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N e i t h e r in the R o m a n t i c n o r in the c lass i ca l a n d i dea l i s 

t ic v i e w o f a r t c a n the e m p i r i c a l N a t u r e s t u d y be a n e n d 

in i tsel f . E v e n w h e n p a i n t e d in o i l s , it d o e s n o t c o n s t i t u t e 

a n a u t o n o m o u s w o r k o f a r t . T h e r e are severa l r e a s o n s 

f o r th i s . A c c o r d i n g t o c lass ica l p r i n c i p l e s , t he m e r e i m i 

t a t i o n o f N a t u r e is i nar t i s t i c : t he w o r k b e c o m e s art o n l y 

w h e n the n a t u r a l p r o t o t y p e is p u r g e d o f c o n t i n g e n t i n d i 

v i d u a l i t y , b y re fe rence e i ther t o a n a b s o l u t e i dea t h a t 

d w e l l s in the art is t h i m s e l f o r t o a n a b s o l u t e ar t i s t i c 

n o r m sanc t i f i ed b y t r a d i t i o n . N a t u r e s t u d y f o r m s p a r t o f 

t he ar t i s t ' s t r a i n i n g , b u t f r o m the o u t s e t h e asp i res t o 

l eave th i s t r a n s i t i o n a l s tage b e h i n d h i m a n d t o g r a d u a t e 

t o the h ighes t f o r m o f ar t , t h e e x e m p l a r y h i s t o r y p i ece , 

d e f i n e d b y idea l f o r m in pe r f ec t h a r m o n y w i t h the a b s o 

lute v a l i d i t y o f t he a c t i o n s h o w n . F o r n o r m a n d f o r m t o 

c o i n c i d e , there m u s t be a n e x t e r n a l p o i n t o f re ference 

w i t h s o m e c l a i m t o o b j e c t i v i t y : t he m o n a r c h , t h e 

C h u r c h , o r g a n i z e d s o c i e t y , o r s o m e r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o f 

these interests . 

R o m a n t i c stil l i n c o r p o r a t e d m u c h t h a t w a s c lass i ca l ; 

b u t u n d e r the p r e s s u r e o f h i s t o r y the c e n t r e o f b a l a n c e 

h a d sh i f t ed t o w a r d s f ide l i t y t o N a t u r e - w h e t h e r th i s 

a p p e a r e d in the gu i se o f h u m i l i t y , o r o f sc ient i f i c a s p i r a 

t i o n s , o r o f N a t u r e m y s t i c i s m , o r o f a l l three at o n c e -

a n d a l s o t o w a r d s t h e s u b j e c t i v e o b s e r v e r , w h o w a s 

e n a b l e d t o find h i m s e l f b y the p r e s e n c e o f N a t u r e . 

A l l e g i a n c e t o m o n a r c h , C h u r c h o r c o m m u n i t y w a s n o 

l o n g e r p e r c e i v e d a s a n o r m , a n d at t h e s a m e t i m e the 

h i e r a r c h y o f genres ( w i t h h i s t o r y p a i n t i n g at t he h e a d ) 

los t s o m e o f its s ign i f i cance . T h e s u b j e c t i v e o b s e r v e r 

r e c o g n i z e d h is o r her o w n i m a g e , w h e t h e r in N a t u r e o r 

i n h i s t o r y , a n d re f lec ted o n the l e s s o n l e a r n e d , b u t n o 

l o n g e r e x p e c t e d a n y d i rect g u i d a n c e o n h o w t o act in the 

presen t . 

T h e in tens i f ied R o m a n t i c c o n c e n t r a t i o n o n the p h e 

n o m e n a o f N a t u r e i m p l i e d a sense o f a l i e n a t i o n f r o m 

N a t u r e , a n d the des i re t o m a k e N a t u r e o n e ' s o w n a g a i n 

t h r o u g h v i s u a l c o n t e m p l a t i o n . T h i s f a c u l t y o f c o n t e m 

p l a t i v e a p p r o p r i a t i o n w a s - o r s o the R o m a n t i c s w e r e 

firmly p e r s u a d e d - a p a r t i c u l a r g i f t o f t he ar t i s t . F o r 

