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A Visual Realization of Romantic Art Theory: The
Riepenhausen Brothers and Their Etchings for Life and Death of
Saint Genevieve
by Ulf Dingerdissen

Introduction

The young and ambitious Riepenhausen brothers, Franz (1786–1831) and Johannes (1787–1860),
[1] first gained public attention in January 1804 when they were mentioned in the Jenaische
Allgemeine Literatur-Zeitung, one of the most influential German-speaking intellectual
newspapers in the early nineteenth century. No less a person than Johann Wolfgang von
Goethe (1749–1832), the most famous German poet and most recognized art critic around
1800, had written a review for the paper of their twelve drawings reimaging the lost wall
paintings on the right-hand side of the Cnidian Lesche in Delphi by the famous Greek painter
Polygnotus (fifth century BCE).[2] The drawings were based on a detailed description by the
Greek travel writer Pausanias (ca. 115–ca. 180) in his Description of Greece. A supporter of
Classicism, Goethe approved of the Riepenhausens’ aim to visualize an ancient work of art that
no longer existed, and he even asked them to etch and to publicize their compositions.[3] The
Riepenhausen brothers responded to his request in the following year,[4] publishing their 
Gemählde des Polygnots in der Lesche zu Delphi (Polygnotus’s paintings in the Lesche in Delphi),
which consists of two volumes: one contains their fifteen etchings representing the aftermath
of the Battle of Troy,[5] the other a 41-page long commentary on the art of Ancient Greece in
general and of Polygnotus in particular.[6] Although this text was published as if authored by
the young artists, it is assumed that their friend Christian Friedrich Schlosser (1782–1829), the
nephew of Goethe’s brother-in-law, wrote it.[7] He may not have wanted to be named as he
probably feared the critique of his famous relative. Indeed, in his review of the Riepenhausens’
etchings, Goethe praised the pictures,[8] but harshly criticized this commentary.[9] He mainly
disliked that the Riepenhausen brothers, obviously influenced by Romantic literature,[10] put
the perfection of ancient art—the ideal of Classicism—in question stating that ancient artists—
in the absence of Christian religion—had not been able to reflect the world in its entirety in
their works.[11]

In the text, the Riepenhausen brothers announced that they would publish a second set of
etchings reconstructing Polygnotus’s paintings on the left wall of the Lesche in Delphi, also to
be accompanied by a commentary, this one dealing with the difference between ancient and
Romantic art.[12] But they did not carry out that project. Instead, in 1806, they published
fourteen etchings illustrating the drama Leben und Tod der heiligen Genoveva (Life and death of
Saint Genevieve) by the Romantic poet Ludwig Tieck (1773–1853).[13] Although at first sight the
Genevieve etchings do not seem to differ much stylistically from those “reproducing”
Polygnotus’s wall paintings (in both cycles, an outline style is used), Goethe saw them as quite
different. Indeed, Goethe felt that the Riepenhausen brothers, in their etchings, had given
visual form to Romanticism, which was first of all a literary invention.[14] It thus seems that
the Riepenhausen brothers, instead of making a verbal comparison of Classical and Romantic
art, as they had announced, made a visual one.
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In this article, I shall demonstrate how the fourteen Genevieve etchings reflect and visualize
Romantic art theory. Comparing them with the writings of the most influential early Romantic
art theorists; Ludwig Tieck, Wilhelm Heinrich Wackenroder (1773–98), and the Schlegel
brothers, August Wilhelm (1767–1845) and Friedrich (1772–1829), I will ask and answer the
following questions: Why did Franz and Johannes Riepenhausen choose Tieck’s Life and Death
of Saint Genevieve as their subject? Why did they make use of an outline style in their etchings?
Why did they combine fragments of works of former artists in their etchings?

