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Blaue Reiter  
beginnings

The use of painting as a means of communicating personal 
experience and emotion, a central aim of the Expressionists, was 
shown in a more spiritual way in the work of the painters of the 
Munich based group Der Blaue Reiter (The Blaue Reiter  ). 

The Blaue Reiter   actually began as the New Artists’ Alliance, 
Munich, formed in �909 and led by Wassily Kandinsky. At both 
�909 and �9�0 exhibitions, contributions were taken from 
non-Germans such as Braque, Picasso, Derain and Vlaminck. Like 
Die Brücke, the New Artists’ Alliance, was united by similar aims 
rather than style. Unlike their Dresden contemporaries, however, 
they included Russian folk art among their influences.

In December �9�� Kandinsky, Gabriele Münter and Franz 
Marc resigned from the New Artists’ Alliance, because one 
of Kandinsky’s large works was rejected by the exhibition 
committee, and set up the first Blaue Reiter   exhibition in the 
same month. The second exhibition was in March �9�� and was 
mostly graphic works, including contributions by Die Brücke 
artists, Picasso, Braque, Derain and Vlaminck. 

The Blaue Reiter Almanac
The group published a Blaue Reiter Almanac in May �9��, 

containing essays on music and theatre as well as art. There 
were �44 illustrations, which included work by contemporary 
artists, such as Kandinsky himself and Franz Marc, as well as Van 
Gogh, Cézanne and Gauguin, examples of  Bavarian and Russian 
folk art, children’s drawing, and a wide variety of ethnographic 
objects - a Ceylonese dance-mask and an Easter Island figure. 

The variety of work considered in the Almanac reflects the 
artists’ concern with the idea of Gesamtkunstwerk, the equality 
of all forms of art, proposed by the composer Richard Wagner 
around  the middle of the �9th century.

In the Almanac they stated their aims as:

• to free their creativity from the constraints of tradition
• to discover and create the fresh and original
• to connect with the creativity of primitive societies which   

 had not been corrupted by the materialism of modern life
• to create an art that could be universal in its interpretation
• to explore the spiritual potential of art.

For the Blaue Reiter artists, the gradual movement from 
clearly defined forms to more abstract ones was a way to 
provide a transcendental experience. They aimed to express 
spiritual realities by going behind appearances - the object.

The figure of St George was chosen for the cover of the  
Blaue Reiter Almanac to express the idea that the artists saw 
their spiritual role as rescuing the innocent from the ravages 
of materialism - the dragon. St George became the symbol of 
renewal, of the overcoming and redemption of the materialistic 
old world by  the purifying power of the spirit.

St George was patron saint of Moscow as well as the village 
of Murnau where the artists spent much of their time painting. 
Here he is compressed into a narrow vertical format, protected 
by his shield and strange headgear. Beneath him winds the 
dragon with its scaly tail rearing up. In the right foreground is 
the figure of the princess.

Kandinsky: design for the cover for the  Blaue Reiter Almanac �9�� 
watercolour, 3�.5 x �4cm, Stadtische Galerie im Lenbachhaus, Munich

• began in Munich Germany
• lasted from �909 to �9�4

Stylistic features:
• bright, subjective colours
• distorted, angular forms 
• impasto brushwork
• areas of bare canvas
• abstracted forms

Major artists:
• Kandinsky
• Marc
• Münter 
• Macke

Influenced by:
• Van Gogh
• Gauguin 
• Fauvism
• Nietzsche
• Theosophy
• Wagner
• Russian folk art
• Darwin

�. What was the central aim of Expressionism?

�. How was the Blaue Reiter   different from Die Brucke?

3. When was the first Blaue Reiter   exhibition?

4. What does Gesamtkunstwerk mean?

5. How did they aim to express spiritual ideas?

6. What did St George symbolise?
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Blaue Reiter  
Kandinsky

Stylistic Development
Kandinsky had worked as a lawyer in Russia. While a student, 

he had travelled into the heart of Russia to research peasant 
legal systems and had been struck by the power of the folk art 
they used to decorate their homes.

Kandinsky went to Munich in �896 to study painting in the 
fashionable Jugendstil (style of Art Nouveau). He focused on 
the Symbolist work of late �9th century Russian artists, German 
art from the Middle Ages and even older Byzantine art. He used 
simplified forms  and flat, unnatural colours, often applied in 
large stippled dots. He travelled throughout Europe between 
�903 and �908, exhibiting in Paris and winning a Grand Prix in 
�906. 

While living in Paris during �906 - 07, Kandinsky attended 
many of the early exhibitions by the Fauves. Their influence on 
him was tremendous. In their paintings he saw the liberation of 
colour from representation, and he spent the rest of the decade 
incorporating the implications of this freedom in his art. These 
early works by Kandinsky were particularly notable  for their 
bright colours and imaginative use of fairytale subjects such as 
knights on horseback.

From September �907 to August �908, Kandinsky lived in 
Berlin where he met Rudolph Steiner.

In �908 Gabriele Münter bought a house in the rural area of 
Murnau. It was here that Kandinsky began to develop his own 
style, encouraged by Alexi von Jawlensky, recently returned 
from a year in the studio of Matisse. Kandinsky’s paintings from 
�908 and �909 are dominated by strong colour, abbreviated 
forms and a sense that the subject is only a pretext for his 
experimentation with colour.

From �909 Kandinsky was painting heavily simplified pictures 
which still contain ciphers or abbreviated symbols of natural 
objects. His colours are expressive and non-representational. He 
began to title works as either: 

• Impressions – still some recognisable subject matter
• Improvisations – spontaneous emotional works often using   

 the automatic drawing technique. He produced 35   
 numbered Improvisations between �909 and �9�4 as well as  
 some unnumbered ones.

• Compositions – more complicated, lots of preparatory   
 drawings. He only did �0 of these from �9�0

�9�0 is the year in which Kandinsky is supposed to have 
painted the first abstract oil painting. 

In �9�� he met the composer Schoenberg who was breaking 
rules of composition in music - atonality.

By �9�3 space or movement is created by the weight, the 
advancing or receding, of colour. 

In �9�4, he had to leave Germany to return to Russia. He 
continued to paint there until �9�� when he returned to 
Germany to teach at the Bauhaus. He left for France when the 
Bauhaus was closed by the Nazis in �93�. 

During his Bauhaus period, he had begun to exhibit in 
America: first in �9�3 in New York, and more frequently from 
�935 to �937 in the Cubism and Abstract Art exhibition at the 
Museum of Modern Art followed by a Bauhaus exhibition and 
his own travelling exhibition through the United States. Jackson 
Pollock was among the artists most influenced by both his work 
and his writings.

Kandinsky: Lyrical �9�� 
oil on canvas, 94 x �30cm, Museéum Boijmans Van Beuningen, Rotterdam

Kandinsky: Blue Horseman �905 
oil on canvas, 5� x 54cm, EG Buhrle Collection, Zurich

What does the recurring horse mean?

• Kandinsky had begun using it with a rider in his early work   
 influenced by Russian folk tales.

