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 Anton von Werner (1843-1915), created four images of the proclamation of the German 

Empire, which took place on January 18, 1871, in the Hall of Mirrors at the Palace of Versailles. 

Von Werner had been summoned to Versailles by the Grand Duke of Baden. He was present and 

made sketches at the event, and was subsequently commissioned by various members of the 

court to create various images over time. He appears to have changed the focus of the 

composition and other details to correspond with the donors’ purposes for each version. The four 

versions are: 

1) The Palace Version (1877), commissioned by the Grand Duke of Baden and other 

German Princes for Kaiser Wilhelm I’s 80th birthday. It was hung in Berlin’s City Palace 

but was destroyed in WWII. It is preserved only as a black-and-white photograph.1 

2) The Woodcut Version (1880), is identified as a woodcut after a drawing by von Werner 

and a print is listed as in the Berlin collection at the Archiv für Kunst und Geschichte.2  

3) The Zeughaus Version (1882), commissioned by William I for the Hall of Fame of the 

Prussian Army housed in Berlin’s Zeughaus. The painting was apparently lost at the end 

of WWII.3 

4) The Friedrichsruh Version (1885), commissioned by the Prussian royal family for 

Bismarck’s 70th birthday. This painting is extant at Bismarck’s former estate in 

Friedrichsruh.4 

Anton von Werner was born in Frankfurt an der Oder in 1843 and apprenticed to a 

housepainter.5 He won a fellowship to the Academic Institute of Fine Arts in Berlin, and later 

studied with painter Adolph Schroeder (his future father-in-law) in Karlsruhe. While in 

Karlsruhe he formed a friendship with poet and novelist Joseph Viktor Scheffel, becoming 

                                                             
1 “Anton von Werner, The Proclamation of the German Empire (January 18, 1871) – Palace Version (1877).” 
German History in Documents and Images. Accessed 10/28/2018. http://ghdi.ghi-
dc.org/sub_image.cfm?image_id=1401 
2“Anton von Werner, The Proclamation of the German Empire (January 18, 1871) – Woodcut Version (1880).” 
German History in Documents and Images. Accessed 10/28/2018. http://ghdi.ghi-
dc.org/sub_image.cfm?image_id=1402  
3 “Proclamation of the German Empire (paintings).” Wikipedia. Accessed 10/28/2018. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Proclamation_of_the_German_Empire_(paintings) 
4 “Anton von Werner, The Proclamation of the German Empire (January 18, 1871) – Friedrichsruh Version (1885).” 
German History in Documents and Images. Accessed 10/28/2018. http://ghdi.ghi-
dc.org/sub_image.cfm?image_id=1403 
5 Biographical information in this paragraph: Peter Paret, Art as History (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1988), 165-166.  

http://ghdi.ghi-dc.org/sub_image.cfm?image_id=1401
http://ghdi.ghi-dc.org/sub_image.cfm?image_id=1401
http://ghdi.ghi-dc.org/sub_image.cfm?image_id=1402
http://ghdi.ghi-dc.org/sub_image.cfm?image_id=1402
http://ghdi.ghi-dc.org/sub_image.cfm?image_id=1403
http://ghdi.ghi-dc.org/sub_image.cfm?image_id=1403
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illustrator for some of Scheffel’s works. He came to know the Grand Duke and Duchess of 

Baden through Scheffel, and through them became known to Crown Prince Frederick and 

joined his entourage. His art was appointed director of the Royal Academic Institute for the 

Fine Arts in Berlin in 1875. He was described by Beth Irwin Lewis in Art for All? as 

“communicat[ing] a contemporary and triumphant image of the new nation to its inhabitants, 

an image that was rational, easily understandable, historicist, … an image of imperial power 

conveyed with thoroughly liberal bourgeois values.”6 

The differences in the four images of the Proclamation are interesting, as is the way in 

which they were interpreted over time. The first (1877) image was very large, and the 

viewpoint was from above head level at the left-rear corner of the room. The principal 

participants are shown at a distance on the left, and hundreds of figures are included, 148 of 

which are portraits. Paret quotes Werner as writing: “I had to describe truthfully something I 

myself had experienced – or to fantasize, which would have been easier but was out of place 

in a work of historical documentation.”7 In this image he portrays Bismark in the blue 

uniform he actually wore on the day. This version also very intricately portrays the Hall of 

