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THE EXPRESSIONISTS
The 25 works illustrated were painted in Europe from the beginning of the twentieth century until well 
beyond World War 1.  The explanatory text and classroom notes discuss the techniques and subject 
matter of Expressionist artists and the variety of approaches taken by them.
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INTRODUCTION

Expressionism is an umbrella term 
covering the art, writing, music and 
architecture produced by the European 
avant-garde during the first quarter 
of the twentieth century.  A telling 
characteristic of Expressionist painting 
was its colourful, unconventional look.

 It has been said that the 
nineteenth century Impressionists ‘saw’ 
and the Expressionists ‘felt’.*

Painters now dared to express their 
own, highly subjective, feelings on 
canvas and — perhaps remarkably — 
this struck a chord with contemporary 
art collectors.  Looking to ‘primitive’ art 
for ideas and to Post-Impressionism 
for techniques, a handful of artists 
developed a new visual language 
of colour, distortion and abstraction, 
through which they hoped to create a 
rapport with the viewer.

* Herman Bahr in Expressionismus, 1916 

Lost in Action. Lithograph by Käthe Kollwitz, 1921

In modern art history Expressionism 
applies to two distinctive painting styles: 
that of the French ‘Fauves’ (1904-
7), led by Matisse, and the German 
Expressionists.  The latter boasts 
distinguished women artists: works by 
Paula Moderson-Becker and Käthe 
Kollwitz are included in this set.

 After 1918 Neue Sachlichkeit (New 
Objectivity) thinking led some artists to 
react against the ‘intensive’ content of 
pre-war Expressionism.  The brutally 
realistic paintings and graphics of Dix, 
Grosz and Beckman were cynical attacks 
on the corruption they saw around them 
during the Weimar republic.  Then in 1933 
Hitler clamped down on all artists making 
‘degenerate art’.
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Looking at 
Expressionist painting
‘Today we see [Fauve painting] as 
splendid decoration, weighty in design 
and audacious in colour with its blaring 
vermilion tree trunks, complex blues in the 
shadows and joyful pyrotechnics of green 
and yellow in the foliage…Within a few 
years German Expressionists would have 
adopted … Fauve colour.’ (Robert Hughes, 
The Shock of the New, BBC Books 1980)

 Pure, vibrant, dramatic colour: 
the most cursory glance at Expressionist 
paintings leaves that feeling.  Colour as 
decoration, used symbolically, expressively, 
naturalistically, arbitrarily and even 
spiritually…  The viewer sees pure red, 
yellow and blue;   colour in full hue rather 
than in pastel or subdued tones.  This visual 
confrontation was meant to trigger a range of 
emotions:  it was intended to shock, excite.

 In Fauve colour there is a clear 
development from Impressionism.  Black is 
seldom used, unless on its own, and there is a 
limited use of white only.  In the most colourful 
paintings the scene changes from around 
Paris to the Mediterranean.  Here, following 

Van Gogh’s lesson, the artists found that full 
sun gave colours an even greater intensity.

NO NEED TO BE OBJECTIVE
For Matisse, Derain and Vlaminck colour was 
now liberated from any need to be objective.  
It was simply used in a decorative way.  The 
paintings made in and around Collioure (see 
left) and St. Tropez are the culmination of this 
freedom.  Even portraits give the impression 
that the sitter is in the warm evening sun;  a 
glow falls upon the face, offering the painter 
the opportunity to turn the colour dial to full 
intensity.  The German Expressionists did 
not paint in the south of France, yet the 
opportunities presented by using colour in 
other than naturalistic ways was not lost on 
them.  Kirchner and his colleagues matched, 
stroke by stroke, the intensity of the Fauves, 
but differed in their handling of paint.  
Colour is more crudely applied.  There is a 
preponderance of browns and greens; naked 
figures are worked in lime greens and vivid 
yellows. The Fauves paid attention to the 
edges of colour areas, to prevent blending 
or diluting.  Kirchner’s colours run into one 
another in a carefree, jarring way.

END OF PART 2

Derain, Boats at Collioure
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Part 5 — Looking at the images




