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The religious attitudes represented in the landscape paintings of Caspar David Friedrich
(1774-1840) and the theological writings of Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768-1834) are
strikingly similar.  Both of these northern German figures played prominent roles in the
Romantic movement, which dominated Western culture from approximately 1789 to
1848.  In an effort to free the human heart from the overbearing ratiocination of the
Enlightenment, the Romantics revealed the frailty of reason, which the philosophes had
emphasized, and revived the force of passion, which they had discounted.  In rebellion
against what they believed was the myopic worldview of the Enlightenment, the
Romantics, such as William Wordsworth, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Friedrich von
Schlegel, Friedrich von Schelling, François-Auguste-René Chateaubriand, and Madame
de Staël, among others, underscored the sovereignty of subjective knowledge and
rejected the supposed superiority of universal standards of cognition.  While these figures
stressed individuality and diversity, they also argued that variations coexisted within an
infinite unity.  They worshipped a synthesizing spirit residing behind the sublime beauty
of nature, which produced a sense of terrified awe among those in communion with the
power of divinity, and which moved a finite yet mystical world. With this approach,
many Romantics, including Friedrich and Schleiermacher, depicted visions of God as
active in everyday life.  Both men were persuaded that His divine immanence could be
felt through absolute dependence, or an awareness of the Creator residing within His
creation.  At the same time, they stressed the necessity of individualism in religious
thought and contended that this type of religious experience, which was entirely personal,
could often be ineffable because it was particular to the individual.  Schleiermacher and
Friedrich also rejected the overly rational religious formulations of many Enlightenment
thinkers, including William Paley, which were used to prove or disprove the existence of
God.  Rather, they claimed, in words and in paint, that their innate sense of the divine
was proof in itself.  They were unashamed to proclaim that their personal awareness of
God, often stimulated by the sublime landscapes of untamed nature, was more important
than the dogma-influenced religious experience that was common to all.
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It is important to note that Romantic figures, like Friedrich and Schleiermacher, did not
absolutely refute the utility of reason touted by the philosophes but, following the
example of proto-Romantic intellectuals like Jean-Jacques Rousseau, they furthered the
notion that the heart could be the rightful companion of the mind.  To present the
Romantic Age as one that rejected the ‘arid intellectualism’ of their predecessors is to
misrepresent the vitality of the speculative thought produced in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries.  Although the more overtly spiritual sensibility of the Romantics did
set them apart from the outlook of the Enlightenment, they did not wholly repudiate the
ideas of their forbears.  They yearned, instead, to broaden the intellectual strictures of the
philosophes to embrace greater diversity in modes of thought and feeling.  It is true,
nonetheless, that whereas Enlightenment thinkers looked to reason for guidance in
intellectual matters, the Romantics relied more heavily on emotion.  As Norman
Hampson writes, after the 1760s the Age of Reason seemed to come to an impasse, and

Sentiment came to be accepted as the source of a kind of knowledge to which
intelligence could not aspire and as the arbiter of action.1

In this new intellectual atmosphere the Romantics protested that, although the rational
mind could be used to probe into the greater mysteries of life, it was only through a
combination of objective analysis and imaginative interpretation that genuine knowledge
could be achieved.  In this manner, Schleiermacher and Friedrich attempted to combine
empirical knowledge and subjective spirituality to produce treatises and paintings that
would demonstrate an acute sense of mystical meanings.

Many scholars, such as Brian Gerrish, refer to Schleiermacher as the ‘father of modern
theology.’2  Concurring, James Livingston writes:

Schleiermacher can justly be called the Kant of modern theology, both
because of the new beginning which his work marks in the history of theology
and because the issues which his theological reconstruction posed are issues
which are still at the very centre of theological discussion today.3

He is considered such an important figure in modern theology partially because his
theological formulations, although Christian, were constructed outside the bounds of the
time-honoured doctrines of the Church and were truly innovative.  His conception of
spirituality was founded upon the sovereignty of personal worship and, while tied to
traditions of the faith, it went beyond the confines of orthodoxy.  In a similar fashion,
Friedrich’s artwork evoked transcendental feelings but was devoid of traditional,
allegorical scenes from the Bible.  The artist infused his canvasses with a sense of the
divine, yet at the same time rejected the didactic religious iconography of his neoclassical
predecessors.  Instead, he converted the previously secular category of landscape painting
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into a new form of religious art.  Writing on the artist’s ability to translate the awe-
inspiring forms of sublime nature into canvases with ambiguous yet powerful religious
meanings, Robert Rosenblum claims:

That [Friedrich] achieved what were virtually religious goals within the
traditions he inherited from the most secular seventeenth-century Dutch
tradition of landscape, marine, and genre painting is a tribute to the intensity
of his genius.4

Like no painter before him, through his breathtaking landscapes, Friedrich was able to
communicate the mystical elements of life in a poignant but tacit manner.  In these ways,
Friedrich and his Romantic colleague, Schleiermacher, rejected the outlook of both the
Enlightenment and orthodox Christianity, and in so doing, they reconstructed the realm of
the spirit in an original manner.

Through art and theology, these two German figures reformulated Christian ideas,
coinciding with the evolution of religion attitudes induced by the Enlightenment and
catalyzed by the French and Industrial Revolutions.  Both Friedrich and Schleiermacher
were responding to the need for a reinterpretation of religion in the aftermath of the
rational criticisms that Enlightenment thinkers had heaped on Christianity.  Theology had
come under attack from thinkers who were committed to the Age of Reason, such as
David Hume in his Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion (1779).  During the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, many philosophes had rejected historical Church
doctrines, believing, for example, that the dualist conception of Christ, which contends
that the Saviour can be simultaneously human and divine, was nonsensical.5  This was a
widespread attitude by the late eighteenth-century but it was, in many ways, inherited
from the secularizing spirit of previous epochs.  During the Renaissance, the fortress of
Christianity, virtually impenetrable during the medieval period, was increasingly
bombarded by aggressive intellectual assaults.  This facilitated the growth of humanism
and cultivated the empirically oriented natural philosophy of Francis Bacon and Galileo,
and the mathematical rigour of Isaac Newton and René Descartes.  Secondly, the
Protestant Reformation led by Martin Luther challenged the authority of the Roman
Catholic Church.  Under these conditions, the absolute truth of Christianity was quickly
slipping away like an ebb tide.6  During the Enlightenment this trend was furthered.
Some thinkers, such as Paul-Henri d’Holbach, became atheists, but most, such as
Voltaire, became deists.  Deists argued that by rejecting supernatural revelation and
concentrating on reason, religion could become more strongly grounded.  They
contended, for example, that a coherent account of evil in the world made it necessary to
describe a perfect God as a remote First Cause.  This materialist approach invaded many
Protestant countries, including England and Germany, where the Reformation had
undermined belief in authoritative Catholic doctrines.
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Across Europe, however, after the French Revolution, which revealed the role ‘irrational’
passion could play in human affairs, Romantics increasingly attacked the Enlightenment
and its exaggerated emphasis on ‘rational’ thought.  Romanticism is hard to define; it was
a multifarious movement composed of different expressions by different individuals in
different regions.  Nevertheless, an undeniable characteristic of Romanticism was the
struggle to produce a spiritual anchor for modern culture.  This religious renaissance of
the Romantic movement came to fullest bloom in the Protestant soil of northern
Germany.  This was partly because, although there was enmity towards Christianity
during the Enlightenment in this region, materialism did not catch on in Germany as fully
as it had in France.  With the prevalence of idealistic thinkers including Immanuel Kant,
as Timothy Blanning notes, ‘In the seventeenth and eighteenth-centuries German
intellectuals were influenced much less by empiricism than their colleagues in Western
Europe’.7  There was no German Voltaire to deride metaphysics; instead, there were
figures like Johann Gottfried von Herder, who embraced a spiritual view of history.  This
intellectual environment provided fertile ground for spiritual rebirth, yet in
Enlightenment Germany, in the words of Rudolf Otto:

One was cultured and full of ideals; one was aesthetic and one was moral.  But
one was no longer religious.8

In order to revive religious feelings Romantic theologians needed to challenge this anti-
Christian stance, but in an inclusive fashion that could draw skeptics back to the faith.
With this in mind, Schleiermacher’s first treatise, On Religion: Speeches to Its Cultured
Despisers (1799), written as a kind of literary confession, aimed to preserve the spiritual
core of Christianity by reinvigorating personal piety.

