
 

 

 

DAAN LODDER 

 

 

 

SLIPPING OFF THE HORIZON 

SPIRITUALITY, SIGHTS AND SOUNDS OF LANDSCAPE 

IN THE TIMES OF WOLFGANG AMADÉ MOZART AND 

FELIX MENDELSSOHN BARTHOLDY 

FOUR CASE STUDIES 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cover: Caspar David Friedrich (1774-1840), Der Wanderer über dem Nebelmeer  

[Wanderer above the Sea of Fog], c. 1818. Oil on canvas, 94.8 x 74.8 cm.  

Hamburger Kunsthalle. 

 

Copyright © Daan Lodder 



 

1 
 

SLIPPING OFF THE HORIZON 

SPIRITUALITY, SIGHTS AND SOUNDS OF LANDSCAPE 

IN THE TIMES OF WOLFGANG AMADÉ MOZART AND 

FELIX MENDELSSOHN BARTHOLDY 

FOUR CASE STUDIES 

 

WEGGLIPPEN AAN DE HORIZON 

SPIRITUALITEIT, AANBLIKKEN EN KLANKEN VAN LANDSCHAP 

TEN TIJDE VAN WOLFGANG AMADÉ MOZART EN  

FELIX MENDELSSOHN BARTHOLDY 

VIER CASESTUDIES 

 

(met een samenvatting in het Nederlands) 

 

PROEFSCHRIFT 
 

ter verkrijging van de graad van doctor 

aan de Universiteit Utrecht 

op gezag van de rector magnificus, 

prof. dr. H.R.B.M. Kummeling, 

ingevolge het besluit van het college voor promoties 

in het openbaar te verdedigen 

op 

maandag 4 november 2019 des middags te 12.45 uur 

 

door 

 

Daan Lodder 

 

geboren op 9 juli 1989 

te ’s-Hertogenbosch 

 



 

2 
 

Promotor: Prof. dr. A.A. Clement 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   



 

3 
 

CONTENTS 

 

PREFACE 

 

INTRODUCTION 

            Purpose 

The field of landscape in scholarly literature: state of the art 

Periodical and interdisciplinary rifts 

Four case studies 

Treacle, milk, and the horizon 

 

I.  GERMAN EARLY-ROMANTIC HISTORIOGRAPHIES OF LANDSCAPE 

PAINTING          

I.1   The discovery of Romantic spirituality in Jena and Weimar 

I.2  Spiritual engagement with 17th century Dutch landscape paintings 

I.3  The conflation of secular with spiritual concerns 

I.4  Contemporary sources for spiritual engagement with Dutch landscape painting 

I.5  Perspectives: spirituality and imaginative re-identification in historiographies 

            of landscape art 

 

II.    TELEOLOGY AND GEO-DETERMINISM IN GERMAN LANDSCAPE 

   PAINTING: JOHANN JOACHIM WINCKELMANN AND CASPAR 

DAVID FRIEDRICH 

II.1  Winckelmann and Friedrich – The obvious distinctions 

  Friedrich’s Tetschen Altarpiece and its context 

  ‘Imitation’ as a means of progress 

II.1  Neo-Platonic idealism 

II.1.2  Emulation versus invention 

II.1.3  Aesthetic similarities: ‘noble simplicity and quiet grandeur’ 

II.1.4  Patriotic historicism and ‘philhellenism’ 

  Democratic tendencies represented in Friedrich’s paintings 

            Geo-determinism 

II.2  Teleological historiographies of Friedrich’s landscapes 

7 

 

11 

12 

14 

16 

17 

19 

 

 

21 

23 

29 

38 

49 

 

58 

 

 

 

61 

63 

65 

72 

73 

84 

89 

92 

97 

101 

108 



 

4 
 

II.2.1  Teleology in historiographies of politico-religious aesthetics: Andreas Aubert 

II.2.2  Teleology of ‘modernity’ in Friedrich’s art: William Vaughan 

II.2.3  Teleology of ‘postmodernity’ in Friedrich’s art 

II.3 Perspectives: beyond a teleological historiography of modern art 

 

III. THE SECULARISATION OF GERMAN LANDSCAPE SCENOGRAPHY:

 FRIEDRICH VON SCHILLER AND WOLFGANG AMADÉ MOZART 

III.1  Schiller’s Die Räuber 

III.1.1  Scenography of the Uraufführung 

III.1.2  Swabian Pietism in Die Räuber 

III.1.3  Swabian landscape in Die Räuber 

III.1.4 Early-modern and postmodern landscape scenography for Die Räuber 

Preliminary observations 

III.2 Mozart’s Die Zauberflöte 

III.2.1 The artists behind four early scenographies 

Scenography 1: Wolfgang Amadé Mozart and Emanuel Schikaneder 

Scenography 2: J. Quaglio 

Scenography 3: Karl Friedrich Schinkel 

Scenography 4: Simon Quaglio 

III.2.2 Emulative balancing of symmetry, light, and nature: a comparison of 

five stage designs 

First stage design – Act 1, scene 1: “Eröffnungsbild mit pyramide” 
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PREFACE 

 

 

One sunny day, in the hills of southern Germany, I hiked to the top of one of the larger 

mountains together with my local hosts. As we reached the summit, I was struck by the sheer 

scale of the panoramic view, with mountains scattered around us, as far as the eye could see. 

On the way up, nature had surrounded us in close proximity, and now it was still all around us 

but at a tremendous distance. The constant creaking of the flora and the fidgeting of the fauna 

suddenly, up there, made way for the much smoother but equally ubiquitous rushing of a breeze. 

Before I had a chance to ponder the natural splendour and serenity of it all in silence, my friends 

– who were of a much more technical disposition – had sparked up a conversation about the 

landmarks and infrastructure that they recognized in the landscape. They pointed out the 

changes in the landscape made by a large-scale lumber harvest, the local ski-jumping rink, the 

train tracks, and the roads, listing their every village of origin and destination. In a misfortunate 

effort to hide my frustration, I hardly responded to what they, no doubt, had said with only the 

kind purpose of making me feel welcome. 

 The ways in which people can engage with landscape are countless – which, I hasten to 

add, does not excuse me being a bad guest. A few key intellectual and artistic currents, however, 

can be identified as culturally and historically dominant. My friends’ focus on the human 

influence in the landscape may, for instance, be typified as an Enlightenment-inspired response; 

focusing on the progress made possible by the technical ingenuity with which nature is 

subjugated to human reason. My response, by contrast, could be termed either (neo-)classical 

or Romantic; searching in nature for something beyond it or within it which transcends its laws, 

be it a creative force or something altogether ineffable. The communicative chasm between 

these categories, as this story illustrates, can be prohibitively wide. The discussion of the 

historiographic pitfalls of late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Romantic quest for 

spiritual engagement with landscape in this dissertation, to no small extent, is intended to 

provide pillars upon which, one day, hopefully, this chasm may be bridged. 

 The first idea for this dissertation, however, was conceived long before my hike in 

southern Germany. I became aware of the dynamics and, in my view, inherent flaws of 

teleological methods in historiography through the critical lectures and writings on this topic 

by the legal philosopher Prof. Dr. Andreas Kinneging, during my bachelor studies at (then) the 

Roosevelt Academy in Middelburg. The ‘Independent Research Project’ I wrote, just before 
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graduation, was an attempt to synthesise Kinneging’s critique of modernity as a destination to 

which all roads linearly lead, with Edward Saïd’s critique of the geographical self as a 

destination to which all “Others” must, through progress, converge. In the Master dissertation 

that I subsequently wrote at the Institute for Theology, Imagination and the Arts (ITIA) in St 

Andrews, I further explored these ‘horizontal’ (teleological) and ‘vertical’ (geo-determinist) 

pull factors, applying them to the topic of the German Romantic misappropriation of spirituality 

in seventeenth-century Dutch landscape painting. Finally, while writing this dissertation, I was 

made aware of Thomas Ernest Hulme’s critical theological reflections on Romanticism in 

literature, which prompted the idea to examine if a study of the spiritual engagement with 

landscape in German Romantic non-verbal art (a century after Hulme) would yield similar 

results.    

Once an idea is there, however, it still takes a village to write a dissertation about it. To 

write one about a single topic from the perspective of an array of relatively independent 

disciplines, took an entire diaspora of communities and individuals. Long before wider society 

had anything to do with it, however, my parents and my aunts were preparing me for life. For 

their love and for the immense support they have given me throughout my studies and the 

writing process, I cannot thank them enough. 

 For the enumerable hours, over the past four years, of patient and attentive listening to 

my deliberations about this book, and for their tireless good cheer, I thank Jeroen Savelsbergh, 

Marcella van Amerongen, Marijn van Cuijk, Sebastian Frattina della Frattina, and Mikhael 

Hack. I also thank Alex Farrell, Allison Walker, Caitlin Washburn, Michael Anderson, Nina 

Davies, and Veronika Hlinicanova, for their patience, attention, and good cheer, during our 

marathon seminars at the ITIA. Their ideas and those of the lecturers, Prof. Dr. David Brown 

and Prof. Dr. Gavin Hopps, guided and inspired me in constructing the foundations upon which 

I would later write this work. Hulme’s metaphor of Romanticism as ‘spilt treacle’ (which I will 

explain in the introduction), in my mind, is irrevocably associated with the mountains of 

jammy-dodgers, generously provided by Dr. Hopps to sustain us in the seemingly infinite 

lengths and depths of conversation. For their kind and knowledgeable guidance, for the jammy-

dodgers and for the treacle, I thank Dr. Brown and Dr. Hopps. 

No villager can write a dissertation without the guidance of wise elders. I had the great 

fortune of finding in Prof. Dr. Albert Clement a PhD-supervisor who would always readily 

make time to discuss my research (or simply – yet vitally – how I was feeling about the process), 

be it in person or, whenever I was on field-research in Germany, via online media. His expertise 
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on eighteenth- and nineteenth-century art, culture and theology, his pervasive knowledge and 

understanding of the history of Freemasonry and of the lifes and works of W.A. Mozart and 

J.L.F. Mendelssohn Bartholdy have been invaluable resources to rely upon. I am immensely 

grateful for his support throughout the years. 

I would also like to express my gratitude to the following scholars: Dr. Ferdinand 

Bagnato, for his unrelenting willingness to discuss and enlighten any topic of this dissertation 

which I felt a need to examine further, and for joining me in the Loonse Drunense Duinen in an 

utterly vain but highly instructive attempt to ‘draw nature as C.D. Friedrich would have done’; 

Dr. Andrea Kölbel for her assistance with the many German-to-English translations in this book 

and for the unique perspectives she offered as a human geographer, during the countless hours 

of conversation we had about its contents; Dr. Noelle Heber for her invaluable suggestions 

regarding the correct use of the English language; Dr. Andreas Henning at the Gemäldegalerie 

Alte Meister in Dresden for the edifying discussion we had about the museum’s history and Dr. 

Christoph Schölzel for welcoming me in the restauration workshop and for his many useful 

suggestions; Dr. Jorrit Snijder and Sylvia Stuer for facilitating the administrative and financial 

support of University College Roosevelt; Prof. Dr. Malcolm Andrews for our conversation at 

the Humboldt Universität about nineteenth-century painterly framing devices, which inspired 

my discovery that Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy is likely to have made frequent use of such a 

device when he drew his landscape compositions. 

For providing work space, granting me special access to research materials, and for their 

kind assistance with specific inquiries, I would like to thank the staff members of the Stiftung 

Preußischer Kulturbesitz, the Alte Nationalgalerie, and the Gemäldegalerie in Berlin, the Ge-

mäldegalerie Alte Meister and the Albertinum in Dresden, the Felix-Mendelssohn-Bartholdy-

Stiftung in Leipzig, the Klassik Stiftung in Weimar, the Mauritshuis in The Hague, the 

Hermitage Museum in Saint Petersburg, the Institute for Theology, Imagination and the Arts in 

St Andrews, and the Edinburgh National Gallery. 

A special word of thanks, also, to the librarians of the Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin, the 

Bibliothek des Kunsthistorischen Instituts der Freien Universität Berlin, the Bibliothek des 

Instituts für Theaterwissenschaften der Freien Universität Berlin, the Philologische Bibliothek 

der Freien Universität Berlin, the Jacob-und-Wilhelm-Grimm-Zentrum der Humboldt-

Universität zu Berlin, the Sächsische Landesbibliothek – Staats- und Universitätsbibliothek 

Dresden, Kunstbibliothek – Staatliche Kunstsammlungen Dresden, the University of St 

Andrews Library, King James Library St Andrews, the Zeeuwse Bibliotheek in Middelburg, 
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the Utrecht University Library, the Royal Danish Library, the Hermitage Academic Library, 

who often acted as highly intuitive signposts on my quests and, no doubt, spared me many miles 

of wandering through the hallowed isles.  

 Although he passed away a few years before I was born, my grandfather Ben Wolken 

(1924-1988), through colourful tales told during my early childhood and then, from adolescence 

onwards, through the substantial literary oeuvre he had left for posterity, helped to shape my 

understanding of religion, faith, and spirituality. Both as a small tribute and, to no smaller extent 

because of their relevance, I provide an accompanying aphorism or poem by Wolken at the 

beginning of each chapter. 

From a cultural historic perspective, these writings are probably best understood as 

products of the 1950s literary movement the Vijftigers. Wolken left the Roman Catholic Church 

during or shortly after the Second World War. A rudimentary faith had remained in his later 

writings but, without the doctrines he had still stridently defended during his studies before the 

war, his reflections on religion turned to the ironic, sardonic, and even the cynical. Their 

apparent absurdity, however, should not be mistaken for frivolity – nor his moribund tone, for 

nihilism. If the reader were to pair the lines of poetry at the beginning of chapter II with Caspar 

David Friedrich’s Monk by the Sea (in the same chapter), as I have intended, they will see that 

Wolken was theologically and emotionally closer to Friedrich, than most of the painter’s 1950s 

and 1960s existentialist interpreters. Wolken’s style, nevertheless, places him firmly among the 

more sophisticated of their ranks. My hope is that it will provide the reader some narrative 

assistance by ‘linking’ the long nineteenth century (from the German Romantics of the late 

eighteenth- and early nineteenth century to their English obituarian Hulme), to the 

unprecedently secular world of today.       

 

           

Vught, 2 July, 2019 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

 

 
You don’t believe in a God, so you begin to believe that man is 

a god. You don’t believe in Heaven, so you begin to believe in 

a heaven on earth. In other words, you get romanticism. The 

concepts that are right and proper in their own sphere are 

spread over, and so mess up, falsify and blur the clear outlines 

of human experience. It is like pouring a pot of treacle over the 

dinner table. Romanticism then, and this is the best definition I 

can give of it, is spilt religion. 

     Hulme1 

 

When in circa 1911, the English literary critic Thomas Ernest Hulme (1883-1917) reflected on 

the influence of Romanticism throughout the preceding century and its chances for longevity 

in the new century, he concluded that the movement had passed its zenith and predicted it would 

only have a short shelf-life thereafter.2 Especially concerning its potential to supplement or even 

supplant traditional religions, Hulme was sceptical, terming it ‘spilt religion’.3 By rendering 

religious experience individual and free, he argued, the Romantics were, as it were, filling the 

glass of religion with an infinity of new theological ideas which would inevitably flow over the 

rim. The resultant lack of a clearly defined religious identity, however, Hulme expected would 

lead people to return to their original orthodoxy. His contemporary and compatriot Gilbert Keith 

Chesterton (1874-1936) autobiographically describes such a theological journey in his essay 

Orthodoxy. After his initial exploration of Romantic heterodoxy, he ultimately concluded, the 

freedom he had been looking for had been present all along in the religion of his childhood.4 

However, to most of the thereafter ever-growing number of secular people who have also 

sought some form of spirituality, a similar return to orthodoxy has not been an option – be it 

out of reluctance or because it was never their point of departure. If we remain within Hulme’s 

rather pessimistic metaphor, one might say that these people have subsequently been attempting 

to mop up the religious overflow with their bare hands, never quite recapturing the sense of 

immutable identity which orthodoxy had offered. 

                                                 
1 Hulme 2014, 118. From the collection of Speculations, which were probably written in 1911 but only 

published posthumously in 1924. 
2 Ibid., 113. 
3 Ibid., 118. 
4 Chesterton 2012, 1f.  
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 Hulme never had the chance to observe whether or not his predictions about the decline 

of Romanticism would come to fruition. In a case of tragic irony, he volunteered (for patriotic 

reasons) to fight in the First World War alongside his fellow countrymen, many of whom were 

deeply inspired by a Romantic glory which literature and lecturers had promised they would 

attain on the battlefield. Along with so many of them, Hulme was killed in the profoundly 

unromantic, mechanized warfare that ensued. Furthermore, the arguments in his relatively short 

essay on the question of Romanticism as ‘spilt religion’ are confined to the movement’s literary 

tenets, thus negating (not by omission but rather for reasons of brevity, one assumes) the 

considerable Romantic legacy in visual arts, music, and theatre. It is from these two deficits in 

Hulme’s work that the two central questions which inspired this dissertation originated: can the 

same analysis be legitimately applied to the (Romantic) non-verbal arts? And can one conclude, 

roughly a century after Hulme made his prediction, that Romanticism has indeed overflowed to 

the point of rendering itself undefinable and thereby untenable, precipitating something of a 

Chestertonian return to orthodoxy?   

 Given that the breadth of Romantic non-verbal art would also far exceed the scope of 

this dissertation, I have focussed my investigation on what is widely considered to be the 

Romantic visual and musical motif par excellence: the landscape. In a most literal expression 

of the Romantic desire to seek spiritual engagement outside the walls of the church, not only 

Romantic literati but especially painters and also musical composers, playwrights, and sceno-

graphers unfailingly featured landscape in their art works. Yet by connecting spirituality to such 

heterodox values as the ‘Infinite’ or the ‘Ineffable’ – their own oftentimes orthodox religious 

background notwithstanding – these Romantics left their spiritual aesthetic legacy untethered, 

allowing it to slip off the horizon.  

 

Purpose 

This PhD dissertation aims to show that the German early Romantic spiritual engagement with 

landscape has been obscured by teleological biases which Romanticism has engendered in its 

own cultural legacy. It identifies three basic causes for this obscurity: historic and geographic 

misappropriation, redaction, and substitution. 

Landscapes in art are historically misappropriated when later-day interpreters present 

them as more modern than they were originally intended to be, in an effort to appeal to 

contemporary sensibilities. They are geographically misappropriated when interpreters value 

them on the basis of their (assumed) geographical origins and references. Redaction occurs 
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when a landscape that is part of a larger art work is entirely removed without regard for the 

spiritual meaning that its designer may have intended. This is best exemplified by landscape 

scenography for theatre and opera which, over the past two centuries, has largely slipped off 

the stage, or has been deconstructed to a level of unrecognizable abstraction.  

 When landscapes in art are no longer appreciated for the spiritual framework from which 

their authors created them but instead feature as formal(-ist) testimonies to the artists’ creativity, 

this is a substitution of one liturgical framework for another. Understandable though it may be 

for the exegetes of (Romantic) artists to become their apostles over time, this dissertation will 

show that the responsible historian ought to be wary of this potential bias.  

The purpose of this study is not to promote a theistic spiritual engagement with Roman-

tic landscape, as David Brown has done with his approach of ‘imaginative re-identification’,5 

nor is it to bemoan its recession into obscurity, but rather to analyse its historic influence. Were 

any blame to be assigned in this matter, much of it would inevitably fall to the Romantics 

themselves. By defining the spiritual engagement which they sought in landscapes (and artistic 

renditions thereof) as inexpressible, ineffable, and beyond the verbal capacity for communica-

tion, they may be said to have freed Western culture from certain longstanding liturgical 

constraints: they popularized the view that one could just as well have a meaningful spiritual 

experience in nature as one could in church. Yet as modern as these innovations may appear 

now, the Romantics meanwhile approached landscape with an oftentimes expansive Judeo-

Christian and mythological frame of reference. 

 Brown does the same. However, to my mind, his laudable endeavours over the past four 

decades to “[…] widen the range of material that is thought relevant to the constructive 

theology” suffer from the same tensions and ambiguities arising from the effort to introduce 

new forms of spiritual heterodoxy to the religious orthodoxy of the Christian church.6 Brown 

regularly invokes “God” and even “Christ” in his reasoning, even though he contends that the 

belief in His/Their existence is not essential to his arguments. In some instances, this appears 

paradoxical and is perhaps even fundamentally inconsistent with his general plea for hetero-

doxy. In each instance, it erects a linguistic barrier which is difficult, if not impossible, for those 

with a secular background to traverse, lest they should convert to Christianity or supplant the 

words “God” and “Christ” with “Infinite”, “Love”, or “Ineffable” at every encounter. Given 

that Brown’s principal objective is the revitalization of the Christian church through greater 

                                                 
5 Brown 2006. 
6 Ibid., 2. 
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heterodoxy, and only in the second instance a revitalization of spirituality in the broader 

‘extramural’ sense, these Christian references are unsurprising. However, the need for more 

inclusive, oftentimes more secular forms of spiritual engagement which, nevertheless, still have 

a distinct and durable identity, remains in secularized Western cultures.7 If we are to learn from 

the Romantics in this regard, as Brown suggests, it is essential that our historic understanding 

of them is accurate and is neither all too Romantic, nor so rationalistic that any sense of the 

spirit of the movement is lost in summarizing its (many) logical inconsistencies.   

Given that a number of contemporary theologians have taken to broadening the 

definition of “religion” or “religiosity” to also include spiritual engagements by people who do 

not (wish to) belong to a formal church community8 – most likely in order to make the ongoing 

secularization appear less severe – I should like to make clear at this point that, in using these 

words and also the term “spiritual(ity)”, I have in mind their more traditional definitions. That 

is to say: I define “(a) religion” exclusively as the collection of doctrinal beliefs and liturgical 

practices which are bound together within a single formalized institution, on the etymological 

basis that religare is the Latin infinitive for “binding together”.9 By “spirituality” and “spiritual 

engagement”, I mean any activity (be it within religious parameters or beyond them) in which 

the individual spirit or soul (spiritus) (or, for the neurological reductionist, the ‘mental construct 

of the soul’) is thought to be interacting with a reality, or aspect of reality, which cannot be 

empirically observed but which does have some baring on our sublunary existence.10  

 

The field of landscape in scholarly literature: state of the art 

The term ‘landscape’ has, in recent decades, featured in the titles of many publications in the 

humanities11. A large proportion of these were written by art historians (many of whom are 

discussing seventeenth-century Dutch landscape painting), English literary scholars, and 

                                                 
7 For statistics on the US and UK development, cf. Heelas 2005, 25, 73f, 154-156; In the Netherlands, 

the Dutch Scientific Council for Government Policy estimates the percentage of “unaffiliated spirituals” 

at around a third of the population, varying between 28% and 40% over the course of the past six 

decades. Cf. Bernts 2016, 155.  
8 Cf. e.g. Smedes 2016, 7-12. 
9 Commonly, Lactantius (c. 240-320) is credited with having suggested this etymological definition. 

Alternatively, Cicero (c. 106-43 B.C.) derived his definition from the infinitive ‘relegere’ [to treat 

carefully], and St Augustine (c. 345-430) derived his from ‘religere’ [to recover]. See, Tiliopoulos 2013, 

23f. 
10 Soul is also commonly translated in Latin as ‘animus’. 
11 In the discipline of geography, it experienced a peek in popularity the 1980s and 1990s but has by 

now receded into the background. 
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general historians of culture and ideas. Among the most cited publications are Malcolm 

Andrews’ Landscape and Western Art, Simon Schama’s Landscape and Memory, and the 

volume Landscape and Power edited by William Mitchell.12 The common denominator in their 

respective theoretical frameworks is the emphasis on landscape and identity. In this view, 

whether it is the range of associations which landscape can illicit in its observer and which, in 

so doing, partly compose his identity, or the demarcation of space (already inherent to the word 

‘land-scape’), which engages the observer’s sense of geographical, political, socio-economic, 

or (by association) ethnic belonging, the very human invention and maintenance of the construct 

‘landscape’ have largely been exercised in self-exploration. 

Precious little has been written about the urge that most people experience at least once 

in their lifetime, if only during a phase of childhood curiosity, to engage with landscape in a 

spiritually meaningful way.13 Nor have those few publications on this topic (mostly written by 

literary scholars) captured the multi-disciplinary breadth of the Romantic engagement with that 

spirituality which the Romantics themselves described as impossible to capture in words. 

Landscape thus conceived may serve as a vessel in which to explore a presumed metaphysical 

force immanent to nature, or through which to grasp at a force that transcends it. In either case, 

the objective of self-exploration is notably less prominent than in the above approaches. 

The fact remains, however, that even a spiritual engagement with landscape, in the 

absence of concrete proof of divine creation and/or intervention, ought to be discussed with the 

same scholarly assumption that it (landscape) is socially constructed. In other words, when 

people cease to view landscape ‘spiritually’ (as many have historically), not only does their 

engagement with it cease to be spiritual but, by definition, so does the landscape itself. There 

may still be a divine presence immanent to or, through transcendence, accessible from the 

nature captured within this landscape. Although personally, ever since that childhood phase of 

exploring nature as spiritually-laden, I have believed this to be true, this belief will at most 

feature tangentially or provisionally in this dissertation. This agnostic approach serves to ensure 

that, whether it be read with the sole purpose of unearthing historical facts about the German 

(early-)Romantic spiritual engagement with landscape, or with the ambition to recapture (some 

of) it for present-day spiritual endeavours, the reader need not constantly translate my 

theological vernacular to one more agreeable to him- or herself (as is my experience with 

Brown’s work).      

                                                 
12 Cf. Andrews 1999; Schama 1995; Mitchell 2002. 
13 Cf. preface. 
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Periodical and interdisciplinary rifts 

Opinions on the historical confines of Romanticism vary widely across academic disciplines. 

Where, for instance, philosophers and literary scholars are often heard stating that Romanticism 

started already in the 1750s with the works of Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778), continuing 

in movements such as the Sturm und Drang, art historians and musicologists, conversely, tend 

to put forward the year 1800 as a starting point. A case can be made for both perspectives.  

The latter is most easily defended on the grounds that the very word 'Romantic' (as referring to 

poetic art) was only coined by Friedrich von Schlegel (1772-1829) in the 1790s.14 Indeed, what 

the word denotes may have existed already in the decades leading up to this moment,15 but a 

movement which explicitly described itself as "Romantic" only emerged after Schlegel 

introduced it to poetic parlance. However, for a historian of ideas or a cultural historian who is 

interested in the origins of Romantic ideas and in the way in which these ideas were first 

developed and expressed, this line of reasoning is unsatisfactory. There is, after all, a wide 

consensus in academia – also among art historians and musicologists – that the ideas of 

Romanticism far preceded its name. 

Why then, do these disciplines insist, as they do, on the historiographical convention 

that dates Romanticism only to the turn of the century? Notwithstanding (for now) arguments 

pertaining to formal differences between Romantic art before 1800 and Romantic art after 1800, 

which naturally vary according to artistic discipline, the most formidable argument is that 

Romanticism only became an integral – perhaps even institutional – part of Enlightened society 

after the political ideas of the Enlightenment were fomented by the Napoleonic wars. On this 

view, the world before Napoleon was so radically different from the world after his conquests 

and ultimate defeat that the budding forms of Romanticism in the latter half of the eighteenth 

century are not sufficiently comparable to the Romanticism of the post-Napoleonic paradigm. 

In my view, the ideas of Romanticism may have vied with varying intensity since their coinage 

in Rousseau’s and Herder’s works, but from a wider historic perspective have enjoyed 

consistent attention and support up until the late 1840s, when more radical social and 

intellectual movements gained prominence. Thus, when discussing Romanticism in more 

general terms, I will bear in mind this broad, transdisciplinary periodization on the basis of the 

movement’s intellectual prominence during this period. In specific mono-disciplinary 

                                                 
14 Schlegel 1978, 90 (“Athenäums” Fragment 116). 
15 On the view that romanticism (with a lower-case ‘r’) is an inherent part of the human condition, it 

may be tens of thousands of years old. 
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discussions, however, I have endeavoured to make it clear contextually that these are premised 

on a narrower periodization and, in some instances, a narrower formal definition of 

Romanticism.  

 

Four case studies 

This dissertation comprises four case studies which discuss five artistic, non-verbal media: 

painting/drawing, theatre, opera, and music. Each chapter zooms in on the spiritual engagement 

with landscape through a specific lens. The first chapter, with the widest lens, discusses the 

historic background of the German Romantic engagement with landscape. The second chapter 

focusses on an aesthetic theorist and a landscape painter. The third chapter narrows its focus 

even further, discussing the landscape scenographies for a theatrical drama and an opera. The 

final chapter, discussing the breadth of spiritual engagement of one composer, musician, writer, 

and painter, returns again to the level of the artist and his oeuvre. 

There are two main reasons for presenting the case studies in this order. Firstly, the 

sequence is roughly chronological. It begins with seventeenth-century Dutch landscape painters 

and their Romantic appropriation in the first half of the nineteenth century. Then, the main 

period of interest (that is to say, when the ideas of Romanticism were most prevalent in German 

history) from c. 1750 – 1840 is spanned by a comparison between Johann Joachim Winckel-

mann’s writings of the 1750s to his death in 1768 and Caspar David Friedrich’s  paintings from 

c. 1790 to his death in 1840. Overlapping with this previous period are the four decades 

following the premieres of Die Räuber and Die Zauberflöte in 1782 and 1791 respectively (in 

which these works saw their most influential scenographic adaptations). The final chapter is 

chronologically aligned with Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy’s birth and death (1809-1847), 

covering both of the decades during which German Romanticism thrived the most (the 1810s 

and 1820s) and its gradual fall from popularity over the course of the 1830s and 1840s. The 

early Romantic period, according to its broadest definition ranging from 1750 to 185016 – i.e. 

from its first inception in Rousseau’s and Herder’s philosophies to its gradual fall which 

coincided with the large societal changes set in motion in the late 1840s (constitutional reform, 

social reform, and aesthetic realism) – is thus captured within the scope of this study. Secondly, 

the order of case-studies runs from visual to auditive so as to provide the reader with a visual 

framework of Romantic landscape art before moving on to the inevitably more abstract 

                                                 
16 Preceding the ‘late Romanticism’ of c. 1850 – 1914 (e.g. Friedrich Nietzsche, Richard Wagner, 

Richard Georg Strauss, Johannes Brahms, Carl Spitzweg, and Anton Georg Zwengauer). 
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discussion of landscape and spirituality in Romantic music, epitomized, in this regard, by 

Mendelssohn Bartholdy’s Songs without Words. 

The selection and ultimate presentation of this study’s findings has, to an extent, been 

determined by the availability of historical source material. In order to maximise the availability 

of original materials and secondary literature, the artists and theorists selected derive from the 

canon of German early modern culture. Their far-reaching influence, with the notable 

exceptions of Mendelssohn Bartholdy and Friedrich,17 has continued unabatedly to the present 

day and this is the primary reason to centre the discussion around the canon. 

The presentation of these artists, their individual works, their oeuvres, and their relation 

to their contemporaries is partly determined by the different academic structures and historical 

conventions which I encountered within the respective branches of academia that study their 

work (art history, theatre studies, musical history, and theology). For instance, composers, 

dramatists, and librettists from the early nineteenth century did not categorize their works 

according to genres such as ‘landscape’ or ‘history piece’, as did the visual artists, but rather 

viewed landscape as a ‘motif’. Thus, where Friedrich’s entire, sizable artistic oeuvre of land-

scape paintings is relevant to this dissertation, Mendelssohn Bartholdy’s spiritual engagement 

with landscape is inherently more scattered across his musical (and painterly) oeuvre. 

The status of the landscape in the early nineteenth-century German theatre and opera is another 

story in its own right, and will no doubt continue to inspire scholars for years to come. Inherent 

to their role as decor, the landscapes of German Romantic plays and operas were relegated to 

the background, that is, to the stage designs which formed the backdrop for the action. They 

were nonetheless prominent on stage and oftentimes imbued with similar spiritual symbolism 

to that of Romantic paintings and drawings. Their role, and that of scenography in general in 

nineteenth-century visual culture, promises a wealth of undiscovered insights which far exceed 

my case study of Die Räuber and Die Zauberflöte. The reason for selecting these specific two 

performing art works from among many of the period which deal with spirituality and 

landscape, is threefold: firstly, by exploring the scenographies of both a theatre drama and an 

opera (or, more precisely, a Singspiel), I aim to cover a breath of non-verbal artistic media. 

Secondly, both works remain consistently among the most frequently performed on German 

                                                 
17 Mendelssohn Bartholdy’s work was chastised and pushed into obscurity by the anti-Semitic currents 

of the late nineteenth century up until the end of the Second World War. Friedrich’s paintings were 

already no longer en vogue by the end of his lifetime (in the 1840s) and were only rediscovered within 

the context of the German nationalism of the First World War. Cf. Chapter II, 108.  
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and international stages (both compared to other works from the same period and to other 

performances in general). Finally, they have both been interpreted as either outspokenly 

Romantic, or as notably neo-classical. As such, the combined analysis of them is likely to offer 

valuable insights for modern day academic and artistic (re-)interpretation. 

The choice of case studies that are all set in the context of early German Romanticism 

and not, for instance, in English or French Romanticism, allows for a discussion of what role 

the German Romantic fascination with landscape played in the development of a teleological 

and geo-determinist narrative of cultural history. The German Romantic appropriation of Dutch 

seventeenth-century landscape painting was followed by an appropriation of Romantic land-

scape art by later modernist and postmodernist interpreters and artists. In an effort to untangle 

the German Romantic spiritual landscape from this, I show how contemporary misapprehen-

sions about the Romantic movement as a ‘beginning of modernity’ originated from an exag-

gerated dichotomy between Romantic and (neo-)classical (landscape) aesthetics. By comparing 

and contrasting the aesthetics of the proto-typical neo-classical theorist Johann Joachim 

Winckelmann (1717-1768) with the proto-typical Romantic landscape painter Caspar David 

Friedrich (1774-1840), I show the theoretical lines of demarcation between emulation and 

invention, between the collective and the individual, and between reason and emotion to be 

much thinner than would warrant dubbing the historical movement of German Romanticism 

‘modernist’. 

 If one believes a German Romantic art work to be predominantly ‘modern’ and that 

those qualities which make it so are more important than those that do not, this legitimises 

redacting the supposed premodern elements. By comparing the portrayal of landscape in early 

modern scenographies of a Romantic German drama and opera to contemporary scenographic 

adaptations, I show such redactions to be problematic, both artistically and in terms of any 

possible spiritual engagement. 

 Apart from the selective appropriation and redaction of the German Romantics’ original 

spiritual engagement with and through landscape, modern interpreters have also begun to 

replace the divine, metaphysical dimensions intended by the artists with secular worship of the 

artists themselves. The final case study analyses how, in the life and art of the composer Felix 

Mendelssohn Bartholdy (1809-1847), landscape was an essential spiritual muse which was so 

intangible, so ineffable, that his spiritual intentions have become overshadowed by the popular 

aura with which modern culture has surrounded his character. This criticism may seem at odds 

with the canonical focus of this dissertation. In fact, it is an additional, third reason for the scope 
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of this study (besides source availability and breath of influence). For also among those scholars 

who have adopted Friedrich, Winckelmann, Schiller, and Mozart, personal allegiances to these 

subjects have formed and, together with the adulation for their contemporaries, comprise a new 

form of liturgical devotion – a hagiography of Romantic artists. 

 

Treacle, milk, and the horizon 

There is a telling contrast between Hulme’s ‘spilt treacle’, and the seemingly similar metaphor 

of ‘spilled milk’ in the (North-American) postmodern rock band R.E.M.’s music video Losing 

my Religion. The contemporary theologian Tom Beaudoin provides a penetrating analysis of 

this video, as an example of the disinterest in religion that is typical of the so-called ‘Generation 

X’.18 The first shots are of a pitcher of milk, standing beside the lead singer, that “[…] suddenly 

falls off the ledge, splattering milk across the floor.”19 Whereas the (classicist) Hulme still spoke 

of “pouring a pot” of liquid religion “over the dinner table”, the postmodern spillage, thus, is 

notably more abrupt, more violent, and more irreparable. Treacle can be poured back into a pot, 

but few would be encouraged by the prospect of having to repair milk to a broken pitcher. 

R.E.M.’s exceedingly downcast metaphor may well be an authentic reflection of the 

band’s (and many ‘GenX-ers’) feelings about the loss of their religion. Yet, what happened to 

the milk – however more vivid and relatable it may be to a contemporary audience – ought not 

to be mistaken for what happened to the treacle. This teleological bias is prominent in the 

postmodern interpretations of German Romantic art which I discuss in this study. My substitu-

tion of Hulme’s ‘spillage over the table’ with a ‘slippage off the horizon’, in this light, is more 

than a quip about ‘landscape’ and ‘spilt religion. It suggests an ever more distant and ultimately 

completely obscured view of a ‘real meaning’ which once was closer to the foreground. It is, 

thus, intended to elucidate more than Hulme did (or could have done in 1911) the historio-

graphical biases that are integral both to Romanticism itself and to much of its later scholarly 

exegesis.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
18 Beaudoin, 53f. 
19 Cf. ibid., 53. 
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CHAPTER I 

GERMAN EARLY-ROMANTIC HISTORIOGRAPHIES OF LANDSCAPE 

PAINTING 

 

Heel de nacht floot de wind door de kieren van het 

eenzaam huis. Tegen de morgen had de bewoner zijn 

levensbeschrijving voltooid. Het was wel een beetje 

romantisch geworden. 

     Wolken20 

 

The first chapter of this dissertation explores the spiritual aspects of the initially highly critical 

and later increasingly positive outlook that late eighteenth and early nineteenth-century German 

art historians and literati had on the merits of seventeenth-century Dutch painting. Throughout 

the seventeenth and eighteenth century, this school of painting, though much praised for its 

technical acumen, was vehemently criticised in Italy, France, Britain, and Germany for its 

apparent lack of artistic engagement.21 However, a short century later, in the works of early 

German Romantics such Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749-1832), Johann Gottfried Herder 

(1744-1803), and Friedrich Schlegel (1772-1829), frequent criticism of refined subject matter 

in Dutch art had made way for praise of the subtly patriotic style with which it evokes spiritual 

sentiments. The aim of this case study is to examine how this change of mind (or perhaps more 

appropriately, this ‘change of heart’) came about, and to explore to what extent present-day 

scholarship is equipped to address the increasingly common desire for an extra-religious, 

spiritual engagement with landscape paintings. 

The broad paradigm shift from the initial international reproach to the later aligned, 

albeit at the hands of the German Romantics often idealized appreciation of Dutch paintings, is 

well documented by art historians.22 Also, the spiritual dimensions of German Romantic 

thought have been extensively explored by intellectual historians and theologians in recent 

                                                 
20 Wolken 1962-1963, 10. [All night, the wind blew through the cracks of the lonely house. Come 

morning, the resident had finished his biography. It had become a tad romantic]. 
21 Cf. e.g. Michelangelo quoted in Holanda 1983. 235-237.; Reynolds 1801, 86.; Piles 1767 (a), 383.; 

Piles 1767 (b), 114-117. For recent literature on this issue, cf. Weststeijn 2007, 453f. and Sluijter 2009. 
22 Cf. Friedländer 1949, 109f.; Carasso 1999, 108-124. 
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decades.23 Yet little attention to date, has been payed to the influence of the Romantics’ spiritual 

ideas on the formation of their appreciation of Dutch art.  

Firstly, in order to ascertain how the German Romantics spiritually engaged with 

seventeenth century Dutch landscape paintings, this chapter will review the main religious and 

theological ideas prevalent among them and explore how these ideas influenced their appraisal 

of Dutch landscape painting. Secondly, it will show how through their spiritual engagement 

with these paintings – i.e., by appropriating them – the German Romantics were often grappling 

with and developing their own patriotic sentiments, potentially hampering (through this a-

historicism) the modern-day viewer’s spiritual engagement with these art works.  

Thirdly, it will discuss the investigative approaches to the subject of religion and 

spirituality in seventeenth-century Dutch landscape painting, as they developed from the second 

half of the twentieth century up onto the present. In this discussion, a distinction will be made 

between two distinct research objectives. On the one hand, there is the normative approach to 

historic landscape painting, as set out by Ernst Gombrich (1909-2001) in the nineteen fifties 

and sixties (in popular scientific literature), which seeks to re-engage with ‘absolute beauty’ 

(or, in Brown’s theological variant, to re-engage with the Christian church). On the other hand, 

there is the descriptive approach that has become increasingly dominant in the field of art 

history, calling for a dispassionate confinement to only those conclusions which can be 

supported with concrete empirical evidence. Between these respective scholarly ambitions, it 

will be argued, there exists little room for an intellectual discussion of the kind of secular 

spirituality with which many people, nowadays, view a (painted) landscape. 

The point here is not to compare the apples and pears (as a Dutch person might say) of 

art history and applied theology, in order to show the superiority of one over the other, but to 

explore how fertile the academic orchard is for growing quinces. These quinces (of secular 

spirituality) exist freely outside of the perimeters of academia but, unlike in the German early-

Romantic context, are no longer considered to be a valid scholarly pursuit, except in the field 

of applied theology. Without either defending or deriding this validity, this case study describes 

the potential merits and demerits of the various extant academic approaches, so that the reader 

is informed when gauging this validity.  

 

 

                                                 
23 Cf. e.g. from the field of intellectual history, Safranski 2013; Kinneging 1997. From the field of 

theology, cf. e.g. Crouter 2008.  
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I.1. The discovery of Romantic spirituality in Jena and Weimar 

 

“Indem ich dem Gemeinen einen hohen Sinn, dem Gewöhnlichen ein geheimnisvolles Ansehn, 

dem Bekannten die Würde des Unbekannten, dem Endlichen einen unendliche Schein gabe, so 

romantisiere ich es.” [By giving the ordinary a higher meaning, the common a mysterious 

appearance, the known the grandeur of the unknown, the finite an infinite veneer, I thus 

romanticise it.]24 This is how the poet and philosopher Novalis (born ‘Georg Friedrich Philipp 

Freiherr von Hardenberg’, 1772-1801) once defined Romanticism. And little imagination is 

needed to see that Romanticism, in this view, inheres a profound openness to not only the 

spiritual, but also to anything mystical, mythical, or otherwise otherworldly. Understood within 

its original context, Novalis’ definition reveals a strong resistance to the secularization or 

Entzauberung der Welt [disenchantment of the world] – to use Max Weber’s later phrase –25 

which was ushered in by the Enlightenment. The German Romantics, however – at least at first 

– had little interest in promoting a ‘mere’ reinvigorated continuation of church traditions. 

Rather, Rüdiger Safranski explains, their Romanticism was a “Fortsetzung der Religion mit 

ästhetischen Mitteln” [continuation of religion with aesthetic means].26  

Undoubtedly belonging to today’s foremost experts on the lives, ideas, and historical 

context of the German Romantics, the intellectual historian Safranski, in his recent and well-

acclaimed work Romantik, eine Deutsche Affäre, makes a case for a thoroughly spiritual or 

religious interpretation of the Frühromantiker’s intellectual undertakings. Upon scrutiny, their 

individual opinions on these matters prove much more divergent than, for instance, Dedaldo 

Carasso suggests in his portrayal of the Romantics’ spirituality.27 Moreover, Safranski’s study 

of the Romantische Religion suggests a notable (re-)turn to classicism and to – especially 

Catholic – orthodoxy in the Frühromantiker’s later years (c. 1800-1830). Further-on, the strong 

possibility that this changement d’avis had a profound influence on the Romantics’ appraisals 

of seventeenth-century Dutch (landscape) paintings will be discussed. First, however, one must 

consider the widely varying and oftentimes colourful ideas and imaginings of the German 

Romantics concerning religion, spirituality, and aesthetics.28 

                                                 
24 Rothmann 1985, 135f., also quoted in Safranski 2013, 13. 
25 Weber 1919, 16. 
26 Safranski 2013, 13.  
27 Carasso 1999. 
28 Safranski 2013 forms the basis for the overview that follows here, which I have supplemented with 

original quotations. It also serves to inform the reader’s understanding of Dedaldo Carasso’s text about 
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 It is often said that German Romanticism was ‘founded’ by the preacher and poet Herder 

on a sea voyage he undertook on May 17th, 1769.29 When he was parting from the villagers 

ashore, Herder is reported to have said: “Meine einzige Absicht ist die, die Welt meines Gottes 

von mehr Seiten kennenzulernen […] unbesorgt, wie Apostel und Philosophen, so gehe ich in 

die Welt um sie zu sehen.” [My only intention is to become acquainted with my God’s world 

from more angles…carefree, like apostles and philosophers, I venture into the world to observe 

it.]30 Herder did not return unfulfilled – his voyage had proven to be the Konversionserlebnis 

[conversion experience] he had desired and had allowed him to appreciate nature, unperturbed 

by society’s supposed delusions. Unsurprisingly, he was soon considered the ‘German 

Rousseau’.31 

 Untarnished nature, in both Herder’s spiritual and aesthetic ponderings, proved to be a 

central theme, because to him it encompassed das Schöpferische [the Creative] but also das 

Unheimliche [literally: the uncanny].32 In his and later Romantic aesthetics, this idea is reflected 

in the shift from the (Renaissance) ideal of the ‘Beautiful’ to the ‘Sublime’. Of the latter Herder 

provides a most poignant description, when he discusses the unsettling Abgrund des Lebendigen 

[abyss of the lively]: 

 

Unsre arme Denkerin […] war nicht im Stande, ein rauschendes Weltmeer so dunkler Wogen 

laut zu hören, ohne daß sie es mit Schauer und Angst […] umfinge und das Steuer ihrer Hand 

entfiele. […] Sie steht auf einem Abgrunde von Unendlichkeit und weiß nicht, daß sie darauf 

steht; durch diese glückliche Unwissenheit steht sie fest und sicher.33 

 

[Our poor thinker…was not in a position to hear a loudly rushing ocean of such dark surges, 

without grasping it with shivers and fear...and the steering falling from her hand… She stands 

                                                 
the German Romantic revaluation of seventeenth-century Dutch art which, as will become apparent, is 

not entirely comprehensive. 
29 No single definition of Romanticism has ever gained universal acceptance. Herder’s sea voyage may 

be seen as a moment when the concept was discovered, whereas Novalis’ above explanation is generally 

considered to be the moment when it ‘officially’ receives its name. By citing both these (and several 

other historical attempts to formulate a definition), I aim to circumscribe the concept, without unduly 

pinning it down to a single definition. For Novalis’ definition, cf. Rothmann 1985, 135f; for a discussion 

of its general reception, cf. Safranski 2013, 12. 
30 Safranski 2013, 17. 
31 Cf. Hillebrand 1955, 49. 
32 Ibid., 23. 
33 Ibid., 22. 
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at an abyss of infinity and does not know that she is standing there; owing to this happy ig-

norance she stands fast and assured.]  

 

The ‘Sublime’, thus conceived, is an attitude towards nature that inheres a certain unease, 

brought on by the impressions of nature’s grandeur, transience, and awe-inspiring force.34 In 

these and similar characteristics of nature, the Romantics found an opening towards the 

ineffable, the ‘Other’ – or, as they often put it – the ‘Infinite’. Unsurprising, in this light, is their 

affinity for the realism of seventeenth-century Dutch landscape paintings, in which nature is 

only rarely disturbed by people, buildings are either overgrown by foliage or pushed to the 

background, and where it so frequently appears as though the eighteenth-century notion of the 

‘Sublime’ was already artistically anticipated by these landscapists. Particularly Jacob van 

Ruisdael’s (1628/29-1682) monumental, oftentimes ominous clouds, violent waterfalls, and 

time-transcending trees fit well within this category.  

 Whether the Dutch landscapists of the seventeenth century, historically, had the 

intention of bringing out something like the ‘Sublime’ in nature was not the greatest concern 

for the Romantics. Their aim, rather, was to employ these landscapists’ works in a fashion that 

suited their own spiritual ideology. And, although this ideology – if one could speak of a unified 

ideology – was aimed at uncovering some sort of truth, this was neither the empirical truth of 

the Enlightenment nor the metaphysical certitude of the classicists. That their truth was rather 

a ‘fictive truth’ and therefore no less valuable by their standards is illustrated in the following 

motto from Goethe’s Dichtung und Wahrheit: “Das wirkliche Leben verliert oft dergestalt 

seinen Glanz, daß man es manchmal mit dem Firnis der Fiktion wieder auffrischen muß.” [True 

life often loses its shine in such a manner that one sometimes must refresh it with the veneer of 

fiction.]35 Similarly, the poet Johann Ludwig Tieck (1773-1853) states in words that are 

reminiscent both of Novalis’ definition of Romanticism and Herder’s description of the 

Abgrund des Lebendigen: 

 

Wir sollten es nur einmal versuchen, uns das Gewöhnliche fremd zu Machen, und wir würden 

darüber erstaunen, wie nahe uns so manche Belehrung, so manche Ergötzung liegt, die wir in 

                                                 
34 Cf. Burke 2004 and Kant 2015. For a more extensive discussion of the Sublime (as it relates to the art 

works of Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy), cf. Chapter IV, 206-211. 
35 Goethe 2014, 365. 
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einer weiten, mühsamen Ferne suchen. Das wunderbare Utopien liegt oft dicht vor unsern 

Füßen, aber wir sehn mit unsern Teleskopen darüber hinweg.36 

 

[We need try only once to make the common strange, and we will be astounded at how close 

such instruction, such regalement is to us, which we look for in a far, strenuous distance. The 

wonderful utopia often lies close at our feet, but we overlook it with our telescopes.] 

 

Thus, just as Herder’s ‘abyss of the lively’ lies at our feet without our knowledge, so does 

Utopia, according to Tieck. Together, they bring a new meaning (of fictive truth) to the phrase 

‘leap of faith’. 

 Around 1800, a group of German Romantics, at many gatherings in Jena and Weimar, 

attempted to find some common ground on issues of religion and spirituality.37 When Novalis 

presented his essay Der Christenheit oder Europa at such a gathering in November 1799, it 

became clear that the Romantic religion – if indeed it can be called a religion – is not to be a 

specifically Christian religion. Although most of them had been raised under Lutheran 

(Pietistic) and some under Catholic influence, their own conception of spirituality was rarely 

bound by orthodox constraints. Rather, theirs was a religion of Phantasie or Einbildungskraft.38 

Through the imagination, they claimed, man can mediate with art and religion alike. Religion 

is thus forged by an individual’s imaginings. “Frei ist der Mensch” [Free is man], they decreed, 

“wenn er Gott hervorbringt” [when he ushers forth God].39 

 Beside Herder, Novalis, Tieck, and Schiller, the main advocates of this imaginative and 

artful but at the time also highly controversial approach to spirituality were Friedrich Schlegel 

and Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768-1834). Just before the turn of the century, the two 

befriended one another in Berlin. Schegel had a pious upbringing by his father, who was a 

Lutheran preacher. As a young philosopher and poet (before later converting to Catholicism), 

however, he was most vehement in his rejection of Christian orthodoxy, which he found 

antiquated and enfeebled. The arts, he believed – in Kantian fashion – were destined to preserve 

the core values of religion as its power structures disintegrated.40 

                                                 
36 Quoted in Safranski 2013, 52. 
37 This group later became known as the ‘Jena Romantics’. 
38 Between them, Phantasie and Einbildungskraft have more or less the same meaning as the English 

‘imagination’.  
39 Safranski 2013, 135. 
40 Bowie 2009, 175f. 
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Schleiermacher’s father had been a Reformed chaplain in the Prussian military and had 

sent him to a pietistic Morovian school. In spite of this, his subsequent studies in theology at 

the University of Halle and his acquaintance with the Romantics’ circles soon led him onto a 

radically individualistic, emotional, and aesthetically oriented approach to spirituality. When 

he moved to Berlin in 1796, he soon found an intellectual ally and friend in Schlegel and shared 

his enthusiasm for the arts as a means to uncover, express, and preserve the supposed universal 

essence of religion, which they dubbed Das Unendliche (the Infinite). However, whereas 

Schlegel, for a long time, rejected Christianity as an ineffective means towards this end – 

Schleiermacher always retained his Christian identity and instead found in Christendom, of all 

the religions they had studied, the zenith of history’s search for “Das Unendliche”.41 

 When in 1799, Schleiermacher’s Über die Religion. Reden an die Gebildeten unter 

ihren Verächtern appeared, few of his fellow Romantics could find fault with what he presents 

as an inventory of the religious and spiritual ideas of their movement. Safranski suggests that 

the appeal of this work to the Romantics was five-fold. First, unity with God is not reached, as 

was traditionally believed, in an eternal afterlife, but rather through a participation in the eternal 

in the here and now. Second, spiritual engagement is ultimately an anti-institutional affair. 

Hierarchy, temples, and even liturgy are considered obsolete. It is rather a more quotidian affair, 

largely vested, the Romantics generally believed, in the experience of friendship, of the – to a 

non-Germanic tongue enigmatic – Gesellichtkeit,42 and of a shared Sinn und Geschmack fürs 

Unendliche [sense and taste for the Infinite].43 Third, the gospel ought to be one of love and not 

a story of sin and redemption through Christ’s death on the cross. Fourth, as Safranski points 

out, the absence of any reference to Christian dogmas altogether is quite remarkable for a 

Protestant theologian.44 Indeed, Schleiermacher writes: “Nicht der hat Religion, der an eine 

heilige Schrift glaubt, sondern der, welcher keiner bedarf und wohl selbst eine machen könnte.” 

                                                 
41 Sinkinson 1997, 260. 
42 In Dutch “Gezelligheid”; approximate English translations could be “cosiness”, “homeliness” or 

“agreeableness”, but none quite capture this atmosphere, which the German Romantics so cherished in 

the works of, for instance, Gillis Tilborch’s Flemish Farmer’s Wedding. For illustration, cf. Rudloff-

Hille, 1975, 51.  
43 Safranski 2013, 144. 
44 Later, in his 1831 work Der christliche Glaube, Schleiermacher seems to mitigate this position, stating 

that dogmas are built on experience, but thereby not dismissing dogmas altogether. Cf. Schleiermacher 

1897.  
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[It is not he who believes in a holy scripture who has religion, but he who does not require one 

and who could well write his own.]45 

 Fifth, and most importantly, Schleiermacher’s and the other Romantics’ approach to 

spirituality is one through (natural) aesthetics. Gefühl and Anschauung at the sight of nature’s 

beauty allow the worshipper to experience Das Unendliche. In his everyday life, Schleier-

macher writes that he will find himself accompanied by the heilige Musik [holy music] of this 

religious experience.  

The notable, although justifiable, absentee in Safranski’s description of the aesthetic 

spirituality of the Romantics is Goethe. Goethe, throughout his life, staunchly refused to 

identify himself as religious – even in the somewhat diluted Romantic sense of the word. He 

did not necessarily disagree with his fellow Romantics – most of whom did declare one 

denomination or another – he simply approached their shared ideas as a philosophy, rather than 

as a theology or religion. Thus, when he admired the portrayal of das Vergangene im Gegen-

wärtigen and the Vergangenheit alone, in an essay on three Ruisdael paintings,46 this may well 

have been out of a Sinn und Geschmack fürs Unendliche, but this ‘Infinite’ he might only ever 

proverbially have braved to call God. For instance, he said he had read Schleiermacher’s Über 

die Religion with “eine gesunde und fröhliche Abneigung” [a healthy and cheerful 

disinclination].47  

Moreover, Safranski’s extensive portrayal of the Romantics’ wide variety of, oftentimes 

diverging pantheistic and panentheistic approaches to spirituality shows that Carasso’s descript-

tion of the other German Romantics is at risk of overgeneralizing. Carasso crucially fails to 

place Schlegel’s comments on the Reformation detrimentally reducing Dutch art “[…] to pure 

technique […] its original idea [thus] altogether lost” within the context of Schlegel’s conver-

sion to Catholicism. Of the Romantics’ earlier religious endeavours, the converted Schlegel 

would write: 

 

Diese ästhetische Träumerei, dieser unmännliche pantheistische Schwindel, diese Formenspie-

lerei müssen aufhören, sie sind der großen Zeit unwürdig und nicht mehr angemessen.48 

 

                                                 
45 Schleiermacher 2013, 67.  
46 Full text in Rudloff-Hille 1975, 52-55. 
47 Safranski 2013, 149. 
48 Ibid., 137. 
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[This aesthetic dreaming, this unmanly pantheistic swindle, this needless playing with forms 

must cease, it is unworthy of and inappropriate for this great time.]  

 

 

I.2. Spiritual engagement with 17th century Dutch landscape paintings 

 

Without doubt, the most extensive written discussion of seventeenth-century Dutch landscape 

painting brought forth by German Romantic circles is Goethe’s essay on Jacob Ruisdael’s 

Waterfall in front of a Castle Mount, Abbey and Jewish Cemetery. Goethe and the other German 

Romantics (especially Herder and Schlegel) had already, in previous decades, done much to 

clear the reputation of seventeenth-century Dutch paintings from the preconceptions of the 

‘Tuscan-Roman negative’.49 In this relatively late work of Goethe, titled Ruisdael als Dichter,50 

one finds echoed many of the spiritual and aesthetic principles developed in these previous 

decades.  

Although, by this time, Ruisdael is already widely recognized as one of the greatest 

painters to have ever delved in the ‘inferior’ genre of landscape, Goethe’s statement that he is 

a “[…] denkenden Künstler, ja […] Dichter” […thinking artist, indeed…a poet] reveals that he 

deemed him worthy of even greater praise. Goethe describes the three paintings he reviews as 

similar in that they all depict different states of the earth’s surface, each one presenting a 

singular, confined, and concentrated image. They not only please the “äußere Sinn” [outer 

sense] but also appeal to the “innere Sinn” [inner sense], evoking contemplation and most 

importantly conveying “[…] einen Begriff […] ohne sich darin aufzulösen oder zu verkühlen” 

[…an understanding…without resolving itself within it or cooling down].51 He describes the 

Waterfall in front of a Castle Mount (fig. I.1a) as a simple but pleasing image.  

 

                                                 
49 Carasso 1999, 108-117. The term ‘Tuscan-Roman negative’ was coined by Jan Emmens; cf. Emmens 

1981. 
50 Full text in Rudloff-Hille 1975, 52-55. Recent discussions in: Van der Laarse 2007, 20f. and Grave 

2006, 393f. 
51 Ibid., 52. 
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Fig. I.1a. Jacob Ruisdael, Waterfall in front of a Castle Mount (c. 1670). Oil on canvas, 

99 x 85 cm. Gemäldegalerie Alte Meister, Dresden. 

 

The old spruces, to him, denote the care that previous generations inhabiting this patch of earth 

put into it and the buildings evoke a sense of Fruchtbarkeit und Wohnlichkeit [fertility and 

homeliness]. The painting altogether, he concludes: “[…] befriedigt Jeden, der auch nicht 

gerade in den Sinn des Bildes einzudringen Zeit und Veranlassung hat” […also pleases anyone 

who does not immediately have the time and impulse to penetrate the meaning of the image].52 

 The second, richer composition of the Abbey (fig. I.1b), Goethe suggests, has the same 

purpose of depicting das Vergangene […] im Gegenwärtigen [the past…in the present] by 

visually bringing together the Abgestorbene [dead] with the Lebendige [living].53  

 

                                                 
52 Ibid., 53. My translation. 
53 Ibid. My translation. 
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Fig. I.1b. Jacob Ruisdael, Abbey (1650-55). Oil on canvas, 75 x 96 cm. 

Gemäldegalerie Alte Meister, Dresden. 

 

The linden-wood tree in the foreground, he informs, was planted there to indicate that the works 

of nature last longer than the works of man. ‘Underneath these trees‘, he reports, “[…] haben 

sich schon vor mehreren Jahrhunderten, bei Kirchweihfesten und Jahrmärkten, zahlreiche 

Pilgrime versammelt, um sich nach frommen Wanderungen zu erquicken” […for several 

centuries, at church consecration festivals and funfairs, numerous pilgrims have gathered to 

freshen up after pious walks].54 The previously great concentration of such gatherings here, he 

adds, is indicated by the remains of the bridge foundations in the water. Even the destruction of 

this bridge, however, has not halted the constant flow and bustle of human traffic. At the front 

of the painting, he observes the painter himself at work, with his back turned towards the viewer. 

This often abused staffage, which aims to ‘pull in’ the viewer, Goethe states, is unusually 

successful in this particular painting. Here, Ruisdael is the Betrachter [observer], the 

Repräsentant von Allen [representative of all] who, together with the viewer, seeks to deepen 

his appreciation of the Vergangenheit und Gegenwart [past and present].55 

                                                 
54 Ibid., 54. My translation. 
55 Ibid. 
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 The Jewish Cemetery (fig. I.1c), in contrast to the previous two paintings, Goethe states, 

depicts only “Vergangenheit […] ohne dem gegenwärtigen Leben irgend ein Recht zu gönnen” 

[the past…without affording present life any right whatsoever]. The decayed tombs, however, 

connote more than just the past – they are “Grabmäler von sich selbst” [their own tombs]. The 

church spire is shrouded in ominous rainclouds, a chapel wall appears close to toppling, and 

plants and wilderness have overgrown the cemetery so that from the “[…] ehemaliger frommer 

Befriedigung keine Spur mehr zu sehen ist” […former pious satisfaction, not a trace remains to 

be seen].56 The greatest artistic feats in this painting, Goethe finds, are the little stream which 

is desperately trying to find “[…] einen Weg in’s Wüste bis durch die Gräber” […a way through 

the wilderness, up to the graves] and the single ray of light that pushes through the clouds, 

illuminating a few graves, a tree trunk, and the foaming water mass in the foreground.  

 The notions of das Vergange im Gegenwärtigen and Vergangenheit, in and of 

themselves, as expressed here by Goethe, were central both to the aesthetics and to the spiritual 

ideas that the Romantics had developed in the decades before Goethe’s Ruisdael als Dichter.57 

The Fruchtbarkeit und Wohnlichkeit, which he saw in both the Waterfall and – as evidenced by 

his warm description of the pilgrim gatherings of the past – in the Abbey, too, were cherished 

values among the Jena Romantics.58 They would often describe their endeavours, whether 

worldly or esoteric, as finding one’s way through the wilderness, so Goethe’s undertaking of 

emancipating the landscape genre, although shocking to some at the time, is unsurprising. At 

the very least, it is intellectually consistent. 

 

                                                 
56 Ibid. 
57 Reference, Safranski 2013, 123f. 
58 Cf. e.g. Schlegel 1882, 172, where Friedrich Schlegel writes that there has never been a “Augenblick 

in der ganzen Geschichte des Geschmacks und der Dichtkunst” [moment in the entire history of taste 

and poetry], which has been “so charakteristisch fürs Ganze, so reich an Folgen der Vergangenheit, so 

schwanger mit fruchtbaren Keimen für die Zukunft” [so characteristic of the whole, so rich in 

consequences of the past, so pregnant with fertile germs for the future] (author’s translation). 
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Fig. I.1c. Jacob Ruisdael, Jewish Cemetery (c. 1655-60) Oil on canvas, 84 x 95 cm. 

 Gemäldegalerie Alte Meister, Dresden. 

 

Some of the Romantics, however, especially among the Frühromantiker, thought people 

needed to be awakened to the wilderness before they could set out to find their way. It is worth 

noting that Goethe’s essay, written in 1816 – some four decades after the height of the Sturm 

und Drang movement – is markedly more conservative in that it ultimately stresses the way 

over the wilderness.59 

 Also, while Goethe’s implicit suggestion of a spiritual dimension in words such as those 

mentioned above may be typical of the Jena Romantics, his ultimate meaning thereof is less 

transcendent than theirs.60 Famous in his time for being a self-proclaimed ‘atheist’, the 

                                                 
59 After what Goethe considered to be the excesses of the Sturm und Drang movement (to which his 

own Die Leiden des Jungen Werthers had significantly contributed), he introduced a countermovement 

called ‘Weimar Classicism’. For a more elaborate account of this movement, cf. Richter 2005, 3-44. 
60 Safranski 2013, 123-128. 
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spirituality he sought – be it through similar allegorical means as his fellow Romantics – is of 

a worldlier kind. 

Although two of the Ruisdael paintings discussed have titles explicitly referring to 

religious subject matter and despite the overtly religious buildings and objects in these 

paintings, Goethe mainly distils a spiritual dimension from the general compositions and from 

natural symbolism. Furthermore, a distinctly neo-Platonic predilection is revealed, both in his 

repeated statement that the genius of these paintings radiates even through the many copies 

made of them and in his fascination with ruins. However, whereas the neo-Platonists of the 

Italian Renaissance found great appeal in the ruins of their ancestors because they reminded 

them of their nation’s former glory and potential for future greatness,61 for Goethe – on a rather 

more metaphysical than historical level – they reflected the natural transience of the world. One 

should be mindful, however, not to mistake his spiritual interest in transience for a desire for 

transcendence. As mentioned above, his Romanticism was more worldly than that of his peers.  

It thus becomes apparent what a formidable challenge it can be to adequately represent 

the German Romantics’ complex – and oftentimes dissenting – appreciations of spirituality in 

Dutch landscape paintings. Carasso, nevertheless, finds a common denominator in the German 

Romantic’s concept of genius. In the context of their redemption of seventeenth-century Dutch 

art, initiated in the 1770’s (the Sturm und Drang period) he writes that they sought a “[…] 

personal, emotional approach to God and nature”, and in this quest “[…] were particularly 

struck by the work of the preeminent Dutch master [Rembrandt].”62 Rembrandt, to them, was 

the bellum exemplum of their newly forged concept of artistic genius. 

Whereas in the classical paradigm genius was ‘merely’ viewed as the capacity to imitate 

(imitatio) and then, through invention (inventio), to add something new (aemulatio), the 

Romantics envisioned artistic genius to be a far greater creative force, a power to create ex 

nihilo.63 In one of the most important manifestos of the Sturm und Drang movement, entitled 

Von Deutscher Art und Kunst, Herder’s contribution on the Irish bard Ossian and his ancient 

folklore songs features a raving review of the ‘genius’ of Rembrandt. About his art, Herder 

waxes lyrically:  

                                                 
61 Cf. Rubinstein 1988, for a discussion of this fascination during the papacy of Pius II. 
62 Carasso 1999, 108f.  
63 In the words of Andreas Kinneging: “To the romantics the creative act, the inventio, was the true mark 

of brilliance, of genius as they would have called it, whereas linking up with predecessors, learning from 

tradition, imitatio was only secondary, and to the more extreme among them even suspect.” Kinneging 

1997, 308. For a more elaborate account of this distinction, cf. pages 26 and 145f. 
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Ode! sie wird wieder, was sie war! Gefühl ganzer Situation des Lebens! Gespräch menschlichen 

Herzens – mit Gott! mit sich! mit der ganzen Natur! Wohlklang! er wird, was er war. Kein 

aufgezähltes Harmonienkunststück! Bewegung! Melodie des Herzens! Tanz! In Fehlern und 

Eigenheiten, wie ist ein Genie noch überall lehrend! 64 

 

[Oh! she becomes again, what she was! Sensation of the entire situation of life! Conversations 

of the human heart – with God! with oneself! with all of nature! euphony! he becomes, what he 

was. No itemized harmonic art piece! Movement! Melody of the heart! Dance! In errors and 

eccentricities, how a genius is still everywhere teaching!]  

 

Goethe, in an essay four years later, expresses very similar admiration, stating: 

 

Rembrandt, Raffael, Rubens kommen mir in ihren geistlichen Geschichten wie wahre Heilige 

vor, die sich Gott überall auf Schritt und Tritt, im Kämmerlein und auf dem Felde, gegenwärtig 

fühlen und nicht des umständlichen Prachts von Tempeln und Opfern bedürfen, um ihn an ihre 

Herzen herbeizuzerren. Ich setze da drei Meister zusammen, die man fast immer durch Berge 

und Meere zu trennen pflegt, aber ich dürfte mich wohl getrauen […] daß sie sich alle in diesem 

wesentlichen Stücke gleich waren.65 

 

[In their religious works, Rembrandt, Raphael and Rubens are veritable saints…who sense 

God’s presence everywhere, with each step, indoors and out. They need no rich and splendid 

temples or sacrifices to embrace Him. These three masters (…) are usually separated by 

mountains and seas, but I…would be able to prove they are all alike on this essential point.] 

 

In the same essay, he also famously sets out to vindicate Rembrandt’s etching The Adoration 

of the Shepherds (fig. I.2), which had previously, under the “Tuscan-Roman negative”, been 

vehemently rejected as an irreverent depiction of a holy scene. He asks: 

 

Wenn Rembrandt seine Mutter Gottes mit dem Kinde als niederländische Bäurin vorstellt, sieht 

freilich jedes Herrchen, daß entsetzlich gegen die Geschichte geschlägelt ist, welche vermeldet: 

Christus seie zu Bethlehem im jüdischen Lande geboren worden. Das haben die Italiener besser 

                                                 
64 Herder 1999, 60. 
65 Goethe 2010 (a), 318f.  
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gemacht! sagt er: Und wie? – Hat Raffael was anders, was mehr gemalt als eine liebende Mutter 

mit ihrem Ersten, Einzigen? und war aus dem Sujet etwas anders zu malen?66 

 

[When Rembrandt casts his Mother of God with the Child as a Dutch peasant, every Tom, Dick 

and Harry sees that this goes counter to history, since Christ was born in Bethlehem in the land 

of the Jews. The Italians were better at this, you hear people say. How so? Did Raphael paint 

anything other, or anything more, than a loving mother with her first and only child? And how 

else could one treat this subject?]  

 

 

Fig. I.2. Rembrandt van Rijn, The Adoration of the Shepherds (c. 1652). 

 Etching, 149 x 198 mm. Rijksprentenkabinet, Amsterdam. 

 

As in Goethe’s much later Ruisdael als Dichter, his and Herder’s above quotations reveal a 

yearning for a spirituality that goes beyond traditional church scripture, liturgy, and aesthetics, 

although – perhaps most evident in the Herder quotation – they often struggled to articulate the 

exact nature of this new spirituality and its relation to aesthetic theory. 

