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KARL FRIEDRICH SCHINKEL’S DESIGN FOR THE
CHURCH OF THE HOLY SEPULCHRE AND THE
PRUSSIAN INVOLVEMENT IN JERUSALEM
DURING THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

Chana C. Schiitz

During the ceremonies to mark the opening of the
Protestant Church of the Redeemer in Jerusalem on 31
October 1898, the German Kaiser Wilhelm II spoke of
his “ancestors now at peace with God.” The construc-
tion of the church had been a clear ambition of these
“allies and protectors of the Protestant strivings here in
the service of the Lord”] for over half a century. And
Friedrich Adler, the architect of the Church of the
Redeemer, specifically recalled the contribution of
Friedrich Wilhelm IV. To him, an active involvement in
Jerusalem was “no sentimental gesture. It was his firm
and binding belief that also the Protestant Church,
among the many Christian confessions in Jerusalem,
should be granted the opportunity to develop its
strengths and skills to the full.”2

A look at the wider historical context, however,
reveals these claims of continuity to be factually mis-
leading. Wilhelm II's journey to the Orient was under-
taken at his own initiative, and he did not come to
Jerusalem solely as the King of Prussia. Besides other
interests, he acquired a piece of land there, the Dor-
mition on Mount Zion, traditionally the place where
Mary passed away. After all, Wilhelm was the Emperor
to the German Catholics as well as being the Summus
Episcopus of the Prussian Protestants. He thus entrust-
ed this property to the German Society for the Holy
Land in Cologne, which erected a church and an abbey
on the site.?

Nonetheless, the Church of the Redeemer and the
Kaiser’s visit to the Orient bear witness to a phase in
Prussian politics when the kingdom discovered the
reality of Jerusalem and the Holy Land became a mat-
ter of immediate concern for the House of Hohen-
zollern. Hence the Church of the Redeemer, in this
proper perspective, does truly mark a continuation of
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Friedrich Wilhelm IV’s efforts for the cause of
Jerusalem, of his plans and dreams of a Protestant bish-
opric in the holy city, and of its eventual failure.

Nothing concrete remained of this activity after the
death of Friedrich Wilhelm IV in 1861, or at least vir-
tually nothing. There were a handful of mementos scat-
tered throughout Prussia, and then the matter of
£15,000. This was the Prussian contribution to a bish-
opric that was to be founded together in Jerusalem by
London and Potsdam. After abandoning this joint proj-
ect the money became free and was diverted by Wil-
helm II to help finance the building of the Church of
the Redeemer.!

Friedrich Wilhelm IV (1800-1861) was a Hohen-
zollern King who broke the mould. This King — son of
the legendary Queen Louise and brother of Wilhelm I,
the first German Kaiser — proved rather anomalous in
a century ruled by blood and iron, nationalism and the
unification of the German Reich. Heine dedicated a
humorous poem to him, Ich habe ein Faible fiir diesen
Kénig;/ Ich glaube, wir sind uns dhnlich ein wenig./ Ein
vornehmer Geist, hat viel Talent/ Auch ich, ich wdre ein
schlechter Regent.®

Before describing Friedrich Wilhelm IV’s relation-
ship to Jerusalem, we must first examine the signifi-
cance of Jerusalem for Prussia in general during the
first half of the nineteenth century. One phenomenon
characteristic of European cultural history is the negli-
gible interest in Jerusalem over the long period from
the end of-the Middle Ages to around 1800. This
explains the absence of any examples of late Gothic,
Renaissance, and Baroque architecture in the city
itself.

In both France and England, interest in the what
was referred to as the Orient was in full bloom by the
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beginning of the nineteenth century. A prime example
is René de Chateaubriand: his book Itinéraire de Paris a
Jérusalem proved a bestseller the world over. Yet the
Orient also made a reappearance on the political map.
The culmination of this was (and would long remain)
Napoleon’s Egyptian campaign of 1798 and 1799, even
though the General decided to leave the city of
Jerusalem by the wayside and pushed through to Acre
before he was forced to make a speedy, humiliating
retreat. In Germany, however, no similar ambitions
were harboured at the time; Prussia demonstrated no
great interest in Jerusalem until well into the nine-
teenth century.

The same is true of the architect Karl Friedrich
Schinkel (1781-1841), Prussia’s great exponent of
classicism. His image of Jerusalem did not differ great-
ly from that shared by his educated contemporaries.
For most of them Jerusalem was simply a site of reli-
gious teachings, and in Schinkel’s terms no more than
a picturesque setting. This can be seen in his designs
for a panorama of Jerusalem (Fig. 1) — probably for
the early dioramas of Wilhelm and Karl Gropius,
around 1807° — and in his 1817 set for the opera
Athalia (Fig. 2).7 Both show the influence of Luigi
Mayer, whose not particularly authentic views of the
city had sold in great numbers since 1801 (Fig. 3).* For
Schinkel, the place of Jerusalem was either at the fair-
ground, where it served as a public attraction, or in
the opera set, where it conveyed appropriate back-
ground atmosphere.

By comparison with Schinkel’s studies of Greek
temples or the German Middle Ages, Jerusalem occu-
pies only a very marginal place in his career. It is thus
all the more remarkable that among Karl Friedrich
Schinkel’s legacy we should find a proposal for the
Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem (Fig. 4)°
which in its artistic quality and intellectual rigour
stands alongside such model projections as the restora-
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tion of the Acropolis in Athens as a palace for King
Otto of Greece (1834) and his summer palace at Orian-
da for the Russian Tsarina Alexandra Feodorovna,
Friedrich Wilhelm IV’s favourite sister. All these plans
date from the 1830s, in other words from the last years
of Schinkel’s life, and all were a product of close coop-
eration with the then Crown Prince, who was to
become King Friedrich Wilhelm IV. The designs for
the Church of the Holy Sepulchre remained in the pos-
session of the King until 1845.

Each individual section of the Jerusalem complex is
shaped as a coherent whole and integrated into the
natural and urban setting. The surroundings reach up
to the architecture as from behind a delicate veil. The
buildings themselves are coloured in a pale brown ink
wash; their plasticity is emphasized with dark shadows.
The design is for an early Christian basilica in front of
the Sacred Tomb in Jerusalem.

At the heart of the group lies a basilica with a nave
and four aisles, raised on a socle. To reach the basilica
from the direction of the “Market of Jerusalem” (Markt-
platz von Jerusalem), the visitor moves through the
“Propyléden” and across a “Church Forecourt” (Vorhof
der Kirche). This forecourt is separated from the market
square by a series of arcades. From here the visitor
reaches the portico of the church. If, however, he or
she wishes to proceed directly to the “Marble Square
Before the Sacred Tomb” (Marmorplatz vor dem heiligen
Grabe) without entering the church, two corridors run
off along the outer sides of the basilica.

The massive nave of the basilica is supported by ten
arcades of pillars; the two aisles on either side are divid-
ed by ten columns. After crossing a transept, the visitor
reaches a rotunda — Schinkel calls it the Hemispherium.
Twelve piers, with twelve columns before them, are dis-
tributed regularly throughout the rotunda in a three-
quarter circle around a central altar. Narrow passages
lead out of the Hemispherium from the ambulatory
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