On Religion was a hostile reaction against Enlightenment deism, arguing that a legitimate
God could not exist separately from His world.  In this work, Schleiermacher addressed
his Romantic colleagues, arguing that they were not as far from religiosity as they
thought.  Religion, he contended, was an intuitive feeling of the spirit moving within the
universe, and thus could be embraced by the most progressive intellectual.  At the same
time, Schleiermacher admitted that Church doctrines had suffered a credibility crisis, but
believed religion could be revitalized if it were allowed to evolve with modern ideas and
sculpted by individual spirituality formed through personal devotion.  This approach, he
felt, would lead to an innovative conception of Christianity that was appropriate for the
post-Enlightenment world.  In turn, he stressed absolute dependence or the feeling of
‘being in relation with God’, as He is perceived in every day life.9  Schleiermacher
promoted the importance of subjective responses to the beauty of nature, which, as W.
Dyrness has shown, offered a counterpart to Friedrich’s landscapes, including Woman
Before the Setting Sun (1818), Morning in Riesengebirge (1811), Wanderer Above the
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Sea Mists (1818), Cross in the Mountains (1808), Monk by the Sea (1810), Abbey in the
Oakwoods (1810), and others.  Both men believed that behind nature the vital force of
God was at work.  Having a similar religious outlook, as the theologian revived moribund
conventions of the Church by reweaving them into everyday experience, the artist
refreshed religious art by reintegrating the sacred into secular life.10

The rejection of Enlightenment trends was not confined to theology; the Romantic
rebellion was expressed in many other fields, including art.  The rationalism of the
philosophes had induced neoclassical artists, such as Jacques-Louis David and Anton
Raphael Mengs, to create compositions based on classical antiquity and to pay homage to
general experience over particular experience.  Although neoclassical artists produced
innovative interpretations of history, drama, and morality, their works tended to promote
the idealized rendering and didactic messages of the Greco-Roman world.  For this
reason, in part, the religious paintings of the neoclassical period were often based on the
conventional iconography that had been used by Renaissance masters, such as Mengs’s
Adoration of the Shepherds (1771), which is little more than a stillborn quotation of
artworks by Correggio, including his own Adoration of the Shepherds (1522).  Romantic
painters abandoned the narrative structure of the neoclassical period, substituting
expressive for mimetic art and emphasizing the authenticity of subjective feelings.  But in
each of the fields that the movement was manifested – art, literature, music, philosophy,
and theology, among others – Romanticism was infinitely complex.  For example,
Romantic art varied greatly between the regions of Europe and even between individuals
within the same region.  The very basis of the movement was freedom of expression, and
thus artists could not in good faith support a common programme.  The general attitude
of the Romantics, however, represented a concern with the growth of materialism during
the Enlightenment, which, they believed, caused an increased emotional detachment in
modern society.  In response, Romantic artists, like Eugène Delacroix, Théodore
Géricault, J. M. W. Turner, John Constable, Philipp Otto Rünge, and Friedrich, looked
inwards to relocate the subjective feelings found within the individual, and expressed
these emotions in dramatically effusive paintings.  Friedrich, for example, rejected the
objectivity of the Greco-Roman world with its idealized forms.  Instead, he produced
scenes of untamed nature that were laced with a nebulous but all-pervading mysticism
based on the religious yearnings of the artist himself.  Spiritual communion with natural
phenomena is made explicit in Friedrich’s paintings, where figures, such as the female in
Woman Before the Setting Sun, contemplate the mysteries of rural beauty.11  In this work,
the woman raises her arms in ecstasy as she worships the landscape and opens herself to
its erotic majesty.  The painting shows a finite figure before infinite nature and the
corresponding desire to become intertwined with divine forces.  In this way, Friedrich
evoked religious feeling without resorting to didacticism.
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Both Friedrich and Schleiermacher believed God could not be genuinely understood
through conventional dogmas of Christianity, because these were devoid of emotional
significance for modern believers.  For example, Schleiermacher claimed, in relation to
Christian doctrines, that:

Every sacred writing is in itself a glorious production … but … not every
person has religion who believes in sacred writings, but only the man who has
an … immediate understanding of it.12

