
This essay presents a philosophical and psychoanalytical interpretation of the work 

of the Viennese Secession artist, Gustav Klimt. The manner of depiction in Klimt’s 

paintings underwent a radical shift around the turn of the twentieth century, and 

the author attempts to unveil the internal and external motivations that may have 

prompted and contributed to this transformation. Drawing from Friedrich 

Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy as well as Sigmund Freud’s The Interpretation of 

Dreams, the article links Klimt’s early work with what may be referred to as the 

Apollonian or consciousness, and his later work with the Dionysian or the 

subconscious. It is then argued that the Beethoven Frieze of 1902 could be 

understood as a “self-portrait” of the artist and used to examine the shift in 

stylistic representation in Klimt’s oeuvre.
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Proud Athena, armed and ready for battle with her aegis 
and spear, cuts a striking image for the poster announcing 
the inaugural exhibition of the Vienna Secession. As the 
goddess of wisdom, the polis, and the arts, she is a decid-
edly appropriate figurehead for an upstart group of diverse 
artists who succeeded in fighting back against the estab-
lished institution of Vienna, a political coup if there ever 
was one. Coupled with the motif of Theseus’ slaying of the 
Minotaur in order to end the slaughter of Athenian chil-
dren, this reading could not be more appropriate. The man 
responsible for both the poster design and for leading the 
revolutionary charge was Gustav Klimt, a man who in his 
youth worked within the system he would eventually help 
to dismantle. We know little about Klimt’s personal life, 
and what we do know comes to us via the secondhand ac-
counts of those that he worked and interacted with. We 
must then ask why Klimt underwent such a radical shift in 
style between his youth and maturity, and what were the 
factors, both internal and external, that may have prompt-
ed such a shift?

Perhaps an appropriate place to begin with is the goddess 
Athena and her own evolution through Klimt’s art. Klimt 
was obviously fascinated with her, having painted her on at 
least three occasions: as a decoration in the spandrels of 
the Kunsthistorisches Museum stairwell (1890–91), the 
poster previously mentioned (1897) and finally in a paint-
ing dedicated solely to the goddess, Klimt’s Pallas Athena 
(1898). In the first piece, which was part of a series of 
spandrels that Klimt designed and executed for the Vien-
nese art history museum, Athena is classically beautiful, 
naturalistically rendered as a stoic figure gazing coolly out 
from her lofty perch. She holds a winged Nike figure, sym-
bolic of victory, perhaps referring to the triumphs of classi-
cal Greek art and architecture of which Athena is the pa-
troness. But she is, for lack of a better term, boring — she 
is only a symbol, a reflection of herself, hardly even a shad-
ow of the complex virgin-warrior-goddess of antiquity. 
Even the Athena in the poster for the first Secession exhibi-
tion is, despite the battle-ready nature of her appearance, 
somewhat restrained. But perhaps this is simply a result of 
the flattening of her form to its constituent lines which, as 
Carl Schorske explains, is “Klimt’s new-found way of stat-
ing an abstraction. She sponsors a dramatic idea. Since it 
is not yet realized, it is treated as disembodied, allegorical, 
on the stage.”1 We will explore this new means of represen-
tation at length later, and for the moment it will suffice to 
say that this is one of the first iterations of a theme in 
Klimt’s work that will help us navigate the undeniable rift 
between his earlier and later works.

Pallas Athena (below), standing in stark contrast to both of 
these previous versions, takes their best characteristics 
and bridges the gap between them: she is softly modeled 
but still retains some of the poster’s two-dimensionality (“a 
concept, not a concrete realization”2); the light in her eyes 
speaks to an internal fire that more accurately represents 
the truth of the goddess; and perhaps most importantly, 
the Nike she once supported has been replaced with a fully 
developed Nuda Veritas (as in Klimt’s earlier illustration of 
the same figure for the Secessionist publication, Ver Sa-
crum). This tiny figure does not hold up a laurel wreath as 
her predecessor may have, but rather a mirror into which 
modern man may gaze introspectively. This pair of figures 
who turned their classical associations on their head and 
who established new associations are significant in that 
they fully embody the zeitgeist of the Secession: “Der Zeit 
ihre Kunst. Der Kunst ihre Freiheit [To the age, its art. To art, 
its freedom].” In the evolution of Athena from the cold, 
aloof icon to the impassioned, warrior goddess, we may 
begin to see a microcosm of Klimt’s personal evolution. 
Athena served not only as the avatar for the Secessionists 
and their mission, but also in the same role for Klimt.

