
Edvard Munch (1863 – 1944)  
 
 
Norwegian Symbolist artist who frequently worked in Germany.  Munch was known as a painter (and continues 
to be discussed as a painter in general art history texts) but his real innovations were developed in printmaking.  
He worked in a variety of graphic media including etching, woodcut and lithography.  Many of Munch’s prints 
were based on paintings – so there was a continuous dialogue between his painted images and prints around the 
same images and concepts.  
 
Etchings 
This lecture focuses primarily on Munch’s work in lithography and woodcut; however, it is instructive to see 
these examples of his intaglio work as we are embarking on intaglio in the studio ourselves. 
 
Tete-a-tete, etching/drypoint, 1895  
The Voice, etching/aquatint, 1895  
Attraction, etching/drypoint/ aquatint, 1895  
 
 
Munch as Symbolist Artist 
In order to understand Munch’s imagery, it is critical to understand the aesthetic philosophy of the Symbolist 
school of artistic thought (Gauguin and Kollwitz are also commonly referred to as Symbolist artists).  It is also 
important to understand the difference between the use of the word ‘symbolism’ generally and Symbolist art 
which refers to art made by specific artists during a specific time in Europe (this being the late 19th century into 
the early 20th century).  Much in the art world makes use of symbols and symbolism, but this does not make all 
works Symbolist.   
 
Symbolists depicted objects in their images as translations or equivalents of ideas or experiences.  In order for the 
viewer to realize that the objects portrayed were only signs or ‘verbs of an Idea’, the artist was scrupulously to 
avoid depicting the objects naturalistically or realistically as they actually appeared; the artist must avoid 
vanishing points and perspective, chiaroscuro and modeling and naturalistic color – all devices that would make 
the object look real were shunned.  Rather, the artist might flatten or simplify, stylize or exaggerate objects – paint 
them in unnaturalistic colors to emphasize their roles as signs or stand-ins for other Ideas (Prelinger, pg  4) 
 
According to Emanuel Goldstein, a proponent of the Symbolist approach to visual language,  
 

“salvation will come from Symbolism, that is to say, an artistic tendency in which the artist 
imposes his dominion on to reality, so that it is his servant, not vice versa.  Symbolism values 
moods and thoughts above all else, and uses reality only as a symbol”.  (Prelinger, pg. 5) 
 

Symbolist artists recognized the value of printmaking early – they felt that prints and book illustrations provided 
artists with more freedom than painting (which was often goverened by conservative standards of taste and the 
Art Academies).  Further, the recent invention of lithography and the long-time use of woodcut both provided 
much opportunity for innovation and experimentation with images because printmaking materials were so 
versatile and the format of graphic art tends to be small and less formal in scale than painting. (Prelinger, pg. 7).   
 
Where historically, printmaking functioned primarily as an art form whose sole attribute was its ability to 
reproduce images inexpensively,  the Symbolists saw in printmaking the opportunity to use printmaking media for 
their own inherent character – the concept of the “original print” was born in this era and Symbolist artists 
expanded the value of the graphic arts, raising it to the level of a formal art form, rather than merely a 
reproductive form. (Prelinger, pg. 8) 
 
 
Munch’s Themes 



Thematically, Munch’s work seems to focus on events in his own life:  failed  love affairs,  the deaths of his 
sisters and father, the ideological separation from his intensely  Christian, bourgeois family and the frequent 
hostility to his work by the public.   Not only the public, but also other artists and critics rejected Munch’s work 
as dealing to graphically and honestly with sex and death.  
 
His primary themes were: 
(1) anxieties about sexuality 
(2) images of death 

 
Munch’s work also has been characterized as expressing the anxiety of the Modern age.   He lived in the era of 
Darwin and Freud.   Darwin’s work stressed the reproductive pressures on human beings and their ‘fate.’  Man 
learned that his decisions might not be his own, but to a large extent, reproductively/biologically determined.   
 