Mirrors and includes the cartouche of the ceiling painting of “The Passage of the Rhine in the 

presence of the enemies,” by Le Brun. Le Brun’s painting (1686) is an allegorical depiction 

of Louis XIV’s 1672 crossing of the Rhine during the Dutch War.8 

The woodcut version (1882) is from a viewpoint directly in front of the dais, and only 

shows the main participants, along with a very enthusiastic flanking group of officers. 

Bismarck now appears dressed in white.  

The Friedrichsruh version (1885) is the most reproduced, and was the second most 

frequently used image in European history textbooks in 2004.9 This version returns to a view 

of the ceremony from the left, facing the wall of mirrors. The Emperor and Princes are shown 

on the dais to the left, and a group of officers is shown on the right behind Bismarck, who is 

                                                             
6 Beth Irwin Lewis, Art for All? (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2003), 31. 
7 Anton von Werner, Erlebnisse und Eindrücke, 1870-1890 (Berlin, 1913) as quoted in Paret, Art as History, 173. 
8 “Versailles la galerie des Glaces.” Accessed 12/11/2018. http://www.galeriedesglaces-
versailles.fr/html/11/collection/c7.html 
9 Susanne Popp, (2010). Trans-European convergences in national textbooks for history education? An approach to 
the comparison of image sources in schoolbooks. Yesterday and Today, (5), 127-140. 
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now the central figure, presumably because this painting was a birthday gift to him. Bismarck 

is shown in his dress white uniform, and wearing the order Pour le mérite, which he was 

awarded in 1884, long after the 1871 event depicted here. Paret quotes Werner’s memoirs as 

reporting that when Werner justified changing the color of Bismarck’s uniform to William I, 

the emperor replied: “You are right, he was incorrectly dressed, and it is quite in order for 

you to have corrected this mistake.”10 Werner also inserted the figure of Prussian War 

Minister Albrecht von Roon, who had missed the event due to illness. In the 1885 painting 

Werner portrayed the main participants as the age they were at the time of this painting rather 

than at the time of the event. 

When the first painting was revealed in 1877, it was reported in the press as a technical 

triumph. The significance of the setting below “The Passage of the Rhine” was not missed, 

and the crowd of generals was described as “hurrahing and waving their helmets in the air . . 

.. The heaving of the agitated throng is represented with striking effect. We almost fancy we 

see them moving toward the platform . . .”11 The image preserved in the photograph does not 

seem so exuberant to the modern eye. Paret records that at the time “some commentators 

were disappointed by an absence of enthusiasm,” to which Werner responded: “’The 

externals of the event by no means corresponded to its significance’; the ceremony 

‘proceeded in the most unostentatious manner and with all possible dispatch.’”12 It is 

interesting to note that all versions subsequent to the 1877 one firmly emphasize the salute, 

with swords raised high. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
10 von Werner, Erlebnisse und Eindrücke, as quoted in Paret, Art as History, 178. 
11 A BIG PICTURE. (1877, May 01). Chicago Daily Tribune 
12 von Werner, Erlebnisse und Eindrücke, as quoted in Paret, Art as History, 176. 
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Anton von Werner, The Proclamation of the German Empire (January 18, 1871) – Palace 

Version (1877). 
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Anton von Werner, The Proclamation of the German Empire (January 18, 1871) – Woodcut 

Version (1880). 
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Anton von Werner, The Proclamation of the German Empire (January 18, 1871) – Zeughaus 

Version (1882). 
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Anton von Werner, The Proclamation of the German Empire (January 18, 1871) – Friedrichsruh 

Version (1885). 
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