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“DENSE DEPTHS OF THE SOUL”: A PHENOMENOLOGICAL
APPROACH TO EMOTION AND MOOD IN THE WORK OF
HELENE SCHJERFBECK
Marie Christine Tams

1. INTRODUCTION
“I have always searched for the dense depths of the soul …, where everything is still unconscious—there one
can make the greatest discoveries.”1 These are the words the Finnish-Swedish artist Helene Schjerfbeck (18621946) wrote to her long-time friend, fellow painter and first biographer, Einar Reuter, conveying to him her
notion of art: in the secret depths of the soul she hoped to discover something new that she could express in
her art. In her portraits, which were almost always private studies, which mainly show a young girl, a woman
or herself at various stages of her life, she approached her sitters with great care and sensibility, concentrating
on their momentary emotional states. At second glance, however, we also find traces of an underlying aggressiveness and a curious interest in death in some of her paintings, in particular in her self-portraits of her final
years. With the focus on a small selection of those paintings the following essay will delve deeper into the affective phenomena of emotion and mood as well as the phenomenon of death in the art of Helene Schjerfbeck.
The selected paintings will be analysed against the hermeneutic-phenomenological background of psychological and philosophical ideas that relate to the art works. Central to the argumentation is the concept of expression, which here is understood less as gesture or facial expression than as an act of expression. This contains
two topoi: the expressed, which can be seen in the facial or gestural expression, and the expression itself, which lies
beneath the surface (of a painting) and has to be revealed. Therefore, according to Maurice Merleau-Ponty, the
expressed is not to be confused with the expression itself, though the former is inseparable from the latter.2 For
example, I may recognise the image of a laughing person by the raised corners of her mouth, i.e. by her facial
expression. The laughing here is the expressed, but it is not the expression itself because it tells me nothing
about its intention; is it an honest, hearty, happy laughing? Or is it rather a fake or even sad one? At the heart
of every expression lies what I call, referring to the Dutch anthropologist Frederik Buytendijk, the attitude of
expression: “This attitude mirrors the inner feelings. Hence the composure of the body is a gestural expression
that is closely connected to the inner state of mind.”3 Similarly, Merleau-Ponty explains, “had we not eyes, or
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more generally senses, there would be no painting at all for us, yet the picture ‘tells’ us more than the mere
use of our senses can ever do,”4 because a picture is the result of an expression, which is inseparable from the
painter’s identity, experiences, sorrows, and joys and thus plays an essential role in approaching, analysing, and
understanding works of art. In this sense, art is not only about the depiction of representational entities, but can
be seen as a complex of many more layers, including aesthetic creation. Analysing a painting’s artistic production, the technique, application and treatment of paint and texture as well as the composition of the painting’s
motifs, will therefore be considered in the following analyses of Schjerfbeck’s paintings.
Born as Helena Sofia Schjerfbeck in Helsinki in 1862, she grew up in a Swedish-speaking family. At the age of
four young Helena fell down the stairs and fractured her left hip, leaving her with a limp for the rest of her life.
Very early her talent as an artist was discovered and she was allowed to attend the Finnish Art Society’s drawing school at the young age of eleven. After her successful education in Finland she continued her studies in
Paris, where prominent artists like Léon Bonnat, Jean-Léon Gérôme, and Jules Bastien-Lepage were among her
teachers. Schjerfbeck soon adapted to the modern French culture and even changed her name from Helena to
the French version Helene. Up to 1890 she travelled across Europe and stayed not only in Paris, but also in Brittany, St Petersburg, St Ives, Vienna, and parts of Italy before taking up a teaching post at the Art Society drawing school in Helsinki. Due to ill-health Schjerfbeck had to resign some years later and moved with her mother,
of whom she had to take care of after her brother married, to Hyvinkää in the north of Helsinki. Although she
lived relatively isolated from the artistic hubs, she stayed in contact with the art world via letters and magazines
her friends sent her. Astonishingly, it was here that Schjerfbeck developed her own individual style in painting,
which is characterised by a dark palette, reduced forms and contemplative motifs.

