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The frescoes of Peter Cornelius in the Munich
Ludwigskirche and contemporary criticism

FrRANK BUTTNER

£TER Cornelius, born in 1783 in Diisseldorf, first made a name for

himselfwith his illustrations to Goethe’s Faustand the Nibelungen.! In
1811 he went to Rome, where he became a member of the Brotherhood of
St Luke, the circle of artists around Friedrich Overbeck and Franz Pforr.
These arstists were described scornfully by contemporaries as
Nazarenes, because they aimed to renew Christian art.2 They did not
strive after this goal, as they have often been accused, out of sentimental-
ism or bigoted hypocrisy. Their artistic perceptions were determined by
the knowledge that they were living in an epoch of deepest crisis. The
French Revolution, the end of the Holy Roman Empire of German
nations, and the foreign rule of Napoleon over German countries were
the historical events that formed the horizons of their experience. The
dominating conceptions of art, as taught at that time in the academies,
were, in their opinion, unable to confront the crises of the time. As an
international style, classicism could not make a contribution to that dis-
covery of a national identity that was being sought during the period of
foreign rule. The accusation that they made to the representatives of clas-
sicism was that art had lost its connection with the life of the people. The
development of an autonomous art, free of all external conditions, that
had emerged as an aesthetic precondition around 1800, was in their eyes
a path hastening the decay of art. They hoped to find a way out of this cri-
sis of art by turning back towards the past, by orientating themselves
towards the art of the late middle ages and the time of Diirer. By these
means, they believed, a national art would be able to develop in Germany.
Of fundamental importance to them were those propositions that
Friedrich Schlegel had advanced in his ‘Gemildebeschreibungen’
(‘Descriptions of Pictures’) of 1805.? If — as could be read there ~ the orig-
inal and therefore essential purpose of art was to serve religion, then the
only way in which art could be guided out of its crisis and returned to its
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primal condition was by engaging it once again with religious and public
life. It was Cornelius who came to recognize in Rome that this goal could
beachieved with no other art form better than with fresco painting.* Ifart-
ists were given the opportunity once more to decorate churches, town
halls, or other civic buildings, then they would be able to exert an influ-
ence on public life once more. In this way artists might hope to make a
contribution with their art to overcoming the general crisis of the period.

At first Cornelius did not have the opportunity of realizing this ideal.
The commissions that he received in Rome from the Prussian consul,
Salomon Bartholdi,” and the Marchese Massimo® were important ‘test
cases’; but they involved the decoration of private secular interiors and
did not bring into play the higher goal. In 1818 Ludwig — then still Crown
Prince of Bavaria — summoned Cornelius to Munich and commissioned
him to decorate three rooms of the Glyptothek that had been built by
Klenze.” We know, from the comments of friends, that Cornelius ac-
cepted the commission with alacrity, because it gave him the opportunity
of working in Germany, even though he had to content himselfin the first
place with the myths of antique gods and heroes. The commission that '
the King outlined to him in the autumn of 1828 to decorate the Lud-
wigskirche in Munich, gave him the opportunity of realizing the
Nazarene ideal in a comprehensive manner for the first time.?

Following the destruction of the Second World War, the fresco cyclein
the Ludwigskirche remains the single surviving major work by Peter
Cornelius (fig. 10.1), and at the same time the most important sacred
monumental painting of the Romantics in Germany. Itis a difficult work.
This is reflected in the fact that there was talk for a time in the 1950s of
removing it as part of a scheme for renovating and rearranging the inter-
ior; and also in the fact that in recent art historical literature it has only
received one detailed critical evaluation — that of Herbert von Einem.’

Thefrescoeswerealreadythe cause of dispute atthe time oftheir incep-
tion. When completedin 18 40, they were celebrated by a few as pioneering
achievements; but they were rejected by most because they did notaccord
with the predominant critical standards. This conflict between intention
and critical reception provides a highly instructive example of the
complexities implicit in creating Christian art in the nineteenth century.

