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he Romantic Era saw an ever larger public 
interest in the arts. Novels circulated widely, 
and the popular press drew increasing 
numbers of readers. Even poetry, particu-

larly that of Lord Byron, created enthusiasm. Paint-
ings became the subjects of general discussion (see 
Figure 17.15) and opera 4 ourished. All of this arose 
out of a society transformed by the rapid growth 
of industrial cities in the nineteenth century. By the 
1870s, approximately one-third of all Western Euro-
peans, regardless of class or income, lived in cities.

 Crowds of provincials 4 ocked to the cities to enjoy 
metropolitan life. One visitor to Paris described it as 
“a glass beehive, a treat to the student of humanity.” 
Great cities like London, Paris, and Vienna provided 
public gardens, � reworks, and dance halls to the 
growing working class. For the rich there was the glit-
tering life of parties and balls characterized in Verdi’s 
opera La Traviata, which was based on the real life of 
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the Parisian courtesan, Marie Duplessis. Described by 
one admirer as “a young woman of exquisite distinc-
tion, a pure and delicate type of beauty,” Marie, like 
Verdi’s Violetta, died at twenty-three of tuberculosis, 
a disease in large measure spread by the overcrowded 
and unsanitary conditions that were common in 
the sudden growth of large cities in the nineteenth 
century.

 So vast a change in the lives of millions outstripped 
society’s ability to keep pace, and the need for urban 
planning became urgent. With the arrival of the rail-
ways and, in London and Paris, subways, cities reori-
ented around station terminals. As industries, heavy 
and light, spread throughout the cities, overcrowding 
and squalor followed. Public hygiene required the lay-
ing of underground sewers and water pipes for the 
� rst time since the Roman Empire. Many who arrived 
from declining farms in search of their fortunes 
drifted into marginal jobs, rag-picking, collecting 

human excrement, and pub-
lic welfare programs sprang 
up to address poverty. Others 
migrants turned to crime. In 
1829, Sir Robert Peel estab-
lished the � rst British police 
force whose members became 
known as “bobbies,” after their 
founder.

 Against this background of 
extremes—a society that one 
migrant to London called a 
“wilderness of human beings”—
many Romantic artists led the 
social and political movements 
of their times.

◆ The Iron Works of Colebrook Dale, 
William Pickett, 1805, from The 
Romantic and Picturesque Scenery of 
England and Wales (Image © British 

Library, London/HIP/Art Resource, NY)
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Most dates are approximate

THE CONCERNS 

OF ROMANTICISM

The tide of revolution that swept away much of the old 
political order in Europe and America in the last quar-
ter of the eighteenth century had momentous conse-
quences for the arts. Both the American and the French 
revolutions had in fact used art as a means of express-
ing their spiritual rejection of the aristocratic society 
against which they were physically rebelling, and both 
had adopted the Neo-Classical style to do so. Jacques-

Louis David’s images of stern Roman virtue (see Figure 
16.2) and Je% erson’s evocation of the simple grandeur 
of Classical architecture (see Figure 16.18) represented, 
as it were, the revolutionaries’ view of themselves and 
their accomplishments. Neo-Classicism, however, barely 
survived into the beginning of the nineteenth century. 
The movement that replaced it, Romanticism, eventu-
ally dominated virtually every aspect of nineteenth-
century artistic achievement.

 The essence of Romanticism is particularly di&  -
cult to describe because it is far more concerned with 
broad general attitudes than with speci� c stylistic fea-

1789 French Revolution begins
1793–1795 Reign of Terror in France
1799–1804 Napoleon rules France as consul
1804–1814 Napoleon 

rules France as emperor 

1812 Failure of Napoleon’s 
Russian campaign

1814 Stephenson’s first locomotive
1814–1815 Congress of Vienna

1815 Napoleon escapes Elba; defeated at 
Battle of Waterloo

1815–1850 Industrialization of England

1816 Wreck of French vessel Medusa
1821–1829 Greek War of Independence 

against Turks
1830–1860 Industrialization of France and 

Belgium
1837–1901 Reign of Queen Victoria in 

England
1840–1870 Industrialization of Germany

1848 Revolutionary uprisings throughout 
Europe

1860–1870 Unification of Italy
1861–1865 American Civil War
1866–1871 Unified Germany
1867 Canada granted dominion status; British 

Factory Act gives workers Saturday after-
noons off

1869 First transcontinental railroad completed 
in United States

1876 Bell patents the telephone
1888 Pasteur Institute founded in Paris

GENERAL EVENTS 

1765 Copley, Samuel Quincey
1784–1785 David, Oath of the Horatii

1799 Goya becomes court painter to Charles IV of Spain; The Family of Charles IV (1800)
19th cent. Romantic emphasis on emotion, nature, exotic images, faraway lands
1808 Girodet-Trioson, The Entombment 

of Atala, inspired by Chateaubriand’s 
romantic novel

1809 Friedrich, Abbey in an Oak Forest
1811 Ingres, Jupiter and Thetis
1814 Goya, May 3, 1808, a retreat from idealism in art

1818–1819 Géricault, Raft of the Medusa, first exhibited 1819
1820–1822 Goya paints nightmare scenes on walls of his house; Saturn Devouring 

One of His Sons
1821 Constable, Hay Wain

1824 Delacroix, Massacre at Chios
1826 Delacroix, The Death 

of Sardanapalus
c. 1830 Social realism follows romanticism; 

Daumier, The Legislative Belly (1834)

c. 1830s Development of national styles. American artists influenced by Transcendentalism; 
Cole, The Ox Bow (1836)

1844 Turner, Rain, Steam, and Speed

1855 Courbet, The Studio: A Real Allegory of the Last Seven Years of My Life
c. 1860 American luminist painting develops; Heade, Newburyport Meadows (1876) 

1870 Homer, Eaglehead, Manchester, Massachusetts
1870 Corot, Ville d’Avray
c. 1880 Eakins searches for realism, The Swimming Hole (1885)
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tures. Painters, writers, and musicians in the nineteenth 
century shared several concerns in their approach to 
their art. First was the important emphasis they placed 
on personal feelings and their expression. Ironically 
enough, the revolutionary movements that had encour-
aged artists to rebel against the conventional styles of 
the early eighteenth century had proved too restricting 
and conventional.

 Second, emphasis on emotion rather than intellect 
led to the expression of subjective rather than objective 
visions; after all, the emotions known best are those we 
have experienced. The Romantics used art to explore 

and dissect their own personal hopes and fears (more 
often the latter) rather than as a means to arrive at some 
general truth. This in turn produced a third attitude of 
Romanticism—its love of the fantastic and the exotic—
which made it possible to probe more deeply into an 
individual’s creative imagination. Dreams, for example, 
were a way of releasing the mind from the constraints of 
everyday experience and bringing to the surface those 
dark visions reason had submerged, as the Spanish art-
ist Francisco Goya shows us unforgettably in a famous 
etching [Fig. 17.2]. Artists felt free to invent their own 
dream worlds. Some chose to reconstruct such ages 
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1773 Goethe leads Sturm und Drang move-
ment against Neo-Classicism

1774 Goethe, The Sorrows of Young Werther

1790 Kant, Critique of Judgment, expounding 
Transcendental Idealism

1794 Blake, “London”
1798 Wordsworth, “Tintern Abbey”
1807–1830 Philosophy of Hegel published 

in Germany
1808 Goethe’s Faust, Part I

1819 Schopenhauer, The World as Will and 
Idea; Keats, Ode to a Nightingale

1820 Shelley, Prometheus Unbound
1821 Byron, Don Juan
1824 Byron dies in Greece
1829–1847 Balzac, The Human Comedy, 

90 realistic novels
1832 Goethe, Faust, Part II
1836–1860 Transcendentalist movement in 

New England, United States
1837–1838 Dickens, 

Oliver Twist

1840 Poe, Tales of the Grotesque
1846 Sand, Lucrezia Floriani
1847 E. Brontë, Wuthering Heights

1848 Marx, Communist Manifesto
1851 Melville, Moby Dick
1854 Thoreau, Walden
1855 Whitman, Leaves of Grass
1856–1857 Flaubert, Madame Bovary
1859 Darwin publishes theory of evolution, 

On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural 
Selection

1862 Hugo, Les Misérables
1863–1869 Tolstoy, War and Peace

1873–1877 Tolstoy, Anna Karenina
1890 Dickinson’s poems first published, four 

years after her death

LITERATURE & 

PHILOSOPHY 

1785–1796 Jefferson, State Capitol, 
Richmond, Virginia

19th cent. Sequence of revival styles affected 
by growth of industry and technology

1836 Barry and Pugin, neo-Gothic Houses 
of Parliament, London

1861–1875 Garnier, neo-Baroque Opéra, 
Paris 

1865 Reynaud, Gare du Nord, Paris

ARCHITECTURE

1788 Mozart composes last three symphonies

1795 Debut of Beethoven as pianist
Development from classical to romantic 
music most evident in work of Beethoven; 
“Pathétique” Sonata (1799) 

1804 First performance of Beethoven’s “Eroica” 
Symphony, originally meant to honor Napoleon

1804–1808 Beethoven’s Symphony No. 5, first 
performed 1808

1814 Beethoven’s opera Fidelio performed

c. 1815–1828 Schubert creates genre of art song (lied), 
setting to music poetry of Goethe, Schiller, others

1822 Schubert, “Unfinished” Symphony
1824 First performance of Beethoven’s Symphony 

No. 9 with choral version of Schiller’s “Ode to 
Joy” as finale

1830 Berlioz, Symphonie fantastique

1831 Bellini’s bel canto opera Norma performed
1835 Donizetti, Lucia di Lammermoor
c. 1835–c. 1845 Virtuoso performance at peak; 

brilliant composer-performers create works of 
immense technical difficulty

1839 Chopin completes Twenty-Four 
Preludes, Op. 28

1842 Verdi’s Nabucco symbolic of Italians’ suffering 
under Austrian rule

1846 Berlioz, The Damnation of Faust

1851–1874 Wagner, The Ring of the Nibelung; 
first staged at new Bayreuth opera house 1876

1853 First performances of Verdi’s La Traviata 
and Il Trovatore

1865 Wagner experiments with harmony in Tristan 
and Isolde

1874 First production of Moussorgsky’s opera Boris 
Godunov in St. Petersburg

1876 Brahms, Symphony No. 1 in C Minor
1882 Wagner, Parsifal
1887 Verdi, Otello; Bruckner begins Symphony 

No. 8 in C Minor

MUSIC
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long past as the medieval, a period that was particu-
larly popular. The design of Britain’s Houses of Parlia-
ment [Fig. 17.3], begun in 1836, re: ected the Gothic 
style of six centuries earlier. Others preferred to imag-
ine remote and exotic lands and dreamed of life in the 
mysterious Orient or on a primitive desert island. Still 
others simply trusted to the powers of their imagination 
and invented a fantasy world of their own.

 A fourth characteristic of much Romantic art is a 
mystical attachment to the world of nature that was 
also the result of the search for new sensations. Painters 
turned increasingly to landscape, composers sought to 
evoke the rustling of leaves in a forest or the noise of a 
storm, and poets tried to express their sense of union 
with the natural world. Most eighteenth-century art-
ists had turned to nature in search of order and reason. 
In the nineteenth century, the wild unpredictability of 
nature would be emphasized, depicted neither objec-

tively nor realistically but as a mirror of the artist’s 
individual emotions. At the same time, the roman-
tic communion with nature expressed a rejection of 
the Classical notion of a world centered on human 
activity.

 These attitudes, and the new imaginative and cre-
ative power they unleashed, had two di% erent but 
equally important e% ects on the relationship between 
the artist and society. On the one hand, many creative 
artists became increasingly alienated from their public. 
Whereas they had once � lled a precise role in provid-
ing entertainment or satisfying political and religious 
demands, now their self-expressive works met no par-
ticular needs except their own.

 On the other hand, an increasing number of artists 
sought to express the national characteristics of their 
people via art. Abandoning the common artistic lan-
guage of earlier periods and instead developing local 
styles that used traditional folk elements, artists were 
able to stimulate (and in some cases to initiate) the 
growth of national consciousness and the demand for 
national independence (see map, “Europe in 1848”). 
This was particularly e% ective in the Russian and Aus-
trian empires (which incorporated many nationalities) 
and even in America, which had always been only on 
the fringe of the European cultural tradition, but it also 
became an increasingly strong tendency in the art of 
France and Italy, countries that had hitherto shared 
the same general culture. Thus while some artists were 
retreating into a private world of their own creation, 
others were in the forefront of the social and political 
movements of their own age (see Table 17.1).

◆ 17.2 Francisco Goya, The Sleep of Reason Produces Monsters 
(El sueño de la razón produce monstruos), 1797–1798. The pre-
cise meaning of the work is not clear, but it evidently rep-
resents the inability of reason to banish monstrous thoughts. 
Its title is written on the desk below the student, who sleeps 
with his head on his textbooks.

Plate 43 from Los Caprichos. Etching and aquatint, 8˝ x 6˝ (203 x 152 

mm). Image © Victoria and Albert Museum, London, UK/Art Resource, NY

Table 17.1 Principal Characteristics of the Romantic Movement

The Expression of Personal Feelings

Chopin, Preludes
Goya, The Family of Charles IV [17.12]
Goethe, The Sorrows of Young Werther

Self-Analysis

Berlioz, Symphonie fantastique
Poetry of Keats
Whitman, Leaves of Grass

Love of the Fantastic and Exotic

Music and performances of Paganini
Girodet-Trioson, The Entombment of Atala [17.14]
Delacroix, The Death of Sardanapalus [17.17]

Interest in Nature

Beethoven, Pastoral Symphony
Constable, Hay Wain [17.24]
Wordsworth, poetry
Emerson, The American Scholar

Nationalism and Political Commitment

Verdi, Nabucco
Smetana, My Fatherland
Goya, The Third of May, 1808 [17.11]
Byron’s support of the Greeks

Erotic Love and the Eternal Feminine

Goethe, Faust, Part II
Wagner, Tristan and Isolde



THE INTELLECTUAL 

BACKGROUND

It might be expected that a movement like Romanti-
cism, which placed a high value on the feelings of the 
moment at the expense of conscious reason, would 
remain relatively una% ected by intellectual principles. 
Notwithstanding, several Romantic artists did in fact 
draw inspiration from contemporary philosophy. A 
rapid survey of the chief intellectual developments of 
the nineteenth century therefore provides a background 
to the artistic ones.

Kant The ideas that proved most attractive to the 
Romantic imagination had developed in Germany at 
the end of the eighteenth century. Their chief spokes-
man was Immanuel Kant (1724–1804), whose Critique 
of Judgment (1790) defined the pleasure we derive from 
art as “disinterested satisfaction.” Kant conceived of art 
as uniting opposite principles. It unites the general with 
the particular, for example, and reason with the imagi-
nation. For Kant, the only analogy for the way in which 
art is at the same time useless and yet useful was to be 
found in the world of nature.

Hegel Even more influential than Kant was Georg 
Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770–1831), whose ideas 
continued to affect attitudes toward art and artis-
tic criticism into the twentieth century. Like Kant, 
Hegel stressed art’s ability to reconcile and make sense 
of opposites, and to provide a synthesis of the two 
opposing components of human existence, called 
thesis (pure, infinite being) and antithesis (the world 
of nature). This process, he held, applied to the work-
ings of the mind and also to the workings of world 
history, through the development and realization of 
what he called the “World Spirit.” Hegel’s influence on 
his successors lay less in the details of his philosophi-

cal system than in his acceptance of divergences and 
his attempt to reconcile them. The search for a way 
to combine differences, to permit the widest variety 
of experience, is still the basis of much contemporary 
thinking about the arts.

 Both Kant and Hegel developed their ideas in the 
relatively optimistic intellectual climate of the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, and their 
approach both to art and to existence is basically posi-
tive. A di% erent position was that of Arthur Schopen-
hauer (1788–1860), whose major work, The World as 
Will and Idea (1819), expresses the belief that the domi-
nating will, or power, in the world is evil. At the time 
of its appearance, Schopenhauer’s work made little 
impression, largely because of the popularity of Kant’s 
and Hegel’s idealism. Schopenhauer did not help mat-
ters by launching a bitter personal attack on Hegel. But 
the failure of the nationalist uprisings of 1848 in many 
parts of Europe produced a growing mood of pessimism 
and gloom, against which background Schopenhauer’s 
vision of a world condemned perpetually to be ravaged 
by strife and misery seemed more convincing. Thus, his 
philosophy, if it did not mold the Romantic movement, 
came to re: ect its growing despondency.

Marx It must be admitted that many of the major 
developments in nineteenth-century thought had little 
direct impact on the contemporary arts. The most influ-
ential of all nineteenth-century philosophers was prob-
ably Karl Marx (1818–1883), whose belief in the inher-
ent evil of capitalism and in the historical inevitability 
of a proletarian revolution was powerfully expressed in 
his Communist Manifesto (1848).

