. And
doing so, he induces fresh wonder.


Dr. Jason Baxter is assistant professor of
humanities and art history at Wyoming
Catholic College. His research focuses on
the platonic influence on Dante’s Divine
Comedy, the twelfth-century Gothic
worldview, and the medieval roots of
Renaissance humanism.
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Every Stone and Brick is Dear to Me
Photo: curiouscatontherun.wordpress.com

City of Saints: A Pilgrimage to John Paul
II’s Kraków. By George Weigel with
Carrie Gress and Stephen Weigel. New
York: Image, Crown Publishing Group,
2015. 336 pp. ISBN 9780553418903.
$15.00.
Reviewed by John Sikorski

P

ope Emeritus Benedict XVI, a
close collaborator of Saint John
Paul II (Karol Wojtyła) for over
twenty years, recently summarized John
Paul’s courage and faith. “He did not
seek applause, nor did he look around
anxiously, wondering how his decisions
would be received. He acted on the basis
of faith and his insight, and was willing
even to suffer blows.” The cultural,
historical, religious, and architectural
milieu in Kraków of the early twentieth
century, with its experiences of freedom
and oppression, taught John Paul that
the Church must work “not in a political
way, but by awakening in men, through
faith, the forces of genuine liberation.”
In the words of John Paul II, this truth
meant recognizing that “man cannot
live without love . . . his life is senseless,
if love is not revealed to him, if he does
not encounter love . . . if he does not
participate intimately in it.”
In this pilgrim’s guide to Kraków,
co-authors George Weigel (reflections),
Carrie Gress (historical notes), and
Stephen Weigel (photography) work together to introduce a city that, through
John Paul II, has come to be inextricably linked to the life of the universal
Church. First, in Wojtyła’s “student
pathways,” we meet unsung heroes
whose role in Wojtyła’s life was key
to his future vocation. These include
the stalwart Prince Adam Cardinal
Sapieha, who ran an underground
seminary and who boldly offered stale
bread at a dinner reception for Nazi
governor Hans Frank as an expression
of solidarity with his oppressed people,
and the tailor-mystic Jan Tyranowski,
who introduced Wojtyła to figures such
as Saint John of the Cross. Next, in his
“priestly pathways,” we follow the
young Father Wojtyła through his pastoral accompaniment of young people
and married couples, such as Servant
of God Jerzy Ciesielski, a married engineer whose conversations with Wojtyła
led to the book Love and Responsibility
and John Paul II’s theology of the body.

Saint Mary’s Basilica in the
Market Square of Kraków
On pilgrimage with the young
Bishop Wojtyła (who was consecrated at age thirty-eight), we encounter
his Christian humanism in the face of
Marxist ideology and come to see that
his battles with state officials over the
building of churches were really but a
subset of the battle of the human condition: to make of our hearts and souls
a fitting dwelling for the Lord. Finally,
in his papal return to Poland, we encounter Saint Maximilian Kolbe and
Saint Faustyna Kowalska, whose sacrificial love and confidence in Divine
Mercy offer hope during the Second
World War; we end with a foray into
the Polish mountains to recall that the
essence of Christian life is to live radically converted Eucharistic lives.
Weigel does not disappoint by including key texts, such as the concluding homily from the 1979 papal pilgrimage to Poland, a nine-day journey
which “changed the world” by reminding the Polish nation of its spiritual, cultural, and historical patrimony, leading
to the Solidarity movement and the fall
of European communism. “And so,
before I leave you, I wish to give one
more look to Kraków, this Kraków in
which every stone and every brick is
dear to me. . . . I beg you once again to
accept that whole of the spiritual legacy
that goes by the name of ‘Poland,’ with
the faith, hope, and charity that Christ
poured into us . . . I beg you, never to
lose truth, do not be defeated, do not be
discouraged.”
These stones and bricks of Kraków,
from its Romanesque and medieval
churches to its Baroque cloisters—all
expressions of its Catholic culture, with
overflowing churches and a preponderance of priests and religious (the
archdiocese has one hundred more
parishes than the Diocese of Rome)—
justly merited the observation by
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Giovanni Paolo Murante in 1596 that
“if there were no Rome, Kraków would
be Rome.” This saying surely holds
true over four hundred years later. As
the Church in western Europe turns
Gothic churches into museums or sells
Baroque chapels for brew pubs (or
worse), anybody visiting Kraków can
see that the renovated brick towers of
Saint Mary’s Basilica or Wawel Castle,
deliberately neglected by the communist regime, are now witnesses to a new
springtime of the faith.
The shrines, monuments, and civic
spaces that formed Wojtyła (and have
since been transformed by him) have
witnessed the martyrdoms of defenders of religious freedom, from Saint
Stanisław in ancient times to steel
mill workers in modern times; they
have seen processions in honor of the
saints (and led by saints) and military
parades of occupying thugs; they have
faced deterioration from soot and acid
rain from communist industry. Yet,
in the newly renovated Kraków, they
persist in expressing the deep faith and
commitment to freedom that prepared
Wojtyła for the Chair of Peter in a way
that only God in His Providence could
have envisioned.
In this guide we reflect upon grace
and redemption, human dignity and
freedom, sin and mercy, culture and
faith, friendship and communion, and
are left convinced that, for Wojtyła,
as for us, the only way to understand
who we are is to understand the places
we have come from; it is to see that
our place within history is a subset
of Christ’s work in salvation history,
leading us one day from our homes,
cities, and churches to the Father ’s
house, the eternal City of God where
Saint John Paul now sings the praises
of the Holy Trinity.