The chronology of the project is, briefly, as follows: in late summer
18277 the municipal council of Munich decided to erect a parish church in
the new suburb by the Schwabinger Tor.1° Ludwig I took over this project,
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Figure 10.1
Munich Ludwigskirche, interior.
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in the face of some fierce opposition from the city. He commissioned
Friedrich Girtner to draw up plans for it. At the same time Peter
Cornelius received the commission for the fresco decoration of the
church. An initial scheme was rejected as being too expensive, but the
project that Cornelius laid before Ludwig in july 1829 was approved. The -
design of the whole and the drawing-out of the cartoons took place first. It
was not until 1836 that the building was completed sufficiently for
Cornelius to be able to begin the execution of the frescoes. He himself
only painted the fresco on the apse wall. The execution of the other fres-
coes was entrusted to a large staff of assistants. By the late summer of
1840 the fresco cycle was essentially complete.

The fresco cycle conceived by Cornelius was restricted to the area of
the choir, the intersection of the nave, and the transepts. On the main-
walls of the transepts are the Birth of Christ and the Crucifixion of Christ,
facing each other. In addition, as single figures on each side of the win-
dows, are the Annunciation and Noli me tangere. The flat end wall of the
choir was filled with the Last Judgement. In the vault over the choir God the
Father is represented, surrounded by a group of angels. In the vaults of
the transepts there are the four evangelists as well as the four fathers of
the church. The vault of the intersection of the nave contains the patri-
archs and prophets and the different groups of martyrs and saints of
the Christian church. .

Cornelius had originally hoped to be able to decorate the whole
church, that is the walls of the nave and aisles as well. His first pro-
gramme, which was unfortunately notaccepted, encompassed the whole
history of Divine Revelation from the Creation to Salvation through
Christ and beyond to the Last Judgement.!! Since the proposed costs for
this project went far beyond the amount that the King was prepared to
pay, Cornelius had to reduce the scheme to what has been indicated
above. He did this without narrowing the thematic frame of reference. As
in the original scheme, the Creation and the Last Judgement formed the
polarities of the programme.

Surprisingly, there is confusion in recent literature about the basic
ideas behind the programme. Von Einem, and others before him,
claimed that the theme was ‘the Revelation of the Trinity of God’.12 This is
not incorrect, but it does not account for the bond that connects the two -
poles. The actual theme is the similar illustration of the Symbolum
Apostolicum of the Christian Confession of Faith. Every fresco — from the
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God the Father, the almighty creator of Heaven and Earth in the vault of
the choir, up to the Judgement frescoand those in the vault of the crossing
dedicated to the ‘Sancta ecclesia catholica’ — symbolizes a sentence
of the Credo.

Credo-cycles are common in monumental decoration; but they usu-
ally occur in the form of a sequence of apostles or, occasionally (as in the
example by Cosmas Damian Asam, formerly in the court church of the
Castle at Bruchsal), they are shown as a sequence of personifications.!?
Sequences of pictures, in which the Credo is depicted scenically, are pre-
dominantly to be found in graphic work, as can be seen in the multifari-
ous versions in Block books.! The vault frescoes of the Siena Baptistery
can be cited as one of the few examples of scenic illusiration in monu-
mental painting. It is an example that Cornelius may have known,
although he took no formal stimulus from it. The conception of the
Ludwigskirche cycle was not a re-inscribing of a living iconographical
tradition, but a new beginning and a conscious reconsideration of one
of the central texts of the Church. That Cornelius considered this
tradition deliberately and thoughtfully can also be affirmed by consider-
ing the individual frescoes.

The first picture that Cornelius designed and carried out as a cartoon
was the Crucifixion of Christ (fig. 10.2). When he exhibited the cartoon
(which was drawn in Rome in 1831) in Munich, the public reacted with a
reserve bordering on irritation. This was possibly because the well-known
theme had become uncommon in recentart. Classical theory had banned
the theme from art as ‘repugnant’ material.® Even the Brother-hood of St
Luke had not attempted it previously. The main basis for the irritationlay
however in the conception of Cornelius’s picture, which presented the
well-known theme in a strict and unspectacular form. One saw the group
gathered around the cross, recognized the protagonists, those people who
were familiar from the late medieval Calvaries, and missed precisely what
distinguished those pictures: a pleasure in narrative detail. Anarticle that
Cornelius’s pupil, Ernst Férster, published at that time made it clear that
narrative was lacking in the work of the master, and complained thatitdid
not address one’s feelings.!6 The introduction of an angel and devil above
the crosses of the two thieves was considered to be disruptive and quite
inappropriate for a history painting. Work containing such features
appeared to be a relapse into forms of art that had been superseded long
ago. This is exactly what Cornelius wanted. Twenty years later he wrote in
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Figure 10.2 Peter
Cornelius, Crucifixion
of Christ, 1836—40,
fresco, Munich
Ludwigskirche.

a different connection, ‘One must not be too liberal with angels and dev-
ils; you cannot eat pepper by the spoonful; . . . only in exceptional circum-
stances should such means be used, for example with the Crucifixion,
where Christ appears already as the future judge of the world.”!7 Angel
and devil were introduced as symbols, so that the spectator would make a
connection with the eschatological meaning of the Crucifixion.
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Figure10.3

Peter Cornelius, Birth of
Christ, 1836-40, fresco,
Munich Ludwigskirche.

