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Foreword

7 Foreword

The sun in art is a universal human theme: 
as the source of light and origin of life, it has 
been the focus of religious and mythological 
conceptions since the earliest documented 
cultures. In Central and South America  
as well as in Asia, Egypt, and large portions 
of Central Europe, the sun was considered  
a deity and was venerated as a symbol of 
inexhaustible power. In the wake of the 
Christianization of Europe, the sun’s identi-
fication with the Roman god Sol was trans-
muted into the light symbolism of Christ. 
With the disappearance of the medieval  
gold background, fifteenth-century artists 
began integrating natural phenomena such 
as the sunrise or sunset into their religious 
images. Yet the representation of the sun  
in landscape painting remained the exception 
until well into the eighteenth century, 
though it occurred in the context of mytho-
logical themes such as the fall of Icarus or 
Phaëthon. Not until the early seventeenth 
century was the sun depicted more frequently 
as the expression of atmosphere or mood, 
and after 1850 it often constituted the 
actual, if indirect, subject matter for the 
Impressionists with their precise evocation 
of natural phenomena. From the late  
nineteenth century on, the intensification  
of color and its liberation from a purely 
descriptive function was based on the obser-
vations of Impressionism and knowledge 
gained from the prismatic study of sunlight. 

The exhibition The Sun: Source of Light in Art 
explores the iconography of the sun in  
European art from antiquity to the present. 
The show was conceived in partnership with 
the Musée Marmottan Monet in Paris, where 
it was presented from September 14, 2022, to 
January 29, 2023. This cooperative exhibition 
was inspired by two paintings: Impression, 
Sunrise (cat. 98), the centerpiece of the Musée 
Marmottan Monet in Paris, and The Port of  
Le Havre, Night Effect from the Hasso Plattner 
Collection (fig. p. 44), which was acquired  
in 2016 when Hasso Plattner decided to 
reconstruct the Palais Barberini in Potsdam to 
serve as the future home of his Impressionist 

collection. The pictures comprise a pair: 
Monet painted them in 1872 from a hotel 
room overlooking the port of his hometown 
city of Le Havre. He captured the view by 
night, showing it as an energy-charged site of 
modernity with its artificial gas illumination, 
and again at dawn, with the red fireball of 
the sun hovering over the awakening 
scenery. When the latter painting was shown 
at the first group exhibition of the Société 
anonyme in Paris in 1874, a critic made fun 
of the title Impression. The criticism stuck, and 
shortly thereafter the term “Impressionism” 
was born. 

One of the greatest aspirations of the 
still-young Museum Barberini was to be able 
to show the painting in Potsdam. The present 
exhibition, mounted in honor of the 150th 
anniversary of Monet’s famous painting,  
has now made it possible to fulfill this wish: 
Impression, Sunrise is the focal point of an 
exhibition devoted to the sun in art within 
the broader conceptual context of artistic 
and scientific ideas since antiquity. The show 
was curated by Marianne Mathieu in Paris 
and Michael Philipp, chief curator of the 
Museum Barberini, who expanded the  
exhibition in Potsdam to include numerous 
loans and edited the catalog as part of the 
publication series of the Museum Barberini. 
We are profoundly grateful to them. 
Together, we would also like to express  
our thanks to the lenders who generously 
supported our project. 

In recent years, a number of scientific and 
historical exhibitions have been devoted to 
the sun, such as The Sun: One Thousand Years  
of Scientific Imagery at the Science Museum in 
London or the wide-ranging cultural-historical 
presentation Shine on Me: The Sun and Us at  
the Deutsches Hygiene-Museum in Dresden 
(both in 2018). The Sun: Source of Light in Art, 
however, is the first exhibition to address 
representations of the sun in art from antiquity 
to the present. The fourteenth symposium  
of the Museum Barberini on November 10, 
2021, paved the way for the exhibition;  
we would like to thank the authors for their 

insightful contributions. We are also grateful 
to Anne-Sophie Luyton and Helene von 
Saldern, who worked alongside the curators 
in the realization of the project. Thanks  
are also due to Jacqueline Hartwig for her 
editorial assistance with the catalog and  
to all who contributed to the success of this 
outstanding exhibition in Paris and Potsdam. 

In 2024 the first Impressionist exhibition 
of 1874 will be commemorated with an 
anniversary exhibition at the Musée d’Orsay 
in Paris and the National Gallery of Art in 
Washington, as well as the international  
program Destination Impressionnisme. This 
anniversary is also important for Potsdam as 
a center of solar observation: the year 1874 
marks the founding of the Astrophysical 
Observatory Potsdam, where researchers  
like Wilhelm Oswald Lohse engaged in the 
study of sunspots (cat. 88). The tower of  
the Military Orphanage in Potsdam served  
as an observatory before the Einstein Tower 
on the Telegrafenberg, designed by Erich 
Mendelsohn, was completed in 1922. The 
Einstein Tower was the site of experimental 
tests on Albert Einstein’s Theory of Relativity, 
and to this day it still serves for the scientific 
study of the sun. Our hope is that in the  
dialogue of art and science, this universal 
human theme will delight many visitors in 
Potsdam as well as in Paris. 
 
Ortrud Westheider 
Director of the Museum Barberini  
Potsdam  

Érik Desmazières 
Director of the Musée Marmottan Monet 
Paris
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