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During the eighteenth century, prints were probably the most accessible
souvenirs a tourist could buy during a visit to Italy, that eternal focus of
Northern European Fernweh (longing for a distant place). Countless vedute
were available, often created by some of the foremost graphic artists of the
period, most notably Canaletto in Venice and Giovanni Battista Piranesi in
Rome. Thus, the German artists who made their way south encountered a fairly
saturated marketplace in which, by the end of the century, even compatriots like
Jacob Philipp Hackert (1737–1807) had already established themselves.
With the sole exception of Piranesi, all the artists peddling their etched Italian
views would probably refer to themselves, first and foremost, as Painters (with a
capital “P”). They saw painting as their vocation and the sale of their paintings
to visiting “grand tourists”—English or otherwise—as their ultimate aim. (If we
look at the sheer quantity of artworks—modern and old—bought and shipped
abroad during this period, the English Milordi were definitely the most active
and insatiable collectors.) But paintings take a considerable amount of time to
finish and to sell. This can be a profitable undertaking until it’s not—and the
irregularity of cash flow remained a constant concern for artists (a situation that
probably sounds all too familiar to most artists today).

Given the lower price point for prints, the circle of possible buyers for them
was much wider, even more so as such works on paper could also be easily
shipped. Variable edition sizes and the potential for reprinting the plates
enabled a nimble response to the demands of the market. So when Johann
Christian Reinhart (1761–1847) arrived in Rome in 1789, he quickly realized
that printmaking could provide a relatively stable income stream. Yet he was
still faced with the challenge of how to position himself in a crowded market.
The visit to Rome of his former Dresden teacher, Johann Christian Klengel
(1751–1824), in 1791 proved fortuitous. Upon his return to Germany, Klengel
put Reinhart in touch with the Nuremberg publisher Frauenholz, and this led
to a first commission—a set of six etchings showing classical tomb monuments
in the Roman Campagna, published in 1792.

Reinhart’s Tombs

Working with a publisher freed Reinhart from a lot of practical burdens and
allowed him to focus on his creative work. Moreover, the transalpine
connection also gave him access to a truly international distribution network.
The most important collaboration between Reinhart and Frauenholz was the set
of seventy-two prints published as Mahlerisch-radirte Prospecte von Italien.
Reinhart convinced Frauenholz of the advantage of involving two additional
artists in this ambitious undertaking and suggested Jacob Wilhelm Mechau
(1745–1808) and Albert Christoph Dies (1755–1822). Each of the three artists
contributed twenty-four etchings over a period of six years between 1792 and
1798. Both its ambitious size and quality make this project one of the high
points of printmaking in the period around 1800.

Dies

Mechau

Once the grand tourists arrived back home, they often had the print sets broken
up and individually framed to line their hallways or decorate their staircases.
And even the sets that found their way into the portfolio section of some noble
or bourgeois library were not safe, especially if they eventually ended up in the
hands of dealers intent on increasing the monetary value of the views by selling
them piecemeal. It has, therefore, become quite rare to encounter an intact
suite of prints still accompanied by the descriptive texts with which they were
originally issued.

Shown here are the Dissertazioni di Tivoli e di Albano published by Wilhelm
Friedrich Gmelin (1760–1820) in 1816, combining the views of Tivoli and
Albano he had created between 1809 and 1811. A notable addition was his
depiction of Rome’s Cimitero acattolico per gli Stranieri, the cemetery for
protestants and foreigners at the foot of the Pyramid of Cestius along the
Aurelian Wall.

Gmelin took great care to balance his selection between pure landscapes and
depictions of architecture, even including some architectural interiors. His
printed oeuvre distinguishes itself technically by the fact that he was one of the
very few artists to predominantly engrave his landscape prints. Engraving was
otherwise mainly reserved for reproductive printmaking, and most of the
landscape painters who resorted to printmaking preferred the etching needle to
the burin since the needle could be used very much like a drawing pencil. The
counterintuitive handling of the engraver’s burin required a highly specialized
training and years of experience, both of which Gmelin had obtained during his
training with Christian von Mechel (1737–1817) in Basel.

Gmelin

As dealers in old master prints, we often hear the complaint that the majority of
our prints are black and white. Short of hand coloring them, there is very little
we can do about this. However, to demonstrate that we take seriously the
concerns of the contemporary collector—after all, old master drawings have
been presented on colorful mounts for nearly three hundred years—we have
taken inspiration from the artist Richard Tuttle’s innovative approach to the
display of some of Johann Christian Reinhart’s prints from the Mahlerischradirte Prospecte in an exhibition that we co-organized with the gallery Pocket
Utopia back in 2013.
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The Thrill of the Ideal

While we hope you will appreciate that we are holding off from sending you a
“viewing room”—probably the last thing you want to see now coming from us as
well—we would nevertheless like to take Richard’s idea a bit further: our
suggestion is a semiotically self-referential wallpaper inspired by the very prints
for which it serves as a backdrop, to which then frames can be added either in a
color that matches your sofa covers or, depending on your preference, in a
variety of colors to simply add some cheering touches in these dark and
uncertain times . . .
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