
The white chalk cliffs on the Danish island of Møn have been termed the most 
interesting geological site in Denmark.1 The cliffs were not only seen as a spectac-
ular site untouched by humans, but also as a location where the forces that had 
created the landscape had left decipherable traces. In their investigations of the 
cliffs, four geologists, Søren Abildgaard (1718–1791), Henrich Steffens (1773–1845), 
Johan Georg Forchhammer (1794–1865), and Christopher Puggaard (1823–1864), 
looked for signs of what had happened, and tested the many varying ideas about 
the origin of the earth presented in international geology.2 The cliffs thus became 
an important site for the development of geology in Denmark during its heroic 
age – the years between 1790 and 1840 when geology was consolidated as a science 
internationally.3 During these years, painters travelled to the island 140 kilome-
tres south of Copenhagen to make the cliffs a motif in their paintings. Though 
many of these paintings do not exhibit the increasing geological knowledge of 
the site, some do. In the following, I will analyse paintings by Christopher Wil-
helm Eckersberg (1783–1853), Frederik Sødring (1809–1862), Louis Gurlitt (1812–
1855), and Peter Christian Skovgaard (1817–1875). I believe these paintings reflect 
the shifting narratives and images of geology (ill. 1, 3, 6, 9). 

77

during the first part of the nineteenth century, geologists developed a history of the earth 

so different from that accepted in previous centuries that it encouraged a rethinking of the 

relationship between man and nature. in this article i will argue that painters followed these 

changes closely and that some of them let the narratives and images of geology inform the 

way they depicted nature. in arguing my point, i will focus on images and descriptions of 

the chalk cliffs on the danish island of møn by both geologists and painters. i will follow 

the scientific advances in geology by referring to the texts and images of søren Abildgaard, 

henrich steffens, Johan georg Forchhammer, and christopher puggaard, and discuss how 

their changing theories correspond with paintings of the cliffs by four artists: christopher 

wilhelm eckersberg, Frederik sødring, louis gurlitt, and peter christian skovgaard.
.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .
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Eckersberg, Frederik Sødring, Louis Gurlitt, and Peter Christian Skovgaard. 

[
A

b
s

t
r

A
c

t
]

G
r

y
 H

e
d

In

seeiNg the history  
oF the eArth iN  

the cliFFs At møN
The Interaction between Landscape Painting  

and Geology in Denmark  
in the First Half of the 19th Century

The History 
    of the Earth

gry hedin, research fellow in art history at Statens Museum for Kunst in copenhagen
Aarhus university press, Romantik, 02, 2013, pages 77-101

96473_romantik 2_.indd   77 19/12/13   09.29



r
o

m
a

n
t

ik
 · 0

2

The geological features of these paintings have not received much attention 
in research. References to geology have been made a couple of times by scholars 
such as Gertrud Oelsner and Karina Lykke Grand, but geology has not been inves-
tigated as an important discourse in itself – only in relation to other discourses.  
Grand argues that painting the cliffs was part of the development of tourism, 
while Oelsner argues that it was part of a political project in which painters were 
encouraged to depict Denmark.4 Though these fields of research provide impor-
tant insights into the topic at hand, it is necessary to examine in more detail the 
ways in which art interacts with geology. The discipline of geology was at this 
time complex, i.e. recognising many conflicting theories at once. A study of indi-
vidual works and specific relationships between artists and geologists is needed 
to unravel the implications of the interaction between landscape painting and 
geology. Scholars such as Rebecca Bedell, Charlotte Klonk, and Timothy Mitch-
ell have shown that such an approach can yield important insights. They have 
studied interactions between art and geology in English, American, and German 
painting in the first half on the nineteenth century.5 Works by Danish painters 
have not been discussed in the light of the developments in geology, and this I 
will do here in order to contribute to this field of research in nineteenth century 
landscape painting.6 

s h i f t i n g  n a r r a t i v e s  o f  t h e  
p h y s i c a l  H i s t o r y  o f  t h e  e a r t h

During the first part of the nineteenth century geology was a science in rapid 
development, but the narratives that were presented are easily forgotten today, as 
new narratives have replaced them. Today, it is argued that nature is ‘no longer 
a force separate from and ambivalent to human activity . . . Humanity forms na-
ture. Humanity and nature are one, embedded from within the recent geological 
record’.7 To understand this thesis, which is called the anthropocene, the develop-
ments in geology in the first half of the nineteenth century must be studied.8 The 
narratives developed then constitute a contrast to the present narratives, but they 
also constitute their starting point. Before our current focus on future develop-
ments, the focus was on reconstructing history; and before humanity was given 
the pivotal role of transforming the face of the earth, the role of humanity was 
reconsidered as the biblical account was rejected. 

It is not surprising that this crucial shift in geology was initiated in the era 
of Romanticism. This was a time when the relationship between man and nature 
was reconsidered in regard to the possible presence of God, and it was a time 
when the past was considered with renewed interest and used to understand the 
present. Though the developments in geology in general shared these Romantic 
interests, many geologists came to challenge central Romantic notions, such as 
natural philosophy and subjectivism, to embrace a more empirically based at-
titude towards science. 
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The narratives that geologists presented in the early nineteenth century fo-
cused on the physical history of the earth. Geologists rejected earlier notions that 
considered the planet to be static and fairly young, but this process was not a 
simple one, and the presented narratives clashed. In 1779, the German mineralo-
gist Abraham Gottlob Werner (1749–1817) proposed the idea of Neptunism. He 
suggested that the earth’s crust had been formed in stages out of a primordial 
ocean by precipitation from water. In 1812, the French zoologist Georges Cuvier 
(1769–1832) presented an opposing theory, arguing that catastrophes had formed 
the landscape and caused extinction. Though Cuvier did not refer to religion, 
English geologists such as William Buckland (1784–1856) sought to integrate 
biblical and geological history on this basis. In 1830, Charles Lyell (1797–1875) 
presented a theory that focused on slow changes happening over a long period. 
He argued that the face of the earth had evolved slowly over an immense period 
of time solely under the influence of the forces now present. Lyell’s narrative of 
deep time meant that many scientists abandoned their attempts to reconcile the 
biblical narrative of creation with the history of the earth. For many, however, 
this did not mean a rejection of religion but rather a rethinking of the story of 
creation and the presence of God.9 