• It became a symbol of St George – fighting against   
 materialism

• With other horses it is a symbol of the Apocalypse 
• To both Kandinsky and Marc it was a potent symbol of   

 elemental forces
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Blaue Reiter  
the philosophical context  

Theosophy
Kandinsky was influenced by Theosophy which began with 

the Russian Madame Blavatsky in �875. It was popularised by 
Rudolph Steiner who had been Blavatsky’s secretary before 
founding the Anthroposophical Society in �9�3. Kandinsky 
is known to have made notes in his copies of Steiner’s books 
between �908 and �9��.

The movement draws on several philosophical and religious 
traditions including Hinduism, Judaism, Zoroastrianism. They 
believed in:

• universal brotherhood - the spiritual unity of all living beings
• the ability of colour and form to call forth vibrations which   

 enrich the soul
• coloured auras or ‘thought forms’ which changed colour   

 according to the emotional state of the person observed
• the emergence of a final spiritual world after a great   

 catastrophe
•  the ��st century as a time of paradise on earth

Psychology
�. Synaesthesia 

This was one of the most active areas of experimental 
psychology in these early years of the �0th century. It described 
the ability of some people to see colours when hearing 
music for example. In �890 the Congrès lnternationale de la 
Psychologie Physiologique set up a committee to investigate. 
Around five hundred cases were reported by �89�.

“Anyone who has heard of colour therapy knows that 
coloured light can have a particular effect upon the entire 
body. Various attempts to exploit this power of colour and 
apply it to different nervous disorders have again noted 
that red light has an enlivening and stimulating effect 
upon the heart, while blue, on the other hand can lead to 
temporary paralysis. “

Concerning the Spiritual in Art (p �5)

�. Freud

Freud’s theories on the unconscious also affected the work 
of the Blaue Reiter  , particularly their use of automatic drawing 
- suppression of conscious control over drawing in order to 
give free reign to unconscious imagery. This was another 
way to leave the subject behind and tap into the collective 
unconscious in an attempt to reach something universal in 
everyone.

Darwin
Darwin’s ideas, published in �860 and �87�, were picked up in 

the writings of Nietzsche in the �870s. Animals become symbols 
of prelogical beings, existing in balance with nature. Nietzsche 
had contrasted the false values of the rational and intellectual 
with the innocence of the animal and its union with nature.

The use of animals as subjects, such as Kandinsky’s horse 
and Marc’s cow, was an important aspect of Blaue Reiter’s 
spirituality. Kandinsky’s horse symbolises the power and passion 
that can be part of the spiritual experience, while Marc’s cow is 
meant to provide a point of identification for viewers, so that 
they can experience the intuitive spirituality of the animal. He 
saw animals as representing everything that was pure, true 
and beautiful in life. Animals as noble subjects reinforced the 
Theosophical idea of universal brotherhood and were intended 
to show us how to live in harmony with nature. 

The Apocalypse
The idea of the end of the world was presented in the book 

of Revelation - the last book of the New testament of the Bible. 
Various writers from the medieval Agrippa of Nettesheim 
through to Dostoevsky, the Russian Symbolists and Nietzsche 
had suggested �900 as the year of the apocalyptic event.

Kandinsky, along with the Theosophists, saw this as the 
coming of a new non-materialistic epoch. He was one of many 
whose faith in the rationality of science had been shaken by 
science itself. The discovery of uranium by the French physicist 
Henri Bequerel in �896 had destroyed the idea, held since the 
Greeks, that the atom was the final indivisible unit from which 
the universe was built. Kandinsky wrote in his Reminiscences in 
�9�3: 

“The collapse of the atom was equated, in my soul, 
with the collapse of the whole world...Science seemed 
destroyed: its most important basis was only an illusion.” 

Kandinsky, Complete Writings on Art (p 364)

Along with Nietzsche and many other philosophers, most 
Blaue Reiter members believed that German society was 
becoming more corrupt. They thought that a complete 
destruction of the increasingly decadent bourgeois society 
they saw surrounding them was inevitable. This was also the 
underlying idea of the work and writing of the composer 
Richard Wagner. His opera The Ring of the Niebelung, which 
was hugely popular at the end of the �9th century, has an 
apocalypse in the final act, where the corrupt, materialistic 
world is consumed by fire and flood, preparing the way for a 
new world to be born.

Consequently, Kandinsky and Marc saw their task as 
prophesying an apocalyptic ultimatum though their art: either 
corrupt society must change radically, or it must be destroyed. 
However, it has to be remembered that this was pre-nuclear. 
Kandinsky did not expect total destruction as we do now.

Symbols Kandinsky uses to convey the idea of apocalypse are:

• the boat (refers to Noah’s ark)
• the rainbow (refers to God’s promise to Noah)
• horses and riders (refers to the 4 riders of Revelation)

Albrecht Durer: The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse �497
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Blaue Reiter   
Kandinsky’s iconography

Kandinsky: Cossacks �9�0 
oil on canvas, 94 x ��9.9cm, Tate Gallery, London

Space/setting:

Composition:

Colour:

Form:

Technique:

Context:

Iconography

Kandinsky has suggested in the title of this work that he is 
remembering events of the �905 attempted Revolution in 
Moscow in which the Cossacks were involved. 

This painting is also called Section for Composition IV and 
comprises the left side of the later work. The viewer is expected 
to read the painting on three levels:

• to see a chaos of colours and lines
• to begin to see forms created by colours and lines
• to begin to understand the meaning of the work

Kandinsky’s hope is that viewers will be drawn into a 
conversation with the painting while they try to decipher it. 
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Blaue Reiter   
Kandinsky’s iconography

Space/setting:

Composition:

Colour:

Form:

Technique:

Context:

Iconography

This work is about the small value of material reality 
compared with the spiritual reality of the coming apocalypse 
which is here presented as a deluge. It is based on one of 
Kandinsky’s glass paintings which is less abstracted. 

The apocalypse is symbolised by the 3 riders on horseback 
who move in a counter clockwise direction behind the city 
on the hill in the centre of the painting. The boat symbol (as 
in Oars) can be located centre right and what are probably 
two giant saints are watching from the lower right. The black 
clouds on the right convey a sense of foreboding, along with 
the red sun on the upper left. Dark, gestural contours define the 
simplified forms - the ciphers.

Kandinsky: Small Pleasures �9�3 
oil on canvas, �09 x ��9.7cm, Solomon R Guggenheim Museéum, New York
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Blaue Reiter  
Kandinsky’s writings

Concerning the Spiritual in Art
Kandinsky’s book Concerning the Spiritual in Art was a major 

success. First published in �9��, in �9�� it had run into a third 
edition. It prepared the way both for Kandinsky’s own transition 
to abstraction and for his emergence as one of the leaders of 
the new European avant-garde.

 The prophetic power of art
In Concerning the Spiritual in Art, Kandinsky’s basic thesis was 

that the ‘spiritual’ - the voice of inner necessity, not the world 
of external appearances - must be the guiding force of artistic 
creation. In the first part of his essay he wrote of true art as 
something which possesses a prophetic power- a direct allusion 
to the artist as shaman or prophet.

