Abstract
THE THEME OF DEATH IN PICTORIAL EXPRESSIONISM

Expressionism mainly explores, investigates the dmunexistence. Thus feelings,
conditions such as sadness, metaphysical anxiegpair, absence, nothingness, fear of the
world, death, self-dissemblance, chaos of the<ciéiee present in varied pictorial, musical or
literary constellations. The theme | approached sequel and a detailed study of my artistic
research from the past years, period in which leep with the means of painting and my own
intellectual and spiritual resources ( no doubtamthe influence of expressionism), the world
of disabled beggars and of people being on theevefgdeath. In these artistic attempts |
intended to convey, primarily with the means ofeSnand colours, powerful emotions,
effectively experienced by me, a low-spirited oakan real, tangible human life, made up of
flesh, viscera, pain, hunger, fear, terror. Froesthartistic-pictorial explorations and reflections
on expressionism, in general, came to life the thémould like to develop Theme of death in
the pictorial expressionismThe theme of deatis complex and is approachable from several
perspectives: art, psychology, psychiatry, phildgomiology, religion, ethics, etc. Although |
am aware that the only valid perspective for kngndeath (this aspect is probably important for
the artistic approach as well) is self-experiencentend to investigate the chosen theme
appealing to the iconography of death in expressticnpaintings, to aesthetic, philosophical,
psychological studies and research about deathysiimg mostly on possible connections
between life and art in the context of the questibnilt around death. Fear of death plays an
important role even now, at the beginning of thedtimillennium, when many voices warn
people about a possible apocalyptic end, startimg the danger of using advanced technologies
for destroying the humanity. Thus, visual art, toengaged in reflecting this situation, which
creates a certain psychosis, that affects individisacial groups, movements, etc. Evidently, the
artist's warnings are not listened to. These phemankeep perpetuating, manifesting
themselves in different forms, which characterize tontemporary period. The consequences
are obvious. The burden of each day, of the hagahty, politics, society, but economics, as
well, hang heavily on the individual again and agand once more the expressionist artist is
looking for salvation beyond appearances throughntieans of spirit. The theoretical approach

is based on bibliographic research, iconographigdiss, experiments, is permanently



accompanied by personal plastic investigations whkidl be placed on “the inexorable passing

of time and fear of death” continuum felt by myself

The first chapter, entitledrhe theme of death seen in art - mythical-analytica
referencesfollows a strictly synthetic approach, which isdered necessary due to the fact that
along the study I make references to artistic phesra from the closer or more distant past.
Artists have always been preoccupied with theme of deatlthe threat of death, running away
from it or by people being on the verge of death.tle other hand, not only artists, but people
in general, are affected by this painful thing, ethcannot be escaped by any human being from
our world. | tried to emphasize those elements laae mainly influenced the twentieth century
expressionist movement, by presenting them, frofferéint centuries, analysing the most

important references from an artistic point of view

Chapter 1.1 deals witihe cult of the dead in ancient Egyptvhere the importance of
death is apparent from the building of the impogiggamids and the numerous graves dug in the
mountains. | presented the most important pyrarthdsugh which the pharaohs were seeking
immortality. This edifice was ideal for the studfytbe different ways in which one of the most
sacred aspects of the Egyptian civilisation, “thét of the dead”, manifested itself. Ancient
Egyptians believed in life after death, they coesid it to be maybe even more important than
their life on earth. Besides these, | also triedighlight the importance of Anubis, the god of the

dead, who appears in many scenes that depict themfication ritual.

In subchapter 1.2Antique Greece and mystical cult$ tried to stress the fact that the
Greek religion always knew what answer to providdront of death, through mystical cults,
such as those connected to Dionysus, Orpheus osiBian Mysteries. | also highlighted Plato’s
theory of death. He held, probably influencedGrphism, that the soul is immortal, thus he

claims that the soul is unbreakable, but is degtinego through many stages until a final relief.