F r i e d r i c h W i l h e l m Sche l l i ng , v i s u a l a r t s t a n d s 'as a n 

ac t i ve b o n d b e t w e e n t h e s o u l a n d N a t u r e , a n d c a n be 

g r a s p e d o n l y in t h e l i v i n g m i d d l e b e t w e e n t h e t w o ' . A n y 

o n e - s i d e d c o n c e n t r a t i o n o n the ' s o u l ' t o o eas i l y b e c o m e s 

s h a l l o w ; c o n v e r s e l y , a m e r e i m i t a t i o n o f N a t u r e m i s s e s 

t h e essence o f t he t h i n g d e p i c t e d , p r o d u c i n g a d e a d 

i m a g e . Sc ience , s a y s Sche l l i ng , a p p r o a c h e s N a t u r e b y 

end less l a b o r i o u s degrees ; a r t c a n reach its g o a l a t a 

s ingle b o u n d . A r t g rasps the essence o f N a t u r e b y b r ing ing 

o u t w h a t is characteristic. T h i s c a n be d o n e n e i t h e r b y 

b e a u t y o f f o r m a l o n e n o r b y the ' e m p t y she l l o r d e m a r 

c a t i o n o f i n d i v i d u a l i t y ' . A r t d i s ce rns the e te rna l a r c h e 

t y p e w i t h i n the i n d i v i d u a l f o r m , ' a n d h e w h o h a s 

g r a s p e d t h e essence m u s t n o t fear h a r d n e s s a n d r i g o u r : 

o t h e r w i s e l i fe c o u l d n o t ex i s t ' . T h e art is t d e s c e n d s t o 

m i n u t e de ta i l , a n d d o e s n o t e v e n s h r i n k f r o m p a i n f u l 

f o r m , i n the e f f o r t t o e x t r a c t t h e essence o f t h e w o r k s o f 

N a t u r e . 

T h e s e o b s e r v a t i o n s , w h i l e b a s e d in a p h i l o s o p h y o f 

N a t u r e , a l s o h a v e a n en t i re l y p r a c t i c a l b e a r i n g o n the 

ar t i s t ' s w o r k . H a r d n e s s a n d rigour o f f o r m ; e x t r e m e 

c o n c e n t r a t i o n o n t h e i n d i v i d u a l p h e n o m e n o n , i n o r d e r 

t o p e n e t r a t e t o the h e a r t o f i t ; i m i t a t i o n , as a m e a n s t o 

p o s s e s s i o n a n d k n o w l e d g e t h a t is sc ient i f i c b u t a l s o t r a n 

s c e n d s sc ience : o n l y s u c h a n u n d e r s t a n d i n g m a k e s it p o s 

s ib le t o assess the R o m a n t i c s t u d y o f N a t u r e , a n d t o g i v e 

a m e a n i n g f u l a c c o u n t o f t he n u a n c e s o f t h e o r y a n d p r a c 

t ice t h a t s e p a r a t e i n d i v i d u a l ar t i s ts . 

In 1 8 1 5 , w h e n G o e t h e b e c a m e a c q u a i n t e d w i t h L u k e 

H o w a r d ' s t e r m i n o l o g y o f c l o u d d e s c r i p t i o n , it s e e m e d t o 

h i m t h a t a t l o n g las t a s y s t e m a t i c a p p r o a c h t o m e t e o r o l 

o g y h a d b e c o m e p o s s i b l e . F o r G o e t h e , ever s ince h i s sec

o n d v i s i t t o S w i t z e r l a n d in 1 7 7 9 , g e o l o g y - p r i n c i p a l l y as 

m e d i a t e d b y H o r a c e B e n e d i c t de S a u s s u r e - h a d b e e n 

t h e l i n c h p i n o f t he sc iences . B u t he c o u l d m a k e n o t h i n g 

o f the S w i s s g e o l o g i s t ' s a t m o s p h e r i c m e a s u r e m e n t s : t h e y 

s e e m e d t o h a v e n o c o r r e l a t i v e i n v i s i b l e p h e n o m e n a , a n d 

h e c o u l d n o t m e a n i n g f u l l y i n tegra te t h e m i n t o h is u n d e r 

s t a n d i n g o f t he o p e r a t i o n s o f N a t u r e . It w a s H o w a r d ' s 