This early-Romantic praise of Ruisdael’s artistic genius also sheds further light on 

Goethe’s later praise for his ‘poetic’ genius and on Ruisdael’s and Rembrandt’s disposition 

towards their contemporary art world. For, while Rembrandt and Ruisdael may, in Goethe’s 

eyes, have risen to the same heights as the great masters of the Italian Renaissance, he only 

considered them geniuses in the sense that they were willing to break with tradition. The genius 

                                                 
66 Ibid. 
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and the heretic, in the Romantics’ perspective, are not far apart. This means, however, that 

Herder and Goethe did not necessarily generally look upon seventeenth-century Dutch art with 

kind eyes. The fact that the nation – despite centuries of speculations about its climate not being 

conducive to artistic endeavours – had produced such geniuses as Rembrandt and Ruisdael did 

somewhat artistically vindicate the nation as a whole. However, Herder and Goethe found most 

seventeenth-century Dutch art to be as trivial as the “Tuscan-Roman” critics had before them.67  

 Yet, unlike the critics who had generally found the Italianate paintings to be the only 

suitable Dutch landscape paintings, the German Romantics could find few less-reproachable 

art works than these. Their praise of Rembrandt and Ruisdael and their more modest vindication 

of Dutch art in general was intimately tied to their sense of cultural proximity to the Dutch and 

their typically Romantic insistence on the artist’s loyalty to his own culture. As Goethe wrote, 

“den originalen Künstler kann man also denjenigen nennen” [only that artist can only be 

described as original] “welcher die Gegenstände um sich her nach individueller, nationeller und 

zunächst überlieferter Weise behandelt und zu einem gefugten Ganzen zusammenbildet.” [who 

treats the things around him in an individual, national and almost traditional manner and 

composes these into a suitable whole.]68 Thus, his fellow Romantic Friedrich Schlegel stated 

that Dutch art was already in precipitous decline from the moment sixteenth-century Italianising 

Dutch landscapists, such as Maerten van Heemskerck (1489-1574) and Jan van Scorel (1495-

1562), betrayed their national and local traditions.69  

 As Carasso points out, Schlegel, like Goethe and Herder, still had a negative outlook on 

most Dutch art, which he found to be characterized by “coarseness” and a “struggle for bogus 

naturalness”.70 Yet where the Italian and French classicists appear to have been hesitant in 

‘boiling down’ the aesthetic debate to a theological issue (instead lamenting the supposed 

absence of the idea of ‘art’), Schlegel was quite unequivocal: for the Reformation, he stated, 

had taken the originality out of (most) Dutch artists and made them reduce art “[…] to pure 

technique…its original idea [thus] altogether lost.”71  

A closer examination of the Frühromantiker’s historic context – i.e.: of the galleries 

they frequented (mainly the Dresden Gemäldegalerie) and the dominant political and religious 

                                                 
67 Carasso 1999, 115f. Cf. Hecht 1996, 267. 
68 Quoted in Carasso 1999, 115. Here quoted by me after Goethe 1994, 163. For a general discussion on 

nationalism in nineteenth-century appraisals of seventeenth-century Dutch painting, cf. De Jongh 1992. 
69 Schlegel 1959, 120-124. Cf. 1999, 115; Hecht 1996, 267. 
70 Quoted in Carasso 1999, 115. 
71 Ibid. 
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ideas of their contemporary rulers and readers – paints a different, arguably more colourful, 

picture of their engagement with seventeenth-century Dutch landscape paintings than the one 

presented by Carasso. Yet in all the colour of the Romantic gaze, important, moral lines of 

distinction can become dangerously blurred. It is quite possible, indeed, that the imaginative 

was frequently overtaken by the imaginary in the Romantics’ perhaps all too nonchalant 

conflation of patriotic sentimentality,72 with their spiritual engagement with seventeenth-

century Dutch landscapes paintings. 

 

 

I.3. The conflation of secular with spiritual concerns 

 

The façade of the HOCHSCHULE FÜR BILDENDE KÜNSTE in Dresden, designed in the 1890s, in 

many ways reflects the influence of the Frühromantiker who, a century before, had blurred the 

lines between aesthetic theory and patriotic ideology. Above each of the twelve first floor 

windows, one finds the name of an important artist or art theorist. From left to right, one first 

encounters Greek playwrights such as Homer, Sophocles, and Aeschylus followed by some 

early forbearers of the Italian Renaissance such as Giotto (c. 1267-1337) and Cimabue (c. 1240-

1302) and finally, at the far right, the list ends with Erwin von Steinbach (c. 1244-1318), 

Leonardo (1452-1519), Michelangelo (1475-1564), Raphael (1483-1520), and Albrecht Dürer 

(1471-1528) respectively (fig. I.3a, 3b, 3c).  

 

Fig. I.3a. Façade of the Hochschule für Bildende Künste, Dresden (2014). 

                                                 
72 For further notes on the German Romantic inclination towards patriotic sentiments, cf. Safranski 2013, 

175, 178f. 
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Fig. I.3b/c. Right-hand side of the façade of the Hochschule für Bildende Künste, Dresden, listing the 

‘greatest’ modern painters from Von Steinbach to Dürer (2014). 

 

The German masters Von Steinbach and Dürer are thus presented as the virtual alfa and omega 

of modern (high-Renaissance) art. This reflects, or perhaps even fulfils, the typical Romantic 

desire for German culture – which at this point was already mostly unified under one banner – 

to serve as the new Kulturnation [nation of culture]. This follows Italy and France losing much 

of their artistic prowess over the course of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.  

 In the Frühromantiker’s time, such aesthetic politics were no less important to the 

creation of the princely- and, from about the 1820s onwards, often state-funded galleries they 
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frequented. The ‘traditional art historical’ perspective on the development of particularly the 

electoral gallery in Dresden and the Alte Museum in Berlin is provided by Debora Meijers. The 

electoral gallery, she states, “for anyone interested in the link between the theory, reception, 

and collection of art […] is a textbook example”.73 Yet as becomes clear in Weddigen’s more 

recent article, Meijers’ study has crucially neglected the strong religious and political dimension 

in the historic development of the gallery.74 If our interest lies with the spiritual aspects of the 

Romantic “theory, reception and collection” of Dutch landscape art, this omission needs to be 

corrected. For the engagement of the German Romantics with these paintings, by physical 

necessity, often began in this gallery, and so the developments in the manner of exhibition are 

highly likely to have influenced the Romantic perspective. 

 The electoral gallery, Meijers describes, was formed under the then king of Saxony 

August the Strong (1694-1733) and his son August III (1733-1763). The former, she reports, 

had a predilection for Dutch genre scenes of fijnschilders such as Dou or Netscher, whereas the 

latter showed a preference for Italian Renaissance and Baroque paintings. The collection’s core 

of approximately 1000 paintings consisted of these Dutch and Italian paintings.75 Only after the 

extensive reconstruction of the gallery in the 1740s did the curator Christian Wilhelm Ernst 

Dietrich introduce a distinction in the painting’s display based on their geographic origins. 

Before then, the collection had been displayed “more or less thematically” with, for instance, 

the still-lifes in one room and the landscapes in another (above the horse stables).76 Under 

Dietrich’s supervision, Meijers suggests, the new building featured a demarcation of the Italian 

Renaissance and Baroque paintings in the Innere Galerie [inner gallery], and the Dutch, 

German, and French paintings in the Äußere Galerie [outer gallery]. Rather than signifying a 

religious programme, however, she suggests it served the purpose of collating “various schools 

and ‘manners’ […] in close proximity to one another [so that] visitors could weigh the qualities 

of each master, and hone their judgment or technique.” (fig. I.4).77 

  

 

                                                 
73 Meijers 1999, 131. 
74 Weddigen 2011. 
75 Ibid. 
76 Ibid., 132. 
77 Ibid., 134. 
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Fig. I.4. Author unknown. Lay-out of the Königliche Gemäldegalerie Alte Meister (1850).  

Illustration from Julius Mosen: Die Dresdener Gemälde-Galerie in ihren bedeutungsvollsten 

Meisterwerken. Zweite Ausgabe. Dresden und Leipzig, Arnoldische Buchhandlung. 

 

Weddigen, in sharp contrast, offers strong evidence that the electoral gallery under August III 

housed a veritable “crypto-Catholic collection”.78 “The religious aspect”, he writes, “which 

does not seem to fit in with the original myth of the museum as bourgeois temple of education, 

                                                 
78 Weddigen 2011, 189. 
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has not yet been sufficiently explored.”79 He points out that August III, being both the elector 

of Protestant Saxony and king of Catholic Poland, was sent off by his father to Italy at the age 

of sixteen in order to “[…] remove him from the Lutheran influence of his mother”.80 Partly for 

(his father’s) political reasons, but probably also under the aesthetic influence of the Italian art 

he so came to cherish, he secretly converted to Catholicism during this trip. Returning to the 

Dresden court, August brought with him a score of Italian artists and intellectuals and 

immediately sent off the court painters (Wilhelm Dietrich and Raphael Mengs) to Italy – all 

with the purpose of turning Dresden into a “new baroque Venice”.81 It is no coincidence, 

Weddigen suggests, that August appointed the Italian art connoisseur Pietro Maria Guarienti as 

successor to the otherwise well-respected Dietrich. 

 It is important to note that Dresden was at this time “a stronghold of the Reformation”.82 

The elector’s personal faith, however, had been determined to be a private affair in the 

Religionsversicherung [legislation regarding religions] of 1734 and indeed there appears, 

generally, to have been a mutual tolerance between the “enlightened Jesuit Catholic” August, 

and his Protestant subjects.83 August’s religious politics would take form in the aesthetics of 

his various ‘private’ buildings. 

The monumental Hofkirche he had constructed under the initial guise of an annex to his 

royal residence, he subsequently claimed would merely become a private court chapel (as the 

name suggests), but once finished, soon became the Catholic gathering place he had 

envisaged.84 Weddigen suggests that the notion of an inner gallery, in light of August’s 

markedly Catholic, aesthetic predilections, is rather an “[…] Italianate sancta sanctorum in the 

very heart of the gallery”.85 This is a far cry indeed from Meijer’s interpretation of the display 

as a collage of schools and styles, forming an educational challenge to the artistic judgement of 

the viewer.  

 Furthermore, Weddigen’s study offers a contrast to Carasso’s interpretation of Goe-

the’s and Schlegel’s appraisals of seventeenth-century Dutch art art, which these Romantics 

would often come to admire in the electoral gallery. Weddigen quotes Goethe, who praises the 

                                                 
79 Ibid., 191. 
80 Ibid., 189. 
81 Though it has subsequently most often been described as “Florence on the Elbe” or a “German 

Florence”, as Herder dubbed it. 
82 Weddigen 2011, 191. 
83 Ibid. 
84 Ibid., 191f. 
85 Ibid., 193. 
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inner gallery as a “[…] ‘sanctuary’ or ‘temple’, from which the all-too-profane subjects of 

Dutch genre painting were barred”86 and suggests that “the high concentration of Italian sacred 

paintings in the inner gallery may have fostered the neo-Catholic cult of art later in the Romantic 

period”. August Schlegel’s (Friedrich Schlegel’s brother) essay Die Gemälde, with its unabated 

praise of Italian art, is a fine example of this distinctly Catholic aesthetic preference among 

some Romantics. The last twenty pages are devoted almost entirely to Raphael’s Sistine 

Madonna at the Dresden Gemäldegalerie, while the preceding ones feature but a few 

parsimonious praises of Ruisdael and the Rembrandt school fijnschilder Ferdinand Bol.87 

  Is it possible, in this light, that Goethe’s later-in-life re-classicization –88 in tandem with 

this neo-Catholic cult – also inhered a change in aesthetic preference from Dutch art “back” to 

Italian art, and within the category of Dutch art, from the ‘heretical’ Rembrandt to the less 

controversial Ruisdael? Gertrud Rudloff-Hille’s 1970’s article titled Goethe und die Dresdener 

Galerie, in conjunction with Weddigen’s recent study, now points in this direction. 

 As Rudloff-Hille describes, Goethe’s admiration for the electoral Gallery was strong 

indeed. The Dresden collection’s credit to Germany, he wrote, is like “[…] eine ewige Quelle 

echter Kenntnis für den Jüngling, für den Mann Stärkung des Gefühls und guter Grundsätze, 

und für Jeden, selbst für den flüchtigsten Beschauer heilsam”. [an eternal source of real 

knowledge for the youth, of strengthening of feeling and good principles for the man, and for 

anyone, even for the most fleeting observer is wholesome].89 Of his first trip to the gallery in 

1768, he reports: “Ich trat in dieses Heiligtum und meine Verwunderung überstieg jeden 

Begriff, den ich mir gemacht hatte”. [I stepped into this holy place and my astonishment 

exceeded any notion I had conceived for myself].90 

 During this trip and the others he would make before his tour of Italy, Goethe – still very 

much in line with the traditional scholarly narrative on his appraisal of seventeenth-century 

Dutch art – finds great fulfilment in admiring the Dutch paintings. Indeed, he at one point 

sneaked out of the official tour, purely for this purpose: “Ich ließ mir die kursorische 

Demonstration meines Führers gar wohl gefallen” [I let the cursory demonstration of my guide 

please me], he informs, “nur erbat ich mir, in der äußeren Galerie (bei den Niederländern) 

                                                 
86 Ibid., 194. 
87 Schlegel 1996, 97-108. 
88 Cf. footnote 59.  
89 Rudloff-Hille 1975, 37. 
90 Ibid., 39. 
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bleiben zu dürfen.” [only I requested to stay in the outer gallery (with the Dutch paintings).]91 

And when in 1770, he carefully proposed to his friend Herder that the Italian (historic) 

landscape paintings of Domenico Fetti approximated the quality of the Dutch landscape 

paintings whenever Fetti would depict Biblical characters in contemporary Italian clothing, 

Herder poetically scoffs: 

 

 Aus Sympathie 

 Behagt mir besonderes ein Meister 

 Demonica Feti heißt er. 

 Der parodiert die biblische Parabel 

 So hübsch zu einer Narrenfabel, 

 Aus Sympathie. – Du närrische Parabel!92 

 

[From sympathy 

One master pleases me especially 

Demonica Feti he is called 

He parodies the biblical parable 

So agreeable to a jester’s fable 

From sympathy. – You ‘jesterly’ parable!] 

 

When Goethe subsequently toured Italy between the Fall of 1768 and June 1788, however, his 

aesthetic sensibilities seem to have altered quite significantly. In January 1787, he wrote in his 

travel journal that he had previously underestimated the artistic treasures of the “Heimat” 

[fatherland] and will afford them greater appreciation upon his return. Already in 1975, 

Rudloff-Hille suggests that Goethe may have been referring to “[…] die Gemälde italienischer 

Meister, die er in Dresden gegenüber den Niederländern vernachlässigt hatte”. [the paintings of 

Italian masters which he had neglected in Dresden in comparison to the Dutch].93 Later she 

adds: “Goethe sah sie [die Galerie] jedoch mit italienischen Erinnerungen bestimmt ganz anders 

als vorher”. [With Italian memories, however, Goethe surely saw the gallery entirely differently 

than before].94 

                                                 
91 Ibid. 
92 Ibid., 42. 
93 Ibid., 43. 
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 Read in conjunction with Weddigen’s recent article (and also with Safranski’s 

elaborations on the Romantics’ spirituality or, in Goethe’s case, ‘spirituality in denial’), 

Rudloff-Hille’s portrayal suggests a far more varied and indeed changeable outlook among the 

German Romantics on seventeenth-century Dutch landscape paintings, which was also under 

considerably greater outside influence of, for instance, August the Strong’s and his son’s 

(religious) court politics. Moreover, just as these rulers’ aesthetic preferences were intricately 

tied up with their religious, political, and national preferences, so were the aesthetics of the 

German Romantics. Whereas the initial influence of Lutheran Pietism on German Romanticism 

was quite palpable – reason often being radically subordinated to emotion in an effort to best 

appreciate the divine – this theocentric focus increasingly made place for an egocentric focus, 

reason being radically subordinated to emotion in an effort to discover, examine, and best 

appreciate the ‘self’. 

 This exploration of the ‘self’, of the individual identity, requires a demarcation of the 

personal boundaries which the ‘other’ cannot transgress. One can neither explore nor express 

one’s innermost affections when reproach from others for being different or mal-adjusted is a 

constant threat. It is evident how this idea subsequently inspired the notion of a community, 

society, or nation having a unique cultural identity which, because of its unicity, is beyond 

reproach from any other culture. As Safranski puts it: “Wie die einzelnen Individuen 

untereinander, so bilden auch diese größeren Einheiten eine Pluralität – die der Volksgeister”. 

[Like the single individuals amongst themselves, thus also these greater units depict a plurality 

– that of the national spirits].95 Herder, he points out, greatly admired in nationalist thought that 

“[…] jede sich Urkunden bildete, nach der Religion ihres Landes, der Tradition ihrer Väter, und 

den Begriffen der Nationen.” […everyone forges charters, after the religion of their country, 

the tradition of their forefathers, and the expressions of the nations.]96 

 Schiller, for instance, points out that the playful arts are the means not only for 

individuals but also for national cultures to explore and express their own unique identities and 

to liberate themselves from the cultural oppression of other nations.97 The essential Dutch 

identity felt by German Romantics seemed closely akin to the common German identity, of 

which the philosopher – and in his younger years fellow Romantic – Georg Wilhelm Friedrich 

Hegel (1770-1831) wrote in 1825: 

                                                 
95 Safranski 2013, 26. 
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Wenn wir irgendeine partikulare Gemütsrichtung deutsch nennen können, so ist es diese treue, 

wohlhäbige, gemütvolle Bürgerlichkeit, die im Selbstgefühl ohne Stolz, in der Frömmigkeit 

nicht bloß begeistert und andächtelnd, sondern im Weltlichen konkret-fromm, in ihrem 

Reichtum schlicht und zufrieden, in Wohnung und Umgebung einfach, zierlich und reinlich 

bleibt und in durchgängiger Sorgsamkeit und Vergnüglichkeit in allen ihren Zuständen, mit ihrer 

Selbständigkeit und vordringenden Freiheit sich zugleich, der alten Sitte treu, die altväderliche 

Tüchtigkeit ungetrübt zu bewahren weiß.98 

 

[If there is any one mentality that can be called German, then it is this loyal, warm-hearted 

bourgeois mentality, which is self-confident without being proud, which in its piety is not only 

zealous and devout but also pious in the handling of worldly affairs, which in its wealth is 

unassuming and content, which in its home and surroundings remains simple, elegant and clean, 

and which even in every situation is always careful, cheerful, independent and free, and which 

at the same time, true to tradition, succeeds in upholding ancestral rigour.] 

  

“Die Holländer”, as Hegel stated elsewhere, “haben den Inhalt ihrer Darstellungen aus sich 

selbst, aus der Gegenwart ihres eigenen Lebens erwählt, und dieß Präsente auch durch die Kunst 

noch einmal verwirklicht zu haben ist ihnen nicht zum Vorwurf zu machen”99 [The Dutch found 

the content of their representations in themselves and in the actuality of their lives, and should 

not be blamed for recreating this actuality through art]. 

According to the Romantics, only art produced for its own sake and religion practiced 

for its own sake can free society from the oppressive, disenchanting yoke of the Enlightenment. 

Their success in furthering this ideal was in large part due to increased literacy. Between 1750 

and 1800, the literacy rate in Germany doubled, to the point where approximately 25 percent 

of the population was a potential reading audience for the Romantics. Consequently, at the end 

of the eighteenth century, Hegel tells: “[laufen wieder] in den Städten die Menschen zusammen, 

um Propheten anzuhören, die den Weltuntergang oder die Wiederkehr des Messias predigen 

[…] und in Leipzig erlangte der Gastwirt Schrepfer eine kurze Berühmtheit als Totenbeschwö-

rer” [people come together in the cities again, to hear prophets who preach the end of the world 

or the return of the Messiah…and in Leipzig the innkeeper Schrepfer briefly gained fame as a 

necromancer].100 

                                                 
98 Hegel 1986, 129. 
99 Hegel 1955, 194. 
100 Safranski 2013, 53. 
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 As evident in the facade of the Hochschule für Bildende Künste in Dresden, a century 

later – and perhaps even during the very unification of Germany in 1871 – the Romantic call 

for a re-investigation, a re-appreciation of Germany’s own national identity, did not fall on deaf 

ears. Even among the empirically-oriented art historians of the nineteenth century, under whose 

influence the Dresden gallery became a largely secular institution from the 1820s onwards and 

who had already founded similarly secular museums in other German cities, the Romantic view 

of Dutch landscape painting proved to have a lasting influence. In 1832, Karl Friedrich von 

Rumohr would remark about the Dutch: 

 

Im neueren Weltalter, besonders im Verlaufe des siebzehnten Jahrhundertes, leisteten die 

Holländer […] das Unnachahmliche. Und, was man auch sagen möge, so verdanken wir doch 

ihren besten, (den originellen, nicht Kunstwerke und Manieren nachahmenden) Malern die 

Kunst, auch den minder schönen und fast unbedeutenden Dingen ihren Reiz abzugewinnen. Ihr 

genügsamer, aber tief eindringender Blick auf Land und Meer, auf frische Weiden und frohe 

Erndten, auf die Blumenfülle des Frühlings und Aehnliches hat sicher schon manche trübe 

Winterstunde erheitert.101 

 

[In the new age, especially over the course of the seventeenth century, the Dutch managed to 

produce…the inimitable. And whatever one might say, we are indebted to their best painters, 

(the original ones, those who do not imitate the art works and styles of others) for an art that 

lends charm even to less beautiful and all but trivial things. Their modest but deeply penetrating 

views of land and sea, of fresh meadows and joyful harvests, of the profusion of spring flowers 

and the like, have undoubtedly cheered many a gloomy winter.] 

 

The German Romantics’ appraisal of seventeenth-century Dutch landscape art, however, (in so 

far as one can speak of a unified perspective), in light of their own patriotic ideals, is informative 

and yet philosophically problematic. While on the one hand they praised the Dutch landscapists 

– especially Ruisdael – for expressing the Universal, Infinite in nature which transcends all 

locality, they on the other hand praised the Dutch painters (see, for instance, Goethe’s 

redemption of Rembrandt’s famous etching) for developing such a distinctly Dutch (i.e. in their 

view ‘fellow-Teutonic’) style.  

The German Romantics’ spiritual engagement with seventeenth-century Dutch 

landscape art may well have differed widely from any spiritual experience the original artists 
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envisioned that their audiences would have. This is not to say, though, that these artists were 

entirely devoid of nationalist sentiments or that these sentiments never met with religious ones 

in the same painting. Indeed, some – like Simon Schama – have even proposed that nationalism 

is the pervading theme in Dutch art from this period.102 The Romantics’ creative approach to 

history, however – or, more specifically to what Brown describes as ‘imaginative re-

identification’ – does also raise some theological concerns.103 

 For, while Goethe’s appreciation of Rembrandt’s intimate and emotional portrayal of 

the Virgin Mary and the Christ child is most likely sincere, he still proceeds to seize upon the 

etching as an argument in furtherance of nationalist sentiments. No doubt he felt that these, too, 

were sincere, but he does not appear to have considered that something as secular as nationalism 

– as an extension of individualism – might detract from the spiritual significance of the art work. 

For this, his spirituality (‘in denial’), politics, and aesthetics were too closely interwoven. 

Moreover, this problematizes the Romantic notion of the ‘Genius’. For, while the Romantic 

Genius was, by definition, unorthodox, rebellious, or even heretical – and thus Rembrandt and 

Ruisdael were praised as the pleasant exceptions to the general rule of the “all-too-profane” 

Dutch style – Goethe, at the same time, sought to emancipate the general Dutch cultural identity, 

including its typical predilection for the ordinary and profane. 

Furthermore, while Goethe and his fellow Romantics may have pointed out the 

peculiarity of some Dutch landscapists such as Berchem, Both, and Van Poelenburgh, casting 

Italian skies over their own native soil (regardless of whether this constituted the national 

betrayal the Romantics saw in it), an unwitting viewer might still find great (spiritual) comfort 

or inspiration in these paintings. Just as one might wonder whether the Romantics’ creative and 

at times even purely hypothetical approach to art history would in any way be disruptive to a 

present day spiritual engagement with, for instance, Ruisdael’s landscapes, so one might 

wonder whether the Dutch Italianate landscapists’ creative approach to geographical realism 

would in any way be disruptive to such an engagement with their works. On the secular view 

that such spiritual engagement is anyway hypothetical and a-historical, such incongruities need 

not be of concern. If, however, the viewer affirms the existence of a transcendent or immanent 

divinity in landscape (painting) – or is open to the possibility of it – then it is not too fanciful 

that they would seek to base their spiritual engagement with landscape on at least a measure of 

historical and geographical accuracy.  

                                                 
102 Cf. Schama 1987/88; De Jongh 1999, 143. 
103 Brown 2007, 99. 
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I.4. Contemporary sources for spiritual engagement with Dutch landscape painting 

 

Although the unicity of seventeenth-century Dutch landscape painting in the history of art was 

widely recognized before the second world war, its (semi-)scholarly interpretation only 

developed in the nineteen fifties and sixties, with Gombrich’s famous popular scientific book 

The Story of Art (first published in 1950), and Wolfgang Stechow’s Dutch Landscape Painting 

of the Seventeenth Century (1966). The Story of Art may have been intended for a non-academic 

(specifically younger) audience and features only a small number of passing comments on 

seventeenth-century Dutch landscape paintings. Yet, as Boudewijn Bakker describes, the 

contrast between these approaches to the subject proved emblematic of the general division in 

the scholarship of art, between those who study art to understand its history and those who 

(also) seek to engage with it on some deeper spiritual and/or moral level.104 Stechow restricted 

himself to what he considered to be the purely stylistic considerations of formal composition, 

whereas Gombrich sought to engage with Dutch landscape paintings on a more intuitive 

level.105 This emphasis on intuition is a clear echo of the German Romantic interpretation, as is 

evident in his discussion of Jacob van Ruisdael who, he suggested, closely related his personal 

feelings with the ‘mood’ or ‘poetry’ of the landscapes he painted.106 The spiritual purport of 

Romanticism, too, is echoed in Gombrich’s take on Dutch landscape painting. He praises Van 

Goyen, for example, for his ability to “[…] transform the commonplace scene into a vision of 

restful beauty. [Van Goyen] transfigures the familiar motifs”.107 However, unlike the 

Romantics’ spiritual intuition which easily blended with patriotic sentiments, the intuitive 

approach which Gombrich demonstrated was geared exclusively towards a universal beauty 

which transcends such political concerns.108  

Despite the subsequent popularity of The Story of Art, its suggestions of spiritual 

transcendence and emphasis on emotionally intuitive interpretation did not gain broad 

acceptance among art historians. Effectively, this skein of Gombrich’s approach was relegated 

to the discipline of applied theology, where it has been embraced by scholars such as David 

Brown. The common argument against a religious interpretation of landscape painting that its 

                                                 
104 Bakker 2012, 202. 
105 Ibid. 
106 Gombrich 1951, 320. 
107 Ibid., 313. 
108 Boudewijn Bakker describes this as a “[…] late Romantic belief in absolute beauty as a replacement 

for the lost faith in God.” Bakker 2012, 203. 
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production process is too slow to accommodate any intuitive (spontaneous) spiritual 

engagement, he addresses by citing Gombrich’s observation that “the innocent eye is a 

myth...all perceiving relates to expectations and therefore to comparisons”, adding that “[…] 

poet and prose writer alike usually record their impressions of God at work in the countryside 

in reflective tranquillity (after, for example, having returned from a walk).”109 

In Brown’s applied theology, even this walk itself, can illicit or provide space for 

spiritual reflection or engagement, and even gardening and sports activities provide such a 

sacramental space.110 In this sense, Brown takes up the Romantic call for an expansion of 

sacramental space to the nature that lies outside the bricks and mortar of a church, and expands 

this space even further.  

Like Goethe, Brown discusses the landscape paintings of Jacob van Ruisdael as an 

illustration of what he perceives as a widespread spiritual engagement in the Dutch seventeenth-

century context. The emphasis within this engagement, he suggests, lay with the representation 

of a “cosmic order”.111 “The Dutch landscape”, he explains, 

in itself is of course too little differentiated to allow trees and hills on their own to speak of 

order. Ruisdael solved the problem by using churches and windmills, for it can scarcely be an 

accident that they are generally viewed from a low vantage point, and complemented by 

effective use of sun or clouds. In his Jewish Cemetery the contours of the land are altered for a 

different purpose, to emphasize both the transience of life (a rushing stream, dead trees) and 

hope of something more (a rainbow with sun breaking through).112 

The most solid argument Brown presents to substantiate that the order thus achieved is indeed 

‘cosmic’ and not merely an end of formal composition, is the fact that “to judge by the beliefs 

of his uncle painter Salomon, Ruisdael probably came from a Mennonite family” and that 

“although not baptized into a Calvinist community until late in adulthood (in 1657), it is widely 

believed that he was a liefhebber (‘supporter’) long before this”.113 According to the methodolo-

gical requirements of most contemporary (art) historians,114 such evidence is wholly insuf-

                                                 
109 Brown 2006, 85. 
110 Ibid., on gardening, cf. 371-388, and on sports, cf. 388-401. 
111 Ibid., 110. 
112 Ibid. 
113 Ibid., 406. 
114 The present author included. 
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ficient to make any resolute claims about Ruisdael’s spirituality, let alone about the whole of 

seventeenth-century Dutch landscape painting. 

It must be noted that Brown does not generalize his analysis of Ruisdael’s spirituality 

to the whole of seventeenth-century Dutch landscape painting but he does suggest that, in so 

far as this school of painting was concerned with the religious and the spiritual, this aspiration 

for ‘cosmic order’ was prevalent.115 His ultimate purpose, however, is more ambitious than 

demonstrating historical theological trends: it is to revive them, so as to broaden the appeal of 

the contemporary Christian church. He states: 

There is too much of a mismatch between what the Church takes to be significant and the actual 

experience of the wider population. God is found in nature and gardens, in buildings and place, 

in music and bodies, in ways to which much attention was once given but is now largely lost. 

Contemporary Christian theology seems willing to concede at most only an instrumental or 

utilitarian value. Buildings, for instance, are discussed wholly in terms of their usefulness for 

worship; gardens, as though exercise or relaxation were the only issues. That seems to me quite 

wrong. A God active outside the control of the Church needs to be acknowledged, and the 

implications heeded.116 

It is easy to see how this form of applied theology carries on the Romantic efforts to expand the 

physical boundaries of Christian liturgy. When Schleiermacher harangued against the 

‘despisers of religion’ and attempted to pull them back into the fold by pointing out the universal 

good which is presumably shared by most religions, he ultimately concluded that Christianity 

was best suited to accommodate this universal good. Brown goes a step further than 

Schleiermacher (and the other Jena Romantics) by observing this universal good also in extra-

religious forms of spiritual engagement. However, as the explicitly Christian nomenclature in 

the above quotation shows, his ultimate aim, like Schleiermacher’s, is of missionary nature. To 

many secular people in present day western society who are keen to explore spirituality ‘in 

nature and gardens, in buildings and place, in music and bodies’ and in art works depicting 

these, such exclusionary nomenclature is reason enough to place Brown’s books aside. The 

only remaining scholarly ‘guidance’ available to them takes on a decidedly more secular 

position. As will become apparent in the discussion that follows here, extracting any normative 
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guidance from these often purely descriptive studies is a considerable – perhaps even 

prohibitive – challenge to their imagination. 

In the scholarship on seventeenth-century Dutch landscape painting of recent years, 

Bakker’s Landscape and Religion from Van Eyck to Rembrandt stands out in its reliance on the 

informed assumption that during that period in the Netherlands, “[…] there existed a 

widespread belief in a divine presence in the world, a notion which was barely shaken by the 

scientific revolution of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.”117 According to Bakker, “it is 

precisely the self-evidence of this world view that explains why pre-modern man did not take 

the trouble to describe it.”118 Bakker finds that in the absence of such tangible descriptions of 

spiritual engagement in Dutch landscape painting, art historical scholarship has, over the past 

fifty years, reverted to relativizing compromises between economic, patriotic, and spiritual 

motives. He summarizes this scholarship, writing:   

 

The general conclusion seems to be – in short – that artists were driven by market forces to 

formulate their landscape (or whatever subject) so broadly and to suggest so many allusions that 

any customer who came along could interpret the painting as he or she saw fit. And this freedom 

of interpretation would apply, by extension, to the modern scholar.119 

 

Instead of an ‘all-or-nothing’ approach which only settles for conclusions which encompass 

‘the whole’ of the seventeenth-century Dutch Zeitgeist, Bakker proposes a more concentrated 

effort: “One can arrive at more positive results by confining one’s study to a few thematically 

related works – or the oeuvre of one artist or a few related artists – and by not presuming to 

draw generally valid conclusions.”120 Brown’s discussion of spirituality in Dutch landscape 

painting may well be seen as an example of a study that is confined to a few thematically related 

works. Bakker, however, unlike Brown, does not advocate any kind of spiritual engagement 

with Dutch landscape painting. Indeed, he is highly critical of the normative “late Romantic” 

ambitions for the field of art history of Gombrich (with which Brown has broadly aligned his 

own missionary ambitions), because they are “[…] not backed by historical research”.121 

                                                 
117 Bakker 2012, 2. By “informed”, I mean that this assumption is based on a broader hermeneutical 
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Bakker’s position can be seen as the result of several decades of intense debate among 

art historians about the extent to which religion was prevalent in seventeenth-century Dutch 

culture. During the nineteen seventies and eighties, a hugely influential school of iconography 

developed in the Netherlands, which dedicated itself to unravelling the religious and moral 

dimensions in the landscape and still-life genres of seventeenth century Dutch art. A common 

method proved to be the comparison between traditional, often late sixteenth century emblem 

books with specific symbolic objects and, in the case of landscape paintings, specific natural 

motifs, supplemented with information about the artists’ engagements with religion and 

spirituality.122 Yet, because the Golden Age painters were notoriously parsimonious in writing 

about their art, there is often little more in the way of concrete evidence of their individual 

religious engagement beyond a registration with a church or a specific denominational guild.  

Nonetheless, few would deny that these iconologists have deepened our understanding 

of Golden Age art and have, over the last decades, played an instrumental role in its intellectual 

emancipation. In his 1999 essay Calvinism and the Emergence of Dutch Seventeenth Century 

Landscape Art, A Critical Evaluation, it must be said that Falkenburg – counted by Eric Sluijter 

(in that same year) among the earlier iconologists whose methods no longer live up to the 

empirical standards of the “new approaches in art history”123 – shows considerable regard for 

the inherent epistemological limitations of his trade. Among others, his aim is to “[…] comment 

on the – rather limited – possibilities of identifying one specific denomination as the underlying 

force behind the rise of the realistic Dutch landscape idiom”.124 

Falkenburg sets out by describing the consensus among nineteenth and early twentieth 

century art historians. He notes that the idea of a radical departure from the “idiom of sixteenth 

century Flemish landscape art” during the first decades of the seventeenth century, and 

particularly in Haarlem among artists such as Jan van de Velde II, Jan van Goyen, and Salomon 

Ruysdael, to a less “mannerist” and more “realistic” idiom, was commonly accompanied by the 

“[…] also conventional…belief that this realistic genre reflects a new, secularized interest in 

nature and in the aesthetic qualities of the world as it presents itself to the eye.”125 Furthermore, 

this explained that in the conventional view, the abandonment of the “[…] biblical or allegorical 

                                                 
122 Cf. De Jongh 1967 and Bakker 2016, 108. 
123 Sluijter 1999, 269. This is a somewhat maladroit characterization of Falkenburg, who, to date, 

remains an active and innovative researcher in this field.   
124 Falkenburg 1999, 351. 
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staffage of sixteenth-century Flemish landscape paintings”.126 “Landscape” was thus viewed as 

“[…] an autonomous genre, portrayed for its own sake, i.e., expressing the personal ‘feeling’ 

or ‘mood’ of the artists for nature”.127 

Falkenburg’s fellow early iconologists of the nineteen seventies and eighties, De Klijn, 

Bakker, and Bruyn, however, sought to challenge this secular interpretation. As De Klijn 

remarked in 1982, seventeenth-century Dutch art was not determined by a mentality of a 

“secular ‘l’art-pour-l’art’” but rather ostensibly by Calvinism. Seventeenth century Calvinists, 

De Klijn theorized, would have “[…] viewed nature i.e., Creation, as the ‘second book’ of 

God…reflecting the omnipotence, wisdom, goodness, and grace of God”.128 Calvin, he adds, 

licenced the depiction of “animals, towns [and] countryside” by stating that the subject “[…] 

serves purely for pleasure”, which would have made a landscape “a perfect subject for a 

Protestant painter”.129 

The increased popularity of realistic landscape renderings at the outset of the 

seventeenth century, therefore, according to De Klijn, is intimately tied to the theocentric gaze 

upon nature of the emerging Calvinists in Holland. This would also explain why Gillis van 

Conninxloo’s and Esaias van de Velde’s pictorial idioms, among others, appear to have so 

radically moved from “mannerism” to “realism”.130 Notions of “fidelity to nature” and the 

“reduction of the human staffage and its integration in the landscape” were important to the 

Calvinist aesthetic which De Klijn envisages pervading the seventeenth-century Dutch taste.131 

Josua Bruyn in his 1987 essay ‘Toward a Scriptural Reading of Seventeenth-Century 

Dutch landscape painting’,132 like De Klijn and most of the other early iconologists, assumes 

that medieval symbolism, still often explicit in sixteenth century landscape paintings, was more 

subtly integrated into the landscapes around 1600. And like his fellow iconologists, he detects 

a distinctly Calvinist symbolism for the “pilgrimage of life in the sinful world”.133 Sluijter 

would later provide a somewhat ironic, yet still instructive summary of the type of symbolic 

idiom that Bruyn envisages: 
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[…] a church, city, or castle stands for the eternal Jerusalem, a forest for the sinful world, travel-

lers for pilgrims on life’s path to paradise, a carriage for the soul en route to redemption, small 

groups of idle figures conversing for Lust and Sloth, a hunter for a sinner, a bridge for Christ, 

and so on.134 

 

Yet, as both Sluijter and Falkenburg point out, this type of iconographical reading soon leads 

to diverging interpretations. Whereas, for instance, Raupp sees peasants playing music and 

carrying out their day’s labour in Jan van Goyen’s Landscape with a Village Scene (fig. I.5) as 

a positive allusion to the vita activa, Bruyn views them as negative allusions, warning of sinful, 

loutish behaviour.135 Both Sluijter and Falkenburg share the concern that Bruyn, Raupp, 

Wiegand, Bakker, and De Klein overzealously correlated seventeenth-century pietistic emblem 

books, contemporary literature, and print legends with all too ubiquitous objects and natural 

motifs in landscape paintings. The assumption that this Calvinist idiom, even if it represented 

a coherent whole, also made its way onto the painters’ canvases, Falkenburg writes, “[…] has 

to answer the objection that of all the narrative details, the religious staffage, which could have 

been so useful in expressing Calvinist thought (as seems to have been the case in some paintings 

by van Coninxloo) was abandoned.”136 

 Van Coninxloo, to Falkenburg, is the exception to the rule, since, unlike most of his 

contemporary Dutch fellow painters, he depicted scriptural episodes in some of his landscapes, 

focussing especially on Old Testament prophets.137 Indeed, Van Coninxloo appears to have had 

a distinctly Calvinist partiality, as shown in his rendition of an indifferent Catholic priest, 

passing by a wounded traveller.138 However, there are also works from his hand depicting Saint 

Anthony’s temptation or Saint Anthony in the desert, more likely to have been produced for 

Catholic patrons.139 Yet in the entire known oeuvre (of over 1200 landscape paintings) of Jan 

van Goyen – who was officially a Catholic – not one explicitly religious figure appears to have 

been depicted. To Falkenburg, this indicates that the new realist idiom of the early seventeenth 

century landscapists was not inherently religiously motivated. 

 

                                                 
134 Sluijter 1999, 269. 
135 Falkenburg 1999, 361. 
136 Ibid., 360. 
137 E.g.: Gilles van Coninxloo, Landscape with the Prophet Elias. For illustration, cf. Falkenburg 1999, 

345, fig. 108.  
138 Sotheby’s 1968, no. 83. Cf. Falkenburg 1999, 358. 
139 Briels 1987, fig. 435. Cf. Falkenburg 1999, 358. 
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Fig. I.5. Jan van Goyen, Landscape with a Village Scene (1625). Oil on panel, 78 x 124 cm. 

Kunsthalle, Bremen. 

 

As for the seventeenth century audience, they too, according to Falkenburg, were not as 

overwhelmingly Calvinist as previously thought. Around 1620, when the new realist idiom was 

taking shape in Haarlem and other cities in Holland, “[…] only a fifth of the city’s inhabitants 

were members of the Reformed church, 14 percent were Anabaptist, 12.5 percent Catholic, 1 

percent Lutheran, and 1 percent Walloon Reformed, at least half the population had no specific 

denominational ties”.140 Furthermore, while a study of Delft and Amsterdam inventories from 

the period of 1620-1679 shows a greater preference for landscapes in the wealthier Protestant 

households than in wealthy Catholic households during the period of 1620-1649,141 this rapidly 

evened out in the remaining three decades of what is commonly described as the Golden Age.  

Thus, Falkenburg concludes that the general Calvinist sensibility, presupposed by the 

early iconologists, was hardly ubiquitous among the Dutch viewing audience. Yet, while 

Sluijter dismisses most of the early iconologist’s suppositions as “sweeping generalizations”,142 

Falkenburg offers a somewhat more nuanced view. As he puts it, neither the “[…] positive, 

                                                 
140 Spaans 1989, 92. 
141 Montias 1991. NB: In Catholic and Protestant households of modest financial means, there appears 

to have been an equal preference. 
142 Sluijter 1999, 264. 
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secular attitude toward nature, or feelings of pride in the new Republic and its economic 

prosperity”, which such art historians as Haverkamp-Begemann, Chong, or Simon Schama put 

forward,143 nor “[…] religious thoughts, whether relating to the sinfulness and vanity of the 

world or to visual reality as a mirror of the omnipotence of the Lord”, as suggested by the early 

iconologists, “[…] prevailed in [the audience’s] perception of these landscapes.”144 

Haverkamp-Begemann’s, Chong’s, and Schama’s most outspokenly secular interpreta-

tions of the seventeenth-century Dutch Zeitgeist played a pivotal role in the ‘turn’ away from 

religious iconography in the 1990’s.145 This case study contrasts approaches which seek to 

directly engage with the spiritual aspects of seventeenth-century Dutch landscape paintings, 

with approaches which solely aim to describe these aspects. Although approaches which 

outright deny the existence or prevalence of these aspects are deserving of attention, I will 

suffice here by aligning my argument with Falkenburg’s, which states that such a denial is 

spuriously one-sided.  

 Goethe’s essay Ruisdael als Dichter, in which he extols the painter for the imaginative 

ways in which he evokes a divine sense of both the transitory and the permanent, or as Schleier-

macher might say, a ‘Sinn und Geschmack für das Unendliche’, would surely not hold up to 

this level of historical scrutiny. Yet one is hard pressed to deny that Goethe’s and his Romantic 

contemporaries’ similar readings of seventeenth-century landscapes may well prove valuable 

to current day viewers seeking to engage with the arts and, as a part of early modern history in 

their own right, can be informative as to the nature and origins of modern day aesthetics. 

Although it seems safe to assume that the international contempt for seventeenth-

century Dutch landscapes was strongly influenced by the pervading (mostly Catholic) religious 

aesthetics of the Renaissance and Counter-Reformation, it also shows a remarkable absence of 

explicitly theological complaints.146 There is little direct engagement with the Calvinist 

                                                 
143 Haverkamp-Begemann and Chong 1985, Schama 1987/88. 
144 Falkenburg 1999, 354. 
145 Cf. footnote 151. 
146 It may be argued that Renaissance aesthetics were mainly a formalist concept (emphasizing sym-

metry, centre-point perspective, and balance in colour and form). These formal emphases, however, 

were not the sole purpose of the art works, as the ‘beauty’ they were meant to achieve – in accordance 

with the Christian, neo-Platonic tradition – was paired with the ‘good’ and the ‘true’. The fact that 

Renaissance art works almost invariably depict Christian icons and Biblical histories is a further 

indication that their religious or spiritual purport was an ultimate goal, whereas form served as a means 

towards this end.  Cf. Bakker 2012, 2-4, where Bakker argues that because this system of values was so 

pervasive and implicitly assumed, that people felt little need to explicate it in theoretical writings about 

their art. 
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aesthetic which Bruyn et al. presume Dutch landscapists to have developed in the first half of 

the seventeenth century and, given the lack of a programmatic expression of such an aesthetic 

by Dutch landscape painters or those in their circles, this is unsurprising. 

The religious disapproval of the Italian and French art critics rather shines through the 

Christianized neo-Platonist notions of the edification of nature as the only true artistic means 

towards beauty, the requirement for explicitly moralizing subject matter, and the subsequent 

rejection of the unpolished realism of Dutch landscapists. It is not difficult to see how 

chauvinism, nationalism, and even xenophobia and imperialism, could be hidden behind the 

guise of moralization. If one argues that these motives underlay the ‘Tuscan-Roman Negative’, 

one must also observe that the later Romantic ‘redeemers’ of Dutch landscape painting were no 

strangers to such ‘othering’ themselves. Whereas seventeenth century Italian and French 

chauvinists criticised Dutch artists for deviating from the academic standards, eighteenth 

century German nationalists would later praise them for developing their own – they felt, shared 

– Teutonic standards. Unlike the earlier critics of Dutch landscape painting, however, engaging 

with these paintings in some spiritually significant way would be of greater importance to the 

German Romantics than ascertaining whether or not such spiritual engagement had gone into 

the making of these works. 

 

 

I.5. Perspectives: spirituality and imaginative re-identification in historiographies of land-scape 

art  

 

In the believer’s relation to God/the divine, his fellow man, and the arts – whether verbal, visual, 

musical, or the “mere” artful act of imagining divine things – his sense of history can be both 

helpful and deceptive. He may well imagine how previous generations tried to engage with the 

divine through the arts and find inspiration for his own religious engagement. Yet, as our sense 

of ‘true’ history – wie es eigentlich gewesen147 – is so often obscured by our own particular 

moral, religious, nationalist, political, or ethnic backgrounds, so may the believer’s attempt at 

an ‘imaginative re-identification’ with believers before him be muddled by his own particular 

partialities and categories. 

                                                 
147 The famous idea as expressed by the German historian Leopold von Ranke (1795-1886). Cf. Vierhaus 

1977. 
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If we would draw an analogy to the distinctions commonly made in the religious 

assessment of history and landscape painting, we might say that where a history painting that 

depicts Biblical, mythological, or historically significant events appeals to the believer’s 

‘vertical’ predilections (i.e.: whatever he deems morally, politically, or spiritually ‘highest’), a 

landscape painting that depicts a certain foreign or familiar locality to him appeals more to his 

‘horizontal’ predilections (i.e. with whichever land, nation, and culture he identifies himself). 

Yet just as it is tempting to view history as a natural progression towards one’s own moral 

paradigm with the ‘vertical’ predilections,148 so it is tempting to view history as a validation of 

one’s own local and national culture with the ‘horizontal’ predilections.149 

Since the Enlightenment, Western man has sought to rid himself of the ‘upward thrust’ 

one finds visualized in so many Renaissance history paintings. And since the second half of the 

twentieth century, Western man – on an intellectual level – has also sought to rid himself of the 

horizontal, socio-cultural ‘centre-point perspective’ one finds expressed in these same 

paintings.150 

In Western academia, one sees this in the changing attitude towards nationalism which, 

since the second half of the twentieth century, has become increasingly critical. In art history, 

however, there remain poignant examples of the influence of nationalism or – as Grijzenhout 

et al. describe it – of a “surrogate nationalism” in, among others, Svetlana Alpers’ and Simon 

Schama’s appraisals of seventeenth century Dutch art.151 

A visitor to the Königliche Gemäldegalerie in 1840, contemplating the spiritual 

dimensions of Ruisdael’s Jewish Cemetery, would have had a substantial body of literature 

available to them from the previous four decades. The positive revaluation of seventeenth-

century Dutch landscape painting by the circle of Jena Romantics, could accommodate a range 

of religious and spiritual interests. If the visitor was a progressive Protestant Christian, 

Schleiermacher’s perspective could offer directions on how to relate to the painting; an 

openminded Catholic could find suggestions in the Schlegel brothers’ writings; and an agnostic, 

or indeed a deist, could find their spiritual premises echoed in Goethe’s vernacular. In any event, 

                                                 
148 For a critical assessment of this type of teleological historiography of early modern history, cf. 

Kinneging 1997. 
149 For the, by now, classical critique of “Othering” historiographies, cf. Saïd 1979. 
150 The “centre” in this metaphor being ‘God and His divine order’. 
151 De Jongh 1999, 143. Part of Grijzenhout 1999 (a). This edited volume first appeared in Dutch in the 

early 1990’s, on the cusp of a significant secular ‘turn’ in the historiography of seventeenth-century 

Dutch art. On this ‘turn’, cf. Bakker 2016, 117f.  
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the available literature tended towards intuitive interpretation of history, leaving much room to 

‘mix in’ secular concerns over nationality and identity, with the ultimately spiritual objective 

of deliberation. 

If a present-day visitor to the Gemäldegalerie with a similar interest in the Jewish 

Cemetery turns to the academic literature of recent decades, they have the relative advantage 

that most of the patriotically inspired, Romantic misconceptions about Dutch seventeenth-

century landscape painting have largely been uprooted by diligent art historians of the late 

twentieth century. Yet if they are not content just to learn more about the spiritual dimensions 

Ruisdael’s painting – in so far as these could ever be empirically demonstrated – and seek to 

engage with some presumed spiritual dimension, the available academic literature is less 

pluriform, than it was in 1840. That is to say: a Christian, Jewish, or Islamic visitor might well 

find inspiration in Brown’s writings, but the agnostic, deist, theist, or ‘New Age Spiritual’, has 

little scholarly recourse. If Bakker’s reliance on the self-evidence of a Christian world view in 

early modern history (while rejecting the active development of such views in current-day 

academic writing) is the most amenable option from the field of art history for these spiritually 

untethered individuals, and if Brown’s distinctly Christian ‘imaginative re-identification’ is the 

least exclusive approach from applied theology, there remains a large gap to be bridged, before 

academia is truly representative of society’s spiritual diversity. 

Whether academia ought to be representative of any normative perspectives is another 

question entirely, which I cannot hope to answer here. The argument is often heard in academic 

circles that fields such as theology which set out from such a normative point of view, have no 

place in science, because it ought to be confined to descriptive explorations. If, conversely, 

theology is found to be a legitimate pursuit within a largely secular academic landscape, this is 

premised on its representation of the Abrahamitic demographic. Given the still considerable 

size of this group, one could argue, academia ought to provide a platform for an intellectually 

rigorous exploration of their faith. Yet, on this take, it would also stand to reason that the, in 

many Western countries, even larger demographic seeking a kind of secular spirituality ought 

to have its own academic representation. Judging by the rate at which theology departments are 

downsized, abolished, and renamed as ‘religious studies’, in recent decades, it seems more 

likely that neo-Romantic approaches, such as Brown’s, will eventually be consigned to popular 

literature.  
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CHAPTER II 

TELEOLOGY AND GEO-DETERMINISM IN GERMAN LANDSCAPE 

PAINTING: 

JOHANN JOACHIM WINCKELMANN AND CASPAR DAVID FRIEDRICH 

 

Schept hij ons verder 

die ons uit zee  

schepte - schiep? 

gaat er een herder 

over de klingen mee 

waar de aarde riep? 

 

  Wolken152 

            

“Voilà un homme, qui a découvert la tragédie du paysage” [Here is a man who has discovered 

the tragedy of landscape], the French sculptor David d’Angers exclaimed, as he visited the 

workshop of Caspar David Friedrich (1774-1840) in 1834.153 Little did he know that this phrase 

would inspire many twentieth-century thinkers to appropriate Friedrich as the forbearer of their 

own postmodern, existentialist, and deconstructionist movements. Just as art historians, to this 

day, have sought to attribute to Friedrich the foreshadowing of impressionism and abstraction 

in the development of modern art, Johann Joachim Winckelmann (1717-1768), conversely, has 

often been relegated to the pre-modern era as a last advocate of Renaissance classicism. 

‘Modernity’, however, did not occur in an instant and the quest for its forefathers too often 

produces a one-sided image, neglecting the idiosyncrasies that their transitional roles inhered. 

In this light, this chapter outlines the necessary historiographical considerations for a restitutio 

in integrum of Winckelmann and Friedrich. 

Whilst Winckelmann’s influence on German Romanticism is still too often over-looked, 

the extensive Friedrich-scholarship of the last 50 years has done much to strike the appropriate 

balance between his political engagement with the development of German national identity 

and his religious engagement with the development of Protestant Romantic theology in a culture 

that is rapidly becoming secular. Recognizing the enormity of this task and the diligence with 

                                                 
152 Wolken 1962-1963, 506 [Will he create us further – who created us from the sea – did create? – will 

a shepherd join – over the cliffs – where the earth called out?]. Literal translation. “Scheppen” can mean 

“to create” but also “to scoop up”, as in “who scooped us up from the sea”. Most likely, Wolken intended 

for the reader to have both of these meanings in mind.       
153 As recorded by Friedrich’s close friend Carl Gustav von Carus, quoted in Friedrich 1984, 197. 
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which it has generally been undertaken, this chapter does not aim to substitute it with an 

alternative balance between Friedrich’s political and religious ideologies, but rather to 

supplement it with a renewed, critical understanding of Friedrich as a transitional figure. 

Placing his work and ideas within the tradition of Winckelmann’s teleological approach to 

history will serve to both emphasise Winckelmann’s ‘modern’, Romantic side and Friedrich’s 

pre-modern, classical side. It will also serve to provide a rough overview of their respective 

theoretical and artistic products and then, in the final part of this chapter, examine how various 

– often subconscious – adaptations of Winkelmann’s original teleological method of historio-

graphy have influenced and continue to influence Friedrich-scholarship in ways that over-

emphasise his ‘modern’ and even supposed ‘postmodern’ facets. 

 

 

II.1. Winckelmann and Friedrich – the obvious distinctions 

 

Winckelmann and Friedrich never met in person, since the former passed away in Dresden in 

1768, six years before Friedrich was born and three decades before he moved to Dresden in 

1798. Nevertheless, it is still surprising that there is virtually no mention of Winckelmann in 

scholarly writings about Friedrich. The most probable reason for this is the often too sharp 

distinction made between the Romanticism of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century 

on the one hand, and the classicism and neo-classicism of the same period on the other. 

Commonly, Winckelmann is mentioned in connection with the classical painter Anton Raphaël 

Mengs, both of whom sought to renew ties with classical antiquity within German and European 

culture.154 Friedrich, in the rare instances in which he is mentioned in the same breath as 

Winckelmann, is commonly put forward as an exponent of a contrasting tradition which was 

‘prefigured’ by his contemporary Philipp Otto Runge and which reacted “[…] against 

manneristic neo-classicism and academic eclecticism in general”.155 The problem with such a 

sharp contrast is that Winckelmann’s (neo-)classicism has strong Romantic overtones, while 

Friedrich’s Romantic landscape paintings, in turn, despite his repeated verbal rejection of 

classical conventions, reveal strong classical influences, or at the very least, a markedly 

Winckelmannian disposition. 

                                                 
154 Berefelt 1960, 475. 
155 Ibid. 
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 Without suggesting that Friedrich consciously painted within the aesthetic framework 

of Winckelmann, and without denying some undeniable contrasts between their respective 

aesthetic and religious ideals, one may still argue that Winckelmann’s patriotic historicism, his 

‘philhellenism’, his aesthetic standard of “noble simplicity and quit grandeur” and his 

epistemological reliance on the ‘inneres Gefühl’ as opposed to the faculty of reason, are 

strongly echoed in the works of Friedrich. Furthermore, it may well be argued that 

Winckelmann’s historicist tradition, which was developed along similar lines in the works of 

his contemporary Johann Gottfried Herder and then, one generation later, was most firmly 

established in the works of Friedrich Schlegel and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, strongly 

influences scholarly interpretations of Friedrich’s oeuvre to this day, particularly among so 

called ‘postmodern’ interpreters. 

 Establishing links between Friedrich and almost any of the leading intellectuals of his 

time invariably relies on establishing a rather ‘loose’ hermeneutical framework. Despite having 

left some letters, biographical writings, and a single more theoretical essay for posterity, his 

frequent rejection of theorizing about art and reproach towards what he described as ‘writing 

painters’ helps to explain why there is but one notable thinker he refers to by name in his 

writings. Regarding a possible connection with Winckelmann, it is worth noting that this 

thinker, Hegel, was in many ways responding to and reworking Winckelmann’s historicism into 

his own ‘historical dialecticism’, which shared a similar linear conception of history. 

 Furthermore, it may be mentioned that at the time of Friedrich’s education at the Danish 

Royal Academy in Copenhagen, the curriculum included – after an introductory practice in 

copying and freehand drawing – a course on antiquity, where students copied from the 

Academy’s own collection of antique sculptures. The curriculum also included lectures on the 

history of art and classical mythology.156 It is highly likely that when Friedrich matriculated in 

1794, Winckelmann’s Geschichte der Kunst des Altertums, which was first published in 1764 

and had in the following decades rapidly gained international repute, would have been read or 

at least discussed at the academy.157 

                                                 
156 Vaughan 2004, 26f. 
157 According to the Danish National Art Library’s holdings catalogue, Winckelmann’s Gedanken has 

been in the library’s collection at least since 1785. His Geschichte, as part of his Schriften, Dresden 

1762-1767, was part of the personal library of the painter Nicolai Abildgaard, which became part of the 

library of the Royal Academy in 1810. Abildgaard taught Friedrich at the Royal Academy and may well 

have introduced his students to Winckelmann’s works. 
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 Equally likely is that Friedrich, after moving to Dresden and soon being introduced to, 

although not fully enlisted within, the circle surrounding the Schlegel brothers, would have 

been party to discussions of Winkelmann’s work. The Schlegels were profoundly influenced 

by Herder who, in turn, is reputed to have read Winckelmann’s Geschichte “seven times before 

he was twenty”.158 His works, as well as those of his later followers among the ‘Dresden 

Romantics’, were deeply imbued with the historicism developed by Winckelmann. Another 

possible connection is Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, a contemporary and student of Herder in 

the preceding Sturm und Drang period, who had risen to prominence within the circle of 

Dresden, Weimar, and Jena Romantics around the year 1800. In 1805, the same year in which 

Friedrich was awarded a shared first prize in an art competition organised by Goethe’s 

Weimarer Kunstfreunde for two of his sepias, Goethe wrote a notable appraisal of 

Winckelmann’s Geschichte. Although they were not on intimate terms with one another – 

Goethe later becoming highly suspicious of what he described as Friedrich “Neu-Religiös-

Patriotische” [new-religious-patriotic] tendencies – it is also plausible that Friedrich, through 

Goethe, would have been familiar with Winckelmann’s work. 

 Before elaborating on the yet insufficiently highlighted similarities and intellectual ties 

between Winckelmann and Friedrich, it is important to make clear at which points the two 

clearly cannot be reconciled, as this appears to have thus far kept scholars from investigating 

the possible connections between them. 

 One obvious contrast emerges when considering their respective attitudes towards 

religion. Whereas Winckelmann converted to Roman Catholicism and accordingly treasured 

depictions of idols and icons in his aesthetics,159 Friedrich, who was embedded within the 

Lutheran tradition,160 eschewed such ‘idolatry’ and favoured compositional emptiness over the 

rich mannerism of many of the visual art works that Winckelmann praised in his review of the 

Renaissance. In this regard, the highly stylised devotional paintings of the Romantic ‘Nazarene’ 

movement, spearheaded by among others Johann Friedrich von Overbeck and Peter Cornelius, 

                                                 
158 Hatfield 1953, 285. 
159 Although Winckelmann does not provide a systematic appraisal of idols and icons, his favourite 

paintings, mostly produced by Raphael and Michelangelo, are often depictions of Catholic idols. See, 

for example, his often-recited praise of Raphael’s Sistine Madonna – which he also dubbed the 

“Königliche Raphael” – in his Gedanken über die Nachahmung der griechischen Werke in der Malerei 

und Bildhauerkunst. Cf. Winckelmann 1969, 24, 89, 94.  
160 “Friedrichs Frömmigkeit hatte zwei Wurzeln: die stärkere im Luthertum, die schwächere im 

Pietismus” [Friedrich’s piety had two roots: the stronger in Lutheranism, the weaker in Pietism]. Cf. 

Hoch 1990, 71.  
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fit better with Winckelmann’s religious aesthetics and his love of Raphaelite painting than with 

the works of Friedrich. 

 Furthermore, as has been pointed out by Henry Hatfield in his review of Winckelmann’s 

(pre-)Romantic tendencies, his “[…] humanistic emphasis on the nude human body as the 

highest subject of art led him to neglect, like Lessing after him, entire genres of painting such 

as landscape or still life”161. In this light, it would not have been surprising if, had he been 

acquainted with, for instance, Friedrich’s controversial Tetschen Altarpiece (fig. II.1), he would 

have protested the ‘sacrilege’ of placing a landscape painting on an altar in a church, as the 

classicist critic Wilhelm Basilius von Ramdohr famously did. 

The idea of a landscape painting as an altarpiece likely came to Friedrich from the 

preacher Ludwig Theobul Kosegarten, who had initially commissioned him to paint an 

altarpiece for the tiny fisherman’s chapel where he preached near the Rügen town of Vitt. 

Clearly, Kosegarten had been looking for a landscape painter, because when Friedrich turned 

down the commission, it went to his friend and fellow landscape painter Runge, who started 

working on a seascape of Christ Walking on the Water.162 

 

Friedrich’s Tetschen Altarpiece and its context 

The correspondence of the so-called Ramdohrstreit [Rahmdohr stuggle], which ensued upon 

Ramdohr’s derision of the Tetschen Altarpiece, includes Friedrich’s only known written 

elaboration on one of his works and constitutes a seminal dialogue on neo-classical as opposed 

to Romantic art. It is worth noting that already in this correspondence, Friedrich and 

Winckelmann were placed on opposing ends in Ramdohr’s lament of the altarpiece as a 

regression into a ‘false taste’, which only too shortly before had been renounced: 

 

In dieser Rücksicht haben die Mengs, die Winckelmanns, die Reynolds unstreitige Verdienste. 

Sie haben verdrängt den Kirchenstil, den Boudoirstil, denjenigen insipiden und falschen Ges-

chmack überhaupt, der in der ersten Hälfte des 18. Jahrhunderts herrschte.163 

 

[In retrospect the Mengs, the Winckelmanns, the Reynolds have indisputable achievements. 

They have discarded the church style, the boudoir style, any insipidness and false taste in 

general, which reigned in the first half of the eighteenth century.] 

                                                 
161 Hatfield 1953, 289. 
162 Bailey 1989, 8. 
163 Quoted in Friedrich 1984, 135. 
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Despite Ramdohr’s association of the altarpiece with styles of a bygone age, many who came 

to the painter’s defence in response to Ramdohr’s diatribe, such as Ferdinand Hartmann at that 

time or William Vaughan and other Friedrich-scholars in recent times, have instead credited its 

bold originality as foundational to ‘modernity in art’.164 There is strong evidence, however, to 

suggest that the painting’s true iconographical context has, so far, not been fully unearthed. 

Specifically, the masonic context from which the painting arose has been unduly denied by later 

interpreters. Vaughan, for instance, remarks on the symbolism of the triangle with the all-seeing 

eye in the frame: 

 

This sign is seen frequently in Catholic churches. It is also a symbol used by freemasons. Free-

masonry was certainly prevalent in Dresden and some of Friedrich’s friends were members of 

the local Lodge. However, there is no proof that the artist himself or his patron was among their 

company.165 

 

The inaccuracy of this statement is surprising, both given the abundance of evidence to suggest 

that the altarpiece was the product of a masonic context and given Vaughan’s general diligence 

regarding historical facts.166 Firstly, although it is unclear to which lodge(s) he belonged, 

Friedrich’s membership as a Freemason is mentioned both in the Internationales Freimaurer-

lexikon and the Deutsches Freimaurerlexikon.167 Although the symbolism of the altarpiece is 

the most outspokenly masonic within his oeuvre, there may well be hints of it in other works.168 

Secondly, the membership of Christian Gottlieb Kühn, the sculptor who constructed the frame 

“[…] nach Herrn Friedrichs Angabe” […following mister Friedrich’s instruction]169 to the 

Dresden Freemasons’ lodge Zu den drei Schwertern und Asträa zur grünenden Raute is beyond 

dispute.170 

                                                 
164 Cf. Hartmann’s comments, quoted in Friedrich 1984, 154-168. 
165 Vaughan 2004, 105 [author’s emphasis]. 
166 I owe thanks to my PhD supervisor for drawing my attention to this context and its symbols. 
167 Lennhof 2006, 316; Dosch 2011, 114. Masonic sources reveal that he was a member of lodges in 

Berlin and Greifswald (information provided by my PhD supervisor, who has studied membership lists). 
168 See, for instance, Rewald 2011, 74-76. Rewald suggests that in Georg Kersting’s portrait of Caspar 

David Friedrich in his Studio (1811), the painter is holding a “small iron weight” which is “probably a 

masonic symbol”. Indeed, this tool appears be a plumb bob. Moreover, the triangle and the square on 

the wall – also well-known masonic symbols – should not go unnoticed, as my PhD supervisor pointed 

out. Cf. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Kersting_-_Caspar_David_Friedrich_in_ seinem_ 

Atelier_1811.jpg 
169 Friedrich 1984, 133. 
170 Information provided by my PhD supervisor.  
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 Thirdly, both the originally intended recipient of the altarpiece and its ultimate owner 

were deeply imbedded in masonic social circles. Friedrich had initially intended the altarpiece 

to be a present for Gustavus Adophus IV, King of Sweden, in gratitude for his defiance against 

Napoleon. Before completion, it was purchased by count Franz Anton von Tuhn-Hohenstein 

(1786-1873) as a wedding present for his fiancé.171 The Swedish monarch was certainly a 

freemason because after his grandfather, King Carl XIII, became grandmaster of the Swedish 

freemasons in 1770, all subsequent kings – until the late nineteen nineties – were likewise 

freemasons, many of them grandmasters.172 The Austrian aristocrat Von Tuhn-Hohenstein also 

had many family members who were prominent freemasons.173 Given that some of them such 

as Franz Joseph von Thun-Hohenstein were secret members,174 it is plausible that Franz Anton 

was a freemason himself. 

 Finally, if the painter’s likely membership, the sculptor’s certain membership, the 

intended recipient’s certain membership and the ultimate purchaser’s plausible membership 

with the freemasons is still insufficient proof that the altarpiece should be interpreted as a 

product of a masonic context, then the symbolism in the work itself in conjunction with this 

knowledge surely must. The fact that the triangle was commonly a Catholic symbol for the 

Holy Trinity, as Vaughan himself mentions, and the fact that Friedrich was an outspoken 

Lutheran Protestant would indicate that the symbol is likely to have been inspired by a source 

other than Roman Catholic iconography. Even by Vaughan’s own admission, the symbol is 

common in masonic iconography. The all-seeing eye, which can be found in many lodges above 

the chair of its master, reminds its members of God’s eternal omniscience.175 The triangle – 

apart from referring to the holy trinity and possibly the trinity of the good, the true and the 

beautiful – may also refer to the seating arrangement for, among others, the masters in masonic 

temples.176 It could well be that Friedrich and/or Kühn thought that the combined symbol would 

be well appreciated by the Swedish monarch in his position as grandmaster. 

Further symbols, such as the corn and wine ranks at the sides of the triangle, in addition 

to signifying “[…] Leib und Blut dessen, der an das Kreuz geheftet ist” […body and blood of 

                                                 
171 Bailey 1989, 5f. 
172 Lennhof 2006, 764-768. 
173 Ibid., 839. 
174 Ibid. 
175 Ibid., 96. 
176 Dosch 2011, 80f. It is derived from the top of a pyramid and refers to the Eye of Providence – a 

symbol also used in churches, e.g. the Middelburg Oostkerk, dating back to the 17th century (information 

provided by my supervisor). 
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the one who has been pinned onto the cross]177 – as Friedrich himself wrote – may also be 

referring to the wine and corn (and oil) commonly used in masonic rites.178 

More tangentially, the palm branches containing the five angles’ heads “[…] die alle 

anbetend niederschauen auf das Kreuz” […which all look down upon the cross in worship],179 

besides having been used to welcome Christ into Jerusalem, may also be a reference to the 

seventeenth-century German Fruchtbringende Gesellschaft.180 This secret order, which had 

chosen the palm tree as its main symbol and which is said to have played an important role in 

the foundation of German freemasonry at the beginning of the eighteenth century, had sought 

to preserve the German language and culture and to extoll the virtues of tolerance and peace 

from a distinctly Protestant-ecumenical perspective.181 It is not difficult to see how such an 

agenda could have aligned with Friedrich’s religious and political sensibilities. 

 Furthermore, it is possible that the columns at the sides of the frame, although described 

by Friedrich as “Gothic”,182 might also be a reference to the columns of Solomon’s temple Boaz 

and Jachin, which not only feature in Roman Catholic visual culture but also play an important 

role in masonic liturgy.183 Like the frame, the columns are said to have been made from metal. 

Yet whilst the frame is golden, the columns were supposedly bronze or copper. Although all of 

these symbols, individually, may easily fit within a traditional (Roman Catholic) Christian 

iconography, combining them in one single art work points strongly to a masonic context. 

Scrutinising the altarpiece ‘from without to within’, having first established the masonic context 

of both of its producers – intended recipient and purchaser – and then the all-too-coincidental 

accordance of the frame’s symbols to masonic iconography, one may finally venture to analyse 

the painting itself from a masonic perspective.  

 Most prominent in Friedrich’s written interpretation of his painting is the symbol of light 

which, sinking behind the cross and the mountain, “die Erde vermochte nicht mehr zu fassen” 

[the earth is no longer able to grasp].184 From there, “leuchtet vom reinsten Metall der Heiland 

am Kreuz im Golde des Abendrots und widerstrahlt so im gemilderten Glanz auf Erden.”185 

                                                 
177 Friedrich 1984, 133. 
178 Lennhof 2006, 478. 
179 Friedrich 1984, 133. 
180 Lennhof 2006, 640. 
181 Ibid., 318, 640. 
182 Friedrich 1984, 133. 
183 Lennhof 2006, 140. 
184 Friedrich 1984, 133. 
185 Ibid. 
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[from the purest metal, the Saviour lights up on the cross in the gold of the red sunset and thus, 

in moderated lustre, reflects onto earth.] In masonic culture, light plays a central role.186 Upon 

initiation, freemasons are ‘given’ a light that they thenceforth carry into the darkness that 

surrounds them.187 In life, they walk “den Weg von der Dunkelheit der Materie zum Licht des 

Geistes.”188 [the road from the darkness of the material to the light of the spiritual.] It is worth 

noting, in this regard, that Friedrich in his oeuvre painted many pendants wherein, from left to 

right, the viewer could see a symbolic journey from the earthly and material to the esoteric and 

spiritual. Furthermore, it is not unlikely that he drew from masonic iconography in his manner 

of relating sunlight to hope. Whereas masonic temples are built towards the east to catch the 

first rays of sunlight – and therefore hope – every morning,189 Friedrich painted a sunset which, 

according to his own description, signifies the loss of hope for humanity.  

