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The Highlights
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Caspar David Friedrich was born the sixth of ten children on 5 September 1774, in Greifswald, Swedish Pomerania, on the Baltic coast of Germany.
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Rear view of the birthplace of Caspar David Friedrich, 1844
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The birthplace today
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Friedrich’s parents: Adolph Gottlieb Friedrich and ‘Mutter Heiden’
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Caspar David Friedrich as a young man by J. L. Lund, 1800


THE HIGHLIGHTS
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In this section, a sample of Friedrich’s most celebrated works is provided, with concise introductions, special ‘detail’ reproductions and additional biographical images.


SELF PORTRAIT, 1800
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Born in Greifswald, Swedish Pomerania, on the Baltic coast of Germany in 1774, Caspar David Friedrich was brought up in the strict Lutheran creed of his father, Adolf Gottlieb Friedrich, a candle-maker and soap boiler. Friedrich endured a tragic childhood, becoming familiar with death from an early age. His mother, Sophie Dorothea Bechly, died in 1781 when he was just seven. A year later, his sister Elisabeth died, while a second sister, Maria, succumbed to typhus in 1791. However, the most severe tragedy of his childhood was the 1787 death of his younger brother Johann Christoffer, who fell through the ice of a frozen lake and drowned, while trying to rescue Caspar David, who was struggling on the ice. The harrowing event would have a lasting psychological impact on the character and life of the artist.

Showing an early flair for drawing, Friedrich began his formal study of art in 1790 as a private student of artist Johann Gottfried Quistorp at the University of Greifswald. Quistorp would often take his students on outdoor drawing excursions, fostering an early interest in Friedrich for sketching from life outdoors. Through Quistorp, Friedrich met and was subsequently influenced by the theologian Ludwig Gotthard Kosegarten, who taught that through nature we could see evidence of God’s existence. Kosegarten would call nature ‘Christ’s Bible’. An isolated figure living in natural surroundings, removed from the material world, Kosegarten believed it was possible to see in natural forms the revelation of Christianity. Kosegarten would have a profound influence on Friedrich and other Romantic painters of his age, inspiring artists to look at nature as a sign of religious creation.

Four years later, Friedrich entered the prestigious Academy of Copenhagen, where he began his education by making copies of casts from antique sculptures before proceeding to draw from life. Living in Copenhagen afforded the young painter access to the Royal Picture Gallery’s collection of seventeenth century Dutch landscape painting. At the Academy he studied under teachers such as Christian August Lorentzen and the landscape painter Jens Juel. These artists were inspired by the Sturm und Drang movement and represented a midpoint between the dramatic intensity and expressive manner of the budding Romantic aesthetic and the waning neo-classical ideal. Mood was paramount and influence was drawn from such sources as the Icelandic legend of Edda, the poems of Ossian and Norse mythology.

By 1804 Friedrich had produced eighteen etchings and four woodcuts, apparently made in small numbers and only distributed to friends. Despite these forays into other media, he gravitated toward working primarily with ink, watercolour and sepias. The chalk drawing Self Portrait, 1800 portrays the artist at the age of twenty-six and was completed while he was still studying at the Royal Academy in Copenhagen. The drawing reveals the face of a sensitive looking young man, whose head turned to the right gives the impression that he watches us warily. During this time the artist was beginning to experience personal problems, suffering a particularly serious bout of depression. One report, which surfaced after the artist’s death, suggests that he in fact tried to commit suicide by cutting his throat with a knife.  This has now been given as the reason why shortly after 1800 the artist grew large bushy side whiskers, in order to hide the scar left by the failed suicide attempt. From now on, no self portrait by Friedrich would reveal an open view of the artist’s neck.
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Ludwig Gotthard Kosegarten (1758-1818), a German poet and Lutheran preacher, whose teachings would have a lasting impression on Friedrich


THE TETSCHEN ALTAR
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Friedrich settled permanently in Dresden in 1798. His university tutor, Johann Gottfried Quistorp had introduced him to the work of the German seventeenth century artist Adam Elsheimer, whose paintings often included religious subjects dominated by landscape and nocturnal subjects. Landscapes would soon become the young artist’s preferred subject, inspired by frequent trips to the Baltic coast, Bohemia, the Krkonoše and the Harz Mountains. Mostly based on the landscapes of northern Germany, his paintings present views of woods, hills, harbours, morning mists and other light effects based on the close observation of nature. These works were modelled on sketches and studies of scenic spots, such as the cliffs on Rügen, the surroundings of Dresden and the river Elbe. He executed his studies almost exclusively in pencil, even providing topographical information. 

Friedrich’s first major canvas, The Tetschen Altar, also known as The Cross in the Mountains, breaks with the tradition of representing the crucifixion in altarpieces by depicting the scene as a landscape. It was commissioned by the Countess of Thun for her family’s chapel in Tetschen, Bohemia and completed in 1807, being exhibited the following year in a frame that the artist made himself. It was to be one of the few commissions Friedrich received during his career. The altar panel depicts a gilded cross, in profile at the top of a mountain, alone, and surrounded by German and Austrian pine trees. The cross reaches the highest point in the pictorial plane, but is presented from an oblique and a distant viewpoint. 

The work was first exhibited on Christmas Day, 1808 and though it was generally coldly received, it was nevertheless Friedrich’s first painting to receive wide publicity. The artist’s friends publicly defended the work, while art critic Basilius von Ramdohr published a lengthy article rejecting Friedrich’s use of landscape in such a context; he wrote that it would be “a veritable presumption, if landscape painting were to sneak into the church and creep onto the altar”. Ramdohr fundamentally challenged the concept that pure landscape painting could convey explicit meaning. Friedrich responded with a programme describing his intentions. In his 1809 commentary on the painting, he compared the rays of the evening sun to the light of the Holy Father. The sinking of the sun suggests that the era when God revealed himself directly to man has passed. This statement marked the only time Friedrich recorded a detailed interpretation of his own work.