 Marx’s belief that revolution was both unavoidable 
and necessary was based at least in part on his own 
observation of working conditions in industrial Eng-
land, where his friend and fellow communist Friedrich 
Engels (1820–1895) had inherited a textile factory. 
Marx and Engels both believed that the factory workers, 
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◆ 17.3 Houses of Parliament, 
London, 1836–1860, architects, 
Sir Charles Barry and Augustus 
Welby Pugin. The relative sym-
metry of the façade (940 feet; 287 
meters long) is broken only by the 
placement of the towers—Gothic 
in style, as is the decorative detail. 
(Image © Vanni/Art Resource, NY)
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although creating wealth for the middle classes, derived 
no personal bene� t. Living in overcrowded, unsanitary 
conditions, the workers were deprived of any e% ective 
political power and only kept quiet by the drug of reli-
gion, which o% ered them the false hope of rewards in 
a future life. The plight of the working classes seemed 
to Marx to transcend all national boundaries and cre-
ate a universal proletariat who could only achieve free-
dom through revolution: “Workers of the world, unite! 
You have nothing to lose but your chains!” The drive to 
political action was underpinned by Marx’s economic 
philosophy, with its emphasis on the value of labor and, 
more generally, on the supreme importance of eco-
nomic and social conditions as the true moving forces 
behind historical events. This so-called materialist con-
cept of history was to have worldwide repercussions in 
the century that followed Marx’s death. More contem-
porary writers such as Bertolt Brecht (1898–1956) have 
embraced Marxist principles, and Marxist critics have 

developed a school of aesthetic criticism that applies 
standards based on Marxist doctrines. During the nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, however, Marx’s 
in: uence was exclusively social and political.

 Marx clearly laid out his views on the arts. Art has 
the ability to contribute to important social and politi-
cal changes, and is thus a determining factor in history. 
Neither is artistic output limited to the upper or more 
prosperous social classes; according to the “principle 
of uneven development,” a higher social order does 
not necessarily produce a correspondingly high artis-
tic achievement. Capitalism is, in fact, hostile to artistic 
development because of its obsession with money and 
pro� t. As for styles, the only one appropriate for the 
class struggle and the new state is realism, which would 
be understood by the widest audience. Lenin inherited 
and developed this doctrine further when he ordered 
that art should be a speci� c “re: ection” of reality, and 
used the party to enforce the o&  cial cultural policy.
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Industry The nineteenth century saw vast changes 
in the lives of millions of people, as industrial devel-
opment and scientific progress overthrew centuries-old 
ways. The railroad, using engines powered by steam, first 
appeared in 1825 between Stockton and Darlington 
in England. By 1850, there were 6000 miles of track 
in Britain, 3000 in Germany, 2000 in France, and the 
beginnings of a rail system in Austria, Italy, and Russia. 
The economic impact was overwhelming. The railroad 
represented a new industry that fulfilled a universal 
need; it provided jobs and offered opportunities for 
capital investment. At the same time, it increased the 
demand for coal and iron.

 Industry soon overtook agriculture as the source of 
national wealth. With the growth of mass production 
in factories, the cities connected by rail became vast 
urban centers, attracting wholesale migration from the 
countryside. The number of persons living in cities rose 

dramatically. The population of Turin, in northern Italy, 
was 86,000 in 1800, 137,000 by 1850, and more than 
200,000 by 1860. Half of Britain’s inhabitants lived in 
cities by 1850, the � rst time in history that this was 
true for any large society. The results were by no means 
always pleasant; one Londoner described his city in the 
1820s as “a wilderness of human beings.”

 In science, constant research brought a host of new 
discoveries. Experiments in magnetism and electricity 
advanced physics. Using new chemical elements, the 
French chemist Louis Pasteur (1822–1895) explored 
the process of fermentation and invented “pasteuri-
zation”—a discovery that helped improve the safety 
of food. Equally bene� cial was Pasteur’s demonstra-
tion that disease is spread by living but invisible (to 
the naked eye, at least) germs, which can be com-
bated by vaccination and the sterilization of medical 
equipment.

V  T T

Isabella Bird Meets a Mountain Man

Isabella Bird (1831–1904), the English travel writer, 
was a tireless traveler throughout America, Asia, and 
Australia. When Isabella � nally settled down for a 
while and married, her husband observed that he 
“had only one formidable rival in Isabella’s heart, and 
that is the high Table Land of Central Asia.” In 1873, 
she met Rocky Mountain Jim in Colorado—“a 
man who any woman might love, but who no sane 
woman would marry.”

Roused by the growling of the dog, his owner 
came out, a broad, thickset man, about the 
middle height, with an old cap on his head, 
and wearing a gray hunting-suit much the 
worse for wear (almost falling to pieces, in 
fact), a digger’s scarf knotted round his waist, 
a knife in his belt, and a bosom friend, a 
revolver, sticking out of the breast pocket of his 
coat; his feet, which were very small, were bare, 
except for some dilapidated moccasins made 
of horse hide. The marvel was how his clothes 
hung together, and on him. The scarf round 
his waist must have had something to do with 
it. His face was remarkable. He is a man about 
45, and must have been strikingly handsome. 
He has large gray-blue eyes, deeply set, with 
well-marked eyebrows, a handsome aquiline 
nose, and a very handsome mouth. His face 
was smooth shaven except for a dense mous-
tache and imperial [a pointed beard]. Tawny 

hair, in thin uncared for curls, fell from under 
his hunter’s cap and over his collar. One eye 
was entirely gone, and the loss made one side 
of the face repulsive, while the other might have 
been modeled in marble. “Desperado” was 
written in large letters all over him. I almost 
repented of having sought his acquaintance.
 His first impulse was to swear at the dog, 
but on seeing a lady he contented himself with 
kicking him, and coming up to me he raised 
his cap, showing as he did so a magnificently 
formed brow and head, and in a cultured tone 
of voice asked if there were anything he could do 
for me? I asked for some water, and he brought 
some in a battered tin, gracefully apologizing 
for not having anything more presentable. We 
entered into conversation, and as he spoke I 
forgot both his reputation and appearance, for 
his manner was that of a chivalrous gentleman, 
his accent refined, and his language easy and 
elegant. I inquired about some beavers’ paws 
which were drying, and in a moment they hung 
on the horn of my saddle. Apropos of the wild 
animals of the region, he told me that the loss 
of his eye was owing to a recent encounter with 
a grizzly bear, which after giving him a death 
hug, tearing him all over, breaking his arm and 
scratching out his eye, had left him for dead.

From A Lady’s Life in the Rocky Mountains (London, 1879); reprinted 

by Virago Press (London, 1982).
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Darwin No single book affected nineteenth-century 
readers more powerfully than On the Origin of Species 
by Means of Natural Selection by Charles Robert Darwin 
(1809–1882), which appeared in 1859. As a student 
at Cambridge, in 1831 Darwin was offered the post 
of naturalist aboard the H.M.S. Beagle, a ship ready to 
embark on a surveying expedition around the world. 
In the course of the voyage, Darwin studied geological 
formations, fossils, and the distribution of plant and ani-
mal types. On examining his material, Darwin became 
convinced that species were not fixed categories, as had 
always been held, but were instead capable of varia-
tion. Drawing on the population theories of Malthus, 
and the geological studies of Sir Charles Lyell, Darwin 
developed his theory of evolution as an attempt to 
explain the changes, disappearances, and new appear-
ances of various species.

 According to Darwin, animals and plants evolve by 
a process of natural selection (he chose the term to 
contrast it with the “arti� cial selection” used by animal 
breeders). Over time, some variations of each species 
survive while others die out. Those likely to survive 
are those best suited to prevailing environmental con-
ditions—a process called by one of Darwin’s followers 
“the survival of the � ttest.” Changes in the environ-
ment would lead to adjustments within the species. The 
� rst publication of this theory appeared in 1858, in the 
form of a short scienti� c paper; On the Origin of Species 
appeared a year later. In 1871 Darwin published The 
Descent of Man, in which he claimed that the human 
race is descended from an animal of the anthropoid 
group.

 The impact of both books was spectacular. Their 
author quietly continued his research and tried to avoid 
the popular controversy surrounding his work. Church 
leaders thundered their denunciations of a theory that 
utterly contradicted the notion that humans, along with 
everything else, had been created by God in accordance 
with a divine plan. Scientists and freethinkers stoutly 
defended Darwin, often enlarging his claims. Others 
held that the development of modern capitalism and 
industrial society represented a clear demonstration 
of the “survival of the � ttest,” although Darwin never 
endorsed this “Social Darwinism” (see Table 17.2).

 Achievements in science and technology are re: ected 
to a certain extent in Romantic art, although chie: y 
from a negative point of view. The growing indus-
trialization of life in the great cities, and the e% ect of 
inventions like the railway train on urban architecture 
stimulated a “back-to-nature” movement, as Roman-
ticism provided an escape from the grim realities of 
urbanization and industrialization. Furthermore, at a 
time when many people felt submerged and deperson-
alized in overcrowded cities, the Romantic emphasis on 
the individual and on self-analysis found an appreciative 
audience. Many artists contrasted the growing problems 
of urban life with an idyllic (and highly imaginative) 
picture of rustic bliss.

 Scienti� c ideas had something of the same nega-
tive e% ect on nineteenth-century artists. The English 
Victorian writers (so-called after Queen Victoria, who 
reigned from 1837 to 1901) responded to the grow-
ing scienti� c materialism of the age. Although few were, 
strictly speaking, Romantics, much of their resistance to 
progress in science and industry and their portrayal of 
its evil e% ects has its roots in the Romantic tradition.

MUSIC IN THE 

ROMANTIC ERA

BEETHOVEN

For many of the Romantics, music was the supreme art. 
Free from the intellectual concepts involved in language 
and the physical limits inherent in the visual arts, it was 
capable of the most wholehearted and intuitive expres-
sion of emotion. Ludwig van Beethoven (1770–1827), 
widely regarded as the pioneer of musical Romanticism, 
also manifested many characteristically Romantic atti-
tudes—love of nature, a passionate belief in the freedom 
of the individual, and a � ery temperament—so it is not 
surprising that he has come to be regarded as the proto-
type of the Romantic artist [Fig. 17.4]. When Beethoven 
wrote proudly to one of his most loyal aristocratic sup-
porters, “There will always be thousands of princes, but 
there is only one Beethoven,” he spoke for a new gen-
eration of creators. When he used the last movement of 
his Symphony No. 9 to preach the doctrine of universal 
brotherhood, he inspired countless ordinary listeners 
by his fervor. Even today familiarity with Beethoven’s 
music has not dulled its ability to give dramatic expres-
sion to the noblest of human sentiments.

 Although Beethoven’s music served as the spring-
board for the Romantic movement in music, his own 
roots were deep in the classical tradition. He pushed 
classicism to the limits through use of the sonata allegro 
form. In spirit, furthermore, his work is representative of 
the Age of Enlightenment and the revolutionary mood 

Table 17.2   Nineteenth-Century Scientific and Technological 
Developments

1814 Stephenson builds � rst locomotive
1821 Faraday discovers principle of electric dynamo
1825 Erie Canal opened in the United States
 First railway completed (England)
1839 Daguerre introduces his process of photography
1844 Morse perfects the telegraph
1853 First International Exhibition of Industry (New York)
1858 Transatlantic cable begun (completed 1866)
1859 Darwin publishes On the Origin of Species
 First oil well drilled (in Pennsylvania)
1867 Nobel invents dynamite
1869 Transcontinental railway completed in the United States
 Suez Canal opened
1876 Bell patents the telephone
1879 Edison invents the electric light
1885 First internal combustion engines using gasoline



of the turn of the century, as seen in the words and 
music of his opera Fidelio. A complex and many-sided 
genius, Beethoven transcended the achievements of the 
age in which he was born and set the musical tone for 
the nineteenth century.

 Beethoven was born in Bonn, Germany, where he 
received his musical training from his father, an alco-
holic. Beethoven’s father saw the possibility of pro-
ducing a musical prodigy in his son and forced him to 
practice hours at the keyboard, often locking him in 
his room and beating him on his return from drink-
ing bouts. All possibilities of a happy family life were 
brought to an end in 1787 when Beethoven’s mother 
died and his father descended into advanced alcoholism. 
Beethoven sought compensation in the home of the 
von Breuning family, where he acted as private tutor. 
It was there that he met other musicians and artists and 
developed a lifelong love of literature. He also struck 
up a friendship with a local minor aristocrat, Count 
Waldstein, who remained his devoted admirer until the 
composer’s death.

 In 1792 Waldstein was one of the aristocrats who 
helped Beethoven go to Vienna to study with Haydn, 

who was then regarded as the greatest composer of his 
day; but although Haydn agreed to give him lessons, 
the young Beethoven’s impatience and suspicion, and 
Haydn’s de� ciencies as a teacher, did not make for a 
happy relationship. Nevertheless, many of the works 
Beethoven wrote during his � rst years in Vienna are 
essentially classical in both form and spirit; only by the 
end of the century had he begun to extend the emo-
tional range of his music.

CD Track 11 
Ludwig van Beethoven, “Pathétique” Piano Sonata No. 8 
in C Minor, Finale

 One of the � rst pieces to express the characteristi-
cally Beethovenian spirit is his Piano Sonata No. 8 in 
C Minor, Op. 13, generally known as the “Pathétique.” 
Beethoven’s sonata is characteristic of Romantic music 
in its strong expression of personal feelings. Its three 
movements, of which we hear the last, tell a continu-
ous story in which the hero (the composer) � ghts an 
increasingly desperate battle against what seems his cer-
tain destiny. Unlike the tragic resignation of Mozart’s 
Symphony No. 40 (see Chapter 16), which accepts 
its su% ering with Classical resignation, Beethoven’s 
Romantic spirit drives him to � ght.

 After a � rst movement, in which grim resistance 
gives way to forceful, turbulent struggle, and a second 
movement with a serene vision of beauty that o% ers 
hope of relief, Beethoven returns to the battle. The � nal 
movement appears to arrive at a synthesis between the 
drama of the opening and the hushed beauty of the 
slow movement. The music opens in a fragile, re: ec-
tive mood. The composer has not yet recovered from 
the solemn beauty of the slow movement, and we hear 
his changes of mood echoed in the music, as if he hesi-
tates to prepare himself for further combat. His repeated 
instruction to the performer is “tranquillo” (“peace-
fully”). Yet the mood darkens and the music is marked 
“agitato” (“with agitation”). The strife-ridden mood 
of earlier sweeps away the sense of resignation. There 
are brief moments of respite, and, just before the very 
end, the opening theme returns quietly and “with sim-
plicity.” Yet the conclusion is both decisive and sudden. 
The piano hurtles down a violent scale, and a � nal bru-
tal chord puts an end to the piece, with its alternating 
moods of faint hope and despair.

 Before the Romantics, no one had used music for 
such frank expression of the most : uctuating emotions, 
and Beethoven’s use of abrupt changes of volume, his 
hesitations, and his sense of self-revelation are all typical 
of the new musical era.

 It is important to understand precisely how Bee-
thoven used music in a new and revolutionary way. 
Other composers had written music to express emotion 
long before Beethoven’s time, from Bach’s outpouring 
of religious fervor to Mozart’s evocation of human joy 
and sorrow. What is di% erent about Beethoven is that his 
emotion is autobiographical. His music tells us how he 

◆ 17.4 Ferdinand Georg Waldmuller, Ludwig van Beethoven, 
1823. Painted a year before the � rst performance of 
Beethoven’s Symphony No. 9 in D Minor, the portrait 
emphasizes the composer’s stubborn independence by both 
the set of the mouth and the casual, even untidy, dress and 
hair. Beethoven, who became irascible in his later years, 
allowed the artist only one sitting for his portrait commis-
sioned by one of his music publishers.

Canvas, 28˝ x 31˝ (72 x 78 cm). Breitkopf und Haertel, Leipzig, Germany//

© Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY
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feels, what his succession of moods is, and what conclu-
sion he reaches. It does other things at the same time, and 
at this early stage in his career for the most part it self-
consciously follows classical principles of construction, 
but the vivid communication of personal emotions is its 
prime concern. That Beethoven’s range was not limited 
to anger and frustration is immediately demonstrated 
by the beautiful and consoling middle slow movement 
of the “Pathétique” with its lyrical main theme, but the 
� nal movement returns to turbulent passion.

 Parallels for the turbulent style of the “Pathétique”
can be found in other contemporary arts, especially 
literature, but although to some extent Beethoven was 
responding to the climate of the times, there can be no 
doubt that he was also expressing a personal reaction 
to the terrible tragedy that had begun to a?  ict him as 
early as 1796. In that year the � rst symptoms of his deaf-
ness began to appear; by 1798, his hearing had grown 
very weak; and by 1802, he was virtually totally deaf.

 Nonetheless, although obviously a% ected by his 
condition, Beethoven’s music was not exclusively con-
cerned with his own fate. The same heroic attitude with 
which he faced his personal problems was also given 
universal expression, never more stupendously than in 
the Symphony No. 3 in E Flat, Op. 55, subtitled the 
“Eroica” or “Heroic” Symphony. As early as 1799, 
the French ambassador to Vienna had suggested that 
Beethoven write a symphony in honor of Napoleon 
Bonaparte. At the time Napoleon was widely regarded 
as a popular hero who had triumphed over his humble 
origins to rise to power as a champion of liberty and 
democracy. Beethoven’s own democratic temperament 
made him one of Napoleon’s many admirers. The sym-
phony was duly begun, but in 1804—the year of its 
completion—Napoleon had himself crowned emperor. 
When Beethoven heard the news, he angrily crossed 
out Napoleon’s name on the title page. The � rst printed 
edition, which appeared in 1806, bore only the dedica-
tion “to celebrate the memory of a great man.”