Subchapter 1.3 African art, presents the main features of African art, afese the
paintings from the Inoro cave are presented in ndetail, paintings which depithe theme of
death These paintings have a sacred- monistic charaeterwe can observe from Leo
Frobenius’s descriptions; similar paintings haveerbdound in semi-galleries shaped like a

chapel, being entittedende maroThis theme of death is present in the initiatibmals of boys



or in the hunting rituals where paintings made witbod can be found. The mask is another
important element of these rituals. This is howlibedy mask of the juju dancers in Cameroon is
explained. At the end of the chapter | underlinbe influence of the African art over

expressionism.

Subchapter 1.4., entitleBunerary objects in Oceanic Artinvestigates the funerary
objects from around Australia, Melanesia, Microag&aster Island and Polynesia. In Australia
the cult of the dead is easily identifiable throwsgveral representationg=uneral ceremony”,
“Mask with a mythological spifitand sculpted totem animals. In Melanesia, in Raplew
Guinea island many poles and body masks have lmesm f depicting Asnat ancestors for the
funerary rites, which have been created from wqdaht fibres, and palm leaves. Continuing, |
mentioned the moai sculptures which, according iecant research, portray deceased aborigine

chieftains, capable of connecting the living whie world of the dead.

Another subchapter is dedicated Ttne theme of death in the Middle Ages and
Renaissancgwith research focusing on the four thematic subttins: ‘Doomsday’; “Dance
Macabre” “The Triumph of Deathand“Christ near Death’ The cult of dead appeared in this
period due to the eschatological fear caused byptague, by the frequent riots caused by
soldiers and thieves, due to the threat of famime fé&scal authority, due to crusades and the
Turkish invasion, but also to the moral decay @f plapacy. Later in this chapter | laid emphasis
on artistic personalities, and on their plasticcdigse focused orthe theme of death

personalities like Nicola Pisano, Van Eyk, Fra Aige Hans Memling, Giotto and Grunewald.

In chapter 2, entitled~unerary in modern expressionismthe theoretical approach
focuses on the study of those works of expresdiorastists that were built around death, harsh
reality, which is a constant pressure for the imtlial, taking the form of a permanent threat over
the human existenc@he theme of deatls present in their work in the shape of differamter

individual constellations, focusing mainly on pdsirelations between life and art.

Subchapter 2.1.The term expressionism - from Vauxcelles to Fechteffers an
overview of the history of the terexpressionismAn exact definition of the term is difficult and
it represents a delicate problem due to its conigyleXhe fundamental issue remains the spatial

and temporal delimitation of this phenomenon. Ftbrs a question rises, whether expressionism



can be proclaimed as a coherent movement or aaraathristic directive of a certain period, or
is it a tendency which emerges to the surface ftiame to time in the course of history. At the
end of the subchapter | remarked the fact thatehm expressionism was created much later
than it established itself in the European artyreggionist painters and poets are members of not
a movement exactly, but rather of a generationclwig meant to express the freedom of this

era.

Subchapter 2.2., entitlethe forerunners of expressionism between GéricagllEnsor,
studies those artists who, through their revohdry sense of the drama of humanity, of the
inequities that social existence is based on, liefmed an aesthetic thinking earlier than the
term expressionism could have had a relevant mgaiiis is the reason why | consider that the
research from this chapter has the obligation ®ilyjupresent the accelerator factors of the
process which resulted in the birth of a cultutttitude from the first half of the Z0century.
The stress fell on those artists’ work where theme of deatls identifiable under various visual
collections. As the title of the subchapter suggeste first artist is Theodore Géricault, the
research starts from him and is directed toward@scdéntre of the investigation. The plastic
analysis, filtered through the point of view of tsieidied subject, continues with artists such as
Francisco Goya, Vincent Van Gogh, James Sidneyi-Kathe Kollwitz, Ernst Barlach.

Subchapter 2.3., entitléthe theme of death in expressionisis,mostly dedicated to the
expressionist movements, but before analysing thrk wf these artists for the sake of the study,
| considered Constantin Prut’s opinion about exgcessm worthy of mentioning, he stated that
“... In its essence it remains an attitude of induals, of cases. Confronted, on a social level,
with dramas, with often apocalyptic tragedies (WlolMvar I) the artist feels the looming
presence of destructive elements in himselEurther on, | remarked the author Baust -
Goethe’s - significant contribution to the birth ekpressionism, as well as Nietzsche’'s
contribution, the author dfhe Birth of Tragedy

This subchapter is divided into several parts,eicample subchapter 2.3.1. is dedicated
solely to Edward Munch, the artist who becomes an expression of the dyagé existence,
which becomes a basic benchmark of German expressio This inner state from which

Munch’s work emerges is exactly what takes us ¢octbre and theme of our study. The studied



theme is probably united best in the work of thisisg who becomes the symbol of

expressionism.

