Trier visit notes – by Roderick Dunnett
On 16th April, we rounded off our visits in recent years to Arlon and to Metz, by a short journey down the Moselle to the city of Trier. Seventeen of us, a perfect number to be led by a single guide, namely, in our case, the genial oenologue and art historian, Herr Jens Baumeister (http://www.the-kottabos.eu/). Our tour, meticulously organised by Jan Koenighaus, took in the spiritual, physical and civic life. For the first, we inspected the cathedral, whose fabric dates from many eras. The Liebfrauenkirche nearby was closed for restoration. Other churches, which used to face onto the cathedral square, vanished many centuries ago, destroyed, like the former cathedral buildings, by Franks, Normans and later invading armies. The 14c. church of St Gangolf remains, hidden behind a screen of private houses.

In the crypt of the museum of the cathedral we saw the outline of the first church of Germany, built in Constantine’s time, adapted from a private house by the addition of a rounded apse. We saw traces of the first cathedral, in the form of a Roman basilica or meeting place. We also viewed the protestant basilica, the austere brick internal walls of which, in the days when the building served its original purpose as a hall of government business, used to be lined with marble. For Constantine’s treatment of the Christian church, here is an interesting reference. He thought monotheism was the safest religious option for an empire presided over by a single ruler.

Sarcophagi featured strongly in our tour. The crypt of the disaffected church of St Maximin, located in a suburb near the railway station and now serving as a school gym, was the improbable setting for a study of how Christian burial practices took over from the pagan tradition. The Cathedral showed us the tomb of the great elector, Baldwin, and the cathedral crypt revealed to us further sarcophagi telling us of family life in the early Christian period.

The body was represented by our visit to the Roman thermae, where our guide pictured well the sybaritic life not only of the bathers but also the smoky working conditions of the slaves who would stoke the fires to heat the water of the establishment. Our own appetites were gratified by a most agreeable lunch in a beautiful private room at the Brasserie Trier in Fleischstrasse.

Civic life was illustrated by the massive fortified gate of the fungus-blackened Porta Negra, by the Dreikoenigenhaus (no connection with our amiable organiser), so called because the outer wall used to bear a painting of the epiphany, and, finally, by the Prince-Elector’s Palace. There, we could judge the recent, controversial but historically accurate choice of pink for the repainting of the restored palace. We also learnt how the avenue of trees was so planted as to hide the asymmetry of the palace, which resulted from a shortage of funds to complete the West wing.

Our tour’s balance between the spiritual and the physical echoed the tension between the spiritual and temporal power that prevailed from the 10c to 12c. Some of the effigies on the wall of the ancient Rathaus and in the coded figures of Justice, Strength, Temperance, and Wisdom encircling St Peter’s fountain in the Hauptmarkt bear echoes of that tension. The church rulers, of course, won.

