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Compare and contrast the cultural expression or representation of the sky in three works of film, or music, or art, or architecture, or celestial cartography, or literature.

Word count: 5,084

INTRODUCTION
The aim of this essay is to compare and contrast the representation of the sky and cultural expression in three works of art.   The paintings were selected because they characterized the night sky and moon.  The first painting is an oil on canvas entitled Two Men Contemplating the Moon (figure 1) by Caspar David Friedrich.  Friedrich was born in 1774 in Greisfwald, a small town on the Baltic Sea.  After studying at the Copenhagen Art Academy, Friedrich moved to Dresden in 1798, a centre of the German Romantic movement.  The painting was created in Dresden in 1819 and is stored in the Galerie Neue Meister.  It was one of three versions about two people contemplating the moon.   In Rewald’s opinion, this version is the most dramatic and best known of the three versions.[footnoteRef:1]  The representation of the night sky is a waxing moon and evening star for the German Romantic culture. [1:  Sabine Rewald, Caspar David Friedrich: Moonwatchers, (The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Yale University Press, 2001), [hereafter Rewald, Moonwatchers], p. 11.] 

[image: ]
Figure 1.  Caspar David Friedrich, Two Men Contemplating the Moon, 1819, Oil on canvas. 34.9 cm x 43.8 cm (13 3/4 x 17 ¼ in).  Galerie Neue Meister. Image: Wikipedia Commons.

The second painting is an oil on canvas entitled Carnival Evening (figure 2) by Henri Julien Félix Rousseau.  Rousseau was born in 1884 in Laval, France.  Brodskaia wrote that Rousseau was also known as Le Douanier, a humorous description of his previous occupation as a toll and tax collector.[footnoteRef:2]   The painting was created in Paris in 1886 and is located at the Philadelphia Museum of Art.   The representation of the sky is a dark sky with moon high, sun setting and clouds low.   [2:  Natalia Brodskaia, Impressionism and Post-Impressionism, (Parkstone International, New York, 2018), [hereafter Brodskaia, Post-Impressionism], p. 437.] 

[image: Carnival Evening - Henri Rousseau]
Figure 2.  Henri Rousseau, Carnival Evening, 1886, Oil on canvas. 117.3 cm × 89.5 cm (46 3/16 in × 35 ¼ in). Philadelphia Museum of Art. Image: Wikipedia Commons.

The third painting is an oil on canvas entitled Starry Night (figure 3) by Vincent Willem Van Gogh.  Van Gogh was born in 1853 in Zundert, Netherlands.  In 1886, he moved to Paris where he encountered the works of the Impressionists.  The painting was created in Saint-Rémy-de-Provence in 1889, in an asylum where Van Gogh was seeking reprieve from his mental illness.  The painting is located at the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA), New York.  MoMA wrote that the expressive night sky was dominated by the bright moon at right, Venus at centre left and a star-filled sky, taking up three quarters of the picture plane.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Museum of Modern Art, available at http://www.momo.org (accessed 1st May 2021).] 

[image: A painting of a scene at night with 10 swirly stars, Venus, and a bright yellow crescent Moon. In the background are hills, in the foreground a cypress tree and houses.]
[bookmark: _Hlk71873925]Figure 3.  Vincent van Gogh, The Starry Night, 1889, Oil on Canvas.  73.7 cm x 92.1 cm (29 in x 36 ¼ in). Museum of Modern Art. Image: Wikipedia Commons.
 
LITERATURE REVIEW

The essay will begin by reviewing the literature pertaining to the three paintings.  It will then focus on comparing the cultural expressions and representations of sky in each of the three artworks using the following three core themes: Inspiration, Heavenly Sky and Enigma.  

