























FIG.3 View of Rothenburg by Hans Meichsner, 1615.
© RothenburgMuseum.

Italy with Augsburg, Wiirzburg, and the Rhineland.
In 1340 an imperial privilege permitted the city to
redirect this route from its path along the Tauber
River, over a double-tiered bridge and into Rothen-
burg, thus stimulating additional business within
the city walls. In turn, the city’s primary export,
Rothenburg wool, left the city along this route to
be traded as far away as Como, Italy, during the
fifteenth century.®® Rothenburg also produced wine
for local consumption from the vineyards planted
along its sunny southern slope, and taxes on this
popular beverage helped line the city’s coffers.
Throughout the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries, Rothenburg allied itself with other free

imperial cities in opposing the interests of regional

nobility and championing the rights of free impe-
rial cities. In 1378 Rothenburg joined the powerful
Swabian association of towns and municipalities
known as the Schwibische Stddtebund, through
which it engaged in regional politics alongside
cities like Nuremberg, Regensburg, and Augsburg.
It also made “brotherhood” pacts with individual
cities, such as Schwibisch Hall.* These alliances
helped Rothenburg eschew pledges to local lords,
who were keen to benefit from the city’s prosperity.
Although it never acquired the level of imperial
favor garnered by Nuremberg, its powerful neigh-
bor to the east, Rothenburg maintained ties to the
imperial court: receiving the emperor in the city on

several occasions, hosting a Reichstag in May 1377,
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and corresponding with the court based in Prague
during the late fourteenth and early fifteenth cen-
turies.’® The existence of a Rothenburg Landgericht,
or regional court, also gave it legal jurisdiction
over an area otherwise controlled by the bishop of
Wiirzburg.*

Rothenburg thus successfully established itself
as an independent player within the region. On
occasion, however, its politics landed the city in
some difficulty. In 1405, for example, a dispute
between the city council of Rothenburg and
Burgrave John III of Nuremberg led King Rupert
of Germany (r. 1400-1410) to call the knights of
Franconia together in a war against the hilltop city.
Heinrich Toppler, the mayor of Rothenburg at the
time, attempted to enlist the help of the deposed
king Wenceslaus IV (r. 1376-1400), a maneuver
that cost him the alliance of some of his fellow
councilmen and ultimately his life. In the end,
Rothenburg was left to its own defenses before an
army of more than ten thousand men. However,
the city’s fortuitous position and excellent defense
system held off all attacks, and by October 1407 the
burgrave of Nuremberg and the bishop of Wiirz-
burg, who were leading the attack, ran out of fiscal
means to sustain the war.»*

A few decades later Rothenburg was once again
involved in a conflict with regional nobility, this
time taking the side of Nuremberg against the
markgrave Albrecht Achillies. The dispute, which
lasted from 1440 to 1450, led to an elevated clash of
forces in 1449. The cost to Rothenburg was high: in
a single year twenty towns on territory belonging
to the city burned, and the surrounding farmland
was left devastated.”

Such conflicts placed a burden on the residents
of Rothenburg and at times led to internal con-

flicts. For instance, after the costly conflicts of the
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1440s, which prompted the city council to raise
taxes, particularly on wine, the city’s middle class
rebelled.>* On the night of Sunday, July 11, 1451, the
leaders of the revolt—carefully chosen to represent
the major trades of the city—forced their way into
the houses of several members of the inner city
council and took these men prisoner.» Locked in
city hall, the councilmen were tried. By the time a
delegation of representatives from the concerned
cities of Augsburg, Ulm, Nérdlingen, Schwabisch
Hall, Dinkelsbiihl, and Windsheim arrived at the
locked gates of Rothenburg to negotiate the release
of the city councilmen, the leaders of the rebellion
had drafted a new constitution aimed at gaining
representation for the major trades on the inner
city council.

This new constitution was short-lived. The
agitators and captive councilmen had agreed to
a compromise, which added twelve new mem-
bers to the inner city council. Eleven of the new
councilmen were to represent the leading guilds
of the city, but the last was to be chosen from
the patrician families. Although the twelve new
members were intended as a balance to the twelve
old ones, in practice the majority rested with the
old conservative patriciate. This established faction
quickly voted to restore complete power to the
old government.* In 1455, therefore, the original
constitution was reinstated with an added clause
that forbade guilds to play a political role in the
city henceforward.”

The primary organized political entities within
Rothenburg during the late Middle Ages, then,
were the city council of Rothenburg and the
various resident religious institutions, particularly
the Teutonic Order commandery, the Francis-
can monastery, and the Dominican convent.

These organizations had each negotiated special



privileges within the city and, early in Rothen-
burg’s history, had contributed substantially to the
material urban fabric. But over the course of the
fourteenth century, they ceded more and more
authority to the municipal government.

