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The rich Venetian places his right hand on the shrine and with his left hand pulls a stone out of a kettle of boiling water without scalding himself. With this miracle, he testifies to the authenticity of the relic.


Scene at the shrine of St Mark the Evangelist, Reichenau-Mittelzell. Around 1303.
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Description


The Reichenau monastery in Lake Constance / southern Germany experienced rapid growth in the Middle Ages and became immeasurably rich through illumination of church books and through the property of their noble monks. The patron saint of the monastery was St. Mark the Evangelist. Reichenau claimed that the relic of St. Mark was bought from the Doge of Venice in 830. With this, the monastery got in conflict with the Republic of Venice, which also claimed that the bones of this saint lie in St. Mark's Basilica in Venice. - Venice, before 1094, chose the Winged Lion as the symbol of their republic, the Babylonian symbol of absolute power. Because of the rivalry between Venice and Reichenau, the Serenissima Venice subsequently did everything possible to damage the Reichenau abbey. As a result, the conditions in the monastery quickly became unbearable, and the monks' morale completely went down. The monastery became impoverished as a result and experienced an unprecedented rapid decline from around the year 1100. To the disadvantage of the Reichenau monastery, Venice forged documents (imperial charters), which is to be shown by several documents from the village of Göggingen. -


The Reichenau Monastery was allegedly built in 724 by Bishop Pirmin and will be celebrating its 1300th anniversary in 2024. By uncovering various miracle stories as an invention, it can be shown that Reichenau, on the other hand, was first founded not before the beginning of the 10th century. By this Pirmin and many other people are inventions of the Middle Ages. The early history of the Reichenau monastery is different from what is taught. These new findings thus also support the thesis of Dr. Heribert Illig on his "invented Middle Ages 614-911".









Foreword


"St Mark, we salute you". It is Corpus Christi Day in the year 2023 and the rather modestly sized procession is coming down the street in bright sunshine. Standing at the side of the road, the historical town defence force, dressed in white, yellow and red, stands at attention with rifles and trumpets and provides musical accompaniment for the faithful. Festively dressed men carry small and medium-sized golden shrines with holy relics and turn off to the right to the forecourt of Reichenau Cathedral, where a small, rather unadorned altar and a short flower path have been erected, and where local women in their traditional costumes with their black bonnets on their heads are already waiting. The bearers of the holy shrines are followed by splendidly dressed women, and as they turn off towards the church square they sing: "Saint Mark, we salute you."


The bones of St Mark the Evangelist have been on the Reichenau since ancient times, and this evangelist was later made the patron saint of the Reichenau-Mittelzell abbey church. Shortly after the year 1300, the golden shrine of St Mark was erected, a copy of which can be admired today with its beautiful relief images at the entrance to the cathedral, and which contains the so-called Heiltum, the relic of St Mark that brings salvation.


The fact that there is something special about this relic, that the unprecedented decline of Reichenau Monastery in the Middle Ages was also caused by these very bones of St Mark, and that St Mark did not always bring salvation to the monastery, will be told here.


King's Au indeed, rich you once were,


Oh now, as you are, you have lost almost everything.1


July 2023 Herbert Fießinger





1 Complaint by Abbot Konrad von Zimmern 1254









Introduction


The location on the island of Reichenau in Lake Constance is unique for the establishment of a monastery. Here, separated from the worldly life of the neighbouring villages by the water, but not too secluded, the spiritual life of a religious order can flourish. The beautiful nature, the water and the view of the distant mountains invite you to quiet contemplation and let you feel the closeness of God. Ora et labora, pray and work. The mild climate favours agricultural work, as well as fishing and viticulture, so a monastery would have had a decent income in the middle ages. The Benedictine monastery in Beuron, not too far away, also lived from their own farming until around 1990. They had a large number of cows in their stables and sold their milk. They had a large garden and sold honey and meat they produced themselves. In 1986, I still remember it well because I was in Beuron a lot that year, the monks were driving around with their tractors and all kinds of machinery.


They were devoted both to life and to God. A healthy mix, it seems to me. And they also ran an arts and crafts business, had a publishing house and a printing press.


So when Reichenau Monastery was founded, one could have imagined a contemplative monastic life there too. However, things turned out quite differently.


Reichenau Monastery experienced a unique period of prosperity around the year 1000, and its glamour has remained to this day.