 While the exact meaning that Friedrich and Kühn intended for the frame and painting 

may never be clarified beyond Friedrich’s brief written statements, the context from which the 

altarpiece arose and the specific combination of symbols employed point clearly to masonic 

origins. Whether Ramdohr was aware of this or not, he must, at least, have intuited as much, 

protesting in his indictment against the “neuplatonische Sophisten, gnostische und orphische 

Schamanen” [neo-platonic sophists, gnostic and ‘orphistic’ shamans] with whom he associated 

such art works and whom he claimed can most readily be found “in Haupt-städten, in der Nähe 

von Höfe” [in capitals, in the vicinity of courts].190 For in those days, not only the Romantics 

but also the Freemasons regularly earned such dubious epithets.  

 Yet, while Ramdohr may be easily forgiven for his ignorance of the masonic context of 

the altarpiece, Vaughan’s outright denial of it – with the benefit of copious hindsight – is more 

perplexing. One can only speculate, but it may be that the notion of Friedrich’s Freemasonry – 

or, at least, masonic engagement – runs counter to Vaughan’s overall thesis that the painter was 

purposely ‘un-intellectual’ and his work deliberately devoid of such ‘straightforward’ 

iconographical language as he appears to have employed in the altarpiece. It would, to Vaughan, 

                                                 
186 A key text in every Lodge is John 1:5: “The Light shineth in the Darkness; but the Darkness compre-

hendeth it not” (brought to my attention by my PhD supervisor). Compare Friedrich’s statement men-

tioned above to this.  
187 Dosch 2011, 189. 
188 Ibid. 
189 Ibid. 
190 Quoted in Friedrich 1984, 151.  
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constitute an irreconcilable idiosyncrasy in the oeuvre of an artist whom he has advertised as 

prototypically Romantic. 

The sharp distinction between neo-classicism and Romanticism, which Ramdohr and 

Friedrich appear to have drawn in the Ramdohrstreit, may lend itself to historiographies that 

seek to establish the foundations of ‘modernity in art’. In this instance, however, such a 

historiography mistakes, to a large extent, a personal antagonism (neither Friedrich nor 

Ramdohr were shy of employing ad hominem arguments) for a principle aesthetic dichotomy 

between the direct and understandable iconography of neo-classicism on one hand and the 

multi-interpretable visual language of Romanticism on the other. For, although the conceptual 

boldness of painting a landscape as an altarpiece at that time remains undeniable, its success as 

an art piece for a freemason, by – (at least) one freemason, depended on a clear use of 

established masonic iconography. 
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Fig. II.1. Caspar David Friedrich, Tetschen Altarpiece (1808) Oil on canvas, 115 x 110,5 cm. 

Gemäldegalerie Neue Meister, Dresden. 
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‘Imitation’ as a means of progress 

The greatest (virtual) bone of contention between Friedrich and Winckelmann, however, can 

be found in their attitudes towards ‘imitation’ as a means of aesthetic (and ethical) progress. 

Whereas Winckelmann remained in the Renaissance tradition of propagating imitation and 

subsequent emulation of preceding (great) artists, Friedrich, at least in his verbal utterances, 

vehemently opposed imitation or obedience to existing conventions and rather sought to 

‘invent’ new conventions befitting to his own time just as Runge – in a more theoretical fashion 

than Friedrich – did before him. 

 Contrasting the two, however, becomes more complicated when considering their views 

on genius, intellectualism, and allegory. Hatfield puts forward Winckelmann’s “[…] belief that 

the artist should be learned and intellectually ingenious, which led him to place a very high 

value on allegory”, as a counterargument to his own thesis that Winckelmann was a Romantic 

thinker, indicating that this belief allies him more with the neo-classical attitude of his time. 

Yet, whilst Hatfield, partly on these grounds, anticlimactically concludes his defence of 

Winckelmann’s “[…] romantic aspect [being] at least equally important…as [his] classical and 

neoclassical sides”191 by stating that “[…] perhaps we should settle for calling him a 

preromantic”,192 this conception of artistic genius and the relation to allegory may just as well 

be considered Romantic, and even as according to the ‘anti-intellectualising’ Romanticism of 

Friedrich. 

 Friedrich, as Vaughan points out, even “[…] protested that he was not what he called a 

‘writing painter’ and suggested that those who were would do better to pen texts and pin them 

on the wall rather than go to the trouble of painting pictures”.193 In his few writings, he rarely 

explicitly refers to any theoretical works of the leading intellectuals of his time and within his 

circle of acquaintances, such as F. Schlegel, Hegel, Daniel Friedrich Schleiermacher, Kose-

garten, and Martin Wieland, whose ideas – like Winckelmann’s – do implicitly resonate in these 

writings and paintings. 

 Nevertheless, the notion that the artist is a solitary genius, whose childlike inner voice 

and feelings guide him towards artistic greatness, as espoused by Winckelmann, was 

commonplace among Romantics such as those just mentioned and does feature in many of 

Friedrich’s writings. Moreover, the connection between such genius on the one hand and the 

                                                 
191 Ibid., 282. 
192 Ibid., 289. 
193 Vaughan 2004, 7. 
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emphasis placed on allegory on the other, far from being a typically (neo-)classical feature of 

Winckelmann’s thinking, is equally ubiquitous in early German Romanticism. Indeed, 

according to F. Schlegel, allegory is the supreme style-figure of Romanticism. The difference 

between classical allegory and that of the Romantics, however, is the infusion of 

epistemologically disruptive irony which the latter prescribed and the former eschewed. An 

example of such an ironic allegory may be seen in Friedrich’s painting Swans in the Rushes. 

When visited by the Nazarene artist Cornelius in his workshop, Friedrich is said to have 

remarked that “the Divine is everywhere, even in a grain of sand. Here I have depicted it for 

once in the rushes”.194 While interpreting this comment as reflective of Friedrich’s piety and 

Romantic pantheism, Vaughan makes the plausible suggestion that “it is also probably a dig at 

Cornelius” and to Friedrich’s mind, the rigid conventionalism of the Nazarenes.195 

 

 

II.1.1. Neo-Platonic idealism 

 

The rigid contrast between the classicism of Winckelmann and the Romanticism of Friedrich 

is more difficult to uphold still, when considering their respective attitudes towards Platonic 

idealism. Hatfield, to this point, cites Lascelles Abercrombie’s definitions of Romanticism and 

classicism, which suggest that Romanticism concentrates “[…] on an inner reality”, as opposed 

to realism which “[…] focuses on outer reality: on the many rather than the Platonic one”. 

“Classicism”, Abercrombie concludes, “results from the attainment of the proper equilibrium 

between the two”. 

 The first problem with these definitions is the position in which they place Platonic 

philosophy. Apparently, according to Abercrombie (and Hatfield who more or less adopts his 

definitions, praising their “considerable advantage of simplicity”), Platonic idealism should not 

only be retroactively equated with Romantic idealism, but it is also a mere pendant to realism 

in a constellation in which these two elements jointly define classicism. This leads to the 

contradictory conclusion that the classicists of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century 

were, in fact, more classical than Plato himself, ignoring the fact that this dichotomous relation 

between idealism and realism is already well highlighted in the works of the widely recognized 

‘father of classical philosophy’. 

                                                 
194 Ibid., 160. 
195 Ibid., 160f. 
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It is true that the Romantics read Plato’s philosophy as predominantly idealist and 

adopted parts of it to legitimize their aesthetic programmes, whilst wilfully ignoring his 

criticism of poetry, painting, and music as – commonly – being derivative and even 

degenerative of the ‘World of Ideas’.196 The Romantics considered the ‘Platonic one’ to be the 

ineffable, abstract point beyond the horizon towards which artists are supposed to direct their 

audience and of which realistic depictions of the ‘Platonic many’ of visible details are but 

inferior mirror images. Unlike Plato, however, they located this abstract point beyond the 

horizon not in an external metaphysical reality, but in the primal inner self, which they 

postulated on the basis of Immanuel Kant’s assertion that “[…] the mind had innate categories 

which shaped experience”.197 Accessing this “dreamed-of ideal” was for them a question of 

emotive introspection rather than a rational distillation of the supposed underlying metaphysics 

from nature. Vaughan at this point goes so far as to equate this emotive introspection to 

Platonism, stating “[…] such an idea was not, of course new. It was essentially what formed 

the basis of Platonic philosophy”. “Kant’s philosophy”, however, he adds, “gave it new 

relevance, vindicated it in modern terms”.198 

The term ‘emotive introspection’, however, is not an entirely accurate description of 

Friedrich’s own brand of Romantic idealism. He instead appears to have aspired to a form of 

Anschauung, as intended by his close acquaintance Schleiermacher, rather than in the original 

Kantian sense. Within Schleiermacher’s panentheistic theology, every individual part of the 

universe contains a reflection of the universal. His conception of the universe as dynamic means 

that the act of relating to the universal requires an equally dynamic posture. This excludes the 

possibility of gaining absolute, finite knowledge through observation or rational inquiry. It 

leaves one forever beyond the grasp of understanding the universal – even tentatively, as 

Kantian categories do allow. By interacting with the external through the senses, however, one’s 

inner consciousness may gain a feeling for the universal which, according to Schleiermacher, 

is the summit of religious experience if one adopts a devout posture in this act. Crucial in this 

regard is Schleiermacher’s suggestion that the proper negotiation of (or attitude towards) 

apparent contradictions within reality can be a stepping-stone towards Anschauung. Contrary 

                                                 
196 Plato 1973, Book III, 71-107. Cf. e.g. 71-86 on the censure of writers and poets: “poetry and 

mythology are, in some cases, wholly imitative”. Also, cf. 86-89 on the censure of musicians or 89 on 

the censure of painting and “every other creative or constructive art”. 
197 Vaughan 2004, 58. 
198 Ibid. 
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to ‘emotive introspection’, however, it inheres an external influence, which is acted upon the 

subject through sensory experience, ultimately turned into feeling.199 

Whilst the definition of early modern classicism as seeking “the proper equilibrium” 

between idealism and realism is broadly accurate and helpful in understanding the period, it 

does not fundamentally differ from nor add to the original Platonic classicism. The 

unquestioned assumption of the Romantic definition of Platonic idealism by Hatfield, 

Abercrombie, and more current-day commentators such as Vaughan, however, only repeats the 

Romantic misapprehension of Platonic philosophy and muddles the historiographic 

understanding of Romantic art. More specifically, it does not serve the understanding one may 

gain of the relation between Winckelmann’s and Friedrich’s aesthetics, both of which share the 

Romantic, rather one-sided appreciation of Platonic philosophy and at the same time appear to 

strive for a balance between the ideal and the real. In Winckelmann’s aesthetics, this is still a 

(pseudo-)metaphysical endeavour. In Friedrich’s belief system, the very act of doing so – 

following Schleiermacher – even rises to the level of liturgy. 

Illustrative of Friedrich’s Schleiermacherian adaptation of Platonic idealism are the 

comments that Gotthilf Heinrich von Schubert made in his book Ansichten von der Nachtseite 

der Naturwissenschaft in 1808, after a visit to Friedrich’s workshop in 1806, in which he 

discusses the four sketches of the Jahreszeiten. In the first sketch, Spring (fig. II.2a), children 

populating a newly formed earth stare at the sun, remembering – and perhaps even lamenting – 

the world of ideas from which they sprang. From Spring to Summer,200 and Autumn (fig. II.2b) 

(when ‘read’ from left to right), a “river of life” runs into a great sea in the final sketch, Winter 

(fig. II.2c). Von Schubert also describes this last sketch in apparently neo-Platonic terms: “The 

sky reveals itself above the sea once more in its clear blueness as it did in our early childhood. 

There in a prophetic glimmer we get the vision of the cast of a far-away land across the sea”.201 

 

 

 

                                                 
199 Schleiermacher 1993, 38. “Alles Anschauen geht aus von einem Einfluß des Anschaueten auf den 

Anschauenden […] was Ihr also anschaut und wahrnehmt, is nicht die Natur der Dinge, sondern ihr 

Handeln auf Euch” [All Anschauen assumes an influence of that which is ‘looked upon’ onto those who 

‘look upon’’…“what you ‘look upon’ and observe, is not the nature of things, but rather their acting 

upon you”].  
200 It has not been possible to obtain a digital copy of the single photograph of the Summer sketch that 

still exists. For an illustration, see Vaughan 2004, 66. 
201 Quoted in Friedrich 1984, 223f. 
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Fig. II.2a. Caspar David Friedrich, Spring 

 (1803) Sepia, 19 x 17,5 cm. Formerly  

Reichskammer der Bildenden Künste (destroyed). 

Fig. II.2b. Caspar David Friedrich, Autumn  Fig. II.2c. Caspar David Friedrich, Winter 

(1803) Sepia, 19 x 17,5 cm. Formerly    (1803) Sepia, 19 x 17,5 cm. Formerly 

Reichskammer der Bildenden Künste   Reichskammer der Bildenden Künste 

(destroyed).      (destroyed). 

 

Friedrich’s frequent production of pendant paintings, usually with a ‘material’ or ‘earthly’ scene 

on the left-hand-side and a ‘spiritual’ or ‘Divine’ scene on the right, reflects his engage-ment 

with Schleiermacher’s brand of neo-Platonism. The pendants may well be attempts to engage 

with the Divine through resolution of or reflection upon certain dualities or false dichotomies 

by presenting them as contrasting pairs. For instance, in the pendant sepias of the Summer 

Landscape with Dead Oak (fig. II.3a) and Procession at Sunrise (fig. II.3b) from 1805, the 

former depicts an elderly couple who are in the final stage of their earthbound existence and 

the latter portrays a funeral procession which commemorates a final journey to the spiritual 

realm. 
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Fig. II.3a. Caspar David Friedrich, Summer Landscape with Dead Oak (1805) Sepia, 

40,5 x 62 cm. Staatliche Kunstsammlungen, Weimar. 

Fig. II.3b. Caspar David Friedrich, Procession at Sunrise, (1805) Sepia, 40,5 x 62 cm. 

Staatliche Kunstsammlungen, Weimar. 

 

A perhaps even more refined engagement with Platonic idealism – albeit quite possibly an 

entirely unintentional refinement – can be seen in the pendant images of the View from the 

Artist’s Studio, Left Window (fig. II.4a) and View from the Artist’s Studio, Right Window (fig. 

II.4b). The viewer barely catches a glimpse of what is outside the apartment on and along the 

Elbe river. He only sees the tops of the masts of some of the boats below and cut-off sections 

of the landscape. As Vaughan points out, both images may thus be perceived to “hark back to 

Plato’s illustration of the limitations in our perception of reality, in which we are seen as people 

trapped in a cave trying to make sense of the world outside from shadows that are cast from 
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objects we cannot see projected onto the outer wall of the cave”.202 And not only is the view of 

the outside world but a partial one, so too is the view of the spectator – in this case Friedrich 

himself – who appears as merely a cut-off glimpse in the mirror at the left side of the Right 

Window. This mirror may well have been added to the composition for such a narrative purpose, 

as it hangs at an otherwise entirely impractical height. 

 

 

Fig. II.4a. Caspar David Friedrich, Fig. II.4b. Caspar David Friedrich,  

View from the Artist’s Studio, Left Window   View from the Artist’s Studio, (1805/6) 

Sepia, 31 x 24 cm.      Right Window (1805/6) Sepia, 

Austrian Gallery in the Belvedere, Vienna  31 x 24 cm. Austrian Gallery in the 

Belvedere, Vienna. 

 

Friedrich’s handling of perspective in these sepias, Vaughan points out, stands in sharp contrast 

to the Renaissance tradition of centre-point-perspective, in which the viewer is imagined to be 

at the centre of a – usually highly symmetrical – view, looking out over it with a kind of 

universal gaze. Friedrich’s pair, conversely, appears to stress the individuality of human 

perception, by adopting a slightly different point of view for each respective image,203 and by 

                                                 
202 Vaughan 2004, 84. 
203 As has been calculated by Werner Busch. Having analysed the geometry of many of Friedrich 

paintings, Busch suggests that the prevalence of parabolic and hyperbolic figures in many of his 
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including references to the pictures’ particularity in the form of Friedrich’s mirror image in the 

Right Window and a letter addressed to Friedrich in the Left Window. Vaughan concludes that 

this stresses “that what is perceived is always dependent upon the situation and nature of the 

perceiver”.204 

If this interpretation is correct, then the pair marks a significant shift from the neo-

Platonism of the Renaissance to the post-Kantian neo-Platonism of the Romantics. The 

Renaissance centre-point-perspective assumed reality to be objectively observable in whatever 

nature is depicted. Friedrich’s shifting perspective, by contrast, is indicative of the subjectivity 

of human perception which follows from Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason and Critique of 

Judgement. Inevitably, in the pre-abstract age, Friedrich’s subjective perspectives still rely 

heavily on the recognisability of certain categories such as ‘window’, ‘river’, ‘boat’, ‘mirror’, 

or ‘sky’. Although, according to Kant, the world of the noumenal cannot be known objectively; 

understanding and navigating the world of the phenomenal depends on the tentative assumption 

that the categories through which one perceives it are, in fact, objective, metaphysical realities. 

In other words, Friedrich would not have been able to hint at the ‘multi-perspectivity’ of human 

observation without referring to a staffage that is universal, regardless of perspective. His aim, 

however, is less likely one of Kantian epistemology and more likely one of Schleiermacherian 

theology: not to point out the subjectivity of perception, but to experience the universal Divine 

in the particular, through this subjective Anschauung. 

Although Winckelmann, as a contemporary of Kant, does not explicitly engage with 

Kant’s philosophy, he does show a concern for the dichotomy between the universal and the 

particular in classical philosophy. The longstanding Aristotelean theory, which relates climate 

to culture and was adopted – and only mildly adapted – by Winckelmann for his own 

historiographical purposes, is an attempt at reconciling the universal and the particular. On the 

universality of art, he remarks: 

 

                                                 
compositions (though not in the ones presently discussed) harken back to Schleiermacher’s 

mathematical conception of theology. Schleiermacher had a special interest in the mathematics of 

Leibniz and, partly based on these, developed the view that especially the inherent asymptotic nature of 

hyperboles is reflective of the unattainability of the Infinite. Cf. Busch 2003, 165-169. 
204 Vaughan 2004, 86. 
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Die Kunst scheint unter allen Völkern, welche dieselbe geübt haben, auf gleiche Art entsprungen 

zu sein, und man hat nicht Grund genug, ein besonderes Vaterland derselben anzugeben: denn 

den ersten Samen zum Notwendigen hat ein jedes Volk bei sich gefunden.205 

 

[The arts appear to have sprung forth in a similar manner among all peoples who have practiced 

them, and there are not sufficient grounds to name one specific fatherland: the initial seeds of 

the necessary, every people has found within itself.] 

 

He immediately adds, however, “[…] die Erfindung der Kunst ist verschieden nach dem Alter 

der Völker, und in Absicht der früheren oder späteren Einführung des Götterdienstes.”. […the 

invention of art varies according to the age of the peoples and in respect of the earlier or later 

introduction of liturgical services.206] The subsequent development of art, he states, is depen-

dent on four other variables beside religion, namely: the skies, education, constitution, and 

government.207  

Within the classical paradigm regarding universality and particularity, it was common 

to view Plato as verging more on the side of the former and Aristotle as adding the nuance of 

the latter. Their respective philosophies were seen more as complementary than as mutually 

exclusive in this respect. Immediately after making a comment reflecting typical Aristotelian 

teleology (the notion that every object has an innate purpose or end (telos) which will inevitably 

be fulfilled), Winckelmann stresses on a more Platonic note, the importance of staying close to 

the oldest origins of art in order to be successful as an artist in the present: 

 

Auf besagte Steine wurden mit der Zeit Köpfe gesetzt […] in Arkadien: denn in diesem Lande 

war man unter den Griechen mehr als anderswo bei der ältesten Gestalt in der Kunst 

geblieben.208 

 

[On certain stones, with time, heads were placed…in Arcadia: in this land, more than elsewhere 

among the Greeks, they have remained close to the oldest form of art.] 

 

Winckelmann’s definition of idealism in art is another reflection of the fact that he remained 

within the pre-Kantian paradigm regarding metaphysics: “Die Bildung der Schönheit ist 

                                                 
205 Winckelmann 2006, 26. 
206 Ibid. 
207 Ibid., 41. 
208 Ibid., 27. 



 

81 
 

entweder individuell, das ist, auf das gerichtet, oder sie ist eine Wahl schöner Teile aus vielen 

einzelnen und Verbindung in eins, welche wir idealisch nennen.“ [The creation of beauty is 

either individual, that is concentrated on the singular, or it is a selection of beautiful parts from 

many singular ones and a connection into something, which we call ideal.209] While there is a 

recognition that not only singularity, but also plurality can engender beauty, the phrase 

“selection of beautiful parts” evidently assumes a standard of beauty which is objective and 

independent of the observer. 

Yet while he does not make the Kantian inference that beauty is entirely dependent upon 

the individual categories of perception of the beholder, he does acknowledge that what he 

considers to be objective beauty – or the objective good, for that matter – cannot be objectively 

perceived: 

 

[…] es fehlt uns die Regel und der Kanon des Schönen, nach welchem, wie Euripides sagt, das 

Garstige beurteilt wird; und aus dieser Ursache sind wir so wie über das, was wahrhaftig gut ist, 

also auch über das, was schön ist, verschieden.210 

 

[… we lack the rules and canon of the beautiful, according to which, as Euripides says, the 

ghastly may be judged; and for this reason we are divided about what is truly good and what is 

beautiful.] 

 

His subsequent explanation of what influences the observer’s perception of the beautiful 

confirms that this is not a Kantian, much less a Romantic, aesthetic and moral relativism. 

Misperception of it, he suggests on an entirely Platonic vein, is caused by the desires that are 

awoken in the initial gaze upon an object and that can only be overcome by an effort of reason 

to moderate these desires.211 Indeed, Plato himself had stated, as Winckelmann points out, the 

images of the Divine do not depict its true proportions, but rather those which are most 

appealing to the imagination.212 

Yet, whilst Book III of the Republic makes it clear that Socrates and his biographer 

Plato would have considered this a failing of the artists who produced these images, and of 

artists in general, Winckelmann not only embraces the artist, but also misrepresents Socrates 

                                                 
209 Ibid., 151. 
210 Ibid., 140. 
211 Ibid. 
212 Ibid., 157. 
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and Plato as doing the same. “[…] ja Sokrates erklärte die Künstler allein für weise, als 

diejenigen, welche es sind und nicht scheinen.” […indeed, Socrates declared the artists alone 

to be wise, as the only ones who actually are, and do not merely seem to be.213], Winckelmann 

writes, failing to grasp Socratic irony. And whilst Socrates and Plato were highly critical of 

artists for the visual Sophistry of depicting only what is most appealing to the imagination, 

Winckelmann paints the Sophists as the enemies of art to whom artists were but ordinary 

manual labourers.214 

 It is in this respect – the spurious appropriation of Socrates and Plato as supposed 

advocates of the arts – that Winckelmann has much in common with the Romantics. In classical 

and Renaissance thought, still in line with these philosophers, the trinity of ‘the good’, ‘the 

true’, and ‘the beautiful’ was viewed as horizontal, each aspect being equally important. For 

Winckelmann, however, and subsequently for the Romantic movement, aesthetic appeal is 

elevated above epistemological certainty and moral righteousness. 

When Winckelmann discusses freedom, as he does frequently, it is rarely for its innate 

moral value and more so for the extent to which it is conducive to a flourishing of the arts. This 

is reflected in the emphases he places on (moral) pain as a source of beauty. For instance, when 

he quotes ap. Cic. Lucull. c. 17 (“Sed mihi neutiquam cor consenit cum oculorum adspectu” 

[But my heart does not assent to what my eyes perceive215]), one might say this is a classical 

formulation of the Romantic ‘Weltschmerz’. Even more explicit are his own words, stating that 

“[…] da, wohin der größte Schmerz gelegt is, zeigt sich auch die größte Schönheit”216 [… there, 

where the greatest pain is placed, the greatest beauty also makes itself apparent]. 

When he discusses truth, he values it is only in so far as it may be conducive to one’s 

appreciation of the arts. Indeed, the final sentence of the Geschichte der Kunst des Altertums 

leaves little doubt that he just as easily embraces untruths, for “[…] einige müssen irren, damit 

viele richtig gehen” 217 [some must err, so that many may go the right way].  

 Friedrich, in turn, while rejecting the classical equation of beauty to truth and to the 

good, does acknowledge a connection between them in his writings, likely echoing Schleier-

macher. Furthermore, his description of the relation between moral justice and aesthetic 

rectitude clarifies that he was far from being a moral relativist: 

                                                 
213 Ibid., 134 (my emphases in the translation).  
214 Ibid., 379, 384. 
215 Ibid., 139. 
216 Ibid., 325. 
217 Ibid., 394. 
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Jeder trägt das Gesetz von Recht und Unrecht in sich; sein Gewissen sagt ihm: dieses zu tun, 

jenes zu lassen. Die heiligen Zehn Gebote sind der reine, lautere Ausspruch unser aller 

Erkenntnis von Wahrhaften und Guten. Jeder erkennt sie unbedingt als die Stimme seines 

Innern, niemand kann sich dagegen empören. Willst du dich also der Kunst widmen, fühlst du 

eine Berufung, ihr dein Leben zu weihen, oh, so achte genau auf die Stimme deines Innern, denn 

sie ist Kunst in uns.218 

 

[Everyone carries the law of justice and injustice within himself; his conscience tells him: to do 

this, to refrain from that. The holy Ten Commandments are the clear, genuine expression of our 

shared understanding of the true and good. Everyone surely recognizes it as their inner voice, 

no one can revolt against it. If you want to consecrate yourself to art, you feel a calling to 

dedicate your life to it, oh, then heed closely your inner voice, for it is art within us.] 

 

Yet, despite his inclination to draw aesthetic and moral contrasts in his writings or pendant 

paintings, he still, in at least one instance, mockingly rejects such contrasts: 

 

Sich in Widersprüchen aussprechen wollen, ist eine gewöhnliche Sache bei Malern, sie nennen 

es Kontrast. Krumm gegen grad, kalt gegen warm, hell gegen dunkel, das sind die sauberen 

Krücken, an denen die Erbärmlichkeit forthumpelt.219 

 

[It is common amongst painters to want to speak in contradictions; they call it contrast. Crooked 

against straight, cold against warm, light against dark; these are the fine crutches upon which 

shabbiness hobbles along.] 

 

Even Vaughan, at this point – counter to the icon of originality he has thus far made Friedrich 

out to be – remarks that: “it must be conceded that Friedrich does impose a greater uniformity 

on his designs than other artists and built up a contrast to contribute to a central effect.”220 At 

any rate, it is in these self-contradictions that the intellectual familiarity between Winckelmann 

and Friedrich becomes most apparent. Not only because they both contradict themselves, but 

because it also shows that the former was more of a Romantic – and the latter more of a classicist 

than has hereunto been surmised. Closer analysis of the aesthetics following their respective 

metaphysical assumptions only confirms this familiarity.  

                                                 
218 Friedrich 1984, 83. 
219 Ibid., 93. 
220 Vaughan 2004, 251. 
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II.1.2. Emulation versus invention 

 

Both Classicism and Winckelmann’s aesthetics are commonly interpreted as placing a greater 

premium on ‘imitation’ and subsequently ‘emulation’ than on ‘invention’. The Romantics, by 

contrast, are interpreted as raising invention to an unprecedented height and as being highly 

critical of imitation and emulation. Friedrich’s scarce theoretical writings leave little doubt that, 

in this regard, he places himself within the Romantic tradition. Yet despite his verbal opposition 

to aesthetic imitation, tradition, and theory, even a cursory overview of his oeuvre suggests that 

he was unable to avoid imitating others who were working within the same genre. At best, the 

scarceness of his theoretical writing proves that he managed to avoid doing much theorizing 

himself. Yet in the dialectic form of his most elaborate theoretical work Äußerung bei 

Betrachtung einer Sammlung von Gemälden von größtenteils noch lebenden und unlängst 

verstorbenen Künstlern – in which the characters discuss an unknown, possibly fictitious 

collection of paintings – he clearly imitates the form of A.W. Schlegel’s famous essay Die 

Gemälde, ein Gespräch, which describes a fictitious visit to the Gemäldegalerie Alte Meister 

[Old Masters Painting Gallery] in Dresden. This form, which Friedrich would have been 

familiar with from his youth, was well suited for the witty, often paradoxical aphorisms he liked 

to present.221 

The pendant form in which he presented many of his paintings – especially those he 

produced in his formative phase between 1805 and 1812 – also stood within older traditions.222 

According to Werner Busch, the inspiration for Friedrich’s antitheses is twofold: the “Protestant 

learning, memory, and agitation images of the Reformation” and the “times-of-day images […] 

which Claude Lorrain made into a tradition”.223 

Among the early Protestant propagandistic images, Busch identifies two further 

typologies: Lucas Cranach the Elder’s Passion of Christ and Anti-Christ of 1521, on the one 

hand, and the so-called Law and Mercy altars on the other, served to contrast ‘righteous’ and 

‘false’ liturgical practices and religion. Thus, there were not only comparatively benign 

contrasts between the figures of the Old and New Testaments, but also more poignant 

juxtapositions between the supposedly pure practices of early Christianity and the diluted forms 

of the modern-day papal church. Especially the underlying contrast between the “guter 

                                                 
221 Ibid., 242. 
222 Busch 2003, 142. Busch provides an exhaustive list of pendant paintings from this period and some 

suggestions as to which later paintings are likely to have also been produced as pendants.  
223 Ibid., 143. 
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Vergangenheit und slechter Gegenwart” [good past and bad present], Busch suggests, also 

appears to underlie Friedrich’s pendants.224 

The list of pendant painters Busch subsequently provides makes it evident that the very 

genre of landscape painting – which in Lorrain’s hands had not yet gained the level of autonomy 

that it would in Friedrich’s time – already from an early age appears to have been linked with 

the pendant form. “Herman van Swanefelt, John Wootton, Richard Wilson, Joseph Vernet, 

Nicolas-Didier Bouguet and finally also William Turner, the clear contemporary of […] 

Friedrich, in whose hands religion, history and natural cycles were similarly entrenched” all 

made use of this narrative device.225 Not to mention Friedrich’s friendship and mutual 

inspiration with Runge, whose Times-of-Day cycle is widely considered to be the foundation of 

Romantic landscape painting and upon which Friedrich would subsequently build. 

Beside the pendant form favoured by Friedrich, the contents of his paintings also 

emulate those of older and contemporary traditions. Vaughan, who strongly argues in favour of 

Friedrich’s originality, is quick to concede that in his initial works, depicting the mountains of 

Saxon Switzerland, “[…] he even seems to have copied [Adrian] Zingg in using the wayside 

crosses […] as a basis for developing landscapes with religious content.”226 Thus, “[…] there 

was nothing particularly unusual about the subject matter of Friedrich’s work”.227 In line with 

the neo-classical approach to landscape painting exemplified by Lorrain’s paintings, these 

initial works depended on the inclusion of human figures to purvey meaning. The landscape 

was not yet an autonomous carrier of meaning. Vaughan makes the subjective observation that 

rather than his handling of subject matter in this stage of Friedrich’s career, “[…] it was his 

mastery of light and the way he structured his compositions that was so original.”228 

Only after his return to Dresden in 1802, Vaughan writes, does Friedrich start to apply 

his technical acumen “[…] to increasingly adventurous subjects”.229 In line with Goethe’s soon 

to follow re-evaluation of Jacob van Ruisdael’s Jewish Cemetery, he starts to treat landscape as 

an autonomous conveyer of meaning, playing into the widely held understanding that it is an 

“[…] allegory on the transience of life and the promise of redemption beyond”.230 Accordingly, 
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in the following years, audiences started to identify Friedrich as belonging to the Romantic 

movement. It is also during these years that he was introduced to the famous Dresden Romantic 

circle by his friend Runge. 

 Vaughan contrasts Runge to Friedrich as “[…] first and foremost a man of ideas, which 

he sought to clothe in visual form”, perceiving the latter, conversely, as “[…] essential-ly an 

observer, who works from direct experience towards the intimation of an idea that is never fully 

expressed, never reaches the point of dogma or theory”.231 Yet whilst Vaughan’s contrast 

between a conception-based approach (Runge) and a perception-based approach (Friedrich) 

may be supported by visual comparisons and suggests a less theoretical approach on Friedrich’s 

part, both conception and perception still depend upon a measure of imitation. 

  Friedrich’s inability to escape from traditional staffage, besides that of Zingg’s wayside 

crosses in Saxon Switzerland, is also evident in his famous Rückenfiguren. This visual device, 

which draws the viewer into the painting, was already used by the seventeenth-century Dutch 

painter Jan Luyken, as pointed out by the art historian Herbert von Einem, and in many other 

works preceding Friedrich’s career.232 Novel about Friedrich’s application of this device are the 

positions in which he places the Rückenfiguren. Whereas in older examples these figures often 

occupy only the side of the image, playing an ancillary role to the main subject of the landscape 

they are observing, in Friedrich’s works, they have a greater narrative importance, often 

occupying the centre and thus obscuring the landscape. This is commonly seen as denoting the 

typical Romantic emphasis on individual emotions over the communal convention. It is hard to 

deny, however, and perhaps even ironic, that this effect is achieved not by an act of artistic 

invention ex nihilo, but rather from an emulative adaptation of a longstanding visual tradition. 

Friedrich’s famous Arctic Shipwreck (fig. II.5) also builds on a common motif, 

popularized by Vernet and later on by Turner. The shipwreck motif touches on the Romantic 

theme of the inevitable triumph of nature over man, and by extension, the triumph of emotion 

over reason. Also, as Vaughan suggests, it could “during revolutionary and Napoleonic 

times…provide a surrogate for the representation of current scenes of conflict and war”.233  

                                                 
231 Ibid., 64. 
232 Hofmann 2000, 256.  
233 Vaughan 2004, 226. 
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Fig. II.5. Caspar David Friedrich, Arctic Shipwreck (1823-4) Oil on canvas, 96,7 x 126,9 cm. 

Kunsthalle Hamburg. 

 

 

Fig. II.6. Théodore Géricault, Raft of Medusa (1819) Oil on canvas, 491 x 716 cm. 

Musée du Louvre, Paris. 

 

Again, it may be said that Friedrich’s treatment of the motif diverges from that of other artists, 

although not as much as his Rückenfiguren. Notably, the shipwreck itself occupies but a minor 

space within the composition, with only the stern still protruding from the ice. The composition 

is dominated by a pyramid-shaped formation of edgy sheaths of ice, possibly to further 
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emphasise the awesome force of nature. This pyramid-shape, Vaughan suggests, may well have 

been inspired by the shipwreck painting by Théodore Géricault Raft of Medusa (fig. II.6), which 

was highly popular at that time.234 Thus, while the ice is uncommon within the standing visual 

tradition and the contrast between nature and technology is somewhat more pronounced, there 

is nothing wholly original about this rather textbook example of emulation. 

 A further form of emulation that may be observed throughout almost his entire oeuvre 

is seen in Friedrich’s trees and bushes, which are strongly reminiscent of Albrecht Dürer’s 

studies of the flora and fauna in the German woods. Even Vaughan, who is seeking to stress his 

originality, concedes that in his late work Trees and Bushes in the Snow (fig. II.7) “it is almost 

as though Friedrich was emulating […] Dürer”.235  

 

Fig. II.7. Caspar David Friedrich, Trees and Bushes in the Snow (1828). 

Oil on canvas, 31 x 25,5 cm. Gemäldegalerie Neue Meister, Dresden. 

 

However, Vaughan is quick to downplay this observation, positing that “Friedrich followed 

Dürer not by imitating his style […] but by responding to his spirit. He honoured Dürer by 

remaining, like his fore-bear […] above all a firm individualist.”236 It is this paradox of 
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‘individualist emulation’ that runs throughout Vaughan’s argumentation and that he appears – 

perhaps out of a loyalty to the Romantic image Friedrich aspired to – unwilling to resolve. 

 

 

II.1.3. Aesthetic similarities: ‘noble simplicity and quiet grandeur’ 

 

Even if Friedrich had acknowledged the considerable extent to which he emulated other artists 

and if Winckelmann, before him, had acknowledged his frequent departures from the classical 

model of aesthetics, the connection between the two might still have been lost for posterity, 

were it not for the many visual familiarities between the former’s paintings and the latter’s 

writings. Throughout his writings, Winckelmann extolled the aesthetic ‘virtues’ of “noble 

simplicity” and “quiet grandeur”, arising from the artist who remains true to his “inner feeling”. 

Friedrich, in turn, was most often praised amongst his contemporaries for embodying these 

same virtues. 

Before delving into this connection, it is important to note that Winckelmann does 

neither place a premium on painting among the arts, nor on the genre of landscape within the 

field of painting. His hypothesis concerning the origin of art forms is that sculpting preceded 

painting, though both are dependent on the act of drawing. Afterwards, he suggests, painting 

became the spouse (Ziererin) of sculpting,237 or alternatively, its little sister.238 Whatever the 

exact familial bond, the chronology Winckelmann hypothesises betrays a personal preference 

for sculpting over painting. This point is confirmed by the historical dynamics he attributes to 

this development when he suggests that the arts once began with that which was ‘necessary’ 

(das Notwendige), followed by a quest for the beautiful (das Schöne), and finally a stage of 

‘decadency’ (das Überflüssige).239  

Accordingly, the first paintings, he observes, were but crude ‘one-lined’ outlines of 

human and animal figures.240 Only around the time of the ninetieth Olympia has painting come 

into its own right, often being presented in the form of collages, one placed beside the next, the 

                                                 
237 Winckelmann 2006, 25. 
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total composition of paintings being more important than any single painting.241 Also around 

this time, he observes, the first Pinacothecä [painting galleries] must have been established, 

featuring a hierarchical lay-out – similar to the Königliche Gemäldegalerie Alte Meister in 

Dresden, which Winckelmann himself frequented – in which the most valued works were 

placed in a kind of ‘inner sanctum’ and the lesser works in the peripheral hallways.242 

 It is likely that Winckelmann agreed with the classical hierarchy of paintings that he 

observed in the Gemäldegalerie, whereby the ‘inner sanctum’ mainly featured Italian and 

Spanish Biblical and mythological history-paintings, and the (at the time) scarce landscape 

paintings by Dutch and German artists were on display in the outer hallways. Nevertheless, 

there is evidence in a single comment that he had some appreciation for landscape as a (still 

non-autonomous) motif in painting and was discerning when it came to their comparative 

quality. In a summary of surviving Greek paintings which he deems worthy of praise, he lists 

“eine kleine Landschaft mit Figuren […] welche alle Landschaften zu Portici übertrifft”243 [one 

small landscape painting with figures […] which surpasses all landscape paintings at Portici]. 

 It cannot be surprising, however, given the fact that landscape painting had only just 

started to gain popularity in Germany around the time of his death,244 that Winckelmann, as far 

as can now be determined, did not directly respond to this genre. This means that, in order to 

(re-)construct what his appraisal of Friedrich’s oeuvre might have been, one can only apply 

Winckelmann’s general aesthetic precepts and surmise his most likely opinions, had he lived 

another 50 years. 

 One obvious application of Winckelmann’s ideals of ‘noble simplicity’ and ‘quiet 

grandeur’, attained through attentiveness to the artist’s ‘inner feeling’, can be found in a 

                                                 
241 It would appear that Friedrich’s pendant paintings, also in this regard, were more classical than is 

often assumed, although the practice of displaying paintings ‘en groupe’ was certainly not beholden to 

antiquity or neo-classicism. 
242 Ibid., 138. Also, cf. 370: under Vespasianus (according to Winckelmann, the first venerable Roman 

ruler, after many “schändlichen Menschen” [outrageous people]), many artists were attracted to the city 

and an impressive painting gallery (with a GAM-like inner sanctum) was constructed. 
243 Ibid., 250. Also, cf. 251: many of the Greek paintings discussed in the Geschichte were, to Winckel-

mann, very recent rediscoveries at the Villa Farnese in 1722 and 1724. This also applies to many of the 

statues he discussed. Cf. e.g. 372 on the discovery of a statue of Dominitianus in 1758, shortly after the 

discovery of a statue of Venus. 
244 In the hands of commentators such as, for instance, Christian Ludwig von Hagedorn: “Wie nahe ist 

[der Landschaft] mit dem Gefühle des Erhabenen verwandt! […] Schon aus diesem Grunde würde man 

der Landschaft den ersten Rang nach der Geschichte einräumen müssen.” [How closely related is 

landscape painting to the feeling of the sublime! ... For this reason alone, one should afford landscape 

painting the first rank after history painting.] Cf. Hagedorn 1762, 181.  
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comment on Friedrich’s use of Rückenfiguren. After Kurt Waller had visited Friedrich’s studio 

in 1818, he wrote that “everything is in the finest harmony and warm inner feeling – what might 

be called the German disposition – is predominant.”245 

 That this comment not only reflects the visitor’s aesthetic framework, but also a more 

pervasive one to which Friedrich himself consciously conformed, is evident from the latter’s 

remarks about the merits of invention: 

  

Des Künstlers Gefühl ist sein Gesetz. Die reine Empfindung kann nie naturwidrig, immer nur 

naturgemäß sein. Nie aber darf das Gefühl eines andern uns als Gesetz aufgebürdet werden. 

Geistige Verwandtschaft erzeugt ähnliche Werke, aber diese Verwandtschaft ist weit entfernt 

von Nachäfferei.246 

 

[The painter’s feeling is his command. Pure invention can never be contrary to nature, always 

only natural. Never, however, must another’s feeling be imposed as a command upon us. Spiritu-

al familiarity creates similar works, but this familiarity is far removed from copy-catting.]  

 

This may not be proof of any direct connection to Winckelmann’s ‘inner feeling’, a notion 

already celebrated by other forbearers of Romanticism of his time such as Herder and Rousseau. 

The latter, for instance, argued that “pure sensations can never be in contradiction to nature, but 

only in agreement with her.”247 Nevertheless, among these forbearers, Winckel-mann was the 

most influential aesthetician, and like those of his two contemporaries, his works were known 

to the later Dresden Romantics with whom Friedrich interacted. 

 A similar link might be made regarding ‘noble simplicity’, according to another remark 

by Friedrich, once again in the context of invention and imitation: 

 

Was uns an den alten Bildern erfreut, ist vor allem die fromme Einfalt. Wir wollen aber nicht 

einfältig werden, wie viele getan, und ihre Fehler nachäffen, sondern fromm werden und ihre 

Tugenden nachahmen.248 

 

                                                 
245 Quoted in Vaughan 2004, 178. 
246 Friedrich 1984, 87. 
247 Quoted in Vaughan 2004, 250. 
248 Friedrich 1984, 91. 



 

92 
 

[What pleases us about the older pictures is, above all, their pious simplicity. However, we do 

not want to become simple, as many have done, and ape their faults, but rather become pious 

and imitate their virtues.] 

 

Not only is this an affirmation of the virtues of emulation (as opposed to imitation) clearly 

contradicting Friedrich’s myriad of critiques of emulation, but the phrase “pious simplicity” – 

and its description here – also bares a strong resemblance to Winckelmann’s “noble simplicity”. 

For what makes the simplicity “pious” is not the extent to which it blindly imitates the examples 

of its predecessors, but rather the originality with which the artist complements the existing 

examples. The artist, thus, is meant to be pious to some external (moral) authority which, in 

Friedrich’s case, cannot be anyone other than God. In a similar vein, the nobility of Winckel-

mann’s simplicity is probably intended to be derived from the moral authority of his (Catholic) 

conception of God.  

 

 

II.1.4. Patriotic historicism and ‘philhellenism’ 

 

Winckelmann does not obfuscate the fact that his approach to historiography – which ultimately 

leads him to conclude that Greek antiquity was more conducive to the development of the arts 

than Roman antiquity and more akin to contemporary European culture – is highly dependent 

on hypotheses. His purpose, rather than to provide an accurate description of history, is to 

present it in such a structure as to make it comprehensible.249 Most importantly, this structure 

is intended to help his audience understand the ‘nature of art’.250 Hypotheses, in this respect, 

are “[…] wie das Gerüste zu einem Gebäude, ja sie werden unentbehrlich, wenn man, bei dem 

Mangel der Kenntnisse von der Kunst der Alten, nicht große Sprünge über viel leere Plätze 

machen will.” […like the scaffolding of a building, indeed they would be indispensable if one, 

for lack of knowledge about the art of the classics, does not want to make great leaps over many 

empty spaces.251] Nevertheless, he writes: “In das Wesen und zu dem Innern der Kunst führt 

                                                 
249 “Ich nehme das Wort Geschichte in der weiteren Bedeutung, welche dasselbe in der griechischen 

Sprache hat, und meine Absicht ist, einen Versuch eines Lehrgebäudes zu liefern.” [I adopt the word 

history in the broader meaning which it also has in the Greek language, and my intention is to attempt 

to provide a ‘learning structure’] Winckelmann 2006, 9.  
250 “Das Wesen der Kunst aber ist…der vornehmste Endzweck” [The nature of art, however, is the most 

prominent purpose]. Ibid. 
251 Ibid., 18. 
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fast kein Skribent” 252 [To the nature and the innermost part of art almost no writer can lead.] 

The assessments of Monier in his Geschichte der Kunst, Dürand in his Geschichte der alten 

Malerei, and Turnbull in his description of the paintings of antiquity alike, in his view, have 

been constructed “[…] auf fremde und falsche Gründe” 253 [on strange or false grounds.] What 

Winckelmann believes distinguishes his efforts from theirs, is that “[er] alles, was [er] zum 

Beweis angeführt hat, selbst und vielmal gesehen und betrachten [konnte], sowohl Gemälde 

und Statuen, als geschnittene Steine und Münzen.”254 [everything which {he has} presented as 

evidence, {he has} had the opportunity to view and observe personally, both paintings and 

statues and stone carvings and coins.] Like Friedrich’s paintings, Winckelmann’s observations 

are thus both “nach der Natur” [after nature] and “nach eigne [sic] Erfindung” [after own 

invention].255 

 More importantly, it is in their respective attitudes towards history, nationalism, and 

politics that their thinking was more akin than the common distinction between ‘the classicist 

and the Romantic’ would suggest. Winckelmann’s ‘hypothetical historiography’ allowed him 

to construct a narrative in which political freedom is the conditio sine qua non for a flourishing 

of the arts. This democratic realization, he suggests, though at times supressed by tyrants, has 

gradually grown throughout history and should be placed at the forefront of modern culture. 

The artist Friedrich, in turn, not only espoused similar democratic sentiments, both in his 

paintings and writings, but also experienced the suppression thereof by anti-democratic forces. 

 Following the phase in which art in Greece was produced out of mere necessity, 

according to Winckelmann, were various phases that focused on the beautiful and, in turn, on 

decadence. The first Greek art schools were founded during the first 50 Olympias, after which 

a 70-year period of tyranny ensued.256 Despite describing the then rulers of the Grecian city-

states as “Feinden der Freiheit ihres Vaterlandes”257 [enemies of the freedom of their 

fatherland], theirs was still, to Winckelmann, an acceptable form of tyranny; “Tyrann war auch 

ein Ehrenwort” [tyrant was also an honorary title]. He argues, based on his observations of 

statues which appear to celebrate Greek civil liberty during this period, that the Greeks valued 

                                                 
252 Ibid., 10. 
253 Ibid. 
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255 Cf. Vaughan 2004, 189. 
256 Winckelmann 2006, 302f. 
257 Ibid., 303. 
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their freedom so much that even the tyrants ruling over them were bound to respect it.258 

Consequently, artists could still display their works to the people. 

 Among the city-states, according to Winckelmann, Athens was the shining example of 

culture, art, and democracy, and it is here that the “most remarkable 50 years in Greek history” 

began.259 The 40-year rule of Pericles was an especially happy one. The Pelopon-nesian war, 

following hereafter, is unique in that the arts did not suffer, but were in fact bolstered by the 

war efforts.260 During later wars, the financial cost was too high for the Greeks to allow for the 

same flourishing of the arts.261 The subsequent eight-year period in which the 83rd Olympia 

took place was especially good for the arts, seeing many of the works initiated by Pericles 

completed.262 At this point in his narrative, Winckelmann compares the flourishing of the arts 

under Pericles to that under popes Julius II and Leo X. Although Michelangelo’s and Raphael’s 

art is hard to compare to the art of Phidias, he writes, they share a “[…] Einfalt und Reinigkeit, 

die desto mehr zur Verbesserung geschickt ist, je ungekünstelter und unverdorbener sie sich 

erhalten hat” […simplicity and pureness, which lend themselves to improvement, the more 

inartificial and untainted they manage to remain.263] 

 Perhaps the most disagreeable period in Greek history for Winckelmann was ushered in 

by the oppressive ‘Council of Thirty’, which, in his words, sought to “exterminate the seeds of 

freedom”.264 After this, around the 102nd Olympia, followed the last period of great Greek 

artists, bringing forth among others Xenophon, Plato, and Demosthenes.265 Under the 

subsequent rule of Alexander the Great, the Greeks still enjoyed a comparatively peaceful 

atmosphere, allowing for a ‘softer’, ‘gentler’, more moderate disposition, even among the 

Spartans.266 Around the 124th Olympia, after the death of Alexander, Winckelmann writes that 

the freedom of the Athenians was at an end.267 For a little while thereafter, however, there was 

still a lingering liveliness in the Athenian arts. At one point, he even rather imaginatively 
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259 Ibid., 305f. 
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surmises on the basis of the over 360 statues which were erected in a very short time-span, that 

the “majority of Athenians must have been artists”.268 

Generally, however, he maintains the rule that art and freedom rise and fall concurrently, 

writing: “Die Kunst, welche von der Freiheit gleichsam das Leben erhalten, mußte also 

notwendig durch den Verlust derselben an dem Orte, wo dieselbe vornehmlich geblüht, sinken 

und fallen.” [The arts, which derive life from freedom, must necessarily through the loss of the 

same, sink and fall at the same place where they primarily flourish”.269] Accordingly, he 

proceeds to describe the subsequent decline of Greek culture and taste and their replacement 

with what he calls “Pedanterie” [pedantry].270 Again, he draws a comparison with the 

Renaissance, suggesting that the period of artistic decline after the deaths of Michelangelo and 

Raphael to the art of Caracci – commonly referred to by art historians as the ‘loss of the centre’ 

– took place within similar historical dynamics.271  

 It is not difficult to see how Friedrich and Winckelmann might have agreed on the 

latter’s basic political stance regarding the merits of civil liberty, democracy, and peace in 

relation to the arts. When Friedrich moved to Dresden in 1798, Saxony’s economy had suffered 

significantly from the military defeat against Prussia in the Seven Years War. Art patronage, 

consequently, was at a low, rendering the position of fine artists precarious.272 The newly 

founded Academy of Fine Arts in Dresden, however, was thriving and attracted the attention of 

patrons from outside the region. This allowed at least the more talented artists to make a name 

for themselves and to gain some financial support.273 The invasion of Germany by Napoleon in 

1806, however, not only led to the disillusionment of many in Germany who had initially 

supported the egalitarianism of the French Revolution, but also led to a large-scale economic 

collapse throughout the German city-states.274 Runge could no longer financially sustain 

himself in Dresden and moved to Hamburg to live with his brother, and Friedrich – possibly 

for similar reasons – moved to Pomerania in Northern Germany.275 It was even suggested that 

the illness Friedrich suffered during this period was rather a physical expression of the 

psychological trauma that he “brought upon himself because of his patriotic anger at the events 
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in Germany”.276 When he was not secluding himself to his quarters during this time, he was 

highly vocal in his political opinions, being described by Von Schubert as someone “from 

whom one could most frequently hear about the political storms raging in the outside world”.277 

 In the following years, Prussia, despite having suffered defeat against Napoleon in 1806 

and being taxed by the French, uniquely managed to maintain a form of political in-dependence. 

This allowed politicians such as Karl August Fürst von Hardenberg and Heinrich Friedrich Karl 

Reichsherr von und zum Stein to rapidly implement reforms by which the “serfs were 

emancipated, economic restrictions were lifted and many aristocratic privileges were 

abolished”.278 Friedrich turned his attention towards Berlin, the Prussian capitol, and would 

subsequently receive a welcome patronage from the court of King Friedrich Wilhelm IV, who 

would become known as the ‘Romantic on the throne’.279 

 
Fig. II.8. Caspar David Friedrich, Ulrich von Hutten’s Tomb (1823-4). 

 Oil on canvas, 93 x 73 cm. Staatliche Kunstsammlungen, Weimar. 

                                                 
276 Friedrich August von Klinkowström in a letter to Runge. Quoted in Vaughan 2004, 88. 
277 Quoted in Vaughan 2004, 116. 
278 Ibid. 
279 Ibid., 117. 
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Democratic tendencies represented in Friedrich’s paintings 

The extent to which Friedrich’s democratic tendencies are represented in his paintings varies. 

By far the most explicit of his works, in this respect, is Ulrich von Hutten’s Tomb (fig. II.8). 

When it was first displayed at the Saxon Academy in 1824, it bore the title Remains of an Old 

Chapel.280 The inclusion of a list of the names of several politically highly controversial 

freedom-fighters from the Wars of Liberation, ten years earlier, indicates that Friedrich deeply 

regretted the outcome of this Befreiungskrieg. The names of these men, who had either perished 

in the conflict or had subsequently been persecuted or forced into exile, can be read at the base 

of the tomb of the sixteenth-century rebel Ulrich von Hutten. The so-called altdeutsch [old 

German] costume worn by the man visiting the tomb is a further indication that Friedrich 

associated the rebels ‘on and inside’ the tomb with the original German identity from before 

the Befreiungskrieg and that he considered its victors – by implication – to be betraying the 

freedom inherent to his ‘true Germany’. On a final, pessimistic note, he painted a broken ‘statue 

of Hope’ on the inner wall of the chapel. 

 Although the altdeutsch costume, before the Wartburg Protest of 1817,281 may still have 

been considered politically correct attire, possibly referring to the “‘Holy Alliance’ of Prussia, 

Austria and Russia bringing peace and order back to central and eastern Europe”,282 by the time 

Friedrich painted Ulrich von Hutten’s Tomb, it had become a forbidden outfit in the Dresden 

Academy as a symbol of rebellious demagoguery.283 Likewise, the famous yet enigmatic 

Wanderer might also be identified as a fallen freedom-fighter from the Befreiungskrieg by his 

green suit, which Ludwig Grote has suggested is that of a Freikorps Jäger, specifically general 

Brinckmann.284 

  

                                                 
280 Ibid., 184. 
281 At a festival at Wartburg Castle in honour of the 300th anniversary of the Reformation, student 

organizations known as Burschenschaften seized the opportunity to protest the authoritarian Holy 

Alliance by burning symbols of the Prussian government, in reminiscence of Luther’s burning of the 

papal bull. Also, cf. Vaughan 2004, 155. 
282 Ibid., 164f. 
283 Ibid., 185. Friedrich’s frequent depiction of the costume in paintings after the academy-wide ban on 

it by director Vitzthum in 1821 may also have been a form of personal protest of his not receiving an 

appointment as professor at the academy.  
284 Grote 1950, 401-403. Grote also suggests that the posture of the Wanderer might point towards 

Goethe, whom he surmises had a similar posture and general appearance.  
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Fig. II.9. Caspar David Friedrich, Two Men Contemplating the Moon (1819-20). 

Oil on canvas, 35 x 44 cm. Gemäldegalerie Neue Meister, Dresden. 

 

A similarly controversial costume is worn by the figures in Friedrich’s Two Men Contempla-

ting the Moon (fig. II.9).285 Although it is not directly apparent from the painting itself, a 

comment he made to Cornelius and Karl Förster when they visited Friedrich’s workshop in 

1820 makes it clear that these two men may have been contemplating much more controversial 

things than just the moon.  

 In defiance of the Austrian chancellor Prince Metternich – who had described the rebels 

seeking to undermine the authority of the Holy Alliance as dangerous ‘demagogues’ – Friedrich 

told his visitors that his two protagonists “are at their demagogic machinations”.286 That he said 

this, as Förster later described, with a certain irony, may have had several meanings. According 

to Busch, one explanation is that Friedrich felt he could not, without peril, comment freely on 

the political events of those days, including the very recent murder of the conservative 

playwright August von Kotzebeu by a member of a Burschenschaft [fraternity] and therefore 

resorted to irony as a less inflammatory form of expression.287 Another explanation, Busch 

                                                 
285 Specifically, the costume of the “Lützower Corps”, which was popular among the Burschen-schaften 

students. 
286 Förster 1846. “Die machen demogogische Umtriebe’ sagte Friedrich ironisch, wie zu Erklärung.” 
287 Busch 2003, 175. 
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suggests, is that the irony is reflective of the limited artistic appreciation that Friedrich had for 

Cornelius,288 who – along with his Nazarene movement – represented a more conservative form 

of Romanticism and held a more feudal attitude towards the authoritarian government. In any 

event, it is clear that Friedrich intended the painting to engage with the to his mind regrettably 

anti-democratic politics of his day. After initially failing to find a buyer for the painting, he sent 

it to exhibitions in Hamburg and Berlin and mentioned explicitly in the sales catalogue that the 

proceeds would support the Greek liberation movement, endeavouring to throw off the yoke of 

Turkish oppression.289  

 His own life-long insistence on wearing the altdeutsch costume may well reflect his 

democratic principles.290 This habit and the principles associated with it may also explain why 

after the Wartburg protest in 1817, the Prussian royal family – who, despite allowing for certain 

reforms at the outset of the nineteenth century, had joined Austria and Russia in the persecution 

of democratic revolutionaries – ceased their patronage of Friedrich’s art.291 

 It was also in Prussia that Friedrich’s childhood friend and later patron Georg Andreas 

Reimer was arrested in the early 1820’s on suspicion of politically subversive activities as a 

publisher.292 That his letter correspondence with Friedrich was then confiscated must have been 

unsettling to the latter, who tended to be vociferous on political matters in his correspondence 

with friends up until the 1820s. In the same period, Friedrich’s friend Ernst Moritz Arndt was 

also arrested by the Prussian authorities. This highly outspoken politician and publicist against 

the French occupation had played a pivotal role in fomenting the abolition of serfdom, but was 

now persecuted as part of the Demagogenvervolgung [demagogue persecution]. His 

correspondence with Friedrich was also confiscated and he was questioned explicitly about a 

letter from 1814 in which the painter had grudgingly described himself as a “lackey of 

princes”.293 

                                                 
288 Ibid. Vaughan, in a similar vein, points out that Friedrich “was given to teasing visitors who came to 

his studio”, citing another similarly ironic remark of his which “was probably intended as a joke against 

those who over-reacted to the freedom fighters of the recent Wars of Liberation, imagining them all to 

be dangerous insurgents”. Cf. Vaughan 2004, 158.  
289 Vaughan 2004, 185f. The painting was eventually purchased by the Duke of Saxe-Weimar, who is 

known to have been sympathetic towards the Greek liberation movement. 
290 Ibid., 160. 
291 Ibid., 166. 
292 Ibid., 172. 
293 Ibid., 184. 
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 If Friedrich ever read Winckelmann’s Geschichte, for all that he would have rejected 

within it, it would not have been the pervasive insistence on civil liberties as a condition to 

produce great works of art. He condemned the art works of the Nazarenes as being slavish, not 

only to the aesthetics of previous generations – to which he felt they had failed to add significant 

eigne Erfindung – but also to the powers that be. No doubt, he would have considered his own 

artistic endeavours, wherever they were politically engaging, to have only been successful 

despite the suppressions of authoritarian government and would have attributed much of the 

success of his apolitical works to the freedom and financial support afforded by the more 

democratically minded rulers. It is tempting, however, with the benefit of hindsight, to suggest 

that Friedrich’s many politically motivated paintings rather disprove Winckelmann’s 

supposition. As miserable as the political storms raging outside his studio might have made 

him, this agitation also appears to have been one of the most consistent driving forces behind 

his artistic productivity. 

Fig. II.10. Caspar David Friedrich, Landscape with Pavilion (c. 1797). 

Pen and watercolour, 16,5 x 22 cm. Kunsthalle, Hamburg. 

  

At the same time, it may be tempting from a current-day liberal-democratic perspective to 

glorify both Friedrich’s resistance against what he perceived to be an oppressive regime and 

the subtlety and irony with which he avoided farther-reaching persecution. Like Winckel-mann, 

and to a large extent because of his writings, the modern commentator is inclined to seek 

democracy and its ultimate triumphs in episodes of history. Perhaps it is in this light that one 
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must view Vaughan’s rather imaginative interpretation of Friedrich’s very early work 

Landscape with Pavilion (fig. II.10). Even without any explicit political reference such as the 

later altdeutsch costumes or the commemoration stone for freedom-fighters, “there is 

something almost subversive”, he reports, “about the way he [Friedrich] has shown us the 

pavilion but not the view it affords. We are not among those privileged to enjoy the upper-class 

pleasure of surveying territory […] barred from this by a gate on a muddy road and all we have 

access to is a lowly tumbledown hut that leans against a dying tree.”294 While there is nothing 

in – or known about – the drawing to either prove or disprove this bleak inter-pretation, one 

might just as well see it as engaging with a Platonic idealism of the kind found in the later View 

from the Artist’s Window pendants (fig. II.4a/b). The view, seen thus, would not be obscured 

for earthly, political reasons, but rather on a theological note, would reflect the impossibility of 

reaching the true good and beautiful that underlie reality.295 

 

Geo-determinism 

While the German Romantics rejected the anti-northern geo-determinism by which Dutch 

seventeenth-century landscape paintings had been widely criticised, the arguments with which 

they praised these paintings – and those of Runge and Friedrich in their own time – depended 

on a much similar, albeit now pro-northern geo-determinism. Winckelmann, despite being one 

of their most influential forebears, still subscribed to a classical geo-determinism that con-

sidered the southern skies to be more conducive to artistic achievement than the northern skies.  

 Paramount in this regard are the Grecian skies which, according to Winckelmann, 

engender the best possible education among those living beneath them.296 As education benefits 

from such skies, he writes, so do the ‘manner of thinking’ and consequently the arts in an 

                                                 
294 Ibid., 33. 
295 Börsch-Supan offers a similarly Platonic, theological interpretation, contrasting the “edlen Architek-

tur des Pavilions” [the noble architecture of the pavilion] to the “ärmliche strohgedeckte Hutte im 

Vordergrund” [impoverished straw covered shed in the foreground] and the “belaubten Bäumen des 

Hintergrunds” [leafy trees of the background] to the “absterbenden Bäume neben der Hütte” [dying trees 

next to the shed] and noting how the background is a “Sinnbild des Paradieses…der ein Ziel der 

Sehnsucht bleibt” [a symbol of paradise which remains an end to yearn for] is separated from the 

background which denotes the “Dürftigkeit des irdischen Daseins” [wretchedness of earthly existence]. 

Cf. Börsch-Supan 1987, 186.  
296 Winckelmann 2006, 39. “[…] je mehr sich die Natur dem griechischen Himmel nähert, desto schöner, 

erhabener und mächtiger ist dieselbe in Bildung der Menschenkinder” […the more nature approximates 

the Greek skies, the more beautiful, sublime and powerful is the same in the education of human 

offspring]. 
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interplay between the skies, “education, constitution and government”.297 The Greeks, as a 

result of this interplay, had “[…] so wie ihre Sprache malerisch ist, auch malerische Begriffe 

und Bilder”.298 [… just as their language is painterly, also painterly terms and images.] Even 

on a more regional level, he believed that the effects of different skies can be discerned, writing 

how “Je warmer die Länder in Italien sind, desto größere Talente bringen sie hervor, und desto 

feuriger ist die Einbildung”299 [The warmer the regions in Italy, the greater the talents they bring 

forth, and the fierier the imagination]. Not wanting to exclude the possibility that other regions 

may also bring forth great artists, he hastens to add on an almost patriotic note: 

 

Denn Holbein und Albrecht Dürer, die Väter der Kunst in Deutschland, haben ein erstaunendes 

Talent in derselben gezeigt, und wenn sie, wie Raffael, Corregio und Tizian, aus den Werken 

der Alten hätten lernen können, würden sie ebenso groß wie diese geworden sein, ja diese viel-

leicht übertroffen haben.300 

 

                                                 
297 Ibid., 41. “Ebenso sinnlich und begreiflich als der Einfluß des Himmels in die Bildung ist zum 

zweiten der Einfluß derselben in die Art, zu denken, in welche die äußeren Umstände, sonderlich in die 

Erziehung, Verfassung und Regierung eines Volkes mitwirken. Die Art, zu denken, sowohl der 

Morgenländer und mittägigen Völker als der Griechen, offenbart sich in den Werken der Kunst.” 

[Equally sensual and comprehensible as the influence of the skies on education, is, secondly, the 

influence of the same on the manner of thinking, in which the external circumstances shape particularly 

the education, constitution and government of a people. The manner of thinking, both of the people from 

the Morgenland and Mittagland and of the Greeks, reveals itself in their art works] The Egyptian 

climate, for example, he writes, despite its unrelenting heat throughout history, has not stopped the 

inhabitants from becoming “chubby and fat” due to a decreased piousness and work ethic and an 

increased “laziness”. Cf. Ibid., 36, 39.  
298 Ibid., 42. 
299 Ibid., 44. Comparing the Italian regions to the colder (presumably more northern) regions, he adds: 

“Diese feurige Einbildung aber ist nicht aufgebracht und aufwallend, sondern wie das Temperament der 

Menschen, und wie die Witterung dieser Länder ist, mehr gleich als in kälteren Ländern: denn ein 

glückliches Phlegma wirkt die Natur häufiger hier als dort.” [This fiery imagination, however, is not 

enraged and effervescent, but rather like the temperament of the people, and like the weather conditions 

of these lands, more similar to that in colder lands: for a happy phlegm nature works more often here, 

than it does there]. It is, however, not the case according to Winckelmann, that the people and their art 

benefit from increasingly warm climates in general. Rather, he espouses the view that the ‘moderate 

climate’ is most beneficial. “Denn eine Blume verwelkt in unleidlicher Hitze, und in einem Gewölbe 

ohne Sonne bleibt sie ohne Farbe…Regelmäßiger aber bildet die Natur, je näher sie nach und nach wie 

zu ihrem Mittelpunkt geht, unter einem gemäßigten Himmel” [For a flower withers away in unbearable 

heat, and in a dome without sunlight it remains colourless…Nature, however, develops more regularly, 

the closer it comes – step by step – to its centre, under a moderate sky]. Ibid., 147. 
300 Ibid., 44. 
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[Holbein and Albrecht Dürer, the fathers of art in Germany, have demonstrated an impressive 

talent, and if they, like Raphael, Corregio and Titian, had been able to learn from the works of 

the classics, they would have become as great as them, indeed they might have even surpassed 

them.]  

 

The German Romantics who came after Winckelmann argued that after the period of Italian 

and French prominence on the international art scene, this leading role should now, in their 

time, shift to the northern parts of Europe. In the same way in which they subscribed to 

Winckelmann’s geo-determinist mode of analysis but disagreed with his conclusions, they 

subscribed to his teleological understanding of history, but substituted the telos of the south for 

their own northern one. Friedrich, having exclusively painted landscapes under typical northern 

skies, was in line with this northern Romantic predilection, but one may wonder to what extent 

this prevalence in his oeuvre is motivated by a similar geo-determinism. It is important, in this 

regard, not to mistake his undeniable patriotism – which was strongly tied to his resistance 

against foreign occupation and his support of democratic ideals – for a sense of inherent 

northern superiority. 

 

 

Fig. II.11. Caspar David Friedrich, Tomb of Ancient Heroes (1812) Oil on canvas, 

49,5 x 79,5 cm. Kunsthalle Hamburg. 
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There is ample evidence that Friedrich felt strong ties to both the Swedish crown which, when 

he was born, owned the part of Pomerania where his birthplace of Greifswald was located – 

even after the crown ceded it to Prussia in 1815301 – and to the German states of Prussia, 

Mecklenburg, and Saxony. Unlike, for example, Runge, who in 1809 designed an overtly anti-

French cover for the journal Vaterlandisches Museum, which was supressed by the Prussian 

authorities because of the alliance between Prussia and France,302 Friedrich – at least until his 

1812 painting Tomb of Ancient Heroes (fig. II.11) – did not foreground his nationalist 

sentiments in his works. The implication of nationalist sentiments may have been present in 

earlier works, but unlike Runge’s evocative design, these pictures could also “[…] be read 

purely in terms of personal religious salvation”.303 

The Tomb of Ancient Heroes depicts three tombs with an obelisk in the centre that bares 

the inscription “Edler Jüngling Vaterlandsretter” [noble youth, saviour of the fatherland]. In the 

background are two French soldiers, walking towards a chasm which, according to Vaughan, 

represents “German nature”, which “[…] is about to put paid to French artifice”.304 The addition 

of a snake in the revolutionary tricolour, draped over a tomb inscribed with the name Arminius 

(the German chieftain who triumphed over the conquering Romans in 9 AD), makes it 

abundantly clear that the painting is a critique of the Napoleonic occupation.305 Painted in the 

emperor’s absence, as he marched from Saxony to Russia, and exclusively exhibited in Prussia 

which, unlike the Saxon government, had ceased supporting the French by this point, the picture 

makes it clear that Friedrich was both vehement in his patriotism and careful in avoiding 

persecution. Only when circumstances allowed (as they did in Napoleon’s absence in 1812 and 

two years later when the French had been defeated) would he paint and display such overtly 

patriotic works, epitomized by The Chasseur in the Forest (fig. II.12), which shows a French 

cavalryman, bereft of his horse, wandering into the German woods with a raven in the 

foreground as a further symbol of defeat.306 

 

 

 

                                                 
301 Vaughan 2004, 14f. 
302 Illustration, cf. ibid., 127. 
303 Ibid. 
304 Ibid., 145. 
305 Ibid. 
306 Ibid., 149. 



 

105 
 

 

Fig. II.12. Caspar David Friedrich, The Chasseur in the Forest (1814). 

 Oil on canvas, 65,7 x 46,7 cm. Private collection. 

