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  Fig.: Selbstbildnis mit Zigarette, 1895, Woll 382




  Edvard Munch




  The scream – End of an error




  Errors that determined what was said and written about the great Norwegian over the years and decades. They started with a wrong title for the world-famous work. It is not called “The Scream” at all! And they ended with the ignorance and dismissal of one version of the painting of the Screaming through Nature – perhaps the most important one. It is to be found on its back – and was simply passed over.




  




  
1. End of an error I
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  Fig.: Woll 372r
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  Fig.: Woll 372v
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  Fig.: Woll 372r, detail




  Everything that can be said about a painting such as The Scream by Edvard Munch has been said and written – one would assume. But the contrary is true. Munch died in 1944. The catalogue raisonné of his printed graphic work appeared only in 20011, and that of his paintings even not until 2009. The literary estate, which is kept at the Munch Museum in Oslo – most of which has been studied by now after many years of research – has been available to scholars via the Internet since 2010.2 In Norwegian – which does not facilitate its access. A number of issues that previously could be settled only insufficiently can now be explained “from the sources” – that is to say: from Edvard Munch’s own written words. Throughout his life he kept every letter, every scrap of paper, no matter how tiny – in suitcases. That these “treasures” are now being retrieved changes the situation. Especially in this case: The Scream, that world-famous work which exists in five versions and one lithograph, reveals itself to us anew. Munch circles around his work as a painter, and he circles it in 15 literary-poetic texts, which are made available here for the first time in their entirety – an unexpected discovery.




  Everything began in 1889/90: during an evening walk Munch heard “the loud screaming through Nature” outside the gates of Kristiania – whatever that may mean. He reached for his pencil and later his pen: the painter and the poet validating what he has experienced. A double source. Today it must serve as the starting point for any interpretation, as the painter and poet is the number one authority on his work.3 Munch commented on his experience on Ljabro Road. We have these “sources.” And what we are now – finally – able to see: the painter Edvard Munch developed the subject step by step over the course of years until it reached the perfection that is admired the world over today.




  It is an extraordinary story. Retracing it is the purpose of this article. As already mentioned: for a long time written statements by Munch on The Scream were not accessible. Their lack – and this is not meant to apportion blame – resulted in deep-rooted errors. Errors that determined what was said and written about the great Norwegian over the years and decades. They started with a wrong title for the world-famous work. It is not called The Scream at all! And they ended with the ignorance and dismissal of one version of the painting of the Screaming through Nature – perhaps the most important one. It is to be found on its back – and was simply passed over.




  
2. Edvard Munch, „The Scream“ – A painting tells ist story
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  Fig.: Five souvenirs: Button, Flytoget, Uhr, Halloween Mask, Kopfkissen, Briefmarke You can ask people on the six major continents about this painting. “Munch’s Scream is … one of the world’s best known paintings in most recent art history.”4 Consequently, there was reason to worry when one version was stolen from the Oslo National Museum in 1994 and ten years later – in 2004 – another one from the Munch Museum in Oslo. Ill-treated, debased into an object of blackmail, they returned – and triggered fierce debates about the security standards in public museums, not only in Norway. “The Scream: a modern icon,” wrote the Norwegian art historian Frank Høifødt. “We know that the picture is printed a thousand times every day throughout the world.”5 This kind of “popularity” has its consequences. The Scream has to put up with a lot. Vigorous marketing, for one. And perhaps some readers have already encountered the fruits of these activities: you can pull the Scream over your head as a Halloween hood or stick it on your lapel – in the form of a button. As a watch it keeps people company throughout the day, and as a pillow through the night. And the Flytoget, the train to the plane, takes travelers arriving in Gardermoen by airplane to Oslo’s downtown area. Here, too: The Scream is always right there. The Norwegian Post Office released a special stamp on the occasion of Munch’s 150th birthday. A collector’s item. To each their Scream.
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  Fig.: Drei Fotos Sotheby’s Versteigerung 2012




  Great attention was paid in New York on 2 May 2012. One version of the painting6 was auctioned off at Sotheby’s. The catalog climbed the ladder of significance all the way to the top: Edvard Munch’s The Scream numbers among the most celebrated images in art history. It is one of few masterpieces that require no introduction, as it has been analysed, referenced, interpreted more often than perhaps any picture bar Leonardo’s Mona Lisa. Since its creation in the 1890s The Scream has become of a cornerstone of our visual culture, burned onto our collective retina as the definite image of horror at modernity’s core. Munch initiates the Expressionist gesture which will fuel art history through the twentieth century and beyond.7 The Norwegian ship owner Petter Olsen had delivered the work. Old family property – allegedly. Tobias Meyer, the auctioneer, led the auctioning battle successfully – or should one say, victoriously – to its finish. Twelve minutes later all the ruckus was over. Mr. Leon Black, a member of the Supervisory Boards of the Metropolitan Museum of Art and the Museum of Modern Art, New York, looked through his rimless glasses and watched beautiful 119.9 million US dollars transforming into some cardboard, pastel and wood. It was the highest bid that had ever been paid at an auction to date. The bidding contest dragged on for so long and in nerve-wracking million-dollar increments not least because this version, which came from a privately owned collection, was the only one that could be an object of trading to begin with. Three versions of The Scream – or I should rather say, four versions, but I will get to this later – are in museums in Oslo – two at the Munch Museet and two at the Nasjonalmuseet for Kunst, Arkitektur og Design8. Out of reach for any private desires.9




  
3. Where did Edvard Munch hear the “screaming [Geschrei] through nature”?
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  Fig.: Blick vom Ljabrovej über Bjørvika nach Westen