He described the true artist as standing at the apex of a 
spiritual triangle, with the majority of the population massed at 
the bottom. 

“Every work of art is the child of its age and, in many cases, 
the mother of our emotions. It follows that each period 
of culture produces an art of its own which can never be 
repeated. Efforts to revive the art-principles of the past will 
at best produce an art that is still-born. It is impossible for 
us to live and feel, as did the ancient Greeks.”

Concerning the Spiritual in Art (p �)

To Kandinsky, an idealised representation of nature, such as that 
perfected by the Greeks, was not relevant to the current age.

“The observer of today... seeks  in a work of art a mere 
imitation of nature...”
   Concerning the Spiritual in Art (p �)

“It is perhaps with envy, or with a sad feeling of sympathy, 
that we listen to the works of Mozart. They create a 
welcome pause amidst the storms of our inner life, a 
vision of consolation and hope, but we hear them like the 
sounds of another, vanished, and essentially unfamiliar 
age. Clashing discords, loss of equilibrium, ‘principles’ 
overthrown, unexpected drumbeats, great questionings, 
apparently purposeless strivings, stress and longing 
(apparently torn apart), chains and fetters broken (which 
had united many), opposites and contradictions  - this is 
our harmony.”

Concerning the Spiritual in Art (p 43)

To Kandinsky, the splitting of the atom, coupled with the 
increasing decadence of the world called for an art that both 
spoke to the current age and tried to improve it. He promoted 
abstract art as 

“The other art, that which is capable of educating further, 
springs equally from contemporary feelings, but is at the 
same time not only echo and mirror of it, but also has a 
deep and powerful prophetic strength.”

Concerning the Spiritual in Art (p 4)

“Painting is an art, and art is not vague production, 
transitory and isolated, but a power which must be 
directed to the improvement and refinement of the 
human soul - to, in fact, the raising of the spiritual triangle.”

Concerning the Spiritual in Art (p 54)

The affective power of art
Whereas Matisse wanted colour to be balanced in order to 

create a peaceful mood in the viewer, Kandinsky wanted to be 
able to use colour to provoke an emotional/spiritual response in 
the viewer as well as convey meaning. 

Apparently, he had some synaesthetic ability so that he could 
see colours when he heard music, and hear sound when he 
saw colour. He had been interested in colour theories since 
the �903 German translation of Signac’s book From Delacroix to 
Neoimpressionism. He would also have read research on colour 
therapy in the treatment of mental problems.

In Concerning the Spiritual in Art Kandinsky formulated his own 
colour theories. He stated that letting one’s eyes wander over a 
palette laid out with colours has two main results:

1. Physical effect: 
“The spectator experiences feelings of satisfaction, of 
pleasure, and as such can only be of short duration. They 
are also superficial, leaving behind no lasting impression if 
the soul remains closed. 
The eye is more strongly attracted by the brighter colours, 
and still more by the brighter and warmer: vermilion 
attracts and pleases the eye as does flame. Bright lemon 
yellow hurts the eye after a short time, as a high note on 
the trumpet hurts the ear. The eye becomes disturbed, 
cannot bear it any longer, and seeks depth and response 
in blue or green.”

2. Psychological effect: 
“The psychological power of colour becomes apparent by 
calling forth a vibration from the soul. 
Since in general the soul is closely connected to the body, 
it is possible that one emotional response may conjure 
up another, corresponding form of emotion by means 
of association. For example, the colour red may cause a 
spiritual vibration like flame. A warm red has a stimulating 
effect and can increase in intensity until it induces a 
painful sensation, perhaps also because of its resemblance 
to flowing blood. This colour can thus conjure up the 
memory of another physical agent, which necessarily 
exerts a painful effect upon the soul. 
Colour contains within itself a little-studied but enormous 
power, which can influence the entire human body as a 
physical organism. 
In general, therefore, colour is a means of exerting a direct 
influence upon the soul. Colour is the keyboard. The 
eye is the hammer. The soul is the piano, with its many 
strings. The artist is the hand that purposefully sets the 
soul vibrating by means of this or that key. Thus it is clear 
that the harmony of colours can only be based upon the 
principle of purposefully touching the human soul. “                       

Concerning the Spiritual in Art (p �5)
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Blaue Reiter  
Kandinsky’s colour theories

3. Inner meaning
To Kandinsky, every colour had its own characteristics, both 

physical and spiritual. Colours could recede or advance, grow or 
diminish in size; they were soft or hard, smooth or rough, and 
heavenly and profound (blue) or earthly (yellow). Placing one 
colour next to another could create movement.

Kandinsky accepted, however, that the world may not quite 
be ready for abstract art until after the apocalypse.

“If we begin at once to break the bonds which bind us to 
nature, and devote ourselves purely to combination of 
pure colour and abstract form, we shall produce works 
which are mere decoration, which are suited to neckties 
or carpets...When we remember, however, that spiritual 
experience is quickening, that dissolution of matter is 
imminent, we have reason to hope that the hour of pure 
composition is not far away.”

Concerning the Spiritual in Art (p 47)

It is clear, however, that his ideal was to be able to express 
meaning through colour alone, in the same way that music 
conveys meaning without words or narrative. He insists that 
contemporary moves in music, such as experiments with 
atonality, hold the key to the way art should be.

“With few exceptions music has been for some centuries 
the art which has devoted itself not to the reproduction 
of natural phenomena, but rather to the expression of the 
artist’s soul, in musical sound.
A painter, who finds no satisfaction in mere 
representation, however artistic, in his longing to express 
his inner life, cannot but envy the ease with which 
music, the most non-material of the arts today, achieves 
this end. He naturally seeks to apply the methods of 
music to his own art. And from this results that modern 
desire for rhythm in painting, for mathematical, abstract 
construction, for repeated notes of colour, for setting 
colour in motion. “
   Concerning the Spiritual in Art (p �9)

Kandinsky developed an iconography of colour, associating it 
with spiritual properties. He also linked it firmly to the sound of 
different instruments in an orchestra, implying that it was often 
the combination of the colours, and their arrangement on the 
canvas, that created a feeling or mood.

Kandinsky: Improvisation 26 (Oars) �9�� 
oil on canvas, 97 x �07.5cm, Stadtische Galerie im Lenbachhaus, Munich

Kandinsky’s Colour Theories  
Concerning the Spiritual in Art (p 38) or see www.schoenberg.at   
- put Kandinsky colour theories into the search box

yellow

blue

green

white

black

grey

red

brown

orange

violet
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Kandinsky 
 abstraction

The story of Kandinsky’s progress towards abstraction, is not 
entirely steady. His first experience of seeing art completely 
‘abstractly seems to have occurred as early as �896 when he 
was deeply impressed by one of the paintings from Monet’s 
celebrated Haystacks series, but did not initially know what it 
represented. Apparently it was this experience which made him 
turn his back on law to become an artist. The experience later 
repeated itself in his own studio in Munich in �909. 