 

These and other examples of German patriotism and resistance against French occupation, 

however, do not automatically place Friedrich among the ranks of pro-northern geo-determinist 

thinkers such as Friedrich Schlegel. When the art collector Johann Gottlob von Quandt 

commissioned a pendant set of landscape paintings – one by Rohden which depicted “[…] alles 

[…] was eine südliche Natur Freundliches darbietet” [… everything kind … which a southern 

nature has to offer] and one by Friedrich “[…] was der Norden Ungeheures und Erhabenes 

zeigt” [… which depicts the tremendousness and sublime of the north]307 – Friedrich appears 

to have outright rejected Von Quandt’s demand for a contrast between the classical aesthetic 

                                                 
307 Quoted in Busch 2003, 146. 
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precept of the beautiful and the modern precept of the sublime. From what may be surmised 

from Von Quandt’s own description of Friedrich’s painting,308 it depicted a shipwreck in the 

ice (much like the one that is now in Hamburg) but, instead of the violence and turmoil 

commonly associated with the sublime shipwreck motif, it rather portrays the wreckage in a 

frozen silence that has set in after nature’s triumph over human invention.  

It would appear that Friedrich’s engagement with the dimension of space, despite his 

undeniable patriotism, is more instrumental than political in nature. Probably the most 

emblematic yet enigmatic dimension in Friedrich’s art works is time, and by extension, history 

and eschatology. Frequent spatial distortions, deviating in highly conscious fashion from the 

classical precepts of centre-point perspective and symmetry, serve as the most important means 

to evoke this mystery in his paintings. Yet, just as he does not appear to have subscribed to the 

geo-determinist mode of analysis common to Winckelmann and the Romantics in his own time 

while painting typically northern scenes that were highly appealing to his Romantic 

contemporaries from just that perspective, the intimations of the progression of history in his 

paintings may well have appealed to the other Romantics’ teleological sensibilities, although 

they were very differently motivated. 

 Both Winckelmann and Romantics such as Herder and later Schlegel set off from a so-

called ‘triadic model of history’, which assumes that history fundamentally progresses through 

three distinct phases. The first phase is marked by a paradisiacal intimacy of mankind with 

nature, which is then lost as history progresses. Commonly, those thinkers who analyse history 

through this perspective identify their own time as the second phase which, in turn, is marked 

by an effort to return to this former intimacy. The third phase, finally, represents the ‘end of 

history’, which is either apocalyptic due to a failure to recapture this intimacy, or, on the 

contrary when intimacy is recaptured, forecasts a more positive eschatology. What 

distinguishes Winckelmann from the Romantics in this regard is the fact that the former, in 

keeping with Renaissance tradition, identified the first phase with antiquity, whereas the 

Romantics identified it with the middle-ages. Again, while they might not have shared 

Winckelmann’s conclusions, they were nevertheless deeply inspired by the analytical model of 

teleological historiography that he put forward.  

Friedrich, however, appears to have supported neither view, showing little interest for 

classical motifs in his paintings and vehemently criticizing both the aesthetic precepts of 

classicism and the medievalist nostalgia of the Romantic Nazarene movement in his writings. 

                                                 
308 Neither Rohden’s nor Friedrich’s painting appears to have survived. 
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According to Busch, the most common misapprehension among ‘Friedrich-exegetes’ arises 

when they base their analyses on the assumption that he, too, set off from a triadic model of 

history. Those who interpret his works as mostly motivated by religion, Busch writes, ascribe 

to him an eschatological model which assumes that the new religion (Protestantism) is built 

upon the ruins of the old religion (Roman Catholicism), enabling a reinvigorated journey to 

salvation.309 Those who interpret his works as predominantly political assume that he viewed 

the remaining relics of a long-gone heathen intimacy with nature (including a primal notion of 

national identity, which in the present is obscured by oppression) as signposts guiding towards 

a future revival of this intimacy.310 However, Busch argues that both of these respectively 

eschatological and utopian models of interpretation ascribe a definitiveness to Friedrich’s view 

of the future that does not accord with the stress he places on the unattainable Infinite, both in 

his paintings and writings.  

It may be said that a hope – and even at times expectation – of a reinstatement of civic 

(and therefore also artistic) freedom in the future shines through Friedrich’s works, as does his 

affinity for his northern land of origin. Any attempts to reconcile this ‘earthly telos’ with the 

‘eschatological telos’, which he deemed paramount to it, however, flounder on the misconcep-

tion that he thought salvation could be attained through earthly works. Rather, in line with 

Schleiermacher’s brand of Pietism, his works emphasise the impossibility of sublunary 

salvation and express a hope – if nothing more – of attaining salvation in the afterlife. Thus, 

while he was generally in line with Winckelmann’s – and indeed with most of his own 

contemporary fellow Romantics’ – teleology of earthly history, he, along with Schleiermacher, 

conceived of a separate theological telos which transcends it in the realm of the eternal. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
309 Busch 2003, 149. Cf. e.g. Borsch-Süpan 1987, 162. on Friedrich’s Juno Temple at Agrigent: “Die 

Ruinen des antiken Tempels bedeuten, nicht anders als die Ruinen mittelalterlichen Kirchen, dass diese 

Kulturepoche überlebt ist.” [The ruins of this classical temple indicate, no different from the ruins of 

medieval churches, that this cultural epoch has passed.]  
310 Ibid., cf. e.g. Vaughan 2004, 288.: “His [Friedrich’s] democracy [was] that of the burgher asserting 

ancient civil rights”.  
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II.2. Teleological historiographies of Friedrich’s landscapes 

 

II.2.1. Teleology in historiographies of politico-religious aesthetics: Andreas Aubert 

 

The first art historian to take note of Friedrich’s oeuvre, and who was indeed accredited with 

Friedrich’s rediscovery, was the Norwegian Andreas Aubert. Over a period of some twenty 

years, Aubert conducted an extensive study of the painter, collecting photographic images of 

his works with the intention of presenting them in the first monograph about Friedrich. Having 

completed a mere 29 pages of writing to go along with the pictorial overview, Aubert passed 

away in 1913. The fact that his work was still published in 1915 with the auspicious subtitle 

Gott, Freiheit und Vaterland [God, Freedom and Fatherland] proved to be in good accordance 

with the patriotic sentiments in Germany at the time – and would, sometime later, prove helpful 

to those within the Nazi-regime who sought to claim Friedrich as a true German patriot.311 

This appropriation of Aubert’s work is odd, to say the least, given that it appears to have 

originally been intended as a “[…] counter piece to Karl Justi’s work regarding Winckelmann 

and his contemporaries”,312 which, in turn, was highly influential – along with Justi’s other art 

historical writings about the German Gründerzeit [foundation era] – in allowing emperor 

Wilhelm II and the Nazis, later-on, to develop their ideology regarding Entartete Kunst 

[degenerate art], with which they commonly identified modern art. The fact that Aubert, like 

many Friedrich-interpreters to this day, strongly argues in favour of Friedrich’s supposed 

‘modernity’, confirms both the assumption that his work was intended as a counter piece to 

Justi’s conservative, classicising work on Winckelmann and the oddity of its appropriation by 

the anti-modernist German nationalists of the first half of the twentieth century. 

The fact that the study and often inherent advertisement of Friedrich’s supposedly 

highly modern art, already at its genesis, was intended to counterbalance the study and often 

inherent advertisement of Winckelmann’s supposedly highly classical art theory, may also 

explain why none of the later Friedrich-interpreters have investigated the possibility of a 

                                                 
311 Aubert 1915. Given Aubert’s passing in 1913, the publication of his work during WWI was 

coincidental. Cf. the foreword by G.J. Kern, V: “Ein merkwürdiger Zufall hat es gefügt, daß die seit 

langem geplante Veröffentlichung zu einer Zeit das Licht des Tages erblickt, in der Deutschland sich 

und seine heiligsten Güter gegen die Feindschaft einer Welt verteidigen muß.” [A remarkable 

coincidence has brought about that the long planned publication sees daylight in a time in which 

Germany must defend itself and its most sacred goods against the enmity of a world.] 
312 Ibid., Foreword, III. 
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connection between Friedrich and Winckelmann. To those seeking to identify further 

‘modernism’ in the arts in general, or at least regarding the interpretation of Friedrich’s work, 

such an investigation might well prove counterproductive. It is remarkable, at any rate, to see 

how extensively those few pages that Aubert was able to write about Friedrich before his 

demise, to this day underline the most prominent interpretations of Friedrich’s works. 

Aubert immediately tries to make clear that the first work he discusses by Friedrich, the 

Monk by the Sea (fig. II.13), was at the time of its first exposition both “spiritually and formally” 

something entirely new. The old Dutch or Salvator Rosa may have “[…] artistlich weit überle-

genere Seebildern geschaffen haben. Diese potenzierte Nach-Rousseausche Gefüllsinnigkeit 

aber ist neu.”313 [produced artistically vastly superior marine images. This increased post-

Rousseauean sensibility, however, is new.] Affirming the originality to which Friedrich so 

strongly aspired, Aubert adds that the work is “[…] im wesentlichen sogar unabhängig von der 

Kunst der alten Meister selbst. Alles, seine malerlische Auffassung wie seine technische Aus-

drucksweise, erklärt sich aus seinen eigenen Voraussetzungen, durch seinen künsterlichen Ent-

wicklungsgang.”314 [essentially independent from the art of the old masters themselves. 

Everything, his painterly perception as well as his technical expression, explains itself from his 

own preconditions, through his artistic development.] Besides being new in its own time, 

however, the painting, according to Aubert, apparently also had a quality that foreshadowed a 

later artistic movement in the modern era. It is, he states, “[…] ‘impressionistisch’ groß, möchte 

man fast sagen, aber auf einem einsaitigen Instrument”315 [ ‘impressionistically’ great, one 

almost wants to say, though through a one-stringed instrument.] 

                                                 
313 Ibid., 3. 
314 Ibid., 4. 
315 Ibid. He later explains that with “einsaitig” he means that Friedrich did not yet apply the same 

diversity in colour as the later, actual impressionists would do in Aubert’s own time. 
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Fig. II.13. Caspar David Friedrich, The Monk by the Sea (c.1809). 

 Oil on canvas. 110,4 x 171 cm. Nationalgalerie, Staatliche Museen Berlin. 

 

The fact that Aubert not only advocates Friedrich’s supposed ‘modernity’, but also does so in 

a deliberate contrast to classicism, can hardly be doubted in light of his description of 

Friedrich’s most famous classicist critic, Von Ramdohr. His critique of Friedrich’s Tetschen 

Altarpiece (fig. II.1) he quickly dispenses with as “rücksichtlosen und krankenden Ungriff”316 

[reckless and sickening misapprehension]. Goethe, who at one point remarked about Friedrich’s 

art that “die Gedanken in seinen Arbeiten [waren] […] in einem strengen Kunstsinn nicht 

durchgängig zu billigen”317 [the thoughts in his works (were) … in a strict sense of art not 

continuously condonable], receives a milder reprobation from Aubert, who points out that 

Kleist – one of the most unreserved advocates for Friedrich’s works in his own time – “war ja 

auch der jungere; er gehörte selbst der neuen Generation an und stand dem Umschwung in 

Friedrichs Kunst näher.”318 [was also the younger one; he himself belonged to a new generation 

and stood closer to the change brought about from within Friedrich’s art.] Artistic quality, 

                                                 
316 Ibid., 6. 
317 Ibid., 7. 
318 Ibid. (my emphasis). 
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according to the typically modernist precept underlying this statement, is not to be judged 

according to any timeless criterion, but rather according to the taste of the new generation. 

Concerning the Sunrise over the Riesen Mountains (fig. II.14), Aubert again emphasi-

zes its supposed innovative strength, suggesting its earnest Naturstimmung [atmosphere of 

nature], bereft of the “fröhlichen Leichtsinn der Rokokokunst […] ist neue Kunst” 319 [gleeful 

frivolousness of Rococo-art … is new art.] It is not an example, he informs, of light-hearted 

Romantic sentimentality, as “bei Friedrich jedenfalls war das Gefühl echt; sein schlichter Sinn 

kannte keinerlei ‘Ziererei’”320 [with Friedrich, in any event the feeling was genuine; his plain 

sense did not know any adornment.] He later comments on this same painting:  

 

In dem Grade neu war Friedrich’s Hochgebirgsdarstellung. In der Tat, soweit meine Kenntnis 

der modernen Landschafstmalerei reicht, ist das Werk das erste poetisch ganz durchgeistigte 

und künsterlich abgeklärte Hochgebirgsbild mit modernen Stimmungsgehalt, das die Kunstge-

schichte kennt. Hier ist die Malkunst bei knapper und klarer Form, auf einer verhältnismäßig 

primitiven Entwicklungsstufe, zur poetischen Stärke und zur Höhe der Empfindung von Rous-

seaus und Goethes Naturlyrik gelangt.321 

 

[New in this regard was Friedrich’s depiction of high mountains. In fact, as far as my knowledge 

of modern landscape painting extends, the work is the first poetically entirely spiritually imbued 

and artistically detached high mountains image with a modern atmosphere, known to art history. 

Here, the art of painting, in concise and clear form, in a comparatively primitive stage of de-

velopment, has attained the poetic strength and height of sensation of Rousseau’s and Goethe’s 

nature lyricism.] 

                                                 
319 Ibid., 8.  
320 Ibid. Besides Friedrich’s ‘modernity’, Aubert also attaches great importance to the painter’s 

establishment as a ‘true Romantic’, as one can see in this quotation. He observes that Friedrich “for the 

thoroughbred Romantics was not Romantic enough, for the sober not sober enough. For the classicists 

not classical.” (See ibid., 28.) but insists that his “[…] scharf ausgeprägte Individualität, sein kindliches 

Gemüt, sein glaubensstarker Geist, sogar seine spartanisch strenge Genügsamkeit waren Eigenschaften, 

die mit sehr wesentlichen Seiten der ‘romantischen’ Menschheitsidealen jener Zeit zusammenfielen” 

[…sharply pronounced individuality, his childlike temper, his deeply religious spirit, even his spartan-

strict austerity were character traits, which coincided with fundamental facets of the ‘romantic’ ideals 

of humanity of that time] (Cf. ibid., 21f.). 
321 Ibid., 10f. [my emphases in the translation].  
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Fig. II.14. Caspar David Friedrich, Sunrise over the Riesen Mountains (1810-11). 

Oil on canvas, 108 x 170 cm. Nationalgalerie, Staatliche Museen, Berlin. 

 

Aubert’s attitude regarding modernity and classicism in the arts also strongly comes to the 

forefront in his extensive comments on the fulfilment of Runge’s dreams for the arts.322 Again, 

an extensive quote is necessary to show the full extent of the teleological tendencies in Aubert’s 

reasoning: 

 

In den hundert Jahren, die seit seinem Tode verstrichen sind, haben viele seiner Träume sich 

verwirklicht. Mit den geflügelten Worten ‘Licht, Farbe und bewegendes Leben’ hat er im voraus 

die Hauptlinien für die Entwicklung eines ganzen Jahrhunderts vorgezeichnet: ‘Farbe und bewe-

gendes Leben’ – war das nicht das Programm, das Delacroix und die französischen Romantiker 

gegen Davids Klassizismus und seine erstarrten Skulpturformen aufstellten? ‘Farbe und Licht’ 

– ist das nicht die letzte malerische Eroberung des Jahrhunderts durch Manet und Monet? Der 

Impressionismus mit seinen malerisch aufgelösten Farben, den Runge in seinen … Experimen-

                                                 
322 The fact that Aubert, in addition to an extensive comparison between the ideas of Kleist and Friedrich, 

also spends many of his last written words on a comparison between Runge and Friedrich – by all 

accounts a worthwhile endeavour – can partly be explained by the fact that his previous monograph was 

entitled Runge und die Romantik.  
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ten suchte, ist die koloritischen Formel der Gegenwart geworden. Und nicht das geringste von 

allem, die Landschaft hat – nach Runges Prophezeiung – die Führung übernommen. 323 

 

[In the one hundred years that, since his death, have passed, many of his dreams were fulfilled. 

With the dicta ‘light, colour and moving life’ he has prescribed, in advance, the contours of 

development for an entire century: ‘Colour and moving life’ – was this not the programme to 

which Delacroix and the French Romantics juxtaposed David’s classicism and his solidified 

sculpture forms? ‘Colour and light’ – is that not the latest painterly triumph of the century by 

Manet and Monet? The impressionism, with its painterly dissolved colours that Runge sought 

in his … experiments, has become the colouristic formula of the present. And not least of all, 

landscape has – in accordance with Runge’s prophecy – taken over the lead.] 

 

In a much similar vein, after an extensive comparison between Runge’s ‘phantasy-oriented’ 

and Friedrich’s ‘nature-oriented’ Romanticism, Aubert notes that – in part because of Runge’s 

untimely demise – it is Friedrich’s “Romantic-Naturalism” with which he “[…] bezeichnet […] 

den Schritt in die Entwicklung des neunzehnten Jarhhunderts hinein, in die Strömung, die im 

Laufe der Zeit zu Naturalismus und Freilichtmalerei führte, während das eigentlich 

Romantische allmählich abgestreift wurde”. […marks…the step into the development of the 

nineteenth century, in the movement which, as time progressed, led to naturalism and free-light 

painting, while the truly Romantic was gradually wiped away.324]  

 While in both of the above quotations, Aubert’s desire to demonstrate Runge’s and 

Friedrich’s influence on the development of modern art in the nineteenth century (rather than 

the extent to which they stood within, or improved upon earlier traditions) stands out, within 

the broader context of his writing, one might also note his apparent desire to press down upon 

the ‘Northern’ weight in the balance of the international art scene. His choice of examples from 

France (Ferdinand Victor Eugène Delacroix, Éduouard Manet, and Claude Monet) as supposed 

‘followers’ of Runge is by no means random.  

  Whilst Justi, at the end of the nineteenth century, was one of the most vocal remaining 

proponents of the ‘Tuscan-Roman Negative’325 and employed Winckelmann’s theories of pro-

southern geo-determinism, Aubert sought to further the cause of the northern artists in history, 

                                                 
323 Ibid., 23. [author’s emphases] Aubert does remark, however, that Runge’s deepest hopes for the 

future – mainly regarding the integration of Christian religion in the arts – were thus not fulfilled, but 

rather that the “outer form and painterly conventions” of his works found a great following.  
324 Ibid., 27. 
325 Cf. chapter I on the art historian Jan Emmen’s codification of this concept. 
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bringing together, under this banner, artists from Germany, Sweden, Norway, and Denmark. 

He reports: 

 

In Runge-Friedrichs norddeutschem und protestantischen Geist bricht das nordgermanische 

Element der deutschen Malkunst hervor. Friedrichs Vaterstadt Greifswald und Runges Vater-

stadt Wolgast gehören beide zu Schwedisch-Pommern, das anderthalb Jahrhunderte deutsche 

und nordische Kultur in sich vereinigt hatte. Und um das nordliche Element in dieser Geistes-

strömung noch stärker hervortreten zu lassen, kam später auch der Norweger Dahl hinzu und 

stellte sich Friedrich an die Seite: um das malerisch Koloritische in der Entwicklung zu erwei-

tern und gerade das Nordisch-Romantische im Naturgefühl zu stärken, das für das Bewusstsein 

der Zeit seine Formel in ‘Ossians’ Namen gefunden hatte.326 

 

[In Runge-Friedrich’s northern German and Protestant mind the Northern-Germanic element of 

German painting breaks through. Friedrich’s native city Greifswald and Runge’s native city 

Wolgast both belong to Swedish-Pomerania, which has united a century and a half of German 

and Nordic culture in itself. And to emphasise the northern element in this spiritual movement 

even further, the Norwegian Dahl later joined in and positioned himself alongside Friedrich: to 

advance the painterly colouristic in the development and, at the same time, to strengthen the 

Northern-Romantic in the sensibility for nature, which for the consciousness of {its} time found 

its formula in ‘Ossian’s’ name.] 

 

Aubert goes on to list the Danish painters and professors Nicolai Abraham Abildgaard and Jens 

Juel, the Schleswig-native painter Asmus Jacob Carstens, and the Danish sculptor Bertel 

Thorwaldsen as influential teachers and artists in the development of the ‘Northern-Romantic’ 

tradition. The hub that connects them, he points out, is Copenhagen, which was intimately 

connected to Greifswald and Wolgast through sea trade. The Royal Danish Academy where 

Friedrich, Runge, and Johann Christian Clausen Dahl studied and where Abildgaard and Juel 

taught was situated in Copenhagen.327 Moreover, it was not just the “painterly sensibility for 

nature of Romanticism” within the northern tradition that was spurred on in the Danish capitol, 

he states, but also the “[…] plastische humanismus des Neuklassizismus.” [… plastic humanism 

of neoclassicism.328] Affirming his opposition to Justi’s propagation of the ‘Tuscan-Roman 

Negative’, he concludes: “Die Tatsache an sich reicht hin, die Bedeutung des nordischen 

                                                 
326 Aubert 1915, 28. 
327 Ibid. 
328 Ibid. 
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Elements in den Vordergrund unsers Bewustsein zu rücken” [This fact suffices in order to bring 

the importance of the northern elements to the foreground of our conscious-ness.329] With 

Friedrich and Dahl, he writes, the tradition (which Aubert agrees with the German Romantics 

started with the Dutch painters Rembrandt, Ruisdael, and Everdingen) was brought to its full 

glory and guided in concurrence with neo-classicism “[…] bis weit über die Mitte des 

neunzehnten [Jahrhunderts] hinaus” [… well into the second half of the nineteenth century.330] 

 It is hardly surprising, given the above, that throughout his appraisal of Friedrich’s art, 

Aubert emphasizes and positively presents the painters’ outspoken patriotic sentiments. Whilst 

his brand of teleological historiography is much like that of Winckelmann and Justi in the sense 

that they all reasoned ‘towards a particular geographical telos’ (the difference being that 

Aubert’s lay in the north and Winckelmann’s and Justi’s in the south), the later interpreters of 

Friedrich would, with one possible exception,331 jettison the geo-determinist form of teleology, 

but often persist in reasoning ‘towards the telos of modernity in art’.  

 

 

II.2.2. Teleology of ‘modernity’ in Friedrich’s art: William Vaughan 

 

A subtler form of teleology than that found in historiographies of Friedrich, which ascribe to 

him an either political or religious – oftentimes triadic – appreciation of history, is the ‘teleology 

of art history’ that can be seen in mostly late twentieth-century and contemporary 

interpretations. The second revival of Friedrich scholarship in the 1960s, which was ushered in 

by Helmut Börsch-Supan, initially, in his hands, espoused a predominantly religious 

interpretation, perhaps in part to counterbalance the highly political interpretations of the first 

half of the twentieth century. Soon thereafter, however, starting with Robert Rosenblum’s 

evocative Modern Painting and the Northern Romantic Tradition. From Friedrich to Rothko, 

art historians began to develop interpretations that are aimed at rooting out either religious or 

political biases and instead put forward historical narratives that focus on ‘Friedrich the artist’ 

and his role in the development of modern art. While such art historians as Rosenblum, Busch, 

and Vaughan have largely succeeded in drawing a more balanced image of the relation between 

Friedrich’s religious and political motives, their approach inheres a risk of assessing the value 

                                                 
329 Ibid. 
330 Ibid. 
331 Cf. Rosenblum 1983. 
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of his work too narrowly by the extent to which it has contributed to the development of modern 

art. In effect, the formerly politically or religiously defined triadic model of history is 

sublimated into a triadic model of art history in which the most important question becomes to 

what extent an artist, art work, or body of art can be termed ‘modern’.332 One may be left with 

an image of Friedrich’s art in which his religious and political ideology are well poised, but 

where both ideological motives are unduly overshadowed by subsequent developments in art 

history that Friedrich himself could not possibly have foreseen and most likely did not intend 

to inspire.  

 That Vaughan, despite eschewing a normative stance on Friedrich’s religion and – with 

lesser success – on his politics,333 in-avertedly puts forward his own art-oriented framework, 

becomes apparent when he compares Friedrich’s art with the early Romantic art of Ernst 

Ludwig Riepenhausen, his brothers Franz and Johannes Riepenhausen, and Runge. It is worth 

quoting Vaughan at length here: 

 

It might seem that the Riepenhausens had failed to realize the Romantic vision through 

interpreting the words of the Schlegels too literally, Runge through being carried too far by their 

implications. Friedrich, by this equation, might be seen as the one who related it to concrete 

experience…The reviewer who had recognized the new mystical tendency in Friedrich’s My 

Burial had warned him not to neglect the ‘mechanical’ side of his art ‘because this is necessary 

for the achievement of beauty in representation’. Friedrich did not need reminding of this. 

However much he took from the Romantics, he was careful to ensure that it would be 

communicated to the spectator through the application of true visual knowledge and skill.334 

                                                 
332 Within the ‘triadic model of art history’, the former criterion for determining the phase in history of 

‘man’s intimacy with nature’ is replaced by the criterion of ‘modernity’. By implication, though not by 

necessity, this means that the interpreter operating through such a model does not, as was formerly done, 

identify his own age with the second phase but rather with the third and final phase. A famous 

contemporary example of this from outside the field of art history which, in many ways, strongly echoes 

Winckelmann’s teleology of political (democratic) history, is Francis Fukuyama’s 1992 book The End 

of History and the Last Man. 
333 In a typically Winckelmannean vein, Vaughan on occasion tends to let his ideological approval of 

Friedrich’s democratic values shine through and struggles to hide his disapproval of the conservative 

coalition of Prussia, Russian, and Austria. He describes the Demagogenverfolgung, for example, as 

“similar in many ways to the McCarthyite witch-hunt for Communists in America in the 1950’s” (Cf. 

Vaughan 2004. 158). Also, on a more secularist note – and oddly counter to Friedrich’s ideological 

blend of faith and democracy – he describes Friedrich’s ironic remark about his Swans in the Rushes to 

Cornelius, as “a reminder…that sincere religious faith was in no way compatible with democratic 

sympathies” (Cf. Fukuyama, 160). 
334 Fukuyama, 65.  
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The “words of the Schlegels” here are those with which they had previously expressed 

appreciation for the genre of outline drawing, within which the Riepenhausens had visualized 

scenes from Ludwig Tieck’s play Genoveva and upon which Runge’s famous Times of Day 

was a further development. Friedrich’s sepia My Burial has been lost but, according to Vaughan 

(on the basis of contemporary descriptions of it), bore a strong resemblance to his 1800 sepia 

Ruin of Eldena with a Burial (fig. II.15).335 What is striking about the above quotation is not 

only Vaughan’s somewhat enamoured tone when he describes Friedrich, but also the authority 

he assumes in claiming “Friedrich did not need reminding” of the importance of minding the 

‘mechanical’ side and with which he outright posits that Friedrich possessed a – by implication 

greater – “true visual knowledge and skill” than that of the Riepenhausens and Runge. 

 

 

Fig. II.15. Caspar David Friedrich, Ruin of Eldena with a Burial (c. 1800) Sepia, 

15,5 x 21,9 cm. Formerly Küpferstichkabinett, Dresden (destroyed).  

 

Moreover, that “[…] Runge is seeking a total visionary experience” whereas “[…] Friedrich is 

more modestly telling a story” in their respective Times of Day pictures, as Vaughan 

                                                 
335 Ibid., 54. 



 

118 
 

subsequently states,336 perhaps only turned out in Friedrich’s favour, historically, because of 

Runge’s early demise. It would be spurious to mistake the contemporary success of an artist 

(here Friedrich) as thereby automatically being a more accurate translation of the intellectual 

paradigm (Romanticism) in which he worked. 

That such an approach can lead to odd gaps in historical understanding becomes clear 

when Vaughan discusses the shift in norms regarding landscape painting that took place in the 

1820s from an emphasis on “[…] invention and composition” to a naturalism based on “[…] 

the belief that it was possible to gain an enlightened understanding of the workings of nature 

by [rendering] direct transcripts of nature”.337 Vaughan remarks that despite the evidence in the 

art works “[…] throughout Europe” of a widespread adherence to “[…] this creed in the 1820s, 

it is less easy to give an account of why this should have happened. Within this practice of 

painting there was no particular ‘discovery’ that precipitated it.”338 The lack of such a discovery 

within this practice of painting, however, by no means precludes the possibility of one outside 

the art world. Dutifully, Vaughan proceeds to list a number of possible ‘external’ influences on 

this naturalism, such as the ongoing scientific progress in the fields of geology and meteorology 

and the philosophical “[…] desire to counter the subjectivity of Romanticism with more 

‘objective’ and structured modes of inquiry”.339 His inclination, however, to first look for a 

‘discovery’ from within the practice of painting and what appears to be his subsequent surprise 

at the difficulty of finding one, is telling of the risk of a teleological historiography of art. 

It is in Vaughan’s discussion of Friedrich’s apparent resistance to naturalism that he 

seems most inclined to find evidence of the painter’s supposed ‘modernity’. His two paintings 

of mountain landscapes from 1824 and 1825, High Mountains (fig. II.16a) and The Watzmann 

(fig. II.16b) respectively, Vaughan contrasts to those made by the ‘naturalists’ Adrian Ludwig 

Richter and Joseph Anton Koch, suggesting that unlike the latter two who included other, non-

mountainous landscape elements in their works, Friedrich, by “[…] concentrating on their 

essence […] was attempting to paint mountains in a ‘modern’ way”.340 The fact that Vaughan 

subsequently contrasts this ‘modernity’ to what he believes to be Friedrich’s simultaneous 

insistence “[…] on the importance of individual experience, of the intensive and personal 

response to an overwhelming natural phenomenon which leads, as always for him, to a further 

                                                 
336 Ibid., 67. 
337 Ibid., 190. 
338 Ibid., 190f. 
339 Ibid., 191f. 
340 Ibid., 233. 
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perception of divine power in nature”,341 demonstrates how problematic this ascription of 

‘modernity’ to Friedrich is. Without denying that Friedrich attempted to be original in his 

renditions of mountains, the suggestion that they are somehow almost abstract reductions of 

this natural phenomenon – as one might see, for instance, in later impressionist works by Paul 

Cézanne or the early Piet Mondriaan – seems to go a step too far. It is a safer assumption that 

the aim was to engage with the Divine through a perception of nature. 

 

Fig. II.16a. Caspar David Friedrich, High Mountains Fig. II.16b. Caspar David Friedrich, (1824). 

Oil on canvas, 132 x 167 cm.    The Watzmann (1824-5). Oil on 

Formerly Nationalgalerie, Berlin (destroyed). Canvas 133 x 170 cm. Nationalgalerie, 

Staatliche Museen, Berlin.   

 

That the naturalism of artists such as Richter and Koch, in terms of fame and success, overtook 

Friedrich’s style in his time, according to Vaughan, may be described as a failure. The fact, 

however, that “Friedrich, rather than his naturalistic rivals […] attracts most attention as a 

landscape painter today” he describes as a triumph.342 He explains this triumph by suggesting 

that the scientific developments that underlined the naturalism of Richter and Koch “[…] 

proved more ephemeral than they thought”,343 whereas Friedrich’s more esoteric approach, by 

contrast, is supposedly more lasting. Without deriving from the theological potential of 

Friedrich’s art, however, one has to wonder which is the more ephemeral: the scientific activity 

of discovery, occasionally tempered and altered only by diligent anti-thesis and synthesis, or 

fame and success as defined by public appreciation? 

                                                 
341 Ibid. 
342 Ibid. 
343 Ibid. 
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The most resolutely phrased claim which Vaughan adds to this discussion that “[…] art 

based more on theory than experience is always liable to have a short shelf-life”344 is a further 

hint at the bias he appears to have in favour of Friedrich’s anti-theoretical point of view. One 

might easily counter that the flourishing art world of the Renaissance – even without counting 

antiquity as its genesis – lasted much longer than ‘modernity’ has so far, and in large part, owed 

this longevity to commonplace theological theories and only to a much smaller degree to the 

individual experiences of its artists. 

 When Vaughan discusses the historical success of The Abbey in the Oakwood and The 

Monk by the Sea (fig. II.13), it becomes even more apparent that, although he is aware of the 

increased emphasis in the modern era on originality and the fame an artist may gain with his 

works, stating that “[…] they represent what would nowadays be called an artistic 

breakthrough”,345 he himself is unable to entirely escape the norms of this paradigm when it 

comes to Friedrich. About these two paintings, he remarks: 

 

They have rightly gained Friedrich a permanent place in the history of art. However, it does not 

always happen that great works of art immediately secure success and fame for their creators. 

That they did so here was due to special circumstances. Of particular importance was the 

political climate in which they emerged […].346 

 

It is evident from his use of the adverb “rightly” that Vaughan, who himself was partly 

responsible for Friedrich’s re-popularization in the second half of the twentieth century by 

organising one of the largest exhibitions of his works in the Tate museum in 1972,347 has a great 

personal appreciation for Friedrich and his art. The subsequent sentence, however, also provides 

insight into the extent to which he argues from the modern paradigm, which attaches 

unprecedented importance to securing “success and fame” for the artist. Indeed, that these 

                                                 
344 Ibid., 234. On a no less resolute note, he adds to this that in their disagreement about naturalism in 

the painting of clouds, “from this point of view Friedrich was surely right and Goethe wrong”. 
345 Ibid., 115. 
346 Ibid. 
347 Preceded by the exhibition of the Council of Europe on Romanticism in 1959 in which Friedrich’s 

art was, to many, surprisingly included, the Tate exhibition was – as Vaughan himself points out – “the 

first monographic showing of the artist ever to have occurred outside Germany” which “finally began 

to turn the tide of opinion”. (Cf. ibid., 329). Although the exhibition gained Friedrich some popularity 

in Britain, this – again in Vaughan’s own words – “unfortunately…did not happen soon enough to 

persuade the National Gallery to acquire a Friedrich that surfaced from a collection in Britain as a result 

of the publicity generated by the Tate exhibition”. (Cf. ibid., 330) [author’s emphases]. 
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works did so for Friedrich in his own time, because of “the political climate in which they 

emerged”, was not as “special” in pre-modern times as it would become in the modern era. One 

would do well to remember that in pre-modern history, political and religious ideology was 

considerably more intertwined and that the artistic success of art works that were not explicitly 

religious – and therefore also not politically en vogue – was hardly possible. 

The possible exception to this might be the (at first glance) secular subject matter of the 

seventeenth-century Dutch still-lifes and landscape paintings, which indeed had local success 

but still met with widespread reproach internationally. It is true that Friedrich’s art was on the 

cusp of a shift from the pre-modern paradigm to one in which politics and religion would 

become increasingly separated from one-another and from aesthetic norms. Nevertheless, if 

Friedrich was a transitional figure in this regard, this still does not mean that he or his art can 

be rightly understood solely from the perspective of what followed this transition. 

 Vaughan attaches great importance to the extent to which Friedrich may be called 

‘modern’.348 His delight in describing the first international exhibitions of Friedrich’s work in 

1959 and 1972 stands in stark contrast to his description of the fierce criticism the artist received 

at the hands of, among others, the formidable art historians Kenneth Clark and Ernst Gombrich. 

As Vaughan puts it, this initial lack of popularity after the second world war “[…] had probably 

less to do with any distaste brought about by Nazi associations than with his failure to conform 

to a narrowly defined concept of modernism”.349 Vaughan quotes Clark, in this light, as writing 

that Friedrich “worked in the frigid technique of his times, which could hardly inspire a school 

of modern painting”350 and Gombrich as remarking that Friedrich’s paintings “‘reflect the mood 

of the Romantic lyrical poetry of his day’ but that they fell short of the achievements of 

Constable who ‘tried to explore the visible world rather than to conjure up poetic moods’”.351 

The first implication of Vaughan’s critical use of the word “narrowly” in this context is 

that had ‘modernism’ been defined more broadly by Clark, Friedrich would have gained 

popularity sooner after the second world war than he did. However, the probability that 

Vaughan would have almost certainly welcomed such earlier popularity for Friedrich does not, 

                                                 
348 And to the extent to which other artistic innovators and innovations can be called ‘modern’. In his 

glossary to Art and Ideas, for instance, he describes the early eighteenth-century Rococo movement not 

only as epitomising “the more decadent aspects of the ancient regime”, but also, conversely, as 

pioneering “the interest in spontaneity and the contemporary that were to become keynotes for the 

development of modernity in art in the nineteenth century”. Ibid., 335. [author’s emphasis].  
349 Ibid., 325. [author’s emphasis] 
350 Kenneth Clark, Landscape into Art. 1949. Quoted in Vaughan 2004, 325. 
351 Ernst Gombrich, The Story of Art. 1951. Quoted in Vaughan 2004, 325. 
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in and of itself, imply that he too believes Friedrich should be appreciated for being ‘modern’. 

Yet this may be readily inferred on the basis of his other comments regarding Friedrich’s 

‘modernity’. 

Vaughan’s contextually obvious disagreement with Gombrich’s remark also has at least 

two possible implications with respect to his appreciation of Friedrich’s supposed ‘modernity’. 

One is that he disagrees with Gombrich’s assumption that Friedrich only tried to ‘conjure up 

poetic moods’ and did not ‘explore the visible world’. This is a notion that Vaughan and other 

art historians have successfully dispelled. The other implication, however, is that Vaughan takes 

issue with Friedrich’s painting only reflecting ‘the mood of the Romantic lyrical poetry of his 

day’ and not also the mood of the proceeding ‘modern’ era; this would again emphasise 

Vaughan’s teleological bias towards the painter.352 

 Any doubts regarding Vaughan’s advocacy of the relevance of Friedrich’s art for the 

present day and the future can be dispelled by his laudatory closing remarks in Art and Ideas: 

 

At the start of the twenty-first century Friedrich’s international reputation seems 

assured. The story is an unending one, and tastes may easily change. Yet what is perhaps 

most reassuring is the variety of support that he now receives. He is not simply the hero 

of one particular clique or faction […] There is every hope that future artistic revolutions 

will not sink this reputation, but instead will allow new aspects of his work to surface 

[...] In the end, he transcends interpretation, reaching across cultures through the 

compelling appeal of his imagery. His art provides an insight into the human condition. 

He truly has emerged as a butterfly – hopefully one that will never again disappear from 

our sight.353 

 

More than anything, these comments make clear how ‘Romantic’ Vaughan’s appreciation for 

Friedrich is. The continued assurance of the artist’s reputation, of his ‘heroism’ and the extent 

to which his works are appealing to every possible audience, transcending even ever changing 

tastes, appears more important to Vaughan than an accurate interpretation of his paintings as 

                                                 
352 It may be that the second implication is not that Vaughan objects to Gombrich failing to count 

Friedrich’s paintings as ‘modern’, but rather that he fails to count them as ‘timeless’. On either count, 

however, it implies that he is advocating that Friedrich’s art can and should still be positively appraised 

by any present day or future audience, resisting the notion it is too antiquated for such ‘modern’ 

audiences. 
353 Ibid., 332. 
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well as the religious and political motives for painting them. No doubt, Friedrich would have 

been flattered by his words, as he did aim to ‘transcend interpretation’ and ‘reach across 

cultures’. Yet what he aimed to transcend to and reach across cultures with was considerably 

less secular than mere ‘insight into the human condition’. It is this religious purport that 

Vaughan appears to have consciously downplayed, no doubt with the aim of making Friedrich 

appear more ‘modern’ or ‘timeless’ in assurance of the artist’s reputation for future audiences. 

To a degree, it may be said that Friedrich was aware of the problem of the multi-

interpretability of his work, though he could not have foreseen the pivotal role it came to obtain 

in the discourse on the question of ‘modernity in art’. His use of “Deutungsoffenheit” [open 

symbolism], as Werner Hofmann has dubbed it, means that, despite the oftentimes quite specific 

meanings Friedrich had in mind for particular pictures, his works could nonetheless be read in 

very different ways.354 That it is exactly this ‘open symbolism’ in his oeuvre which is so 

appealing to the modern day viewers and interpreters, as Hofmann suggests, makes clear how 

easily a certain ‘modernity’ – and even, in this case, ‘postmodernity’ – can be ascribed to 

Friedrich, despite the fact that his most likely original meanings would not sit well with current 

day, secular audiences.355 

  

 

II.2.3. Teleology of ‘postmodernity’ in Friedrich’s art 

 

In the 1950s, the sense of existential dread and abandonment of Samuel Beckett’s play Waiting 

for Godot, which was deeply inspired by the playwright’s viewing of Friedrich’s Two Men 

Contemplating the Moon (fig. II.9) during his visit to Germany in 1936, made the painter highly 

popular in existentialist and deconstructionist circles.356 His art appealed to them in its supposed 

sense of the tragedy of being. As finely as Friedrich’s art portrays a sense of the tragedy of life 

and the impossibility of attaining salvation, this postmodern appropriation rather misses the 

mark by negating the sense of hope for salvation beyond life, which is often also present in his 

work. Vaughan may, on occasion, attribute a ‘modernity’ to Friedrich that neglects the painter’s 

                                                 
354 Hofmann 2000, 239.  
355 Hofmann himself succumbs to the ‘postmodern’ appeal of this supposed ‘open symbolism’, writing: 

“Am stärksten ist Friedrichs Bildsprache dann, wenn sie nicht ein Entweder-Oder verkündet, sondern 

mehrere Deutungsebenen anbietet.” [Friedrich’s pictorial language is strongest when it does not 

promulgate an ‘either-or’, but rather offers numerous levels of interpretation] 
356 A more elaborate discussion on Romantic landscape in theatre follows in chapter IV. 
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embeddedness in older traditions, but with regards to postmodern deconstructionism, he makes 

an astute distinction, acknowledging that “[…] even if Friedrich does share a dimension of 

despair with the deconstructionists of a later age, his world view is radically different from 

theirs in almost every other respect”.357 

 Friedrich’s popularity as an artist who supposedly foreshadowed existentialism and 

abstraction did not reach outside the salons of the postmodernists in New York and Paris until 

Rosenblum adopted this theme in his 1973 work Modern Painting and the Northern Romantic 

Tradition: Friedrich to Rothko. 

 Superficially, this work is highly reminiscent of Aubert’s initial interpretation of 

Friedrich as a supposed northern harbinger of modernity in art who, in this regard, preceded the 

French impressionists. In his foreword, Rosenblum explains that his aim is to: 

 

[…] suggest [a…] counter-French tradition in modern art, which may help us to understand 

better the ambitions and the achievements of such great artists as Friedrich, Van Gogh, 

Mondrian, and Rothko by viewing them not, so to speak, through Parisian lenses, but rather 

through the context of a long Northern Romantic tradition, whose troubled faith in the functions 

of art they all share.358 

 

Upon closer reading, however, it becomes apparent that there is much more is at stake than the 

rudimentary geo-determinist, patriotic teleology of the Northern Romantic tradition espoused 

by Aubert. Rosenblum questions what is to be made of the striking similarities in works of 

visual art, generally in the northern European countries and in North America, where oftentimes 

any evidence of a direct connection between art and the artists who produced it is entirely 

lacking. “The Alpha and the omega of this eccentric northern route”, he informs, are Friedrich’s 

Monk by the Sea (fig. II.13) and “a characteristic Mark Rothko of the 1950’s”.359 For this and 

an impressive range of other pairings of similar paintings – ranging from the imaginative to the 

uncanny – which Rosenblum puts forward, he reports that there can be two possible explana-

tions: 1. that they are “example[s] of what Erwin Panofsky […] called ‘pseudomor-phosis’, that 

is, the accidental appearance at different moments in the history of art of works whose close 

formal analogies falsify the fact that their meaning is totally different. Or [2] […] that the 

                                                 
357 Vaughan 2004, 258. 
358 Rosenblum 1983, 8. 
359 Ibid., 10. 
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similarity of their formal structure is the result of a similarity of feeling and intention”.360 

 Aubert already observed that it is difficult to place Monk by the Sea directly in the 

tradition of Rosa’s and the Dutch masters’ marine painting. Rosenblum, half a century later, 

provides an alternative tradition, connecting it to Wilson’s 1762 landscape painting Solitude, in 

which a pair of monks are portrayed on the banks of small lake, adorned with weeping willow 

trees. “Despite the presence of religious motifs”, he suggests, “we would surely hesitate to call 

Wilson’s painting ‘religious’”.361 Nonetheless, through this comparison: 

 

[…] Friedrich’s painting suddenly corresponds to an experience familiar to the spectator in the 

modern world…in which the individual is pitted against, or confronted by the overwhelming, 

incomprehensible immensity of the universe, as if the mysteries of religion had left the ritual of 

church and synagogue and had been relocated in the natural world.362  

 

In like manner, Rosenblum proceeds to analyse Friedrich’s – and among others, Vincent van 

Gogh’s, Mondriaan’s, Jackson Pollock’s, and finally Rothko’s – paintings as translating “[…] 

sacred experience to secular domains”.363 Indeed, his final answer to the question of whether 

the similarities within his ‘Northern Romantic’ tradition are accidental or somehow more 

meaningful is partly phrased as a rhetorical question: 

 

[…] could it not be said that the work of Rothko and its fulfilment in the Houston Chapel are 

only the most recent responses to the dilemma faced by Friedrich and the Northern Romantics 

almost two centuries ago?364 

 

Like them and those who came after them, he declares: “[…] Rothko’s paintings seek the sacred 

in a modern world of the secular”.365 

 Although Rosenblum shows himself to be more keenly aware of the pitfalls of 

teleological historiography than, for instance, Aubert did (and his foreword makes extensive 

apologies for the boldness of his undertaking), it must be noted that he did not fully succeed in 

circumnavigating them. His respective comparisons of Van Gogh’s Window of Vincent’s Studio 

                                                 
360 Ibid. 
361 Ibid., 14. 
362 Ibid. 
363 Ibid., 15. 
364 Ibid., 218. 
365 Ibid. 



 

126 
 

at St Paul’s Hospital (fig. II.17) and Friedrich’s View from the Artist’s Studio, Left window (fig. 

II.4a), as well as of Van Gogh’s Crows over Wheatfield (fig. II.18) and Friedrich’s Hill and 

Ploughed Field near Dresden (fig. II.19), which indeed have striking prima facie similarities, 

may serve to elucidate the kind of problem that his sweeping argumentation generates.  

 As discussed above, Friedrich’s studio window pendants are likely to have been a visual 

commentary on the subjectivity of human perception – be it in a Kantian or Schleiermacherian 

sense – not only because they literally assume two different perspectives of the same thing, but 

also because, in a neo-Platonic sense, the window ‘cuts off’ the full view of the objects outside. 

Much the same can be said about Friedrich’s Hill and Ploughed Field near Dresden in which 

the former, in like manner, cuts off the view of the latter. In Van Gogh’s window – it would go 

too far to say that one can actually see through it – one only sees the abstracted outlines of some 

foliage and nothing beyond it. In his Crows over Wheatfield, the birds, sky, and landscape are 

all highly abstract and there is no hint of any further view being obscured. Thus, while Van 

Gogh, like Friedrich, is likely to have been seeking to ‘translate sacred experience to a secular 

domain’, Friedrich’s way of doing so was still engaging with a much older discourse regarding 

metaphysics and epistemology.  

Rosenblum, who connects the first pair by their equally “poignant record of a personal 

experience” of an interior view,366 and the second on the basis of similarities in geometric 

composition, does not even touch upon this deeper, ideological dimension in the Friedrich 

paintings. In other words, while Rosenblum’s method of historiography brings the ‘modern’ in 

Friedrich’s work to the fore, it neglects the equally present ‘pre-modern’ within it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
366 Ibid., 97. 
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Fig. II.17. Vincent van Gogh, Window of Vincent’s Studio at St Paul’s Hospital (1889). Oil on canvas, 

62 x 47,6 cm. Van Gogh Museum, Amsterdam. 

Fig. II.18. Vincent van Gogh, Crows over Wheatfield (1890). Oil on canvas, 50,5 x 100,5 cm. 

 Van Gogh Museum, Amsterdam. 
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Fig. II.19. Caspar David Friedrich, Hill and Ploughed Field near Dresden (c.1824) Oil on canvas, 

22,2 x 30,5 cm. Kunsthalle Hamburg. 

 

 

II.3. Perspectives: beyond a teleological historiography of modern art 

 

Whilst it is important to not create too strong a historical demarcation between Winckelmann 

and Friedrich, it must still be noted that, had they been contemporaries, they would most likely 

have been on opposing sides of the debate between neo-classicism and Romanticism. 

Winckelmann’s geo-determinism of the ‘Tuscan-Roman negative’ was highly influential in the 

development of ‘pro-Northern’ geo-determinism among many of Friedrich’s Romantic 

acquaintances. Yet despite the painter’s patriotic sentiments, his predilection for ‘Northern’ 

subject matter and his supposedly ‘Northern’ style of portraying it, he does not appear to have 

been very concerned with geo-determinist historical analysis. Winckelmann’s teleological 

notions regarding the progress of artistic development in relation to political freedom are more 

likely to have appealed to Friedrich whilst, on in a theological level, the Protestant painter’s 

telos surely lay in the eternal life, rather than in the sublunary achievement of ‘good works’. 
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Certainly, Friedrich thought himself to be both modern and original and – as evident in 

his ascetic aloofness – wanted to be perceived as such. Both Vaughan and Busch, in their latest 

interpretations, have paid much attention to the tension between Friedrich’s Romantic self-

image as an artist on the one hand, and the (at times quite different) historic reality of his artistic 

career on the other. Nonetheless, especially in Vaughan’s case, his strong affinity for the painter 

and his desire to give his art relevance for current and future audiences may explain why – just 

like Aubert at the outset of Friedrich-scholarship – he ends up unduly stressing Friedrich’s 

‘modern’ aspects. The risk of reducing the question of an artist’s ‘modernity’ to purely artistic 

considerations becomes apparent, for instance, in the recent exhibition of the Berlin 

Kupferstichkabinett Romantik und Moderne: Zeignung als Kunstform von Caspar David 

Friedrich bis Vincent van Gogh, where the first explanation sign read “In the beginning 

was…the line”, and subsequently Friedrich’s drawings were paired with, among others, 

drawings by the Nazarene Julius Schnorr von Carolsfeld, despite their opposing views concer-

ning Romanticism, on the basis of a supposed technical progression towards abstraction.367  

Whereas in Aubert’s appraisal of Friedrich one might still readily infer both Winckel-

mann’s geo-determinist form of teleology (albeit on a ‘Northern’ vein) in Rosenblum’s 

suggestion of an alternative ‘Northern’ history of modern art, a question which is more central 

to the entire discipline of art history is raised: can one, on the basis of visual similarities in 

works that can otherwise not be connected hermeneutically, still connect them through a kind 

of “matrix of thought”?368 The answer to this question is invariably charged with deeper 

ideological considerations. If the individual position of the artists within this matrix is defined 

as one of despair for the tragedy of being, both in life and in death (as the postmodernists would 

have it), then Friedrich’s salvation in the eternal, at least in a historiographical sense, is lost. 

From a theological perspective, one might make the alternative suggestion that Friedrich’s 

works and even those of later surrealist and deconstructionist atheist artists – in line with 

Schleiermacher’s title On Religion and its Cultured Despisers – respond, rather, to the tragedy 

of secularism. 

 

 

 

                                                 
367 “Romanticism and Moderns: Drawing as an Art Form from Caspar David Friedrich to Vincent van 

Gogh”. For a catalogue overview, cf. Altcappenberg 2016. 
368 Dixit Vaughan. Cf. Vaughan 2004, 316. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE SECULARISATION OF GERMAN LANDSCAPE SCENOGRAPHY: 

FRIEDRICH VON SCHILLER AND WOLFGANG AMADÉ MOZART 

 

‘Mozart’ 

 

Misschien wel dat de pure hemel 

in je muziek geloofbaar is 

omdat je leven een barre 

hoop zand moest worden 

 

misschien wel dat je graf 

onvindbaar blijven moest 

omdat het zand nu op gaat stuiven 

telkens wanneer een wetende 

de dirigeerstaf heft. 

   

     Wolken369 

    

 

Most theatre and opera enthusiasts who have an appreciation for the historical aspects of the 

performances they attend will recognize the sense of disillusionment brought on by an 

experimental scenography which, either because of abstraction, minimalism, or grandiosity, 

obfuscates the original meaning and disrupts the original balance of the art work. Often, the 

first layer of meaning removed from premodern and early modern scenography, either because 

of a deliberate choice or due to ignorance, are the theological and spiritual symbols. This case 

study proposes that the spiritual dimensions of landscapes in late eighteenth-century German 

scenography are rendered inaccessible to audiences in contemporary scenography because they 

are often omitted or misapprehended as (proto-)Romantic. Serving as examples will be the 1782 

drama Die Räuber by the poet and playwright Friedrich Schiller and the 1791 ‘Singspiel’ Die 

Zauberflöte by the composer Wolfgang Amadé Mozart, both of which are still consistently 

among the most frequently adapted works on German stages.370 

                                                 
369 Wolken 1958, 21. [Perhaps, the pure heaven – in your music is believable – because your life had to 

– become a bare heap of sand – perhaps your grave – had to remain untraceable – because the sand now 

begins to drift – every time someone who knows – raises the conductor’s baton].  
370 Since the statistical survey of plays and operas performed in the German-speaking world Wer spielte 

was? began to annually record the number of times the most popular works were performed and how 

well they were attended (just after the second world war), Die Räuber and Die Zauberflöte have, to date, 

been consistently performed hundreds of times and were attended by tens of thousands of viewers, every 
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Not only are both Die Räuber and Die Zauberflöte misinterpreted in contemporary 

performances as being wholly Sturm und Drang or ‘Romantische Oper’ [Romantic Opera],371 

their original landscape scenography is also increasingly omitted from the stage in favour of 

visual abstraction and minimalism. This focus on supposed ‘modern’ aspects and the omission 

of visual elements, once intended to carry theological meaning, raises the question of ‘how 

much can be left out’. No less important is the next question of ‘how to fill the gaps’ and avoid 

an imbalance in the frameworks of ideas that were carefully constructed by Schiller and Mozart. 

Through its analysis of how the original theological motives behind Schiller’s first 

production of Die Räuber relate to the landscapes in its scenography, this case study will first 

shed further light on the question of whether – or rather to what extent – Die Räuber ought to 

be classified as ‘Romantic’, ‘Sturm und Drang’, ‘classical’, or ‘Baroque’. It will then examine 

how various twentieth- and twenty-first century adaptations (including the much acclaimed 

2017 scenography by Ulrich Rasche) have either engaged with or set aside the landscapes 

prescribed by Schiller.  

The subsequent discussion of the scenography of Die Zauberflöte (a topic to which one 

could easily dedicate an entire monograph) will be limited to the first two and the last three 

stage designs and will compare how they are interpreted in the Uraufführung and in several 

early modern adaptations. By selecting these particular five designs, this case study not only 

aims to offer an impression of the wealth of insight which could, one day, be gained from a 

study of all twelve, but also to ensure that the reader maintains a sense of the plot and the 

scenography’s relation to it. In the discussion of contemporary Zauberflöte scenography which 

follows this comparison, it will become clear that like Die Räuber, it has long been termed 

‘Romantic’, despite not being entirely (or even predominantly) ‘Romantic’ in the way it 

presents nature. Both the robbers’ Bohemian woods and the exotic empires of the Queen of the 

Night and the priest Sarastro originally abounded in closed symbols signifying a profound 

religious subtext. Yet, where contemporary scenographers have relieved Die Räuber of this 

theological meaning (and the psychological affect) of the Bohemian woods by proverbially 

‘cutting them down’, more landscape elements have survived in Die Zauberflöte. Being far 

from unscathed, however, they have been divested of much of their intended spiritual meaning, 

often because the scenographer did not see it there in the first place.  

                                                 
year. See Wer spielt was? editions 1-69. Deutscher Bühnenverein, Bundesverband der Theater und 

Orchester (Cologne).  
371 Catel 1816, 120. Also, cf. Hoffmann 1816, 129. For a more extensive overview of Romantic desig-

nations of Die Zauberflöte, see footnote 480. 
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III.1. Schiller’s Die Räuber 

 

It difficult to overestimate the number of German gymnasium pupils who, over the past one and 

a half centuries, in an assignment on Schiller’s Die Räuber, would have encountered an 

exuberant eye witness account of the Uraufführung [premiere] in 1782 on the Mannheim stage: 

 

Das Theater glich einem Irrenhaus, rollende Augen, geballte Fäuste, heisere Aufschreie im 

Zuschauerraum. Fremde Menschen fielen einander schluchzend in die Arme, Frauen wankten, 

einer Ohnmach nahe, zur Türe. Es war eine allgemeine Auflösung wie im Chaos, aus dessen 

Nebeln eine neue Schöpfung hervorbricht.372 

 

[The theatre seemed like a madhouse, eyes rolling, fists clenched, coarse exclamations in the 

audience room. Strangers fell into each other’s arms, sobbing; women staggered, near fainting, 

towards the doors. It was a general dissolution like in a chaos, from whose fogs a new creation 

breaks out.]  

  

This is usually cited in the context of the play’s status as a seminal Sturm und Drang piece, 

underlining the movement’s broader, societal reverberations. Understandably, because of this 

political philosophical interest and due to the movement’s literary roots, most commentaries 

tend to focus on the verbal aspects of the play. Narrative analysis has uncovered layer upon 

layer of meaning in the story of the first-born Karl who takes charge of a band of robbers after 

being conned out of his inheritance and of the second-born Franz who, having orchestrated this 

deceit, subsequently attempts to murder their father and usurp Karl’s fiancé Amalia. 

However, precious little has been written about the play’s intended visual aesthetics, 

despite the fact that Schiller’s stage-instructions precisely proscribed the costumes and the five 

interior and six exterior stage settings and also despite the fact that the scenographer who 

designed the sets for the infamous Uraufführung belonged to one the most influential families 

in the history of scenography. Moreover, this was surprising to find given the play’s seminal 

                                                 
372 Cf. Wieczorek 2005, 18. Considering that these words date back to an interview with an eye-witness, 

over half a century after the Uraufführung, it is remarkable that they have been quoted so many times. 

There will invariably be some core truth to them, given the preponderance of other, less evocatively 

phrased eye witness accounts which confirm that there was an uproar from the audience. Yet the fact 

that they are often presented to underline the Sturm und Drang status of Die Räuber shows a willingness 

among some Schiller scholars to emphasize the supposedly most revolutionary and modern aspects of 

it.  
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status in a movement which is generally considered to have initiated – or at least to have inspired 

– the subsequent German Romantic spirit. 

Amid the wealth of landscape symbolism in literary works such as Johann Wolfgang 

von Goethe’s (1749-1832) Die Leiden des Jungen Werther, and after the radical philosophical 

reappraisal of nature in the works of Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) and Johann Gottfried 

[von] Herder (1744-1803), one might expect the prominent landscape elements in Die Räuber 

to reflect a Romantic aesthetic. Yet, despite the fact that the play is generally considered to be 

Sturm und Drang and therefore proto-Romantic, the religious symbolism of its scenography 

and its portrayal of nature indicate a more classical motivation. 

 

 

III.1.1. Scenography of the Uraufführung 

 

The most significant development in the scholarship on the scenography of the Uraufführung 

of Die Räuber in Mannheim in 1782 came from the hands of Herbert Stubenrauch in 1959. 

Stubenrauch exposits what little information was preserved about this at the end of his and 

Günter Schulz’s edited republication of the original Soufflierbuch.373 The main source 

concerning the scenography upon which he bases his overview, however, is a document that 

describes the so called Hauptbuch of the performance of Die Räuber in Mannheim in 1807.374 

Given that the Mannheim theatre, in this period, had only a limited assortment of stage 

elements, it is likely that the scenography for the 1807 performance did not differ significantly 

from the original performance.375 In some instances, Stubenrauch found confirmation that stage 

elements were indeed already used in the original performance. In others, he reports, it is 

difficult to state this with certainty, as most documents, including the 1807 Hauptbuch itself, 

have not survived.376 

 It is important to understand that in the time of the ‘classical German theatre’, around 

the year 1800 (unlike in modern day theatre), changes of scenery would often take place on the 

open stage, between the rise and fall of the curtain, which signified the beginning and ending 

of an act. This meant that, in order to maintain the momentum of the narrative and to avoid an 

awkward breaking down of the ‘fourth wall’, these on-stage set changes had to be executed 

                                                 
373 Stubenrauch 1959. 
374 Ibid., 172. 
375 Ibid. 
376 Ibid. 
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very quickly. Technically, this was made possible by alternating so-called ‘flat’ and ‘deep’ sets. 

‘Flat’ sets occupied only the front part of the stage, allowing the stage-hands to already set up 

the rear components of the subsequent ‘deep’ set before the on-stage set change at the end of 

the scene. The extent to which these technical requirements determined the scenographic 

structure of plays during this period should not be underestimated, as it resulted in an alternation 

between interior scenes in front of flat sets and exterior scenes in front of deep sets. 377 

 It appears that Schiller did not take the technical requirements of theatre into account 

when he wrote the original manuscript for Die Räuber. As a result, the Soufflierbuch counts 

seven acts as opposed to the original five. The first set design of the Uraufführung was for a 

“Saal im Moorischen Hause” [Hall in the Moor residence], which could be accommodated on 

a flat stage. The second set design was for a “Wirthsstube” [Inn] on a deep stage. Then, in the 

second act, the third set design, again on a flat stage, was for “Franz Moors Zimmer” [Franz 

Moor’s room]. For the fourth stage design, which decorated the first exterior scenes of the play 

“die Böhmischen Wälder” [the Bohemian woods], there was, once again, a deep stage. The fifth 

stage design, opening the third act and representing “ein Garten” [a garden], could 

understandably be more easily presented on a flat stage than could the previous set. The sixth 

stage design, for a “Gegend an der Donau” [area along the Danube], was again more expansive 

and therefore required a deep stage. 

In the fourth act, the intendant Dalberg had to insist on scrapping two scenes (act IV, 

scene 1. And act IV, scene 3.) from Schiller’s original conception because they could not be 

technically accommodated. Consequently, the act was played out in front of one design for a 

“Gallerie im Moorischen Schloß” [gallery in the Moorish castle] on a flat stage, and then in 

front of another design, again for “ein Garten” [a garden], which was now on a deep stage 

(unlike in the third act). In Schiller’s original plan, the subsequent stage design of a “Wald; 

Mondnacht” [wood; moonlit night] was intended to decorate the final scene of the fourth act. 

In all likelihood, because of the necessity to display such a vast exterior on yet another deep 

stage in the Soufflierbuch, this became the first scene of the fifth act. For the same reason, the 

next stage design for a “Aussicht von vielen Zimmern” [view from many rooms], which was 

originally intended to decorate the first scene of the fifth act on another deep stage, would 

ultimately be denoted in the Soufflierbuch as the one and only stage design for the added sixth 

act. Finally, the “Wald; Mondnacht” [wood; moonlit night] returned as a deep stage design. In 

                                                 
377 For a more elaborate outline of these ramifications, cf. Buchwald 1955. 
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Schiller’s original plan, this was meant to decorate the second scene of the fifth and final act, 

but in the Soufflierbuch, this became the backdrop for the final, seventh act. 

These changes are understandable if one considers that every change from one deep 

stage design to another was so technically elaborate that it required the curtains to fall and the 

final four stage designs to consequently be organized as individual acts. Also, as Stubenrauch 

points out, the fact that this organization into seven acts in the Soufflierbuch corresponds to the 

equal number of acts in the 1807 Hauptbuch is a strong indication that the information that the 

latter source provides on the scenography may be taken as generally representative of the 

Uraufführung.378 

 Since the Mannheim theatre, like most German theatres in this period, could not 

financially afford the production of original stage designs for every scene of every new play, it 

made use of a number of standard decorations, such as halls, rooms, cities, and landscapes.379 

Stubenrauch observes that Schiller mentions in a review of the Uraufführung, which he anony-

mously published shortly thereafter, that “[…] zwei herrlichen Dekorationen” [two delightful 

decorations] were produced “[…] ganz für das Stuck” [entirely for this piece].380 To which 

decorations he refers, unfortunately, remains unclear. Stubenrauch, however, does observe that, 

in all likelihood, they would not have been the designs for the garden or for Franz’s room 

because the inventory of the theatre in the 1807 Hauptbuch mentions a “Satyr-Garten” [Satyr 

garden] and a “schwarze Zimmer” [black room], which the theatre already owned at the time 

of the Uraufführung.381 It seems highly improbable, given the financial restraints, that these 

decorations and indeed a single woodland decoration, which the theatre also would have already 

had at its disposal in 1782,382 would not have been used for the Uraufführung. It is not clear for 

                                                 
378 Stubenrauch 1959, 176. 
379 Ibid., 177. Also, cf. Brockett 2010, which describes how, for most of the eighteenth century in 

Europe, “spoken drama was produced in the public theatres […] and the plays were not court-sponsored 

entertainments. Party for that reason, its settings were usually rudimentary and relied largely on stock-

settings” (149). However, “by the 1790s there were more than seventy Germanic [theatre] companies, 

more than half of them permanently located. This newfound stability meant much more emphasis on 

sophisticated scenery” (151). Die Räuber, thus, was first performed within a context in which scenery 

was receiving increasing creative and financial attention. 
380 Schiller added to a critical review of the Uraufführung, which he wrote and had published himself, a 

review he had received from a “correspondent”. Both are included fully in Friedrich Schiller, Sämtliche 

Werke, Band I, ed. by Albert Meier (Munich 2004), 619-638, here 636. As a – for Schiller fortuitous – 

response to his critical self-review, a magazine from Frankfurt actually rose to his defense in an editorial 

piece. Cf. Lesley Sharpe 2005. 
381 Stubenrauch 1959, 177. 
382 Ibid. 
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which of the woodland-based stage designs the latter would have been used. However, Stuben-

rauch implies, on the basis of Schiller’s own, particularly raving words regarding the stage de-

sign for a ‘wood; moonlit night’, this may well have been one of the two tailor-made designs.383 

Schiller would, at any rate, have had at least a somewhat greater interest in and knowledge of 

the landscape around Württemberg, since his father (in addition to his other duties for Eugen) 

supervised the maintenance of the parks and gardens there.384  

 No less difficult than establishing exactly which decorations may have been used in the 

Uraufführung is the question of who produced them or supervised the overall scenography. 

Some (non-academic) sources state that the scenographer commissioned for this job was a ‘J. 

Quaglio’.385 The Quaglio family, in addition to the (likewise Italian) Bibiena and Galliari 

families, was a veritable dynasty of stage designers with a wealth of knowledge and experience 

being passed on from one generation to the next over the course of the eighteenth, nineteenth, 

and twentieth centuries.386 The name ‘J. Quaglio’ could either refer to Julius Quaglio (formally 

Giullio Quaglio III), who lived from 1764 to 1801, or to his brother Joseph Quaglio (formally 

Giusepe Quaglio I), who lived from 1747 to 1828,387 both of whom were living and working in 

Germany when Die Räuber was produced.  

Christiane Hübner’s recent study of the scenographic work of Joseph’s son Simon 

Quaglio, however, mentions that Joseph worked for the Munich theatre from 1778-1793 and 

that Julius, at this time, worked in Mannheim.388 It is therefore quite conceivable that a ‘J. 

Quaglio’ – probably Joseph Quaglio – was the scenographer for the Uraufführung of Die 

Räuber. Hübner’s study also shows that whereas Simon Quaglio’s approach to scenography 

was strongly influenced by the Romantic aesthetic trends of the early nineteenth century, this 

‘J. Quaglio’, at the end of the eighteenth century, still operated firmly within the (neo-)classical 

aesthetic framework.389 In and of itself, this does not mean that Schiller’s scenographic ideas 

for Die Räuber were also conceived of as (neo-)classical. If they were, however, then ‘J. 

Quaglio’ would have been well suited to translate them into the stage designs. 

                                                 
383 Ibid., 177f. 
384 Wendt 2005, 5. 
385 Prange 2003, 30f. 
386 Brockett 2010, 142f. 
387 Ibid., 143. 
388 Hübner 2016, 156f. A more extensive discussion of Hübner’s study of Simon and Joseph Quaglio’s 

respective stage designs for Mozart’s Die Zauberflöte will follow below. 
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III.1.2. Swabian Pietism in Die Räuber 

 

Early twentieth-century scholarship on Schiller’s general religious inclinations and specifically 

on the religious aspects of Die Räuber was significantly burdened by the personal ideologies of 

the scholars producing it. In 1905, Arthur Böhtlingk wrote a small book entitled Schiller und 

das kirchliche Rom. Besides presenting one of the first analyses of Schiller’s Protestant 

Christian belief system, Böhtlingk very transparently used this belief system as a vessel for his 

own criticism of Roman Catholicism. Schiller’s exhortation “take the divine in your own inner 

self, and it will abdicate from its worldly thrown” is crucial in this regard.390 

 Die Räuber, Böhtlingk suggests, was born from Schiller’s frustration that the “tyran-

nical” duke Karl Eugen did not allow him to become a preacher.391 The play’s main purpose, 

accordingly, is to make unbelievers aware that a vengeful God watches over everything, 

presumably including the count’s dubious actions.392 Its supposed specific criticism of the 

Roman Catholic church is expressed through the horrors that occur when the band of robbers 

pillages a church, emphasizing the hollow materialism of Roman Catholicism.393 Furthermore, 

Böhtlingk argues, because the robbers are subsequently enticed by the Church to hand over 

their leader and the play’s main protagonist Karl von Moor, with the promise of complete 

absolution, Schiller was supposedly bemoaning the Church’s hypocrisy.394 Karl, however, then 

explains to his fellow robbers that government and church may offer them honours and a way 

to heaven, but that they would forever be prisoners of these conventional institutions if they 

accept this pseudo-freedom. This is where Böhtlingk’s personal Protestant predilection 

becomes most apparent, as he overtly praises the robbers for refusing the Church’s offer.395  

 By no means less transparently ideologically inspired is Adolf Dörrfuß’s 1922 work Die 

Religion Friedrich Schillers: Ein Baustein zum Wiederaufbau der deutschen Seele [Friedrich 

Schiller’s Religion: A Building Stone for the Reconstruction of the German Soul]. Much unlike 

Böhtlingk, Dörrfuß, now in the interbellum context through his discussion of Schiller’s 

religiosity, raises the question of whether art should replace religion, which appears to have 

                                                 
390 Böhtlingk 1905, 11. 
391 Ibid., 8. 
392 Ibid. 
393 Ibid., 12f. 
394 Ibid., 14. 
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failed mankind so cruelly in the recent World War.396 In so far as Schiller was concerned with 

religion, Dörrfuß posits, his interest extended to the artistic aspects of religion more than to 

traditional religious dogmatics.397 To Schiller, he argues, art was the only true means to achieve 

religious purity in society. He accordingly viewed the theatre as a moral institution.398 Dörrfuß 

even goes so far as to suggest that Schiller, in his ideal society, would have wanted to suffice 

without religion and just have art, but because of the supposedly coincidental nature of virtue, 

feared that the latter would not put adequate restraints on people’s sinful inclinations.399  

Although Dörrfuß ultimately interprets Schiller as placing a premium on art over 

religion, his work is perhaps most informative when he discusses the analogies that Schiller 

observed between the two.400 Schiller’s aesthetics, he states, lead to the outermost limits of 

religion, but the two are analogous in the (typically both Pietist and Romantic) sense that the 

ideal society that is built upon them represents an asymptotic “…unendliches, dem er sich im 

Laufe der Zeit immer mehr nähern kann, aber ohne es jemals zu erreichen” […infinite, which 

one may forever approximate more closely as time progresses, but without ever reaching it].401 

Furthermore, Schiller considered the world to be God’s art work402 and mankind’s perhaps most 

important duty in life to be the observation of this divine art work.403 To him, the notion of the 

world as God’s art work even amounts to a (kind of) proof of God’s existence, because, like a 

perfect artist, His doings are never pushed onto the perceiver and operate in more subtle ways.404 

If the divine artwork appears to be imperfect, according to Schiller, it is due to the flawed 

perception of the observer:  

 

Wir Menschen stehen vor dem Universum wie die Ameise vor einem grossen, majestätischen 

Palaste. Es ist ein ungeheures Gebäude, unser Insektenblick verweilet auf diesem Flügel und 

findet vielleicht diese Säulen, diese Statuen übel angebracht; das Auge eines bessern Wesens 

                                                 
396 Dörrfuß 1922, 14. 
397 Ibid., 4, 13. 
398 Ibid., 8. Dörrfuß bases this supposition, understandably, on the basic thesis of Schiller’s 1784 work 

Die Schaubühne als eine moralische Anstalt betrachtet. Lesley Sharpe, however, argues that this work 

should be understood as an attempt to appease the Mannheim theatre intendant Dalberg’s (neo-) 

classicist sensibilities, rather than as a true expression of Schiller’s views. Cf. Sharpe 2005, 26.  
399 Dörrfuß 1922, 20f. 
400 Ibid., 13-24. 
401 Ibid., 7. 
402 Ibid., 22. 
403 Ibid., 24. 
404 Ibid., 22. 
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umfasst auch den gegenüberstehenden Flügel und nimmt dort Statuen und Säulen gewahr, die 

ihren Kamerädinnen hier symmetrisch entsprechen.405 

 

[We people stand before the universe like the ants before a great, majestic palace. It is a gigantic 

building, our insect’s view may linger onto this wing and may perhaps find these columns, these 

statues ill fitted; the eye of a superior being also captures the opposite wing and observes statues 

and columns there, which symmetrically correspond with their comrades]. 