 It would be a mistake to view the “Eroica” as merely 
a portrait of Napoleon. Rather, inspired by what he saw 
as the heroic stature of the French leader, Beethoven 
created his own heroic world in sound, in a work of vast 
dimensions. The � rst movement alone lasts for almost 
as long as many a classical symphony. Its complicated 
structure requires considerable concentration on the 
part of the listener. The form is basically the classical 
sonata allegro form (see Chapter 16) but on a much 
grander scale and with a wealth of musical ideas. Yet 
the principal theme of the movement, which the cel-
los announce at the beginning after two hammering, 
impatient chords demand our attention, is of a rocklike 
sturdiness and simplicity.

 Beethoven’s genius emerges as he uses this and other 
similarly straightforward ideas to build his mighty struc-
ture. Throughout the � rst movement his use of har-
mony and, in particular, discord, adds to the emotional 
impact, especially in the middle of the development 

section, where slashing dissonances seem to tear apart 
the orchestra. His classical grounding emerges in the 
recapitulation, where the in� nite variety of the develop-
ment section gives way to a restored sense of unity; the 
movement ends triumphantly with a long and thrilling 
coda. The formal structure is recognizably classical, but 
the intensity of expression, depth of personal commit-
ment, and heroic de� ance are all totally Romantic.

 The second movement of the “Eroica” is a worthy 
successor to the � rst. A funeral march on the same mas-
sive scale, it alternates a mood of epic tragedy—which 
has been compared, in terms of impact, with the works 
of the Greek playwright Aeschylus—with rays of con-
solation that at times achieve a transcendental exaltation. 
Although the many subtleties of construction deserve 
the closest attention, even a � rst hearing will reveal the 
grandeur of Beethoven’s conception.

 The third and fourth movements relax the tension. 
For the third, Beethoven replaces the stately minuet of 
the classical symphony with a scherzo—the word lit-
erally means “joke” and is used to describe a fast mov-
ing, generally lighthearted piece of music. Beethoven’s 
introduction of this kind of music, which in his hands 
often has something of the crude : avor of a peasant 
dance, is another illustration of his “democratization” 
of the symphony. The last movement is a brilliant and 
energetic series of variations on a theme Beethoven had 
composed a few years earlier for a ballet he had written 
on the subject (from Classic mythology) of Prometheus, 
who de� ed the ancient gods by giving mortals the gift 
of � re, for which he was punished by Zeus—a � nal 
reference to the heroic mood of the entire work.

 Many of the ideas and ideals that permeate the “Ero-
ica” reappear throughout Beethoven’s work. His love 
of liberty and hatred of oppression are expressed in his 
only opera, Fidelio, which describes how a faithful wife 
rescues her husband who has been unjustly imprisoned 
for his political views. A good performance of Fidelio is 
still one of the most uplifting and exalting experiences 
music has to o% er.

CD Track 12
Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony No. 5 in C Minor, First 
Movement

 This is probably the most famous opening of the 
most famous symphony ever composed. Nothing 
could be further from the Classical balance of Haydn 
and Mozart than Beethoven’s Romantic drive and 
passion. The mood of pathos and agitation is present 
from the opening hammering motive that permeates 
the entire movement, and eventually drives it to its fatal 
conclusion.

 The careful listener will hear that Beethoven con-
structs his torrent of sound according to the principles 
of traditional sonata form (this performance does not 
repeat the opening, “exposition,” section). The � rst sec-
tion ends with a pause, and the middle “development” 
section concentrates almost exclusively on the opening 



motive, which is passed around the orchestra. We then 
hurtle into the “recapitulation” which repeats the open-
ing section with one important addition: a pathetic, 
almost weeping solo passage for the oboe, which plays 
alone while the rest of the orchestra remains silent. 
Then, as the recapitulation comes to its stormy end, 
Beethoven plunges into an extended “coda” (conclu-
sion), which builds up to new heights of tension and 
violence, before its abrupt conclusion.

 Never before in the history of music had any com-
poser maintained such emotional intensity and concen-
tration throughout a symphonic movement. It is di&  cult 
for us today to realize the revolutionary impact of his 
music on Beethoven’s contemporaries as an expression 
of personal feelings. When the French composer Hec-
tor Berlioz (the creator of the next selection on this 
CD, and himself much in: uenced by Beethoven) took 
his old teacher of composition to the � rst Paris per-
formance of the Fifth Symphony, the old man was so 
bewildered that, on leaving, he couldn’t put on his hat 
because, Berlioz tells us, he couldn’t � nd his head.

 Beethoven’s Symphony No. 6, Op. 68, called the 
“Pastoral,” consists of a Romantic evocation of nature 
and the emotions it arouses, while his Symphony No. 9, 
Op. 125, is perhaps the most complete statement of the 
human striving to conquer all obstacles and win through 
to universal peace and joy. In it Beethoven introduced a 
chorus and soloists to give voice to the “Ode to Joy” by 
his compatriot Friedrich von Schiller (1759–1805). The 
symphony represents the most complete artistic vindi-
cation of Kant’s Transcendental Idealism. It is also one 
of the most in: uential works of the entire Romantic 
movement.

INSTRUMENTAL MUSIC 

AFTER BEETHOVEN

Berlioz After Beethoven, music could never again 
return to its former mood of classical objectivity. 
Although Beethoven’s music may remain unsurpassed 
for its universalization of individual emotion, his suc-
cessors tried—and in large measure succeeded—to find 
new ways to express their own feelings. Among the 
first to follow Beethoven was Hector Berlioz (1803–
1869), the most distinguished French Romantic com-
poser who produced, among other typically Romantic 
works, The Damnation of Faust, a setting of Part One of 
Goethe’s work, and the Symphonie fantastique (“Fantastic 
Symphony”), which describes the hallucinations of 
an opium-induced dream. In both of these, Berlioz 
used the full Romantic apparatus of dreams, witches, 
demons, and the grotesque to lay bare the artist’s inner-
most feelings.

CD Track 13
Hector Berlioz, Symphonie fantastique, Fifth Movement, 
“Dream of a Witches’ Sabbath,” opening section

 In 1830 (three years after the death of Beethoven) 
Berlioz presented to an astonished Parisian public his 
“Fantastic Symphony,” subtitled “Episode in the Life of 
an Artist.” Clearly this was self-confessed expression of 
personal feelings and self-analysis at its most Romantic.

 Berlioz himself provides the background. A young 
musician of extraordinary sensibility, in the depths of 
despair because of hopeless love has poisoned himself 
with opium. The drug is too feeble to kill him, but 
plunges him into a heavy sleep accompanied by weird 
visions. His sensations, emotions, and memories become 
transformed into musical images and ideas. The Beloved 
herself becomes a melody—what Berlioz calls his idée 
; xe (“� xed idea”)—that recurs throughout all � ve 
movements of the work. The writing for the orches-
tra introduces new sound colors and combinations, in 
order to render the horror of the scene, in particular, 
Berlioz’ highly unusual use of the woodwinds.

 The last movement, from which we hear the open-
ing section, depicts the funeral of the dreamer, who has 
seen his own execution in the preceding movement. 
The scene is that of a “Witches’ Sabbath,” and the music 
begins with a series of mu?  ed groans and cries that 
convey a gradual assembly of cackling old witches. The 
theme that earlier represented the dreamer’s lover, the 
Beloved, appears in a horribly distorted form played by 
the woodwinds, and at the climax of the tumult, the 
brass instruments hurl out the old Gregorian Chant 
theme of the dies irae (“day of wrath”), which forms 
part of the traditional Requiem Mass for the Dead. The 
brass blare combines with the witches’ dance to form 
what the composer calls a “diabolical orgy.”

 It only remains for the historian to add that the 
“Beloved” in question was the Irish actress Harriet 
Smithson, whom Berlioz married in 1833, and from 
whom he separated in 1842.

Schubert A highly intimate and poetic form of 
Romantic self-revelation is the music of Franz Schubert 
(1797–1828), who explored in the few years before his 
premature death the new possibilities opened up by 
Beethoven in a wide range of musical forms. In general, 
Schubert was happiest when working on a small scale, 
as evidenced by his more than six hundred Lieder 
(“songs”), which are an inexhaustible store of musical 
and emotional expression.

 On the whole, the more rhetorical nature of the 
symphonic form appealed to Schubert less, although
the wonderful Symphony No. 8 in B Minor, called the 
“Un� nished” because he only completed two move-
ments, combines great poetic feeling with a genuine 
sense of drama. His � nest instrumental music was writ-
ten for small groups of instruments. The two trios for 
piano, violin, and cello are rich in the heavenly melo-
dies that seemed to come to him so easily; the second, 
slow movement of the Trio in E : at, Op. 100, touches 
profound depths of romantic expression. Like the slow 
movement of Mozart’s Piano Concerto No. 27 in B Flat 
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(see Chapter 16), its extreme beauty is tinged with an 
unutterable sorrow. But whereas Mozart seems to speak 
for humanity at large, Schubert moves us most deeply 
by communicating his own personal feelings.

Brahms Most nineteenth-century composers fol-
lowed Beethoven in using the symphony as the vehicle 
for their most serious musical ideas. Robert Schumann 
(1810–1856) and his student Johannes Brahms (1833–
1897) regarded the symphonic form as the most lofty 
means of musical expression, and each as a result wrote 
only four symphonies. Brahms did not even dare to 
write a symphony until he was forty-four and is said 
to have felt the presence of Beethoven’s works “like the 
tramp of a giant” behind him. When it finally appeared, 
Brahms’ Symphony No. 1 in C Minor, Op. 68, was 
inevitably compared to Beethoven’s symphonies. 
Although Brahms’ strong sense of form and conserva-
tive style won him the hostility of the arch-Romantics 
of the day, other critics hailed him as the true successor 
to Beethoven.

 Both responses were, of course, extreme. Brahms’ 
music certainly is Romantic with its emphasis on 
warm melody and a passion no less present for being 
held tightly in rein—but far from echoing the heaven-

storming mood of many of the symphonies of his 
great predecessor, Brahms was really more at home in 
a relaxed vein. Although the Symphony No. 1 begins 
with a gesture of de� ant grandeur akin to Beethoven’s, 
the � rst movement ends by fading dreamily into a 
glowing tranquility. The lovely slow movement is fol-
lowed not by a scherzo but by a quiet and graceful 
intermezzo (“interlude”), and only in the last move-
ment are we returned to the mood of the opening.

Bruckner Closer to the more cosmic mood of the 
Beethoven symphonies are the nine symphonies of 
Anton Bruckner (1824–1896). A deeply religious man 
imbued with a romantic attachment to the beauties of 
nature, Bruckner combined his devout Catholicism and 
mystical vision in music of epic grandeur. It has often 
been remarked that Bruckner’s music requires time and 
patience on the listener’s part. His pace is leisurely and 
he creates huge structures in sound that demand our 
full concentration if we are to appreciate their “archi-
tecture.” There is no lack of incidental beauty, however, 
and the rewards are immense. No other composer has 
been able to convey quite the tone of mystical exal-
tation that Bruckner achieves, above all in the slow 
movements of his last three symphonies. The adagio 
movement from the Symphony No. 8 in C Minor, 
for instance, moves from the desolate Romanticism 
of its opening theme to a mighty, blazing climax 
as thrilling and stirring as anything in nineteenth-
century music.

THE AGE OF THE VIRTUOSOS

Beethoven’s emphasis on the primacy of the artist 
inspired another series of Romantic composers to move 
in a di% erent direction from that of the symphony.
Beethoven had � rst made his reputation as a brilliant 
pianist, and much of his music—both for piano and 
for other instruments—was of considerable technical 
di&  culty. As composers began to demand greater and 
greater feats of virtuosity from their performers, per-
forming artists came to attract more attention. Singers 
had already, in the eighteenth century, commanded high 
fees and attracted crowds of fanatical admirers, and they 
continued to do so. Now, however, they were joined by 
instrumental virtuosos, some of whom were also highly 
successful composers.

Chopin The life of Frédéric Chopin (1810–1849) 
seems almost too Romantic to be true [Fig. 17.5]. Both 
in his piano performances and in the music he com-
posed, he united the aristocratic fire of his native Poland 
with the elegance and sophistication of Paris, where he 
spent much of his life. His concerts created a sensation 
throughout Europe, while his piano works exploited (if 
they did not always create) new musical forms like the 
nocturne—a short piano piece in which an expressive, 
if often melancholy, melody floats over a murmuring 

◆ 17.5 Eugène Delacroix, Frédéric Chopin, 1838. Delacroix’s 
portrait of his friend captures Chopin’s Romantic introspec-
tion. Delacroix was a great lover of music, although perhaps 
surprisingly the great Romantic painter preferred the Classi-
cal Mozart to Beethoven.

Oil on canvas, 18˝ x 15˝ (45 x 38 cm). Musée du Louvre, Paris, France//

© Réunion des Musées Nationaux/Art Resource, NY



accompaniment. Chopin is characteristically Romantic 
in his use of music to express his own personal emotions. 
The structure of works like the twenty-four Preludes, 
Op. 28, is dictated not by formal considerations but by 
the feeling of the moment. Thus the first three take us 
from excited agitation to brooding melancholy to bub-
bling high spirits in just over three minutes.

 In private, Chopin’s life was dominated by a much-
talked-about liaison with the leading French woman 
author of the day, George Sand (1804–1876). His early 
death from tuberculosis put the � nal Romantic touch 
to the life of a composer who has been described as the 
soul of the piano.

Liszt Franz Liszt (1811–1886) shared Chopin’s bril-
liant skill at the keyboard and joined to it his own more 
robust temperament. A natural Romantic, Liszt ran the 

gamut of Romantic themes and experiences. After 
beginning his career as a handsome, impetuous young 
rebel, the idol of the salons of Paris, he conducted sev-
eral well-publicized affairs and ended up by turning to 
the consolations of religion. His vast musical output 
includes some of the most difficult of all piano works 
(many of them inspired by the beauties of nature), two 
symphonies on the characteristically Romantic subjects 
of Faust and Dante (with special emphasis, in the latter 
case, on the Inferno), and a host of pieces that use the 
folk tunes of his native Hungary.

Paganini Assessment of Liszt’s true musical stature 
is difficult. He was probably a better composer than 
his present reputation suggests, although not so great a 
one as his contemporaries (and he) thought. As a vir-
tuoso performer even he takes second place to Nicolò 

V

Nationalism

One of the consequences of the rise of the cities 
and growing political consciousness was the develop-
ment of nationalism: the identi� cation of individuals 
with a nation-state, with its own culture and history. 
In the past, the units of which people felt a part were 
either smaller (a local region) or larger (a religious 
organization or a social class). In many cases, the 
nations with which people began to identify were 
either broken up into separate small states, as in the 
case of the future Germany and Italy, or formed part 
of a larger state: Hungary, Austria, and Serbia were all 
under the rule of the Hapsburg Empire, with Austria 
dominating the rest.

 The period from 1848 to 1914 was one in which 
the struggle for national independence marked 
political and social life and left a strong impact on 
European culture. The arts, in fact, became one of 
the chief ways in which nationalists sought to stimu-
late a sense of peoples’ awareness of their national 
roots. One of the basic factors that distinguished the 
Hungarians or the Czechs from their Austrian rul-
ers was their language, and patriotic leaders fought 
for the right to use their own language in schools, 
government, and legal proceedings. In Hungary, the 
result was the creation by Austria of the Dual Mon-
archy in 1867, which allowed Hungarian speakers to 
have their own systems of education and public life. 
A year later, the Hapsburgs granted a similar inde-
pendence to minorities living there: Poles, Czechs, 
Slovaks, Romanians, and others.

 In Germany and Italy, the reverse process oper-
ated. Although most Italians spoke a dialect of the 

same language, they had been ruled for centuries 
by a bewildering array of outside powers. In Sic-
ily alone, Arabs, French, Spaniards, and English were 
only some of the occupiers who had succeeded 
one another. The architects of Italian unity used 
the existence of a common language, which went 
back to the poet Dante, to forge a sense of national 
identity.

 The arts also played their part. Nationalist com-
posers used folk tunes, sometimes real and sometimes 
invented, to underscore a sense of national conscious-
ness. In the visual arts, painters illustrated historical 
events, and sculptors portrayed patriotic leaders. 
While the newly formed nations aimed to create 
an independent national culture, the great powers 
reinforced their own identities. Russian composers 
turned away from Western models to underline their 
Slavic roots, while in Britain the artists and writers of 
the Victorian Age depicted the glories (and, in some 
cases, the horrors) of their nation.

 The consequences of the rise of national con-
sciousness dominated the twentieth century and are 
still with us today. The age of world war was inau-
gurated by competition between nation-states, and 
the last half of the twentieth century saw the col-
lapse and regrouping of many of the countries cre-
ated in the � rst half. Among the casualties are the 
former Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia. The struggle 
of minorities to win their own nationhood remains 
a cause of bloodshed. The Basques of northern Spain 
and the Corsican separatists are just two examples. In 
both cases, language and the arts continue to serve as 
weapons in the struggle.
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Paganini (1782–1840), the greatest violinist of the age, 
if not of all time.

 Like Chopin and Liszt, Paganini also composed, but 
his public performances won him his amazing reputa-
tion. So apparently impossible were the technical feats 
he so casually executed that rumor spread that, like Faust, 
he had sold his soul to the devil. This typically Roman-
tic exaggeration was, of course, assiduously encouraged 
by Paganini, who cultivated a suitably ghoulish appear-
ance to enhance his public image. Nothing more clearly 
illustrates the nineteenth century’s obsession with music 
as emotional expression (in this case, diabolical) than 
the fact that Paganini’s concerts earned him both hon-
ors throughout Europe and a considerable fortune.

