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    GUSTAV KLIMT


    
      	Born: 14July 1862 in Baumgarten (Austria).


      	Died: 6 February 1918 in Vienna.


      	Context: the Art Nouveau and Symbolist movements in Vienna at the turn of the 20th century.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	Pallas Athene (1898), painting


          	Beethoven Frieze (1902), painting


          	Philosophy (1907), painting


          	The Kiss (1907-1908), painting


          	Danaë (1907-1908), painting

        

      

    


    Gustav Klimt was one of the leading members of the Vienna Secession, a movement closely associated with Art Nouveau that flourished in Vienna at the turn of the 20th century and revitalised Austrian art.


    At the beginning of his career, Klimt was known for his neoclassical wall paintings, before turning away from the conventional style that had brought him success and recognition to become one of the founding members of the Vienna Secession. His vast body of work includes oil paintings, murals, sketches and objets d’art, as well as architectural decorations, cartoons for tapestries and mosaics, ceramic works and lithographs. His most frequent subject was the female body, which he depicted with frank eroticism, and he often incorporated sensual and exotic elements into his work. His output was modern and innovative, and featured a wide range of characters, allegorical subjects, nudes, portraits and landscapes.


    However, even when the sexual symbolism and eroticism of his work were veiled by allegory, they proved too much for the Viennese middle classes. Klimt was at the forefront of modern Austrian art, but although his work was admired by a new generation of avant-garde artists, it shocked conservatives and inspired heated debate. In spite of this initial controversy, many of his works are now considered to be key landmarks in art history.

  


  
    CONTEXT


    VIENNA IN 1900


    Klimt’s work was shaped by the thriving metropolis where he lived, namely Vienna, which, along with Paris, Brussels and London, was one of the great European cities at the start of the 20th century. At this time, the capital of the Austro-Hungarian Empire was in the midst of a period of continual economic and demographic growth, spurred by urban expansion and immigration. By 1900, Vienna was home to two million people, and Austria-Hungary as a whole had 50million inhabitants.


    From 1848 to 1916, the country was ruled by Emperor Franz JosephI (1830-1916), who modernised and centralised its administration in Vienna, ordered the destruction of the city’s ramparts, reduced customs tariffs, unified the tax system, played a key role in the foundation of the University of Vienna and implemented a number of other policies that cemented the city’s status as the country’s economic, scientific and artistic centre.


    This transformation went hand in hand with a profound shift in the composition and customs of Viennese society. Immigrants from all over the Empire and beyond flocked to this cosmopolitan metropolis, which became a melting pot of different religions and customs. This cultural mixing led to the emergence of new social classes, and the first trade unions and political parties appeared. Although he was opposed to universal suffrage on principle, Franz Joseph eventually granted it under pressure from his subjects. As the middle class expanded and became an essential part of the economy, the aristocracy and the monarchy found their power under threat.


    THE DECLINING ROLE OF THE ACADEMY


    These social changes influenced the style of Klimt, whose early work was largely conventional. His mentors, in particular the painters Ferdinand Laufberger (1829-1881) and Julius Victor Berger (1850-1902), instilled ideals of beauty dating from antiquity in him, and as a result he spent the first years of his career reproducing Greek and Roman models in accordance with neoclassical principles.


    
      NEOCLASSICISM


      Neoclassism emerged in Europe in the second half of the 18th century as a result of classical antiquity’s growing influence on art. Painters at this time were inspired by the harmony, balance and simplicity of the art of antiquity and sought to replicate Greek and Roman forms in their own work.

    


    However, by the early 1890s Klimt had begun to reflect on the evolution of society and art. In 1897, he and a number of other artists, including the architects and decorative artists Josef Maria Olbrich (1867-1908) and Josef Hoffman (1870-1956), established the Vienna Secession, a movement which was associated with Art Nouveau and which revolutionised the city’s artistic scene.


    The group’s primary aim was to promote young local or foreign artists working across a range of different styles by exhibiting their work. They also produced an official magazine called Ver Sacrum (Latin for “Sacred Spring”, 1897-1903), whose title referred to the ancient rite of renewal and hinted at their academic background, which they now sought to leave behind. In the magazine’s inaugural issue, the writer Hermann Bahr (1863-1934) defined the Vienna Secession’s mission by explaining that they did not view their stance as an aesthetic combat between the ancients and the moderns, but rather as a confrontation between two states of mind. Specifically, they stood in opposition to those who only created work to make money and whom they believed had a vested interest in preventing true art from thriving.


    As such, the artists of this movement believed that art was being corrupted by money and sought to fight back against this trend. They thought that once artists no longer had to worry about the demands of their patrons, they would be entirely free to make their own aesthetic choices.


    
      ART NOUVEAU


      Art Nouveau was a European and American artistic and architectural movement that flourished between 1890 and 1905. It is a total art style, meaning that it encompasses many art forms (painting, music, the decorative arts, architecture, etc.). In Britain, it was initially referred to as the Modern Style, while in Belgium is was sometimes referred to as the Style nouille (“noodle style”) or Style coup de fouet (“whiplash style”).

    


    THE INFLUENCE OF PSYCHOANALYSIS


    This was an extremely productive period for Klimt, whose work was shaped by a host of new influences: for example, he discovered gold-ground painting and the Paleochristian mosaics of Ravenna and Venice. He also drew inspiration from Egyptian, Assyrian-Babylonian, Byzantine and Japanese art, like the Symbolists and Impressionists before him.


    
      SYMBOLISM AND IMPRESSIONISM


      Symbolism was a literary and artistic movement that first appeared in the 1880s. As the movement’s name suggests, Symbolist painters believed that art should represent an emotion or idea rather than depicting the natural world in an almost scientific way, as realist artists aimed to do.