2. EMOTION AND MOOD IN THE PORTRAIT OF THE OTHER
“The Seamstress (The Working Woman)” (fig. 1) from 1905 is part of this sequence of paintings and shows
a gaunt female figure in profile, seated in a wooden rocking chair. With her upper part of the body slightly
inclined and her folded hands resting on her knees she looks down, seemingly absorbed in her own thoughts.
Her dark hair, which is tied into a knot, and her dark high-necked dress are in stark contrast to her ghastly pale
face. Additionally, due to its shadowy features her face seems unnatural, like a mask even. A pair of scissors,
which dangles on a green ribbon from her waist belt, distinguishes the woman as a seamstress. Despite the
subtle distribution of light and shadow in the background, the foreshortening of the bottom lath and the
chair, and despite the reflecting lights on the back of the chair and the scissors, there is no real depth of space
and the seamstress’s body seems oddly two-dimensional. Nevertheless, the painting’s composition is perfectly
executed; with the help of a well balanced, simplified shaping and colouring, a reduction to few corresponding
shades and the blurred contours Schjerfbeck establishes a harmonious overall effect. It is especially the sfumatolike application of the paint that adds to this impression: Schjerfbeck outlined her composition in a charcoal
drawing before applying the slightly diluted oil paint so that the structure of the canvas remains visible.
At Hyvinkää her mother, girls, and factory workers like the seamstress acted as models for Schjerfbeck. The
reduced colour scheme as well as the quiet atmosphere of these paintings recalls the works by James McNeill
Whistler and Vilhelm Hammershøi. Schjerfbeck, however, brings the model closer to the viewer, concentrating
on her emotional state. Moreover, the everyday subject of handiwork and the use of a dark palette are reminiscent
of the Dutch genre paintings of the 17th century, which influenced Schjerfbeck’s early work she painted during
her stay in France in the 1880s. “The Seamstress,” however, is first and foremost a portrait, which captures the
sitter’s characteristic features and not a generalised genre. In contrast to a traditional genre painting, and despite
the title, Schjerfbeck’s seamstress is not working arduously at the moment but takes the time to contemplate
in silence—which is emphasised by the motif of the rocking chair. Schjerfbeck concentrates on the essential
characteristics of her sitter, using reduced and simplified forms, which she even painted from memory when her
model could not show up for the final sittings. This distance, however, is quite helpful for the artist in focussing
on the essential features. The painter Oscar Kokoschka described his “memory paintings” with the following
words: “I paint what I remember; in a person’s face it might be the flash in the eye, a slight change of expression,
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Fig. 1: Helene Schjerfbeck, The Seamstress (The Working Woman), 1905, oil on canvas, 95.5 x 84.5 cm, Ateneumin Taidemuseo, Helsinki.
© Finnish National Gallery/ Central Art Archives/ Hannu Aaltonen.

which reveals an inner motion.”5 It is this “inner motion” that Schjerfbeck investigates and tries to capture in
her art: “When models come and sit in front of me, I can see their beauty, but what is it that stirs them within?
What are they thinking?”6
Despite the apparent silence of the painting the seamstress’s self-absorption and her retained composure indicate
an interior tenseness, which makes it difficult for the viewer to approach her. Symbolically, the ambivalent tilting
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movement of the rocking chair emphasises this trepidation. Her body, however, is relaxed: she leans slightly
forward so her folded hands can rest on her knees. Throughout art history the image of folded or gripping
hands has been used to indicate a person’s grief, passivity, or contemplation. In the Attic sepulchral art of the
4th century BC, for example, this gesture can be seen as a sign of a deep, restrained pain. Later on it has also
been used to depict introspective thoughtfulness, like in the tessellate portrait of Homer, which dates from 350
BC and shows the ancient poet with his hands folded, looking down contemplatively. The motif crops up in the
Christian art of the Middle Ages and the Early Renaissance as well, like in Giotto’s “Lamentation of Christ.”
The Trecento fresco of the Scrovegni Chapel shows at the right edge a figure with folded hands, which can be
seen as an expression of grief, pain, and overwhelming passiveness. As an iconographic equivalent to the image
of the head resting on one’s hand the gesture also came to stand for melancholy or Weltschmerz, which has been
a popular subject since Romanticism and recurred especially in modern art.7