The Choice and Interpretation of Tieck’s Life and Death of Saint Genevieve

Ludwig Tieck had published his drama Life and Death of Saint Genevieve in 1800 in the second
volume of his anthology Romantische Dichtungen,[15] the title of which, Romantic Poetry, had
helped to establish the term “Romanticism” in the German-speaking world.[16] Furthermore, 
Life and Death of Saint Genevieve was hailed as the first true Romantic drama because of its
setting in the Middle Ages and its celebration of the Christian faith.[17] For his drama, the poet
had adapted the story of the legendary Saint Genevieve of Brabant,[18] which takes place in
the Rhineland of the eighth century:

Young and devout Genevieve is happily married with the Count Palatine of the Rhine until her
husband leaves their home to support Charles Martel in fighting against the Moors. During her
husband’s absence, Genevieve has to repel the advances of the Count’s young friend, Golo,
who passionately loves her. In order to take revenge for her rejection, he falsely accuses her of
adultery. Owing to his slander, she is condemned to live with her new-born child in the woods.
But God saves her because of her many virtues, sending her a doe that suckles her little son.
While hunting that doe, her husband, by chance, discovers Genevieve after seven years in the
wilderness. Now that he is convinced of her innocence, he apologizes to her and takes her and
their child back to his castle, where she dies shortly after. Upon her death, people start to adore
Genevieve of Brabant as a saint due to her virtues and the celestial miracles that happened to
her.[19]

As soon as Tieck’s drama Life and Death of Saint Genevieve was published, it was celebrated
enthusiastically by the leaders of the Romantic movement. Before the year was over, for
example, August Wilhelm Schlegel wrote a poem in which he praised Tieck for having
transformed the legend of Saint Genevieve into poetry.[20] Schlegel encouraged poets to
invigorate the Christian faith by treating religious subject matter,[21] a demand he had
formulated as early as 1799 in his fictitious dialogue about the paintings of the famous gallery
of the Saxon Electors in Dresden, Die Gemählde: Gespräch (The paintings: Dialogue). In this
work, Schlegel asked not only poets, but also visual artists to turn to Christian religion rather
than ancient mythology to find subjects for their work.[22] Significantly, corresponding to
Schlegel’s demand, the Riepenhausen brothers rejected their plan of creating a set of etchings
reimaging Polygnotus’s paintings on the left wall of the Lesche in Delphi, which had shown
Odysseus descending into Hades to inquire of the soul of Teiresias about his safe return home.
Instead, they began to illustrate Tieck’s Life and Death of Saint Genevieve.

By choosing this religious drama, the Riepenhausens not only chose Christianity over Classical
paganism, but also fulfilled Schlegel’s wish that works of visual art refer to works of poetry. In
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his dialogue, The Paintings, Schlegel described the interrelations between poetry and visual
arts: To Schlegel, the visual arts shall borrow ideas from poetry, which, in turn, becomes visual
thanks to works of art.[23] In this way, Schlegel regarded the visual arts as “interpreters” of
poetry, which, in his mind, was the first of all the arts.[24] The Riepenhausen brothers shared
his opinion: In the foreword of their Genevieve etchings,[25] they stated that they had
visualized what a poet had invented.[26] Although they did not mention the name of Ludwig
Tieck, it is clear that they meant him, since they had given their cycle the title of his drama. At
the same time, they pointed out that their images were not an exact copy of a poetic work.[27]
Indeed, when comparing the Riepenhausen brothers’ etchings with the drama they “illustrate,”
one notices that their cycle does not correspond to Tieck’s Life and Death of Saint Genevieve in
its entirety. Franz and Johannes Riepenhausen concentrate only on the part of the drama
during which her saintliness is manifest. The frontispiece (fig. 1) already gives the observer an
indication of what will follow, showing a scene that Tieck does not describe in his drama;
namely, the coronation of Saint Genevieve in heaven by Christ and the Virgin Mary. By thus
clearly identifying her as a saint, the frontispiece anticipates the scenes of her virtuous life
shown in the following prints.

Fig. 1, Franz Riepenhausen and Johannes Riepenhausen, Leben und Tod der heiligen Genoveva (Life and death

of St. Genevieve), frontispiece, The Coronation of St. Genevieve in Heaven, 1806. Etching on paper.

