
Expressionism and Insanity 
As Thomas Roske explains, a recent exhibition in Germany shows 

the impact of the idea of insanity on Expressionist art. 
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Alfred Kubin, The Madhouse, 1910-12, 31.2 x 39.3 cm, ink on paper, Linz, Oberdsterreiches Landesmuseum. 

The 'madman ' is an impor tant f i g u r e in the G e r m a n E x p r e s s i o n i s m of t he 
e a r l y t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y . E x p r e s s i o n i s t a r t i s t s d e p i c t e d t he ' m a d m a n ' ( a n d 
' m a d w o m e n ' ) in the p a i n t i n g s a n d d r a w i n g s of the p e r i o d , a n d w e r e f a s c i n a t e d b y 
the a r t w o r k of a s y l u m p a t i e n t s . A n d s o m e i n t e r n e d ar t is ts c a n be seen as c r e a t i n g a r t 
in a n ' E x p r e s s i o n i s t ' sty le . 

Ar t i s t i c i n te res t in a s y l u m p a t i e n t s w a s p a r t l y a r e s p o n s e to t he r i se in t he 
n u m b e r s o f p a t i e n t s f r o m the e n d of the 1 9 t h c e n t u r y . F a m i l i e s c o u l d no l o n g e r a f f o r d 
to c a r e fo r the i r i l l r e l a t i ves . A s y l u m s w e r e used as a s o l u t i o n to the g r o w i n g p r o b l e m 
of p o v e r t y : m o r e p e o p l e o n the b o r d e r s o f s o c i e t y w e r e b e c o m i n g s u b j e c t to m e n t a l 
c a r e . W h e r e a s A l f r e d K u b i n ( 1 8 7 7 - 1 9 5 9 ) in his d r a w i n g The Asylum ( 1 9 1 0 ) 
i l l us t ra tes the f a n t a s y o f t he ' m a d m a n ' s g a r d e n ' , a t h e m e p o p u l a r s ince the e a r l y 1 9 t h 
c e n t u r y , in a 1 9 1 4 p a i n t i n g Er ich H e c k e l ( 1 8 8 3 - 1 9 7 0 ) re f lec ts t he r e a l i t y of t he 
i ns t i t u t i ons of his t ime . His Blind Madmen Eating ( 1 9 1 4 ) , w e a r t he b l u e u n i f o r m o f 
p o o r p a t i e n t s o f t he M a i s o n d e S a n t e in B e r l i n - S c h o e n e b e r g . O b s e s s i v e l y 
c o n c e n t r a t i n g o n t he i r m e a l in a n e m p t y , c o l d s p a c e , t hey a r e f a r f r o m the p i c t u r e s q u e 
l una t i c s t ha t K u b i n d e p i c t e d . 

The First W o r l d W a r , a m a d n e s s in i tse l f , p r o d u c e d m u c h p s y c h o l o g i c a l i l l ness , 
a n d ar t is ts t o o k u p t he t o p i c to f o r m u l a t e t he i r o w n p ro tes t a g a i n s t t he w a r . For his 
War Portfolio of 1 9 2 4 O t t o D i x (1 8 9 1 - 1 9 6 9 ) used m a t e r i a l he h a d c o l l e c t e d w h i l e a t 
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Originalveröffentlichung in: Raw vision 45 (2003), S. 32-39 



Otto Dix, Encounter with a Madman at Night (from the War Collection] (111/2), 1924, 25.5 x 19.3 cm, etching and aquatint, Altenburg, Lindenau-Museum. 
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m 
cke l Blind Madmen Eating, 1 9 1 4 , 8 0 . 5 x 7 0 . 5 cm, o i l o n c a n v a s M o n c h e n g l a d b a c h , 

Stad t i sches M u s e u m A b t e i b e r g . 

the front himself. The etching Encounter with a Lunatic at Night sets a shadowy f igure 
with a big head against moonlit ruins. Only wide-open eyes and a broad grin are 
visible - typical features in the iconography of insanity. 