 

However, Dörrfuß’s thesis that Schiller ultimately considered religion to be but a moral 

instrument and not an end of itself is a woeful oversimplification of the playwright’s attitude, 

which changed markedly over the course of his life. Although Dörrfuß acknowledges Schiller’s 

devoutly (Pietist) Protestant upbringing, he posits that because Schiller was such a staunch 

advocate of self-determination and because he later developed more secular views, one must 

dismiss his religious youth from consideration and, instead, focus exclusively on what he wrote 

from 1779 onwards.406 

Recognizing the fallacies in this argumentation, Arthur McCardle set out in 1986 to 

provide a comprehensive overview of the significant influence that local Swabian Pietism had 

on Schiller’s works and ideas.407 In his introductory chapter, McCardle immediately acknow-

ledges the formidable challenge in defining ‘Swabian Pietism’, even before applying this to 

Schiller’s work. Pietism, he writes, can be best understood as a reform movement which 

developed over the course of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in an attempt to restore 

Protestant Christian faith and practices to Luther’s original reformation concept, following what 

Pietists perceived to be a degeneration back into Roman Catholic idolatry during the sixteenth 

and seventeenth centuries.408 The great emphasis Pietism placed on subjective, individual 

exploration of faith – aimed at being ‘reborn’ as a ‘new man’ in Christ, to use the words of the 

founding Pietist Phillip Jacob Spener (1635-1705) – and the lack of central clerical authority 

kilned a great denominational variety among its members. In other words, “Den Pietismus hat 

es eben nicht gegeben!”409 [There never was just one form of Pietism!] To complicate matters 

further, Swabian culture is generally characterized by its own distinct aloofness. Swabian 
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Pietism, therefore, represents something of an epitome in intangible theology and it is hardly 

surprising that in Schiller’s time, its members were strongly inclined towards mysticism and 

Gnosticism.410 

Although these inherent theological vagaries may make it difficult to discern between 

specifically Swabian Pietist influences on Die Räuber and those notions that were already 

commonplace in (Protestant) Christian theology, McCardle’s subsequent chapter-length discus-

sion of the play provides valuable insights into its religious underpinnings. The main theological 

purpose that McCardle discerns in Die Räuber is the fulfilment of an eschatological view of the 

Pietist theologian Johann Albrecht Bengel (1687-1752) that was held by many followers. 

According to Bengel (and by McCardle’s account, also Schiller), humanity was, at this point in 

history, rapidly approaching the end of times as prophesized in the Book of Revelations. 

McCardle suggests that Schiller would have seen the most apparent evidence of the decadence 

and moral decay (which are said to precede God’s final judgement over man) in the tyrannical 

rule of Eugen, which had begun in 1744 and had severely hampered his own social mobility.411 

In this sense, when Karl von Moor takes charge of the band of robbers, he thereby takes up the 

mission of castigating the decadence of a world that is either about to fall or is already in the 

process of falling.412 Pietists were known to exhort God to precipitate bringing down His 

kingdom and judgement on humanity and Karl, in this light, may be seen as a much desired 

avenging angel, sent down to execute this judgement.413  

Also, in this Pietist context, the increasing influence of the Enlightenment on society 

was perceived as a sign that history was nearing its perilous end.414 One of the most vehement 

critics of this development during Schiller’s time at the Karlschule (at the end of which period 

he wrote Die Räuber) was Friedrich Christoph Oetinger (1702-1782).415 Although there is no 

evidence of a direct connection between this theologian and the discontented pupil, it is telling 

that Christian Friedrich Daniel Schubart (1739-1791), besides writing the story Zur Geschichte 

des menslichen Herzens upon which Die Räuber was very closely based, also wrote poetry in 

                                                 
410 Ibid., 14. 
411 Ibid., 19. For more on Eugen’s abuses of power over the young Schiller, cf. Safranski 2014, 33-35. 
412 Ibid. 
413 Ibid., 152f. 
414 Ibid., 19f. 
415 Ibid., 34f. Also, cf. Safranski 2014, 103, on how Schiller and his fellow students were forbidden to 

write poetry after Schubart had been imprisoned by Eugen for attempting to subvert his power. For a 

more general analysis of Schiller’s relation to authority, cf. Graig 1968. 
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unabated praise of Oetinger.416 The famous sketch of Schiller reading passages of the play to 

his school friends is interesting in the way it depicts what in Eugen’s fits of paranoia would 

have no doubt seemed like a conspirator’s circle (fig. III.1.).  

 

 

 Fig. III.1. Sketch by Viktor Heideloff, a co-student of Schiller. 

 Schiller, 1778 im Bopserwald seinen Freunden die „Räuber“ vorlesend. In der Mitte stehend Schiller, 

links sitzend Heideloff, daneben knieend von Hoven, stehend Dannecker. Hinter Schiller an den Baum 

sich stützend Schlotterbeck, rechts sitzend Kapf.417 

 

In light of the present study, the fact that it is set in the woods outside of Stuttgart is telling. 

Partly through this image, if only because most original set designs were lost, Die Räuber has 

for many become inextricably tied to woodland scenery.  

 The strongest argument for interpreting the play as a theological work in Baroque 

tradition, as opposed to a largely secular, political statement, is the constantly implied presence 

                                                 
416 McCardle 1986, 34f. (Oetinger, as will become clear further on, also appears to have influenced the 

spiritual ideas that Mozart, a short decade after Die Räuber, expressed in Die Zauberflöte.) 
417 Wais 1955, Illustration 33. 
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of a ‘Divine Court of Justice’, which presides over and judges the character’s actions. This 

presence is made explicit in scene 1 of act 5, when Franz von Moor has an apocalyptically 

themed dream – or perhaps ‘vision’ would be more accurate – of the punishment he will receive 

once his sins are judged by God.418 In what McCardle describes as a stereotypically Pietist 

inclination towards self-reflection and (verbal) self-chastisement, Franz proceeds to bemoan his 

own sinfulness and he unfruitfully attempts to pray for God’s intercession.419 At the same time, 

it must be noted that a preoccupation with the inner ‘I’ was also typical of the Sturm und Drang. 

Nevertheless, whilst it is clear that Schiller’s Pietism allowed and enabled him to focus on the 

individual religious experience, the extent to which these self-reflections might also represent 

Schiller’s Romantic ‘seizing’ of this freedom remains a topic of debate.420 

McCardle observes that the possibility of redemption is only mentioned twice in the 

play. Before his attempt at patricide is made apparent, Franz considers whether the “Blut der 

Versohnung” [Blood of Redemption], shed by Christ to wash away man’s sins, might also allow 

for his own depravities to be forgiven.421 The doctrine of the blood of Christ, which was central 

to most Pietist denominations at the time, however, excluded patricide, fratricide, and thus also 

Franz, who attempted both sins, from the realm of divine forgiveness. The other reference to 

redemption, McCardle finds, is made in scene 2 of act 4, when Franz posits: 

 

Die Gnade selbst würde an den Bettelstab gebracht, und die unendliche Erbarmung bankerott 

warden, wenn sie für meine Schulden all gutsagen wollte – Also vorwärts wie ein Mann. 422 

 

[Mercy itself will be brought to the beggary, and the infinite compassion will be bankrupted, if 

it were to plead for my debts – so, onward like a man.] 

 

Beside a condemnation of the sin of patricide, there are several other ways in which fatherhood 

is afforded Biblical connotations in the play. Karl’s initial disinheritance and later return to his 

father may easily elicit in the audience the association of the return of the prodigal son.423 It 

                                                 
418 McCardle 1986, 137f. 
419 Ibid., 137-141. Karl and Amalia also regularly engage in these “Ich-Beobachtungen und Gewissens-

erforschungen” [self-observations and investigations of the conscience]. Ibid., 156-159. 
420 For a somewhat dated but still worthwhile exploration of this theme, cf. Emil Staiger 1962. 
421 McCardle 1986, 143f. 
422 Schiller 1959 (a), 572. 
423 McCardle 1986, 146-149. Cf. on this motif also Elisabeth Blochmann 1951, 474-484; and Koopmann 

1976. 
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must, however, be noted that the motif of ‘fatherly love and brotherly hatred’ was also cherished 

among Sturm und Drang poets and playwrights.424 Yet the play’s implicit respect for the 

authority of the father figure – evident in its condemnation of Franz’ attempt to murder him and 

in Karl’s shame upon losing his confidence – is markedly Pietist. As McCardle astutely points 

out, a similar unquestionable fatherly authority features in several of Schiller’s other plays. In 

Kabale und Liebe, the protagonist Louise Miller takes her father’s words as an unmediated 

divine decree and in Die Jungfrau von New Orleans, Johanna accepts her father’s denunciation 

of her as a sorceress, knowing it to be false, purely because his word to her is tantamount to 

that of God Himself.425 Karl’s disinheritance, thus, might also be interpreted as a ‘fall from 

grace’, occasioning his being ousted from the Paradise of fatherly protection.426 

If one were to apply Schiller’s later philosophical views on the Book of Genesis to the 

play, this fall from grace would constitute 

 

[…] einen Riesenschritt der Menschheit […] denn der Mensch wurde dadurch aus einem Skla-

ven des Naturtriebes ein freihandelndes Geschöpf, aus einem Automat ein sittliches Wesen, und 

mit diesem Schritt trat er zuerst auf die Leiter, die ihn nach Verlauf von vielen Jahrtausenden 

zur Selbstherrschaft führen wird.427 

 

[… a giant step for mankind … because as a result, man from a slave of nature became an auto-

nomous creature, from an automaton became a virtuous being, and with this step he first ascen-

ded the ladder which, over the course of millennia, would lead him to self-mastery.] 

 

This progressive view would certainly have been more akin to the radical Neologism and 

Enlightenment theology of the late eighteenth century than to the traditional Pietist dogma that 

called for a lamentation of the fall from grace. It is difficult to ascertain, however, whether 

Schiller already held this view when he produced Die Räuber (a decade before he wrote these 

words) or whether he, at that point, still conformed to the doctrines instilled in him during his 

childhood.  

Having overcome his initial ‘Old Testamentary’ rebellion against the order of Creation, 

Karl displays a more righteous (according to McCardle even messianic) attitude later in the 
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play. Whereas Karl’s messianic aspirations, although perhaps deluded, at least appear sincere, 

those of the cruellest among the robbers, Moritz Spiegelberg, amount to sheer charlatanism. 

Spiegelberg, who can be readily identified as Jewish,428 advocates a libertine approach to life – 

woefully unable, meanwhile, to hide the inner sadism that motivates him to do so.429 By 

appearing more consistent than Karl, the oscillating ideologue, Spiegelberg, calls into question 

his sanity and his leadership of the robbers. 

 Messianic though these characters may be, however, McCardle concludes that the play 

does not feature an explicit reincarnation of Christ.430 Whereas the God of the Old Testament 

is present throughout and presides over all moral proceedings, McCardle finds that Schiller had 

no need for Christ as a mediator between God and humanity.431 This could either mean that he 

intended to identify God as Christ interchangeably, which would have accorded with Pietist 

tradition, or that he was inspired by the newly emerging Neologism, a progressive offshoot of 

Pietism that emphasized Christ’s role as a teacher over his messianic fate.432 

Notwithstanding the precise inspiration – or lack thereof – for the apparent absence of 

a Christ-figure, both Karl and Franz may be seen as martyrs for a greater religious cause. In a 

poem entitled Monuments Moors des Räubers, Schiller addresses Karl, exclaiming: 

 

Vollendet! 

Heil dir! Vollendet! 

Majestätischer Sünder! 

Deine furchtbare Rolle vollbracht.433 

 

[Completed! 

Praise you! Completed! 

Majestic sinner! 

Your horrific role fulfilled.] 

                                                 
428 McCardle 1986, 153f. 
429 Several attempts have been made to identify upon which, if any, historical character Schiller might 

have based Spiegelberg. While these are inevitably speculative, given the lack of solid evidence, Alfred 
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Given that the word ‘vollendet’ was prominent in the Pietist vocabulary and was typically 

employed in funerary contexts, 434 it is easily imaginable that the original largely Swabian 

audiences would have had a profound personal reaction to these words.  

 The final argument that McCardle presents for a Pietist reading of Die Räuber concerns 

the allusions throughout the play to the moral conscience of its characters.435 Rational contem-

plation of morality, such as Franz undertakes when he denies the existence of God and of 

anything that may tie him to his fellow man beyond mere biological familiarity, fails to provide 

the necessary insights for a happy outcome. Rather, Franz finds himself appealing to a God he 

would like to deny, concluding that his sins have placed him beyond redemption, and Karl’s 

initial rebellious outbursts are reined in by an irrational sense that they are not in accordance 

with some greater moral order. In Pietist ethics, taken strictly, rational access to moral know-

ledge is considered impossible. Instead, the moral conscience, guided by a sensus communis, 

acts to keep the individual’s behaviour in check.436 The deep yearning to break free from 

society’s claustrophobic moral structures (which is often attributed to Die Räuber in defence of 

its status as a Sturm und Drang art work) would appear to contradict this emphasis on a sensus 

communis. McCardle, however, interprets the play not so much as hankering for social freedom, 

but rather as an expression of Schiller’s desire to be free to express his innermost feelings 

towards God.437 

 Whilst the arguments that McCardle puts forward make a strong case for a Protestant 

Christian interpretation of Die Räuber, no single argument points conclusively towards a speci-

fically Pietist inspiration and all evidence for it is, at best, circumstantial. The notion of ‘rebirth’ 

as a ‘new man’ in Christ is by no means exclusive to Pietist Protestantism. Nor are other beliefs 

such as the sense of an imminent apocalypse, the notion of God as a moral arbiter, moral self-

reflection, redemption through the blood of Christ, identification of Christ as God, the 

martyrdom of sinners, and the rejection of reason and embrace of the moral conscience 

exclusive to Pietist Protestantism. All of these elements, individually, could have just as well 

featured in any other Protestant Christian narrative. It stands to reason, however, given Schil-

ler’s devoutly Pietist upbringing, that the play’s particular Protestant Christian character would 

have been inspired by this denomination more than any other. Yet, it is only when one looks at 

the totality of McCardle’s evidence, that his Pietist interpretation becomes plausible. 
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 The facts that Die Räuber caused a stir in society when it was first performed and that 

Schiller’s later friend Johann Wolfgang von Goethe criticised it for its “youthful impatience”438 

may speak to a Sturm und Drang interpretation, but these facts do not preclude the possibility 

that it was intended as a religious art work. 

Michael Mann has suggested that any eschatological connotation is warped by the 

prominence and finality of death, as it features in the play.439 Schiller’s later poem in praise of 

Karl, the ‘majestic sinner’, however, is strong evidence that the character’s ultimate demise 

(off-stage) was neither intended to be wholly final nor purposeless. 

Rightly, Walter Müller-Siedel has pointed out that the ‘prodigal son’ motif in the play 

may not have been very important to Schiller, as it quite possibly could have been added 

according to the instructions of the intendant Dalberg to the performance version of the text.440 

Likely though this may be, it does not disprove the theological character of the play as a whole. 

Adolf Beck has argued that the assumption that the father Moor symbolises an 

unquestionable, divine world order that his sons subsequently struggle with is but a theological 

exaggeration of a mere psychological father-son dynamic.441 Given the absence of any explicit 

statement to the contrary by Schiller, this is difficult to disprove conclusively. However, as 

Helmut Koopmann rightly points out, this type of psychological interpretation is likely 

anachronistic, in light of Schiller’s historical context.442 

Furthermore, sociological interpretations of the play, such as that of Fritz Martini, who 

reads it primarily as a display of political rebellion (on Karl Moor’s part),443 or that of the 

German linguist Hans-Günther Thalheim, who even suggests that Karl’s ambition was the 

establishment of a German republic,444 tend to be overly one-sided. Although its sociological 

dimensions and ramifications are undeniable, Koopmann is considerably more balanced than 

they are when he concludes that “Moors Rebellion […] eben zugleich soziologische und 

psychologische, historische und theologische Probleme [stellt], und jede einseitige Deutung 

[…] daher von vornherein fragwürdig bleiben [muß]”445 [Moor’s rebellion … simultaneously 
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poses sociological, psychological and theological problems, and any one-sided interpretation 

… for this reason, must remain questionable from the start]. 

 

 

III.1.3. Swabian landscape in Die Räuber 

 

Whereas Stubenrauch’s analysis of the Uraufführung is the only scholarly work to date to have 

analysed the scenography as it is most likely to have looked during this performance, Werner 

von Stransky-Stranka-Greifenfels’ contribution to the Companion to the Works of Friedrich 

Schiller from 2005, entitled Die Räuber: Structure, Models and an Emblem, appears to be the 

only scholarly analysis of the possible meaning of this scenography.446 In it, Stransky-Stranka-

Greifenfels ambitiously sets out to prove that the play ought to be interpreted as a traditional 

eighteenth-century (neo-)classical art work, as opposed to the conventional interpretation of it 

as a work of the Sturm und Drang. Stransky-Stranka-Greifenfels finds his first indication of a 

distinct (neo-)classical character in a quote from a suppressed preface to the play by Schiller: 

 

Der Zuschauer vom gewaltigen Licht der Sinnlichkeit geblendet, übersieht oft sowohl die 

feinsten Schönheiten, als die untergeflossenen Flecken, die sich nur dem Auge des bedacht-

samen Lesers entblößen.447 

 

[The onlooker, blinded by the tremendous light of sensuality, often overlooks both the finer 

elements and the submerged blemishes, which only reveal themselves to the eye of the thought-

ful reader.] 

 

The conscious and subtle inclusion of “finer elements” in the play, Stransky-Stranka-

Greifenfels writes, suggests that Schiller aimed to conform to the dominant aesthetic framework 

of the eighteenth century. Accordingly, he observes that “the finer component parts are com-

                                                 
446 Stransky-Stranka-Greifenfels 2005. This essay is the culmination of a short series of essays on the 

same topic (listed there on p. 114). 
447 Quoted in Stransky-Stranka-Greifenfels 2005, 89. The translation of “feinsten Schönheiten” as “finer 

elements” is that of Stransky-Stranka-Greifenfels’ translator and editor Steven D. Martinson. I would 

suggest that “finest beauty” is closer to the original meaning and also happens to better support Stransky-

Stranka-Greifenfels’ thesis.  
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bined according to the principles of symmetry and harmony”.448 Besides an array of religious 

and historical ‘keywords’, which he derives from his meta-analysis of the play’s text, he claims 

that one of his “[…] most revealing findings is that the places to which individual scenes in Die 

Räuber refer at [sic] which aspects of Die Räuber can be traced to actual historical locations”. 

 Like Koopmann and McCardle, Stransky-Stranka-Greifenfels interprets the play as an 

expression of Schiller’s Swabian Pietist convictions. Specifically, he informs, the play reflects 

Origen’s doctrine of Christ’s Resurrection, which rejects Saint Augustine’s widespread doctrine 

of the dualism of heaven and hell.449 This main message, he argues, is “[…] transmitted […] 

by way of an emblem”.450 

 Stransky-Stranka-Greifenfels creditably identifies the Moor castle, where the first act is 

set, as the historical Altenmuhr castle in Franconia. That the castle was to be found in Franconia 

was already explicit in Schiller’s own stage directions, which read: “Franken. Saal im 

Moorschen Schloß” [Franconia. Hall in Moor Castle]. This is subsequently confirmed by Karl, 

who later on exhorts his fellow robbers: “Auf! Hurtig! Alle! Nach Franken!” [Go! Hurry! All! 

To Franconia!].451 In addition to Schubart’s Zur Geschichte des menschlichen Herzens, the 

scandalous history of Major Wilhelm von Buttlar and the Lentersheim family, which is widely 

acknowledged to have influenced Schiller’s narrative for Die Räuber, implies that the Alten-

muhr castle was the one referenced. 

Buttlar married into the Lentersheim family, who resided in the Obersteinbach castle in 

succession to the twelfth-century knightly Mu(h)r family. Note the strong resemblance between 

the historical name ‘Mu(h)r’ and the fictitious name ‘Moor’. Buttlar soon seized the family 

fortune by becoming the financial guardian of his father-in-law, who had been declared non 

compos mentis, and by commissioning the assassination of his mother-in-law in order to seize 

her property as well. Besides the obvious similarities between this history and Schiller’s 

narrative, Stransky-Stranka-Greifenfels points out a number of similarities between the various 

Lentersheim family castles in Franconia. For instance, he suggests that the Neuenmuhr castle, 

which was severely dilapidated by the late eighteenth century, may well have inspired the fallen 

tower in Die Räuber. 

                                                 
448 Ibid., 90. 
449 Ibid., 91f. 
450 Ibid., 92. 
451 Ibid., 93f. 
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The grounds surrounding the Altenmuhr castle, at the time of Die Räuber’s conception, 

corresponded closely with the “ländliche Gegend um das Moorische Schloß”,452 as described 

by Karl in scene 1 of act 4. In both the historical and fictional location, there was a dill garden 

beside an area where small game would be hunted – an activity to which Karl makes direct 

reference – and in both cases the access from the garden to the main entrance of the castle was 

unusually direct.453 Furthermore, Karl encounters a grassy knoll and an old mill where the 

Altenmuhr surroundings also included a grassy knoll, which was unique amid the swamplands 

of the Wiesental. The special significance of this knoll is that buried beneath it are the ruins of 

the first Muhr family castle.454 Finally, the Kellerhaus [cellar house], an estate that was built 

during the sixteenth century and owed its name to the supply vaults of the Muhr family, featured 

a barred gate that bore a resemblance to the one described by Karl in scene 5 of act 4.455 The 

cellar of the Kellerhaus, Stransky-Stranka-Greifenfels suggests, could well have inspired 

Schiller’s invention of the dungeon where Franz leaves behind and where Karl subsequently 

finds their father’s body.456  

Stransky-Stranka-Greifenfels speculates that Schiller chose the Bohemian woods setting 

of the second act for the spectacular defeat of the priest’s 1700-men strong army by Karl’s small 

band of robbers, who only suffered a single fatality (all of which is only described and not 

shown in the play), because of a similar history in the fifteenth century.457 During the Battle at 

Taus in 1431, the papal and imperial army suffered a tremendous loss against a radical Hussite 

faction known as the Taborites.  

In discussing the setting of the “area along the Danube” in the third act, Stransky-

Stranka-Greifenfels finds a telling ‘keyword’ in a line uttered by the ancillary character Raz-

mann that “[…] ein reicher Graf von Regensburg durchkommen würde” […a wealthy count of 

Regensburg will pass through].458 This reference to Regensburg, he argues, places the scene 

near Regensburg and therefore in an area where the Danube passes through the Bohemian 

                                                 
452 Ibid., 95. 
453 Ibid., 96. 
454 Ibid. 
455 Ibid., 95. 
456 Ibid., 96. 
457 Ibid., 97. 
458 Ibid. 
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woods.459 This implies a geographical connection between the second and third acts that is not 

only plausible but would also afford the play greater consistency. 

The setting of the “Wirtshaus” [inn], also described by Schiller as “Schenke an den 

Grenzen von Sachsen” [pub by the borders of Saxony], according to Stransky-Stranka-Greifen-

fels, must be located somewhere along the Saxon borders, near the city of Hof. In scene 2 of 

act 3, Kosinsky makes a possible reference to this city, exclaiming “nach Hof” [to Hof].460 

Furthermore, there is an area in the southwest of Saxony (and was, already at that time) where 

Saxony borders on Thuringia, Bohemia, and the Bayreuth mark (modern-day Bavaria / Upper 

Franconia). This implies that the inn where Karl pauses on his way from Leipzig to Franconia, 

is near Hof.461 

 It is not inconceivable that the reader may find Stransky-Stranka-Greifenfelds’ evidence 

of Schiller’s supposed topographical precision in Die Räuber, thus far, to be somewhat circum-

stantial. The argument he subsequently builds on this evidence, however, is so tangential that it 

is clearest – and fairest to Stransky-Stranka-Greifenfels – to quote him at some length: 

 

When all four scenes are linked together, they form an isosceles trapezium. But that is not all. 

The distance of the stretch between Muhr and Regensburg, that is, Muhr and the court, “Hof”, 

corresponds to the distance between Muhr and Marbach, the poet’s birthplace. Moreover, with 

one deviation of approximately two percent, the coordinates connecting Taus to Regensburg and 

to Marbach form almost a straight line. […] The isosceles trapezium […] becomes a divine sym-

bol that hovers over the dramatic action and represents the inner connections of the play, thereby 

demonstrating an important part of Schiller’s message.462 

 

It is and probably will always remain impossible to establish to what extent these geographical 

connections were coincidental or purposeful on Schiller’s part.463 Nevertheless, Stransky-

                                                 
459 Ibid. 
460 Ibid., 98. 
461 Ibid. 
462 Ibid., 99. 
463 Stransky-Stranka-Greifenfels offers no elaboration on the supposed relevance of the nearly straight 

line between Taus, Regensburg, and Marbach, other than the contextual implication that it is indicative 

of a conscious effort to apply geometry to geography as a narrative device. Nor does he explain why the 

distance from Schiller’s birthplace to Muhr corresponds to the distance between Regensburg and Muhr. 

One might speculate that Schiller wanted to express that the unfortunate events at the Moor castle, just 

like the unfortunate circumstances of his life – for instance, his being forced into the rigid Karlschule 

and the medical profession, cut off from his dream of a profession as a pastor – related to, or were even 
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Stranka-Greifenfels attempts to (re-)construct a hermeneutic framework through which they 

might be understood as relating to the (in Schiller’s time) still common practice of emblem 

interpretation. 

 Emblems usually featured a pictura and an inscriptio. The pictura of Die Räuber, 

according to Stransky-Stranka-Greifenfels, is the aforementioned isosceles trapezium that can 

supposedly be drawn along the geography of the play. The inscriptio is provided by Schiller in 

the form of a motto for the play, borrowed from Hippocrates: 

  

Quae medicamenta non sanant, ferrum sanat, 

quae ferrum non sanat, ignis sanat.464 

 

 [What medications do not cure, the iron cures,  

 what the iron does not cure, the fire does cure.] 

 

According to Stransky-Stranka-Greifenfels, Schiller has conspicuously omitted one line from 

Hippocrates’ original motto: 

 

 Quae vero ignis non sanat, ea insanabilia existimare oportet.465 

  

 [What the fire, however, does not cure, must be seen as incurable.] 

 

The iron referred to here by Hippocrates is the surgeon’s scalpel; the fire, in the same purely 

medical sense, refers to the practice of burning off a visible affliction. For Schiller, however, 

on Stransky-Stranka-Greifenfels’ take, these are meant symbolically. What they symbolize is 

not the curing of sickness or ailments but rather destruction. This is hinted at when Franz, in 

scene 1 of act 2, mentions “des Zergliederers Messer” [dismemberer’s knife] and subsequently 

states: “Ich möcht ihn nicht getödtet, aber abgelebt. Ich möcht es machen wie der gescheide 

                                                 
caused by the authority housed at the local ducal court. This type of speculation, however, would suit 

the argumentation often found in scholarly works that Die Räuber was a political, Sturm und Drang 

statement and not Stransky-Stranka-Greifenfels contentions to the contrary. 
464 Quoted in Stransky-Stranka-Greifenfels 2005, 109f. Here quoted by me after Schiller 2004, 491. My 

translation, with Schiller’s original emphases. The motto hails from Hippocrates’ Aphorisms. 
465 Quoted in Stransky-Stranka-Greifenfels 2005, 110. My translation. 
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Artzt (nur umgekehrt)” [I do not want him murdered, but dead. I want to do it like the wise 

doctor (only the reverse)]. According to Stransky-Stranka-Greifenfels, this signifies that the 

keywords in the Hippocratic motto (medications, scalpel, and fire) ought to be interpreted as 

tools of destruction, whereby medications would be more appropriately translated as ‘poison’. 

This poison, he continues, is also mentioned in a footnote to this dialogue by Schiller and is to 

be found throughout the play with Franz. Karl frequently encounters and engages with fire. For 

example, his robbers burn down an entire city and its Dominican church and, nearing the end 

of the dramatic action, he “[…] schlägt mit dem Dolch gegen einen Stein daß es Funken gibt” 

[hits a knife against a rock, so as to produce sparks]. This fire symbolism is perhaps most 

explicit in the fact that, upon returning to his paternal home, Karl takes on the pseudonym of 

“Graf von Brand” [literally: Count of Fire]. The symbolic meaning of iron Stransky-Stranka-

Greifenfels is unable to decipher, mentioning only that “it is not easy to recognize the correlate” 

for it, because “[…] the text contains numerous references to iron. But none of them appears 

sufficiently clear-cut.”466 

 Despite this uncertainty, Stransky-Stranka-Greifenfels’ supposition that the Hippocratic 

aphorism should be paraphrased with an emphasis on destruction, rather than healing, allows 

for a deeper understanding of the play. Read as such, the aphorism would be: 

 

 What poison does not destroy/kill, the iron destroys/kills,  

 what the iron does not destroy/kill, the fire does destroy/kill. 

 

The subsequent, missing line from Hippocrates’ aphorism would be: 

 

What the fire, however, does not destroy/kill, must be seen as indestructible/immortal.467 

 

Stransky-Stranka-Greifenfels ties this reading of the motto in with the Swabian Pietist doctrine 

of Origen which he (like McCardle) attributes to the young Schiller and with Karl’s words near 

the end of the play when, having received Amalia’s forgiveness for his absence and other sins, 

he exclaims: “Der Friede meiner Seele ist wiedergekommen, die Qual hat ausgetobt, die Hölle 

ist nicht mehr.” 468 [The peace within my soul has returned, the torment has been exhausted, 

                                                 
466 Ibid., 111. 
467 Ibid., 110. 
468 Ibid., 111. Here quoted after Schiller 2014, 614. My translation. 
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Hell is no more.] The implication of this is that if the Augustian dualism of heaven and hell is 

“no more”, then neither will be the earthly power that corrupted clerical authorities derive from 

this dualism. 

The meaning of the ‘contra-Hippocratic’ aphorism in this light is that whatever Franz’s 

poison or Karl’s fire (or the enigmatic iron) have not been able to kill must be indestructible or 

immortal. With regard to immorality, Stransky-Stranka-Greifenfels points out that Franz 

remarks (in act 5, scene 1): “Wenn ich meine sieben Schlösser schleifen lasse, wenn ich diese 

Venus zerschlage, so ists Symmetrie und Schönheit gewesen. Siehe da! das ist eure unsterbliche 

Seele!”469 [If I let my seven castles be filed open, if I strike down this Venus, it has thus been 

symmetry and beauty. Behold there! that is your immortal soul!] The seven castles are a clear 

reference to the heavens, but more interesting – and more contentious – is Stransky-Stranka-

Greifenfels’ subsequent suggestion that ‘symmetry and beauty’ are hereby equated to the 

‘immortal soul’ and that this equation can be generalized for the entire play. This means that 

the ‘things’ which poison, iron, and fire could not destroy nor kill and which are, thus, immortal, 

are the classical ideals of symmetry and beauty. These, in turn, can be equated to the divine, he 

adds, as was commonly done in the neo-classical context. By this token, the central message of 

the play is that the divine must be defended against any earthly usurpations by (both Protestant 

and Roman Catholic) Christian representatives. 

Although Stransky-Stranka-Greifenfels arrives at this conclusion from a different 

vantage point than McCardle, it is very similar to the latter’s notion that the play is an expression 

of Schiller’s desire to be free (also from clerical interventions) to express his innermost feelings 

towards God. Unlike McCardle, however, who readily acknowledged the oftentimes tangential 

nature of the contextual (theological) evidence he presents in support of this claim, Stransky-

Stranka-Greifenfels overreaches himself when he states in his concluding remarks: 

 

Up until now, Schiller’s Die Räuber has been catalogued as a Storm and Stress drama. That this 

conclusion is incorrect is evident in the investigations that inform this essay. According to these 

findings, although he was at home in the Baroque, with his first great work, the young poet was 

already on the path to classicism.470 

 

                                                 
469 Ibid., 112. Here quoted after Schiller 2014, 604. My translation, Schiller’s emphasis. 
470 Ibid., 113. 
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Firstly, one might well comment that, partly because of Martinson’s oftentimes highly literal 

and sometimes even outright poor translation of Stransky-Stranka-Greifenfels’ essay and partly 

because of the highly circumstantial nature of his evidence, little of it can rightly be termed 

“evident”. Secondly, even if one accepts the general gist of the essay, that Schiller’s inspiration 

for Die Räuber and the way he structured the play conform more to classical Christian aesthetics 

than to the supposed modernism of the Sturm und Drang, this does not warrant cataloguing it 

as “already on the path to classicism”. 

In this regard, there appears to be a strong contradiction in the above quote. If he means 

to say that Schiller, at the time of writing the play, was steeped in the Baroque but already 

developing a fledgling classicism, the problem with this would be that the Baroque itself was 

long preceded by – and heavily influenced by – classicism. In other words, the chronology 

would be incorrect. One might retort that he is referring specifically to the neo-classical 

‘Weimar classicism’, which Schiller would later champion together with Goethe. Yet even then, 

one would be disregarding the possibility that Schiller, besides being “at home in the Baroque” 

and “already on the path to classicism”, was also looking outside the home and exploring the 

new ideas of the Sturm und Drang. Indeed, it is altogether more likely than Stransky-Stranka-

Greifenfels’ one-sided supposition that, like Goethe, it was the very encounter and engagement 

with the Sturm und Drang that ultimately set Schiller onto the path to Weimar classicism. 

For all its imperfections, however, Stransky-Stranka-Greifenfels’ essay, when read in 

conjunction with McCardle’s and Koopmann’s analyses, shows that Die Räuber was intended 

as a deeply spiritual play and that its scenography played a crucial role in purveying the spiritual 

aspects of its (no doubt multifarious) message. The narrative refers on many occasions to socio-

political injustices in the late eighteenth century, which Schiller himself is likely to have 

experienced as severely limiting his freedom, and was, in this sense, likely to have been inspired 

by the Sturm und Drang. Yet the way in which Schiller engages with nature through the play’s 

considerable number of landscape scenes does not purvey the Sturm und Drang’s so-called 

‘proto-Romantic’ engagement with nature. Like the ‘full-fledged’ Romantics, the Sturm und 

Dränger eschewed the type of closed symbolism whereby a specific piece of nature constitutes 

a specific geographical or religious reference. Instead, they favoured open symbolism, whereby 

a landscape might facilitate the onlooker’s exploration of his own, unique spirituality. 

What Stransky-Stranka-Greifenfels leaves unexplored in his discussion of the landscape 

in Die Räuber is the spiritual and psychological experience of the audience. Even with an 

audience that is steeped in Swabian Pietist doctrine, it more likely that they will have been too 
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impressed – if not too unnerved – by the dangers that lurked in the Bohemian woods of Die 

Räuber to pay much attention to a religious emblem which is (not at all plainly) hidden in the 

scenography. To this audience, these woods and these robbers would undoubtedly have had the 

connotation of a danger which they themselves faced on an everyday basis. In the 1780s in 

southern Germany, there were an estimated 40.000 robbers, much like those depicted in the 

play, roaming around and terrifying the population.471 The repeated emphasis on the Bohemian 

woods served to underline this, before serving its (plausible) secondary function as a 

geographical reference to various meaningful cites within and around these woods. In this 

sense, it may certainly be said that the scenography of Die Räuber was intended to serve a 

Romantic purpose. Indeed, like most scenographic designs and forms of theatre, (including 

those long predating the term ‘Romanticism’), it inherently depends on a ‘suspension of 

disbelief’ to create a reality that enraptures the audience. Whether Schiller also intended the 

scenography to be Romantic in any sense beyond this remains unclear. That J. Quaglio’s 

scenography had at least succeeded in being Romantic in the former, ahistorical sense, Schiller 

could have happily concluded from the review he received from his “correspondent”: 

  

Sie müssen wissen, daß der Mond, wie ich noch auf keiner Bühne gesehen, gemächlich über 

den Theaterhorizont lief und nach Maßgab seines Laufs ein natürliches schröckliches Licht in 

der Gegend verbreitete. 472 

 

[You ought to know, that the moon, as I have not yet seen on any stage, walked leisurely across 

the theatre horizon and, in keeping with its course, spread a natural, cracked light in the 

surroundings.] 

 

 

III.1.4. Early-modern and postmodern landscape Scenography for Die Räuber 

 

Notwithstanding the Baroque and classical influences in Schiller’s original version(s) of Die 

Räuber, two decades after the Uraufführung, the self-appointed Romanticist landscape painter 

Caspar David Friedrich produced a series of drawings that depict scenes from the play (fig. 

                                                 
471 Safranski 2014, 105. 
472 Schiller on January the 15th, 1782 (quoting from a review of the Uraufführung he received shortly 

afterwards). Included fully in Schiller 2004, 636-638, cited part: 636f.  
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III.2.). It is telling that these scenes were uncharacteristically centred around the social 

interactions between the characters, whereas Friedrich otherwise tended to subordinate the 

people he painted to the landscapes they occupied or were observing. Friedrich, in nearly all of 

his other works, aspired to the typically Romantic Deutungsoffenheit [open symbolism],473 but 

apparently in the landscape scenes of Die Räuber, he did not find sufficient inspiration for a 

Romantic rendering of the play on canvas. What did appeal to his Romantic sensibilities were 

the aspects which in posterity have been commonly attributed to a Sturm und Drang influence, 

namely the play’s supposed subversion of constricting social and political norms. 

 It would go too far to suggest that Friedrich’s Romantic interpretation has been 

singularly responsible for the fact that in postmodern performances of the play, the emphasis 

was (and still is) most often placed on the socio-political Sturm und Drang aspects, rather than 

on its original classical handling of landscape and Pietist spirituality. Although Friedrich’s art 

was highly influential in postmodernist circles from the 1960s to the present, many scholars to 

date interpret Die Räuber as predominantly belonging to the proto-Romantic Sturm und 

Drang,474 just as the landscape painter appears to have done. 

 

 

                                                 
473 For more information specifically on Friedrich’s Deutungsoffenheit, cf. Chapter II, 123, and Hofmann 

2000, 239. 
474 See e.g. (in chronological order) Pascal 1953, 39f.; Furst 1968, 122, 126, 129, and 134; Leidner 2003, 

275; Koc 2010, 91. 
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Fig. III.2. Caspar David Friedrich, Final Scene from Schiller’s ‘Die Räuber’ (1799). From the 

‘Kopenhagener Skizzenbuch’. Sepia. 20,5 × 26,2 cm. Greifswald, State Museum. 

 

Setting aside exactly which scholarly or artistic influences may have inspired the postmodern 

productions of Die Räuber, probably the most radical alteration made in these productions, 

compared to the Uraufführung, has been the complete removal of any landscape elements from 

the stage. 

 In 1966, the director Peter Zadek, together with the scenographer Wilfried Minks, 

working at the (then) radically postmodern Bremen theatre, produced a version of Die Räuber 

with a completely empty stage, backed only by an enormous facsimile of a particularly fierce 

painting by Roy Lichtenstein (fig. III.3.).475 This, combined with the fact that Die Räuber is the 

only reproduction of a classic German play in Zadek’s sizable oeuvre, may be seen as a further 

indication that he was exclusively interested in those aspects of German classical theatre which 

he considered relevant to his own, contemporary political ideals. He eschewed, or quite possibly 

did not even consider what, to these secular ideals, would have been inconvenient religious 

undertones in the original landscape scenography (and narrative).  

 

                                                 
475 Cf. Carlson 2007; Kraus 2007. 
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Fig. III.3. Wilfried Minks and Peter Zadek, Stage design for Schiller’s Die Räuber (1966). 

  

Although more traditional versions of Die Räuber were still produced in the decades after 

Zadek’s and Minks’ radical deconstruction of it, this type of highly political, generally entirely 

secular, postmodern rendition tended to attract considerably more attention. Initial responses 

were usually mixed, with some reviewers criticising the loss of meaning in these deconstruc-

tions and others praising their originality. A sign that the post-second-world-war era is still 

strongly influenced by Romanticism is the fact that, as the years passed, these radical versions 

of Die Räuber were increasingly commemorated for their originality, whilst the more traditional 

reproductions have been largely forgotten. 

 In 1990, the East-German director Frank Castorf (1951), together with the scenographer 

Bert Neumann, staged Die Räuber in the context of the Wende. In an attempt to show the 

frictions that were arising from the shift from socialist to liberal-democratic culture and from a 

centralized economy to a free market, Neumann framed the entire stage in and along the sides 

of a giant shoebox. Symbolizing the increasingly porous borders of the GDR and the influx of 

western consumer goods, the fourth wall was intentionally torn down, by peeling the front side 

of the shoe box over the front of the stage into the orchestra pit, and having the robbers 

continuously climb up and down the sides.476 A more radical diminution of the original, vast 

landscape stage designs, down to the microscopic level of a small box, can hardly be imagined. 

That the religious symbolism of the original landscape scenography was hereby negated could 

                                                 
476 Cf. Berg 2008. 
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not only be criticised from a classical perspective but could also be seen as a missed opportunity 

to engage with the significant religious dimensions of the German division and reunification. 

 The lasting influence of these deconstructive approaches to Die Räuber’s scenography 

can readily be observed with an online-search for videos of recent reproductions.477 Among a 

myriad of amateur productions (often by German gymnasium students) and a few professional, 

televised productions, one finds a version from 2011 at the Salzburger Festspiele by Nicolas 

Stemann which features only a single stage design throughout the performance: four chairs, 

backed by a giant projection of the words “Die Räuber” on a screen. 

In a school production of the ‘A.G. T.A.C.H.E.L.E.S’ theatre group in Hanau, which 

seeks to engage with the recent notions of ‘postfact’ and ‘posttruth’ and which satirizes the 

American president, Donald Trump, there are some landscape elements in the form of artificial 

trees (presumably representing the Bohemian woods) that hang upside-down from the ceiling. 

One imagines that this de- or reconstruction of the landscape is meant to signify that this 

epistemological shift has, as it were, ‘turned the world on its head’.478  

Ulrich Rasche’s scenography for Die Räuber at the 54th Theatertreffen in Berlin, 

produced with the Rezidenztheater Munich, in 2017, opened with a set of giant revolving 

treadmills, which had completely consumed the stage. A stripe on the treadmills, which returned 

upon every full rotation, served to make its motion visible. Characters would walk forward or 

backwards, with or against the direction of the treadmills, change between treadmills, and 

sometimes simply be carried off below the horizon at the end of a scene. Amalia’s line “wo sie 

stehen, standet er tausendmal” [where we stand, he stood a thousand times] certainly gained 

new meaning on a treadmill, as did the communal chorus at the end of the play “Denk an die 

Böhmischen Wälder” [think of the Bohemian forests].  

The visual vocabulary was severely reduced. In terms of the costumes, the robbers wore 

their shirts and safety harnesses either on or off, Karl and Franz lost about two layers of clothing 

as the performance progressed, and Amalia was fully naked near the end. Props were limited to 

                                                 
477 The play is performed far too often to provide a complete overview of all recent performances here. 

However, the recordings of it online provide much insight into the forms that its scenography has taken 

in recent years. Also, they have, in some instances, had a sizable audience by any theatre standard. In 

the case of Ulrich Rasche’s version from 2017, for instance, the number of online views alone is over 

6000 at the moment of writing, but can, unlike unrecorded performances, only increase in the future. A 

‘view’, it must be noted, is not the same as a (full) visit to the theatre. Nevertheless, if the scenography 

is limited to a set of giant treadmills, a ‘view’ needs not be extensive to gain an impression of – or indeed 

to be impressed by – the dramatic design. 
478 For a full online recording, see https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E1ZSI_9Xz3Q 
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a stage dagger, a dagger which is only imagined by Franz, an antique pistol, and a wine bottle. 

Although, compared to the Uraufführung, the treadmill design afforded the scenography an 

innovative motion, this motion was inherently limited in form. Variations were made on the 

treadmills’ speed (relative to speed of the characters), their direction (relative to direction of the 

characters), and their vertical and horizontal angles. The only colour in the composition came 

from the occasional orange lighting of a smoke effect which was made to envelop the treadmills. 

Most characters, the robbers especially, wore safety harnesses over their simple 

costumes whenever the treadmill would elevate to perilous angles. It is unclear whether irony 

was intended when Karl wore a safety cable during his speech about their supposed great 

courage. Whether incidental to safety regulations or meaningfully intended, the cables added a 

strong sense of ‘predetermination’ and ‘inescapability’ to the already unrelenting treadmills. 

 

 

Preliminary observations 

To the scores of theatre directors, producers, and scenographers who continually labour to 

revitalise that part of Die Räuber which they have come to believe is the most timeless and 

powerful, the play’s original visual aesthetics may be of varying interest. They are free, 

thankfully, to interpret the play as the heart pleases – to use a Romantic phrase – and they may 

leave out any mention of the Bohemian forests and garden scenes which Schiller conceived. 

They are also free to disregard Schiller’s meanings entirely and produce a version of the play 

that is unlike the original in every regard but its name – and even that they may deconstruct. In 

leaving out the original landscape aesthetics, however, as many of them do and have done in 

the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, they set aside a wealth of carefully constructed, 

religious symbols. Although the choice to leave out the landscape aesthetics may be justified in 

the fact that it does not accord with the likely more secular message they intend to convey, 

understanding these aesthetics can be of value, if only to adjust the balance of their portrayal to 

the sudden absence of what they have chosen to omit. To those who seek to remain true to the 

original literary work and its subsequent transformation onto the stage, this understanding can 

be invaluable. 
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III.2. Mozart’s Die Zauberflöte 

 

Just like Mozart, who was the same age, young Schiller was searching for a perfect form 

that, following the example of the ancients, was harmonious, symmetrical, and beauty-

ful.479  

 

Despite Wolfgang Amadé Mozart’s (1756-1791) reputation for classicism, his ‘Singspiel’ Die 

Zauberflöte was generally received as a ‘Romantic opera’ because of the exoticism of its 

scenery and the esoteric nature of its many symbols.480 This case study will analyse five (the 

first two and final three) designs in four early modern stage scenographies to show that, in this 

initial context, all of the scenographers who were involved placed great emphases on the opera’s 

dichotomies between light and darkness, symmetry and asymmetry, and nature and artifice, 

balancing these (and indeed, in Simon Quaglio’s case, even balancing Romantic and classical 

aesthetics) against each other. The rationale for this selection from the original twelve stage 

designs is twofold. Firstly, the first and final two designs in several of these initial adaptations 

have been widely copied and distributed because they are considered to be emblematic of the 

respective classical and Romantic styles in early modern scenography. Secondly, by discussing 

the first and final two designs in relation to the scenes performed in front of them, the reader 

may gain a better sense of the complete narrative than by discussing the intermittent scenes. 

For a comprehensible discussion of the final two designs, the tenth stage design, to which the 

action briefly returns in between the eleventh and the twelfth, must also be considered. 

Through the subsequent comparison with various more recent scenographic designs, it 

will become clear that many of the balances that Mozart and Emanuel Schikaneder originally 

devised and that early modern scenographers carefully sought to maintain in their own 

conceptions have been altogether lost in recent times. The combination of the Romanticized 

status of contemporary scenographers (as solitary geniuses, producing their own individual art 

works, ‘on top of the narrative’) with a general lack of understanding of the original deeply 

spiritual iconography of the landscapes in Die Zauberflöte, it will be argued here, has rendered 

                                                 
479 Stransky-Stranka-Greifenfels 2005, 108. 
480 Catel 1816, 120. Also, cf. Hoffmann 1816, 129. Also, for a more recent example, cf. Schmid 2017, 

77: “Mit der Zauberflöte beteiligt sich Mozart […] an der ‘Grundsteinlegung’ zur romantischen, 

deutschsprachigen Oper” [With the Zauberflöte Mozart…contributed to the foundation of the Romantic, 

German-speaking opera]. 
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many contemporary performances unsuitable for the spiritual experience that the opera was 

intended to facilitate.  

 

 

III.2.1. The artists behind four early scenographies 

 

Few of the great operatic works which are still regularly performed feature as many closed 

symbols as Mozart’s and Schikaneder’s Die Zauberflöte. In the narrative, these take the form 

of the four elements (earth, water, air, and fire) and of values and virtues that are listed together 

at crucial moments (generally deducible to masonic origins), such as ‘reason, nature, and truth’, 

or ‘friendship, love, and wisdom’, or ‘beauty, wisdom, and strength’. Characters’ names, such 

as most ostensibly the “Queen of the Night”, betray their symbolic roles and the narrative 

attributes various symbolic meanings to different genders and ethnicities. To musicologists and 

producers with specialist knowledge, the partiture also contains a wealth of symbols481 and it is 

no less laden with visual meaning. Prop pieces are emblematically coloured ‘silver’ or ‘gold’, 

costumes accord with the good or bad natures of their wearers (as does the lighting they 

receive), and in the scenography, Egyptian hieroglyphs and masonic and alchemist symbols 

abound. 

 Amid the vast array of interpretations of this so-called ‘romantische Oper’ [Romantic 

opera] – in fact being a Singspiel,482 with varying emphases on supposed Baroque, (neo-) 

classical, Enlightenment, Romantic, and masonic influences – Tjeu van den Berk put forward 

an explanation that manages to connect Mozart’s masonic intentions, his alchemistic inspira-

tions, and his theological purpose for the opera.483 The connection is the Lutheran theologian 

and theosopher Friedrich Christoph Oetinger (1702-1782), who sought to apply chemical 

processes to ‘bring out’ the divine in nature.484 His theory posits that music as a mathematical-

alchemist medium can serve this divine purpose, more appropriately even than traditional 

alchemy. It is not difficult to imagine how this could have inspired Mozart’s flute, which has 

                                                 
481 A few among many studies include: Rosenberg 1964; Chailley 1971; Chailley 1992; Robbins Landon 

1999; Buch 2004; Assmann 2005. 
482 For a general description of this type of opera “[…] with spoken dialogue instead of recitative and 

with some characters and scenes appropriate to popular comedy”, see e.g. Burkholder 2014, 556. 
483 Van den Berk 2002. 
484 Ibid., 416. 
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the power to tame animals, enchant enemies and beckon lovers. Van den Berk provides ample 

hermeneutic evidence to support this connection.485 

 What has remained unexamined, up until now, is to what extent the original scenography 

and subsequent designs were also intended to ‘bring out’ the divine in nature. In her recent 

study of Simon Quaglio’s 1818 scenography for the opera, Christiane Hübner has provided an 

initial, valuable exploration of how, in such early modern versions, the contrasts between 

symmetry and asymmetry, light and dark, and nature and artifice were used to purvey 

meaning.486 Her conclusion is that Simon Quaglio’s notoriously Romantic scenography of Die 

Zauberflöte actually contrasted classical and Romantic aesthetics on a more or less equal 

footing. A point upon which she does not reflect, however, is that Quaglio’s manner of 

contrasting these elements even implies a certain preference for the classical. 

Even if he was as Romantically inclined as many have deduced from the reputation of 

his scenography for Die Zauberflöte, and even if he only allowed the classical to triumph over 

the Romantic therein in order to appeal to the mores of his contemporaries, his work was still 

one of emulation rather than of ‘pure’ invention. Before presenting evidence of this through a 

visual comparison of his, Schinkel’s, his father’s, and Mozart’s versions, these artists and the 

still-existing visual resources of their work for the opera need to be briefly introduced.  

 

Scenography 1: Wolfgang Amadé Mozart and Emanuel Schikaneder 

The famous child prodigy Mozart was born and baptized in 1756 as Joannes Chrysostomus 

Wolfgangus Theophilus Mozart in Salzburg. He was reared by his father Leopold, who was a 

respectable and exceptionally accomplished violinist and music teacher, and both of his parents 

raised him within a strict Roman Catholic tradition.487 Although his musical endeavours left 

him little time for the study of other disciplines, he was, according to his close friends and 

family members, an avid reader of a wide variety of literature.488 Mozart was highly active in 

masonic circles (and was followed in this by his father and his own offspring), from which he 

drew inspiration for the verbal, musical, and visual symbolism of Die Zauberflöte.489 He may 

                                                 
485 Ibid., 47, 413-419. 
486 Hübner 2016. 
487 Cf. e.g. Einstein 1945, 77. 
488 Van den Berk 2002, 411f. Also, cf. Lütteken 2017, 43, 52. 
489 Van den Berk 2002, 59-61, 333-344. Also, cf. Solomon 1995, 321f.; and Abert 2007, 777, which 

describe how Mozart was a highly active member of several lodges in Vienna after undergoing his 

initiation in Zur Wohltätigkeit in 1784. 
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have received further inspiration for its visual appearance already two decades before writing 

it, when he visited an Isis-temple in Pompei with his father, during a time in which many Ger-

mans were inspired to go see the early excavations of ancient architecture by Johann Joachim 

Winckelmann in Italy and Greece.490  

 Although most scholars generally agree that Die Zauberflöte can rightly be termed a 

joint product of Mozart and Schikaneder, it must be pointed out that, given his more extensive 

experience with the technical, scenographic production of theatre and opera works, Schikaneder 

may be assumed to have played a more prominent role in this regard. Named Johann Joseph 

Schickaneder upon his birth in 1751 into a poor family in the Bavarian city of Straubing, the 

later-named Emanuel Schikaneder was briefly educated as a singer at a Jesuit school but soon 

turned to the theatre.491 He performed and lived in several large German cities. In Regensburg, 

he applied for initiation into the local masonic lodge but was rejected on the grounds of his wild 

reputation.492 Nevertheless, by the time he moved from Regensburg to Vienna, he had made a 

considerable career for himself as an actor, singer, composer, and dramatist in southern Germa-

ny.493 In his newly-acquired position as director of the Wiedener Theater im hochfürstlich 

Starhembergischen Freihaus, in 1791, he commissioned Mozart to compose a ‘Zauberoper’ 

[magic opera].494 Its production cannot have taken more than half a year.495 It is assumed that 

Schikaneder’s contribution to it was partly visually inspired by the illustrations of Egyptian 

architecture in Jean Terrasson’s book Geschichte des egyptischen Königs Sethos, aus geheimen 

Urkunden des alten Egyptens gezogen (published between 1732 and 1737).496 In his advertise-

ment for Die Zauberflöte, Schikaneder claimed to have commissioned a “Herr Gayl Theater-

mahler und Herr Neßthaler als Dekorateur”497 [mister Gayl, theatre painter and mister Neßthaler 

as decorator]. However, is it likely that he also used existing pieces.498 The only still-existent 

illustrations that are said to approximate the appearance of the Uraufführung are six etchings 

by Joseph and Peter Schaffer from 1795.499 Although the absence of a closer visual source is 

                                                 
490 Van den Berk 2002, 398-403. On Winckelmann, see chapter II. 
491 Heartz 2009, 270. 
492 Van den Berk 2002, 299f. 
493 Skalicki 1956, 2. 
494 Ibid., 3f. 
495 Van den Berk 2002, 323-325. 
496 Skalicki 1956, 5. 
497 Ibid., 8.  
498 Jahn 1859, 634. 
499 Now kept in the Historisches Museum der Stadt Wien (inventory numbers 1784-1789). Cf. Van den 

Berk 2002, 285. Van den Berk argues that these are, in fact, illustrations of the Uraufführung. 
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regrettable, for the purpose of the present study, it suffices that these illustrations (backed by 

those of the Munich performance by ‘J. Quaglio’) give an impression of what the opera looked 

like during the last decade of the eighteenth century.  

 

Scenography 2: J. Quaglio 

The illustrations of the second production of Die Zauberflöte in Munich, two years after its 

Uraufführung, are signed “J. Quaglio”, which could refer either to Simon Quaglio’s father 

Julius [Giulio] (1764–1801) or to his uncle Joseph [Giuseppe] (1747–1828). The Munich 

performance was poorly received by the critics.500 Hübner suggests that what was by 1816 

considered an all too sweet Rococo scenography depicted by ‘J. Quaglio’, was finally overcome 

by Schinkel in his adaptation.501 Simon Quaglio’s adaptation, almost thirty years after the 

previous Quaglio generation, was a seemingly more Romantic response to Schinkel but also, 

as will become clear, borrowed some motifs from the 1793 stage designs of the previous 

Quaglio generation. To avoid confusion, the producer of the illustrations will henceforth be 

referred to as ‘J. Quaglio’ and the next generation scenographer as ‘Simon Quaglio’. 

 

Scenography 3: Karl Friedrich Schinkel 

A pillar of German architecture, Karl Friedrich Schinkel (1781-1841) was born in Neuruppin 

as the son of the Lutheran preacher Johan Cuno Christoph Schinkel. After the death of Schinkel 

Sr., the family moved to Berlin, where Schinkel was subsequently educated in the arts, 

particularly in architecture. He rose to great fame and influence, designing many landmark 

buildings for Frederick the Great. No small part of his acclaim, however, was won through his 

scenographic adaptation of Die Zauberflöte, which premiered on January 18, 1816 on the 

occasion of the Coronation and Peace Celebrations in the Opera House on Unter den Linden. 

His stage designs were reused many times and, from 1994 to the present, they have been in 

active use at the Berlin State Opera. With a notable interest in naturalistically portraying the 

Egyptian architecture, he extensively consulted Vivant Denon’s Voyage dans la basse et haute 

Égypte.502 Together with the Egyptian style, he also mixed in Indian and Mexican elements.503 

Many illustrations of the scenography have been produced and reproduced since the perfor-

mance. Those that will feature here are facsimiles of his own detailed drawings, which were 

                                                 
500 Hübner 2016, 155. 
501 Ibid. 
502 Ibid., 163. 
503 Skalicki 1956, 34. 
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produced in the years directly following the performance. Two extensive reviews of his sceno-

graphy from the year it premiered, by Louis Catel and Ernst Theodor Amadeus Hoffman, 

provide an impression, beyond the static illustrations, of what the scenography looked like in 

the motion of the changes and how it was lighted.504 

 

Scenography 4: Simon Quaglio 

Born into an influential Italian dynasty of scenographers and dramaturges, Simon Quaglio 

(1795-1878) received little formal education but benefited from a wealth of experience among 

his family members. Over the course of his career, he received many respectable commissions, 

including the scenography of adaptations of not only Schiller’s Wilhelm Tell Jungfrau von 

Orleans, Braut von Messina, and Turandot, but also Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy’s adaptation 

of Antigone and A Midsummer Night’s Dream.505 However, probably his best-known work is 

his scenography for Die Zauberflöte, which premiered in Munich on November 27, 1818. 

Unlike Schinkel, he both designed and supervised the execution of the scenography.506 Most 

decorations were burnt in a fire at the theatre in 1823, but whatever survived was reused in 

1829, 1839/1840 and, born of desperation, again in 1870 at the Munich theatre.507 With a similar 

interest to Schinkel’s in a naturalistic portrayal of the Egyptian architecture, he consulted, 

besides Denon’s work, Louis François Cassas’ Voyage pittoresque and multiple volumes of the 

Description de l’Égypte, commissioned by Napoleon and published in 1818.508 His 

scenography is generally considered to be the prototypically Romantic response to Schinkel’s 

prototypically (neo-)classical designs. Eleven of the original twelve stage designs still exist and 

are kept in the theatre museum in Munich. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
504 Louis Catel, ‘Über die Dekorationen der Zauberflöte’, Vossischen Zeitung, February 10th, 1816 and 

Ernst Theodor Amadeus Hoffmann, ‘Über Dekorationen der Bühne überhaupt und über die neuen Deko-

rationen zur Oper Die Zauberflöte auf dem Königl. Opern-Theater insbesondere’, Dramaturgisches 

Wochenblatt, February 17th, 1816; both reviews are quoted in full in Harten 2000, 119–130. 
505 Hübner 2016, 356, 365, 367f. 
506 Ibid., 149. 
507 Ibid., 150, 159f. 
508 Ibid., 163. 
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III.2.2. Emulative balancing of symmetry, light, and nature: a comparison of five stage designs 

 

The visual comparisons given in this paragraph will be presented in the order of the scenes of 

the Uraufführung, with reference to the number of the stage design, the act, and the scene in 

the headings. In order to make sure that the relation between the stage designs and the plot can 

be traced, a brief summary of the action and the libretto’s prescriptions for the stage setting will 

be provided. An extensive analysis of how the music of Die Zauberflöte conveys its meanings 

lies beyond the scope of this case study. It will, however, refer to the musical sequence as it 

relates to the scene changes, because these were clearly intended by Mozart and Schikaneder 

to meaningfully intersect and overlap with one another. 

 Before the staged narrative commences, the Prologue informs that a conflict has arisen 

between the recently widowed Queen of the Night and the high-priest Sarastro over the 

powerful sun-disc given to Sarastro by the late king. After the Queen of Night has absconded 

herself, her daughter Pamina and the ladies of her court from Sarastro’s clerical supervision, 

the gods Osiris and Isis, have ordered Sarastro to capture Pamina. Torn away from her mother, 

she is then placed under the guard of the moor Monastatos. The young prince Tamino has 

unwittingly been ordained by Osiris and Isis to marry Pamina. As the curtain is raised, he has 

just wandered off on a hunting expedition and has been chased by a giant snake to the façade 

of a temple which, unbeknown to him, belongs to the Queen of the Night. 

 

First stage design 

Act 1, scene 1: “Eröffnungsbild mit pyramide” 

The area in front of the temple forms the backdrop for the first five scenes, in which Tamino is 

first conveniently rescued from the snake by three ladies of the Queen of the Night’s court. 

Then he is introduced to the birdman Papageno who, throughout their adventures, will act as a 

sort of comical side-kick, or – to use a more precise but no less unflattering neologism – 

‘wingman’.509 The Three Ladies return from the temple with a portrait of Pamino which they 

use to enlist Tamino in retrieving the princess on her mother’s behalf. The libretto prescribes 

the setting as follows: 

 

                                                 
509 Beneath the surface of this comical, ancillary character lies a depth of symbolic meaning which 

ultimately elevates his role above the triviality of his antics and buffoonery. Cf. Van den Berk 2002, 47. 
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Das Theater ist eine felsichte Gegend, hie und da mit Bäumen überwachsen; auf beiden Seiten 

sind gangbare Berge, nebst einem runden Tempel.510 

 

[The theatre is a rocky area, here and there overgrown with trees; on both sides there are 

accessible mountains, beside a round temple.] 

 

In performances of Die Zauberflöte around the year 1800, four specific phrases from the second 

half of this instruction (after the semicolon) have been subject to various interpretations: “auf 

beiden Seiten”, “gangbare”, “nebst”, and “runden”. Whilst the ‘rocky area’ and the ‘temple’ 

were not disputed, different scenographers approached the relation between this slice of nature 

and this manmade structure very differently. 

From what we may deduce from the Schaffers’ illustration, the “gangbare” mountains 

in this early performance were rather more ‘common’ than ‘accessible’ (fig. III.4.a.). In 

Schinkel’s and Simon Quaglio’s versions, a considerable part of the rocky landscape was 

depicted as ‘accessible’, which must have resulted in a dramatically expansive spatial effect 

(fig. III.4.b-c.). 

This ‘accessibility’ or ‘practicability’ of nature is a theme that is present throughout the 

scenographic sequence of the opera. Generally, it may be observed that its early modern 

scenographers, even the more Romantically inclined ones such as Simon Quaglio, portrayed 

nature as a subject of human control. Not only were fields contained in gardens, mountains 

excavated, and clouds annexed to accommodate religious architecture; on an esoteric level, 

nature also featured as elements to be conquered in the water and fire trial and, throughout, as 

an alchemistic resource.511 Thus, the popular Romantic notion that a triumph of nature over 

man and his technology may symbolize a triumph of emotion over reason – exemplified best 

by the penchant for shipwreck paintings – does not appear to have had a notable influence upon 

these scenographers.512   

Whilst in Simon Quaglio’s version a single ‘accessible mountain’ lay ‘beside’ the 

temple, he ignored the clear prescript that there ought to be several mountains ‘on both sides’ 

in favour of an asymmetrical design. Schinkel and Quaglio both ignored the prescript that the 

                                                 
510 Mozart 1982, 50. “Gangbare” may be translated as “passable”, “viable”, “practicable”, “accessible”, 

or “common”. Even in German, however, as the various stage designs presented here show, the word 

appears to have been open to multiple interpretations. 
511 Van den Berk 2002, 73. 
512 For an example of an interpretation of Schinkel’s Zauberflöte “[…] durch die ‘Romantische Brille’” 

[…through the ‘Romantic spectacles’] of Caspar David Friedrich, see Schmid 2017, 79f.  
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temple ought to be round, likely inspired by a desire to render a naturalistic portrayal of the 

ancient Egyptian architecture of which they had both made a study.513 Unlike Quaglio, however, 

Schinkel still retained an unmistakable roundness in his total composition by backing the temple 

with the circular firmament of the queen’s ‘Empire of the Night’, thus also prefiguring the 

subsequent scene. 

A very different appreciation for naturalism can be seen in Schinkel’s and Simon 

Quaglio’s settings. Whereas in the latter’s design, it is altogether conceivable that someone who 

is lost might stumble upon this specific location, in the former’s design, the location of all too 

coincidentally centred in front of the temple. Most people who have ever visited a large, 

classically designed palace and who have walked to a point where the symmetry of the 

architecture can best be appreciated will recognize the sensation of scale being increased with 

every step one has to take to reach this centre-point-perspective. With this sensation in mind, it 

is difficult to image Tamino accidentally ending up at exactly the centre-point in front of the 

temple. Simon Quaglio’s location for the first scenes, conversely, evokes a sense of 

abandonment rather than of predestination.  

There may be some foliage and rubble in front of Schinkel’s temple, but the fact that 

nature is subordinated to this architecture is evident in the way the two diagonal rocks in the 

middle quite literally point up towards the temple. In its subordination of nature to artifice, as 

in several other respects, his design is highly similar to the one portrayed in the Schaffer 

illustrations (fig. III.4.a-b.). The difference between Schinkel’s design and Schaffer’s etching 

is the way in which nature ‘bends’ to artifice in Schinkel’s, instead of simply surrounding it. 

One critic of the Uraufführung reported that Schikander had “[…] auf ein barocke Art die 

Scenen der Natur hineingezaubert”514 […magically imported the scenes of nature, in a baroque 

manner] in the scenography. Die Zauberflöte’s exotic natural elements, imbued with magical 

qualities, reflect Schikaneder’s ambition to present a “barocken Romantik” [baroque 

Romanticism].515 The Schaffer illustrations (whether of the Uraufführung or not) can be said to 

reflect this in the way the mountains inorganically serve as the front wings of the stage. In 

Schinkel’s design, however, although the rubble also bends to accommodate the symmetry of 

the composition, there is a greater naturalism in the way they do so. This is achieved through 

                                                 
513 Hübner 2016, 162. 
514 Skalicki 1956, 8. 
515 Nagl 1930, 87.  
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the slight asymmetry of their different lengths, paired with the asymmetrical foliage above them 

which, in turn, is echoed in the slightly diagonal slope of rubble at the front. 

According to Van den Berk, the giant snake was inspired by the mythological snake 

Apophis and represents the Queen of the Night’s late husband.516 It represents, on the opera’s 

masonic level of meaning, the beginning of the ‘Great Work’, an important stage in the 

initiation process.517 The small temple on the right of the large round temple in the Schaffer 

illustration could well have been intended to represent the (at this point in the narrative captive 

and therefore absent) Pamina.518 It was, at any rate, the first of many closed symbols in the 

original scenography which, already in early modern adaptations (and much more rapidly since 

the second half of the twentieth-century), would disappear from the stage. 

 

Fig. III.4a. Joseph & Peter Schaffer, the first of six etches, possibly of the Uraufführung of Die 

Zauberflöte. Vienna: Historisches Museum der Stadt Wien, Inv. Nr. 1784 t/m 1789. 

