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s the years slip by carrying us even further from the pioneer 
ages of Alpine discovery, surviving relics of past times seem to 

~"''"'quire enhanced interest and value. Original Alpine paintings by 
good artists of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries are either 
treasured heirlooms or they can be bought at a price by those who can 
afford them. The various graphic arts designed to supply a cheaper 
market, practised by Swiss artists between 1750 and 1840, and now 
known to collectors and dealers as 'Swiss Prints', have risen in popular 
esteem in the last fifty years: our member the late R. W. Lloyd got 
together one of the finest collections in the world, some five thousand in 
all, very many of superb quality; this he bequeathed to the nation, so 
that it is now available to us in the Print room of the British Museum. 
An exhibition of a selection of them in our gallery last autumn may make 
the following notes apropos. 

Swiss Prints were produced by local artists during the eighteenth 
century in response to a demand for cheap landscapes and studies of 
peasant life and cantonal costume created by the foreign visitors, many 
of them British, who came in increasing numbers in the later half of 
the century. Pleasure travel before the railway age was confined to the 
well-to-do. Its origins may be traced to the Grand Tour by which the 
jeunesse doree of Stuart times completed its education under the eye of a 
tutor, a practice which continued much later. It was a period in which 
commercial and industrial wealth was expanding, especially in Britain. 
This brought an increase in numbers to a prosperous middle class, both 
able and anxious to copy the habits of the aristocracy. They wanted 
acquaintance at first hand with the fashionable world of Paris, with the 
spas of central Europe, with the classical and renaissance glories of 
Italy. The Alps began to rival these attractions for three main reasons. 
Firstly, because learned men wanted to investigate phenomena, such 
as the motion of glaciers and the rarified air of high altitudes; and this 
led them to explore the mountain regions and to write books which }:lad a 
wide circulation. Secondly, the adventure of a visit to the glaciers 
attracted young men, as it did Windham and his companions in 1741, 
and the simple pleasures of the heights were then novelties and the talk 
of society. Thirdly, the Romantic movement, insnired bv the poem 
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of Albrecht Haller, Die Alpen ( 1729), and the novel by Rousseau, La 
Nouvelle Heloise ( 1761 ), cast a halo of admiration about the picturesque 
peasantry of the mountain valleys and the little homespun democracies 
of the cantons. While scientific research and the spirit of adventure 
required the artists to produce carefully drawn landscapes, the romantic 
interest in the common folk of the Alps was the strongest sentiment of 
the period, and it is normal for a touch of humanity to be introduced 
even where the scenery is of the most rugged kind. For instance, in 
Aberli's view of the Virgin Jungfrau, perhaps the earliest to focus 
attention on this famous peak, a chalet farm occupies the foreground, 
with cows being driven to pasture. In other mountain prints we see a 
vacher blowing on the great horn, a chamois hunter resting on a rock 
beside his kill, or a harvest wagon being driven through the meadows, 
while the harvesters with their womenfolk refresh themselves in the 
foreground. Sometimes visitors are shown, in pairs or in groups, 
admiring a waterfall or a panorama, or venturing near the snout of a 
glacier. 

In the Lloyd collection some fifty local artists are represented. Their 
subjects are nearly always confined to what interested the tourists, 
though there are some good portraits (of de Saussure, for instance) and a 
few historical scenes. Caricature is hardly ever attempted, except in 
the drawings of David Hess and of Rodolphe Toepffer. It was a prim 
and proper bourgeois art, eloquent of the sturdy Protestantism of the 
majority. The nude was taboo. We may be shown a mother feeding her 
babe at the breast, or a pretty girl, her skirt raised almost to her knee, 
washing her feet, but beyond this no Swiss artist dared to take a chance. 

One has to admit that the presentation of the Alpine scene by this 
school of artists was very far removed from modern tastes. Their work 
was meticulously representational and ignored completely the seamy 
side of life. Under the wand of literary magicians, and in accord with 
the preconceived notions of the visitors, the Swiss were shown to be in 
perpetual enjoyment of modest, clean and colourful comfort in their 
homes and their daily occupations. It was as if it was always Sunday 
afternoon. Nothing ugly was allowed to intrude; no cretinism, no 
goitrous growths, no extremes of poverty or hardship. It was very well 
for a time, but it went on too long. In the first half of the nineteenth 
century constant repetition of the theme dulled the appetite. Artistic 
standards also deteriorated with cheaper methods of lithographic print
ing which were sometimes so slovenly that the colours were very imper
fectly registered. 