“I had just come home with my painting box...when, 
suddenly,  my eyes fell upon an indescribably beautiful 
picture that was saturated with an inner glow. I was 
startled momentarily and quickly went up to this 
enigmatic painting in which I could see nothing but 
shapes and colours and the content of which was 
incomprehensible to me...it was one of my own paintings 
leaning on its side against a wall...Now I knew for certain 
that the subject-matter was detrimental for my paintings. “

Lives of the Great 20th Century Artists (p �73)

Another major influence on Kandinsky’s concern to remove 
the subject was the opera Lohengrin by Richard Wagner which 
was performed in �896 at the Bolshoi. Here Kandinsky realised 
that painting could be as powerful as music in appealing 
directly to the senses without telling a story

However, a close examination of Kandinsky’s work from 
�909 to �9�4 shows that, far from abandoning forms, he 
continued to re-use and transform them. What were originally 
representational images become increasingly simplified 
pictograms or ciphers to create what Kandinsky called 
‘concealed constructions.’

Should we be looking for iconography in his work at all? In �9�4, 
Kandinsky wrote:

“ Whatever I might say about myself or my pictures can 
touch the pure artistic meaning only superficially. The 
observer must learn to look at the picture as a graphic 
representation of a mood and not as a representation of 
objects.”

Kandinsky, Complete Writings on Art (p 403)

“The more abstract is form, the more clear and direct is its 
appeal.” 

Concerning the Spiritual in Art (p 3�)

“It is in this way - through a conversation communicating 
ideas and feelings- that one should approach a work of art, 
experiencing the direct, abstract effect. 
Then with time will develop the possibility of speaking 
through purely artistic means and it will no longer be 
necessary to borrow the forms for this inner speech from 
the external world.”

Klee, Kandinsky and the Thought of Their Time (p 43-4)

 
Although Kandinsky clearly preferred that his work would 

speak to the spirit without a study of the motifs engaging the 
brain of the viewer, Kandinsky himself felt the need to explain 
his work in �9�3 in Supplementary Definition, as well as in �9�4 
in the Cologne Lectures. He explained some of the motifs, but 
emphasised the composition - movement and colour balances 
- as the chief means of conveying meaning. His Cologne lecture 
of �9�4 also took the same approach. 

Did he produce the first abstract art painting?
In �9�0 a Russian scholar called Kandinsky

“the Russian Messiah... His work has cleared the way for 
the victory of absolute art...”

Kandinsky (p �43)

Cubism cut up the subject but never actually eliminated 
it completely before �9�0. It was really only in �9�� that 
Delaunay’s Simultaneous Disks and Franz Kupka’s Fugue in 
Red and Blue appeared. Even Mondrian’s Flowering Trees was 
completed in �9��. 

There has been some debate as to whether Kandinsky’s First 
Abstract Watercolour was a finished work or simply a sketch 
for Composition VII of �9�3. The exact dating of it is unclear as 
Kandinsky did not always date his work when he had finished 
it. Kandinsky himself never mentioned it, but did refer to his 
Picture with a Circle of �9��, which was rediscovered in �989, as 
the first abstract picture.. 

This work is made up of masses of smudged colour with a few 
black lines and circles in the top half and a sense of movement 
from bottom to top. There do not appear to be any abstracted 
forms familiar from his other works.

It has to be noted however that the removal of abstracted, 
though still recognisable, forms was not consistent. His Black 
Arch of �9�� shows no sign of subject, but subsequent works, 
such as Composition VI, do.

His writings show that he had to acknowledge the inability of 
his audience to understand or appreciate abstraction because 
the age of the Great Spiritual had not yet occurred.

“By dissolving form, Kandinsky claimed to release the 
‘inner sound’ of the colour and contribute to the spiritual 
renewal which his writings predicted. However, it is clear 
that few observers could or would recognise the same 
spiritual nuances that Kandinsky claimed to be painting.”

Fin de Siecle (p �37)

The move of Der Blaue Reiter towards abstraction was so that 
artists could:

• express spiritual rather than material reality
• encourage viewers to look beyond material reality
• create an art that would be universally understood
• break free from artistic traditions by producing work that   

 reflected their era

Kandinsky: Picture with a Circle �9��
 oil on canvas, ��4 x �09cm, State Museum of Art, Tbilisi, Republic of Georgia
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Kandinsky 
 abstraction

Space/setting:

Composition:

Colour:

Form:

Technique:

Iconography

This is an extension of his earlier work, Cossacks. There is now 
a counterbalance between the forces of violence on the left and 
those of peaceful harmony on the right, which is reflected in the 
use of warm and cool colours. 

One critic suggests that there is a strong religious overtone in 
the picture, where images of upheaval and hope are integrated 
into the scheme and enhanced by the saints - the figures on the 
hill above the reclining couple who refer to Adam and Eve.

Composition IV probably also reflects Kandinsky’s interests 
in the music of Wagner, specifically the monumental opera 
The Ring of the Niebelung. The castle on top of the mountain 
would then be Valhalla, the castle of the corrupt gods and 
symbol of decadence and deceit. The rainbow bridge, as well 
as referring to God’s promise to Noah, could also refer  to the 
bridge on which Wagner’s gods cross to their castle in the final, 
apocalyptic scene.

Kandinsky: Composition IV �9�� 
oil on canvas �59.5 x �50.5cm, Kunstsammlung Nordhein-Westfalen, Dusseldorf

What is the philosophical context for this painting?

How is this shown here?
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Kandinsky 
 abstraction

Shortly after the completion of Composition VI, Kandinsky 
identified its subject as the Deluge - the apocalyptic flood of the 
Old Testament where Noah built an ark in which he rescued the 
animals.. 

“My point of departure was a glass-painting that I had 
made more for my own satisfaction. Here are to be 
found various forms: nudes, the Ark, animals, palm trees, 
lightning, rain, etc. When the glass painting was finished, 
there arose in me the desire to treat this theme as the 
subject of a Composition.” 

Kandinsky Compositions (p 37)

The chaotic effect of the swirling lines and surging colour 
creates the impression of a spontaneously painted, catastrophic 
event. However, the existence of several drawings shows that 
the work was carefully planned.

“So it is that all these elements, even those that contradict 
one another, inwardly attain total equilibrium, in such a 
way that no single element gains the upper hand, while 
the original motif out of which the picture came into 
being (the Deluge) is dissolved and transformed into 
an internal, purely pictorial, independent, and objective 
existence.”

Kandinsky Compositions (p 40)

Space/setting:

Composition:

Light:

Colour:

Form:

Technique:

Context:

Kandinsky: Composition VI �9�3 
oil on canvas, �95 x 300 cm, Hermitage Museéum, Saint Petersburg

Iconography
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Blaue Reiter   
 Marc

Stylistic Development
Franz Marc studied at the Munich Art Academy from �900 

to �903. His early work used a muted palette typical of the 
traditional Munich academic style. 

In �903 he visited Paris and saw the work of the Impressionists 
first hand. He gave up the academic style of painting as a result 
and began to use stronger colours.

In �905 he met the animal painter, Jean Nestle, who 
encouraged him to translate his love of animals into his work.