Danish geologists were keen to test these theories and make their own con-
tributions. They tested their ideas on the cliffs at Møn and developed theories 
that could encompass the geohistory of the site. Painters followed these develop-
ments closely and, as we shall see, let the shifting narratives and images of these 
theories inform their images of the cliffs. Though many of their paintings are 
accessible today in displays of nineteenth-century art in museums, the theories 
that informed them have been forgotten. 

t h e  F i r s t  d e s c r i p t i o n s  o f  t h e  c l i f f s  
b y  e c k e r s b e r g  a n d  A b i l d g a a r d

One of the first artists to depict the cliffs was Christopher Wilhelm Eckersberg. 
His The Cliffs at Møn. View to Sommerspiret from 1809 (ill. 1) centres on one of 
its most distinctive features, the chalk formation called Sommerspiret. When 
Eckersberg painted the cliffs, the only geological description available was Søren 
Abildgaard’s Physisk-Mineralogisk Beskrivelse over Møens Klint [A Physical-Mineral-
ogical Description of the Cliffs at Møn]. Abildgaard was both a draughtsman 
and a scientist, and he was the father of Eckersberg’s teacher at the Royal Danish 
Academy of Art, Nikolai Abildgaard. 

Written in 1781, Abildgaard’s book presents a geology about to enter a state 
of renewed interest and consolidation, and he lets old narratives of the history 
of the earth mingle with new. He argues that the chalk with its layers of flint 
consists of sediments of an ancient seabed and incorporates this narrative into 
the story of the flood in Genesis. He observes that strata are not horizontal, but 
bend, and argues that these irregularities are the result of a catastrophe that hap-
pened in ancient times when the earth’s axis moved. This event caused the bibli-
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cal flood, and Abildgaard thus expected to find bones of the people who drowned 
in the flood among the fossils hidden in the cliffs.10

Abildgaard produced two illustrations for his book (ill. 2). He writes that he 
has carefully chosen the spot from which to observe the cliffs.11 Like the text, 
however, the image seeks to bridge new observations and existing conventions. 
He carefully registers how strata bend and closely observes the irregular profile 
of the cliffs at the formation called Taleren. However, he does not differentiate 
between the materials making up the cliffs, and the way he renders the vegeta-
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Ill. 1   [Christoffer Wilhelm Eckersberg, The Cliffs at Møn. View to Sommerspiret, 1809. 

Oil on canvas, 38.5 x 45.5 cm. Fuglsang Kunstmuseum. Photo: Ole Akhøj.]
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tion is repetitive rather than based on observations of singular plants. He also 
departs from pure observation in the way the figures are added. A fisherman sits 
below the cliffs; and, at the top, a man keeps a tight hold on the arm of a child 
to prevent it from falling. The addition of such figures ties the image to late-
eighteenth-century pictorial conventions. This reflects the fact that geology had 
not yet established its own visual language, and that the transfer of inspiration 
between geologists and artists could have geologists on the receiving end. Most 
importantly, Abildgaard’s illustration exposes an urge to fit what is observed into 
existing conventions, which is also reflected in the way he chooses to extend, but 
also to maintain, the biblical story in the accompanying text. 

Like Abildgaard’s images of the cliffs, Eckersberg’s painting is only to a certain 
extent based on observation. He has clearly observed the main structure of the 
landscape, as is evident from a sketch belonging to Statens Museum for Kunst 
(Inv.no. KKS 396). In the final painting, however, he creates an environment in 
which the trees and vegetation are examples of their kind rather than specific 
representations of trees and plants. Here, the light from the setting sun does not 
appear as the effect of a real light source as much as a way to provide balance in 
the composition and lead our gaze towards the cliff. The cliff appears as a smooth 
formation painted in different shades of white from pale pink to subtle yellow-
ish tones. The painter registers no lines of strata; neither does he differentiate 
between the different materials that make up the cliff. 
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Ill. 2   [Søren Abildgaard, Physisk-Mineralogisk Beskrivelse over Møens Klint, 1781,  

plate 2. Det Kongelige Bibliotek.]
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Like Abildgaard, Eckersberg adds a narrative: A man points with his hand 
towards the cliff and with the other grabs the arm of a woman. He appears to be 
trying to persuade her to enjoy the view, but she turns away from him and the 
view as if she is afraid of heights. By adding this narrative, Eckersberg expresses 
an attitude that focuses on nature as a sounding board for human emotions. This 
attitude ties the painting to an eighteenth-century pictorial tradition that centres 
on the way in which visitors can experience both beauty and the sublime, when 
they look at spectacular sites in nature. In such images, elements like cliffs are 
not objects of observation in and of themselves, but part of an evocative scene.12 

In these early images of the cliffs at Møn, observations of the particularities of 
the site are limited, and existing narratives and conventions are only challenged 
to a limited extent. Eckersberg may have known Abildgaard’s book, but the simi-
larities between Eckersberg’s and Abildgaard’s images do not betray this. Rather, 
they share late eighteenth-century pictorial conventions. At this time, geology 
had not yet developed its own narratives and visual language, but soon it was to 
develop as a science and to pique the interest of artists – among them Eckers-
berg. Shortly after Eckersberg finished his painting, he went to Paris and Rome. 
The reforms he brought about at the academy of art when he returned prepared 
the ground for connecting art and science. He encouraged his students to paint 
sketches on the basis of observations of nature and to attend lectures by natural 
scientists – among others the geologist Georg Forchhammer, and the physicist 
Hans Christian Ørsted.13

M a t e r i a l i t y  a n d  t h e  p o w e r  o f  w a t e r  i n  w o r k s  
b y  s ø d r i n g ,  s t e f f e n s ,  a n d  F o r c h h a m m e r

