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Carl Gustav Carus (1789-1869): 
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Theoretician of Landscape Painting
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A Scientist as Amateur Artist

In his memoirs, composed late in life between 1846 and 1856, Carl Gustav 

Carus (fig. 1) remarked of his Briefe uber Landschaftsmalerei, geschrieben in 

den jahren 1815-1824 (Letters on landscape painting, written in the years 

1815-1824): “There appeared in these letters a curious blend of science and 

art, and it is this, if anything, that will give them a lasting place in literature. 

What Schelling was trying to express at that time through the concept of the 

world soul was precisely the cardinal point around which these thoughts 

revolved.”1

Carus first discovered the teachings of Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph von 

Schelling (1775-1854; fig. 2) while a medical student at the Universitat Leipzig 

between 1806 and 1811. There he initially found himself exposed to a chaotic 

flood of isolated facts and disconnected materials; although he worked hard 

to absorb them, he was unable to grasp them in any coherent context until he 

discovered a “new, original, and meaningful principle”: “This principle was 

that of a higher unity, which emerged in the light of the nature philosophy 

that was then first making its way.”2 For Carus, even the great binomial sys­

tem of nomenclature of the Swedish botanist Carl von Linne (also known as 

Linnaeus, 1707-78) took on life and coherence only through nature philoso­

phy, “when the thought, guessed at by many philosophers of antiquity, of the 

inner, necessary, and ineluctable connection of the cosmic edifice into a single, 

endless, organic whole —in a word, the idea of the world soul —first found its 

way back into science through the emergence of Schelling’s great and lumi­

nous mind.”3

After studying philosophy in Tubingen, Schelling turned his attention to 

the natural sciences while working as a tutor in Leipzig, and published his 

books Ideen zu einer Philosophic der Natur (Ideas toward a philosophy of 

nature) and Von der Weltseele (On the world soul) as early as 1797 and 1798, 

respectively.4 In subsequent publications on nature philosophy he expounded 

the idea of a teleological evolution of nature into intelligence. In his lengthy 

treatise Von der Weltseele, with the subtitle Eine Hypothese der hoheren 

Physik zur Erkldrung des allgemeinen Organismus (A hypothesis of the higher 

physics directed toward the explanation of the universal organism), Schelling 
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defines two forces as the principles of nature. One is positive, corresponding 

to a constant motion forward; the other is negative, leading “all the world’s 

phenomena back into eternal circulation.” Schelling develops the idea of an 

eternal conflict between these two principles: “These two conflicting forces, 

represented simultaneously in unity and in conflict, lead to the idea of an 

organizing principle that shapes the world into a system. It is such a principle, 

perhaps, that the ancients adumbrated in their notion of the world soul.”5

Schelling does not reject the mechanistic approach, or the inquiry into 

cause and effect, but he does assert that the “idea of nature as a whole” has 

abolished the opposition between “mechanism and organism,” and that the 

succession of causes and effects should henceforth be regarded only as “infi­

nitely small straight lines in the universal circular line of the organism.”6 Soon 

afterward, in a dialogue entitled “Bruno; oder, Uber das gottliche und natiir- 

liche Princip der Dinge” (Bruno; or, on the divine and natural principle of 

things), Schelling explicitly took up the ideas of an animate universe put for­

ward by the philosopher and cosmologist Giordano Bruno (1548-1600), who 

was burned as a heretic and apostate by the Catholic Church on the Campo 

de’ Fiori in Rome on 17 February 1600.7

Carus likened the idea of the world soul to a political revolution. In its 

wake, many unqualified persons had thrust themselves forward with “all 

manner of undue haste and exaggeration.” Whom he had in mind he did not 

say; perhaps one of them was Gotthilf Heinrich Schubert, who in Dresden in 

1808 dedicated his book Ansichten von der Nachtseite der Natunvissenschaft 

(Views of the nightside of natural science) to “his friend and auditor, Mr. J. 

Gerhard von Kiigelgen, the celebrated historical painter.” If nothing else, this 

dedication reveals that one respected artist took an interest in a theory of the 

cosmic whole directed against the mechanistic approach.8 In his voluminous 

work —which treats of the cosmic edifice, oracles, inorganic and organic 

nature, magnetism, and the shapes of mountain ranges —Schubert listed as his 

principal concerns: “The oldest relationship between man and nature, the liv­

ing harmony of the individual with the whole, the coherence of a present exis­

tence with a future and higher one, and how the germ of new, future life 

gradually unfolds in the midst of present life.”9

One writer whom Carus exempted from his strictures on unqualified inter­

lopers was the nature philosopher and physician Lorenz Oken (1779-1851), a 

confessed adherent of Schelling’s teaching, who had published his successful 

Lehrbuch des Systems der Naturphilosophie (Manual of the system of nature 

philosophy) in Jena in 1809-11. Together, Carus and Oken were to found the 

Gesellschaft deutscher Naturforscher und Arzte (Society of German natural­

ists and physicians) in 1822. Carus praised Oken’s contribution to the evolu­

tionary idea that was his own prime concern: “He it was who first dared, with 

vigorous strokes, to reduce the chaotic multiplicity of natural forms and natu­

ral facts to a single central point, a single new, animating principle; and that 

principle was the principle of genesis, of evolution.”10

When Carus embarked on the writing of his Letters on Landscape Painting, 
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he was already a professor at the Koniglich-sachsische Chirurgisch-medicini- 

sche Akademie (Royal Saxon surgical and medical academy) and director of 

the Dresden maternity hospital. He had entered the Universitat Leipzig as a 

student of natural sciences in 1804, switching to medicine two years later. In 

1811 he took doctorates in philosophy and medicine and became qualified to 

teach in the faculty of philosophy. On publication of his sizeable work Ver- 

such einer Darstellung des Nervensystems und insbesondere des Gehirns nach 

ihrer Bedeutung, Entwicklung und Vollendung im thierischen Organismus 

(1814; Essay on the nervous system, and the brain in particular, with reference 

to its importance, development, and maturation within the animal organism) 

Carus received offers of professorships at the Deutsche Universitat Dorpat 

(Tartu, Estonia) and at the Provisorische Lehranstalt fur Medizin und Chirur- 

gie (Provisional school of medicine and surgery) in Dresden, the latter to be 

held in conjunction with the superintendence of the city’s maternity hospital. 

Carus accepted the offer from Dresden and moved there with his family in the 

winter of 1814 to 1815. In 1815 he was confirmed in office as professor at the 

newly founded Koniglich-sachsische Chirurgisch-medicinische Akademie and 

delivered the inaugural address at its opening in August 1816. It was at this 

time that he began writing the Letters on Landscape Painting, which were to 

occupy him, with lengthy interruptions, until 1824.11

In his schooldays at the Thomasschule in Leipzig, between 1801 and 1804, 

Carus had already shown a keen interest in painting. On country walks in the 

environs of Leipzig with his drawing teacher, Julius Dietz (1770-1843), he 

had made studies of rocks, plants, and trees, and he had hiked to Dresden to 

see the famous paintings at the Gemaldegalerie. At the Universitat Leipzig, 

Carus joined a student reading circle in which he became friendly with Johann 

Gottlob Regis (1791-1854), later the translator of Rabelais, Shakespeare, and 

Swift; the two men kept up a lifelong correspondence.12 Also in Leipzig, Carus 

attended the drawing academy in PleiEenburg, which was run by Johann 

Friedrich August Tischbein (1750-1812), the “Leipzig Tischbein,” and by Veit 

Hans Schnorr (1764-1841).13 In Dresden he sought artistic and technical 

advice from the landscape painter Johann Christian Klengel (1751-1824), 

professor of landscape painting at the Dresdner Kunstakademie since 1800, 

although he learned nothing from him.14 In 1816, for the first time, he sent in 

work (four paintings) to the exhibition of the Kunstakademie.15 That seems 

to have been the year he first met Caspar David Friedrich (1774-1840), who 

was already a famous artist. Carus subsequently won Friedrich’s trust; for ten 

years or so, the two men remained close friends.16 Years later, in 1840, writing 

Friedrich’s obituary for Kunst-Blatt, Carus cited extracts from the artist’s 

notes and described him as having “saved and uplifted” landscape painting 

from its previous state of insignificance: “In landscape it was Friedrich above 

all whose profound and vigorous mind, with total originality, laid hold of this 

tangle of banality, staleness, and tedium and —cutting through it with a mor­

dant melancholy — raised from its midst a distinctively new and radiant poetic 

tendency.”17
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Carus described Friedrich (fig. 3) as “a markedly clear-cut, north German 

type, with fair hair and sideburns,” noting the “distinctive expression of 

melancholy on his mostly pallid features.” Carus admired Friedrich, while rec­

ognizing that his friend exemplified certain features of the artist’s classic 

predicament: “Add to this a very exalted notion of art, an essentially gloomy 

nature, and —arising from both —a profound dissatisfaction with his own 

work, and it becomes understandable that on one occasion he was so mis­

guided as to attempt suicide.”18 Carus went on to describe Friedrich’s isola­

tion from other artists and from society, his habit of taking long walks at 

twilight, and his tendency to retreat into work and cogitation: “In his dark, 

shadowy room, he brooded almost incessantly on his own work.”19

In September 1820 Carus met an artist of a very different kind: an antique 

“hero of art.” This was the celebrated Danish sculptor Berthel Thorvaldsen 

(1770-1844), who stopped off in Dresden on a journey from Warsaw to Vienna. 

Introduced by a mutual friend, Thorvaldsen visited Carus, who showed him 

his own painting Marius on the Ruins of Carthage and was heartened by his 

response: “Thorvaldsen saw it and sat for a long time before it, deep in 

thought. Clearly, the idea caught his imagination, and he mentally remedied 

the imperfections of the execution. Such interest could not fail to hearten me 

greatly.... Little did I think, then, that ten years later I would see that hero in 

Rome, surrounded by his own creations, and in such different circumstances! 

The impression that he left with me on that first occasion was a powerful and 

a lasting one.”20

When Carus went to Italy in 1828, as companion to Crown Prince Fried­

rich August on his Grand Tour, the party called on Thorvaldsen in his studio 

in Rome. As was customary, the crown prince conferred a royal decoration on 

the famous sculptor, and Carus was moved to note: “This simple, capable 

man is extremely popular with his students, and a true protector and consoler 

to all the young German painters.”21

Thorvaldsen impressed Carus deeply, but Friedrich interested him more as 

an artist, and Carus made efforts to learn from Friedrich’s methods without 

ever losing sight of the contradiction between Friedrich’s gloomy artistic tem­

perament and his own “therapeutic” view of the practice of art and of sci­

ence. The “therapeutic” effect of both art and authorship is a recurring topic 

in Carus’s memoirs.22 To free the spirit from a “mood of profound melan­

choly,” such as frequently arises in youth, and to dispel “false gloom,” Carus 

recommended that the mood should be “expounded and presented through 

the creation of a work of art: an utterance and a metaphor for the psychic 

state as a whole, which can truly hold a mirror up to the mind.”23

An enduring source of mental anguish for Carus was the death of his first­

born son, Ernst Albert, in 1816. His memoirs give an account of the scarlet 

fever that struck Carus, his daughter Charlotte, and the three-year-old Ernst 

Albert in the spring of that year. Carus and his daughter soon recovered, but 

the boy died, to his father’s intense grief. It was a blow from which he was 

slow to recover. He was to attribute his healing to the balm of nature and art:
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Fig. 3. Caspar David Friedrich (1774-1840)

Self-Portrait, ca. 1810, black chalk, 22.8 x 18.2 cm 

(9 x 71/s in.)

Berlin, Kupferstichkabinett

Fig. 4. Carl Gustav Carus (1789-1869)

Self-Portrait, 1822, graphite pencil, 23.1 x 17.8 cm

(9'/s x 7 in.)

Dresden, Stadtmuseum
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“There is something miraculous in art’s power to show a man his own inner 

life as an objective reality in the outside world. Then, as in the spring of 1814, 

while smarting from the heavy blows of war and disease, I felt drawn to the 

easel in every hour of leisure. As the sore distress within me, my deep and soli­

tary pain, took shape in some dark and brooding image and appeared as if 

reflected in a mysterious mirror, peace returned to me.”24

The Writing of the Letters on Landscape Painting

Among the activities that Carus took up or continued after the death of his 

beloved Ernst Albert (whose portrait he had painted in 1815) was the writing 

of what became Letters on Landscape Painting. He commemorated his son 

by calling the supposed writer of the letters “Albertus” and their addressee 

“Ernst.”25 The letters conform to the literary type of “letters from father to 

son,” with Carus as writer assuming his dead son’s second given name and 

addressing him by the first.