The position of the Teutonic Order in Rothen-
burg, in particular, deserves further note here
because of its critical role in administering the
parish church and chapels of the city. Rothen-
burg lay within the Diocese of Wiirzburg, with its
advowson—the right to appoint clergy—originally
held by the Collegiate Church of Neumiinster in
Wiirzburg. In 1258, however, Neumiinster suf-
fered a period of economic crisis, and the bishop
of Wiirzburg signed over the clerical staffing of
Rothenburg’s parish to the Teutonic Order. Rather
than incorporate Rothenburg into the nearest com-
mandery of the order, in Mergentheim, the bishop
placed the city under the Teutonic commandery
of Wiirzburg.*® This oversight by the Wiirzburg
commandery, although short-lived, proved for-
mative for the architectural design of the choir of
Rothenburg’s parish church in the first half of the
fourteenth century.

By 1286 the Teutonic Order had established
enough of a presence in Rothenburg to warrant
its own commandery. A military order founded
in Acre in the Kingdom of Jerusalem, the order
had gained a strong footing in Franconia during
the first quarter of the thirteenth century and by
1225 had established seven commanderies within
the region. Even after the fall of the Kingdom of
Jerusalem, it continued to flourish, in large part
because of the patronage of the German kings
and the opportunities for political advancement
offered its members. In Rothenburg, donations first
document the order’s presence around 1226, and

by 1398 the city was in a position to stipulate that

the order maintain at least ten priests within the
city to meet its clerical needs.** Many of the order’s
members belonged to prominent patrician families
of the city, so that familial ties likely played a role
in city-order politics.*

Of course, Rothenburg continued to hold close
ties to Wiirzburg even after the local commandery
of the Teutonic Order assumed responsibilities for
staffing the parish. It was the bishops of Wiirz-
burg who, after the presentation of priests by the
order, held the rights to their investiture.* The
bishops also conducted consecration ceremonies
in Rothenburg, approved pilgrimages, and issued
indulgences. Yet the oversight of the parish staffing
by the Teutonic Order offered the city council an
opportunity to position itself as the principal insti-
tutional patron of church space in the city.

Overall, Rothenburg’s strategic maneuvering in
regional and local politics succeeded in increasing
the city’s prestige, autonomy, and territorial control
until the end of the Middle Ages; it also provided
the impetus and funding for many of the city’s
architectural and artistic projects. The episode that
forms a natural end point to the narrative of this
book erupted in the 1520s from chronic discontent
among the farming class stirred up by the agita-
tion of Protestant reformers. On March 24, 1525,
forty-two Rothenburg townsmen took over the city
regiment.* This self-appointed commission did not
abolish the city council but investigated its deal-
ings, with a particular eye to its financial conduct.
Rothenburg’s officials were accused of conducting
the affairs of the city for their own benefit as well
as stubbornly holding on to the old religion—two
things closely related to the long and successful
history of the city’s leading class.®

The same day, March 24, frustrated burghers

decapitated a crucifix that stood near the newest
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religious structure of Rothenburg, the Chapel to
the Pure Virgin Mary (Kapelle zur Reinen Maria),
and destroyed the furnishings of the Marian chapel
of Kobolzell. As the city’s parish church, St. Jakob
also became the site for several acts of protest: indi-
viduals repeatedly interrupted Mass by throwing
books from the altar and disturbed a sermon by
upsetting lamps.* By May the city council, fearing
for the safety of the many liturgical accoutrements
of its churches and chapels, gathered these items in
city hall for safekeeping and inventory.+

Although the conservative municipal govern-
ment regained control and initially clung even
more closely to the old religious traditions, it was
only a question of time until Lutheranism became
the official religion of the city. The disruptions of
1525 thus represent a moment when the identity of
the city was in crisis and artistic programming—
which for more than two centuries had been a
primary means of establishing the city’s late medi-
eval identity—experienced dramatic opposition.
Over the next centuries, Rothenburg gradually fell
into poverty, only to be rediscovered by artists,
politicians, and tourists in the nineteenth century.*
It is thanks to this general impoverishment, the
city’s antiquarian rediscovery, and the rebuilding
campaigns of the last century that Rothenburg

preserves so much of its medieval character today.

Urban Programs

Today approximately 2.5 million tourists visit
Rothenburg ob der Tauber every year. They come
to see the quintessential medieval city and the

art of Tilman Riemenschneider, now recognized
as one of the greatest late medieval and early

Renaissance artists. Both the medieval town and
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Riemenschneider’s sculpture belong to—and
indeed help shape—what nowadays resemble
pilgrimage routes through Franconia. Despite
the twofold interest that draws modern visitors
to Rothenburg, however, these two stories—of
the medieval city and of Riemenschneider—have
never been told together. This book attempts just
that. Throughout its pages, Riemenschneider’s
works serve as main protagonist, though they often
enter late, as crowning elements added to older
ensembles.

To date, the oeuvre of Tilman Riemenschnei-
der has predominantly been studied with regard
to questions of style, date, and workshop practice;
only rarely have the local contexts of individual
pieces been considered.#” The altarpieces with
figures by Riemenschneider, commissioned for
the city between circa 1485 and 1514, are relatively
well documented: in terms of their survival rate,
their archival record, and their spaces of original
installation. Rothenburg thus provides a unique
opportunity to study the relationship between
a city’s patronage and the late Gothic artistic
workshop that it favored. It is my contention that
Riemenschneider’s altarpieces were more closely
tied to the long histories (sociopolitical and con-
struction histories in particular) of the spaces in
which they stood than has heretofore been recog-
nized. Much of this book, therefore, concentrates
on establishing the context for these late additions
by considering the aggregation of their political,
architectural, and devotional settings over the
preceding two hundred years. Only by tracing this
intricate context can we appreciate what meaning
Riemenschneider’s work held for Rothenburg, one
of the artist’s greatest patrons.