For the first time in Christian art, an altarpiece was conceived in terms of a pure landscape. The cross, viewed obliquely from behind, is an insignificant element in the composition. More important are the dominant rays of the evening sun. The mountain is believed to symbolise the artist’s immovable faith, while the fir trees serve as an allegory of hope. Up until this time, landscape was never considered a major theme for high art, as artists tended to regard landscape secondary to the drama of man related in historical, biblical or mythological subjects. What was so controversial and innovative about Friedrich’s approach in The Tetschen Altar is how landscape is the primary focus of the canvas. The beauty of nature confirms the existence of God and so can stand confident of deserving its own primary focus.
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A study for the canvas, August 1799
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Another preparatory drawing, April 1807
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‘Christ on the Cross’ by Lucas Cranach, c. 1530–1535 — a likely source of inspiration


MOUNTAIN LANDSCAPE WITH RAINBOW
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Following the controversy of The Tetschen Altar, Friedrich continued to explore landscape subjects in his canvases. These paintings were notable for effects dominant in the depiction of light, and of the illumination of sun and moon on clouds and water, presenting optical phenomena peculiar to the Baltic coast that had never before been painted with such emphasis. Soon, recognition of his work meant that Friedrich was elected a member of the Berlin Academy, following the purchase of two paintings by the Prussian Crown Prince in 1810. 

Mountain Landscape with Rainbow, completed that year, was inspired by the artist’s 1809 travels through Germany and along the shores of the Baltic Sea. His observation of nature in his travels allowed him to compose a universal, idyllic landscape that is visionary rather than literal. In the foreground a wayfarer has stopped to rest and it is believed that the figure is a self portrait. He turns his gaze to the background, where a black abyss opens up. In those depths a few mountains can be glimpsed. Above the landscape, a rainbow forms in the waning light. The contemplation of the beauty and sublime power of nature would become a dominant theme throughout the artist’s career.

Paintings with a sharp contrast between the foreground and background are common in Friedrich’s oeuvre, as the separation tends to symbolise the spiritual and physical planes of existence. In Mountain Landscape with Rainbow the sun in the foreground illuminates the foliage and the clothes of the traveller, while in contrast the darkness of night fills the rest of the image. The opposites of day and night, and of spirit and matter, are unified by a rainbow, which in the Biblical account of Noah’s ark represented the covenant between God and humanity.
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Rosenberg, seen from Goldberg


THE MONK BY THE SEA
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Painted between 1808 and 1810 in Dresden, The Monk by the Sea was first exhibited along with The Abbey in the Oakwood in the Berlin Academy exhibition of 1810, with the former painting being hung above the latter. After the exhibition both paintings were purchased by King Frederick Wilhelm III for his collection. Today, they are displayed side by side in Berln’s Alte Nationalgalerie.

The Monk by the Sea is a radical composition, showing little concern for creating an illusion of depth, a traditional aspect of landscape painting, as the image presents the open view of a broad expanse of sea and sky, with a comparatively small figure of a monk standing by the shore, contemplating the vastness of nature and the presence of God. The single figure is dressed in a long garment, with his chin on one hand, as he stands on a low dune sprinkled with grass. The monk is almost fully turned away from the viewer, as he surveys a rough sea and a gray, blank sky that dominate about three quarters of the canvas. 

Friedrich’s landscapes were usually designed and painted in his studio, while using freely drawn plein air sketches, from which he chose the most evocative elements to integrate into an expressive composition. The Monk by the Sea reveals evidence of this reductive process, as Friedrich removed elements from the canvas after they were painted. X-rays have revealed that he had initially painted two small sailing ships on the horizon, which he later removed. He continued to modify the details of the painting right up until its exhibition — to the sky’s grey was added blue, with stars and a moon — but the basic composition always remained the same.

Following its exhibition at the Berlin Academy, the painting generated much controversy and criticism. As the composition lacks a repoussoir — a framing device that leads the viewer’s gaze into the image — the emptiness of the foreground was deemed as too overwhelming. Critics argued that a viewer of the painting suffered difficulty in relating himself to the picture’s space. The monk is cut off from us spatially and existentially, and there are no traditional landscape elements that might soften the effect between us and the figure. 

In the month of the exhibition, German Romantic author Clemens Brentano submitted an article on the painting to the Berliner Abendblätter, a new daily journal edited by his friend Heinrich von Kleist. The piece, titled “Different Feelings about a Seascape by Friedrich on which is a Capuchin Monk”, was critical of the work, but Kleist substantially revised Brentano’s text to produce an article sympathetic to Friedrich’s painting. Kleist’s commentary has become a central element in discussion of the painting and of Friedrich; the two men are seen as at odds with the aesthetic of the more conventional German Romantics, in which Brentano was firmly entrenched.

For later generations of artists, The Monk by the Sea would have a lasting impact due to its innovative approach to perspective and spatial depth. The canvas inspired responses from Gustave Courbet and James Abbott McNeill Whistler in the nineteenth century. In The Coast near Palavas, Gustave Courbet presents us with a view of a lone figure, depicted as a seeker, similarly exposed and looking out to sea. Meanwhile, the expressionist painter Franz Marc’s Horse in a Landscape bears formal similarities with The Monk by the Sea.
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Gustave Courbet’s ‘The Coast near Palavas’, 1854


THE ABBEY IN THE OAK WOOD
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Friedrich began work on The Abbey in the Oakwood in June 1809 after a stay in Rügen, Neubrandenburg. This imposing image reveals a procession of monks, with some bearing a coffin, heading toward the gate of a ruined Gothic church in the centre of the painting. Only two candles light the monks’ way, while a newly dug grave yawns out of the snow in the foreground, near which several crosses can be faintly seen. The lower third of the image lies in darkness, as only the highest part of the ruins and the tips of the leafless oaks are lit by the setting sun; a waxing crescent moon appears in the sky.

Eldena Abbey, a former Cistercian monastery near the present town of Greifswald in Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, was the model for the abbey in the canvas. It may well have had a personal meaning for Friedrich, as it was destroyed during the Thirty Years War by invading Swedish troops, who later used bricks from the abbey to construct fortifications. In the painting Friedrich draws a parallel between those actions and the use of Greifswald churches as barracks by occupying French soldiers. The funeral, therefore, could serve as a symbol of “the burial of Germany’s hopes for resurrection”.
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Eldena Abbey, a former Cistercian monastery near the present town of Greifswald in Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, Germany


THE CHASSEUR IN THE WOODS
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After Napoleon’s victory in the Battle of Jena-Auerstedt in 1806, Friedrich remained in Saxony, which was in an alliance with France. Dresden was repeatedly the scene of armed events, occupied by French, Prussians and Russians. The artist was a supporter of a national liberation movement and his attitude increased to a heightened hatred of the French, which he shared in Dresden with like-minded people, including Heinrich von Kleist, Ernst Moritz Arndt and Theodor Körner in their circle. 