With extended interruptions, the writing of Letters on Landscape Painting 

occupied Carus until 1824, a period of eight or nine years. During this time, 

he produced a number of major scientific works. In 1818 he published his 

Lehrbuch der Zootomie (Manual of zootomy); two years later came the suc­

cessful Lehrbuch der Gyndkologie (Manual of gynecology), and two years 

later he published Zur Lehre von Schwangerschaft und Geburt (On the the­

ory of pregnancy and childbirth). In 1822 he and Oken founded the Gesell­

schaft deutscher Naturforscher und Arzte, and the firm of Ernst Fleischer in 

Leipzig published Carus’s inaugural address to the society: Von den Anfor- 

derungen an eine kiinftige Bearbeitung der Naturwissenschaften (On the 

requirements of the future practice of the natural sciences). Additionally, 

Carus investigated numerous other scientific topics, including the species of 

algae and mold. His paper Von den aufiern Lebensbedingungen der weif-und 

kaltbliitigen Thiere (On the outward conditions of life for white-blooded and 

cold-blooded creatures) was awarded a prize by the Kongelige Danske Videns- 

kabernes Selskab (Danish royal academy of sciences and letters) in Copen­

hagen and was published in Leipzig in 1824. As this intensive research and 

publishing activity — over and above Carus’s many duties as a doctor and 

medical professor—clearly suggests, his Letters on Landscape Painting is not, 

and could never have been, any more than the product of the leisure hours of 

an extremely busy scientist and clinician (fig. 4).26

Carus frankly admits this in his preface, written in 1830 for the first edi­

tion, in which he describes Letters on Landscape Painting as “a true impres­

sion of the mind of one to whom, amid earnest endeavors and onerous duties 

of many kinds, art has been a true friend and a silent comforter.”27 During the 

long period of the letter’s composition, Carus’s views on landscape painting 

altered considerably. After all —as he makes abundantly clear in the preface — 

in the course of ten or even five years a person’s mind may change: “We shall 

also find that in the meantime some of the flowers of our intellect have with­

ered on the bough, while new blossom has burst forth in precisely the oppo­
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site direction.”28 Letters on Landscape Painting bears witness to this change 

of direction: the letters start out from a viewpoint close to that of Caspar 

David Friedrich and ultimately reach a view of landscape painting in which 

science and art combine to produce an image that aims at nothing less than 

the all-embracing ensoulment of nature.

The break in the composition of Letters on Landscape Painting is gener­

ally located between letters V and VI. In 1963 Marianne Prause was the first to 

ask just how many of the letters Carus had by him in February 1822 to send 

to Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749-1832). Based on the correspondence 

between Carus and Regis, she reconstructed the following sequence of dates:

By 1820: letters I and II completed.

Fall 1820: letter III completed; letter IV set aside, unfinished.

In 1821: work starts on letter V, probably still in draft form in 1822.

Fall 1823: work resumes after a lengthy hiatus; letters IV and VI completed.

In 1824: letters VII, VIII, and IX written.

Accordingly, Goethe could have seen only letters I, II, III, and V.29

At the beginning of letter VI the fictitious writer, Albertus, mentions that 

his work has been interrupted for a number of years. He explains the delay in 

terms of the sheer difficulty of the undertaking: “I felt the weight of the respon­

sibility that I assumed in promising to give you in a further letter my ideas on 

how a significant work of landscape painting might be produced, now and in 

the future, despite the multitude of artistic precedents that constantly mislead 

us and seek to draw us into their own ambit.”30

This expression of Carus’s desire to distance himself from the history of 

landscape painting, combined with an express rejection of traditional patterns 

and models and a declared intention of unfolding universally and perma­

nently valid principles for the art, is perhaps the clearest statement of the 

author’s dilettante status, both as an artist and as a theoretician. For this 

belief in the possibility of a permanently valid principle, not subject to future 

revision, is predicated on the idea that landscape painting can be established 

on the supposedly stable foundation of natural science or nature philosophy; 

and that, like these, it can progress by the accrual of knowledge.

In his dealings with the art and theory of landscape painting, Carus 

remained an amateur and a dilettante: one who practiced and pondered art in 

his leisure hours, for his own pleasure and recreation — not without ambition, 

certainly, but with none of the dangerous, brooding melancholy of an artist 

like Friedrich. Far from imperiling his psychic stability and his social relation­

ships, art for Carus was a form of compensation, an antidote to the hard 

knocks of fate and to his own depression. At the same time, Carus remained a 

dilettante in the pejorative sense of the word, in that —on the strength of his 

scientific and medical training —he assumed the right to set landscape paint­

ing on the path that he considered the best.

We must bear two facts in mind in describing Carus as an artistic dilettante. 
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One is that he also was and remained a scientific illustrator who used drawing 

as an aid to medical and scientific research and publication. In his memoirs he 

has this to say of Tischbein’s and Schnorr’s traditional practice of drawing 

from the antique: “At the same time, this art was almost devoid of any higher 

poetic element; it was the mere pleasure of directly depicting nature; and as 

such, as I have said, it was useful in many respects for my scientific and med­

ical studies.”31 Carus drew his own illustrations for his 1814 treatise on the 

nervous system and the brain, and —with the assistance of Julius Dietz —most 

of the drawings and tables for his work on zootomy in 1818 (fig. 5).32 For the 

alliance between science and art propounded in Letters on Landscape Paint­

ing Carus’s work as a scientific illustrator is not without importance. This 

practical grounding has so far received little attention.

The second fact is that from 1815 or 1816 onward Carus was an active 

member of the Mineralogische Gesellschaft (Mineralogical society) founded 

by Abraham Gottlob Werner (1750-1817), then famous as the founder of 

geognosy (see p. 40 in this volume). In 1816 Carus visited Werner at his base, 

the Bergakademie (Academy of mines) at Freiberg in the Erzgebirge. Carus 

commented that Werner’s “Neptunism” was obsolete, but that his services to 

Oryktognosie — or mineralogy —were not.33

For the young Carus, it was of extreme importance that his reverence and 

admiration for Goethe (fig. 6) received acknowledgment from the great man, 

who recognized his status as a scientist, a theoretician of landscape painting, 

and a painter. Carus managed to meet the world-famous poet only once, on 

21 July 1820, as Carus passed through Weimar on his way to Switzerland.34 

He had sent his Lehrbuch der Zootomie to Goethe in 1818 and had been in 

correspondence with him ever since.35 In 1822 he sent the first letters on land­

scape painting to Goethe, together with four of his scientific illustrations, and 

they were returned with a letter that encouraged him to place the letters (“as 

well conceived as they are beautifully written”) before the public. At the same 

time, Goethe asked to receive the illustrations to Vow den Ur-Theilen des 

Knochen- und Schalengeriistes (On the primitive portions of the bone and 

shell skeleton) as they were produced, and promised to send Carus the next 

fascicle of his own Morphologic. Carus used Goethe’s letter of 20 April 1822 

as an introduction to the first edition of Letters on Landscape Painting.36

In 1820, in his periodical Uber Kunst und Altertum, Goethe reviewed the 

two “geognostische Landschaften” (geognostic landscapes) that Carus exhib­

ited in Weimar in September of that year. These were the Memory of the 

Sandstone Mountain Range (1819) and Geognostic Landscape: Katzenkbpfe 

near Zittau (1820). Remarking on the “grace and variety” to be found in the 

former, Goethe said of the latter: “The rock and its distinctive character is 

excellently rendered, with admirable veracity, both in regard to form and to 

handling and color.”37 In his memoirs, Carus describes the making of his 

drawing of the Katzenkopfe (fig. 7), one of the basalt groups on the ridge of 

the Riesengebirge, during a hike in August 1820.38 Shortly before this, passing 

close to the Nollendorfer Hohe on his way from Dresden to Carlsbad, Carus
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Fig. 5. Carl Gustav Carus (1789-1869)

The class Aves

From Carl Gustav Carus, Lehrbuch der Zootomie (Leipzig:

Gerhard Fleischer, 1818), pl. xiv

Fig. 6. Joseph Karl Stieler (1781-1858)

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, 1828, oil on canvas,

78.2 x 63.8 cm (30% x 251/s in.)

Munich, Bayerische Staatsgemaldesammlungen, Neue

Pinakothek
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Fig. 7. Carl Gustav Carus (1789-1869)

Geognostic Landscape: Katzenkopfe near Zittau, 1820, 

graphite pencil, 18.7 x 26.8 cm (7% x 10% in.)

Dresden, Kupferstich-Kabinett

Fig. 8. Friedrich Georg Weitsch (1723-1803)

Alexander von Humboldt, 1806, oil on canvas, 92.5 x 63.5 cm

(36% x 25 in.)

Berlin, Nationalgalerie
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had been struck by the contrast between the “Plutonic elevations” of the 

Bbhmische Mittelgebirge and the “great, tranquil lines of the granite Erzge­

birge.” It was this perception of the contrast between different mountain 

forms that first gave Carus the idea of a “physiognomy of mountain ranges,” 

as discussed in Letters on Landscape Painting.39

Both as a naturalist and as a theoretician of landscape painting, Carus 

attached great importance to his close acquaintanceship with the eminent 

explorer and geographer Alexander von Humboldt (1769-1859; fig. 8). After 

studying at the universities of Frankfurt an der Oder and Gottingen, Humboldt 

published his first geological paper in 1790. In 1791 he went to Werner’s Berg- 

akademie in Freiberg, and he subsequently worked for the Prussian Mining 

Department until 1797. In 1799 he set out on a five-year expedition to Vene­

zuela, Ecuador, Colombia, Peru, and Mexico. Humboldt published the scien­

tific results of his extensive studies in a vast work containing several albums 

of plates (Paris, 1814-32, and Stuttgart, 1815-32). Carus was particularly 

fascinated by Humboldt’s volume of essays Ansichten der Natur (Views of 

nature), published in Tubingen and Stuttgart in 1808. Humboldt first called 

on Carus in 1826, as he passed through Dresden while accompanying King 

Friedrich Wilhelm III from Berlin to take the waters at Bad Teplitz in Bohemia. 

Carus admired Humboldt’s “vitality of mind,” and was surprised to find the 

“perfect refinement of the courtier combined with such depth of knowledge 

and wealth of experience.”40 He especially valued Humboldt’s ability to make 

science comprehensible to the general public. Carus counted himself among 

the many scholars whom Humboldt had helped and encouraged: “I, too, was 

to receive much help of this kind from him in the years that followed, notably 

during a later stay in Paris. In those early years I was elated and encouraged to 

find that a man so experienced and so deservedly famous repeatedly took a 

genuine interest in my work.”41

Landscape Painting Revalued

In 1770 the poet Salomon Gessner (1730-88), famous for his bucolic Idyllen 

(1756), published a letter on landscape painting in which he undertook to give 

younger artists the benefit of his experience. In this text Gessner —a self- 

taught artist who had taken up landscape painting in the 1760s —described 

how he began by drawing, naively, from nature, but that the results were so 

unsatisfactory that he then turned to engravings of landscapes in order to 

study such details as leaves and trees. Realizing that he did not know how 

to form his parts into a whole, he set out to study and imitate landscape com­

positions by Peter Paul Rubens (1577-1640), Nicolas Poussin (1594-1665), 

Gaspard Dughet (1615-75), and Claude Lorrain (1600-1682). Eventually, he 

dispensed with all these prototypes in order to make his own way and create 

inventions of his own.42 Gessner expressly warned younger artists against the 

drawing manual by Johann Daniel Preissler, director of the Akademie der 

bildenden Kiinste in Nuremberg, first published in 1740, which contained 

specimen drawings of trees and landscape compositions for copying (fig. 9).43 
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In his letter on landscape painting Gessner took up the problems of the imita­

tion of nature and of art, or harmonious composition, and of the invention of 

landscapes, which were central to landscape painting and its theoretical dis­

cussion in the second half of the eighteenth century. To these were added two 

further issues: the aesthetic problem of the effect on the viewers (which fea­

tured in the theoretical debate concerning the beautiful and the sublime) and 

the moral problem of the comparative value of landscape painting within the 

hierarchy of genres.

