9. BAROQUE ARCHITECTURE

The Renaissance architecture was born in Italy with its Classical roots. Because other countries already had a strongly entrenched architectural tradition, the Renaissance movement did not develop fully beyond imitations of Italian Renaissance forms. However, in the 17th century Baroque architecture, which evolved from the Italian Renaissance, spread in all directions and became international. From Italy it spread to France, Germany, Austria and Central Europe, England, Spain and even the New World. It was followed in the 18th century by the Rococo.

The term “Baroque” like “Gothic” was used disparagingly to denote 17th century Italian art which in relation to Classicism was seen as bizarre, grotesque and irregular. It was used in the second half of the 18th century to describe all the idiosyncratic architectural forms greatly disliked by the current academic taste and neoclassical rationalism. It was described as a style which “follows not the proportional norms but the caprice of the artist”. A lot of works were commissioned by the Pope and the Church not only to bring glory to the patron, but also to draw attention to Rome as the center of revitalized Catholicism. This provided the opportunity for Baroque architecture to grow.

The Baroque period was a reflection of the optimism arising from the victory over the Protestant Reformation. After bringing in reforms to eliminate earlier abuses, the Church managed to restore centralized power by early 17th century. Although the rift remained with the countries embracing Protestantism - Holland, England and Germany - in the Catholic countries, a powerful national church nominally supported by the state was established. In order to renew and sustain the religious fervor of its followers, the Church used paintings, statues and buildings to draw them towards the faith.

This was a time when complex and spectacular programs were undertaken involving architecture, sculpture, paintings, decorations and even urban development. This was also the time the Church faced new challenges from a breed of scientists such as Galileo, Newton and Kepler who through rational inquiries brought new theories about the heavens which were contradictory to the Church’s teachings.

Baroque as a dynamic, energized form with a preference for the oval rather than the circle and molding of walls through grouped columns of pilasters can be said to have begun with Michelangelo but flourished under Bernini and his rival Borromini. A new generation of architects namely Bernini (1598-1680), Borromini (1599-1667), Pietro da Cortona (1596-1669), Longhi (1602-60) and Rainaldi (1611-91) revived the experimental approach of the Renaissance. The classical orders were handled in a free and exuberant manner which was very different from the austere pattern used by their predecessors. Although they all had great admiration for antiquity as well as the creativity of Michelangelo, their interpretation varied widely. Bernini liked to work in a grand scale and create a sense of drama through theatrical style of architecture using different colored marbles, collaborative use of art and dramatic lighting. However, he used the classical orders with extreme clarity of line and perfect regularity. Not surprisingly, he considered his rival Borromini a heretic.

While Bernini worked for the pope and was equally adepy at sculpture, painting and architecture, Borromini worked with lesser clients and was purely an architect. Both accepted the Classical ideal as their guiding authority. Bernini attempted to synthesize and innovate within the rules, whereas, Borromini showed a personal inventive streak which stretched and even challenged the permissible restraints of tradition.

Francesco Borromini was a follower of Michelangelo. He was a brilliant architect with great mastery of the classical orders but who refused to be restricted by the rules set down by his predecessors or to slavishly copy classical features. He was inspired by the complex spatial ideas of late antiquity and his plans and decorations took on complex and non-orthogonal forms. The works of the remaining architects fell in between these two divergent positions.

The beginning was not very noticeable. One of the first works was the façade designed by Giancomo della Porta for Vignola’s church Gesu in Rome. The difference between earlier Renaissance and della Porta’s design was that in place of the regular bays of equal “weight”, della Porta’s design strongly accentuated the central entry by increasing the volume of the orders from the corner to the center. The corner bay had two pilasters, the next bay had two-and-a-half pilasters with projecting cornice while at the center there was a pilaster and half-column which became a frame for the entry portal set in a bay which projected even further out. A semi-circular pediment was set above the portal, then a richly sculptured coat of arms, a double pediment, a window with pediment and a second coat of arms. The building informs worshipers about the entrance to the church, reminiscent of the accentuation of the palace entrance by Michelangelo.