MUSICAL NATIONALISM

Both Chopin and Liszt introduced the music of their 
native lands into their works, Chopin in his mazurkas 
and polonaises (traditional Polish dances) and Liszt in 
his Hungarian Rhapsodies. For the most part, however, 
they adapted their musical styles to the prevailing inter-
national fashions of the day.

 Other composers placed greater emphasis on their 
native musical traditions. In Russia, a group of � ve 
composers (Moussorgsky, Balakirev, Borodin, Cui, and 
Rimsky-Korsakov) consciously set out to exploit their 
rich musical heritage. The greatest of the � ve was Mod-
est Moussorgsky (1839–1881), whose opera Boris Godu-
nov (1874) is based on an episode in Russian history. It 
makes full use of Russian folksongs and religious music 
in telling the story of Tsar Boris Godunov, who rises to 
power by killing the true heir to the throne. Although 
Boris is the opera’s single most important character, the 
work is really dominated by the chorus, which rep-
resents the Russian people. Moussorgsky powerfully 
depicts their changing emotions, from bewilderment to 
awe to fear to rage, and in so doing gives voice to the 
feelings of his nation.

 Elsewhere in Eastern Europe composers were � nd-
ing similar inspiration in national themes and folk music. 
The Czech composer Bedrich Smetana (1824–1884), 
who aligned himself with his native Bohemia in the 
uprising against Austrian rule in 1848, composed a set 
of seven pieces for orchestra under the collective title of 
Má Vlast (My Fatherland). The best known, Vltava (The 
Moldau), depicts the course of the river Vltava as it : ows 
from its source through the countryside to the capital 
city of Prague. His fellow countryman Antonin Dvorák 
(1841–1904) also drew on the rich tradition of folk 
music in works like his Slavonic Dances, colorful settings 
of Czech folk tunes.

OPERA

Throughout the nineteenth century, opera achieved new 
heights of popularity in Europe, and “opera mania” began 
to spread to America, where opera houses opened in New 

York (1854) and Chicago (1865). Early in the century, the 
Italian opera-going public was interested in beautiful and 
brilliant singing rather than realism of plot or action.

Bel Canto Opera This love of what is often called 
bel canto (“beautiful singing”) should not be misunder-
stood. Composers like Gaetano Donizetti (1797–1848) 
and Vincenzo Bellini (1801–1835) used their music to 
express sincere and deep emotions and even drama, but 
the emotional expression was achieved primarily by 
means of song and not by a convincing dramatic situ-
ation. The plots of their operas serve only as an excuse 
for the music; thus characters in bel canto operas are fre-
quently given to fits of madness in order to give musi-
cal expression to deep emotion. Within the necessary 
framework provided by the plot, a great singer, inspired 
by great music, could use the magic of the human voice 
to communicate a dramatic emotion that transcended 
the time and place of the action.

 The revival and subsequent popularity of much early-
nineteenth-century opera is largely the result of the 
performances and recordings of Maria Callas [Fig. 17.6], 

◆ 17.6 Maria Callas as Norma in Bellini’s opera of the 
same title. The Greek-American Maria Callas (1923–1977), 
one of the great sopranos of the twentieth century, made 
her professional debut in Verona, Italy, in 1947. Her � rst 
appearances at La Scala in Milan (1950), Covent Garden in 
London (1952), and, as shown here, the Metropolitan Opera 
in New York followed in 1956. (Image © Gordon Parks//Time Life 

Pictures/Getty Images)



whose enormous talent showed how a superb interpreter 
could bring such works to life. Following her example, 
other singers turned to bel canto opera, with the result 
that performances of Bellini’s Norma and of Donizetti’s 
best-known opera, Lucia di Lammermoor (1835), have 
become a regular feature of modern operatic life, while 
lesser-known works are revived in increasing numbers.

 Under the inspiration of Verdi and Wagner, how-
ever, opera began to move in a di% erent direction. The 
subjects composers chose remained larger than life, but 
dramatic credibility became increasingly important. On 
both sides of the Atlantic, opera house stages are still 
dominated by the works of the two nineteenth cen-
tury giants: the Italian Giuseppe Verdi and the German 
Richard Wagner.

Verdi Perhaps the best-loved of all opera composers, 
Giuseppe Verdi (1813–1901) showed a new concern 
for dramatic and psychological truth. Even in his early 
operas like Nabucco (1842) or Luisa Miller (1849), Verdi 
was able to give convincing expression to human rela-
tionships. At the same time, his music became associ-
ated with the growing nationalist movement in Italy. 
Nabucco, for example, deals ostensibly with the cap-
tivity of the Jews in Babylon and their oppression by 
Nebuchadnezzar, but the plight of the Jews became 
symbolic of the Italians’ suffering under Austrian rule. 
The chorus the captives sing as they think of happier 
days, “Va, pensiero . . .” (“Fly, thought, on golden wings, 
go settle on the slopes and hills where the soft breezes 
of our native land smell gentle and mild”), became a 
kind of theme song for the Italian nationalist move-
ment, the Risorgimento, largely because of the inspir-
ing yet nostalgic quality of Verdi’s tune.

 Verdi’s musical and dramatic powers reached their 
� rst great climax in three major masterpieces—Rigoletto 
(1851), Il Trovatore (1853), and La Traviata (1853)—which 
remain among the most popular of all operas. They are 
very di% erent in subject and atmosphere. Il Trovatore is per-
haps the most traditional in approach, with its gory and 
involved plot revolving around the troubadour Manrico 
and its abundance of superb melodies. In Rigoletto, Verdi 
achieved one of his most convincing character portrayals 
in the hunchback court jester Rigoletto, who is forced 
to suppress his human feelings and play the fool to his 
vicious and lecherous master, the Duke of Mantua.

 With La Traviata, based on Dumas’ play La dame aux 
camélias (The Lady of the Camellias), Verdi broke new 
ground in the history of opera by dealing with con-
temporary life rather than a historical or mythological 
subject. The principal character of La Traviata is Vio-
letta, a popular courtesan (high-class prostitute) in Paris, 
and modeled on an actual individual, Marie Duplessis 
(1824–1847), who died from tuberculosis at the age of 
twenty-three. Living at the center of a rich and deca-
dent social whirl, Duplessis earned enough in her short 
career to leave such quantities of jewelry, silver, porce-
lain, and other goods that the sale of her estate took four 
days and raised some 100,000 francs.

CD Track 14
Giuseppe Verdi, Violetta’s Aria “Ah, fors’ è lui,” Act I, La 
Traviata 

Act I of La Traviata takes place at a party given by 
Violetta. She is used to being admired and : attered, 
but during the course of the party a naïve young man 
from the provinces, Alfredo Germont, confesses that he 
feels a real and sincere love for her [Fig. 17.7]. Violetta 

◆ 17.7 Scene from Verdi’s opera La 
Traviata showing the � rst encoun-
ter between the heroine Violetta 
(here played by Teresa Stratas) and 
her future lover Alfredo (Placido 
Domingo).

Still from Franco Ze>  relli’s ; lm La 

Traviata, 1982. Image © Tony 

Frank/Sygma/CORBIS
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is amused but moved, and when the guests have gone 
and she � nds herself alone, she sings the aria “Ah fors’ è 
lui.” Perhaps this is the man who can o% er her the joy of 
loving and being loved, a joy she has never known but 
for which she yearns. In typical Romantic fashion she 
explores and analyzes her own feelings, repeating the 
phrase “croce e delizia” (torment and delight).

 Her con: icting emotions are expressed by a melody 
that at � rst is broken and unsure, but as her con� dence 
grows, it breaks out into glowing, soaring phrases. Note 
that at the end, the unaccompanied vocal line serves 
not to display the excellent technique of the singer 
(although it certainly requires that) but the innermost 
personal feelings of the singer—another Romantic 
characteristic. Equally Romantic is the way in which 
her : uctuating emotions re: ect the illness which proves 
fatal at the end of the opera.

 As the opera progresses, Violetta falls in love with 
Alfredo and decides to give up her sophisticated life 
in the capital for country bliss. Her reputation follows 
her, however, in the form of Alfredo’s father. In a long 
and emotional encounter, he persuades her to abandon 
his son and put an end to the disgrace she is bringing 
on his family. Violetta, who is aware of her fatal illness, 
returns alone to the cruel glitter of her life in Paris. By 
the end of the opera, her money gone, she lies dying in 
poverty and solitude. At this tragic moment Verdi gives 
her one of his most moving arias, “Addio del passato” 
(“Goodbye bright dreams of the past”). Alfredo, learn-
ing of the sacri� ce she has made for his sake, rushes to 
� nd her, only to arrive for a � nal farewell—Violetta dies 
in his arms.

 Throughout the latter part of his career, Verdi’s pow-
ers continued to develop and enrich, until in 1887 he 
produced in Otello, a version of Shakespeare’s tragedy of 
the same name, perhaps the supreme work in the entire 
Italian operatic tradition. From the � rst shattering chord 
that opens the � rst act to Otello’s heartbreaking death 
at the end of the last, Verdi rose to the Shakespearean 
challenge with music of unsurpassed eloquence. In a 
work that is so consistently inspired, it seems invidi-
ous to pick out highlights, but the ecstatic love duet of 
Act I between Otello and Desdemona deserves men-
tion as one of the noblest and most moving of all depic-
tions of romantic passion.

Wagner The impact of Richard Wagner (1813–1883) 
on his times went far beyond the opera house. Not 
only did his works change the course of the history of 
music, but many of his ideas also had a profound effect 
on writers and painters [Fig. 17.8].This truly revolu-
tionary figure even became actively involved with the 
revolutionary uprisings of 1848 and spent several years 
in exile in Switzerland.

 It is di&  cult to summarize the variety of Wagner’s 
ideas, which ranged from art to politics to vegetarian-
ism and are not noted for their tolerance. Behind many 
of his writings on opera and drama lay the concept that 
the most powerful form of artistic expression was one 
that united all the arts—music, painting, poetry, move-
ment—in a single work of art, the Gesamtkunstwerk 
(“complete artwork”).To illustrate this theory, Wagner 
wrote both the words and music of what he called 
“music dramas” and even designed and built a special 

◆ 17.8 Wilhelm Bekmann, 
Richard Wagner at His Home in 
Bayreuth, 1880. Characteristically, 
Wagner is holding forth to his 
wife and friends, in this case Liszt 
in his garb as Abbot (with white 
hair) and the author Hans von 
Wolzogen. At lower left are some 
stage designs for Wagner’s � nal 
work, Parsifal.

Oil on canvas, 4´3⁄4˝ x 5´15⁄8˝ (1.25 x 

1.58 m). Richard Wagner Museum, 

Bayreuth, Germany/© The Art Archive/

Alfredo Dagli Orti



theater for their performance at Bayreuth, where they 
are still performed every year at the Bayreuth Festival.

 Several characteristics link all of Wagner’s mature 
works. First, he abolished the old separation between 
recitatives (in which the action was advanced) and arias, 
duets, or other individual musical numbers (which held 
up the action). Wagner’s music : owed continuously from 
the beginning to the end of each act with no pauses. 
Second, he eliminated the vocal display and virtuos-
ity that had been traditional in opera. Wagner roles are 
certainly not easy to sing, but their di&  culties are always 
for dramatic reasons and not to show o%  a singer’s skill. 
Third, he put a new emphasis on the orchestra, which 
not only accompanied the singers but also provided a 
rich musical argument of its own. This was enhanced 
by his fourth contribution, the famous device of the 
leitmotiv (“leading motif ”), which consisted of giving 
each of the principal characters, ideas, and even objects 
an individual theme of his, her, or its own. By recall-
ing these themes and by combining them or changing 
them, Wagner achieved highly complex dramatic and 
psychological e% ects.

 Wagner generally drew his subjects from German 
mythology. By peopling his stage with heroes, gods, 
giants, magic swans, and the like, he aimed to create 
universal dramas that would express universal emo-
tions. In his most monumental achievement, The Ring 
of the Nibelung, written between 1851 and 1874, he even 
represented the end of the world. The Ring consists of 
four separate music dramas: The Rhinegold, The Valkyrie, 
Siegfried, and The Twilight of the Gods, the plot of which 
de� es summary [Fig. 17.9]. In music of incredible rich-
ness, Wagner depicted not only the actions and reac-
tions of his characters but also the wonders of nature. 
In Siegfried, for example, we hear the rustling of the for-
est and the songs of wood birds, while throughout The 

Ring and especially in the well-known “Rhine Journey” 
from The Twilight of the Gods, the mighty river Rhine 
sounds throughout the score. At the same time, The 
Ring has several philosophical and political messages, 
many of which are derived from Schopenhauer. One 
of its main themes is that power corrupts, while Wagner 
also adopted Goethe’s idea of redemption by a woman 
in the � nal resolution of the drama.

CD Track 15
Richard Wagner, “The Ride of the Valkyries,” Act III, 
The Valkyrie 

 The second opera of Wagner’s Ring cycle, The Val-
kyrie, introduces us to the work’s heroine, Brünnhilde, 
who is one of the nine Valkyries, warrior daughters of 
Wotan, father of the gods. Their task is to roam the bat-
tle� elds and carry the bodies of dead heroes to Valhalla 
(the home of the gods).

 At the beginning of the third act The Valkyrie, 
Brünnhilde’s sisters gather on a mountaintop, and 
Wagner’s stormy music describes their ride through the 
clouds. Note how the composer sets the scene by his 
use of the orchestra. The woodwinds begin with a series 
of wild trills, the strings play scales that rush up and 
down, and then the heavy brass enter with the rhythmic 
motive of the Valkyries (a theme that returns many times 
during the rest of the Ring cycle). As each warrior maid 
arrives with her fallen hero, the music subsides, only to 
rise again to ever greater peaks of excitement as another 
rides in.

 The version heard on the CD is orchestral, prepared 
for performance in the concert hall rather than in the 
opera house, so that no voices are heard. In the original 
we hear the Valkyries calling to one another. The end-
ing of the selection is also modi� ed for concert perfor-
mance; in the opera, the scene continues unbroken.

◆ 17.9 Scene from The 
Valkyrie, the second work in 
Wagner’s Ring of the Nibe-
lung. Following the famous 
“Ride of the Valkyries,” 
the warrior maidens sur-
round their fellow Valkyrie, 
Brünnhilde (played here 
by Eva Johannson), center 
stage. The woman dressed 
in white, lying prostrate, is 
Sieglinde, who is destined 
to give birth to Siegfried, 
the cycle’s eventual hero.

Performance Grand Theatre de 

Provence, Aix-en-Provence, France, 

June 24, 2007. Image © Anne-

Christine Poujoulat/AFP/Getty 
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 The wild and exotic nature of the music is typical 
of fully developed Romanticism, as is the extended 
development of the plot of the Ring, with its empha-
sis on erotic love and the role of Wotan as eventual 
redeemer at the very end of the cycle, while the use of 
Norse and Germanic mythology (rather than biblical or 
Classical background) illustrates the Romantics’ love of 
Nationalism.

 No brief discussion can begin to do justice to so stu-
pendous a work as The Ring. It is probably easier to see 
Wagner’s genius in operation by looking at a work on 
small scale, a single self-contained music drama—albeit 
one of some four hours’ duration. Tristan and Isolde was 
� rst performed in 1865, and its � rst notes opened a new 
musical era. Its subject is the overwhelming love of the 
English knight Tristan and the Irish princess Isolde, so 
great that the pair betray his dearest friend and lord and 
her husband, King Mark of Cornwall, and so overpow-
ering that it can achieve its complete ful� llment only in 
death.

 Wagner’s typically Romantic preoccupation with 
love and death may seem morbid and far-fetched, but 
under the sway of his intoxicating music it is di&  cult 
to resist. The sense of passion awakened but unful� lled 
is expressed in the famous opening bars of the Prelude. 
The music imparts no sense of settled harmony or clear 
direction. This lack of tonality, used here for dramatic 
purpose, was to have a considerable in: uence on mod-
ern music.

 The core of Tristan and Isolde is the long love scene 
at the heart of the second act, where the music reaches 
heights of erotic ecstasy too potent for some listeners. 
Whereas Verdi’s love duet in Otello presents two noble 
spirits responding to one another with deep feeling but 

with dignity, Wagner’s characters are racked by passions 
they cannot begin to control. If ever music expressed 
what neither words nor images could depict, it is in the 
overwhelming physical emotion of this scene. The pul-
sating orchestra and surging voices of the lovers build 
up an almost unbearable tension that Wagner suddenly 
breaks with the arrival of King Mark. Once again, as in 
the Prelude, ful� llment is denied both to the lovers and 
to us.

 That ful� llment is reached only at the end of the 
work in Isolde’s “Liebestod” (“Love Death”). Tristan has 
died, and over his body Isolde begins to sing a kind 
of incantation. She imagines she sees the spirit of her 
beloved, and in obscure, broken words describes the 
bliss of union in death before sinking lifeless upon him. 
Although the “Liebestod” does make its full e% ect when 
heard at the end of the entire work, even out of context 
the emotional power of the music as it rises to its climax 
can hardly fail to a% ect the sensitive listener.