How often do we still read about the term "monastic glory" in Reichenau? Back then, when the monastery had become rich, the name of the monastery and the island was changed from Au to "die reiche Au" (engl. the rich Au), Reichenau, for good reason. In those days - probably a thousand years ago - it was said that if the abbot of Reichenau wanted to travel to Rome, he could spend the night on his own land every day. The monastery's property stretched from the town Ulm to Italy. And there was also a legend that when the first wagon of the convoy with the feudal dues arrived at Reichenau Abbey from Ulm, the last wagon was still at the city gate in Ulm.


These are undoubtedly literary exaggerations. We come closer to reality when we read:


... a monastery that once had around 300 noble vassals and from which four archdukes, 10 counts palatine and margraves, 27 counts and 28 barons and knights held fiefs. A monastery from which 18 archbishops, 60 bishops and 29 abbots emerged for other monasteries. [Güßfeldt p.68, Staiger p.151]


And the many peasant and bourgeois vassals of the many other villages are not even listed above.


Conrad Gröber, the later archbishop, a native of Messkirch, studied the Reichenau in detail. His books are characterised by great expertise. And he also fell under the inexplicable spell of Reichenau when he visited the island around 1922 when he wrote:


In addition to emperors and kings, cardinals and bishops, artists, art-loving people and industrious researchers, the monastery has also seen many others who would have been better off not coming. But then, while the waves are still rocking us, the melancholy medieval bells ring out, as if we were going to the conventual office over there in silent monastic order. We disembark, but hardly anyone disturbs the atmospheric silence. The island's hard-working country folk, vine-growers and fishermen have always plenty to do on their often remote meadows and fertile fields, in the ascending vineyards and in the swaying barges. It is as if the old monastic solitude surrounds us and the whispering of the mighty trees in the church square whispers mysteriously about the weathered stones of the 10th century. The monks are dead, only their art still speaks from distant times in enigmatic tones, powerful and full of meaning. [Gröber 1922 p.4]


The inexplicable magic of Reichenau is still omnipresent in me, even though I was able to learn many secrets of the island monastery, both beautiful and not so beautiful. Is it just because my home village of Göggingen was once a Reichenau village? Or does the former cultural flourishing, the inner and outer wealth of the monastery still shine in the collective memory of mankind after a thousand years?


Hermann the Lame is not exaggerating when he calls Reichenau a monastery ennobled by great men, books and the treasures of its church. [Gröber 1922 p.8]


We can go even further and say that it was a focal point of Christian life, a meeting place for all scholarship, a spiritual playground for Germanic youth and thus one of the most flourishing centres of culture beyond the Alps. [Gröber 1922 p.9]


And Josef Sauer writes:


'In the scientific and literary fields, Reichenau had an almost universal cultural mission.' [Gröber 1922 p.9]


However, the scientific and literary achievements of the monastery known to us today are few. The cultural mission of which Sauer speaks is much more to be seen in the area of Christian mission, in the world-famous medieval Reichenau book illumination, in the impressive buildings from the Middle Ages, as well as in the universal memory of the former monastic glory, and also in the wealth, nature and flair that the former monastery has been able to preserve to this day. It was not for nothing that it was declared a UNESCO cultural heritage site some years ago.


In the best days of the monastery, when it was still young, Abbot Ermenrich from the cold town of Ellwangen praised Reichenau with such beautiful words:


Reichenau, flourishing island, how blessed you are above others


Rich in the treasures of knowledge and the holy spirit of its inhabitants


Rich in the fruit of the fruit tree and the swelling grapes of the vineyard


Evermore it blooms on you and the lily is reflected in the lake


Far thy fame resounds to the misty land of the Britons2


And from the same time, when the monastery was not yet in decline, these following uplifting lines must also date from the island:


Where the waters of the Rhine flow from the Italian Alps


Into the mighty lake that stretches far to the west,


There in the midst of the flood rises the lovely island,


Aue it is called, in the heart of Germania it lies


Hordes of excellent monks it brought forth.3


As late as 1590, when the monastery had long since lost its independence and was subject to the Bishop of Constance, an unknown person wrote of an island monastery that was unrivalled and therefore unique; and he continued: "In the past, it was very fond of wealth ..." and then he wrote: "If you read the chronicle particularly carefully, you will be amazed at how the times have changed, as have the people":


A beautiful island lies not far away


in Lake Constance, the old German sea,


which is well known to many


by us called the Rich-Au.