In his Allgemeine Theorie der schonen Kiinste (General theory of the fine 

arts) Johann Georg Sulzer (1720-79) postulated that the contemplation of 

“inanimate nature” was man’s first step toward reason and order in his men­

tal life. Daniel Chodowiecki’s frontispiece for the first edition of Sulzer’s 

Allgemeine Theorie (fig. 10) shows the allegorical personifications of the arts 

ranged behind the seated figure of Pallas Athena and bathed in the radiance of 

the Sun of Enlightenment; this group contrasts with a huddle of primitive 

humans who crouch, naked, on the ground before their primitive hut. This 

wretched state is improved, according to Sulzer, by advances in morality, tech­

nology, and science; the arts promote development and increase happiness, 

insofar as they are led by reason. Landscape painting, says Sulzer, turns to 

advantage the beneficial effect of nature on human emotion and understand­

ing. It intensifies that moral benefit by including narrative action: “In inani­

mate nature, painting thus finds an inexhaustible store of material with which 

to improve men’s minds; and the landscape painter has many useful ways of 

pleasing us: most of all, when he enlists the higher powers of his art to com­

bine moral and passionate subjects with the scenes of inanimate nature.”44

In this way, landscape painting might aspire to the level of history paint­

ing, thus ascending from the lowest or second-lowest rank in the hierarchy of 

genres to the highest. Sulzer cites one exemplary instance of this alliance 

between landscape and moral content: the celebrated painting Et in Arcadia 

ego (1638-40) by Poussin. To elevate the status of landscape in this way, the 

painter must not content himself with the multiplicity of colors and forms, 

but must understand the language of nature: “If he has sufficient intelligence 

and sensibility to feel the spirit and soul of the matter that lies before him, he 

will have no difficulty in bringing us to feel it more intensely, by introducing 

moral subjects of his own invention.”45

Sulzer took his cue from the attempts that had already been made to over­

throw the French system of the classification of pictorial genres, in which 

landscape painting appeared near the bottom. Andre Felibien, in the preface 

to his published Conferences de I’Academie royale de peinture et de sculpture 

(Lectures at the Royal Academy of Painting and Sculpture; 1669), had formu­

lated this doctrinaire hierarchy of genres by analogy with the continuum that 

runs from inanimate to animate nature, and thence to mind and spirit. The 

lowest rank is that of the still-life painters; above them are the landscapists, 

then the animaliers and portrait painters. History painters occupy the second- 

highest rank; above them are the inventors of allegorical compositions.46 This
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F'g- 9. Johann Daniel Preissler (1666-1737)

Outlines and shadings of various landscapes

From Johann Daniel Preissler, Grundliche Anleitung, welcher 

man sich im Nachzeichnen schdner Landschaften Oder 

Prospecten bedienen kann..., 5th ed. (Nuremberg: Preissler, 

1759), p|. 7

Fig. 10. Daniel Nikolaus Chodowiecki (1726-1801)

Pallas Athena, art, and the primordial state of humanity 

From Johann Georg Sulzer, Allgemeine Theorie der schonen 

KOnste in einzeln,... (Leipzig: Weidmann & Reich, 1771-74), 

vol. 1, frontispiece
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hierarchy is defined both by the relative status of the subject matter and by the 

distinction between imitation and invention.

Sulzer’s argument, and his analogy, derived from the treatise on landscape 

painting published in 1762 by Christian Ludwig von Hagedorn (1712-80), 

director of the Gemaldegalerie and Kunstakademie in Dresden.47 Hagedorn, 

in turn, based himself on the work of Gerard de Lairesse in Het groot schil- 

derboek (1707), published in German translation as Gropes Mahler-Buch 

(Nuremberg, 1728-30).48 Lairesse followed in the wake of Carel van Mander 

(1604) and Joachim von Sandrart (1675) to produce the longest treatise on 

landscape painting to date; this occupies book 7 of part 1 of his work.49 From 

the French side, this proposed enhancement of the status of landscape enjoyed 

the support of Roger de Piles, who in his Cours de peinture par principes 

(1708) devoted separate chapters to only two genres: portrait and landscape. 

In the latter he drew the distinction between the heroic and pastoral styles, 

later adopted by Hagedorn.50 In France the attempt to enhance the status of 

landscape as a genre lasted only until the 1750s, when the Academic royale de 

peinture et de sculpture reinstated the hierarchy of genres and, with govern­

mental support, promoted the practice of history painting.51

A new explanation of the pleasure derived from landscape painting came 

from Denis Diderot (1713-84), who, in his review of the Salon of 1767, put 

forward his theory of compensation. Diderot maintained that gardens and 

landscape paintings alike exist to compensate us for the loss of nature. His 

experience of art, and his specific thesis, reflect the influential social criticism 

of Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-78). In 1750 Rousseau’s denunciation of the 

sciences and arts as products of luxury —a legacy of Geneva Calvinism —and 

his theory of social degeneration had (surprisingly) won the first prize in a 

competition held by the Academic de Dijon, and had subsequently made a 

lasting impression all over Europe.52 However, Diderot’s conclusions as to the 

estrangement of humanity from nature were different from those of Rousseau.

Diderot’s account of the landscape paintings of Claude-Joseph Vernet 

(1714-89) takes an unexpected turn. Diderot asks his readers to suppose that 

he has several times stopped work on his review of the Salon of 1767 to take 

walks in the real countryside. These excursions inspire in him an unprece­

dented sense of delight in nature; he turns away in contempt from society and 

its hollow amusements. Waking in the morning to a moment of intense clar­

ity, Diderot suddenly understands why people make gardens and parks, and 

why they cover the walls of their rich but depressing homes with paintings of 

landscapes and animals. They are using their wealth to transplant the forest 

close to their own houses; there, for a moment, they “enact the pantomime of 

natural man.” Landscape and animal paintings testify to the long-lost bliss of 

our ancestors. Instead of actually returning to the land, people compensate 

for the loss of nature through painted surrogates, and through artificial parks 

in which nature is alienated from itself: “There, for a moment, we will play 

the savage; for a moment, we, the slaves of our customs and our passions, 

will enact the pantomime of natural man. Unable to apply ourselves to the 
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employments and amusements of rustic life —to roam through a rural scene, 

to tend a flock, to dwell in a thatched cottage —we pay out gold and silver 

and enlist the brush of the Wouwermans, of Berghem, or of Vernet to retrace 

for us the manners and the history of our distant ancestors. And the walls of 

our sumptuous, dismal dwellings are decked with the images of a happiness 

for which we pine.”53

On reaching the sixth of these experiences with nature, Diderot finally 

confesses, with feigned embarrassment, that his country walks have been 

entirely imaginary, and that he has derived his taste of nature and of felicity 

solely from the landscape paintings by Claude-Joseph Vernet that he has seen 

in the Salon.54

The article “Erhaben” (Sublime) in Sulzer’s Allgemeine Theorie is by Johann 

Heinrich Fiissli (Henry Fuseli), who writes: “In nature and in art, the merely 

beautiful and good pleases us; it is agreeable or delightful; it makes a gentle 

impression that we enjoy in tranquility. But the sublime deals massive blows, 

sweeps us away, and seizes the mind irresistibly.” Fuseli concludes that the 

sublime is “the highest thing in art.”55

This lengthy article by Fuseli harks back to the revival, a century earlier, of 

the debate launched by the treatise Flept upovs (On the sublime), then attrib­

uted to the rhetorician Cassius Longinus. According to this, the sublime is the 

supreme quality of poetry; it stands for the effect of ecstatic enthusiasm. In 

1757 Edmund Burke associated the sensations of the sublime and the beauti­

ful with two categories of passion, those connected with self-preservation and 

those connected with society. According to Burke, we receive the sensation of 

the sublime when something vast, infinite, or powerful makes us fear for our 

own safety and stirs the fibers of our being, although we simultaneously rec­

ognize the danger as imaginary. The sensation of the sublime stirs the emo­

tions of astonishment, admiration, reverence, and respect. The sensation of 

the beautiful, prompted by an object that possesses smallness, smoothness, 

and gradual variation, provokes enjoyment and sympathy.56

Burke’s publication revived the debate on the sublime and the beautiful 

and led to an increased demand for paintings containing sublime motifs: that 

is to say, storms at sea with shipwrecked mariners, thunderous waterfalls, 

horrific chasms, awe-inspiring mountain ranges, fathomless caves, and volca­

noes belching fire. This market was supplied by specialists. Claude-Joseph 

Vernet and Philippe-Jacques de Loutherbourg painted coastal thunderstorms, 

with shipwrecks to match (fig. 11). Caspar Wolf depicted Alpine scenes for 

tourists in the Bernese Oberland, who could select an image from the speci­

mens on display and have it reproduced at any desired size. James Mallord 

William Turner (1775-1851), visiting Switzerland in 1802, recorded the motifs 

that he would need in order to paint the corresponding pictures at home in 

England.57

In Switzerland in 1791, and again in the summer of 1793 or 1794, Joseph 

Anton Koch (1768-1839) drew and painted scenes of the sublime, which he 

then combined with the theme of political liberty. Koch, who dropped out of
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Fig. 12. Joseph Anton Koch (1768-1839)

The Schmadribach Waterfall, 1794, watercolor over graphite 

pencil and pen, with white highlights, 48.8 x 40.5 cm 

(19% x 16 in.)

Basel, Kupferstichkabinett

Fig. 11. Claude-Joseph Vernet (1714-89)

Stormy Sea with Shipwrecks, 1780, oil on canvas,

49.5 x 65 cm (19'/z x 255/s in.)

Basel, Kunstmuseum 
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the Hohe Carlsschule art academy in Stuttgart in 1791, first went briefly to 

Strasbourg, where he joined the Jacobins, before making his way to Switzer­

land. There, he interpreted the Schaffhausen waterfall on the Rhine as nature’s 

chaotic call to revolt against despotism.58 In all probability, Koch associated 

his motifs of the sublime in the Bernese Oberland —the great waterfalls in par­

ticular—with the libertarian sentiments expressed by such writers as Albrecht 

von Haller and Jean-Jacques Rousseau (fig. 12).

In 1771, in the fourth of his Discourses on Art, the first president of the 

Royal Academy of Arts in London, Sir Joshua Reynolds, discussed the issue of 

composition and imitation in relation to the hierarchy of styles. Reynolds 

drew a contrast between Lorrain and the Dutch school. Whereas the Dutch 

painters imitated an individual and imperfect landscape, Lorrains’s paintings 

were “a composition of the various draughts which he had previously made 

from various beautiful scenes and prospects”59 (fig. 13). Reynolds insisted 

that landscape painting should follow the same principles of selection and 

invention as history painting, although only the latter could achieve the 

“grand style.” For Reynolds, as for most of his contemporaries, the problem 

of imitation versus invention was inseparable from the distinction between 

the study of nature, through sketches and drawings, and the creation of paint­

ings. Drawing is confined to imitation, whereas painting must conform to 

artistic prototypes in order to fulfill its historic mission of improving on 

nature. The classical academic doctrine, which Reynolds proclaimed, regards 

nature as decadent and contingent: in painting, it is incumbent on art to use 

study and invention to bring nature to the perfection of which it is capable.60

The turning point in the revival of the composed, harmoniously ordered 

landscape was the successful publication by John Boydell (1777) of the com­

plete engraved version of Lorrain’s Liber Veritatis (circa 1648) made by 

Richard Earlom (1775-77).61 Boydell’s three sumptuous volumes contributed 

to the immense popularity of the classical landscape in England, France, 

Germany, and Italy around the turn of the nineteenth century: a popularity 

that was also fueled by a plentiful supply of reproductive engravings of paint­

ings by Lorrain and Poussin.62 At that time, Lorrain’s landscapes were identi­

fied with “nature” —as may be seen from a passage in which Friedrich 

Schlegel (1772—1829) warns that in landscape painting “the impression of 

nature may largely and very easily outweigh and suppress the true artistic 

sense.” Schlegel prefers Jacob Isaackszoon van Ruisdael to Lorrain, because 

Ruisdael produces a beautiful work of art through an artistic treatment of 

ordinary nature: “Here, the painting affords us a genuine artistic vision; 

whereas in that other, all-embracing, seemingly far superior genre in which 

Claude Lorrain excels, and in which he remains supreme —in which the 

painter aspires to compete with nature herself in the reproduction of her most 

exalted spectacles—the admiration of nature sweeps away all other feelings 

and drowns the voice of pure artistic sensibility. Besides, no art can ever attain 

the magnificence of nature.”63

In Dresden in 1792 an aristocratic amateur artist, Joseph Friedrich, Freiherr
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Fig. 13. Richard Earlom (1743-1822), after Claude terrain (1604-82)

Pastoral landscape

From Richard Earlom, Liber Veritatis; or, A Collection of Prints, after the 

Original Designs of Claude le Lorrain; in the Collection of His Grace the 

Duke of Devonshire (London: Boydell, 1777-1819), vol. 2, no. 105
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zu Racknitz, a court chamberlain and a member of the Koniglich-PreuSische 

Akademie der Kiinste (Royal Prussian academy of the arts), published his 

Briefe uber die Kunst an eine Ereundinn (Letters on art to a female friend). In 

his introduction Racknitz described himself as a “mere dilettante,” who had 

chosen the epistolary form in order to avoid the impression that he intended 

“to write a learned and complete work on the fine arts”; by his own admis­

sion he had not consulted the writings of Leonardo da Vinci, Roger de Piles, 

Claude-Henri Watelet, or Christian Ludwig von Hagedorn but had relied 

solely on his own observation of works of art and on Sulzer’s Allgemeine 

Theorie.64 For Racknitz, painting is “the art of imitating visible objects on a 

flat surface by means of drawing and colors”; it may be divided into two 

“classes” (imitation of animate nature and of inanimate nature) and a number 

of “orders,” made up in turn of “divisions” and “subdivisions.”65 This bureau­

cratic scheme of classification, proposed to amateurs of painting by a dilet­

tante, is set out in his “Entwurf einer Classification der Werke der Mahlerey” 

(Outline of a classification of works of painting; fig. 14),66

Toward the close of the eighteenth century, the issues involved in land­

scape painting had thus been aired in theoretical debate and in practice. Its 

position within the hierarchy of genres remained to be redefined, as did its 

relationship with nature. The question of imitation or invention was an open 

one: imitation was widely associated with the technique of drawing or sketch­

ing, whereas invention was associated with the labor of composition in front 

of the painting in the studio. As for effect, the beautiful was identified with 

harmonious compositions, and the sublime with imposing or awe-inspiring 

subjects.

