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expressionism a

A general term for a mogfof literary or visual art which, in extreme reacfion against realism or naturalism, presents a
world violently distor under the pressure of intense personal moods, ideas, and emotions: image and language
thus express feelingand imagination rather than represent external reality. Although not an organized movement
expressionism was an important factor in the painting, drama, poetry, and cinema of German-speaking Europe
between 1910 and 1924. The term did not come inte use uniil 1911, but has since been applied retrospectively to
some important forerunners of expressionist technique, going as far back as Georg Buchners plays of the 18305 and|
Vincent Van Gogh's painiings of the 1880s; other significant precursors include the Norwegian painter Edvard Munch,
the Swedish playwright August Strindberg (in his Dream Flay, 1902), and the German playwright Frank Wedekin.
Within the period 1910-24, consciously expressionist techniques of abstraction were promoted by Wassily Kandinsky|
and the ‘Blue Rider’ group of painters, while in drama various anti-naturalist principles of absiract characterization
and structural discontinuity were employed in the plays of Emst Toller, Georg Kaiser, and Walter Hasenclever, these
had some influence on the early plays of Bertolt Brecht, notably Baal (1822). The poetry of Georg Trakl, Gottiried
Benn, August Stramm, and Franz Weriel displayed comparable distortions of accepted structures and syntax in
favour of symhbolized mood. The nightmarish |abyrinths of Franz Kafka's novels are the nearest equivalent in prose
fiction

German expressionism is best known today through the wide influence of its cinematic masterpieces: Robert
Wiene's The Cabinet o Dr Caligari (1920), F. W. Mumau's Nosferatu (1822), and Fritz Lang's Metropolis (1926).
‘Along with their much-imitated visual patterns of sinister shadows, these films reveal a shared obsession with
automatized, trance-like states, which appears in expressionist literature too: 8 common concern of expressionism i)
with the eruption of irrational and chaotic forces from beneath the surface of a mechanized modern world. Some of i
axgmwe anaﬁies issued into Dada, Vorticism, and other avant-garde movements of the 1920s. In the English-

pressionist dramatic techniques were adopted in some of the plays of Eugene O'Neill and Sean
‘Circe’ episode of James Joyce's novel Uiysses (1922); in peetry, T. S. Eliots The Waste Land
idered in its fragmentary rendering of postwar deselation. In a further sense, the
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applied to the belief that literary works are essentially expressions of their authors' moods and
een the dominant assumption about literature since the rise of Romanticizm. For a range of
ts, consult Neil H. Donahue (ed.), A Companion (o the Literature of German Expressionism
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