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Capt C A Werner (1877-1915), 2nd Battalion Rifle Brigade,  
carried his ice axe into his last battle at Aubers Ridge,  

an action rendered futile by poor artillery fire.
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DONALD M ORR

The Mountain Landscapes 
of Ferdinand Hodler

Ferdinand Hodler (1853-1918) was born in Bern where his childhood was 
marred by poverty, illness and misunderstanding. He was the eldest of  

six children but by the time he was eight years old he had lost his father 
and two brothers to tuberculosis. At the age of  nine he was assisting his 
step father in painting signs and commercial artwork. Later as a student 
he analysed and explored landscape and figure painting under Barthélemy 
Menn, an admirer of  Corot and the French Barbizon School; parallel to 
these studies he was also influenced by medieval painting and the work of  
Holbein. A brief  stay in Paris in 1891 saw a maturity develop in his realism 
and decorative abstraction whereby he was linked to the French Symbolists 
and as his work expanded his ‘style proved exciting to the publics other than 
those in Switzerland.’1 By 1900 he was closely associated with the avant- 
garde style of  Germany and Austria and regarded as part of  the Secessionist 
Movement in Vienna alongside Klimt and Schiele. As the century proceeded 

1. G H Hamilton, Painting and Sculpture in Europe 18801940, Harmondsworth, Penguin, 1967, p78.

‘View of the Lake of Thun from Breitlauenen’ (1906),  
oil on canvas, 65cm x 95cm. (Kunstmuseum Basel)
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he came under the influence of  the Fauvist movement in France and the 
German Expressionist painters with their European disciples.

This short paper will consider his mountain landscapes and, to a degree, how 
the great Symbolist friezes, the many self-portraits, the succession of drawings 
and paintings have concealed him as a major Alpine landscape painter.

In his late landscapes of  the mountains around Lake Geneva he examined 
what he saw as the mystery of  the Alpine landscape ‘in spare lines and a few 
vivid colours, comparable to the best Fauve work.’2 For Hodler the formal  
elements of  the landscape were of  themselves expressive and his insistence 
on heightened colour based on observation at varying times of  the day and 
season, recording differing light and atmospheric effects allowed a vast 
range of  experimental canvases, which in turn motivated many painters 
in Switzerland to understand the modern movements, and encouraged 
the transition from Impressionism to Symbolism. He scarcely left Geneva 
but became influential far beyond the frontier of  Switzerland, becoming a 
promi nent pulse in the work of  Emile Nolde and the Die Brücke group in 
Germany. Kandinsky visited him in Geneva in 1906 and left strengthened 
by his expressionist colour and linear distortion and of  Hodler’s transcen-
dental aesthetics. Towards the close of  his life he ‘had overcome the mis-
trust, and in the end became something of  a national institution.’3

2. Ibid, p78.
3. Ibid, p70.

‘The Jungfrau Seen from Isenfluh’ 
(1902), oil on canvase, 75cm x 56cm. 
(Kunstmuseum Basel)

‘Self-Portrait’ (1912), oil on canvas, 
38.4cm x 29.5cm. (Kunstmuseum 
Basel)
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‘Depicting the beauty, size and monumentality of  the Alps was a project 
Hodler pursued nearly his entire life.’4 Photographs show him at work in 
the open air on a large canvas beside the Grindelwald glacier in 1912 and 
reveal his continuing attempt to articulate the laws of  nature, and thereby 
the world, through a series of  closely examined studies of  specific locations 
in the Alps that he returned to many times. The ‘Eiger, Mönch and Jung-
frau in Morning Sun’ of  1908 is one of  his earliest of  the Jungfrau massif   
which was painted often whether as a group or individually and ranged 
from large canvases of  the peaks to small studies of  cliffs, snowfields and 
major features of  the mountains. A series of  canvases of  the Dents du 
Midi were produced annually from 1911 from differing viewpoints as were 
various studies of  the Breithorn, again from around 1911 onwards.

Landscape painting became an increasingly important activity towards the 
end of  his life. Two paintings entitled ‘The Jungfrau Massif  from Mürren’, 
both dated 19145, deal in detail with the vertical structure of  planes and angles  
across this huge face where in one the bulk of  the mountain is unfolded be-
fore us as it tapers to its summit and may indicate an awareness of  the Cubist 
movement, while the other presents a tortured mass of  abstracted rock and 
ice forming an impregnable series of  ramparts that narrow as we ascend.

The colour variations of  Alpine meadows also caught his eye in ‘The Etangs 
Longs Near Montana’ of  19156 allowing the use of  his expressionistic colour 
scheme yet retaining a natural feel for distance, light and mountain struc-
ture. The following year detail and movement were principal features and two  
studies reminiscent of  the Jungfrau series were produced at Champéry7 where 
the force of  the cascade flooding down is rendered in a naturalistic style but 
is still evocative of  the rock and ice structures viewed from Mürren. Canvases  
of  ‘The Dents du Midi from Champéry’ and ‘The Dents Blanches at Champéry 
in the Morning Sun’ also dominated his easel. 1917 saw Le Grammont  
featuring in several canvases along with ‘The Dents du Midi from Caux’ and 
the start of  the long horizontal studies across Lake Geneva to Mont Blanc.