Universitätsbibliothek Heidelberg, Heidelberg. © Universitätsbibliothek Heidelberg. [larger image]

But, while the Riepenhausen brothers departed from Tieck’s drama by focusing only on
Genevieve’s saintly life, their visual interpretation corresponded to something Tieck himself
had suggested in an earlier production, which had a strong impact on the development of the
visual arts. In 1798, two years before his Life and Death of Saint Genevieve, he had published a
novel entitled Franz Sternbalds Wanderungen (Franz Sternbald’s travels).[28] This Künstlerroman
(artist novel) deals with a fictitious artist named Franz Sternbald, who has left the workshop of
his master Albrecht Dürer (1471–1528) in Nuremberg to study the arts of other German regions,
of the Netherlands, and finally of Italy. During his travels, Sternbald, whom Tieck defines as
the role model for Romantic artists, realizes that legends of saints and martyrs are ideal
subjects for works of art. Interestingly, he does so after having listened to an old peasant
narrating the story of Genevieve of Brabant, which deeply moved him.[29] Hence, Ludwig
Tieck himself had indirectly recommended the visualization of Genevieve’s legend to artists
even before having written his Genevieve drama.
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In his novel Franz Sternbald’s Travels, Tieck also used this legendary saint to point out what
particular effect works of art should have. In a Florentine convent, Sternbald has to restore a
wall painting depicting the saint’s life in the woods.[30] Before he gets started, the abbess
explains that works of art must touch the observer and evoke virtuous attitudes.[31] The
abbess’s explanation reflects Tieck’s belief that art has an emotive and moralizing power. By
credibly visualizing Christian virtues, it can influence the observer to adopt them. The
Riepenhausen brothers illustrated this idea in the last etching of their cycle (fig. 2). It shows
Genevieve’s husband and her adolescent son in front of the altar in the chapel they have built
in honor of Genevieve. On the back wall, we can see a painting showing Genevieve with her
little son on her arm and the doe sitting next to her. Looking at the painting, Genevieve’s
husband is moved to tears. He and his son decide to withdraw from the world instead of ruling
the country—like Genevieve, who preferred an eremitic to a worldly life. However, the
Riepenhausen brothers also visualized a negative effect that works of art might have. In the
seventh picture (fig. 3), they let a devil seduce Golo to commit his evil deeds by presenting him
with her portrait, which arouses his desire.

Fig. 2, Franz Riepenhausen and Johannes Riepenhausen, Leben und Tod der heiligen Genoveva (Life and death

of St. Genevieve), no. 14: Siegfried and Schmerzenreich Renounce the Worldly Life, 1806. Etching on paper.

Universitätsbibliothek Heidelberg, Heidelberg. © Universitätsbibliothek Heidelberg. [larger image]

Fig. 3, Franz Riepenhausen and Johannes Riepenhausen., Leben und Tod der heiligen Genoveva (Life and death

of St. Genevieve), no. 7: The Seduction of Golo, 1806. Etching on paper. Universitätsbibliothek Heidelberg,

Heidelberg. © Universitätsbibliothek Heidelberg. [larger image]
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These two images are interesting not only because they deal with the brothers’ ideas about the
effects of art, but also because they exemplify the didactic function they wanted their cycle to
have. Their cycle serves both as an illustration of a poetic work and as an exemplum virtutis. For
that reason, the Riepenhausen brothers’ visual interpretation of Tieck’s drama also
corresponds to the general idea about art that Tieck’s friend Heinrich Wilhelm Wackenroder
had formulated. In his programmatic writing Herzensergießungen eines kunstliebenden
Klosterbruders (Outpourings of an Art-Loving Friar),[32] which was published in 1797, one year
before Tieck’s Sternbald publication, Wackenroder had already demanded that art, by
illustrating the lives of Christ, the Virgin Mary, or the saints, should purify the observer’s
thoughts and promote devout behavior.[33]

Wackenroder directly addressed his tract to young artists,[34] who were supposed to adopt his
conception of Christian art. He regarded the Catholic faith as the true Christian religion and
even suggested that artists become Catholics.[35] While they were drawing their sketches for
their Life and Death of Saint Genevieve in 1804, the Riepenhausen brothers converted from the
Lutheran to the Catholic faith.[36] Their conversion is a clear indication of the strong impact
of the Outpourings of an Art-Loving Friar on the Riepenhausen brothers and strengthens the
assumption that they considered their art a “servant of religion,”[37] as Wackenroder had
demanded.

However, the Riepenhausen brothers’ elaboration of Tieck’s drama as an exemplum virtutis
corresponded not only to Wackenroder’s Outpourings and Tieck’s Sternbald, but also to Tieck’s 
Life and Death of Saint Genevieve, which Tieck regarded as a poetic exemplum virtutis. The first
scene of the drama contains a dialogue that takes place in a chapel in front of two paintings
showing the martyrs’ deaths of Saint Sebastian and Saint Lawrence of Rome.[38] With the help
of this conversation, Tieck indicates that his drama has the same function as the paintings: to
give evidence and to remind the reader of the virtues that the saints embody.