The Chasseur in the Woods is Friedrich’s most political painting, which he commenced work on in the summer of 1813 and displayed in the Exhibition of Patriotic Art mounted in Dresden in March the following year. With the canvas, Friedrich provided the information that the lost chasseur (French soldier) was listening to the sound of his own funeral dirge, being sung by the raven on the tree stump. The image boasts an oppressive sense of solitude, as the soldier stops for a moment in the forest clearing. We can glimpse the tracks he has left in the snow, though these will soon disappear, just as the man’s presence will be short-lived. Few viewers at the exhibition would fail to note the hopelessness of the scene, serving as a model of the collapse of the Napoleonic arm to the rigours of the Russian winter. In the previous winter Napoleon and his Grande Armée had starved and suffered from the onset of the Russian Winter, following the disastrous retreat from Moscow; the event would lead to Napoleon’s eventual downfall. The tall fir trees in the composition, standing in closed ranks, most likely symbolise the German patriots, while the young pines near the tree stumps in the foreground could represent the post-war generation.
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Grave times for heroes, 1812 — another political canvas produced by Friedrich at the same time
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‘Napoleon's Retreat’ by Vasily Vereshchagin


HUTTEN’S TOMB
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The following 1823 canvas, now located in Weimar’s Klassik Stiftung, reveals the atmospheric setting of a Gothic ruin, decorated in shades of brown, with a stone sarcophagus in the choir of the church. Beside the sarcophagus, a hunched man stands in uniform, wearing an old German beret, leaning on his sword. The walls of the ruin are overgrown with vegetation, including white blooming flowers, shrubs and thistle. The grave vault is broken, as a butterfly hovers above the opening. The pedestal on the sarcophagus bears the inscription “Hutten, Jahn 1813, Arndt 1813, Stein 1813, Görres 1821, D … 1821 and F.:.” This image represents a memorial to the humanist and knight Ulrich von Hutten (1488-1523), a contemporary of Luther, who was forced to flee his native Germany. Friedrich’s portrayal of Hutten’s Tomb conveys his fervent declaration of allegiance to the ideals of the Wars of Liberation and German nationalism, while demonstrating national pride for the Gothic ruins. 

Hutten’s Grave was exhibited in 1826 in Berlin and Hamburg with the affixed note, stating that the selling price is determined for “the needy of the Greek War of Independence”. The canvas alludes to the political situation of 1823, in reference to the 300th birthday of Ulrich von Hutten. 


[image: img58.jpg]


[image: img59.png]

Detail


[image: img60.png]

Detail


[image: img61.png]

Detail


[image: img62.png]

Detail


[image: img63.jpg]

Ulrich von Hutten (1488-1523) was a German scholar, poet, satirist and reformer. He was an outspoken critic of the Roman Catholic Church and a bridge between the Renaissance humanists and the Lutheran Reformation.


WOMAN BEFORE THE SETTING SUN

[image: img64.jpg]

On 21 January 1818, Friedrich married Caroline Bommer, the twenty-five-year-old daughter of a dyer from Dresden, who was nineteen years his junior. The couple had three children, with their first, Emma, arriving in 1820. Physiologist and painter Carl Gustav Carus notes in his biographical essays that the marriage did not impact significantly on either Friedrich’s life or personality, yet his canvases from this period display a new sense of levity, while his palette is brighter and less austere. Human figures appear with increasing frequency, which Siegel interprets as a reflection that “the importance of human life, particularly his family, now occupies his thoughts more and more, and his friends, his wife, and his townspeople appear as frequent subjects in his art.”

Friedrich’s paintings commonly employed the Rückenfigur — a person seen from behind, contemplating an awe-inspiring view of nature. The viewer is encouraged to place himself in the position of the Rückenfigur, by which means we experience the sublime potential of nature. Unlike a portrait that faces the viewer, Friedrich’s innovative technique encourages the viewer to ask themselves questions about the faceless figures. We immediately begin to imagine and consider what they might look like from the front and an element of mystery continues to build. The technique would also create an element of mystery in the piece, as we are not able to see the emotions registered on the figures’ faces and so are unable to know their precise reaction to the scene before them. This uncertainty regarding the figure encourages us to identify more with their position in the canvas, sharing an objective association with the figure, allowing us to contemplate the scene in greater depth.

The woman depicted from the back in Woman Before the Setting Sun, completed shortly after Friedrich’s wedding, is most likely a depiction of the artist’s new wife. The female figure stands in the exact centre of the canvas, contemplating the divine light of the setting evening sun. The painting is a strictly symmetrical composition, suffused with warm reddish tones, balanced by the woman’s ruby earrings. She is poised in an elaborate gesture, her arms outstretched as she beholds the wonder of the sunset. Her dramatic expression conveys her awe of the sight before her. Much debate still surrounds the composition as to whether it represents a sunrise or a sunset, with no true intention being revealed in any surviving documentation by the hand of Friedrich. However, the ambiguous nature of this interpretation could be said to intensify the striking emotional impact of the image.
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Caroline Friedrich (Bommer), 1824
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‘Woman by the Window’, 1822 — another painting by Friedrich believed to depict his wife


WANDERER ABOVE THE SEA OF FOG
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The visualisation and portrayal of landscape in an entirely new manner was Friedrich’s key innovation. He sought not just to explore the blissful enjoyment of a beautiful view, as in the classic conception, but rather to examine an instant moment of sublimity, a reunion with the spiritual self through the contemplation of nature. Friedrich was instrumental in transforming landscape in art from a backdrop subordinated to human drama to a self-contained emotive subject. In aesthetics, the sublime (from the Latin sublimis) is the quality of greatness, whether physical, moral, intellectual, metaphysical, aesthetic, spiritual or artistic. The term especially refers to a greatness beyond all possibility of calculation, measurement, or imitation. The development of the concept of the sublime as an aesthetic quality in nature distinct from beauty was first brought into prominence in the eighteenth century in the writings of Anthony Ashley-Cooper, third earl of Shaftesbury, and John Dennis, in expressing an appreciation of the fearful and irregular forms of external nature, and Joseph Addison’s synthesis of concepts of the sublime in The Spectator, and later the Pleasures of the Imagination. All three Englishmen had, within the span of several years, made the journey across the Alps and commented in their writings of the horrors and harmony of the experience, expressing a contrast of aesthetic qualities.

