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THE SPIRIT OF AN AGE: NINETEENTH-CENTURY

PAINTINGS FROM THE NATIONALGALERIE, BERLIN

Symposium at the National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C., June 9, 2001.
Conveners: Philip Conisbee (National Gallery), Cordula Grewe (GHI).
Participants: Françoise Forster-Hahn (University of California at Riverside),
Michael Fried (Johns Hopkins University), and Peter-Klaus Schuster
(Nationalgalerie, Berlin).

This symposium accompanied the exhibition “The Spirit of an Age” at the
National Gallery in Washington, D.C., which presented masterpieces from
the collection of nineteenth-century German and French paintings housed
in Berlin’s Alte Nationalgalerie. Made possible by the temporary closure of
the Nationalgalerie for major renovation, the exhibition was an outstand-
ing opportunity to study a corpus of paintings rarely present in North
American collections.

Beyond its art-historical value and aesthetic pleasure, the exhibition also
marks a historical moment. One hundred twenty-five years after the Na-
tionalgalerie first opened and fifty-six years after the division of Germany
into East and West dispersed the museum’s holdings, the collection will be
reunited and returned to its freshly renovated home on Berlin’s Museum
Island in December of 2001. The reopening of the museum thus carries po-
litical and symbolic meaning, representing the “New Germany” after the
unification in 1990. Thus, Berlin’s Nationalgalerie will continue to play the
highly charged political role it already held in 1861, the year of its founding.

An examination of the Nationalgalerie’s political significance formed
the core of the talk by Peter-Klaus Schuster, general director of Berlin’s na-
tional art museum. He opened with the powerful observation that Ger-
many had a national gallery before it had a nation. The extent to which an
anticipation of political nationhood was embodied in this museum inevita-
bly led to a neurotic preoccupation with the aesthetics of nationality, and
thus museum concerns became political issues and vice-versa. From its foun-
dation the art museum was a contested place where aggressive forms of
nationalism—embodied in its 1871 inscription “Der Deutschen Kunst” (To
German Art)—competed with a cosmopolitan attitude. The Nationalgalerie
thus oscillated between being a temple of German art and a temple of the
arts in Germany. The latter impulse, Schuster convincingly argued, ensured
that the Nationalgalerie also retained a progressive element, carried for-
ward by its directors, who often resisted attempts by official state politics
to fully take over the institution. The prime example of a modernist inter-
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national outlook is Hugo von Tschudi, the Nationalgalerie’s second direc-
tor from 1896 to 1909, who not only bought progressive German art but
also compiled an outstanding collection of French avant-garde painting.

This cosmopolitanism ultimately cost Tschudi his job, but the spirit of
his directorship has survived. “Today,” Schuster concluded, “the inscrip-
tion ‘Der Deutschen Kunst 1871’ on the Alte Nationalgalerie has regained
the interpretation given it by Tschudi: ‘Whatever may be helpful in ad-
vancing German art, whatever has developed internationally through ar-
tistic exchange, whatever acquisitions cosmopolitan-minded benefactors
make possible are collected in the Berlin Nationalgalerie and its various
buildings for the pleasure and instruction of all.’”

The tension between nationalism and cosmopolitanism in nineteenth-
century German art and its interwovenness with the discourse of contem-
porary cultural politics also set the theme of Françoise Forster-Hahn’s talk
on “Art Without a National Center: German Painting of the Nineteenth
Century.” Already in the nineteenth century critics regarded diversity and
the lack of “a” German school as hallmarks of German art. Forster-Hahn
stressed that the cultural and political decentralization of Germany thus is
not only the key to understanding the development of its arts but also pro-
vides the basis for any theorizing of German art. In her survey of the mul-
tifaceted outlook of German art between the Romantic period and the be-
ginnings of Expressionism in the twentieth century Forster-Hahn traced
the history of the attempt among German artists and intellectuals to define
what constitutes “Germanness” in German art. This debate informed the
Nazarenes’ attempt to rejuvenate German art by inventing a utopian ideal
modeled on the past as much as it stimulated the exploration of Deutschheit
by Philipp Otto Runge and Caspar David Friedrich in images of nature.
The search for Germanness is echoed by Gottfried Schadow’s proclama-
tion that Germans could be seen as Germans only in works of art that por-
tray concrete reality. The discourse about Germanness also imbued and
complicated attempts to emulate the art of other nations as a model toward
the end of the century, for example, Max Liebermann’s turn toward French
Impressionism. Inevitably, the position of avant-garde artists who, like
Liebermann, hailed a confraternity of the arts beyond national boundaries
had a strong political dimension because it opposed the increasingly chau-
vinist attitude of the Empire. For Forster-Hahn the Nationalgalerie itself
can be read as a microcosm of the multiple and shifting interpretations of
nineteenth- and twentieth-century German art.