For Riemenschneider scholarship specifi-

cally, Rothenburg offers the chance to consider



the choices made by the artist and his workshop
within a well-documented context, an approach
that adds important contributions to ongoing
discussions: about the impetus behind the deci-
sion to finish selective works with a monochrome
stain around 1500, about the frequent repetition
of motifs within the oeuvre of a single workshop,
and about the relationship between patrons and
artists in the design process of altarpieces and
other commissions. The many repeat commissions
for Rothenburg in Riemenschneider’s distinctive
style crafted a visual aesthetic that echoed through
the city’s religious spaces. The interconnections
between Riemenschneider’s pieces in Rothenburg
would have been striking to his contemporaries,
just as his style remains recognizable today. Yet the
networks in which Riemenschneider’s altarpieces
participated were not new to the city, nor were they
created in a vacuum. Rather, they responded to
and built upon an aesthetic spatial system that had
been aggregated within the city over the previous
two centuries.

The following chapters, therefore, focus on a
time from the early fourteenth through the early
sixteenth century, when the municipal govern-
ment of Rothenburg ob der Tauber oversaw the
building and furnishing of church space within
the city. Since the best surviving evidence of the
nature of medieval programming is the resulting
built environment and its documented uses, this
book explores several spaces of late medieval
Rothenburg in order to elucidate the intricate
correspondences between architecture, ritual,
and figural art that justify their treatment as a
programmed system. My primary sources are the
buildings and artworks themselves, though I also
draw on a wide range of textual material from

financial accounts to political records and liturgical

texts. I point to several thematic ideas, such as Holy
Blood, that were particularly pronounced through-
out Rothenburg, examining processes that helped
define legible programs. Of course, the artistic
programs of Rothenburg were not comprehensive:
they did not encompass all art within an environ-
ment, nor would they have been equally legible to
all audiences. They did, however, help structure the
experience of visitors through systems of spaces,
and they allowed the civic council to push its
agenda of community formation and city beautifi-
cation over the course of two centuries.

Chapter 1 examines structures of patronage and
institutional control that were central to artistic
programming in Rothenburg. In particular, it
traces the construction of the choir and nave of
Rothenburg’s Parish Church of St. Jakob within
the context of a contemporary shift in the admin-
istrative oversight of the parish fabrica ecclesiae. I
demonstrate how architectural citation functioned
during and after this shift and argue that church
spaces became important sites for the formation of
civic community within the late medieval city.

Chapter 2 investigates the motivations and pro-
cesses that guided the addition of a new west end
to the Church of St. Jakob. Building on Jacqueline
Jung’s idea of the “spatial environment,” it considers
pieces created in a variety of artistic media within
the dynamic context of their intended display. In
particular, it examines how the compositions by
architects Niclaus Eseler Sr. and Jr. and the artists
Tilman Riemenschneider and Erhart Harschner
responded to an established pilgrimage to empha-
size the power and identity of the particular place.

Chapter 3 extends the inquiry beyond the
boundaries of a single architectural structure,
examining, through the examples of Rothenburg’s

Parish Church of St. Jakob, urban cemetery, and
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two-story Charnel House of St. Michael, how
distinct environments could form a tight spa-
tial-thematic system I call the “urban complex.” I
show that interactions within Rothenburg’s parish
urban complex were not only fostered by patrons
and builders and experienced by visitors but could
be stimulated by the spaces themselves.

Chapter 4 considers the wider urban fabric,
arguing that the medieval city was planned—not
prescriptively according to a blueprint or fixed
system of streets—but flexibly as a network of
interconnected environments that could be
continually remapped by new commissions and
orchestrated performances. In particular, I consider
the network of altarpieces, with figures by Tilman
Riemenschneider, that stretched throughout
Rothenburg. Stylistic, iconographic, and aesthetic
repetitions within this oeuvre played an important
role in reshaping the visual identity of Rothenburg
and thus constituted a significant intervention in

the material and social fabric of the city.
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The epilogue of this book, finally, reflects
on Rothenburg’s modern identity as Germany’s
exemplary late medieval city. It closes the study by
considering the clash of temporalities encountered
by tourists to the modern “medieval” city.

Ultimately, studying how Rothenburg, a medie-
val city of moderate size yet high ambitions, shaped
its aesthetic landscape through combinations of
imported art and architectural ideas, can help us
better understand common processes of medieval
artistic programming. It is my contention that art
and architecture played a critical role in shaping
the civic structures of the late medieval city. Just as
urban space could participate in governing cities
and public pictures could control public behav-
iors,* the artistic environments aggregated over
nearly two centuries in Rothenburg ob der Tauber

helped build the social and material medieval city.