Friedrich Nietzsche, in his work The Birth of Tragedy, es-
tablishes a dichotomy which seems particularly appropri-
ate in the present discussion: that which exists between 
the Apollonian and the Dionysiac. Apollo, the god of the 

Pallas athena, 1898 by gustav klimt (Courtesy of 
wikimedia commons)
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plastic arts, of order, and of the illusionism inherent in 
much of Western art, is diametrically opposed to the other 
god of art, Dionysus, whose unbounded and primal music 
speaks to chaos and a state most likened to human intoxi-
cation. Klimt’s early work, such as the Kunsthistorisches 
Athena and other decorative works for the Ringstrasse de-
velopments, was historicizing in appearance, suitable for 
the Viennese society that commissioned it. After all, this 
was the same government that erected, in the program of 
the Ringstrasse itself, a veritable monument to disparate 
historical periods, the design of each building hand-select-
ed to best express the function of the institutions housed 
within. The extent to which Vienna attempted to maintain 
the illusion of historicism and rationality in design can be 
seen as Apollonian. Klimt, working in tandem with them, 
would have had the same associations.

However, as we know, this would change radically at the 
end of the nineteenth century. Klimt would begin to break 
down those very illusions that sustained the Viennese 
conception of reality and allow the sentiment of the 
Dionysiac—not necessarily through its associations to 
music, but rather the suggestion of something intensely 
personal and subjective—to seep into and diffuse 
throughout the work of the modern period. There are 
hints of this trend before 1900: in particular, his Music 
panel in 1898 that decorated the music salon of Nikolaus 
Dumba. The abstract, geometric patterning of the 
background acts as a physical representation of the wholly 
intangible art of music, wild and untamable, but there is 
perhaps no better example in his early work than the 
controversy that surrounded the production of his three 
University panels, paintings that were to illustrate the 
disciplines of Philosophy, Medicine, and Jurisprudence. It 
is at this point that Klimt seems to undergo, as Schorske 
remarks, something of a “crisis of the liberal ego”3 that also 
functions as the effective rift between not only his early 
and later work, but also between his periods of Apollonian 
and Dionysiac work.

Looking first to the Philosophy panel (right), this crisis 
becomes painfully obvious. Far from the “Victory of Light 
over Darkness” originally desired by the faculty of the 
University of Vienna, Klimt’s interpretation casts humanity 
into an uncertain void through which forms drift aimlessly, 
hopelessly, and all individual agency is superseded by the 
pull of an invisible, irresistible force: certainly not the 
rational, ordered universe that philosophy promises. 
Reflecting more closely the sentiments felt during the fin-
de-siècle period, as opposed to classical philosophical 

thinking, Gottfried Fliedl suggests that the “social 
impotence of the liberal middle classes was seen as 
embedded in a relentlessly regular cycle of nature in which 
the individual was relieved of the necessity to act, while at 
the same time becoming an observer of himself and the 
mysterious happenings of the world.”4 Moreover, as it 
pertains to the question at hand, Klimt manages to effect 
the dissolution of certain characteristics that one might 
define as Apollonian, notably the illusion of reality that art, 
at least up to this point, had desperately tried to maintain.

But as Nietzsche explains, the “Apollonian consciousness 
was but a thin veil hiding from him the whole Dionysiac 
realm.”5 Once Klimt began to tear the fabric of that veil, it 
was only a matter of time before the entire edifice could be 
taken down. If Philosophy was the beginning, it was with 
the third panel—which depicts the discipline of Jurispru-

Philosophy (destroyed), 1900, oil on canvas by 
klimt (Courtesy of wikimedia commons)
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dence—that we may observe most clearly the descent into 
the freeing madness that is the Dionysiac form. The final 
panel itself was born out of a whirlwind of intensely nega-
tive emotion; Klimt, after having presented both Philoso-
phy and the second panel, Medicine, to the faculty of the 
University, was met with open hostility from as high up as 
the Austrian parliament. A copy of Ver Sacrum in which a 
preliminary sketch of Medicine had been published was 
confiscated, and Klimt was left reeling. The preliminary 
sketch of Jurisprudence is markedly different from that 
which was eventually delivered; the composition (notice-
ably the only of the three that would have taken into con-
sideration the paintings’ eventual home as ceiling decora-
tion, the subject having been depicted di sotto in sù—as if 
seen from a lower vantage point) describes an airy, bright 
world in which the sole figure of Justice wields a sword 
with which she fulfills her role as arbiter of right and 
wrong. But through the anger and hurt brought about by 
the debacle surrounding the other panels, Jurisprudence 
underwent a transformation. The airy heaven of the first 
version is gone and in its place is a claustrophobic hells-
cape in which the University’s ideas of “truth and justice” 
have been redefined as “crime and punishment.”