He did not argue for an abandonment of Christianity, but for a return to the spiritual
foundations that had given rise to the faith.  Both Schleiermacher and Friedrich felt that
by listening to the inner voice the individual could most fully comprehend the
foundations of Church traditions.  Ideological similarities between these two figures have
been pointed to by a few pioneering scholars, including Klaus Lankheit who argues in
‘Caspar David Friedrich und die Neuprotestantismus’ (1950), that ‘Friedrich’s paintings
are a kind of interpretation of … the early writings of Schleiermacher’s’, especially On
Religion.13  Friedrich did not attempt to paint theology, but his recoil from neoclassicism
converged with Schleiermacher’s endeavour to revive religion in an innovative manner.
The artist’s paintings reflected the theologian’s conception of God as a force that
revealed itself to the individual through the everyday world.  On this subject, Friedrich
wrote that, ‘the noble person recognizes God in everything, the common person sees only
the form, not the spirit’.14

This approach is illustrated in Friedrich’s landscapes, such as Morning in Riesengebirge,
in which he depicted Christian revelation located in absolute dependence.  He showed
individuals swallowed up in the infinite beauty of the physical world as they find their
way to awareness of God.  In this picture, he captured the first rays of the morning sun
floating down upon the undulating hills of pastoral Germany.  Bathed in the ethereal
glow of the dawn is a mountain peak crowned with a cross.  This could be merely an
empirical depiction of nature but Friedrich imbued it with religiosity by exaggerating the
height of the cross, which features a prominent corpus of Christ.  The cross, as the only
object to break the line of the horizon, connects the near and the far, and thus represents
Christ as the intercessor between heaven and earth.  A woman is leading a man, Friedrich
himself, to the cross, and this alludes to the hope of redemption through personal
devotion.15  This image is related to theism, or a type of religiosity based on the view that
all worldly things are dependent on one ultimate reality, although this reality is founded
on the personal revelation of the individual worshipper.  This theistic attitude pervaded
Friedrich’s paintings.  Theism contrasts with deism, which contends that God created the
universe and afterwards abandoned it and exerts no influence on natural phenomena.  It
seeks to bring man’s relation to God into closer involvement with the way he understands
himself and the world around him. This view was portrayed in the paintings of Friedrich,
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which alluded to the consciousness of a vitally immanent God who is actively moving the
forces of the universe – a theme that paralleled the ideas of Schleiermacher, and it would
seem that there was a connection between these two men.  The artist, however, did not
systematically record his influences and it is difficult to verify whether or not the
theologian directly influenced him.16  What was common to them was common to many
Romantics but a comparison of their personal backgrounds reveals reasons for the
particularly analogous character of their attitudes.  Echoes do not equate to influence or
contact, it is true, but the resemblance of their outlooks is notable.

Schleiermacher was born in Breslau, Germany into the home of a Reformed chaplain
who professed the Herrnhuter Pietism of the Moravian Brethren.  This denomination
traced its roots back to fifteenth-century Hussites, but was consolidated by Nikolaus
Ludwig, Count von Zinzendorf (1700-60).  In his theological treatise Brüdergermeine
(1727), Zinzendorf asserted that faith was ‘not in thoughts nor in the head, but … a light
illuminated in the heart’.17  Schleiermacher received an introduction to Zinzendorf’s ideas
in his father’s household, but became further acquainted with them when he joined a
Moravian boarding school in Niesky (1783-85), and also while attending a Moravian
seminary in Barby (1785-87).  Schleiermacher’s upbringing and schooling caused him to
develop a strong Christian faith at a young age, but his belief did suffer lulls.  After being
exposed to Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason (1781) while attending seminary, he
developed skepticism towards Christian concepts.18  In order freely to pursue the
metaphysical writings of Kant and others, Schleiermacher left the seminary for the
University of Halle.  Even so, his doubts about Christianity were short-lived.  He later
returned to Barby, and confessed:

Here … the mystic tendency developed itself, which has been of so much
importance to me, and has supported and carried me through all the storms of
scepticism … after all that I have passed through, I have become a Herrnhuter
again, only of a higher order.19

As this passage suggests, Schleiermacher was indebted to the Moravians, who preached a
religion of the heart, in contrast to the religion of the mind advocated during the
Enlightenment by thinkers such as Christian Wolff.