      Impressionism was a major artistic movement which dates from the late 19th and early 20th centuries and particularly flourished in France. Impressionist paintings make use of visible brush strokes and vivid colours to give a general impression of a scene rather than a detailed rendering.

    


    Klimt also developed an interest in the theme of Eros and Thanatos (the god of love and the personification of death, respectively), which became popular in the early 20th century after Sigmund Freud (Austrian psychoanalyst, 1856-1939) incorporated it into his theories on life instincts and death instincts. Indeed, a number of Klimt’s subjects are inspired by the work of Freud, who is widely acknowledged as the father of psychoanalysis and who argued that individuals are governed by unconscious forces that they cannot control. In The Interpretation of Dreams (1900), he theorised that our sexuality is one of the main driving forces behind our actions and desires, a hypothesis which scandalised Austrian society at the time. Klimt’s work, which often features androgynous nude women in suggestive poses, evokes unrepressed sexuality and hints at the latent neurosis identified by Freud. Klimt also refers to the cycles of life with his phantasmagorical depictions of pregnancy, childhood and old age which resist a single definitive interpretation. In this way, he was one of the leading figures of a generation that was striving for change at the turn of the 20th century.

  


  
    BIOGRAPHY


    CHILDHOOD AND EARLY YEARS


    Gustav Klimt was born on 14July 1862 in Baumgarten, just outside Vienna. He was the second of seven children, and his parents were Ernst Klimt (1832-1892), a gold engraver who was originally from Bohemia (modern-day Czech Republic), and Anna Finster (1836-1915), who was originally from Vienna. The family’s three sons, Gustav, Ernst and Georg, all displayed signs of artistic talent at an early age, much to their father’s delight, but spent their childhood in poverty due to the lack of employment opportunities available to immigrants at that time.


    Klimt developed a passion for historical painting and enrolled at the Vienna Kunstgewerbeschule, a school of applied arts and crafts, in 1876 to study architectural painting. Unlike many of his contemporaries, he accepted the conservative artistic principles taught there. In 1877, his youngest brother Ernst (1864-1892), who wanted to become an engraver like their father, also joined the Kunstgewerbeschule, and the two brothers and their new classmate Franz Matsch (1861-1942) soon began working together. In 1883, they completed their studies and began producing art in a shared workshop that they referred to as the “Company of Artists”. Klimt began his career by painting frescoes for public buildings in the capital, which enabled him to earn a comfortable living.


    In 1888, he was awarded the Golden Order of Merit by Franz JosefI for his work on the Burgtheater in Vienna, before travelling to Krakow, Trieste, Venice and Munich. On his return, he became a member of an artists’ association in Vienna and was offered a professorship at the Academy of Fine Arts Vienna, although he never actually took the position. It was also during this period that he met his partner and muse, Emilie Flöge (1874-1952), who appeared in a number of his paintings. 1892 marked a turning point in his career, as his father and his brother and colleague Ernst died in quick succession. Ernst also left his widow and child in Klimt’s care. These two tragedies had a lasting impact on his artistic vision, as his subsequent works were less conventional and more personal.


    THE VIENNA SECESSION


    In 1897, Klimt left the Viennese artists’ association he was a member of and helped to found the Vienna Secession and its official magazine, Ver Sacrum. The Austrian government supported the group’s efforts and granted them public land to build an exhibition hall. The building was constructed by the architect Josef Maria Olbrich and came to be seen as emblematic of the Vienna Secession. The movement also adopted Pallas Athene, the Greek goddess of just causes, wisdom and the arts as its symbol; Klimt’s 1898 painting of this goddess is now one of his best-known works.


    In 1894, the Ministry of Education commissioned Klimt to paint the ceiling of the Great Hall of the University of Vienna, and he exhibited a sketch of one of these paintings, titled Philosophy, at the Secession Building in 1900, along with a number of landscapes. However, although the painting was awarded a gold medal at the Paris World’s Fair, it was deemed pornographic and caused a scandal in Vienna.


    In 1902, Klimt completed his Beethoven Frieze, which was exhibited at the 14th exhibition of the Vienna Secessionists. Three years later, Klimt and a number of other artists left the Vienna Secession.


    KLIMT’S GOLDEN YEARS


    In the final phase of his career, Klimt met with both popular and critical success. He travelled to London, Florence and Brussels, where he and a number of other artists worked on the Stoclet Palace, a mansion owned by the wealthy industrialist and art collector Adolphe Stoclet (1871-1949) which at that time was one of the most renowned Art Nouveau buildings. It is a particularly good example of the concept of total art, as its architectural design is in perfect harmony withits interior and exterior decorations, furniture, gardens and everyday objects. The dining room is entirely covered with mosaics in marble, glass and semi-precious stones, produced by Leopold Forstner (1878-1936) based on Klimt’s sketches (The Expectation, The Embrace, Tree of Life).


    Between 1907 and 1909, Klimt continued to work on his paintings for the University of Vienna (Philosophy, Medicine and Jurisprudence), which the university ultimately rejected because of their overt eroticism. However, the works were exhibited in Vienna and Berlin. It was during this period that Klimt painted his most famous works, including The Kiss, which was produced between 1907 and 1908. In 1911, his painting Death and Life was awarded first prize at the International Art Exhibition in Rome, and exhibitions of his work were later held in Munich, Budapest, Mannheim and Dresden. He was also named an honorary member of the Academy of Decorative Arts in Rome, although he was rejected for a position at the Ministry of Education on four occasions.


    On 11January 1918, Klimt suffered a stroke in his apartment in Vienna. He died on 6February, leaving a number of works unfinished.
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