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ABSTRACT

EDVARD MUNCH AND THE FEMININE SUBLIME
Saralyn Goodspeed, Master of Art History, 2026

Thesis Directed by: Dr. Ana Schnellmann, PhD

This paper explores the theory of the sublime in relation to Edvard Munch’s depictions of
women. Departing from the common view that Munch was simply anxious about the “New
Woman” that emerged in the late nineteenth-century, I argue that Munch’s conflicting emotions
regarding women were sublime in nature, rooted in his childhood relationship with his mother. A
formal analysis is conducted on three of Munch’s works: Inheritance (1897), Three Stages of
Woman or Sphinx (1894), and Madonna (1895). These analyses link Munch'’s representations of
women to a maternal sublime.
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INTRODUCTION

Edvard Munch was a Norwegian painter and printmaker working in the late-nineteenth
and early-twentieth centuries. Influenced by Impressionists, Symbolists, and the teachings of
Friedrich Nietzsche, Munch’s art was rooted in the passions of his soul. Intent on expressing his
inner thoughts and emotions, he saw his art as “a self-confession,” stating that “...I seek to
understand what terms the world and I are on...Yet at the same time I have always thought and
felt that my art might also help others understand their search for sanity.”! Sanity was an abiding
concern for the artist. Afraid of the specter of madness that was tied to his family, Munch
frequently attempted to distance himself and his art from accusations of insanity.> The work he
created was not that of a madman, but rather of an artist displaying the juxtaposition of awe and
terror, a key component of the sublime. However, for much of his early career, his work was
labeled as the work of a madman, unfit to be seen in the exhibition spaces of Europe.

Looking through Munch’s oeuvre, it is not hard to see why critics and members of the
public had such a strong reaction to his work. Munch'’s soul-stirring work contains depictions of
universal human emotions such as anxiety, terror, melancholy, and jealousy. However, a reading
of Munch’s work that goes beyond the surface emotion of anxiety reveals a stronger sensation
previously undiscussed. This stronger sensation shows not just repulsion but attraction, not just
anxiety but also intrigue. These paradoxical sensations are integral in Munch’s work and the

positive emotions have been, it seems, largely discounted by art historians as they focus on

! Edvard Munch, The Private Journals of Edvard Munch: We Are Flames Which Pour Out of the Earth, ed. and
trans. J. Gill Holland (Terrace Books, 2005), 20.

2 Reinhold Heller, “’Could Only Have Been Painted by a Madman’—Or Could It?”” in Edvard Munch: The
Modern Life of the Soul, ed. Harriet Schoenholz Bee and David Frankel (Museum of Modern Art, 2006), 17.



Munch’s anxiety about women, the theme of madness, and the discounting of beauty and
harmony. Ida K. Lund, for example, who was a critic writing during Munch’s lifetime, wrote that
Munch “sacrificed traditional concepts: beauty and harmony were only relatively important to
him for he frankly preferred ugliness, an ugliness bursting with life, stirring the soul and evoking
a world of unfamiliar sensations.” This belief was held not just by Lund, but by many
contemporaries of Munch.

Evoking a world of such unfamiliar sensations through the use of art was certainly
nothing new. From the first or third century on, theorists, writers, and artists have experimented
with the sublime, the concept of which first showed up in a Greek work entitled Peri hypsous
(On the Sublime) attributed to Longinus. His rhetorical sublime gave way to Burke’s and Kant’s
aesthetic sublime, which went beyond the sublime as beautiful, to a sublime that linked awe and
even pleasure with terror.* Burke believed that the linking of awe and terror stirred strong self-
preservation instincts within us, even, perhaps, as we feared annihilation. In fact, it seems clear
that only the fear of the loss of self could stir one to preserve the self. These ideas of Burke and
Kant were integrated into many works of art throughout history. For example, art by Thomas
Cole and Albert Bierstadt focused on grand and daunting mountainous landscapes, and artists
such as Joseph Wright of Derby emphasized the raw power of nature with paintings such as An
Eruption of Mt. Vesuvius and The Procession of St. Jaunuarius’ Head (fig. 1). Munch, too, would
experiment with the sublime, bringing into focus the raw power of human emotion as being as
daunting, as powerful, as attractive, and as terrifying as external nature itself. Munch’s work,

unlike that of the aforementioned painters and other artists such as Joseph William Turner and

3 Ida K. Lund, “Edvard Munch,” Parnassus 9, no. 3 (1937): 21-24, https://doi.org/10.2307/771086, 21.

4 Robert Doran, The Theory of the Sublime: From Longinus to Kant (Cambridge University Press, 2015), 8.


https://doi.org/10.2307/771086

Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, went from the Burkean sublime to a different sort of sublimity, that
described by Russian anarchist Peter Kropotkin and Dutch philosopher Baruch Spinoza as “an
empowering experience that extended the boundaries of the self while simultaneously
[reaffirming] the power of personal expression.” The power of personal expression in Munch’s
work often stems from his childhood and adult relationships, which were profound sources of
awe and terror for the artist.