As his health deteriorated he seldom left his apartment and concentrated 
on the views of  Mont Blanc and Lake Geneva at differing times and con-
ditions, trying to render that aspect of  infinity that fascinated him. In what 
was to be the last year of  his life, Hodler focussed on the slim rectangular 
canvases depicting the mountain range across Lake Geneva produced, prob-
ably from his apartment at 29 Quai du Mont Blanc, Geneva. The dark of  the 
mountain range, the heat of  the new day rising beyond and both colour ele-
ments captured in the waters of  the lake was recorded and rerecorded many 
times, allowing stark and stylish treatments from his Fauvist palette in nu-
merous combinations but invariably outlined in blue: ‘blue truly is the most 
important colour of  Hodler’s final years.’8 His studies of  this panorama  

4. J Lloyd & U Küster (eds), Ferdinand Hodler: View to Infinity, Ostfildern, Hatje & Cantzl Verlag, 2013, p16.
5. The Jungfrau Massif  from Mürren’ (1904). Both oil on canvas, both 63 x 86cm. One is at the Musee d’Art et 
Histoire Ville de Genève. The other is at Fondation Saner, Stiftung für Schweitzer Kunst, Studen.
6. ‘The Etangs Longs Near Montana’ (1915). Oil on Canvas, 65.5 x 80cm. Private Collection.
7. ‘Mountain Stream at Champéry’ (1916). Both oil on canvas, the first, 83 x 98cm is at the Bünder Kunts-
museum, Chur, the other, 69 x 87.5cm is at the Kuntsmuseum, Basel.
8. Lloyd & Küster, p20.
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were not limited to the early morning: ‘Lake Geneva with Mont Blanc in 
the Afternoon, March 1918’9 reveals a highly coloured but more naturalistic 
treatment of  the subject where the high sun illuminates the snowy range 
and divides the mountains into snow and shadow against a pale blue sky, 
again echoed in the lake. Constantly seeking to express the eternity he saw 
everyday he was aware of  his failing health and this prospect may well be 
reflected in ‘Lake Geneva with Mont Blanc in the Mist, 1918’.10 He died on 
19 May 1918 in his Geneva apartment aged 65.

Hodler’s international reputation has rested until recently on his major 
public works, often large-scale murals. On his return from France his work 
in the Symbolist style was polished and competent and was greatly enhanced 
by his adoption of  a bright expressionistic palette. The demand for large scale 
Symbolic art in public buildings concentrated his efforts and made him  
famous in Switzerland, Austria and Germany. Such works as the ‘March 
of  the German Students into the War of  Liberation of  1813’11 ‘The Night’12 

9. ‘Lake Geneva with Mont Blanc in the Afternoon, March 1918’ (1918). Oil on canvas, 64 x 104cm. Private 
collection, Switzerland.
10. ‘Lake Geneva with Mont Blanc in the Mist, 1918’ (1918). Oil on canvas, 60 x 80cm. Private collection, 
Switzerland.
11. ‘March of  the German Students into the War of  Liberation of  1813’ (1908-09). Oil on canvas. Kustodie, 
Freidrich-Schiller-Universität Jena.
12. ‘The Night’Painted (1889-90). Oil on canvas. Kunstmuseum, Berne.

‘Mount Niesen seen from Heustrich’ (1910), oil on canvas, 83cm x 105.5cm. 
(Kunstmuseum Basel)
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and the more spiritually based ‘The Chosen One’ and ‘Sacred Hour’13 reveal 
the power of  his figure painting, his ability to control large areas of  colour, 
and his interest in thematic approaches to his subjects, never more so than in 
the colossal mural for the new town hall in Hanover: ‘Unanimity’.14 It may 
well be that on the strength of  works like these he was commissioned by 
the National Bank of  Switzerland to produce subjects for new bank notes. 
The resulting ‘The Woodcutter’ and ‘The Mower’ produced in 1907 were 
utilised by the bank but Hodler himself  was never happy with their imple-
mentation and it must be noted that ‘the history paintings intended to be 
specifically Swiss represent just a small part of  his oeuvre.’15

It was in his largest, most expansive series that he ventured towards the 
notion of  infinity. The number of  individual figure studies, group sketches 
and final versions of  ‘View to Infinity’ is quite colossal. Studies are held 
in Geneva, Stuttgart, Dallas, Zurich, Bern and Basel. The series was real-
ised between 1907 and 1918; five versions of  differing sizes exist, and these 
proved to be the last figure compositions that he would work on.