One of the first paintings to exhibit explicit knowledge of geology is Frederik 
Sødring’s Chalk Cliffs on the Island of Møn from 1831 (ill. 3). Not only the choice of 
motif but also the detailed observations and the depiction of the drama at sea, 
reflect with geology. When Sødring worked on his painting in 1830–1, two studies 
of the cliffs had replaced Abildgaard’s: Henrich Steffens’ Geognostisch-geologische 
Aufsätze [Geognostical-geological Papers] from 1810 and Forchhammer’s Om de 
geognostiske Forhold i en Deel af Siælland og Naboöerne [On the Geognostical Features 
in a Part of Zealand and the Neighbouring Islands] from 1825.14 Steffens was a 
leading figure in the introduction of German Romanticism in Denmark through 
a series of lectures in 1802. In his works on geology, he created a synthesis between 
the geology of Werner and the philosophy of Schelling, incorporating ideas of 
volcanic activity as well.15 Whereas Steffens lived and worked in Germany from 
1804, Forchhammer was an active participant in the intellectual circles in Co-
penhagen. Sødring was a student at the academy from 1825 and likely attended 
Forchhammer’s twelve lectures on colour chemistry, given in the winter of 1828 
and popular among students at the academy.16

Sødring presents a view of the cliffs from the beach towards Sommerspiret. 
The steep walls of the chalk cliffs tower in the air above a slope of softer materi-
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als. Below them, the waves of a turbulent sea break against the granite boulders 
on the narrow beach; and, farther away, a ship is stranded. Two aspects of the 
painting are interesting in relation to Forchhammer’s and Steffens’ accounts of 
the cliffs: Sødring’s interest in the structure and materiality of the cliffs with its 
strata and his depiction of the power of water. 

Sødring exhibits an interest in the different materials of the cliffs that is very 
similar to Forchhammer’s description of them. While Abildgaard focused on the 
cliffs as a chalk formation, Forchhammer describes in great detail how layers of 
clay, rubble, and sand interrupt the layers of chalk, and he analyses the distribu-
tion of these materials in order to determine the age of the cliffs. Sødring renders 
the structure and colour of the different materials that make up the cliff land-
scape. He depicts Sommerspiret as a white formation but differentiates between 
different shades of ochre, and a darker grey and brown in the cliff walls beneath 
it and to the left. He is attentive to rough edges and cracks, and uses the light to 
emphasize the irregularity of the cliff walls. He also observes how a thin layer of 
soil at the top of the cliffs makes the chalk a fertile ground for vegetation.
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Ill. 3   [Frederik Sødring, Chalk Cliffs on the Island of Møn, 1831. 

Oil on canvas, 100 x 163 cm. © Lower Saxony State Museum.]
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Sødring, however, not only observes the cliffs with the same type of scrutiniz-
ing gaze as Forchhammer. He also directs his gaze toward the exact aspects of 
the landscape that Forchhammer pointed out as distinctive characteristics of the 
cliffs at Møn. First and foremost, Sødring renders slanting strata on several parts 
of the cliff to the left. He paints them as individual systems of delicate broken 
lines that are irregular, but parallel to each other (ill. 4). Interestingly, this area is 
expanded and worked out in much more detail than in the painted sketch now at 
Fuglsang Kunstmuseum (inv.no. 1996/7). Thus, the complex depiction of strata 
is not necessarily the result of a scrutinizing gaze, as much as the result of an in-
tention to pass on geological information. By choosing to render strata as lines, 
rather than portraying them as made up of individual flints, he renders strata in 
the same way as the geologists of the time. Forchhammer discusses strata and the 
way they bend at Møn at great length as he was puzzled about what forces had 
caused them to bend.17 Second, Sødring renders the interplay between the soft 
slopes and the steep walls. In his text, Forchhammer discusses the fact that the 
chalk formation appears to rest on a softer material of sand and clay. He believed 
this material to belong to the Tertiary Period and, therefore, suggested that the 
cliffs were much younger than other chalk formations, a hypothesis that met 
great resistance.18 

Another aspect of the way the cliff landscape is depicted links it to the geology 
of the time, namely Sødring’s emphasis on the power of water. This is not about 
observing geological features, but about creating a narrative. The cliffs act as the 
stage for a shipwreck: A ship is stranded to the right, and people are gathered 
on the shore. Thus, instead of presenting an evocative view of the cliffs alone, 
Sødring dramatizes the landscape by making the cliffs part of a drama at sea. 
The power of water is reinforced in the way waves break against the stones in the 
foreground, and in the way heavy clouds in the sky suggest imminent rain.

This emphasis on water addresses the natural force that, according to Stef-
fens, had formed the cliff landscape. Steffens considers water to be the most im-
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Ill. 4   [Frederik Sødring,  

Chalk Cliffs on the Island of Møn,  

1831, detail.]
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portant creative force behind the landscape formation at Møn. He argues that, 
with great violence, the Baltic Sea had broken a continuous chain of chalk moun-
tains into the now separate cliffs at Stevns, Møn, and Rügen. In this way, the 
Baltic Sea had forced its way to the North Sea.19 In 1822, Forchhammer refers to 
Steffens’ account as incisive and excellent but, in 1825, avoids mentioning him.20 
Forchhammer, by and large, eschewed grand narratives to avoid speculation. Nev-
ertheless, he refers to the consensus of the time that giant floods had created the 
landscape of northern Europe.21 

Sødring’s painting may be seen in conjunction with issues dealt with in geo-
logy at the time. However, another painting of the same year, Sommerspiret on the 
Chalk Cliffs of the Island Møn. Moonlight (ill. 5), is without any trace of a reference to 
what was going on in geology. It is a reminder of the fact that not all paintings of 
the cliffs express an interest in geology.
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Ill. 5   [Frederik Sødring, Sommerspiret on the Chalk Cliffs of the Island Møn. Moonlight, 1831. 

Oil on canvas, 30 x 41.5 cm. Statens Museum for Kunst. Photo: SMK foto.]
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t h e  c l i f f s  a s  n a t i o n a l  H i s t o r y  i n  w o r k s  
b y  G u r l i t t  a n d  F o r c h h a m m e r

Another artist to incorporate geological features in a painting of Møn is Louis 
Gurlitt. In The Cliffs of the Island of Møn (ill. 6), a large painting from 1842, he of-
fers a view of Sommerspiret, the same formation that Sødring and Eckersberg 
depicted. 