Fig. 2: Helene Schjerfbeck, My Mother, 1909, oil on canvas, 81 x 83.5 cm, Ateneumin Taidemuseo, Helsinki. © Finnish National Gallery/
Central Art Archives/Hannu Aaltonen.
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The image of folded or gripping hands also appears in other Schjerfbeck paintings of that time, like “The
School Girl” or “My Mother” (fig. 2). These “black paintings” mark a new period in Schjerfbeck’s œuvre,
which is characterised by a tendency to simplify forms and the frequent use of dark colours. Schjerfbeck herself
maintained that she learnt about the multifaceted use of black from the Old Dutch Master Frans Hals, who
expertly applied the dark pigment on his canvases, giving them even luminous accents.8 In these two pictures we
see again two female figures dressed in black, one standing, the other sitting in an otherwise empty room, both
gripping their hands. As we have seen this gesture has been used in art history as a sign of grief, passivity, and
contemplation. The Hungarian psychoanalyst Imre Hermann ascribed this gesture to the so-called “clinging
instinct.”9 This instinct, he assumed, shows itself in the impulse of human babies to hold on to the mother,
which cannot be satisfied due to the lack of biological endowments, but can be seen in certain reflexes, like
grasping parts of one’s own body, mainly one’s hand or wrist. In “My Mother” this gesture is additionally
highlighted by her seemingly “false” hands, which are in fact too big and held in an unnatural angle in relation
to the rest of the body.10
This slightly disturbing detail, however, is not detrimental to the harmonious overall effects of both paintings,
which are as well balanced as “The Seamstress.” Stylistic unity, simplification of form and a sensible choice of
colour add to a peaceful mood that emanates from Schjerfbeck’s paintings. These portraits not only depict three
silent women, but also, as the art historian Lena Holger points out, “an interior which breathes life, alone and
still, yet pulsating with the rhythm of the colours.”11 According to the German philosopher and educationist
Otto Friedrich Bollnow our moods are all-embracing states colouring our actions, feelings and thoughts as
a whole.12 In contrast to simple emotions, however, moods are less specific, that is, they are not related to a
certain stimulus or event. In fact, as Martin Heidegger explains, mood or “Being-attuned” is a “fundamental
existentiale,” which constitutes our way of being in the world, our understanding of ourselves and of others.13
Thus, moods neither come from the inside nor from the outside. In a mood state the human being and its lifespace are closely intertwined, or, as the Austrian philosopher Stephan Strasser explains, “the boundaries of the
I blur and vanish in a peculiar way. I and the world are embedded in an undivided experience of totality.”14 In
Schjerfbeck’s paintings, the phenomenon of the figure’s dissolving boundaries is accentuated by the sfumato-like
technique, which visually unites figure and ground. Thus, here the expression of a certain emotion or mood is
less the depiction of a facial or gestural expression, but rather an act of expression, in which the artistic means
of production—the application and treatment of colour, the composition etc.—play an essential role.
In 1915 Schjerfbeck began a series of light-coloured paintings that include “The Red Haired Girl I” (fig. 3) from
the same year. The airy composition shows the bended head and the left shoulder of a young red haired girl in
profile. Her lowered eyelids shimmer in a light green, while her cheeks seem to radiate a red glow, which forms
a strong contrast to the otherwise pale, even mask-like incarnadine. This contrast is highlighted by the repetition of the red tone in the strand of hair framing the girl’s face. The frail, reduced contours of the preparatory
drawing are still partially visible, defining the figure’s delicate features. The contours of her reddish hair, her
neck and shoulder, however, become blurred and blend in with the blue-grey wash of the background, which
has been applied in irregular, sweeping brushstrokes following the figure’s outline. The thin application of the
pigment, which in parts has been rubbed into the canvas accentuating its texture and leaving bits of it uncovered, adds to the sfumato-effect and gives the painting a transparent, pastel-like appearance. In other sections,
mainly in those of the hair, the paint has been rubbed out again.
The girl’s red-coloured cheeks and her lowered eyes indicate a highly affectionate reaction, namely the affect
shame. Let us therefore briefly look at the affect of shame in more detail. On the one hand, the primary expression of shame—that is, to blush and to avert one’s eyes—is a gesture of humbleness and modesty. On the other
hand, however, it serves as a protective shield, which Max Scheler defines as a “refined aura of invulnerability
and untouchability felt to be an objective guard (which enfolds the human body like a sphere).”15 This spherelike aura of shame finds its pictorial expression in “The Red Haired Girl,” who seems to dissolve in the translucent mist of colour surrounding and veiling the figure. Moreover, the derivation of the word “shame” from
the Indo-Germanic skâm (to cover oneself) exemplifies this shielding function that protects the individual from
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losing its self-value. Its Old High German root scema can be translated with “mask” and alludes to the modern
German Schemen, which means “shadow” or “ghost.”16 Thus, the phrase “as if I wore a mask” is a common
metaphor to describe the affect of shame, which “forces one to hide, to seek cover and to veil or mask oneself.”17
In Schjerfbeck’s painting the girl’s mask-like features as well as the hair, which veils her face, again can be seen
as pictorial expressions of this metaphorical image.

Fig. 3: Helene Schjerfbeck, The Red Haired Girl I, 1915, oil on canvas, 31 x 30 cm, private collection. © Finnish National Gallery/Central Art
Archives/Hannu Aaltonen.

