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Investigating how artists portray different states of mind in their 

work through the use of the formal elements, with particular 

reference to Edvard Munch and Frank Auerbach. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Artists through history have produced numerous creations depicting different emotions and states of mind 

using wide varieties of mediums and techniques, however it is only now that we move into this new age of self-

awareness that we truly have the ability to recognise and decipher these hidden meanings. With particular 

reference to the ideas of dementia in my practical work, I have been inspired by the ‘soul painting’ of Munch 

and how his troubled mental state, due to his schizophrenia, has been conveyed in his work. Artists like Munch 

manage to portray scenes of raw emotion using a very wide range of media, I would like to reflect this in my 

own work to illustrate a range of mental states through my choice in colours, tones and line. In contrast to 

Munch’s raw portrayal of emotion, Auerbach creates his overwhelming scenes of emotion through layers, to 

the point it feels as though you are looking through a window, observing all his emotions rolling through the 

piece. I believe this is similar to how the families of the sufferer of dementia would feel, as they watch their 

loved ones fading with the illness.  

 
Edvard Munch was a Norwegian painter, his childhood was 

dominated by illness and the looming threat of the hereditary 

condition of schizophrenia. During his early years, Munch 

investigated with many different styles and techniques, like 

Impressionism and Naturalism, until he found that 

Impressionism didn’t allow adequate expression. He felt a 

desire to experiment with depth and his own psychological 

state. As an Artist, he was best known for his expressive 

pieces; they seemed to perfectly illustrate his later state of mind 

after struggling with schizophrenia. His most iconic piece, ‘The 

Scream’, is critically acclaimed for its immense “portrayal of raw 

human emotion”, the piece was originally created from a 

beautiful sunset that in Munch’s eyes was turning into a scene 

of anguish. Along with his schizophrenia, Munch was said to 

suffer from depression, which could be the explanation behind 

the scenes of horror conveyed through harsh brush strokes and expressionistic colours conveyed. 

 

The Scream has often been depicted as Munch’s “soul painting”, it portrays a truthful, revealing glimpse at his 

mental struggles and inner anxiety. The use of bold, saturated colours and swirling lines makes the piece 

vibrate with unspoken emotion, the figure in the foreground trapped in an eternal, silent Scream that seems to 

echo around the world surrounding him. In this painting, Munch had the ambition to create “the study of the 

soul, that is to say the study of my own self” 

The impression of unity between the centre figure and their surroundings is created through the use of erratic 

lines. The piece almost pulsates with the overwhelming use of intense marks, that suggest the figure in the 

foreground is being drawn into the painting’s sentient background. This piece seems to be separated into two 

halves; the sky and the ground. The contrast in tones between them accentuate the bold, intense appearance 

of the sky, furthering the impression that it is ablaze. The texture created by the oil, tempera and pastel makes 

the piece jump out of the page, accentuating the choppy background, giving the illusion of waves, similar to 

the ‘Lover in the Waves’. The use of these mediums allows you to see every single line created, accentuating 

the 2D appearance, yet the lines seem to draw the viewer into the painting as they seem to flow into the 



background of the piece. A sense of foreboding is created though the looming shape of the figures in the 

background, their lack of detail makes them appear to be ghoul-like, maybe showing reference to a demonic 

presence. Along with the figures there is also an eerie lack of detail and abstraction on the face of the centre 

figure dehumanising them. The intense use of colour adds to the overpowering sense of fantasy in this piece, 

as though Munch has entered a different version of the same place; through Munch’s eyes the has scene 

turned horrific. The colours also contrast with the underlying themes of the piece, the bright, multicoloured 

appearance seem to create a temporary façade over the tumultuous. 

 

A contrast from The Scream’s bold colours, 

‘Lover in the Waves’ portrays a black and white 

scene creating a juxtaposition between the girl, 

her hair and what appears to be waves, giving 

the impression that she is at peace with the 

chaos around her. The composition choice 

places a direct focus on the girl due to her central 

positioning and by the way the lines of the piece 

seem to orbit her, giving the girl the sole focus of 

the piece at first glance. There is a contrasting 

variation in focus after the first glance, when 

inspected more closely, the viewer will see a 

man positioned to her left, changing the emotion 

of the piece, the girl who once appeared peaceful now looks arrogant as she ignores her partners affection. 