[bookmark: _Hlk71822468]Rewald wrote that Friedrich’s treatment of the moon in Two Men Contemplating the Moon had been excellent in capturing the divine inspiration of the German Romantic era.[footnoteRef:4]  A number of studies, including Rewald, had emphasised Friedrich’s fascination with the moon.   In Rosenthal’s view Romanticism brought together art and life in a close embrace as it ‘injected dimension into everything’, suggesting Romantics felt confident expressing their feelings.[footnoteRef:5]  Similarly, it was Werness’ belief that Van Gogh had also assigned an emotional language to the night sky which was ‘unparalleled in its expressiveness’.[footnoteRef:6]    In support of this view, Ingold had used the Starry Night as an example to discredit Gibson’s theory of ambient light array, which stated that all light in the sky was reflected from the sun.[footnoteRef:7]  Ingold used Starry Night as an example to illustrate how the painting resonated to the contours of the landscape and stars that shone and pulsated with life.[footnoteRef:8]  The following Youtube video made by VR Motion Magic is a short animation which gives the viewer a strong sense of this soulfulness - https://youtu.be/G7Dt9ziemYA.[footnoteRef:9]   The video brings to life Van Gogh’s starry sky, whilst illustrating the spirals that MoMA contended were comparable to the Starry Galaxy (figure 4).[footnoteRef:10]  Also, Schwind’s opinion was that the rounded hills in Starry Night were inspired by Walt Whitman’s line ‘bare bosom’d night’ in Song of Myself.[footnoteRef:11]  Although Rousseau and Van Gogh belonged to the Post-Impressionist movement their styles were quite different.  Wernick argued that Rousseau was an Outsider in the art world, a reference to his Naïve style.[footnoteRef:12] Hence, in Geert’s opinion there exists individuals who others cannot ‘find their feet with’ due to their individualistic character, apparently implying that Rousseau’s work was misunderstood.[footnoteRef:13]   For example, Brodskaia claimed that Rousseau’s sky in Carnival Evening was ridiculed by art critics, particularly the round moon that shone without casting light and the bizarre constellation made from cones.[footnoteRef:14] Similarly, Boine claimed that Van Gogh had changed the moon from a gibbous to a crescent in Starry Night, which was supported by astronomical data.[footnoteRef:15]   Similarly, Rewald posed an alternative analysis that Friedrich’s crescent moon might have been a lunar eclipse.[footnoteRef:16]   [4:  Rewald, Moonwatchers, p. 20.]  [5:  Leon Rosenthal, Romanticism, (Parkstone International, 2008), [hereafter Rosenthal, Romanticism], p.61.]  [6:  Hope B Werness, Whitman and Van Gogh: Starry Night and Other Similarities, (Walt Whitman Quarterly Review, Vol 2, No 4, 1985), [hereafter Werness, Whitman], pp. 35-41, p. 36.]  [7:  Tim Ingold, 'Reach for the Stars! - Light, Vision and the Atmosphere.' (In The Imagined Sky: Cultural Perspectives, edited by Darrelyn Gunzburg, 215-233. Sheffield: Equinox Publishing, 2016), [hereafter Ingold, Stars!], p. 218.]  [8:  Ingold, Imagined, p. 218.]  [9:  The Starry Night Stereo VR Experience, VR Motion Magic, 2016, available at https://youtu.be/G7Dt9ziemYA  (accessed 13th May 2021).]  [10:  Museum of Modern Art, available at http://www.momo.org (accessed 13th May 2021).]  [11:  Jean Schwind, Van Gogh’s ‘Starry Night’ and Whitman: A Study in Source, (Walt Whitman Quarterly Review, Vol 3, No 1, 1985), [hereafter Schwind, Starry], pp 1-15, p. 5.]  [12:  Robert Wernick, Rousseau: The Customs Clerk who Created a World of Wonder, (Smithsonian Institute, Vol 15, 1985), [hereafter Wernick, Rousseau], pp. 1-4, p. 3.]  [13:  Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures, Selected Essays, (Basic Books, New York, 2000), [hereafter Geertz, Culture], p. 15.]  [14:  Brodskaia, Post-Impressionism, p. 437.]  [15:  Boine, Albert, Van Gogh’s Starry Night, A History of Matter and a Matter of History, 1984. www.albertboine.com/Articles/Dec1984.pdf. (accessed 2nd May 2021), [hereafter Boine, Starry], pp. 1-18, p. 2.  ]  [16:  Rewald, Moonwatchers], p. 11.] 