  The occasion, the impulse, from which the work emerged10 can be proven and even located. Edvard Munch recorded it several times in writing in a form alternating between prose and poetry11. Because he said of himself that he was “not a man who wrote much”12, he must have been overwhelmed by this experience.13 His memory of it is preserved in these lines: I was walking along




  the path with two




  friends – The sun




  was setting




  The sky became




  suddenly blood red




  – and I felt




  an approaching melancholy




  – a sucking pain




  under my heart –




  I stopped, leaned




  on the railing tired




  to death – above the




  blue-black fjord and the city




  lay blood in tongues of fire




  My friends walked




  on – but I stood




  trembling in fear –




  and I felt




  the great infinite




  screaming [Geschrei] through




  nature14




  [image: Image]




  Fig.: Handschriftlicher Text MM T 2367 neben Zeichnung von 1891/92




  The “path” is known. It is located in the north beach district on the eastern shore of the fjord. There is a place there from which one can look out over the city, as did Munch then, and see the headland with its Akershus fortress, the round dome of the Trinity Church to the “Pipervika” bay, and the mountains on the western shore of the Oslo fjord. The path on the slope of the Ekeberg was then called Ljabrochaussé.15 A three-tiered railing was erected for safety purposes on the side of the deep fjord.16 Postcards from the period show the distinctive wood construction; there is a sweeping view “over the blue-black fjord and the city” all the way to the mountains in the West.




  

  
4. 1889/90, The beginning: A sketchbook sheet
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  Fig.: Presler Skb 22-10




  Munch records this “geography” with a few pencil strokes in a sketchbook.17 He made sure of the “location” of the event. The sketchbook sheet has an initial task: Munch fixes the place where, in 1889/90, the event with a long-lasting effect took place. In the background he draws himself as an affected person. This means that the actual story begins with a spontaneous and summary lineament. Munch noted what he saw, but he did not yet have the painterly means to deal with what he heard and felt. Christian Skredsvig later recounts what he noticed about Munch at that time: “For some time he wanted to paint the memory of a sunset. Blood red – no, actually it was clotted blood. Just to talk about it made him sad and uncomfortable. He was despondent because the modest means available to the artist are never sufficient.”18 The painter feels that he is at the beginning of a work that will unfold, but he has no idea how that will happen. Something unknown has seized him, makes him uneasy.




  The sketchbook does not know the vibrations that will inscribe the “screaming [Geschrei] through nature” in the sky, the landscape and a foreground figure trembling in fear – the artist himself. The figure is still located in the background of the picture at the end of the railing without the two friends of which the text speaks. A beginning – not more. A beginning in which more steps – hidden – lie dormant.




  
5. 1891, Station 1: The color of the “screaming” [Geschrei]
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  Fig.: 1891, MM T 2367
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  Fig.: 1891, Woll 264, Vignette T 129




  The first of these steps took place in 1891. “A gouache at the Munch Museet … shows how Munch experimented to find the final image form.”19 Specifically, the artist determines the color of the “great, infinite screaming [Geschrei].” It is a “screaming” red. He also defines where the screaming occurs. It is the sky. He needs space for the upward widening composition and therefore changes from landscape orientation of the sketchbook sheet to portrait orientation of the drawing. At the same time the figure bent over the railing moves forward.20 The two friends take their place in the background. The landscape vibrates in a heart-shaped arc above which bends a mighty sky. One can see how the artistic-compositional elements grow together: Munch marks the point of origin of the screaming in the red of the sky, for which he uses the luminous power of gouache over the charcoal drawing. As the affected person, the addressee of the screaming, he puts himself at the center. The contrast to the two friends who continue on, unconcerned, is unmistakable.21 Munch puts everything he has and is into this creative process. He extends the drawing to the first version of a rhythmic prose poem and doubles the intensity of the experience to a Gesamtkunstwerk, a consummate work of art.22




  
6. 1891, Station 2: The turbulent sky
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  Fig.: Woll 264, detail




  The next step comes a little later. In a painting Munch called “The first screaming” [Geschrei]23, the red ofthe sky vibrates in long, swirling lines. None of these lines connect what happens in the sky to the earth or even to the foreground figure. On the contrary, it faces the “great screaming through nature”. It sees and hears, but it does not belong to that which has its point of origin in the sky. A sketchbook vignette depicts the figure as an observer.24 Further, the painter slims the figure, makes it similar to himself. He thus deepens his role: I am the addressee of the “screaming” [Geschrei]. The event concerns me.




  
7. Around 1892, Station 3: The wave of the “screaming”
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  Fig.: Um 1892, Woll 364, Vignette T 129




  The next step takes this up: the yet averted foreground figure – the artist himself – breaks through his isolation in the direction of the viewer.25 This happens again in a vignette26 and then in a painting.27




  At the same time Munch conveys the acoustic event “screaming” over into the optical event “screaming”. He finds the compositional code with which he makes what he hears visible. This breakthrough occurred as an obvious visual “solution”: the acoustic phenomenon “screaming” [Geschrei] is physically a wave. And this is what Munch seizes: he uses “wave” as an image for what was heard. Acoustically, “screaming” is visually “wave”, and here it is red wave. Werner Haftmann expressed this impressively some time ago when he wrote the following: “The scream [Der Schrei] is a single arabesque, an ornament composed of sound waves …”28 The waves of the screaming flow through quaking lines of sky and landscape. “It shrieked bloody red – on the path and the railing.”29




  
8. 1893, Station 4: Dragged into the “screaming”
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  Fig.: Woll 333v
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  Fig.: Woll 333r, Seitenlicht




  The next step was in 1893: the “screaming [Geschrei] through nature” overflows, overcomes the barrier and seizes the figure of the painter. It is dragged into the trembling heavens and landscape of the event. “The curving lines of the sky echoed in the curves of the figure dominate the picture. There is little difference between landscape, sky and figure in terms of the fundamental formal and color character: everything appears to be fused together.”30
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