It is stated that Munch often associated the act of love with death, this piece beautifully portrays this with the 

depth to the atmosphere similar to John Millais’ piece ‘Ophelia’. Like Munch, Millais’ piece portrays a peaceful 

scene, only for the viewer to discover veins of darkness hiding beneath. 
Munch’s use of this ‘forgotten’ figure could similarly resemble what the family members of a person with 

dementia see. As the disease worsens, the memory of friends and family can slowly fade, this is depicted in 

the lover in the waves as the lady’s demeanour suggests that she has forgotten the man, that he is an 

afterthought. The theme of contrast is shown between the girl and her background, the use of dense lines and 

shadow in the background juxtapose the girl as the use of negative space accentuates the sentient 

background giving her a radiant, almost blank appearance.  

 

Auerbach is another artist who manages to create pieces that are brimming with emotion, giving the viewer an 

in-depth insight to his state of mind. He was born in Berlin of Jewish parents, in 1939 he was sent to England 

to avoid Nazism. His parents remained behind and died in concentration camps. This could have impacted his 

work greatly and could explain the depth of his emotions in his pieces. Auerbach is a figurative painter 

however his style is occasionally described as Impressionism. "If you pass something every day and it has a 

little character, it begins to intrigue you." This statement by Auerbach illustrates the intensity of the relationship 

between an artist and their subjects, which results in a desire to create an image that the artist views as ‘right’. 

This led to Auerbach to scrape away many of his paintings time and time again creating a thick, impasto 

appearance, not only for the effect but also for his dissatisfaction with his work. 



 

 

Auerbach used charcoal to create harsh 

juxtapositions in this piece, with areas that 

seem almost completely black next to 

highlights that, when placed next to the 

shadows, appear to have no medium present. 

Auerbach’s method of cutting into the 

charcoal using an eraser gives the man a 

harsh and unrestful appearance perhaps 

hinting at emotional turbulence beneath the 

surface.  
The main focus of this piece is the man, 

(Auerbach) who is seated slightly to the right. 

This focus places emphasis on the 

overloaded expression the man wears, The 

layers of emotion seem to take the viewer on 

a journey through what Auerbach was feeling 

whilst painting this piece creating a 

Frankenstein-like portrait as the emotions that 

have been stitched together in this piece by 

painting layer on layer.  This links to the 

theme of Dementia due to the impact on the 

mind in the early stages of the illness, 

according to Alzheimer’s disease 

international’s website, towards the beginning most of the ailments that occur are to do with memory and 

cognition, this means that sufferers of this disease can appear as healthy individuals when, in reality, their 

mental state is crumbling. Auerbach has portrayed a similar state as he has layered emotion on top of 

emotion, partially concealing some, it takes longer for the viewer to recognise all the true emotions occurring in 

the man’s face. 

Auerbach’s use of masking tape on his canvas creates a disjointed appearance, distorting the face, this further 

accentuates the Frankenstein trope. This exploration of textures in his piece is likely to give the viewer a sense 

of unease, looking at something that in reality should be whole, but instead has been hidden and covered by 

the layers of tape. 

There is a use of crisscrossing lines through this piece, as though Auerbach has tried to wipe away the 

features of the person over and over. This technique impacts the state of mind we perceive Auerbach to be in, 

as not only is the self-portrait illustrating the deep emotions rioting through the person, but it is also portraying 

Auerbach’s frustration as he creates the piece, never seeming to be happy with it. He is trying to erase the 

emotions and resulting in what appears to be a mask over the heavy emotions beneath. 

 

 



Both pieces portray a seemingly unrestful state of mind, through line and varying tones, an illustration of 

tempestuous themes is created using different techniques. Both Munch and Auerbach create a scene of inner 

turmoil, using different compositions and techniques to portray this. The artists have used expressive methods 

to create hidden element to their compositions, in the case of Frank Auerbach, he used large strips of tape that 

he then worked on top of, this forms the impression that there was something underneath this tape he was 

trying to hide. Similar to Auerbach, Edvard Munch created a hidden aspect in his piece ‘Lover in the Waves’, 

he fabricated a wave of lines that conceal a man next to the woman. This gives the viewer an awareness of 

the tempestuous themes of the piece, illustrated through the harsh, haphazard lines circulating the faces. The 

effects of Munch’s use of these lines give the impression that the people are floating in water, that is 

suggested by Munch to be “life’s waves”, due to the turbulent and wild demeanour of water, it’s inspiration in 

this piece could suggest that life, like water, can appear smooth and restful on the surface, but underneath 

currents are raging.     