If we look for mountain prints drawn before I 8oo, we shall find some 
of the Oberland, some of the range of Mont Blanc, and several of the 
famous passes like the Gotthard and the Great St. Bernard. After 
I 8oo there are a few showing the exploration of glaciers, for example the 
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Rhone glacier, and some of chamois hunting, like one entitled' Dangerous 
situation on the Finsteraarhorn' where one hunter seems to be kicking 
the other in the face, though perhaps he is only taking a shoulder. 

Mountain landscapes in oils were painted during the 177o's by Caspar 
Wolff, who loved the Oberland, and his pictures, reproduced by various 
hands and methods, are fairly easy to find. 

The landscape artists whose work was most successful were Aberli, 
the Lorys, Koenig, Bidermann, Birmann and de Mechel. Those best 
known for their pictures of the peasants were Koenig, the Lorys, Rein
hard, V olmar and Loch er. 

Freudenberger (or Freudenberg), who as a young man spent several 
years in Paris, was the great master of the genre picture of peasant life, 
and all down the years his most popular scenes have been frequently 
copied, faked and reproduced. The Lloyd collection has many 
Freudenbergers of splendid quality. Outstanding are his copies of the 
famous pair, the Departure and the Return of the Swiss Soldier, which 
remind us that for centuries the Swiss were regarded as the finest mer
cenaries in Europe. In the first of these charming pictures we see the 
son of the chalet leaving home to ser-Ve in one of the regiments of the 
French army; the second shows his return some years afterwards. Every 
detail is most _carefully portrayed; for example, the contrast between 
the clumsy young yokel who goes, and the dapper guardsman, smart 
as paint in his grand uniform usually red, more rarely blue who 
comes back, is typical of this clever artist. 1 Perhaps of greater appeal 
to us is 'the Visit to the Chalet', an interior set on the high summer 
pastures of the Oberland, calling to mind those flower-laden slopes 
between the pines and snows, where milk at the chalet door refreshed us 
after a parching day in the eye of the sun. We can almost hear the music 
of the bells coming through the small window, while the farmer gets 
ready his welcome for his family who have made the journey up from the 
valley in their Sunday best. As a bucolic idyll of the Alps, it is perfect. 

The most interesting historic print we have found in the collection 
is Bacler d' Albe's view of the Swiss side of the Great St. Bernard, 
showing the passage of Napoleon's army before the battle of Marengo 
in I 8oo; this has recently been reproduced in the Journal. The artist 
was, of course, an eye witness; he took part in the campaign and became 
a general under the French. The snow lay low in the early May of that 
year, and it is evident that the troops had tremendous labour in man
handling their guns and equipment up the steep road. 

Perhaps the most popular of all the views of the high mountains, 
painted by artist after artist from the 177o's onwards, is the view of the 

1 A note on these two prints, by His Excellency Monsieur C. R. Paravicini, 
at the time the Swiss Minister in London, is to be found in the catalogue of 
the Exhibition of Swiss Prints at the end of A.J. 37 . 
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Mer de Glace from Montenvers. As a souvenir de voyage this was in great 
demand; the excursion was an easy one and most lucrative to the lads of the 
village who only had to escort their more daring patrons onto the ice: but 
imagine the thrill of showing off the print to an admiring circle at home! 

J. L. Aberli was the doyen of the Swiss landscape artists. Though 
not at first very successful, in collaboration with an engraver, Adrien 
Zingg, he was the first to turn out the polished drawings the market 
wanted at a modest price. Lightly etched, with the colours laid on by 
hand, his work had a great influence, and he may be regarded as the 
founder of the school. His illustrations for Gruner' s book on the 
Swiss glaciers are of great interest and seem to convey the crispness of 
the mountain air. 