 

                                                 
516 Van den Berk 2002, 116-121, 261. 
517 Ibid., 155. Instead of the snake, an initial draft of the libretto prescribed a lion which, like a dragon, 

would have had the same symbolic meaning. 
518 Ibid., 287. The large temple in the centre would, in a later scene, serve as the setting for the queen’s 

domicile. This was a simplification compared to the technically highly challenging libretto which re-

quired a full transformation. On this, cf. Jaacks 1982. 201f.  
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Fig. III.4b. Karl Friedrich Schinkel, Die Zauberflöte, I.1: Felsichte Gegend (1816) in  

Schinkel Dekorationswerk (1823), Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Kupferstichkabinett. 

 

 

Fig. III.4c. Simon Quaglio, Die Zauberflöte, I.1: Felsichte Gegend (1818). 

 Munich, Deutsches Theatermuseum. 
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Second stage design 

Act 1, scene 6: “Der Auftritt der Königin der Nacht” 

The following short but visually spectacular three-scene sequence is set in the Queen of the 

Night’s otherworldly throne room. She informs Tamino that he may have her daughter’s hand 

in marriage if he retrieves her, assisted by the Three Boys. Papageno is ordered to accompany 

the prince. To ward off danger, Tamino is given a golden magic flute and Papageno a silver 

glockenspiel. The libretto prescribes the setting as follows: 

 

Die Berge teilen sich auseinander, und das Theater verwandelt sich in ein prächtiges Gemach. 

Die Königin sitzt auf einem Thron, welcher mit transparenten Sternen geziert ist. 519  

 

[The mountains separate from each other, and the theatre transforms into a magnificent room. 

The Queen sits on a throne, which is decorated with transparent stars.] 

 

Illustrations of Schinkel’s design for the appearance of the Queen of the Night have been widely 

reproduced and distributed ever since it first appeared on stage. Schinkel took the idea of a half-

moon serving as the Queen’s throne (as can be seen in J. Quaglio’s design from 1793) from 

previous designs (fig. III.a-b.). Whereas in J. Quaglio’s design, its asymmetry visually tied it to 

the queen and her horses, Schinkel integrated the moon with the symmetrical tectonics of the 

firmament. In both instances, however, there was a distinctly classical measure of symmetry 

and asymmetry, meaning that much of the former would be offset by a little of the latter. In J. 

Quaglio’s design, the moon provided the most obvious disruption of an otherwise overbearing 

symmetry. In Schinkel’s design, the apparent directedness of the clouds, some of which half-

encircled the queen, presumably served to achieve a similar compositional balance. 

 Simon Quaglio’s unrevealing opening stage design may not have achieved the same 

level of sublime awe as did Schinkel’s prefiguration of the adventures to come. Yet his answer 

to Schinkel’s infamous second stage design could, at that time, hardly have been more radical. 

In contrast to the classical symmetry and linearity of Schinkel, who used the firmament and the 

clouds as architectural elements, Quaglio presented a highly Romantic asymmetry and round-

ness, with the firmament as a lavish veil for the queen, integrating set and costume (fig. III.b-

c.). However, whilst these two images are bound to be presented as a prime example of dissent 

                                                 
519 Mozart, 60. 
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among neo-classical and Romantic artists,520 it would be an exaggeration to describe Quaglio’s 

entire scenography for Die Zauberflöte as wholly ‘Romantic’ and therefore wholly ‘unclas-

sical’. 

 The motif of the moon as a throne was preserved by Quaglio. However, adding much 

depth to his composition, he depicted the moon light as filling up the firmament underneath the 

queen’s veil which, in turn, contained the light from the cloudy sky ‘outside’ of the firmament. 

The change from the daylight of the previous scene to a sudden darkness in this one, in both 

Schinkel’s and Quaglio’s conceptions, was an invention entirely auxiliary to the libretto, which 

had only prescribed that the space be “magnificent” and the throne have “transparent stars”. 

Unlike, for instance, J. Quaglio’s much lighter design, theirs played on the yellow against blue 

contrast of a traditional, less esoteric night sky, but then creatively shaped this sky according to 

either classical or Romantic aesthetic principles.521 In Simon Quaglio’s scenography, the effect 

was even further emphasized by suddenly obscuring the lighting behind the transparent starry 

sky and lifting it (with the queen) from the stage, while the sunlight returned with the reap-

pearance of the first stage design.522 

Through this added darkness, both Schinkel and Simon Quaglio prefigured the 

treacherous aspects of the Queen of the Night’s personality, which do not become explicit in 

the libretto until much later.523 This is one among many instances in which directors and 

scenographers of Die Zauberflöte are faced with the choice of either including or underlining a 

prefiguration. Inclusion can assist in slowly building up the narrative tension, but one might 

exclude or modulate a prefiguration if one finds it to be so ‘on-the-nose’ as to risk the narrative 

tension being broken altogether. If, for instance, the queen’s darker side is announced by the 

                                                 
520 For an example of how Schinkel’s and Simon Quaglio’s respective designs are presented as epitomi-

zing (neo-)classical and Romantic scenographic aesthetics, see Brockett 2010, 160f. 
521 J. Quaglio’s design and indeed his entire scenography, although predominantly Baroque and Rococo 

in their aesthetics, are also said to feature some (early-)Romantic elements. Cf. Jaacks 1982, 203, which 

describes them as uniting these Baroque and Rococo elements with the fledgling “romantisch-historisie-

renden Klassizismus” [Romantic-historicizing classicism]. Jaacks also observes the deceptive innocence 

of the lightness in J. Quaglio’s rendition of the setting for the queen’s first appearance. See ibid.   
522 Hübner 2016, 173. Schinkel’s stage directions for the appearance of the queen prescribed a “fahler 

Beleuchtung” [dimmed lighting]. Cf. Jaacks 1982, 206.   
523 Jaacks observes a deceptive innocence in the lightness in J. Quaglio’s rendition of the setting for the 

queen’s first appearance. Jaacks 1982, 203.   
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sound of thunder524 when she appears, and it is prefigured in the scenography, and she wears a 

poison green dress,525 there is little left to suspend the audience’s disbelief. 

Interesting with regard to Die Zauberflöte’s masonic dimensions is the similarity 

between Schinkel’s and, to a lesser degree, Simon Quaglio’s starry firmament and the starry 

firmaments that feature in masonic lodges. Although there is evidence that Simon Quaglio was 

aware of (at least some of) the opera’s masonic connotations, it is possible that he included it 

more as a response to Schinkel’s design than as a conscious attempt to evoke symbolic meaning. 

The preponderance of masonic symbols in Simon Quaglio’s scenography begs the question of 

how the young scenographer, without a profound humanities education, was able to 

comprehend and effectively apply masonic iconography.526 It implies that he received help from 

someone with such a background. Schinkel, however, is not unlikely to have devised this motif 

with the explicit purpose of underlining the masonic symbolism. 

 The thesis that Simon Quaglio is likely to have been aware of the mythological 

underpinnings of the opera is supported by several points of similarity between his rendition of 

the Queen of the Night and mythological iconography. Van den Berk suggests that Mozart and 

Schikaneder were inspired by the mythology surrounding three goddesses.527 One is Hekate, 

the Greek goddess of the night, whose vengeful character was especially taken on by the queen 

and who, like her, was accompanied by three ladies (Zeus’ daughters, a.k.a. the three graces). 

Another inspiration is Demeter, whose daughter Persephone was raptured before her eyes by 

Hades, just as Pamina is before by Sarastro. Finally, the goddess Isis inspired, among other 

things, the queen’s status as a widow.528 Besides famously mourning over her lost husband 

Osiris, however, she also has certain titles and iconographic attributes that appear to have 

influenced the queen’s aesthetic. 

 The most obvious reference to Isis is the throne that the libretto so vividly describes. 

‘Isis’, as Van den Berk points out, is synonymous for ‘throne’ and the like-named goddess has 

                                                 
524 As has been common in early modern productions. Cf. Hübner 2016, 167. 
525 As was the case in a 2006 adaption at the Salzburg festival, which will be discussed further on. 
526 Hübner 2016, 178. 
527 Van den Berk 2002, 93ff. 
528 This is counter-intuitive given the plot in which the Queen of the Night is ultimately made to recede 

into darkness at the very moment in which the priests, Tamino, and Pamina are worshipping Isis. 

However, given the syncretic views of the late eighteenth-century intelligentsia regarding the gods of 

the ancient Egyptians, Greeks and Romans, such a double personification is altogether plausible. Cf. 

Van den Berk 2002, 96f.   



 

176 
 

commonly been depicted as seated on a throne, or with a throne on her head.529 That the queen 

is not, as is commonly misconceived, herself representative of the moon (Isis represented the 

stars, as the stage directions also emphasize530) can be seen in all three designs illustrated here. 

She is not the moon, but she does sit on it and derives power from it. Her clothing, as described 

in mythology,531 furthermore bares great resemblance to that of the queen as Simon Quaglio 

depicted her, with stars sown into the hems and a bright moonlight emanating from the centre. 

The similarity of this specific combination of garment and illumination is so great that once one 

becomes aware of it, it becomes difficult to see Simon Quaglio’s most notoriously ‘Romantic’ 

stage design as a truly original invention. Rather, it more firmly places the design in the classical 

tradition of emulation.  

 

Fig. III.5a. J. Quaglio, Die Zauberflöte, I.6: Auftritt der Königin der Nacht (1793/1794). 

Munich, Deutsches Theatermuseum (note the signature “J.Quaglio” in the bottom right corner). 

 

                                                 
529 Ibid., 99. 
530 Ibid., 101-104. 
531 Ibid., 100f.  



 

177 
 

 

Fig. III.5b. Karl Friedrich Schinkel, Die Zauberflöte, I.6: Sternenhalle der Königin der Nacht (1816) 

in Schinkel Dekorationswerk (1823). Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Kupferstichkabinett. 

 

Fig. III.5c. Simon Quaglio, Die Zauberflöte, I.6: Erscheinung der Königin der Nacht (1818). Munich, 

Deutsches Theatermuseum. 



 

178 
 

Tenth stage design 

Act 2, scene 26: ein “kurzer” garten 

Scenes 26, 27 and 29 are set in a ‘short’ garden. Here the Three Boys encounter a suicidal 

Pamina, who finds herself unable to hate Tamino as her mother does. They assuage her distress 

by promising to take her to him. From here on, Mozart’s musical finale plays uninterruptedly, 

meaning that the scene changes also needed to be seamless. The libretto’s prescription for the 

stage setting, in which Papageno will also try to hang himself in scene 29, is brief: 

 

Das Theater verwandelt sich in einen kurzen Garten, die drei Knaben fahren herunter.532 

 

[The theatre is transformed into a short garden, the three boys go down.] 

 

In Schinkel’s design, a reddish glow emanates from behind the temple in the background, 

indicating that light and all the goodness it symbolizes appears to be far away (fig. III.6.a.).  

 

 

Fig. III.6a. Karl Friedrich Schinkel, Die Zauberflöte, II.26: Kurzer Garten (1816) in Schinkel 

Dekorationswerk, 1824, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Kupferstichkabinett. 

 

                                                 
532 Mozart, 104. 
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At the forefront, a plant in the left bottom corner serves to emphasize that the characters (and 

imaginatively the audience) are on the opposite bank of the body of water which separates them 

from the temple. Despite the prescription of a ‘short garden’, he still included large tectonics 

and considerable spatial depth. The composition is slightly asymmetrical, with the vanishing 

point obscured by the temple, a little to the right of the centre. The small slope in the patch of 

garden at the front further underlines this asymmetry.  

In Simon Quaglio’s design, the vanishing point is much further (to the left) of the centre 

(fig. III.6.b.). Unlike in his design for the moon lit garden (Seventh stage design, act 2, scene 

7), nature is laid out according to human decisions. According to the Directionsbuch for the 

1818 performance, the tree in the foreground was meant to accommodate Papageno’s noose.533  

 

Fig. III.6b. Simon Quaglio, Die Zauberflöte, II.26: Kurzer Garten (1818). 

Munich, Deutsches Theatermuseum. 

 

However this may have been technically achieved, it means in all probability that, in this short 

instance, a character would physically interact with the landscape in the otherwise wholly two-

dimensional backdrop. That, in this very instance, nature features as a tool for dark purposes 

                                                 
533 StaBi München 1829.  



 

180 
 

may be coincidental, but does not, at any rate, reflect a blindly positive attitude towards nature, 

as might be expected of more radically Romantic aesthetics. The design does, however, appear 

to have been an entirely new invention rather than an emulation of previous designs.534  

 

Eleventh stage design 

Act 2, scene 28: “Feuer- und Wasserprobe” 

The finale continues with two black harnessed knights informing Tamino that, in order to be 

fully initiated, he must be willing to face death and to be cleansed by fire, water, air, and earth. 

Then Pamina, who has been found worthy to join him in undergoing his trial, appears. Led by 

her love and protected by his magic flute (which her father had made from the root of a 

thousand-year old oak tree), she assures Tamino that they will succeed. Once they have 

completed their trial of fire and water, a choir beckons them to a now opened temple door. A 

quick change of scene follows, back to the garden where Pamina tries to kill herself (Tenth 

stage design act 2, scene 26). Here, Papageno is now in a state of suicidal loneliness and the 

Three Boys fly in to also assuage his distress. After playing his glockenspiel, he is happily 

reunited with Papagena. For this stage design, the libretto provides an elaborate description: 

 

Scenes 28-30: 

 

Das Theater verwandelt sich in zwei große Berge; in dem einen ein Wasserfall, worin man 

sausen und brausen hört; der andre speit Feuer aus; jeder Berg hat ein durchbrochenes Gegitter, 

worin man Feuer und Wasser sieht; da, wo das Feuer brennt, muss der Horizont hellroth sein, 

und wo das Wasser ist, liegt schwarzer Nebel. Die Scenen sind Felsen, jede Scene schließt sich 

mit einer eisernen Tür. [...] Zwei schwarz geharnischte Männer führen Tamino herein [...], sie 

lesen ihm die transparente Schrift vor, welche auf einer Pyramide geschrieben steht, diese 

Pyramide steht in der Mitte ganz in der Höhe, nahe an dem Gegitter. 535 

[The theatre is transformed into two big mountains; in one of them there is a waterfall in which 

one hears a whirr and a roar; the other spits fire; every mountain has a torrent, in which one sees 

fire and water; where the fire is burning, the horizon must be bright red, and where the water is, 

lies a black fog. The scenes are rocks, every scene closes with an iron door. ... Two men in black 

                                                 
534 Jaacks, in 1982, concluded that there is no obvious previous design that could have inspired Simon 

Quaglio’s composition. Cf. Jaacks 1982, 208. Hübner, in her recent study, does not suggest a possible 

inspiration, nor have I encountered one myself.    
535 Mozart, 107. 
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harnesses lead Tamino in ..., they read to him the transparent writing which is written on a 

pyramid, this pyramid is in the middle, very close to the torrent.] 

The final trials undertaken by Tamino and Pamina in this setting represent an important moment 

in their initiation, not just socially, but also on a spiritual level. Van den Berk’s extensive 

analysis of the opera’s Rosicrucian influences has shown that it brings together classical 

alchemist theory and theological principles. According to the Rosicrucians, spiritual and 

physical processes consist of the same matter: a composition of mercury, sulphur, and salt.536 

Reality can be differentiated in a dichotomy of the ‘physical’ and the ‘spiritual’, in a trichotomy 

of mercury, sulphur, and salt, but also in the four elements.537 What the trial scene portrays is 

the initiates’ (alchemistic) challenge of ‘reuniting’ these elements, in much the same way as 

mankind often tries to ‘fix’ its brokenness, after the fall from paradise.538 When the protagonists 

undergo the trial of fire and water, the libretto describes how they are cleansed by the four 

elements, in order to be reborn as something greater.539 Logistically, this was a highly 

challenging scene design, because it was crucial to the plot that Tamino and Pamina would be 

able to walk unhindered through the fire and water. 

It is worth noting that the asymmetry of Schinkel’s composition could well have inspired 

Simon Quaglio’s design. In this regard, as an illustration of Angelo Quaglio’s (Simon Quaglio’s 

nephew) design shows, both Schinkel and Simon Quaglio deviated from the original lay-out 

considerably (fig. III.7.a-d.). Schinkel’s design, however, as in several others, is clearly more 

tectonic, including an array of statues and hieroglyphs,540 whereas Simon Quaglio restricted 

this closed symbolism to the altar at the centre. Also, in Schinkel’s design, the fire appears to 

be emanating from the water,541 whereas in Simon Quaglio’s design, the two are separated by 

a rock formation. 

Whilst the libretto prescribes two mountains, water, and fire (both visible and audible) 

with two iron doors, in Simon Quaglio’s scenography the fire and water were made to appear 

suddenly, during the scene, for dramatic effect.542 His design, however, like those of his 

                                                 
536 Van den Berk 2002, 73. 
537 Ibid. 
538 Ibid. 
539 Ibid., 80. 
540 See Scalicki 1956, 27. 
541 As was noted by Jaacks. Cf. Jaacks 1982, 206. 
542 Hübner 2016, 194f. 
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predecessors, still featured a strong visual duality. On the water side, the sky was bright and the 

flora grew, and on the fire side, the air was filled with smoke and the flora were scorched. 

In Simon Quaglio’s design, deviating from the original instructions, the set changed 

back to the scene design with three temples from the end of the first act, which were now, unlike 

before, brightly lit. It then changed back to the ‘short garden’ design of scene 26 to feature 

Papageno’s suicide attempt and subsequently reverted to the night-time Pyramid vault from act 

2, scene 20.543  

 

Fig. III.7a. Joseph & Peter Schaffer, the sixth of six etches, possibly of the Uraufführung of Die 

Zauberflöte. Vienna: Historisches Museum der Stadt Wien, Inv. nr. 1784 t/m 1789. 

                                                 
543 Ibid., 197. 
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Fig. III.7b. Angelo I. Quaglio, Eintrag zur Feuer- und Wasserprobe in the so-called “Angelo-

Inventory”, early nineteenth century, Munich, Deutsches Theatermuseum. 

 

 

Fig. III.7c. Karl Friedrich Schinkel, Die Zauberflöte, II.28: Feuer- und Wasserprobe (1816) in 

Schinkel Dekorationswerk, 1824, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Kupferstichkabinett. 



 

184 
 

 

Fig. III.7d. Simon Quaglio, Die Zauberflöte, II.28: Feuer- und Wasserprobe (1818). 

Munich, Deutsches Theatermuseum. 

 

Twelfth stage design 

Act 2, scene 30 [31 in Simon Quaglio’s adaptation]: “sogleich verwandelt sich das ganze 

Theater in eine Sonne”  

The Queen of the Night, her Three Ladies, and Monastatos set upon the temple, hoping to 

intervene Tamino and Pamina before sunrise. In exchange for his help in retrieving her, the 

queen has promised Pamina to Monastatos. Their violent assault on the temple is halted by 

daybreak and a tempestuous storm that casts them into the abyss of the eternal night. In the 

temple, Tamino and Pamina are welcomed by Sarastro and his priests, who sing their praises 

and give thanks to the gods.  

 

Sogleich verwandelt sich das ganze Theater in eine Sonne. Sarastro steht erhöht. Tamino, 

Pamina, beide in priesterlicher Kleidung. Neben ihnen die ägyptischen Priester auf beiden 

Seiten. Die drei Knaben halten Blumen. 544 

                                                 
544 Mozart, 113. 
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[Immediately, the whole theater transforms into a sun. Sarastro stands on an elevation. Tamino, 

Pamina, both in priestly clothes. Beside them, the Egyptian priests on both sides. The three boys 

hold flowers.] 

 

Although the original instructions left much room for interpretation, both Schinkel and in turn 

Simon Quaglio chose to depict the setting not just as a sun, but as a sun temple (fig. III.b-c.). 

Simon Quaglio is likely to have borrowed the idea of depicting this temple up in the clouds 

from ‘J. Quaglio’ (fig. III.a.). Simon Quaglio’s sun temple, of all his designs, was quite possibly 

the most overtly masonically-inspired one. Especially for the pure, blinding light and the 

symbols on the astrological belt that surrounds the temple, it is likely that he received advice 

from someone with knowledge of masonic iconography. 

His design is symmetrical, with a central vanishing point in the sun and clouds in the 

background to indicate that it is at a level far above the normal earthly realm. Like his previous 

stage design (for the fire and water trial), this set involved elaborate logistics and materials and 

therefore required a deep stage. Simon Quaglio could well have been inspired here by 

Schinkel’s dome tableaux from the first act.545 

Like their respective designs for the Queen of the Night’s first appearance, Schinkel’s 

and Simon Quaglio’s twelfth designs are widely seen as emblematic of the contrast between 

classical and Romantic aesthetics. In Schinkel’s design, there was not only greater symmetry, 

but also a strong emphasis on heavy, solid tectonics. Not only did it represent a view from 

outside of the temple, the large temple buildings surrounding the courtyard also dominated the 

view into the distance and were only outshone by the sunlight which enveloped the exterior.  

The Queen of the Night, it is important to note, does not die in the first of the two scenes. 

She is, instead, ‘thrown into the darkness’, so that the alchemical balance between darkness and 

light is still retained.546 The emphasis placed on this dichotomy also provides an indirect link 

to Schiller’s Die Räuber. As has been discussed, Schiller is not unlikely to have been spiritually 

influenced by the Pietist theologian Oetinger and he also included a Hippocratic motto on the 

title page of his original manuscript. Mozart, as Van den Berk has shown, was also influenced 

by Oetinger, specifically by his notion that alchemy can be used to ‘bring out’ the divine in 

nature.547 Oetinger, however, was himself inspired by Hippocrates, stating: “This is why 

                                                 
545 Hübner 2016, 26. 
546 Van den Berk 2002, 260-262. 
547 Ibid., 413. 
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Hippocrates has taken as his primary principle, that light can become darkness, and darkness 

light”.548 It is not difficult to see how this principle is echoed in Die Zauberflöte. 

The ‘marriage’ of Tamino and Pamino represents much more than a union between two 

lovers. Predestined by the Gods, it is meant to serve a higher purpose, namely the unification 

of the male light and active qualities with the female dark and passive qualities.549 Hübner 

astutely observes that the contrasts between symmetry and asymmetry in Simon Quaglio’s 

adaptation suggest that he attached a deeper meaning to these in relation to the narrative. She 

writes: “Mit Sarastro und der Königin der Nacht werden bei Quaglio so zugleich die Prinzipien 

von Klassizismus und Romantik gegenübergestellt.” [With Sarastro and the Queen of the Night, 

in Quaglio’s version, the principles of classicism and Romanticism are contrasted].550 This begs 

the question of whether Simon Quaglio had an outspokenly classical preference. With Sarastro 

as a hidden protagonist and the Queen of the Night seemingly a hidden antagonist, assigning 

classical aesthetics to the former’s world and Romantic aesthetics to that of the latter would 

suggest a positive opinion of classical aesthetics. If, as Van den Berk has shown, the spiritual 

purpose of the opera is the unification of the male and female qualities, then this underlines 

how sophisticated Simon Quaglio’s overall scenography truly was, adding to the original 

dichotomy of genders and of light and darkness in the libretto, another layer of symbolism in 

the form of correspondingly contrasting aesthetic styles. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
548 Quoted in ibid., 414. 
549 Ibid., 168- 170, 182. 
550 Hübner 2016, 210. 
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Fig. III.8a. J. Quaglio, Die Zauberflöte, II.30: Sonnentempel (1793/1794) Munich, 

Deutsches Theatermuseum. 

  

 

Fig. III.8b. Karl Friedrich Schinkel, Die Zauberflöte, II.30: Schlussdekoration: Der Sonnentempel 

Sarastros (1816) in Schinkel Dekorationswerk, 1824, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, 

Kupferstichkabinett. 
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Fig. III.8c. Simon Quaglio, Die Zauberflöte, II.30: Sonnentempel (1818). 

Munich, Deutsches Theatermuseum. 

 

 

III.2.3. Contemporary scenography for Die Zauberflöte 

 

When Skalicki composed his overview of the scenography of Die Zauberflöte until the 1950s, 

he could not have foreseen some of the radical adaptations which, under the influence of newly 

developing postmodern aesthetics, would deviate further from the libretto than any previous 

adaptation. In 1971, when the stage productions at the Hamburg Opera where at the height of 

their notoriety, Peter Ustinov presented an (at that time) relatively minimalist scenography for 

Die Zauberflöte, with only a few colour changes in the flat backdrop to denote different 

atmospheres and to prefigure subsequent plot turns and character twists.551 

In more recent years, while Ustinov’s type of minimalist scenography has remained 

popular in smaller productions (not rarely for financial reasons), larger opera productions of 

Die Zauberflöte have not been modest with regard to the scale and outspokenness of their 

elaborate scenographic designs. At the 2006 Salzburg Festival (in the Großes Festspielhaus), in 

                                                 
551 Ustinof does portray an actual sun temple in the final scene. For the full online recording (with cur-

rently over a million ‘views’), see www.youtube.com/watch?v=c0cKnC3UvWU. On Ustinov’s produc-

tion, cf. Pflanzl 2016, 116f.; Senior 1969, 42. 



 

189 
 

a production in cooperation with DE NEDERLANDSE OPERA, stage director Pierre Audi presented 

such a lavish scenography.552 In many ways, and especially a crucial few, it could still be 

considered a traditional production. Firstly, Audi depicted most of the basic tectonics prescribed 

in the libretto. For instance, the set change at the end of act 1, scene 8 (where the Queen of the 

Night and Tamino meet) was very close to the libretto in the way that the mountains separated 

from each other to open up the next scene with Tamino, back in front of the temple with the 

Three Ladies. Secondly, it would most likely even be considered contentiously conservative, 

by those present-day critics who place a premium on verbal and visual political correctness, 

because of its relatively close adherence to the highly gendered libretto and its portrayal of 

Monastatos with a ‘black-face’. 

In what appears to have been a concession to this spirit of political correctness, the 

Queen of the Night was left alive in the final scenes, but then sulked around the happy couple 

as the priests sang their praises. Also, in another effort to appeal to the audiences’ modern 

sensibilities, small technological anachronisms were introduced, such as a small ‘bird car’ for 

Papageno to drive on stage. 

 As in most productions of Die Zauberflöte, the scenography and costumes were not only 

used to provide visual information about the action at any given moment, but also to prefigure 

subsequent character and plot development. In several recent productions, various shades of a 

bright, ‘off’ (a.k.a.: ‘poison’) green have served this purpose.553 In Audi’s production, the 

Queen of the Night, already during her meeting with Tamino in an otherwise in no way ominous 

setting, wore a dress in this type of ‘treacherous’ green (fig. III.9.). It is difficult to imagine that 

Mozart, Schikaneder, Schinkel, or any of their contemporary ‘Quaglios’ could have even 

imagined using this colour for anything except perhaps the costumes of Papageno or Papagena, 

or some miscellaneous attribute. In their time, the hint of treachery in the queen’s ‘off’ green 

dress would have been so blatantly obvious as to not even constitute a hint. In avoidance of an 

all too blatant overture and in close observance of the original narrative arc, they applied light-

and-dark contrasts mainly in the backdrop of their stage designs and meanwhile also sought a 

balance between these and the light-and-dark contrasts of the costumes. 

 

                                                 
552 Full online recording: www.youtube.com/watch?v=02u4Jf_aNPI. 
553 In the adaptation by David Pountey, discussed below, this poison green colours the entire set during 

the opening scenes. 
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Fig. III.9. Pierre Audi, scene from Die Zauberflöte (2006). 

 

Ustinov’s production, it could be argued, was still in accordance with this aspect of the 

(classical) emulative tradition. Although the symbolic reductionism of his flat, coloured 

backdrops in substitution of the original landscape scenography was considered radical in 1971, 

this ‘radicalism’ did not extend to the restrained, historical costume designs. These, in a newly 

introduced contrast between the figurative and the abstract, served to accentuate the boldness 

of the (abstract) backdrops. Only in the stage designs for the television recording of the play (in 

the same year) were the trials of water and fire portrayed by adding a filter onto the recording 

of Tamino and Pamina, making it seem as though they were enflamed and then immersed. Yet 

even in these scenes, the contrast between the figurative costumes and the minimalist sym-

bolism of the scenography remained.  

No such attempt at emulation was made by Audi in his portrayal of the trial of fire and 

water. Whilst still accompanied by dark harnessed knights with flames coming out of their 

helmets, Tamino, with his flute, manages to open a little door on an abstractly shaped altar 

which rolls and rotates on the stage, revealing a crudely painted-on furnace. He then, with his 

music, opens another door which reveals equally crudely painted-on water. Finally, from a 

fountain in the stage, in front of the altar, actual water and fire came up simultaneously, so as 

to symbolize the completion of the trials.   

Almost ten years later, at the 2014 Bregenzer Festival (in the Bregenzer Festspiele), 

director David Pountey, scenographer Johan Engels, and costume- and puppet designer Marie-

Jeanne Lecca produced a scenography for Die Zauberflöte on an unconventionally large 

scale.554 With the audience seated along the banks of a large body of water, the stage was set 

                                                 
554 Full online recording: www.youtube.com/watch?v=cmvz--ZiCbA. 
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on a giant, bright green island, shaped like a dome of stairs and with three large monster statues 

towering around it (fig. III.10.).  

 

 

Fig. III.10. David Pountey and Johan Engels, stage design for Die Zauberflöte (2014). 

 

Some symmetry was achieved by colouring the middle statue red and the outer two green. Rope 

bridges connected the monsters. The overall composition was roughly symmetrical, although 

the symmetry was interrupted by a walkway on the left-hand side which presumably served to 

allow actors and technicians to get to and from the island. Much like the safety harnesses in 

Rasche’s 2017 production of Die Räuber, this type of ‘open mechanism’, despite a simulta-

neous emphasis on smooth scenographic transitions, appears to be common in contemporary 

scenography. Although it might not always be a product of design and sometimes, rather, is 

born of technical necessity, it is a prime example of how the fourth wall is torn down in 

postmodern theatre. In premodern and still in early modern times, it was not uncommon for an 

actor to suddenly address the audience, thus engaging them with the narrative on a meta-level. 

The wilful exposure of mechanisms on this technological meta-level, however, places an even 

greater emphasis on the notion that the play is a fictional construct. Unlike the narrative fourth 

wall, which would often be reconstructed after a brief ‘tearing down’ in traditional theatre, in 

postmodern theatre, the wall, once down, is not often resurrected. This invariably requires more 

of the audience’s suspension of disbelief and thereby detracts attention from the original com-

position of the art work.  
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 This technical deconstruction of the fourth wall in postmodern theatre can also be 

achieved through the inclusion of anachronistic objects, such as Papageno’s ‘bird car’ in Audi’s 

production. In Bregenz, Tamino was anachronistically shown to be checking his smart phone, 

while floating into the first scene on a giant metallic hand. The Three Ladies, in these scenes 

and throughout the production, were portrayed as three larger-than-life puppet figures who ride 

reptile-like animals. The set was transformed into a forest by inflating green single-leaf plants 

on top of the green island. After Papageno’s punishment by the Three Ladies, the trees deflated, 

upon which Pamina floated by in a square glass (or Perspex) container, on top of a giant blue 

and green tortoise (with horns on its nose), tantalizing Tamino, who has just vowed to rescue 

her. 

For the second stage design (act 1, scenes 6-8), which backed the Queen of the Night’s 

entrance, the top of the island began to rotate (with Tamino stationary on the bottom half), 

transporting the queen to the scene. Lights dimmed quite suddenly, as the queen enters, sitting 

on this top half of the dome. Her dress had a purplish-blue extension, which was folded out like 

a fan over the top of the dome and appeared to be attached to it. This ‘fan’, which could be 

interpreted as a throne with its several-meter diameter, covered a large part of the dome’s 

surface. Although it may have appeared attached to the stage, the queen could move freely 

within it, and at several points, in moments of exhilaration, almost stepped out of the ‘fan’. 

Interestingly, in the recorded version, some rubber hoses of the mechanism inside the ‘fan’ 

appear to be blatantly exposed when the camera zooms in, but these were probably not visible 

to the live audience. As the top dome began to rotate back upon the queen’s exit, the trees on 

the other half already began to inflate, so as to present a ‘full-fledged’ forest again by the time 

the lights were turned back on for the next scene. 

In the scenographic designs that followed, before changing to the final sets, several more 

boats and floats appeared and the trees deflated and inflated and changed into red, green, and 

yellow shades, or combinations thereof. The Three Boys featured with anthropomorphic 

appearances: played by three female actors and wearing correspondingly female clothing, they 

nonetheless wore oversized puppet masks of small boys. Also, several interior scenes (such as 

Papageno finding Pamina in Monastatos’ room) were set in front of this same forest design. 

Then, the dome turned gold to represent the priests’ gathering place, which rotated into view 
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with a large, also golden ‘smooth patch’ amid the relief of the stairs. This ‘patch’ was encircled 

by eight large statues of hands, each with different gesticulations.555 

Although the original scene of the priests’ gathering place has not been discussed above, 

it is worth noting that in the libretto, no less than 18 chairs were prescribed for the priests to sit 

on, in reference to this number’s Rosicrucian and alchemistic symbolism.556 Indeed, extensive 

analyses have shown that throughout the opera, the number 18 has been assigned a special 

meaning.557 At any rate, replacing the 18 chairs in the scenography with eight cut off any 

possible link that the audience may have had to this specific symbolism. 

In other instances of scenographic action, Sarastro, in a dramatic moment, made the 

three monsters spew smoke. For the scene of the queen visiting Pamina in a garden, the small 

lights that surrounded the queen were set in the blue lit surface of the top half of the dome, 

making it look like a starry firmament. The queen’s dress extension then lifted her up in the air, 

meters above the dome.  

Whereas extensive use of puppetry was made for the Three Ladies and the Three Boys, 

the original libretto’s lions, which scare Papageno in the subterranean – now set in open air, on 

top of a forest island – were substituted with the sounds of dogs barking.558 The subterranean 

itself, indeed, was merely indicated by the sounds of echoed drops falling and a howling 

wind.559 One characteristic of postmodern culture which seems to be exemplified in this 

substitution (besides it once again breaking down the fourth wall) is the tendency towards self-

reference.560 It assumes from its audience a certain pre-existing knowledge, rendering access to 

the superficial levels of meaning more exclusive to ‘initiated’ opera audiences. Omission of 

many original closed symbols – more often out of postmodern indifference than out of 

conscious effort – cuts off access to its deeper levels of meaning. Although the early modern 

performances can also be termed exclusive regarding the deepest (alchemical, Masonic, 

Rosicrucian, and theological) levels of the opera, by portraying caves as caves and lions as 

lions, they were more inclusive on the superficial levels. 

                                                 
555 It is possible that these hand gestures were intended to have their own, newly introduced Masonic 

symbolic meaning, although the meaning of the original 18 chairs would thereby be no less obfuscated. 

Cf. Van den Berk, 267 on masonic gesticulation. 
556 Van den Berk 2002, 82; Also, cf. Puchleitner 2003, 73f.; and Schuler 1990, 23f. 
557 See sources cited in the previous footnote. 
558 For the URL of this recording, see footnote 185. 
559 Ibid. 
560 Ibid. 



 

194 
 

In front of the eleventh stage design (act 2, scenes 28-29), which is indicated by red 

lighting and the presence of the golden smooth patch on the top level of the dome, the knights, 

unconventionally, appeared as large puppet figures on (puppet figure) horses. Fire burnt along 

the wooden walkways, with a man and a woman (holding a flute), both in white like Tamino 

and Pamina (symbolising them as they undergo their trials), seemingly walked through the fire 

into the middle monster statue’s head.561 Next, they appeared through an opening at the banks 

of the island, came down, and descended into the water together. The subsequent, intermittent 

scene of Papageno’s attempted suicide was set against the simple green forest backdrop.562 

For the final, twelfth stage design (act 2, scene 30), a bright white light briefly shone as 

the top half of the dome rotated to reveal a yellow lit scene with the golden smooth patch and 

with yellow-red coloured inflatable trees. As the queen, Monastatos, the Three Ladies, and a 

number of ‘Boschian’ looking puppet figures as their servants scurried around in preparation 

for the assault, smoke effects and a tight rope artist appeared around and above them. Light’s 

subsequent triumph over their darkness was indicated by a barrage of (real pyrotechnic) 

explosions which kills them. As they lay dead, trees lit up in red, with red smoke in the 

background.563 Then, before the final proverbial curtain, as the trees turned green again in the 

background, Tamino, Pamina, and the priests lined up amongst and directly in front of the 

audience in white robes with horizontal rainbow motifs across their chests.564 

Nature and landscape, in this production, were brought to life on an enormous scale (an 

actual large body of water, inflatable forest island, and giant reptiles). In this sense, it could be 

said to have been quite Romantic. Yet to whichever degree its quantitative reduction and 

physical expansion of nature and closed symbols were intended to communicate any Romantic 

spirit from the original scenography, it rested on a misapprehension of the original naturalism 

and multitude of closed symbols. As has been shown above, the landscapes of the original 

scenography were not intended to portray the archetypical Romantic longing to go ‘back to 

nature’ but were rather intended to be Romantically exotic and esoteric and, in Baroque 

tradition, to abound in closed symbolism. 

 

                                                 
561 Ibid. 
562 Ibid. 
563 Ibid. 
564 These might be in reference to the very similar gay pride movement symbol, but more likely (given 

the ‘hippy-esk’ cut of the garments, they were intended to evoke connotations of the 1960’s and 1970’s 

peace movements. 
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III.3. Perspectives: historicity and artistic balance 

 

At the time in which this case study was conducted, a debate ensued in the Dutch public 

discourse after the radical theatre director Lotte de Beer initiated a rewriting of the libretto of 

Die Zauberflöte due to its supposed sexist and racist connotations.565 In the version produced 

by De Beer and her collaborators, Monastatos was now the protagonist and the female 

characters were portrayed less unfavourably. Although this study has focused on the sceno-

graphy of both this opera and Schiller’s Die Räuber, many of the arguments presented in this 

current debate could easily be applied to the scenographies discussed here.566 If, for instance, 

Hübner’s observation that Simon Quaglio’s scenography attributed Romantic and classical 

aesthetics to the female and male elements of the opera is correct – and I believe it is – then this 

would render this most ‘modern’ of early modern scenographies even more politically incorrect 

than the original. Nevertheless, just as the libretto sought a balance between these male and 

female elements, it appears, so did Simon Quaglio in his emulation of it. 

 The scenographies of Die Räuber and Die Zauberflöte, largely on the basis of the overall 

productions’ reputation as being Sturm und Drang and Romantic, have been assumed to be 

Romantic as well. In both cases, however, nature is presented rather in a baroque manner, as a 

realm for the viewer to scour for closed and – with the right pre-existing knowledge – 

recognizable symbols. The often spiritual and theological meanings of these symbols are largely 

lost with the reduction of landscape elements in contemporary performances. In the case of Die 

Räuber, this reduction has often taken the shape of an outright ‘removal from the stage’ as 

irrelevant or distracting from the supposed Sturm und Drang of the plot. In the case of Die 

Zauberflöte, scenographers have more commonly presented a Romanticized landscape, usually 

                                                 
565 Peter van der Lint, ‘Een omarmende Zauberflöte’, Trouw April 15th (2018); Persis Bekkering, ‘Waar-

om Mozarts Zauberflöte ook maar een naar seksistisch en racistisch werk is: Operaregisseur Lotte de 

Beer komt met een vriendelijker versie’, de Volkskrant April 17th (2018); Esther van Fenema, ‘Laat 

Mozart toch met rust’, ThePostOnline April 24th (2018). 
566 I have made every effort to ask Mrs. de Beer if she believes the scenography for Die Zauberflöte also 

ought to be revised in a ‘non-sexist’ and ‘non-racist’ manner, and I have inquired into her opinion on 

Simon Quaglio’s apparently highly gendered designs. However, she has (via her agents) declined to 

comment on these questions. A possible explanation for this refusal may be found in the public invitation 

to the forum where the inclusiveness of the opera was discussed. It states explicitly: “We gaan niet 

praten over óf er iets moet veranderen, maar over hoé we dit gaan doen.” [We will not be discussing 

whether something needs to be changed, but rather how we will do so]. See:  

https://www.debalie.nl/agenda/podium/hoge-kunst%2C-lage-woorden-over-seksisme-en-racisme-in-

opera/e_9783350/p_11771195/ 
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reducing the number of closed symbols and instead exaggerating nature’s scale and magical 

qualities.  

 These postmodern adaptions often feature self-referential scenography, meaning that 

one has to know, beforehand, what the original scenography looked like in order to understand 

why and how the contemporary version is so innovative or witty. The irony, for instance, of a 

reference to the Bohemian woods made from a giant treadmill, or that of substituting lions with 

dogs and a cave with ‘cave noises’, is only there if one knows what came beforehand. In the 

current climate, where inclusivity and democratic access to culture are greatly treasured, it is 

curious to find that scenographers are making performances less accessible, not only to novice 

theatre visitors but also to anyone who seeks to engage with the spiritual dimensions that were 

carefully constructed by early modern artists. Yet even if this is to be explained by individual 

secular preferences, an increased awareness of what is omitted is still indispensable for the 

creation of a balanced alternative.  
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CHAPTER IV 

LANDSCAPE AS LITURGICAL SPACE IN THE ART OF 

FELIX MENDELSSOHN BARTHOLDY 

 
      Dante, gruwelijk komedieschrijver, 

deed op zijn eentje alles na. 

God lag zo vast als Rome 

God werd zo zwart als de soutane 

God werd zo klein als de Sint Pieter 

God was zo vergeetachtig: 

  

alles wat hij niet vastgelegd had werd vastgelegd 

alles wat hij niet gezegd had werd gezegd 

alles wat hij gezegd had werd uitgelegd 

elk van zijn woorden in noten uiteengelegd. 

om zijn weide zette men geteerde schuttingen 

in zijn gras schuilden de Tienduizend Geboden. 

 

          Wolken567 

 

 

This chapter proposes that the liturgical character of modern studies devoted to Felix 

Mendelssohn Bartholdy is grounded in his own expansions of the parameters of Protestant 

Christian liturgy, beyond the bricks and mortar of the church, into the landscapes he forged 

both musically and visually. To this end, after a general exploration of how to define liturgy 

and, more specifically, of Mendelssohn Bartholdy’s religious and aesthetic ideals, it will discuss 

how he forged landscape as a liturgical space in Die erste Walpurgisnacht (op. 60), the Scottish 

and Italian symphonies (op. 56 and 90), the Lieder ohne Worte [Songs without Words] (various 

opus numbers), and finally, in his many landscape drawings and paintings. 

The philosopher George Steiner once developed the thought experiment of a “counter-

Platonic” Republic, a state in which the production of art flourishes – in contrast to Plato’s 

                                                 
567 Wolken, 1962-1963, 504. [Dante, horrid comedian – on his own, imitated everything – God was as 

fixed as Rome – God turned black as the soutane – God became small as the St Peter – God was so 

forgetful: – everything he had not recorded was recorded – everything he had not said was said – 

everything he had said was explained – each of his words in notes arraigned. – around his meadow they 

put tarred fences – in his grass lurked the Ten Thousand Commandments.] “Uiteengelegd” would be 

translated more accurately as “expanded” but Wolken, in my estimation, would not have objected even 

to the harsher connotations of “arraigned” in this context, and would have appreciated the preservation 

of (at least some) of his rhyme scheme with the addition of the play on the word “arranged”.    
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original conception – but where all secondary, verbal interpretations of art by critics and 

biographers are strictly forbidden.568 Such a state would certainly have appealed to Robert 

Schumann (1810-1856) who wrote: 

 

Fort mit den Musikzeitungen! […] ausrichtiger Kritiker höchstes Streben, sich […] gänzlich 

überflüssig zu machen – beste Art, über Musik zu reden, die, zu schweigen […]. Zum letztenmal 

fort mit den musikalischen Zeitungen, besonderen und sonstigen!569 

 

 [Away with music journals! […] The music critic’s noblest destiny is to make himself […] 

super-fluous - the best way to talk about music is to be quiet about it […] For the last time, away 

with music journals, this one and all the rest!] 

 

There are few greater challenges to Steiner’s thought experiment in the history of art than the 

one posed by Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy [in the following: FMB] (1809-1847) who, over 

the course of his short lifetime, wrote in excess of 5850 letters, in which he detailed not only 

his quotidian affairs but also the ideas behind his musical composition and visual art works. 

Yet, whilst being a prolific letter writer, he did famously insist on the inadequacy of words in 

his description of his Songs without Words. Perhaps it was because he channelled so many 

verbal considerations in his letters that he was free in his music and painting to focus on the 

non-verbal. For all intents and purposes, however, it did not keep an astonishing number of later 

interpreters from attempting to grasp the core of his artistic personality. Since his re-emergence 

after the censorship of the National Socialists, the practice of interpreting his life and work – 

nearly always with the express intent of ‘restoring’ his glory - has become something of a 

liturgical affair: singing praises, giving thanks, and even making apologies and appeals. 

Definitions of the term ‘liturgy’ usually comprise several of at least five aspects.570 

Firstly, it concerns a practice, activity, or ritual with an explicitly religious purpose. Secondly, 

this activity is commonly conceived of as having a public character. Thirdly, it is often 

suggested that this activity can only take place within a demarcated, sacred space, usually a 

church. Fourthly, it is often thought to have a distinctly repetitive character, the form of which, 

                                                 
568 Steiner 1989, 5. 
569 Schumann 1836. 
570 The Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary defines it as a “fixed form of public worship used in 

churches”. Cf. Hornby 1989, 729. For a more extensive exploration of the subject, see Wannenwetsch 

2004, 76-90; for an outline of music in Christian liturgy, see Loades 2005, in particular 262-265. 
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fifthly, is usually prescribed rather than spontaneous. In addition to these ‘criteria’, liturgy is 

commonly – though not exclusively – thought to serve four purposes: supplication (to ask for 

something), thanksgiving, praise, and repentance.  

 Only a set number of exclusively Christian church rituals would qualify according to 

the strictest definitions of the term ‘liturgy’. Any activity which seems similar but does not take 

place within a Christian church setting and which has not been predetermined to be part of the 

official ordinances of a specific denomination may still be termed a ‘ritual’ but not ‘liturgy’. 

Less stringent definitions usually expand the parameters to include the predetermined religious 

practices that take place within non-Christian – though still Abrahamitic – houses of worship, 

such as synagogues and mosques. Even less stringent definitions might also extend to non-

Abrahamitic religious traditions, including forms of polytheism, animism, Hinduism, Bud-

dhism, or even Satanism, and are inherently less restricted to actual, concrete houses of worship. 

According to its most lenient definitions, ‘liturgy’ need not be bound by specific religious 

traditions or sacred settings and is rather – almost entirely – whatever the person performing it 

chooses it to be. The only thing it can never be, however, is wholly secular, in which case 

‘ritual’ would indeed be a more appropriate term. 

 When this case study proposes to consider FMB’s engagement with landscape as 

‘liturgical’, it assumes a definition which lies somewhere between the second strictest and 

second most lenient definition, outlined above. Intended here is a form of liturgy which is 

explicitly Abrahamitic, but which is not predetermined by a clerical authority or bound by the 

bricks and mortar of a church building. That it cannot be ‘liturgical’ beyond the boundaries of 

Abrahamitic monotheism is evident from FMB’s writings, affirming both certain precepts 

shared in Judaic and Christian theology and the Romantic urge to seek God in nature. That it is 

most accurately perceived as veritable liturgy – and not just religious rituals outside the church 

– becomes clear when holding it up to the five aspects of liturgy, listed above. 

 

 

IV.1. Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy’s religion and aesthetics 

 

The Jewish question, Protestantism, and Schleiermacher 

Since his death on November 4, 1847, FMB’s religious identity, long presumed Jewish, has 

been the source of much controversy. Wagner famously reproached him and his music for it as 

did the Nazis in his wake. After the Second World War, FMB’s religious identity became the 
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subject of considerable scholarly controversy, especially after Eric Werner wrote a biography 

in 1963 about the composer in which he argued adamantly that FMB was not only was a 

‘German Jew’, but also something of an emancipator of this demographic.571 Leon Botstein (in 

1993)572 and then Jeffrey Sposato (in 1998) responded with severe critiques, arguing not only 

that FMB was patently a Protestant after his conversion in 1816 at the age of seven (a so called 

‘Neuchrist’), but also that Werner’s translations of the composer’s writings consistently mis-

represent his religious identity.573 This criticism was subsequently nuanced in 1999 by Michael 

Steinberg.574 Although he joined Bot-stein and Sposato in their disapproval of Werner’s 

methods, he argued that the label of ‘Neuchrist’, just like that of ‘German Jew’, is overly two-

dimensional and that FMB’s religious identity should rather be understood “according to the 

subtle negotiation between Jewish and Christian spheres of culture and memory during the 

formation of the modern German world”.575 

 From the outset, this scholarly discourse has considered FMB’s connection to the 

religious identity of his grandfather, the famous Jewish philosopher Moses Mendelssohn (1729-

1786). According to Werner, an outspoken humanism had been transferred from grandfather to 

son and from son to grandson, which supposedly caused the composer to be a defender of the 

Jews and their immigrant plight in Germany during the first half of the nineteenth century.576 It 

was not until recently, however, that another significant influence on the composer’s religious 

identity – already hinted at in Werner’s work – came under close consideration: the (Romantic) 

theologian Friedrich Daniel Ernst Schleiermacher (1786-1834).577 

 In the lively salon culture of early nineteenth-century Berlin, Schleiermacher regularly 

encountered members of the Mendelssohn family. He participated in salons that were co-

organized by Sara Levy (1761-1854), FMB’s great aunt578 and was a close friend of Friedrich 

                                                 
571 See Werner 1963. 
572 Botstein 1993. 
573 Sposato 1998. 
574 Steinberg 1999, 31-44. 
575 Ibid., 43. For an insightful contribution on this religious ambiguity, in the form of an analysis of the 

extensive confirmation texts FMB wrote at the age of sixteen, under supervision of the pastor Friedrich 

Philipp Wilmsen, see Staehelin 2009. 
576 Werner 1963, 44. 
577 In 2007, Juliette Appold concluded: “Der persönliche Kontakt zwischen Schleiermacher und der 

Familie Mendelssohn erwies sich […] als bedeutender als bislang angenommen.” [The personal contact 

between Schleiermacher and the Mendelssohn family proved more significant than previously 

assumed.] Cf. Appold 2007, 258.  
578 Cf. Wilhelmy-Dollinger, 105. 
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Schlegel, the second husband of FMB’s aunt Dorothea. Just before publishing his seminal work 

Über die Religion: Reden an die Gebildeten unter ihren Verächtern, Friedrich and Dorothea 

had kindly proofread his manuscript.579 Felix’ cousin Georg Benjamin Mendelssohn (1794-

1874) also studied with and was influenced by Schleiermacher.580 Like FMB, Schleiermacher 

was an active member of the Berlin Sing-Akademie581 and when the former revitalized Johann 

Sebastian Bach’s (1685-1750) Matthäus-Passion with a performance of the piece in 1829, 

Schleiermacher was in attendance.582 Most significant, however, is the fact that FMB himself 

studied with Schleiermacher. Yet when Martin Geck claims “[…] er hat sich vielmehr auch 

geistig mit der in gleicher Weise liberal-philosophierfreundlichen wie christozentrischen 

Theologie Schleiermachers identifiziert” [(…) he had moreover identified himself with the 

simultaneously ‘liberal-philosophical friendly’ and Christocentric theology of Schleierma-

cher],583 this seems to be an all too definitively Christian identification. 

 It is easy to see from his ‘conversion letters’ that FMB was keenly aware of the minutia 

of Christian theology and that he knew exactly what to say or, in this case write, in order to 

integrate successfully within Protestant German society.584 Yet this outward appearance does 

not necessarily indicate much bearing on his own innermost beliefs. A more plausible indication 

of what he believed can be derived from his private correspondence with family and trusted 

friends. From the excerpts of his letters (cited later in this chapter), the image emerges, rather, 

of someone who was indeed culturally ‘Judaeo-Christian’ but also more devoutly monotheistic 

than Christocentric. In his private correspondence, references to God are myriad and undeniably 

loving, whereas references – let alone personal appeals – to Christ are few and far between. 

 Although their theological views may have diverged regarding Christocentricism, even 

in Werner’s Jewish image of FMB, the intimate relation between the composer and 

Schleiermacher is acknowledged. Werner points out that their views were similar, in particular, 

regarding the musical liturgy of a Protestant church service.585 To both, the composition of the 

church choir was the determining factor in the artistic quality of the performed liturgical music. 

They acknowledged that the choir is unlikely to comprise only artistically educated singers and 

                                                 
579 Scurla 1975, 66.  
580 Gilbert 1975, 186. 
581 Bollert 1966, 19. 
582 Cf. Marissen 1993, 721; Clement 2009. 
583 Geck 1967, 64. 
584 See Staehelin 2009. 
585 Werner 1963, 479. 
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argued, rather, for the aesthetic variety of a choir that is composed of singers with varying levels 

of education.586 Likely with such shared views on Protestant musical liturgy in mind, FMB 

composed the choral pieces Aus tiefer Noth op. 23,1, Ave Maria op. 23,2, Mitten wir im Leben 

sind op. 23,3, and Non nobis op. 31,3 for the Berliner Sing-Akademie which, on occasion, would 

participate in Schleiermacher’s church services.587 

 FMB is not the only early nineteenth-century artist whose theological ideas have, in 

recent years, been re-examined in light of Schleiermacher’s theological influence.588 Often, 

however, such re-examinations paint a somewhat one-sided – all too ecumenical, if not secular 

– image of this theology, focussing exclusively on Schleiermacher’s early work Über die 

Religion: Reden an die Gebildeten unter ihren Verächtern. His description of how all the great 

religious traditions across time and space share a certain core of theological truth and a striving 

towards the same ineffable Divinity or Infinity has often been interpreted as the genesis of 

comparative religious studies. Particularly those commentators who favour this new field over 

theology, because of its emphasis on the relativity and equality of religious traditions, view the 

Reden an die Gebildeten as a bold departure from Christian orthodoxy. Just as Luther never 

intended his Reformist views to precipitate a further schism within the Christian church, 

however, Schleiermacher never intended his critiques of dogmatism to cause dissolution of 

Christian religion into a broader amalgam of religious and spiritual movements that are all are 

considered of equal value. A close reading of the Reden an die Gebildeten shows that – like 

Luther – he had rather hoped to accomplish a revitalization by dispensing with those elements 

of the Christian tradition which, through thoughtless and unfelt repetition, had become stale. 

 

So wie die begeistersten Verfechter der letzteren unter ihnen nichts tun als die nationale Ortho-

doxie mit Wut verteidigen und dem Volke Wunder vorspiegeln, damit die abergläubige An-

hänglichkeit an alte Gebräuche nicht verlorengehe, so ist es ihnen eben nicht mehr ernst mit 

allem übrigen, was über das Sinnliche und den nächsten unmittelbaren Nutzen hinausgehet. So 

gehen sie auf Kenntnisse aus, so ist ihre Weisheit nur auf eine jämmerliche Empirie gerichtet, 

und so kann ihnen die Religion nichts anders sein als ein toter Buchstabe, ein heiliger Artikel in 

der Verfassung, in welcher nichts Reelles ist.589 

                                                 
586 Ibid. 
587 Wüster 1997, 188. Op. 23,1 is based on psalm 130; Op. 23,2 is based on Luke, 1:28; Op. 23,3 is 

based on Martin Luther’s paraphrase of the 13th century hymnal ‘Media vita in morte sumus’; Op. 31,3 

is based on psalm 115.  
588 See the comments in chapter II regarding Schleiermacher’s influence on Caspar David Friedrich. 
589 Schleiermacher 2013, 13. 
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[Just like the most enthusiastic advocates of the latter among them do nothing but defend the 

national orthodoxy and feign miracles before the people, so that the superstitious dependence 

on old customs is not lost, so they do not take seriously anymore all the rest, which goes beyond 

the sensory and the nearest immediate use. So they base themselves on knowledge, so their 

wisdom is only directed to miserable empiricism, and so religion to them cannot be anything 

but a dead letter, a sacred article in the constitution, in which nothing is real.] 

 

Upon reading his much later, lesser-known work Der christliche Glaube, it becomes abundantly 

clear that Schleiermacher’s theology is indeed, as Geck has termed it, not only ‘liberal-

philosophical friendly’ but also distinctly ‘Christocentric’.590 The second volume of this work, 

which deals exclusively with Christian doctrinal issues, may either be seen as a return to 

orthodoxy after the heterodox experiment of the Reden an die Gebildeten or, if one assumes 

that Schleiermacher was consistent, as a reiteration of his Christian faith in case his earlier work 

should have given cause to doubt it. The implication, at any rate, is that although the various 

world religions may share an inclination towards the same Divine or Infinite, the Christian faith 

offers the most appropriate means towards this end. 

 The musicologist Juliette Appold’s discussion of Schleiermacher’s influence on FMB 

is a telling example of what happens when only the Reden an die Gebildeten is taken into 

consideration while Der Christliche Glaube is neglected. When she quotes FMB in a letter to 

Julius Schubring from Rome, “Sonderbar ist es freilich, daß ich hier in Rom ein Anhänger von 

Schleiermacher ge-worden bin [...]” [It is indeed curious that, here in Rome, I have become a 

follower of Schleiermacher (…)],591 she does so to substantiate her claim that FMB’s thoughts 

on landscapes are similar to Schleiermacher’s thoughts on the “Universumsbetrachtung” 

[consideration of the universe].592 Yet, although there is much to be said for this claim – and 

Appold’s arguments to this effect are generally convincing – this particular statement of FMB 

more likely refers to Schleiermacher’s contemplation of the ‘superstitious dependence on old 

customs’ than to his contemplation of the universe. In the same letter, FMB writes: 

 

[…] es sey schön in jetziger Zeit so ruhig und klar zu sprechen, wie Schl. [Schleiermacher] es 

thut. Aus der Kirche hier bin ich durch ihn [Hr. von Tippelskirch] verjagd, für den Winter[;] es 

                                                 
590 Schleiermacher 1897.  
591 Letter to Julius Schubring in Dessau by FMB, Rome, November 18, 1830. SB II, Nr. 369, 133. 
592 Appold 2007, 223. 
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ist eine Schönthuerey mit allen Heiligen, und eine Mattigkeit und Schwäche, die jeden 

Andächtigen empören muß.593 

 

[(…) it is nice in the current time to speak as calmly and clearly as Schleiermacher does. I have 

been chased out of the church here by him [Mr. von Tippelskirch], for the winter; it is a showing 

off with all the saints, and a languor and weakness, which must outrage any reverent person]. 

 

When FMB wrote this in 1830, he was highly likely to have read – or at least to have been 

aware of the contents of – Der Christliche Glaube, at that point Schleiermacher’s most recent 

major work. Appold’s focus on the Reden an die Gebildeten, however, leads her somewhat 

astray as she concludes that FMB’s self-proclaimed affinity with Schleiermacherian theology 

centred around the theologian’s early, more Romantic thoughts regarding Anschauung rather 

than their shared views on religious piety. This does not show, however, that FMB’s particular 

piety was as patently Christocentric as Schleiermacher’s. On this point, FMB’s private 

statements, also after 1830, indicate that he would have aligned himself more with the ecumeni-

calism of Schleiermacher’s earlier work – possibly because of its conciliatory ramifications for 

Judaism and Christianity.594 

                                                 
593 Letter to Julius Schubring in Dessau by FMB, Rome, November 18, 1830. SB II, Nr. 369, 133. 
594 Throughout his utterances on nature and divinity, several of which are cited below, what stands out 

is the fact that he references God and His (artistic) works of Creation, without any explicit reference or 

appeal to Christ or Judaic exegesis. E.g.: “Mir waren alle die Berge nur wie große Zacken in der 

Erinnerung geblieben, die Höhe hatte mich damals zu sehr ergriffen, aber diese unermeßliche Breite, 

die dicken weiten Massen, der Zusammenhang all dieser ungeheuern Thürme, wie sie sich an einander 

schließen und einander die Hände reichen – das fiel mir heut besonders aufs Herz. Dazu denkt Euch nun 

alle Gletscher, alle Schneefelder, alle Felsspitzen blendend hell erleuchtet und glänzend, dann die fernen 

Gipfel aus andern Ketten die hinüberlangen und hereingucken – ich glaube, so sehen die Gedanken des 

lieben Herr Gott aus. Wer ihn nicht kennt, der kann ihn hier sehr deutlich vor Augen sehen und seine 

Natur.” [I remembered the mountains only as great ragged edges, their altitude had overawed me back 

then, but the immeasurable breadth, the thick expansive mass, the cohesion of all these monstrous 

towers, as they connect to one another and join hands – this moved my heart especially today. Now add 

to this all the glaciers, all the snowfields, all the pinnacles of the rocks, all blindingly brightly illuminated 

and shining, then the distant peaks of other ranges that reach over and look in – I believe, this is what 

the thoughts of the dear Lord God look like. He who does not know him, can see Him clearly before his 

eyes and His nature.]. FMB, 14 augustus 1831, SB II, Nr. 451, 353-354. Whereas, in his letters from 

1833-1847, God is mentioned in a similarly devout but non-doctrinal way over 30 times, in the same 

collection Christ is mentioned only six times, and exclusively in the context of technical observations 

regarding the composition of Christian musical compositions. See Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy, Letters 

of Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy from 1833-1847. Eds. Paul Mendelssohn Bartholdy and Karl 

Mendelssohn Bartholdy (London 1864), 63f., 121f.  
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Natural over Human Sublimity 

Considerably more commonplace than the suggestion of an influence of Schleiermacher’s 

theology on supposedly Romantic artists in early nineteenth-century Germany is the suggestion 

that their aesthetics (especially regarding the appreciation of landscape) were inspired by 

Edmund Burke’s (1730-1797) concept of the ‘Sublime’. This eighteenth-century Anglo-Irish 

philosopher is commonly associated with the Enlightenment and Romanticism, although the 

fact that he is one of history’s most prominent conservative critics of the former – and that he 

could hardly have been aware of the latter, which was yet to fully develop as an intellectual 

movement – is often insufficiently emphasized.595 In A Philosophical Inquiry into the Sublime 

and Beautiful (1757), Burke defines the Sublime as an aesthetic quality, altogether different 

from – and in some respects even wholly antonymous to – the Beautiful: 

 

[…] sublime objects are vast in their dimensions, beautiful ones are comparatively small; beauty 

should be smooth, and polished; the great, rugged and negligent; beauty should shun the right 

line, yet deviate from it insensibly; the great in many cases loves the right line, and when it 

deviates, it often makes a strong deviation; beauty should not be obscure; the great ought to be 

dark and gloomy; beauty should be light and delicate; the great ought to be solid, even massive. 

They are indeed ideas of a very different nature, one being founded on pain, the other on 

pleasure.596 

 

In her discussion of FMB’s landscape aesthetics (especially when it concerns the artistic 

experience or portrayal of mountainous landscapes), Appold frequently suggest that his 

inspiration was the Burkean Sublime. This image, however, requires some nuancing. The 

Burkean Sublime is commonly open to two types of criticism. Some, like Immanuel Kant 

(1724-1804), argue that it presupposes a kind of objectivity in judgement which is not available 

to humans. Kant, on this basis, develops two conditional types of Sublime – the mathematical 

and the dynamic. Others argue that, although such judgments might be made with some degree 

of objectivity, Burke’s definition is too narrow. Appold’s application of the Burkean Sublime 

to FMB’s aesthetics is too straightforward, both because it does not even consider the possibility 

that FMB was exposed to Kant’s Critique of Judgement and because it exclusively emphasizes 

                                                 
595 For an example of the spurious conflation of Burke’s politics and aesthetics as ‘Romantic’ – an 

extensive discussion of which exceeds the scope of this chapter – see Byrne 2006; for a more general 

introduction on Burke’s philosophy, cf. e.g. Dwan & Insole 2012.  
596 Burke 2004, 157. 
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the “rugged and negligent”, the “strong deviation”, the “dark and gloomy”, the “solid, even 

massive” and, above all, the Sublime’s supposed foundation “on pain” and “terror”.597 

 The extent to which FMB agreed with Kant over Burke regarding the nature of the 

Sublime is difficult to gauge, since FMB made no explicit comments about this, although his 

critique of Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel’s (1770-1831) assessment of the Sublime implies 

that he did believe that the label can be applied with at least a certain degree of objectivity: 

 

Hegel sagt zwar, jeder menschliche Gedanke sey erhabner als die ganze Natur, aber hier finde 

ich das unbescheiden. Der Satz ist sehr schön, nur verflucht paradox; ich werde mich einstweilen 

an die ganze Natur halten, man fährt viel sicherer dabey. 598 

 

[Though Hegel says any human thought is more sublime than the entirety of nature, here I find 

this immodest. The sentence is beautiful, just damned paradoxical; meanwhile I prefer to keep 

to the entirety of nature, with this one proceeds more safely.] 

  

Discussing how the association of landscape was commonly evoked in music during the 

eighteenth- and nineteenth century, Appold states: “Wind, Sturm, Donner und fließende 

Gewässer lassen eine Landschaft in hörbarer Bewegung erklingen. Es gibt keine starre und vor 

allem keine stille Landschaft”.599 [Wind, storm, thunder and flowing water make a landscape 

sound in audible movement. There is no rigid and, above all, no silent landscape]. That 

seemingly rigid and especially silent landscapes do exist, however, and that FMB must have 

also experienced this aspect of nature, apparently bares no mention here. It is also not mentioned 

that, beside the grandiose sounds of the weather, the gentler sounds of flora and fauna were 

regularly used to evoke an association of landscape – including by FMB, perhaps most notably 

in his songs with words (categories ‘F’ and ‘G’ of the MWV). 

 On FMB’s experience of the mountainous landscapes in the Harz and in Switzerland, 

Appold states that his letters from there reveal that the mountains, for him, were sublime.600 

More specifically, this means that, according to her, FMB experienced a feeling of fear and 

                                                 
597 For a discussion of how terror “[…] must be a source of the sublime, though it should have no idea 

of danger connected with it.” Cf. Burke 2004, 163f. 
598 Letter to Fanny and Rebecka in Berlin by FMB, Lauterbrunnen, August 13-20, 1831. Excerpt from 

the letter of August 13. SB II, Nr. 451, 353. 
599 Appold 2007, 22. 
600 Ibid., 259. 
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uncertainty.601 However, FMB’s own words describing his first encounter with the Harz 

Mountains seem to be diametrically opposed to this view: 

 

Der Harz gefällt mir ganz außerordentlich, ich habe mir eine ganz andre Vorstellung davon 

gemacht; ich dachte mir ihn wild und rauh, und er ist doch ganz im Gegentheil sehr ruhig und 

reizend.602 

 

[The Harz is exceptionally to my liking, I had imagined it entirely differently; I thought it wild 

and raw, and it is rather to the contrary, very quiet and lovely.] 

 

Not only do these words show that his experience with the Harz does not accord with the 

Burkean Sublime, but they also imply that he would not have enjoyed it at all had it been 

Sublime in this sense. 

 That he experienced the mountains to be exceptionally beautiful is further confirmed in 

a letter he wrote almost ten years later to Philipp Eduard Devrient (1801-1877) while staying 

in Luzern: 

 

[...] – ist denn nicht eine Moglichkeit, das Ihr die Schweiz einmal sehen könnt? Denn es giebt 

einem eine andre Idee vom lieben Herr Gott und seiner Natur und ihrer unermeßlichen 

Schonheit; jeder Mensch, der es könnte, müßte einmal in seinem Leben die Schweiz gesehn 

haben. 603 

 

[(...) – is there no possibility then, that you can (come) see Switzerland once? Because it gives 

to one another an idea of the dear Lord God and His nature and their immeasurable beauty; 

every person who could, ought to have seen Switzerland once in there lifetime]. 

 

Appold’s comments on FMB’s supposed ‘Sublime’ experiences of the Scottish landscape in 

1829 encounter similar analytical problems. She quotes FMB’s following lines (the final 

sentence excepted and added by me below) to his parents: 

 

In Edinburg ist es Sonntag wenn man eben ankommt: Da geht man den über die Wiesen auf 

zwei höllisch steile Felsen zu, die Arthurs Sitz heißen, und klettert hinauf. Unten gehn die 

                                                 
601 Ibid., 91. 
602 Letter to Carl Friedrich Zelter in Berlin by FMB, Frankfurt, July 19, 1822. SB I, Nr. 21, 87. 
603 Letter to Eduard Devrient in Berlin by FMB, Luzern, August 27, 1831. SB II, Nr. 452, 364. 
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buntesten Menschen, Frauen, Kinder, und Kühe im Grün herum, weit umher breitet sich die 

Stadt aus, wo in der Mitte die Burg wie ein Vogelnest am Abhang steht, über die Burg hinweg 

seht ihr Wiesen, dann Hügel, dann einen breiten Fluß; über den Fluß hinweg seht ihr wieder 

Hügel, dann kommt ein ernsterer Berg auf dem Stirlings Gebäude erscheinen, das ist schon 

blaue Ferne; dahinter steht ein schwacher Schatten den sie Ben Lomond nennen. Alles Das ist 

aber nur die eine Hälfte von Arthurs Sitz; die andre ist einfach genug; es ist die hohe blaue See, 

unermeßlich weit, bedeckt mit weißen Segeln, schwarzen Dampfschornsteinen, kleinen 

Insecten von Kähnen und Bööten, Felsinseln, und d.gl. Was soll ichs beschreiben? Ihr müßt es 

selbst sehen. Wenn der liebe Gott sich mit Panoramen-malen abgibt, so wird etwas toll.604 

 

[In Edinburgh it is Sunday when one just arrives. There one heads across the meadows towards 

two hellishly steep rocks, which are called Arthur’s seat, and climbs up. Below the most 

colourful people, women, children and cows walk around in the greenery, far around, the town 

expands, where in the middle the castle stands like a bird’s nest on the slope, beyond the castle 

one sees meadows, then hills, then a wide river; beyond the river you again see hills, then comes 

a more serious mountain on which Stirling’s building appears, that is already in the blueish 

distance; behind stands a weak shadow which they call Ben Lomond. All of this, however, is 

but one half from Arthur’s seat; the other is simple enough, it is the high blue sea, immeasurably 

far, covered with white sails, black steam chimneys, barges and boats like small insects, island 

rocks, etc. How should I describe it? You have to see it for yourselves. When the dear God 

occupies Himself with panoramic painting, then something becomes splendid.] 

 

Referring to a supposed ‘attribute of fright’ of the mountain tops and frequent references to the 

large dimensions of the landscape, Appold concludes: 

 

Mendelssohns Aussage drückt insgesamt eine Empfindung aus, die einen Moment von Erhaben-

heit in sich trägt. 605 

 

[Mendelssohn’s statement, altogether, expresses an experience that carries within it a moment 

of Sublimity.] 