Freud provided a framework for understanding the human psyche in terms of unfulfilled desires and subliminal 
needs. Freud’s work also heavily impacted the reading of the works of artists which became interpretable in terms 
of the artist’s psychological pathologies rather than his intellectual intentions.  Thus Munch’s art both 
“objectifies” his biography by transforming his personal experiences into broader statements about the human 
condition – and it propagates contemporary ideas. 
 
 
The Scream, tempera on cardboard, 1893, 36 x 29 inches 
This work is famous, known for its ability to convey the existential anxiety of the Modern age.  Munch himself 
described the moment that inspired this image:  he was walking with two friends along a fjord at sunset and 
watched the sky turn red.  His friends walked on, as he stopped to view the changing colors in the sky which he 
described as “blood red”.  Suddenly he felt a melancholy…..  “…I remained – trembling with fear.  I felt the great 
infinite scream through nature.” (Stokstad) 
 
Like many of Munch’s images/themes, this was one he would work out in various media.  Here we see it as a 
painting…. 
 
The Scream, lithograph, 1895, 51 x 38 cm 
….here it is a lithograph.   
 
Munch’s painting of this scene depends on his use of expressive color.  In the lithographic version, Munch 
employed sinuous swirling, black-and-white lines to suggest the anxiety of nature.  Because this image is more 
stark, the use of a strong oblique angle in the railing has more expressive impact, unbalancing the picture plane, 
and the use of closely striated lines sets up a rhythm that vibrates as the colored version cannot.    
 
A few of these black-and-white lithos were hand colored, to bring to them some of the expressive color of the 
painting. 
 
Munch didn’t create the same images/themes in prints so much with an aim of reproducing his painted images; 
rather his focus was on  learnng how different materials affected an images meaning.  He understood that different 
kinds of media brought different sensibilities to the same image and this he explored extensively by repeating the 
same image in oil paint, etching, lithography and woodcut.  It was this experimentation that also linked back 
directly to the Symbolist ethos concerning the translation of mood – Munch understood that various print media 
embodied different emotional and psychological tones, each lending a different feeling to his images. 
 
 
The Kiss, etching/drypoint/aquatint, 1895, 44 x 30 cm 
This image was based on a drawing and painting first created in 1889 and 1892, respectively.  The earliest 
drawing depicted the woman and man clothed in an artist’s studio.  Later images such as this one, depicted the 
couple nude before a window, the windows of other buildings peering into the room like so many eyes.   As with 



most of his intaglio work, this is the most specific, detailed narrative version of the scene.  Subsequent variations 
on this image/theme would be highly stylized. 
 
The image may have been inspired by Munch’s alleged affair with a married woman whom he often met in his 
studio. 
 
The Kiss, color woodcut, 1898, 470 x 473 mm 
Like Gauguin, Munch celebrated the raw materials with which prints are made, making these integral to his 
aesthetic conceptions.    In The Kiss, his use of the grain of the wood is integral to the piece – it provides an 
organic, vertical pattern that suggests rain pouring down around the emphatically black figures who merge into a 
single form.  Two blocks were used for this image:  first a completely uncut block of pine was printed for the gray 
and a sawed-out shape inked black for the figures.  The black figures are superimposed on the gray background.  
There are at least five known versions of the kiss in woodcut, not to mention the variations in different papers, 
inkings (applications and colors) and combinations of blocks. (Hults) 
 
The simplicity of this technique corresponds to the directness and simplicity of the content of the work:  sexual 
attraction and the dissolution of the individual into the new unit, the couple, in eros. 
 
The polish novelist, Stanislaw Przybyszewski described this print as “repulsive” in the figures that appear as a 
puddle of liquefied flesh.   
 

“….but the entire passion of the kiss, the horrible power of sexuality, painfully yearning longing 
the disappearance of the consciousness of the ego…. – all this is so honestly experienced that we 
can accept the repulsive-unusual.”  