Research is continued in subchapter 2.3.2., c@liedBrucke - The Bridgein the first
part | present the elements that have contribuwtelé birth of the group, then the emphasis is on
the work of artists like Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, Emni Heckel, Karl Schmidt-Rottluff and Emil
Nolde. My analyses are centred on those workstdhat convey powerful emotions focusing on
the theme of deathwhich are created from a depressing world, madefdeelings like sadness,
metaphysic anxiety, fear of the world, apprehendiaght of the imminent universal catastrophe

that might paralyse the individual for good.

Subchapter 2.3.3. calld2er Blaue Reiter-The Blue Ridesstudies the works created by
the members of the group; althoutje theme of deatthoesn’t appear quite as frequent as in the
case of the members ®he Bridgemovement, still | rendered it necessary to cdisefnalyse
the works of art that reflect the dismayed life sl by the war. Even the artist who firmly
believed that this conflict will be the centre f@constructing this world, Franz Marc, became
himself, unfortunately, a victim of this war. Thetist Paul Klee brings a noteworthy
contribution to the activity ofDer Blaue Reitergroup; however he was not a typical
expressionist, because his works don't fit intoyooe category. Klee created several paintings
with ghostly effect and tragic significance caussgecially by the disaster that affected Europe
in that period. In his later works we can obsemvepsified archaic shapes, too, which prove a
preoccupation for the passing character of humastemce. Studying the work of other artists
from Der Blaue Reitelgroup, | concluded thahe theme of deatbr the expression of dangers
that threaten the existence of life in that epachdt as intensely expressed in their work as it is
in the case of the previously presented artisth.eStew pieces of work do appear and the work

of Lyonel Feininger and Alfred Kubin cannot be fotign.

Subchapter 2.3.4Neue Sachlichkeit-New objectivitgtarts with the presentation of the
after war period, when, sadly, even the hopes foetter life in the German society disappeatr,
moreover, due to the severe economic crisis, salvibecomes the foremost issue. This
catastrophe touches the cultural world as wellctvltiould not remain a silent spectator of these
social problems that endangered human life. Ekengh artists were searching for new plastic

shapes, expressionistic aesthetics is kept esfyeatahe beginning, resulting iew objectivity,



which can be defined as a new realism with soam too. Later these innovative tendencies
will lead to the decline of expressionism, espégiia the critics’ opinion, and less in the artists
opinion. The artists were attempting to recovemeigve the world after the decline brought on
by the war and to strengthen it, however, the dtemealities reflecting the images of death
frequently occur in their work. My research congsuwvith the work of those artists, where we
can identifythe theme of deatbr elements related to the gloomy side of the huswul.Max
Beckmannis a powerful figure, who was fascinated by hiskvon the front line, this being
shown by his works, which demonstrate that thestantas preoccupied with the people wounded
in the battles, but in the meantime overwhelmedhgynumerous impressions and experiences
which made him believe that his art can create feews; this is the period when he creates,
among other worksThe Large Operation, Morguand Self Portrait in WheelchairDiseases,
poverty and famine were rapidly spreading on tihees$ of Berlin, full of dead former soldiers,
who have returned from a lost war; Beckmann is plesent, representing a small group of the
last revolutionaries, fighting against governmembates. Beckmann could not be silent in front
of these atrocities, creating two of his mastemgseia this periodHell andThe Night wherethe
theme of deatls the main subject. One of the most ruthlessyatabf the Republic of Weimar,
Siegfried Kracauer, wrote an article about Beckmen®921, describing the hellish effects of
The night “Truly, the horsemen of the apocalypse are ridind amowing down the human race.
Bloodlust creeps through the nights and instiggiegroms, in which men and women are slowly
tortured to death with diabolical powers of inveminess. The victims’ whimpers of pain are
drowned out by the hellish cacophony that is ergelfrom the blood-red gramophone
trumpet...the whole order of things is inverted... iBuhe midst of the noise the executioners’
apprentices busy themselves with complete quietiapassivity. Little pipe in mouth, they
strangle necks and dislocate limbs, as if theseevperfectly normal tasks about which nothing
further need be said.The study continues witthe work of Otto Dix, who paints - with a
systematic and merciless persistence - decompagkcepulsive faces, the satisfied carnality of
a bourgeois world, but mainly the horrors of Wor I. Most of his major works were created
in the midst of the battles, on the battlefields lgaintings from this period can be divided into
three categories. The first one might be calléé €ruelty of death in the trenche¢be second
oneBarren landscapes - the mirror of the human pqvaad the third one:fie world of brothels