c l a s s i f i c a t i o n o f c l o u d s i n t o s t ra tus , c u m u l u s , c i r rus a n d 
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n i m b u s tha t s e e m e d t o h i m t o m a k e m e t e o r o l o g i c a l 

sense o f t h e f o r m , f o r m a t i o n a n d t r a n s f o r m a t i o n o f 

c l o u d s . T h i s w a s a l s o i n h a r m o n y w i t h h is o w n u l t i 

m a t e l y m y s t i c a l a n d c a b b a l i s t i c c o n c e p t i o n o f t he w o r k 

ings o f the a n i m a t e e a r t h , the ' E a r t h B o d y ' . H o w a r d 

g a v e h i m b a c k the s k y , w h i c h the secu la r E n l i g h t e n m e n t 

h a d u n p e o p l e d o f its h e a v e n l y h o s t s . N o w , at last , t he 

s k y in all i ts m a n i f o l d a p p e a r a n c e s c o u l d o n c e m o r e 

serve as a l i ngu i s t i c i m a g e in G o e t h e ' s p o e t i c c o s m o s . A 

sc ient i f i c d i s c o v e r y s e e m e d t o h a v e g i v e n it b a c k its 

h a r m o n y . 

T h e cen t ra l i m p o r t a n c e o f th i s f o r G o e t h e ' s w o r l d 

v i e w is the so l e e x p l a n a t i o n o f h i s spec ia l a n d l o n g -

l a s t i ng interest in the m o d e s t E n g l i s h sc ient is t . It a l s o 

a c c o u n t s f o r h is u r g e n t ins i s tence o n see ing the n e w 

i n s i g h t re f lected in p a i n t i n g . In 1 8 1 6 , o n the s u g g e s t i o n 

o f h is a s s o c i a t e , J o h a n n H e i n r i c h M e y e r , h e a p p l i e d t o 

C a s p a r D a v i d Fr iedr i ch f o r s o m e c l o u d p a i n t i n g s - a n d 

w a s t u r n e d d o w n f lat . T o F r i e d r i c h it s e e m e d u n t h i n k 

a b l e t o f o r c e the c l o u d s i n t o a s y s t e m . A s he s a w i t , 

m e c h a n i c a l o b s e r v a n c e o f t he n e w c l a s s i f i c a t i on w o u l d 

l ead t o a r e v o l u t i o n in l a n d s c a p e p a i n t i n g : w h e r e n o w 

the p a i n t i n g , s teeped in the sens ib i l i t y o f the ar t i s t , g a v e 

N a t u r e its s o u l , a p r e c o n c e i v e d a b s t r a c t i o n w o u l d regu 

la te its a p p e a r a n c e a n d squeeze the b r e a t h o f l i fe o u t 

o f i t . 

F r i e d r i c h h a d n o idea tha t G o e t h e , t o o , w a s c o n c e r n e d 

w i t h the b r e a t h o f l i fe in N a t u r e , a n d tha t t o h i m , n a t 

u ra l sc ience w a s n o t a n e n d in i tself b u t the e q u i v a l e n t o f 

t he e x p l o r a t i o n o f b e i n g t h a t F r i e d r i c h , a f ter s t u d y i n g 

N a t u r e in de ta i l , s o u g h t t o detect w i t h i n h i m s e l f a n d t o 

e x p r e s s in h i s w o r k . F o r F r i e d r i c h , t he essence o f th ings 

b e c a m e v i s ib le o n l y if b r o u g h t o u t - e x a c t l y as suggested 

b y Sche l l i ng - t h r o u g h the h a r d n e s s a n d r i g o u r o f the 

ar t i s t ' s i n t e r v e n t i o n ; b u t h a r d n e s s a n d r i g o u r o f art is t ic 

f o r m e m e r g e s , in the R o m a n t i c v i e w , o n l y in the 

m o m e n t o f s e l f - c o n c e n t r a t i o n t h a t p e r m i t s a n i n t i m a t i o n 

o f u n i v e r s a l c o n n e c t e d n e s s . M o r e o v e r , f o r m a l h a r d n e s s 

a n d r i g o u r ac ts as a p o i n t e r t o the v i e w e r ' s r e s p o n s e t o 

the w o r k . In the ac t o f p e r c e p t i o n the v i e w e r ac tua l i zes 

the m e a n i n g t h a t the art is t has p l a c e d in the w o r k in a 

s tate o f p o t e n t i a l i t y . In F r i ed r i ch ' s v i e w , H o w a r d ' s sys 

t e m w o u l d p r e v e n t jus t th is . 