 
 
Madonna, oil on canvas, 1894-1895, 91 x 70 cm 
This image expresses the idea of woman as femme fatale – a concept of feminity that obsessed artists of all kinds 
during the fin de siecle (turn of the century, 19-20th century).  
 
The siren-woman ecstatic at the moment of conception and seen from the point of view of the male fertilizing her, 
swims luxuriantly in her own hair and is surrounded by a remarkable border comprising spermatozoa and a fetus. 
 
With the power to attract and hold the male, woman was for Munch an ambiguous creature – enticing, fertile, and 
above all, predatory. 
 
Madonna, lithograph, 1895, 60 x 43 cm 

 
Technical note on lithography:  Lithography in Munch’s day was created on Bavarian lime 
stones.  The process involves drawing directly on the smooth stone with a greasy material 
(crayons and a greasy ink called ‘tusche’).  The limestone is chemically processed with a light 
etching of nitric acid that changes the chemistry of the stone that it is receptive to water while the 
crayon repels it.  Thus, the stone can be printed by rolling an oil-based ink on the entire stone 
when it is wet.  The wet areas (those not drawn with greasey material) reject the ink (because oil 
and water repel each other ).  The greasey, oiley drawn marks receive the oil-based ink and the 
image can then be printed by passing the stone and paper through a press. (Hults) 
 

As with many of  Munch’s images translated from painting to print, he began this one with a black-and-white 
lithograph in the first state.  Later, he hand colored these black and white images with water color to work out the 
colors.   
 
Madonna, color lithograph, 1896 (design) 1902 (printing), 66 x 51 cm 
In 1902, the year the artist began experimenting with color lithos from stones, he created this version of the 
image, printing the background with a dark blue (which Prelinger feels was printed from a piece of canvas) and 



black; the border with a red that suggests blood – the red border was registered carefully to set-off the white 
sperm, depicting them as if they are swimming in a stream of blood. 
 
 
 
Vampire, hand-colored lithograph, 1895, 38 x 55 cm 
Another of Munch’s joyless portrayals of human sexuality.  Here, both members of the couple are dehumanized – 
or universalized.  The woman leans over to kiss the nape of the man’s neck, but her action seems predatory rather 
than loving.  Her red hair (a symbol which appeared in many of Munch’s images of women) seems suggestive of 
flowing blood.  (Hults) 
 
This image, also based on  an earlier painting was viewed by the artist as a counterpart to Madonna.    The 
painting on which this piece was based was originally titled, Love and Pain, but the title was changed  -- in part to 
the interpretation of a writer who described the piece not as an innocent kiss on the neck, but as a parasitic act, the 
woman sapping the man of his life’s blood. 
 
The couple is set in a shallow, small claustrophobic space.  The use of tangled lines  creates a sense of pervasive 
danger (similar to the vibrating lines of The Scream.)   
 
This impression was hand-colored, again a typical process for the artist as he developed a sense of the colors he 
wanted to print.  Munch felt strongly that unlike many of his other images, this piece could not work as a 
monochromatic image – it required strong color.    Munch’s solution of the problem of color printing on this 
image led to numerous innovations generally in color printing. 
 
Vampire, color lithograph & woodcut, 1895 (design) 1902 (printing), 382 x 549 mm 
In the second image here the use of woodcut is apparent in the woman’s hair. In this innovation, Munch 
developed the ‘jig-saw’ cut woodcut in which he cut out shapes of a woodcut block inking one part in one color 
and other parts in other colors.  This eliminated the need for a registration system, while permitting the use of 
multiple colors.  In this image, the shadow and back ground are two shapes, the figures are a third, and the 
woman’s hair is printed in lithography, over the figures printed in beige.(Hults) 
 
In others, Munch abandoned the woodcut and used a second stone for the red of the woman’s hair.  Munch 
continued to rework the image using cut out inked pieces of cardboard to adjust the printing process.  This work, 
like many Munch prints was reworked through exploring the process of printing rather than reworking the matrix 
– and this approach was new to printmaking and full of possibility. 
 
