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 There exists much variation and discrepancy between the perceptions of Egon 

Schiele’s work. In contemporary terms, he is considered an Austrian Expressionist: taught by 

Gustav Klimt and influenced by others including Edvard Munch and Vincent Van Gough. 

His painting style, throughout his years of work, develops into one that is unmistakably 

personal. It is no stretch to say that the artist was utterly obsessed with the idea of his 

reflection. Regardless of whether the physical, spiritual or mental reflection was of interest to 

Schiele, his self portraits provide a means to interpret his own perceptions. This piece will 

examine different takes on Schiele’s body of work in general, with focus on his Self Portrait 

With Arm Twisting Above Head from 1910. It is in no way possible to expose all interpretations 

of these self-portraits that have been researched and recorded over the past 100 years. This 

summary will analyze two viewpoints that are mildly related in their remarks on the artist’s 

intent at the time of creation.  

 Egon Schiele’s work cannot be discussed without mentioning the public reaction to his 

figural paintings at the time. It seems that in the public eye in Vienna in 1909-1913, his work 

was either abhorred or it sold for a decent sum. His works were branded by many viewers 

and critics alike as “degenerate” and “pornographic”.1 Wolfgang Fischer, in his article 

entitled “Egon Schiele”, proposes that perhaps it was too early in Vienna for this type of work 

that and it could not defeat the “pornographic stigma” that it initially gained.2 On the other 

hand, Schiele’s contemporaries and other members of the Viennese avant-garde supported 

his work in “volunteering their services as sitters” but “also buying portraits of each other”. 3  
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This small community of artists and collectors was a way for Schiele to relate to a society 

from which otherwise he withdrew.   This small group of artists seems to have grown to refute 

society’s narrow minded sexual taboos in their embrace of a biological, albeit diseased, self. 

The first interpretation of Schiele’s work is a more personal take, related to the artist’s 

inherent beliefs rather than influences from his surroundings. Helen Borowitz, in her article, 

“Youth as Metaphor and Image in Wedekind, Kokoschka, and Schiele”, examines Schiele’s 

subject matter (himself) and points out the emphasis he places on the pelvic area, the head, 

and the all around fragmented figure.4 This emphasis on the fragmented figure and head can 

be viewed in his Self Portrait With Arm Twisting Above Head. The contorted back, stretched arm, 

and bulging ribcage are not an exact depiction of Schiele’s own physical features but are 

characteristic of his work. The frantic line work, ochre palette, and scratch like treatment of 

the skin are formal elements he repeatedly uses to evoke a certain feeling.  The connection 

between the emphasized head and pelvic area underlines an open portrayal of sexuality that 

was not understood at the time. It highlights a connection between the mind and the 

reproductive organs. In other words, Schiele was, “representative of the Expressionist artist’s 

desperate scream of self-revelation, a scream unheard by their audience”. 5 If the self-portrait 

is in nature a reflection of the creator’s view of the self, then the way in which the portrait is 

received is a perhaps reflection of the society at the time of creation. In this sense, the Self 

Portrait With Arm Twisting Above Head is perhaps a commentary on the “diseased” views 

prevalent in Vienna at the time.  

The second interpretation of these self portraits involves outside sources and artists 

that are believed to have influenced Schiele. Although much can be attributed to the artist’s  
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apparent anxiety and loneliness, proper psychological testing necessary for proof was 

nonexistent at the time. Blackshaw in her article, “The Pathological Body: Modernist 

Strategizing in Egon Schiele’s Self-Portraiture”, asserts the prevalence of diseased body 

images in Austria in the early 20th century. The NIS and the IPS journals (Nouvelle Iconographie 

de la Salpêtrière and Clinique des Maladies du Système Nerveux, respectively) circulated from 1888 to 

1918.6 These medical journals published stark black and white photographs of patients with 

deformities and illnesses and were available in public libraries throughout Vienna. Some 

photographs provided by Blackshaw undoubtedly resemble Schiele’s portrait in pose as well 

as in gaunt figural form. These photographs provided the public with a “visual vocabulary” 

for disease.7 Whether these photos were helpful in the study and diagnosis for doctors or were 

simply a public display of abnormality is uncertain. Interestingly, the NIS journal included 

works by other artists including Albrecht Dürer, and Franscisco Goya, which highlights a 

valid overlap between medicine and art in Europe at the time. Furthermore, in 1907, the city 

of Vienna opened up psychiatric units to public eyes in an effort to show progression in 

medical treatment.8 This deepens the Viennese public connection to the diseased figure but 

clearly does not immunize them to the figural renderings that Schiele creates some years 

later. To conclude, Schiele is commissioned to draw patients in a medical clinic in 1910. It is 

no surprise that these works possess the same formal qualities of his previous work. Schiele’s 

exposure to and acceptance within the medical community reflects in his portraiture. Instead 

of an objective photographic take on illness, he creates a subjective rendering of his own. In 

this sense, it is surprising that his work received such harsh reaction from a crowd already  
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conditioned to these almost cadaverous depictions.  In many ways, Schiele’s work played the  

role of the patient’s body: reflective of illness but subject to a public opinion of gross 

misinterpretation.   

 There is something about Schiele’s combination of pose, line quality, and use of color 

that strikes the viewer in a way that many works do not. The pose and subject matter are 

inherently personal, as they are nude, contorted, and close up. Blackshaw argues that these 

elements evoke pity from the viewer, although I will state that they are at least sufficient to 

startle the viewer. She proceeds to state that this pity was necessary in maintaining a 

connection between Schiele’s patrons and his work.9 Regardless of whether this is true or not, 

the reaction provoked by these portraits is undoubtedly visceral, striking the viewer in a 

severely personal way. 

 The portraits of Egon Schiele provoke many different opinions which are often 

dependent on the time period in which they are proposed. Whether his work is an attempt at  

reflecting himself, a criticism of the times, or a product of his surrounding influences, is a 

question of perpetual relevance.  
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