Upon finishing his studies at Halle, Schleiermacher took orders in the Church, and from
1804 to 1808 worked as a pastor in the Pomeranian town of Stolpe, not many miles from
Friedrich’s birthplace.  Later he became a pastor in Berlin, where he was the foremost
Protestant preacher of his time.20  While in Berlin, Schleiermacher became involved with
the salon of Henriette Herz (1764-1847), which included the Romantics Novalis, Johann
Ludwig Tieck, and Friedrich von Schlegel, with whom the theologian developed intimate
friendships.21  From the confluence of Zinzendorfian Pietism, the metaphysical
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philosophy of Kant, and the ideas of his Romantic colleagues in Germany,
Schleiermacher went on to produce some of the most influential theological works of the
nineteenth century, including On Religion.  He is generally considered the most important
theologian between John Calvin and Karl Barth.  He has such prestige because he helped
restore the realm of the spirit through persuasive arguments for the innate awareness of
the divine found in the human heart.22  This appeal to immediacy was the most effective
answer to the strictures on religion imposed by the Enlightenment and because of this
even Barth, who criticized Schleiermacher for his emphasis on private religious
experience over Christian doctrines, admitted that he was the founder of modern
theology. 23  On Religion had a profound impact on nineteenth- and twentieth-century
trends.  It was addressed to contemporary, cultured people who worshipped nothing other

… than the sayings of the wise and the songs of the poets … so that nothing
remains … [of the] feeling for the … holy Being which lies far on the other
side of the world.24

By emphasizing the importance of individual feelings, Schleiermacher endeavoured to
demonstrate to fellow intellectuals, many of whom had been influenced by the
philosophes to despise Christianity, that what they disliked in religion was not religion at
all.  What they disdained in Christianity was not the true Church, he argued, but the
remains of a Church that had rotted away under the shadows of the overtly orthodox
dogma of Christian leaders and the overbearing ratiocination of the Enlightenment.

The anti-dogmatic attitude of On Religion was what one might call a relative
interpretation of Christianity, because it allowed for individualistic interpretations of
traditional doctrines and left room for pluralism.  Schleiermacher remarked that:

Everyone must be aware that his own outlook is only part of the whole, and
that … there exist views which are equally devout and yet totally different
from his own.25

From such statements, it is legitimate to claim that his writings demonstrated a marked
theism.  For this reason, neo-orthodox theorists of the early twentieth century, including
Emil Brunner, who attempted to resuscitate Church dogma by denouncing overly liberal
theology, criticized the non-specifically Christian elements of Schleiermacher’s theology.
It was precisely the flexibility of his writings, however, allowed for the re-entry of
rational skeptics and cultured despisers into the Christian faith.  For Schleiermacher, the
believer who felt absolute dependence when confronted by the awesome power of nature,
not the rigid rules of the Bible, was more likely to find God.  He defined absolute
dependence as the feeling of communion with the infinite, which was
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… first and foremost an intuition and feeling … whereby we can grasp the
universe which eludes the grosser senses.26

Through absolute dependence, Schleiermacher argued, the faithful could go on to form a
genuine understanding of Christian doctrines.  A very similar attitude was also depicted
in Friedrich’s landscapes.  Close connections between the lives of Friedrich and
Schleiermacher are uncertain, although it is known that the theologian visited the artist in
his studio in Dresden in 1818.27  An attempt to conclude that the theologian had a direct
influence on the painter is speculative, yet just as Schleiermacher attempted to liberate
religion from orthodox theologians, Friedrich endeavoured to free art from the
didacticism of neoclassicists.