ROMANTIC ART

PAINTING AT THE TURN 

OF THE CENTURY

Just as Beethoven and his Romantic successors rejected 
the idealizing and universal qualities of classical music 
to achieve a more intense and personal communication, 
painters also began to abandon the lofty, remote world 
of Neo-Classical art for more vivid images. In the case 
of painting, however, the question of style was far more 
related to political developments. We have already seen 

◆ 17.10 Jacques-Louis 
David, The Sabine Women 
Halting the Battle between 
Romans and Sabines, 1799. 
David may have intended 
this depiction of feminine 
virtue as a tribute to his 
wife, who left him when he 
voted for the execution of 
Louis XVI but returned to 
him when he was impris-
oned for a time.

Oil on canvas, 12´5˝ x 16´9˝ (3.8 

x 5.1 m). Musée du Louvre, Paris, 

France//© Réunion des Musées 

Nationaux/Art Resource, NY



in Chapter 16 that Neo-Classicism had become, as it 
were, the o&  cial artistic dress of the French Revolution, 
so it was not easy for a painter working in France, which 
was still the center of artistic life, to suddenly abandon 
the revolutionary style. The problem is particularly vis-
ible in the works of Jacques-Louis David (1748–1825), 
whose Oath of the Horatii (see Figure 16.2) had been 
inspired by the pre-Revolutionary longing for austere 
Republican virtue.

David By the end of the revolution, David had 
come to appreciate the advantages of peace; his paint-
ing The Sabine Women Halt the Battle of the Romans and 
the Sabines [Fig. 17.10] expresses his desire for an end 
to violence and bloodshed. The subject is drawn from 
Roman mythology and focuses on that moment when 
Hersilia, wife of the Roman leader Romulus, interrupts 
the battle between Romans and Sabines and begs for 
an end to war. Its significance is precisely the reverse of 
the Oath of the Horatii. In place of a masculine call to 
arms and sacrifice, David shows his heroine making an 
impassioned plea for peace. The style, however, remains 
firmly Neo-Classical, not only in the choice of subject 
but also in its execution. For all the weapons and armor, 
there is no sign of actual physical violence. The two 
opponents, with their heroic figures and noble brows, 
are idealized along typical Neo-Classical lines. The 
emotional gestures of Hersilia and others are also styl-
ized and frozen. The painting is powerful, but it depicts 
a concept rather than individual human feelings.

Goya The contrast between the Neo-Classical repre-
sentation of the horrors of war and a Romantic treat-

ment of the same theme can be seen by comparing 
David’s painting to The Third of May, 1808 [Fig. 17.11] 
by Francisco Goya (1746–1828). In Goya’s paint-
ing, nothing is idealized. The horror and the terror of 
the victims, their faceless executioners, and the blood 
streaming in the dust all combine to create an almost 
unbearable image of protest against human cruelty. 
Goya’s painting is Romantic because it conveys to us 
his own personal emotions at the thought of the execu-
tions and because, great artist that he was, his emotions 
become our own.

 As Beethoven by his own passionate commitment 
convinces us of the necessity to struggle against the 
injustices of human beings and of fate, so Goya by his 
intensity urges us to condemn the atrocities of war. Fur-
thermore, both Beethoven and Goya shared a common 
sympathy with the oppressed and a hatred of tyranny. 
The soldiers � ring their bayoneted guns in Goya’s paint-
ing were serving in the army of Napoleon; the event 
shown took place some four years after Beethoven had 
seen the danger Napoleon presented to the cause of 
liberty and had erased his name from the “Eroica.”

 It was easier for an artist outside France to abandon 
the artistic language of Neo-Classicism for more direct 
ways of communication. Although from 1824 to his 
death Goya lived in France, he was born in Spain and 
spent most of his working life there. Removed from 
the mainstream of artistic life, he seems never to have 
been attracted by the Neo-Classical style. Some of his 
� rst paintings were in: uenced by the rococo style of 
Tiepolo (see Figure 16.9), who was in Spain from 1762 
until 1770, but his own introspective nature and the 
strength of his feelings seem to have driven Goya to � nd 

◆ 17.11 Francisco Goya, The 
Third of May, 1808, 1814. 
The painting shows the 
execution of a group of 
citizens, the Madrileños, of 
Madrid who had demon-
strated against the French 
occupation by Napoleon’s 
troops. The Spanish govern-
ment commissioned the 
painting after the expulsion 
of the French army.

Oil on canvas, 8´83⁄4˝ x 11´3´3⁄4˝ 

(2.66 x 3.45 m). Museo del Prado, 

Madrid, Spain//© Erich Lessing/

Art Resource, NY

Romantic Art ◆ 441



442 ◆ CHAPTER 17 The Romantic Era

more direct means of expression. Personal su% ering may 
have played a part also, because Goya, like Beethoven, 
became totally deaf.

 In 1799 Goya became o&  cial painter to King Charles 
IV of Spain and was commissioned to produce a series 
of formal court portraits. The most famous of these, 
The Family of Charles IV [Fig. 17.12], was deliberately 
modeled on Velázquez’s Las Meninas (see Figure 15.22). 
Goya shows us the royal family—king, queen, children, 
and grandchildren—in the artist’s studio, where they 
have come to visit. The comparison he intends us to 
make between his own painting and that of his distin-
guished predecessor is devastating. At � rst glance, Goya’s 
painting may seem just another o&  cial portrait, but it 
does not take a viewer long to realize that something 
is wrong at the court of Spain. Instead of grace and 
elegance, Goya’s patrons radiate arrogance, vanity, and 
stupidity. The king and queen, in particular, are espe-
cially unappealing.

 The e% ect of Goya’s painting is not so much one of 
realism as of personal comment, although there is every 
reason to believe that the queen was in fact as ugly as 
she appears here. The artist is communicating his own 
feelings of disgust at the emptiness—indeed the evil—
of court life. That he does so through the medium of 

◆ 17.12 Francisco Goya, The 
Family of Charles IV, 1800. 
In this scathing portrayal of 
the Spanish royal family, the 
artist depicts himself work-
ing quietly at the far left. 
The French writer Alphonse 
Daudet said the painting 
showed “the grocer and his 
family who have just won 
top prize in the lottery.”

 Oil on canvas, 9´2˝ x 11´ (2.79 x 

3.35 m). Museo del Prado, Madrid, 

Spain//© Scala/Art Resource, NY

◆ 17.13 Francisco Goya, Saturn Devouring One of His Sons, 
1819–1823. The painting originally decorated a wall in Goya’s 
country house, La Quinta del Sordo (“Deaf Man’s Villa”).

Detail of a detached fresco on canvas, full size c. 57´ x 32´ (146 x 83 cm). Museo 

del Prado, Madrid, Spain//© Scala/Art Resource, NY



an o&  cial court portrait that is itself a parody of one of 
the most famous of all court portraits is an intentional 
irony.

 Even at the time of his o&  cial court paintings, Goya 
was obsessed by the darker side of life. His engraving 
The Sleep of Reason Produces Monsters (see Figure 17.2) 
foreshadowed the work of his last years. Between 1820 
and 1822, Goya covered the walls of his own house with 
paintings that depict a nightmare world of horror and 
despair. Saturn Devouring One of His Sons [Fig. 17.13] uses 
a Classical myth to portray the god of time in the act 
of destroying humanity, but the treatment owes noth-
ing to Neo-Classicism. No simple stylistic label seems 
adequate to describe so personal a vision. The intensity 
of expression, the fantastic nature of the subject, and 
the mood of introspection are all typically Romantic, 
yet the totality transcends its components. No one but 
Goya has ever expressed a vision of human existence in 
quite these terms.

PAINTING AND ARCHITECTURE 

IN FRANCE: ROMANTICISM 

AND REALISM

Girodet-Trioson Although the events of the 
French Revolution and Napoleon’s subsequent dicta-
torship had an immediate impact on artists, writers, and 
musicians outside France, their effect on French art-
ists was more complex. As we have seen earlier in this 
chapter, David was never able to throw off the influ-
ence of Neo-Classicism, and his immediate successors 
had a hard time finding a style that could do justice to 
romantic themes while remaining within Neo-Classical 
limits. One solution was offered by Anne Louis Girodet-

Trioson (1767–1824), whose painting The Entombment 
of Atala [Fig. 17.14] depicts a highly Romantic subject 
acted out, as it were, by Classical figures.

 The subject is from a popular novel by the French 
Romantic novelist René de Chateaubriand (1768–1848) 
and depicts the burial of its heroine, Atala, in the Ameri-
can wilderness where the book is set. The other � gures 
are her Indian lover, Choctas, and a priest from a nearby 
mission in the Florida swamps. The story of the paint-
ing therefore contains just about every conceivable ele-
ment of Romanticism: an exotic location, emphasis on 
personal emotion, the theme of unful� lled love. Girodet 
provides for his characters a Romantic setting, with its 
dramatic light and mysterious jungle background, but 
the � gures are idealized in a thoroughly Classical way. 
Atala’s wan beauty and elegant drapery and the mus-
cular nudity of her lover are obviously reminiscent of 
Classical models. Only the mysterious � gure of the old 
priest provides a hint of Romantic gloom.

Géricault It took a real-life disaster and a major 
national scandal to inspire the first genuinely romantic 
French painting. In 1816, a French government ves-
sel, the Medusa, bound for Africa with an incompetent 
political appointee as captain, was wrecked in a storm. 
The one hundred forty-nine passengers and crew-
members were crowded onto a hastily improvised raft 
that drifted for days under the equatorial sun. Hunger, 
thirst, madness, and even, it was rumored, cannibalism 
had reduced the survivors to fifteen by the time the raft 
was finally sighted.

 The young French painter Jean Louis André Théo-
dore Géricault (1791–1824), whose original enthusiasm 
for Napoleon had been replaced by adherence to the 
liberal cause, depicted the moment of the sighting of 

◆ 17.14 Anne Louis Girodet-
Trioson, The Entombment of Atala, 
1808. The anti-Classical nature of 
the subject is emphasized by the 
Christian symbolism of the two 
crosses, one leaning on the cave 
wall behind Atala and the other 
rather improbably placed high in 
the jungle outside the cave.

Oil on canvas, 6´11˝ x 8´9˝ (2.07 x 

2.67 m). Musée du Louvre, Paris, France//

© Réunion des Musées Nationaux/Art 

Resource, NY

Romantic Art ◆ 443



444 ◆ CHAPTER 17 The Romantic Era

his few close friends was Chopin; his portrait of the 
composer (see Figure 17.5) seems to symbolize the 
introspective creative vision of the romantic artist.

 Like his mentor Géricault, Delacroix supported the 
liberal movements of the day. His painting Massacre at 
Chios [Fig. 17.16] depicted a particularly brutal event 
in the Greek War of Independence. In 1824, the year 
in which Lord Byron died while supporting the Greek 

◆ 17.15 Jean Louis 
André Théodore 
Géricault, Raft of the 
Medusa, 1818. Note 
the careful composi-
tion of this huge 
work, built around a 
line that leads from 
the bottom-left cor-
ner to the top right, 
where a survivor 
desperately waves his 
shirt.

Oil on canvas, 16´11⁄4˝ x 

23´6˝ (4.91 x 7.16 m). 

Musée du Louvre, Paris, 

France//© Réunion des 

Musées Nationaux/Art 

Resource, NY

◆ 17.16 Eugéne Delacroix, Massacre at Chios, 1824. Rather 
than depict a single scene, the painter chose to combine several 
episodes, contrasting the static misery of the � gures on the left 
with a swirl of activity on the right.

 Oil on canvas, 13´7˝ x 11´10˝ (4.19 x 3.54 m). Musée du Louvre, Paris, 

France//© Réunion des Musées Nationaux/Art Resource, NY

the raft in his painting Raft of the Medusa [Fig. 17.15]. 
Horror at the su% ering of the victims and anger at the 
corruption and incompetence of the ship’s o&  cers (and 
their political supporters) inspired a work that, from its 
� rst exhibition in 1819, created a sensation in artistic 
circles. Even the general public : ocked to see a painting 
that illustrated contemporary events so dramatically. In 
the process they became exposed to the principles of 
Romantic painting. Géricault’s work deliberately rejects 
the ideal beauty of Classical models. The agonizing tor-
ment of the survivors is powerfully rendered, and the 
dramatic use of lighting underlines the intense emo-
tions of the scene.

Delacroix When Géricault died following a fall from 
a horse, the cause of Romanticism was taken up by his 
young friend and admirer, Ferdinand Victor Eugéne 
Delacroix (1798–1863), whose name has become syn-
onymous with Romantic painting. Although the sub-
jects of many of his paintings involve violent emotions, 
Delacroix seems to have been aloof and reserved. He 
never married or for that matter formed any lasting 
relationship. His Journal reveals him as a man constantly 
stimulated by ideas and experience, but he preferred to 
live his life through his art—a true Romantic. Among 



cause, the Turks massacred some 90 percent of the pop-
ulation of the Greek island of Chios, and Delacroix’s 
painting on the subject was intended to rouse popu-
lar indignation. It certainly roused the indignation of 
the traditional artists of the day, one of whom dubbed 
it “the massacre of painting,” principally because of its 
revolutionary use of color. Whereas David and other 
Neo-Classical painters had drawn their forms and then 
� lled them in with color, Delacroix used color to create 
form. The result is a much more : uid use of paint.

 Lord Byron � gures again in another of Delacroix’s 
best-known paintings, because it was on one of the poet’s 
works that the artist based The Death of Sardanapalus 
[Fig. 17.17]. The Assyrian king, faced with the destruc-
tion of his palace by the Medes, decided to prevent his 
enemies from enjoying his possessions after his death 
by ordering that his wives, horses, and dogs be killed 

and their bodies piled up, together with his treasures, 
at the foot of the funeral pyre he intended for himself. 
The opulent, violent theme is treated with appropriate 
drama; the savage brutality of the foreground contrasts 
with the lonely, brooding � gure of the king reclining on 
his couch above. Over the entire scene, however, hovers 
an air of unreality, even of fantasy, as if Delacroix is try-
ing to convey not so much the su% erings of the victims 
as the intensity of his own imagination.

Ingres Although with Delacroix’s advocacy Romanti-
cism acquired a vast popular following, not all French 
artists joined the Romantic cause. A fierce and bitter 
rearguard action was fought by the leading Neo-Classical 
proponents, headed by Jean Auguste Dominique Ingres 
(1780–1867), who was, in his own different way, as great 
a painter as Delacroix. The self-appointed defender of 

◆ 17.17 Eugéne Delacroix, The Death of Sardanapalus, 1826. This painting makes no attempt to achieve historical accuracy but 
instead concentrates on exploiting the violence and cruelty of the story. Delacroix called this work Massacre No. 2, a reference to 
his earlier painting, the Massacre at Chios (Figure 17.16). Although this suggests a certain detachment on the artist’s part, there is 
no lack of energy or commitment in the free, almost violent, brush strokes.

Oil on canvas, 12´1˝ x 16´3˝ (3.68 x 4.95 m). Musée du Louvre, Paris, France/© Giraudon/The Bridgeman Art Library
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Classicism, Ingres once said of Delacroix that “his art is 
the complete expression of an incomplete intelligence.” 
Characteristically, his war against Romantic painting was 
waged vindictively and on the most personal terms.

 Now that the dust has settled, however, it becomes 
clear that Ingres, far from religiously adhering to Clas-
sical doctrines, was unable to suppress a Romantic 
streak. His extraordinary painting Jupiter and Thetis 
[Fig. 17.18] deals with an event from Homer’s Iliad and 
shows Thetis, the mother of Achilles, begging the father 
of gods and mortals to avenge an insult by the Greek 
commander Agamemnon to her son by allowing the 
Trojans to be victorious. The subject may be Classical, 
but Ingres’s treatment of it is strikingly personal, even 
bizarre.

 Sensuality blends with an almost hallucinatory 
sharpness of detail to create a memorable if curiously 
disturbing image. Even in his more conventional por-
traits [Fig. 17.19], Ingres’s stupendous technique endows 
subject and setting with an e% ect that is the reverse of 
academic. The style that in the end succeeded in replac-
ing the full-blown romanticism of Delacroix and his 
followers was not that of the Neo-Classical school, with 

its emphasis on idealism, but a style that stressed pre-
cisely the reverse qualities.

Daumier The greatest French painters of the sec-
ond half of the nineteenth century were Realists, who 
used the everyday events of the world around them 
to express their views of life. One of the first Realist 
artists was Honoré Daumier (1808–1879), who fol-
lowed the example of Goya in using his work to criti-
cize the evils of society in general and government in 
particular. In Le Ventre Legislatif (The Legislative Belly) 
[Fig. 17.20], Daumier produced a powerful image of 
the greed and corruption of political opportunists 
that has lost neither its bitterness nor, unfortunately, 
its relevance.

Courbet Equally political was the realism of Gustave 
Courbet (1819–1877), a fervent champion of the work-

◆ 17.18 Jean Auguste Dominique Ingres, Jupiter and Thetis, 
1811. The � gure of Jupiter, with his youthful face sur-
rounded by a vast wreath of beard and hair, is highly uncon-
ventional. Thetis’s arms and throat are purposely distorted to 
emphasize her supplication.

Oil on canvas, 10´10˝ x 8´5˝ (3.3 x 2.57 m). Musée Granet, Aix-en-

Provence, France//© Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY

◆ 17.19 Jean Auguste Dominique Ingres, La Comtesse 
d’Haussonville, 1845. The artist seems to have been more 
interested in his subject’s dress, which is marvelously painted, 
than in her personality. The re: ection in the mirror rein-
forces the highly polished air of the painting.