The combined emotions of awe and terror produce a powerful, passionate response
within us. These paradoxical emotions that one feels in nature can also be found in many of
Munch’s works—particularly in his representations of women. Munch desired women but did
not trust them, leading to feelings of attraction and repulsion, pleasure and pain.® These
conflicting emotions that manifested in his art have been attributed to anxiety over the New
Woman that emerged in the late-nineteenth century. While Munch was influenced in some degree
by the cultural antagonism toward the new, independent woman, his feelings toward and
representations of women go deeper than mere anxiety.

The depth and complexity of Munch’s feelings toward women are particularly evident in
three of his works: Inheritance (1897), Woman in Three Stages or Sphinx (1894), and Madonna
(1895). In Inheritance, Munch references the religious iconography of the Virgin and Child,
depicting a mother who sits with her child spread across her lap.” The woman, who has just

discovered that her child has syphilis, weeps into a handkerchief. The sickly child lays

5 Robert B. Genter, “Barnett Newman and the Anarchist Sublime,” Anarchist Studies 25, no. 1 (2017): 8-32,
Gale Literature Resource Center, 13.

®V.Y. Skryabin, A. A. Skryabina, M. V. Torrado, and E. A. Gritchina, “Edvard Munch: The Collision of Art and
Mental Disorder,” Mental Health, Religion & Culture 23, no. 7 (2020): 570-78,
https://doi.org/10.1080/13674676.2020.1777537, 571.

Allison Morehead, “Sick Girls, Sick Women, Sick Prints,” in Munch and His World: Graphic Arts and the
Avant-Garde in Paris and Berlin, ed. Giulia Bartrum (The British Museum, 2022), 62.



unnaturally still on a white blanket, its chest and neck covered with red pustules. This emotional
pairing of mother and child presents the viewer with a sublime image of both relief and terror.
The lack of interaction and distance between the two figures could be seen as echoes of Munch’s
dysfunctional attachment to his own mother during childhood.

Woman in Three Stages, or Sphinx (1894), is a painting that depicts the three roles of
woman: virgin, temptress, and widow-mother.® Set against a coastal landscape, Munch placed the
three female figures next to each other in a line. On the left is the figure of the innocent virgin,
dressed in white with her body facing the ocean. Next to her is the temptress, who stands naked
before the viewer in a pose that is both aggressive and enticing. The widow-mother stands like a
specter of death beside her, dressed in black with skin like a corpse, staring vacantly out at the
viewer. On the far right of the painting, separated from the women by a tree, is the figure of a
man dressed completely in black, whose body appears to be hanging from a branch of the tree.
The formal elements of the work convey the complex and sublime relationship between life and
death, repulsion and attraction, attachment and distance. The distance created through the lack of
interaction between the figures illustrates the distance Munch felt between himself and women,
which has potential connections to his inability to emotionally connect with his mother during
childhood.

In the 1895 print Madonna, Munch depicts a figure that art historian Anna Schultz
describes as a “sumptuous, longing, loving, but also death-bringing, woman at the moment of

conception.” The woman, who is the central figure in the print, faces the viewer with a confident

8 Reinhold A Heller, “The Iconography of Edvard Munch’s Sphinx. ” Artforum, September 26, 2023,
https://www.artforum.com/features/the-iconography-of-edvard-munchs-sphinx-210532/, 72.

® Anna Schultz, “Eugéne Carriére and Max Klinger: Two Symbolist Printmakers within the Orbit of Munch,” in
Munch and His World: Graphic Arts and the Avant-Garde in Paris and Berlin, ed. Giulia Bartrum (The British
Museum, 2022), 9.


https://www.artforum.com/features/the-iconography-of-edvard-munchs-sphinx-210532/

and seductive pose that emphasizes her nude body. Her monumental form contrasts with the
small fetus-like figure placed in the bottom left corner, who looks up at the woman with what
appears to be resentful longing. In this work, Munch demonstrates woman’s paradoxical power
to create and destroy. Steeped in religious iconography, Madonna is a work that references the
dual nature of woman as mother and lover, and conveys the attraction and repulsion of the
sublime that may have defined Munch'’s relationship with his mother.

In the following analysis, I will discuss Munch’s relationship with his mother, which has
been defined as a dysfunctional connection characterized by attraction and repulsion, the
inability to emotionally connect, and the conflicting emotions of desire and fear.!® Munch’s
difficulties with women may be based on his childhood experiences, but regardless of the source,
it is clear that Munch’s work depicts powerful emotions that could not and should not be
reconciled. Using new historicist theory along with some psychological theory, I will
demonstrate how Munch’s works, particularly Inheritance (1897), Woman in Three Stages or
Sphinx (1894), and Madonna (1895), manifest a strong partnership of the seemingly conflicting
emotions of awe and terror rooted in the sublime of Burke and Kant, but also the later concept of
the sublime which manifests self-preservation as rooted in the concept and experience of

annihilation.

10 Katherine Nahum, *“‘In Wild Embrace’: Attachment and Loss in Edvard Munch,” in Edvard Munch: Psyche,
Symbol and Expression, ed. Jeffrey Howe (University of Chicago Press, 2001), 47, note 55.



