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Art in Theory 1815-1900: An Anthology of Changing Ideas

From the tumultuous aftermath of the French Revolution to the dawn of the twentieth century, the nineteenth century
art world was a crucible of ideas, styles, and philosophical debates. The period between 1815 and 1900 witnessed
a dramatic shift in how artists, critics, and scholars conceptualized beauty, representation, and the very purpose of
art. This article explores the key theoretical currents that shaped artistic production during this era, examines
seminal texts that crystallized these ideas, and traces how these shifting concepts influenced the works of painters,
sculptors, and writers across Europe and beyond.

The Landscape of 19th Century Art: From Romanticism to Modernity

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, Europe was still reeling from the Napoleonic Wars. The Congress of
Vienna in 1815 restored old borders but also ignited a surge of nationalistic sentiment that would later seep into the
realm of visual culture. Artists sought to respond to political upheaval, industrial progress, and the growing sense of
individual subjectivity.

Romanticism and the Rise of Emotion

Romanticism emerged as a reaction against the rationalism of the Enlightenment and the mechanistic worldview of
the Industrial Revolution. Artists such as Caspar David Friedrich, Eugéne Delacroix, and J.M.W. Turner turned to
dramatic landscapes, exotic scenes, and intense emotion. Their works were not merely aesthetic experiments; they
were philosophical statements about the sublime, the power of nature, and the human capacity for imagination.

¢ Key Ideas: Emphasis on individual feeling, the sublime, and the transcendental.
« Influence on Theory: Romantic thinkers like Friedrich Schiller and Immanuel Kant argued that art could bridge
the gap between the sensual and the ideal.

Realism and Social Commentary

By the 1840s, a new movement began to challenge Romantic idealization: Realism. Artists such as Gustave
Courbet, Jean-Francois Millet, and Honoré Daumier depicted everyday life, labor, and the harsh realities of rural
and urban existence. Their paintings were direct critiques of social inequality and the neglect of the working class.

« Key Ideas: Accurate depiction of ordinary life, social critique, and political engagement.
 Influence on Theory: Realists questioned the notion of art as purely decorative, insisting that aesthetic value
could coexist with moral responsibility.

The Pre Raphaelite Brotherhood and the Revival of Detail

In 1848, a group of English artists and writers, led by Wililam Holman Hunt, founded the Pre Raphaelite
Brotherhood. They sought to return to the detailed, vibrant, and spiritually infused art of the early Renaissance,
rejecting what they saw as the artificiality of the prevailing academic style.

* Key Ideas: Emphasis on meticulous detail, bright color, and moral seriousness.
« Influence on Theory: The Brotherhood’s manifesto, “The Principles of the Pre Raphaelites,” became a
foundational text for subsequent aesthetic debates.



Theoretical Foundations: Philosophical Currents Shaping Art

While artists were experimenting with form and content, philosophers and scholars were refining the language
through which art was understood. The period saw a rich dialogue between aesthetics, epistemology, and political
theory.

Kant and Aesthetics

Immanuel Kant’s Critique of Judgment(1790) laid the groundwork for modern aesthetic theory. Although published
before 1815, its influence permeated nineteenth century thought. Kant posited that aesthetic judgment was both
subjective and universal, grounded in the “free play” of imagination and understanding.

¢ Key Concepts: Disinterested pleasure, the sublime, and the idea of aesthetic autonomy.
e Impact: Artists and critics used Kantian language to justify art's independence from moral and practical
concerns.

Schopenhauer and the Sublime

Arthur Schopenhauer’'s On the Basis of Morality(1819) extended Kant's ideas by linking art to the metaphysical
concept of the Will. He argued that art provided a temporary reprieve from the suffering of desire, offering a glimpse
of pure representation.

« Key Concepts: The Will, the representation of the world, and the aesthetic as a form of escape.
¢ Impact: Romantic artists embraced Schopenhauer’s notion of the sublime to deepen the emotional resonance
of their work.

Hegel and Art’s Role in History
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