Carlo Maderno was given the work of reconstructing the façade of the 8-9th century Sta. Susanna. Maderno used many of the features of della Porta’s church façade except that the central portal was accentuated even further. He used elements which could be definitely identified as Roman and therefore Classical and Christian, but were richer and more exciting. In 1606 Maderno was given the responsibility of completing St. Peter’s. The central and minor domes had been completed earlier by della Porta as per Michelangelo’s design. Madermo elongated the nave from the earlier Greek cross and built the façade in temple form as Michelangelo had intended but with a stronger massing and central focus in the Baroque style. At the time of his death in 1629, he was considered the most authoritative exponent of the new Baroque style. Three master architects after him - Gianlorenzo Bernini, Francesco Borromini and Pietro da Cortona led Rome into the high phase of Baroque. Art served the Church as it had during the Middle Ages and more churches were built than at anytime before.

Gianlorenzo Bernini was a brilliant architect, sculptor and theoretical designer. His early work on the façade reconstruction of Sta. Bibiana, Rome was very stark but this changed in S. Andrea. S. Andrea’s façade was very different with its curved colonnaded porch and convex stairs. Above the frieze was a fluid sculptured segmental pediment with a large coat of arms in the center. In the chapel he designed for St. Maria della Vittoria, he succeeded in fusing sculpture, architecture and painting. Above the altar he built a curved, broken pediment set over paired columns set obliquely. Bernini painted the upper walls and ceilings as the radiant heaven, even bringing in sunlight through a window.

Bernini was appointed chief architect of St. Peter’s after Maderno’s death in 1629 and till his death in 1680, he was constantly involved in one way or the other in planning, interior and exterior works of the basilica. After Maderno’s façade was completed, the ground in front was amorphous, surrounded by various papal buildings – palaces, library, administration offices – but lacking order and unity. The Pope Alexander VII Chigi wanted to clear up the tangled core of the city, reduce congestion, bring in openness and beauty and relate all the auxiliary buildings to the area in front of the church.

Bernini devised a huge oval enclosure with its longer axis parallel to the façade of the church. The enclosure was formed of simple but gigantic Doric columns four rows deep. Only the Imperial Fora rivaled it in scale. Two long corridors running from the edges of the façade joined the enclosure creating a trapezoidal space which directed the pilgrims to the main entrance.

Apart from unifying and organizing the vast space, the plaza served as a huge stage for ceremonial papal processions and a gathering area for worshipers to witness these ceremonies, worship in the church and receive blessing on various occasions. The shorter axis of colonnade integrated the other buildings with the plaza and the church. The colonnade had a carriageway in the center flanked by sidewalks on either side for pedestrians. It also provided protection to the visitors from the sun and the rain.

High Renaissance preferred the circle for its purity and calmness but Bernini chose the oval shape as it was more dynamic. As worshipers entered the piazza, they appeared to be gathered by the “motherly arms of the church”, embracing Catholics in order to reinforce their belief, heretics to reunite them with her, and agnostics to reveal to them the true faith. At the center of the oval, Bernini placed the obelisk brought from the circus and flanked it along the longer axis by two fountains. The colonnade thus provided a dramatic frame for the church, a space to hold the faithful and a stage for ceremonies of the church. Despite the high drama created, the architecture was very restrained and sober. Inside the church of St. Peter’s Bernini planned the decoration of the crossing and the Baldachin over the apostle’s grave. In contrast to the staid exterior works, the interiors were highly decorative and stylized.

Bernini very well understood the ambition and taste of the 17th century Roman aristocrats so he reinvented palace design to make them more magnificent. In the palace he built for Cardinal Flavio Chigi in 1664, he carried the pilasters all the way to the top, emphasized the center with a portal frame and coat of arms and had projecting windows with pediments.

The centrally planned church gained popularity during the Renaissance and Baroque period. The free adventurous mood of high Baroque often chose this type of plan to come up with a wide variety of solutions. Since there was no system of naves and aisles to express on the façade, startling designs were created

Francesco Borromini worked in St. Peter’s first under Maderno and then under Bernini. While Bernini found inspiration in the more staid, rectilinear and dense structure of Roman Classic, Borromini preferred the more fluid forms and curved structures of late Imperial architecture best represented by the Hadrian’s villa. This was clear from his design of the church of S. Carlo alle Quattro Fontane in 1634, which belonged to the category of centralized church. The plan was oval with undulating walls with four chapels pushing out of the oval. The curves were extended to the exterior with curving walls, niches with statues, architraves, cornices and curved segmental pediments. This was in stark contrast to the stable, balanced facades of the Renaissance. Many of his other buildings also reflected his taste for undulating walls and complex geometric shapes. His architecture had a strong influence in northern Italy and other countries to the north but Rome continued to embrace the style espoused by Bernini. Borromini’s style was probably more acceptable in the north because it reminded one of the breathtaking effects of Gothic architecture and because of the absence of conformity to the strict rules of Classicism. 

