Edvard Munch’s The Scream (1893)


The painting consists of three main areas: the bridge, which fills the foreground on the left ; a landscape of shoreline, lake or fjord, and hills; and the sky, which is activated with curving lines in tones of orange, yellow, red, and blue-green. Foreground and background blend into one another. In the foreground ,on the bridge, there is an undefined human figure who is closing his/her ears. He/she has an almost larval appearance : he/she has a skull-shaped head, elongated hands, wide eyes, flaring nostrils and  an ovoid mouth. Fear, anguish and anxiety are expressed by this face. In the background the water merges with the sky and on the left there are two more figures walking on the bridge. The human figures are starkly separated from this landscape by the bridge. Its strict linearity provides a contrast with the shapes of the landscape and the sky. The two faceless upright figures in the background belong to the geometric precision of the bridge, while the lines of the foreground figure’s body, hands, and head take up the same curving shapes that dominate the background landscape. The swirling brushstrokes of the sky and water create a sense of anxiety which is increased by the use of perspective. The curving lines starting from the body of the human figure and spreading out into the landscape  intensify the emotional charge of the picture since the anxiety seems to spread everywhere. The screaming figure is thus linked through these formal means to the natural realm, which was apparently Munch’s intention. A passage in Munch’s diary dated January 22, 1892, and written in Nice, contains the probable inspiration for this scene as the artist remembered it: “I was walking along the road with two friends—the sun went down—I felt a gust of melancholy—suddenly the sky turned a bloody red. I stopped, leaned against the railing, tired to death—as the flaming skies hung like blood and sword over the blue-black fjord and the city—My friends went on—I stood there trembling with anxiety—and I felt a vast infinite scream [tear] through nature.” The figure on the bridge—who may even be symbolic of Munch himself—feels the cry of nature, a sound that is sensed internally rather than heard with the ears. Yet, how can this sensation be conveyed in visual terms? Munch’s approach to the experience of synesthesia, or the union of senses (for example the belief that one might taste a colour or smell a musical note), results in the visual depiction of sound and emotion. 
The colours are harsh, with the predominance of red and yellow in the sky, maybe suggesting fire or blood and the blue and black of the water of the fiord suggest anguish and death. As such, The Scream represents a key work for the Symbolist movement as well as an important inspiration for the Expressionist movement of the early twentieth century. Symbolist artists of diverse international backgrounds confronted questions regarding the nature of subjectivity and its visual depiction. As Munch himself put it succinctly in a notebook entry on subjective vision written in 1889, “It is not the chair which is to be painted but what the human being has felt in relation to it.” 