Oil on canvas, 4´5˝ x 3´1⁄4˝ (1.36 x .92 m). The Frick Collection, New York, 

USA//© GeoY rey Clements/CORBIS



ing class, whose ability to identify with ordinary people 
won him the label of Socialist. Courbet tried to correct 
this political impression of his artistic and philosophical 
position in a vast and not entirely successful allegori-
cal work, The Artist’s Studio: A Real Allegory of the Last 

Seven Years of My Life [Fig. 17.21]. Like Goya’s royal por-
trait (see Figure 17.12), the painting deliberately evokes 
memories of Velázquez’s Las Meninas (see Figure 15.22), 
although the artist is now placed firmly in the center of 
the picture, hard at work on a landscape, inspired by a 

◆ 17.20 Honoré Daumier, Le 
Ventre Legislatif (The Legisla-
tive Belly), 1834. Although 
obviously caricatures, the 
politicians arranged in tiers 
were recognizable as individ-
ual members of the legisla-
tive assembly of the time.

Lithograph, 111⁄16˝ x 171⁄16˝ (28.1 x 

43.3 cm). Image © Bibliothèque 

Nationale, Paris, France/The 

Bridgeman Art Library

◆ 17.21 Gustave Courbet, The Artist’s Studio: A Real Allegory of the Last Seven Years of My Life, 1855. Although most of the � g-
ures can be convincingly identi� ed as symbols of real people, no one has ever satisfactorily explained the small boy admiring 
Courbet’s work or the cat at his feet.

Oil on canvas, 11´93⁄4˝ x 19´6˝ (3.6 x 5.96 m). Musée d’Orsay, Paris, France//© Scala/Art Resource, NY

Romantic Art ◆ 447



448 ◆ CHAPTER 17 The Romantic Era

nude model who may represent Realism or Truth. The 
various other figures symbolize the forces that made up 
Courbet’s world. There is some doubt as to the precise 
identification of many of them, and it is not even clear 
that Courbet had any single allegory in mind. The total 
effect of the confusion, unintentional though it may 
be, is to underline the essentially Romantic origins of 
Courbet’s egocentric vision.

French Architecture and Garnier Neither 
Romanticism nor its realistic vision made much impres-
sion on architectural styles in nineteenth-century France. 
French architects retained a fondness for classical forms 
and abandoned them only to revive the styles of the 
Renaissance. In some of the public buildings designed to 
meet the needs of the age, however, the elaborate deco-
ration uses Classical elements to achieve an ornateness 
of effect that is not very far from the opulent splendor of 
Delacroix’s Death of Sardanapalus (see Figure 17.17).

 The most ornate of all nineteenth-century French 
buildings was the Paris Opera House [Fig. 17.22] of 
Charles Garnier (1824–1898).The new opera house 

◆ 17.22 Charles Garnier, Paris Opera House, 1861–1875. 
The incredibly rich and complex ornamentation has earned 
this style of architecture the label Neo-Baroque. (Image © 

Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY)

◆ 17.23 Caspar David Friedrich, Abbey in an Oak Forest, 1809–1810. The vast bare trees in the foreground and the ruined 
Gothic abbey emphasize the bleakness of the scene.

Oil on canvas, 3´7˝ x 5´7˝ (110.4 x 171 cm). Nationalgalerie, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Berlin, Germany//© Bildarchiv Preussischer Kulturbesitz/Art 

Resource, NY



had to be su&  ciently large to accommodate the grow-
ing public for opera and su&  ciently ostentatious to sat-
isfy its taste. Garnier’s building, designed in 1861 and 
� nally opened in 1875, uses Classical ornamentation 
like Corinthian columns and huge winged Victories, 
but the total e% ect is highly un-Classical, a riot of con-
fusion that would surely have appalled Classical and 
Renaissance architects alike.

PAINTING IN GERMANY 

AND ENGLAND

Friedrich Unlike their French counterparts, Roman-
tic artists in both Germany and England were particu-
larly attracted by the possibilities offered by landscape 
painting. The emotional range of their work illustrates 
once again the versatility of the Romantic style. The 
German painter Caspar David Friedrich (1774–1840) 
seems to have drawn some of his Gothic gloom from 
a tradition that had been strong in Germany since the 

Middle Ages, although he uses it to Romantic effect. 
His Abbey in an Oak Forest [Fig. 17.23], in fact, illus-
trates several Romantic preoccupations, with its ruined 
medieval architecture and melancholy dreamlike 
atmosphere.

Constable The English painter John Constable 
(1776–1837), on the other hand, shared the deep and 
warm love of nature expressed by Wordsworth. His 
paintings convey not only the physical beauties of the 
landscape but also a sense of the less tangible aspects of 
the natural world. In Hay Wain [Fig. 17.24], for exam-
ple, we not only see the peaceful rustic scene, with 
its squat, comforting house on the left, but we also 
can even sense that light and quality of atmosphere, 
prompted by the billowing clouds that, responsible for 
the fertility of the countryside, seem about to release 
their moisture.

Turner Constable’s use of color pales besides that 
of his contemporary, Joseph Mallord William Turner 

◆ 17.24 John Constable, Hay Wain, 1821. Note Constable’s bold use of color, which impressed Delacroix.

Oil on canvas, 4´3˝ x 6´1˝ (1.28 x 1.85 m). The National Gallery, London, UK//© Art Resource, NY
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(1775–1851). In a sense, the precise subjects of Turner’s 
paintings are irrelevant. All his mature works use light, 
color, and movement to represent a cosmic union of 
the elements in which earth, sky, fire, and water dissolve 
into one another and every trace of the material world 
disappears. His technique is seen at its most character-
istic in The Slave Ship [Fig. 17.25].

 Like Géricault’s Raft of the Medusa (see Figure 17.15), 
Turner’s Slave Ship deals with a social disgrace of the 
time; in this case, the horrifyingly common habit of 
the captains of slave ships to jettison their entire human 
cargo if an epidemic broke out. Turner only incidentally 
illustrates his speci� c subject—the detail of drowning 
� gures in the lower-right corner seems to have been 
added as an afterthought—and concentrates instead on 
conveying his vision of the grandeur and mystery of the 
universe.

LITERATURE IN THE 

NINETEENTH CENTURY

GOETHE

The towering � gure of Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 
(1749–1832) spans the transition from Neo-Classicism 
to Romanticism in literature like a colossus. So great 
was the range of his genius that in the course of a long 
and immensely productive life he wrote in a bewilder-
ing variety of disciplines. One of the � rst writers to 
rebel against the principles of Neo-Classicism, Goethe 
used both poetry and prose to express the most turbu-
lent emotions; yet he continued to produce work writ-
ten according to Neo-Classical principles of clarity and 
balance until his � nal years, when he expressed in his 
writing a profound if abstruse symbolism.

◆ 17.25 Joseph Mallord William Turner, The Slave Ship, 1840. The title of this painting is an abbreviation of the longer Slavers 
Throwing Overboard the Dead and Dying; Typhoon Coming On. At the lower center, Turner includes the horrifying detail of the 
chains that still bind the slaves whose desperate hands show above the water. Note the extreme contrast between Turner’s inter-
pretation of color and light and that of the American luminists as shown in Heade’s painting (Figure 17.31).

Oil on canvas, 353⁄4˝ x 481⁄4˝ (90.8 x 122.6 cm). Image © Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, MA, USA///The Bridgeman Art Library



 Although the vein of Romanticism is only one of 
many that runs through Goethe’s work, it is an impor-
tant one. As a young man Goethe studied law, � rst at 
Leipzig and then at Strassburg, where by 1770 he was 
already writing lyric poetry of astonishing directness 
and spontaneity. By 1773, he was acknowledged as the 
leader of the literary movement known as Sturm und 
Drang (“Storm and Stress”). This German manifesta-
tion of Romanticism rebelled against the formal struc-
ture and order of Neo-Classicism, replacing it with an 
emphasis on originality, imagination, and feelings. Its 
chief subjects were nature, primitive emotions, and pro-
test against established authority. Although the Sturm 
und Drang movement was originally con� ned to lit-
erature, its precepts were felt elsewhere. For instance, it 
was partly under the inspiration of this movement that 
Beethoven developed his � ery style.

 The climax of this period in Goethe’s life is repre-
sented by his novel The Sorrows of Young Werther (1774), 
which describes how an idealistic young man comes 
to feel increasingly disillusioned and frustrated by 
life, develops a hopeless passion for a happily married 
woman, and ends his agony by putting a bullet through 
his head. All of these events but the last were autobio-
graphical. Instead of committing suicide, Goethe left 

town and turned his life experiences into the novel 
that won him international fame. Not surprisingly it 
became a key work of the Romantic movement. Young 
men began to dress in the blue jacket and yellow trou-
sers Werther is described as wearing, and some, disap-
pointed in love, even committed suicide with copies 
of the book in their pockets—a dramatic if regrettable 
illustration of Goethe’s ability to communicate his own 
emotions to others [Fig. 17.26].

 The years around the turn of the century found 
Goethe extending the range of his output. Along with 
such plays as the Classical drama Iphigenia in Tauris, 
which expressed his belief in purity and sincere human-
ity, were stormy works like Egmont, inspired by the idea 
that human life is controlled by demonic forces. The 
work for which Goethe is probably best known, Faust, 
was begun at about the turn of the century, although its 
composition took many years. Part One was published 
in 1808, and Part Two was only � nished in 1832, shortly 
before his death.

 The subject of Dr. Faustus and his pact with the devil 
had been treated before in literature, notably in the play 
by Christopher Marlowe. The theme was guaranteed to 
appeal to Romantic sensibilities with its elements of the 
mysterious and fantastic and, in Part One, Goethe put 
additional stress on the human emotions involved. The 
chief victim of Faust’s lust for experience and power is 
the pure and innocent Gretchen, whom he callously 
seduces and then abandons. She becomes deranged as 
a result. At the end of Part One of Faust, Gretchen is 
accused of the murder of her illegitimate child, con-
demned to death, and executed. Moving from irony to 
wit to profound compassion, the rich tapestry of Part 
One shows Goethe, like Beethoven and Goya, on the 
side of su% ering humanity.

 Part Two of Faust is very di% erent. Its theme, expressed 
symbolically through Faust’s pact with the devil, is noth-
ing less than the destiny of Western culture. Our civili-
zation’s unceasing activity and thirst for new experiences 
inevitably produces error and su% ering; at the same time, 
it is the result of the divine spark within us and will, in 
the end, guarantee our salvation. In his choice of the 
agent of this salvation, Goethe established one of the 
other great themes of Romanticism, the Eternal Fem-
inine. Faust is � nally redeemed by the divine love of 
Gretchen, who leads him upward to salvation.

ROMANTIC POETRY

English Romantic poetry of the � rst half of the nine-
teenth century represents a peak in the history of Eng-
lish literature. Its chief writers, generally known as the 
Romantic poets, touched on several themes character-
istic of the age. William Wordsworth’s deep love of the 
country led him to explore the relationship between 
human beings and the world of nature; Percy Bysshe 

◆ 17.26 Illustration for Goethe’s The Sorrows of Young 
Werther. The hero has just declared his hopeless passion for 
Charlotte, who violently rejecting his love (she is, of, course, 
happily married), declares, “This is the last time, Werther, 
you will never see me again!”

Engraving, Jean Baptiste Simonet (1742–1813) after Jean Michel Moreau, 

the Younger. Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris, France//© Lauros/Giraudon/The 

Bridgeman Art Library
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Shelley and George Gordon, Lord Byron (hereafter 
called Lord Byron), probed the more passionate, even 
demonic aspects of existence; and John Keats expressed 
his own sensitive responses to the eternal problems of 
art, life, and death.

Wordsworth William Wordsworth (1770–1850), 
often called the founder of the Romantic movement 
in English poetry, clearly described his aims and ideals 
in his critical writings. For Wordsworth, the poet was 
a person with special gifts, “endowed with more lively 
sensibility, more enthusiasm and tenderness, who has a 
greater knowledge of human nature, and a more com-
prehensive soul” than ordinary people.

 Rejecting arti� ciality and stylization, Wordsworth 
aimed to make his poetry communicate directly in eas-
ily comprehensible terms. His principal theme was the 
relation between human beings and nature, which he 
explored by thinking back calmly on experiences that 
had earlier produced a violent emotional reaction: his 
famous “emotion recollected in tranquility.”

Byron Wordsworth’s emotion recollected in tranquil-
ity is in strong contrast to the poetry of Lord Byron 
(1788–1824), who filled both his life and work with the 

same moody, passionate frenzy of activity [Fig. 17.27]. 
Much of his time was spent wandering through-
out Europe, where he became a living symbol of the 
unconventional, homeless, tormented Romantic hero 
who has come to be called Byronic after him. Much 
of his flamboyant behavior was no doubt calculated to 
produce the effect it did, but his personality must have 
been striking for no less a figure than Goethe to describe 
him as “a personality of such eminence as has never 
been before and is not likely to come again.” Byron’s 
sincere commitment to struggles for liberty—like the 
Greek war of independence against the Turks—can be 
judged by the fact that he died while on military duty 
in Greece.

Shelley Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792–1822), who like 
Byron spent many of his most creative years in Italy, lived 
a life of continual turmoil. After being expelled from 
Oxford for publishing his atheistic views, he espoused 
the cause of anarchy and eloped with the daughter of 
one of its chief philosophical advocates. The consequent 
public scandal, coupled with ill health and critical hos-
tility toward his work, gave him a sense of bitterness and 
pessimism that lasted until his death by drowning.

 Shelley’s brilliant mind and restless temperament 
produced poetry that united extremes of feeling, veer-
ing from the highest pitch of exultant joy to the most 
extreme despondency. His belief in the possibility of 
human perfection is expressed in his greatest work, 
Prometheus Unbound (1820), where the means of salva-
tion is love—the love of human beings for one another 
expressed in the last movement of Beethoven’s Ninth 
Symphony—rather than the redeeming female love of 
Goethe and Wagner. His most accessible works, how-
ever, are probably the short lyrics in which he seized a 
: eeting moment of human emotion and captured it by 
his poetic imagination.

Keats Even Shelley’s sensitivity to the poetic beauty 
of language was surpassed by that of John Keats (1795–
1821), whose life, clouded by unhappy love and the 
tuberculosis that killed him so tragically young, inspired 
poetry of rare poignance and sensitivity. In his Odes 
(lyric poems of strong feeling), in particular, Keats con-
veys both the glory and the tragedy of human existence 
and dwells almost longingly on the peace of death. In 
the wonderful “Ode to a Nightingale,” the song of a bird 
comes to represent a permanent beauty beyond human 
grasp. The sensuous images, the intensity of emotion, and 
the flowing rhythm join to produce a magical effect.

THE NOVEL

Although great novels have been written in our own 
time, the nineteenth century probably marked the high 
point in the creation of � ction. Increases in literacy and 
a rise in the general level of education resulted in a pub-

◆ 17.27 Thomas Phillips, Lord Byron in Albanian Costume, 
1814. Byron is shown during his � rst visit to Greece, dressed 
for the role of Romantic sympathizer with exotic lands and 
peoples.

Oil on canvas, 291⁄2˝ x 241⁄2˝ (75 x 62 cm). Image © National Portrait Gal-

lery, London, UK//SuperStock



lic that was eager for entertainment and instruction, and 
the success of such writers as Charles Dickens and Leo 
Tolstoy was largely the result of their ability to combine 
the two. The best of nineteenth-century novels were 
those rare phenomena: great works of art that achieved 
popularity in their own day. Many of these are still able 
to enthrall modern readers with their humanity and 
insight.

 Most of the leading novelists of the mid-nineteenth 
century wrote within a tradition of Realism that came 
gradually to replace the more self-centered vision of 
Romanticism. Instead of describing an imaginary 
world of their own creation, they looked outward to 
� nd inspiration in the day-to-day events of real life. The 
increasing social problems produced by industrial and 
urban development produced not merely a lament for 
the spirit of the times but also a passionate desire for the 
power to change them as well.

Hugo In some cases, writers were able to combine 
the Romantic style with a social conscience, as in the 
case of the French novelist Victor Hugo (1802–1885), 
whose Les Misérables (1862) describes the plight of the 
miserable victims of society’s injustices. The hero of the 
novel, Jean Valjean, is an ex-convict who is rehabilitated 
through the agency of human sympathy and pity. Hugo 
provides graphic descriptions of the squalor and suffer-
ing of the poor, but his high-flown rhetorical style is 
essentially Romantic.

Flaubert Increasingly, however, writers found that 
they could best do justice to the problems of exis-
tence by adopting a more naturalistic style and describ-
ing their characters’ lives in realistic terms. One of the 
most subtle attacks on contemporary values is Madame 
Bovary (1856–1857) by Gustave Flaubert (1821–1880). 
Flaubert’s contempt for bourgeois society finds expres-
sion in his portrait of Emma Bovary, who tries to dis-
cover in her own provincial life the romantic love she 
reads about in novels. Her shoddy affairs and increas-
ing debts lead to an inevitably dramatic conclusion. 
Flaubert is at his best when portraying the banality of 
Emma’s everyday existence.

Balzac Honoré de Balzac (1779–1850) was the most 
versatile of all French novelists. He created a series of 
some ninety novels and stories, under the general title 
of The Human Comedy, in which many of the same 
characters appear more than once. Above all a Realist, 
Balzac depicted the social and political currents of his 
time while imposing on them a sense of artistic unity. 
His novels are immensely addictive. The reader who 
finds in one of them a reference to characters or events 
described in another novel hastens there to be led on 
to a third, and so on. Balzac thus succeeds in creat-
ing a fictional world that seems, by a characteristically 
Romantic paradox, more real than historical reality.