F r i e d r i c h ' s Mist in the Elbe Valley (c. 1 8 2 1 ; c o l o u r 

p l a te , p. 2 3 1 ) w a s i n t e r p r e t e d as a s t u d y o f N a t u r e , b u t 

a l s o as a C h r i s t i a n a l l e g o r y in w h i c h the f o r e g r o u n d 

s t a n d s f o r th i s w o r l d , w i t h a h i n t o f the w o r l d b e y o n d 

e m e r g i n g t h r o u g h the m i s t as the g o a l o f t he f u t u r e eter 

na l l i fe; the b r i d g e w a s seen as the l i n k b e t w e e n the t w o 

spheres . H e r e , o n c e m o r e , w e agree w i t h Sche l l i ng w h o 

sa id tha t e v e r y t r u e w o r k o f ar t is ' c a p a b l e o f a n i n f i n i t y 

o f i n t e p r e t a t i o n s ... a n d ye t o n e c a n never say w h e t h e r 

th i s i n f i n i t y . r e s ided in the art is t o r w h e t h e r it s i m p l y 

res ides i n the w o r k . ' M o r e spec i f i ca l l y , w e w o u l d say 

t h a t th is de l i be ra te i n te rpre ta t i ve o p e n n e s s is spec i f i c t o 

the R o m a n t i c w o r k o f ar t . Spec i f ic , pa r t l y b e c a u s e b y its 

v e r y n a t u r e - t h a t is, in its w h o l e ar t i s t ic a p p r o a c h - the 

R o m a n t i c w o r k o f art ' de l i vers an o rac l e w i t h m a n y 

m e a n i n g s ' . 

T h e o b j e c t s in F r i edr i ch ' s p a i n t i n g - tree in l ea f , l ea f 

less tree, b r i d g e , s m o k e f r o m a h u m a n h a b i t a t i o n , m o r n 

ing m i s t - m a y be read as s igns ; the p a i n t i n g p e r m i t s th is 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . B u t th is r e a d i n g is n o t the o n l y i n t e r p r e 

t a t i o n o f the p a i n t i n g . R a t h e r , the p a i n t i n g d e m a n d s a n 

a p p r o a c h tha t o p e n s a r a n g e o f p o s s i b l e e x p e r i e n c e a n d 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . It d o e s so b y d i scree t l y , b u t r e p e a t e d l y 

a n d the re fo re u n m i s t a k a b l y , e m p h a s i z i n g the cen t ra l ve r 

t ica l a x i s . T h e p o s i t i o n o f the s u n , as r e v e a l e d b y its 

r ays ; the h ighes t p o i n t o n the hi l l ; a n d a b o v e al l t he o n l y 

c lear n o t c h o r a n g l e in the w h o l e p i c t u r e , w h e r e the c o r 

ner o f t he b u i l d i n g in the m i d d l e g r o u n d mee t s the l ine 

o f the f o r e g r o u n d ter ra in : all these lie prec i se ly o n the 

cen t ra l a x i s o f the p a i n t i n g . T h e v i e w e r is t h u s g e n t l y 

m a n o e u v r e d i n t o p o s i t i o n in f r o n t o f t he p a i n t i n g . T h i s 

c o n t a i n s n o h u m a n a c t i o n ; b u t s m o k e a n d m i s t b l o w 

across it, so it is n o t f r o z e n i n t o i m m o b i l i t y . It d e p i c t s a 

s ing le m o m e n t , a n d yet - as Sche l l ing p u t s it - it s e e m s 

to ex i s t o u t s i d e t i m e : it e m b o d i e s p u r e essence , p u r e 

be ing . T h i s is w h a t Sche l l ing m e a n s b y b r i n g i n g o u t the 

essence o f N a t u r e . O n l y w h e n the p a i n t i n g , t h r o u g h the 

h a r d n e s s a n d r i g o u r o f its f o r m , sets the v i e w e r p o n d e r 

ing the c o n n e c t e d n e s s o f t h i n g s , d o e s F r i e d r i c h r e g a r d it 

as a f u l l y v a l i d w o r k . H o w e v e r , this p o n d e r i n g is n o t 

abs t rac t re f l ec t ion : it t akes p l ace in the p rocess o f v i s u a l 

c o n t e m p l a t i o n itself - o r ra ther as v i sua l c o n t e m p l a t i o n . 