Jurisprudence represents a marked shift in Klimt’s manner 
of depiction, as the figures of Truth, Justice, and Law, far 
removed from the main action of the foreground, are all 
cloaked in some of the first instances of the flattened, 
geometric patterns that would come to dominate and 
define the artist’s mature style. Aside from this, the work 
is also worth noting as it coincides with an increased 

tendency towards a more personally relevant, psycho-sexual 
content. Schorske has proposed, rather convincingly, an 
argument for associating the nude, male figure of the final 
University panel with Klimt himself, acting as something 
of an apologetic self-portrait, a cri de coeur. Sigmund Freud 
would likely have read phallic symbols into the octopus-
like creature consuming the male figure, its tentacles 
standing in for the male genitals. The actual subject’s 
genitals are obscured by his arrangement, turned away 
from the viewer. But, presumably, he has been castrated. 
That the subject’s metaphorical castration was enacted by 
the female Furies is perhaps indicative of the role that 
female sexuality and its negative reception by the 
conservative Viennese population played in Klimt’s 
internal crises. According to Schorske, “the iconography 
suggests that Klimt, under the lash of criticism, even while 
he fought back, partially internalized as personal guilt the 
rejection of his artistic mission to act as liberator of the 
instinctual life from the culture of law. His very defiance 
was tinctured by the spirit of impotence.”6 His 
transgressions were, at base, against his artistic and 
cultural “forefathers,” and by that token, suggestive of an 
Oedipal rebellion—the punishment of which is, according 
to Freudian psychoanalysis, castration.

Surely Schorske’s suggestion is grounded in some factual 
evidence. The combination of the figures’ blatant sexuality, 
the aesthetic presentation and stylization of form, and the 
psychoanalytical subtext of the era which absolutely col-
ored the art produced therein all contributed to what might 
be considered a ‘questionable’ work. But could this serve as 
a complete explanation for the intensely negative reaction? 
Returning to Nietzsche and the tension between the Apol-
lonian and Dionysiac, we may begin to approach a more 
comprehensive answer, one that accepts all of these dispa-
rate causes and holistically binds them. The Greeks, whose 
culture gave birth to the myths of both Apollo and Diony-
sus, “were keenly aware of the terrors and horrors of exis-
tence; in order to be able to live at all they had to place be-
fore them the shining fantasy of the Olympians.”7 In much 
the same way, it may be suggested that the Austrian 
Habsburg Empire, in order to hold together its disparate 
cultures and people, had no choice but to cling desperately 
to the order that reason and science promised. Therefore, 
Klimt’s University panels, which effectively dismissed this 
view as trivial and outdated, were violently rejected. In po-
sitioning the Nietzschean and Schopenhauerian pessimis-
tic worldviews as the new norm, Klimt was attacking not 
only the aesthetic and moral sensibilities of Austria, but 
also their entire conception of reality.

Preparatory study for Jurisprudence, 1897-98 (left) 
and Jurisprudence (destroyed), 1903-07 (right), by 
klimt (Courtesy of Flickr and wikimedia commons) 
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“Klimt would begin to break down those very illusions 
that sustained the Viennese conception of reality and 

allow the sentiment of the Dionysiac...to seep into and 
diffuse throughout the work of the modern period.”

If Klimt’s work leading up to the University Panels was 
merely a first foray into the dark and primal pleasure of the 
Dionysiac, what then might serve as the fullest expression 
of the concept? To answer that, it is necessary to look to the 
Vienna Secession and what has become easily their most 
widely-regarded and well known exhibition: the four-
teenth, which celebrated the art of music through the ti-
tanic figure of Beethoven. The German artist Max Klinger 
had very recently completed a monumental, polychrome 
sculpture of the composer and, “intent on being the first 
venue for the statue’s display, the Secession approached 
Klinger and proposed to venerate his masterpiece with a 
new, avant-garde style of exhibition…”8 Their proposal 
made use of the unique opportunity afforded them by the 
Secession building; called “Tempelkunst,” they offered to 
feature Klinger’s Beethoven in a space specially constructed 
so as to highlight the piece, paying homage both to the art-
ist and Klinger himself—all the while highlighting, of 
course, the art of the Secessionists.9 It is my suggestion 
that Klimt’s contribution to the fourteenth exhibition, the 
infamous Beethoven Frieze more so than nearly any of 
Klimt’s prior or later works, is one that provides an abso-
lutely critical key to understanding the psycho-sexual crisis 
that contributed to the artist’s radical shift in style.