LITERATURE REVIEW

The literature on Edvard Munch is extremely vast. Critics, scholars, and artists have been
writing about his life and work since he began his painting career. Munch himself wrote
frequently of his life, having been instructed by both his father and his mentor to record his
experiences and inner thoughts. His biography is closely tied to his work, as Munch used art to
communicate and process his experiences and passions. Much of the passion he depicted was
rooted in the dual nature of the sublime, depicting both awe and terror. The sources presented
here explore the life and artistic career of Munch, followed by an explanation of the theory of the
sublime. The writers employ a qualitative methodology, drawing on writings from primary
sources in an effort to understand the human condition.

Allison Morehead discusses madness, mental distress, and instability in her works
“Madness as Method” and “The Asylum Shadows of Munch and Kirchner.” In the former, she
argues that Munch “positioned madness as the fundamental crux in [his] creative method.”!!
Using primary writings from the artist and his close associates, Morehead proves that Munch’s
use of madness was a strategic and useful tool that had a “favorable effect” on his work and
career. '2 Beginning with his time in Monte Carlo, where Munch’s interest in the human psyche
was aroused, Morehead follows the artist to Berlin, where his association with the Black Piglet

group “doubtless drove Munch to develop a more thoroughly experimental and pathological

approach to his symbolist practice.”!* While in Berlin, Munch created his 1893 version of The

! Allison Morehead, “Madness as Method: The Pathological Experiments of Edvard Munch,” in Nature's
Experiments and the Search for Symbolist Form (Penn State University Press, 2017), 171.

12 Morehead, “Madness as Method,” 139.

13 Morehead, “Madness as Method,” 151.



Scream, a successful symbolist work that, according to the artist’s own writing, “could only have
been painted by a madman.”!* In order to make this claim, Munch had to have some idea of what
the art of a madman might look like. According to Morehead, this was easily accomplished:
many members of the Black Piglet had access to asylums around Berlin, and reproductions of
artwork made by the mentally ill were routinely published in the popular periodical Sphinx.
Abandoning his academic training, Munch pursued a more expressive style found among the
insane that “rejected any traditional and willed process of art making.”!> Munch’s interest in the
insane continued after he moved to Paris in the late 1890s, where he created multiple paintings
and prints of institutionalized patients, with a particular focus on female patients. These prints
are discussed in greater detail in “The Asylum Shadows of Munch and Kirchner,” where
Morehead argues that both Edvard Munch and Ernst Ludwig Kirchner used shadows “to
represent the experience of mental distress and instability,” including during times of struggle
with their own psychological demons.!¢ Morehead states that shadows are metaphors for the
“radical instability of binaries,” especially when they are represented through printmaking.!’

The prints of Munch and Kirchner reflect themes of anxiety over masculinity and madness and
cultivate a link between genius and madness afforded to male artists. Morehead notes the
privilege of both men who, although they repeatedly represented themselves as sick, with the
terrors of the asylum looming over their work, had very privileged experiences with mental

healthcare and psychological distress. Throughout the article, Morehead presents prints by

14 Morehead, “Madness as Method,” 153.
15 Morehead, “Madness as Method,” 154.

16 Allison Morehead, “The Asylum Shadows of Munch and Kirchner,” in Munch and Kirchner: Anxiety and
Expression (Yale University Press, 2024), 35.

17 Morehead, “Asylum Shadows,” 35.



Munch and Kirchner that display their interest in madness, death, and women, with women being
shown as “shadows” that either have no substance or are the cause of insanity and pain in a
man’s life. Morehead concludes by acknowledging that it’s unclear whether the artists portrayed
female subjects empathetically, projected their own views and experiences onto them, or, more
disturbingly, capitalized on their suffering. These sources provide insight into Munch’s
fascination with the human psyche, and will be used to demonstrate his interest in
communicating intense emotion via his artwork.

The mental illness and treatments of Munch are further discussed in articles by Stanley
Finger, V.A. Skryabin, and Reinhold Heller. The artist visited many private sanitoriums and spas
during his life, coming away with a lengthy list of possible maladies, including “neurasthenia,
hysteria...persecution mania, paranoia, depression...and even dementia paralytica.”'® However,
according to Stanley Finger, many of Munch’s maladies can be contributed to heavy drinking,
drug use, and poor nutrition.!” An additional essay on the topic of Munch’s madness by V. Y.
Skryabin et al. discusses how Munch “knew of his many psychological traumas, but consciously
refused treatment,” claiming that they were necessary to his artistic work.2’ Heller’s 2006 article
questions whether these psychological traumas can be separated from the artist’s work, and
discusses the nod to madness from his most popular work, The Scream. Concerned primarily
with communication, Heller notes that Munch used an antinaturalistic style to express his despair

and passions, hoping for audience understanding.?!

13 Stanley Finger and Elisabetta Sirgiovanni, “Edvard Munch’s Crisis in 1908 and French Medicine: His
Doctors, Treatments, and Sources of Information,” Journal of the History of the Neurosciences 34, no. 2 (2025):
331-354. https://doi.org/10.1080/0964704X.2024.2357059, 339.

1 Finger and Sirgiovanni, “Edvard Munch’s Crisis,” 339.
20 Skryabin, Skryabina, Torrado, and Gritchina, “Edvard Munch,” 574.