 

The point here is not that Appold’s perception of fearfulness and vastness in FMB’s statement 

nor the observation she makes that these are among Burke’s criteria for the Sublime are 

                                                 
604 Letter to his parents in Berlin by FMB, Edinburgh, July 28, 1829, together with Carl Klingemann. 

Quoted in Appold 2007, 149; here quoted by me after SB I, Nr. 201, 345f. 
605 Appold 2007, 149. 
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inaccurate. Instead, FMB infers that the landscape is beyond description and that his parents 

would have to see it for themselves. When Appold additionally implies that Mendelssohn 

Bartholdy’s landscape description could similarly be an expression of his religiosity,606 she may 

well be correct, but the nature of this religiosity appears to centre around the ineffable rather 

than the (Burkean) Sublime. 

  A similar lack of explicit aesthetic judgement is found in a further example of FMB’s 

supposedly Sublime experience of the Scottish landscape put forward by Appold: 

 

Das Land ist breit, weit, dick bewachsen und belaubt, von allen Seiten stürzen reiche Wasser 

unter den Brücken vor, wenig Korn, viel Haide mit braunen und rothen Blumen, Schluchten, 

Pässe, Kreuzwege, schönes Grün überall, tief blaues Wasser, aber alles ist ernst, dunkel, sehr 

einsam.607 

 

[The land is expansive, far, thickly overgrown and leafy, from all sides massive waters cascade 

from underneath the bridges, little corn, much heather with brown and red flowers, gorges, 

passes, crossroads, beautiful green everywhere, deep blue water, but everything is earnest, dark, 

very lonely.] 

 

The problem is not that this description mentions qualities which, according to Appold, FMB 

felt were Sublime (earnest, dark, and lonely) together with qualities which are patently to do 

with beauty (red flowers, beautiful green, deep blue water). As Burke wrote: “Black and white 

may sof-ten, may blend, but they are not therefore the same.”608 The difficulty is rather that the 

description, whether Sublime, beautiful, or a blend of the two, does not provide such an 

objective aesthetic label apart from “beautiful green”. 

 Once the label ‘Sublime’ is put on an artist’s experiences, it becomes difficult not to see 

any description of discomfort, unsettlement, or unease as an explicitly Burkean or even outright 

Romantic utterance. In a subchapter titled “Erlebnisse von Schnelligkeit auf Mendelssohns 

Reise” [Experiences of Speed on Mendelssohn’s Journey], Appold quotes FMB’s description 

of a train journey from Liverpool to Manchester, which she interprets as a deeply fearful 

experience: “Das für Mendelssohn Neue, unvermittelte Gefühl von rasanter Schnelligkeit, 

sowie die absolute Finsternis hatten einen beangstigenden Effekt auf ihn” [the to Mendelssohn 

                                                 
606 Ibid. 
607 Letter to his parents in Berlin by FMB, Blair Athol, August 3, 1829. SB I, Nr. 206, 359. 
608 Burke 2004, 158. 
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new, unmediated sensation of furious speed, as well as the total darkness had a frightening ef-

fect on him].609 His actual description, however, regales more of a fun and adventurous encoun-

ter with new technology than a fearful one: 

 

[…] und los ging’s, 15 Meilen in der Stunde war die Geschwindigkeit, kein Pferd, keine 

Maschine ist da, der Wagen läuft von selbst, und treibt sich nach und nach zur tollsten Schnellig-

keit […] der Zug blies die Lichter aus, und nun war dickste Finsternis, ich habe zum Erstenmale 

in meinem [Le]ben nichts gesehen […].610 

 

[(…) and off it went, fifteen miles per hour was the speed, no horse, no machine is there, the 

wagon runs of its own accord, and bit by bit drives itself to a most jolly speed (…) the train 

blew out the lights, and now there was the thickest darkness, for the first time in my life, I’ve 

seen nothing].611 

 

Whilst there is no denying that FMB, in his experience of landscape, had some affinity for the 

Burkean notion of the Sublime, one must be careful not to conflate this aesthetic judgement 

with his expressions of his own inability to put words to a landscape - i.e. of what he considered 

to be the ineffable creative force behind and within nature. There is a superficial likeness 

between the Burkean Sublime and the ineffable in that the Sublime “[…] in its highest degree” 

causes a level of astonishment, whereby “[…] the mind is so entirely filled with its object, that 

it cannot entertain any other, nor by consequence reason on that object which employs it.”612 

Thus both cause the observer to be at a loss for words. Yet, whereas the Sublime may render 

the observer speechless in the moment of observation but may still, in a later moment of 

regained composure, be termed ‘Sublime’, the ineffable, by definition, cannot be expressed 

through words at any given moment. Listening to FMB’s Songs without Words may be Sublime 

to some, but their ultimate meaning is – or at least intended to be – ineffable to all. 

 The importance of not exaggerating the role of the (Burkean) Sublime in FMB’s 

thinking lies not only in the overly Romantic image one might otherwise acquire of the 

composer. It is also crucial in acknowledging his appreciation for things which are quite ‘un-

Sublime’ and which were altogether more important to his religious sensibilities, such as 

                                                 
609 Appold 2007, 154. 
610 Letter to his family in Berlin, addressed to Abraham Mendelssohn Bartholdy, by FMB, Llangollen, 

25 and 26 August 1829. SB I, Nr. 211, 382f. 
611 Cf. Appold 2007, 154. 
612 Burke 2004, 101. 
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beauty, silence, and serenity. It is telling, in this regard, that in his description of a performance 

of Bach’s Matthäus-Passion to his friend Franz Hauser, he wrote:  

 

[…] und ich habe nie solche Stille, solche allgemeine Rührung über die Hörenden verbreitet 

gesehen. Sie fühlten, daß hier nicht Musik und Concert, sondern Religion und Kirche sei.613 

 

[(...) and I have never witnessed such silence, such general emotion spread among the listeners. 

They felt that here were not music and concert, but religion and church.] 

 

IV.2. Musical landscapes as liturgical space 

 

Liturgical space in Die erste Walpurgisnacht op. 60 

Probably the most obvious of FMB’s compositions to feature landscape as a liturgical space – 

albeit clearly not a Judaeo-Christian one – is his ballade for choir and orchestra Die erste 

Walpurgisnacht op. 60, in which a number of druids are performing pagan rituals out in nature. 

His childhood mentor Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749-1832), who had been deeply 

impressed by FMB’s musical performances and general intellectual aptitude already at a very 

tender age,614 had initially asked Carl Friedrich Zelter (1758-1832) to put his 1799 text to 

music.615 Zelter was also a mentor for FMB – albeit in a more formal role than Goethe – as his 

musical composition instructor. Some thirty years after the latter did not complete this task,616 

the request was passed on to FMB, who possibly retained some of his predecessor’s reworking 

of the text.617 He composed the original form of the piece in the years 1830-1832 and it was 

performed for the first time on January 10, 1833. In the years 1842-1843, he reworked the 

composition and the final version was performed in 1843 in Leipzig. It is noteworthy that the 

two periods during which he worked on the composition coincide with his second and third 

visits to Switzerland. As such it is among three of his compositions which appear to allude to 

the Swiss landscape, together with his Jugendsinfonie IX, in which he cites the yodelling he 

heard there, and Jugendsinfonie XI, in which he cites typical local wedding music.618 

                                                 
613 Letter to Franz Hauser in Wien by FMB, Berlin, April 16, 1830. SB I, Nr. 297, 522f. 
614 For more on Goethe’s mentorship of FMB, see Glehn 1874. 
615 Cf. Goethe 1952 (b), 798. 
616 Possibly because he felt he could not find an appropriate musical form to accompany the text, as he 

wrote to Goethe in 1802. See his letter to Goethe on December 12, 1802, in Goethe 1991, Vol. 20.1, 29. 
617 Marek 1972, 113.  
618 Appold 2007, 109. For a more general analyses of the Jugendsinfonien, see Wolff 1967, 96-115. 
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 In the early nineteen eighties, a scholarly discussion erupted concerning whether Die 

erste Walpurgisnacht ought to be considered an example of the Enlightenment views on 

religious pluralism, a product of Romanticism, or rather a (neo-)classical piece. 

 The initial gauntlet was cast down by Carl Dalhaus, who argued that the piece reflects 

the religious tolerance of Moses Mendelssohn and showcases rituals that may have been much 

older and more primitive than those of Christianity but which, supposedly according to FMB, 

were not therefore of lesser spiritual value.619 “Die Verdrängung des Heidentums durch das 

Christentum” [the displacement of heathendom by Christianity], he wrote, does not appear “als 

Sieg der höheren Religion, sondern als Unterdrückung eines natürlichen Zustandes” [as a 

triumph of the higher religion, but rather as a suppression of a natural condition.]620 

 A year later, Douglass Seaton responded, arguing instead for the supposed Romantic 

character of the piece. To this end he first acknowledges the purport of religious freedom, which 

may have been just as much of a Romantic notion as it was an Enlightenment ideal, but then 

proceeds to point out that FMB himself wrote that he intended the composition to be a kind of 

‘Symphonie-Kantate’ and that this form is reminiscent of his symphony Nr. 2 (Lobgesang).621 

This (at the time) innovative musical form could hardly have accorded with the vying classicist 

styles. A further analysis of the extent to which the composition may be seen as programmatic, 

pointing at the Harz Mountains as a possible inspiration for FMB, was presented another year 

later by Catherine Rose Melhorn.622 

 A synthesis within the discourse was only proposed some twenty years later by Juli 

Prandi, who suggests that the piece was inspired by a mixture of Enlightenment, Romantic, and 

classical ideas.623 Like Dahlhaus, she argues that the religious tolerance towards heathen rituals 

is reflective of Enlightenment ideals, as are the references throughout the text to light and fire. 

That these heathen rituals are imbued with notions of animism – a fundamental belief that the 

landscape houses a higher being, here symbolized by light – she adds, is reflective of Romantic 

ideals.624 She suggests that an affinity with Romantic musical conventions can also be seen in 

aspects of the orchestration and in the fact that FMB intended the piece to be an innovative 

blend of classical musical forms. This intention and some significant insights into FMB’s 

                                                 
619 Dahlhaus 2007. 
620 Ibid., 890. 
621 Seaton 1982 
622 Melhorn 1983. 
623 Prandi 2002. 
624 Ibid., 137f.; 141. 
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approach to the piece can be deduced from a well-known excerpt of a letter to his sister Fanny 

(1805-1847): 

  

Höre und staune: Die erste Walpurgisnacht von Goethe habe ich seit Wien halb componiert und 

keine Courage sie aufzuschreiben; nun hat sich das Ding gestaltet, ist aber eine große Cantate 

mit ganzem Orchester geworden, und kann sich ganz lustig machen, denn im Anfang gibt es 

Frühlingslieder u. dgl. vollauf, dann wenn die Wächter mit ihren Gabeln und Zacken und Eulen 

Lärm machen, kommt der Hexenspuk dazu und Du weißt daß ich für den ein besonderes faible 

habe, dann kommen die opfernden Druiden in Cdur mit Posaunen heraus, dann wieder die 

Wächter, die sich fürchten, wo ich dann einen trippelnden, unheimlichen Chor bringen will, und 

endlich zum Schluß der volle Opfergesang – meinst Du nicht, das könne eine neue Art von 

Cantaten werden?625 

 

[Listen and wonder: I have half composed Goethe’s Die erste Walpurgisnacht since Vienna and 

I have had no courage to write it down; the thing has now taken shape, but it has rather become 

a large Cantata with full orchestra, which can turn out quite amusing, as at the beginning there 

are Spring songs and such in full force, then when the guards with their forks and spikes and 

owls make noise, the witches’ spookiness joins in and you know that I have a particular 

weakness for those, then the sacrificing druids come out in C major with trombones, then again 

the guards, who are frightened, at which point I will bring in a pattering, uncanny choir and 

finally the full song of sacrifice – do you not think, this could become a new form of Cantata?626]  

 

The meaning of the word “lustig” varies according to context. It is translated here as ‘amusing’, 

because this would seem to be the most neutral connotation, but it might also mean ‘fun’, 

‘funny’, ‘jolly’, or something similarly light-hearted. There is something to be said for these 

alternative translations, considering the broader context of the excerpt. FMB’s statement about 

the ‘witches’ spookiness’ as something he presumes his sister knows he has “a particular 

weakness for” implies a more light-hearted and perhaps even a somewhat ironic attitude.627  

 If there is an ironic intention in FMB’s composition, there are several possible 

explanations for this. For one, he may have felt that a veneer of irony would be in line with 

                                                 
625 Letter to his family in Berlin by FMB, Rome, February 22, 1831. SB II, Nr. 401, 214. 
626 Letter to Fanny, Rome, February 22, 1831. 
627 Dahlhaus 2007, 889. “Die Parodierung ist, auch wenn man Mendelssohns Neigung zu Scherzen nicht 

außer acht läßt, frappierend” [The parody, also if one considers Mendelssohn’s inclination to make 

jokes, is striking]. 
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Goethe’s original conception of the ballade, in which case it serves to mock the Christian 

treatment of the older local heathen religious traditions. Alternatively, irony may have been a 

subtle way of distancing himself from his mentor’s markedly more anti-religious attitude. On 

this take, he would have appreciated Goethe’s critique of the Christian handling of the heathens 

but, by giving the piece a comic undertone, he also would have refrained from any more 

fundamental critique of Christianity that Goethe might have intended. To understand the latter’s 

original intentions, it is worth quoting at length from his initial description of the contents of 

the ballade to Zelter:  

 

So hat nun auch einer der deutschen Altertumsforscher die Hexen- und Teufelsfahrt des 

Brockengebirges, mit der man sich in Deutschland seit undenklichen Zeiten trägt, durch einen 

historischen Ursprung retten und begründen wollen. Dass nämlich die deutschen Heidenpriester 

und Altväter, nachdem man sie aus ihren heiligen Hainen vertrieben und das Christentum dem 

Volke aufgedrungen, sich mit ihren treuen Anhängern auf die wüsten unzugänglichen Gebirge 

des Harzes im Frühlingsanfang begeben, um dort, nach alter Weise, Gebet und Flamme zu dem 

gestaltlosen Gott des Himmels und der Erde zu richten. Um nun gegen die aufspürenden 

bewaffneten Bekehrer sicher zu sein, hätten sie für gut befunden, eine Anzahl der ihrigen zu 

vermummen, und hierdurch ihre abergläubischen Widersacher entfernt zu halten und, beschützt 

von Teufelsfratzen, den reinsten Gottesdienst zu vollenden.628 

 

[So now, one of the German antiquity scholars, as well, has sought to rescue and justify the 

witches’- and devil’s descent upon the Brocken mountain, with which people in Germany have 

occupied themselves for an unimaginably long time, through a historical origin. Namely that 

the German heathen priests and patriarchs, after having been chased out of their holy groves and 

Christianity forced upon the people, set out together with their loyal followers to venture into 

the wild, inaccessible mountains of the Harz at the beginning of spring, and there to direct, 

according to old customs, prayer and flames towards the shapeless God of heaven and earth. To 

now be safe from the scouring, armed missionaries, they have deemed it fit to disguise a number 

of their own, and thus keep at bay their superstitious opponents, safe from devilish grimaces, to 

complete the purest worship service.] 

 

Suggestive of a more serious attitude on FMB’s part is the meteorological setting that he 

emphasized within the overture. He labelled the first part of the overture “Das schlechte Wetter” 

[the bad weather], which is followed by “Der Übergang zum Frühling” [the transition to 

                                                 
628 Letter from Goethe to Zelter on December 3, 1812, in Goethe 1991, 303f. 
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Spring], after which the druids and the (lay-) people make their auditive appearance, singing: 

“Es lacht der Mai! – Der Wald ist frei – von Eis und Reifgehänge” [May laughs! – the forest is 

free – from frost and icicles]. It has been suggested that when FMB experienced the “flood of 

the century” in August 1831, during his second stay in Switzerland, this made a strong – 

possibly even traumatic – impression on him, which is reflected in an extraordinary antipathy 

against bad weather throughout his oeuvre.629 This assertion appears to be confirmed by a 

textual analysis of his Waldlieder, in which Spring is mentioned nine times and always in a 

favourable light, and in which Winter, Fall and bad weather are scarcely mentioned and always 

with negative connotations.630 That FMB has set the heathen rituals against the meteorological 

and seasonal backdrop he favoured most himself would suggest a positive assessment on his 

part of those rituals, or at least exclude a negative one. 

 It is not difficult to see how these rituals of, in Goethe’s words, “directing […] prayer 

and flames towards the shapeless God of heaven and earth” might be termed ‘liturgical’. The 

first aspect of liturgy, concerning a practice, activity, or ritual with an explicitly religious 

purpose, is evident in these words and in their further explication within the text.631 That the 

rituals performed also clearly have a public character is confirmed by the presence and 

participation of a number of druids, a priest, and a group of heathens who are being observed 

by the guards of the druids and a group of (lay-)people and Christian guards. Also, that the form 

of the rituals has a distinctly repetitive character, which is prescribed rather than spontaneous, 

is implied by Goethe’s words “after old customs” and in the text itself; for instance, when the 

priest and choir of druids repeatedly sing of “begeh’n den alten heil’gen Brauch” [performing 

the old, sacred custom] and also, in one instance: “Dann aber lasst mit frischem Mut – uns unsre 

Pflicht erfüllen” [Then let us, with renewed courage – fulfill our duty].632 

 More problematic for the liturgical designation is the space within which all of this takes 

place. For, at first glance, this space seems neither demarcated, nor – by an orthodox Christian 

standard – sacred. One might argue, however, that this space is demarcated, if only by the 

mountains and rocks that surround the crowd of worshippers and onlookers and which, 

presumably, are so inaccessible that they confine the crowd to where they stand. Yet, whereas 

this argument assumes the correctness of the more orthodox definition of liturgy and somewhat 

forcedly seeks to make the rituals fit this definition, an important purpose of Goethe’s ballade 

                                                 
629 See Klein 2016, 7.  
630 For a full analysis, see the discussion of FMB’s Songs without Words below. 
631 See Appendix, No. I. 
632 Ibid. 
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and, in all likelihood, also of FMB’s musical rendition of it, is to question the parameters of this 

very definition. On the one hand, the landscape chosen by the druids is the result of them having 

been ousted by Christianity from regular society; on the other hand, nature, to these heathens, 

had always been a space that was sacred in its entirety. To them, one might say, what truly 

demarcated their liturgical space were the walls of the buildings ‘back in the village’, with 

everything inside them being profane and everything beyond them holy. For Goethe, the 

example of heathen, open-air liturgy may well have been intended to point to a failing of 

Christianity. FMB more likely considered it to be a point of improvement, a subtle first step 

towards renegotiating the spatial parameters of the liturgy of his own religion. 

 This renegotiation is most apparent in the way in which FMB describes nature as a place 

where God’s (creative) glory is most apparent and is best experienced, implicitly affording it a 

premium over church confines. This is especially the case in his descriptions of the Harz and 

Swiss mountains, which inspired Die erste Walpurgisnacht. In a letter to his sisters Fanny and 

Rebecka, he states: 

 

Es wird einem gar so winzig zu Muth, wenn man sieht, wie herrlich der liebe Herrgot die Welt 

gemacht hat, und herrlicher kann man sie nicht sehen als da.633 

 

[It makes one feel puny when one sees how delightful the dear Lord God has made the world, 

and nowhere can one observe it more delightfully than there].  

 

Having described the landscape, he already previously reports in the same letter:  

 

Ich möchte Gott danken, daß er manches gar so schön gemacht hat [...].634 

 

[I would like to thank God, for having made many things so beautiful (…)].  

 

Soon thereafter, he writes to them: 

 

Dazu denkt Euch nun alle Gletscher, alle Schneefelder, alle Felsspitzen blendend hell erleuchtet 

und glänzend, dann die fernen Gipfel aus andern Ketten die hinüberlangen und hereingucken – 

                                                 
633 Letter to his sisters Fanny and Rebecka in Berlin by FMB, Charney / Unterseen, August 6-11, 1831; 

excerpt from August 10. SB II, Nr. 450, 348. 
634 Ibid., excerpt from August 6. SB II, Nr. 450, 343. 
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ich glaube, so sehen die Gedanken des lieben HerrGott aus. Wer ihn nicht kennt, der kann ihn 

hier sehr deutlich vor Augen sehen und seine Natur.635 

 

[In addition, imagine all the glaciers, all the snow fields, all the crags blindingly brightly lit and 

glowing, then the far-away summits from other mountain ranges which reach over and look in 

– I believe that this is what the dear Lord God’s thoughts look like. Those who do not know 

Him can see Him here clearly before their eyes and His nature.] 

 

Returning from his third visit to Switzerland, he reports to Heinrich Conrad Schleinitz (1805-

1881): 

 

Himmlisch war es wieder in der Schweiz! Erfrischt an Geist und Seele und Körper kommt man 

aus solch einem Lande zurück, wo Gott alles selbst gemacht hat. 636 

 

 [Heavenly it was once again in Switzerland! With mind, soul and body refreshed, one returns 

from such a country, where God has made everything himself.] 

 

To a large extent, the functions of the heathen liturgy in Die erste Walpurgisnacht are 

anachronous to those of Christian liturgy. The phrase “begeh’n den alten heil’gen Brauch, – 

Allvater dort zu loben” [performing the old, sacred custom - to praise the Lord Almighty there], 

clearly refers to the purpose of worship. Furthermore, there is an inherent element here of 

supplication in the references to sacrifice. Although it is not made explicit in the text, one may 

readily assume that one thing the druids hope to receive in return for the sacrifice, beside the 

blessings such sacrifices originally sought to elicit, is divine protection from the Christian 

oppression of their traditions. Fully explicit, moreover, is their hope for a cleansing of the faith, 

repeatedly expressed in the phrase: “Die Flamme reinigt sich vom Rauch; – so reinig’ unsern 

Glauben!” [The flame cleanses itself of smoke; – cleanse thus our faith!].637 Just as the 

landscape setting challenges the spatial conventions of Christian liturgy, so the supplication for 

religious purity challenges the conventions of liturgical purpose. Whereas theological 

deliberations and alterations, conventionally, may have been considered outside the purview of 

                                                 
635 Letter to Fanny and Rebecka in Berlin by FMB, Wengeralp / Grindelwald, August 14, 1831. SB II, 

Nr. 450, 353f. 
636 Letter to Heinrich Conrad Schleinitz in Leipzig by FMB, Frankfurt, September 7, 1842. SB IX, Nr. 

3604, 35. 
637 See Appendix, No. I 
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liturgy, inhabiting a kind of meta-liturgical sphere, here they are drawn into the liturgical sphere 

through this request. In light of man’s supposed inability to keep religion pure, the druids appeal 

to God for assistance.  

 It is this fire and the light that is mentioned in the subsequent and final lines “Und raubt 

man uns den alten Brauch, – dein Licht, wer kann es rauben?” [and if they rob us of the old 

custom, – your light, who can rob us of that?],638 which to Prandi are overt references to the 

Enlightenment through an illumination of the darker crevices of religious orthodoxy, ultimately 

cleansing religion of undesirable exclusivity and oppression.639 Yet, while this cleansing 

function may indeed apply to the fire, the phrase “dein Licht” [your light] implies something 

not in accordance with (at least) the rationalist conception of the Enlightenment. The inference 

that this light belongs to the addressee, God, and is partaken by the worshippers, as opposed to 

being a product of their own rational faculty, points towards a different intention on the part of 

Goethe and FMB. Instead, it is an inalienable constant, accessible to all, regardless of 

denomination and from any place in nature, unconstrained by bricks and mortar. 

 

Liturgical space in the ‘Scottish’ and ‘Italian’ symphonies 

Any fruitful reflection on the importance of geography in landscape as a liturgical space in 

FMB’s music must be informed by a discussion of his most explicitly geographically inspired 

compositions – the so-called Scottish symphony op. 56 and the Italian symphony op. 90.640 

 Within the German early modern context, geography and national identity played 

markedly different roles in the history of music and in the history of visual art. Whereas the 

latter is wrought with tales of nationalist exclusion and superiority, perhaps most tellingly 

exemplified by the counter movements against the ‘Tuscan-Roman negative’,641 the former tells 

the story of how different national traditions were often fruitfully combined within one and the 

same art work:642 “The German secret was a balance of tastes between native trends and foreign 

                                                 
638 Ibid. 
639 Prandi 2002 137f. and 141. 
640 One might also include the so-called ‘Swiss’ symphony Nr. 9, but given the above discussion of the 

already strongly Swiss-inspired Erste Walpurgisnacht, and for the present purpose of establishing the 

liturgical nature of FMB’s engagement with geographical landscape, a discussion of these three pieces 

may suffice. 
641 See chapters I and II on this topic. 
642 Burkholder, Grout, and Palisca describe how “[…] Telemann, Bach and Handel” were “typical of 

German-speaking musicians in their syntheses of elements from several national traditions” (408). For 

other general remarks on this phenomenon, cf. ibid., 432; 464; cf. 434 on Telemann’s syntheses, 450ff. 

on Handel’s syntheses, and 491 on Gluck’s syntheses. Such syntheses were, however, not the exclusive 
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influences. The Italians and the French generally resisted foreign ideas”.643 Implied by this 

typically German affinity for a ‘balance’ of ‘native trends and foreign influences’, however, is 

that such syntheses surpass those compositions that ‘only’ incorporate one set of native trends. 

Indeed, it has been suggested that, “in part for reasons of nationalism, Bach was promoted by 

German musicians” by FMB and his composition instructor Zelter.644 One aspect of the rising 

nationalism in the music of the nineteenth century which does not, at first glance, appear to 

apply to FMB, is the “[…] growing preference for opera in the vernacular rather than 

exclusively in Italian.”645 This appearance, which is founded on the observation that FMB never 

composed an opera, is undermined by the fact that on many occasions, he did express a strong 

desire to compose one. Furthermore, his ‘symphony-cantata’ Die erste Walpurgisnacht, per-

haps the closest thing to an opera he ever composed, is in the German vernacular. 

 The Scottish symphony was first performed on March 3, 1842 in Leipzig, some thirteen 

years after FMB conceived of its original idea. Over the course of these thirteen years, he 

frequently referred to the symphony as “Scottish” in letters to his family. The first reference is 

in a letter to his family in Berlin from Edinburgh on July 30, 1829.646 Then, in another letter to 

his family, he reports on July 23, 1830: 

 

[…] à propos c dur o Fanny ich habe an meiner Schottischen Sinf. ein wenig gearbeitet.647 

 

[(…) regarding C major o Fanny I have worked a little bit on my Scottish symphony]. 

 

And in a letter to Abraham from Rome on December 11 and 12, 1830, he announces: 

 

                                                 
remit of German composers: the Frenchman François Couperin, for example “[…] proclaimed that the 

perfect music would be a union of the two [French and Italian] national styles” (ibid., 423). At the same 

time, the subsequent history of Couperin’s reception in France shows that the musical medium was not 

wholly bereft of national(ist) sentiments, as his works were later “[…] edited and revived as exemplars 

of French music that could rival that of the Germans Bach and Handel” (ibid., 431). 
643 Burkholder 2014, 432. 
644 Ibid., 461. 
645 Ibid., 463. On this topic, also see p. 656 on how “[…] opera – an expensive art form that usually 

relied on government support – was frequently staged within a political context and could carry political 

meanings on many levels”. 
646 Letter to his family in Berlin by FMB, Edinburgh, July 30, 1829. SB I, Nr. 202, 353. 
647 Letter to his family in Berlin by FMB, Munich, July 23, 1830. SB II, Nr. 325, 52. 
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[…] zunächst stehen mir noch zwei andre Sinfonieen, eine aus Schottland, eine aus Italien vor 

und selbst ehe ich zu denen komme habe ich noch viel zu thun [...]648 

 

[(…) next I intend to work on two other symphonies, one from Scotland, one from Italy, and 

even before I get to those, I still have much to do (…)] 

 

Yet he makes another reference in a letter to Rebecka from Rome on January 24, 1831,649 and 

again in a letter to his family from Rome on February 22, 1831.650 Finally, in a letter to Lea 

from Frankfurt am Main on July 19, 1842, he states: 

 

Noch habe ich nachzutragen, daß ich mir die Erlaubniß ausbat, der Königinn die amoll 

Symphonie zuzueignen, weil [...] der Englische Namen auf das Schottische Stück doppelt 

hübsch paßt [...]651 

 

[I still have to add that I asked for permission to dedicate the A minor symphony to the queen, 

because (…) the English title fits the Scottish piece twice as nice (…)] 

 

Because this geographical connotation can only be surmised hermeneutically (i.e. from his 

letters) and because programmatic titles are generally problematic given FMB’s notorious 

wariness of putting verbal titles to music, some have argued that there are insufficient grounds 

to warrant dubbing the symphony ‘Scottish’.652 There is, however, a general consensus that the 

symphony was, at the very least, inspired by FMB’s experiences in Scottish landscapes.653 

 Just as the scholarly discourse concerning the Scottish symphony has featured lengthy 

discussions as to its ‘Scottishness’, so has substantial attention been payed to the question of 

the ‘Italianness’ of his Italian symphony.654 Given the vast number of letters written by FMB, 

                                                 
648 Letter to Abraham Mendelssohn Bartholdy in Berlin by FMB, December 11 and 12, 1830. SB II, Nr. 

381, 165. 
649 SB II, Nr. 393, 194. 
650 SB II, Nr. 401, 214. 
651 Letter to Lea in Berlin by FMB, Frankfurt, July 19, 1842. SB VIII, Nr. 3591, 455. 
652 Cf. e.g. Schmidt-Beste 1996, 244-248. 
653 Cf. Martin Witte 1974,119-128; Jenkins 1978; Ehrle 1982); Konold 1987); Mercer-Taylor 1995, 68-

82; Schmidt-Beste 2002, 147-165; Grey 2001, 395-533. 
654 Cf. e.g. Cooper 2003. Of particular interest is chapter 5, in which he questions the geographical 

identification of the piece on the basis that FMB worked on its composition in Düsseldorf and Berlin 

and suggests that he dubbed it ‘Italian’ in only two of his letters (155). See also Konold 1987, in which 

Konold argues against the geographical identification and instead suggests a concern on FMB’s part for 
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it is not difficult to forgive that some of the initial theses regarding this geographical 

identification appear to have missed his own explicit references to it.655 Much to her credit, 

Appold provided a convincing overview of these in 2007.656 

 In addition to the letters from February 22 and March 1, 1831, already alluded to by 

John Michael Cooper, FMB asks in a letter from November 30, 1830 to his family in Berlin:  

 

[...] à propos, soll ich eine Sinfonie schreiben: les charmes de l’Italie?657 

 

[(…) by the way, should I write a symphony: the charms of Italy?]  

 

Then he refers to the ‘Scottish’ and ‘Italian’ symphonies in a letter to Abraham on December 

11 and 12, 1830, already cited above. Furthermore, in a letter to Lea on March 15, 1831, he 

communicates: 

 

Ich wollte, die lustige Sinfonie, die ich auf das Land Italien mache, wäre fertig und Du könntest 

sie heut erhalten [...]. 658 

 

[I wish that the amusing symphony which I am composing on the country of Italy, would be 

finished and that you could receive it today (…)].  

 

In another letter to his family, he reports on April 27, 1831: 

 

Bleibe ich so im Zuge, wie jetzt, so mache ich auch noch die Italiänische Sinfonie in Italien 

fertig [...]659 

 

                                                 
“[…] formimmanente Plastizität und Harmonie einer individuellen Satzgestalt.” [(…) plasticity 

immanent to form and harmony of an individual sentence make-up] (382) and Schmidt-Beste 1996, in 

which Schmidt-Beste argues that FMB only dubbed it ‘Italian’ up unto the point that he received a 

commission from the London Philharmonic Society and repurposed the composition for this purpose in 

1833 (269). Cf Grey 2001, 395-533, in which Grey, conversely, argues for the geographical associations 

(435f., 446) and Appold 2007, 233, who follows Grey’s general line of argumentation, adding a number 

of explicit references to the piece as “Italian” in FMB’s letters, which are repeated here.  
655 See previous footnote. 
656 Appold 2007, 231-256. 
657 SB II, Nr. 374, 148. 
658 SB II, Nr. 410, 231. 
659 SB II, Nr. 421, 259. 
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[If I keep up the present routine, then I will also finish the Italian symphony in Italy (…)].  

 

In a letter to his family from January 21, 1832, he mentions: 

 

Ferner frägst Du warum ich die Italiänische adur Sinfonie nicht componire?660 

 

[Furthermore, you ask why I do not compose the Italian adur symphony?] 

 

 Finally, in a letter to Lea, Rebecka, and Fanny on April 14, 1836, he informs: 

 

Was meine Italiänische Symphonie betrifft […] Daß sie kein imprimateur bisjetzt erhalten hat, 

das ist aber ganz gewiß, denn natürlich wird jedes gedruckte Stück von mir, in einem Exemplar 

vorher deponirt in der bibliotheque universelle Leipziger Straße no. 3.661 

 

[Regarding my Italian symphony (…) That it has not received an imprimatur, is however 

absolutely certain, because, naturally, for any printed piece of mine, a copy is deposited in the 

universal library Leipziger Straße no. 3, beforehand.] 

 

FMB’s orchestral compositions are especially said to reflect his inclination for highly visual 

associations. “Its imprint”, Thomas Grey speculates, “is perhaps most evident in such orchestral 

works as the Hebrides Overture, or the ‘Italian’ and ‘Scottish’ Symphonies, works whose 

geographical affiliations trace the principal itinerary of early Romantic travellers in search of 

“Picturesque” landscapes of various kinds: classical, bucolic, heroic, and sublime.”662 Grey 

suggests that in this regard, FMB was heavily inspired by his personal and artistic connections 

with the Nazarene and Düsseldorfer Schule painters, many of whom flourished during his time 

in Rome. One difference he observes between the Scottish and Italian symphonies is that while 

the latter “[…] might be construed as a series of musical tableaux appealing to favorite subjects 

of landscape and “genre” painting”, the former […] also builds on the premises of musical 

“landscape”, but it imbues its imaginative sites with a sense of historical event, after the model 

                                                 
660 SB II, Nr. 493, 467. 
661 SB IV, Nr. 1338, 434. 
662 Grey 1997, 40. The use of the term ‘Romantic’ here is dubiously blanketing, as one might well argue 

that the search for the ‘Picturesque’ and particularly the Romantic sublime (in the Burkean sense) are at 

odds in that the former holds much gentler and the latter much more rugged connotations. 
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of contemporary history painting”.663 This observation points to a remarkable difference in the 

ways in which landscape was handled within early nineteenth-century visual arts and music, 

respectively. Whereas in the visual arts, landscape was emancipated as an autonomous genre 

by the Romantics, in music – that is, at least in Mendelssohn Bartholdy’s music – it appears to 

have rather served as a motif upon which to ground a symbiosis of the traditional genres of 

history painting and genre painting. Just as he aspired to syntheses rather than exclusion with 

regard to national traditions in his music, his musical handling of visual genres that were 

traditionally sharply differentiated and hierarchically perceived was aimed at a dissolution of 

these boundaries.  

 Although the tableaux in the Italian symphony, which Grey refers to, have been subject 

to various interpretations, there is a general consensus at least on certain aspects. Like the 

Scottish symphony, it is divided into four movements, although it differs in the sense that it 

accords with the longstanding musical tradition in which the second movement of a symphony 

has a slow tempo and the third a quick tempo. The one movement that most scholars have 

similarly identified – probably because the title provided by FMB is the most descriptive – is 

the fourth, the Saltarello. The Saltarello is danced, somewhat morbidly, to cure the dancer of 

the poisonous bite of a Tarantula spider. As such, the fourth movement is unsurprisingly less 

idyllic and any landscape associations one might have are invariably less pastoral than those in 

the previous movements. 

 Whilst the third movement of the Scottish symphony deviates from symphonic tradition 

in its unusual slowness and the third movement of the Italian symphony does not, both elicit 

similar associations with a procession that marches through a landscape. The former, however, 

has the “abweisend-schroffen Ton des Trauermarsches” [rejecting-rough tone of a funerary 

procession],664 whereas the latter suggests a more cheerful atmosphere, perhaps that of a song 

sung to the rhythm of the procession’s footsteps. The suggestion, at any rate, of a procession in 

both symphonies – especially so in the case of a funerary procession – evokes a liturgical 

atmosphere. 

 The first bars of the second movement of the Italian symphony similarly call to mind 

the association with a chorale intonation or, more specifically, liturgical singing (ex. III.1): 

 

                                                 
663 Grey 1997, 41. 
664 Konold 1987. 283. 
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Example IV.1. FMB, Symphony IV (Italian), second movement, opening. 

  

Not unlikely, FMB was inspired here by his observations of Roman Catholic liturgy in Italy: 

 

So kam es, daß nur diesen ersten Tag die verschiedenen Antiphonen, Evangelien- und 

Psalmmelodien, die Art des singenden Lesens, was nun dort in der Urgestalt alles vorkommt, 

den verwirrtesten sonderbarsten Eindruck machte, ich hatte keinen rechten Begriff nach welcher 

Regel die sonderbaren Ton- und Schlußfälle sich richteten, und diese Regel mir nun nach und 

nach herauszusuchen gab ich mir Mühe, und es gelang mir auch so gut, daß ich am Ende der 

heil. Woche hätte mitsingen kön-nen. Dadurch entging ich auch der Langeweile über die man 

sich allgemein während der unaufhör-lichen Psalmen vor dem miserere beklagt: denn indem ich 

auf die Verschiedenheit in der Monotonie merkte, und einen Tonfall, den ich sicher hörte gleich 

aufschrieb, bekam ich nach und nach, wie es auch richtig war, 8 Psalmmelodien heraus, notirte 

mir die Antiphonen und dgl. und war fortwährend beschäftigt und gespannt.665 

 

[And so it happened that only on the first day the various antiphons, gospel- and psalm melodies, 

the fashion of readings sung, all which occurs there in the original form, made the most peculiar 

and confused impression, I had no clear understanding according to which rule inflections and 

cadences oriented themselves, and I made an effort to unravel this rule step by step, and I 

                                                 
665 Letter to Abraham in Berlin by FMB, Rome, April 4 and 9, 1831. SB II, Nr. 417, 246. 
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succeeded so well, that at the end of the holy week I could have sung along. Thus I escaped the 

boredom of which one usually complains during the endless psalms of the miserere: by paying 

attention to the variety in the monotony, and by jotting down the inflection, which I surely 

recognized, I identified, step by step, 8 psalm melodies correctly, making a note of the antiphons 

and such and was continuously occupied and attentive.] 

 

The musicologists Schmidt-Beste, Cooper, and Appold have pointed out the analogy between 

this section and the Lamentations and Miserere by Gregorio Allegri (1582-1652), which FMB 

is known to have heard in Rome, when he was closely observing the liturgical activities 

connected with the time of the Passion.666 

 Appold suggests that the first and (in order of composition) final movement of the 

Italian symphony were also inspired by FMB’s observations of local religious proceedings. As 

the following citation will show, the events surrounding the election of Pope Gregory XVI in 

1831 and the coinciding Roman carnival made a deep impression on FMB: 

 

Der Papst is gewählt, der Papst ist gekrönt, Sonntag hat er im Sct. Peter die Messe gelesen und 

den Segen gegeben, Abends war Kuppelbeleuchtung und Girandola zugleich, Sonnabend hat 

der Carneval angefangen, und rauscht in den buntesten Gestalten fort, jeden Abend war die Stadt 

illuminirt, gestern Abend war bey dem französ. Gesandten Ball, heut giebt der spanische sein 

großes Fest, neben meinem Hause verkaufen sie Confetti und schreien – und nun könnte ich 

eigentlich aufhören, denn warum beschreiben, was unbeschreiblich ist? Diese göttlichen Feste, 

die an Pracht und Glanz und Lebendigkeit Alles übertreffen, was sich die Einbildungskraft 

hervorbringt, die laßt Euch mündlich von Hensel ausmalen, mit der kalten Feder kann ichs nicht. 

Und wie sich dann Alles in den 8 Tagen gewendet hat, so scheint die mildeste, wärmste Sonne, 

man bleibt bis Sonnenuntergang auf den Balkons im Freien – o könnte ich Euch nur eine 

Viertelstunde von dieser Lust im Briefe mitschicken oder mittheilen, wie das Leben ordentlich 

fliegt, und jeder Augenblick seine eigne unvergeßliche Freude bringt; sie haben gut Feste geben 

hier, beleuchten sie die einfachen Architecturlinien so steht der St. Petersdom brennend in der 

dunkeln, veilchenblauen Luft und glimmt ganz still, geben sie ein Feuerwerk so erhellt das die 

uralten, dicken Mauern der Engelsburg und fährt in die Tiber nieder, fangen sie ihre tollen Feste 

im Februar an, so schaut die hellste Sonne drauf nieder und verschönt Alles – es ist ein 

unglaubliches Land.667 

 

                                                 
666 Schmidt-Beste 1996, 275; Cooper 1994, 301-305; Cooper 2003, 180; Appold 2007, 245.  
667Letter to his family in Berlin by FMB, Rome, February 8, 1831. SB II, Nr. 396, 202. 
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[The pope is elected, the pope is crowned, Sunday he has read the mass in the Saint Peter and 

given blessings, in the evening the dome and girandola were simultaneously lit, Saturday 

evening the carnival began, and rushed forth in the most colourful forms, every evening the city 

was illuminated, last night, I was at the ball of the French diplomat, today the Spanish one gives 

his great feast, next to my house they sell confetti and shout – and now I could actually stop, for 

why describe that which is indescribable? These divine feasts, which surpass all glory, glamour 

and liveliness that the imagination may bring forth, these you let Hensel describe to you orally, 

I cannot do it with the cold feather. And how everything has changed over the course of 8 days, 

so the mildest, warmest sun shines, one remains on the balcony outdoors until sunset – oh if 

only I could send to you or communicate a quarter of an hour of this joy in letters, how swiftly 

life flies by, and how every moment bring its own unforgettable joy; they have given good feasts 

here, when they illuminate the simple tectonics, then the St. Peter’s dome stands burning in the 

dark violet blue sky and glows very quietly, when they light fireworks, so it illuminates the 

ancient, thick walls of the Castel Sant’Angelo, and rushes down into the Tiber, if they begin 

their jolly feast in February, so the brightest sun shines upon them and beautifies everything – 

it is an unbelievable country.] 

 

The Scottish symphony, as mentioned above, deviates from formal symphonic tradition in that 

its second movement is fast and its third movement slow. It is in the semantic deliberations con-

cerning the third, slow movement that most of the historic associations are found. The clearest 

evidence of a historic inspiration for the symphony, as Sebastian Hensel, Grey, and Appold 

have suggested,668 is the following citation from a letter from FMB to his family in Berlin: 

 

In der tiefen Dämmrung gingen wir heut nach dem Pallaste wo Königinn Maria gelebt und 

geliebt hat; es ist da ein kleines Zimmer zu sehn mit einer Wendeltreppe an der Thür; da stiegen 

sie hinauf und fanden den Rizzio im kleinen Zimmer, zogen ihn heraus, und drei Stuben davon 

ist eine finstre Ecke, wo sie ihn ermordet haben. Der Kapelle daneben fehlt nun das Dach, Gras 

und Epheu wächst viel darin, und am zerbrochnen Altar wurde Maria zur Königinn von 

Schottland gekrönt. Es ist da alles zerbrochen, morsch, und der heitre Himmel scheint hinein. 

Ich glaube, ich habe heute da den Anfang meiner Schottischen Symphonie gefunden.669 

 

[In the deep dusk today we went to the palace where queen Mary lived and loved; there is a 

small room to see, with a revolving staircase by the door; there they ascended and found Rizzio 

                                                 
668 Hensel 1995, 224f.; Grey 1997, 56; Appold 2007, 175. 
669 Letter from FMB to his family in Berlin, Edinburgh, July 30, 1829. SB I, Nr. 202, 352f.  
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in the small room, pulled him out, and three rooms from there is a dark corner, where they 

murdered him. The chapel beside it now lacks a roof, much grass and ivy grow within it, and at 

the decayed altar Mary queen of Scots was crowned. Everything there is decayed, rotten, and 

the clear sky shines in. I believe that there, today, I have found the opening of my Scottish 

symphony.] 

 

Grey also suggests that the third movement portrays a historic scene in which a soldier is bid 

farewell.670 This interpretation corresponds with Konold’s suggestion that the third movement 

represents a funerary procession and is adopted by Appold who writes that these thematics “[…] 

könnten zum einen dem Gesang des Barden (einleitende, lyrische Melodie in Streichinstru-

menten) entsprechen, der die Vergangenheit, d.h. die Geschichte der gefallenen Helden und 

Soldaten Trauermarschmusik in Signal-Instrumenten besingt.” [(…) can, for one thing, cor-

respond to the singing of the bards (introductory, lyrical melody in the strings), which sings the 

praises of the past, that is, the story of fallen heroes and soldiers’ funerary marching music in 

signal instruments.] 671 FMB’s own title for the third sentence, Allegro guerriero, she points 

out, supports this interpretation.672 

 What becomes clear through these examples – although not every individual interpreta-

tion of FMB’s artistic intentions may be entirely accurate – are the outlines of how he set 

liturgical practices against a natural, outdoor setting. Whereas in Die erste Walpurgisnacht he 

portrayed heathen liturgy in nature, thereby challenging the spatial boundaries of Christian 

liturgy, in the Scottish and especially in the Italian symphony, his affinity for those rare 

Christian liturgical activities which do take place in the open air comes to the fore. Although 

his derisive comments about the supposed superstitious religious engagement and duplicity of 

the Italians show that he made sharp, normative distinctions based on national culture,673 he 

                                                 
670 Grey 2001. P. 456. 
671 Appold 2007, 191. 
672 Ibid. 
673 “Da sieht man ein Volk, das wirklich weit unter den gebildeten Völkern in Europa steht, jede 

künstlerische Idee verschwunden, und so auch jeder Sinn für Kunst, ohne Liebe zu einander, ohne 

Glauben an irgend etwas, außer an ihren selbstgemachten, abgeschmackten Aberglauben, und so treiben 

sie sich müßig ihre Tage herum, umgeben von den Denkmälern ihrer Landsleute, aus denen überall der 

höchste frischeste Lebensgeist, tiefe Andacht, Feuer und Wärme, und die innerste Freude an allem 

Schönen sprüht.” [There one sees a people, which truly stands far beneath the educated peoples of 

Europe, lacking any artistic idea, and also any sense of art, without love for one another, without faith 

in anything, except in their self-made, fatuous superstitions, and thus they idly pass their days, 

surrounded by the monuments of their fellow countrymen, from which the highest, freshest spirit of life, 
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appears not to have let these opinions influence his appreciation of the lands where they 

reside.674  

 From a political-anthropological perspective, the persistent fascination among Mendels-

sohn Bartholdy scholars in recent decades with the question of the ‘Scottishness’ and ‘Italian-

ness’ of the Scottish and Italian symphonies is telling. Although this discourse does not, at its 

most serious levels, appear to revolve around a kind of ‘reclaiming’ FMB or his geographically 

identified compositions for one’s own national or regional heritage, it does suggest a political 

interest in his work, apart from the obvious aesthetic ones. The Scottish and Italian symphonies 

are frequently mentioned – often in connection to his family’s migrant background – to argue 

that FMB had a markedly ‘European’ attitude, bereft of any national prejudices.675 Yet, 

although his comments about Italian culture suggest that such readings of his political outlook 

are more teleological than historically accurate, there does appear to have been an undeniable 

openness and universalism in his appreciation of the liturgical potential of different geographi-

cal landscapes. These evoked equally individual moods in him, because of the history that took 

place in them and because of their individual geological and climatological conditions. Every 

landscape he portrayed, however – be it musically, visually or verbally – regardless of geogra-

phical distinctions, provided a space for liturgical activity. 

 

Liturgical space in ‘Lieder ohne Worte’ 

Words can either be deficient, excessive, or appropriate. When they are deficient, this means 

that they are inadequate, inaccurate, or insufficient to describe a certain phenomenon or to 

express a certain feeling or experience. When they are excessive, this means that they are 

obsolete, distracting, or deceptive in describing or expressing something. These extremes occur 

                                                 
deep reverence, fire and warmth and the innermost joy in all that is beautiful radiates everywhere.] Letter 

to Friedrich Rosen in London by FMB, Mailand, July 9, 1831. SB II, Nr. 441, 316. 
674 “Ich bekam hiervon in Neapel eine Idee, wo ich mit dem Volk und seinem Leben bekannt zu werden 

suchte, mit einigen Italiener Gelehrten (a non) und Künstler (auch a non) zusammen kam und mir der 

Widerspruch ihrer trocknen, kalten Denkungsart, und des tiefen Elends im Volk, mit der immer 

lachenden, immer blühenden warmen Natur grell auffiel. Oft ist mir grade dies Lachende, Freundliche 

der Natur dadurch ganz verbittert worden. […] Die Reise war um verdreht zu werden, und täglich sah 

man dieser Widersprüche neue.” [I gained an impression of this in Naples, where I sought to familiarize 

myself with the people and their life, got together with some Italian scholars (a non) and artists (also a 

non) and was struck by the contradiction between their dry, cold way of thinking, and the deep misery 

within the people, with the ever laughing, ever blossoming warm nature. Because of this, the laughing, 

friendliness of nature has often become entirely embittered to me...The journey was maddening, and 

every day one saw these contradictions anew.] Ibid., 317f. 
675 Cf. e.g. Sposato 2006; Todd 1991; Reder 2015. 
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either because the person uttering them lacks the verbal aptitude to find fitting, suitable, or 

adequate words or because the appropriate words – in certain cases – simply do not exist. In the 

latter instance, the person may be said to be faced with something which is ‘ineffable’. When 

something is found to be ineffable, in some instances, its meaning might arguably still be 

approximated in some non-verbal, auditory, or visual manner. When dealing with the ‘inef-

fable’ and the ‘non-verbal’ – as one invariably does when examining the theology of the compo-

ser famous for his Songs without Words – it is prudent to first outline the finer distinctions 

between these and related terms. In this context, one might distinguish between what is 

‘unspoken/unsaid’, ‘non-verbal’, ‘verbal’, and ‘ineffable’.  

 The terms ‘unspoken’ or ‘unsaid’ in communication refer to that which is not expressed 

in words (usually, it is assumed that this includes writing) but which could be, and may either 

refer to a commonly held conception, or to a common ignorance of some – usually awkward – 

unuttered truth. The term ‘non-verbal’ refers to that which is not expressed in words but which 

is expressed otherwise. The term ‘verbal’ refers to that which is expressed through words. The 

term ‘ineffable’, lastly, refers to that which cannot be expressed through words or, some would 

argue, by any means whatsoever.  

 Thus, the term ‘ineffable’ has a meaning similar to the term ‘unspeakable’, although the 

latter has a considerably more negative connotation in common parlance.676 The affirmative use 

of the term ‘ineffable’ – e.g. in the sentence “some things are just ineffable” – implies the 

existence or being of whatever it is that cannot be expressed in words. In this sense it is close 

to the term ‘nameless’, which implies ontology but defies epistemology. Paradoxically, it may 

also refer to the inexpressibility of ‘nothingness’. This paradox can, however, be resolved if it 

is taken to refer to the spiritual, psychological, or physical experience of a person considering 

‘nothingness’ – in other words, to a feeling – rather than as a metaphysical affirmation of ‘non-

existence’, or ‘non-being’. 

 One may well ask if the ‘ineffable’, thus defined, is not a subcategory of the non-verbal. 

If the definition allows for the ‘ineffable’ to be that which cannot be expressed through words 

but could be otherwise, then the two categories indeed overlap. Furthermore, if the theological 

connotations of the term ‘ineffable’ are to be derived from it referring to that which cannot be 

                                                 
676 Generally, one might distinguish between a category of philosophical (near-) synonyms for the term 

‘ineffable’ (‘transcendent’, ‘ideal’, ‘unspeakable’, ‘untellable’, ‘inenarrable’, ‘unutterable’, ’indescriba-

ble’, ‘inexpressible’, ‘incommunicable’, ’indefinable’, ‘nameless’, ‘incredible’, ‘impossible’) and a 

category of theological/astrological (near-) synonyms (‘transcendental’, ‘divine’, ‘sacred’, ‘holy’, 

‘spiritual’, ‘ethereal’, ‘heavenly’, ‘celestial’, ‘empyreal’, ‘empyrean’). 



 

230 
 

expressed through words or otherwise, then this seems to be at odds with artists’ attempts at 

theological engagement through non-verbal art forms. This contradiction, however, is founded 

on the misconception that theological engagement is a passive attitude, as opposed to a dynamic 

process of ‘striving towards’ the transcendental, Divine, Infinite, etc., with due knowledge of 

its ultimate unattainability within this life. 

 When a relative who had been trying to interpret FMB’s Songs without Words suggested 

to him that he “[…] cannot imagine there is no poem behind these masterful paintings”, the 

famous reply was: 

 

Es wird so viel über Musik gesprochen und so wenig gesagt – ich glaube, die Worte überhaupt 

reichen nicht hin dazu, und fände ich, daß sie hinreichten, so würde ich am Ende keine Musik 

mehr machen. Die Leute beklagen sich gewöhnlich, die Musik sei vieldeutig, es sei so 

zweifelhaft, was sie sich dabei zu denken hätten, und die Worte verstände doch ein jeder. Mir 

geht es aber gerade umgekehrt. Und nicht blos mit ganzen Reden, auch mit einzelnen Worten, 

auch die scheinen mir so vieldeutig, so unbestimmt, so misverständlich im Vergleich zu einer 

rechten Musik, die einem die Seele erfüllt mit tausend bessern Dingen, als Worten. Das bringt 

mich eher zum Gegentheil von der Meinung Ihres jetzigen Lehrers, der blos von hübschen 

Tönen und von keinen Gedanken wissen will. Das was mir eine Musik ausspricht, die ich liebe, 

sind mir nicht zu unbestimmte Gedanken, um sie in Worte zu fassen, sondern zu bestimmte. 

 So finde ich in allen Versuchen, diese Gedanken auszusprechen, etwas Richtiges, aber 

auch in allen etwas Ungenügendes, nicht Allgemeines [...]. Fragen Sie mich, was ich mir dabei 

gedacht habe, so sage ich: gerade das Lied, wie es da steht. Und habe ich bei dem einen oder 

dem andern auch ein bestimmtes Wort oder bestimmte Worte im Sinne gehabt, so kann ich die 

doch keinem andern Menschen aussprechen, weil dem einen das Wort nicht heißt, was es dem 

andern heißt, weil nur das Lied dem einen dasselbe sagen, dasselbe Gefühl in ihm erwecken 

kann, wie im andern – ein Gefühl, das sich aber nicht durch dieselben Worte ausspricht.677 

 

[There is so much talk about music, and so little is said. I believe that words are not at all up to 

it, and if I should find that they were adequate I would stop making music altogether. People 

usually complain that music is so ambiguous, what they are supposed to think when they hear 

it is so unclear, while words are understood by everyone. But for me it is exactly the opposite – 

and not just with entire discourses, but also with individual words; these, too, seem to be so 

ambiguous, so indefinite, in comparison with good music, which fills one’s soul with a thousand 

                                                 
677 Letter to Marc André Souchay Jr. in Kassel by FMB, Berlin, October 15, 1842. SB IX, Nr. 3643, 74. 
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things better than words. What the music I love expresses to me are thoughts not too indefinite 

for words, but rather too definite. 

 Thus, I find in all attempts to put these thoughts into words something correct, but also 

always something insufficient, something not universal […] If you ask me what I was thinking 

of, I will say: just the song as it stands there. And if I happen to have had a specific word or 

specific words in mind for one or another of these songs, I can never divulge them to anyone, 

because the same word means one thing to one person and something else to another, because 

only the song can say the same thing, can arouse the same feeling in one person as in another – 

a feeling which is not, however, expressed by the same words.678] 

 

The fact that FMB still continued to compose music after having written this makes it clear that 

he considered words to be, for some purposes, inadequate. His Songs without Words are meant 

to express things that cannot be communicated through words, but which are otherwise 

conveyed nonverbally. Therefore, the categories of the non-verbal and the ineffable overlap in 

this context. 

 What remains uncertain, however, and probably always will, is the extent to which the 

ineffable should be interpreted as referring to something(s) of a divine nature in this context. 

On the basis of FMB’s famous quotation, one might even argue the contrary, since he states in 

no uncertain terms that the music he loves expresses thoughts rather ‘too definite’ than ‘too 

indefinite’. It would follow that the music he loves cannot possibly express any truth about 

God, as God – especially to a devout Protestant and something of a Romantic thinker – can 

never be ‘definitely’ captured by any human communication. On the contrary, He is ‘Infinite’ 

and transcends mere human comprehension, so an understanding of or engagement with Him 

must, by this definition, always be an approximation at best. 

 The assumption that the Songs without Words should, in spite of this, be interpreted as 

referring to something(s) divine can only be grounded hermeneutically, i.e. by examining the 

wider body of his musical, visual, and verbal utterances. Before presenting such hermeneutical 

evidence, however, it is worth dissecting the case against a theological interpretation, 

particularly the word ‘truth’, as it is used above. Although FMB implies that words can be 

‘insufficient’ because they are ‘not universal’, a further implication might be that what is aimed 

at here is something which is ‘universally true’. Yet, to a devout Protestant, the only truth that 

may be known by man is ‘the Word of God’ as written in the Bible. Moreover, if one examines 

the above quotation closely, a semantic shift comes to the fore. Whereas, at first, FMB’s 

                                                 
678 Translation by John Michael Cooper, SR 161 (6:14), 1201. 
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discussion of the ineffable appears to refer to epistemological concerns (a suggestion made by 

his use of words such as ‘universal’, ‘understood’, and ‘thoughts’), the last sentence appears to 

move away from such cerebral matters entirely, referring rather to ‘feeling’. Both the Protestant 

scepticism towards rational inquiry and the Romantic predilection towards feeling suggest that, 

despite the initial whiff of epistemology, the fragrance FMB intended to imbue his statement 

with was ‘feeling’ all along. Viewed this way, a theological interpretation of the Songs without 

Words becomes plausible, and paired with relatively straightforward, hermeneutical evidence, 

it even becomes the most likely interpretation. 

 One need not wonder for long to which music FMB’s use of the phrase “the music I 

love” might refer. From the context of his response to an inquiry regarding his Songs without 

Words, one may deduce that in composing these songs, he aspired to create the kind of music 

he loved. As has been shown, so far, this oeuvre includes a large number of devotional 

compositions, some of which, like the psalm pieces he composed while in Italy, were explicitly 

intended for the liturgical services in Schleiermacher’s church. FMB’s involvement in the 

Berliner Singakademie further underlines his commitment to religious music: 

 

According to its statutes, the Singakademie was an ‘art society for holy and serious music, 

particularly for music in learned style (1816) and has as its goal the ‘conservation and revival 

of thorough artistic connoisseurship through practical exercises of church or sacred music and 

the most closely related serious vocal music, especially of songs in learned style’ (1821).679 

 

If the statement is understood to refer to music that was not of his own making, then the next 

obvious association would be the music of Bach. Not only was FMB’s revival of Bach’s 

Matthäus-Passion instrumental in restoring Bach’s music to a position of prominence within 

the nineteenth century (and thereafter), his statements regarding Bach’s music also show a deep 

appreciation for its religious engagement. It is worth reiterating his words upon witnessing a 

performance of the Matthäus-Passion: “[…] ich habe nie solche Stille, solche allgemeine 

Rührung über die Hörenden verbreitet gesehen. Sie fühlten, daß hier nicht Musik und Concert, 

sondern Religion und Kirche sei.” [(…) I have never witnessed such silence, such general 

emotion spread among the listeners. They felt that here were not music and concert, but religion 

and church.].680  

                                                 
679 Feder 2001, 265. 
680 Letter to Franz Hauser in Wien by FMB, Berlin, April 16, 1830. SB I, Nr. 297, 522,  
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 Whilst the above has shown that the Songs without Words, to FMB, were an expression 

of or engagement with matters of a divine nature, an additional hermeneutical avenue may be 

explored in order to show that these ‘divine matters’ were tied to FMB’s engagement with 

landscape. Whereas the Songs without Words lack a title for obvious reasons, FMB composed 

many more songs with titles and lyrics. 

 A detailed analysis of all of these songs – which have been compounded in categories 

‘F’ for mixed choirs and individual ensembles and ‘G’ for men’s choirs and male voices in the 

MWV (Mendelssohn Werkverzeichnis) – would exceed the scope of this case study. However, 

even a cursory textual analysis of the songs in category ‘F’ shows an overwhelming engagement 

with landscape and nature in general. Of the 33 songs in this category, only five do not refer to 

such elements, already in the title or in the first line of the lyrics.681 Of the remaining 28 songs 

which refer explicitly to landscape, eleven have a seasonal theme. FMB’s aversion to bad 

weather and his love of Spring, mentioned above, are clearly echoed in these, with nine relating 

to Springtime, only one, somewhat downcast song relating to Winter, and one more relating to 

the arrival of the new year. Five of the songs in this category, furthermore, refer explicitly to 

weather conditions, with similar normative connotations. 

 Significant from a theological perspective is the relative absence of human characters in 

category ‘F’,682 with only six songs making an explicit allusion to human presence in the title 

and always concerning a clear interaction between humans and flora. In a telling contrast, some 

fifteen songs make immediate reference to flora, five to fauna, two to water, and three to 

mountains and valleys. The immediacy of these references – be it in the title or in the first line 

– is of special importance given FMB’s own claim regarding the Songs without Words that if 

he should “[…] happen to have had a specific word or specific words in mind for one or another 

of these songs, [he] can never divulge them to anyone, because the same word means one thing 

to one person and something else to another” (cf. quotation above from his letter of October 15, 

1842). 

 Whilst FMB, in his elaboration on the Songs without Words, does not impose any 

moratory law on interpreting or appropriating them for entirely different purposes (because he 

acknowledged the impossibility of this), he does state in no uncertain terms that they have a 

‘definite meaning’ and purpose. Of course, it would be easy to argue, given his specification 

                                                 
681 These are: F4 (a love song), F15 (about a morning prayer in miraculous, deep silence), F27 (a love 

song), F31 (a song of mourning), F32 (about four women). 
682 As opposed to category ‘G’, the songs of which are more urbane in this sense. 
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“these songs”, that any information deduced from the songs for which he did provide titles and 

lyrics need not refer to the songs for which he did not. By the same token, one might also 

exclude any religious interpretation of the Songs without Words, because, perhaps tired of being 

so devout in every other aspect of his creative existence, these songs were intended as a secular 

outlet. The exclusion of religious and landscape themes from the Songs without Words is, in 

principal, no more or less speculative than their inclusion. The likelihood, however, that these 

songs were at least in some way inspired by FMB’s religious engagement with nature is much 

greater. 

 As such, the Songs without Words (would) open up landscape as a liturgical space in a 

very different manner from that of Die erste Walpurgisnacht and the Scottish and Italian 

symphonies. Whereas in the latter three compositions, a narrative is put forward in which 

landscape functions as a liturgical space for either heathens or Christian worshippers, in the 

Songs without Words, the performance of the music and the act of listening to it become a 

liturgical activity. In this practice, very close to Schleiermacher’s concept of Anschauung, the 

‘Infinity’ of the universe and God’s hand within it are experienced through an elusive play 

between outer senses and ‘inner feeling’.  

 

 

IV.3. Landscape painting as a liturgical activity 

 

In Mendelssohn Bartholdy’s gaze 

It is easy to understand, given FMB’s fame as a composer, that relatively little attention has 

been given to his work as a landscape painter. Nearly all of the scholarly writings about him 

and his works have been penned by musicologists, focussing either entirely on his musical 

works or examining his many personal letters to address the question of which philosophical, 

theological, or aesthetic ideas inspired his musical output. A comprehensive answer to this last 

question can only be found by considering the full breadth of his artistic output. Although he 

was not as prolific in his painting as he was in his composing and letter writing, the fact that he 

produced at least several dozen sketches and watercolour paintings over the course of his life 

indicates that visual art was indeed an important artistic outlet for him. 
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 To date, only a handful of scholars – all of them musicologists – have discussed these 

sketches and paintings.683 Although the works on this topic of the former musicological 

librarian at the STIFTUNG PREUßISCHER KULTURBESITZ, Hans-Günter Klein, do, in general 

terms, acknowledge the importance of FMB’s visual art by cataloguing them and outlining the 

historical backdrop for their production, it is only in Appold’s 2007 PhD dissertation Felix 

Mendelssohn Bartholdy. Landschaften in Briefen, Bildern und Musik that these art works are 

analysed as an intricate part of FMB’s artistic oeuvre. 

 The subject of the majority of FMB’s drawings and paintings are broad landscape views 

he encountered on his trips to the Harz Mountains, Switzerland, England, Scotland, and Italy. 

On the few occasions in which he ‘zoomed in’ on any particular landscape feature, it was on 

trees. There is a remarkable contrast between the particularities of these “portraits of trees”684 

– as Klein has dubbed them – and the generality of the rest of FMB’s pictures. One reason he 

only very rarely depicted people could be that he felt insecure about his mastery of the 

appropriate painterly techniques.685 That he portrayed trees instead was probably inspired by a 

personal association to his father’s love of nut trees. These he captured in ink or paint on each 

of his four trips to Switzerland.686 

 Although FMB does not appear to have had any public aspirations as a landscape painter 

and most of his drawings and paintings were intended as either personal mementos687 or as 

presents for family and friends,688 he was willing to go to great pains for the quality of these 

pieces: “[…] gezeichnet [habe ich] den ganzen Tag bis mir die Finger und die Augen weh 

thaten” […I painted all day long, until my fingers and eyes were aching], he wrote to his friend 

Carl Klingemann (1798-1862) in 1842.689 During his 1831 trip to Switzerland, he is said to have 

                                                 
683 Cf. Worbs 1982, 100-137; Crum 1972; Crum 1980; Crum 1984; Klein 2002); Klein 2008; Klein 

2016; Appold 2007. 
684 See Klein 2016, 36f.. on FMB’s painting of Thun on July 11,1847. 
685 See e.g. Klein 2008, 34f., for a rare depiction of a friar and a child. But also, on what Klein proclaims 

is a successful depiction of people by FMB, cf. Klein 2016, 10. 
686 See Klein 2008, 7, 36f. 
687 According to Crum, this memento function (especially of his drawings) was inspired by his drawing 

teacher – and professor of ornamental drawing at the Berliner Bauschule – Johann Gottlob Samuel Rösel 

who, for this fifteenth birthday, gave him an album of Swiss landscape pictures with the personal note: 

“Doppeltes Leben ist’s, in der Erinnerung leben” [It’s a doubled life, to live in memory]. Crum 1984, 

89. 
688 Klein 2016, 10.  
689 Letter to Carl Klingemann in London by FMB, Frankfurt am Main, September 13, 1842. SB IX, Nr. 

3607, 43. 
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spent his evenings in a tavern, where he continued to work on his drawings.690 On his 1842 trip 

to Switzerland, he did not keep a diary, nor did he correspond as intensively with his family as 

he had done on his previous trip in 1831. He stated somewhat apologetically to his mother: 

  

Schweizer Beschreibungen sind ja gar nicht zu machen, und statt eines Tagebuchs, wie das 

vorige-mal, zeichne ich diesmal ganz wüthig darauf los, und sitze Tagelang vor einem Berge, 

und suche ihn nachzumachen, (bis das Bild verdorben ist, eher lasse ich nicht ab.) und muß 

täglich wenigstens eine Landschaft im Buch haben.691 

 

[It is impossible to describe Switzerland, and instead of writing a diary this time I am drawing 

ferociously, sitting in front of a mountain and trying to capture its likeness (until the drawing is 

ruined, only then do I stop) and each day I must have at least one landscape in my book.] 

 

Although previous interpreters appear to have been reluctant to comment on the quality of his 

pictures, Klein does write that his first drawings of Switzerland “noch deutlich einen gewissen 

Schüler-Status erkennen lassen” [still betray a certain pupil-status] but that, in general, his 

pictures display “einiges Talent” [some talent].692 The relevance of the technical quality of his 

pictures is limited because of their intended, private functions. If his purpose for drawing and 

painting landscapes was indeed, as this case study suggests, liturgical, then the quality of these 

art works must be gauged not by their outward appearance but by the inner, spiritual effects 

their production had on FMB himself, and possibly the spiritual affection of those people to 

whom he gifted many of these works. 

 Highly relevant to the discussion of his works as ‘liturgical products’, however, is the 

fact that so few of them appear to have been finished, at least in the conventional sense of the 

word. Klein observes that the pictures are often mere outlines of the mountains FMB wanted to 

memorialize,693 and that he filled in the details “[…] je nachdem, wie viel Zeit ihm zur 

Verfügung stand” […depending on how much time he had at his disposal].694 Although there 

is undoubtedly some truth to this practical explanation, the broader context of FMB’s spiritual 

attitude towards nature and art suggests that this ‘non-finito’ in his pictures may, in some cases, 

                                                 
690 Klein 2008, 9. 
691 Letter to Lea Mendelssohn Bartholdy in Berlin by FMB, Interlaken, August 18, 1842. SB VIII, Nr. 

3601, 465. 
692 Klein 2016, 9. 
693 Klein 2008, 9. 
694 Klein 2016, 10. 
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have been an end in itself. Not finishing an inherently imperfect rendering of God’s divine 

Creation has, since Renaissance times (see especially Michelangelo), been a way for artists to 

show their creative modesty. 

 According to Klein, FMB’s love of landscape was born on his first family trip to 

Switzerland in 1822, when he was 13 years old.695 Presumably, before that, his intense 

interactions with Goethe, who is famous for his love of landscape and his scientific studies of 

nature, already sparked a curiosity and possibly laid some theoretical foundations for this life-

long engagement with landscape. His early drawings, however, show a greater similarity to 

those of his teacher Johann Gottlob Samuel Rösel (1768-1843) than to Goethe’s visual art. 

 A first attempt at categorizing FMB’s visual art according to the artistic and intellectual 

movements of his day has been undertaken by Appold, who applies art historian Günther 

Tiersch’s model of nineteenth-century German art. In his 1979 monograph Die Deutsche 

Malerei im 19. Jahrhundert, Tiersch distinguishes between a ‘linear style’, with sharp, clear 

contours, exemplified by the works of Caspar David Friedrich (1774-1840) and Carl Gustav 

Carus (1789-1869), and a ‘painterly style’ which uses the changing light and interrupted colours 

of nature to create an image that approximates the direct perception of nature by human eyes. 