The most recent investigation of the cliffs available to Gurlitt was a recent 
book by Forchhammer: Danmarks geognostiske Forhold [The Geognostical Features 
of Denmark] from 1835. Forchhammer’s book has a double aim: First, the geology 
of Denmark as a nation is described in detail; second, the geohistory of Denmark 
is brought into accord with the newest developments in geology, in which tec-
tonic forces had replaced accounts stressing the power of water. In his introduc-
tion, Forchhammer presents geology as an autonomous science that is no longer 
a footnote to the book of Genesis.22 On this basis, he then provides a thorough de-
scription of the geology of Denmark, not omitting mention of the nation’s grow-
ing need for resources for its dawning industries. Gurlitt’s painting reflects both: 
the nationalist interests and the detailed and revised geological description.
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Ill. 6   [Louis Gurlitt, The Cliffs of the Island of Møn, 1842. 

Oil on canvas, 138 x 197 cm. Statens Museum for Kunst. Photo: SMK foto.]
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Forchhammer’s book may have caught Gurlitt’s attention. Forchhammer’s 
aim of mapping Denmark was congruent with a new trend in the visual arts to 
portray various parts of the country. In 1840 and 1841, Gurlitt painted various 
landscapes representing different parts of Denmark. The Danish king, Christian 
VIII (1786–1848), bought four such monumental paintings from Gurlitt; and, in 
1842, he asked Gurlitt to paint Møn.23 Christian VIII was an important patron of 
both painters and scientists and an important link between the two. He was the 
president of Det Kongelige Danske Videnskabernes Selskab [Royal Danish Academy of 
Sciences] from 1838–48 and went on geological expeditions.24 He may have asked 
Gurlitt to paint the cliffs, not only because it was a site known for its spectacular 
beauty, but also because Forchhammer, in his mapping of the nation’s geology, 
had pointed to it as the nation’s most interesting geological site. 

Gurlitt was born in Altona in Holstein and was a student at the academy of 
art in Copenhagen from 1832. Though he received attention from the king and 
the public, he lacked the support of his fellow artists, who judged his style to be 
too German.25 Skovgaard, for example, explains that he had a difficult time look-
ing at the cliffs after seeing Gurlitts’ painting.26 

Gurlitt presents a detailed depiction of the cliffs with attention to features 
in the landscape that were significant to geologists at this time. The cliffs are 
rendered in great detail with attention to their vertical fractures, which were also 
registered in detail in the illustrations in Forchhammer’s book (ill. 7). Further-
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Ill. 7   [Georg Forchhammer, Danmarks geognostiske Forhold forsaavidt som de ere 

afhængige af Dannelser, der ere sluttede, 1835, p. 70. Det Kongelige Bibliotek.]
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more, Gurlitt registers how flint stones create strata. Such strata are seen in detail 
to the left and from a distance on Sommerspiret itself. A sketch in Kunsthalle zu 
Kiel (inv.no. 1938-39-SHKV 509) shows how conscientiously he observed the area 
around the spire. The line of strata, however, is not featured on the sketch, rather 
it is added to the painting as a deliberate gesture to geology. Whereas attention 
to the materiality of the cliff and its strata was also visible in Sødring’s painting, 
the landslide in the right foreground is a new feature. The viewer is positioned 
very close to the landslide beneath the steep edge of the cliff and, because of the 
large format of the painting, the drama of the landslide is felt strongly. Through 
the landslide, Gurlitt shows that the cliffs were under constant change, a notion 
in accordance with recent developments in geology, which Forchhammer dealt 
with in his book. 

Phenomena such as landslides gained geological significance after Lyell pre-
sented a new narrative in geology in 1830. He focused on slow evolution and 
insisted that the landscape was subject to continual change. Forchhammer got 
to know Lyell well, after the English geologist responded to his aforementioned 
attempt to date the cliffs at Møn to the Tertiary Period. In 1834, they visited the 
cliffs together, and Forchhammer then revised his dating.27 Though he now took 
tectonic forces into account, he was reluctant to accept the way Lyell relied only 
on forces no more powerful than today. Instead, he argued for a compromise 
between Lyell’s account of slow change and the catastrophes of Cuvier.28 In ac-
cordance with Lyell, he explains ancient formations by making analogies to phe-
nomena he can still observe in operation,29 and thus phenomena caused by con-
tinual slow changes, such as landslides, gained geological significance. Opposing 
Lyell, however, he continues to argue that catastrophes had interrupted what he 
calls the earth’s periods of rest. Thus, a giant flood is still part of his account and, 
to this, he adds a period of underground volcanic activities. These, he believed, 
caused uplifts that made strata bend.30 

Features significant to geologists appear in the painting; but at the same time, 
Gurlitt does his utmost to create a monumental image of a beautiful spot. This 
creates a tension between art and geology in two respects. First, the way the land-
scape is painted disturbs the objectivity of the ‘geological gaze’. The golden glow 
of the rising sun and the resulting intensity of the colours make the cliff scenery 
evocative. Second, a steamship to the right and a pastoral scene of shepherds and 
their sheep to the left indicate a sense of time different from the strata in the 
cliff. The shepherds and the steamship not only function as indications of the 
physical scale of the cliffs, they also act as indicators of different notions of time. 
Whereas the steamship marks the landscape as belonging to modern times,31 the 
pastoral scene acts as a mark of timelessness since it points to a tradition of 
Arcadian landscapes. Both indicate notions of time different from the strata in 
the cliff, which instead point to geological time and the many years that passed 
before humanity began to inhabit the landscape. No harmony exists between 
these diverse notions; as the steamboat interrupts the peace of the pastoral scene, 
the strata interrupt the beauty of the cliff almost like dirt or clods in the paint. 
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L o o k i n g  F a r  i n t o  t h e  A b y s s  o f  t i m e  i n  w o r k s  
b y  s k o v g a a r d  a n d  p u g g a a r d

Peter Christian Skovgaard made his first watercolour of the cliffs in 1841. Four 
years later, an influential art historian at the academy, Niels Lauritz Høyen (1798–
1870), encouraged him to revisit the site. He wrote to Skovgaard that ‘Der er rigt 
Stof for en Maler!’ and that ‘Klinten fortæller paa flere Steder saa at sige sin egen Historie’ 
[There is a wealth of material for a painter! . . . In several places, the cliff, so to 
speak, tells its own story].32 Thus, Høyen, who at the time was instrumental in 
bringing artists and scientists together, not only directs Skovgaard toward the 
cliffs as a motif for his art, he also directs him toward the geohistory of the site. 
The geohistory of Møn came to interest Skovgaard to an extent that surpasses 
the interest in geology of Sødring and Gurlitt. Therefore, it is not surprising to 
find Skovgaard collaborating with a geologist, Christopher Puggaard.33 