Sand Among the leading literary figures of Balzac’s 
Paris, and a personal friend of Balzac, was the remark-
able Aurore Dupin (1804–1876), better known by her 
pseudonym George Sand. This redoubtable defender 
of women’s rights and attacker of male privilege used 
her novels to wage war on many of the accepted con-
ventions of society. In her first novel, Lélia (1833), she 
attacked, among other institutions, the church, mar-
riage, the laws of property, and the double standard of 
morality whereby women were condemned for doing 
what was condoned for men.

 Unconventional in her own life, Sand became the 
lover of Chopin, with whom she lived from 1838 to 
1847. Her autobiographical novel Lucrezia Floriani 
(1846) chronicles as thinly disguised � ction the remark-
able course of this relationship, albeit very much from 
its author’s point of view.

Tolstoy If France was one of the great centers of 
nineteenth-century fiction, another was Russia, where 
Leo Tolstoy (1828–1910) produced, among other works, 
two huge novels of international stature: War and Peace 
(1863–1869) and Anna Karenina (1873–1877). The first 
is mainly set against the background of Napoleon’s 
invasion of Russia in 1812. Among the vast array of 
characters is the Rostov family, aristocratic but far from 
wealthy, who, together with their acquaintances, have 
their lives permanently altered by the great historical 
events through which they live. Tolstoy even empha-
sizes the way in which the course of the war affects his 
characters by combining figures he created for the novel 
with real historical personages, including Napoleon, 
and allowing them to meet.

 At the heart of the novel is the young and impres-
sionable Natasha Rostov, whose own confused love life 
seems to re: ect the confusion of the times. Yet its phi-
losophy is profoundly optimistic, despite the tragedies 
of Natasha’s own life and the horrors of war that sur-
round her. Her � nal survival and triumph represent the 
glori� cation of the irrational forces of life, which she 
symbolizes as the “natural person,” over sophisticated 
and rational civilization. Tolstoy’s high regard for irra-
tionality and contempt for reason link him with other 
nineteenth-century Romantics, and his ability to ana-
lyze character through the presentation of emotionally 
signi� cant detail and to sweep the reader up in the pan-
orama of historical events make War and Peace the most 
important work of Russian Realistic � ction.

 Toward the end of his life, Tolstoy gave up his suc-
cessful career and happy family life to undertake a mys-
tical search for the secret of universal love. Renouncing 
his property, he began to wear peasant dress and went 
to work in the � elds, although at the time of his death 
he was still searching in vain for peace. Russia’s other 
great novelist, Fyodor Dostoyevsky (1821–1881), 
although he died before Tolstoy, had far more in com-
mon with the late nineteenth century than with the 
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Romantic movement, and he is accordingly discussed 
in Chapter 18.

The English Novel The riches of the English 
nineteenth-century novel are almost unlimited. They 
range from the profoundly intellectual and absorbing 
works of George Eliot, the pen name of Mary Ann Evans 
(1819–1880), to Wuthering Heights (1847), the only novel 
by Emily Brontë (1818–1848) and one of the most dra-
matic and passionate pieces of fiction ever written. The 
book’s brilliant evocation of atmosphere and violent 
emotion produces a shattering effect. Like the two already 
mentioned, many of the leading novelists of the time 
were women, and the variety of their works soon puts 
to flight any facile notions about the feminine approach 
to literature. Elizabeth Gaskell (1810–1865), for example, 
was one of the leading social critics of the day; her novels 
study the effects of industrialization on the poor.

Dickens If one figure stands out in the field of the 
English novel, it is Charles Dickens (1812–1870), who 
was immensely popular during his lifetime and has 
been widely read ever since. It is regrettable that one of 
Dickens’ best-known novels, A Tale of Two Cities (1859), 
is one of his least characteristic, because its melodra-
matic and not totally successful historical reconstruction 
of the French Revolution may have deterred potential 
readers from exploring the wealth of humor, emotion, 
and imagination in his more successful books. Each of 
Dickens’ novels and short stories creates its own world, 
peopled by an incredible array of characters individu-
alized by their tics and quirks of personality. Dickens’ 
ability to move us from laughter to tears and back again 
gives his work a continual human appeal, although it 
has won him the censure of some of the more severe 
critics.

 Throughout his life, Dickens was an active cam-
paigner against social injustices and used his books to 
focus on individual institutions and their evil e% ects. 
Oliver Twist (1837–1838) attacked the treatment of the 
poor in workhouses and revealed Dickens’ view of 
crime as the manifestation of a general failing in soci-
ety [Fig. 17.28]. In Hard Times (1854) he turned, like 
Gaskell, to the evils of industrialization and pointed out 
some of the harm that misguided attempts at education 
can do.

THE ROMANTIC 

ERA IN AMERICA

The early history of the arts in America was intimately 
linked to developments in Europe. England, in par-
ticular, by virtue of its common tongue and political 

connections, exerted an in: uence on literature and 
painting that even the War of Independence did not 
end. American writers sought publishers and readers 
there and modeled their style on that of English writers. 
American painters went to London to study, sometimes 
with less than happy results. John Singleton Copley 
(1738–1815), for example, produced a series of portraits 
in a simple, direct style of his own [Fig. 17.29] before 
leaving Boston for England, where he fell victim to 
Sir Joshua Reynolds’ grand manner (see Figure 16.14). 
Of American music we cannot say much, because the 
earliest American composers con� ned their attention 
to settings of hymns and patriotic songs. A recogniz-
ably American musical tradition of composition did 
not develop before the end of the nineteenth century, 
although much earlier European performers found a 
vast and enthusiastic musical public in the course of 
their American tours.

 In the case of literature and the visual arts, the 
French Revolution provided a change of direction, for 
revolutionary ties inevitably resulted in the importation 

◆ 17.28 George Cruikshank, illustration for Dickens’ Oliver 
Twist, 1837–1838, captioned “The Artful Dodger picking 
a pocket to the amazement of Oliver Twist.” When Oli-
ver leaves the workhouse, he � nds himself among a gang 
of youthful thieves. Their leader, known as “The Artful 
Dodger,” here shows Oliver how easy it is to pick someone’s 
pocket. Oliver, on the right, reels back in a mixture of aston-
ishment and horror. Cruikshank (1792–1878) was a famed 
illustrator and caricaturist who frequently worked with 
Dickens. (Private Collection//© Image Select/Art Resource, NY)



of Neo-Classicism into America. With the dawning of 
the Romantic era, however, American artists began to 
develop for the � rst time an authentic voice of their 
own. In many cases they still owed much to European 
examples. The tradition of the expatriate American art-
ist who left home to study in Europe and remained 
there had been � rmly established by the eighteenth 
century. Throughout the nineteenth century, writers 
like Washington Irving (1783–1859) and painters like 
Thomas Eakins (1844–1916) continued to bring back 
to America themes and styles they had acquired during 
their European travels. Something about the nature of 
Romanticism, however, with its emphasis on the indi-
vidual, seemed to � re the American imagination. The 
Romantic love of the remote and mysterious reached a 
peak in the macabre stories of Edgar Allan Poe (1809–
1849). For the � rst time, in the Romantic era American 
artists began to produce work that was both a genuine 
product of their native land and at the same time of 
international stature.

AMERICAN LITERATURE

In a land where daily existence was lived so close to the 
wildness and beauty of nature, the Romantic attach-
ment to the natural world was bound to make a special 
appeal. The Romantic concept of the transcendental 
unity of humans and nature was quickly taken up in 
the early nineteenth century by a group of American 
writers who even called themselves the Transcenden-
talists. Borrowing ideas from Kant and from his Eng-
lish followers such as Coleridge and Wordsworth, they 
developed notions of an order of truth that transcends 
what we can perceive by our physical senses and that 
unites the entire world.

Emerson One of the leading Transcendentalist repre-
sentatives, Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803–1882), under-
lined the particular importance of the natural world for 
American writers in his essay “The American Scholar,” 
first published in 1837. In calling for the development 
of a national literature, Emerson laid down as a neces-
sary condition for its success that his compatriots should 
draw their inspiration from the wonders of their own 
country. A few years later he was to write: “America 
is a poem in our eyes; its ample geography dazzles the 
imagination, and it will not wait long for metres.”

 Emerson always tried to make his own work “smell 
of pines and resound with the hum of insects,” but 
although his ideas have exerted a profound e% ect on 
the development of American culture, Emerson was a 
better thinker than creative artist. Far more successful 
as a literary practitioner of Transcendentalist principles 
was Henry David Thoreau (1817–1862), whose mas-
terpiece Walden (1854) uses his day-to-day experiences 
as he lived in solitude on the shore of Walden Pond 
to draw general conclusions about the nature of exis-
tence. Thoreau’s passionate support of the freedom of 
the individual led him to be active in the antislavery 
movement and, by the end of his life, he had moved 
from belief in passive resistance to open advocacy of 
violence against slavery.

Whitman Ideas of freedom, tolerance, and spiritual 
unity reached their most complete poetic expression in 
the works of America’s first great poet, Walt Whitman 
(1819–1892). His first important collection of poems 
was published in 1855 under the title Leaves of Grass. 
From then until his death he produced edition after 
edition, retaining the same title but gradually adding 
many new poems and revising the old ones. Whitman 
was defiantly, even aggressively, an American poet, yet 
the central theme of most of his work was the impor-
tance of the individual. The contradiction this involves 
serves as a reminder of the essentially Romantic char-
acter of Whitman’s mission since, by describing the 
details of his own feelings and reactions, he hoped to 

◆ 17.29 John Singleton Copley, Samuel Quincey, 1765. In 
this portrait of a member of a distinguished Bostonian fam-
ily, Copley avoids technical tricks. The result is an attractive 
simplicity of style that still allows him to reveal something of 
the subject’s personality.

Oil on canvas, 35˝ x 58˝ (90.49 x 147.64 cm). Image © Museum of Fine 

Arts, Boston, MA, USA//The Bridgeman Art Library
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communicate a sense of the essential oneness of the 
human condition. Much of the time the sheer vitality 
and flow of his language helps make his experiences 
our own, although many of his earlier readers were 
horrified at the explicit sexual descriptions in some 
of his poems. Above all, Whitman was a fiery defender 
of freedom and democracy. His vision of the human 
race united with itself and with the universe had a 
special significance for the late twentieth century that 
continues.

Dickinson Emily Dickinson (1830–1881) was as 
private in her life and work as Whitman was public in 
his. Only seven of her poems appeared in print during 
her lifetime, and the first complete edition was pub-
lished as late as 1958. Yet, today, few American poets 
are better known or better loved. Her work tries to 
create a balance between passion and the prompting of 

reason, while her interest in psychological experience 
appeals to modern readers. Many, too, are attracted by 
her desire for a secure religious faith, equaled only by 
her stubborn skepticism.

Novelists The essential optimism of the Transcen-
dentalists, especially as interpreted by Whitman, is 
absent from the work of the two great American nov-
elists of the nineteenth century: Nathaniel Hawthorne 
(1804–1864) and Herman Melville (1819–1891).

 Hawthorne in particular was deeply concerned with 
the apparently ineradicable evil in a society dedicated 
to progress. In The Scarlet Letter (1850), his � rst major 
success, and in many of his short stories, he explored the 
con: icts between traditional values and the drive for 
change.

 Melville imitated Hawthorne’s example in combin-
ing realism with allegory and in dealing with profound 

◆ 17.30 Thomas Cole, View from Mount Holyoke, Northampton, Massachusetts, after a Thunderstorm: The Ox Bow, 1836. This shows 
a meticulous care for detail that is never allowed to detract from the broad sweep of the view. Note the shape of the river, its 
characteristic turns known as the Ox Bow.

Oil on canvas, 511⁄2˝ x 76˝ (130.8 x 193 cm). Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, USA//Image copyright © The Metropolitan Museum of Art/Art 

Resource, NY



moral issues. His subjects and style are both very di% er-
ent, however. Moby Dick (1851), his masterpiece, is often 
hailed as the greatest of all American works of � ction. It 
shares with Goethe’s Faust the theme of the search for 
truth and self-discovery, which Melville works out by 
using the metaphor of the New England whaling indus-
try. Both Melville and Hawthorne were at their greatest 
when using uniquely American settings and characters 
to shed light on universal human experience.

AMERICAN PAINTING

Under the in: uence of the Transcendentalists, landscape 
painting in America took on a new signi� cance. Emer-
son reminded the artist who set out to paint a natural 
scene that “landscape has a beauty for his eye because 
it expresses a thought which to him is good, and this 
because the same power which sees through his eyes is 
seen in that spectacle.” Natural beauty, in other words, is 
moral beauty, and both demonstrate the Transcendental 
unity of the universe.

Cole The earliest painters of landscapes intended to 
glorify the wonders of nature are known collectively 
as the Hudson River School. The foundations of their 
style were laid by Thomas Cole (1801–1848), born in 
England, whose later paintings combine grandeur of 
effect with accurate observation of details. His View 

from Mount Holyoke after a Thunderstorm: The Ox Bow 
[Fig. 17.30] is particularly successful in capturing a sense 
of atmosphere and presence.

 By mid-century, a new approach to landscape paint-
ing had developed. Generally called luminism, it aimed 
to provide the sense of artistic anonymity Emerson and 
other Transcendentalists demanded. In a way this is the 
exact antithesis of Romanticism. Instead of sharing with 
the viewer their own reactions, the luminists tried by 
realism to eliminate their own presence and let nothing 
stand between the viewer and the scenes. Yet the results, 
far from achieving only a photographic realism, have an 
utterly characteristic and haunting beauty that has no 
real parallel in European art of the time. The painting 
Newbury Meadows [Fig. 17.31] by Martin J. Heade (1819–
1904), one of the leading luminists, seems to combine 
a realistic depiction of the scene with the emotion it 
inspires.

Homer The two great American painters of the lat-
ter nineteenth century—Winslow Homer (1836–1910) 
and Thomas Eakins (1844–1916)—both used the 
luminist approach to realism as a basis for their own 
individual styles. In the case of Homer, the realism of 
his early paintings was largely the result of his work 
as a documentary artist, recording the events of the 
Civil War. His style underwent a notable change as he 
became exposed to contemporary French Impressionist 

◆ 17.31 Martin Johnson Heade, Newburyport Meadows, 1876–1881. Note the smooth surface of the painting, which reveals no 
trace of the artist’s brush strokes. The variations in light as storm clouds move in to obscure the sun are rendered with such 
extreme precision that they imbue the photographic e% ect with an innate sense of drama.

Oil on canvas, 101⁄2˝ x 22˝ (26.7 x 55.9 cm). Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, USA//Image copyright © The Metropolitan Museum of Art/Art Resource, NY
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◆ 17.33 Thomas Eakins, 
The Swimming Hole, 1885. 
Eakins painted � gures 
directly from models placed 
in poses from Greek sculp-
ture in order to try to see 
nature as the Greeks saw 
it, but without the Greeks’ 
idealization. The � gure 
swimming in the bottom 
right-hand corner is Eakins.

Oil on canvas, 273⁄8˝ x 363⁄8˝ 

(69.5 x 92.4 cm). Amon Carter 

Museum, Fort Worth, Texas, USA//

Digital image © Superstock

◆ 17.32 Winslow Homer, Eagle Head, Manchester, Massachusetts, 1870. This painting, produced after Homer’s visit to France, 
shows a new, more Impressionistic approach to light and sea.

Oil on canvas, 26˝ x 38˝ (66 x 96.5 cm). Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, USA//Image copyright © The Metropolitan Museum of Art/Art Resource, NY



painting (discussed in Chapter 18). His mysterious Eagle 
Head [Fig. 17.32] is certainly far more than a naturalistic 
depiction of three women and a dog on a beach. By 
the way in which he has positioned the figures, Homer 
suggests rather than spells out greater emotional depths 
than initially meet the eye. The sense of restrained drama 
occurs elsewhere in his work, while the sea became a 
growing obsession with him and provided virtually the 
only subject of his last works.

Eakins Thomas Eakins used Realism as a means of 
achieving objective truth. His pursuit of scientific accu-
racy led him to make a particular study of the possibilities 
of photography. Animals and, more particularly, humans 
in motion continually fascinated him. This trait can be 
observed in The Swimming Hole [Fig. 17.33], where the 
variety of poses and actions produces a series of indi-
vidual anatomical studies rather than a unified picture.

 In his own day Eakins’ blunt insistence on accu-
racy of perception did not endear him to a public that 
demanded more glamorous art. Yet if many of his works 

◆ 17.34 Thomas Eakins, Maude Cooke (Mrs. Robert C. Reid), 
1895. Note how, in contrast to the portraits by Ingres (Fig-
ure 17.19) and Copley (Figure 17.29), Eakins achieves deep 
feeling and sensitivity by the angle of his subject’s head and 
her pose.

Oil on canvas, 241⁄2˝ x 201⁄16˝ (62.2 x 51 cm). Yale University Art Gallery, New 

Haven, CT, USA//Image © Yale University Art Gallery/Art Resource, NY
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seem essentially anti-Romantic in spirit, foreshadowing 
as they do the age of mechanical precision, in his por-
traits he returns to the Romantic tradition of expressing 
emotions by depicting them. The subject in Maude Cook 
(Mrs. Robert C. Reid) [Fig. 17.34], as in most of his por-
traits, turns her eyes away from us, rapt in profound inner 
contemplation. The artist’s own emotional response to 
the mood of his subject is made visible in his painting.

