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Edvard Munch and The Scream: A Cry for Help

Gary E. Friedlaender MD, Linda K. Friedlaender BA, MS

An important attribute of clini-
cal care is the use of what
physician and literary scholar

Rita CharonMD, PhD has described as
narrative competence: “The ability to
acknowledge, absorb, interpret, and
act on the stories and plights of others”
[2]. Patients communicate how they
feel in many different ways, sometimes
deliberately, and at other times, un-
consciously. Clinicians may draw
inferences about a patient’s well being
from direct conversation, or from vi-
sual, auditory, or tactile expressions.
Although seldom used, some patients
communicate their feelings about
illness (or about their care) through
poems, songs and music, stories,
paintings, sculpting, or acting [2].
Providers need to be attentive to com-
munication in all its forms—and use it
to help improve each patient’s well

being. Collectively, this set of cir-
cumstances is part of the discipline of
narrative medicine [3], and at its core,
lie the values of empathy and pro-
fessionalism. The payoff is greater
understanding and trust between clini-
cian and patient, along with better
health [9].

Many artists and writers convey
their states of mind and body through
their work. Read (or re-read) When
Breath Becomes Air [6], Paul Kalani-
thi’s deeply moving and artful de-
scription of his confrontation with
terminal cancer. Consider Vincent van
Gogh’s Sorrowing Old Man: At Eter-
nity’s Gate (Fig. 1), a painting of a war
veteran 2 months before the artist’s
death (most speculate by suicide).
Margaret Edson’s 1999 Pulitzer Prize
winning drama, Wit: The Play, high-
lights its protagonist’s struggle to

convey her dying decision not to be
resuscitated to her unlistening physi-
cian [4].

Norwegian artist, Edvard Munch
(1864-1944) frequently portrayed
emotional reactions to his personal
life experiences in his visual art.
Munch led an emotionally challenged
life and shared his pain on paper and
canvas [5, 7]. His prolific oeuvre bears
witness to this wide range of feelings.
But in his earliestworks, he explored the
challenge of depicting a scream (Fig. 2).
This would become a recurring theme.

Munch lost his mother to tubercu-
losis when he was 5 years old (as well
as his older sister in 1877) and was
raised by his military-physician father
who reflected, perhaps too intensely,
his own father’s strong demands to live
by exaggerated tenets of their religion
[7]. Munch grew up in poor health, of
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modest economic means, and, in his
own words, having “inherited two of
mankind’s most frightful enemies—
the heritage of consumption and in-
sanity [5].” He wrote, “My father was

temperamentally nervous and obses-
sively religious—to the point of psy-
choneurosis. From him I inherited the
seeds of madness. The angels of fear,
sorrow, and death stood by my side
since the day I was born [7].”

Sketching and watercolors were
options available to Munch at an early
age, and by his teens, painting became
his passion. Clear artistic talent and the
support of some family and friends
(though not his father) encouraged his
interests in art. Despite his father’s
immense displeasure, Munch left col-
lege, abandoning his studies in engi-
neering, and soon entered the Royal
School of Art and Design of Kristiania
(the name of the City of Kristiania was
later changed to Oslo). He wrote in his
diary: “In my art I attempt to explain
life and its meaning to myself” [7].

One of his first exhibited works,
Morning was judged “in extremely
poor taste” and “unfinished,” but
a benefactor purchased the painting
and, in 1885, provided Munch with
a stipend to visit Paris and its art

community for several weeks [7]. In
Paris, Munch was exposed to many of
the Impressionists and to a bohemian
lifestyle. Later that year, he received
a state grant to return to Paris for the
serious ongoing study of art. In 1889,
Paris was the site of the World’s Fair,
with the Eiffel Tower and all the en-
ergy and extravagances of this in-
ternational celebration. It was also the
year that Munch’s father died suddenly
of a stroke. The family, already strug-
gling financially, was stressed even
further, adding to Munch’s emotional
wounds of a recently failed love affair.