The more or less openly expressed criticism of the Crucifixion was not
without its effect on Cornelius. In the next cartoon, the Birth of Christ (fig.
10.3) — which was drawn in 18323 and which was intended for the main
fresco of the left transept — he has certainly not revised his concept, buthe
did work it out in more detail. The structure of this picture is no less firm
than that of the Crucifixion. Mary sits, frontally, exactly on the middle axis
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of the picture in front of the stable, that rises above her like a baldacchino.
With outstretched arms she holds a white cloth as an undercover for the
Child, who sits on her lap and is turned to face the spectator, stretching
out his arms in a blessing. The Mother of God and Child are the focus for
both groups of figures, the Kings as well as the Shepherds, who press for-
ward from the left and the right from the depths. While these groups are
arranged in closely fitting symmetry, there dominates in the upper third
of the picture a hieratically strict order around the central vertical, in
which God the Father and Holy Spirit appear surrounded by angels.
Through this pictorially determined vertical axis (which is already con-
tained in the first surviving sketch), the idea of the Trinity is brought for-
ward for the spectator into the foregrouﬂd.

In several respects the design did not maich the accomplishment of
the idea. Cornelius had brought together in his representation the
Adoration of the Shepherds and the Adoration of the Kings — two occur-
rences that took place at different times according to the Church calendar.
From an art-historical point of view, this is not without precedent.
Nevertheless this combination must have given offence to a public for
whom the ‘Unity of Time’ was a binding law of history painting. The
strictly frontal representation of Mother and Child must also have
seemed strange to an age that still saw the Madonnas of Raphael as sym-
bols of maternal love. Mary was emphasized by Cernelius as “Theotokos’,
the bearer of God. The parallelism evidentin the topos of the outstreiched
arms of the Christ Child and of God the Father — one of the Leitmotifs of
the cycle — connects the two, proclaiming their complete identity.

The association of the Birth and the Adoration with the Trinity is also
unusual, although not without precedent. It occurs in traditional iconog-
raphy, particularly in those works dependent upon the vision of St Brigid
of Sweden.'® Cornelius, however, did notdraw on this. His representation
was derived primarily from the iconography of the Baptism of Christ,
which, like the Adoration of the Kings, can be interpreted asarevelation of
the divinity of Christ. With the inclusion of the idea of the Trinityhere, the
thoughts of the spectator become linked to the dogma of the Incarnation.

Even more clearly than in the Crucifixion, Cornelius has de-histori-
cized the biblical event in this representation. It was not the particular
historical event, but its theological meaning that was important. In order
to make the meaning unambiguous, Cornelius took care to eliminate
traditional narrative and genre elements, without completely abandon-
ing the framework of history painting.
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Cornelius had received the impetus for this unusual way of repre-
senting the Birth from contemporary theology. Protestani theology of the
Enlightenment had declared belief in the divinity of Christ to be out-
dated.! For Kant, Christ was no more than ‘The Ideal of God-pleasing
Humanity’.?® Even Catholic theology had become affected by these
developments — although not to the same degree.?! Cornelius answered
such doubts with his representation. In this respect he showed a remark-
able closeness to the philosophy of religion of Schelling.?2 Schelling —
who concentrated completely on incarnation and the crucifixion in his
Christology —emphasized above all the Word becoming Man, something
that could nothappen without the co-operation of the Holy Spirit. In this
process the Word did not become deprived of its Godhead, but only of the
form of God.?? It is precisely this, it appears to me, that Cornelius wished
to make clear in his work.

The most challenging task that Cornelius gave himself in the
Ludwigskirche was the representation of the Last Judgement (fig. 10.4). It
was, howevet, also the theme with which he had been concerned for long-
est. He designed it during a stay in Rome in the summer of 1833, and the
fresco was carried out between 1836 and 1840.