In 1851, Puggaard published the result of an extensive survey of the geology 
of Møn: Möens Geologie. Populært fremstillet. Tillige som Veiviser for Besögende af Möens 
Klint [The Geology of Møn: A Popular Presentation as well as a Guide for Visitors 
to the Cliffs at Møn]. When Puggaard planned the illustrations, he asked for the 
assistance of three artists: Eckersberg, Skovgaard, and Vilhelm Kyhn (1819-1903). 
Eckersberg delivered a drawing of the cliffs at Stevns from which Skovgaard made 
a vignette, and Skovgaard also made a vignette with an image based on one of his 
own watercolours. Kyhn engraved other vignettes and also produced a foldout 
sheet with a drawing of the cliffs seen from the sea.34 

In his book, Puggaard presents a theory of the cliffs with a focus on Lyell’s 
theory of deep time. Unlike Forchhammer, Puggaard is not uncomfortable with 
Lyell’s expanded timescale. On the first pages of his book, he gives an account of 
how planet Earth started as a ball of fluid stone and then developed into a plan-
et with evolving life.35 In the following three hundred pages, he gives a detailed 
account of how the site of Møn changed. After being an ocean inhabited with 
tropical species, the site developed into an arctic ocean where icebergs deposited 
erratic boulders, and finally the site became a wooded island inhabited by mam-
moths and Stone Age men. The signs telling this fantastic story are the different 
materials in the cliffs’ sedimentary layers, the nature of the fossils found in the 
layers, the way these stratified layers bend, and, lastly, the shape and mineralogi-
cal character of the erratic boulders. 

Skovgaard assisted Puggaard with a vignette for the first chapter of the book: 
an image of Taleren seen from a distance (ill. 8).36 Like the other vignettes, this 
image is without any trace of the geological knowledge of the cliffs that Puggaard 
presented. Taleren is seen from a distance under passing clouds, and details such 
as strata and the structure of the cliffs are missing. Rather than offering the 
reader an application of geological knowledge, Skovgaard stresses the beauty of 
the landscape and helps Puggaard make the text ‘a popular presentation’. 

Instead, the alliance between art and geology materialises in another work by 
Skovgaard: View of the Sea from Taleren at the Cliffs at Møn from 1851 (ill. 9). It is no-
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table that Skovgaard chooses Taleren as the motif for his large painting. Whereas 
many artists chose to depict Sommerspiret, geologists rarely mention this forma-
tion but instead discuss Taleren at great length. While Sommerspiret caught the 
attention of artists, Taleren was examined by geologists.

Skovgaard’s painting is very similar to the illustration of Taleren in the back 
of Puggaard’s book (ill. 10). The two men observe its irregular profile from more 
or less the same spot, and they both register how strata of flint create delicate, 
slanting lines. The strata lines are very similar, but there are slight differences (ill. 
11, 12). Skovgaard may have consulted Puggaard’s illustration, but he did not base 
his painting on it. Though he may have simply registered what he saw, he is influ-
enced by what geology made him expect to see. He passes this information on to 
the viewer as he accentuates strata in a fashion similar to geological illustrations. 
In the foreground, he provides the viewer with three close-up studies of strata, 
depicting how individual flints create these lines. Strata are signs to be read by 
observers informed by geology; and, as Skovgaard presents them in the painting, 
he offers the informed viewer an image of the grand narrative of the earth. When 
we read the lines of strata from top to bottom, our gaze travels through long pe-
riods of time; and when we follow their bends and curves, we witness the work of 
the tectonic forces that Puggaard argued had formed the landscape. 

Boulders are another sign which Puggaard discusses, and they are evident in 
Skovgaard’s painting. Unlike strata, the boulders occupy a very small space in 
the painting, and they may seem insignificant. According to Puggaard, rounded 
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Ill. 8   [Christopher Puggaard, Möens Geologie, 1851. 

Vignette by Peter Christian Skovgaard, p. 1. Det Kongelige Bibliotek.]
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boulders make it possible ‘at skue tilbage til en uendelig fjern Tid för Menneskeslægtens 
Skabelse’ [to look into an infinitely distant past before the creation of man] as 
their shape and mineralogical character convey their origin and journey from the 
Scandinavian Mountains.37 

This experience of looking into ‘an infinitely distant past’ was shared among 
geologists visiting important geological sites. Puggaard returns to it repeatedly, 
but it is also found in international geology. Thus, for example, the Scottish geol-
ogist John Playfair describes what he felt when he visited an important geological 
site in Scotland in 1805: ‘The mind seemed to grow giddy by looking so far into 
the abyss of time.’38 Skovgaard’s painting effectively encourages the beholder to 
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Ill. 9   [Peter Christian Skovgaard, View of the Sea from Taleren at the Cliffs at Møn, 1851. 

Oil on canvas, 114 x 141 cm. Private collection. Photo: Ole Akhøj.] 
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Ill. 10   [Christopher Puggaard, Möens Geologie, 1851, plate 13. Det Kongelige Bibliotek.]

Ill. 11   [Christopher Puggaard,  

Möens Geologie, 1851,  

plate 13, detail.]

Ill. 12   [P.C. Skovgaard,  

View of the Sea from Taleren at the Cliffs at Møn,  

1851, detail.]
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experience this abyss of time. The experience may be achieved through an inter-
pretation of strata and boulders, but Skovgaard also encourages it by the way he 
constructs the pictorial space. Through the contrast between the boulders at the 
shore and the small ships, he creates a horizontal space that makes the verticality 
of the cliffs stand out, and he lets the two birds in the middle of the image direct 
our attention towards the cliff wall with the strata. 