While much of his symbolic figure painting was based on the notion of ‘par-
allelism’, meaning the repetition of the similar, to produce an order, the same 

13. ‘The Chosen One’ (1893-4) and ‘Sacred Hour’ (1907). Both oil on canvas. Berne and Zürich respectively.
14. ‘Unanimity’ (1911). Oil on canvas. Neues Rathaus, Hannover.
15. Lloyd & Küster, p11.

‘The Dents du Midi seen from Chesières’ (1912), oil on canvas, 65.7cm x 
88.3cm. (Kunstmuseum Basel)
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method of construction is reflected in his many studies of  the same mountain 
massif  over the years most notably the views of  the Alps from Geneva.

It would appear that the large public works and institutional honours bes-
towed on him have coloured the way successive art historians have regarded 
and written about Hodler. Generally, he is firmly placed as a European artist 
of  the Fauvist-Expressionist movement heavily influenced by the French 
Symbolist movement. Yet it is through his interest in the spiritual aspects  
of  life and his attempts to capture an essence of  infinity through figurative 
renditions that he came to realise that human properties were simply breaths 
that go forth and that a greater, more enduring image faced him across Lake 
Geneva. It is uncertain when he seriously turned to landscape painting  
but by 1895 he was heavily involved in recording the structures, light and 
colour of  the Alps. In the summer of  1917 he vowed he would not accept 
any further commissions and would commit himself  to pursuing the infinite 
in what he referred to as ‘paysages planétaires’: planetary landscapes.

Looking at his work now, the public murals and Symbolist canvases  
appear very dated and firmly located in the art historical past. His seri-
ous self-portraits still stand the test of  time but by far his most impressive 
work, still retaining a timeless element, is found in the many landscapes he  
produced throughout his native country. He stands alone as the one artist 
in European art history who continuously explored the mountain environ-

‘Thunersee with Blüemlisalp and Niesen’ (1912), oil on canvas, 27cm x 37cm. 
(Kunstmuseum Basel)
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ment in all its aspects from mountain streams, rock formations, snowfields 
and glaciers. While his mountain colour schemes are dominated by the 
Fauve-Expressionistic palette he adopted, his compositions varied greatly 
in size and structure, many painted from a considerable height or, in the 
case of  the views across Lake Geneva, at a distance allowing an entire range 
of  mountains to be recorded. His ‘ability to capture the essence of  that 
mountainous country’16 and his many attempts to encapsulate the ethereal  
nature of  the mountain expanse and vastness, and the timelessness of  sun-
light upon the high peaks, place his work in a unique category only touched 
on occasionally by a few who would take on that restless realism and the 
quest for an essence of  infinity.

Paintings are never merely about their subject matter; mountain land-
scapes have the capacity to take us beyond the simple view depicted on 
canvas towards that sense of  infinity and the eternal that many intuit in col-
our and illusionistic depth. This is ‘mountain scenery as leading the mind 
beyond what the eye sees.’17 The summit experience is unique to each of  us. 
Something distinctive happens at that exclusive spot between the viewer and 
the viewed, between the climber and the climbed that is personal and special 
to the mountaineer. In the same way, mountain imagery, depicted or textual,  

16. Lloyd & Küster, p9.
17. S Schama, Landscape and Memory, London, Fontana, 1995, p473.

‘The Dents Blanches at Champéry in the Morning Sun’ (1916), oil on canvas, 
64cm x 90cm. (Kunstmuseum Basel)
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has a profound impact on the individual imagination, whether painter,  
poet or climber. The poem ‘Mont Blanc’ ‘begins and ends in the caverns of  
Shelley’s own mind.’18

Hodler intensified the scene before him through the limitlessness of  blue 
tones to give a sense of  unending landscape within a simple two-dimen-
sional plane. His articulation of  the infinite, attempting to evoke the idea 
of  eternity by means of  a contemplation into the vastness of  the distance 
from his studio window, is a unique form of  expression. There are no sym-
bols of  transience in his late landscapes despite his concentration on the 
evanescence of  the lake or the ephemeral nature of  the mountain light. The 
abstract, expansive horizontality of  the landscape elements is made more 
forceful in their simplicity, imbuing his images with a soothing expressive 
power. Life is seen against the backdrop of  eternity; a timelessness awaiting 
us articulated in the limpid austerity of  the scene, a reflection of  his own 
peace of  mind at that time: open, calm, and stretching off  to the horizon. 
Hodler’s persistence in the refinement of  his mountain images, his vision of  
eternity, and the effortlessness of  his colour usage in his panoramas viewed 
across Lake Geneva show nothing so clearly as a vision of  infinity we may 
crave, the potential scenery of  our inner selves. In these canvases Hodler not 
only indicates direction of  the serenity we require but can also reveal our 
point of  departure.

18. Ibid, p489.

‘Lake Geneva with Jura Hills’ (1911), oil on canvas, 68cm x 90.5cm.  
(Kunstmuseum Basel)