The dialogue furthermore underlines the triangular relation among religion, poetry, and
visual art within Romantic ideology, a relation that explains why the Riepenhausen brothers
made the decision to “illustrate” Tieck’s Life and Death of Saint Genevieve. The religious drama
was an ideal subject as it allowed them to meld religion, poetry, and art within their work.

The Riepenhausen Brothers’ Use of the Outline Style

Formally analyzing the etchings for Life and Death of Saint Genevieve, one notices that the
Riepenhausen brothers define the figures primarily through contour. Indeed, at first glance,
they do not seem to differ that much from the etchings the brothers had done of the wall
paintings of Polygnotus in Delphi, which were done in the austere outline style made popular
around 1800 by John Flaxman’s illustrations for the Iliad, the Odyssey, and Dante’s Divine
Comedy.[39] Although that style was generally thought of as a “classical idiom”[40] because of
its origin in ancient vase painting, Goethe, who promoted Classicism, despised it,[41] while the
Romantic August Wilhelm Schlegel viewed it favorably.[42] To Goethe, the outline style was
amateurish.[43] Schlegel, however, deemed the outline style abstract and argued that it
stimulated the viewers’ imagination as it forced them to complete the pictures in their mind.
He especially recommended that artists employ the outline style when illustrating poetic
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works, as Flaxman had done, because Schlegel saw a clear analogy between words and outlines.
To him, both words and outlines had the same power of evoking images in the reader/viewer’s
mind.[44]

It seems that the Riepenhausen brothers were convinced of this analogy, too. In their
explanations of their Genevieve etchings, for instance, they talk about the ability of poetic
works to visualize the world in its entirety with “Zügen.”[45] Although they mean “words,” they
have chosen the word “Züge,” which—in German—has the meaning of “outlines” as well. This
word choice strengthens the argument that the Riepenhausen brothers shared Schlegel’s
opinion and decided to use an outline style considering it the best means to illustrate poetic
works.

Furthermore, the Riepenhausen brothers followed Schlegel’s recommendation to study
Flaxman’s cycles. As their father, the engraver Ernst-Ludwig Riepenhausen (1762–1840), had
made reprints of Flaxman’s outlines in order to satisfy the high demand for them in the
German speaking world,[46] one may safely assume that the brothers knew Flaxman’s
illustrations. In addition, their cycle itself indicates their knowledge of the British artist’s
works. The composition of their picture Vision of St. Genevieve (fig. 4), for instance, seems to
have its origin in Flaxman’s Birth of Cacciaguida (fig. 5) of his illustration cycle for Dante’s 
Paradiso. At the same time, the comparison of these two images reveals decisive differences
between Flaxman’s and the Riepenhausens’ pictures. In contrast to Flaxman, the Riepenhausen
brothers have given more spatial definition to the interior, enriching it with a window, a
curtain, and decorated walls. Moreover, they strengthened the three-dimensional effect of
their figures by using more and denser hatchings than did Flaxman. Because of the portrayal
of interiors and landscapes (fig. 6) and the frequent use of hatchings, the Riepenhausens’
Genevieve cycle differs from Flaxman’s illustrations and from their Polygnotus etchings as
well. The difference in the Riepenhausen brothers’ style from one of their cycles to the other
may result from the fact that each cycle alludes to different works of art, an idea that Schlegel
had formulated in his thoughts on the use of outlines, too.

Fig. 4, Franz Riepenhausen and Johannes Riepenhausen, Leben und Tod der heiligen Genoveva (Life and death

of St. Genevieve), no. 6: The Vision of St. Genevieve, 1806. Etching on paper. Universitätsbibliothek

Heidelberg, Heidelberg. © Universitätsbibliothek Heidelberg. [larger image]
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Fig. 5, John Flaxman (after), La divinia commedia di Dante Alighieri: Cioè l’inferno, il purgatorio ad il paradise (The

Divine Comedy of Dante Alighieri: That is, Hell, Purgatory to Paradise), Paradiso, no. 15: The Birth of

Cacciaguida, 1819. Etching on paper. Staatliche Graphische Sammlung München, Munich. © Staatliche

