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Introduction

The menace of the ship is what strikes you. It is
towering, too close for comfort. Sails whipped
somehow full of wind, ship still untouched by the
enemy, Prinds Christian Frederik is resolute, and yet
the scene is uneasy.

A starboard blast from HMS Stately breaks the line,
but she is far, leaning back away from us, and for
that moment, we wonder if whether The Prinds will
hit us as it passes.

The horizon cuts through at the bottom third, giving
us a relative degree of intimacy, but Prinds Christian
Frederik’s height covers almost every inch of the
painting, leaning back. It looms dangerously close;
the roll of the waves suggests it could almost fall
from the painting.

The English ships - Stately to the right of the image,
Nassau and Quebec to the left, with Falcon watching
and logging from afar - are in close pursuit.

The Prinds is still free, dominating the image,

but even in the composition, the enemy ships are
beginning to encroach on its space. This painting is
almost a ship portrait, but as a stolen moment. The
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pursuing ships will not allow it; they press Prinds
Christian Frederik down from the horizon toward
us as viewers, like hounds at a hunt.

At a steeper descent, but running the same
downward diagonal as the ship’s course,

the sky shifts from a cool mist to a warmer teal
blue. We have bright green beach to our left. In this
little corner, there is peace, but as the eyes move
across the horizon line, the sky darkens turns a
sickly yellow-grey, and rain-heavy clouds crowd the
sun’s last rays into a thin band against the blackish
shoreline.

The sky opens and closes with Prinds Christian’s
story. The light is ours for now, but it will not last,
and a shadow that renders the sheen of the waves
matte reminds us that something is hanging
overhead.

Only the crack of a single cannon tells us what.

Map of the battle. Prinds Christian Frederik’s course in solid
line, arrows indicating the wind.

Reproduced via https://www.navalhistory.dk, originally J, “Den
dansk-norske Sémagts historie 1700-1814”. (H. Schubothes, g¥g
1852)



Detail from one of the drawings by H. P. Dahm (1808).
Ttem NSM.K02738 at the Norwegian Maritime Museum.

Other works

A lovingly but not masterly executed
watercolor by A.G. Gross, held at the
Maritime Museum of Denmark

An ink and wash drawing by HP Dahm (44.5
x 33.7cm), again held at the Norwegian
Maritime Museum, with a typical explainer
text at the bottom

Another, much darker ink and wash drawing,
also by HP Dahm, which show holes being
blasted in the rigging

A small, unsigned watercolor (38.5 x 18.5cm)
held at the Norwegian Maritime Museum




The Events of
March 1808

1808.

Denmark is at war with Britain again.

The main fleet at Copenhagen has been
seized or destroyed, but one ship of the line
remains:

Prinds Christian Frederik, a modern ship of
the line, which had been stationed in Norway
during the attack.

Desperate to carry on its war effort, the
government recalls it to Danish waters

with a risky mission:

They must clear the Great Belt of British ships,
to make way for troop transports to Zealand.

But tragedy ensues in the passing: Disease

breaks out and a third of the crew must be

exchanged at the last minute.

They press on, under the command of Captain An original drawing for the “mass ship” line designed by

C.W IESSEI‘I because the situation is dire: Hohlenberg, measuring nearly more than 1.67 meters in
C ? . length. These drawings inspired first the model makers, then

Denmark must prove to Napoleon that it is fit the painting. Accessed via Orlogsbasen.dk.

to carry on the war, worthy of

France’s support in the struggle

with Sweden, who are plotting

to dismantle the kingdom.

But Prinds Christian Frederik is
spotted on its way down, and
unknowingly falls into a trap
laid in those cold waters by a
British squadron three times its
strength.




A detail from the painting. Note the placement of the ensign at
the top of the rigging, unlike the Prince’s.




Drawing by C.W. Eckersberg, one of the most prominent
Danish marine painters. “The ship of the line ‘Prinds Kristian
Frederik’ launches.”
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A Norwegian watercolor painting, typical of popular
representations.

Unsigned and with a characteristic long-form caption.
Item NSM.K01241 at the Norwegian Maritime Museum.




Text reads: “The ship of the line “Prinds Christian Frederik”
sank 300m directly from this stone after a courageous battle
against a superior force on March 22, 1808.”




Finn Knudsen’s model of Prinds
Christian Frederik as exhibited at the
Danish War Museum alongside H.P.
Dahm’s gouache painting.

Creation of
the painting
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Research

Like most realist painters since the mid-19th century,
Rye bases his paintings on photographic examples.
Working with a professional photographer, he builds
out the basis of the painting.

In Rye’s realist style, photographs are in many

ways analogous to the notes of a classical musical
composition. They do not make the performance, but
they underpin it.

With Prinds Christian Frederik, of course, there

were no photographers present during the battle
itself, although there were eyewitnesses. He

had to look elsewhere for materials and models,

and it would become a quest involving archives,
experiments, interviews and academic discussion.