The basic elements of the design are already visible from the entrance
ofthe church. Firstthereisan emphasis on the vertical in the centre of the
picture. Then there is the division of the picture into three horizontal
zones. The spectator is given an obvious point of reference in the forms of
Christ, the apocalyptic angel beneath him, and St Michael on the ground.
The ascension of the blessed on the left and the fall of the damned on the
right provide the side columns of the composition. The upper zone rises
above the movement and unrest that dominates in the lower and middle
zones, by means of its almost static repose. Christ is enthroned between
Mary and the Baptist, the apostles and the prophets. He expresses the
judgement—which means condemnation or salvation - only by means of
the way he is holding hishand. In the first design for the fresco— which is
preserved in a drawing in Basel?* - the Hand of Christ is held defensively
against the side of the damned. In the final preparatory drawing in the
Stadtmuseum at Munich?’ the solution that can be seen in the fresco has
been arrived at. By these means the motif of the outstretched arm finally
became the all-pervading Leitmotif of the divine throughout all the pic-
tures in the cycle.

Previous art-historical knowledge obviously played a particular role in
the conception of this representation of the Last Judgement. Here, too,
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Figure 10.4

Peter Cornelius, Last
Judgement, 1836—40,
fresco, Munich
Ludwigskirche, interior.
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Cornelius is not simply carrying on a living iconographical tradition, but
has created a design that is in dialogue with works that he saw as artistic
prototypes. The range of these works is relatively narrow, and is limited
for the most part to ones of Italian origin. Those that were of particular
importance to him were the Judgement fresco in the Campo Santo in
Pisa, Giotto’s fresco in the Arena Chapel, Signorelli’s cycle in Orvieto,
and, above all, Michelangelo’s fresco in the Sistine Chapel. He ignored
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the innumerable Judgement depictions in the art of the late Renaissance
and the Baroque. Itis not possible to go into all the art historical connec-
tions here. Two works will be used to exemplify the process.?

Cornelius had studied closely the frescoes of the Campo Santo in Pisa
during his first stay in Italy. He took over certain motifs from the repre-
sentation of the Last Judgement there, without copying them precisely.
Above all, the emphasis on the vertical axis and the relationship of
Michael and the apbcalyptic angel surrounded by trumpeting angels are
prefigured there. The narrative treatment of the bodies in the scene in
which the good become separated from the wicked may have remained in
his memory from there. On the other hand the comparison shows how
Cornelius handled the resurrection of the bodies in a restrained manner
and how he avoided the depiction of the punishments of hell.

Michelangelo’s fresco in the Sistine Chapel undoubtedly played a key
role for Cornelius. He took the basic idea of the arrangement of the
composition from Michelangelo, including the division of the work into
three zones. Similarly, the motif of the ascending and descending souls
relates back to Michelangelo. Despite this, the difference between the
conceptions of thetwo works is great. Ithas been asserted frequently, with
justice, that Michelangelo has visualized the ‘Dies Irae’.?” A huge move-
ment emanates from the figure of Christ, a dynamic that is at the same
time ceniripetal and cenirifugal. The most violent movement is to be
found in the middle zone. The group of trumpeting angels appear as a
multitudinous echo of the form of Christ. The ascension of the souls on
thelefi side of the picture is no gentle movement, but rather an energetic
conquest of gravity. The fall of the damned on the opposite side is a raging
battle. In the lower zone, on the left side, the resurrection is shown as an
awakeningin whichtheleaden weight of the sleep of death can still be felt.
Therighthalfofthe picture includes the representation of hell. In this, the
old motif of the damned being driven through the Jaws of Hell is replaced
by Charon, who drives the souls towards Minos, the judge of their doom.

Inthefrescoin the Ludwigskirche there is also alarge variety of motifs
suggesting movement. Despite this the spectator does not get the sense
of a dynamic event taking place in the present. Unlike Michelangelo,
Cornelius represents the zone of heaven as one of rest. There is no per-
ceptible force emanating from Christ that could be understood as the
cause of all the movement. The subsidiary figures are arranged in sirict
order around him. The motif of Deesis, that Michelangelo abandoned in
favour of the unprecedented representation of Mary sitting near Christ,
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hasbeen revived by Cornelius. He appears to have taken it from Raphael’s
‘Disputa’, as well as that of including the apostles as assistant judges.