This style, he suggests, is exemplified by the works of Joseph Mallord William Turner (1775-

1851) and Eduard Manet (1832-1883). The linear style allowed for a combination of classical 

lines with a ‘Romantic soul’ which Tiersch dubs ‘Romantic Classicism’. The painterly style – 

which he, rather questionably, also attributes to John Constable (1776-1837) – allowed painters 

to move beyond classical forms, lines, and structures.696 The latter, by implication, is the ‘more 

Romantic’ of the two. 

 Although Appold does not arrive at a definitive conclusion as to which of these 

categories FMB’s visual art belongs, she does observe a number of personal ties between him 

and representatives of various German ‘schools of painting’ which were, supposedly, heavily 

influenced by Turner’s painterly style. He particularly had a number of close friends among the 

‘Nazarenes’ and the related ‘Düsseldorfer Schule’697 and with them, on several occasions, he 

even collaborated on artistic projects.698 Also, his uncle’s house in Rome, the ‘Casa Bartholdy’, 

                                                 
695 Ibid., 7. 
696 For Appold’s more extensive summary of Tiersch’s model, cf. Appold 2007, 64-66. 
697 See Appold 2007, 66, 209-211, and 216 on connections to the Nazarenes; cf. 66f., 260 on connections 

to the Düsseldorfer Schule. Also, for a more extensive discussion of the Nazarenes and Düsseldorfer 

Schule, cf. Grewe 2009. 
698 See Appold 2007, 209-211, on their collaborative production of a tableau vivant.  
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featured a large number of frescoes produced by the Nazarenes. Another supposedly strong 

influence on his visual art, put forward by Appold, came from the physician, amateur landscape 

painter and Berlin family friend Carus.699 His influence, supposedly, was not his linear style 

but rather his aim – which he shared with the the Nazarenes and the Düsseldorfer Schule – of 

rendering so-called “beseelte Landschaftsbilder” [inspired landscape images].700 

 As such, Appold’s analysis leaves something to be desired. Not so much because it fails 

to put FMB as a visual artist in a definitive category – for he might not have aspired to belong 

to one – but because of a number of apparent contradictions. The implication that his visual art 

belongs to Tiersch’s category of the painterly style, as opposed to the linear style of Friedrich 

and Carus, simply does not rhyme with the abundance of clear, sharp contours that may be 

readily observed throughout his oeuvre. FMB’s drawing of Friedrich’s favourite Rügen chalk-

cliffs is a fine example of both these sharp contours and a striking similarity in content and 

composition (fig. IV.1.a/b). 

 

  

Fig. IV.2a. FMB, Stubenkammer (Rügen Island). Fig. IV.2b. Caspar David Friedrich, Chalk  

Drawing. August 1824. Illustrated in Klein 2016, 13.  Cliffs on Rügen. Watercolour. c. 1825. 

 Museum der Bildenden Kunste, Leipzig. 

                                                 
699 Appold 2007, 67, 72, 83ff. 
700 ‘Inspired’ is the literal translation but the word ‘soulful’ better conveys the religious connotation 

intended in this context.  
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Also, FMB’s own appraisals of contemporary paintings betray a rather more (neo-)classical 

attitude than a Romantic one. They show how he valued careful observation, imitation, and 

ultimate emulation of the ‘greats’ of the Renaissance and how he criticized the hubris of 

contemporary attempts at inventing greatness anew, e.g. in a letter from 1831 to his friend 

Wilhelm Taubert (1811-1891): 

 

Und sind Sie mit mir einer Meinung, daß es die erste Bedingung zu einem Künstler sei, daß er 

Respect vor dem Großen habe? und sich davor beuge und es anerkenne; und nicht die großen 

Flammen auszupusten versuche, damit das kleine Talglicht ein wenig heller leuchte.701  

 

[And are you, like myself, of the opinion that the first requirement for an artist is that he has 

respect for the greats? and that he bows before them and respects it; and does not attempt to 

blow out the great flames, so that the small tallow candle shines a little brighter.] 

 

Earlier in that same year, FMB was in Rome, regularly visiting its galleries and observing the 

works of many German painters who had been working there. On their progressive in-crowd, 

he reported to Goethe: 

 

Da berührt aber leider die Gegenwart zuweilen unangenehm, weil die jungen Deutschen Maler 

gar so handwerksplump und ungerührt ihre ewigen Meister betrachten. Ohne den geringsten 

Respect fahren sie drüber her, und behandeln sie wie ihres Gleichen, und wenn sie mit ihren 

furchtbaren Schnurrbärten, ihren Bullenbeißern, Sturmhüten, langen Locken, die Tabackspfei-

fen im Munde zusammenkommen, so ist für die einen der Titian ein guter Colorist, sonst wenig, 

für die andern der Raphael viel zu affectirt und weichlich, Leute wie Guido oder Domenichino 

dürfen gar nicht genannt werden. So steht auf dem Vatikan ein Bild von Titian, welches zur 

Zeit, als Ew. Excellenz sich in Rom aufhielt, im Quirinal war; das behandeln sie alle mit der 

größten Geringschätzung, und weil es auf den ersten Blick etwas geheimnißvoll aussieht, so 

heißt es nun das seyen blos unnütz zusammengestellte Figuren ohne Gegenstand, daß sich aber 

Titian nicht wohl an ein großes Werk ohne Bedeutung machen könne, und daß es ihm nicht 

möglich gewesen sey heilige Bilder ohne Gedanken hinzustellen, das vergessen sie ganz.702 

 

                                                 
701 Letter to Wilhelm Taubert in Berlin by FMB, Luzern, August 27, 1831. SB II, Nr. 453, 367. 
702 Letter to Johann Wolfgang von Goethe in Weimar by FMB, Rome, March 5, 1831. SB II, Nr. 407, 

224f. 
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[There the present, however, unfortunately is sometimes embarrassing, because the young 

German painters observe their eternal masters so course and indifferently. Without the slightest 

respect they pass them over, and treat them as their equals, and when they gather with their 

horrendous moustaches, their bulldogs, battle helmets, long locks, tobacco pipes in their mouths, 

so, to one, Titian is a good colourist and little else, to the others, Raphael far too la-di-da and 

soft, people like Guido or Domenichino may not be mentioned at all. So, on the Vatican, stands 

a statue by Titian, which at the time when your Excellence was staying in Rome, was in the 

Quirinal; that they all treat with the greatest disdain, and because, at first glance, it looks 

somewhat mysterious, it is now claimed that these are merely uselessly put together figures 

without substance, that, however, Titian could not have even began working on a great work 

without meaning, and that it would have been impossible for him to set up sacred statues without 

thoughts, that they forget entirely.] 

 

The emphasis in this statement on emulation over invention and on respect for past greatness 

over contemporary ephemerality is more indicative of a (neo-)classical attitude than a Romantic 

one. Yet, whilst the categorization of FMB as a more painterly, uncompromisingly Romantic 

landscape painter is thus problematic, Appold’s general observation that his landscapes were 

intended to be “beseelt” [inspired] can be substantiated. It becomes apparent that the process of 

‘inspiring’ a landscape painting with religious meaning itself had liturgical character for FMB 

when examining the instrument that he allowed to mediate his engagement with nature: his lens. 

   

Through Mendelssohn Bartholdy’s lens 

Appold, following Margaret Crum and Klein,703 observes that many of FMB’s sketches and 

paintings of landscapes in the German Harz Mountains, Switzerland, England, Scotland, and 

Italy appear to have been intentionally stylised according to the aesthetic preferences of the 

artist.704 Both in Appold’s analysis and in those of Crum and Klein, three types of observations 

                                                 
703 See, for example, Crum 1984, 89. Discussing, among others, FMB’s 1822 drawing of the ‘Rheinfall 

bei Schaffhausen’, she writes “…the foregrounds of the landscapes are freely and strongly drawn in dark 

greyish-brown ink, great attention being given to details such as the construction in wood or in stone of 

houses and bridges, the different habits of different species of trees, the direction taken by the streams 

of waterfall, the forms of rock. All is stylized.” Cf. Klein 2016, 11: “In der Wiedergabe von Gebäuden 

neigt Mendelssohn dazu, diese nicht in ihren realen Proportionen darzustellen, sondern sie schlanker 

und auch höher erscheinen zu lassen, wodurch er ihnen eine eigene Eleganz verleiht” [In the portrayal 

of buildings Mendelssohn is inclined not to depict these in their real proportions, but rather to make 

them appear slimmer and taller, thus lending them an individual elegance]. 
704 See Appold 2007, 93f., 99, 105-108, 151f., 221. 
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may be discerned that supposedly support this claim. Firstly, the scope of the drawings’ and 

paintings’ compositions often appears wider than the human eye might facilitate, including 

more buildings and landscape features than FMB could have observed in a single gaze.705 

Secondly, many of the buildings depicted in his drawings and paintings appear narrower than 

they are – or were – in real life.706 Thirdly, in a number of drawings and paintings, FMB appears 

to have ‘framed’ the view by offering the viewer a peek through curtains of trees and foliage at 

the edges of the composition.707 A possibility that neither Crum, Klein, nor Appold mentioned 

and that could well explain all three of these ‘deviations from reality’ in FMB’s visual art is 

that he might have made use of one – or several – types of ‘optical framing devices’,708 which 

were frequently used by traveling landscape painters (both amateurs and professionals) during 

the popular Grand Tours of Europe in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

 In his study Landscape and Western Art, Malcolm Andrews presents an extensive 

overview of these devices and of how and why they were used by eighteenth- and nineteenth-

century landscape painters such as Claude-Joseph Vernet (1714-1789), Paul Sandby (1731-

1809), Christoffer Wilhelm Eckersberg (1783-1853), Rudolph Friedrich Wasmann (1805-

1886), Johan Christian Dahl (1788-1857), and William Sawrey Gilpin (1762-1843).709 Some of 

the simplest and oldest framing devices are windows, doorways, and arches. While any window 

which happened to offer an interesting view of nature could serve this purpose, the desire to 

                                                 
705 Klein 2008, 10: “If the observer stands nowadays where Mendelssohn stood then, he discovers that 

the artist reproduces a much broader segment than can be seen in one gaze; since he does not change the 

format of the picture accordingly the landscapes appear as if telescoped.” Cf. Klein 2016, 58-61. 
706 Klein 2008, 10: “In his reproduction of larger houses, Mendelssohn tends not to display their original 

proportions, but makes them narrower and somewhat taller, so that they appear much more elegant in 

the drawing than in reality.” On p. 24, Klein writes about the church tower in FMB’s drawing of 

Chamouny on August 9, 1842 that “…the slender and elegant impression in the drawing does not 

conform to reality”. On p. 28, he states about FMB’s drawing of the town of Leuk on August 13, 1842: 

“In reality the proportions of the castle have a much broader, more compact effect, from which 

Mendelssohn’s likeness with its slender and elegant shapes differs a great deal. This kind of reproduction 

is partly due to the wide-angle perspective, in which he gathers into one image widely separated parts 

of the countryside, which cannot be taken in with one gaze”. Cf. Klein 2016, 20: “When painting 

buildings Mendelssohn tends to not depict them in their real proportions, but to make them appear 

slimmer and higher, which seems to give them a special elegance.” Discussing FMB’s drawing of 

Unterseen of August 8, 1847, Klein informs that FMB “…changed proportions so that the town hall, 

which is situated on the left side of the church, the church spire and the Harder seem much higher” 

(ibid., 50). 
707 Cf. Appold 2007, 93, on how he framed his view of Ballenstädt with trees and p. 151f. on how he 

framed his views (both in sketch and water-colour) of Durham with trees and foliage. 
708 For a recent study in which such devices – among other things – are discussed, cf. Loughridge 2017. 
709 Andrews 1999, especially chapter 5, Framing the View (107-128). 
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produce and thereby retain picturesque views from one’s travels, in some instances, even led to 

a popular selection of particular window frames, such as the one near Rydal Lower Fall on the 

Rydal Hall estate in the English Lake District.710 The most technically elaborate framing 

devices – and also the most cumbersome to travel with – were the camera obscura and the 

camera lucida, both of which were used to aid light and colour composition. A more practical 

device for those undertaking longer journeys, because of its size and weight, was the ‘Claude 

glass’ which, shaped like a fold-out hand mirror, was used to frame a composition by glancing 

backwards over one’s shoulder. 

 

 

 

Fig. IV.3. FMB, Thun July 9, 1847. Watercolour. Cf. Klein 2016, 34. 

 

FMB, on several occasions, framed his drawings and paintings with a window (fig. IV.2).711 

The fact that overt claire-obscure colouristic effects do not appear in his pictures, paired with 

the impracticality of carrying such cumbersome devices on his long journeys, makes it unlikely 

                                                 
710 Andrews 1999, 120f. 
711 Klein 2016, 19, describes a drawing of a monastery, framed through the window of FMB’s inn. 
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that he made use of a camera obscura or camera lucida. However, he may well have used the 

‘Claude glass’, especially given the distortional effects attributed to it and its practicality, in a 

number of pictures. Keeping in mind the three types of observations by Crum, Klein, and 

Appold, at this point, it is worth quoting Andrews’ description of the Claude glass at length: 

 

The glass was a convenient, miniaturized version of the larger convex studio mirror sometimes 

used by painters. Encased in a wallet, the convex glass (oval, circular or rectangular) admitted 

into the frame a fair expanse of landscape, but the reflected image was, of course, condensed 

and warped, so that lateral verticals in the original scene appeared slightly bowed in the sides 

of the mirror. The modern wide-angle camera lens can give the same effect. Through this device 

nature could be viewed instantly, accommodated in a frame; sometimes in both an internal as 

well as an external frame. If the artist found the right viewpoint, he or she might be able to use 

foreground trees or the side of a building to act as framing side screens, through which the eye 

could wander to the middle and far distance. The convexity could give a slight inward curve to 

these foreground verticals so that, in seeming to lean in and enclose the central view, they acted 

as convenient natural coulisses to supplement the mirror’s own frame.712 

 

Thus, the fact that FMB’s pictures included more landscape features than the eye can grasp 

might well be explained by the possibility that he availed himself of the technological aid of a 

‘Claude glass’, which “admitted into the frame a fair expanse of landscape”. Andrews further 

underlines the desirability of such aids for expanding a view by citing the eighteenth-century 

seascape painter Vernet’s insistence that if a painter does not fix his view, “not simply […] the 

principal focus of a composition would have to be awkwardly expanded in order to include 

whatever visual information a slight turn of the head would add, but that the principal view 

would change its value”.713 

 Similarly, the narrower depiction of buildings in his pictures, described by Crum, Klein, 

and Appold as an intentional adjustment by the artists to make them seem more elegant, can be 

explained as the distortion of “lateral verticals in the original scene”, just as they would be by 

a “modern wide-angle camera”. The use of trees and foliage “to act as framing side screens” is 

another indication that FMB may have used a ‘Claude glass’ for his compositions. This was a 

means by which he could hide or correct the “condensed and warped” effects of his device and 

                                                 
712 Andrews 1999, 116. 
713 Ibid., 114. 
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indeed lure the eye to “wander to the middle and far distance”, as he did most clearly in his 

Durham images (fig. IV.3.a/b) and in the view of Florence (fig. IV.4). 714  

 

 

Fig. IV.4a. FMB, View of Durham Cathedral  Fig. IV.4b. FMB, Durham Cathedral, 1830. 

From the South-West, July 24, 1821. Drawing.   Watercolour. In the Mendelssohn-sketchbook, 

In the Mendelssohn-sketchbook, Bodleian Library, Bodleian Library, Oxford, 10.  

Oxford, 8.       

 

 

Other examples of the kind of circular composition that may originate from a Claude glass are 

his drawing of Lausanne on August 7, 1842, (fig. IV.5), his watercolours of Rheinfall bei 

Schaffhausen, from Hotel Weber on June 27, 1847 (fig. IV.6), and of Interlaken on September 

4, 1847 (fig. IV.7). 

                                                 
714 See Appold 2007, 93, on how he framed his view of Ballenstädt with trees; and 151f. on how he 

framed his views (both in sketch and water-colour) of Durham with trees and foliage. The water colour 

was intended as a gift for FMB’s sister Fanny Hensel; cf. Klein 1847, 10.  
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Fig. IV.5. FMB, Florence, c. 1831. Watercolour.Cf. Klein 2002, 54. 

 

 

 

Fig. IV.6. FMB, Lausanne, August 7, 1842. Drawing. In Schweizer Skizzenbuch 1842, digitalized by 

the Stiftung Preußischer Kulturbezits, Berlin. 
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Fig. IV.7. FMB, Rheinfall bei Schaffhausen Hotel Weber, June 27, 1847. Watercolour. Cf. Klein 2016, 

22. 

 

 

 

Fig. IV.8. FMB, Interlaken, September 4, 1847. Watercolour. Cf. Klein 2016, 68. 

  

Another telling example of how the contortions along the outer edges of a Claude glass may 

have influenced his pictures is his (untitled) drawing of the observatory of Sachsenhausen in 
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Frankfurt on July 20, 1842, in which a clear inner circle of landscape features has been 

completed in great detail with an ever-vaguer outer circle (fig. IV.8). The same may be said of 

his drawing of Interlaken with Genast from the Harder mountain on August 19, 1842 (fig. IV.9) 

and of his drawing of the Wengern Alp on August 21, 1842 (fig. IV.10). Often in FMB’s 

apparently unfinished drawings, mountains – and nature in general – appear in greater detail 

than tectonics at the edges of the frame. This suggests that he did not just use nature (trees and 

foliage) as theatre curtains, but also tectonics. Generally, in these pictures, the least amount of 

detail is seen where the contorted outer edges of his Claude glass would have distorted his view 

(fig. IV.11.a/b). 

 

 

 

Fig. IV.9. FMB, Frankfurt, July 20, 1842. In Schweizer Skizzenbuch 1842, digitalized by the Stiftung 

Preußischer Kulturbezits, Berlin. 
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Fig. IV.10. FMB, Interlaken mit Genast, August 19, 1842. In Schweizer Skizzenbuch 1842, digitalized 

by the Stiftung Preußischer Kulturbezits, Berlin. 

 

 
 

Fig. IV.11. FMB, Wengern Alp, August 21, 1842. In Schweizer Skizzenbuch 1842, digitalized by the 

Stiftung Preußischer Kulturbezits, Berlin. 
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Fig. IV.12a. FMB, Unterseen, August 18, 1842. In Schweizer Skizzenbuch 1842, digitalized by the 

Stiftung Preußischer Kulturbezits, Berlin. 

 

 

 

Fig. IV.12b. FMB, Chamouny, August 9, 1842. In Schweizer Skizzenbuch 1842, digitalized by the 

Stiftung Preußischer Kulturbezits, Berlin. 
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One further effect of the Claude glass, described by Andrews, may add credence to the 

suggestion that FMB availed himself of such a device. “The Claude glass image”, Andrews 

states, “flattened the features in a landscape of any depth, much as binoculars do, so that, as 

[William] Gilpin observed, they look ‘something like the scenes of a playhouse, retiring behind 

each other’.”715 Although it appears to have gone unnoticed by Crum, Klein, and Appold, there 

is a flatness similar to the one described here that pervades in FMB’s visual art. Appold has 

noted FMB’s continuous fascination for and involvement in the production of dioramas.716 This 

visual affinity for a framing device which, similar to the Claude glass, has a tendency to flatten 

features as though they were “retiring behind each other”, may be a further indication that he 

used a Claude glass to frame his landscape views. 

 Within the context of FMB’s engagement with landscape as a liturgical space, these 

observations raise the question of whether the musical composer’s use of a lens to frame his 

visual renderings of landscapes would somehow undermine his status as a Romantic artist, as 

one who sought to spiritually engage with the ‘Infinite’ in nature through his art. 

 One might argue that in allowing a product of human hands and ingenuity to 

intermediate his spiritual and artistic experience of nature, FMB was less than truly Romantic. 

He even embraced the imperfections of his lens, ornamenting the sides of some of his pictures 

and thus hiding his indirect encounter with nature. Furthermore, the Claude-glass, though small 

in size, requires something that must have felt quite contre-coeur to many landscape painters: 

turning one’s back to the object of one’s visual affection or, at least, visual affectation. It was 

no small physical inconvenience, either – for instance on a cliff in the Alps – balancing body 

and limbs to accommodate a little box that draws in one’s attention with potentially nauseating 

visual distortions. All of this physical activity, one could argue, must have interfered with any 

liturgical engagement with nature. His likely use of a lens could also be thought to reflect upon 

his skills as a painter, implying that his need of technological aids means that he was unable to 

paint ‘freely’. In these respects, the image put forward by Klein of FMB the landscape painter 

as a – rather stereotypically enlightened – Bildungsreisende, searching for the picturesque rather 

than the deeply spiritual in portraying landscapes, appears more realistic than the more 

Romantic image put forward by Appold.  

 The typical Enlightenment embrace of technology, however, was not indiscriminately 

rejected by the Romantics and was even encouraged if it was deemed to serve their ultimate 

                                                 
715 Andrews 1999, 118. 
716 Appold 2007, 69f. 
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spiritual ends. Moreover, the Romantics embraced distortions and mutations of reality, 

especially if some supposed ‘core’ of that reality would be retained. What mattered to them was 

finding a balance between Dichtung und Wahrheit [poetry and truth], while creating a seamless 

flow between the real and rational on the one hand, and the ‘Beyond’, which words fail to 

describe, on the other. Especially in FMB’s case, it has often been observed that the ‘flow’ in 

his musical works sets him apart from other contemporary composers.717 Furthermore, the 

necessity of turning away from the landscape in order to frame it over one’s shoulder may 

indeed have been a less direct way of engaging with nature but may also have served to ritualize 

and focus the engagement. Precisely because he had such a Romantic experience with nature, 

one could riposte, he realized when and how to channel his inspiration in such a way as to not 

be overwhelmed by all of its surrounding magnificence. The physical contortions it sometimes 

required, similarly, may have ritualized the process and may also have forced upon FMB a 

greater awareness of his body within the – to him sacred – space of nature.  

  Even if he did not assign the lens an explicitly Romantic function within his spiritual 

engagement with nature, the likelihood that he used one need not undermine his status as a 

Romantic artist. It could, to him, have simply been a necessary evil; one which was so 

ubiquitous among landscape painters that he need not have felt ashamed. Moreover, even if his 

likely use of a lens would render his personal/leisure activities as a visual artist ‘less Romantic’, 

this does not necessarily reflect upon the status of his professional, musical endeavours. Yet, 

given the preponderance of statements outlining how he aspired to a ‘total’ – or ‘synaesthetic’ 

– experience of landscape which transcends the disciplinary boundaries of musical, visual, or 

literary art by being ‘felt’ or ‘anschaut’,718 being ‘less Romantic’ in one discipline (in his case) 

is suggestive of a less Romantic attitude in other disciplines as well. 

 

Onto Mendelssohn Bartholdy’s canvas 

By the time FMB painted his landscapes and did so, by most accounts, within a Romantic 

framework of which he was thoroughly aware, the most ground-breaking innovations within 

                                                 
717 C.f., e.g. Vitercik 1992, 128; Cooper 2014, 224-263, 258. 
718 FMB communicates, for example: “[...] ich hielt es für Recht der wirklichen Musik nachzugehen, 

und besuchte Kirchenmusiken, Opern, u.s.w., da war es aber leer und klanglos, während vor diesen 

Bildern, und in der freien Luft, auf dem Wasser alles Ton und Klang wie die schönste Musik war.” [I 

thought it right to pursue the real music, and attended church music performances, operas, etc. there, 

however, it was empty and soundless, while before these images, and in the open air, on the water, 

everything was tone and sound like the most beautiful music.] Letter to Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 

in Weimar by FMB, Rome, March 5, 1831. SB II, Nr. 407, 224f. 
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the genre had been made at the hands of Philip Otto Runge (1777-1810), Friedrich, Turner, the 

Nazarenes, and the Düsseldorfer Schule. Just as, during the eighteenth century, picturesque 

landscape painting had become a fashionable hobby for the traveling upper-middle classes, in 

the first decades of the nineteenth century, the art historian William Vaughan observes: 

“Romantic landscape, as it spread through the academies of Europe, became no more than a set 

of stock conventions”.719 Yet, although it may have become an aesthetic template, at least in 

FMB’s case, it was certainly something ‘more’ than that. His adherence to the conventions of 

Romantic landscape painting, combined with his Schleiermacherean approach to spiritual 

engagement with nature, rendered his landscape painting – that is, the very activity of it, more 

so than the actual final products – a form of liturgy. 

 It is not difficult to see how the activity had a ritualistic character. Going out into nature, 

seeking out a view with his Claude glass, propping up a stool to sit on, preparing his drawing 

or painting tools for use, and then spending much time carefully and often in great detail 

applying the chosen view to his canvas, before considering the religious dimensions, is clearly 

a highly meditative activity. In order to see that this ritual had an explicitly religious purpose, 

one need not look further than FMB’s own words concerning God’s relation to nature. Referring 

to his previous visits to Switzerland, he wrote to his family: 

 

Wenn der liebe Gott sich mit Panoramenmalen abgibt, so wird etwas toll. Wenige Schweizer 

Erinnerungen können dies schlagen.720 

 

[When the dear God occupies Himself with panoramic painting, then something becomes 

splendid. Few Swiss memories can measure up].  

 

It stands to reason that, when stepping out into ‘God’s panoramas’, and in trying to capture 

even only a momentary impression of them, FMB felt he was engaging with what he believed 

to be something divine in nature. Furthermore, the explicit purpose of gifting the final products 

to friends and family may also be seen as a distinctly Protestant artistic activity. Already at the 

outset of the Reformation, Michelangelo (1475-1564) and other artists with Reformist affinities 

began a tradition of producing art for this singular purpose.721 To them, and quite possibly to 

FMB who held the high-Renaissance artists in high regard, gifting an artwork signified an 

                                                 
719 Letter to his family in Berlin by FMB, Edinburgh, July 28, 1829. SB I, Nr. 201, 346. 
720 Cf. footnote 604 above. 
721 Cf. Nagel 2006, 325-335. 
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awareness that the way to redemption in heaven could never be found through mere ‘good 

works’. Instead, disavowing any control over their fate in the afterlife, they conceived of the 

production and gifting of artworks as acts of love: love of God, engaging with his creation by 

rendering some part of it, and love of their fellow man, by giving them something highly 

intimate.  

 In this sense, FMB’s painterly activities had a public character, also in the more physical 

sense that, out in nature, there are no walls to exclude others. Although, to be fair, he probably 

would not have appreciated too many people wandering into the frame of his lens – if only 

because he apparently struggled with depicting humans – nature was accessible to all, regardless 

of denomination. As such, the Harz Mountains that he drew when he was young and portrayed 

musically in Die erste Walpurgisnacht served as the demarcation of his liturgical spaces, as did 

the Swiss mountains, the hills of Italy, and the northern United Kingdom. 

 Grey concludes his discussion of FMB’s visual inclinations by stating the following: 

 

In Mendelssohn’s work, an aesthetic of musical representation (and interpretation) is not far 

removed, in fact, from the middle-class culture of the salon or the parlour, with its sociable and 

performative mix of music-making, picture-viewing, word-games, dramatic skits, charades, and 

tableaux vivants.722  

 

Yet, despite the undeniable veracity of the socio-cultural observation that FMB (owing to his 

culturally assimilating and upwardly mobile family background) can be characterized as an 

exemplar of (upper-) middle class culture, this particular conclusion seems reductionistic. It 

negates FMB’s deep religious piety and the intellectual elasticity and imagination with which 

he explored his faith through his art. At the same time, the fact that “an aesthetic of musical 

representation (and interpretation)” was, in his context, a highly conventionalized affair, as was 

the Romantics’ religious engagement with landscape, does help to understand why, to FMB, 

these had a liturgical character; one that was both repetitive and prescribed rather than 

spontaneous. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
722 Grey 1997, 76. 
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IV.4. Perspectives: wordlessness in the age of celebrity 

 

By retracing liturgy in Die erste Walpurgisnacht to the heathen traditions that preceded the 

Protestant Christian church he (officially) belonged to, FMB affirms its potential beyond church 

walls, in a landscape. In his geographically oriented Scottish and Italian symphonies, he 

emphasises how also within the Christian traditions of these respective nations, liturgical 

practices have already long existed that are framed and enriched by landscape. In his landscape 

drawings and paintings, the liturgical experience belonged to the artist himself and could exist 

in the loving act of giving them away to his friends and family, instead of being beholden to the 

characters he portrayed in his art. 

Similarly, in his Songs without Words, rather than the landscape being a stage for 

various musical characters upon which to perform a liturgical service, the performance and the 

act of listening to the music were likely intended to become liturgical activities themselves. 

Yet, exactly in his insistence on not providing titles or other verbal hints towards meaning, he 

withholds from his audiences, to this day, any notion of a horizon in his landscapes, whereupon 

one might rest one’s eyes or ears. Thus, to a current-day listener who happens upon his Songs 

without Words on the radio, and who lacks an extensive knowledge of his devout (Abrahamitic) 

belief system and his lifelong inspiration by landscape, the songs may be entirely secular, and 

the experience is bereft of any liturgical dimension that FMB may have intended. One might 

say that he expanded landscape as a liturgical space to the point where the intended worshipper 

is not only free to ignore any such spiritual dimension, but is often wholly unaware of it. In the 

absence of a horizon, a secular paradigm of liturgy has evolved, in which the practice of 

interpreting, re-interpreting, dissecting, and registering every available detail of his life and 

work – of which he provided so many in his letters – has become a substitute for religious 

worship. One needs only look at the titles of the artistic biographies from the past four decades 

to see that FMB has become an idol in the modern Romantic adulation of artists.723  

 

 

                                                 
723 Cf. Eric Werner, Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy. A New Image of the Composer and his Age (New 

York 1963); R.L. Todd, Mendelssohn: a life in music (Oxford 2003); G.R. Marek, Gentle genius: the 

story of Felix Mendelssohn (New York 1972); S. Buettner, R.G. Pauly, Great Composers, Great Artists 

(Montreal 1992), which has an extensive entry on Mendelssohn’s ‘greatness’; cf., Jaqcues Petitpierre, 

The romance of the Mendelssohns (London 1947). 

 

 



 

255 
 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

 

Er was eens een kerk, die zo 

volmaakt gebouwd was, 

 dat het niet opviel dat  

er geen god in woonde. 

 
           Wolken724 

 

A little over a century after Thomas Ernest Hulme pronounced the demise of Romanticism in 

literature and predicted the revival of traditional forms of religious engagement, his 

pronunciation – as long as it is not understood to be universally applicable – still fundamentally 

holds true.725 Moreover, as is evident in the case-studies above, the ‘religious spillage’, which 

he considered to undermine the durability of Romanticism, may also be readily observed in the 

landscape-laden non-verbal art works surveyed in these studies.  

Yet his prediction for the century to come, which is now past, has proven problematic, 

if not outright spurious. It is true that those who have returned to organized religion, after having 

explored freer, more Romantic forms of spirituality, have been inclined to even greater forms 

of orthodoxy than those who never wavered in the first place. This was already true of many of 

the early nineteenth-century Romantics. On the whole, however, the adherence to traditional 

forms of (religious) spirituality has declined, while more secular forms of spirituality (less 

easily measurable through membership accounts) appear to have grown in popularity.726 In 

other words, whereas Hulme’s prediction (together with Chesterton’s) in general accurately 

describes the individual process of returning to orthodoxy, it can hardly be applied to the larger 

societal scale for which it was intended.  

 Inspired by Hulme’s concept of literary Romanticism as a ‘spilt religion’, I set out in 

this dissertation to show that in the non-verbal arts, the German early Romantic spiritual 

                                                 
724 Wolken 1960, 692. [There once was a church built so perfectly, that no-one noticed there was no god 

living there]. 
725 Certain movements since this pronunciation, such as the soixante-huitards movement but also 

Nazism and fascism before it, may be said to have adopted aspects of Romanticism. Yet to compare the 

carefully composed theology of, for instance, Schleiermacher to the psychotropic induced spiritual 

reverie of the hippies – even if they adopted the vernacular of the ‘Infinite’ and the ‘Ineffable’ – would 

not give due credit to the intellectual complexity of the former. Nor could the merger of spirituality with 

materiality within fascist thought, or could the glorification of violence which Romanticism shared with 

later Nazism, ever have aspired to receive Romantic approval.  
726 See footnote 7. 
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engagement with landscape has been obscured by teleological biases which Romanticism has 

engendered in its own cultural legacy. As a result, I identified three root causes for this 

obscurity: historic and geographic misappropriation, redaction, and substitution. 

Even though the story of how the nineteenth-century German Romantics both 

historically and geographically misappropriated the landscape paintings of the Dutch Golden 

Age has been well recorded, the ongoing theological ramifications of this iconotropy did not 

receive much attention until the first case study presented here. I have argued that this is an 

understandable (although no less perilous omission) because of a blind spot between the 

disciplines of art history and cultural history on the one hand and theology on the other. 

 To this end, I showed how art historians have increasingly moved away from any more 

conjectural assumptions regarding the historic artist’s spiritual or religious motives, restricting 

their scope to empirical facts which may hint at such inner depths but do not conclusively prove 

their influence upon the art produced. This approach I contrasted with the method of 

‘imaginative re-identification’ evinced by David Brown, which embraces such a conjecture – 

albeit never in direct contradiction to the available empirical facts – with the distinct practical 

theological purpose of inspiring current day believers to inform their own liturgical practices 

with an understanding of those practiced in history. The choice, thus, lies between an entirely 

secular, scientific approach which leaves little room, if any, for a practical application in one’s 

own spiritual life, and a theological method which is largely, if not entirely, premised on the 

assumption that the participant belongs to an organised (monotheistic) religion. Within this 

interdisciplinary gap falls a rapidly growing demographic of non-denominational people who 

do feel the urge to engage on a spiritual level with nature – whether they believe it to be the 

product of a divine Creation or not – but who lack the liturgical ‘tools’ for such a practice. 

 Were these disciplines to communicate with each other more effectively, I am convinced 

that the risk of Romanticizing the spiritual aspects of history, inherent to Brown’s methodology 

as it was to that of the German Romantics, could be better curbed. Conversely, the spiritual and 

religious dimensions of historic art works would be more clearly perceived if art historians and 

cultural historians were to allow (back) into their methodology a measure of (reasonable) 

conjecture regarding these dimensions.    

In the second case study, I have illustrated the tendency among contemporary scholars 

towards an all too modern interpretation of Romantic art by comparing and contrasting the 

archetypically Romantic landscape painter Caspar David Friedrich with the archetypically 

(neo-)classical theorist Johann Joachim Winckelmann. Through this analysis it becomes 
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apparent that, in a number of aspects, Friedrich’s aesthetics were less modern and more classical 

than has been assumed until now. Superficially, the painter’s striving towards ‘invention’ over 

‘imitation’, made explicit in his theoretical writings, may tempt us to categorize him as a 

Romantic. Closer scrutiny of his visual oeuvre, however, shows a great deal of conscious 

emulation (e.g.: ‘his’ famous Rückenfiguren). Often, as in the case of the Tetschen Altarpiece 

or the Monk by the Sea, the principle idea was inventive, but the execution was in line with 

Friedrich’s classical training in Copenhagen. 

 Furthermore, Friedrich may well be said to have fit the image of Winckelmann’s ideal 

artist: he presented himself as a solitary genius and revelled in typical Romantic irony and 

allegory – both of which, although they were not yet called Romantic in Winckelmann’s time, 

the theorist preferred to their classical, Platonic forms. Also, just as Friedrich perceived his 

artistic productivity as flourishing under democratic rule and as floundering under autocratic 

government, often subtly protesting against the latter in his landscapes, so Winckelmann had 

theorized that all aesthetics sore in freedom and suffer under tyranny. Most appealing to 

Winckelmann, had he lived to see Friedrich’s landscapes, would have been their ‘quiet 

grandeur’ and ‘noble simplicity’, many quite similar epithets having been attached to the 

painter’s works in his time.  

In the case of the Tetschen Altarpiece, counter to the claim of the influential interpreter 

William Vaughan, I have shown that the painting was not only intended for a freemason buyer 

and its frame produced by a freemason, but that for its contents and composition Friedrich is 

likely to have relied on knowledge and aesthetics he learned through his own membership with 

the freemasons. For the purpose of this PhD dissertation, this form of social and intellectual 

allegiance may serve as further proof that Vaughan’s Romanticized picture of Friedrich as a 

solitary genius, aloof almost to the point of asceticism, is off the mark. Beyond this dissertation, 

this finding, paired with other examples of masonic symbols and aesthetics in Friedrich’s 

oeuvre to which I have alluded, is likely to yield a breath of new insights. 

 Coinciding with the first scholarly attempt to ‘claim Friedrich for modernity’ at the 

hands of Andreas Aubert, just before the First World War, was the first scholarly attempt (also 

by Aubert) to claim him for ‘the North’ (specifically, for northern Europe). In Aubert’s context, 

this claim of modernity may indeed have been inspired by Friedrich’s Northern identity. As 

Robert Rosenblum pointed out in the 1970s, the origins of modernity in art had previously been 

placed (by southern European commentators) in France at the end of the nineteenth century in 

the works of Manet, Monet, Van Gogh, et al. The notion that artistic prowess is inextricably 
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linked with geographical origins – a.k.a. ‘geodeterminism’ – in turn, was not only widespread 

among seventeenth-century interpreters and harkens back much further still to Aristotle, but 

also pervaded Winckelmann’s writings. Just as in the first case study, I have shown how this 

combination of geographical and temporal biases, paired with a Romantic adulation for 

supposed artistic genius, can easily obscure or muddle what little knowledge might still be 

gained regarding the religious or spiritual dimensions of the historical art works in question. 

Friedrich, most poignantly, was not so modern, so secular, as to give up any hope for 

redemption in the afterlife, no matter how eagerly late twentieth-century postmodern and 

nihilist thinkers interpreted his art as evincing this message.       

Whereas Friedrich’s categorization as a Romantic and Winckelmann’s as a neo-

classicist are generally undisputed (even though closer analysis shows great similarities 

between them), Friedrich Schiller’s drama Die Räuber and Wolfgang Amadé Mozart’s ‘Sing-

spiel’ Die Zauberflöte have both been described as either Romantic or (neo-)classical, in similar 

academic disputes over the origins of modernity in the performing arts. In the third case study, 

through an analysis of the use of landscape in the respective scenographies, I have shown that 

in both cases, the Romantic elements are easily exaggerated. Even in Simon Quaglio’s land-

scape settings for Die Zauberflöte, three decades after the Uraufführung, renowned still as a 

paragon of Romantic scenography, it has become clear that he sought a balance between 

Romantic and classical aesthetics rather than simply a triumph of the former over the latter. The 

misnomer ‘Romantic’, it would appear, just as it has in the visual arts, has been taken by many 

later interpreters as synonymous to ‘modern’ and even thereby as a licence to divest these 

landscape scenographies of any spiritual meaning that Schiller, Mozart, Schikaneder et al. may 

have sought to imbue in them. 

 Contrary to the open symbolism which is generally ascribed to Romantic visual art 

works (e.g.: Friedrich’s oeuvre), the early modern scenographies for this drama and this opera 

featured landscape settings with overtly closed symbolism. In Die Räuber, the landscapes and 

architecture were intended, through Swabian geographical references, to remind the audience 

of certain local historical narratives and, through these, to purvey a moral and spiritual content. 

In Die Zauberflöte, a wealth of masonic symbols, highly specific in meaning and originally 

intricately balanced among themselves, was presented in a series of exotic landscape settings. 

Analyses of a number of more recent scenographies for both of these works, ranging from the 

1970s to the most prominent international performances of the past five years, illustrate how 

the closed symbolism of the landscape settings has been cast aside in favour of more textual 
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and plot-based adaptations. Thus, the myriad Biblical references in Die Räuber and the wealth 

of masonic utterances in Die Zauberflöte are still included in most contemporary performances, 

while the landscapes which were meant to visually contextualize them have been redacted or 

deconstructed beyond the point of recognition. If they are still recognizable, it is often through 

an ironic reference which only the seasoned theatre-enthusiast can appreciate.  

Possibly even greater than the scholarly adulation for Friedrich has been the liturgical 

devotion with which contemporary interpreters have written about Felix Mendelssohn Bar-

tholdy. His profound spiritual engagement with the landscapes which he channelled in a great 

number of musical compositions and portrayed visually in his drawings and watercolours and 

verbally in his vivid letter correspondence, has been eclipsed by the celebration of his creative 

genius, especially after the Second World War. 

 Not only is the composer thus romanticized, but the degree of Romanticism that is also 

accorded to his works is not altogether empirically justifiable. In line with Schleiermacher’s 

early (Romantic) ecumenicalism, Mendelssohn Bartholdy sought to expand the Judeo-Christian 

liturgical space to include any landscape conducive to spiritual engagement. Also, his Erste 

Walpurgisnacht, honouring the intentions of his mentors Goethe and Zelter for the ballad, 

musically portrays the legitimacy of conducting liturgical practices, not just beyond the brick 

and mortar of the Christian church, but beyond any allegiance to its specific doctrines. Yet 

where this composition concerns the so-called heathens of the Herz mountains, his Italian and 

Scottish symphonies appear, in all likelihood, to have been intended to remind the audience that 

such extramural worship has long been part and parcel also within the Christian tradition. His 

spiritual engagement with landscape, although undeniably heterodox and in that regard indeed 

Romantic, still drew from his Judeo-Christian frame of reference.  

Evident in his own verbal references to God (as a landscape painter, for instance) is his 

devout monotheism. Yet, likely as he is to have intended his Songs without Words to serve a 

liturgical function in honour of the Judeo-Christian God (and His Creation) and likely as these 

are to have included, in his mind, some form of spiritual landscape, their deliberate ineffability 

has rendered them such that this function is unlikely to be perceived in them by a modern secular 

audience. To my mind, the Songs without Words thus illustrate better than any art work how 

Romantic non-verbal landscape art has proven to be even more prone to ‘religious spillage’ (to 

use Hulme’s verbiage), or ‘spiritual slippage’ (to use my own) than the Romantic literature that 

Hulme declared dead. 
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Beyond the horizons 

What has not unintentionally emerged as a by-product of this investigation is an insight into the 

different dynamics at play within the various artistic and historiographic disciplines discussed 

in these case-studies. Common to scholarly fields which study the visual arts, music, theatre, 

and opera of the German Romantics (and, one assumes, also their literature) is the adulation for 

the artists as solitary creative geniuses. This is most apparent in the above case-studies of Frie-

drich and Mendelssohn Bartholdy, but may also be said of Schiller, Mozart, Winckelmann, and 

indeed those two thinkers who have inevitably featured prominently throughout: Schleierma-

cher and Goethe.727 

Yet, between these disciplines, a number of differences have also come to the fore. The 

differences in their periodization of Romanticism, I have already precautionarily discussed in 

the introduction. Probably the most obvious distinction, beyond this, lies in their individual 

handling of landscape, originating in the differing treatment of the subject matter in the 

underlying artistic medium. In painting, in the hands of the Romantics, landscape rose to the 

level of a genre – the genre. In theatre and opera, landscapes abounded during the Romantic 

era, but as scenography, were inherently forced into the background. In the music of this period, 

landscape appeared – as it already frequently did during the eighteenth century – as a motif, 

albeit a ubiquitous one, especially in the oeuvre of Mendelssohn Bartholdy (and, notably, in his 

friend Robert Schumann’s oeuvre). 

 Between the visual arts on one hand and the performing arts (including musical 

composition, for the sake of the present argument) on the other, another interesting contrast 

arises. The visual arts of the seventeenth-, eighteenth-, and nineteenth centuries, discussed in 

the first two case-studies, were pervaded by geographical, patriotic (and later nationalistic) con-

siderations. It was crucial to the German Romantics in their (mis-)appropriation of seventeenth-

century Dutch landscape painting that the Dutch could be considered their ‘Teutonic’ 

neighbours and could thus function as intellectual forbearers. In the appreciation of Friedrich’s 

landscape painting, over the course of the nineteenth- and twentieth centuries, the extent to 

which it could be termed quintessentially ‘Northern’ (European), also determined the national 

‘ownership’ of the origins of modernity in art. However, in the music, theatre, and opera of the 

eighteenth- and nineteenth century alike, a more cosmopolitan attitude can readily be discerned. 

                                                 
727 Illustrative of the inevitability of encountering Goethe at every turn are the many signs, scattered 

across the German countryside, which say “Goethe war hier” [Goethe was here], and the palatable pride 

with which one farmer once planted a sign upon his land, saying “Goethe war nicht hier!” [Goethe was 

not here!].    
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German composers such as Mendelssohn Bartholdy prided themselves on incorporating within 

their ‘German’ style also the best elements of French and Italian music. The lively migration of 

scenographers and performing actors and singers between theatres in these countries, 

furthermore, meant that there was less room for staunch chauvinism in their media of choice. 

 A further comparison may now also be drawn between the denominational backgrounds 

of the thinkers discussed in the above case-studies. The prominence of especially Pietist 

Protestant theology in the formation of German Romantic thought and art, I expect, will not 

have escaped the reader’s attention. Mozart, who had a strict Roman Catholic upbringing and 

Winckelmann, who converted to Roman Catholicism, together with a few thinkers/artists who 

have remained somewhat in the background of these case-studies (such as the Schlegel brothers 

and the Nazarene painters), as such formed a minority within the German Romantic movement. 

The connection between Protestant aesthetics and Romantic landscape painting – and 

tangentially also the broader fascination with landscape – is best understood in terms of their 

shared attitude towards the longstanding Aristotelian axiom that “nature abhors a vacuum”. 

Protestant aesthetics deliberately sought to countermand this so-called horror vacui which had 

been ubiquitous in the aesthetics of the mother Church. Romantic landscape painting, in turn, 

strove towards an opening up of aesthetics, with open symbolism, fewer individual symbols, 

larger symbols, and with a larger surface of the canvas carrying meaning. It is unsurprising, 

therefore, that so many of the German Romantics were sons of (often Pietist) Protestant 

ministers. 

Hulme and Chesterton may have expected this opening – to their minds, a void – to be 

replenished with orthodoxy. Yet with a century’s worth of hindsight, we may now conclude 

that this opening has been filled rather with a secular phantasmagoria of isms, distinct from one 

another not on the basis of moral or spiritual content but because of their various approaches to 

aesthetic form. Scholars studying cultural compression and entropy have, in recent years, begun 

to make use of big data analysis to support or falsify their hypotheses. Given the qualitative 

approach of this dissertation and its canonical focus, I have not made use of such methods. 

Nevertheless, I would encourage that further research be conducted on the relation between 

Protestant and Romantic aesthetics, using big data analysis to map the historical process of 

compression, decompression, and possible recompression and to identify the spheres of 

influence which have guided it. 

The final recommendation I would make, is for further research on a non-verbal artistic 

medium which has only been discussed here in passing: silence, particularly as it relates to 
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Romantic and neo-classical aesthetics. Already, in the comparison between Winckelmann’s and 

Friedrich’s aesthetic ideas, the applicability of the former’s notion of ‘quit grandeur’ to the 

latter’s paintings, is an indication that silence was an important concept in the neo-classical and 

Romantic aesthetic frameworks. The topic, in my view, could be explored in much greater depth 

in its own right. Such an exploration, however, would not be without its own historiographic 

pitfalls. As with the other non-verbal media discussed above, it is all too easy to misinterpret 

silence, especially in a forensic study. Nevertheless, visual concepts such as Winckelmann’s 

‘quit grandeur’, combined with concepts relating to silence in the musicological discussions of 

the period, could provide a theoretical framework for such a study. Also, from the discussion 

of Mendelssohn Bartholdy’s experience of spirituality in landscape, it has become apparent that 

interpretations of the ‘volume’ of the Sublime may vary. I have argued, for instance, that Juliette 

Appold’s conception of it is too ‘noisy’ and, instead, proposed that silence is likely to have been 

an integral part of the composer and landscape painter’s appreciation of the Sublime. For there 

is no song with fewer words than silence.  
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SAMENVATTING 
 

 

Dit proefschrift beschrijft hoe de spirituele lading die Duitse kunstenaars ten tijde van Mozart 

en Mendelssohn Bartholdy (in de muziek de periode van Classicisme naar vroeg-Romantiek) 

toekenden aan landschap als motief en/of  genre is weggeglipt aan de horizon van de heden-

daagse interpretatie. Hoewel deze kunstenaars wel degelijk meer heterodoxe benaderingen van 

spiritualiteit in de kunst verkenden, waren hun landschappen, zo wordt in deze studie betoogd, 

nog altijd sterk geïnspireerd door traditionele (Joods-)Christelijke dogmatiek. Deze conclusie 

volgt uit een onderzoek via vier casestudies. 

In de eerste plaats wordt ingegaan op de Duitse herwaardering van spiritualiteit in 

Nederlandse zeventiende-eeuwse landschapsschilderkunst (Hoofdstuk I). Vervolgens komt de 

spirituele inspiratie voor de eigen Duitse landschapsschilderkunst aan bod via een vergelijking 

tussen de esthetiek van Caspar David Friedrichs oeuvre en de esthetische theorie van Johann 

Joachim Winckelmann (Hoofdstuk II). De spiritualiteit in de landschapsscenografie voor 

Friedrich Schillers toneeldrama Die Räuber en voor Wolfgang Amadé Mozarts ‘Singspiel’ Die 

Zauberflöte vormt het thema van de derde casestudy (Hoofdstuk III). Tot slot wordt aandacht 

besteed aan de mettertijd ondergesneeuwde spirituele dimensies van landschap als veel voor-

komend motief in de kunst van Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy. 

Het feit dat Duitse vroeg-Romantici gretig zeventiende-eeuwse Nederlandse land-

schapschilders als intellectuele voorvaderen opeisten, is inmiddels uitvoerig door kunsthistorici 

beschreven. Deze ‘iconotropie’ hield, kort gezegd, in dat de Romantici hun eigen spirituele 

waarden en streven (bijv. naar ‘het Oneindige’) terugzagen in de Nederlandse landschapskunst 

van de voorafgaande eeuw. Hoewel een dergelijk streven in de desbetreffende schilderijen niet 

kan worden uitgesloten, suggereren de meeste bronnen (voor zover deze inzage bieden in de 

spirituele motivatie van de schilders) echter dat deze kunstenaars weliswaar beoogden Gods 

Schepping te eren, maar nog geen uitgesproken transcendentie van de schepping nastreefden 

via een engagement met de geschilderde natuur. Dit is althans de portee van de iconografische 

benadering die tot aan de jaren ’90 van de vorige eeuw populair was onder kunsthistorici. In de 

kritiek die daarna volgde, wordt de mate waarin men heden ten dage nog uitspraken kan doen 

over het ‘religieus’ of ‘spiritueel gehalte’ van zeventiende-eeuwse Nederlandse landschapschil-

derijen in twijfel getrokken. 

Boudewijn Bakker’s meest recente beschouwingen van het onderwerp bieden meer 

ruimte voor een religieuze of spirituele interpretatie dan onder kunsthistorici gebruikelijk is 
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geweest. Hij beperkt zich evenwel nog altijd tot een beschrijving van de, in zijn ogen, 

waarschijnlijke spirituele dimensies van de schilderijen, en distantieert zich uitdrukkelijk van 

pogingen om spirituele/religieuze/morele lering uit deze werken te trekken. Bij de theoloog 

David Brown is dit nadrukkelijk niet het geval. Zijn concept van ‘imaginative re-identification’ 

is juist op gericht op een hedendaags (Christelijk-)spiritueel engagement met deze landschaps-

schilderijen. Deze nadruk op de beleving van de kijker betekent echter ook dat Brown minder 

streng kijkt naar de historische herleidbaarheid van spirituele ideeën en hermeneutische spron-

gen maakt (bijv. ten aanzien van Ruisdaels religiositeit) die door kunsthistorici louter als 

‘neoromantisch’ kunnen worden geduid. 

 Behoort men tot de aanzienlijke categorie van ‘ongebonden spirituelen’ (i.e. gelooft men 

in ‘meer tussen hemel en aarde’, zonder aan een specifieke religie verbonden te zijn), dan biedt 

de wetenschap hooguit aanknopingspunten vanuit fundamenteel andere perspectieven dan het 

eigen. Enerzijds zou men zich kunnen beperken tot de louter beschouwende interpretaties van 

kunsthistorici, maar wellicht een behoefte overhouden om ook de eigen spirituele ervaring 

intellectueel uit te diepen. Anderzijds zou men bij Browns interpretatie stuiten op een uitge-

sproken christelijke terminologie die vaak ontoegankelijk is voor niet-christenen. Veronder-

steld dat de wetenschap representatief voor de samenleving dient te zijn (en dat dit de huidige 

toegepaste theologie een deel van haar legitimiteit verschaft), wijst dit op een ondervertegen-

woordiging van ‘ongebonden spirituele’ perspectieven binnen de academie. Men kan redeneren 

dat de wetenschap eerst de feiten dient te vertegenwoordigen en dan pas de samenleving. 

Volgens die redenering zou een dergelijke ondervertegenwoordiging geen probleem vormen, 

maar nog altijd wel op een inconsistentie duiden (t.a.v. de traditionele toegepaste theologie).   

Zonder meer is de Romantische, transcendentale benadering van spiritualiteit in land-

schap duidelijk herkenbaar in de schilderijen van Caspar David Friedrich. Hedendaagse 

interpreten, onder wie William Vaughan gaan echter wel erg makkelijk mee in het Romantische 

ideaaltype (van de tegendraadse, eigenwijze en gekwelde kunstenaar) waarin Friedrich zichzelf 

plaatste en doen daarmee geen recht aan de mate waarin de schilder vanuit oude theologische 

en esthetische tradities werkte. Via een vergelijking van deze zogenaamde ‘bij uitstek Roman-

tische’ estheet en zijn oeuvre met de persoon en theorieën van de vermeende ‘oer-(neo-) 

classicist’ Winckelmann, kan worden aangetoond dat hun ideeën lang niet zover van elkaar 

lagen als o.a. door Vaughan wordt aangenomen en dat deze archetypering dus niet kan worden 

gerechtvaardigd. Hiertoe wordt in deze studie onder meer beschreven hoe Friedrich streefde 

naar emulatie van de grote schilders die hem voorgingen in plaats van dat hij zijn motieven ex 
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nihilo uitvond (bijv. wanneer hij zijn beroemde Rückenfiguren schilderde), dat hij hierbij 

uitvoerig aandacht besteedde aan de Pietistische dogmatiek die hij in zijn opvoeding had 

meegekregen, en dat hij – in tegenstelling tot hetgeen Vaughan stellig beweert – niet alleen lid 

was van de Vrijmetselaars maar dat zijn kunst ook expliciete maconnieke verwijzingen bevat. 

Voorts wordt hier aangetoond dat, naast de neiging onder hedendaagse interpreten om 

Friedrich met de moderniteit (en dus met zichzelf) te identificeren, er ook lange tijd een 

aandrang heeft bestaan om de ‘uitvinding van de moderniteit in de kunst’ (door Friedrich) 

expliciet te verbinden met zijn Noord-Europese, Duitse identiteit. De eerste uitvoerige kunsthis-

torische analyse van zijn oeuvre door Andreas Aubert (Gott, Freiheit und Vaterland), geschre-

ven aan de vooravond van de eerste wereldoorlog, werd hiertoe door de Nationaal-Socialisten 

aangegrepen. In Robert Rosenblums fijnzinnigere analyse uit de naoorlogse periode wordt de 

veronderstelling van geodeterminisme in het ontstaan van de moderne kunst nader uitgewerkt. 

Hoewel Rosenblum de dubieuze rol erkent van chauvinisme in de oorspronkelijke Franse claim 

dat de moderne kunst door Monet en Manet werd uitgevonden en in de daarop volgende Duitse 

claim dat Friedrich deze uitvinding een kleine eeuw eerder al deed, stelt hij toch dat er sprake 

is van een kenmerkend Noord-Europese stroming in de kunst vanaf het begin van de negen-

tiende eeuw. Evenals in Hoofdstuk I wordt ook in deze casestudy geconcludeerd dat zowel de 

neiging, historische landschapsschilderkunst te verklaren vanuit hedendaagse ideeën en catego-

rieën (teleologische historiografie), alsook de pogingen om het ontstaan van deze schilderijen 

geografisch te verklaren en in te bedden (geodeterminisme), een helder begrip van deze kunst 

in de weg staan. 

In tegenstelling tot Winckelmann en Friedrich, die dus niet geheel terecht als respec-

tievelijk archetypisch (neo-)classicistisch en Romantisch te boeken staan, zijn dergelijke 

kwalificaties in het geval van Schillers Die Räuber en Mozarts Die Zauberflöte altijd al meer 

omstreden geweest. De vele uitgesproken Bijbelse verwijzingen in Die Räuber waar Arthur 

McCardle op wijst, tonen aan dat Schillers zijn eigen belijdenis van het Swabisch Pietisme een 

prominente rol wilde toekennen, en dat het toneeldrama onmogelijk als een louter antireligieus 

product van de Verlichting kan worden beschouwd. Hoewel in Hoofstuk III serieuze kantteke-

ningen worden geplaatst bij de analyse van de landschapsscenografie voor Die Räuber door 

Werner von Stransky-Stranka-Greifenfels, wordt beargumenteerd dat een dergelijke lezing (die 

veronderstelt dat Schiller expliciete historische en theologische verwijzingen maakt naar het 

Swabisch landschap) in het licht van McCardle’s bevindingen plausibel kan worden geacht. 
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Opvallend is dat het ‘Singspiel’ Die Zauberflöte en de bijbehorende landschapssceno-

grafie regelmatig in zeer verschillende categorieën zijn geplaatst, variërend van Romantisch en 

Verlicht, tot Barok en classicistisch. Vaak wordt in dit verband het contrast geschetst tussen de 

(neo-)classicistische scenografie van Karl Friedrich Schinkel enerzijds, en de zogenaamd 

uitgesproken Romantische beeldtaal in Simon Quaglio’s scenografie anderzijds. Voortbordu-

rend op recent onderzoek hiernaar door Christiane Hübner wordt hier betoogd dat Quaglio 

veeleer een balans tussen classicistische en Romantische esthetiek nastreefde en dat hij deze 

categorieën zelfs gebruikte om Mozarts oorspronkelijke contrast tussen mannelijke en vrouwe-

lijke werelden nog verder uit te vergroten. In alle interpretaties van het Singspiel worden de 

sterke maconnieke invloeden erkend maar, zoals een vergelijking tussen enkele vroegmoderne 

en hedendaagse scenografieën laat zien, met name door moderne ‘Bühne-bouwers’ zelden 

begrepen. Evenwel kan men op basis van voorbeelden van hedendaagse scenografieën voor Die 

Räuber stellen, dat de postmoderne drang om deze opvoeringen te deconstrueren tot slechts 

datgene wat men voor een hedendaags publiek aansprekend acht, ertoe heeft geleid dat de 

oorspronkelijke spirituele en religieuze betekenis die Schiller en Mozart cum suis in het 

landschap legden, niet langer ontsloten wordt. 

Ook in de muziek van de Duitse Romantiek nam landschap een prominente rol in, zij 

het als veelvoorkomend motief en niet, zoals in de schilderkunst, als volwaardig genre. Ook in 

de muziek werd aan landschap een onmiskenbare spirituele waarde toegekend, en ook die  blijkt 

in de afgelopen eeuwen steeds verder in de vergetelheid te zijn geraakt. De verering van het 

heilige in de kunst van weleer, zoals aanwezig in muzikale en visuele vertolkingen van 

landschap door Mendelssohn Bartholdy, heeft plaats gemaakt voor de verering van de 

kunstenaar áls heilige. Net als Friedrich is Mendelssohn Bartholdy na de tweede wereldoorlog 

opgenomen in de hagiografie van de moderne kunst. En net als bij Friedrich is de spirituele 

lading die hij in zijn landschappen schiep, en die zijn vermeend ‘modernisme’ op belangrijke 

punten zou weerspreken, alleen nog met inspanning te ontwaren in bijv. de Schotse en Italiaanse 

symfonieën, de Erste Walpurgisnacht-ouverture en, met nog grotere moeite, in de Lieder ohne 

Worte. Dit laatste voorbeeld helpt ons, beter nog dan alle voorgaande, begrijpen waarom de 

spirituele beleving van landschap door de Duitse ‘vroeg-Romantici’ zo gemakkelijk van de 

horizon kon wegglippen. In tegenstelling tot de traditionele (Joods-)Christelijke liturgie, is zij 

nooit inge-graven en voorzien van wegwijzers. Zodoende kan men concluderen dat deze 

Romantici zelf evenzeer debet zijn aan de vergetelheid van hun geloofsbelijdenis, als hun latere, 

romantiseren-de exegeten. 
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APPENDIX 
 

LIBRETTO DIE ERSTE WALPURGISNACHT, FELIX MENDELSSOHN BARTHOLDY 

 

 
Overture 

 

In two parts: 

I. Das schlechte Wetter (Allegro con fuoco) 

II. Der Übergang zum Frühling (Allegro vivace non troppo, quasi l'istesso tempo) 

 

 

1. Ein Druide (Tenor) und Chor der Druiden und des Volkes (Allegro vivace non troppo) 

 

Es lacht der Mai! 

Der Wald ist frei 

von Eis und Reifgehänge. 

Der Schnee ist fort; 

am grünen Ort 

erschallen Lustgesänge. 

Ein reiner Schnee 

liegt auf der Höh’; 

doch eilen wir nach oben, 

begeh’n den alten heil’gen Brauch, 

Allvater dort zu loben. 

Die Flamme lodre durch den Rauch! 

Begeht den alten heil’gen Brauch. 

Hinauf! Hinauf! 

Allvater dort zu loben. 

So wird das Herz erhoben. 

 

 

2. Eine alte Frau aus dem Volk (Alt) und Chor der Weiber aus dem Volk (Allegro non troppo) 

 

Könnt ihr so verwegen handeln? 

Wollt ihr denn zum Tode wandeln? 

Kennet ihr nicht die Gesetze 

unsrer strengen Überwinder? 
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Rings gestellt sind ihre Netze 

auf die Heiden, auf die Sünder. 

Ach, sie schlachten auf dem Walle 

unsre Väter, unsre Kinder. 

Und wir alle 

nahen uns gewissem Falle, 

auf des Lagers hohem Walle 

schlachten sie uns unsre Kinder. 

Ach, die strengen Überwinder! 

 

 

3. Der Priester (Bariton) und Chor der Druiden (Andante maestoso) 

 

Wer Opfer heut’ 

zu bringen scheut, 

verdient erst seine Bande! 

Der Wald ist frei! 

Das Holz herbei, 

und schichtet es zum Brande! 

Doch bleiben wir 

im Buschrevier 

am Tage noch im Stillen, 

und Männer stellen wir zur Hut, 

um eurer Sorge willen. 

Dann aber lasst mit frischem Mut 

uns unsre Pflicht erfüllen. 

Hinauf! Hinauf! 

Verteilt euch, wackre Männer, hier! 

 

 

4. Chor der Wächter der Druiden (Allegro leggiero) 

 

Verteilt euch, wackre Männer, hier, 

durch dieses ganze Waldrevier, 

und wachet hier im Stillen, 

wenn sie die Pflicht erfüllen. 
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5. Ein Wächter der Druiden (Bass) und Chor der Wächter der Druiden (Recitative) 

 

Diese dumpfen Pfaffenchristen, 

lasst uns keck sie überlisten! 

Mit dem Teufel, den sie fabeln, 

wollen wir sie selbst erschrecken. 

Kommt! Kommt mit Zacken und mit Gabeln, 

und mit Glut und Klapperstöcken 

lärmen wir bei nächt’ger Weile 

durch die engen Felsenstrecken! 

Kauz und Eule, 

Heul’ in unser Rundgeheule, 

kommt!Kommt! Kommt! 

 

 

6. Chor der Wächter der Druiden und des Heidenvolkes (Allegro molto) 

 

Kommt mit Zacken und mit Gabeln 

wie der Teufel, den sie fabeln, 

und mit wilden Klapperstöcken 

durch die engen Felsenstrecken! 

Kauz und Eule, 

heul in unser Rundgeheule. 

Kommt! Kommt! Kommt! 

 

 

7. Der Priester (Bariton) und Chor der Druiden und des Heidenvolkes (Andante maestoso) 

 

So weit gebracht, 

dass wir bei Nacht 

Allvater heimlich singen! 

Doch ist es Tag, 

sobald man mag 

ein reines Herz dir bringen. 

Du kannst zwar heut’ 

und manche Zeit 



 

290 
 

dem Feinde viel erlauben. 

Die Flamme reinigt sich vom Rauch: 

So reinig’ unsern Glauben! 

Und raubt man uns den alten Brauch, 

Dein Licht, wer will es rauben? 

 

 

8. Ein christlicher Wächter (Tenor) und Chor der christlichen Wächter (Allegro molto) 

 

Hilf, ach hilf mir, Kriegsgeselle! 

Ach, es kommt die ganze Hölle! 

Sieh’, wie die verhexten Leiber 

durch und durch von Flamme glühen! 

Menschen-Wölf’ und Drachen-Weiber, 

die im Flug vorüberziehen! 

Welch entsetzliches Getöse! 

Lasst uns, lasst uns alle fliehen! 

Oben flammt und saust der Böse. 

Aus dem Boden 

dampfet rings ein Höllenbroden. 

Lasst uns flieh’n! 

 

 

9. Der Priester (Bariton) und allgemeiner Chor der Druiden und des Heidenvolkes (Andante 

maestoso) 

 

Die Flamme reinigt sich vom Rauch; 

so reinig’ unsern Glauben! 

Und raubt man uns den alten Brauch, 

dein Licht, wer kann es rauben? 
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I.1a   Jacob Ruisdael: Waterfall in front of a Castle Mount 

I.1b   Jacob Ruisdael: Abbey 

I.1c   Jacob Ruisdael: Jewish Cemetery 

I.2   Rembrandt van Rijn: The Adoration of the Shepherds 

I.3a/b/c  Façade of the Hochschule für Bildende Künste, Dresden 

I.4   Lay-out of the Königliche Gemäldegalerie Alte Meister (1850). 

I.5   Jan van Goyen: Landscape with a Village Scene   

 

II.1    Caspar David Friedrich: Tetschen Altarpiece 

II.2a/b/c  Caspar David Friedrich: Jahreszeiten (sketches) 

II.3a   Caspar David Friedrich: Summer Landscape with Dead Oak 

II.3b   Caspar David Friedrich: Procession at Sunrise 

II.4a   Caspar David Friedrich: View from the Artist’s Studio, Left Window 

II.4b   Caspar David Friedrich: View from the Artist’s Studio, Right Window 

II.5   Caspar David Friedrich: Arctic Shipwreck 

II.6   Théodore Géricault: Raft of Medusa 

II.7   Caspar David Friedrich: Trees and Bushes in the Snow 

II.8   Caspar David Friedrich: Ulrich von Hutten’s Tomb 

II.9   Caspar David Friedrich: Two Men Contemplating the Moon 

II.10   Caspar David Friedrich: Landscape with Pavilion 

II.11   Caspar David Friedrich: Tomb of Ancient Heroes 

II.12   Caspar David Friedrich: The Chasseur in the Forest 

II.13   Caspar David Friedrich: Monk by the Sea 

II.14   Caspar David Friedrich: Sunrise over the Riesen Mountains 

II.15   Caspar David Friedrich: Ruin of Eldena with a Burial 

II.16a   Caspar David Friedrich: High Mountains 

II.16b   Caspar David Friedrich: The Watzmann 

II.17   Vincent Van Gogh: Window of Vincent’s Studio at St Paul’s Hospital 

II.18   Vincent Van Gogh: Crows over Wheatfield 

II.19   Caspar David Friedrich: Hill and Ploughed Field near Dresden 
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III.1  Viktor Heideloff: Schiller, 1778 im Bopserwald seinen Freunden die 

„Räuber“ vorlesend 

III.2   Caspar David Friedrich: Final Scene from Schiller’s ‘Die Räuber’ 

III.3  Wilfried Minks and Peter Zadek: Stage design for Schiller’s Die Räuber 

III.4a  Joseph & Peter Schaffer: first of six etches, possibly of the 

Uraufführung of Die Zauberflöte 

III.4b   Karl Friedrich Schinkel: Die Zauberflöte, I.1: Felsichte Gegend 

III.4c   Simon Quaglio: Die Zauberflöte, I.1: Felsichte Gegend 

III.5a   J. Quaglio: Die Zauberflöte, I.6: Auftritt der Königin der Nacht 

III.5b  Karl Friedrich Schinkel: Die Zauberflöte, I.6: Sternenhalle der Königin 

der Nacht 

III.5c  Simon Quaglio: Die Zauberflöte, I.6: Erscheinung der Königin der 

Nacht 

III.6a   Karl Friedrich Schinkel: Die Zauberflöte, II.26: Kurzer Garten 

III.6b   Simon Quaglio: Die Zauberflöte, II.26: Kurzer Garten 

III.7a  Joseph & Peter Schaffer: sixth of six etches, possibly of the 

Uraufführung of Die Zauberflöte 

III.7b   Angelo I. Quaglio: Eintrag zur Feuer- und Wasserprobe 

III.7c  Karl Friedrich Schinkel: Die Zauberflöte, II.28: Feuer- und 

Wasserprobe 

III.7d   Simon Quaglio: Die Zauberflöte, II.28: Feuer- und Wasserprobe 

III.8a   J. Quaglio: Die Zauberflöte, II.30: Sonnentempel 

III.8b  Karl Friedrich Schinkel: Die Zauberflöte, II.30: Schlussdekoration: Der 

Sonnentempel Sarastros 

III.8c   Simon Quaglio. Die Zauberflöte, II.30: Sonnentempel 

III.9   Pierre Audi: Scene from Die Zauberflöte 

III.10   David Pountey and Johan Engels: Stage design for Die Zauberflöte 

 

IV.1   FMB: music score Symphony IV (Italian), second movement, opening 

IV.2a   FMB: Stubenkammer (Rügen Island) 

IV.2b    Caspar David Friedrich: Chalk Cliffs on Rügen 

IV.3   FMB: Thun, July 9, 1847. 
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IV.4a/b  FMB: Views of Durham Cathedral 

IV.5   FMB: Florence 

IV.6   FMB: Lausanne  

IV.7   FMB: Rheinfall bei Schaffhausen Hotel Weber 

IV.8   FMB: Interlaken 

IV.9   FMB: Frankfurt 

IV.10    FMB: Interlaken mit Genast 

IV.11 FMB: Wengern Alp    

IV.12a   FMB: Unterseen 

IV.12b   FMB: Chamouny 
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