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This paper discusses the theme of air in connection with the art of the Finnish painters
Werner Holmberg (1830–60) and Fanny Churberg (1845–92), both of whom studied
landscape painting in Düsseldorf in the 1850s and ’70s.
We take air for granted and therefore tend not to pay attention to it in everyday life.
In its normal state we cannot even see it. The atmosphere, with its mixture of gases, forms a
blue layer surrounding the planet. This is where all the phenomena relating to weather occur
– phenomena that have fascinated artists for centuries. In Dresden, artists became interested in
sketching and making painting studies from nature during the first decades of the 19th century.
They found celestial phenomena especially fascinating. One of the catalysts for this interest
was the taxonomy of clouds that was developed by the English amateur scientist Luke Howard,
whose ideas were conveyed to the artists in Dresden via Goethe.
It is very likely that artists in Düsseldorf were aware of these earlier developments in
Dresden. As to the depiction of atmospheric phenomena, the observation of nature in the
open air was considered essential, and expressions like ‘naturalism’ and the ‘truth of nature’
were widely used among landscape artists in Düsseldorf in the 1830s. The proponents of
this naturalism in Dusseldorf considered the study of cloud formations and atmospheric
phenomena to be of great importance. When depicting immaterial phenomena, such as air,
these naturalists not only depicted celestial phenomena, but also used other means to convey
the presence and effects of air in the landscape, such as trees bending in the wind, dust rising
from a dry sandy road, or waves moving on the surface of a lake. In fact, these phenomena
provided important tools for creating a certain kind of atmosphere in their art.
When Werner Holmberg came to study in Düsseldorf in 1853, he realised that the
prevailing artistic trend in landscape painting was this naturalism, and a lot of activities
concerning landscape painting that took place were not actually associated with the
Kunstakademie. Therefore, artists engaged themselves in making walking trips outdoors in
order to draw and paint studies directly from nature.
When Fanny Churberg studied landscape painting in Düsseldorf some ten years after
Holmberg, artists were still engaged with the same motifs and subjects as before, including
clouds and atmospheric phenomena. This can be seen in Churberg’s œuvre as well. Despite
being a professionally trained female artist in Finland, Churberg was not, however, allowed
to study landscape painting at the Kunstakademie. Consequently, she studied as a private
student of the German artist Carl Ludwig (1839–1901).