According to Leena Ahtola-Moorhouse, Schjerfbeck sent her friend Reuter “The Red Haired Girl” as a gift,
expressing “the artist’s burgeoning feelings towards” him.18 In this sense, the girl’s blushing might be an expres-
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sion of her amorousness, rapturously shying away from the beloved. As spectators, however, we do not know
the real reason for her being ashamed; nevertheless we are affected by the intense emotion that is portrayed. We
may have pity or even feel ashamed of watching her at such an intimate moment. Here, we are the “Other,”
who plays an important part in the affect of shame. In “Being and Nothingness” Jean-Paul Sartre investigates
this interrelation more closely describing shame as:
A shameful apprehension of something and this something is me. I am ashamed of what
I am. Shame therefore realises an intimate relation of myself to myself. Through shame
I have discovered an aspect of my being. … But the Other is the indispensable mediator
between myself and me. I am ashamed of myself as I appear to the Other.19
Similarly, Sigmund Freud explains: “I reproach myself on account of an event—I am afraid of other people
know about it—therefore I feel ashamed in front of other people.”20 Thus, shame is first and foremost shame
before somebody. Before another person “I recognize that I am as the Other sees me.”21 In realising this, the
incongruity between the ego ideal and the ego, between “what one wants to be” and “what one perceives that
one is,” becomes apparent.22 Closely connected with the affect shame is, therefore, an aggression that is based
on a feeling of inadequacy, that is, a narcissistic insult.
In this sense, we can read the following words Schjerfbeck wrote in a letter to a friend describing her struggle,
distress, and anger that she had to undergo during the painting process:
The Red Haired Girl got so greasy and shiny from being overpainted so many times, I wanted
to scrape it all off—but then I didn’t have the nerve. I wanted to bury her in the ground to
get rid of the shine, but I hadn’t the nerve to do that either, I had no idea what the result
would be. And I didn’t dare paint on the background, it was better for it to stay that way.
Cowardliness—fragment.23
The scratching- and rubbing-marks in the area of the girl’s hair might reveal the painter’s underlying
aggressiveness. In realising the incongruity between the ideal painting and the actual painting, Schjerfbeck is
ashamed of her outcome, of her felt inadequacy as a painter, which resulted in an aggressive action against
the painting. In the virtual flaying of the painted surface, which can be seen to be synonymous with the skin,
our visual perception reaches its threshold of pain; we actually feel the painful experience that lies behind the
painting. In “The Red Haired Girl” the expression of shame and aggression, therefore, is not restricted to the
depiction of a facial or gestural expression, but rather can be seen as an act of expression, in which the artistic
means of production—the application and treatment of colour, texture and composition etc.—play an equally
important role. The motif of the red haired girl can be found earlier in Schjerfbeck’s œuvre: “Fragment” (fig.
4) from 1904/05, which shows a red haired girl in a similar pose.24 Here she experimented probably for the first
time with a scratching technique that exposes large parts of the canvas in the background and distributes to its
fresco-like appearance. Her idea of burying the painting and exposing it to natural forces like rain, sun, or snow
is reminiscent of the technique of other artists. Edvard Munch, for instance, worked in the outside to expose
his paintings to the weather: “just wait till it has been rained on a bit, had a few scratches from nails and things
like that, and been dragged around the world in all sorts of wretched cases. … Yes indeed, it could be good in
time.”25
Schjerfbeck’s “The Gipsy Woman” (fig. 5) from 1919 shows similar signs of aggressiveness, where sections have
been rubbed out so that the structure of the canvas can be seen. The earth-coloured composition shows a young
dark-haired woman in three-quarter length, whose sketchy outline recalls the curved figures of Henri Matisse.
Apart from a horizontal yellow-coloured stream the greenish background remains undefined. As if in fear the
figure’s hands close around her bent head so her face is hardly recognisable. She shelters her eyes with her left
hand and holds her right ear with the other one, rendering herself blind as well as deaf and thus avoiding any
kind of contact to the outside world. We can find this gesture of despair in two more works from the same year:
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“Heat Wave” and “Sorrow (Child of Heat. The Gipsy Woman).” Both show similar figures seated in hilly sum-

Fig. 4: Helene Schjerfbeck, Fragment, 1904-1905, oil on canvas, 31.5 x 34 cm, Signe och Ane Gyllenbergs Stiftelse, Helsinki.
© Finnish National Gallery/Central Art Archives/Hannu Aaltonen.
mer landscapes; the title “Sorrow” might give the theme of the depicted scenes. Indeed, the motif of sheltering
one’s face with one’s hands is commonly known in art history as a sign of deep sorrow, grief, and despair. Early
examples of the motif can be found in Ancient Greek keening-pictures on sarcophagi. It was later taken up in
medieval as well as Renaissance Christian art, in particular in depictions of the Last Judgement, Christ’s Entombment, and the Expulsion from the Garden of Eden. In Masaccio’s fresco painting in the Brancacci Chapel
in Florence, for instance, Adam hides his face with both hands, expressing his sorrow and despair. Moreover,
a similar gesture with the head resting in one or both hands is a common expression of melancholy, which
Albrecht Dürer depicted most prominently in his engraving “Melancolia I” from 1514.
For Schjerfbeck the year she painted “The Gipsy Woman” was overshadowed by personal disappointments as
well as ill health. Probably most distressingly, Einar Reuter announced his engagement in July 1919 and was to
be married three years later. Schjerfbeck, who was his senior by almost twenty years, probably misunderstood
his feelings towards her and was deeply disappointed when she realised that her affections for him were not
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returned.26 Consequently, her artworks became darker in subject and tone and seemed to mirror her depressed
mood. “The Gipsy Woman,” in particular, testifies to her changed attitude. Sorrow and melancholy, fear and
despair predominate in the picture and it is, therefore, worthwhile to look at them more closely. In the experience of sorrow the world seems to darken and devoid of all colour, joie de vivre, and vitality. Sorrow envelops