The experience of seeing the history of the cliffs is also reinforced in the way 
Skovgaard situates himself as observer in time. The narrow foreground reveals 
the spot from which he observed the cliff; and when he registers the way light 
affects the colour of the cliff, he situates his image in time. Thus, he presents us 
with the exact time and place at which he observed the cliff, creating an opportu-
nity for the viewer to experience the history of the cliffs vicariously through the 
painter. Thus, Skovgaard combines a geological gaze with the gaze of a painter by 
mixing the methods and narratives of geology and painting.
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Ill. 13   [Peter Christian Skovgaard, View of the Sea from the Cliffs at Møn, 1850. 

Oil on canvas, 124 x 185 cm. The Skovgaard Museum. Photo: Ole Misfeldt.]
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o u t l o o k  a n d  c o n c l u s i o n

I have focused on a limited number of paintings of the cliffs at Møn by a limited 
number of artists, selecting images that convey knowledge of geology. Geology 
and painting, however, do not present an easy fit, and several objections may be 
raised. In the following, I will anticipate and address the two most important. 
First, however, I will make a short detour into the aforementioned research on 
interactions between art and geology in German, English, and American art to 
indicate how the Danish material fits into a broader context.

In Germany, Caspar David Friedrich (1774–1840) painted several images that 
connect to geology. As Timothy Mitchell argues, there are references to geology 
in Der Watzmann (ill. 14) from 1825. As is the case in the Danish paintings, an 
analysis of the relationship must be precise with regard to developments in geol-
ogy at the time. Mitchell argues convincingly that Friedrich‘s image relates to the 
theories of Werner and Goethe. Thus, a Harz mountain outcrop is placed in front 
of an Alpine massif, the Watzmann, to convey that second-stage mountains rest 
on a foundation of granite.39 

In American art, many images include very direct references to geology. For 
example, Thomas Cole’s The Subsiding of the Waters of the Deluge from 1829 (ill. 15). 
Cole’s image reveals an interest in linking geology with the biblical account and 
relates to attempts by, among others, Buckland to use geology as an argument 
for biblical history. 

In England, a long tradition exists of conveying geological knowledge in 
paintings. One of the clearest examples is William Dyce’s Pegwell Bay, Kent – A 
Recollection of October from 1858 (ill. 16). The geological content of the image lies 
in the detailed description of the materiality of the cliffs with their strata. In 
the painting, Dyce juxtaposes geology with zoology by having the women collect 
shells on the beach; and, through the depiction of a comet in the sky, he links 
geology and zoology with astronomy.40 

Understood in an international context, it is not surprising to find references 
to geology in Danish paintings from this era. There are, however, complications. 
First, it may be asked whether the detailed depictions of the cliff landscape are 
the result of the painters’ scrutinizing gazes rather than a transfer of knowledge 
between very different fields. Such a gaze is a common denominator between art 
and science, and it rests on the notion that there is a common ground in the way 
nature is perceived during a particular period. As far as the painter’s interest in 
the materiality of the cliffs is concerned, this may be the case. However, Sødring 
and Gurlitt add strata to the final images that are missing in the sketches. It 
is certainly possible that sketches unknown to us today show these strata, but 
this at least indicates that the depiction of strata is a deliberate act and that il-
lustrations in books on geology might have been used. It is also worth noting 
that geologists’ attention shifted between different aspects of the landscape as 
geology developed as a science in its own right. As shown, these shifts also ap-
pear in paintings. This is the case with Sødring’s depiction of the power of wa-
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ter, Gurlitt’s landslide, and Skovgaard’s depiction of the abyss of deep time. The 
question of a common scrutinizing gaze versus a transfer of knowledge, however, 
is not only a question of the painter’s intention. The geological meaning of fea-
tures such as strata, landslides, and boulders did not necessarily have to be picked 
up by painters to become part of a transfer of meaning. Their geological meaning 
could also be activated by viewers of the paintings with a knowledge of geology. 
Many viewers indeed possessed this knowledge. Geology was a popular science at 
the time, and its texts were written in a language not reserved for specialists in 
the field.
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Ill. 14   [Caspar David Friedrich, Der Watzmann, 1825.  

Oil on canvas, 133 x 170 cm. bpk / Nationalgalerie, SMB,  

Leihgabe der DekaBank / Andres Kilger.]
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Second, if a transfer of knowledge is going on between art and geology, it may 
be asked why so few paintings exhibit this knowledge. The answer is not lack of 
knowledge since Danish painters, as argued, came into contact with the develop-
ments in geology. The influential art historian Høyen, along possibly with Chris-
tian VIII, directed artists towards the geohistory of the cliffs. Some artists even 
attended lectures by scientists, and three artists provided vignettes for the most 
extensive survey of the cliffs, Puggaard’s Möens Geologie. Nevertheless, the paint-
ings analysed above are exceptions both within the oeuvres of the artists and 
among the images of the cliffs as a whole. Thus, Eckersberg’s painting from 1809 
(ill. 1) is one of the first in this tradition; Sødring’s Sommerspiret on the Chalk Cliffs 
of the Island Møn. Moonlight (1831) (ill. 6) is part of this dominating trend; and even 
Skovgaard contributed to this tradition with, among others, View of the Sea from 
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Ill. 15   [Thomas Cole, The Subsiding of the Waters of the Deluge, 1829. 

Oil on canvas, 90.8 x 121.4 cm. Smithsonian American Art Museum, Gift of Mrs. Katie 

Dean in memory of Minnibel S. and James Wallace Dean and museum purchase through 

the Smithsonian Institution Collections Acquisition Program.] 
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the Cliffs at Møn (1850) (ill. 13). These paintings may suggest that painters could 
be reluctant to include references to geology. One reason for such reluctance is 
formalistic: The visual language of geology, which developed gradually during 
these years, was far away from the idioms of art and the notions of beauty, the 
sublime, and the picturesque that dominated art at the time. Another reason to 
be reluctant, however, was that the narratives of geology raised disturbing ques-
tions: How is God present in nature if the biblical account of the creation must 
be revised? What roles do humans play in the history of the Earth if man only 
inhabits a small section of time, and is it possible, then, for man to reconstruct 
the history of the earth? Thus, geology was a science with a potential to unsettle 
existing conventions, and painters may have felt a reluctance towards geology for 
this reason.

97

Ill. 16   [William Dyce, Pegwell Bay, Kent – a Recollection of October 5th 1858, c. 1858-60. 