and prostitutes.It is worth mentioning that Dix was interestedtire theme of deatbefore the



war, too, and this aspect is revealed besidesntipertance of self portraits in which the tense
atmosphere, that is pressuring the artist’'s seulisible. After a detailed analysis of his work we
can affirm thatthe theme of deatls constantly present in his art, in an originainf, which
emphasizes subjectivity. Further on, | developedp@rsonal experience regarding Dix’s work,
which is an impressive one and resulted in an édibat Kunsthalle in Mannheim. The study
of Dix’s art ends with his masterpiece call€de War This triptych painting depicts a ruined
world seen from the front line, a work meant tovdrthe contemporaries’ attention, without
excluding the truth about human misery and decayuditt on by the war. In Dix’s visual
language one can notice the transition from expessn to an emotionless realism, which
enables him to express himself with brutality, e tstyle called later The New Objectivity.
Before his death, at old age, Dix stateflctually | wasn't that interested in depicting thely.
Everything | saw was beautifullh the end of the subchapter the research focuséke art of
George GroszandLudwig Meidner, whereThemetropolisbecomes the main scene of death
Grosz’s paintings and drawings depadienated individuals, revolted people, hiding cnats,
prostitutes and violent and brutal crowds from #teeets, buildings and alleys of Berlin. In
Meidner’s paintings the chaotic, conflicting andst@ilizing energies have taken over the

human life, resulting in the renownedgocalyptic landscapes”.

Subchapter 2.4., entitlethe theme of death in Egon Schiele and Oskar Koldsx's
works, examines these Austrian artists’ works, whttte theme of deathppears in a similar
psychological nature, but one that differs fromuaispoint of view. Egon Schiele created free
representations of human shapes, endless nudessehdortraits; they are depicted so
penetratingly, that makes it obvious that the tad@nsidered anatomy to be a psychological,
spiritual and emotional element, rather than baimhysical one. With the same expressionistic
enthusiasm, he finds interesting urban motifs tpressthe theme of deathnd he creates a
series of works entitled dead city, his work of Becoming more intense and more trying,
approaching subjects likenother-child or birth-life-death In the same Austrian territory, in
Vienna, worked the painter and writ€skar Kokoschka, who created some of the most
important expressionistic work of art, whehe theme of deatis pervaded in a very personal
style by the depiction of dramatic and restlesgesaib. Through this search for new forms of art
manages Kokoschka to convey without restrain aheautic inner life dominated by depressing

conflicts of the psychic. Devastating forces attagkhe human being, like war, sickness, sex or



death become recurring themes for this artist fMi@nna. Many critics of art characterise
Kokoschka’s art by the term eternal expressionisich @ue to the fact that all his life he was
looking for the most powerful means of expressimgdelf through paintings, he was nicknamed
Chief of the wild ones

The third chapter calle@ihe theme of death in expressionistic film makingerature,
music and theatre. Landmarks and interpretationsvas written along the course of study
because of the mutual influence between differemh$ of art, where the same principles were
shared, that is the depiction of the inner realithjch, due to a world unable to find its roots,
generated a protesting, but gloomy work, with hamg tents of sadness. Although this study
focuses on the investigation tife theme of deatim visual arts, | could not neglect the other
forms of art related to visual arts, such as exgesstic film making, literature, music and
theatre, which essentially have the same basicegitsrsuch astate of mind, expressionistic
view, inner reality, and inner tensidike the visual arts. In this chapter | focused only on
important benchmarks of these areas, whitre theme of deatlis presented in various
constellations. Studying these creative realmscbgnized the major impact the plastic art had
on them. In the same time, the inevitable and beilaétonnections between these forms of art,

resembling a spider web, create an even more denonage of expressionism, in general.