       
Evidence suggested that the tree motifs were symbolic in each of the paintings.  Barbe-Gall wrote that nature was considered sacred in every civilization and in artwork may be perceived as a divine riddle, suggesting much art is open to interpretation.[footnoteRef:17]  For example, Siegel claimed that the oak was a symbol of Germany’s greatness and the decaying oak which reached the sky in Friedrich’s painting served as a symbol of hope of rebirth.  From a social perspective, Ward’s opinion was that Friedrich was affected psychologically by the French occupation of Germany, which suggests that Two Men Contemplating a Moon likely displayed some tensions relating to that era.[footnoteRef:18]  The oak in Two Men Contemplating the Moon contrasts with the cypress tree in Starry Night.   For example, in Wernick’s opinion the cypress in Starry Night was representative of how life must be abandoned by those who seek eternity.[footnoteRef:19]   Dowding-Green argued that this could be interpreted as the cypress tree being Van Gogh’s bridge to heaven and may also have been reflective of Van Gogh’s mental state.[footnoteRef:20]  Similarly, Carnival Evening was dominated by a giant dead tree.  Unlike the trees in the other two paintings, the symbolic meaning of the barren tree in Carnival Evening was puzzling, when taken alongside the face peering at the couple from the abandoned shack.  In her poem Carnival Evening, Paston captured the creepiness of Carnival Evening.  In Zenouzi’s view Rousseau’s art was difficult to decipher but he suggested the face may have represented the feeling one gets when alone in a place.[footnoteRef:21]  This resonates with Dahlan’s view that Van Gogh was also not immune to night’s dark side when feelings of loneliness and despair can become overwhelming.[footnoteRef:22] [17:  Francoise Barbe-Gall, How to Understand a Painting.  Decoding Symbols in Art, (Frances Lincoln Limited, 2011), [hereafter Barbe-Gall, Understand], p. 6]  [18:  Ward, Morgan D, Casper David Friedrich, The Romantic Hero and Early German Nationalism, (University of Texas at Tyler, 2017), [hereafter Ward, Friedrich], pp. 1-60, p. 2.]  [19:  Wernick, Starry, p. 3.]  [20:  Raphaela Dowding-Green, An Evaluation of the Interpretations of Vincent Van Gogh’s Starry Night, 2018, pp 1-6, p. 2, [hereafter Dowding-Green, Starry].   https://medium.com/@raphaeladowdinggreen/an-evaluation-of-the-interpretations-of-vincent-van-goghs-starry-night-cf1352edd589 (accessed 1st May 2021).]  [21:  Darian Zenouzi, An Analysis of Carnival Evening by Henri Rousseau, Temple University, 2018, [hereafter Zenouzi, Rouseeau].  https://www.theodysseyonline.com/carnival-evening-by-henri-rousseau  (accessed 3rd May 2021).]  [22:  Ghani Dahlan, The Scream and Starry Night: Emotion, Symbol & Motives, (Estudios Sare el Mensaje Periodistico, University Kuala Lumpur Malaysia, Vol 20, No 1, 2014), [hereafter Dahlan, Starry], pp 331-339, p. 334.] 


The evidence presented in the literature review showed the social and cultural expressions which influenced the way each of the artists treated the sky in their respective artworks.   For example, Friedrich’s sky reflected the spirit of Romanticism, whereas Van Gogh and Rousseau were inspired by Post-Impressionism, albeit in different styles.  Carnival Evening reflected Rousseau’s Naïve style, whilst Starry Night was inspired by Expressionism.







INSPIRATION

The purpose of this section is to examine some of the influences which likely inspired the three artists.  In this respect, it will consider what inspired the artists under the headings of Social Influences and Creative Persuasions.   

Social Influences

In the case of social influences, Ward stated that Friedrich felt a strong spiritual connection to the landscape of his native Germany which he sought to convey in his works.[footnoteRef:23]  According to Ward, Friedrich rejected the classical style and was noted as saying ‘the beauty, the spirit of Germany, can never be expressed in this way’, suggesting that Friedrich was likely influenced by German Romanticism.[footnoteRef:24]  In the case of Van Gogh, MoMA wrote that Starry Night was based on Van Gogh’s direct observations, as well as his imagination and emotions from his asylum window.[footnoteRef:25]  MoMA added that each morning Van Gogh had noted seeing nothing but the morning star in the sky, suggesting that this view had an important influence on the painting.[footnoteRef:26]  Consequently Van Gogh had painted Venus in a prominent position next to the cypress tree (figure 3).   On the other hand, McDaniel wrote that Rousseau was regarded as an ‘Outsider’ artist and that his success grew out of irony and mockery.[footnoteRef:27]  This was supported by Brodskaia, who claimed that Rousseau’s lack of formal training led to much criticism of his work, with a lot of people not fully understanding him.[footnoteRef:28]  The anthropologist, Geertz, in discussing how people fit into cultures generally, stated ‘sometimes a human being can be perplexing to another and that we ‘cannot find our feet with them’.[footnoteRef:29]  This suggests that Rousseau struggled for acceptance. [23:  Ward, Friedrich, p. 2.]  [24:  Ward, Friedrich, p. 15.   ]  [25:  Museum of Modern Art, available at http://www.momo.org (accessed 13th May 2021).]  [26:  Museum of Modern Art, available at http://www.momo.org (accessed 13th May 2021).]  [27:  McDaniel, Rousseau, p. 216.]  [28:  Brodskaia, Post-Impressionism, p. 438.]  [29:  Geertz, Culture, p. 15.] 