In �907 he visited Paris again, seeing a large exhibition of the 
work of Van Gogh and Gauguin.

In �908 and �909, he painted animals outdoor, reducing them 
to their essential forms, but still using a naturalistic palette.

“I am trying to intensify my ability to sense the organic 
rhythm that beats in all things, to develop a pantheistic 
sympathy for the trembling and flow of blood in nature, 
in trees, in animals, in the air...”

The Expressionists (p ��5)

A �909 exhibition in Munich of Van Gogh’s work allowed 
Marc to study the technique at close quarters. The result was a 
strengthening of intense colours and agitated brushwork.

In �9�0 he held his first exhibition in a private Munich gallery. 
His work was still largely realistic. Auguste Macke visited him in 
his studio as a result of seeing his exhibition, and introduced 
him to the New Artists’ Alliance and the concept of expressive, 
non-representational colour. His response to their controversial 
�9�0 exhibition was:

“ Their logical distribution of the plane, the mysterious 
lines of the one and the colour harmony of the other 
seek to create spiritual moods which have little to do 
with the subject portrayed but which prepare the 
ground for a new, highly spiritualised aesthetic..” 

 Marc (p �4)

Marc began to apply his colour in large, flat areas as seen in 
Horse in a Landscape. An allowance from a collector enabled him 
to experiment more freely with his style.

In �9�� he met Kandinsky and began working on colour 
theory with Macke. He also attended a Schoenberg concert 
with members of the Artists’ Alliance.

“ I will never paint a bush blue for the sake of decorative 
effect, but only in order to intensify the whole reality of 
the horse to which it forms the background”

The Expressionists (p �3�)

In �9�� Marc and Macke went to Paris where they visited 
the Orphist Robert Delaunay and saw his window pictures. 
The Delaunays thought they could create movement and 
depth purely through contrasts of colour. Marc adopted their 
transparency and crystalline play of forms. Marc also saw an 
exhibition of Italian Futurist work in Munich. 

In �9�3 Marc helped to organise the First German Autumn 
Salon in Berlin, an exhibition of 366 works from 90 artists from 
France, Germany, Russia, Italy and Holland. It represented the 
avant garde of Europe and was heavily criticised by the press. 
His paintings begin to depict the interpenetration of animals 
and landscape.

In �9�4 he abandoned the subject altogether and tried to 
represent the ugliness he now saw in all nature through a 
more complete abstraction of form. He volunteered for military 
service and was killed at Verdun in �9�6.

Marc’s colour theories
In his discussions with Macke late in �9�0 on the subject of 

colour, Marc wrote:

“Blue is the male principle, stern and spiritual. Yellow 
the female principle, gentle, cheerful and sensual. Red 
is matter, brutal and heavy and always the colour which 
must be fought and vanquished by the other two. If, for 
example, you mix the serious, spiritual blue with red, then 
you augment the blue to an unbearable mourning, and 
the reconciling yellow, the complementary colour to 
violet, will be indispensable (the woman as consoler, not 
as lover). If you mix red and yellow, you give the passive 
and female yellow a sensual power, for which the cool, 
spiritual blue - the man - will again be indispensable, and 
certainly blue sets itself immediately and automatically 
next to orange; the colours love each other. Blue and 
orange, a thoroughly festive chord. But if you now mix 
blue and yellow to green, you bring red, the material, 
the earth to life. But here I, as a painter, always feel 
a difference: with green you never put the eternally 
material, brutal red to rest, as you do with the other colour 
chord (just imagine objects decorated in green and red). 
Blue (the heaven) and yellow (the sun) must always come 
to the aid of green again, to subdue the material.”

The Expressionists (p ��8 -9))

Marc worked very closely with Kandinsky on providing the 
theoretical basis for the Blaue Reiter. Together they produced 
the The Blue Rider Almanac. Marc contributed an article entitled 
Spiritual Treasures and another called The Savages of Germany in 
which he stated that The Blaue Reiter and De Brücke aimed 

“ To create from their work symbols for their own time, 
symbols that belong on the altars of a future spiritual 
religion, symbols behind which the technical heritage 
cannot be seen”   

The Blaue Reiter Almanac (p 64) 

In his article Two Pictures, he stated that the world was 
experiencing a period of upheaval during which the new styles 
were 

“characteristic, fiery signs of a new era that increase 
daily everywhere.”

The Blaue Reiter Almanac (p 67) 
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Marc: Tower of Blue Horses �9�3 
oil on canvas, �00 x �30cm, missing since �945

Space/setting:

Composition:

Colour:

Form:

Technique:

Context:

Blaue Reiter   
 Marc

Iconography

Marc’s aim to imagine himself within his animal subjects led 
him to associate the horse with the male principle which he 
expressed in the colour blue.

In the Tower of Blue Horses, the foreground horse is slightly less 
than life size and must have been impressive. The horses are 
positioned slightly to the right with their rumps lined up along 
the central axis. On the left is a highly abstract rocky landscape. 
The rainbow in the upper left and the crescent moon on the 
first horse could suggest the oneness of nature, but they could 
also symbolise the apocalypse that Marc, sharing Theosophist 
ideas with Kandinsky and many others at the time, thought was 
coming.

There is a sense of foreboding in this painting, encouraged by 
the fragmenting and fissuring of form. The horses seem to have 
sensed something happening to the left and are poised ready 
to flee.
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Marc was most known for his paintings of animals showing 
his concern with pantheism (the spirit of the Universe in nature), 
reflecting current Theosophist ideas. He saw animals as the 
betrayed but uncontaminated guardians of what was left of 
unspoilt nature.

To Marc, the world seen through an animal’s eye expressed 
greater links with the wider universe than humanity’s logic and 
increasing materialism. The animals themselves had symbolic 
meaning. A deer had a fragile agility and a tiger had a restrained, 
latent strength. The horse appears as a subject in Marc’s work 
three times more often than any other subject. 

Because of its very lack of consciousness, its instinctual action,

“the animal has always symbolised the psychic sphere 
in man which lies hidden in the darkness of the body’s 
instinctual life.” 

The Blaue Reiter Almanac (p 55)

Stables was painted as a response to the Orphism of the 
Delaunays and the geometric forms of Italian Futurism. Stables 
shows a world of conflict through its use of jagged diagonal 
lines and dynamic forms. This can be compared to Marc’s 
earlier depictions of an animal world in harmony with nature. 
The earlier curvilinear patterns combine with new geometric 
fragmentation. The horses are dismembered and abstracted as 
flat shapes parallel to the picture plane. Previously, Marc had 
painted horses blue to convey their spiritual strength. Here 
they are pale and dismembered, simply consumed by the 
geometrically rendered prison of the title. 

The title may also refer to the Augean stables of Greek myth 
where Augeus’ filthy stables were cleaned by Hercules’ diversion 
of a river. Marc sees the stables as a metaphor for social 
decadence and mentions it in a letter to Kandinsky shortly after 
war was declared.

“I am not angry at this war; I am grateful to it from the 
bottom of my heart. There was no other avenue to the 
time of the spirit; it was the only way of cleansing the 
Augean stables of old Europe.” 

