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 My dissertation is a study of the German landscape painting of the turn of the 18th and 19th 

centuries. It is specifically  concerned with the question of how, in German Romanticism, the 

landscape became a locus and an instrument of self-knowledge.

 My examination of the changes in landscape painting can be summarised thus: the landscape 

painting was no longer a picture of the landscape, the emphasis shifted from the landscape to the 

image. Particularly in some landscape paintings of German Romanticism, the relationship between 

world and man, the human predicament is not only  examined, but, in addition, that very 

examination itself is thematised and represented.

Part I: The landscape

 In Part I, I review the concepts and interrelations of nature, landscape and landscape 

painting. It is important to note here that there is no such thing as a landscape in itself. The role of 

human beings is an essential feature of the conceptual difference between nature and landscape; it is 

a fundamental characteristic of the landscape that it always presents a fragment of nature as 

something. It is impossible to conceive of a landscape without the person who sees it as a 

landscape, takes it  for a landscape and presents it as a landscape. That  is why I discuss the essays of 

Georg Simmel, Joachim Ritter and Alain Roger (among others) in greater detail.

 In order to perceive the piece of nature presented in the landscape painting as a landscape, 

we need to be able to go out into it from somewhere else, to arrive into it from an alien 

environment: that is to say, we need the awareness of being a stranger to it. It follows from that that 

we need to have a view in order to perceive (concealed) nature as a landscape. That concept of view 

can serve as a focus for all the criteria required for seeing-as-landscape, and the concept has all of 

these components: an object (nature), which is interpreted by a spectator (subject) by  defining his 

own position (being outside). So the nature that appears in the landscape painting is encountered by 

the spectator as a landscape. The view is an instrument of that interpretation from outside, which is 

in fact not merely a theoretical formulation, but has a very  specific aspect in aesthetics and the 

history of art that will be decisive for the definition of the landscape painting, namely the line of the 

horizon.

 In Part I, all of this is supported by a reconstruction of the original reception and an analysis 

of the famous painting by  Caspar David Friedrich, “Monk by the Sea”.  The most important thing to 

note here is that the novel feature of the piece is not a novel choice of viewpoint, but its very 

dissolution. Friedrich’s landscape presents the immensity  of the world in a manner that hardly 
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allows us to notice the fine turn: the subject of the painting is no longer the landscape, but infinity 

itself.

 The analysis of the painting leads to the clear recognition of one of the important realisations 

of Romanticism: it is impossible to represent pure nature, therefore the picture can at best only 

present a relationship to nature (and not merely the landscape). Nature, impossible to present in 

itself, can only be represented in some interpretation, from some personal point of view (a 

landscape painting), and when it becomes the requirement to let pure nature play the main role in 

that landscape – which, as we have seen, is impossible, as subjectivity cannot be eliminated from 

the process of representation – the solution presented itself: the relationship to nature should 

become the real theme of the painting. The Romantic landscape, by  intending to liberate nature – 

and recognising the power of nature – facilitated a manner of representation that would also 

represent its relationship  with the subject. Therefore the landscape painting is not merely a picture 

of the landscape, a representation of nature, but also a mirror that  reflects the judgments about  it. 

And, naturally, the interpreting subject is an indispensable part of that judgment, that interpretation.

Part II: The subject

Therefore, Part II focuses on the subject. Perceiving nature as aesthetic, i.e. as a landscape requires 

distance, alienation, unnaturalness. A distance which aids man’s self-interpretation in the process of 

separation, as noted by the young Schelling in his investigations of the philosopy of nature in 1797 

– but I could also mention Heidegger’s 1939 essay on physis and Heinrich Lützeler’s 1950 analysis 

of the landscape painting.

 Positioning oneself through the landscape, grasping nature leads to the necessity of going 

out. As one goes out into the landscape, the landscape will influence the viewer: the phenomenon of 

nature gives rise to feelings to be examined, emotions related to the landscape, whose analysis will 

aid the subject in recognising his own position. This is already apparent in the very earliest 

instances of appreciating the landscape, for example Petrarch’s famed Ascent of Mont Ventoux, but 

it is also evident in Rousseau’s Reveries of a Solitary Walker, in Schiller’s The Walk or Büchner’s 

Lenz.

 In order to understand the emotional reactions generated by the landscape I believe it is 

worth examining the history  of the “taming” of the Alps, in which an obstacle to overcome and a 

pointless, useless area of no agricultural utility became a popular, entrancing and sublime aesthetic 

experience. So the aesthetics of the Alps are closely related to the birth of the sublime. The story 
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leads from Haller through Addison and Shaftesbury  to the end of the 18th century  and the landscape 

painters of Romanticism. But there is also a reason of a “political” nature: increasing the value of 

the irregular, originally repulsive and frightening, later sublime Alps and northern landscapes can be 

seen as a sort of compensation for the loss of harmonious Mediterranean landscapes. Southern 

landscapes and the northern ones characterised by chaotic mountains relate to each other as the 

beautiful does to the sublime. That is how, alongside the Mediterranean, the northern landscape also 

became aesthetically valuable, what’s more, even more capable than the Mediterranean one of 

moving the spectator.