Graphische Sammlung München. [larger image]

Fig. 6, Franz Riepenhausen and Johannes Riepenhausen, Leben und Tod der heiligen Genoveva (Life and death

of St. Genevieve), no. 3: Golo and the Shepherds, 1806. Etching on paper. Universitätsbibliothek Heidelberg,

Heidelberg. © Universitätsbibliothek Heidelberg. [larger image]

Visual Citations in the Life and Death of Saint Genevieve Etchings

In addition to the analogy between words and outlines, Schlegel considered its abstraction a
further great advantage of the outline style. He preferred an abstract illustration of literature to
one that attempted to be a “correct” rendering of the historic time period described in a poem,
drama, or book, as one could not know which images poets had had in their minds when
writing down their works. Indeed, he denied the possibility of a historically correct illustration
and advocated for abstract pictures, which should allude to masterworks of art that the author
and his readers could have thought of.[47] Schlegel, in fact, demanded that contemporary
artists call to mind works of art of former epochs using the outline style in the way Flaxman
had done.
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The Riepenhausen brothers had already realized this idea when they made their album of
etchings of Polygnotus’s wall paintings: on the cover page of the album (fig. 7), which shows
Zeus seated between Apollo and Athena, they had made an obvious reference to ancient Greek
sculpture. Their Zeus, who is deciding on the fate of Troy, resembles the well-known Statue of
Zeus at Olympia by the Greek sculptor Phidias (fifth century BCE), which Flaxman had already
drawn (fig. 8). They made further allusions to Classical sculpture by showing Apollo in
contrapposto and having him lean on a prop, which is necessary for a statue, but not for a
printed image. Comparing this cover page with the Riepenhausens’ frontispiece for the Life
and Death of Saint Genevieve (fig. 1), one recognizes a decisive shift. Instead of alluding to ancient
Greek sculpture, considered the most developed historic art since Johann Joachim
Winckelmann (1717–68) published his programmatic writing Gedanken über die Nachahmung der
Griechischen Werke in der Malerey und Bildhauerkunst (Thoughts on the Imitation of Greek Works in
Painting and the Art of Sculpture) in 1756 recommending to contemporary artists the imitation of
ancient Greek art,[48] the Riepenhausen brothers made reference to German prints and Italian
paintings of the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, when—according to Romantic art
literature—Christian art had reached its climax.

Fig. 7, Franz and Johannes Riepenhausen, Gemählde des Polygnots in der Lesche zu Delphi nach der Beschreibung

des Pausanias gezeichnet von F. u. I. Riepenhausen (Polygnotus’s paintings in the Lesche in Delphi, drawn after

the description of Pausanias by F. and J. Riepenhausen), cover page: The Fate of Troy, 1805. Etching on

paper. Universitätsbibliothek Heidelberg, Heidelberg. © Universitätsbibliothek Heidelberg. [larger image]
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Fig. 8, John Flaxman, Statue of Zeus at Olympia. Graphite and ink on paper. Tate Britain, London. © Tate

Britain. [larger image]

Instead of Capitalis Monumentalis, the ancient roman majuscules which they had used on the
cover page of their Polygnotus album, the Riepenhausens inscribed the Genevieve frontispiece
with one of the Schwabacher fonts, which were popular in German print media around 1500.
Despite its clear reference to German early modern-age print media, the frontispiece also
reveals some parallels with masterworks of the Italian Renaissance, in particular of Raphael
(1483–1520). The frontispiece shows at its top an arch formed by cherub heads which closely
resembles a similar arrangement in Raphael’s Disputà del Sacramento (fig. 9). Although the two
young artists had not been to Rome before they etched their Life and Death of Saint Genevieve, it
is very likely that they had studied prints reflecting Raphael’s frescos in the Stanza della
Segnatura like Giovanni Volpato’s (1735–1803) copperplate engravings,[49] which the
Riepenhausen brothers knew for certain.[50] Like Raphael in his Disputà, they place the dove
representing the Holy Spirit in front of the sun. While the dove and the cherub heads
demonstrate the Riepenhausens’ reference to the center of Raphael’s Disputà, the cherub heads
of the frontispiece’s bottom also call to mind his famous Sistine Madonna (fig. 10) with the
cherub heads of the background. This painting had deeply impressed the young artists when
they saw it in the gallery of the Saxon Electors in Dresden,[51] where they had spent several
months in 1804 while conceptualizing their Life and Death of Saint Genevieve.[52] They shared
their admiration for the artist with Friedrich Schlegel, who had expressed his reverence with
his poem Raphael[53] and his article “Vom Raphael” (About Raphael).[54]
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Fig. 9, Raphael, Sistine Madonna, 1512–1513. Oil on canvas. Staatliche Kunstsammlungen Dresden, Dresden. ©