Friedrich was born in Greifswald, a Pomerian town near the Baltic coast, which is now
part of Germany.  At a young age, Friedrich began an apprenticeship with the Greifswald
University drawing instructor, Johann Quistorp (1755-1835).28  Quistorp encouraged
Friedrich to approach art through the naturalism of German masters, including Albrecht
Dürer, but his influence was not limited to art.  It also exposed Friedrich to Ludwig
Kosegarten (1758-1818), a Moravian pastor celebrated for his mystical poetry.  Like
Zinzendorf, Kosegarten preached a theology of the heart and argued that subjective
communion with nature’s primal beauty led to an intermingling with God.  He
emphasized direct contact with God through the everyday experience of the physical
world and claimed that nature was ‘Christ’s Bible’.29  This was most profoundly
expressed in his shore-sermons, which utilized the local landscape for worship services.
This approach was obviously similar to Friedrich’s landscape paintings that allude to a
mystical power dwelling within the sublimity of topography.  The artist’s appreciation of
landscape as a vehicle for religious feeling was furthered when, in 1794, he enrolled at
the Academy Beaux-Arts of Copenhagen.  Copenhagen was the centre of the
‘Renaissance of the North’, where Germanic and Nordic traditions of nature-based
religion were revived and where Kosegarten was the most famous poet.30  Later, in 1798,
Friedrich settled permanently in Dresden, where he was associated with a Romantic
circle including Tieck and Novalis.  Through these contacts, Friedrich was encouraged to
become familiar with On Religion, which supplemented his Moravian appreciation of the
religion of the heart.31

Friedrich was strongly spiritual but did not believe true religion was most often found in
the outmoded dogmas of the Church.  In relation to Christian doctrines, he claimed,

All people carry the law of right and wrong in themselves … Each discerns
the unconditional as the voice of the inner self.32
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With this attitude, he created images, including Wanderer Above the Sea Mists, which
depicts an amorphously religious contemplation of natural phenomena.  In this work, as
with Woman Before the Rising Sun, the presence of a posterior figure invites the viewer
to join the subject in reflection on the greater meanings behind the natural world.  One of
the first to fully recognize the deep spirituality in Friedrich’s landscapes was the French
sculptor David d’Angers (1789-1856).  In 1834, d’Angers visited the painter’s studio and,
in response, wrote a letter proclaiming:

Friedrich!  The only landscape painter who has so far had the power to move
all the faculties of my soul, the painter who has invented a new genre; the
tragedy of landscape.33

This is an articulate summary of the innovative aspects of Friedrich’s artwork and the
ways in which it would forever change the genre of landscape.  The wilful obscurity
represented in the artist’s landscapes was a tradition rooted in aesthetics of the sublime.
In his enormously influential Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the
Sublime and the Beautiful (1757), Edmund Burke had already valorized vagueness of
expression over neoclassical clarity.  Burke argued that terror – the passion associated
with the sublime – is best aroused by things that are ‘uncertain, [and] confused’.34  More
significantly than perhaps any other Romantic artist, however, Friedrich aspired to invoke
the sublime through a subjectivized aesthetic that depicted the outward appearance of
nature through the inward perception of the beholder.

Friedrich rejected the rationalism of the Enlightenment, writing, ‘beware of the
superficial knowledge of cold fact … for it kills the heart’.35  With this attitude he
reformulated religious art, which, since classical times, had featured the remote historical
figures of the Bible depicted in a rigid, realist manner.  He translated formal Christian
symbols into mystical depictions of nature in order to convey devotion through the
individualistic modes of modern society, as demonstrated in Cross in the Mountains.
This painting was meant for a private chapel in Bavaria.  The attempt to use the genre of
landscape for an altarpiece was a daring endeavour.  The painting features a carved figure
of Christ hanging on a cross with the amber glow of a setting sun and the barren
mountainside wilderness of northern Germany in the background.  Friedrich
simultaneously articulated the beauty of landscape and the feeling of absolute
dependence, or the awareness of infinite deity in the finite world, by positioning the
Christian Redeemer as suspended between the closeness of the earth and vastness of the
sky.  The cross stands at the brink of the evening horizon, which signifies the
disappearance of God from the lives of the modern world during the Enlightenment, yet
the burgeoning of evergreens near the cross also indicates that a new religion is
emerging.  The crucifix is gilded, rather than one including the flesh-and-blood body of
Christ, and is based on a realistic observation of the crosses that are frequently found on
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mountaintops in this region.  Friedrich, however, transformed empirical nature into an
iconographic picture: for example, the sunset is stripped of its transitory nature and made
transcendent.  Moreover, the Gothic arch of the heavy frame is integral to the religious
meaning of the work.  Embedded with Christian symbols, such as the triangle of the eye
of God, it indicated Friedrich’s belief in an all-knowing and active Creator, an attitude in
line with theism and one which rejected deist conceptions of divinity.36