 That experience of being moved required going out, even if going out “into nature”, leaving 

the town and civilization in a certain sense was by no means a frequent endeavour until the Middle 

Ages, or in fact until the 18th century. At the same time, the Romantic gaze had the very result that, 

with the recognition of the existence of the depths of the soul and the terrors lurking in the depths,  

outer nature could become not  only an analogy but also a complement to inner nature. The outer 

and the inner are therefore parallel and contrary at once: they are equally “infinite”, yet their 

relationship  is not exhausted by  that simple parallel, as the outer actually became an opportunity for 

fleeing the inner. So going out into nature, the Romantic experiment of grasping nature as landscape 

was at the same time the experience of a state in which salvation was offered by experiencing the 

impenetrable and transcendent nature of infinite nature in its pure innocence. Therefore the 

relationship  between nature and “human nature” also furnished an opportunity to flee, after the loss 

of original – real or presumed – harmony with outer nature – from the demons recognised in the 

inner to the outer, which retained its innocence. And that can be interpreted as a real turning point, 

as the outer, which had hitherto been avoided on account of its dangers, became the true resting 

place, and the experience of tranquillity in the outer lead to the purification of the inner.

 In addition to experiencing this, the creator of the truly  Romantic landscape would also have 

the responsibility of transmitting it. And that explains the importance of those pictures in which the 

painter himself appears in the landscape, either in person, as in portraits, or as an artist in general, 

working “in the landscape”. In excursions analysing the role of graphic art in Romanticism and the 

beginnings of en plein air painting, I review the specific technical aspects of that development.

Part III: The transformation of the image

 In Part III, the focus is on an analysis of the perception and operation of the Romantic 

landscape. We must once more start with the subject, and the consideration of a special aspect, the 
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relationship  of looking out. Looking out definitely  holds forth the distance between the object and 

the subject viewing it. The person looking out is aware that he is looking out from somewhere, that 

is to say that his view is impeded by something that cannot be bridged.

 It is no accident that this idea and its visual correlates are found during the time of 

Romanticism, as it was by  then that the notion of the failure of directly  reaching and grasping 

nature, the feeling of remaining outside forever had been perfected. The central issue will be the 

analysis of externality (and its elimination), the questioning of the instruments that may mediate 

between the subject and “outer” nature. As visual parallels to this, we may mention works in which 

the subject-object problem is primarily  raised in relation to the thematisation of the gaze – these are 

primarily  pieces that deal with the contrast between being inside and outside. As examples, I 

mention the paintings from the period that  feature windows and caves, as they share the feature of 

being concerned with the impossibility of passage and of gaining knowledge.

 The impossibility  of direct  access implies that in the process of painting, the Romantic 

landscape painting presents the experience of the infinity  of nature. The infinity of the human soul, 

discovered by Romanticism, is intertwined with the contemplation of the infinity of nature. The 

outer infinity  “resonates” in the inner of the spectator. The contemplation of infinity touches the 

person viewing the landscape, indeed, it is an experience of elemental power. We know countless 

examples and notes about that from the young Goethe through Friedrich to Carus. The experience 

of infinity invokes the same emotions in the image as it does in the landscape itself. In the case of 

the Romantic landscape, for instance in the paintings of Friedrich, there appears an opposition to the 

unfathomable and an attempt at grasping it.

 What’s more, in relation to that issue, Friedrich’s relationship with Schleiermacher is 

particularly important. Their sensitivity to and their interest in the unique, the uniqueness of things 

was one of their most important points of connection. The key is once more hidden in the concept 

of effect. Viewing the unique being does not assist the seeker in gaining knowledge of the real in 

itself, but through its effect. It  is the interpretation of that effect that  leads to constant self-

interpretation, an ever improving understanding of the viewer’s own position.

 In the same way with the landscape painting, the emotions evoked by viewing the painting 

are not born of nature but of the image, and it is the analysis of that  that urges the viewer to make a 

judgment. That is how the independent work of art, now divorced from its creator, his visual 

experience, emotions and relationship, addresses its viewer. The power of the image is in showing 

forth the double relationship. But that certainly  does not appear in the painting, as it is not a mere 
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illustration of a feeling –much rather, it  arises between the viewer and the work, in the process of its 

being viewed.

 Therefore the self-knowledge and self-interpretation of the subject is aided by the discovery 

of Romanticism that it is not the relationship to the theme of the work of art but rather the 

relationship  to the work of art itself that may lead us to ourselves. And the transfer of the power of 

the image outside the image, into the space between the viewer and the picture, would become the 

par excellence Romantic form of the subject’s seeking a place for itself in the world, its reflection 

and self-interpretation.

 Viewing unattainable infinity in the image – which resonates with the inner infinity of the 

viewer – leads to a respect for Him that the viewer respects in the infinite. During its viewing, the 

painting mediates between the viewer appearing in it and the viewer viewing the painting itself. It is 

the contract between the proximity and distance of subject and object that counts, the contrast 

between being within it and being outside it. The landscape painting, as a work of art, is 

immediately in front of the viewer, yet the landscape depicted in it demonstrates with its infinite 

inaccessibility. And that is analogous to the feeling of the figure “going out” into nature, who goes 

“out” in vain. He surrounded by nature, yet it remains out of reach.
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