Wikipedia Commons. [larger image]

Fig. 10, Raphael, Disputà del Sacramento (Disputation of the Holy Sacrament), 1509–10. Fresco. Apostolic

Palace, Stanza della Segnatura, Rome. © Wikipedia Commons. [larger image]

However, one has to assume that the Riepenhausens’ particular interest in Raphael resulted
not only from Schlegel’s writings, but also from their reception of Wackenroder’s Outpourings,
in which he left no room for doubt that—in his eyes—Raphael was the best painter by calling
him “the divine.”[55] While Wackenroder considered Raphael the most gifted Italian artist, he
regarded Albrecht Dürer as the most important German master,[56] as did Tieck, who in his 
Sternbald made Dürer the young artist’s mentor. The Genevieve etchings obviously reflect the
Riepenhausens’ turn to Dürer, to whom artists had not looked for centuries before
Wackenroder’s and Tieck’s publications. In the first image of their cycle (fig. 11), introducing 
Saint Boniface as the narrator of Genevieve’s legend, the Riepenhausen brothers took the
architectural setting from Dürer’s woodcut Mary’s Proposal (fig. 12) of his famous cycle Life of the
Virgin. On the one hand, the comparison of their etching with Dürer’s woodcut gives evidence
of the Riepenhausens’ strong interest in that master and proves that they carefully studied his
works. On the other hand, it clearly reveals stylistic differences between Dürer’s and the
Riepenhausens’ prints. Although they were obviously inspired by his woodcut, the young
artists did not imitate his technical style. In addition, they copied neither his figures nor his

Dingerdissen: A Visual Realization of Romantic Art Theory
Nineteenth-Century Art Worldwide 14, no. 1 (Spring 2015)

132



manner of presenting garments. This very same phenomenon can be recognized in the
frontispiece of the Genevieve cycle: despite the Riepenhausens’ clear reference to paintings of
the Italian Renaissance, they did not replicate them exactly. It thus becomes clear that they are
not interested in a simple imitation of the past with their outlines. Instead, they seem to
pursue a creative development of the past in the way, Friedrich Schlegel thought, Raphael
himself had done it. In his “Nachrichten von den Gemählden in Paris: An einen Freund in
Dresden” (Notices about the paintings in Paris: To a friend in Dresden), Schlegel named
universality the main character of Raphael’s art, and he argued that this universality resulted
from the artist’s ability to adopt and to reproduce the manner and style of various artists and
to combine them to a new integral whole.[57]

Fig. 11, Franz Riepenhausen and Johannes Riepenhausen, Leben und Tod der heiligen Genoveva (Life and death

of St. Genevieve), no. 2: St. Boniface, 1806. Etching on paper. Universitätsbibliothek Heidelberg, Heidelberg.

© Universitätsbibliothek Heidelberg. [larger image]

Fig. 12, Albrecht Dürer, Marienleben (Life of The Virgin Cycle), no. 7: Mary’s Proposal, 1504. Woodcut on

paper. Staatliche Graphische Sammlung München, Munich. © Zentralinstitut für Kunstgeschichte, Munich.

[larger image]

This idea of “universality” is part of Friedrich Schlegel’s concept of the use of fragments,
which had its origin in his thoughts on Romantic poetry. In 1798, he published his
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“Fragmente” (Fragments), in which he described Romantic poetry as a progressive, universal
poetry that reunifies all literary forms and brings together poetry, philosophy, and elocution as
well as art and nature.[58] By emphasizing its progressive nature, Schlegel made it clear that
Romantic poetry was not a revitalization of the past, but something entirely new arising from
the unification of different fragments.[59] He applied this idea also to the visual arts, claiming
that the art of the past in its entirety was lost and handed down to the present in fragments
only, fragments that artists could use to formulate ideas for a new art.[60]

