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EDVARD MUNCH (1863-1944), Norwegian painter and graphic artist. Best known for works like ‘Scream’ and ‘Madonna’. The only Norwegian visual artist to have attained undisputed world fame.



This is a book published in the series NORWEGIAN HERITAGE. A series of books about a range of Norway’s best-known national icons. The respective titles deal with significant figures within arts and literature, science, sports and society, as well as the country’s many natural wonders, important historical periods and cultural topics. Each book offers the reader an updated introduction to readers who wish to familiarize themselves with a given subject.

See www.norwegian-heritage.no for more titles and information about the series.

The books are published in Norwegian and English.
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Edvard Munch’s art is no longer controversial.

Pictures such as ‘The Scream’, ‘Madonna’ and ‘The day after’ provoked violent reactions at the time. Munch’s works were considered dangerous; they were regarded as a threat to art, taste and morality. Incensed fathers no longer found it justifiable to take their daughters along to Norway’s National Gallery and expose them to the loving women, intoxicated whores and sick girls of this humbug artist. Today, those same pictures are taught in primary schools, they’ve become a million-dollar industry – and the artist is as popular as he is acknowledged.

If Munch gives rise to debate nowadays, it is normally for reasons as prosaic as auction records, security measures at the museums that house his now precious works, or whether the Munch Museum should be replaced by a new building, where it should be located and what it should look like. Last but not least: How ought the artist’s name be pronounced? ‘Munk’ or ‘Monk’?

In any case, Edvard Munch is still part of public debate, almost seventy years after his death. The fact that his pictures no longer offend anyone is presumably precisely because they have fulfilled their purpose – they have had their effect. Munch was an artist who not only anticipated the development of society – he contributed to influencing it. With his own life as point of departure, he created pictures that forced the general public to look itself in the eyes – a sight that caused many to turn away in fear and disgust.

Edvard Munch was a synthesis of opposites. Fêted by women, he clung to his solitude. He was poor; he became rich. Rebuked and acclaimed, declared a genius and dismissed as insane, an isolated loner with a network of friends and helpers throughout Europe.

In this respect he had the best qualifications for portraying people from all angles. The anatomists of the Renaissance dissected corpses in order to study the interior of the body – Munch wanted to dissect the mind. He based this work on landmark personal experiences throughout his life. And life, as Søren Kierkegaard – one of Munch’s favourite authors – wrote, must be lived forwards and understood backwards.
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