2! Heller, “Could Only Have Been Painted by a Madman,” 31.


https://doi.org/10.1080/0964704X.2024.2357059

Marja Lahelma’s article is an analysis and discussion of Munch’s 1892 painting Vision.
The painting is full of several “layers of meaning,” with the swan representing death, idealism,
the desirability of woman, and the “pure soul separated from the body.” > The disembodied
head holds significance as either the head of Orpheus or the head of Saint John the Baptist.
Lahelma notes that the work could represent Munch’s belief that it is the artist’s duty to “delve
into the depths™ and endure suffering for the sake of art.* Beyond Vision, Lahelma discusses the
use of symbolism in many of Munch’s works, including Madonna, which she connects to
modernity and Christian tradition. Jeffrey Howe’s chapter in Edvard Munch discusses Madonna
in similar terms, noting that the work combines the sacred with the profane. Sigbern Obstfelder,
a friend of Munch’s, believed the work showed a religious view of woman, describing it as a
“glorification of the beauty of pain.”** Howe goes on to describe the connection between
sexuality and death in many of Munch’s works, and notes the peculiar attitude Munch had
toward women, which was marked with “ambivalence, fear and desire.”>> These sources will be
used to connect Munch’s passionate method of artmaking to the sublime, and will aid in
identifying themes of awe and terror in Madonna.

Written in 1937, while Munch was still alive, Ida K Lund’s article on the artistic career of
Munch offers insight into how critics of his day understood his style and subject matter. Lund

notes his mastery of passionate color and form, and praises his soul-stirring work. She discusses

22 Marja Lahelma, “Lure of the Abyss—Symbolism of Surface and Depth in Edvard Munch’s Vision
(1892),”Approaching Religion 8, no 1 (2014): 32-47, https://doi.org/10.30664/ar.66685 , 37.

23 Lahelma, “Lure of the Abyss,” 43.

24 Jeffrey Howe, “Nocturnes: The Music of Melancholy, and the Mysteries of Love and Death,” in Edvard
Munch: Psyche, Symbol and Expression, ed. Jeftery Howe (University of Chicago Press, 2001), 63.

2 Howe, “Nocturnes,” 61.


https://doi.org/10.30664/ar.66685
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his frequent use of symbols, noting that in the portrayal of women, the artist “sacrifices,
sometimes cruelly, their feminine beauty for the sake of the symbols they represent.”?® Her
descriptions of his work are akin to descriptions of the sublime, with particular emphasis placed
on the works that feature women as subjects.

For my analysis of Munch’s 1987 painting Inheritance, I will be relying on work from
Byron Breedlove and Katherine Nahum. Breedlove approaches Inheritance from a medical
standpoint, using the work as a visual aid in his discussion of congenital syphilis.?’ Taking a
different angle, Nahum argues that Munch’s work addresses attachment and loss, and examines
many of his artworks using “infant research and attachment theory.”?® Through an investigation
of Munch’s relationship with his mother, Nahum discovered that, as a child, Munch developed a
disorganized attachment to her. This attachment style involves seeing a parental figure as both a
source of comfort and a source of terror. Nahum argues that many of Munch’s more powerful
and emotional works register “the import and the impact of his childhood relationship with his
mother”—works such as The Scream or Inheritance.’® She also argues that this disorganized
attachment stayed with him as an adult, affecting his relationships with other women.

Munch’s relationship with women has been discussed by contemporaries of his time as
well as scholars in the modern era. Patricia G. Berman and Reinhold A. Heller contribute to this
particular topic by discussing how women were viewed in Munch’s day, and how his art reflects

his personal views on women. Drawing on Heller’s work, Berman’s article “Edvard Munch:

26 Lund, “Edvard Munch,” 22.

27 Bryon Breedlove, “Living People Who Breathe and Feel and Suffer and Love,” Emerging Infectious
Diseases, 29, no. 10 (2023): 2184-85. https://doi.org/10.3201/eid2910.AC2910, 2184.

28 Nahum, ““In Wild Embrace,”” 31.

29 Nahum, ““In Wild Embrace,’” 42.


https://doi.org/10.3201/eid2910.AC2910
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Women, ‘Woman,’ and the Genesis of an Artist’s Myth” aims to provide “a more nuanced view
of the artist’s representations of women,” discussing how Munch’s biographers and friends
influenced interpretations of Munch’s art to reflect their ideas on the new “Woman” as she
emerged in the 1890s. 3 Heller’s work discusses how Munch abstracted his personal experience
with women to express his feelings on life, art, and death in a cycle of paintings entitled “The
Frieze of Life.” Both articles comment on Munch'’s desire that his works be clearly read, with
Heller noting that the artist sought “popular acclaim and understanding.”*! Munch’s complex
relationship with women had a significant impact on his work, and Berman and Heller use
specific works like Three Stages of Woman or Sphinx (first exhibited in 1894) to illustrate how
women came to represent life, death, and art.