Reflections on Landscape Painting around 1800

In 1800 the French painter Pierre-Henri de Valenciennes (1750-1819) pub­

lished his voluminous manual Elemens de perspective pratique, a I’usage des 

artistes (Elements of practical perspective, for use by artists); it appeared in 

German translation three years later. In his part 1, which occupies more than 

half of the book, Valenciennes deals with linear and aerial perspective 

(fig. 15).67 Part 2 consists of “Reflexions et conseils a un eleve sur la peinture 

et particulierement sur le genre du paysage” (Reflections and advice to a stu­

dent on painting, and on the landscape genre in particular). It begins with a 

description of idealized nature according to the inspired inventions of 

Lorrain, Poussin, and Gaspard Dughet. For this kind of landscape painting 

that combines a historical or mythological scene with the ideal beauty of 

nature Valenciennes coined the term paysage historique (historical landscape), 

as distinct from the imitative reproduction of landscape in the “prospect” or 

veduta.6*

However, both types of landscape painting have a common basis in “etudes 

d’apres nature” (studies from nature). This is where the student must begin 

(but only after first spending several months in drawing under supervision 

and making copies from the best masters). For these studies from nature,
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Fig. 14. Joseph Friedrich, Freiherr zu Racknitz 

(1744-1818)

Part of an outline of a classification of works of painting 

From Joseph Friedrich, Freiherr zu Racknitz, Briefe uber die 

Kunst an eine Freundinn (Dresden: gedruckt by Carl 

Christian Meinhold, 1792), after p. iv

Fig. 15. Delettre, after Pierre-Henri de Valenciennes 

(1750-1819)

Schematic representation of the perspectival diminution of 

figures at varying distances

In Pierre-Henri de Valenciennes, Elemens de perspective 

pratique a I'usage des artistes (Paris: Valenciennes, 1800), 

pl. xxxv
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Valenciennes provides important guidance. In particular, he offers a way of 

dealing with the constantly shifting nature of light and atmospheric condi­

tions by making rapid color sketches on the spot:

We have already observed that the effects of nature are almost never the same at the 

same moments or the same time of day. These variations depend on a multitude of 

circumstances, such as the greater or lesser purity of the light, the quantity of 

vapors in the atmosphere, the wind, the rain, the altitude, the varying reflections 

created by clouds of differing color, luminosity, or density —in short, by an infinite 

number of causes that would be impossible to enumerate, especially in a work as 

brief as the present one. But we have said enough to show that it is absurd for an 

artist to spend a whole day copying from nature one single view.... In consequence, 

those students who desire to profit by the study of nature must go about it differ­

ently. First of all, copy, as accurately as possible, only the principal tones of nature, 

within the chosen effect; begin with the sky, which sets the tone of the backgrounds; 

proceed to the backgrounds, and work from there, one level of depth at a time, to 

finish with the foreground — which is consequently always in agreement with the 

sky that serves to establish the local tone. It will be perceived that, with this 

method, it is impossible to include any detail, since any study from nature must be 

completed without fail within two hours at most; if it is an effect of sunrise or sun­

set, give it no longer than half an hour.69

The first artists to attempt painted studies from nature had been Lorrain 

and Joachim von Sandrart, in Rome after 1630 —as the latter tells us in his 

L’Academia Todesca.70 Valenciennes formulated precise guidelines for this 

procedure, and these were probably followed by his nineteenth-century suc­

cessors, Camille Corot, the Barbizon school, and the impressionists. The prac­

tice of painting in oils from nature became a great deal easier and more 

popular when metal tubes for oil colors were invented and perfected by Winsor 

and Newton, around 1842.71

Valenciennes regarded the painted study from nature as no more than a 

preparatory exercise for the grand landscape that the artist would then invent 

and compose in his studio, and into which he would insert figures engaged in 

suitable actions. Valenciennes explicitly took issue with those who say that one 

can make a good painting simply by copying nature. He confined the imitation 

of nature to the painted sketch and required the landscape painting as such to 

reflect the artistic skills of invention and composition. Furthermore, by divid­

ing the genre into subcategories—“paysage historique/heroi'que” (historical/ 

heroic landscape), “paysage pastoral” (pastoral landscape), “paysage portrait” 

(portrait landscape), “la marine” (seascape), “les chasses et les batailles” 

(hunting and battle pieces)—Valenciennes sought to advance the status of 

landscape within the Ecole des Beaux-Arts. However, efforts to institute a 

Rome Prize for landscape painting, first proposed by Antoine-Chrysosthome 

Quatremere de Quincy (1755-1849) back in 1791, achieved partial success 

only in 1816. A Rome Prize for landscape was introduced, but —unlike the 

21



Batschmann

annual Rome Prize for history painting —it was to be awarded only once in 

four years, and for a paysage historique at that.72

In Dresden, toward the end of the eighteenth century, the librarian and 

writer on art Christian August Semler (1767-1825) was working on a theory 

of his own, which would be published in Leipzig in 1800 in the lengthy Unter- 

suchungen uber die hochste Vollkommenheit in den Werken der Landschafts- 

malerei (Studies of the highest perfection in works of landscape painting), 

part of which appeared in the magazine Der Kosmopolit in 1797. Immanuel 

Kant’s Kritik der Urtheilskraft (Critique of judgment; 1790) was his most 

important precedent. Semler discusses the antithesis between the beauty of the 

particular and the beauty of the whole, which goes to form the total impres­

sion or total effect. Accordingly, he concerns himself above all with the psy­

chological effect of landscape painting on the viewer.73

The landscape painters who belonged to the German artistic colony in 

Rome found an advocate in Carl Ludwig Fernow (1763-1808), whose long 

essay on landscape painting was first published in Der Neue Deutsche Merkur 

in 1803 and, in expanded form, in the second volume of his Romische Studien 

in 1806. On the current state of landscape painting, and the difficulties atten­

dant on any theoretical discussion of the subject, Fernow had this to say in his 

prologue: “This branch of painting, which modern art has brought to such a 

pitch of perfection that it leaves something to be desired only, perhaps, in the 

poetic aspect of invention, presents particular difficulties for theoretical 

treatment, since the underlying idea of the genre remains undefined; in this 

respect very little has yet been done that would satisfy the philosophical 

inquirer.”74

Fernow’s chosen point of departure was the revival of the classical land­

scape by German painters in Rome, to one of whom, his friend Johann 

Christian Reinhart (1761-1847), he dedicated his long essay.75 Fernow divided 

landscape painting into two categories: the representation of a “real and exist­

ing scene,” to which he gave the name of “prospect”— synonymous with 

veduta — and the “image of an ideal natural scene on land or water.”76 He 

defined the true task of painting as the poetic invention of ideal natural scenes 

based on reality:

Every representation of nature in landscape, if it is not a depiction of a real view, 

must be a poem; for even the painter is a true artist only to the extent that he is a 

poet. But whether his poem is a scene from reality, or from the past, or from the 

world of literature, can be recognized only from the staff age and the accessories; for 

landscape painting can never compose its ideal scenes except in the character and 

style of real nature, since in nature neither the particular nor the whole permits of 

an ideal: that is to say, an elevation above reality to which nature with all the per­

fection of its productions cannot attain.77

In his essay “Ruysdael als Dichter” (Ruisdael as poet; 1816) Goethe 

admired this quality of poetic invention in three paintings by Jacob van 
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Ruisdael in the Gemaldegalerie in Dresden, and particularly in The Jewish 

Cemetery near Ouderkerk (fig. 16).78

Fernow rated “dramatic painting”—namely, history painting —more 

highly than landscape, while pointing out that the two genres differed in their 

relationship to viewers: an action is for onlookers only, but in landscape 

painting no such limitation exists; viewers find themselves inside the natural 

scene depicted, because the painting puts them into an “aesthetic mood.” 

Fernow ascribed this effect not to the content or the specific objects in the pic­

ture but entirely to the “total impression on the mind.” Herein lies the affinity 

between landscape painting and music: “A beautiful landscape is steeped in a 

harmony of colors that affects the mind in much the same way as melody and 

harmony in the art of music.”79 The term “total impression” was taken up by 

Humboldt and used by Carus, who also referred to the affinity between land­

scape painting and music, though without mentioning Fernow’s name.80

In 1800 Reinhart had painted Stormy Landscape with Two Horsemen and 

dedicated a large engraving of the work (fig. 17) to the celebrated poet Fried­

rich Schiller (1759—1805). In composition and effect, the painting derives 

from the tragic landscapes of Poussin. Reinhart’s choice of artistic prototype, 

the historical costumes worn by his figures, and the identity of his dedicatee 

show that he aspired to combine poetic invention with harmonious composi­

tion and sublimity of effect.81 In his cover letter to Schiller, Reinhart referred 

to the old friendship between the two of them: “As I like to etch occasionally, 

I have engraved one of my paintings in copper and dedicated it to you, so that 

my image may be in your memory as yours stands fresh and firm in mine.”82

A particular problem for Fernow was the status of the paintings of Jacob 

Philipp Hackert (1737-1807), which he discussed only in the expanded ver­

sion of his essay (1806). Fernow had become professor of aesthetics at Jena 

in 1803; one year later Goethe interceded to secure him an appointment as 

librarian to Duchess Anna Amalia in Weimar. Goethe admired Hackert, who 

had given him drawing lessons in Italy, followed his growing fame, and con­

tinued to rate him highly even when his reputation went into decline. In 1804 

Goethe published a brief article on two landscape paintings by Hackert, in 

which he explicitly applied Fernow’s distinction: “It would be a grave injus­

tice to paintings like these two works by Hackert, which represent views faith­

fully painted from nature, if one were to attempt to judge them in terms of the 

most elevated conception of landscape painting.” However, when seen strictly 

as vedute of the environs of Rome and Florence, these two paintings should in 

Goethe’s view be regarded “almost as the acme of art,” rather than assigned 

to the “subordinate category” of landscape painting.83

Such a verdict, from his own mentor, obliged Fernow to make amends for 

his neglect of Hackert. In the second published version of his essay he contin­

ued to exclude Hackert from the category of “inventive” landscape painters 

but followed Goethe in giving him a leading position among painters of 

“prospects,” both for his selection of views (fig. 18) and for his distinctive 

characterization of the Italian countryside.84
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Fig. 16. Jacob Isaackszoon van Ruisdael (ca. 1628-82)

The Jewish Cemetery near Ouderkerk, 1653-55, oil on 

canvas, 84 x 95 cm (33% x 37% in.)

Dresden, Gemaldegalerie Alter Meister
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Fig- 17. Johann Christian Reinhart (1761-1847)

Stormy Landscape with Two Horsemen, 1800, etching,

35.8 x 50.2 cm (U’/s x 19% in.)

Nuremberg, Germanisches Nationalmuseum

Fig. 18. Jacob Philipp Hackert (1737-1807)

Wewr of Vicovaro, from the series Ten Views from Horace's 

Villa, 1780, gouache, 33 x 44 cm (13 x .17% in.)

Dusseldorf, Goethe-Museum
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Issues of the same kind constantly recur in the numerous theoretical dis­

cussions of landscape painting that appeared around and after the turn of the 

nineteenth century. With minimal variations, these analyses bear consistent 

witness to a conflict that was impossible to resolve. In the hierarchy of genres, 

landscape painting was now expected to occupy a higher rank than before. To 

this end, its relationship to the imitation of nature and of previous art needed 

to be clarified, since a superior artistic purpose had nothing to do with the 

imitation of nature, or indeed with that of artistic prototypes. For the pursuit 

of that superior purpose, the imitation of the forms of nature was necessary 

but not in itself sufficient. The imitation of nature was acceptable for pur­

poses of study or sketching, or for the veduta: it was therefore limited in its 

application. The nub of the question was this: where is the superior aspiration 

in landscape painting? This had to be found and identified in order to raise 

the status of landscape painting and distinguish it from mere imitation. One 

obvious way out of the problem was to appeal to the landscape painting of the 

seventeenth century, as practiced by Poussin, Lorrain, Ruisdael, and Dughet: 

artists whose work was elevated to the rank of the ideal. However, the intro­

duction of a normative or archetypal ideal led to a direct conflict with the his­

torical relativization of artistic creativity, and with the prohibition against the 

imitation of artistic prototypes.