Creative Persuasions
 
[bookmark: _Hlk71638462][bookmark: _Hlk71646412][bookmark: _Hlk71644573][bookmark: _Hlk71648384][bookmark: _Hlk71530216]As explained previously, Friedrich was a Romantic.  In Rosenthal’s view, a Romantic person was sensitive and sought to express ideals which could be sensed only in the individual soul.[footnoteRef:30]  Friedrich painted Two Men Contemplating the Moon as lunar fascination gripped Germany and Rewald referred to the moon as Friedrich’s ‘spectral’ friend, implying this was his favourite motifs. [footnoteRef:31]  This prompted Arthur Schopenhaur (1788-1860) in Rewald, a contemporary of Friedrich’s, to ask ‘why has looking at the moon become so soothing and sublime?’[footnoteRef:32]  The night sky in Two Men Contemplating the Moon stands in marked contrast to the energy and movement displayed in Starry Night.  In Starry Night, the energy of the sky created by Van Gogh created a flowing movement, leading the eye to follow along, which differed utterly to the pensive gaze in Two Men Contemplating the Moon.  Both Rousseau and Van Gogh took their inspiration from Post-Impressionism.  However, Brodskaia claimed that the only thing Post-Impressionist painters had in common was none of them could have worked in the manner of Impressionism.[footnoteRef:33]  In Schwind’s observation, Van Gogh was inspired by Walt Whitman’s poem ‘Song of Myself’.[footnoteRef:34]  For example, Schwind wrote that Van Gogh painted the sky and the town as though the two were ‘meshed together’, representing Whitman’s line ‘press close bare bosom’d night press close magnetic nourishing night’.[footnoteRef:35]  This suggests that Van Gogh was influenced to paint the rounded hills a similar blue to the sky after reading Whitman’s poem and this can best be appreciated in the video referred to previously.  Conversely, Brodskaia wrote that Rousseau’s vision was at odds with traditional painters and that Rousseau preferred to paint in a Naïve style.[footnoteRef:36]  Wernick argued that the sky in Carnival Evening was a good example of Naïve art due to its flat colours and one-sided perspective.[footnoteRef:37]   McDaniel argued that the figure of Pierrot, a servant with an amiable and naïve personality, represented Rousseau himself, suggesting that Rousseau embraced his naïve style.[footnoteRef:38]  Conversely, Werness described Starry Night as having an ‘unparalleled expressiveness’; Werness also wrote that Van Gogh saw himself as an intermediary between the outmoded art of the past and the new art of the future.[footnoteRef:39]  This suggests that Starry Night was visionary. [30:  Rosenthal, Romanticism, p. 39.]  [31:  Rewald, Moonwatchers, p. 12.]  [32:  Rewald, Moonwatchers, p. 6.]  [33:  Brodskaia, Post-Impressionism, p. 260.]  [34:  Schwind, Starry Night, p. 3. ]  [35:  Schwind, Starry, p. 3.]  [36:  Brodskaia, Post-Impressionism, p. 438.]  [37:  Wernick, Rousseau, p. 3.]  [38:  McDaniel, Rousseau, p. 217.]  [39:  Werness, Whitman, p. 36.] 

 
The above highlights the difficult and complex social environments both Friedrich and Van Gogh were working under, whereas in the case of Rousseau the suggestion is that his struggles were in being misunderstood and not to everyone’s tastes.  For example, Friedrich was affected psychologically by the occupation of Germany during the Napoleonic wars, whereas Starry Night was said to have been influenced by Van Gogh’s emotions at the time he was getting reprieve for his mental health.  Werness had described Starry Night as having ‘unparalleled expressiveness’, whereas Rousseau developed his own naïve style of painting.[footnoteRef:40]  Like Friedrich whose style was Romanticism, Van Gogh’s sky sought to communicate the subjective emotions that stir within the individual soul, whilst Rousseau’s sky was more dispassionate. [40:  Werness, Whitman, p. 37.] 


HEAVENLY SKY
The following section will critically examine the sky interpretations in each of the three paintings under the headings of Moonlight or Moonshine and Other Celestial Bodies.   Moonlight or Moonshine will appraise the moons in each painting, whilst Other Celestial Bodies will examine the sky generally from both an astronomical and an artistic perspective.  