Thetendency towards schematization can be seen clearly in the group
of angels beneath Christ. The angel of the Apocalypse displays the Book
of Life virtually without movement. Only the expression on its face, sur-
rounded by flying hair, makes us aware of a huge inner turbulence. The
greatest amount of movement is found, naturally, in the falling group of
the damned. It is here that are found the most connections between the
fresco of the Ludwigskirche and that in the Sistine Chapel. By contrast,
Cornelius has represented the movement of the ascending souls in a far
more schematic manner than Michelangelo.

Cornelius has sought to find his own conception, in which he could be
released from Michelangelo. He did this partly by reverting to older
iconographical traditions for specific motifs. The principal difference,
however, lies in the overall interpretation. This becomes particulatly clear
when one considers the relationship of figure to surface and pictorial
space in each work. In the literature on the subject, attention has been
drawn to the ‘ungraspable spatial structure’ in Michelangelo’s work.28
Theindividual groups in the middle zone appear to press forward from an
unmeasurabledepth. Their positionis notclear to the spectator. The unre-
ality of the pictorial space might seem to militate against this being a con-
temporary occurrence. Yetthe actions of the figures here are emphasized
with the greatest decisiveness. The non-illusionistic world of the figures
appearstopressinfromaboveintothereal space. Ourworld and theworld
beyond coincide in Michelangelo’s fresco with unprecedented force.

Cornelius did not construct his pictorial space as the site of an actual
imaginable event. The depth of the individual groups is limited to a mini-
mum. The sense of space is determined through the perimeters of the
actions of the figures. This — together with the strict order imposed on the
whole ~leads to an emphasis on flatness. The effect is strengthened by an
additional formal characteristic. This is the way in which the size of the
figures is increased towards the top of the fresco.

Michelangelo also increased the size of certain figures. He did it
suddenly, however, so that one gets the impression of Christ and the
groups surrounding him rushing forward, as though breaking through
into our space from the one beyond. With Cornelius, however, this is not
the effect suggested. The enlargement is gradual, so that a sense of unity
isemphasized. The prototype here is not Michelangelo but the Byzantine
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Mosaicists. Cornelius would have known their work through Venetian
examples. The purpose of such an effect was, according to Otto Demus,
to show the reality of the picture as being independent of the spectator.??

The strict formal arrangement, the flatness of the figurative groups,
and the inverted perspective militate decisively against any idea thatindi-
viduals, particularly amongst the damned, might perhaps awaken, that
here a contemporary event could be taking place. In his detailed analysis
of the cartoon of the Last Judgement, Ernst Férster wrote that, ‘the basis of
the representation of Cornelius was not, as it was for Michelangelo, the
experience, but the thought; while everything is about the moment in the
former, in the latter the question of the moment is inappropriate. What s
represented does not advance outwards, but goes uninterruptedly into
the soul of man.”0

Cornelius has structured his picture in such a manner that it presents
the Last Judgement in its entirety rather than offering the spectator the
fiction of being present at a specific moment within the process. The
main weight of the meaning of the work, as was constantly emphasized
in Cornelius’s circle, rested on its theological content.

In a criticism of the Cornelius frescoes, Franz Kugler wrote that the
representation of the Judgement was ‘merely a fantasy that the nine-
teenth century will have difficulty in considering as objective’.?! The reli-
gious criticism of the Enlightenment was hardly as successful anywhere
as it was in its dismantlement of traditional Christian eschatology.>? For
Kant, this eschatology was only a moral postulate. The future for him lay
only in the conception of the endless progress of history. In his poem
‘Resignation’ (1796), Schiller sought to follow Kant in asserting that
virtue must not be exercised for gain — something that would have to be
waited for until eternity — but should be practised unconditionally.
Fulfilment must be sought in the world and in its history. He expressed
this secular eschatology in a sentence that became a proverbial saying
‘Die Weltgeschichte ist das Weltgericht’ (‘The history of the world is
the Last Judgement’).33

