Visit to Metz 8.5.2010

Metz was the capital of the Celtic Mediomatrici tribe later abbreviated to Mettis and hence its current name. In Roman times it was known as Dividorum and was one of the principal towns of Gaul and more populous than Lutetia (modern day Paris to those who have not read their Asterix) having one of the largest amphitheatres in Gaul. An aqueduct of 23 km and 118 arches, extending from Gorze to Metz, was constructed in the 2nd century AD to supply the city with water, notably for public bathing. As a well-fortified town at the junction of several military roads, it grew to great importance and was one of the last Roman strongholds to surrender to the Germanic tribes. It was captured by the Huns of Attila in 451, and finally passed, about the end of the fifth century, through peaceful negotiations into the hands of the Franks.
And so it came to pass that on Saturday 8th May 2010 a party of 16 Oxonians, family and friends rendezvous-ed at Metz station with an English speaking guide from the Metz Tourist Ofice. Now the railway station is a 300m long neo-Romanesque building designed by German architect Jurgen Kröger between 1905 and 1908 and one of the glories of Metz’s Imperial district about which more below. I merely comment that finding each other in its vast expanse was more than the work of a moment and involved at least one ‘phone call to the UK, where our Chairman was located at the time.

Once assembled we headed for the ancient citadel area. The Citadel was built in 1532 by Henri ll. Amongst the sights was the Governor's palace, built by German architects Schönhals and Stolterfoth between 1902 and 1905 in neo-Flemish style. Once the residence for Emperor Wilhelm II during his visits to Metz, the mansion is used today as headquarters of the military commander of the North-East region of France.  This is also the site of the Arsenal Theatre. The chapel of the Knights Templar (13th C), built in Romanesque style, features important murals but was unfortunately closed (it was after all a public holiday). Also closed was Saint-Pierre-aux-Nonnains, the oldest church in France, built between 380 and 395 AD as a Roman gymnasium, and converted to a Christian basilica in the 7th century. The basilica is one of the birthplaces of the Roman Messin chant, later called Gregorian chant.

Our tour continued along the quay of a Moselle tributary from which we had a view of the Protestant Temple Neuf (1901–1904), a neo-Romanesque church, built during the German annexation by German architect Conrad Wahn and located in the Jardin d’Amour.

And thence to the highlight of any visit to Metz, the cathedral of St. Etienne, built in the 13th century and an amalgam of two churches. The cathedral possesses the largest expanses of stained glass windows in the world (6,500m2/70,000sqft). The stained glass windows include works of Hermann de Munster (14th C); Théobald de Lixheim and Valentin Boush (16th C); Laurent-Charles Maréchal (19th C); Roger Bissière, Jacques Villon and Marc Chagall (20th C). The nave is the third highest  in France.

We then proceeded by way of the Place D’Armes (Mairie, Prefecture etc) and the medieval St. Louis square, with its arcades where currency changers gathered, to our excellent lunch place “A La Ville de Lyon” (tel. +33 3 87 36 07 01; 9 Rue des Piques).

After lunch we visited the German Imperial District or Ville Nouvelle, built during the German occupation from 1870-1918. (Hands up all those who knew that Friedrich Nietzsche took part in the siege of Metz). In order to Germanify the city, Emperor Wilhelm II decided to create a new district shaped by a distinctive blend of Germanic architecture, including Renaissance, neo-Romanesque or neo-Classical, mixed with elements of art nouveau, art deco, Alsatian and mock-Bavarian styles. The Jaumont stone, commonly used everywhere else in the city, was replaced with stones used in the Rhineland, like pink and grey sandstone, granite and basalt. The district, overseen by German architect Conrad Wahn, features noteworthy buildings, including the water tower, the impressive railway station, the Central Post Office, the Mondon square (former Imperial square), and the large Foch avenue (former Kaiser Wihelm Ring). The district was renovated during the 2000s and now displays street furniture designed by Philippe Starck and Norman Foster. In 2007, the municipality of Metz officially applied for the classification of the whole 160 hectares (1,784 sq yd) of the district on UNESCO's World Heritage List.

The station echoes the shape of the church (at the departure hall with the clock tower, said to be designed by the Kaiser himself) and an imperial palace (at the arrivals hall and the buffet), which is a recall of the religious and temporal powers of the Holy Roman emperors. In the great hallway is depicted on a stained glass window, emperor Charlemagne sitting on his throne.

The Pompidou centre by Shigeru Ban and Jean Gastine, will mark the entrance of Metz in the 21st century. The building, along with the arena by Paul Chemetov, will form the cornerstone of the Amphithéatre district. This new district of 27 hectares, conceived by architect and urban planner Nicolas Michelin, is currently under construction. The Centre’s design is based on the shape of a Chinese hat but sadly it was only to open a week after our visit.
In the few hours that we had available we could hardly scratch the surface of Metz, which has been much improved over the past ten years, and this writer is determined to return and do it justice.  The visit was arranged by our Committee Member Antonella Calvia, full-time mother and EIB agent, to whom we extend our grateful thanks.

David O. Clark 

(with thanks to Wikipedia for a few prompts)