Pirmin the first abbot


planted the island,


erected a monastery there


years ago, without equal.


In times gone by very inclined to wealth,


as the church treasury still shows,


St Mark's tomb also of that time,


as this book will give an account


what kind of life this monastery led.


If you read the chronicle carefully


you will be astonished


how the times have changed


and in it also the people.4


[Brandi II p. XXIV]


Yes, times have changed. After a brief period of prosperity at the highest level, the monastery experienced an incomprehensible and unprecedentedly rapid decline, beginning around the year 1100, which has not yet been understood. Historians see fires around 1250 as the cause, but the abbey was already in steep decline 150 years earlier, and the monastery chronicler Gallus Öheim in the early 16th century writes vaguely of the disagreement between the popes, emperors and princes, which caused the decline of the monastery:


Many people wonder, when they hear of the incredible power of the monastery, how it could have come to such stupidity of decline. The abbots are no less often blamed for having lived so carelessly and dissolutely. There may be some truth in this; I could name several more under whose reign the house of God has declined and not increased. God knows their names. The truth is that the disunity of the popes and emperors has brought the greatest ruin to the house of God, as well as the disorganisation of the princes, since some wanted to conquer the empire by force, war, robbery and fire.5 [Brandi II p.23]


So not even Gallus Öheim, the monastery chronicler, can say anything concrete about the cause of the decline. There were often fires in other monasteries too, and the disunity of the secular lords also affected other monasteries. However, no other monastery experienced such a downfall as Reichenau.


We read things in old written sources that amaze us:


that the Reichenau archivist Odalrich destroyed his own valuable royal charters on his own authority around the year 1150, or scraped off the text and inscribed the royal charters with cheap forgeries instead.


that the foundation charter of the monastery from the year 724 is a forgery.


that apart from very few pieces, no literature was produced on Reichenau, or that it was perhaps destroyed at some point. A book on horticulture, a vision of a monk and a world chronicle from the 11th century, which was largely copied from other sources, that is almost all. So there are only very few writings from the time when Reichenau was still doing well. Nothing of importance came after that, with the exception of the monastery chronicle by Gallus Öheim from the period after 1500, in which much sounds like pure fantasy.


that for a long time the monks were almost without exception aristocratic lords who had never learnt to subordinate themselves and who had nothing else in mind but to eat their way through the monastery and indulge in amusements.


that in 1135 the monks even beat their own abbot, Ludwig von Pfullendorf, to death in his chasuble at Church service in the church in Tuttlingen without being punished.


that the monks openly defied Abbot Burkhard in 1258 when he demanded that they take off their noble vestments and put on the Benedictine habit instead. Two monks then decided to beat their abbot to death over dinner. However, the abbot managed to escape, whereupon the two criminal monks gathered armed followers, plundered the island and chased away all those who remained loyal to the abbot.


that the abbey of Reichenau was at war with the brother monastery of St Gallen (Switzerland) for many years. Both sides hired mercenaries and ravaged each other's lands because of the dishonour of a broken abbot's staff.


It was then that Abbot Diethelm could no longer put up with his own monks, was afraid of them and withdrew completely to his tower in Steckborn.


that Abbot Werner no longer wanted to eat with his own conventuals and instead travelled to Niederzell every day on his little horse and had himself fed there. It is said that the monastery was so poor that it could no longer feed its own abbot.


that only 2 monks lived in the monastery in the early 15th and early 16th centuries.


that the Abbot of Reichenau Brandis probably had the Bishop of Constance murdered in 1356. In any case, the murderers immediately fled to the island and the abbot, who had probably ordered the murder, had them deliciously entertained and rewarded with money.


that a number of Reichenau monks once went to Zurich in the winter of 1368 to take part in knightly tournaments, encountered citizens of Constance on the way and immediately beat each other to death on the street.


that the cellar master and later Abbot Mangold gouged out the eyes of a fisherman from Constance in 1366 because he was catching fish in Reichenau waters.


that the Reichenau abbot intercepted a Constance ship and had nine Constance servants stabbed to death.


that in 1382 the citizens of Constance then destroyed Schopflen Castle in Reichenau and various farms on Reichenau and cut off the heads of nine captured Reichenau servants. - The ruins of Schopflen can still be seen today on Pappelallee-street.


that the monastery in the 14th century had to sell everything that was not nailed down.


that an Abbot Eberhard burnt all the feudal documents.


that an Abbot Werner wanted to sell the bones of St Mark to Venice due to a lack of money, but was forcibly prevented from doing so by the monastery servants.


that the last abbot, Markus, finally betrayed and sold his own monastery in Reichenau and immediately left for Radolfzell with his lavish Judas salary.


that the last monks of the monastery were rebellious in 1757 and had to be driven out of the monastery with 40 soldiers under threat of armed force.