It took detective work to find materials he could
work from, piecing together pictures, texts, snippets
and facts into not just an accurate description, but an
accurate painting.

On a very practical level, lighting seemed to be the
main challenge. While many of the ship’s plans
had been preserved in the archive — huge, scroll-
like drawings on fading paper — Rye’s technique
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requires realistically lit models that would match
the composition. He needed more than just design or
side-view drawings.

Rye quickly realized that to achieve an authentic
rendering, he would need more than even a working
model. At this point onward, Rye contacted the

Navy Model Ship Guild, who proved to be dedicated,
extremely knowledgeable and at times challenging
sparring partners throughout the process.

In September 2018, Rye was given permission to
photograph a 1:48 model of the Prinds Christian
Frederik, but gaining access to the model was
challenging in itself.

Ultimately, they had to seek permission from the
head of the Danish National Museum.




The artist, Mads Rye, during one of his countless visits
to the historically accurate model of Prinds Christian
Frederik at the Danish War Museum in Copenhagen.




Creation of the painting

Style and composition

Striking a balance between realism and storytelling
was the main challenge. In his approach, Rye draws
on two somewhat distinct traditions of maritime art,
marine painting and ship portraiture.

Maritime themes in art appear in antiquity, but it was
not until the Renaissance that maritime art as such
begins to emerge as a distinct sub-tradition. In the
medieval and Renaissance period, European painting
often features ships and the sea, but as incidental
elements of other battles or landscapes.

It is in many ways the Dutch masters who shaped
the tradition of marine painting, even as it grew and
matured from the 17th and 18th century, changing
from mere documentation and ornament to what
modern audiences would consider expressive art.
Compositions become freer and more dramatic;

as artists like J.M.W. Turner increasingly focus on
conveying the mood or emotion of a scene, even at
the expense of its legibility as a historical event.

On the other end of the spectrum, we find ship
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portraiture, which differs from other maritime art in
that it always depicts a specific, named ship. These
images comprise a body of work that spans hundreds
of years, deeply entwined with naval drawing,
architecture and modelmaking. This craft, a sort of
applied art, is rooted in maritime circles, the

navy and merchant fleet.

Marine painting differs from ship portraiture in
that it more strongly emphasizes context, action and
setting, even if the ship takes centre-stage. However,
the two genres of maritime art cannot always

be sharply separated, and there is an increasing
appreciation today for maritime art as a whole.

These paintings are not just of interest as works
of art, created by skilled painters, but as historical
sources. Even today, marine paintings in maritime
museums are often not captioned or explained as
art, but dealt with purely as historical documents.

The painters often did not see themselves as

artists, but as skilled craftsmen who made their
works to commission. Because ship portraits were
commissioned by patrons with deep personal
investment and knowledge in the topic, accuracy was
of the essence and they were often captioned in great
detail to rule out any ambiguity.




Setting the scene

Rye’s painting was first pieced together digitally as a
collage, using found imagery to get the perspective and
composition right. This required examining the archives
and stories of the battle to find possible vantage points and
determine which vessels would have been visible from
these locations.

In this case, the composition is compressed to allow

more of the combatant ships to be depicted — a common
technique in historical painting.

The ultimate composition captures much of the story of the
battle. As Rye put it, “We should almost worry if it is going
to hit us! I wanted it right in our faces. For us to be there, to
be right there.”

Another compromise was the timing of our depiction. This
was, after all, an evening battle, which was itself unusual.
By 8 o’clock on a March 22, it would be dark. In the final
edition, we have a dusk scene, and the design of the sky
and the clouds show a darkening in the direction of travel,
suggesting a setting sun.

“Detail of the painting before completion. Note the warm tone
of the base, which is in line with the historical tradition, and
the traced outline of the bow.”
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Copies

Three official high-quality
oil paint copies of the
original painting were
also made, under the

supervision of and signed
by the artist (Mads Rye) for
use in various historical and
private exhibitions.

Another detail:
Note the fine linework and tension in the fabric.




“To the right, a detail of the ships in pursuit. Note how close the gunports
are to the surface of the water, the warm glow from within the ship, and
the textures of the cloth and rigging.

The anchor, to the far right of the image, has been recovered from the
wreck and can be seen in Odden today.”







1/ Sky and Clouds

“The clouds were very important

to me. I have chosen to paint them

to create a sense of drama,” Rye
explains. Clouds are indeed a
frequent theme in his work, the most
obvious personal touch of his in a
piece full of thousands of his touches.
He draws heavy inspiration from
observations at the tiny island of

Org and Isefjord, where the painter
has a summer

house.

The sun has set, it is dusk, but we
still get the light coming through the
clouds and playing off the waves. As
Rye said, “We almost went out on a
boat to catch the light, but we would
have been out there for days before
find the right conditions.”