The painting does not have a specific Christian meaning, and for this reason the
contemporary art critic Friedrich Ramdohr (1757-1822) berated it.37  Ramdohr admired
neoclassical art and therefore derided Cross in the Mountains because of the artist’s
‘archaic’ use of light and shade and his reluctance to employ conventional rules of
perspective, causing the viewer to be uncertain whether he or she stands on solid ground
behind the summit, or whether they float alongside the mountain in a cloud-like
manner.38  The inventive perspective and optical effects, however, add to the
transcendental quality of the work, allowing for the personal interpretation of the
audience and accentuating its spiritual poignancy.39  The painting also offended Ramdohr
because the ‘altarpiece’ omitted religious narrative, leading him to accuse Friedrich of
sacrilege.  He wrote that it was ‘true presumption when landscape paintings want to …
creep onto the altars’.40  In response, Friedrich published an article that described the
significance of Cross in the Mountains:

Jesus Christ, nailed to the sinking sun … an old world dies – that time when
God the father moved directly on the earth.  This sun sank and the earth was
not able to grasp the departing light any longer … The cross stands … on a
rock, unshakably firm like our faith in Jesus Christ … the evergreen, enduring
through all ages, [is] like the hopes of man in Him, the crucified.41

Friedrich was forced into this position and it is significant that even his account does not
adequately describe the significance of the work; it is enigmatically spiritual, and this is
where it gains the ability to move the modern skeptic.  Christian August Semler, a friend
of the artist, claimed that, with the ambiguous allegories of Friedrich’s art, ‘it is possible
that the artist himself interprets his work differently than many beholders; but this does
not at all detract from the value of the image’.42

After completing Cross in the Mountains, Friedrich began work on Monk by the Sea and
Abbey in the Oakwoods.   Although these paintings have different formal constructions
they were intended as a pair and are explicit illustrations of Friedrich’s religious sense,
because the artist’s self-portrait is included in both.  The figure in Monk by the Sea, who
holds his head in his hands in a gesture of silent contemplation, has the clearly rounded
skull and long blond hair of Friedrich.43  This connection is further evidenced by the fact
that, in later self-portraits, the artist depicted himself in monk’s clothing.  This idea of
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artists serving in the capacity of a monk was not unique to Friedrich; Schleiermacher
claimed artists ‘are the new monks’.44   He believed that they

Strive … to inflame a love for higher things … They are the higher priesthood
who transmit the most inner spiritual secrets.45

It is striking, therefore, that in Monk by the Sea, Friedrich portrayed himself as a monk at
the edge of an ominous Baltic Sea, looking longingly at the morning star, presumably
waiting for dawn and yearning for a sense of the immanence of God within nature.46  In
Abbey in the Oakwoods, he also depicted monks in a wintry scene, carrying a coffin
through the portal of a ruined church.  Bearing in mind that this monastery is situated
next to the Baltic waters of Monk by the Sea, these two paintings definitely belong
together.  As the companion piece to Monk by the Sea, it is not difficult to imagine that
Abbey in the Oakwoods depicts the funeral of Friedrich himself, who had, in front of the
vast winter ocean, contemplated the meaning of finite man in relation to infinite
divinity.47  Likewise, in On Religion, Schleiermacher argued that God reveals Himself
through direct human communion with the infinite, encouraging a feeling of absolute
dependence.

Monk by the Sea was the most radical painting Friedrich created because he completely
abandoned rules of conventional landscape painting; there is no depth perception in the
usual sense, and this creates a tension between the empty void of the sea and the endless
sky.  The narrow beach strip is sharply outlined against a cold, expansive sea that
occupies the same amount of surface as the sand and yet seems larger and more distant.
This visual paradox points to the metaphysical problem of the picture, which the rational
intellect cannot immediately grasp, evoking the painfully awkward feeling of the
viewer’s own insignificance and reliance upon God for greater meaning.  The unbroken
line of the horizon, below which the monk is placed, suggests even more strongly the
endlessness of nature and the smallness of man within it.  Both monk and viewer are
confronted by infinite space and are thus led to a self-conscious awareness of God.  This
is an illustration of absolute dependence as Schleiermacher had defined in On Religion,
‘as a desire to lose oneself in the infinite rather than preserve one’s finite being’ and this
is the feeling the monk represents.48  Friedrich was able to create a poignantly spiritual
work by translating the outmoded dogmas of the Christian faith into a form that was
relevant to the modern spectator; in this way the work reflected the ideas of Romantic
theology.