Widely regarded as Friedrich’s masterpiece, Wanderer above the Sea of Fog was completed in 1818 and currently resides in the Kunsthalle Hamburg. It portrays a solitary walker standing in the foreground upon a rocky precipice, once again with his back to the viewer. The figure is wrapped in a dark green overcoat and grips a walking stick in his right hand. His hair caught in the wind, the wanderer gazes out on a landscape covered in a thick sea of fog. In the middle ground, several other ridges, similar to the one on which wanderer himself stands, jut out from the mass. Through the wreaths of fog, forests of trees can be glimpsed on escarpments. In the far distance, faded mountains rise in the left, gently levelling off into lowland plains in the east. Beyond, the pervading fog stretches out indefinitely, eventually joining with the horizon and becoming indistinguishable from the cloud-filled sky. The mystery of the sublime is characterised by the fog, which cloaks the scene in half-hidden wonder.

The painting is composed of various elements from the Elbe Sandstone Mountains in Saxony and Bohemia, which the artist sketched in the field and later rearranged in his studio for the oil painting. In the background to the right is the Zirkelstein, while to the left we can see either the Rosenberg or the Kaltenberg mountains. The rocks on which the traveller stands are a group on the Kaiserkrone.

Wanderer above the Sea of Fog has sparked numerous interpretations over the years. Some view the canvas as an allegory, where reaching the summit is a goal of life, which once attained, allows us a transcendent look into the future. The painting can also be seen as an image metaphor for life and the premonition of death; or the relationship between man and the terrible power of God, represented by nature. The fact that the figure wears a frock coat, whose cut can be interpreted as Old German costume, leaves room for political interpretation, making the wanderer a German patriot, suggesting a nationalistic message. 
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The Elbe valley in Bohemian Switzerland. The mountains on the horizon lie in Saxony.
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The pedestal believed to have been used in the canvas as the ledge on which the wandered stands.


CHALK CLIFFS ON RÜGEN 
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The following canvas depicts a scene that took place during Friedrich’s honeymoon in July and August 1818, when he and his wife visited relatives in Neubrandenburg and Greifswald. From there, they undertook an excursion to the island of Rügen, accompanied by Friedrich’s brother Christian. The painting appears as a celebration of the couple’s union, illustrating a view from the chalk cliffs of the Stubbenkammer, at that time one of the most famous lookout points on the island. It is frequently but incorrectly believed that the Wissower Klinken outcrops in particular were a model for the painting; however, these did not exist at the time of the painting’s creation, but appeared later due to erosion. Friedrich often composed his landscapes from carefully chosen elements of different sketches, so that a specific location is not necessarily discernible. In the composition, two trees, their leaves covering the upper third of the painting, frame the scenery. Two men and a woman in town clothes gaze in wonder at the view. The thin figure in the middle is usually interpreted as Caspar David Friedrich himself. His hat lies beside him as a sign of humility. He seeks for a foothold in the grass as a symbol of the transience of life and looks into the abyss opening before him. On the right, the man with crossed arms leans against the trunk of a dying tree and looks far out to the sea. The two tiny sailboats stand as symbols for the soul that opens to eternal life and correspond to the figures of the two men. On the left, the woman in a red dress, usually identified as Friedrich’s wife Caroline, sits beside an almost dried-up shrub: only the twigs around her face are leafing out. With her right hand she points either at the abyss or at the flowers bordering it. In contrast to the men, who gaze either at the abyss or into the distance, she communicates with the other figures — whether she feels threatened by the scene or compelled by the natural beauty remains unclear.

The colours of the figure’s clothes are believed to be symbolic, with the middle figure dressed in blue, the colour of faith; the left figure is in red, connoting love; and the right figure is clothed in green, suggesting a sense of hope. Therefore, these three figures can be interpreted as embodiments of the three Christian theological virtues: faith, hope and love.
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Friedrich’s later variation on the theme in watercolour, 1824
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A supposed setting of the scene, Wissower Klinken, today


TWO MEN CONTEMPLATING THE MOON 
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Friedrich painted several versions of this subject, including a variant in which the two figures are a man and a woman (1835). The 1820 version in Dresden’s Galerie Neue Meister is thought to be the original canvas. It depicts a foreground scene of two men on a mountain path, leading up from the centre bottom of the picture to the left. The man on the right wears a grey-green cape and the black beret of the altdeutsche Tracht, while holding a stick in his right hand. The man on the left is somewhat higher on the path and leans on his companion’s shoulder. He is of a slighter build and wears a grey-green frock-coat, from which we can glimpse a white collar; he wears the black cap of an early Burschenschaft, its ribbon tied under his chin. Both men are looking at the waxing moon and the evening star. The scene is framed by an uprooted and moss-grown oak on their right, as the branches reach out to another tree on the left. Both men appear to hover in mutual awe, regarding the serenity of the moonlit night. The painting is noted for its monochromatic shades of brown and grey, reinforcing the impression of solemnity at nightfall.

The Dresden version is generally held to be the original, as it most perfectly exemplifies the golden section in the ratios between the central vertical axis, the perpendicular axis between it and the star, and the other axis running through the older man’s eye. As in many of Friedrich’s landscapes, there is no middle ground. Instead, the earthly scene in the foreground is juxtaposed to the lighted sky; the abyss at the two men’s feet is dramatically stressed through this contrast, which exemplifies the antithetical relationship of rational, palpable earthly space and irrational and sublime infinity. 

Included in 1830 in Johan Christian Dahl’s collection under the title Mondscheinlandschaft. Zwei männliche Figuren betrachten den aufgehenden Halbmond (Moonlit Landscape: Two Male Figures Observing the Rising Half-Moon), the canvas was sold to the Royal Art Gallery in Dresden in 1840 for 80 talers. Dahl had obtained the painting from Friedrich in exchange for a work of his own. Another version, now housed in Berlin, depicting a man and a woman, was at the Salomon art dealership in Dresden in 1922. In 1932 it was shown at the Paul Cassirer gallery in Berlin on loan from the collection of Lulu Böhler in Lucerne, and it was bought that year by the Alte Nationalgalerie from the Fritz Nathan Gallery of Lucerne.
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‘Man and Woman Contemplating the Moon’, Alte Nationalgalerie, 1835
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Study for the canvas: An Oak Tree with Roots, 1809


MORNING
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Housed in Hanover’s Lower Saxony State Museum, the following 1821 canvas forms part of a cycle of four paintings concerning different times of the day. Friedrich was inspired to produce the sequence following a hiking tour of the Harz, the highest mountain range in Northern Germany, with the sculptor Gottlieb Christian Kühn in June 1811. The ‘times of day’ cycle includes Morning, followed by Midday, Afternoon and Evening. In the sequence, Friedrich confines himself to the single subject of the progress of the day, while in Midday and Afternoon there is very little change, other than the change of light and viewpoint of the same setting. 