Moonlight or Moonshine

[bookmark: _Hlk71723574]Friedrich’s fascination with the moon saw the moon become a visual focal point in Two Men Contemplating the Moon.  Rewald claimed that the two figures in Two Men Contemplating the Moon were witnessing a waxing crescent moon with the darker side of the moon illuminated by what astronomers call earthshine.[footnoteRef:41]  In figure 1, earthshine can be observed in the faintly illuminated orb or dull glow that completed the much brighter crescent.  The waxing crescent moon in Two Men Contemplating the Moon was the main light source, which contrasted with the waning crescent moon and bright stars in Starry Night.  According to Boine, there is evidence to support that Van Gogh initially began to draw a gibbous moon, which would explain the bright aureole around Van Gogh’s moon which is incompatible with a crescent moon.[footnoteRef:42]   Boine added that if Van Gogh had started out drawing a gibbous moon, it would explain the confusion over the bright aureole around the moon, which many scholars had seen as a sun-moon combination or eclipse.[footnoteRef:43]  This theory adds uncertainty over the correct phase of moon in Starry Night.  In a comparable study of the Two Men Contemplating the Moon, Rewald presented an alternative interpretation that the figures in Two Men Contemplating the Moon were observing a lunar eclipse rather than a waxing crescent, as the moon was shadowed.[footnoteRef:44]  This is an interesting supposition to explain the hazy moonlight favoured by Friedrich.  Like Friedrich, Rousseau’s moon took place in a forest but the moon in Carnival Evening was a full moon.   Despite, the high moon, much of the forest was left in darkness and the figures, according to Brodshaia shone brightly as if lighted by an internal glow rather than by the light of the moon.[footnoteRef:45]   Paston captured the sentiment in her poem Carnival Evening[footnoteRef:46] [41:  Rewald, Moonwatchers, p. 27.]  [42:  Boine, Starry,  p. 2.]  [43:  Boine, Starry, pp. 1-18, p. 2.]  [44:  Rewald, Moonwatchers, p. 28.]  [45:  Brodskaia, Post-Impressionism, p. 440.]  [46:  Linda Paston, Carnival Evening: New and Selected Poems 1968-1998, (W W Norton & Company, 1999), p. 72.] 


	Two small figures
	At the bottom of this picture glow
	As if the whole darkening world
	Were dimming its lights for a party

This challenges Rousseau’s understanding of moonlight and shadows.  According to Gibson in Ingold, a moon’s silvery light casting shadows over landscape, is not actually moonlight but the sun reflected from the moon’s own surface.[footnoteRef:47]  However, Ingold wrote that he does not support Gibson’s theory since it assumes that the moon is not in itself a show of luminosity.[footnoteRef:48]  Ingold may have a point since Gibson’s theory would not explain the light emitting from the two figures.  In terms of depicting accurate moonlights, Rewald had probed how the crescent moon in Two Men Contemplating the Moon could dip the landscape into an evenly pervasive moonlit haze.[footnoteRef:49]  Taking all into consideration, the above contests whether the moons in each painting, were rather more moonshine than moonlight.   [47:  Ingold, Stars!, p. 218.]  [48:  Ingold, Stars!, p. 218.]  [49:  Rewald, Moonwatchers, p. 14.] 





Other Celestial Bodies

With respect to the night sky, both Rousseau and Friedrich used darker colours to simulate dark sky.   In the case of Two Men Contemplating the Moon, the painting was almost monochromatic in shades of brown and grey to create a nostalgic and mystical effect.  McDaniel observed that the moonlit sky that faded from a deep to lighter blue balanced the changing tones of the dark ground and grey clouds behind the trees.[footnoteRef:50]  Figure 1 illustrates that the painting is divided equally between the deep space of the sky and the shallowness of the ground.  In contrast, the sky in Carnival Evening (figure 2) was a dark indigo colour with a bright moon and grey clouds at the bottom, which together with the forest below, created a sinister and forbidding night sky.  Conversely, Van Gogh night’s sky was very dominant taking up three-quarters of the composition (figure 3).   Werness described the swirling wind and thick brushstrokes that flowed across the sky to form spiral-like formations as spellbinding.[footnoteRef:51]  The effect was decidedly more colourful and animated than the skies of either Friedrich’s or Rousseau’s.  MoMA suggested that the whirling forms in Starry Night, matched published astronomical observations of clouds of dust and gas known as nebulae.[footnoteRef:52]  This was supported by the BBC who claimed that the spiral galaxy discovered in 1773 by Charles Messier (1730-1817), were reminiscent of the swirling patterns in Starry Night (figure 4).[footnoteRef:53]  The Whirpool Galaxy appear to be identical to the patterns in Starry Night, and these spiral patterns helped to create the illusion of movement in Starry Night as illustrated in the Youtube video. [50:  McDaniel, Rousseau, p. 216.]  [51:  Werness, Whitman, p. 36.]  [52:  Museum of Modern Art, available at http://www.momo.org (accessed 1st May 2021).]  [53:  The BBC website, https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/articles/2bbfWlKVWX4WjBgt0xVRWCB/whirpool-galaxy-day (accessed 13th May 2021).] 