For 3 months after his father’s
death, Munch immersed himself in
further gloom, confusion, and ab-
sinthe, emerging with a set of epipha-
nies that would direct the next 60 years
of his art. Munch came to believe that
nothing ceased to exist. Rather, life
was intertwined within Nature such
that things and people were reborn
from previous matter. Life was an

Fig. 1 Vincent Van Gogh’s Sorrowing Old Man: At
Eternity’s Gate is an example of a painting signaling
an artist’s state of mind or body. (Public domain).

Fig. 2 Four versions of The Scream were
completed by Munch between 1893 and 1910.
(Munch, Edvard. The Scream. Photographer:
Børre Høstland. The National Museum of Art,
Architecture and Design).

Fig. 3 Munch considered Despair an early
version of The Scream. (Edvard Munch (1863-
1944), Despair (Sick Mood at Sunset), 1892, 92 x
67 cm, oil on canvas. Thielska Galleriet, Stock-
holm. Photo: Tord Lund).
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endless cycle, rather than marked by
birth and death. Furthermore, he could
not consider his art work “separate
from life experiences [7].” His work
contributed to an evolving late 19th
century movement in poetry and the
visual arts, referred to as Symbolism,
which developed in northern and cen-
tral Europe and in Russia. Symbolism
favored spirituality, imagination, and
dreams in a manner to evoke rather
than describe. Munch vigorously em-
braced the challenge of visually
expressing abstract notions.

He returned home to Norway in
1890, homesick, melancholy, and fis-
cally and emotionally impoverished.
His paintings that followed were enti-
tled, for example, Melancholy (1891),
The Lonely Ones (1891), Despair
(1892) (Fig. 3), Death in the Sickroom
(1893), Anxiety (1894), and Separation
(1896). Munch even considered De-
spair an early version of The Scream,
his most well-known piece.

In a January 22, 1892 entry in his
diary, Munch described walking along
a road at sunset, pausing exhausted over
a fence, and noted “there was blood and
tongues of fire above the blue-black
fjord and the city… I stood there trem-
bling with anxiety… and I sensed an
infinite scream passing through nature
[1].” In fact, Munch’s title for The
Scream in German is Der Schrei der
Natur (The Scream of Nature).

Four versions of The Scream were
completed by Munch between 1893
and 1910, using combinations of oil,
tempera, pastel, and crayon on card-
board, and a lithograph stone was cre-
ated in 1895 from which less than 50
prints exist. The oil and mixed media

version resides in The National Gallery
in Oslo. Two versions, one tempera
and the other in pastel are located in the
Munch Museum, also in Oslo. The
fourth version, again in pastel, was sold
at auction in 2012 for just under USD
120,000,000, one of the highest prices
paid for any painting at auction, and it
was displayed briefly at theMuseum of
Modern Art in New York [10]. In
1994, the painting in the National
Gallery was stolen, and 10 years later,
The Scream in the Munch Museum
was also part of a theft. Both paintings
have been recovered [1].

The deep impact of these screams
are the product of both simple and
elongated brush strokes that threaten
never to end, and a brilliant choice of
contrasting colors. The sky, or Heav-
ens, are lit with fire and the central
person is shrouded in darkness. The
figure’s oval mouth is amplified by the
elongated face and stretched torso that
blends into the endless, winding river
in its journey to the distant mountains
and burning sky. Whether an inverted
version of purgatory, the message is
raw torture of emotion and time. It’s
“appeal” lies in Munch’s ability to
communicate, if not exaggerate, a state
of mind consistent with his own life
experiences and, undoubtedly, many
of us.

Clinicians should encourage their
patients to share their thoughts and
feelings in whatever ways those
patients find effective, and clinicians
should diligently listen, react to, and
incorporate these expressions of emo-
tion into their diagnostic and thera-
peutic decision-making processes.
Indeed, the result of enhanced

clinician-patient communication is
better health [8, 9]. In Munch’s case,
The Scream appears to have been a cry
for help.
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