There is no implication of allegory in the sequence of four paintings, as the artist is focused solely on the subtle changes of landscape at different times. Morning presents what appears to be a summer scene, possibly late summer, as a lone waterman paddles his boat away from his cottage. The building is scarcely seen, covered by the rising mist of the morning, suggesting that the figure is leaving behind the uncertainty of his home and its troubles.  He appears clearly, in relief against the water and mist. The morning’s uncertainties seem about to clear for the man as he begins his day’s labours out amongst the beauties of the natural world.

Friedrich painted the ‘times of day’ sequence between 1820 and 1822 and they were commissioned by the collector Dr. Wilhelm Korte in Halberstadt. From two letters written by Friedrich to Korte in 1821 and 1822, it has been revealed that Morning and Evening were the first canvases to be completed, and that Midday and Afternoon were only commissioned later, after Korte’s appreciation of the first two images, explaining why Midday and Afternoon vary to the other two paintings. Friedrich’s bill came to a total of 25 louis d’or, signalling his rising status as an artist.
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‘Evening’, from the same cycle, c. 1821
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‘Midday’, from the same cycle, c. 1822
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‘Afternoon’, from the same cycle, c. 1822


THE LONELY TREE 
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The Lonely Tree (1822) depicts a panoramic view of a romantic landscape of plains with mountains in the background, while the foreground is dominated by a solitary oak tree. It is believed that the mountains are in the Riesengebirge, now in the Czech Republic, which historically divided Silesia and Bohemia, southeast of Dresden, where Friedrich settled in 1798. The ancient oak stands precisely in the centre of the painting, clearly damaged but still standing. The tree’s branches, dark in silhouette, project into the largely overcast morning sky. Banks of cloud seem to form a dome above the tree. The crown of the tree is dead, and the top of its trunk and two truncated branches resemble a cross. A lone shepherd shelters under the leaf-bearing lower branches, his flock of sheep grazing beside a pond in the wide grassy meadow around the tree. In the middle distance, villages and a town nestle among other trees and bushes. Tree-clad hills pile up into blue-grey mountains in the background.

The canvas was commissioned by the banker and art collector Joachim Heinrich Wilhelm Wagener, together with a second painting, Moonrise by the Sea, intended to create a pair of “times of the day”, depicting morning and evening landscape scenes, in a tradition of Claude Lorrain. The Lonely Tree was completed before November 1822 and has been housed in the Berlin National Gallery since 1861, donated by Wagener as part of its founding collection. It is now held in the Alte Nationalgalerie of the Staatliche Museen in Berlin and remains one of the artist’s most prominent creations.
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Joachim Heinrich Wilhelm Wagener (1782-1861 in Berlin) was a German banker and patron of the arts. His collection formed the initial nucleus of the Alte Nationalgalerie in Berlin.


[image: img113.jpg]

The landscape in the Riesengebirge, including a view of Jeschken


MOONRISE BY THE SEA 
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One of Friedrich’s most enduring images, Moonrise by the Sea was completed in 1822, depicting an evening scene, with three young people, two women side by side and a man further back, sitting on a large boulder by the sea, silhouetted against the sky as they watch the moon rising to the east above a band of clouds. In the distance we can see two sailing vessels, representing the journey of life, ghosting on a light breeze towards the spectators on the shore. For Friedrich, the moon represents a new life in the salvation of Christ, imbuing the image with a profound spiritual element. It most likely provides a view of the Baltic Sea, near the artist’s birthplace in Swedish Pomerania, on the beach at Stubbenkammer near Rügen.

Moonrise by the Sea was painted between 1818 and 1821, the happiest period of Friedrich’s life; commissions were flooding in from courts and prestigious patrons across the world and the artist was in great demand. The following plate reflects Friedrich’s memories of a journey he took with his wife six months after their marriage to his birthplace, Greifswald, from where they continued, with his brother and sister-in-law, to the island of Rügen. During that summer, the pages of Friedrich’s travel album were filled with sketches of ideas for compositions and careful pencil studies of particular details, including ships, sails, masts and rowboats. Later, Friedrich would draw upon these drawings in his studio freely, without reference to their original context, and sometimes they would reappear many years later, in combination with several others.

The canvas was commissioned by the banker and art collector Joachim Heinrich Wilhelm Wagener, together with The Lonely Tree in order to create a pair of “times of the day”, depicting morning and evening landscape scenes, in a tradition of Claude Lorrain. Moonrise by the Sea has been held by the Berlin National Gallery since 1861, donated by Wagener as part of its founding collection. It is now in the Alte Nationalgalerie of the Staatliche Museen in Berlin. A similarly named, but much larger painting from 1821 has been held by the Hermitage Museum in St Petersburg since 1928 and was formerly held in the Ropsha Palace.
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‘Moonrise over the Sea’, Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg, 1821
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Photograph of the beach at Stubbenkammer in 1900
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Berlin’s Alte Nationalgalerie, where many of Friedrich’s famous works are held today


THE TREE OF CROWS 
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Friedrich’s reputation steadily declined over the final fifteen years of his life. As the ideals of early Romanticism passed from fashion, he came to be viewed as an eccentric and melancholy character, out of touch with the times. Eventually, his patrons fell away. By 1820, he was living as a recluse and was described by friends as the “most solitary of the solitary”. Towards the end of his life he lived in relative poverty and was increasingly dependent on the charity of friends. He became isolated and spent long periods of the day and night walking alone through woods and fields, often beginning his strolls before sunrise.

The Tree of Crows, which was acquired by the Musée du Louvre in 1975, captures a sense of the artist’s waning popularity, evoking a mood of decay and despair. The canvas portrays a twisted oak tree, bare but for a few dead leaves, set against an evening sky. An inscription on the back of the canvas refers to the hill at the painting’s centre as a Hünengrab, or dolmen, a prehistoric burial ground. In the distance can be seen the ocean and Cape Arkona’s chalk cliffs, a favourite and oft recurring subject of Friedrich’s paintings. Two crows are perched on the oak, while a flock descends towards it. In the darkened foreground are a hacked trunk and the upright stump of another oak, cloaked in foreboding shadow. 