Occupying the upper half of three walls in the the leftmost 
hall of the Secession building, the Beethoven Frieze was an 
impressive sight to behold. The entire work was conceived 
of as a visual interpretation of Beethoven’s Ninth Sympho-
ny which, in turn, references Schiller’s “Ode to Joy,” par-
ticularly its chorus: “Seid umschlungen Millionen!/ Diesen 
Kuß der ganzen Welt!/ Brüder—überm Sternenzelt/Muß ein 
lieber Vater wohnen [Be embrac’d, ye millions yonder!/ Take 
this kiss throughout the world!/ Brothers—o’er the stars 
unfurl’d/ Must reside a loving Father.]”10 Ernst Stöhr, a 
painter and lesser-known Secession artist, evidently helped 
Klimt devise the program of the Beethoven Frieze—and he 
almost certainly wrote the foreword to the exhibition’s pro-
gram.11 Having little to do with Beethoven himself “as an 
historic figure or spiritual leader,”12 Stöhr’s description of 

the Beethoven Frieze’s content from the exhibition program 
presents a fin-de-siècle interpretation of the composition of 
the Ninth Symphony and reads as follows:

The three painted walls constitute a coherent sequence. First 
long wall across from the entrance: the Longing for Happiness. 
The Sufferings of weak Humanity: their pleas to the powerful 
knight in armor as external, to pity and ambition as internal, 
driving forces which move him to take up the struggle for hap-
piness. Narrow wall: the Hostile Powers. The giant Typhon, 
against whom even the gods fought in vain; his daughters, the 
three Gorgons. Disease, insanity and death. Debauchery and 
unchastity, intemperance [alternately “Lewdness, Lust and Ex-
cess”]. Gnawing worry. The longings and desires of human-
kind fly away over these. Second long wall: the longing for hap-
piness finds appeasement in poetry. The arts lead across into 
the ideal kingdom where alone we can find pure joy, pure hap-
piness, pure love. Choir of Angels in paradise. “Freude, schöner 
Götterfunke [sic]. Diesen Kuss der ganzen Welt!”13 

Based solely on the textual description, we are presented 
with a narrative that outlines a journey of salvation, exter-
nal (i.e. for an “other”) but also intensely personal and in-
ternal. The Hostile Powers described are, aside from Ty-
phon, all internal plagues to both the physical and 
psychological states of mankind. Visually, the content of 
the frieze echoes this second, internal, interpretation fa-
voring a psychoanalytical reading of the piece; after all, 
when confronted with the nightmarish hellscape of the 
middle panel “inhabited by bestial monsters and deranged, 
erotic women,”14 one cannot help but think of Freud and 
his Interpretation of Dreams, originally published just two 
years earlier in 1900. Compared to Jurisprudence, which as 
Schorske reminds us, “was Klimt’s boldest expression of 
narcissistic rage,” the Beethoven Frieze was its opposite in 
nearly every way: “a manifestation of narcissistic regres-
sion and utopian bliss. Fight here, found its analogue in 
flight. Where politics had brought defeat and suffering, art 
provided escape and comfort. In style as in idea, the 
Beethoven Frieze marked a turning point in Klimt’s art.”15 
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As discussed in the context of his University Panels, much 
of the negative criticism Klimt received was directly linked 
to the content of his paintings, or in other words, to the 
blatant sexuality expressed by his female figures. Sexuality, 
particularly the new sexuality of the modern woman, is key 
to understanding the frieze. Representations of women in 
turn-of-the-century art across many cultures were often 
notably problematic and splintered in regards to the emo-
tional valence of the artists’ treatment of subject. Fliedl 
relates that, during the turn of the century, “there were 
four linguistic conventions” to express the various aspects 
of “female identity, which [had become] split up and disin-
tegrated… Weib (a term of contempt), Dame (‘lady’), Hure 
(‘whore’), and Mutter (‘mother’), words which reflected the 
social roles of women as well as the wishful thinking and 
anxieties of men.”16 Nearly all of these are present in 
Klimt’s frieze. Between the images of chastity and virtue in 
the side panels and the ominous threat of the Hostile Pow-
ers in the central panel, the frieze gives voice to a crisis of 
the artist’s ego; it can be very easily argued that Klimt al-
most surely experienced a similar, internal division.