John Sikorski, MTS, is a doctoral candidate
in moral theology at the University of Notre
Dame and a student of Wojtyła’s thought.
His family is from Kraków and he has spent
significant portions of his life there. Contact
him at jsikors2@nd.edu.
Endnotes
1. Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI, “It Became Increasingly Clear
to Me that John Paul II Was a Saint,” in Stories about Saint John
Paul II, ed. Wlodzimierz Redzioch, trans. Michael J. Miller (San
Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2015) 22.
2. Saint John Paul II, Redemptor hominis (March 4, 1979), no. 10.
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Gucci, Vespucci and Humiliati
From Giotto to Botticelli: The Artistic Patronage of the Humiliati in Florence. By
Julia I. Miller and Laurie Taylor-Michell. University Park, PA: Penn State
University Press, 2015. 264 pp., 84 illustrations. ISBN 9780271065038. $74.95.
Reviewed by Duncan Stroik

Photo: From Giotto to Botticelli

T

he commissioning of sacred
images in a church in one of the
greatest art cities of Europe. A
story of the vicissitudes of the Humiliati
(Humbled Ones), a wealthy religious
order who built substantial churches and
monasteries in northern Italy. People
may know their Church of Madonna
dell’Orto, one of the masterpieces of late
medieval architecture and Renaissance
art in Venice. But their largest house
was the Church of the Ognissanti in
Florence, a building that imitated the
preaching halls of the mendicants, where
the Humiliati patronized some of the
finest artists of their day.
The authors examine the Ognissanti
artwork in its architectural context and
seek to bring out themes that reflect the
charisms of the order. So for instance,
the Ognissanti Madonna by Giotto (ca.
1310), which the authors convincingly
argue was originally on the high altar,
portrays her wearing a white tunic associated with the light grey Humiliati habit and with a pose emphasizing charity. Giotto’s crucifix, probably
originally above the choir screen (now
in the Gucci chapel), and his triangular
Dormition emphasize the corporeality
of Christ and His mother.
Because the Humiliati did not have
prominent founders and only one saint,
the apocryphal Giovanni da Meda,
they took on many of the practices of
the mendicants—especially the Dominicans (although the Humiliati did
not beg)—and borrowed some mendicant themes and artists. This lack of
saints also led to the order’s adoption
of Saints Benedict and Bernard as quasi
founders, who were portrayed, along
with Saint Augustine, in many altarpieces. “Bernard’s extensive writings
on humility, particularly that of Mary,
may have affected the decision to emphasize her humility in these images”
appropriate to an order named Humiliati.
Fifty years after Giotto’s high altarpiece, Giovanni da Milano’s polyptych

Giotto, Ognissanti Madonna, ca. 1310

in the refectory, the first Last Supper
painting in a refectory not to have narrative scenes above (cf Santa Croce,
Sant’Apollonia, Foglino, Passignano).
As the Humiliati declined in
numbers and respect (from 4,000 professed members in 1298 to 170 members
in 1571), they continued to commission
art, though on a smaller level. A terracotta lunette over the front doors, depicting the Coronation of the Virgin
with saints, references the dedication of
the church to All Saints as well as the
high altarpiece inside. Ridolfo Ghirlandaio’s fresco of the Trinity and Coronation in 1530 offers a nice comparison
with his father’s fresco directly across
the nave.
In 1527 the Humiliati were expelled
from Santa Cecilia in Rome for lack of
monastic piety, and one of their own,
Mario Pizzo, wrote of his fellow Humiliati’s sacrilegious behavior (including gluttony and lust), predicting the
end. Pope Paul IV wrote that the Humiliati “non erano umiliati ma umiliandi”
(were not humbled but humiliating).
The Humiliati were sent from their
churches by more vibrant orders, including at the Ognissanti, where the
Observant Franciscans took over in
1561. The final blow came in 1569 when
a Humiliati brother attempted to assassinate Carlo Borromeo in the hope
of stopping the pope’s reform of the
order. Borromeo survived the gunshot,
much like another saintly Karol of
recent times, and forgave the Humiliati conspirators—but Pope Pius V suppressed the male branch of the order.
Not surprisingly, much of their art was
covered over or taken out of the Ognissanti, later ending up at the Uffizi. This
fine book attempts to reconstruct the
locations of the art before the Franciscans renovated, though an actual plan
of the church before 1561 would have
been beneficial. In an interesting development, later some of the ex-Humiliati
churches commissioned altarpieces or
reliquaries in honor of the one who had
attempted to reform and preserve the
order, San Carlo Borromeo.