 

There is the impression of forfeiture in control created in both pieces, Munch’s creates this through the use of 

the waves in the background, whereas Auerbach has created it through the layers and expressions. Munch 

places the figures in his piece ‘Lover in the Waves’ in what he refers to as the “Waves of life”, this suggests 

that the figures are being moved through the waves within this piece, and the current is making their journey 

inevitable. In comparison to this Auerbach’s piece’s loss of control is shown through the layering of emotions, 

the main figure of the piece is subjected to all the layers of emotion, seeming frozen and unable to do anything 

but sit through them. Similar to Munch’s suggestion through his piece, Auerbach’s piece seems to be implying 

that we have no choice in life but to feel a journey of emotions, that we just have to sit and endure them. 

 

The two artists have also created their pieces using monochrome; however, they have used the black in 

different ways. Auerbach has used the choice of monotone to create depth and to add a sense of intrigue, his 

use of black leaves the viewer to assume there is more to the piece that is concealed by the grey tones. In 

comparison to this Munch seems to use the monotone appearance to create movement, the harsh, swirling 

lines give the impression of vibrations through the air. The effect of monotone in Munch’s piece gives it a flatter 

appearance, this technique is quite characteristic of Munch’s work, as he seems to create depth through line 

rather than tone. This effect could have been used to imply the strong emotions surrounding the relationship 

between the two figures. Munch creates juxtaposition between background and figure, Auerbach seems to 

blend them. This suggests that Auerbach felt that his emotions were reflected in the space around him, 

whereas Munch seems to feel as though he is alone in his mind. 

 

Even though the intentions behind the artists use of monotone were different, they both manage to imply 

movement in their pieces, with their similar uses of line. Auerbach’s use of charcoal along with harshly cut 

eraser lines give the impression of erratic movement, this technique seems to push to emotions out of the 

piece, the layers seem to almost jump out of the piece at the viewer. Munch, in comparison, uses the lines to 

portray the movement of water. His use of continuous lines gives the impression of waves, portraying a scene 

of flowing movement. This creates a juxtaposition with the lady and man’s relationship in the piece, the 

nefarious impressions of the lady conflict with the peaceful scene of nature. 

 



A sense of sadness has been created in both pieces, both through the expressions portrayed in their work. 

The man in Auerbach’s piece seems to radiate sorrow as he stares down at the viewer, the eyes being one of 

the most detailed parts of the piece, seem to be trying to express the sadness they contain. In comparison to 

this, ‘Lover in the Waves’ seems to portray a more serene kind of sadness, their expressions seem lost and 

the effect of this gives them a look of helplessness.   

 

The compositions of these pieces are very different when analysed further. The man in Auerbach’s piece is 

staring directly at the viewer, in a very confrontational manner. The eyes are often referred to as ‘the windows 

to the soul’, the impact of the man’s positioning could create a sense of discomfort in the viewer, as it draws a 

connection between the viewer and the person in the artwork, leading to the viewer feeling a more distinct 

emotional relationship and develop an understanding of the person. In comparison to this, Munch’s painting 

isn’t confrontational, the piece feels more closed off, with the lady’s eyes shut we can’t quite gage her 

emotions. This results in a more detailed inspection of the themes in Munch’s piece by the viewer, necessary 

to understand the emotional motifs that run through the piece beneath the lady’s closed expression. 

 

The use of negative space has been used throughout Munch’s piece, maybe to contrast with the overloading 

use of lines; it gives the illusion of fragments in the art, like the negative space is quite violent, cutting in and 

breaking the piece. The effect of this technique suggests that there is more to what we are seeing, that 

something is hidden beneath these white spaces, and they are being covered up. In comparison to this, 

Auerbach only uses negative space on the face of the figure, this brings it out of the piece and forces the eyes 

of the viewer to gravitate there, accentuating the impact of the encumbering emotions on the face of the man. 

The impact of this technique accentuates the confronting feel of the man in the focus, as a viewer we feel as 

though his emotions are being forced at us. 

 

To summarise, different states of mind can be portrayed through many different techniques. Before my 

investigation I believed the most effective method of portraying extreme emotion seemed to be through colour, 

however Auerbach and Munch both use a lack of colour to imprint their intentions and state of mind 

successfully. These artists utilise very different methods to portray similar underlying themes, one technique to 

portray these emotions seemed to be through the use of expressions created through lines. I wish to mirror 

this in my own work by investigating how lines effect the face, how they convey age and emotions to the 

viewer. Another method used to portray state of mind is through their use of layers. Munch uses negative 

space giving the appearance that areas of the piece are hidden or have been removed, similar to this 

Auerbach created this mystery through layers. The artists similar use many techniques to have a great impact 

on the viewer to allow an insight into their emotions. 
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