Fig. 5: Helene Schjerfbeck, The Gipsy Woman, 1919, oil on canvas, 66 x 55.5 cm, Ateneum Taidemuseo, Helsinki. © Finnish National Gallery/
Central Art Archives/Hannu Aaltonen.
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a person like an invisible veil, which inhibits one’s interest in the outside world as well as one’s capability for
love.27 Often it is the loss of a beloved person or object that generates sorrow and sadness, but the loss is not
always clearly definable. This indefinable sadness includes from minor grief to deep sorrow different stages of
intensity.28 If, however, one cannot overcome one’s sorrow after a certain time, it might, according to Freud,
develop into pathological melancholy.29 Though both, mourning and melancholy can be summarised as deep
painful disorders, it is melancholy that is characterised by a loss of self-esteem: “in mourning the world has
become impoverished and empty, during melancholia, it is the ego itself.”30 Similarly, the Swiss psychiatrist and
phenomenologist Ludwig Binswanger speaks of a “melancholic loss,” which encompasses all areas of life and
which ultimately leads to the loss of “one’s inner life at large.”31 Quite clearly, he describes the melancholic
experience in the words of a patient: “In the end there is total emotional exhaustion; you are extinguished ….
A light is extinguished: mind and soul are empty.”32
Already in 1844, Søren Kierkegaard postulates this emptiness as the origin of human despair and anxiety in his
book “The Concept of Anxiety.” According to Kierkegaard’s Christian existentialist thinking, despair is a sinful
sickness unto death and closely related to anxiety, which originates in “nothing”:
In innocence … there is peace and repose, but there is simultaneously something else
that is not contention and strife, for there is indeed nothing against which to strive.
What, then, is it? Nothing. But what effect does nothing have? It begets anxiety.33
Therefore, anxiety or angst in contrast to fear is non-directional, referring to an existential feeling of anguish,
inner turmoil and apprehension. Similar to Kierkegaard, Martin Heidegger sees the source of angst in
“nothing,” which he explains in his concept of the uncanny:
A state of mind makes manifest ‘how one is.’ In anxiety one feels ‘uncanny’. Here the
peculiar indefiniteness of that which Dasein finds itself alongside with anxiety, comes
proximally to expression: the ‘nothing and nowhere.’ But here ‘uncanniness’ means
‘not-being-at-home’ [das Nicht-zuhause-sein]. In our first indication of the phenomenal
character of Dasein’s basic state and in our clarification of the existential meaning
of ‘Being-in’ as distinguished from the categorial signification of ‘insideness,’ Beingin was defined as ‘residing alongside …’, ‘Being-familiar with …’ This character of
Being-in was then brought to view more concretely through the everyday publicness
of the ‘They,’ which brings tranquillized self-assurance—‘Being-at-home’ with all its
obviousness—into the average everydayness of Dasein. On the other hand, as Dasein
falls, anxiety brings it back from its absorption in the ‘world.’ Everyday familiarity
collapses. Dasein has been individualized, but individualized as Being-in-the-world.
Being-in enters into the existential ‘mode’ of the ‘not-at-home.’ Nothing else is meant by
our talk about ‘uncanniness.’34
Heidegger thus contrasts familiarity and Being-at-home on the one hand with anxiety and the “uncanniness”
of Not-Being-at-home or homelessness on the other.
Referring to Schjerfbeck’s “Gipsy Woman,” we can say that, according to her name, she is a homeless nomad,
a stranger in a foreign world. The anxiety and despair that her gesture shows might originate from what
Heidegger calls “Unheimlichkeit,” or “not-at-home.” Indeed, the young woman seems to disintegrate into
nowhere and nothing, into the emptiness that surrounds her. The perforation of the figure, which is achieved
by partially rubbing out the paint and by allowing parts of the bare canvas to show through, adds to her
translucent dissolving appearance. Thus, the disintegration of the self and the emptiness of mind and soul,
which characterise melancholic experience, as well as the darkening of the world in the mood of sorrow all find
their pictorial expressions in “The Gipsy Woman.” Schjerfbeck’s expressive approach to colour and form, the
fusion of figure and ground, and in particular the gesture and theme of despair recall Munch’s famously known
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painting “The Scream.” While Munch’s figure expresses his fear in a scream outwards, Schjerfbeck’s “Gipsy
Woman” literally withdraws from the world. In her inward bearing, therefore, she can be better compared
with the lumped figure in Munch’s “Melancholy (Sorrow)” from 1906/07. Here the figure, seated on a shore,
protectively rests her head in her hands and seems to disintegrate into the surrounding seaside landscape.
Munch applied his wet tempera in thin transparent layers, leaving parts of the canvas unpainted and thus giving
the impression of a dissolving of the figure. While Munch used a wide variety of colours, Schjerfbeck reduced
her palette to only a few corresponding dark tones. Moreover, the rubbing out of painted sections reveal the
painter’s more vigorous, aggressive style.