[image: ]
Figure 4:  M51 (Whirlpool galaxy).  Image The Sky at Night, BBC website.

In contrast to Starry Night, the stars in Carnival Evening were barely noticeable, ostensibly since the full moon was high in the sky.  Brodskaia wrote that Carnival Evening was mocked by one critic for depicting a bizarre constellation tacked on to the sky, which was presumably typical of Rousseau’s primitive style.[footnoteRef:54]  In contrast, apart from the phase of the moon, Starry Night appeared to be astronomically accurate as Boine observed that the astronomical data for the moon and Venus with the constellation Aries between them bore a striking resemblance to how they were depicted in Starry Night.[footnoteRef:55]   Both Starry Night and Two Men Contemplating the Moon depicted the Venus.  Whilst, Venus was placed in a prominent position in Starry Night, it was barely visible in Two Men Contemplating the Moon.  This was likely deliberate as in all probability Friedrich did not want Venus outshining the sickle crescent moon. [54:  Brodskaia, Post-Impressionism, p. 437.]  [55:  Boine, Starry, p. 3.] 


The above shows that the main light source in Two Men Contemplating the Moon was the waning crescent moon illuminated by earthshine.  In Starry Night, by contrast, the sky was brimming with bright stars and moon, taking up three quarters of the composition.  MoMA pointed out that the Whirlpool Galaxy was like patterns in Starry Night, and these patterns helped to create the appearance of movement in Starry Night. Conversely, the two main light sources in Carnival Evening were from the high moon and two figures, despite leaving the forest in darkness.  Compared to Van Gogh’s powerful Starry Night which was brimming with stars, both Rousseau and Friedrich had used darker colours to simulate their night skies. The observations and accuracy of the three moons in the paintings were questionable.  

ENIGMATIC (1001)

The section will compare the enigmatic overtones in each of the three paintings under the headings of Tree Symbols and Motifs.   Tree Symbols will analyse the symbolic meaning of each of the respective trees, whilst Motifs will focus on the main motif in each of the three paintings. 

[bookmark: _Hlk71035960]Tree Symbols

[bookmark: _Hlk71662771][bookmark: _Hlk71665484]Barbe-Gall stated that understanding symbols in paintings, means ridding oneself of the idea that the simplicity of an object means that it carries a simple meaning.[footnoteRef:56]   This suggests that symbols are not what they seem.  In Siegel’s view symbols took on a complex meaning in 19th century Germany.[footnoteRef:57]   Ward reinforces this concept adding that following the French occupation, Friedrich sought to use the landscape of Germany to express the mood of its people but also to recall past greatness.[footnoteRef:58]  According to Siegel, the decaying oak tree in Friedrich’s painting served as a symbol of hope for rebirth, particularly as the upper part of the tree was reaching for the heavens.[footnoteRef:59]  This suggests that the oak tree symbolised Germany’s greatness.  The tree symbol in Starry Night is comparable in complexity to that in Two Men Contemplating the Moon.   The cypress tree (or funeral tree) in Starry Night was the most eye-catching element but also the most ambiguous due to its size and dark presence, which contrasted with the predominantly electric blues and violets swirling across the sky.  Werness noted that the tree bridged the gap between earth and sky and served as a path to heaven.[footnoteRef:60]   Similarly, Carnival Evening was also dominated by a giant, looming dead tree which appeared to grab at the low hanging clouds with its bare branches.  In contrast to the political and religious allegories found in Two Men Contemplating the Moon and Starry Night, Carnival Evening appeared outwardly to be a fun canvas.  However, Brodskaia pointed out the primal fears of darkness and loneliness presented in Rousseau’s painting, including the sense of danger implicit from the barren wood and the face peering from the abandoned shack.[footnoteRef:61]  The creepiness of the painting is captured in Paston’s verse: [56:  Francoise Barbe-Gall, How to Understand a Painting.  Decoding Symbols in Art, (Frances Lincoln Limited, 2011), p. 4]  [57:  Linda Siegel, Caspar David Friedrich and the Age of German Romanticism, (Brandon Books, 1978), p. 102.]  [58:  Ward, Friedrich, p. 15.]  [59:  Siegel, Friedrich, p. 102.]  [60:   Werness, Starry, p. 36.]  [61:  An Analysis Of Carnival Evening By Henri Rousseau (theodysseyonline.com)] 