The oak is based on a drawing dated 3 May 1809, to which Friedrich added branches at the left and elongated others so as to stretch its forms across the picture plane. The rhombus form of the tree projects its web of contorted branches into the dying sky, cutting against the light. Contrasted with the serene layers of chromatic clouds, the tree’s forms have been likened to “many flailing arms.” The foreground may be seen as representing death, with the distant sky offering the consolation of beauty and the promise of redemption in after life. 
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View of Cape Arkona


THE SEA OF ICE 
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Friedrich’s later years were characterised by a growing pessimism, where his paintings becomes darker, revealing a fearsome monumentality. The Sea of Ice (1823–24), also known as The Wreck of the Hope, perhaps best summarises his ideas and aims at this point, though in such a radical way that the painting was not well received at first. Completed in 1824, it concerns the harrowing grim subject of a shipwreck that occurred in the Arctic Ocean. The shipwreck occurs in the middle of a broken ice-sheet, with threatening ice shards surrounding the scene after the tragic initial impact. The ice is formed like a monolithic tomb, with edges jutting sharply into the cold sky. The stern of the wreck is just visible on the right, as any survivors are almost completely submerged in the icy depths. An inscription on the canvas confirms that the ship is the HMS Griper, one of two ships that took part in William Edward Parry’s 1819–1820 and 1824 expeditions to the North Pole.

Accounts of expeditions to the North Pole provided Friedrich with information concerning William Edward Parry’s 1819–1820 expedition to find the Northwest Passage, from North America through to the Pacific Ocean. In the winter of 1820–21, Friedrich made extensive oil studies of ice floes on the river Elbe, near Dresden, which were probably incorporated into The Sea of Ice. The collector Johann Gottlob von Quandt had commissioned two pictures that were to symbolise the south and the north. Johann Martin von Rohden received the commission to paint Southern Nature in her Abundant and Majestic Splendour, while the commission for Northern Nature in the whole of her Terrifying Beauty fell to Friedrich. 

Though the calamity of Parry’s exhibition was a key source of inspiration for the work, others believe the true motivation for the canvas came from Friedrich’s recalling of his early childhood tragedy, when his brother drowned, falling through the ice. This skating accident had a lasting impression on the artist, when his brother saved him from drowning, but died himself in the process. Throughout his life Friedrich would be plagued with a sense of guilt for causing his brother’s death and many commentators have identified this underlying sense of remorse as pervading The Sea of Ice.  Perhaps when Friedrich witnessed the unusual event of the Elbe freezing over in Dresden, creating huge, thick sheets of ice, he was haunted once again by the childhood disaster and felt he had to produce this dramatic image of an ice tragedy.

The Sea of Ice was first exhibited in 1824 at the Prague Academy exhibition under the title An Idealised Scene of an Arctic Sea, with a Wrecked Ship on the Heaped Masses of Ice. However, the work was deemed as too radical in composition by many critics and the painting went unsold until after Friedrich’s death in 1840. From the twentieth century the work has proved extremely influential upon the arctic landscapes of Lawren Harris and directly influenced Paul Nash’s painting Totes Meer. Today, The Sea of Ice is regarded as one of Friedrich’s greatest achievements in oil, representing a truly tragic tale of man overcome by all-powerful nature. 
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Portrait of Johann Gottlob von Quandt by Carl Christian Vogel von Vogelstein, c. 1830
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‘The Raft of the Medusa’ by Théodore Géricault, 1819 — a likely source of inspiration in planning the structural components of ‘The Sea of Ice’
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Map of the expedition ships Hecla and Gripper (1819-1820)


THE STAGES OF LIFE
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In June 1835, Friedrich suffered his first stroke, leaving him with minor limb paralysis, greatly impairing his ability to paint. He was unable to work in oil; being limited to watercolour, sepia and reworking older compositions. Although his vision remained strong, he had lost the full strength of his hand. Completed just before this misfortune, The Stages of Life, his last major work, is an allegorical painting, produced five years before his death, providing a compelling meditation on mortality and the transience of life. The image presents the view of a sea shore at dusk, as an aged man with his back turned to the viewer in the foreground walks towards two adults and two children on a hilltop overlooking a harbour. The figures are echoed by five ships in the harbour, each at a different distance from the shore, an allegorical reference to the different stages of human life, to the end of a journey and the approach of death.

The figures have been identified as Friedrich and his family: the elderly man is the artist himself, the small boy is his young son Gustav Adolf, the young girl is his daughter Agnes Adelheid, the older girl is his daughter Emma, and the man in the top hat is his nephew Johann Heinrich. The beach setting has been identified as Utkiek, near Friedrich’s birthplace of Greifswald in today’s north-eastern Germany. The central ship is thought to represent the mother, while further inshore, two small boats — references to the two children — have only just begun their voyage and still remain in shallow, clear water. To the horizon, the farthest ship disappears, symbolising the aged man’s voyage from this life into the unknown.

Friedrich’s home town of Greifswald belonged to the Duchy of Pomerania until 1630, when the area passed to Sweden as Swedish Pomerania. In 1815 it became part of Prussian Province of Pomerania. In the composition, Friedrich’s younger daughter Agnes Adelheid and his son Gustav Adolf holding a Swedish pennant — twenty years after the cession of Greifswald to Prussia. The view encompasses the peninsula in front of the Baltic Sea, beyond which lies Sweden. Friedrich christened his son Gustav Adolf, after the Swedish king Gustav Adolf IV and it is believed the artist considered himself as half-Swedish; therefore, The Stages of Life has been read as the artist’s patriotic farewell to his beloved Sweden.

By 1838, Friedrich was only able to work on small formats and at the time of his death, his reputation and fame were waning; his passing was little noticed within the artistic community. His artwork had certainly been acknowledged during his lifetime, but not widely. Though the close study of landscape and an emphasis on the spiritual elements of nature were commonplace in contemporary art, his work was too original and personal to be well understood. By 1838, the year of his death, his work no longer sold or received attention from critics; the Romantic Movement had been moving away from the early idealism that Friedrich had helped found. After his death, Carl Gustav Carus, an artist greatly influenced by Friedrich, wrote a series of articles that paid tribute to Friedrich’s transformation of the conventions of landscape painting. However, Carus’ articles placed Friedrich firmly in his time and did not establish him within a continuing tradition. Only one of his paintings had been reproduced as a print and that was produced in very few copies.