In Dresden, Philipp Otto Runge (1777-1810) paved the way for a resolu­

tion of this difficulty. After studying in Copenhagen, Runge arrived in Dres­

den in 1801 to continue his training. He set out to resolve the intractable 

conflict by setting painting on an entirely new foundation. He had read Franz 

Sternbalds Wanderungen by Ludwig Tieck (1773—1853) immediately after its 

publication in 1798, and he remarked to a correspondent that nothing had 

ever moved him to his “innermost being” as this book had done.85 A conver­

sation with Tieck taught Runge, to his surprise, that there was an association 

between the end of an age and the flowering of art. This filled him with hope. 

Art could enjoy a new start, he said, but only by combining intimations of 

divinity with the sensibility of the artist, in relation to the single whole that 

was art and religion.86 There could be a revival of art and beauty only after 

the elimination of “pernicious recent works of art”: a category in which 

Runge included the attempts by Goethe and Heinrich Meyer to revive “histor­

ical art” in Weimar. “I cannot well believe,” Runge wrote, “that anything as 

beautiful as the supreme achievement of historical art will ever again be done 

until all the pernicious recent works of art have perished — unless this were to 

come about in an entirely new way. What is more, that way is already fairly 

clear; and perhaps it might soon be time for an art of true beauty to emerge 

once more: that is, in landscape.”87

When Runge wrote these words, in 1802, it was not clear how this paint­

ing of the future was to be defined; it was, however, clear to him that there 

was no point in carrying on with traditional landscape painting, and with the 

dispute between imitation and invention. In April 1803 Runge wrote to Tieck 

with what he called an “Erste Figur der Schopfung” (First figure of creation),
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a compass-drawn, ornamental configuration consisting of six equal circles 

arranged around a seventh, central circle. Runge assigned these circles to the 

days of Creation. First come six days marked by the separation of three anti­

thetical pairs: I and Thou, Good and Evil, Light and Darkness. On the sev­

enth day of Creation, which is still to come, all things revert to the Light from 

whence they came. Analogies have been found between this system and the 

mystic structures of correspondences devised by the Silesian shoemaker and 

“Philosophus Teutonicus,” Jacob Bohme or Behmen (1575-1624), in whose 

writings mysticism mingles with nature philosophy. Tieck may have intro­

duced Runge not only to Bohme but also to Indian mythology; among its ear­

liest students in Germany were Johann Gottfried Herder (1744-1803) and his 

disciple and friend Friedrich Majer (1772-1818).88

Four Times occupied Runge from late 1802 onward. Initially conceived as 

a cycle on the times of the day intended to decorate a room, it became for its 

creator the long path to a new art. The painting The “Small” Morning (1808; 

fig. 19) brings before our eyes, according to Runge, the “limitless illumination 

of the universe”:89 Aurora appears as the harbinger of light before the rising 

sun. From her, angels go forth, symbolizing the music of the spheres; children 

dance out over the endless landscape or hail the newborn child that lies in a 

natural paradise beneath the light of Aurora. On the frame, below and above, 

a solar eclipse and a celestial radiance stand for the polarity of darkness and 

light; to right and left, genies and flowers illustrate the ascent into light 

through the three primary colors.90 Four Times is an embodiment of Runge’s 

new art, which no longer depicts “landscape” but is obliged to present to the 

eye mystic parables that evoke comprehensive analogies between cosmic and 

historical events.

Runge’s interest in color theory led him to devise the color sphere, a globe 

with black and white at the poles, primary and secondary colors at the equa­

tor, and a gradation of light and dark between equator and poles. At the core 

of the globe is a neutral gray, in which “all diametrically opposed colors and 

mixtures” resolve themselves.91 In his publication of 1810 Runge outlined his 

views on the harmony of colors and included a long essay by the Norwegian- 

born naturalist and philosopher Henrich (Henrik) Steffens (1773-1845), 

“Uber die Bedeutung der Farben in der Natur” (On the significance of colors 

in nature).92 That same year Goethe published his own massive work Zur 

Farbenlehre (On color theory).93 Runge had developed his ideas on color in 

contact with Goethe —who hailed him as a kindred spirit on learning that he 

rejected Isaac Newton —and had devised the color sphere with the aid of 

Steffens, who was probably also responsible for introducing him to Schelling’s 

concept of the world soul.94

Steffens was one of numerous savants who practiced a philosophical science 

of nature inspired by Schelling. He attended Schelling’s lectures in Jena and 

later studied geology under Abraham Gottlob Werner in Freiberg. After pub­

lishing an article on the oxidation and deoxidation process of the earth in 

Schelling’s Zeitschrift fur die speculative Physik, Steffens brought out his
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Fig. 19. Philipp Otto Runge (1777-1810)

The “Small" Morning, 1808, oil on canvas, 109 x 85.5 cm (42% x 33% in.) 

Hamburg, Hamburger Kunsthalle
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Beytrage zur innern Naturgeschichte der Erde (Studies in the internal natural 

history of the earth) in 1801. In that work he undertook to deal with the 

immense variety of natural processes and phenomena (from South Sea coral 

reefs, by way of snake venom, rock formations, and much else, to light and 

heat) by means of a simple theory of polarities. Following Schelling, whom he 

credited with having explained electricity, Steffens undertook to incorporate 

magnetism and electricity in a single system. He outlined a dual system of 

polarities, in which hydrogen and oxygen occupy the positive pole of electric­

ity, and carbon and nitrogen the negative pole of magnetism. On the basis of 

this speculation, which he described as a proof, Steffens promised himself and 

his readers a future comprehensive explanation of the universe: “Through this 

proof, electricity becomes the principle of a meteorology; just as, through the 

proof conducted in this part of the work, magnetism became the principle of a 

geology. These two will lay the empirical foundation for a theory of nature.” 

This twofold duality, said Steffens, would enable us “to construct the dynamic 

process of the earth.”95

By these means, Steffens intended to counter the mechanistic natural sci­

ences and their purely “analytic art”—which he regarded as incapable of 

reaching “the infinite depth of the formative force”—with a “true” theory.96 

This would be based on doctrines of the correspondence between macrocosm 

and microcosm, of polarities, of metamorphoses, and of the earth as a living 

organism —to which Steffens added the thesis of the continual emergence of 

life from primal matter, which he deduced from the presence of fungal spores 

on a mineral substance.97 Steffens’s “philosophical science of nature” reveals 

an attempt to deal with the immense multiplicity of observed phenomena by 

applying simple concepts largely derived from alchemy (which was the source 

of the notions of transmutation, microcosm and macrocosm, generation of 

life, and primal matter).98 In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the 

Saxon court in Dresden had been one of the major centers of alchemy.99

Sending a copy of his little book Farbenkugel (Color sphere) to Schelling 

on I February 1810, Runge acknowledged the currently enfeebled state of art 

and expressed the hope that “scientific results in the practice of art” might be 

attached more to “general scientific ideas.” Art might reconnect with the 

world, if only science would do its part by turning away from dissection and 

analysis and becoming receptive to connections.100 Runge also offered to com­

municate to Schelling his thoughts on the mighty works that might arise from 

collaboration between architects, sculptors, and painters —in the full knowl­

edge, of course, that since 1806 his correspondent had been secretary general 

of the Akademie der bildenden Kiinste (Academy of the fine arts) in Munich.

It was with a similar call for a landscape painting based on science that 

Carus entered the debate. In Ludwig Schorn’s Kunst-Blatt, in June and July of 

1826, he published letter VIII of Letters on Landscape Painting with the fol­

lowing note: “Over the past decade, numerous reflections on this art, which 

has as its true task the great object of representing individual scenes, individ­

ual moods, of the universal life of nature — and which I would therefore prefer 
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to call nature’s history painting, or earth-life painting—have given rise to a 

series of nine letters, which I have previously shown only to a few friends. At 

the wish of several of those friends, I here tentatively set a link from this chain 

before a wider public.”101

Carus chose for publication the letter in which he had to his own satisfac­

tion directed landscape painting to a new purpose, marked by the coining of 

the new term Erdleben-Bildkunst (earth-life painting). He dealt both with the 

academies and with the training necessary for the young landscape painters 

who were to be led to practice “earth-life painting.” First, the artist’s eye must 

become capable of perceiving “the true and wondrous life of nature,” and the 

hand must be trained “to do the soul’s bidding quickly, easily, and beauti­

fully.” Young artists must learn to understand the connection between the 

forms of mountains and their structure, the causal relationship between the 

locality and its flora, the laws that govern plant growth, and the laws of 

atmospheric phenomena. Once initiated into the first three elements, the stu­

dent must be introduced to the mysteries of the fourth element, light, and its 

operations in the genesis of color.102 Carus marveled that, hitherto, “the need 

for a scientific element has been so completely overlooked in the teaching of 

landscape painting; especially since elsewhere in the fine arts scientific studies 

have been so readily accepted as indispensable.”103

To pursue their exploration of “earth-life,” Carus would wish artists to 

converse with naturalists, and to read such books as the Ansichten der Natur 

(Views of nature) by Humboldt; he would also wish to see the publication of a 

book that would make the various aspects of “earth-life” known to young 

artists. At the very time when Carus published his text in the Kunst-Blatt, he 

himself started to write such a book. He worked on it through the 1830s and 

published it in 1841 under the title Zwolf Briefe iiber das Erdleben (Twelve 

letters on earth-life).104

For the time being, however, he had no better advice to offer than to 

school the eye and the hand by “the frequent, careful copying and independ­

ent construction of basic geometric figures”; this served both to counter “the 

temptations of carelessness” (Liiderlichkeit) and to teach “the first principles 

of all organic forms.”105 Other preliminary exercises proposed by Carus are 

perspective and shading. These done, and once the student has mastered the 

representation of solids on a plane, he can go on to represent life. In this way, 

Carus undertakes to lead young artists to their goal, which is “to learn to 

speak the language of nature.”106

In conclusion, and in all innocence, Carus formulated the purpose of 

“earth-life painting” as follows:

When the soul is saturated with the inner meaning of all these different forms; when 

it has clear intimations of the mysterious, divine life of nature; when the hand has 

taught itself to represent securely, and the eye to see purely and acutely; and when 

the artist’s heart is purely and entirely a consecrated, joyous vessel in which to 

receive the light from above: then there will infallibly be earth-life paintings, of a 
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new and higher kind, which will uplift the viewer into a higher contemplation of 

nature. These works will truly deserve to be named mystic and orphic; and earth­

life painting will have attained its culmination.107

This peroration is artless and naive by comparison with a very similarly 

worded passage in the short story “Die Jesuiterkirche in G.” (The Jesuit 

Church in G—), by Ernst Theodor Amadeus Hoffmann (1776-1822), pub­

lished in 1816 in part 1 of his Nachtstiicke. After a variety of employments 

Hoffmann had moved to Dresden in 1813 as musical director of the Joseph 

Seconda theater company, only to leave in 1814 for Berlin, where he became a 

counsel to the high court in 1816. “Die Jesuiterkirche in G.” is an account, 

supposedly written by an enthusiastic dilettante, of the tragic fate of a young 

German painter, Berthold; it is also the most acute contemporary analysis of 

the problems of landscape painting.

Berthold makes his way to Rome, where he learns that his own primary 

concern, the imitation of nature, counts for nothing by comparison with the 

superior genre of history painting. Not until he travels to Naples to become a 

pupil of Jakob Philipp Hackert does he receive any encouragement in the imi­

tation of nature; he shows a landscape painting in one of his master’s exhibi­

tions, with some success. But from the crowd of visitors to the exhibition 

there emerges an evil spirit, a rich Greek from Malta, who takes on the role of 

demonic tempter, destroys the young man’s faith in the veduta, and holds out 

to him a more elevated conception of art:

The understanding of nature in the deepest interpretation of its highest meaning, 

which sets all beings afire with aspiration toward the higher life: such is the sacred 

purpose of all art. Can this be achieved by merely copying nature?... From tree, 

bush, flower, mountain and water, the voice of nature speaks to the adept of an 

impenetrable mystery; its wondrous tones form intimations of the divine within his 

breast. Then, like the spirit of God himself, there comes upon him the gift of con­

veying those intimations in visible form through his work.... Study nature, there­

fore, even in the mechanical sense, with care and application, in order to acquire the 

practical skill of representation; but do not mistake practical skill for art itself. 

When you have plumbed the deeper meaning of nature, its images will appear 

within you, in all their sublimity and splendor.108

The temptations of genius, thus laid before Berthold by the demonic 

Greek, lure him on to his downfall. He can see what he wants to paint only in 

his dreams; he can no longer produce any works at all. In this state of artistic 

paralysis, he retires to a cave, only to be tormented by fantastic dreams of art. 