After the war artists were not as interested in this cliche of insanity, but wanted 
to give crit ical reports of what they had seen. Or, in the tradit ion of Theodore 
Gericault, they produced genuine portraits of asylum inmates. Heinrich Ehmsen 
(1886-1964) shows the madmen he observed in the Emmendingen asylum in 1923, 
composing the figures in a fr ighteningly empty space. 

Elfriede Lohse-Wdchtler (1 899-1 940), unsuccessful as an artist and betrayed by 
her husband in a humiliating way, herself experienced a nervous breakdown in 1929 
and spent some weeks in the Hamburg psychiatric hospital in Friedrichsberg. After 
she left the hospital, she continued her struggle with life on minimal resources, sinking 
into ever-lower social circles. Her work in this period shows her ever-present fear of 
a relapse, especially the uncanny pastel Self portrait and a Shadow of 1931, in 
which the skull-like features of a male face appear in the dark mass of her hair. A year 
later, her parents again put her into an asylum near Dresden. This time she could not 
escape. In 1940, she, along with more than 2 0 0 , 0 0 0 mentally handicapped and 
psychiatric patients, was gassed by the Nazis. 

Other victims of this so called 'euthanasia programme' were Paul Goesch and 
Franz Karl Buhler, also long-term psychiatric patients. Goesch (1885-1940) had 
already started a career as an Expressionist painter and architect when he went to an 
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Elfriede Lohse-Wachtler, Self portrait and a Shadow, 1931, 43 x 34 cm, pastel on paper, private collection. 

asylum for the first time in 1917. Later, in Berlin, he worked at the centre 
modernist movement. In 1921 he started to hear voices and developed megalomania. 
He went to the Goettingen asylum, and he didn' t leave until his death in the gas 
chambers, as 'a life not worth l iv ing'. 

As an asylum inmate, Goesch was very productive. During his first illness from 
1917 to 1919, he produced more than a thousand drawings. His connections to the 
art wor ld helped him to exhibit and part icipate in group projects even after 1 921 . His 
style did not change during his periods of mental illness. Although obsessive themes 
became prominent - like Princess Victoria von Bentheim, with whom he thought he 
had fathered a child - they were embedded seamlessly within a continuous creation 
of 'coloured fairy tales' and dream worlds. When the exhibits for the infamous 
'degenerate art ' exhibit ion were assembled, his paintings and drawings came from 
museums, and also from the Heidelberg collection of works by psychiatric patients. 

Franz Karl Buehler (1864-1940) , Prinzhorn's favourite artist in the Heidelberg 
collection (he introduces him under the pseudonym 'Pohl'), had been a well-regarded 
artisan before he fell ill. He was a blacksmith who worked at the school for arts and 
crafts in Strasbourg from 1 893. His ambit ion to become a proper artist fai led, instead 
he lost his job and developed paranoid ideas and began a wander ing existence. 
When in the winter of 1 898 he jumped into a canal in Hamburg in a sudden fit of 
anxious rapture, he was interned in a hospital. In 1900 he was moved to the 
Emmendingen asylum, where he stayed until shortly before his 
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d (Red Rider), n.d., 42 x 46.5 cm, oil on canvas, Heidelberg, Prinzhorn Collection. 

u r i n g his t ime in the a s y l u m he b e c a m e m o r e a n d m o r e w h a t he h a d a l w a y s 
l o n g e d to be : a p r o p e r ar t is t . A n d he d e v e l o p e d a c l e a r l y exp ress ion i s t i c l a n g u a g e 
f r o m e lements of the ar t n o u v e a u style. A l t h o u g h his i l lness m i g h t h a v e h e l p e d w i t h 
this d e v e l o p m e n t , Buehler c e r t a i n l y a l so p r o f i t e d f r om the j o u r n a l s tha t w e r e a v a i l a b l e 
at E m m e n d i n g e n . 
| H | In his b o o k Artistry of the Mentally III ( 1 9 2 2 ) , Pr i nzho rn men t i ons tha t some 
ar t is ts h a d v i s i t ed the H e i d e l b e r g c o l l e c t i o n . U p to n o w w e h a v e o n l y a f e w names . 
The most p r o m i n e n t is A l f r e d K u b i n ( 1 8 7 7 - 1 9 5 9 ) w h o c a m e to H e i d e l b e r g in 
S e p t e m b e r 1 9 2 0 a n d p u b l i s h e d a n a r t i c l e a b o u t his imp ress ions in 1 9 2 2 . (i) In th is 
ext he men t i ons m o r e t han 1 2 art is ts a n d shows e x a m p l e s of the i r w o r k . Paul G o e s c h 
s t oo t r a i n e d a n d not i nsane e n o u g h for his taste. His f a v o u r i t e is Franz Kar l Buehler , 