After his friends had died, Friedrich’s work lay in near-oblivion for decades. During the 1930’s, his work was used in the promotion of Nazi ideology, which attempted to fit the Romantic artist within the nationalistic Blut und Boden. It took decades for Friedrich’s reputation to recover from this association with Nazism. His reliance on symbolism and the fact that his work fell outside the narrow definitions of modernism contributed to his fall from favour. Friedrich’s reputation suffered further damage when his imagery was adopted by a number of Hollywood directors, such as Walt Disney, built on the work of such German cinema masters as Fritz Lang and F. W. Murnau, within the horror and fantasy genres. However, by the 1970’s, he was again being exhibited in major galleries across the world, as he found favour with a new generation of critics and art historians.

Today, his international reputation is well established and Friedrich is regarded as a national icon in his native Germany, revered by art historians and art connoisseurs across the world. He is generally viewed as a figure of great psychological complexity, who transcends interpretation, reaching across cultures through the compelling appeal of his sublime imagery. 
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‘Caspar David Friedrich in his Studio’ by Georg Friedrich Kersting, 1819, Alte Nationalgalerie, Berlin


The Paintings
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The Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts, Copenhagen, which has provided education in the arts for more than 250 years — Friedrich entered the prestigious Academy in 1794, where he began his education by making copies of casts from antique sculptures, before proceeding to drawing from life. Living in Copenhagen afforded the young painter access to the Royal Picture Gallery’s collection of seventeenth century Dutch landscape painting.
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Thorvaldsen’s studio at Charlottenborg, painted by Johan Vilhelm Gertner while he was still a student at the academy, 1836


THE COMPLETE PAINTINGS
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Friedrich’s paintings are presented in chronological order and divided into decade sections, with an alphabetical table of contents following immediately after.

CONTENTS

1790’s

Ship in the Arctic Ocean

Landscape with Bare Tree

1800’s

The Summer

Sea Shore with Fisherman

Dolmen in Snow

Fog

View of the Elbe Valley

The Monk by the Sea

Bohemian Landscape with Mount Milleschauer

Morning Mist in the Mountains

Winter

Cross in the Mountains (Tetschen Altar)

1810’s

Morning in Riesengebirge

The Abbey in the Oakwood

Landscape with Rainbow

Landscape with Lunar Rainbow

Landscape in the Riesengebirge

Ships at the Port of Greifswald

The Garden Terrace

Winter Landscape

Winter Landscape

Port by Moonlight

Old Heroes’ Graves

Cross and Church in the Mountains

Vision of the Christian Church

The Chasseur in the Woods

1820’s

Ships at Anchor

The Cross beside the Baltic

View of a Harbour

Monastery Graveyard in the Snow

Neubrandenburg

Greifswald in Moonlight

Chalk Cliffs on Rügen

Two Men by the Sea at Moonrise

Picture in Remembrance of Johann Emanuel Bremer

Evening

The Cathedral

Ribbons of Mist

The Gazebo

The Marketplace in Greifswald

Woman Before the Rising Sun

The Wanderer Above the Sea of Fog

Moonrise by the Sea

Meadows near Greifswald

Cross in the Forest

Dolmen in Autumn

Night in a Harbour

On a Sailing Ship

Two men contemplating the Moon

Drifting Clouds

Giant Mountains Landscape with Rising Fog

Ship on the Elbe in the Early Morning Fog

Fog in the Elbe Valley

Blocks of Ice

Kügelgen’s Tomb

Morning

Evening

Midday

Afternoon

Moonrise over the Sea

Woman at the Window

The Tree of Crows

The Solitary Tree

Hutten’s Tomb

Rocky Ravine

The Sea of Ice

Landscape with Windmills

Morning in the Mountains

Rural Plains

Hill and Ploughed Field near Dresden

Evening

Rocky Reef on the Seashore

Northern Sea in the Moonlight

Evening

The Watzmann

The Cemetery Entrance

Northern Landscape, Spring

The Ruins of Eldena

Ruins of Eldena, near Greifswald

Trees under the Snow

View of the Baltic

The Woman with the Candlestick

Chalk Cliffs at Ruegen

Graveyard under Snow

Oak Tree in the Snow

Temple of Juno in Agrigento

Trees in the Snow

Boats in the Harbour at Evening

Fir Trees in the Snow

Two Men Contemplating the Moon

Early Snow

The Rock Gates in Neurathen

The Cemetery Gate

An Oak in Snow

1830’s

Evening on the Baltic Sea

The Grosse Gehege near Dresden

Swans in the Reeds

Sea Piece by Moonlight

Ruins in the Riesengebirge

Fishing Boat by the Baltic Sea

Landscape with the Rosenberg in the Bohemian Mountains

Mountain Peak with Drifting Clouds

Neubrandenburg in Flames

Riesengebirge

Sea Shore in Moonlight

The Source of the River Elbe

Sunset with ‘‘Brothers’’

Flat Country Shank at Bay of Greifswald

Rest during Haymaking

Man and Woman Contemplating the Moon

The Evening Star

The Stages of Life

Easter Morning

A Walk at Dusk

Owl on a Grave

The Dreamer

By the Town Wall

Woman on the Stairs

The Riesengbirge

 


ALPHABETICAL LIST OF PAINTINGS
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CONTENTS

A Walk at Dusk

Afternoon

An Oak in Snow

Blocks of Ice

Boats in the Harbour at Evening

Bohemian Landscape with Mount Milleschauer

By the Town Wall

Chalk Cliffs at Ruegen

Chalk Cliffs on Rügen

Cross and Church in the Mountains

Cross in the Forest

Cross in the Mountains (Tetschen Altar)