Romantic Catholic theology faced the task of re-establishing an escha-
tology that would both accord with tradition and be acceptable to the pre-
sent.* The theology of the Tiibingen school played a leading role in this.
Franz Anton Staudenmaier, a pupil of Adam Moehler, was particularly
concerned with the problem of eschatology.> His deliberations began to
be published at the time that Cornelius was working on the design for the
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Last Judgement. They cannot be taken as a source for this, but they do pro-
vide an instructive parallel. The basic idea of this eschatology could have
been communicated to Cornelius through Ignaz von Doellinger, who
taught at the University of Munich and was a friend of Cornelius, and
who was particularly closely involved in the Tiibingen theology.
Staudenmaier, who was deeply influenced by the philosophies of history
of Schelling and Hegel, brought world history, the history of the Passion
and Salvation of Christ, and the history of revealed religion together into
one. History was for him the self-revelation of God. The Creation is the
first step in this revelation, and the goal is its completion, to which God
leads Man via the Passion and Salvation of Christ. Staudenmaier made a
distinction in the traditional manner between individual and general
judgement, but tended also toidentify them. Both received thereby a new
weight, in that they lose their unique meaning as a precise occurrence at
the end of the life of the individual, since the process of redemption that
guides the ‘Divine principle in History’ is a continually progressive one.3¢
The idea of an immanent Judgement completing itself in history
becomes reconciled by Staudenmaier with Christian eschatology in a
detailed and fundamental synthesis. In theology this concept has been
termed ‘present Eschatology’ (Prasentische Eschatologic).>

Various utterances from Corneliug’s immediate circle of acquain-
tances bear witness to the fact that this view of history lay behind the
artist’s conception. The evidence of Forster has already been cited above,
Another reviewer wrote of the picture of the ‘Apocalyptic Angels’: it ‘is, as
I recall having heard, described by the master himself as an Allegory of
Conscience. It represents the inner side, indeed the innermost being,
the ethical character of the judgement.*® The concept of ‘present
Eschatology’ is being played upon here without being made specific.

Itis by means of this specific, and (in the 1830s) highly contemporary,
interpretation of eschatology that the particular conception of the Judge-
ment picture of Cornelius becomes distinguished from that of
Michelangelo, despite all the formal relationships between them.
Cornelius does not present the spectator with the actually unimaginable
occurrence at the moment of judgement, but indicates instead the basic
ideaofeschatology. The subject of representation becomes therebyraised
above the relationship with time. It is no longer a distinct moment, indi-
cating the end of the world, for that which is represented stands above
time. The presentishoweveralsoincludedinit, in its transcendent aspect.
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It is not only in the conception of the Judgement that a relationship
can be found with the topical Catholic theology of the day. It will not be
possible to go into other connections in detail here. However, two impor-
tant points should be noted. In his first conception, Cornelius wanted to
depict the whole history of the Revelation in the Ludwigskirche. He was
grasping thereby atheme thathad particular weight in theological discus-
sions. After the criticism of religion during the Enlightenment, which
had discarded evefy notion of divine revelation, theology was called upon
to restore this supporting column of the Church’s doctrinal structure.
The problem of revelation played a key role for the Tiibingen theology.3?
It is of particular importance for Cornelius that Ignaz von Doellinger
gave a series of lectures around 1830 in Munich on ‘historical dogma-
tism’, that encompassed the whole realm of the original revelation up to
the ‘completed revelation’ of the Last Judgement — the theme that was to
be painted in the Ludwigskirche.* It should also be borne in mind that
Schelling held his lecture on the ‘Philosophy of Revelation’ in Munich at
exactly the same time as Cornelius was conceiving his programme.*!

Cornelius’s decision to make the Credo the basis of the whole pro-
gramme was no less topical. In the theology of the Enlightenment its
meaning was brought radically into question both through rationalist
doubt about the central article of faith and through historical investiga-
tions into the history of the origins of the Symbolum. In the Catholic
renewal movement that was directed against the theology of the
Enlightenment there emerged a sustained revalorization of the apostolic
symbols. The turn-around of the conception can be established very well
in the Handbuch der christlichen Kirchengeschichte (Handbook of
Christian Church History) of Johann Nepomuk Hortig, In the first vol-
ume, which appeared in 18277, the meaning of the Symbolum s still given
in relative terms, the legend ofits origin is rejected, and an origin in the
fourth centuryis accepted.*> When Déllinger reworked the Handbook six
years later, he replaced the relativistic passages with sentences, in which
the Symbolumbecame characterized as a ‘general, unfailing rule of belief’
bymeans of which everyone could ‘grasp that which is to be believed with-
out fear of error’ .43

Recent theological research has brought to light the fact that, in
Tiibingen theology and in the early writings of Déllinger, there is no
intention of investigating the central question of faith in relationship to
the whole of the tradition. Instead, there is a deliberate focus on origins,
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because it is there that one could expect to find the tradition at its purest.
The term ‘theological Classicism’ was coined for this attitude.** This is
perhapsalittle misleading, since the approach seems typically Romantic.
In any case, it brought about a revalorization of the Symbolum, and
Cornelius matched this with the conception of his programme.