The talks by Schuster and Forster-Hahn provided the framework for
the analysis of two specific subjects, namely, the significance of religion for
the formation of Romantic art, on the one hand, and the realism of Adolph
Menzel, on the other. In her talk on “Art’s Divine Nature: Changing Con-
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structs of Religious Experience in German Romanticism” Cordula Grewe
analyzed the historicist idiom of the Nazarenes as well as the landscape
paintings of Caspar David Friedrich and Philipp Otto Runge as two ex-
pressions of the revival of religion around 1800. This return to religion after
an era of an intellectualization of faith reflected the collapse of Enlighten-
ment belief in rationalism as the sole basis for an understanding of the world
and the construction of human value systems. In the aftermath of the French
Revolution, the Romantics turned once again to religion as a source of mean-
ing and a basis for art and ethics. In its first phase this renewed interest in
religion found expression in new forms of Spinozism and pantheism, pro-
claiming God’s immanence in nature. By the time the artists under examina-
tion came into maturity, however, this belief in the perfect fusion of subjec-
tivity and nature had already been questioned by the very thinkers that had
developed it in the first place. Thus, Grewe pointed out, both the Nazarenes
and the landscape painters Friedrich and Runge engaged in the visualiza-
tion of a religiosity that no longer viewed God as fully present in nature or,
for that matter, in the depicted. Imbued with Pietist religiosity and filled
with the Pietist ideal of empathy as a means of nearing the divine, Friedrich
thus created highly subjective, even solipsistic images in which nature serves
as the space to contemplate but no longer to see God. Friedrich’s religious
and artistic position was, however, too personal, or one might say too Pi-
etist, for the Nazarenes. Confronted with the same set of issues these paint-
ers, many of whom were Catholic, searched instead for a more objective
idiom. Steeped in historicism, they appropriated the old masters as histori-
cally stabilized reference points.

For both groups their search for religion was inexorably and inextrica-
bly connected to the striving for a united German nation. In Friedrich’s
case, his strong patriotic spirit led to a “German” iconography, for example,
in the emphasis on specifically German vegetation such as the oak tree,
traditionally regarded as the ultimate German tree, or the depiction of the
so-called German coat, since 1819 a symbol for liberal–radical politics and
national aspirations. Artistically, this spirit of Germanness also functioned
as a bridge between Friedrich’s extreme subjectivism and the observer, be-
cause the political sought to function as the common ground between art-
ist and audience. Although no less nationalistic in their attitude, the
Nazarenes rejected such an unabashedly patriotic iconography. Although
they, too, implemented symbols of Germanness in their art through the
reception of Albrecht Dürer and other Northern artists, they also had a de-
cisively international outlook that resulted from their striving for an eter-
nal, atemporal, and thus supranational artistic ideal: In order to realize their
core belief that modern religious art had to fuse the historical—that is, hu-
man history—with the eternal and atemporal as embodied in divine truth,
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they appropriated the Italian masters, above all Raphael, in whom they
saw the Christian spirit incarnated in the most beautiful form possible. Thus,
the Nazarenes promoted as an ideal of German art that which combined a
supranational, timeless ideal derived from the Italian Renaissance with an
appropriation of northern art, regarded as the guarantee of Germanness.
As Grewe concluded, a close examination of Friedrich and the Nazarenes
shows surprising similarities between both groups on a theoretical and his-
torical level, which is all too often overshadowed by the stark differences
in their religious and artistic choices.

In contrast to this contextual reading of two artistic movements within
Romanticism, Michael Fried provided a hermeneutic and formalist inter-
pretation of one specific artist, Adolph Menzel, one of the great realist paint-
ers of the nineteenth century and a dominant presence in the exhibition. In
his engaging and evocative talk on “Menzel’s Realism: Art and Embodi-
ment in the Nineteenth Century” Fried set out to examine in detail an artist
who, despite his aesthetic qualities, is still almost unknown to American
audiences. “His predominantly German reputation is not surprising,” Fried
stated, because “nearly the whole of his production remains in Germany,
most of it in Berlin, and until recently the bulk of his drawings were made
largely inaccessible by their location on the other side of the Berlin Wall.”
But there also is an aesthetic reason: Given the general orientation of Ameri-
can audiences toward French modernism, Menzel’s utterly different idiom,
his Germanness, so to speak, is difficult to comprehend. Fried illuminated
Menzel’s stylistic idiosyncrasies and thus provided the audience with a set
of tools to approach and read Menzel’s originality.

Fried contended that the painter’s achievement, as well as his moder-
nity, lies in the radicalness with which he relates his artistic practice to his
own—and thus implicitly to our—embodiment. This means that the picto-
rial treatment of distinct spatial zones seems keyed to the phenomenologi-
cal truth of the body’s own situatedness. Menzel’s realism reflects the per-
ception of a sighted corporeal being endowed with motility, rather than the
disembodied “eye” limited to a single fixed point of view, as provided, for
example, in classic Albertinian perspective or by the lens of a camera. To
borrow a phrase from the French philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty,
Menzel’s art represents a “lived perspective.” Fried insisted that Menzel,
although unknown on this side of the Atlantic, should be considered “both
as a painter and as draughtsman . . . as a titanic figure in nineteenth-cen-
tury culture (not just in German painting).” With his passionate account of
the formal qualities of Menzel’s art Fried successfully demonstrated that
Menzel’s (as the “artist’s”) realism is not only interesting in terms of its
social, political, or philosophical implications but that it also holds its posi-
tion on a purely aesthetic level.
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In sum the symposium successfully united a kaleidoscope of themes,
methods, and forms of presentation that in its variety showed what a rich
topic nineteenth-century German art can be. It is to be hoped that the exhi-
bition “The Spirit of an Age” will spark a greater interest among popular as
well as academic audiences in this field of German culture.

Cordula Grewe