despite the trees, so dark themselves,
stretching upward like supplicants,
utterly leafless; despite what could be
a face, rinsed of feeling, aimed
in their direction

It is unclear what message Rousseau was trying to convey with the face but Zenouzi suggested that the face could be representative of the feeling one gets when alone in a place that reduces sensory awareness.[footnoteRef:62]    The aloneness in Carnival Evening may have resonated with a similar aloneness Van Gogh was said to have felt when looking up at the night sky, underlining the mysteriousness of life itself. [62:  Zenouzi, Rousseau, p. 1.] 


Motifs

Barbe-Gall added that the message of a motif is rarely obvious from the outset as it can represent one idea or its opposite, and how symbolism was presented in the previous section.[footnoteRef:63]  In the case of Carnival Evening, Brodskaia stated that ambiguity was a feature of Rousseau’s work and his work was often seen as mysterious.[footnoteRef:64]   The main motif in Carnival Evening was the carnival aspect of the scene which took place under a full moon.  Zenouski claimed that, in art, carnival is used as a vehicle of truth, a way to expose what is truly going on under the veneer of civilized society.[footnoteRef:65]   This suggests that the carnival season was the only time of year where people could break social boundaries. In Brodskaia’s opinion Carnival Evening gives the viewer a great deal of freedom of interpretation, implying that the true meaning of the painting was obscured.  Conversely, the main motif in Friedrich’s painting was the moon.  Rewald wrote that by enveloping the moon in a mysterious light, Friedrich achieved the ‘estrangement effect’, such as in giving the finite the appearance of the infinite.[footnoteRef:66]  This suggests that by creating a mysterious light, Friedrich created an enigmatic look by giving familiar things, like the moon, higher meaning.  Similarly, Starry Night was also enigmatic and open to many interpretations and speculations, not least because of Van Gogh’s mental health when he created the painting.  In Dowding-Green’s opinion Starry Night conveyed a strong feeling of hope through the bright stars shining down.[footnoteRef:67]  Werness’ view was that Starry Night depicted man’s temporal and terrestrial existence, which contrasted with the immutable and eternal nature of cosmic time.[footnoteRef:68]   This suggests that Van Gogh was standing on verge of eternity.   [63:  Francoise Barbe-Gall, How to Understand a Painting.  Decoding Symbols in Art, Frances Lincoln Limited, 2011, p. 5]  [64:  Brodskaia, Moonwatchers, p. 11.]  [65:  Zenouzi, Rousseau, p. 1.]  [66:  Brodskaia, Moonwatchers, p. 11.]  [67:  Dowding-Green, Starry, p. 4.]  [68:  Werness, Starry, p. 37.] 


	The above illustrated the symbolic meanings of the three dominant trees reaching into the sky.   The huge decaying oak tree in Two Men Contemplating the Moon served as a symbol of hope that Germany would become great again.  In contrast, the cypress tree in Starry Night, seemed to bridge heaven and earth, symbolising the path to heaven.  Conversely, the meaning of the looming dead tree in Carnival Evening grabbing at the low clouds was unclear.  Taken together with the face peering out from the abandoned shack, Zenouzi’s opinion was that it represented the feeling of being alone in a strange place.  The motifs were similarly enigmatic in the paintings.  Zenouzi claimed that the carnival motif in Carnival Evening was used as a vehicle of truth in art to peel away the veneer of civilized society.  Conversely, Rewald wrote that the mysterious light in Friedrich’s moon motif gave an estrangement effect to give it higher meaning.   In contrast, Starry Night was open to many interpretations due to Van Gogh’s mental health.  Werness’ view was that Starry Night depicted man standing on the threshold of eternity.[footnoteRef:69]   [69:  Werness, Whitman, p. 36.] 