There he enjoys a vision of his ideal; he is able to work again, but all his 

works are mere reproductions, and he lapses into paralysis once more. The 

dilettante narrator meets Berthold in the village of G—, where the artist is 

engaged in transferring a squared-off design to the church wall, and is struck 

by Berthold’s eccentric mien, his noble bearing, his eccentric garb, and his 
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evident state of deep distress. The narrator’s interest in the artist, and his 

naive remarks on the subject of art, reveal him as an honest but limited Every­

man. He ventures some disparaging remarks on the subject of mural painting; 

he expects an artist to give him ideas of genius rather than mere technical per­

fection. In his naivete, he thus repeats the demonic blandishments of the 

Greek from Malta. Berthold knows that such talk is pernicious and attempts 

to refute it by describing painting as normal work, no different in essence 

from the building of sawmills or the making of spinning machinery. As the 

story proceeds, this argument is revealed in its turn as specious. The artist fin­

ishes his painting, but then he disappears, leaving his hat and stick on the 

riverbank.

Hoffmann’s tale, with its theme of irresolvable inner conflict, demolishes 

all naive assumptions concerning the nature of the artist’s work. The mere 

veduta is seen as a betrayal of the artist’s true task; but to assume a higher 

calling, which leads from the imitation of nature to a deeper knowledge of its 

inward reality —as Runge attempted to do, and as Carus wanted “earth-life 

painting” to do —leads to artistic paralysis. In Hoffmann’s tale, that higher 

calling is a satanic temptation; to yield is the Fall of Man, and the end of 

the artist. Carus, for his part, places his faith in the natural sciences as a basis 

for deeper artistic insights into nature —and for the representation of such 

insights.

His advice on the training of youthful artists is, however, both extremely 

general and appallingly inept. It does not depart from the content of the 

numerous contemporary manuals of the geometrical elements of drawing.109 

Unlike the manuals, however, Carus agrees with Runge in surmising that ele­

mentary geometric forms enshrine the secret mysteries and laws of nature.110

Carus’s reasons for publishing his ideas on “earth-life painting” in 1826 

are interesting. One year earlier, he had published in the Kunst-Blatt a short 

piece on the representation of eyes by a number of old masters, taking as his 

point of departure Fra Angelico’s Coronation of the Virgin in Paris.111 This 

had established his connection with the Kunst-Blatt, which under the editor­

ship of the art historian Ludwig Schorn (1793-1842) was an important journal. 

In 1826 Peter von Cornelius (1783-1867), who had moved from Dusseldorf to 

Munich in 1825 to become director of the Akademie der bildenden Kiinste in 

Munich, pensioned off the professor of landscape painting, Wilhelm von 

Kobell (1766-1855), who had occupied the post since 1814, and abolished the 

chair, because he disapproved of all “genre” painting.112 Instead, Cornelius 

appointed a professor of aesthetics and art history, who was none other than 

Schorn, editor of the Kunst-Blatt.113

It is likely that in June and July of 1826 Carus submitted his letter on 

“earth-life painting” — which also deals with the training of young artists and 

criticizes the traditional teaching of the academies —to the Kunst-Blatt in 

order to intervene in the topical debate that was taking place in Munich. In 

the pages of the Kunst-Blatt the controversy over imitation and the ideal in 

landscape painting ran on until 1831. However, none of the contributors took
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any notice of Carus’s essay; none adopted his new name for landscape paint­

ing or any of his proposals.114

Science and Landscape Painting

In his memoirs Carus wrote that he had found a “great limpness” in art in 

Dresden in 1815 or so, but that he had detected signs of “a future evolution,” 

related to the painter Caspar David Friedrich:

Friedrich, with his somewhat stiff and diffuse but highly poetic manner, was the 

first artist —in painting as a whole, but more especially in landscape painting —who 

ever assailed and shook up the philistines of Dresden. There had been a great stir 

when one of his paintings, a crucifix on a rock beneath dark fir trees and against the 

dying glow of an evening sky, had given rise to a literary controversy conducted on 

Friedrich’s behalf by his friend Gerhard von Kiigelchen [Kiigelgen] and on the 

opposing side by a prosaic dilettante, a certain Herr von Ramdohr — to the latter’s 

eventual discomfiture.115

Carus refers here to the celebrated artistic dispute that arose in Dresden 

when Friedrich exhibited his painting The Cross in the Mountains (fig. 20). 

At the end of 1808 the artist put his newly completed work on public view for 

a few days in his own Dresden apartment. In order to reproduce the dim light 

of a chapel, a cloth was hung over the window of the room. The painting in 

its heavy gilt frame stood on a table draped with a black cloth. This image of 

a crucifix on a dark mountain peak in the crimson evening twilight came 

under severe criticism from Friedrich Basilius von Ramdohr. He enumerated 

the faults in the depiction of landscape, condemned the artist for trying to 

arouse a “pathological emotion” in its viewers, and went on to denounce the 

religiosity and mysticism that he perceived to be at work on every side, both 

in art and in science.116

Friedrich, for his part, angrily rejected the criticisms of this “heartless 

critic of art” and replied: “If a painting has a soulful effect on the viewer, if it 

puts his mind into a soulful mood, then it has fulfilled the first requirement of 

a work of art. However bad it might be in drawing, color, handling, etc.”117

In his memoirs Carus set out his own views on Friedrich’s mode of work­

ing and reiterated his own statement of principle: “A picture must not be 

invented but felt.”118 Additionally, in 1840 Carus had published an essay, and 

in 1841 a pamphlet, on Friedrich, with a selection from the artist’s notes.119

Carus was thus still standing up for Friedrich in the 1840s; and yet it is 

only the first part of his Letters on Landscape Painting that reflects a view 

close to Friedrich’s own. In letter III, Carus seeks to define “the principal task 

of landscape painting” as the creation of a correspondence of mood between 

humanity and nature: “The representation of a certain mood of mental life 

(meaning) through reproduction of a corresponding mood of natural life 

(truth).”120

As in this formulation, so in his own painting, Carus in the 1820s and
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Fig. 20. Caspar David Friedrich (1774-1840)

The Cross in the Mountains, 1808, oil on canvas, canvas: 115 x 110.5 cm

(4514 x 43/2 in.); frame by Karl Gottlob Kuhn

Dresden, Gemaldegalerie Neue Meister
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Fig. 21. Carl Gustav Carus (1789-1869)

Cemetery near Inning, ca. 1822, oil on canvas, 21.5 x 28.8 cm (8% x 11% in.) 

Schweinfurt, Museum Georg Schafer
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1830s remained as close to Friedrich as an imitator ever can be to any artist. 

Carus chose the same motifs as Friedrich, reproduced the same moods of 

twilight and moonlight, and never denied, as a painter, his dependence on 

his great mentor. A small painting such as Cemetery near Inning (fig. 21), a 

scene of studied melancholy in which crosses in a Bavarian graveyard are seen 

against the sunset, touchingly confirms the devotion of the dilettante to his 

mentor, circa 1822.121

There is a marked contrast between this lasting discipleship and the mes­

sage of letters IV to IX, in which Carus prescribed for landscape painting 

objectives and tasks that are incompatible with the ideas of Friedrich. On the 

grounds of the gap of almost two years in Carus’s work on the Letters on 

Landscape Painting between 1822 and 1824, most commentators have located 

the fault line between letters I to IV and VI to IX, and have defined the differ­

ence between the two groups as that between a “romantic” and a “scientific” 

approach.122 In 1995, however, Jutta Muller-Tamm proposed a tripartite divi­

sion: she assigned letters I to III to the category of “early romanticism” but 

excluded letter VI, which is about the stylistic ideal, and letter V, which is 

about the history of landscape painting.123 Letters VI to IX, which attempt to 

establish a landscape painting of the future, based on science, under the new 

name of “earth-life painting,” are a response to Goethe’s and Humboldt’s 

calls for a landscape painting that would restore the lost unity between the 

scientific knowledge of nature and the artistic rendering of nature.

The gulf between Friedrich’s views and this new project of Carus’s may be 

gauged by the artist’s response to Goethe’s suggestion that he should study 

Luke Howard’s classification of clouds. Though interested in the rendering 

of clouds, Friedrich dismissed the idea —when it reached him through an 

intermediary—with the remark that to allow himself to be coerced into such 

categorizations would entirely undermine the art of landscape painting.124 

Friedrich’s reaction must have caused Carus some perplexity. The second 

enclosure of letter III, devoted to the elements, describes the sky as “the true 

image of infinity” and ascribes to cumulus and cirrus clouds an influence on 

the human mind: “When our view of this infinity is narrowed down, con­

strained, and obscured by clouds or by tall accumulations of other objects, the 

mind is proportionately constrained and oppressed; but let the veil of cloud 

break into silvery cloudlets, or disperse in the steady glow of the rising moon 

or of the sun, and our inner gloom is dispelled; we are uplifted by the thought 

that the infinite has prevailed over the finite.”125

This passage bears reading in association with the cloud studies of Fried­

rich.126 In letter VI, however, Carus turns his back on any such metaphysical 

view of clouds by referring to Goethe’s published account of Howard’s cloud 

classification and describing it as a liberating and illuminating lesson.127

Carus begins letters I to IV and letter IX with “romantic” mood paintings 

of the seasons. In letter I the writer sits in a cozy room, in the “pleasing half- 

light” of a lamp, with snow running down the window. In letter II it is still 

winter; in letter III it is late summer, and we look back on spring and “the
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pretty, late-flowering elders.” Letter IV moves on to autumn: “the chill, damp, 

misty air, and the bare branches” provoke a seasonal melancholy that the 

writer strives in vain to shake off. In letter IX winter has come; and thus, as 

Carus says, the cycle of the year is complete.128 Perhaps these literary mood 

paintings can be described as “romantic” in a loose sense of that word, but a 

more accurate description would be “Biedermeier”; for this bourgeois version 

of “sensibility” implies a combination of nonthreatening emotion, domestic 

harmony, quiet sociability, modest aspirations (both material and intellec­

tual), and a mellow, rather middle-aged sense of being at peace with oneself 

and with the world.129 What is more, Carus’s Letters on Landscape Painting 

are not in the least audacious, provocative, or opinionated: they thus offer no 

justification for the facile attribution to “early romanticism.” Nor are these 

contemplative word paintings of the seasons the only typically Biedermeier 

feature of the book: so too are the apostrophe to the addressee at the begin­

ning of letter IV and the disquisition on the artist in letter IX.

In letter IV, Carus turns from his evocation of the melancholy mood of late 

fall to write of the inner harmony and happiness to which he aspires: “So let 

me recover, in an exchange of thoughts with you, my old and well-tried friend, 

the inner equanimity and tranquillity that you and I have always believed to 

be the only true source of happiness.”130

In letter IX, Carus quotes a disgruntled artist as saying that artists have 

become an anachronism, devoid of political, statistical, or mercantile signifi­

cance and reduced to the role of “servants of luxury.”131 This verdict echoes 

Hegel’s celebrated dictum that, as a consequence of the evolution of mind and 

spirit, art has lost its role as the supreme means of “being conscious of the 

Absolute.”132 Carus tries to deal with the loss of art’s central relevance to life 

by simply asserting its imperishability: “This is not to say that the age of true 

art and true artists is past, just because the world at large seems to ignore 

them: the time for true art can never be past, if only because it transcends 

time: it is eternal.”133

What is more, Carus expects the artist, “whose heart is in landscape paint­

ing, in the higher sense of the term,”134 to renounce such mundane needs as 

housing, food, and clothing as a proof that his mind is on higher things. This 

self-abnegation will have its own reward, says Carus, especially if the artist 

also has scientific interests. He goes on to suggest, however, that the artist 

earn his living “by some entirely ordinary activity,” and practice his art on the 

side, lest he be corrupted:

The artist aspires to a goal that the vulgar world ignores; why then should he not 

gain the ordinary necessities of life by some entirely ordinary activity? Indeed, I 

would say that even this struggle with ordinary life —in which it will be open and 

indeed natural to him to see the most ordinary things in a magnificent and noble 

light —will give him inner strength and complete his education as a human being; 

just as a healthy body appears truly healthy only if all its organs and faculties, both 

lower and higher, are active and vigorous.
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Sad to say, I have watched all too many artists, and scholars too, treating their 

own art or science as a mere milk cow, and asking, like artisans, only “What pleases 

the crowd? What flatters the follies of the day?” As they became more and more 

embroiled in such concerns, their brief flush of youthful enthusiasm gave way to a 

philistine dullness in which the brush or pen was ruled no longer by the head and 

heart but by the stomach.135

Despite his friendship with Friedrich, Carus was only superficially aware of 

the problems that confronted his artistic contemporaries. Instead of attempt­

ing any thorough analysis, he advised them to retreat to the status of part- 

time artists; this, of course, was the way in which he himself practiced art.136

After their Biedermeier mood paintings, the first three letters cast up 

important questions of a general nature. These include: the justification of a 

systematic investigation of art and beauty; the relationship between science 

and art; the purpose of landscape painting; and the correspondences between 

“within” and “without.” Carus rejects the widespread belief that any system­

atic investigation of the nature of art and beauty belittles or profanes both. 