A further study of the female figures in Munch'’s life can be found in the work of Jane
Van Nimmen and Millie Stein. Van Nimmen’s work, “Loving Edvard Munch: Women Who Were
His Patrons, Collectors, Admirers,” lists the women who contributed in some way to Munch’s
success as an artist.>? The list includes women like his aunt, Karen Bjelstad; a turbulent friend
from the Kristiania Bohéme, Oda Krohg; and sister of the philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche,
Elisabeth Forster-Nietzsche. The article identifies the many relationships Munch had with a
variety of women, placing them in a spot of vital importance in his life. Stein’s article also
discusses the women in Munch’s life, but the focus is on the relationships that stirred up strong

emotions within him. In “Colors of Jealousy,” Stein analyzes how Munch processed the motif of

30 Patricia G. Berman, “Edvard Munch: Women, ‘Woman,” and the Genesis of an Artist’s Myth,” in Munch and
Women, Image and Myth (Art Services International, 1997), 11.

31 Heller, “The Iconography of Edvard Munch’s Sphinx,” 72.

32 Jane Van Nimmen, “Loving Edvard Munch: Women Who Were His Patrons, Collectors, Admirers” in Munch
and Women. Image and Myth, ed. Jane Sweeney (Art Services International, 1997), 43.
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jealousy in five different paintings.’® Noting the importance of color in creating tension, Stein
states that Munch explored the liberated woman and her new relationships with men through his
series of jealousy paintings. These sources, as well as those by Lund, Berman, and Heller, will be
used to identify how Munch viewed women, and how his portrayal of them is linked to the
sublime.

Sue Prideaux’s biography of Edvard Munch describes the artist’s life in great detail.
Beginning with his traumatic childhood, Prideaux recounts his struggles with mental instability
and alcoholism, his emotional and dramatic relationships with both friends and lovers, and his
overwhelming desire to gain understanding through his painted works. Prideaux tracks Munch’s
artistic journey, noting that rather than turning outward for inspiration, he focused on the inner
self in an effort to understand his own psyche and depict universal human experiences. 3* Jeffrey
Howe’s work “Munch in Context” also tracks Munch’s artistic career, noting that he “came to
maturity [during] a period of radical change and experimentation in art and society.”*> Howe
discusses major influences in the artist’s life, including key female figures who helped shape and
inspire his work. Drawing on Munch’s private journals, the writings of critics and supporters,
and letters from the artist to his family, both Prideaux and Howe illustrate the complex nature of
an artist who was creating and living during a time of change and upheaval.

The writings found in “The Private Journals of Edvard Munch” read like a dramatic

poem. Undated, and filled with both ecstatic joys and hellish despair, Munch’s private words

33 Millie Stein, “Colours of Jealousy: Edvard Munch’s Artistic Techniques” in Edvard Munch: There Are Worlds
Within Us, (Kode Bergen Art Museum, 2019), 31.

34 Sue Prideaux, Edvard Munch: Behind The Scream (Yale University Press, 2005), vii.

35 Jeffrey Howe, “Munch in Context,” in Edvard Munch: Psyche, Symbol and Expression, ed. Jeffery Howe
(University of Chicago Press, 2001), 12.
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relate his thoughts on women, love, art, and mental health. Some of what Munch writes is
imaginary,®¢ so relying on his journals for factual events would be to consult an unreliable
source. However, his words offer great insight into his creative process, with editor and translator
J. Gill Holland stating that “his words take us into his psyche.”” This primary source reinforces
Morehead’s belief that Munch used madness as a method in his art, as much of his writing deals
with madness, fear, and death. In one entry, he notes that “I have always thought and felt that my
art might also help others understand their search for sanity.”?® Some of his journal entries relate
to his time in Kragere, Norway, where he stayed after his visit to a nerve clinic in 1909.
According to author Hans-Martin Frydenberg Flaatten, the artist’s time in Kragere “was one of

the most interesting periods in his life and art,”*°

as his time there differed vastly from the drama
and chaos of his previous residences.

Madness features prominently in the literature on Munch, due to a cultural interest in
mental illness and Munch’s own concerns about his sanity. Because of its emotional and
expressive nature, madness can often lead to a realization of the sublime. Since the time of
Longinus, the sublime has been theorized on by a multitude of writers, including Edmund Burke,
Johann Winckelmann, and Immanuel Kant. Perhaps the most well-known among these writings
is Edmund Burke’s 1757 (second edition 1759) treatise 4 Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin

of our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful. In this highly influential work, Burke notes that terror

is the “ruling principle of the sublime,” it being “productive of the strongest emotion which the

36 Munch, The Private Journals, 25.
37 Munch, The Private Journals, 4.
38 Munch, The Private Journals, 20.

39 Hans-Martin Frydenberg Flaatten, Soloppgang i Kragero Edvard Munch: Historien om Edvard Munchs liv pd
Skrubben 1909-1915, trans. by the author (Oslo: Sem & Stenersen Forlag, 2013), 11.
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mind is capable of feeling.” *° Burke’s treatise focuses on the oppositional relation between
sublimity and beauty, a concept that was also explored by Winckelmann in his “History of
Ancient Art” (1764).*! In Alex Potts’s book Flesh and the Ideal, he states that Winckelmann saw
beauty and the sublime as “inextricably intermingled...even while...setting up a theoretical
antithesis between the two.”*> A more encompassing view of the sublime is explored in Robert
Doran’s book The Theory of the Sublime, which covers the theory as it was set forth and
expounded on by Longinus, Nicolas Boileau, John Dennis, Edmund Burke, and Immanuel Kant.
Besides providing a comparative analysis of the main theories of sublimity, Doran explains how
this theory played such a large role in modern thought. He argues that what unites these key
theories is a common concern—*the preservation of a notion of transcendence in the face of the
secularization of modern culture”—and a common structure—*"“the paradoxical experience of
being at once overwhelmed and exalted.” ** A clear understanding of Kant’s view of the sublime
is seen in a 2020 article by Gene Ray, who states that Kant removed the sublime from nature and
relocated it “in the ideas of reason.”** According to Kant, nature can be terrible and threatening,
but it does not represent the sublime. Instead, the sublime is found in self-admiration, when