The full weight of Klimt’s psychological presence can be 
most tangibly felt in his female subjects. He is, according 
to Marian Bisanz-Prakkan, “always latently present as ob-
server or director; he is the invisible, stable male antithesis 
to the volatile female psychological state.”17 As his models 
appear almost always in varying stages of “reverie or erotic 
ecstasy,”18 we must necessarily assume that these states of 
sexual intensity were of particular import to Klimt in paint-
ing the Beethoven Frieze and perhaps reveal something of 
the internal turmoil that marked the man. For example, 
the placement of the three figures of Lewdness, Lust and 
Excess centrally on the wall that would have been initially 
viewed by anyone entering the hall speaks to their corre-
sponding centrality in any reading of the frieze. These 
women feature as the powers against which the knight, 
perhaps an avatar for Klimt himself, must struggle for the 
hope of eventual salvation. But this struggle is not physi-
cal; it is the moral struggle of the liberal male ego, con-
fronted with the “ugly, repulsive and aggressive”19 sexuality 
of the female. This may be linked to a very real fear of 
syphilis (important as it is a sexually transmitted infection, 
and thus inextricably connected with women) and of which 
it is said that Klimt was “morbidly afraid.”20 But as so 
much of the interpretation of the frieze lies in the realm of 
the psychological, and because “each variant of this aggres-
sive side of female nature is derived from anxiety fanta-
sies,”21 it seems more appropriate to link the fear to their 
threat against the construct of ‘maleness’ itself.

In our discussion of Freud’s psychoanalysis, we have al-
most lost sight of Nietzsche’s philosophy. Nietzsche actu-
ally references Schiller’s and Beethoven’s “Ode to Joy” by 
name in direct allusion to the realm of the Dionysiac:

If one were to convert Beethoven’s “Paean [Ode] to Joy” into a 
painting, and refuse to curb the imagination when that multi-
tude prostrates itself reverently in the dust, one might form 
some apprehension of Dionysiac ritual. Now the slave emerges 
as a freeman; all the rigid, hostile walls which either necessity 
or despotism has erected between men are shattered. Now that 
the gospel of universal harmony is sounded, each individual 
becomes not only reconciled to his fellow but actually at one 
with him… 22

Here, finally, we come to the truth that has up until now 
only been hesitantly felt in our observation of Klimt’s 
Beethoven Frieze; regardless of its subjectivity—in fact, per-
haps even as a result of it—the particular visual content of 
the frieze and its origins in the music of Beethoven, a veri-
table hero of art to Klimt’s contemporaries, come together 
to express an otherwise inexplicable condition of humani-
ty. That condition, which I believe that Nietzsche would 
corroborate, given the research that has been produced in 
the subject since his death, is the human subconscious, a 
realm every bit as awesome and terrifying as the philoso-
pher’s Dionysiac, perhaps even a substitute definition for 
the same concept.

Later in 1902, the Secession held their eighteenth exhibi-
tion, a Klimt retrospective. The last panel of the Beethoven 
Frieze—the so-called Kuß der ganzen Welt, the “kiss for the 

Beethoven Frieze (“The Hostile Powers”), 1902 by 
klimt (courtesy of flickr)
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whole world”—was displayed under the title, “Mein Reich 
ist nicht von dieser Erde.” Though initially a reference to 
John 18:36, “Jesus answered, My kingdom is not of this 
world: if my kingdom were of this world, then would my 
servants fight, that I should not be delivered to the Jews: 
but now is my kingdom not from hence,” it is altogether 
more likely that Klimt appropriated this title from the 
writings of Richard Wagner. Wagner had, in an essay from 
1870, used a variation of the quote to comment on 
Beethoven’s music, which he saw as emerging from the 
chaos of modern civilization: “Both proclaim to us: ‘our 
kingdom is not of this world’. That is to say: we come from 
within, you from without; we derive from being, you from 
the appearance of things.”23 This sentiment defines, per-
haps more clearly than anything else, precisely the same 
principles submitted by Nietzsche in the dichotomous re-
lationship between the Apollonian (i.e. fin-de-siècle 
Austria:ordered, concerned solely with the illusion of 
things) and the Dionysiac (i.e. the Secession: burgeoning 

modernism, the chaotic underpinnings of existence). 
Through Wagner’s comment, we can trace a clear path of 
thought from Beethoven all the way to Klimt, one that 
more satisfactorily explains the content of the frieze. Per-
haps the Beethoven Frieze was not, as in Klinger’s sculp-
ture, a monument to Beethoven himself. Perhaps it was 
instead a monument to philosophy, to giving oneself over 
to those forces—most perfectly conveyed through the art 
of Dionysus’ music—that have the potential to bind dispa-
rate peoples together in a time of uncertainty, when hu-
manity needed to navigate the collective existential crisis 
posed by the modern world.
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