The companion piece, Abbey in the Oakwoods, shows the ruined Cistercian Abbey of
Eldena, near Greifswald.49  Friedrich often depicted decayed Christian architecture,
which he used to symbolize the Church shaken by the Reformation and the
Enlightenment.  The use of a decrepit cathedral represents further parallels between
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Friedrich and Schleiermacher.  In On Religion, the theologian commented that in regard
to the future of the church,

There will come times of ruin … new apostles of God will be needed to hold
yet faster to that which has fallen away, and to purify with heavenly fire that
which has been spoiled.

He went on to write, ‘Gladly would [I] stand on the ruins of the religion’ that he revered,
for he felt it would lead to a rekindling of genuine religion.50  Similarly, Friedrich
claimed,

The time of the glory of the temple and its servants … [is] past … a new
desire for clarity and truth have risen from the ruined whole.51

In Abbey in the Oakwoods, Friedrich’s faith in a renewed religion was represented by the
surging strength of spontaneous forest growth, which contrasts with the gloom of the gray
abbey.  Although wild trees engulf the church, the painting serves as a reminder that the
power of divinity will endure and can still be found through individual contemplation of
sublime nature.  As in Monk by the Sea, in this work Friedrich again contrasted elements
of the near and the far, or the finite and the infinite: the procession passes an open grave
placed towards the mist-shrouded background, on its way towards a crucifix flanked by
two lights, a spiritual sign that the grave itself is not the ultimate ending, but a ghostly,
gossamer passage to the great beyond.

Friedrich’s Woman Before the Rising Sun, Morning in Riesengebirge, Wanderer Above
the Sea Mists, Cross in the Mountains, Monk by the Sea, Abbey in the Oakwoods, and
many other works, symbolize the mysteries of God through the depiction of sublime,
natural beauty.  Perhaps more successfully than any other painter, he was able to illustrate
Schleiermacher’s sense of absolute dependence or the self-conscious awareness of God in
the everyday world.  While given to investing his landscapes with symbolic overtones,
Friedrich, like Schleiermacher, represented a modernized version of Christianity, for even
in the Cross in the Mountains, the most overtly religious of his works, he did not depict a
supernatural event.52  Like Schleiermacher’s theological writings, Friedrich’s paintings
portrayed the enigmatic spirituality found in modern experience, and were extremely
important for future trends of art, including the amorphous pathos of Surrealist artists
Max Ernst and Salvador Dalí, and the mystical spirituality of Abstract Expressionist
artists Mark Rothko and Barnett Newman.  Nevertheless, Friedrich was forgotten soon
after his death; only in recent decades have scholars, including Robert Rosenblum,
credited the artist as one of the first to express the feeling of human alienation when
confronted by the overwhelming mysteries of the transitory nature of modern life.53

Similarly, after the decline of neo-orthodoxy, historians have come to view
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Schleiermacher as one of the first theologians to convey the emotional dilemmas of the
modern era.  He was hugely important for many modern thinkers, including Wilhelm
Dilthey, Adolf Harnack, and Ernst Troeltsch, all of whom insisted that the Church needed
to re-examine its claims to absolute truth.  They were inspired by what they saw as
Schleiermacher’s search for genuine religion outside the confines of the traditional
Church and beyond the rationalism of the Enlightenment.  Influenced by the teachings of
the Moravians, their upbringings in the German North, and their proximity to Romantic
thinkers, Friedrich and Schleiermacher rejected what they believed was the sterile
worldview of the philosophes and the deists, believing that human experience involved
aspects that eluded analytical formulations.  By emphasizing the importance of individual
feelings in their theological writings and landscape paintings, Schleiermacher and
Friedrich helped restore the realm of the spirit to the modern world.
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