“reason reveals in us a superiority over nature.”* Rational knowledge trumps sensibility in

40 Edmund Burke, 4 Philosophical Enquiry into the Sublime and Beautiful, ed. David Womersley (Penguin
Group, 2024), 102.

4! Doran, The Theory of the Sublime, 11.

42 Alex Potts, Flesh and the Ideal: Winckelmann and the Origins of Art History (Yale University Press, 2000),
114.

43 Doran, Theory of the Sublime, 11.

4 Gene Ray, “Terror and the Sublime in the So-Called Anthropocene,” Liminalities 16 no. 2 (2020): 1-19,
https://doi.org/10.25335/M5QK7J, 3.

45 Ray, “Terror and the Sublime,” 3.
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Kantian sublime, emphasizing man’s ability to triumph over that which is non-human and non-
rational.

Examples of the sublime are abundant throughout the history of art. Perhaps most well-
known in connection with the sublime are the works of Joseph M. W. Turner, Thomas Cole, and
Albert Bierstadt. A less obvious artist of sublimity is the British painter Joseph Wright of Derby.
Author Matthew Craske argues that Wright, who was distinguished for his work with light, was
actually a “painter of darkness,” whose forceful and emotional works demonstrated the sublime
and the beautiful.*® More information on artists and the sublime can be found in a research
publication released by The Tate in 2013, which discusses the art of the sublime from the
Baroque period to the modern day, concluding with the technological sublime found in video
games.*’ While it shows up in many different forms, the sublime has been a recurring theme in
art throughout the centuries. These sources on the sublime will be used to define the theory as it
relates to the work of Edvard Munch.

Anne Riiggemeier’s article “Female Mental Illness, Monstrosity, and Male Medical
Discourses” is a discussion of the meaning of madness and monstrosity among women in
Charlotte Bronté’s Jane Eyre. While the majority of her work is unrelated to this paper, her
introduction and research on the Victorian “madwoman” has a direct bearing on the time period
and cultural issues presented in my research. Riiggemeier notes that during the nineteenth
century, there was a cultural fascination with the mad woman. The Victorian approach to

madness indicates that it was “an umbrella term for hidden anxieties in an era when mental

46 Craske, Joseph Wright of Derby, 5.

47 Shinkle, “Video Games and the Technological Sublime.”
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illness was supposed to have an elusive and a sublime quality.”*® Romantic poetry first used the
mad woman “as a referent of the mysterious and the sublime,” and novelists connected female
madness with monstrosity, often pitting the virtuous innocent (the angel) against the erotic
eccentric (the monster).*” This comparison of female types can be seen in works like Munch’s
The Sphinx, in which he depicts woman as “a saint, a whore, and an unhappy lover.”>® These
cultural ideas shaped and influenced the portrayal of women in both art and literature in the
nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries.

The scholarship surrounding Edvard Munch is vast and varied. None of the sources
presented here, however, clearly link Munch’s relationships with women and his depictions of
them to the sublime. This is the gap in research that I will be addressing in my paper. By
connecting Munch to the sublime, I will be contributing to a greater understanding of his

relationships with women, how he saw and understood the world, and why his art matters.

48 Anne Riiggemeier, “Female Mental Illness, Monstrosity, and Male Medical Discourses,” Anglistik 30, no. 3
(2019): 73-88, https://doi.org/10.33675/ANGL/2019/3/8, 76.

4 Riiggemeier, “Female Mental Illness,” 73.

50 Heller, “The Iconography of Edvard Munch’s Sphinx,” 79.
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METHODOLOGY

This research employs a qualitative approach combined with new historicism and formal
analysis. I began my research by studying the life of Edvard Munch, noting how historical events
and social and cultural contexts influenced his life and art. I studied his experiences with mental
illness, his ties to madness, and his relationships with family, friends, and lovers.

As part of my research into Munch, I also studied the theory of the sublime, focusing on
the work of Edmund Burke and Immanuel Kant. I noticed that many of the tenets of the sublime
could be found in the works of Munch, particularly in his depictions of women. Using primary
sources such as private journals and letters, I discovered that Munch had a peculiar attitude
toward the women in his life, displaying feelings of both awe and terror. These emotions
manifested in his art, reflecting a paradoxical structure that is “considered to be the hallmark of
sublimity” in the theories of both Burke and Kant.>!

Once I had connected Munch to the sublime, I began an in-depth study of many of his
works, using scholarly literature and primary sources to provide context and interpretation. I
chose three works depicting women that I felt best portrayed the sublime, and conducted a
formal analysis for each work. This allowed me to demonstrate how Munch’s formal elements

(line, color, shape, texture, composition, etc.) come together to create a sense of the sublime.

