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JOHANN PETER KRAFFT 
PAINTER OF A NEW AUSTRIA 
 

Johann Peter Krafft (1780 1856) was acclaimed for his portraits and monumental history 
paintings even during his lifetime and was ultimately appointed Director of the Imperial 

Picture Gallery, housed at the Upper Belvedere in Vienna. His work not only reflects a 

versatile artist, with an international, especially French, training, but also provides an 
insight into the social and political events of an entire epoch. This master of 

Neoclassicism and pioneer of Realism in Austria is the subject of the exhibition Johann 

Peter Krafft: Painter of a New Austria, on show in the Orangery at the Lower Belvedere 
from 25 February to 5 June 2016. The show spans his years studying in Paris, his 

portraiture, and his history paintings with battle scenes and monumental pictures such 

as The Mil

drawings, studies of details, and oil sketches before completing it on a large scale. We 

also encounter him as a family man and as Director of the Imperial Picture Gallery. At the 
same time, the show highlights the work of his daughter Marie Krafft who was a talented 

artist in her own right.  

 
 from every stage of Johann Peter 

However, this exhibition would 

scarcely have been possible without the generous loans from museums and private collectors, 
and so we would like to say a big thank -Arco, 

the Director of the Belvedere and 21er Haus. 

 
In this exhibition, the Belvedere and, from July, the Historisches Museum Hanau Schloss 

Philippsruhe, pay tribute to an artist whose work is closely tied 

This refers to the state founded as a hereditary empire by Francis II/I in 1804. This 
was a calculated political move in which Francis aimed to protect his jeopardized status in the 

face of the tremendous political and mili

Napoleon. Francis II/I thus became a Doppelkaiser (double emperor)  a unique situation in 
history  until he relinquished the crown of the Holy Roman Empire in 1806 and pronounced it 

litical background, a new understanding of the imperial house was 

forged, as it repositioned itself and, in keeping with the tradition of Pietas Austriaca, the piety 
r Rolf 

 
 

From student years in Paris to portraitist and history painter  

 
Born in Hanau near Frankfurt am Main, Johann Peter Krafft first attended the famous Drawing 

Academy in his hometown before transferring to the Vienna Academy of Fine Arts in 1799. A 

defining experience for the young artist was the two years he spent studying in Paris (from 
1802). Here he became acquainted with the paintings of artists such as Jacques Louis David, 



 

 
 

François Gerard, and Antoine-Jean Gros, whose art served to glorify Napoleon. In 1802, Krafft 

contributed several paintings to the regular exhibition of contemporary art in Paris, the Salon. 
He copied paintings in the Louvre, some even commissioned by Lucien Bonaparte, brother of 

was now the capital of the Austrian Empire. Although a long-established dynasty gave 
credence to this fledgling state, it had lost its dominant position in Germany and Central 

Europe. It had no choice but to redefine itself politically. 

 
In Vienna, Krafft initially made his name as a portraitist, capturing the entire social spectrum 

from the bourgeoisie to the emperor himself. At the same time he worked as a history painter, 

achieving his first success with Archduke Karl with the Flag of the Zach Regiment in the Battle 
of Aspern (18

Departure reveals that he had started to detach himself from this influence. The subject 

matter, especially the life-sized depiction of ordinary civilians, made this a propaganda painting 

seemed that no other Viennese artist could match his ability to capture monumental scenes 

showing the Austrian victory over Napoleon at the Battle of Aspern and the Battle of Leipzig. 
And it is these pictures that provided Krafft with a platform as an innovator. His naturalistic 

treatment of details is unsurpassed, defining the artist as a pioneer of Realism. In addition, 

dozens of drawn portraits executed as preliminary studies make the painting a valuable 

 

 
Political painting  

 

A completely different side of Krafft from his battle paintings emerges in his scenes from the 
life of Emperor Francis I, both small images and the vast depictions for the walls of the 

 Hofburg. Works such as Emperor Francis I Accompanies a 

unmistakeable allusion to Pietas Austriaca, the piety of the House of Habsburg. Even in these 

small, private images, Krafft managed to convey a political message through seemingly 

only created one of the most popular images from the Wars of Liberation but also helped 

establish Viennese genre painting in the Biedermeier period.  
 

Academic career and life at the Belvedere 

 
Besides painting, Krafft was also active on the art scene. Engaged as Korrektor (assistant to 

the professor) for history painting at the Vienna Academy from 1823, he taught artists as 

diverse as Josef Danhauser, Friedrich von Amerling, and Michael Neder. At the end of 1828, 
Francis I appointed him Director of the Imperial Picture Gallery and Keeper of the Belvedere 

and the upkeep and restoration of the buildings and gardens. Krafft now took on few 
commissions and painted mainly for personal pleasure and his family. He was one of the 



 

 
 

founder members of the Vienna Kunstverein (Art Society). An apartment came with the job 

Krafft was also responsible for restoring paintings and acquiring works by contemporary 

today.  
 