On the contrary, reflection alone can procure a “full and genuine poetic 

enjoyment.”137 His chosen metaphor is that of looking down from a mountain 

at a landscape: the overall impression of the view repeats and reinforces the 

observer’s past enjoyment of individual localities within it. But the analysis of 

art, like “any true investigation of natural history,” must lead humanity “to 

the threshold of higher mysteries.” Here lies the justification of his statement 

in letter II that art is “the messenger of religion.”138

Carus draws a contrast between natural science, which kills what it ana­

lyzes, and art, which creates something with the appearance of life. He goes 

on to say, however, that the contrast is merely apparent. He postulates “an 

eternal, supreme, infinite unity,” which underlies all feeling and all thought, 

and which manifests itself inwardly in reason and outwardly in nature. Science 

and art are antithetical: the one, through knowledge, leads multiplicity back 

to divine unity; and the other, through the quasi-divine activity of creation, 

generates multiplicity. Both, however, have the same goal, which is the mani­

festation of the divine. “From awareness comes knowledge, or science; and 

from skill comes art. In science, man feels himself in God; in art, he feels God 

in himself.”139

Carus goes on to say that science and art build on each other: science 

requires art for its exposition, and art must have a scientific basis.140 Such an 

assertion directly reflects Carus’s own activity as a scientific illustrator (see 

fig. 5). He repeatedly evokes a mysterious harmony that unites the kingdoms 

of nature; the fundamental forms of thought; the arts of poetry, music, and 

architecture; the physiological organization of man; the primary colors; and 

the notes of a musical triad — all of which he regards as manifestations of the 

“eternal, supreme, infinite unity.” In the third enclosure of letter III, Carus 

defines beauty, in a musical metaphor, as “the triad [Dreiklang] of God, nature, 

and man.”141
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Plainly, by invoking mystical notions of this kind, derived however remotely 

from Schelling’s concept of the world soul, Carus was steering his treatise into 

dangerous waters. Such ideas offered no conclusions, applications, or new 

perspectives for landscape painting. In the following letters, IV and V, which 

are concerned with style and with the history of landscape painting, respec­

tively, Carus adopted a completely different approach, based largely on the 

writings of Fernow.142 Just why Goethe, to whom Carus sent letters I to III 

and V in 1822, responded by saying that they were “as well conceived as they 

are beautifully written,” is not easy to explain. In view of Goethe’s unremitting 

opposition to everything romantic, these first three letters were bound to 

annoy him; only the content of letter V might have engaged his interest.143 

Perhaps he leafed through Carus’s first three letters only cursorily, before 

responding with his customary courtesy to his admirer’s offering. It was 

Carus’s historical-anatomical studies that really interested him.144

In letter V, Carus sketches a brief history of landscape painting. He is puz­

zled by the sudden emergence of landscape as an autonomous pictorial genre 

in the seventeenth century. To explain this, he resorts to a fragmentary outline 

of the development of humanity, based on a parallel between the development 

of nations and of the human individual. Carus views Greek mythology as a 

projection of humanity onto the phenomena of nature. Sculpture, which is 

about the human image, appears as the “true art of the heroic age.” This was 

the first art form in history; the second was painting, which is “the more ideal 

art” of the two. As for landscape painting, Carus conjectures that it requires 

“a degree of superior education and experience.” As he explains, “There is an 

element of abstraction and abnegation involved in treating the external world 

no longer simply as the element in which we live and act but as something 

with a beauty and sublimity of its own.”145

Landscape painting, Carus tells us, appeared only after the human race 

had learned to abandon its purely selfish relationship to nature, had compre­

hended nature as thexevelation of divinity, and had become capable of tak­

ing the beauty of the universe as an artistic goal: “Man had first to recognize 

the divinity of nature as the true bodily revelation or —in human terms — 

language of God.”146 There is no place here for the veduta or “painting of 

prospects” (Prospectmalerei), which is relegated to a lowly status. Carus also 

rejects the “sentimental” painting of nature, which neglects its truth in favor 

of symbols or hieroglyphs and uses objects to convey symbolic meaning. As 

an example of this, Carus cites a landscape described in Tieck’s Franz Stern­

balds Wanderungen (1798); at the same time, he distances himself from the 

views of Friedrich.147

Letter V left Carus with no idea where to go next. Nor did the subsequent 

insertion of letter IV, on the style and character of landscape painting, do any­

thing to relieve the gloomy future prospect with which letter V closes. This 

perplexity lasted more than a year. Then Carus was overtaken by a sudden 

revelation of the future of landscape painting, inspired by Goethe’s interest in 

Howard’s classification of clouds; this formed the subject of letter VI.148 For

39



Batschmann

Carus, the task of landscape painting had suddenly widened to encompass the 

“mysteries of nature,” which lie concealed in the laws that govern the motion 

of clouds, the forms of mountain ranges, the outlines of trees, and the waves 

of the sea. The artist can engage with all this on the strength of his “knowl­

edge of the wonderful reciprocities of earth and fire and sea and air.”149 Carus 

fantasizes over the future art of nature: paintings that will show the history of 

the mountains, of the plant world, and of atmospheric phenomena. But what 

examples can he show? He tackles this rhetorical question in the following 

letter by citing the poetic descriptions of nature in the works of Goethe and 

Humboldt, and he inserts as supporting evidence an extract from a botanical 

work by Christian Gottfried Daniel Nees von Esenbeck (1776-1858).150

Carus has given us no examples from painting, although a number of painters 

had long since taken an interest in geology: he would have had every right to 

count such a painting as Johan Christian Clausen Dahl’s Gorge in Saxon 

Switzerland (fig. 22) of 1820 as a representation of “earth-life”; he himself drew 

the same gorge, possibly in the 1820s.151 However, it was only after the publi­

cation of Letters on Landscape Painting that Carus identified his first example 

of an “earth-life painting”: this was a work by the young artist Georg Hein­

rich Crola (1804-79), a Dresden protege of both Friedrich and Dahl, who 

evolved in Munich into a specialist in trees and woodland subjects.152

By publishing letter VIII separately in the Kunst-Blatt in 1826, Carus 

hoped to give effect to his idea of “earth life painting” and encourage young 

artists to take an interest in the laws of “earth-life.” At the same time, he 

embarked on his project that was to become the Zwolf Briefe uber das Erd- 

leben, on which he was to work all through the 1830s.153 In the seventh letter 

of that work, published in 1841, Carus takes up the theme of the physiog­

nomy of the earth’s surface, which he had already put forward in enclosure I 

to letter IX of Letters on Landscape Painting.154 He borrowed the term from 

Humboldt’s essay Ideen zu einer Physiognomik der Gewachse (Ideas toward 

a physiognomy of plants) of 1806.155 In this matter Carus based himself on 

the science that was practiced everywhere, before and after 1800, under the 

name geognosy.156 In 1840 the Prussian geologist Christian Keferstein drew 

the distinction between mineralogy (classification of rocks), geognosy (inves­

tigation of the mineral masses of the earth’s crust), and geology (speculation 

as to the evolution of the earth as a planet).157 There was a long-running and 

vigorous controversy between the Neptunists, who argued that rocks were the 

product of crystallization in water, and the Plutonists, who asserted their vol­

canic origin. The main point at issue was the origin of basalt. After field 

research in the Auvergne and on Mount Vesuvius —the latter conducted by 

Humboldt —it became impossible even for such sworn Neptunists as Goethe 

to doubt the volcanic origin of this rock.158

As early as 1834 Carus attempted to draw the celebrated Fingal’s Cave, on 

the basalt Isle of Staffa off the west coast of Scotland, from written accounts 

and existing illustrations.159 When he traveled to Britain in 1844, in the suite 

of King Friedrich August II, the royal party visited the cave itself. Carus
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Fig. 22. Johan Christian Clausen Dahl (1788-1857)

Gorge in Saxon Switzerland, 1820, oil on canvas, 62.9 x 48 cm (24% x 187s in.) 

Munich, Bayerische Staatsgemaldesammlungen, Neue Pinakothek
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Fig. 23. Carl Gustav Carus (1789-1869)

Fingal's Cave, after 1844, watercolor and pen, 24.7 x 29.2 cm (9% x ll1/? in.) 

Basel, Kupferstichkabinett
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described the visit in his account of the journey and produced a number of 

watercolors based on his own sketches.160 In a pen-and-wash drawing now in 

Basel (fig. 23), he shows the clusters of basalt columns in all their irregularity 

and displacement.

In treating geognosy as one of the scientific foundations of landscape 

painting, Carus was concerned with the laws governing the relationship 

between the exterior and the interior —between forms, on the one hand, and 

the structure and history of mountain ranges, on the other —and with the 

linking of the parts with the whole through a combination of close and 

remote viewpoints. “In the investigation of all natural objects,” he wrote, “we 

are led to draw a distinction between the exterior and the interior: the exte­

rior enabling us to form a mental image of the whole, and the interior show­

ing us the parts. Only when these two combine do we gain a global idea of the 

nature of the object in itself.”161

In the Zwolf Briefe uber das Erdleben of 1841 Carus refers back to his 

earlier remarks from a “higher vantage point.” Letters VII to IX of that work 

are devoted to an account of “earth-life” in terms of the four elements of 

Empedocles.162 Like Schubert or Steffens, Carus has no compunction in com­

bining precise observations of detail with remarkably free-ranging and unsub­

stantiated speculations about the universe.163

The idea of correspondences between exterior and interior led Carus, even 

after completing the Zwolf Briefe Uber das Erdleben, to concern himself on 

a number of occasions with dubious and already discredited disciplines such as 

phrenology or cranioscopy, chiromancy, and physiognomy.164 While invariably 

deploring the merely superstitious and fortuitous aspects of these practices, he 

cited the analogy of symptomatology in medicine to argue that anthropology, 

anatomy, and physiology could yield scientific knowledge of man’s interior 

through the scrutiny of the exterior. In his book on physiognomy (1853) Carus 

spoke of the “science of the significance of external human configuration in 

relation to inner psychic and mental life, which I here discuss, for the sake of 

concision, under the name of symbolism.” Among its practical applications, 

Carus included the art of portraiture.165

The program of “earth-life painting” —to express the structure and his­

tory of mountains through their form, and to render the other elements in 

such a way as to reveal the universal rule of law and demonstrate the har­

mony between the particular and the universal — was far beyond the capacity 

of landscape painting.166 It is striking, however, that, although in theory 

Carus had the most exalted ideas of what painting could be expected to do, 

in practice he clung to his old predilection for Friedrich, while resting con­

tent with quite modest achievements by others (as in the case of the painting 

by Crola).

In Letters on Landscape Painting Carus tackled a major theme and a num­

ber of important issues while armed with an extremely slender knowledge of 

landscape painting and of its history. This is something that he would never 

have allowed himself to do on a scientific subject, at least not at the beginning 
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Fig. 24. Carl Gustav Carus (1789-1869)

Goethe Memorial; or, In Memory of Goethe: Landscape Fantasy, 1832, 

oil on canvas, 71.5 x 53.5 cm (28'/s x 21‘/s in.)

Hamburg, Hamburger Kunsthalle
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of his career. He did very little reading in the specialized literature of art; in 

his text he appears to be deliberately avoiding references to that literature. 

Instead, he cites such illustrious authorities as Goethe, Schiller, Schelling, and 

Humboldt. He mentions only one writer on landscape painting, Salomon 

Gessner; he also refers to William Hogarth’s “line of beauty,” though only to 

dismiss it. His only direct quotation, in letter IV, is from Fernow’s study of 

Antonio Canova.167 He makes no reference to Heinrich Meyer, to Fernow’s 

lengthy essay on landscape painting —a work that he used constantly 

throughout the composition of Letters on Landscape Painting—or indeed to 

any other literature on the subject. The opening of letter VIII, “Landscape 

painting has often been likened to music,” is a clear but unavowed reference to 

a passage in which Fernow takes issue with Goethe: “A beautiful landscape is 

steeped in a harmony of colors that affects the mind in much the same way as 

melody and harmony in the art of music.”168

Carus’s suppression of his literary sources is probably not a sign of negli­

gence or deceit. It reflects his diffidence about competing with established 

authors on territory that was not entirely familiar to him; it also reflects the 

dilettante’s willful delusion that he can produce all the essential insights from 

his own resources, and that he can substantiate them on the strength of his 

own conviction and his own chosen authorities alone. His supreme authority 

was Goethe, whom he quotes in a number of his writings. When the poet died 

in 1832, Carus created a remarkable memorial to Goethe in the form of a 

painting (fig. 24).169 Outlined against the moonlight, a dark sarcophagus, 

accompanied by an Aeolian harp and two kneeling angels, stands at the foot 

of a mighty rock face. In the hollows, wisps of mist cling to the fir trees; high 

in the sky hang light-colored clouds; and from the wooded cliff there plunges 

a waterfall, the symbol of the eternal cyclic motion of nature. For Goethe, 

Carus has devised a mystical “earth-life painting” in which the music of the 

spheres, the harmony of the cosmos, presides over the harmonious comple­

mentarity of geological and meteorological interests. Like Friedrich’s Cross in 

the Mountains (see fig. 20), the Goethe memorial is an altarpiece; it evokes 

the very analogy between music and landscape painting that Goethe himself 

had refused to countenance.170

The Influence and Reception of Letters on Landscape Painting

Despite the widespread debate on landscape painting that was taking place 

in Germany, the publication of letter VIII of Carus’s Letters on Landscape 

Painting in Schorn’s Kunst-Blatt in 1826 generated no reaction whatever. 