Fin de Siecle (p �36)

Blaue Reiter   
 Marc

Marc: Stables �9�3 
oil on canvas, 73.5 x �57.5cm, Solomon R Guggenheim Museéum, New York

Space/setting:

Composition:

Colour:

Form:

Technique:

What is the context for this painting?

How is this shown here?
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Blaue Reiter   
Marc & apocalypse

Relative peace had lasted in Europe since �87�, but recurring  
crises in Morocco in �905 and again in �9�� involved the 
colonial powers and ignited simmering resentments into what 
everyone knew would be a full scale confrontation. As we have 
already seen in the work of Kandinsky, apocalyptic imagery was 
common in German Expressionist painting at this time. The 
Italian Futurists spoke of war as the only true hygiene in their 
�909 manifesto.

Fate of the Animals clearly shows Marc’s assimilation of both 
political and artistic contexts just before World War I:

• Futurist lines of force
• Cubist structure
• Orphic simultaneity of contrasts and colour harmonies 

Marc’s Fate of the Animals, also called the Trees Show Their 
Rings, the Animals Their Veins, represents the coming conflict 
and its effect on the natural world that Marc had previously 
considered innocent. The right side was burnt in �9�7 and 
painted in from drawings by Paul Klee after Marc’s death. The 
animals on the lower right, appear to be foxes or wolves, but are 
deer in drawings for the work.

In the painting, three red shards move from upper left 
diagonally into the tree which falls in an opposing diagonal. 
The movement of the tree is counterbalanced by the diagonal 
explosion of form from top right to lower left. The green horses 
in the background complete a cyclonic movement made by the 
recoiling blue deer in the foreground. In the �9�� subscription 
process, Marc wrote: 

“Today art is moving in a direction of which our fathers 
would never even have dreamed. We stand before the 
new pictures as in a dream and we hear the apocalyptic 
horsemen in the air. There is an artistic tension all over 
Europe.” 

The Blaue Reiter Almanac (p �5�)

Marc: Fate of the Animals �9�3 
oil on canvas, �96 x �66cm, Kunst Museéum, Basle

Iconography

Space/setting:

Composition:

Colour:

Form:

Technique:
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Marc: Fighting Forms �9�4 
oil on canvas, 9� x �3�cm, Staatsgalerie Moderner Kunst, Munich

Blaue Reiter   
 Marc & apocalypse

Composition:

Colour:

Form:

Technique:

In Fighting Forms Marc expresses the intense conflict that was 
underway between spiritual forces and the material world. He 
thought that spiritual forces would win and result in a new age 
which would function at a higher spiritual level than the one he 
saw as materialistic and corrupt. 

Here, the forms are more abstract but the swirling, centrifugal 
forces are more intense than those of The Fate of the Animals. 
Some critics have seen the red form as that of an eagle, a bird 
that represents the soaring of the spirit. It also has a place in 
Revelation as the messenger of doom.

“Then I looked and I heard an eagle calling with a loud cry 
as it flew in mid-heaven: ‘Woe, woe, woe to the inhabitants 
of the earth when the trumpets sound...”

Revelation 8:13

Iconography
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Marc: Tyrol �9�4 
oil on canvas, �35.7 x �44.5cm, Staatsgalerie moderner Kunst, Munich

Blaue Reiter   
Marc & apocalypse

Composition:

Colour:

Form:

Technique:

Iconography

In March �9�3, Marc went to Tyrol, Austria with his wife. 
This painting was briefly shown at the Autumn Salon of �9�3 
but Marc withdrew it and added the central Madonna on 
the crescent moon form. She stands amidst the towering 
mountains which taper menacingly into sharp peaks. Beams 
radiating from the Madonna dissect these mountains at right 
angles. A few houses crouch in the valley far below, threatened 
by the mountains and a tree projecting diagonally across the 
picture, its form recalling a scythe. Behind the mountains in the 
top right-hand corner rises a darkened sun.

The scythe and Madonna refer to motifs employed in 
Christian portrayals of the Apocalypse as told in the Revelation 
of St John. The motif stands for the rebirth of mankind after the 
destruction of corrupt society. Examples can be seen in the 
work of Durer and other German artists around �500.

Durer: Detail from the title page of The Apocalypse �498, woodcut



�0

  
Blaue Reiter  

the artistic context

Blaue Reiter  
the artistic context 

List the iconographical devices used by Kandinsky List the iconographical devices used by Marc



��

Stylistic Development
Gabriele Münter studied art at Dusseldof and Bonn, travelling 

to America with her older sister at the age of ��, by which time 
both of her parents had died. As a woman, she was denied 
access to any academies of art and had to enrol in private 
schools.

She met Kandinsky in �90� when she became a student of 
his and appreciated the way he treated her artistic talent more 
seriously than had previous teachers. In �903 she became 
engaged to him although he still had a wife in Russia.

From �905 to �908, Münter and Kandinsky travelled 
throughout Europe. In �906 Münter was working in an 
Impressionist style similar to that of Kandinsky. Her trip to Paris 
with Kandinsky in �906 exposed her to the Fauves but there was 
no obvious change in either artist’s style at this stage.

In �908 - �909 Münter bought a house in Murnau where she 
learnt Bavarian glass painting and was influenced by Jawlensky 
to juxtapose strong, unmixed colours. Her forms became 
simplified and her brushwork thicker. She did not use tonal 
modelling but painted the black contours of her forms before 
filling them in with colour. 

In �9�� she wrote:

“ After a short period of torment I made a great leap 
forward, from painting straight from nature - more or less 
impressionistically - to sensing a meaning - to abstracting 
- to giving an extract.”

The Expressionists (p ��4)

Münter had 6 major paintings on display at the first Blaue 
Reiter exhibition at the end of �9��, but tensions in her 
relationships with Kandinsky and other members of the group 
resulted in a decrease in her productivity during �9��. 

In �9�4, she went to Switzerland with Kandinsky and then 
to Stockholm when he returned to Russia. She continued 
to paint , concentrating on women in interiors and themes 
of convalescence. Her work often includes windows which 
suggest isolation from the outside world.

Münter : Boating �9�0 
oil on canvas, ��50 x 733.4cm, Milwaukee Art Museéum

Blaue Reiter   
Münter 

Murnau was situated in the foothills of the Alps and the artists’ 
move there was probably part of the nationalist exaltation of 
the countryside as the true Germany. It was characterised by a 
strong light which tended to bring out the colours and contours 
of the landscape with very little atmospheric perspective. 
Münter ’s Murnau house was a newly built one on the outskirts 
of what was a revival of local housing styles by an architect who 
wanted to regenerate the town as an authentic Bavarian village. 
The population doubled in size between �906 and �9�4. 

Münter credits Jawlensky with discovering the local 
technique of painting on glass and she was the first of the 
group to attempt it. The process required a simplification 
of form using bright colours within strong black outlines. 
Jawlensky called this process synthesis.

Of that first year in Murnau, Münter later wrote:

“ I particularly enjoyed showing my work to Jawlensky 
- who praised it lavishly and also explained a number of 
things to me - passed on what he had experienced and 
learned - talked about synthesis.”