 

 
 

After deciding in spring 2015 to 

exhibition, a condition report revealed that this eleven-square-metre painting was in no fit 
state to go on display. The varnish had yellowed and was stained and soiled. Old filler and 

overpaintings had changed colour creating a glaring contrast with the original work. In past 

restorations the painting had been lined, meaning a second canvas was attached to reinforce 
the back of the original. Over time the glue had detached in places leaving blisters on the 

original canvas. The dusty frame was broken at the mitre joints and the gilding had been 

knocked, rubbed or lost in many places. So it was decided to restore this important painting in 
ors and one frame conservator set 

to work in these stores that were transformed into a temporary conservation workshop. The 

suitable amount of drying time, the painting was varnished and framed and then transported to 

 

 

collection, which ranges from the Middle Ages to contemporary art. Its mission is to record 
and preserve objects of historical and cultural significance. Conserving these irreplaceable 

originals requires a methodical and scientific approach in order to shed light on the historical, 

stylistic, iconographical, technological, and material aspects of the artworks. With this in mind, 

conserves and restores 150 paintings and frames each year, and frames and mounts between 

100 and 150 graphic works.   

conservation management of temporary exhibitions and loans as well as environmental 

monitoring in exhibitions and the stores. 
 

 

A PDF of the catalogue can be downloaded at the following link: 
www.belvedere.at/presse  

  

http://www.belvedere.at/presse


 

 
 

BIOGRAPHY 
Johann Peter Krafft 
 

 
1780 Johann Peter Krafft is born on 15 September in the town of Hanau to the east 

of Frankfurt am Main. 

 
1790 1799 Krafft attends grammar school and at t

Drawing Academy. William Tell  
 

1799 Krafft leaves Hanau on 28 March and arrives in Vienna on 12 April. On 1 May 
he enrols at the Vienna Academy of Fine Arts. 

 

1802 1804  In May 1802, Krafft moves to Paris and, during the summer
at the École des Beaux-Arts, before enrolling there on 19 

November. He also attends the studio of portrait painter François Gérard, but 

probably not the atelier of Jacques-Louis David, so feted for his history 

paintings. In 1802, Krafft contributes several works to the Salon, the 
exhibition of contemporary art in Paris. He copies paintings in the Louvre, 

some commissioned by Lucien Bonaparte, brother of Napoleon. 

 
1804 1808  In September 1804, Krafft returns to Vienna. He works successfully as a 

history painter, although portraits, including miniatures, make up the majority 

of his work. His style is strongly influenced by French Neoclassicism, 
although this fades towards the end of the decade in favour of a more 

personal and realistic approach. In the summer of 1808, a commission from 

the court gives Krafft the opportunity to spend several months in Rome. He 
dedicates himself to studying artworks in the city and also portrays the 

generals of the French occupation. 

 
1809  Back in Vienna, Krafft becomes established as a portraitist. In the following 

years he paints the almost hyper-realistic portrait of Franz Wessely and the 

comparatively softer portrayal of the botanist Joseph von Jacquin. 
 

1811/12 Archduke Karl with the Flag of the Zach Regiment in the Battle of Aspern 1809 

Academy of Fine Arts. 

 

1813 On 13 February, Krafft becomes a full member of the Vienna Academy of Fine 

Arts. Uncommissioned, he paints , resulting in his 

breakthrough as a history painter. He completes the companion piece, The 

, in 1820. 
 



 

 
 

1815 In July, Krafft is appointed a member of the Hanau Drawing Academy. 

 

1817 1819 Krafft paints the two monumental paintings Archduke Karl with his Officers at 

the Battle of Aspern 1809 and Prince Schwarzenberg Announces Victory to 

the Allied Monarchs after the Battle of Leipzig 1813 for 
veterans, the Invalidenhaus (today in the Heeresgeschichtliches Museum, 

Vienna). 

 
1819 Krafft applies for the post of professor of  

the Vienna Academy of Fine Arts and the position of Director of the Imperial 

Picture Gallery, but is unsuccessful. 
 

1822/23 In spring 1822, Krafft applies for the position of Korrektor (assistant to the 
professor) at the Vienna academy, and gets the job the following year.  

 
1828/29 Krafft is appointed Director of the Imperial Picture Gallery and Keeper of the 

Belvedere Palaces on 25 December 1828. The following year, the family 

Upper Belvedere. Krafft no longer works as a Korrektor at the academy, but 
retains the title of an extraordinary professor. 

 

1830  Krafft s new role as gallery director and keeper of the palaces includes the 
redisplay, maintenance and development of the Imperial Picture Gallery and 

the upkeep and restoration of the buildings and gardens. Krafft only takes on 

a few commissions and paints mainly for personal pleasure and for his family. 
He is a founder member of the Vienna Kunstverein (Art Society). 

 

1856 Faust on Easter Morning is the last painting Krafft completes. He dies on 28 
October and is buried two days later at the evangelical cemetery in the 
former Viennese suburb of Matzleinsdorf. 

 

 
 

 

  



 

 
 

GENERAL INFORMATION 
 

 
Exhibition Title Johann Peter Krafft  Painter of a new Austria 

Exhibition Duration 25 February 2016 to 5 June 2016 

Venue Orangery, Lower Belvedere 

Exhibits 98 

Curator Rolf H. Johannsen 

Catalogue  Johann Peter Krafft. Maler eines neuen Österreich  
(german version) 
Hg.: Agnes Husslein-Arco, Katharina Bechler und Rolf H. 
Johannsen 
Belvedere, 256 Seiten, 23 x 29 cm, Softcover 
ISBN: 978-3-902805-96- - 

Contact Belvedere, Prinz Eugen-Straße 27, 1030 Vienna 
T +43 (01) 795 57-0 
www.belvedere.at  

Opening Hours Daily 10 am to 6 pm, Wednesday 10 am to 9 pm 

Regular Tickets ,- (Lower Belvedere) 

Guided Tours T +43 (01) 795 57-134, M public@belvedere.at  
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Prinz Eugen-Straße 27, 1030 Vienna 
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