(a composition more favored by the
mendicants) replaced it. This image,
which has been reconstructed in the
book, had a Coronation of the Virgin
flanked by six choruses: Virginum Martyrum, Martyrum, Apostolorum, Patriarchum, Confessorum, and Prophetarum. The patron may have been the
wealthy Luca Manzuoli, a member of
the community who became Bishop
of Fiesole and a cardinal, and who
was later beatified and is buried in the
church.
Among the other masterpieces commissioned by the Humiliati, with presumably some assistance from lay
patrons, is the reliquary bust of Saint
Rossore by Donatello (ca. 1425). Having
a side altar and relics of this saint on
whose feast day the Florentines won
the Battle of San Romano encouraged
devotion at the church. Along the side
of the nave, in the Amerigo Vespucci
chapel, Domenico Ghirlandaio painted
a fresco of the Madonna of Mercy above
the Lamentation of Christ in 1475. The
theme of charity relates the Virgin’s
intercession to Christ’s sacrifice and
may reflect the patron’s support for the
hospital of the Madonna dell’Umiltà
nearby. It is believed that the Vespuccis also commissioned Ghirlandaio

and Botticelli to paint frescoes of Saint
Jerome and Saint Augustine (scholar
saints and friends) on the choir screen.
Botticelli’s tomb can be found in the Duncan Stroik is the editor of
floor of the chapel of Simone Vespucci. Sacred Architecture.
Ghirlandaio also painted a Last Supper
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From the Publishing Houses

The Toledo Cathedral exemplifies a synthesis of cultures in its expression of Spanish High Gothic.
Sacred Liturgy: The Source and Summit of the Life and Mission of the Church.
Ed. by Dom Alcuin Reid. San Francisco,
California: Ignatius Press, 2013. 446 pp.
ISBN 9781586177867. $21.95.

Toledo Cathedral: Building Histories in
Medieval Castile. By Tom Nickson. University Park, Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2015.
324 pp. ISBN 9780271066455. $89.95.

This book is a compilation of papers
given at the Sacra Liturgia 2013 Conference in Rome for the fiftieth anniversary of Sancrosanctum concilium. During
the international conference to study
and promote liturgical formation and
celebration the twenty-one presenters
discussed the vital role of the sacred
liturgy at the core of the Church and
its effect on lay and religious life, evangelization, and sacred architecture and
music.

The Spolia Churches of Rome: Recycling
Antiquity in the Middle Ages. By Maria
Fabricius Hansen, translated by Barbara J. Haveland. Nordre Ringgade, Denmark: Aarhus University Press, 2015.
256 pp. ISBN 9788771242102. $34.95.

Placing the cathedral in historical and cultural context in medieval
Toledo, Tom Nickson analyzes and explains the history of a prime example
of Spanish Gothic sacred architecture.
Rich with images, the book addresses
symbolic significance in the cathedral
iconography and the growth of the cathedral throughout its construction and
placement in the city. He explains the
collision of Islamic, Jewish, and Christian cultures in architecture and the
relevant political and cultural effects
throughout medieval Spain.

Divided into two parts, this book
first summarizes the history, use, stylistic features, and significance of spolia and then describes eleven churches
in detail. Each chapter on a church is
accompanied by photographs, drawings, and contextual placement among
noteworthy neighboring churches on a
reference map of Rome. The church descriptions are each structured to include
a general history and case-by-case look
at the exterior and interior.

W

Sacred Spaces: Contemporary Religious
Architecture. By James Pallister. LonW
don, England: Phaidon Press Limited,
The Humanists versus the Reac2015. 240 pp. ISBN 0714868957. $69.95. tionary Avant Garde. By Charles Siegel. Omo Press, 2016. 168 pp. ISBN
In his discussion of the character- 9781941667071. $16.95.
istics of sacred space, James Pallister
highlights thirty contemporary reliCharles Siegel questions contempogious buildings spanning several reli- rary architecture and the meaning of
gions and regions of the world. He ad- progressive design in his book on the
dresses commonalities among diverse nature of architectural expression. He
backgrounds in the way sacred ele- references modernist and postmodernments are expressed and the distinction ist examples and juxtaposes them with
between the transcendence of sacred neo-traditional designs to address and
architecture and transcendent qualities expose the principles behind approachfound in other building typologies. The es to architecture and urbanism. Techmany color images and plans for each nology, culture, and architectural style
of the sacred buildings featured in this are themes throughout this book in an
book allow for an easy visual compari- argument for human and timeless arson of the designs.
chitecture.
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A Guide for Sanctuary and Altar. First
compiled under Cardinal Vaughan.
Kansas City, Missouri: Romanitas Press,
first edition 1881, reprinted 2016. 76 pp.
$14.00.
Originally printed in 1881 with five
subsequent revised editions, this rare
book outlines specific liturgical practices regarding the design, decoration, and
use of the altar, sanctuary, baptistery,
pulpit, sacred vessels, and vestments.
It is concise yet detailed in illustrating
and defining the components necessary for a church and the celebration of
Mass. It is a useful guide for learning
more about the sacred liturgy and the
reasons behind conventions in liturgical furniture and adornment.
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