! Doran, The Theory of the Sublime, 11.



18

ANALYSIS

Inheritance, 1897

In Inheritance (fig. 2), Munch depicts an intimate moment in the life of a young mother
who has just discovered that her infant child has congenital syphilis. Though the depiction of a
sexually transmitted disease was shocking at the time, the subject matter was in line with the
late-nineteenth century cultural interest in disease and madness. The painting offers more than
just a look into Munch’s fascination with madness, however. The formal elements of the work
reveal a paradoxical sublime that may have stemmed from Munch’s childhood relationship with
his mother, who was both a haven of comfort and a source of terror. The following analysis will
address both the pathological and psychological aspects of Inheritance, beginning with the
broader cultural environment that fostered Munch’s interest in madness.

In the late-nineteenth century, there emerged in Europe a psychiatric avant-garde that
took a great interest in madness and insanity.>> While artistic depictions of the mad and insane
were not new, the interest in art created by the mad and insane was a relatively new phenomenon.
The works created by patients were collected in asylums and reproduced in periodicals such as
Sphinx, a fin-de-si¢cle journal popular among artists that sought to “investigate the relationships
between ‘Man, Nature, and the Universe.””>? Artists interested in experimental pathology and
liberating the inner psyche turned to asylums and hospitals to discover how these “mad” artists

had created expressive drawings that rejected the traditional, conscious process of art making.>*

52 Morehead, “The Asylum Shadows,” 35.
33 Morehead, “Madness as Method,” 154.

3 Morehead, “Madness as Method,” 154.
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Connecting with psychiatrists and physicians, artists frequently visited medical facilities,
studying and drawing the inhabitants in an effort to develop a pathological method of artmaking.

An active participant in the Parisian avant-garde in the late 1890s, Munch was greatly
influenced by the cultural interest in madness. Excited by the experimental nature of patient art,
and curious to explore the “other within the self” in his own art, he befriended doctors and
psychiatrists who allowed him access to the asylums and hospitals that surrounded his studio in
Montparnasse.>> Many of the institutions Munch visited housed those who were suffering from
neurological complications associated with the final stages of syphilis, a disease that had infected
many of Munch’s friends and contemporaries.>® In the Hopital Saint-Louis, a hospital that treated
venereal diseases, Munch encountered a highly impactful scene that he described as “true
weeping after nature.”” In 1897 he immortalized the scene with paint, intending to "express the
pain and conviction” he had seen.®

Set against a green background, the painting, which Munch titled Inheritance, depicts a
grieving woman seated on a bench, with a young child sprawled naked across her lap. Centered
in the painting, the mother and child are a terrifying pair. The woman holds a white handkerchief
to her mouth with one claw-like hand while her other hand droops lifelessly by her side. Her
face, painted red with what could be a syphilitic fever, looks down at her child through swollen

eyes above puffy cheeks. Her black top is flatly painted in the chest area, which, according to art

35 Morehead, “Madness as Method,” 140; 153.
36 Morehead, “Madness as Method,” 163.
57 Munch, The Private Journals, 4.

38 Munch, The Private Journals, 89.
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historian Shelley Wood Cordulack, de-emphasizes her nourishing role.>® Cordulack also notes
the pattern of falling leaves on the woman’s skirt, stating that this decorative pattern could be
read as infected spots that have spread over the fabric like the spread of disease.®® Painted with
confident brushstrokes, the woman has substance and form, filling the space and almost
extending beyond the confines of the picture plane.

Contrasting strongly with the woman’s solid form, the child, who lays on a white blanket,
appears flat and without substance. Yellow with jaundice, the child looks out at the world with
black lifeless eyes set in a misshapen head. Bloodless, puffy lips stretch across the face above a
small, pointed chin. The right arm is nearly transparent, painted with a greenish haze that blends
into the blanket below. The harsh angularity of the child’s arms and legs contrasts with the
mother’s billowy form, emphasizing the irregularity and unnatural state of an infant child
infected from birth with syphilis. The child is angled so that its full body is visible to the viewer,
making it impossible to miss the red pustules that cover the child’s neck and chest. The red of the
pustules is reflected in the woman’s face and in the feather of her hat, indicating that these red
marks originated from the mother.

The green wall behind the mother is reflected in her skirt and the child’s head, acting as a
unifying color that ties the image together. Posters of red, yellow, and white are hung up on the
far-right side of the green wall, indicating that the woman is in a public space. Behind the
woman, dark tendrils extend from her shadow up her left arm, almost as if her shadow is
attempting to engulf her. The floor beneath the mother and child is painted with thick, wavy

strokes of red oxide and ochre, creating the appearance of an unstable foundation.