Dolmen in Autumn

Dolmen in Snow

Drifting Clouds

Early Snow

Easter Morning

Evening

Evening

Evening

Evening

Evening on the Baltic Sea

Fir Trees in the Snow

Fishing Boat by the Baltic Sea

Flat Country Shank at Bay of Greifswald

Fog

Fog in the Elbe Valley

Giant Mountains Landscape with Rising Fog

Graveyard under Snow

Greifswald in Moonlight

Hill and Ploughed Field near Dresden

Hutten’s Tomb

Kügelgen’s Tomb

Landscape in the Riesengebirge

Landscape with Bare Tree

Landscape with Lunar Rainbow

Landscape with Rainbow

Landscape with the Rosenberg in the Bohemian Mountains

Landscape with Windmills

Man and Woman Contemplating the Moon

Meadows near Greifswald

Midday

Monastery Graveyard in the Snow

Moonrise by the Sea

Moonrise over the Sea

Morning

Morning in Riesengebirge

Morning in the Mountains

Morning Mist in the Mountains

Mountain Peak with Drifting Clouds

Neubrandenburg

Neubrandenburg in Flames

Night in a Harbour

Northern Landscape, Spring

Northern Sea in the Moonlight

Oak Tree in the Snow

Old Heroes’ Graves

On a Sailing Ship

Owl on a Grave

Picture in Remembrance of Johann Emanuel Bremer

Port by Moonlight

Rest during Haymaking

Ribbons of Mist

Riesengebirge

Rocky Ravine

Rocky Reef on the Seashore

Ruins in the Riesengebirge

Ruins of Eldena, near Greifswald

Rural Plains

Sea Piece by Moonlight

Sea Shore in Moonlight

Sea Shore with Fisherman

Ship in the Arctic Ocean

Ship on the Elbe in the Early Morning Fog

Ships at Anchor

Ships at the Port of Greifswald

Sunset with ‘‘Brothers’’

Swans in the Reeds

Temple of Juno in Agrigento

The Abbey in the Oakwood

The Cathedral

The Cemetery Entrance

The Cemetery Gate

The Chasseur in the Woods

The Cross beside the Baltic

The Dreamer

The Evening Star

The Garden Terrace

The Gazebo

The Grosse Gehege near Dresden

The Marketplace in Greifswald

The Monk by the Sea

The Riesengbirge

The Rock Gates in Neurathen

The Ruins of Eldena

The Sea of Ice

The Solitary Tree

The Source of the River Elbe

The Stages of Life

The Summer

The Tree of Crows

The Wanderer Above the Sea of Fog

The Watzmann

The Woman with the Candlestick

Trees in the Snow

Trees under the Snow

Two Men by the Sea at Moonrise

Two men contemplating the Moon

Two Men Contemplating the Moon

View of a Harbour

View of the Baltic

View of the Elbe Valley

Vision of the Christian Church

Winter

Winter Landscape

Winter Landscape

Woman at the Window

Woman Before the Rising Sun

Woman on the Stairs

 


1790’s
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Ship in the Arctic Ocean

1798

Oil on canvas
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Landscape with Bare Tree

1798-1799

Oil on canvas
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1800’s
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The Summer

1807

Oil on canvas

103.6 x 71.4 cm

Neue Pinakothek, Munich, Germany
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Sea Shore with Fisherman

1807

Oil on canvas

51 x 34.5 cm

Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna, Austria
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Dolmen in Snow

1807

Galerie Neue Meister - Staatliche Kunstsammlungen Dresden

Oil on canvas
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Fog

1807

Österreichische Galerie Belvedere, Vienna

Oil on canvas

[image: img158.jpg]


View of the Elbe Valley

1807

Galerie Neue Meister - Staatliche Kunstsammlungen Dresden

Oil on canvas
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The Monk by the Sea

1808-1810

Alte Nationalgalerie - Staatliche Museen zu Berlin

Oil on canvas
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Bohemian Landscape with Mount Milleschauer

1808

Oil on canvas
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Morning Mist in the Mountains

1808

Oil on canvas

Rudolf Staechelin Foundation

Oil on canvas
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Winter

1807-1808

Oil on canvas
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Cross in the Mountains (Tetschen Altar)

1808

Oil on canvas

115 x 110 cm

Gemäldegalerie, Dresden
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1810’s
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Morning in Riesengebirge

1810-1811

Schloss Charlottenburg

Oil on canvas
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The Abbey in the Oakwood

1810; Germany

Oil on canvas

171 x 110 cm

Alte Nationalgalerie, Berlin, Germany
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Landscape with Rainbow

1810

Oil on canvas

84.5 x 59 cm
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Landscape with Lunar Rainbow

1810

Oil on canvas

84.5 x 59 cm

Museum Folkwang, Essen

[image: img169.jpg]


Landscape in the Riesengebirge

1810

Pushkin Museum, Moscow

Oil on canvas
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Ships at the Port of Greifswald

1810

Oil on canvas
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The Garden Terrace

c. 1811

Schloss Sanssouci, Potsdam

Oil on canvas
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Winter Landscape

1811

Oil on canvas
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Winter Landscape

1811; Germany

National Gallery (London, United Kingdom)
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Port by Moonlight

1811

Oil on canvas
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Old Heroes’ Graves

1812

49.5 x 70.5 cm. 

Kunsthalle, Hamburg

Oil on canvas
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Cross and Church in the Mountains

1812

Museum Kunstpalast - Düsseldorf

Oil on canvas
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Vision of the Christian Church

c. 1814

Georg Schafer Collection

Oil on canvas
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The Chasseur in the Woods

1814

Private collection

Oil on canvas
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1820’s
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Ships at Anchor

1821

Oil on canvas
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The Cross beside the Baltic

1815

45 × 33.5 cm. 

Schloss Charlottenburg, Berlin

Oil on canvas
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View of a Harbour

1815-1816

Schloss Charlottenburg

Oil on canvas
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Monastery Graveyard in the Snow

1817

Oil on canvas
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Neubrandenburg

1816-1817; Germany

Oil on canvas

72 x 91 cm
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Greifswald in Moonlight

1817

30.5 x 22.5 cm

National Gallery, Oslo
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Chalk Cliffs on Rügen

1817; Germany

Oil on canvas

71 x 90.5 cm
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Two Men by the Sea at Moonrise

1817

Nationalgalerie, Berlin

Oil on canvas
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Picture in Remembrance of Johann Emanuel Bremer

1817

Oil on canvas

Schloss Charlottenburg, Berlin
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Evening

1817

Private collection

Oil on canvas
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The Cathedral

1818

Oil on canvas
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Ribbons of Mist

1818-20

Oil on canvas
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The Gazebo

1818

Neue Pinakothek - Bayerische Staatsgemäldesammlungen

Oil on canvas
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The Marketplace in Greifswald

1818

Pommersches Landesmuseum

Painting - watercolor
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Woman Before the Rising Sun

1818
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Trinitatis-Friedhof, Dresden — Friedrich’s final resting place
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Friedrich’s grave
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