Oil on canvas, 63 x 89 cm. © Tate Britain, London, 2013.]

96473_romantik 2_.indd   97 19/12/13   09.30



r
o

m
a

n
t

ik
 · 0

2

To conclude, many painters studied the cliffs as a site where the spectator 
could experience beauty and the sublime – experiences that could be passed on 
to the viewers of paintings. A few others, however, studied the cliffs as objects of 
observation in themselves in which the history of the landscape revealed itself to 
the informed eye. Paintings with geological content reveal the close ties between 
scientists and artists at this time and reflect the fact that science in these days 
was available and comprehensible for non-scientists. The lack of geological signs 
in many paintings does not necessarily indicate a lack of knowledge but that the 
alliance with geology may have been felt as disturbing to both existing beliefs and 
pictorial conventions.

98
96473_romantik 2_.indd   98 19/12/13   09.30



jo
u

r
n

a
l

 f
o

r
 t

h
e

 s
t

u
d

y
 o

f
 r

o
m

a
n

t
ic

is
m

s

n o t e s

1 Georg Forchhammer, Danmarks geognostiske Forhold forsaavidt som de ere afhængige af Dannelser, der 

ere sluttede (Copenhagen: 1835), 68.

2 A survey of the studies of the cliffs at Møn is provided by Vilhelm Hintze, Møens Geologi (Copen-

hagen: C.A. Reitzels Forlag, 1937).

3 Helge Kragh, Natur, Nytte og Ånd 1730-1850. Dansk Naturvidenskabs Historie, vol. 2 (Aarhus: Aar-

hus University Press, 2005), 360.

4 Karina Lykke Grand, Dansk Guldalder. Rejsebilleder (Aarhus: Aarhus University Press, 2012), 55–63; 

Gertrud Oelsner, ‘Udsigt til Guldalderen. Politiske landskaber’, in Udsigt til Guldalderen, ed. 

Gertrud Oelsner (Maribo and Viborg: Storstrøms Kunstmuseum and Skovgaard Museet, 2005), 

14-15; Gertrud Oelsner, ‘Kunstneren som turist’, in Udsigt til Guldalderen, 97-98; Gertrud Oelsner, 

‘Skovens demokratiske rum og andre nationale motiver hos P.C. Skovgaard’, in P.C. Skovgaard. 

Dansk guldalder revurderet, ed. Gertrud Oelsner and Karina Lykke Grand (Aarhus: Aarhus Uni-

versity Press, 2010), 60, 77; Gertrud Oelsner, ‘The Democracy of Nature’, Romantik 1 (2012): 

89-90. In addition to Grand and Oelsner, Bente Scavenius has looked into Møn as a site visited 

by painters. Her focus, however, is the romantic garden of the country seat of Liselund on the 

edge of the cliffs, rather than the cliffs as a site of geology (Bente Scavenius, ‘Rejsen til de møen-

ske kridtklinter’, in Møen i dansk kunst. Naturromantik i Guldalderen, ed. Claus M. Smidt (Nivå: 

Nivaagaards Malerisamling, 1994) and Bente Scavenius, ‘De mønske kridtbjerge. Søren Læssøe 

Lange og C.W. Eckersberg på Møn’, in Udsigt til Guldalderen). 

5 Rebecca Bedell, The Anatomy of Nature: Geology and American Painting 1825-1875 (Ann Arbor: UMI, 

1991); Rebecca Bedell, ‘The History of the Earth: Darwin, Geology and Landscape Art’, in End-

less Forms: Charles Darwin, Natural Science and the Visual Arts, ed. Diana Donald and Jane Munro 

(Cambridge: Fitzwilliam Museum, 2009); Timothy Mitchell, Art and Science in German Landscape 

Painting 1770-1840 (Oxford and New York: Clarendon Press, 1993); Charlotte Klonk, Science and the 

Perception of Nature, British Landscape Art in the Late Eighteenth and Early Nineteenth Centuries (Lon-

don: Yale University Press, 1996).

6 Whereas the relationship with geology has been overlooked, the relationship between art and 

meteorology is the topic of the anthology: Gertrud Hvidberg-Hansen (ed.), Himlens spejl. Skyer 

og vejrlig i dansk maleri 1770-1880 (Odense: Fyns Kunstmuseum, 2002). The relationship between 

art and the physics of Hans Christian Ørsted has also received much attention in the anthol-

ogy: Mogens Bencard (ed.), Krydsfelt. Ånd og natur i Guldalderen (Copenhagen: Gyldendal, 2000) 

as well as in: Dan Ch. Christensen, Naturens tankelæser, en biografi om Hans Christian Ørsted (Co-

penhagen: University of Copenhagen, MuseumTusculanum Press, 2009) and in: Helge Kragh, 

‘Ørsted, natural science and the Danish Golden Age’, in Gold. Treasures from the Danish Golden 

Age, ed. Lise Pennington and Karina Lykke Grand (Aarhus: Systime, 2013). 

7 Bernd M. Scherer and Katrin Klingan, introduction to The Anthropocene Project: An Opening Janu-

ary 10-13, 2013 (Berlin: Haus der Kulturen der Welt, 2013), 2.

8 Nobel laureate and atmospheric chemist Paul J. Crutzen formulated the anthropocene thesis. 

The thesis rests on the claim that the historically-accumulated, planetary environmental effects 

of an expanding human population, technological innovation, and economic development have 

become inseparable from the Earth’s geo-processes. 

99
96473_romantik 2_.indd   99 19/12/13   09.30



r
o

m
a

n
t

ik
 · 0

2

9 For a detailed survey of developments in geology during this period, see David Oldroyd, Think-

ing about the Earth: A History of Ideas in Geology (London: The Athlone Press, 1996) and Martin J.S. 

Rudwick, Bursting the Limits of Time. The Reconstruction of Geohistory in the Age of Revolution (Chi-

cago: The University of Chicago Press, 2005). 

10 Søren Abildgaard, Physisk-Mineralogisk Beskrivelse over Møens Klint (Copenhagen: 1781), 16-7, 58, 

66-8.