no t s u r p r i s i n g l y as the b lacksm i th ' s f an tas ies a b o u t monsters a n d ghos ts h a v e some 
im i l a r i t i es to the o f ten c rue l n igh t t hough ts of K u b i n . 

W e k n o w tha t af te r his vis i t the ar t i s t g a v e f i ve w o r k s to the H e i d e l b e r g 
e c t i o n , o n e b y h imse l f , o n e b y a l esser -known M u n i c h ar t is t a n d t h ree b y a p a t i e n t 

of a B a v a r i a n asy lum d a t e d 1 8 6 0 . O n l y d u r i n g the p r e p a r a t i o n for the cu r ren t 
e x h i b i t i o n in S c h l e s w i g d i d w e d i s c o v e r tha t K u b i n w a s g i v e n f i ve w o r k s f r o m the 
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Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, Morning Coffee (Ernst Ludwig Kirchner and Ludwig Binswangerj, 1 9 1 7 / 1 9 2 0 , 50 x 70 i 
oil on cardboard, private collection. H H N J 

Heidelberg collection in exchange. The Lenbachhaus in Munich 
by Buehler and one by August Klett, which carry on their back the stamp and the 
inventory number of the Heidelberg collection as well as the hand written remark 
'present to Mr. Alf red Kubin' . 

Kubin does not mention works by Else Blankenhorn (1873 -1920) who is now 
recognised as one of the most or ig ina l artists in the Heidelberg col lect ion. The fact 
that she is also missing from Prinzhorn's book does not mean that the psychiatrist did 
not appreciate her work. On the contrary. As he indicates in an art icle publ ished in 
1922 , (2) he intended to dedicate a monograph to her, probably inspired by Walter 
Morgenthaler 's famous book on Adol f Wol f l i that appeared in 1 9 2 * J Q 

Blankenhorn was the daughter of a rich landowner in Karlsruhe whose family 
had close contact to the court in that city. After a t radi t ional upper class educat ion, 
Blankenhorn suffered in 1 8 9 9 from 'nervous exhaustion' and went to the Bellevue 
private sanatorium in Kreuzl ingen, on the Swiss side of the Bodensee. She left cured 
in 1902 , but returned in 1906 to stay for good . She was soon product ive in several 
art forms: she made embroidery, played, sang and composed music, wrote and 
translated poems (mostly Tennyson), and from 1908 she painted as well . 

Most of her numerous watercolours are part of a part icular project. Since 
Blankenhorn thought she was ' in spir i t ' the wife of the Emperor Wi l l i am II, and 
therefore responsible for f inancing the nourishment of all resurrected loving couples, 
she drew and painted fanciful banknotes for fantastical ly large sums. Her colourful oil 
paint ings, which show the influence of modernism, perhaps even of the Munich 'Blue 
Rider' group, are more enigmat ic, as Blankenhorn only rarely showed any of them to 
others or discussed their content. Her maid Berta, who sometimes even denied doctors 
access to her mistress, was an addi t iona l obstacle. 
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Hons Prinzhorn, 1922. Else Blonkenhorn, 1893. 