In subchapter 3.1., entitiethe theme of death in German expressionist film nirak
we notice that expressionism in films was possdie to the powerful influence of the other
forms of art from the period. However, paintingltihe most important impact on it. We could
not neglect the positive effect of literature ofien making. This phenomenon was quite strong
because expressionism appeared in cinematographyey influential school, finding a fertile
soil in it, and the universal character of the filmade it possible to spread worldwide.
Continuing, my investigations are focusing on thékas which approactihe theme of death
form different angles, like hallucinatory universbaunted by ghosts, atmosphere of vague fear
and hidden terror, caused by the tragic spirituadis of a society deeply traumatized by the
chaos of the war, which has just ended. Thus,iga@tmosphere are films likehe Cabinet of Dr
Caligary, by Robert WieneDestiny/Weary Deathby Fritz Lang,Shatteredby Lupu Pick,The
Lodger, by Alfred Hitchcock, created.



Subchapter 3.2., callethe expressionist poetic world pervaded by theltrof death,
presents, at the beginning, the defining elemewntsvitich the authors of literary work define
themselves. Afterwards the editor Kurt Wolff is dmpised, who will become the most
important editor of the expressionists. Studying elpressionist poetry | came to the conclusion
thatthe theme of deatis there in most of the works, caused in mostsaydear, madness, war,
loneliness, disease, aggression and sadness, asd #re identical with those from the
expressionist visual arts, film making, music ahdatre. The filtering analysis continues with
the work of poets lik&seorg Heym, Gottfried Benn, Georg Trakl.

At the beginning, subchapter 3.3., callestpressionist music deals with the first
expressionist attempts in music writtenNMgurice Ravel, in whose work one of the main stress
falls onthe theme of deathThe researched subject can be found in piecesusic such as
Pavane for a Dead Prince$¥avane pour une infante défunte, The tomb of Caupete
Tombeau de Couperin Sérénade Grotesquand Boléro. Investigation continues witpointing
out the two expressionistic schools, the one fraenka and the Russian one; from these schools
arise those musicians whose work allows us to titaeeéheme of deathn Arnold Schonberg’s
work, the theme of deathippears in th&ransfigured NightExpectationThe Lucky Handand at
Alban Berg especially inWozzeclkandLulu, in the case oPaul Hindemith - in The Murderer,

Sancta Susanpnand inMurderer, Hope of Women

Subchapter 3.4., entitldéixpressionist dramanvestigates the most important references
from the expressionist drama, which has evolvedutin the various and varied searches and
expressions, but these exact searches aroundrteefithe war give the drama a violent, social,
realistic and corrupt tone, from which the expresisit heroes try to detach themselves or which
they want to transform according to their own wisidrhis theme is analysed ugust
Strindberg’s plays: The father, The dance of death, The ghost sonatesCSet on Firen
Frank Wedekind’s Spring Awakening, Earth Spirit, Pandora’s Box, Thence of Death, Death
and the Devil;in Max Reinhardt’s play The Miracle,as well asin Oskar Kokoschka’'s
Murderer, Hope of Womenand in Ernst Toller'sTransfiguration The Son,but in other

playwrights’ works as well.

In the last chapter of this thesis callédnclusions. Reflections upon personal artistic

work, | synthesisedhe main directions analysékroughout the whole theoretic research, those



that have mainly focused dhe theme of deattbut also on the human existence swept by
feelings, states like sadness, metaphysic anxdespair, fear of the world, of the war, of the hell
of the cities, investigated mostly in the domairvisual arts. In the end | presented the personal
artistic projects developed throughout this processesearch, projects which follow a pre-
established plan and a precise conceptual linetaluey artistic searches relatedth@ theme of
death which date back before the research for thisishés the same time what | attempted to
analyse and understand in the work of the predecegsesented in this thesis is synthesised in
my personal work of art materialized in paintingach as:The Funeral, The Call of Death,
Death and the Oak Tree, The Oak Trees, The Silendeath,etc.