11 Ibid., preface.

12 Mitchell, Art and Science, 13–4.

13 Villads Villadsen (ed.), C.W. Eckersbergs dagbøger (Copenhagen: Nyt Nordisk Forlag Arnold Busck, 

2009), 1330; Christensen, Naturens tankelæser, 1016; Kragh, ‘Ørsted’, 162.

14 Forchhammer’s article was reprinted in 1826 in Det Kongelige Danske Videnskabernes Selskabs 

Naturvidenskabelige og Mathematiske Afhandlinger. I shall refer to this edition. The article was pre-

sented in a revised English version in The Edinburgh Journal of Science in 1828.

15 Kragh, Natur, Nytte og Ånd, 363.

16 For Forchhammer, chemistry and geology were linked, since he used chemistry as an empirical 

basis for geology. The lectures may have included a discussion of chalk cliffs, since chalk was an 

important material for painters. The lectures are mentioned in Eckersberg’s diary (Villadsen, 

Eckersbergs dagbøger, 330). 

17 Georg Forchhammer, ‘Om de geognostiske Forhold i en Deel af Siælland og Naboöerne’, in Det 

Kongelige Danske Videnskabernes Selskabs Naturvidenskabelige og Mathematiske Afhandlinger, part 2 

(1826): 270, 272–4; Georg Forchhammer, ‘On the Chalk Formation of Denmark’, The Edinburgh 

Journal of Science XVII (1828): 64, 67.

18 Forchhammer, ‘Om de geognostiske Forhold i en Deel af Siælland’, 271–80; Forchhammer, 

‘Chalk Formation’, 64-6.

19 Henrich Steffens, Geognostisch-geologische Aufsätze, als Vorbereitung zu einer innern Naturgeschichte der 

Erde (Hamburg: Hoffmann, 1810), 210.

20 Georg Forchhammer, ‘Om Danmarks geognostiske Forhold’, Tidsskrift for Naturvidenskaberne 

1 (1822): 383. The reason may be that Forchhammer had become uncertain about the scientific 

quality of Steffens’ works. Steffens published his Anthropogenie in 1822, a work on geology about 

which the natural scientist Jacob Hornemann Bredsdorff expressed his concern (Jacob Hor-

nemann Bredsdorff, ‘Udsigt over de i Læren om Jordklodens Oprindelse og Uddannelse skete 

Forandringer fra Aar 1800 af ’, Tidsskrift for Naturvidenskaberne 2 (1823): 79). 

21 Forchhammer, ‘Om de geognostiske Forhold i en Deel af Siælland’, 279–80.

22 Forchhammer, Danmarks geognostiske Forhold forsaavidt, 7.

23 Ulrich Schultze-Wülver, ‘Louis Gurlitt i Jylland’, in Udsigt til Guldalderen, 210.

24 Kragh, Natur, Nytte og Ånd, 365.

25 Schultze-Wülver, ‘Louis Gurlitt’, 210.

26 Letter from Peter Christian Skovgaard to Niels Lauritz Høyen 22 August 1846. Cited from J. L. 

Ussing, Høyens Levned med Bilag af Breve (Copenhagen: Samfundet til Den danske Litteraturs 

Fremme, 1872).

27 Lyell presented his findings from the visit in: Charles Lyell, ‘On the Cretaceous and Tertiary 

Strata of the Danish Island of Seeland and Möen’, Geological Society of London, Geological 

Transactions V, second series, part I (1837).

28 Forchhammer, Danmarks geognostiske Forhold forsaavidt, 6.

100
96473_romantik 2_.indd   100 19/12/13   09.30



jo
u

r
n

a
l

 f
o

r
 t

h
e

 s
t

u
d

y
 o

f
 r

o
m

a
n

t
ic

is
m

s

29 Ibid., 37, 40.

30 Ibid., 103–4, 106.

31 Grand, Dansk Guldalder, 137.

32 Letter from Niels Lauritz Høyen to Peter Christian Skovgaard 3 August 1845. Cited from Ussing, 

Høyens Levned. The botanist J. F. Schouw, who was a pioneer in plant geography, may have 

contributed in directing Skovgaard’s interest towards the cliffs. Both Schouw and Skovgaard 

were part of the group around Høyen that met regularly on Fridays (Hans Vammen: ‘ “Schouw 

er velsignet…” En professor og hans guldaldernetværk’, in Krydsfelt. Ånd og natur i Guldalderen, 

ed. Mogens Bencard (Copenhagen: Gyldendal, 2000), 253. In 1851, Skovgaard married Schouw’s 

daughter, Georgia. 

33 Puggaard dedicates his book to his father, the merchant Hans Puggaard. The home of Hans 

Puggaard was a meeting place for artists such as Bertel Thorvaldsen and Eckersberg. 

34 Puggaard thanks Skovgaard for helping him with the vignettes, but no further information 

has been available as to their collaboration. A number of paintings by Skovgaard from 1846-

1851 show his engagement with geology. Skovgaard was aware of what was going on in geology 

before Puggaard wrote his book and might have learned his first lessons on geology from Forch-

hammer. Skovgaard is among the few artists to depict another site of considerable interest to 

geologists, the cliffs at Stevns. On Højerup Kirke på Stevns Klint from 1842, see Oelsner, ‘Skovens 

demokratiske rum’, 60. 

35 Christopher Puggaard, Möens Geologie. Populært fremstillet. Tillige som Veiviser for Besögende af Möens 

Klint (Copenhagen: C. A. Reitzel, 1851), xxvi-xxvii.

36 Skovgaard based the vignette on one of his drawings now in Statens Museum for Kunst (Inv.no. 

KKSgb4539). He also created a vignette on the basis of a drawing of the cliff at Stevns by Eckers-

berg. Puggaard picked up a couple of small drawings when he visited Eckersberg on Monday, 26 

March 1849 according to Eckersberg’s diary (Villadsen, Eckersbergs dagbøger, 1152).

37 Puggaard, Möens Geologie, ii.

38 Cited from Oldroyd, Thinking about the Earth, 131. Playfair describes the emotions he felt when 

he, together with Sir James Hall, looked at rocks at Siccar Point in Scotland.

39 Mitchell, Art and Science, 177–9.

40 Bedell, ‘The History of the Earth’, 62–3.

101
96473_romantik 2_.indd   101 19/12/13   09.30