The chroniclers of past centuries reported what seemed interesting to them. They tell us nothing about quiet days and years full of spiritual contemplation and reflection, solemn processions, church festivals and worship, because such things did not seem worth mentioning to them.


One must assume, in order not to see a distorted image, that there must have been such peaceful years. However, even Conrad Gröber, an expert on Reichenau who is not suspected of wanting to denigrate the church, comes to this conclusion:


After the 11th century and into the 14th century, the embers barely glowed under the piled-up ashes. And if, as was the case under Abbot Diethelm of Krenkingen (1180-1206), it seemed as if a timid crackling and repeated flickering still revealed a remnant of spiritual life, all too soon thereafter came the deadly quiet darkness, even hopeless ruin. In the middle of the 13th century, the abbey no longer even had the strength to appoint an abbot as a result of feuds, lawsuits, senseless waste, poor administration and persistent aristocratic inbreeding. [Gröber 1938 p.12]


The medieval history of the Au is, to use an image, a sunny, shining, all-promising morning, a dull, even ugly noon and a reasonably beautiful, short evening. [Gröber 1922 p.5]


If you look at the history of Reichenau from a higher perspective, you will notice that the more it celebrated its cult of St Mark, the worse became the state of the Monastery.


And it is also noticeable that the decline of Reichenau coincided with the rise of a great European power: Venice.


What does Reichenau have to do with Venice?


Originally, the two had only one point of contact: both claimed to be in possession of the bones of St Mark the Evangelist.


However, Reichenau subsequently had a number of other connections with Venice that are hardly noticeable at first glance. In order to recognise and understand the true history of Reichenau and its decline, it is therefore necessary to take also a closer look at Venice.


Both Venice and Reichenau invented a variety of miracle stories in connection with their respective church saint Mark, which must be recognised in their entirety for what they are: Fictions and inventions without history. As soon as this is clear, and as soon as the motives behind these inventions are also clear, a completely new early history of Reichenau opens up that has never been told before.


Everything written here is based on the idea that invented stories contain no history.


From this perspective, the forgeries of the Reichenau documents also make sense in a way that has not yet been recognised.


It is perhaps not a good idea to dwell too much on the past, as this can obscure our view of the present. But if the past is denied, the future can be destroyed. The seed of our destiny finds its nourishment in the past.


So what remains?


Only the three great churches and the marvellous nature, the shimmering lake, the fragrant distances, the sparkling wine and the grateful memory remain of the old glory - and it is still an unspeakable amount. Everything else is no more. [Gröber 1922 p.11]


Only churches, nature and memory. - Gröber does not mention literary, historical, musical or scientific works. He does not even mention the famous book illumination. Yet the 11th century abbot and singing teacher Bern probably also left us a theory on music and singing. And the song Salve Regina is also often attributed to Hermann the Lame. But it is questionable whether he really wrote it. Nor is it 100% proven whether the illuminations were really created on Reichenau or perhaps in Trier or Echternach.


Apart from the illuminations and the three churches, very little of material significance remains of the former monastery.


A German emperor is said to be buried in Reichenau Minster. If you ask more precisely, you will hear that the grave has been lost. Emperor Karl the Fat (Karl der Dicke), +888, a great benefactor of Reichenau, is his tomb simply allowed to decay, disappear and fall into oblivion?


The same happened to the grave of the generous benefactor Duke Gero (+799), alleged brother-in-law of Charlemagne. His grave has also disappeared. Like so much of the history of Reichenau, this emperor and this duke are an invention. They and their tomb only existed on paper.


Reichenau was able to salvage much less from the past than other monasteries. Fate has not been kind to Reichenau.
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The cathedral in Reichenau-Mittelzell. Engraving from 1840.
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The Minster (cathedral). St Mark's tomb on the right





2 Gröber 1922 Translation by J. Scheffel


3 literally "Augia nomen habens", - The vision of Wetti. The name augia suggests that the Visio Wettini was created in the heyday of the Reichenau around the year 1000, or later


4 adapted to today's language


5 adapted to today's language
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