 Painters such as Homer and Eakins, like Whitman 
and other writers discussed here, are important in the 
history of American culture not only for the value of 
their individual works. Their achievements demon-
strated that American society could at last produce cre-
ative � gures capable of absorbing the European cultural 
experience without losing their individuality.

SUMMARY

◆ The Rise of Nationalism. The revolutionary 
changes that ushered in the nineteenth century, and 
that were to continue throughout it, profoundly 
a% ected society and culture. The industrialization 
of Europe produced vast changes in the lifestyles 
of millions of people. The Greek struggle for inde-
pendence, the uni� cation of Italy and of Germany, 
and the nationalist revolutionary uprisings of 1848 
in many parts of Europe all radically changed the 
balance of power and the nature of society. The 
same period further saw the gradual assertion of the 
United States, tested and tried by its own civil war, as 
one of the leading Western nations. By the end of the 
nineteenth century, America had not only established 
itself as a world power, but it had also produced art-

  ists, writers, and musicians who created works with 
an authentically American spirit.

◆  Intellectual Ferment: Darwin and Marx. A 
period of such widespread change was naturally also 
one of major intellectual ferment. The political phi-
losophy of Karl Marx and the scienti� c speculations 
of Charles Darwin, in: uential in their day, remain 
powerful and controversial in the present. The opti-
mism of Immanuel Kant and Friedrich Hegel and the 
pessimism of Arthur Schopenhauer were re: ected in 
numerous works of art.

◆  Romanticism in the Arts. The artistic movement 
that developed alongside these ideas was Romanti-
cism. The Romantics, for all their divergences, shared 
several common concerns. They sought to express 
their personal feelings in their works rather than 
search for some kind of abstract philosophical or 
religious “truth.” They were attracted by the fantastic 
and the exotic and by worlds remote in time (the 
Middle Ages) or in place (the mysterious Orient). 
Many of them felt a special regard for nature, in the 
context of which human achievement seemed so 
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reduced. For some, on the other hand, the new age 
of industry and technology was exotic and exciting. 
Many Romantic artists identi� ed with the nation-
alist movements of the times and either supported 
their own country’s � ght for freedom (as in the case 
of Verdi) or championed the cause of others (as did 
Lord Byron).

◆  Beethoven and His Successors. In music the 
transition from the Classical to the Romantic style 
can be heard in the works of Ludwig van Beethoven. 
With roots deep in the Classical tradition, Beethoven 
used music to express emotion in a revolutionary 
way, pushing traditional forms like the sonata to their 
limits. Typical of the age is his concern with freedom, 
which appears in Fidelio (his only opera), and human 
unity, as expressed in the last movement of the Ninth 
Symphony.

  Many of Beethoven’s successors in the � eld of 
instrumental music continued to use symphonic 
forms for their major works. Among the leading 
symphonists of the century were Hector Berlioz, 
Johannes Brahms, and Anton Bruckner. Other com-
posers—Franz Schubert and Robert Schumann—
although they wrote symphonies, were more at 
home in the intimate world of songs and chamber 
music. The Romantic emphasis on personal feelings 
and the display of emotion encouraged the develop-
ment of another characteristic of nineteenth-century 
music: the virtuoso composer-performer.

  Frédéric Chopin, Franz Liszt, and Niccolò Paga-
nini all won international fame performing their 
own works. The nationalist spirit of the times was 
especially appealing to musicians who could draw on 
a rich tradition of folk music. The Russian Modest 
Moussorgsky and the Czech Bedrich Smetana both 
wrote works using national themes and folk tunes.

◆ Wagner and Verdi. The world of opera was domi-
nated by two giants: Giuseppe Verdi and Rich-
ard Wagner. The former took the forms of early 
nineteenth-century opera and used them to create 
powerful and dramatic masterpieces. An enthusiastic 
supporter of Italy’s nationalist movement, Verdi never 
abandoned the basic elements of the Italian operatic 
tradition—expressive melody and vital rhythm—but 
he infused these with new dramatic truth. Wagner’s 
quest for “music drama” led him in a di% erent direc-
tion. His work breaks with the operatic tradition of 
individual musical numbers; the music, in which the 
orchestra plays an important part, runs continuously 
from the beginning to the end of each act. In addi-
tion, the use of leading motifs to represent characters 
or ideas makes possible complex dramatic e% ects. 
Wagner’s works revolutionized the development 
of both operatic and non-operatic music, and his 
theoretical writings on music and much else made 
him one of the nineteenth century’s leading cultural 
� gures.

◆ Romanticism and Realism in Nineteenth-
Century Painting. Just as Beethoven spanned the 
transition from Classical to Romantic in music, so 
Francisco Goya, some of whose early works were 
painted in the rococo style, produced some of the 
most powerful of Romantic paintings. His concern 
with justice and liberty, as illustrated in The Third of 
May, 1808, and with the world of dreams, as in The 
Sleep of Reason Produces Monsters, was prototypical of 
much Romantic art.

  In France, painters were divided into two camps. 
The fully committed Romantics included Théodore 
Géricault, also concerned to point out injustice, and 
Eugéne Delacroix, whose work touched on virtually 
every aspect of romanticism: nationalism, exoticism, 
eroticism. The other school was that of the Realists. 
Honoré Daumier’s way of combating the corruption 
of his day was to portray it as graphically as possible. 
In the meantime, Ingres waged his campaign against 
both progressive movements by continuing to paint 
in the academic Neo-Classical style of the preceding 
century—or at least his version of it.

◆ The World of Nature. Painters in England and 
Germany were particularly attracted by the Roman-
tic love of nature. Caspar David Friedrich used the 
grandeur of the natural world to underline the tran-
sitory nature of human achievement, while in John 
Constable’s landscapes there is greater harmony 
between people and their surroundings. Joseph M. 
W. Turner, Constable’s contemporary, falls into a 
category by himself. Although many of his subjects 
were Romantic, his use of form and color make light 
and movement the real themes of his paintings.

◆ From Neo-Classicism to Romanticism in Lit-
erature: Goethe. In literature no � gure dominated 
his time more than Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, 
the German poet, dramatist, and novelist. One of the 
� rst writers to break the fetters of Neo-Classicism, 
he nonetheless continued to produce Neo-Classical 
works as well as more Romantic ones. The scale of 
his writings runs from the most intimate love lyrics 
to the monumental two parts of his Faust drama.

◆ The Romantic Poets and the Novel. The work 
of the English Romantic poets William Wordsworth, 
Percy Bysshe Shelley, John Keats, and Lord Byron 
touched on all the principal Romantic themes. 
Other English writers used the novel as a means of 
expressing their concern with social issues, as in the 
case of Charles Dickens, or their absorption with 
strong emotion, as did Emily Brontë. Indeed, the 
nineteenth century was the great age of the novel, 
with Honoré de Balzac and Gustave Flaubert writ-
ing in France and above all Leo Tolstoy in Russia.

◆ The Nineteenth Century in America. The 
Romantic Era was the � rst period in which Ameri-
can artists created their own original styles rather 
than borrow them from Europe. Love of nature 



inspired writers like Henry David Thoreau and 
painters like Thomas Cole. The description of strong 
emotions, often personal ones, characterizes the 
poetry of Walt Whitman and many of the paintings 
of Winslow Homer. Thomas Eakins, with his inter-
est in Realism, used a nineteenth-century inven-
tion that had an enormous impact on the visual arts: 
photography.

  By the end of the century the audience for art of all 
kinds had expanded immeasurably. No longer com-
missioned by the church or the aristocracy, artworks 
expressed the hopes and fears of individual artists and 
of humanity at large. Furthermore, as the revolution-
aries of the eighteenth century had dreamed, they 
had helped bring about social change.

EXERCISES

1. Analyze the elements of the Romantic style and 
compare its effect on the various arts.
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2. Discuss the career of Beethoven and assess his influ-
ence on the development of music in the nineteenth 
century.

3. What were the principal schools of French Romantic 
painting? Who were their leaders? What kinds of 
subjects did they choose? Explain why.

4. Which factors—historical, cultural, social—favored 
the popularity of the novel in the nineteenth cen-
tury? How do they compare to present conditions? 
What is the current status of the novel?

5. Discuss the American contribution to the Romantic 
movement.

Visit the Culture & Values Companion website at 
www.cengage.com/art/Cunningham/Cultureand
Values7E and the Humanities Resource Center for an 
array of primary source readings, key terms with pro-
nunciations, 4 ash cards, quizzes, and study mate-
rials designed especially to help you do well in this 
course.
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T
he rise of new political movements during 
the nineteenth century, of which socialism 
was perhaps the most prominent, drew 
upon a section of society new to political 

activism: women. Indeed the � rst use of the term femi-
nism dates to this period. Women campaigned for a 
wide variety of causes—divorce reform, property own-
ership—but the issue that united most women across 
barriers of class or nationality was suffrage: the right 
to vote.

 British women could vote in local elections from 
1868, and they could vote in local governments in 
Finland and Sweden in the 1870s. In the 1890s some 
American states granted women the vote, but this 
was limited to single women who were property own-
ers. By the eve of World War I, with the exception of 
Finland, no Western country (including the United 
States) allowed women to vote in national elections.

CHA P T E R  1 8 

T  M 

E: -

 In France, feminists began to organize protest 
groups, refusing to pay taxes and overturning vot-
ing urns. The best known British group was the 
Women’s Social and Political Union, founded in 
1903 by Emmeline Pankhurst. Pankhurst and her 
daughters believed that only direct, violent action 
would secure women the vote. Her organization 
campaigned against political candidates who were 
opposed to women’s suffrage. When leading poli-
ticians, including the British Prime Minister Her-
bert Asquith and his minister David Lloyd George, 
refused to back women’s right to vote, her support-
ers smashed the windows of London’s most exclusive 
shops, assaulted leading politicians, and chained 
themselves to the railings of of� cial buildings. When 
sent to prison, they staged hunger strikes (only to be 
gruesomely force-fed). One of their activists, Emily 
Wildind Davison, threw herself in front of the King’s 

horse on Derby day, 1913, and 
was trampled to death. Only after 
World War I, in 1918, did the suf-
fragettes in Britain win the right to 
vote. American women voted for 
the � rst time in 1920.

THE SPIRIT 

OF THE AGE

Distance lends perspective in human 
experience. The more intimately we 
are a% ected by events, the more dif-
� cult it is to evaluate them objec-
tively. Looking back, we can see that 
the world in which we live—with 

◆ Su% ragette Emmeline Pankhurst 
arrested at a demonstration outside 
Buckingham Palace, London, 1914. 
(© Jimmy Sime/Getty Images)
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its great hopes and even greater fears—began to take 
its present shape in the early years of the twentieth 
century. World War I (1914–1918) marked an end to 
almost three thousand years of European political and 
cultural supremacy as well as the beginning of a world 
in which events in any corner of the globe could—and 
still do—have immense consequences for good or ill for 
the entire human race. The e% ects on the humanities 
of so vast a change in direction will be the subject of 
Chapters 21 and 22. Here, we will consider some of the 
causes and early symptoms of the change.

 Although the period in which the modern world 
was formed is the historical era that directly a% ects our 

daily lives, our cultural traditions go back to ancient 
Greece and Rome. Yet even if the cataclysmic events 
of the twentieth century did not destroy the value of 
centuries of accumulated experience, we naturally feel 
more intimately linked to the generation of our parents 
and grandparents than to the more distant generations 
of ancestors of which we are also the product. Nev-
ertheless, our parents and grandparents are the people 
whose nearness to us in time and emotional impact 
makes them and their world more di&  cult to under-
stand objectively.

 Our own responses to the increasing complexity of 
historical forces during the formative stages of modern 

1876 Speech first transmitted through tele-
phone by Alexander Graham Bell

1880–1914 Height of European colonialism
1886 Dedication of Statue of Liberty, 

presented by France to America

1889 International League of Socialist Parties 
founded

1890–1914 Industrialization of Russia

1899–1902 Boer War

1901 Death of Queen Victoria of England; 
reign of Edward VII begins; first message 
sent over Marconi’s transatlantic wireless 
telegraph

1903 Wright brothers make first airplane 
flight; Emmeline Pankhurst founds 
Women’s Social and Political Union

1904 Russo–Japanese War
1905 First Revolution breaks out in Russia; 

Einstein formulates theory of relativ-
ity; first motion-picture theater opens in 
Pittsburgh

1908 Model T touring car introduced by 
Ford

1911 Revolution in China establishes republic
1914 World War I begins

GENERAL EVENTS 

1863 Manet exhibits Le Déjeuner sur l’Herbe 
to public outrage

1874 Impressionism emerges when Monet 
and others exhibit at Café Guerbois, Paris; 
Impression: Sunrise (1872) 

1875 Monet, Argenteuil
1876 Renoir, Le Moulin de la Galette 

c. 1880 Postimpressionists reject impressionism
1882 Manet, A Bar at the Folies-Bergère
1884–1886 Seurat, A Sunday on La Grande Jatte
c. 1885 Protocubist experiments of Cézanne; 

Still Life with Commode

c. 1886 Rodin, The Kiss; Degas, The Tub 
1888 van Gogh, The Night Café 

1889 van Gogh, The Starry Night 

1891 Gauguin, Ia Orana Maria
Mary Cassatt’s first solo exhibition in Paris

1893 Munch, The Scream; Rodin 
begins Monument to Balzac 

1894–1898 Kollwitz, March of the Weavers, 
etching based on Hauptmann play

c. 1904–1906 Cézanne paints last series 
of landscapes depicting Mont Sainte-Victoire

 
1903–1913 German expressionist movement Die Brücke
1905 First Fauve exhibition in Paris; Matisse, The Joy of Life (1905–1906)
1907–1914 Picasso and Braque develop cubism in Paris
1909 Nolde, Pentecost; Rodin, Portrait of Mahler
1911 Matisse, The Red Studio; German expressionist group Der Blaue Reiter formed
1912 Heckel, Two Painters at the Table (To Dostoyevsky)
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culture are still so confused that it is helpful to turn to 
the reactions of individual artists and thinkers who lived 
through the times and can to some extent interpret them 
to us. Furthermore, within the relatively limited sphere 
of artistic creativity we can observe at work forces that 
also operated on a much larger scale. As so often in the 
history of Western civilization, the arts provide a direct 
and powerful, if incomplete, expression of the spirit of 
an age. It may even be that the enduring importance of 
the humanities as a re: ection of the human condition 
is one of the few aspects of Western civilization to sur-
vive a century of global turmoil and help us now in the 
twenty-� rst century.

THE GROWING UNREST

By the last quarter of the nineteenth century there was 
a widespread if unfocused feeling in Europe that life 
could not continue as before. Social and political revolu-
tions had replaced the old monarchies with more nearly 
equitable forms of government. Scienti� c and techno-
logical developments had a% ected millions of ordinary 
people, bringing them improved standards of living and 
a more congenial existence. As a result, a new mood of 
cheerfulness began to make itself felt in the great cit-
ies of Europe; in Paris, for example, the period became 
known as the belle époque (“beautiful age”).
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1866 Dostoyevsky, Crime and Punishment
1870–1914 New areas explored in writing: 

impact of subconscious on human behav-
ior, the role of women

1879 First performance of Ibsen’s realistic 
drama, A Doll’s House

1881 Death of Dostoyevsky

1883–1892 Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra

1891 Shaw, drama critic for Saturday Review, 
champions Ibsen

1893 Wilde, Salome 

1899 Kate Chopin, The Awakening

1900 Freud, Interpretation of Dreams
1904 Death of Chekhov

1913 Publication of Swann’s Way, first volume 
of Proust’s Remembrance of Things Past; final 
volume published posthumously (1927)

LITERATURE & 

PHILOSOPHY 

1883 Birth of Gropius

1890–1891 Sullivan, Wainwright Building, 
St. Louis, first skyscraper

1905–1907 Gaudí, Casa Milá, Barcelona 

1909 Robie House, Chicago, Frank Lloyd 
Wright’s first big success

ARCHITECTURE

mid-19th cent. Liszt’s symphonic poems 
precursors of program music

1886 R. Strauss begins tone poem Don Juan

1890 Debussy, musical Impressionist, 
composes Claire de Lune

1893 Tchaikovsky, Pathétique Symphony, 
precedes composer’s suicide.

Mahler’s Symphony No. 1 in D marks transi-
tion from romantic to modern music

1894 Debussy, Prélude à l’après-midi d’un faune
1895 R. Strauss, Till Eulenspiegel
1896 Puccini champions verismo in Italian 

opera; La Bohème
1899 R. Strauss, A Hero’s Life

1900–1904 Puccini, Tosca, Madama Butterfly
1905 First performance of R. Strauss’ opera 

Salome, based on Wilde’s play
1908 Schönberg, Three Piano Pieces, Op. 11, 

first major atonal work
1909–1910 Mahler, Symphony No. 9
1910–1912 Stravinsky composes 

The Firebird and Petrouchka, 
for Diaghilev’s Ballet Russe in Paris

1911–1915 R. Strauss, An Alpine Symphony

1912 Schönberg, Pierrot Lunaire

1912–1913 Rite of Spring

1913 Ravel composes Daphnis and Chloe for 
Diaghilev

MUSIC