It is ce r ta in l y u n t r u e t h a t there are n o p u r e N a t u r e 

s tud ies b y F r i e d r i c h . T h e r e ce r ta in l y are ; b u t t h e y are 

d r a w n o n p r i n c i p l e a n d f o r a p u r p o s e : trees, r o c k s , 

p l a n t s a n d v i e w s , a rch i t ec tura l o r t echn i ca l de ta i l s , 

m o s t l y d a t e d prec i se ly t o the d a y , w i t h de ta i l s o f p l a c e 
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and, more rarely, of colour or distance. The trees are 
shown with all the characteristics of their species, and 
mostly drawn early in the year so that their salient fea
ture, the arrangement of their branches, is still clearly 
recognizable. This is reminiscent of Alexander Cozens's 
set of tree drawings, published in 1771, which showed 
the 'Shape, Skeleton and Foliage' of thirty-two different 
kinds of tree: in these, too, the structural pattern of the 
skeleton remains visible beneath the garment of leaves, 
as a k ind of abstract of visual observation. T o this, 
Friedrich adds light and shadow, in clear gradations of 
drawing. Thus, the drawing of an oak is a precise repro
duction of Nature, but also a structural analysis of a 
thing perceived, and so it provides the artist with know l 
edge that he can use freely in a painting while retaining 
truth to Nature. 

However, there seem to be a few exceptions to the rule: 
in one short period, between 1820 and 1824, Friedrich 
painted a small number of oil studies that were not made 
with a view to inclusion in a pictorial composit ion and 
therefore lack a referential dimension. These would prob
ably not have existed without the influence of Johan 
Christian Dahl. Dahl had come to Dresden in 1818 and 
had immediately become friendly with Friedrich, and we 
have Nature oil studies of his, made in the neighbourhood 
of Dresden in 1819. In the winter of 1820 -21 , while Dahl 
was away in Italy, Friedrich painted close-up views in oil 
of ice-floes and ice breaking on the Elbe, and these he 
used directly as sources for Sea of Ice in 1823 -24 (colour 
plate p. 97); three of them were in Dahl's studio at his 
death and bear inscriptions in his hand. Friedrich no 
doubt considered that, for this rare phenomenon, mere 
drawings with indications of colour were not enough. He 
captured the shapes and gradations of colour of the ice
floes in oil studies, such as had long been customary in 
painting plants or rock formations for use in the fore
grounds of composed landscapes. 

Before he left for Italy, Dahl was prompted to make 
oil studies by Christopher Wi lhe lm Eckersberg (who had 
returned from Italy in 1816); while he was in Italy, 
his principal influences in this respect were Achille Etna 
Michal lon and Francois Granet. It was certainly 
Michal lon, pupil of Pierre-Henri Valenciennes- and 
teacher of Corot , w h o played the more important inter
mediary role. His master, Valenciennes, not only painted 

oil studies himself, with particular emphasis on change
able atmospheric states and their effect on objects, but 
was the leading advocate of the establishment of a Prix 
de R o m e for landscape painting, for which the submis
sion should consist both of a large finished landscape 
composi t ion and of an oil sketch of a landscape. The 
first such prize, awarded in 1817, was w o n by 
Michal lon . The result was a f lood of French oil studies. 

T h e first German artist to respond to this seems to 
have been Max imi l i an J ohann Georg von Dillis, w h o 
was in R o m e in 1818 with the Crown Prince of Bavaria 
and there painted oil studies of the view from Vil la 
Malta . Dillis owed another debt to Valenciennes: in his 
Elements de perspective pratique of 1799 -1800 
Valenciennes recommends a careful study of clouds, 
recorded in drawings with colour notations, with a view 
to capturing the shifting state of the weather. O n his 
return f rom Italy between 1819 and 1824 Dillis made 
over 150 drawings of clouds, but in these other influ
ences were probably at work too. 