A further aspect is important in this connection. Cornelius is re-
corded as having said ‘The Ludwigskirche is the Church of the future! It
will receive nothing from my hand, that every Protestant, solongasheis
still a Christian, could not acknowledge with conviction.” In fact his
approach was Ecumenical. For the Credo thatformed the basis of the pro-
gramme was in the end fundamentally the same as the ones for both the
Catholic and the Protestant church. In his intention of creating a pictori-
al cycle, in whose contemplation members of both Christian confessions
could unite themselves, Cornelius did notstand alone atthe time the fres-
coes were conceived. The idea of the Ecumen (Okumene) played a large
role for the Regensburg Bishop Sailer, for example, and also for his
pupil Ludwig 1, who was closely involved with the idea at the beginning
of his reign.*

As a result of the analysis of the theological content of the frescoes of
the Ludwigskirche, it can be confirmed that this work is deeply rooted in
the intellectual and spiritual climate of Munich around 1830, the time
when Cornelius conceived the programme. However, when the painter
presented his completed works to the public in 1840, this climate had
changed decisively and the criticism that he received for his work was for
the most part negative. It seems astonishing at first that the numerous
argumentslevelled againsthis work were notactuallyartisticones. When
Cornelius made the claim that this work made visible religious truth in a
form that was valid for the present and the future, he was delivering itnot
only into the hands of the art critics, but also into those of the theological
critics. Here the new polarization of denominations, which became evi-
dent with the so-called ‘Cologne Confusion’, made itselffeltin a negative
manner. The ecumenical tendency of the programme was no longer top-
ical. In the Catholic theology of the 1840s there was a clear withdrawal
from idealist Romantic theology towards a neo-scholasticism. The intel-
lectual content of Cornelius’s work could not be supported by this
development. It was not defended on the Catholic side and indeed was
soon ignored altogether.

In political journalism the voices of Protestant critics were dominant.
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Franz Kugler has already been mentioned above. Friedrich Theodor
Vischer stated that Cornelius had squandered his talent here: ‘A work of
art cannot give me true pleasure if it forces upon me the crass dogmatism
of dark and departed centuries, so that T have to master my indignation at
the raw material, before I can allow myself to admire certain abstract and
formal qualities’; “Michelangelo painted a subject which the whole world
believed at that time, which every contemporary felt in his veins; and
Cornelius paints the same thing for the critical nineteenth century.’* The
Protestant, Hegelian Vischer could concede no right of existence to a
work of art created on the basis of Catholic theology.

The criticism of the content was only successful in so far as the fresco
in many respects did not correspond to the dominant presumptions of
the time. The principle of forming what Cornelius himself described asa
‘historical-symbolic’ representation was emphatically not realistic and
not sensuously aesthetic. The colour, for example, was kept restrained
because it was a directly sensuous element, so that a pure aesthetic or
emotional perception would be prevented. The manner of presentation
and the symbols integrated into the representation were to be understood
as readable indications to be seen not with sensuous but with spiritual
eyes. Therefore Cornelius disappointed the artistic expectations domi-
nant at that time in the Catholic Church, for which the utterances of
Cardinal von Wessenburg can be taken as representative. Above all,
Wessenburg demanded of a Christian image that it should bring truth
and beauty before the eyes in a manner corresponding to feeling.*’
Cornelius, however, was of the opinion thatan art that satisfied itself with
an appeal to the emotions could never achieve religious truth.*

He also disappointed those for whom beauty was the key concept of
artistic understanding. This was all the more serious because his patron,
Ludwig I, was also of the opinion that sensuous effect was the decisive
criterion of aesthetic perception. ‘A painter must paint. Otherwise I can-
notuse him.” With these words he let Cornelius go, because he found the
frescoes in the Ludwigskirche disturbing in their colour effects.* For
Cornelius, however, colour was subordinate to form, and even the latter
was not an aim in itself, but the means of expression.