When making the sketches for their Life and Death of Saint Genevieve in Dresden in 1804, the
Riepenhausen brothers told their colleague Friedrich August von Klinkowström (1778–1835)
that they intended to use the “Romantic style” for their cycle.[61] Their idea of the Romantic
style apparently resembled that of Friedrich Schlegel. By telling Klinkowström that the figures
of their cycle were supposed to differ from those of former masters,[62] the Riepenhausens
made it clear that they did not pursue a simple imitation of the past, but that they aimed to
create a new kind of art through—and not despite—their recollection of forms of the past.
Looking at the brothers’ drawings, Klinkowström was puzzled by their ambiguous character as
he detected in them elements that were new as well as from the past, in addition to the
contemporary influence of Flaxman’s work.[63] Although he obviously disliked the
Riepenhausens’ production,[64] he thus also recognized its innovative character—the creation
of a new work from elements (“fragments”) of the past.

It appears that the outline style lent itself well to the application of Friedrich Schlegel’s
concept of fragments to art. Thanks to the outline style, the Riepenhausens’ cycle has a
homogenous appearance though they combined elements of works of different artists.
Furthermore, outlines in and of themselves are fragmentary, since the viewers have to
complete the pictures in their minds. Although outlines, in the way the Riepenhausens used
them, define concrete figures and things, they are indefinite as they leave room for the viewers’
imagination. As it is universal by nature, imagination itself is a key criterion for a Romantic
work art, which has to be universal as well, as Schlegel pointed out in his “Fragments.”

Conclusion

In the commentary on their Polygnotus etchings, the Riepenhausen brothers called
universality the distinctive feature of Romantic art. They saw Romantic art as superior to
ancient Greek art, which, according to them, did not reflect the world in its entirety. With the
aim of producing an example of Romantic art that would be universal and all-embracing, they
decided to “illustrate” Ludwig Tieck’s Life and Death of Saint Genevieve, as this would allow them
to blend their art with poetry and the Christian faith to give it a universal character. By
“adopting” fragments of works of former artists, the Riepenhausen brothers, furthermore,
intended to bring together past and present as Tieck had done in his Life and Death of Saint
Genevieve before. Tieck, himself, had responded to Friedrich Schlegel’s demand for
universality by unifying different literary forms (he had enlarged his drama with lyric and epic
passages, for instance) and by borrowing from the works of his literary idols, William
Shakespeare (1564–1616) and Pedro Calderón de la Barca (1600–1681).[65] Soon after its
publication,[66] some followers of Romanticism like the classical philologist and philosopher
Friedrich Ast (1778–1841) enthusiastically celebrated the Riepenhausens’ cycle as the ideal
pictorial counterpart to Tieck’s drama.[67]
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The Romantic poet Achim von Arnim (1781–1831), in particular, recognized the analogous way
Tieck and the Riepenhausen brothers had composed their works, stressing that the
Riepenhausens’ images related to masterworks of the past in the same manner as Tieck’s
drama referred to historic literature.[68] With that statement, von Arnim defended the
Riepenhausens’ Genevieve etchings against his friend, the Romantic writer Clemens Brentano
(1778–1842), who had changed his view on them: Having admired them at first,[69] Brentano
soon disliked the Riepenhausens’ images for Life and Death of Saint Genevieve as he was longing
for illustrations in the style of Dürer and his contemporaries.[70]

Owing to the increasing interest in Dürer resulting from the writings of Wackenroder and
Tieck, more and more people shared Brentano’s later view. This may explain why the
Riepenhausens’ etchings were not particularly successful and were soon outdone by Joseph
Führich’s (1800–1876) drawings Bilder zu Tieck’s Genovefa (1824–25),[71] which immediately were
regarded as significant Romantic art.[72] Like the Riepenhausen brothers, Führich illustrated
Tieck’s drama with the intention of creating a work that reflected his understanding of
Romanticism.[73] But the Riepenhausens and Führich were not the only artists. In fact, many
artists had the same idea and turned to the legend of Genevieve of Brabant, who became a key
Romantic subject in nineteenth-century Germany.[74]