39 Shelley Wood Cordulack, Edvard Munch and the Physiology of Symbolism (Associated University Presses,
2002), 91.

80 Cordulack, Edvard Munch and the Physiology, 24.
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The relationship between the painting and viewers of the work can be related to the
sublime. In Burke’s sublime, “when danger or pain press too nearly, they are incapable of giving
any delight, and are simply terrible; but at certain distances, and with certain modifications, they
may be, and they are delightful.”®! The mother in this scene surely experienced a terrible pain
that pressed too near, especially considering that during the 1890s, syphilis in newborns was
thought to be a hereditary disease with no cure (penicillin wouldn’t be discovered as an effective
treatment until 1943).°> While the mother experiences terror and pain, viewers of the painting are
removed from that pressing terror. In looking at the work, viewers can feel both relief that they
have not contracted syphilis, and fear that they might contract it or spread it—thus, the viewer is
“at once below and above, inferior and superior, humbled and exalted,” experiencing the dual
nature of the sublime.

The paradoxical sublime found in Inheritance extends beyond that of a viewer’s health
crisis, but to fully understand it we must go back to Munch’s childhood. Born in 1863 to Laura
Cathrine Bjelstad and Christian Munch, Edvard was the second oldest of five children born in
just six years. The task of raising five young children, an overwhelming feat for any young
mother, was made more difficult when Laura contracted tuberculosis. This infectious disease
destroys the lung’s ability to exchange oxygen for carbon dioxide, making it difficult for the
infected individual to get enough air.** Coughing up blood and struggling to breathe, Laura spent

a year wasting away, slowly dying of asphyxiation.®> Watching his mother’s terror as she

! Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry, 86.
62 Breedlove, “Living People,” 2184.

8 Doran, The Theory of the Sublime, 11.
% Nahum, “In Wild Embrace,” 42.

% Prideaux, Edvard Munch, 10.
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struggled to get enough air must have been a terrifying experience for the four-year-old Munch.
Research conducted by psychologist Karlen Lyons-Ruth and art historian Katherine Nahum
states that Munch developed a disorganized attachment to his mother during this time, due to her
inability to attend to his emotional needs.®® “Mother as the haven of safety as well as the source
of terror, mother who is sought for comfort but whom one tries in panic to avoid”—these are the
paradoxical feelings that characterize Disorganized (also known as Fearful-Avoidant)
Attachment.5’

The reader may note the similarities between a disorganized attachment and the dual
nature of the sublime. Complex pleasure, which includes attraction/repulsion or pleasure/pain, is
a hallmark of sublimity in the theories of Burke and Kant.%® The conflicting emotions Munch
most likely felt toward his mother may have produced within him a feeling of the sublime, which
Burke defines as “the strongest emotion which the mind is capable of feeling.”%® With such
passionate feelings connected to his mother, it is no wonder that the scene of a sick mother and
her young child would have such an impact on him.

The relationship between mother and child portrayed in Inheritance could be interpreted
as a reflection of Munch’s sublime relationship with his own mother. In the painting, the child
lays on the mother’s lap, but neither figure interacts with each other. Rather than hold and
comfort her sick child, the woman weeps into a handkerchief while her free hand hangs limply

by her side, which could be tied to Laura Munch’s inability to be emotionally or physically

6 Nahum, “In Wild Embrace,” 47, note 55.
7 Nahum, “In Wild Embrace,” 41.
% Doran, The Theory of the Sublime, 11.

 Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry, 86.
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present for her children as her illness consumed her. The child, who looks away from its mother,
does not reach for her or turn toward her for comfort, just as Munch avoided his mother in fear of
her behavior. The mother is the source of the child’s pain, and yet she is also the source of
nourishment, of comfort, of safety. Just like Laura may have been, the woman in this painting is
afflicter and comforter, terrorizer and savior, a bringer of pain and peace, and a source of the
sublime.

Munch’s mother left him a painful inheritance, though it was not one of rashes, heart
problems, or foul pustules, like the child in the painting. No, Munch’s inheritance was the belief
that enduring relationships were toxic and bound to end in loss, a belief he acquired through his
relationship with his mother.”® Many of his journal entries reflect this belief. In one entry, he
describes a meal taken while he sits at the table of love: “...and so he ate to his Heart’s content—
but there was Venom in the Food—and He sat at the Table together with Death, Illness, and
Venom.””! This belief would dictate all of his future romantic relationships. Refusing to marry,
Munch pursued serial relationships, searching for the familiar experience of attraction and
repulsion, comfort and pain, peace and terror.”? These paradoxical emotions that stem from his

relationship with his mother manifest in his art as the sublime.

70 Nahum, “In Wild Embrace,” 42.

"L Edvard Munch, MM T 2759, fol. 10v, trans. Francesca M. Nichols, Munch Museum, Oslo,
https://emunch.no/TRANS HYBRIDMM_T2759.xhtml.

72 Nahum, “In Wild Embrace,” 42.
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Fig. 3, Edvard Munch, Woman in Three Stages or Sphinx, 1894, oil on unprimed canvas, 164.7 x
251.3 cm. Rasmus Meyer Collections, Kode, Bergen.



Fig. 4, Edvard Munch, Childhood Memory. Edvard and his Mother, 1889-1890, pencil and pen
on paper, 22 x 13.9 cm. Munchmuseet, Oslo.
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Fig. 5, Edvard Munch, Madonna, 1895, printed 1912-13, lithographic crayon, tusche, and
scraper, 60.5 x 44.2 cm. Collection of Nelson Blitz, Jr and Catherine Woodard.
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