Fig. 6: Helene Schjerfbeck, unfinished Self-Portrait (verso), 1921/22, oil on canvas, 44.4 x 50 cm, Riihimäen kaupunki Taidemuseo, Riihimäki.
© Finnish National Gallery/ Central Art Archives/ Hannu Aaltonen.

3. DECAY AND DISINTEGRATION—THE FINAL SELF-PORTRAITS
Similar marks of aggressiveness can be seen in Schjerfbeck’s “unfinished Self-Portrait” (fig. 6) from 1921/22,
where the whole figure seems to be censured by scratching-marks, which probably originate from a final dismissal of the portrait that remained unfinished and became the verso of another painting. It shows the artist’s
head and shoulders in a three-quarter view surrounded by a grey-green mist, which obscures the contours of
her black dress. With her angular chin slightly raised she looks down upon the viewer, or rather upon her own
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reflection since artists used a mirror to portray themselves. It is hard to tell, however, what her actual focus is
because the eyes remain merely fragments: while the preparatory drawing of the right eye has been rubbed out,
the left one disappears under a lump of paint. The impasto, irregular application of paint indicates that this
section has been repeatedly changed and repainted in search of the right expression. In contrast to the deeply

Fig. 7: Helene Schjerfbeck, Self-Portrait with Red Spot, 1944, oil on canvas, 45 x 37 cm, Ateneumin Taidemuseo, Helsinki. © Finnish National
Gallery/Central Art Archives/Hannu Aaltonen.
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Fig. 8: Helene Schjerfbeck, Self-Portrait. “An Old Painter”, 1945, oil on canvas, 32 x 26 cm, private collection, Helsinki. © Finnish National
Gallery/Central Art Archives/Hannu Aaltonen.

shadowed, almost featureless right side of her face, the illuminated, more angular left side ghostly resembles a
half-mask of a skull. Only the dark red lips stand out against the wan incarnadine as a last sign of life. Like in
earlier self-portraits Schjerfbeck shows herself with the ambivalent expression of mistrust and contempt; she is
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sceptical and reserved but also self-confident with a whiff of arrogance. Here, however, her youthful attitude
of earlier self-portraits gives way to signs of morbidity, decay and death. In this sense, the “unfinished Self-Portrait” evidently anticipates Schjerfbeck’s later self-portraits, especially those of her final years, like “Self-Portrait
with Red Spot” (fig. 7), “Self-Portrait ‘An Old Painter’” (fig. 8) or her “Last Self-Portrait” (fig. 9).
Schjerfbeck described her affinity with death and its expression in her self-portraits as follows: “My portrait will
have a dead expression, thus the painter reveals the soul, and I can’t help it. I’m searching for an expression,
something gloomier, stronger.”35 As an intermediate stage of the creative process, the “unfinished Self-Portrait”

