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BETWEEN VATABLE AND VILLALPANDO:
ASPECTS OF POSTMEDIEVAL RECEPTION
OF THE TEMPLE IN CHRISTIAN ART

Paul von Naredi-Rainer

In the Christian Occident Solomon’s Temple used to
be regarded as the prototype of church building,
indeed as the ideal of architecture in general — not so
much for its actual appearance, but for its cultic sig-
nificance. Architecture, however, will never be deter-
mined by abstract ideas only, but always by concrete
models, too, a fact from which, in this case, a particular
dilemma emerged: The Temple of Jerusalem, built
under Solomon in the tenth century B.c., destroyed by
the Babylonians in 586 B.c., later rebuilt and finally, in
the first century B.c., splendidly extended under
Herod, was levelled to the ground by the Romans
under Titus in 70 A.p.! By the end of the seventh cen-
tury — Jerusalem had been under Islamic rule since 638
- the Dome of the Rock was built.? It hasTemained basi-
cally unchanged up to this day. It was built on the site
of the Jewish Temple on Mount Moriah, cultural tradi-
tions of which Islam partly adopted and extended by
localizing Mohammed’s night ascension in this place.?
From the ninth century onward this Dome of the Rock
was mistaken for Solomon’s Temple by Christian pil-
grims to Jerusalem although it does not in the least cor-
respond to the biblical descriptions. It was declared
templum Domini by crusaders after the conquest of
Jerusalem in 1099 and was referred to by this name or,
more often, by the term templum Salomonis for centuries
after the fall of the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem. The
original reason for identifying the Islamic Dome of the
Rock as Solomon’s Temple was through a misjudge-
ment of historical facts, but later on the error was also
fuelled by the claim to the loca sancta for the Christian
history of salvation, which was so characteristic of
medieval thinking. The stubborn clinging to this ter-
minology was regarded as a way of invoking the lost
glamor of Christian rule over the Latin Kingdom of

' Th. A. Busink, Der Tempel von Jerusalem, 2 vols. (Leiden, 1970,/ 1980).

= O. Grabar, “The Umayyad Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem,” Ars Ori-
entalis 3 (1959), 33-62; M. Rosen-Ayalon, The Early Islamic Monuments
of al-Haram al-Sharif (Qedem 28) (Jerusalem, 1989).

% H. Schmidt, Der heilige Fels in_Jerusalem (Ttibingen, 1933).

Jerusalem and to repress the loss of the Holy City and
its Temple Mount to Islam.*

Despite the tremendous role it played in Christian
reception, a halfway reliable image of the physical
appearance of this building was widely circulated only
by the end of the fifteenth century — a fact which was
entirely due to the slow development of typographic
techniques. When finally the picture of the putative
Temple of Solomon was propagated in woodcuts (see
article by Planas in this volume, Fig. 6), the fascination
it aroused was not only reflected in the nearly literal
reception of this image to characterize the historical
topography of biblical events, such as the crucifixion; it
also began to merge, on the one hand, with the shape
of the ciborium, which was frequently used in Byzan-
tine art as an abbreviation of the Temple, and, on the

other, with the idea of the Italian Renaissance topos of

central-plan architecture. This architectural ideal was
based on the studies of classical architecture and rec-
ommended for sacred buildings by theorists such as
L.B. Alberti. Those theories were seemingly confirmed
by Solomon’s Temple, whose conception and appear-
ance were formed by the image of the Dome of the
Rock.?

Beside this stream of tradition, which, in a way, can
be characterized as the result of a series of historical
misunderstandings, other forms of Christian reception
of Solomon’s Temple are based upon its description in
the Bible. Although never fallen into complete obliv-
ion, it was not regarded as a historical source in the way
that seems obvious today. Rather the biblical descrip-
tions, mainly confined to the enumeration of measures
and materials of the Temple of Jerusalem, served the
medieval Christian authors as a basis for exegetic inter-
pretation, which did not see the temple as a concrete

*  H. Busse, “Vom Felsendom zum Templum Domini,” Deas Heilige Land

im Mittelalter. Begegnungen zwischen Orient und Okzident, eds. W. Fisch-
er and J. Schneider (Neustadt a.d. Aisch, 1982), 19-32.
P. v. Naredi-Rainer, Salomos Tempel und das Abendland. Monwmen-
tale Folgen historischer Irrtiimer (Cologne, 1994), 67 ff.
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Fig. 1. Ground plan of the Temple precincts in Nicholas de Lyra,
Postillae (Oxford, Bodleian Library).

building but merely as a spiritual creation. Only in the
twelfth century did Richard of St. Victor (d. 1137) for
the first time attempt a literal interpretation of the bib-
lical description of the Temple differing from the con-
ventional exegetic one,® thus laying the foundation for
a long series of reconstructions of the Temple up to
our days.”

He did not reject the allegorical interpretation of
the biblical text as offered, say, by his contemporary,
Hugo of St. Victor, but he tried to put it on a solid basis
by reading the text as a concrete description of the

5 W. Cahn, “Architecture and Exegesis: Richard of St-Victor’s
Ezekiel Commentary and Its llustrations,” The Art Bulletin 76
(1994), 53-68.

H. Rosenau, Vision of the Temple (London, 1972); B. Vogelsang,
“Archaische Utopien.” Maierialien zu Gerhard Schotts Hamburger
“Bithnenmodell” des Templum Salomonis (Cologne, 1981), 139-357.
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Fig 2. Ground plan of the Temple in Maimonides® Mishnah
Commentary (Oxford, Bodleian Library).

building and basing a reconstruction on it. A compa-
rable effort at historical correctness — although here,
too, the description of the Temple is not studied for its
own sake, but as a means to understand the impor-
tance of the Temple as an archetype of the New
Church of Christ — was made by the Franciscan
Nicholas of Lyra (ca. 1270 to 1340), a teacher at the
Sorbonne (Fig. 1).® Thus the Christian reception of the
First Temple of Jerusalem approaches the reconstruc-
tions suggested by distinguished Jewish scholars of the
Middle Ages, such as Rabbi Solomon ben Isaac — Rashi

#  B. M. Kaczynski, “Illustrations of Tabernacle and Temple. Imple-

ments in the ‘Postilla in Testamentum Vetus' of Nikolaus de
Lyra,” The Yale University Library Gazette 48 (1973), 1-11; H. Rose-
nau, “The Architecture of Nicolaus de Lyra’s Temple: Illustra-
tions on the Jewish Tradition,” Journal of Jewish Studies 25 (1974),
294-304.