It was long supposed that Valenciennes's oil studies, 
n o w in the Louvre, and mostly dating f rom the 1780s, 
were invariably painted f rom nature. It was therefore 
taken for granted that this also applied to the hundreds 
of surviving oil sketches by Dahl . In both cases, h o w 
ever, some caution is in order. The format, the free 
handling and the material of the support - mostly card
board or paper on cardboard - do not necessarily prove 
in themselves that these studies were done in the pres
ence of Nature. In many cases it is quite conceivable that 
a summary , drawn notation underlies the work , and that 
this was almost immediately translated into a painted 
sketch in the studio. This wou ld explain why many of 
Dahl 's sketches reveal a degree of pictorial organization, 
as exemplified by the golden section and by formal and 
proport ional analogies. It can even be assumed that 
wi thout these the intrinsically worthless and evanescent 
motifs in question wou ld have had no right to appear in 
art at all. Even for Dahl , however, oil studies were not 
an end in themselves: in his Liber veritatis they d o not 
appear as paintings in their o w n right, and he subscribed 
all his life to the demand for classical perfection in offi
cial landscape painting, just as Valenciennes did. 

Pure cloud studies became increasingly frequent in 
Dahl 's work in 1823 after his visit to Italy. There were 
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p r o b a b l y t w o r e a s o n s f o r th is . O n e w a s tha t in t ha t y e a r 

he m o v e d w i t h i n D r e s d e n to a h o u s e o n the b a n k s o f t he 

E l b e w h i c h h e shared w i t h F r i e d r i c h ; the c l o u d s tud ies 

c o u l d h a v e been p a i n t e d f r o m a w i n d o w o f t he h o u s e . 

T h e o t h e r , a n d p r o b a b l y m o r e i m p o r t a n t , w a s t h a t C a r l 

G u s t a v C a r u s w o u l d h a v e d r a w n his a t t e n t i o n t o 

G o e t h e ' s w o r k o n H o w a r d . P u b l i s h e d in fu l l in 1 8 2 2 

in the f o u r t h i n s t a l m e n t o f V o l u m e 1 o f Zur 

Naturwissenschaft uberhaupt ( ' O n N a t u r a l Sc ience in 

G e n e r a l ' ) , th is c o n s i s t e d o f the essay 'Wolkengestalt 

nach Howard' ( ' C l o u d F o r m A c c o r d i n g t o H o w a r d ' ) ; 

a n e x p a n d e d v e r s i o n of the p o e m 'Howards 

Ehrengeddchtnis' ( ' In H o n o u r e d M e m o r y o f H o w a r d ' ) ; 

a n d G o e t h e ' s o w n t r a n s l a t i o n o f H o w a r d ' s a u t o b i o g r a 

p h y . C a r u s read this a t o n c e , a n d its i m p o r t a n c e w a s 

c r u c i a l . H e s t o p p e d w o r k o n h is Landschaftsbriefe 

( ' Le t te rs o n L a n d s c a p e ' ) f o r m o r e t h a n a yea r a n d a h a l f , 

a n d r e s u m e d t h e m o n l y at the e n d o f 1 8 2 3 w i t h Let ter 

6 , in w h i c h - t o cu t a l o n g s t o r y s h o r t - he r e n o u n c e d 

the R o m a n t i c N a t u r e m y s t i c i s m o f F r i e d r i c h in f a v o u r o f 

a m o r e sc ient i f i c , G o e t h e a n a t t i t ude . 

C a r u s ' s p a i n t i n g s u n d e r w e n t a c o r r e s p o n d i n g sh i f t . H e 

c o n t i n u e d t o agree w i t h Sche l l i ng tha t ar t w a s c a p a b l e o f 

t r u l y fu l f i l l i ng the a s p i r a t i o n s o f sc ience . H o w e v e r , th is 

w a s n o l o n g e r t o be d o n e in a n i n t u i t i v e , s u b j e c t i v e l eap 

b u t in f a m i l i a r i t y w i t h the o b s e r v a t i o n o f N a t u r e ; th is 

w a s the sc ient i f i c aes thet ic t o w h i c h G o e t h e - a n d w i t h 

h i m , a b o v e a l l , A l e x a n d e r v o n H u m b o l d t - s u b s c r i b e d . 