Fig. 9: Helene Schjerfbeck, Last Self-Portrait, 1945, charcoal on paper, 185 x 175 mm, Signe och Ane Gyllenbergs Stiftelse,
Helsinki. © Finnish National Gallery/Central Art Archives/Hannu Aaltonen.
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not only reveals Schjerfbeck’s painterly approach and technique, but also her psychological constitution at the
moment of painting: the final dismissal of the portrait and the aggressive scratching marks bear witness to her
high ambitions as a painter as well as to her shame and aggressiveness that were caused by failing these. In several letters to her friend Reuter she put her frustration in words: “I have drawn from the mirror a melancholy
eye in a large, dark shadow.”36 Shortly after, “Yes, I will paint, but it’s hard to look at oneself. The sketch is
done.”37 Just some days later she writes:
Perhaps an artist can only go into herself, I thought, into the hard, icy it’s only me—I
saw paintings that were rendingly harsh—and I threw them away ... Why do I react
to everything so intensely that it kills the work. I draw so violently that I have to wipe
it away.38
Again the artist’s words attest to what her painting does already show: in search of the ideal expression she
seemingly falters and questions herself and her outcome, reacting with shame and consequently with an aggressive dismissal of the painting in the end.
In the self-portraits Schjerfbeck painted during the last two years of her life she continues on her way to abstraction, honestly showing the process of her own physical decline. Her “Self-Portrait with Red Spot” from 1944
shows the aged artist en face in a monochromatic half-length portrait. Ghost-like and without clear contours
her seemingly hairless greyish-brown head with pointed devil’s ears vanishes into the similarly coloured background, which is painted with rapid strokes that swirl the head like a halo leaving the edge of the picture unpainted. By contrast the black of the roughly outlined dress, which appears to be too big and too heavy, stands
out clearly from the white, irregular priming of the canvas. While the features of the left side of her face are
reduced to fragmentary lines, the other more painterly modulated part of her face is dominated by an oversized
dark eye, which in form and tone echoes the mouth that seems to be opened with shock. The expected scream,
however, remains voiceless and is literally prevented by the red spot set as a coloured focal point beneath her
lower lip. It is in this spot where all tension is released. It seems to preserve the last remains of vitality in the
otherwise morbid face, which would freeze into a death mask without the revitalising red spot. In “Self-Portrait
with Red Spot” Schjerfbeck experiments again with different painting techniques—like scratching, rubbing out,
colour accents, thick versus transparent application of paint—that reveal her zest for painting and, thus, despite
its uncanny expression, for life.
The same is true for her “Self-Portrait. ‘An Old Painter’” from 1945. Here Schjerfbeck is even more daring,
aggressive and expressive. It shows the artist en face with the morbid features of a decaying face. The opened
mouth is reduced to a dark hole, the fleshless nose is indicated by a black shadow and the eyes are sunken into
deep sockets. The asymmetrical, hair- and apparently neck-less head rests on broad shoulders, which take in
the lower part of the painting. Strong black contour lines define the figure’s outline and set it apart from the
background, in which the black paint has been rubbed in and out time and again so that the weave of the
raw canvas can be seen. There are scratching marks visible that again partially reveal the artist’s aggressive
approach. The application of the greenish paint of the incarnadine and the pink-coloured paint of her dress, by
contrast, is thicker, though irregular, with loosely set impasto highlights. The green paint in front, for instance,
has been thickly applied with a palette knife, forming an angular green block against the face. It is, however,
the pointed right ear that attracts attention due to its prominent shadow. Despite decline and deformation
Schjerfbeck shows herself attentively, yet suspiciously listening and observing herself carefully. Her distorted,
dead-like face seems to be petrified with horror—of her own reflection?—and reveals the artist’s aging without
idealising this process in any way. In contrast to earlier portraits that Schjerfbeck painted of old women, like
those of her mother, whom she painted gracefully and respectfully, she shows herself with remarkable boldness
and decidedness at old age.
Interestingly, Schjerfbeck did not show her deformed body in her self-portraits, as, for example, painters like
Frida Kahlo did, nor did she mention her injury in her letters. In later years, however, she frequently wrote
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about her poor health and complains about the hardships she had to endure: “painting is difficult, and it wears
you out body and soul when it doesn’t come out right—and yet, it is my only joy in life.”39 Psychologically, an
accident at such a young age with a long time of convalescence and permanent injuries will lead to the formation of the identity of a disabled person. As a consequence of the fall it is possible that young Helena might
have suffered from a shameful guilt complex. In a time when any kind of disability was discriminated against,
the deformity of her body must have effected the configuration of her psyche as well as her art. According to
the German ethnologist Klaus E. Müller the encounter with “different,” “deformed” people often causes a
feeling of unease or insecurity.40 In former times one was even afraid of infection with the disability, which then
was seen as a sort of illness. The following words of the American painter Howard R. Butler, who met Schjerfbeck in St Ives, make clear the discrimination against disabled persons in those days: “lately there has arrived
a young lady from Finland—she has a wonderful talent and is a most interesting person altogether, although
unfortunately lame.”41
Having suffered from poor health since childhood, the discomfort of old age must have been particularly hard
for Schjerfbeck. It is therefore no surprise that she expressed also a fear of ageing in a letter to a friend: “Most
of the time I live in fear and despair here, because I can’t travel, I’m old, sick. … Maybe one day I need to
go to a (nursing) home.”42 Her final self-portraits mirror not only her fearful anticipation of death but also
her eagerness and auto-aggression, seeing that her strength and independence was fading. Instead of seeking
compassion, however, she was driven by an inexhaustible curiosity and a passionate desire to experiment.
“My paintings are not beauty,” she wrote to Reuter, “I should be seeking marvellous soft shades, and I give
only my dark, poor inside.”43 It was the “dark, poor inside” that interests her more than an idealised version
of herself: “I am looking at a book of painters’ self-portraits. The ones that make themselves more beautiful
are boring—Dürer and many others besides.”44 She certainly is the most daring, most honest and closest to
death in her “Last Self-Portrait” from 1945, made only a few weeks before her passing away. It shows her
disembodied head in an abstract charcoal drawing. Eyes, nose and mouth are reduced to single lines, which add
to the skull-like appearance of the head. As last traces of a declining life the figure’s dark contours are blurred,
emphasising its inexorable disintegration. Here the disappearance and negation of the own self find their
expressions in drawing and can be compared to the aggressive approach that characterises Schjerfbeck’s later
painting techniques, like scratching, rubbing out of sections as well as impasto application of paint.
The disintegration of human physiognomy in portraiture was a rather popular theme in the art at the end
of the nineteenth century and has to be seen in the light of radical changes of the idea of man at that
time. Commonly known phrenological theories were overthrown by new insights of psychology, above all
psychoanalysis, biology and medicine, which revealed the complexity of human existence and disproved the
idea that man’s moral nature could be explained by his external appearance. After anthropocentric as well as
evolutionist ideas had lost their validity and the theory of relativity had qualified the spatiotemporal conditions,
the pictorial representation of man according to hitherto known artistic conventions seemed to be impossible.
For artists this resulted in the development of new forms of artistic expressions, which enabled them to reveal
their complex interior. Edvard Munch and members of the Brücke-expressionism like Ernst Ludwig Kirchner,
Erich Heckel, and Karl Schmidt-Rottluff were among the most prominent artists that found their individual
artistic means to express their inner feelings and affects. Closer to Schjerfbeck, however, is the sculptor Medardo
Rosso, who in his busts delicately reduces the facial features, which seem to melt into nothingness. The negation
of human physiognomy testifies to the negation of modern man at large and expresses his existential angst
before a constantly changing insecure world. It was the philosophical existentialism of the 1940s that with the
experience of two world wars took up anew the question of man’s being, which included his being thrown into
the world, to use Martin Heidegger’s phrase, and his fundamental experiences of angst, death and ennui. The
same year Schjerfbeck painted her “Self-Portrait. ‘An Old Painter’” Jean-Paul Sartre published his magnum
opus Being and Nothingness. Though we do not know whether Schjerfbeck was familiar with his work, her selfportraits of that time show the nihilation that Sartre describes as “le néant”, nothingness, which he sees as the
origin of “être-pour-soi” (being-for-itself), the human being.45 Indeed, when Schjerfbeck took up an earlier selfportrait and finished it some ten years later she wrote: “I’m completing a picture of my young self by sticking