In S e p t e m b e r 1 9 1 7 Ernst L u d w i g K i r c h n e r ( 1 8 8 0 - 1 9 3 8 ) , w h o st i l l s u f f e r e d f r o m 

t he a f t e r m a t h o f a n e r v o u s b r e a k d o w n he u n d e r w e n t as a s o l d i e r in 1 9 1 5 , a l s o 
b e c a m e a p a t i e n t o f t he B e l l e v u e . S o o n a f t e r his a r r i v a l , t he d i r e c t o r L u d w i g 
B i n s w a n g e r s h o w e d h im p a i n t i n g s b y Else B l a n k e n h o r n , w h i c h w a s o n l y p o s s i b l e 

b e c a u s e Ber ta w a s t r a v e l l i n g . K i r c h n e r w a s v e r y i m p r e s s e d . In o n e of his s k e t c h b o o k s 

he w r o t e a l e n g t h y d e s c r i p t i o n a n d i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of s o m e o f the w o r k s - a r e m a r k a b l e 
e a r l y a t t e m p t b y a n ar t i s t . H e d o e s n ' t m e n t i o n B l a n k e n h o r n ' s n a m e , bu t o n e o f t he 
p a i n t i n g s in his t ex t c a n c l e a r l y be i d e n t i f i e d as her p a i n t i n g Red Rider. P e r h a p s 
K i r c h n e r w a s e v e n i n f l u e n c e d b y B l a n k e n h o r n . E s p e c i a l l y r e l e v a n t c o u l d b e t he 

s p i r i t u a l or m y s t i c a l a i r o f his f e l l o w p a t i e n t ' s w o r k s , p o s s i b l y r e f l e c t e d in K i r c h n e r ' s 
myst ic m o u n t a i n l a n d s c a p e s o f 1 9 1 7 to 1 9 2 0 . 

N o t s u r p r i s i n g l y , K i r c h n e r b o u g h t P r i n z h o r n ' s b o o k , p r o b a b l y s o o n a f t e r it w a s 
p u b l i s h e d . But his r e a c t i o n to t he a r t w o r k s s h o w n in it w a s no l o n g e r f a v o u r a b l e . In 
1 9 2 4 he e v e n w a r n e d o t h e r s o f t he i r i n f l u e n c e . W h a t h a d h a p p e n e d ? K i r c h n e r ' s n e w 
r e s p o n s e c a n b e l i n k e d to his a t t e m p t to g e t h o l d of a l l his m e d i c a l f i les a n d to d e s t r o y 
t h e m . H e w a s a w a r e t ha t it h a d b e c o m e r i sky to be c o n n e c t e d w i t h i n s a n i t y . K u b i n 
r e a c t e d in a s i m i l a r w a y . A t the b e g i n n i n g of t he t h i r t i es he success fu l l y c h a n g e d his 
i m a g e as a n ar t i s t c l o s e to m a d n e s s to t h a t of a m e r e ' d r e a m e r ' . 

From t he t i m e o f t he First W o r l d W a r , s o m e p s y c h i a t r i s t s b e g a n to c r i t i c i s e 
c o n t e m p o r a r y a r t w o r k s a n d t he i r m a k e r s f r o m a s t a n d p o i n t o f the ' h e a l t h o f t he 
p e o p l e ' . T h e y f o u n d m a n y f e a t u r e s o f ' d e g e n e r a t i o n ' in m o d e r n i s m . This p a v e d t he 

w a y f o r the N a z i c a m p a i g n o f 1 9 3 7 , w h i c h a i m e d to d e s t r o y m o d e r n i s m c o m p l e t e l y 
- w i t h a s t r a t e g y t he m a d a b s u r d i t y of w h i c h P r i n z h o r n h a d a l r e a d y i d e n t i f i e d in 

1 9 2 2 : ' The c o n c l u s i o n t ha t a p a i n t e r is m e n t a l l y i l l b e c a u s e he p a i n t s l i ke a g i v e n 
m e n t a l p a t i e n t is no m o r e i n t e l l i g e n t or c o n v i n c i n g t h a n a n o t h e r ; viz t ha t Pechs te in 

a n d H e c k e l a r e A f r i c a n s f r o m t he C a m e r o u n s b e c a u s e t h e y p r o d u c e w o o d e n f i g u r i n e s 
l i ke t h o s e b y A f r i c a n s f r o m t he C a m e r o u n s . ' (3) 