Despite its diminishing renown, the Riepenhausens’ Genevieve cycle was considered a
foundational Romantic work. In the intellectual discourse about art that flared up between
Classicists and Romanticists in 1817, the critics[75] as well as the supporters[76] of Romanticism
named the Riepenhausen brothers’ Life and Death of Saint Genevieve as the very first example of
a Romantic work.
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Fig. 1, Franz Riepenhausen and Johannes Riepenhausen, Leben und Tod der heiligen Genoveva (Life and

death of St. Genevieve), frontispiece, The Coronation of St. Genevieve in Heaven, 1806. Etching on

paper. Universitätsbibliothek Heidelberg, Heidelberg. © Universitätsbibliothek Heidelberg.
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Fig. 2, Franz Riepenhausen and Johannes Riepenhausen, Leben und Tod der heiligen Genoveva (Life and

death of St. Genevieve), no. 14: Siegfried and Schmerzenreich Renounce the Worldly Life, 1806. Etching

on paper. Universitätsbibliothek Heidelberg, Heidelberg. © Universitätsbibliothek Heidelberg.
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Fig. 3, Franz Riepenhausen and Johannes Riepenhausen., Leben und Tod der heiligen Genoveva (Life and

death of St. Genevieve), no. 7: The Seduction of Golo, 1806. Etching on paper. Universitätsbibliothek

Heidelberg, Heidelberg. © Universitätsbibliothek Heidelberg. [return to text]
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Fig. 4, Franz Riepenhausen and Johannes Riepenhausen, Leben und Tod der heiligen Genoveva (Life and

death of St. Genevieve), no. 6: The Vision of St. Genevieve, 1806. Etching on paper. Universitätsbibliothek

Heidelberg, Heidelberg. © Universitätsbibliothek Heidelberg. [return to text]
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Fig. 5, John Flaxman (after), La divinia commedia di Dante Alighieri: Cioè l’inferno, il purgatorio ad il paradise

(The Divine Comedy of Dante Alighieri: That is, Hell, Purgatory to Paradise), Paradiso, no. 15: The Birth

of Cacciaguida, 1819. Etching on paper. Staatliche Graphische Sammlung München, Munich. © Staatliche

Graphische Sammlung München. [return to text]
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Fig. 6, Franz Riepenhausen and Johannes Riepenhausen, Leben und Tod der heiligen Genoveva (Life and

death of St. Genevieve), no. 3: Golo and the Shepherds, 1806. Etching on paper. Universitätsbibliothek

Heidelberg, Heidelberg. © Universitätsbibliothek Heidelberg. [return to text]
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Fig. 7, Franz and Johannes Riepenhausen, Gemählde des Polygnots in der Lesche zu Delphi nach der

Beschreibung des Pausanias gezeichnet von F. u. I. Riepenhausen (Polygnotus’s paintings in the Lesche in

Delphi, drawn after the description of Pausanias by F. and J. Riepenhausen), cover page: The Fate of Troy,

1805. Etching on paper. Universitätsbibliothek Heidelberg, Heidelberg. © Universitätsbibliothek

Heidelberg. [return to text]
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Fig. 8, John Flaxman, Statue of Zeus at Olympia. Graphite and ink on paper. Tate Britain, London. © Tate

Britain. [return to text]
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Fig. 9, Raphael, Sistine Madonna, 1512–1513. Oil on canvas. Staatliche Kunstsammlungen Dresden,

Dresden. © Wikipedia Commons. [return to text]

Fig. 10, Raphael, Disputà del Sacramento (Disputation of the Holy Sacrament), 1509–10. Fresco. Apostolic

Palace, Stanza della Segnatura, Rome. © Wikipedia Commons. [return to text]
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Fig. 11, Franz Riepenhausen and Johannes Riepenhausen, Leben und Tod der heiligen Genoveva (Life and

death of St. Genevieve), no. 2: St. Boniface, 1806. Etching on paper. Universitätsbibliothek Heidelberg,

Heidelberg. © Universitätsbibliothek Heidelberg. [return to text]
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Fig. 12, Albrecht Dürer, Marienleben (Life of The Virgin Cycle), no. 7: Mary’s Proposal, 1504. Woodcut on

paper. Staatliche Graphische Sammlung München, Munich. © Zentralinstitut für Kunstgeschichte,

Munich. [return to text]

Dingerdissen: A Visual Realization of Romantic Art Theory
Nineteenth-Century Art Worldwide 14, no. 1 (Spring 2015)