I n t h e s e v e n t h o f h is letters o n l a n d s c a p e p a i n t i n g , 

w r i t t e n in 1 8 2 4 , C a r u s d i scussed G o e t h e ' s 'Howards 

Ehrengedachtnis' in speci f ic deta i l a n d c o i n e d the t e r m 

Erdlebenbildkunst, ' p i c t o r i a l art o f e a r t h l y l i fe ' w h i c h 

w a s t o d o m i n a t e his o w n Briefe iiber das Erdleben 

( 'Le t ters o n E a r t h l y L i f e ' ) c o m p o s e d f r o m 1 8 2 6 

o n w a r d s . In these he ca l l ed f o r the R o m a n t i c m o o d 

l a n d s c a p e t o be rep laced b y a c o n c e p t i o n o f l a n d s c a p e 

b a s e d o n n a t u r a l l a w a n d i n d e b t e d a b o v e a l l t o g e o l o g y 

( t oge ther w i t h m e t e o r o l o g y ) . T h e first t races o f g e o l o g i 

ca l t h i n k i n g , c o n c e r n e d a b o v e al l w i t h g e o l o g i c a l m o d e l s 

o f the o r i g i n s o f the e a r t h , c a n be d i s c e r n e d in C a r u s ' s 

p a i n t i n g f r o m 1 8 2 0 o n w a r d s . 

In the ear l y 1 8 2 0 s , a n d espec ia l l y f r o m 1 8 2 2 o n w a r d s , 

there w e r e t h u s s o m e m e m b e r s o f F r i ed r i ch ' s c irc le w h o 

s u b s c r i b e d t o a n an t i sub j ec t i v i s t i c v i e w o f N a t u r e , based 

o n o b j e c t i v e o b s e r v a t i o n a n d ins i s tent o n n a t u r a l l a w s 

safiS&SS&SiS^zS" 
IE? - & T 

Fig.l Carl Blechen, Cloud Study, Staafliche Museen zu Berlin PreuPjischer 
Kulturbesirz, Kupferstichkabinett 

w h i c h c o u l d n o r h a v e left Fr i edr i ch ent i re ly u n a f f e c t e d . 

I n 1 8 2 4 he p a i n t e d three o i l ske tches - i n c l u d i n g the ce l 

e b r a t e d Evening n o w in M a n n h e i m - w h i c h l im i t t h e m 

selves t o the ' p u r e ' r e n d e r i n g o f N a t u r e . Fr i edr i ch m a k e s 

th i s a b s o l u t e l y p l a i n : n o t o n l y d o e s he a d o p t the c o n v e n 

t i o n o f the o i l s k e t c h b y p a i n t i n g in o i l o n c a r d b o a r d -

as he rare l y d i d e l s e w h e r e , even in s m a l l p a i n t i n g s - bu t 

he wr i t e s in t h e t i m e o f d a y a n d the da te , ' O c t o b e r 

1 8 2 4 ' , far t o o large a n d in the case o f the M a n n h e i m 

w o r k s c r a t c h e d in the n a r r o w d a r k s tr ip o f ea r th . T h i s 

ensures tha t all three p a i n t i n g s r e m a i n s tud ies . B u t in 

c o n t r a s t t o the M a n n h e i m p a i n t i n g - w h i c h cons i s t s o f 

n i n e - t e n t h s s k y a n d a n a r r o w , v i o l e t - b l a c k , w h o l l y 

u n d i f f e r e n t i a t e d s t r ip o f ea r th - the Evening s t u d y in a 

p r i v a t e c o l l e c t i o n s h o w s t w o o f the D r e s d e n c h u r c h e s , 

w i t h the H o f k i r c h e s p o r t i n g a G o t h i c h e l m r o o f ins tead 

o f its o n i o n d o m e , a n d b o t h r is ing n e e d l e - l i k e o n the 

m i s t y s k y l i n e . E v e n here Fr i edr i ch c a n n o t resist i n c l u d i n g 

i n te rpre ta t i ve h in t s . 