MARIE CHRISTINE TAMS

my old mouth on it—now I’m free.”46

4. CONCLUDING REMARKS
Throughout her life as an artist Helene Schjerfbeck was constantly searching for the “dense depths of the soul,”
the unconscious realms of her inner life, that she hoped to explore and make visible in her art works. Thus,
she sensitively captured the emotions and moods of her models as well as the atmosphere of the room in her
paintings, which became more and more reduced and focused on the essential characteristics. Her modern
painting techniques include scratching, rubbing out of sections, impasto as well as thin, pastel-like application
of paint, therefore reveal an underlying aggressiveness and frustration that seems to originate in a shameful
feeling of inadequacy. Though she suffered from an early childhood injury and ill health throughout her life,
she demanded a great deal of herself and continuously strived to fulfil her ambitions. She is probably most
daring, honest, and aggressive in her final self-portraits that show the continual decline of her own self until
only a death-like skull remains. Besides her choice of motif it is in particular her painting technique—that is
her choice and treatment of colour and texture, the composition of the motifs—that function in her paintings
as primary means of expression.
Expression, here, means not only the depiction of facial or gestural movement but encompasses also—and
most particularly—the over-all structure of the painting. In this sense, Matisse spoke of “condensation of
sensations” that he wanted to achieve in his paintings, in which everything, the entire arrangement and not only
the movement of the figures’ bodies or other figurative details, are expressive and become “representative of
(his) state of mind.”47 Schjerfbeck, who was familiar with Matisse’s art, wrote, “Yes, I did understand Matisse ….
Painting that goes its own way has made me realise that.”48 She understood that the painter “wants harmony,
without having to bother about whether it shows or resembles something.”49 For Schjerfbeck, therefore, painting
meant more than naturally depicting the other or herself in a certain affective state, it meant to delve deeper
into the unconsciousness, to explore the unknown depths of her soul and to finally attain peace with herself.
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