2/ Ocean

Weather charts were consulted. As
the sea was calm that night, and

the waves in the internal Danish
waters are not violent, the painting
has a relatively smooth, reflective
surface — a cold, dark, glossy sea, as

a background to the black and white
ships themselves. “The challenge of
the water is to capture the movement,
the shimmering,” Rye said. They have
been painted with minute movements
over the course of months.

3/ Prinds Christian Frederik

A/ Rigging

As we see find the ship now, the
ship is preparing for battle. The
sails are raised, as they are on
the British ships.

The mainsails would have been
doused with water.

When the order “klart skib!”
was given, you had to get the
sails up. With cannon fire, even
the slightest upwind could
blow sparks and set fire to the
rigging. This was a major point
of contention in the design of
the painting. “Two of the model
builders did not believe the two
top sails would have been up.
Others disagreed, but finally,
we had to settle on a traditional
depiction - to really show the
scale of the rigging.”

Painting the rigging was a
major

challenge. Rye had to return to
the old masters, who did not
leave many notes: The linework
could not be entirely straight,
because gravity will give a
slight curvature. Technically,
you cannot use a ruler since the
colours would seep and fray

at the edge. Slowly, he found a
technique to convey the right
slack, after hours of
experimentation.

B/ Armament

Gun ports are open, and
ready. Prinds Christian
Frederik had been designed
for a slightly heavier
armament than she was
equipped with on the night
of the battle, but she was
still a fearsome vessel.

C/ Decoration of the ship
The decorations of the ship
are sparse, mostly consisting
of a painted line along

the length of the hull, a
figurehead, and

some simple linework. Even
this work was a challenge
to deliver, as sources differ
on how the ship would have
been

painted. The model in
Odden Church, created

in 1915, has two white
stripes, which was common
for ships of the line. But
later research revealed a
contemporary drawing, so
we know there was only one
stripe. The ship’s figurehead
reflects the name of the
ship: a gilded carving of
Prince Christian Frederik,
the later king Christian VIII

D/ Crew

We see 19 of the ship’s then 576 men,
both officers and enlisted men, Danes
and Norwegians. A handful are climbing
the rigging to stand on the platform
between the sails. Perched here, they
would be ready to fire muskets at the
enemy crew, in particular the enemy
officers, which would have been
incredibly dangerous, but meant to
inspire the troops.

Many, such as Lieutenant Peter
Willemoes, a celebrated war hero, would
pay the ultimate price for this bravado.
Others are scouting the situation, while a
detachment of soldiers are filed up along
the gunwale. Many were recent recruits,
as 200 of the ship’s had been exchanged
just days before because of an outbreak
of sickness on the passing down from
Norway.

Note especially the mix of blue and red
uniforms: the flashes of white we see

are the tails of the coats, which were
folded up during combat to allow
greater freedom of movement.

As a ship of the union fleet, Prinds
Christian Frederik was carried a detail
of Norwegian sharpshooters, who were
red uniforms, in addition to the Danish
crew in blue. Historian and PhD Karsten
Skjold Petersen of the National Museum
had been consulted to advise on the
colour and composition of the uniforms.

4/ HMS Nassau, formerly HDMS
Holsteen

The Nassau, a 60-gun ship of the line built by Frantz
Hohlenberg’s predecessor, M. Krabbe, launched in
1772. Originally a Danish ship, she was seized by the
British after the Battle of Copenhagen in 1801. She
returned to harrow Danish waters with heavier guns
as well as further armament at the forecastle and
quarterdeck and ironically participated in the sinking
of the last Danish ship-of-the-line

5/ HMS Stately

A 64-gun Ardent-class ship of the line,

designed by Sir Thomas Slide. This class includes the
HMS Agamemnon, which had been commanded and
much loved by Lord Nelson.

6/ HMS Quebec

With 32 guns and a complement of 250, Quebec was
a lighter ship meant to operate on its own, capturing
merchantmen and chasing down privateers. Spotted
and chased by Prinds Christian Frederik on

its mission to deliver 200,000 pounds Sterling to

the Swedes, it was ultimately the ship that doomed
the Prinds Christian Frederik.

7/ HMS Falcon

14-gun sloop, complement of 75, also been raiding
and seizing ships in Denmark before. On 22 March
1808 Falcon was among the smaller British warships
at the battle of Zealand Point. She watched from a
safe distance and recorded the course of the battle in
her logbook.

Present at the battle, but not depicted:

HMS Vanguard (1787)

A 74-gun Arrogant-class ship of the line, which had taken part in the Battle of the Nile. The Arrogant class was a class
of twelve ships designed by Sir Thomas Slade. At the time of the battle, she lay waiting off the coast of Zealand to
prevent the Prinds Christian Frederik’s escape to Copenhagen.

HMS Lynx (1794)
HMS Lynx was a 16-gun ship-rigged sloop of the Cormorant-class in the Royal Navy, launched in 1794 at Gravesend.
She had been at the Battle of Copenhagen, and ultimately ended up as a whaling ship.
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