In this period the only prints of mountaineering are the illustrations 
by de Mechel and Wocher of de Saussure's ascent of Mont Blanc in 
1787. This achievement by a scientific grandee of repute caused a 
stir throughout Europe, and there was naturally a keen demand for the 
prints. The Lloyd collection posseses two of exceptional rarity. One 
shows the caravan (about a dozen of them) crossing a huge crevasse on 
the dry glacier by means of a ladder, a situation similar to a passage 
shown on the I 9 53 ascent of Everest. The vivid greens of this print 
are most remarkable. The other records a revealing incident on the 
descent; the good professor is sliding down a snow-slope like a school
boy to the manifest astonishment of his entourage. He is not roped, but 
holds his baton with both hands horizontally across a rope held above 
and below him by two of the guides. This was altogether too shocking 
and was immediately withdrawn from publication. The approved ver
sion leaves the positions of the party unchanged, but we now see the 
leader, no longer a stoutish, middle-aged, Pickwickian character, but a 
nicely poised, cool and elegant aristocrat, stepping daintily down the 
slope. 

The sixty years which separate de Saussure' s ascent from Albert 
Smith's in 185I, and in which conquests of Alpine peaks were fairly 
numerous, seem to have produced very few climbing pictures of 
quality and interest. Among accounts of excursions on Mont Blanc 
we have seen hardly any illustrations of merit. John Auldjo's book 
(1827) was an exception and his amusing sketches have been frequently 
reproduced. The lithographed landscapes in his book were the work 
of quite a well-known artist, J. D. Harding, who copied some Swiss 
prints, mostly by Birmann, which Auldjo had probably bought at 
Chamonix. Albert Smith reproduces de Mechel's spirited picture of 
de Saussure's ascent in colour as a frontispiece, but the rest of his 
illustrations are cheap and crude. By far the most interesting litho
graphs of this period are those of J. D. H. Browne, done by himself, for 
he was an artist, from sketches made during his ascent in July, 1852, the 
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only one made in that year: the weather in that summer became very 
bad indeed and Wills describes the terrible inundations in the Chamonix 
valley. In a brief preface Browne says he wished to be the first artist 
to show the public a climbing party throughout the ascent from sketches 
done on the climb so far as conditions and his own fitness allowed. 
For the first time, I think, we have a book devoted to the climbers and 
the climbing. We see them on the dry glacier, at the bivouac on the 
Grands M ulets, by lantern light in an ice-fall, among more crevasses, 
then during a halt on the Grand Plateau. We see them in steps on the 
Mur de la Cote with the leading guide at work with his axe (which 
Browne seems to have thought was like a halberd); the rest of the party 
are shown with alpenstocks; then they reach the broad ridge above the 
Brenva face and enjoy the wonderful view over Italy. Finally we see 
them on the summit, where Browne spent an hour sketching: the last of 
the series shows incidents on the way down, with some fun in sitting 
glissades. Browne' s party was large by modern standards; there were 
only two 'gentlemen' but according to the local rules, each had to 
employ four guides. These prints measure IS" X 11 11

; they were UTI

coloured and are extremely rare. 
A set of four small prints (6" x 4!") was made by George Baxter, the 

inventor of the oil colour process which was all the rage in the middle 
years of the last century, to illustrate Mr. J. MacGregor' s ascent in 
1853· These are not so rare as Browne's and are worth finding, even 
though Baxter's idea of a mountain climb is ludicrous. Probably he 
never saw anything higher than the South Downs where he was born 
and bred. The stamped mounts name each scene. Number one is the 
Glacier du Taconnay. Here a guide is seen dangling on the brink of a 
crevasse on the dry glacier, while the others on the rope are heaving with 
a will. Number two is the Grands Mulets at dead of night under a full 
moon. Climbers are seen setting out, while a crowd of persons are . 
scattered on adjacent snow-slopes. More than fifty had in fact come up 
formally to open the first hut, a small lean-to affair, and most of them 
seem to have preferred the cold night air to the fug inside. Albert 
Smith presided. Number three shows a hardy remnant at the Mur de 
la Cote: number four, at the summit, shows only four climbers celebrat
ing their victory; one of them is crawling on his hands and knees, 
possibly from fatigue. 2 