Roman architecture by the 17th century varied from the exuberant and extravagant interpretation of Classicism to imperious monumentalism. By the 18th century France had become the center of art and culture. It was also the time France was consolidated into a single nation state with the monarch holding absolute power. A new class of administrators and civil servants took over the duties of running the day to day affairs of the state. Architecture was considered an important sector of public life and was regulated like a state business. The king’s palace was of utmost priority. Next was defense. Because of the longer range of cannons, the defense system was carried out further from the city. Fortified outposts, docks, roads, army barracks, even hospitals for the wounded, had to be built as the army was no longer under feudal lords but unified under the king. Finally, urban interventions were carried out in the form of tree-lined boulevards, radiating avenues, city squares etc. Much use was made of the trivium, the meeting of three streets in a piazza. Of Renaissance origin, the trivium consisted of a central axial street with two streets forming an acute angle of equal size on either side. This type of planning had the great potential of concentrating an urban area of variable size on a crucial rallying point. The trivium has no precedent in antiquity or the Middle Ages.

Whereas, a lot of room was given to individuality and freedom of interpretation in architecture in Italy, in France the movement was towards formal purity, austerity and discipline. This was due to the influence of the structural logic of Gothic architecture. Rules were formulated for art and architecture regarding proportions and aesthetics. As a result stress was given to clarity, formal beauty and dignity.

To strengthen royal authority Henry IV undertook to develop Paris into a grand royal capital. Streets were widened, bridges built and residential squares established. Because Paris was full of narrow streets without any open spaces, the new squares acquired special attraction. The squares were surrounded with houses of uniform design – arcade on ground floor, two stories above capped by dormer windows beneath tall slate covered sloped roofs.

In the 17th century France gardens became as important as architecture. What began as small gardens based on the Italian design of squares divided into smaller squares became huge gardens based on symmetrical axial designs incorporating the house as an integral part of the design. The gardens provided the Baroque theatrical background for extravagant court life where spectacular parties and plays were held. The palace and gardens of Versailles was expanded several times by Louis XIII and his son Louis XIV. The vastness of the complex was a perfect setting for the absolutism of monarchy.

Although the king ruled from Versailles, Louvre was the official palace in Paris. Bernini had been asked to design the east wings. His two earlier proposals were rejected. His third proposal had just started when he had to return to Rome. This gave the French a good excuse to abandon Bernini’s design and a team of French architects built the palace in a style closer to the Classical mode. Tall double set of free standing Corinthian columns were set between a high fenestrated base and a flat balustraded roof, interrupted in the center by a pediment. The end pavilions were framed by pilasters. The overall effect was a very grand and dignified building.

After the London fire of 1666, Christopher Wren got the opportunity to rebuild the heavily damaged Gothic Cathedral of St. Paul’s, the largest church in England. He had been to Paris where he studied the east façade of the Louvre and the great domes of 17th century French churches which he applied to his design. The east façade was built with double Corinthian columns as in the Louvre. Wren has been criticized for building the outer walls with pilasters, not as structural walls, to hide the flying buttresses supporting the clerestory wall.

The dome is an ingenious structure consisting of triple domes. The outer dome is of lead sheets over timber, the middle dome is one of bricks and metal supporting the outer dome and the lantern while the inner dome is a low hemispherical dome over the crossing. The eclecticism of St. Paul’s of the true reflection of the way the English borrowed from other countries since the Gothic period.

In the 18th century, Rococo, which was basically a movement in ornamental art, spread throughout Europe, from Portugal to Russia. Although the influence of Rococo varied from country to country, it was more prevalent in Bavaria (southern Germany) and Austria and blended with classical and Baroque elements in France, Italy and Russia. In France Rococo was generally used only in the interiors and rarely did it show in the outside where sculptures and intricate wrought iron balconies were mixed with classical elements.

The new light style was introduced in interiors based on natural forms, using white and gold schemes, large mirrors etc. These motifs replaced the large pilasters, Corinthian capitals, high relief entablatures and heavily painted vaulted ceilings. Lines curved and dipped, wall panels, window recesses and cornices were outlined with gilded moldings. Light from large windows was reflected by the mirrors increasing the luminosity. Ribbons, scrolls, shells, tendrils and other curved forms were overlaid on the background decorations. The exteriors were, however, simple and unadorned, close to the Classical discipline.

