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“There is surely no country, no part of the earth, that is as
remarkable and interesting in so many respects as Swit-
zerland. Everything beautiful, gentle, charming, cheerful,
peaceful and sweetly refreshing that is scattered through-
out nature seems to have come together here in one small
space,” wrote German physician and naturalist Johann
Gottfried Ebel in 1793, praising the country as the “garden
of Europe”. His words exemplify the enthusiasm that Swit-
zerland inspired in travellers from all over Europe at the
end of the 18th century.

With the rise of tourism, the Swiss Confederation became
a popular destination on the Grand Tour to ltaly. The
impressive natural beauty-the Alps, glaciers, lakes and
waterfalls—attracted a wealthy clientele. As the number of
travellers grew, so did the demand for topographical views
and depictions of local traditions and customs—souvenirs
of newly discovered places that spread the image of Swit-
zerland far beyond its borders.

Spurred by interest from abroad, Swiss artists began to
see their own country with fresh eyes. The landscape
became the focus of an independent artistic exploration.
Pioneers such as Caspar Wolf ventured into the high Alps
and captured glaciers and rock formations in striking
depictions. Johann Ludwig Aberli created nuanced views
of the Bernese Oberland and lake landscapes, while
Sigmund Freudenberger captured everyday rural life.
What these artists have in common is their direct view of
nature: they no longer worked exclusively in the studio,
but drew directly on site, aprés nature. This shift towards
close observation of nature became an artistic approach
and marked a turning point in Swiss landscape art.

Waterfalls and Rapids - untamed, dynamic and
unpredictable [1]

Cascading waterfalls were among the most impressive
natural spectacles captured in drawings in Switzerland
around 1800. They embodied the raw power of nature—
untamed, dynamic and unpredictable. Particularly during
the Romantic period, waterfalls became a favourite motif
for visually expressing sublimity and the experience of
natural forces. The selection of waterfalls and rapids in

the exhibition aims to highlight the tension between
static and movement, as well as the forces of nature and
artistic control. The flowing, falling water in the drawings
presented a formal challenge that was mastered with fine
lines or poetic watercolours.

Many of the waterfalls featured in the exhibition, such
as the Oberer Reichenbachfall bei Meiringen (Upper
Reichenbach Falls near Meiringen) by Lory pére, eventu-
ally became popular tourist attractions.

Glaciers - «delightful horror» [2]

In the 18th century, glaciers were primarily perceived as
mysterious, almost eerie places that fascinated science, art,
literature and philosophy in equal measure. The inhospi-
table, seemingly unconquerable terrain and the snow-
covered peaks of the high mountains held a special attrac-
tion for people. Descriptions of dangerous tours into the
high mountains created a feeling of “delightful horror”.
The artistic representations of glaciers in the exhibition
combine topographical accuracy with dramatic staging,
reflecting the increasing intertwining of aesthetic sensi-
bility, scientific interest and national identity formation.
For example, the works of Caspar Wolf show jagged ice
mountains alongside figures that appear to be greatly
reduced in scale. This emphasises the landscape’s wild
and sublime nature, as well as the dangers lurking every-
where.

Trees - Living Protagonists rather than Props [3]

In art around 1800, trees were much more than just deco-
rative elements in landscapes. The selection of works in the
exhibition shows the meticulous recording of different tree
species, growth phases and details, and how a mere tree
stump can become a protagonist. Individual trees, forest
edges or gnarled trunks thus become symbols of perma-
nence, wild nature or pastoral harmony. The depiction
of individual tree forms also required a high degree of
sensitivity in drawing when dealing with surfaces and light.
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Rural Idyll - Between Fact and Fantasy [4]

This section brings together picturesque scenes of an
idealised Swiss country life. Travellers were particu-
larly keen on depictions of popular customs such as the
Unspunnen Festival, the cattle drive down from the Alps,
and traditional butter and cheese making. The hustle and
bustle on the farms, regional costumes and characteristic
farmhouses were also very popular. These scenes are setin
idyllic mountain, lake and city landscapes, which reinforce
the image of a harmonious Switzerland.

In his watercolour Alpabzug im Kanton Appenzell
Innerrhoden (Alpine cattle drive in the canton of Appenzell
Innerrhoden), Lory fils combines the annual return of cattle
and shepherds from the Alps with the striking mountains
of Appenzell. Genre and landscape merge into an
atmospheric unity.

Works by Sigmund Freudenberger, on the other hand,
propagate a positive, peaceful image of Switzerland.
In contrast to the dramatic landscapes shown at the
beginning, the focus here is on what connects people.
With great attention to detail, Freudenberger depicts
lifestyles, interiors and everyday objects. His print
L'Hospitalité suisse (Swiss Hospitality) shows a peasant
family welcoming a passing traveller, possibly the artist
himself, with generous hospitality. Everyday observations
and national ideals intertwine to create a deliberately
crafted image of Swiss virtue.

Landscape as a Canvas for Cultural Projection [5]

The exhibition concludes with a view of the landscape
as a whole. Around 1800, Switzerland was no longer
understood merely as a geographical area, but increas-
ingly as a canvas for cultural projection. In a time of
political upheaval and national self-assertion, the Alpine
landscape appeared as a symbol of freedom, stability and
authenticity.

Artists had a decisive influence on this image. Their
drawings portrayed Switzerland as a natural work of
art, impressive in its wildness and at the same time
picturesque in its orderliness. The drawn landscape thus

became part of a collective visual memory that appealed
to an educated audience at home and abroad, as well
as to the European travel literature and the growing
enthusiasm for the Alps.

Oscillating between precise observation and romantic
exaggeration, the drawings testify to a keen interest
in geological formations, climatic phenomena and the
symbolic significance of nature. They show what was and
at the same time what should be: an idealised image of
Switzerland whose impact continues to this day.

Merkwiirdige Prospekte by Caspar Wolf and Images

of Switzerland Today [6 and 7]

The table display cases and small wall display case present
Caspar Wolf's series of works from the 1777 publication
Merkwiirdige Prospekte aus den Schweizer-Gebiirgen
(Curious Prospects from the Swiss Mountains). It shows
how artists, publishers and scientists worked together and
is considered a precursor to major publishing projects
such as the Voyages pittoresques. Wolf worked in the circle
of the Bernese printer and publisher Abraham Wagner,
universal scholar Albrecht von Haller and naturalists
Jakob Samuel Wyttenbach. Between 1773 and 1777, he
undertook study trips to Central Switzerland, the Gotthard,
Engelberg, the Bernese Oberland and Valais.

The series of images illustrates how 18th-century Swiss art
went beyond tourist motifs and, at the same time, focused
on nature in the context of the Enlightenment belief in
progress: artists accompanied naturalists on their expe-
ditions, recorded their observations precisely on paper
and later transformed them into paintings or prints back
in their studios.

“Show us your image of Switzerland. What do you consider
to be typically Swiss and why?” The long wall display case
exhibits photographs that we received from students and
staff at ETH Zurich in response to this call.
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