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A Lunar Eclipse?: Regarding C. D. Friedrich's Depictions of
Crescent Moons
[Abstract]

Naoki SATO

Moonwatchers, C. D. Friedrich’s trio of paintings depicting night scenes, all
show figures seen from the back, gazing at a crescent moon in the sky. The
Berlin work shows a male and female couple, while the Dresden and New
York works each show a pair of males. While there has been no overt discus-
sion of the depiction of the moon in these works, in 1991 Kasper Monrad sug-
gested that the paintings depicted a lunar eclipse. The basis for this sugges-
tion lies in the fact that Peder Hjort, the Danish critic, described to Friedrich
his experience of a strange moonlit sky when he was out walking with his
fiancée in the northern section of Copenhagen. Historical materials indicate
that Friedrich then painted such an image and sent it to Copenhagen.
However, there is no actual information that defines that moon as a lunar
eclipse, and it is also hard to determine the lunar state from Friedrich’s paint-
ings. The astronomer Peter Broche states that the moon depicted in the
three works shows “earthshine,” where the light of the earth reflects on the
dark side of the moon, not an eclipse, and this argument has been seconded
by Sabine Rewald. In his role as astronomer, Broche went on to state the fact
that it is rare to see Venus, shown here as next to the crescent moon, in the
same sky as an earthshine event, and that thus Friedrich’s observation of
nature was correct. Given the representation of crescent moons by Friedrich,
the author agrees with the earthshine theory, and yet, feels that caution must
be applied in debates that invite misinterpretation, such as the idea that
Friedrich was the first to realistically depict an earthshine event. Around 1650
Wolfgang Heimbach had depicted earthshine and a crescent moon in his
Return of the Holy Family painting, and thus clearly Friedrich was not the first
painter in the history of art to observe and depict astronomical events.
Further, it must be also noted that Friedrich believed that Goethe’s argument
for the importance of natural observation in painting led to a loss of the true
character of landscape painting, and that thus his depiction of the night sky in
these three works marks the beginning of his separation from Goethe and
his beliefs. This article goes on to discuss that scholars have given too much
credence to Friedrich’s realistic painting style and thus there has been a ten-
dency to overlook the possibility that he used models for his works. This arti-
cle reexamines two books that may have influenced Friedrich’s works. First,
as Werner Hofmann has indicated, Daniel Chodowiecki’s Natiirliche und
affectierte Handlungen (1779) was not only the formal source for Friedrich’s
figures seen from the back, it also indicates that during Friedrich’s period,
the stance that the observation of nature and the emotions generated by such
observation were to be internalized had spread to the middle class.
Conversely, as Herbert von Einem has indicated, Jan Luyken'’s illustrations
for the 1700 publication of a two verse Latin poem Ethica Naturalis exerted a
strong influence on the composition of Friedrich’s works. This work was reis-
sued in German with Luyken’s illustrations in 1766, and thus it is highly like-
ly that Friedrich could have referred to the work. Further, this author also
believes that a detailed analysis of the possibility that these poems extolling
the majesty of nature and their explanatory texts may have also influenced
Friedrich’s creative efforts.

In addition to the two points mentioned above, it must also be noted that
the image source for Friedrich’s recreation of the lunar eclipse described by
Hjort has been overlooked. This is a landscape painting by Jens Juel,



Friedrich’s teacher during his studies at the Royal Academy of Arts in
Copenhagen. Hjort was a guest from Copenhagen visiting Friedrich in
Dresden, and it would not be at all strange for Friedrich to choose to express
his story of a strange night scene in Juel's style, as one appropriately nostal-
gic for Friedrich who had spent his youth in Copenhagen. In these three
works depicting the moon, more important than their realistic depiction of an
earthshine event is how they visualized their shared image of the moon. The
figures in these works all wear old German style clothing, and both time and
place are indeterminate in these works. But clearly the depiction of the rare
shine of that moonlit sky stands as proof that Friedrich had inherited Juel's
characteristic and adept ability to grasp the depiction of rare natural phenom-
ena.



