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A History of Landscape Painting 
 

● The two oldest histories of landscape painting are found in the Chinese tradition and in 
the Western tradition. Both are over a thousand years old.  

● Landscape painting was considered the highest form of painting in the Chinese tradition 
(shan shui, mountain-water), but for many centuries was considered a lower form in the 
Western tradition, beneath history painting and portraiture and only above still life.  

● In the West, landscapes served primarily as a backdrop for mythological or biblical 
narratives 

● It wasn’t until the Romantic era that landscape painting rose significantly in the artistic 
hierarchy and became the “chief artistic creation of the nineteenth century” (John Ruskin) 

● Many “pure landscapes” coming from this era- J.M.W. Turner, the Impressionists, 
Cezanne, etc.  

Romantic Themes 

● Nature and Fate 
○ Nature and fate set in opposition to human willpower and fragility  
○ Opposite focus of the humanistic philosophies of the Renaissance and 

Enlightenment 
■ Strauss, Alpensinfonie  

● Nationalism 
○ Increased pride in national heritage and the composition of works that highlight 

specific geographic landmarks, inclusion of folk elements  
■ Hudson River School and Rocky Mountain School 
■ Copland, Rodeo, “Hoedown” 

● Exoticism  
○ history painting as a means to depict far away lands and cultures, especially the 

East 
○ Composers also drawing from other musical cultures 

■ Debussy, Daphnis et Chloe 
■ Saint-Saens, Samson and Delilah 
■ Borodin, In the Steppes of Central Asia 

The American Landscape 

● Hudson River School 
○ Thomas Cole, Asher Durand, Frederic Edwin Church, John Frederick Kensett, 

and Sanford Robinson Gifford 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Frederick_Kensett


○ Themes: nationalism, nature, expansion, discovery 
● Rocky Mountain School 

○ Thomas Moran, Albert Bierstadt  
○ Themes: nationalism, westward expansion 

Haydn, The Creation 

● Oratorio that depicts the creation of the world according to the book of Genesis 
● Scored for STB soloists, choir, and orchestra 
● Three parts: 

○ Part 1: Creation of the heavens and earth, sun, moon, land, water, and plants 
○ Part 2: Creation of animals and humans 
○ Part 3: Idealized life in Paradise 

Strauss, Eine Alpinsinfonie, Op. 64 

● Symphonic tone poem that programmatically depicts the ascent of an Alpine mountain 
from dawn until nightfall  

● Began drafting in 1899 under the title “Tragedy of an Artist” as a tribute to the Swiss 
painter Karl Stauffer-Bern 

● Scored for a very large orchestra- calls for 125 musicians! Includes a ‘thunder machine’ 
and 20 horns! 

● Completed in 1915 

Borodin, In the Steppes of Central Asia 

● Symphonic poem that depicts a caravan of Central Asians crossing the steppe lands of the 
Caucasus under the protection of the Russian military 

● Composed in 1880, intended to commemorate the silver anniversary of Alexander II 

Copland, Rodeo, “Hoedown” 

● Ballet in five sections, "Buckaroo Holiday", "Corral Nocturne", "Ranch House Party," 
"Saturday Night Waltz", and "Hoe-Down" 

● Premiered in 1942 
● Followed the ballet Billy the Kid (1938) 
● Features folk and ‘cowboy’ tunes that celebrate the landscape and culture of the ‘Wild 

West’ 