2 Other Baxter prints dating from the I 8 so's which are of interest from our 
point of view are: 

Lucerne, in the manner of Turner; <the Alpine Flower Girl', very typical 
of the period, intended somehow to show sympathy with the Italian \var 
of liberation in 1859; an Andean mountain; a polar scene showing an affray 
between sailors and polar bears which had reference to a search expedition 
for Sir John Franklin who was lost in the Canadian Arctic in I 84 7. 
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The decade of the 185o's saw the first great surge of enthusiasm for 
mountaineering. This took place just then because the penetration of 
railways into central Europe greatly accelerated the journey to the Alps. 
In the 183o's Albert Smith, then a medical student in Paris, took several 
days travelling by coach from Paris to Geneva; from there he and his 
friend walked. In 1852 he recommends the following as the quickest 
route from London to Chamonix; by train to Chalon-sur-Saone, then 
down river by boat to Lyons; then catch the evening diligence to 
Geneva, and another on to Sallanches where the carriage road came to an 
end, so a char was taken up the final stage. If the channel tides 
'served', he says you could leave London at six a.m. on a Monday, and 
sit down to dinner admiring the afterglow on the upper snows at your 
Chamonix hotel on Wednesday evening. He mentions a more leisurely 
route from Paris to Strasburg and thence to Basle. By the next 
decade you could certainly do it within forty-eight hours. The influ
ence on the hard-working middle classes whose holidays were limited to 
a few weeks must have been very great, and they after all supplied most 
of the pioneers. It was an age that gloried in invention and adored the 
taste of vigorous success. One of its new machines, the camera, then in 
a clumsy infancy, was soon destined to rival the old skills of the artists, 
a rivalry which ended in the triumph of the picture postcard. When 
time has destroyed enough of them, even Victorian postcards of Zer
matt may light a gleam in the collector's eye. At present we can only 
call them the degenerate descendants of the Swiss Prints of the eighteenth 
century.3 

If a reader feels moved to collect a few Swiss Prints, he may find the 
following hints useful. Prints cost anything from a few shillings to 
hundreds of pounds. What governs their value ? In answering this 
question, the following have to be taken into account: the artist, the 
engraver, the subject, the process or combination of processes employed, 
the state of the impression, whether the margins are original and un
damaged. Some subjects are fashionable and in great demand, cities 
like Berne or Lausanne: others, though popular in their day, are no 
longer wanted, like waterfalls. Dealers in this country as a rule have 
little to offer because they keep anything worthwhile for their continen
tal buyers. Beautiful prints are always to be seen in the shops of the 
dealers of the highest repute in the cities of Switzerland. These 

3 Besides the Swiss artists mentioned in this paper, there are a number of 
others worthy of attention. The dates of those named are as follows: 

J. L. Aberli 1745-86; A. Bacler d'Albe 1761-1834; J. J. Bidermann 1765-
183o; S. Birmann 1793- 1847; S. Freudenberger 1745-18oz; N. Koenig 
r76s-r832; G. Locher 173o-95; G. Lory (father) r763-184o; G. Lory 
(son) 1784- 1846; Chr. de Mechel 1737- 1817; J. Reinhard 1749-1824; 
R. Toepffer 1799- 1846; G. Volmar 177o-1821; M. Wocher I75s-r83o; 
C. Wolff 1755- 98; A Zingg 1734-1826. 

, 



218 SOME NOTES ON SWISS PRINTS (TO 1853) 

coloured prints, now nearly 200 years old, suffer all too easily the 
ravages of time. The best have had the good fortune to be preserved in 
albums of souvenirs, handed down through the generations undis
turbed. This did not happen often, because to the end of the last 
century they were not considered of any particular interest or value. 
Framed and exposed to strong light and damp, they can be destroyed in 
a few years. Restoration of damaged prints is a very fine art and, when 
undisclosed to the purchaser, constitutes the fake. Whenever a large 
sum of money is involved, a written guarantee should be obtained from 
the vendor. From time to time Swiss Prints come up for sale in the 
London auction rooms, where one can back one's fancy against the ring 
of continental buyers; the auctioneer's expert is always available if one 
wishes to ask his advice. 

The only informative article on the subject I know of appeared in The 
Connoisseur during 1952. A.J. 37 has an interesting supplement of 
the Exhibition Catalogue of December, 1924. This collection of 
Swiss Colour Prints, displayed in the Savile Row gallery, was largely 
organised and provided by R. W. Lloyd who wrote an excellent, if 
brief, introduction to the catalogue. 
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