In 1 8 2 3 yet a n o t h e r art is t c a m e u n d e r D a h l ' s i n f l u 

ence : C a r l B l e c h e n , w h o v i s i ted D a h l a n d p r o b a b l y 

F r i e d r i c h in D r e s d e n in t h a t yea r . A series o f p u r e c l o u d 

s tud ies in o i l o n p a p e r d i rec t l y ref lect the s t i m u l i he 

rece ived , b u t the in f luence d i d n o t last. F o r in 1 8 2 4 , o n 

K a r l Fr i edr i ch S c h i n k e l ' s r e c o m m e n d a t i o n , B l echen w a s 

a p p o i n t e d set p a i n t e r t o the K o n i g s t a d t i s c h e s T h e a t e r in 

Ber l in . T h i s w o r k a f f ec ted his p a i n t i n g ; he c a m e t o 

f a v o u r a R o m a n t i c thea t r i ca l frisson, based o n l i terary 

sources , w i t h a c lear p o p u l a r a p p e a l , ye t t i nged w i t h h is 

o w n ins t inc t i ve g l o o m . S u b l i m i n a l l y , e v e n here , a real ist ic 
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intention persisted, and this became dominant after he 
gave up his theatrical work , both before and during his 
visit to Italy in 1828 -29 . Blechen's Italian cloud studies 
(fig. 1), with their audacious use of colour and their free, 
fluent handling, outdo Dahl and often rest content with 
summary but remarkably telling hints. They often use 
against-the-light effects, and anticipate his official Italian 
landscapes. These n o w seem to us entirely conventional , 
both in staffage and in composit ion, but contemporary 
critics condemned their harsh colouring and sketchy 
handling as violations of all the rules of art. One 
reviewer wrote of Blechen's Afternoon on Capri (1832) 
that the sheer brilliance of the sunlight made the effect 
garish, as if it were the work of a crack-brained man; the 
whole thing looked 'like a lye contaminated with dull-
red and bluish ingredients'. 

Even before the experience of the Italian light, h o w 
ever, Blechen was quite capable of doing justice to nat
ural phenomena. A study of rocks, clearly and proudly 
dated 1828, and k n o w n , probably wrongly , as Chalk 
Cliffs on Riigen (on the strength of a supposed visit to 
the island in that year) is utterly direct (colour plate, 
p. 236). It dispenses with any anecdotal or ennobling 
embellishments and limits itself to two ranges of tone, 
from brown to yel lowish-white for the cliffs and f rom 
grey to weak blue for the section of sky. The chalk or 
limestone cliff is convincingly reproduced, both in its 
phenomenal appearance and in its geological structure. 

Blechen was declaring his adherence to a tradition 
that had begun with the geologically exact illustrations 
to Humboldt ' s travels in which draughtsman, painter 
and engraver fol lowed Humboldt ' s o w n designs in the 
endeavour to emphasize structural features and thereby 
show not only the characteristic form but, in accordance 
with the Romantic tradition, the essence of a landscape. 
Humbo ld t himself hoped that these works wou ld lead to 
the emergence of a new art of landscape painting; only 
this wou ld compensate aesthetically for the lost whole 
ness of Nature. 

There is an evolutionary connection between these 
works and Carus's views of Fingal's Cave on the 
Hebridean island of Staffa which reflect not only mytho 
logical associations but also geological theories of the 
origins o f the earth (cat. 35). After earning Goethe's 
approval in 1820 by painting the pillar-like basalt for

mations near Zi t tau, Carus in his turn founded a tradi
tion of wha t he himself called 'Geognostic Landscapes', 
which found successors in German art as late as 1850, 
as exemplified by Carl Rot tmann. Romant ic and scien
tific elements combined in the key term 'characteristic', 
the meaning of which Goethe and Friedrich Schiller had 
explored as far back as the 1790s. 

Werner Busch 
Translated from the German by David Britt 
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Caspar David Friedrich 
Sea of Ice, c. 1823 -24 
Hamburger Kunsthalle 
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Caspar David Friedrich 
Mist in the Elbe Valley, c. 1821 
(cat. 4 1 ) 
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Carl Blechen 
Chalk Cliffs on Rugen, 1828 
(cat. 33) 