Gabriele Münter The Search for Expression (p 8�)

In Street in Murnau, Münter ’s expressive brushstrokes have 
gone over the black outlines in places. It illustrates Kandinsky’s 
insistence that colour does not need to be representational. The 
emphasis is on the surface rather than an attempt to create an 
illusion of space, despite the curving road and changes in scale. 
In some places the unprimed board can be seen.

Münter’s Murnau landscapes between �908 and �9�0 are 
very similar to those of Kandinsky at the same period. However, 
she did not share his move towards abstraction from the end of 
this period, and tried instead to represent the character of the 
subject she was painting. 

Still life was an area that Münter and Jawlensky studied more 
than any others of the group. Her subjects were often full of folk 
art objects and many of her paintings from �9�� were more 
than half a metre wide. 

Münter : Street in Murnau �908 
oil on board, 33 x 4�cm, Private Collection
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Münter 

Space/setting:

Composition:

Light:

Colour:

Form:

Technique:

Context:

Münter : Portrait of Marianne Werefkin �909 
oil on board, 8� x 55cm, Stadtische Galerie im Lenbachhaus, Munich

Marianne Werefkin was Jawlensky’s partner and also painted 
at Murnau. 

“I painted the Werefkina in �909 before the yellow base 
of my house. It was a bombastic appearance, self-
confidently, authoritatively, richly dressed, with a hat 
like a carriage wheel, on which all kinds of things had a 
place.”

Gabriele Münter The Search for Expression (p 6�)

The triangular composition, low viewpoint and directional 
brushstroke guide our attention to the head, which is turned 
towards the spectator but glances sideways. Discordant colour 
combinations, the largely olive tones of the face reflecting the 
plum-like colours of the scarf, reinforce this focus. Thickened 
dark lines furthermore circumscribe colour areas, making them 
function as vibrant shapes.

Marianne Werefkin was 49 at the time, whereas Münter was 
3�. The low viewpoint suggests that Münter  is presenting  
herself as of lesser status, also due to the fact that Werefkin was 
a baroness. It may also reflect the fact that Werefkin insisted on 
dressing in such large hats in the small village, making her stand 
out in comparison to the simple bonnets the local women 
wore. 

Münter was also reading about ‘the woman question’ at 
the time, in a book by the feminist Theodor Lessing who was 
involved in the resurgent liberalism of Munich. Reformists such 
as Lessing insisted that the term ‘Uberfrau’ was a more suitable 
term to express the new woman who needed to be able to 
participate equally in the money economy in order that women 
could advance in the modern world.
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Blaue Reiter   
Macke

Stylistic Development

Auguste Macke was born into the middle class and attended 
the art academy in Dusseldof from �904 to �906. 

In �907 he went to Paris and was struck by the work of Manet 
and Degas. He experimented with pure colour and spent 6 
months in Berlin studying under an German Impressionist. He 
also saw work by Gauguin in an exhibition of modern French 
painting.

In �908 he visited Italy and returned to Paris where he was 
most struck by the work of Cézanne, Gauguin and Seurat.

In �909 he returned to Paris where he saw work by the 
Fauves. His style began to incorporate Matisse’s insistence that 
the subject should be painted as simply as possible.

In �9�0 he saw an exhibition by the New Artists’ Alliance and 
was critical of their lack of the human element. He wanted to 
give artistic form to impressions of the visible, material world. 

In �9�� Marc introduced Macke to Kandinsky and the 
other members of the Alliance/Blaue Reiter, but Macke did 
not understand what he called Kandinsky’s ‘intellectual’ art. 
However, he did contribute an essay on masks to the Almanac 
as well as 3 works to its first Blaue Reiter exhibition.

In �9�� he saw the Blaue Reiter exhibition when it went to 
Cologne and was disappointed.

“All those high-sounding words about the birth of a great 
spiritual moment still resound in my ears. Kandinsky can 
air his personal opinion about that or any other revolution 
he cares to mention...In my opinion, art does not come 
from the will, nor, as Schoenberg says, does it come from 
necessity; it comes from ability..”

Macke (p 38)

In �9�� he showed a work at the Sonderbund exhibition and  
was most impressed with the work of Picasso hung there. A 
Futurist exhibition also interested him, but he did not like the 
theories of the group. He went to Paris with Marc and visited 
Robert Delaunay. He stated that, while the Futurists illustrated 
movement, Delaunay actually gave his painting movement 
through his use of simultaneous contrasts of colour. His work 
became increasingly structured as a result. 

In �9�3 he took part in the First German Autumn Salon. He 
wrote,

“ There are chords of colours, let’s say a certain red and 
green, which move, shimmer when you look at them...
Finding the space-shaping energies of colour, instead of 
contenting ourselves with a dead chiaroscuro, is our finest 
task.”

The Expressionists (p �45)

Under the influence of Delaunay, Macke tried to fill his 
paintings with a light from within, created by his use of colour 
harmonies. His figures are based on a grid structure with yellow 
at the centre and darker colours around the edges. This tends to 
produce depth using light. 

In �9�4 Macke went to Tunisia with Paul Klee for two weeks. 
On his return he worked frantically in a variety of styles. Girls 
Under Trees is a more painterly example of his idea of ‘nature 
imbued with joy’ where the human figure merges with its 
natural surroundings to form a tranquil and harmonious whole. 
His forms are more dissolved and less fractured. There is no sign 
in his work of the approaching war.

He was called up for military service when war broke out in 
August and was killed in September at the age of �7.

Macke: Promenade �9�3 
oil on paperboard, 5� x 57cm, Stadtische Galerie im Lenbachhaus, Munich

Promenade allowed Macke the challenge of depicting space 
while focusing on form and colour. The composition made up 
of linear rhythms. The branches of the tree sway in harmony 
with the central figures. The light is soft, both in the centre of 
the painting and glancing off the right side of the foreground 
figures and trees.

The painting shows Macke’s intention to create harmony and 
balance rather than explode the values of bourgeois society. 
Political and social realities do not feature at all. The facelessness 
of the figures seems to add to the feeling of harmony with 
nature. Each element is important only as a part of the whole.

In the Blaue Reiter circle, Macke was the only artist to paint 
modern subjects - modern paradises like parks and zoos - 
instead of the more mystical and non-objective. His subjects are 
typically bourgeois like the Impressionists - street scenes and 
figures in parks.

What distinguished Macke from others of the Blaue Reiter 
was his retention of figurative subjects. From �9��, his figures 
were merely components of abstract compositions rather 
then symbolic. He was trying to find a subject which would 
not distract the viewer from the painting’s abstract structure. 
His apparently idyllic pictures were not necessarily intended 
to depict paradise. Their effect was rather to disrupt the 
significance of their own subject matter.

Macke (p 68)
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Macke: Window Display �9�� 
oil on canvas, �06.8 x 8�.8cm, Sprengel Museéum, Hanover

Space/setting:

Composition:

Light:

Colour:

Form:

Technique:

Context:

Macke’s works completed after �9�� show clear evidence of 
the touring Futurist exhibition of that year. Macke’s shop 
window paintings develop at this time but are more 
contemplative and serene than the Futurist works of Boccioni 
which contain very violent fracturing of space in a loud urban 
setting. 