 
The Sick Child, drypoint, etching and roulette, 1894, 355 x 264 mm 
Head of a Sick Girl, drypoint/etching, 1896, 12 x 10 cm 
Head of a Sick Girl, drypoint/etching, 1896, 13 x 18 cm 
The theme of death appears consistently in Munch’s work as well.  The Sick Child was based on his memory of 
his 15-year-old sister’s fatal bout with tuberculosis.   
 
In this image, the child looks in the distance, out of the frame of the image, beyond the sick room she is situated 
in.  Below is a delicate, dry point, landscape.  According to one historian this was a suggestion of death as a 
release from the illness; another historian refers to the landscape as an image of hope that the child will live until 
spring which will be more favorable weather for a tubercular child.   In this work the dry point provides a tension 
when compared to the etched lines used in the primary part of the image above.  Etched lines are used to depict 
gravity; dry point lines suggest transcendence. 
 
In later versions (1896), Munch zooms in on the sick child focusing on the resignation death and dying of a young 
girl.  Very little is present in the image to convey the narrative, making it a universal image.  Munch explored 
printed media to put expressive ‘spin’ on the image.  This image was worked out exhustively in different print 



media and in a range of colors, and on different papers.  According to Prelinger, these works should be seen 
collectively, as each print expresses a facet of the mood and tone of the image.   
 
Summary 
Innovative use of graphic media for their own merit is key to understanding the significance of Munch’s graphic 
work.  He worked in a variety of media, and emphasized the character of various media and printing methods to 
get the most emotion out of his images.  He often printed monoprints – single impressions of images that were 
focused on expression, not reproduction (editions) 
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Edvard Munch (Norwegian, b. 1863 – d. 1944)  
 
 
‘Take-Home’ Ideas About Munch 
 
• Symbolist artist 
 
• Primary themes:   Anxiety about sexuality  

Death 
 
• Generally based his prints on paintings 
 
• Use of printmaking focused on the  (1) the idea of the original print,  

(2) innovative uses and combinations of print media, and  
(3) emphasized the process of printing (as opposed to 
matrix revision) to explore his imagery fully. 

 
 
Works Discussed 
Tete-a-tete, etching/drypoint, 1895  
The Voice, etching/aquatint, 1895  
Attraction, etching/drypoint/ aquatint, 1895  
 
The Scream, tempera on cardboard, 1893, 36 x 29 inches 
The Scream, lithograph, 1895, 51 x 38 cm 
The Kiss, etching/drypoint/aquatint, 1895, 44 x 30 cm 
The Kiss, color woodcut, 1898, 470 x 473 mm 
Madonna, oil on canvas, 1894-1895, 91 x 70 cm 
Madonna, lithograph, 1895, 60 x 43 cm 
Madonna, color lithograph, 1896 (design) 1902 (printing), 66 x 51 cm 
Vampire, hand-colored lithograph, 1895, 38 x 55 cm 
Vampire, color lithograph & woodcut, 1895 (design) 1902 (printing), 382 x 549 mm 
The Sick Child, drypoint, etching and roulette, 1894, 355 x 264 mm 
Head of a Sick Girl, drypoint/etching, 1896, 12 x 10 cm 
Head of a Sick Girl, drypoint/etching, 1896, 13 x 18 cm 
 
 
 

Technical note on lithography:  Lithography in Munch’s day was created on Bavarian 
lime stones.  The process involves drawing directly on the smooth stone with a greasy 
material (crayons and, or a greasy ink called ‘tusche’).  The limestone is chemically 
processed with a light etching of nitric acid that changes the chemistry of the stone 
making the stone receptive to water while the crayon repels water.  Thus, the image on 
the stone can be printed by rolling an oil-based ink on the entire (wet) stone.  The wet 
areas of the stone (those not drawn with greasey material) reject the ink (because oil and 
water repel each other ).  The greasy, oiley drawn marks receive the oil-based ink and the 
image can then be printed by passing the stone and paper through a press. (Hults) 

 