A more important factor in the condemnation of the frescoes was an
‘art historical miseducation’ amongst the public.’® Educated connois-
seurs, including the Bavarian King, could not discard their art historical
knowledge when perceiving Cornelius’s fresco. The work of Cornelius
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was seen from the beginning in terms of a paragone with Michelangelo.
They had expected an outbidding of the Italian on his own terms and
could not accept that Cornelius had responded with a concept that was
quite different in its principles. Part of the problem here was that
Cornelius could not make the distinction clearly enough himself,
because the ideal of the style to which he maintained allegiance was
in fact derived from a contemplation of Renaissance art. This ideal pre-
vented him from moving in the direction of abstraction, as the Beuron
School did, decades later.

There was also something else that was decisive for thelack of success
ofthe frescoes. The conception of Cornelius was notreconcilable with the
tendencies of topical history painting. A new move towards historicism
had come in the late 1820s, and brought with it a demand for perfect his-
torical accuracy in history painting. In the year following the completion
of the Ludwigskirche the so-called ‘Belgian pictures’ were shown in veri-
table triumph in several German cities.”! These pictures made the claim
of showing history as it would have appeared to actual eye-witnesses. The
spectator was invited to share the experience of history before the picture.
The dominance of this form of reception, which took pictures to be exact
reproductions of reality, can be gauged from further developments. The
photograph and the panorama were the media that were appropriate for
this kind of reception. Cornelius saw this tendency of history painting
towards intentional exact reproduction of reality very clearly and worked
consciously against it in his frescoes with a manner of working in the
pictorial structure and motifs that has already been explained, because he
was convinced that the religious truth that he wanted to represent went
beyond historical reality. What Cornelius conceived of as cues for inter-
pretation were simply taken by his contemporaries to be artistic faulis.

The problem thatis brought to light here in no way concerned only the
works of Cornelius, but was a general problem for religious art at that
time. For a large part of the public, artistic perception and religious
understanding had become impossible to reconcile with each other. A
religious understanding grounded in metaphysics that treated the words
of the Bible above all as metaphors, and that basically denied the charac-
ter of potential reality to visionary conceptions such as the Last
Judgement, could not be reconciled with the outlook of an audience that
expected the simulation of realities.

Hegel had analysed the relationship between art and religion from the
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point of view of his system, and in his much-cited thesis on the ‘End of
Art’ had arrived at the conclusion that:

Artin its beginnings left remaining something still mysterious, a
mysterious presentiment, a longing, because its forms have not
completely laid out for pictorial perception their full content. Once the
perfect content has entered into the art form, so the further seeking
spirit turns from this objectivity back into its inner resources and
pushes forwards. Such a time is ours. One can hope that art will
continue to rise and perfect itself, but its forms have ceased to be the
highest needs of the spirit. Although we may still find images of Greek
Gods excellent and see God the Father, Christ and Mary still represented
so worthily and perfectly, it is no good: our knee will no longer bow
before them.>?

From the perspective of those who accepted this thesis, the attempt ata
renewal of Christian art of the kind undertaken by Cornelius was hope-
lessly anachronistic. Between the artist on the one side, whose goal was
revelation through art — the visualization of acts of faith valid within his
church —and his critics on the other side who doubted fundamentally the
possibility of such a visualization or of revelation in general, or both,
there was no path of enlightenment.

The deep divisions that are revealed by the history of the reception of
Cornelius’s frescoes (and which, when we consider the different inten-
tions of the patron and the artist, could be seen already in their original
specifications), make it clear that we would be making a premature
judgement if we conceived of a work of art such as this as an expression
of the Zeitgeist. In attempting to characterize this work here in terms of its
context in intellectual history, I am working with the assumption that a
work of art is an answer (perhaps only one of many possible answers) toa
question that occurs at a particular time in a particular place. The ques-
tion that Cornelius posed for himself in Munich was: how is it possible
for monumental sacerdotal decoration to be in a particular sense
Christian art — that is, an art that would both be correct in terms of the
concept of art that had been achieved through historical and theoretic
reflection and (following on from the necessary requirement of truth that
came with this conception) answer to the level of theological knowledge
existing at present?

The argument about whether the answer Cornelius had given with his
cycle was right or wrong was as violent as it was because all who became
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involved in it proceeded from the assumption postulated in the art theory
of classicism and idealism that there was only ‘one true art’.>* Every side
claimed the concept of “true’ art for itself, unaware, apparently, that the
decline of this concept had already begun and that they were doing no
more than contributing to a collapse that was, in terms of intellectual his-
tory, unavoidable.
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