Windows allowed Macke to experiment with fragmented, 
faceted views already prevalent in the work of the Cubists and 
Orphists. They were used as a means of distorting space and 
multiplying images. 

Macke seems to have seen his first Delaunay in �9�� in the 
first Blaue Reiter exhibition, followed by a painting of the Eiffel 
Tower in a private collection. He then met Delaunay in a trip to 
Paris with Marc in �9��. The exhibition of �� window pictures 
by Delaunay in Cologne in �9�3 made a greater impression on 
Macke than anything else he had seen previously. Delaunay’s 
Orphism was a combination of colour and geometric forms 
which grew into complete abstraction.

Macke had also been inspired by Delaunay’s colour 
harmonies and had begun to withdraw from the Blaue Reiter. In 
�9�3 he was to write

“My position as a painter is that Kandinsky has passed 
away peacefully because Delaunay has set up shop 
next door to him, and because you could really see in 
him what living colour was, as opposed to an incredibly 
complicated, and yet absolutely shallow composition 
based on dashes of colour.”

Macke (p 4�)
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Matisse Derain Vlaminck

Su
bj

ec
ts

Co
lo

ur
Fo

rm
Ic

on
og

ra
ph

y
co

nt
ex

t
Fauvism



�6

Die Brücke

Kirchner Heckel Schmidt-Rottlufff
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Blaue Reiter  

Kandinsky Marc Macke Münter 
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Individual Expressionists 

subjects key characteristics media context
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Analyse Style Words

Form – the object/s in the painting can be defined by line or 
tone or colour

• outlined
• flat colour
• juxtaposed colours
• tonal modelling/ chiaroscuro/sfumato/light
• abstracted
• curved/sinuous
• straight
• dissolved
• brushstrokes/textures can be important
• distorted/exaggerated
• angular
• fractured

Composition – how the window of the picture surface/plane is 
organised

• rule of thirds / golden section
• foreground / midground/ background
• vertical/horizontal/diagonal
• symmetrical / asymmetrical
• grid format
• scale or proportion
• leading the viewer around/across
• cut off by frame/cropping
• focal point
• horizon line
• triangular
• circular
• pyramidal
• hierarchical

Spatial Devices
• aerial perspective
• linear perspective
• diagonals
• overlapping
• shallow
• deep
• flattened
• recession
• changes in scale
• vanishing point
• tonal modelling
• foreshortening
• advancing or receding colours
• viewpoint
• illusionistic

Light
• directional   
• heavenly/divine/symbolic
• spotlit / theatrical
• backlit
• soft
• outdoor/atmospheric
• dramatic
• diffused
• chiaroscuro/sfumato
• unifying 
• fleeting

Brushstrokes / Techniques
• licked/smoothly applied/polished
• loose
• energetic
• flowing
• impasto
• short dabs
• spontaneous
• sketchy
• dots
• follow the form
• palette knife
• directional
• gestural
• thinned paint 
• dappled

Colour
• complementary    
• local
• harmonious 
• flat areas
• limited palette
• accents
• earth colours
• bitumen
• warm/cool
• low keyed
• high keyed
• symbolic
• advancing or receding
• arbitrary
• balanced
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abstract art - calls attention to shape, colour and form rather 
than making an object or landscape look recognizable 

apocalypse - the end of the world

Apollonian - refers to Apollo the god of the rational

arbitrary colour - a colour that is unrelated to the actual colour 
of an object - implies no reason for the choice

arcadian - ideal rustic paradise

automatism - method of working where conscious control of 
the hand is suppressed - used in Surrealism

avant garde - a military term which was given to the art 
movement which was the most recent, shocking and innovative

bohemian - this lifestyle does not keep to the accepted 
standards or rules in society and is morally free and easy

bourgeois - a word used to describe the merchant and middle 
classes and those who keep to conservative ways and do not 
want to change

chiaroscuro - describes the use of tone - light and dark - in a 
painting

cipher - a disguised or abbreviated symbol - a line used by 
Kandinsky to infer rather than describe a form

complementary colours - colours opposite each other on the 
colour wheel which create a vibrant effect when placed near to 
one another 
composition - arrangement of the parts of a picture

contour - the  edge of a form - usually denoted by a line

Cubism - a style of art begun in �907 where the subject is 
broken apart and reassembled using geometric forms

Degenerate art - the Nazis hated the modern trends in art and 
called them degenerate which means sinful or corrupt

deluge - a flood - The Deluge is associated with Noah’s ark

Dionysian - related to Dionysus/Bacchus the god of wine, 
meaning ecstatic, drunken, wild

distort - to twist or deform something

ethnology - the study of different races and cultures

existential - a theory emphasizing individual freedom

form - describes the objects or shapes in the painting. It can be 
angular, linear, soft, hard-edged....

Futurism - a movement begun in Italy about �909 that rejected 
past values and promoted the future, speed etc

genre painting - paintings depicting scenes from daily life

gesamtkunstwerk - a term used by Wagner to emphasise the 
unity /equality of all the arts

hedonism - the pursuit of pleasure

history painting - paintings of events in history, legend or 
literature - usually morally uplifting/noble 

impasto - thickly applied paint

jugendstil - art nouveau in Germany named after a magazine 
called ‘Jugen’ or ‘Youth’ which was first published in �896

local colour - the ‘true’ colour of an object unmodified by 
distance or reflections of light

lyrical line - light, curving, dancing.....

mysticism - refers to the unseen, God, spirits....

Glossary 

New Objectivity- movement in post WWI Germany reflecting 
resignation and cynicism in often violent social satire/criticism, 
opposed to Expressionism.

Nietzschean - based on the philosophy of Nietzsche who was 
writing in �9th century Germany

objective - based on observable facts/unbiased

Orphism - an offshoot of Cubism which explores the space 
creating effects of colour

pictogram - a symbol 

Pointillist - also called Divisionist refers to a Post-impressionist 
art movement which used small dots of pure colour

Rayonism - a style that combined Cubism, Futurism and 
Orphism
secession - a break away group

shaman - a prophet, tohunga, priest, someone who foretells 
the future or acts as an intermediary to the spiritual

spiritual - involves the inner, expressive side of human 
understanding

subjective -based on individual feeling or experience

sublimation - to transform an urge into a more socially 
acceptable expression/activity

superman - to Nietzsche an ideal man who, through creative 
power, represents the goal of human evolution

synaesthesia - the ability in some people to see sound as 
colour or to taste colour

synthesis - the distillation of colours and forms to their essence

totemic - a natural object, eg an animal, used to represent a 
clan or person

Theosophy - the beliefs of the Theosophical Society based on  
a mix of many religions

transcendental - visionary or abstract

verist - realist

viewpoint - where the artist’s or viewer’s eye level is, can be 
high or low
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Space/setting:

Composition:

Light:

Colour:

Form:

Technique:

Context:


