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Christian Archaeology at the University of Vienna

The study of Christian Archaeology at the Universities in the German speaking world
developed in the core of theological studies, and Vienna University was not an exception.
In fact, the first steps were made in 1887, following the efforts of the Biblicist Wilhelm
Anton Neumann'. Neumann studied first at the Theological Institute of Heiligenkreuz
Abbey, later, in 1874, at the University of Vienna. At that stage, Christian Archaeology
was not considered as an independent discipline and did not have a specific identity,
oscillating between the studies on Semitic languages and the exegesis of the Old Testa-
ment. The subject had no institutional connection to other disciplines, while remaining
within the Catholic Theological Faculty, where Neumann was a full professor in 18872
He, among others, was one of the most dynamic promotors of the 1% International
Congress for Christian Archaeology in Split in 18943 (fig. 1).

His successor Heinrich Swoboda?, after his priestly ordination, studied Christian Ar-
chaeology at the Campo Santo Teutonico in Rome, where he had close contacts with Jo-
hann Peter Kirsch?, Giovanni Battista de Rossi® and Anton Maria de Waal’. In 1890, Swo-
boda obtained his habilitation for Christian Archaeology at the Catholic Theological Fac-
ulty and taught courses with a focus on ecclesiastic archaeology, liturgical and artistic
traditions of the Roman catacombs. He organized excursions and exhibitions and pro-
moted the knowledge and awareness of the archaeology of Early Christianity and of its
most important places and monuments®.

Johannes Heinrich Emminghaus?, also a priest, contributed to shifting the attention
towards liturgical space and its decoration; ecclesiastical architecture and baptism sites
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1. Group photo of the participants of the 1% International Congress for Christian Archaeology
in Split, 1894. — No. 2: Wilhelm Anton Neumann; no. 3: Heinrich Swoboda.

of Syria and Palestine became part of his scrutiny™. Alois Musil is also worth mentioning,
who became Ordinarius and taught Biblical studies, Arabic language and literature at
Vienna University in 1909. He travelled extensively in the Middle East, at least until 1917,
year which marked the end of the Ottoman rule in Syria and Palestine. Some of his most
important works on Qusair ‘Amra, Arabia Petraea and the Middle East were published
in Vienna'.

However, Biblical Archaeology was also at the core of interests of Ernst Sellin, professor
for Old Testament exegesis and Archaeology at the Faculty of Protestant Theology from
1897 to 1908 and a pioneer in the field of Biblical Archaeology*>. He soon established the
Department for Church History, Christian Archaeology and Ecclesiastical Art, which
demonstrated the interdisciplinary nature of the subject. Later, between 1971 and 1996,
Alfred Raddatz served as full professor at the same department. He paid special attention
to archaeological investigations and research of art historical themes and specifically to
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the genesis and development of Christian iconographic themes'3, yet again following a
traditional setting.

Further development was triggered by the foundation of the Vienna School of Art History
in 1891 thanks to the efforts of Franz Wickhoff'> and Alois Riegl*®. In 1901, the latter
published an outstanding contribution to the investigation of art in Late Antiquity, in
which he rightly emphasised the “Kunstwollen™’. Based on this tradition, the Vienna
School’s scientific perspective once more focused on the Oriens with Josef Strzygowski,
professor of Art History in Vienna 1909/33. Strzygowski devoted several studies to Asia
Minor, Armenia, Syria and Iran, showing the centrality of the East in the formation of
the tradition of late antique art, from which Christian art draws its roots, and how it
inspires and mediates with the West. The concept was thoroughly explored in his mono-
graph “Orient oder Rom. Beitrdge zur Geschichte der spéatantiken und frithchristlichen
Kunst”, published in Leipzig in 1901'8. Valuable insights were furthermore given by Otto
Demus, who served at his return to Austria, after the end of World War II'9, as president
of the newly established Bundesdenkmalamt in 1946 and later held the position of full
professor of Art History from 1963 to 19773%°. His views and research questions, especially
on mosaic studies, formed a whole generation of scholars. In his fundamental work on
the mosaics of S. Marco in Venice, he thoroughly analysed style and technique in situ
and thus demonstrated his outstanding knowledge of this medium.

In parallel, the involvement of the Department of Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies
expanded the areas of interest. In fact, the first prominent scholar was Helmut Busch-
hausen?, who, during his university studies in Miinster, joined the excavations of Lud-
wig Budde?? in Misis/Mopsuestia. As professor of Byzantine Art History from 1976 to
2002, Buschhausen was the first to teach at the Institute of Art History and the Institute
of Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies. His work encompassed the archaeological
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excavations of the Early Christian monastery in Abu Fana, Egypt, in 1987/92%¢. He
examined mosaics, reliquaries® and sculpture of the Byzantine period as well.

Thanks to Otto Mazal, who was since 1977 director of the Collection of Manuscripts
and Incunabula as well as professor of Byzantine Studies at the Faculty of Philological
and Cultural Studies, a rich collection of manuscripts was brought to wide scholarly
attention?®, Archaeological investigations were also conducted by Ewald Kislinger, pro-
fessor of Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies since 1992, with research projects and
excavation in Sicily, e. g. at the site of S. Pietro di Deca (Torrenova Messina), which in-
vestigated the local Basilian monastic settlements?’.

Oriental studies also made a positive contribution to the development of Christian
Archaeology with Josef Maria von Karabacek, who held full professorship in History of
the Orient and its auxiliary disciplines from 1885 to 19158, As early as 1883, he already
published a catalogue of Egyptian textiles which included Early Christian finds. Attention
to Christian and Islamic architecture was given by the studies of Heinrich Gliick, who
habilitated in Art History of the Orient in 19202°.

This extremely brief account does not grant full justice to all the illustrious scholars who
shaped the main lines of the discipline. One ought not overlook the importance of the
Institute for Judaic Studies established under the initiative of Kurt Schubert, who empha-
sised the reciprocal influences between Jewish and Christian art3°.

Significant impacts were those of the field archaeological school and the Institute of
Classical Archaeology. Among the most prominent figures one can mention Hermann
Junker, who, from 1909 to 1911, directed the excavation of the Early Christian monastery
in El-Kubanieh and was full professor for Egyptology at the University of Vienna3".
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The research of Early Christian churches in Austria was mainly conducted by Rudolf
Eggers?, e. g. at the sites of Aguntum, Duel near Feistritz, Grazerkogel near St. Michael,
at Hemmaberg near Globasnitz, Hoischhiigel near Maglern, in Teurnia near Spittal at
the Drau, and at Ulrichsberg as well as in Salona near today’s Split in Croatia. He pub-
lished a study of church architecture in South Noricum and received his habilitation in
1917. In 1929 he was full professor of Roman History, Antiquities and Epigraphy at the
Institute for Ancient History33. He served, with G. Bersu, as second director of the Ro-
man-Germanic Commission in 1928/31 and led a training-excavation at Duel in Carin-
thia34.

Hermann Vetters35, who studied with Egger, was appointed in 1969 (until 1985) as
full professor of Classical Archaeology, in which Field Archaeology and Antiquities had
an important part. At the same time, Egger became director of the Austrian Archaeol-
ogical Institute and Obmann of the Antiquarian Department of the Balkan Commission
of the Austrian Academy of Sciences®. Vetters, who served as vice-president of the Bal-
kan Commission for about a decade (1982/91), took over the management of the major
Austrian project in Ephesos (1969/87). His academic work included lectures on Christian
Archaeology as an integrant part of Classical Archaeology.

Rudolf Noll in 1963 became director of the Antikensammlung (ANSA) in the Kunst-
historisches Museum, he was honorary professor of Classical Archaeology with focus on
Roman provincial archaeology, Roman and Early Christian monuments in Austria3’. His
successor was Lothar Eckhart, honorary professor from 1963 to 198338, who was the
former head of the Department for Roman Period and Early Christianity at the Upper
Austrian Landesmuseum in Linz, although the excavation report on the Laurentius
Church in Lorch was not published3®.
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In 1983, Jiirgen Borchhardt was appointed as professor, his work was centred on
Limyra (Lykien). The excavation projects (1986/88) included the church at Burgberg,
followed in 1989 by the so-called Bishop’s Palace in Oststadt, and the three-nave church
in the vicinity of the Ptolemaion of Limyra%°.

Christian Archaeology at the University of Vienna, following its initial beginnings in the
context of theology, moved in a new direction under the influence of historical sciences,
especially Classical Archaeology, Byzantine Studies, and Art History. While it originally
focused on Rome, this perspective evolved with new research questions as well as
through excavations not only in Austria. The knowledge and contacts with a wider public
were also achieved through exhibitions, the establishment of collections, lectures and
conferences.

In 1988, with the separation of Classical Archaeology from Ancient History, the de-
partment was moved to Franz Klein-Gasse 1, Wien (fig. 2). In 1991, the chair for Early
Christian Archaeology was established by
Renate Pillinger, who also founded an As-
sociation for the promotion of Christian
Archaeology of Austria as well as the jour-
nal “Mitteilungen zur Christlichen Archdo-
logie” (fig. 3). In 1999, Pillinger was actively
involved in organizing the 14" Inter-
national Congress for Christian Archaeol-
ogy in Vienna*. Following the congress, a
professorial chair for Early Christian Ar-
chaeology was established at the Institute of
Classical Archaeology in the Faculty of Historical and Cultural Studies. Particular at-
tention was given to excavations and research projects as for example in the Balkans, e.
g. in Albania*?, Bosnia#3, Bulgaria (Sandanski)#4, as well as in Ephesos, in the so-called
Cave of St. Paul on the ancient city’s Biilbiil dag from 1994 to 2011, and besides, constant
research on the development of Early Christian iconography.

Through the introduction of new BA and MA programs in 2008, Early Christian
Archaeology became an integral part of various degree programs. In 2016, upon retire-

2. The building in Franz Klein-Gasse 1 in Vienna.
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schungen 14 (Citta del Vat. 2006).

42 H.Hipri/ S. HipRI, Die frithchristliche Basilika in Arapaj/Durrés (Albanien) = DenkschrWien 420 /
Archdologische Forschungen 20 (Wien 2011).

43 P. BASLER, Spatantike und friihchristliche Architektur in Bosnien und der Herzegowina = Oster-
reichische Akademie der Wissenschaften, Schriften der Balkankommission 19 (Wien 1993).

44 R. PILLINGER (Hrsg.), Corpus der spdtantiken und friithchristlichen Wandmalereien Bulgariens =
ebd. 21 (1999); dies., Die Stifterinschrift des Johannes in Sandanski (Bulgarien) und ihr monumen-
tales Umfeld: MittChrArch 12 (2006) 65/72.


http://farch.net/
https://usearch.univie.ac.at/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=UWI_alma21315279860003332&context=L&vid=UWI&lang=en_US&search_scope=UWI_UBBestand&adaptor=Local%20Search%20Engine&isFrbr=true&tab=default_tab&query=any,contains,Renate%20Pillinger&sortby=date&facet=frbrgroupid,include,61373511&offset=0
https://usearch.univie.ac.at/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=UWI_alma21315279860003332&context=L&vid=UWI&lang=en_US&search_scope=UWI_UBBestand&adaptor=Local%20Search%20Engine&isFrbr=true&tab=default_tab&query=any,contains,Renate%20Pillinger&sortby=date&facet=frbrgroupid,include,61373511&offset=0
https://usearch.univie.ac.at/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=UWI_alma21210256860003332&context=L&vid=UWI&lang=en_US&search_scope=UWI_UBBestand&adaptor=Local%20Search%20Engine&isFrbr=true&tab=default_tab&query=any,contains,Renate%20Pillinger&offset=0
https://usearch.univie.ac.at/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=UWI_alma21210256860003332&context=L&vid=UWI&lang=en_US&search_scope=UWI_UBBestand&adaptor=Local%20Search%20Engine&isFrbr=true&tab=default_tab&query=any,contains,Renate%20Pillinger&offset=0

Vienna / Wien 197

ment of Renate Pillinger, the chair received a broader chronological definition, in order
to establish a strong continuity with the discipline of Roman Archaeology, with the de-
nomination of late antique and Early Christian Archaeology.

These brief remarks are clearly important. They show how the Vienna school, since an
early stage, paid specific attention not only to the investigation of Early Christian ar-
chaeological sites in Austria, but far most to ey R,
sites set in the Mediterranean basin as a global — \
field of research of Early Christian Archaeol-
ogy. The approach of the Vienna school is that
Christian Archaeology must not draw borders
around itself but rather create its own struc-
tures to develop better forms of interdisciplin-
ary communication on local, national and in-
ternational levels. The main research ques- =
tions concern continuity and change over time 3. Some issues of

and are built upon a solid theoretical, meth- “Mitteilungen zur Christlichen Arch&ologie”.
odological and practical approach, focusing on the unique set of field data collection
techniques and related analytical interpretation. These are practiced through a trans-
and interdisciplinary approach, with a constant and constructive dialogue with the
Austrian Academy of Sciences, museums, universities, the Federal Monuments office of
Austria and the National Library.

The chronological framework essentially covers the Mediterranean regions from ca.
300 to ca. 750, in order to trace the transformation of the Roman world, the emergence
of the (Christian) Byzantine Empire, the interaction of various social groups, the Chris-
tianisation and movements of various tribal groups, their impact on the areas they set-
tled, and the formation of new identities. This process is indeed interesting when viewed
in the context of the longue durée of Late Antiquity, in which a parallel with the rise of
Islam is extremely important. Current research focuses on the topography and the
evolution of rural, monastic, proto-urban and urban settlements (including material and
visual cultures), beliefs and socio-political history of the late antique, Byzantine and, to
a lesser extent, Islamic worlds. To conclude, the main goal is to provide students with an
enriching experience that combines research and fieldwork within a committed aca-
demic institution, and to sensitise them to the fact that awareness of our past is the best
investment for the future of our discipline and the University itself.
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