CONCLUSION

This essay set out to compare the cultural expression and representation of the sky in three works of art.  With regards to Inspiration, evidence showed that when painting their skies, each artist was influenced by personal social circumstances, as well as other influences.  As a Romantic and nationalist, Friedrich was affected psychologically by the occupation of Germany during the Napoleonic wars.  In contrast, although Rousseau and Van Gogh were influenced by the Post-Impressionists, their styles were quite different.   Starry Night was said to have been influenced by Van Gogh’s emotions at the time and Werness described Starry Night as having ‘unparalleled expressiveness’.[footnoteRef:70]  The above reveals that both Friedrich and Van Gogh were battling intense emotions.  However, Friedrich displayed his feelings more befitting to Romanticism using a sublime moon.  Conversely, Rousseau struggled to fit into the art culture initially and Wernick wrote that Rousseau received much criticism for the sky and moon in Carnival Evening due to its primitive style.[footnoteRef:71]  Like Friedrich, Van Gogh’s sky sought to communicate the subjective emotions that stir within the individual soul, whilst Rousseau’s sky was more dispassionate. [70:  Werness, Whitman, p. 36.]  [71:  Wernick, Roussea, p. 3.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk71638349]
With regards to Heavenly Bodies, Friedrich’s waning crescent moon was illuminated by earthshine and was the main light source.   Conversely, in Starry Night the sky was brimming with the moon and bright stars.   MoMA pointed out that the Whirlpool Galaxy (figure 4) was like patterns in Starry Night, and these patterns helped to create the appearance of movement in Starry Night as seen in the Youtube video.   Conversely, the two main light sources in Carnival Evening were from the high moon and two figures.  Carnival Evening was mocked for the depiction of a bright moon that left the forest in darkness.   With regards to Starry Night, Boine’s view was that the aureole surrounding the crescent moon was incompatible with a crescent moon.   Boine added that astronomical evidence showed that there was a gibbous moon at the time, which Van Gogh initially drew and then altered to a crescent.  Rewald similarly argued that Friedrich’s waning crescent may have been a lunar eclipse, rather than a crescent.   Hence, the observations and accuracy of the three moons in the paintings were questionable.  

With regards to Enigma, each of the three paintings depicted dominant trees reaching into the sky, with different symbolic meanings.  The huge decaying oak tree in Two Men Contemplating the Moon served as a symbol of hope, in the hope of returning Germany back to being great.  In Starry Night, the cypress tree, seemed to bridge heaven and earth.   In Werness’ view the cypress tree symbolised the path to heaven.[footnoteRef:72]  Conversely, the meaning of the looming dead tree in Carnival Evening is unclear when taken alongside the face peering out from the abandoned shack.  In Zenouzi’s opinion it represented the feeling experienced when alone in a strange place.[footnoteRef:73]  Rousseau’s paintings were typically ambiguous, including his motifs.  The main motif in Carnival Evening was the carnival aspect, which Zenouzi claimed in art was used as a vehicle of truth to peel away the veneer of civilized society.  Conversely, Rewald wrote that the mysterious light in Friedrich’s moon motif gave an estrangement effect to give it higher meaning.[footnoteRef:74]   In contrast, Starry Night was open to many interpretations due to Van Gogh’s mental health.  However, Werness’ view was that Starry Night was a depiction of man standing on the threshold of eternity.[footnoteRef:75]  All interpretations are conjecture as it is impossible to know the real meanings.  Overall, the evidence from this study suggests that the way the sky was interpreted by the artists was determined by their social and cultural influences.  In the case of Friedrich and Van Gogh this could not be separated from their respective feelings. [72:  Werness, Whitman, p. 36.]  [73:  Zenouzi, Rousseau, p. 1.]  [74:  Rewald, Moonwatchers, p. 21.]  [75:  Werness, Whitman, p. 36.] 


FIGURES

Figure 1: Caspar David Friedrich, Two Men Contemplating the Moon, 1819, Oil on canvas. 34.9 cm x 43.8 cm (13 3/4 x 17 ¼ in).  Galerie Neue Meister. Image: Wikipedia Commons.

Figure 2: Henri Rousseau, Carnival Evening, 1886, Oil on canvas. 117.3 cm × 89.5 cm (46 3/16 in × 35 ¼ in). Philadelphia Museum of Art. Image: Wikipedia Commons.

Figure 3: Vincent van Gogh, The Starry Night, 1889, Oil on Canvas.  73.7 cm x 92.1 cm (29 in x 36 ¼ in). Museum of Modern Art. Image: Wikipedia Commons.

Figure 4:  M51 (Whirlpool galaxy).  Image The Sky at Night, BBC website. 
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