However, the first edition of Letters on Landscape Painting (1831) received a 

belated but detailed and appreciative review from the theologian Carl Griinei- 

sen, writing in the Kunst-Blatt for 1833.171 Griineisen welcomed Carus’s new 

coinages, Erdlebenbild and Erdlebenbildkunst, despite their awkwardness, 

but noted with disapproval that Carus had neglected or marginalized the 

great contemporary masters of historical landscape:
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It is frustrating, however, that in this respect the author does not give due acknowl­

edgment to what has been called the historical landscape, as practiced by the great 

masters of our own time, Koch, Reinhard, Schick, Steinkopf, and Reinhold; indeed, 

he tends to dismiss it as insignificant, as seems to be the case on page 121 [end of 

letter VI]. Frustrating, because in it [historical landscape] the quality of natural life is 

most often closely allied to the spirit of the action and the mental state of the persons 

depicted; and, conversely, a mythological or historical scene may be supported — and 

indeed called for —by the distinctive quality of the Greek natural scene and by the 

specific form, air, and coloring of a landscape.172

When Carus visited Koch and Reinhart in their Roman studios in 1828, he 

came away with an unfavorable impression of both artists and their works. 

He had been looking forward to meeting Reinhart, because he himself had 

derived much inspiration from his etchings; but in Rome he found him “eld­

erly and dull, with something of a beer-drinker’s physiognomy; in short, he 

struck me as an extinct artistic talent.” His response to Koch, who had given 

the royal party a guided tour of his mural paintings on subjects from Dante, 

was equally unsympathetic: “As for Koch, he enjoys a significant reputation 

as a landscape painter; but I confess that, among his few conceptions that are 

halfway to being Old German, 1 found nothing attractive.”173

Griineisen’s review of the first edition of Letters on Landscape Painting, 

which consists mostly of a summary of the content, concludes with a cautious 

judgment, praising the thoroughness of the exposition while exhorting artists 

and their public to take landscape more seriously: “To summarize our verdict 

on the whole: the nature and purpose of landscape painting are here described 

in a thorough manner; this is an encouragement to artists and to the public to 

pay greater heed to this highly significant branch of art, to inquire into it more 

earnestly, and to promote it by relating it to intellectual life and to the states 

of mind.”174

The first edition of Letters on Landscape Painting was not a commercial 

success. It is evident that in 1835 there were still printed, unbound sheets of 

the first edition available. Carus added a tenth letter and some additional 

material, had the title page reset, and described the version including pages 

209 to 276 as a “second edition, with an additional letter and several enclo­

sures.”175 In 1836 this expanded edition of Letters on Landscape Painting 

(1835) was reviewed in the Literatur-Blatt, along with a number of other 

publications on aesthetics, by Wolfgang Menzel, an inveterate adversary of 

Goethe and Hegel. Menzel covered more than a dozen recent German publi­

cations, all of which he greeted with more or less acid comments. He began 

his account of Letters on Landscape Painting by saying: “Little matter and 

an astounding profusion of words.” He went on to quote a number of pas­

sages and concluded as follows: “What is the landscape painter to do with 

such empty phrases? It is only in the enclosures that the author goes into any 

detail: on the physiognomy of mountains, for example, the effects of moon­

light, the contemplation of a number of paintings by Ewerdingen, and so

46



Carl Gustav Carus (1789-1869)

on.”176 Menzel was condemning the Letters on Landscape Painting for a lack 

of practical usefulness, something that Carus had never regarded as central to 

his intention.

Neither the publication of Carus’s Zwolf Briefe iiber das Erdleben in 1841 

nor Humboldt’s Kosmos: Entwurfeiner physischen Weltbeschreibung (Cosmos: 

Notes for a physical description of the world), begun in 1845, did anything to 

remedy the lack of influence of Carus’s “earth-life painting.” The satirical 

drawing Das organische Leben in der Natur (Organic life in nature; fig. 25), 

by Moritz von Schwind (1804-71), published in the Munich periodical 

Fliegende Blatter in 1848, may be regarded as one of the rare public responses 

to the “earth-life” idea.177 Schwind transformed the roots of a clump of trees 

into weird, anthropomorphic, long-nosed figures, some seated, some reclin­

ing, some apparently in the act of rising to depart, and one towering above eye 

level in a striding pose. The occasion of Schwind’s mockery is unknown; the 

magazine published no text to accompany the caricature. Schwind had moved 

to Munich as a professor at the Akademie in 1847, and, in his first few years 

there, he drew many illustrations for the Fliegende Blatter and Miinchner 

Bilderbogen.

In all probability Schwind’s caricature marks the end of the direct recep­

tion of Carus’s idea of “earth-life” as the subject of landscape painting. 

Although the ideas of the world soul and of the analogy between microcosm 

and macrocosm were later taken up in a variety of ways, these have no con­

nection with Carus. In 1851 Gustav Theodor Fechner (1801-87) attempted to 

breathe new life into nature philosophy. Fechner had become professor of 

physics at the Universitat Leipzig in 1834; an eye complaint compelled him to 

retire from teaching in 1839, and he subsequently concentrated on nature phi­

losophy, aesthetics, and anthropology. In 1848 he brought out a book entitled 

Das Seelenleben der Pflanzen (The psychology of plants); in 1851 he pub­

lished his magnum opus of nature philosophy, Zend-Avesta; oder, Uber die 

Dinge des Himmels und des Jenseits (Zend-Avesta; or, on things celestial and 

transcendental), in three volumes, in which he asserted, contrary to prevailing 

opinion, that plants and indeed heavenly bodies are “animate beings.”178

In his preface Fechner admits that nature philosophy has declined from the 

respect that it formerly enjoyed. His publication is an attempt to rehabilitate 

the ancient belief “that the whole of nature is alive and divinely informed 

with soul.”179 Fechner repeatedly invokes the doctrine of correspondence 

between macrocosm and microcosm. In a chapter titled “Vergleichende physi- 

sche Erd- und Himmelskunde” (A comparative physical study of earth and 

the heavens) he dilates at some length on the following analogy: “Classifying 

materials according to their mode of cohesion (aggregative form), we can 

identify in the earth, as within our own bodies, the firm, the fluid, the airy, the 

vaporous, and the imponderable. We have rocks in our bones; rivers run 

through our veins; vapors and air blow through our respiratory apparatus; 

light enters through our eyes; heat permeates our body; a subtle agent may 

circulate through our nerves. Macrocosm, microcosm.”180
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Fig. 25. Moritz von Schwind (1804-71)

Das organische Leben in der Natur

Cover of Fliegende Blatter 6, no. 144 (1848)
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Fig. 26. Edgar Degas (1834-1917)

Landscape (Cliffs), 1892, pastel, 42 x 55 cm (16% x 21% in.) 

Geneva, Collection Jan and Marie-Anne Krugier-Poniatowski
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Fechner quoted Goethe and Humboldt, among others, but not Carus, 

whose views on “earth-life” he evidently did not use. Remarkably, even in 

Charles Blanc’s systematic manual of drawing, Grammaire des arts du dessin 

(1867), the same view of the correspondence between earth and man reap­

pears. Man is “the intelligent abstract of the world,” according to Blanc, who 

continues:

His skeleton is the image of those rocks that are the bones of the earth. His bony 

framework is joined by nerves, which, like metals, are subject to the action of elec­

tricity; it is clothed in muscles, which, by their convexities and concavities, remind 

us of mountains and valleys; and his whole body is watered by rivulets of purple 

which transpire through the skin as rivers transpire through the surface of the 

globe. Finally, the hair that shades the organ of thought is, in Herder’s poetic 

expression, an emblem of the sacred groves where once the mysteries were cele­

brated. Man, considered in his organic life, is thus an abstract of the universe.181

Counterparts to Fechner’s and Blanc’s ideas are to be found in anthropo­

morphic landscape paintings, a few examples of which are known from the 

second half of the nineteenth century. Gustave Courbet (1819-77), Arnold 

Bocklin (1827-1901), and Emil Nolde (1857-1956) made attempts in this 

direction —as did Edgar Degas (1834-1917), in his extraordinary pastel Cliffs 

(circa 1890—92; fig. 26), in which the contours of the terrain generate the 

earth figure of a woman, her skull being a rocky coastal promontory.182

By the end of the nineteenth century Carus was forgotten. The exhibition 

in Berlin in 1906 —which had the effect, among others, of reviving awareness 

of Friedrich as a painter —included two paintings by Carus.183 One year later 

Alfred Peltzer published the first art historical discussion of Carus’s Letters 

on Landscape Painting, in a sixty-seven-page booklet prefaced with Carus’s 

prophecy that there would one day be landscape paintings of a higher beauty, 

in which “nature will appear in its higher truth, as it is seen in the mind’s 

eye.”184 Peltzer believed that Carus’s prophecy had been fulfilled in the art of 

Arnold Bocklin (1827-1901) and of Hans Thoma (1839-1924), the dedicatee 

of his essay. Two decades later, in 1927, Kurt Gerstenberg brought out his edi­

tion of Nine Letters on Landscape Painting, which was reissued by a different 

publisher in 1947.185 In 1972 Dorothea Kuhn wrote an intelligent commen­

tary for a facsimile reprint of the second (1835) edition of Letters on Land­

scape Painting.™6 A French translation of the work appeared in 1983, and an 

Italian translation in 1991.187 The only English translations to date are of a 

number of individual letters.188

Carus’s reputation has always stood highest among students of anthro- 

posophy. As a “Goetheanist,” he was ripe for enlistment under the banner of 

theosophical doctrine, especially in view of his theory of “earth-life.” Rudolf 

Steiner (1861-1925) planned a new edition of Zwolf Briefe uber das Erd- 

leben, and this was completed by Christoph Bernoulli and Hans Kern in 

1926.189 In 1986 Ekkehard Meffert published another edition of Zwolf Briefe 
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Uber das Erdleben and a biography of Carus written from an anthroposophi- 

cal viewpoint.190

As Werner Busch has pointed out, Carus’s principal work on psychology, 

Psyche (1846), mediates between Schelling’s world soul theory and the psy­

choanalysis of Sigmund Freud. On the one hand, Carus is numbered among 

the precursors of depth psychology; on the other, Psyche, with its theory of 

the “unconscious” as a “life force,” seems to live on (in the context of the 

anthroposophical response to Carus) in the work of the artist Joseph Beuys 

(1921-86).191

Notes

Julia Gelshorn has rendered me invaluable assistance with literary research. I have 

been able to discuss the project with Professor Werner Busch, of Berlin, who has also 

kindly taken the trouble to review the manuscript. Thanks are due to him for his many 

suggestions.

1. Carl Gustav Carus, Lebenserinnerungen und Denkwurdigkeiten (Leipzig: 

Brockhaus, 1865-66), 1:181: “Es trat in diesen Briefen eine eigenthiimliche Vermahlung 

von Wissenschaft und Kunst hervor, und dies ist es auch jedenfalls, wodurch ihnen eine 

bleibende Stellung in der Literatur erhalten werden wird. Das, was um jene Zeit 

Schelling durch den Begriff der Weltseele auszusprechen suchte, es war recht eigentlich 

der Cardinalpunkt, um welchen sich diese Gedankenziige bewegten.” See also his later 

remark in the same text (3:176) concerning “die eigentliche Mission dieses Begriinders 

der Naturphilosophie ..., namlich die Lehre von dem organischen Zusammenhange 

des Ganzen, wie sie sich in seinem Begriffe der Weltseele ausdriickt” (the true mission 

of this founder of nature philosophy..., namely, the doctrine of the organic cohesion of 

the whole, as expressed in his concept of the world soul). Unless otherwise noted, all 

translations are by David Britt.

2. Carus, Lebenserinnerungen und Denkwiirdigkeiten (note 1), 1:67-75, esp. 1:69: 

“neues eigenthiimliches und bedeutungsvolles Princip.... Dieses Princip war das einer 

hbhern Einheit, hervorgegangen im Lichte der damals zuerst sich geltend machenden 

Naturphilosophie.”

3. Carus, Lebenserinnerungen und Denkwiirdigkeiten (note 1), 1:70-71: “als der 

bereits von vielen Philosophen des Alterthums geahnte Gedanke von der innern noth- 

wendigen und unerlafilichen Verbindung des Weltgebaudes zu einem einzigen unend­

lichen organischen Ganzen, mit einem Worte der Gedanke von der Weltseele, durch 
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