D u r i n g t he p r e p a r a t i o n of t he S c h l e s w i g e x h i b i t i o n s o m e m u s e u m d i r e c t o r s 
e x p r e s s e d c o n c e r n s t h a t t he s h o w m i g h t p r o v i d e a m m u n i t i o n f o r t h o s e hos t i l e to 

m o d e r n i t y . But t he i n t e n t i o n o f t he e x h i b i t i o n is p r e c i s e l y t o d e m o n s t r a t e t h a t t he 
a t t i t u d e of t he E x p r e s s i o n i s t s t o i n s a n i t y w a s a m b i v a l e n t . O n t he o n e h a n d t hey w e r e 
f a s c i n a t e d b y the s t r a n g e n e s s a n d o r i g i n a l i t y of the ' m a d m a n ' , i d e n t i f i e d w i t h th is 
e x t r e m e o u t s i d e r , a n d used his i m a g e m a i n l y to f r i g h t e n a n d c r i t i c i s e b o u r g e o i s 

soc ie t y . O n t he o t h e r h a n d s i de , t hey w e r e c o n s c i o u s o f t he d a n g e r o f b e i n g i d e n t i f i e d 
b y o t h e r s w i t h the l u n a t i c . The l i a i s o n w i t h m e n t a l i l lness w a s , to pu t it w i t h a p h r a s e 

O s k a r S c h l e m m e r used in 1 9 2 0 , ' a d a n g e r o u s g a m e o f t he m o d e r n s ' . (4| ( § ) 
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H e i n r i c h Ehmsen, Asylum, Ward for the Agitated, 1 9 2 5 , 1 2 8 x 1 0 0 cm, o i l o n c a n v a s , S t a a t l i c h e G a t e r i e 
M o r i t z b u r g , H a l l e , Landeskuns tmuseum S a c h s e n - A n h a l t . 

1 . A l f r e d K u b i n , ' D i e Kunst d e r I r r en ' , in Das Kunstblatt, N r . 5 , 1 9 2 2 , 6 . Vol . , p. 1 8 5 - 1 8 8 . 
2 . Hans P r i n z h o r n , ' G i b t es s c h i z o p h r e n e G e s t a l t u n g s m e r k m a l e in de r B i l d n e r e i de r G e i s t e s k r a n k e n ? ' , in Zeitschrift fur 
die gesamte Neurologie und Psychiatrie, vo l . 7 8 , 1 9 2 2 , p . 5 1 2 - 5 3 1 . 
3 . H a n s P r i n z h o r n , The Artistry o f the Mentally III, a Contribution to the Psychology and Psychopathology of 
Configuration, t r a n s l a t e d by Eric v o n B r o c k d o r f f ( 1 9 7 2 ) , Repr in t V i e n n a , N e w York : S p r i n g e r - V e r l a g , 1 9 9 5 , p . 2 7 1 . 
4 . Letter f r o m O s k a r S c h l e m m e r to H e l e n a Tutein, Canns ta t t , 2 0 t h or 2 1 st June, 1 9 2 0 , q u o t e d in A n d r e a s H u e n e k e (Ed.) , 
Oskar Schlemmer • Idealist der Form. Br ie fe - T a g e b u e c h e r - Schr i f t en , L e i p z i g 1 9 8 9 , p . 6 3 . 

The e x h i b i t i o n ' Exp ress i on i smus u n d W a h n s i n n ' ( 'Exp ress i on i sm a n d Insan i t y ' ) is at the St i f tung S c h l e s w i g - H o l s t e i n i s c h e 
Landesmuseen , Schloss G o t t o r f , unt i l 14 D e c e m b e r 2 0 0 3 . A c a t a l o g u e (in G e r m a n ) w i t h severa l texts a n d i l l us t ra t ions 
is p u b l i s h e d b y P r e s t e l / M u n i c h ( ISBN: 3 7 9 1 3 3 0 2 4 1 ) . 

T h o m a s Roske is a w r i t e r a n d c u r a t o r b a s e d in F r a n k f u r t / M a i n a n d L o n d o n . He has p u b l i s h e d a b o u t G e r m a n 
Exp ress ion i sm, ar t a n d h o m o s e x u a l i t y a n d O u t s i d e r Ar t . H e has b e e n d i r e c t o r of the P r i n z h o r n C o l l e c t i o n in 
H e i d e l b e r g s ince N o v e m b e r 2 0 0 2 . 
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