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Abstract

The relationship between the human mind, unconscious processes, and artistic creation has long been a
significant area of inquiry in psychology and visual art. Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalytic theory offers
a useful framework for understanding how repressed desires, dreams, psychological conflicts, instinctual
drives, and emotional tensions may be expressed through artistic production. This study examines the
manifestation of the unconscious mind in Western painting through a Freudian psychoanalytic lens.

The research adopts a qualitative and analytical approach, drawing on scholarly literature,
psychoanalytic theory, and a critical examination of selected works by Vincent van Gogh, Salvador Dali,
Edvard Munch, and René Magritte. These artists were selected because their works reveal complex
psychological dimensions through symbolism, dream imagery, emotional intensity, and innovative
visual forms.

The analysis suggests that expressive colour schemes, symbolic imagery, dreamlike compositions,
distorted forms, and experimental visual language function as manifestations of unconscious experience,
repressed desire, emotional conflict, and psychological reality. Freudian concepts such as the
unconscious mind, sublimation, dream analysis, and symbolism remain valuable interpretative tools for
understanding the psychological dimensions of modern Western painting.

The study contributes to interdisciplinary scholarship by linking art history, psychoanalytic theory,
psychology, and visual arts. It also highlights the continuing relevance of Freudian psychoanalysis as an
interpretative framework for exploring the inner psychological world reflected in the creative
expressions of selected Western artists.

Keywords: Sigmund Freud, psychoanalysis, unconscious mind, Western painting, visual arts, art
psychology, symbolism, dream analysis, sublimation, Vincent van Gogh, Salvador Dali, Edvard Munch,
René Magritte.
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Introduction

Art is not merely a means of producing visual beauty; it is also a symbolic expression of human
experience, emotion, memory, and psychological life. Every work of art reflects not only the artist’s
technical skill and aesthetic vision but also the complex interaction of personal experience, emotional
conflict, cultural context, and creative imagination. For this reason, the study of painting extends beyond
formal elements such as composition, colour, style, and technique to include the artist’s inner world and
the broader conditions that shape artistic creation. During the twentieth century, the relationship between
psychology and art history attracted growing scholarly attention. In particular, Sigmund Freud’s
psychoanalytic theory introduced an influential interpretative framework through which artistic creation
could be understood as a manifestation of the unconscious mind.

Sigmund Freud (1856—-1939), the founder of psychoanalysis, proposed a structural model of the human
mind consisting of the conscious, preconscious, and unconscious levels. According to Freud, human
behaviour, dreams, and creative expression are shaped by unconscious desires, fears, childhood
experiences, instinctual drives, feelings of guilt, and unresolved psychological conflicts. Since many of
these impulses cannot be expressed directly within social and cultural constraints, they emerge indirectly
through dreams, language, humour, and artistic production. From this perspective, a painting may be
read as a visual expression of the artist’s unconscious psychological world, in which symbolic imagery
gives form to otherwise inaccessible emotional experiences.

Among Freud’s major theoretical contributions, the concept of sublimation holds a central place in the
interpretation of artistic creativity. Freud argued that instinctual energies, particularly sexual and
aggressive drives, may be transformed into socially acceptable and culturally valued forms of expression
rather than being discharged directly. Artistic creation represents one of the highest forms of sublimation,
as it enables individuals to convert psychological tension into meaningful aesthetic production. Thus,
painting may be understood not only as an act of artistic expression but also as a process of psychological
transformation.

The influence of Freudian psychoanalysis is especially visible in several movements of modern Western
art. The emotionally charged paintings of Vincent van Gogh, the dreamlike imagery of Salvador Dali,
the existential anxiety expressed in the works of Edvard Munch, and the symbolic visual language of
René Magritte all offer compelling examples of how unconscious psychological experience may be
represented through artistic form. Movements such as Expressionism and Surrealism were profoundly
shaped by Freudian ideas, particularly dream interpretation, symbolism, unconscious motivation, and
the psychological significance of visual imagery. These works demonstrate how artistic practice became
a means of exploring the hidden dimensions of the human psyche.

In contemporary scholarship, increasing attention has been given to the relationship between mental
health, emotional experience, personal identity, and creativity. Within this context, the dialogue between
psychology and visual art has become especially significant. Freudian psychoanalytic theory provides a
valuable framework for interpreting symbolic imagery, colour, visual metaphors, and compositional
structures as manifestations of unconscious psychological processes. Such an approach enables a deeper
understanding of the emotional and symbolic dimensions embedded within works of art.

The present study examines the manifestation of the unconscious mind in selected works of Western
painting through the theoretical perspective of Freud’s psychoanalysis. By analysing the concepts of the
unconscious mind, sublimation, dream analysis, and symbolism in the paintings of Vincent van Gogh,
Salvador Dali, Edvard Munch, and René Magritte, the study seeks to establish an interdisciplinary
dialogue between art history and psychology. It further aims to demonstrate the continuing relevance of
Freudian psychoanalytic theory as a critical framework for interpreting the psychological and symbolic
dimensions of modern Western painting.
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Research Objectives
The present study is guided by the following objectives:

1. To examine the major concepts of Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalytic theory in relation to the
interpretation of visual art and painting.

2. To investigate the manifestation of the unconscious mind in selected artworks by Vincent van
Gogh, Salvador Dali, Edvard Munch, and René Magritte.

3. To analyse the visual representation of dreams, symbolism, repressed desires, and psychological
conflicts in the selected paintings from a Freudian psychoanalytic perspective.

4. To evaluate the relevance and applicability of Freudian psychoanalytic theory as an interpretative
framework for understanding modern Western painting.

5. To conduct a comparative psychoanalytic analysis of the selected artists in order to identify
similarities and differences in their visual expression of unconscious psychological processes.

Research Questions
The present study seeks to address the following questions:

1. How is the Freudian concept of the unconscious mind manifested in selected works of modern
Western painting?

2. Through which visual elements do Vincent van Gogh, Salvador Dali, Edvard Munch, and René
Magritte express psychological conflict and unconscious experience in their paintings?

3. How are the Freudian concepts of dream analysis, symbolism, and sublimation reflected in the
selected artworks?

4. What psychological similarities and differences emerge from a comparative psychoanalytic
analysis of the selected artists’ paintings?

5. To what extent does Freudian psychoanalytic theory provide an effective framework for
interpreting the symbolic and psychological dimensions of modern Western painting?

Literature Review

The relationship between psychology and visual art has attracted sustained scholarly attention since the
emergence of Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalytic theory in the early twentieth century. Freud proposed
that artistic creativity is shaped by unconscious desires, emotional conflict, dreams, and childhood
experience, and he argued that art functions as a form of sublimation through which instinctual energies
are transformed into socially and culturally acceptable expression. In works such as The Interpretation
of Dreams (1900), Leonardo da Vinci and a Memory of His Childhood (1910), and The Ego and the Id
(1923), Freud established foundational links among dream symbolism, unconscious motivation, and
artistic production. These texts laid the groundwork for later interdisciplinary approaches connecting
psychoanalysis, creativity, and art history.academic.oup

Following Freud, several scholars expanded psychoanalytic and psychological approaches to artistic
practice. Ernst Kris, in Psychoanalytic Explorations in Art (1952), argued that artistic creation involves
an interaction between unconscious imagination and conscious control. He viewed the creative act as a
process of psychic reconstruction rather than a simple emotional release, and he treated works of art as
both aesthetic objects and expressions of inner psychological life. Kris’s account remains important
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because it explains creativity as a dynamic balance between regression, inspiration, and organized
artistic form.

A complementary perspective was offered by Rudolf Arnheim in Art and Visual Perception (1974).
Drawing on Gestalt psychology, Arnheim showed that visual perception is structured by psychological
forces and that composition, balance, colour, form, and spatial organization are not merely formal
features but perceptually meaningful structures. Although Arnheim does not work within Freudian
psychoanalysis, his emphasis on the psychological significance of visual form provides an important
bridge between perception and interpretation in art.pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih+1

Ernst H. Gombrich also made a major contribution to the psychological study of art. In A7t and Illusion
(1960) and related writings, Gombrich argued that artists do not simply copy reality; rather, they
reconstruct visual experience through memory, expectation, and imaginative selection. His focus is
primarily cognitive rather than psychoanalytic, but his work remains valuable for understanding how
representation, perception, and artistic convention shape image-making. In this sense, Gombrich
complements Freud by explaining the role of mental processes in artistic creation, even though he does
not foreground unconscious desire in the same way.

John Berger’s Ways of Seeing (1972) shifted the discussion toward social and cultural interpretation.
Berger argued that meaning in art is shaped not only by the artist’s intentions but also by historical
context, ideology, and the viewer’s position. This perspective broadens art interpretation beyond
individual psychology and is useful as a corrective to overly biographical or purely inward readings.
While Freud emphasizes the unconscious life of the artist, Berger reminds scholars that visual meaning
is also produced through culture and social looking.

Later psychoanalytic criticism continued to develop these ideas. Donald Kuspit argued that modern art
often expresses existential anxiety, psychological fragmentation, and subjective conflict, particularly in
Expressionism and Surrealism. His work shows that Freudian and post-Freudian methods remain useful
for interpreting the symbolic and emotional dimensions of modern art. Kuspit’s writings are especially
relevant to this study because they support the idea that modern art can reveal inner psychic states
through form, imagery, and expressive distortion.journals.

The influence of Freud is especially visible in Surrealism. André Breton’s Manifesto of Surrealism
(1924) treated dreams, free association, and unconscious thought as central sources of artistic creation,
rejecting rational control in favour of psychic automatism. This theoretical position strongly shaped
artists such as Salvador Dali and René Magritte, whose paintings frequently stage dreamlike imagery,
symbolic objects, and irrational juxtapositions. Surrealism therefore provides a key artistic context for
psychoanalytic analysis, since it explicitly linked visual art to unconscious mental life.

Existing scholarship has examined Vincent van Gogh, Edvard Munch, Salvador Dali, and Ren¢ Magritte
from aesthetic, historical, and psychological perspectives. These studies often emphasise emotional
intensity, existential anxiety, loneliness, symbolism, and dream imagery in their work. However,
comparatively few studies have brought these artists together in a single comparative analysis using
Freud’s core concepts of the unconscious mind, sublimation, dream analysis, and symbolism as a unified
interpretative framework. The present study addresses this gap by offering a comparative Freudian
reading of selected paintings by these artists, thereby contributing to interdisciplinary scholarship in art
history, psychology, and visual studies.
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Research Gap

Existing scholarship has extensively examined Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalytic theory in relation to
literature, psychology, and the visual arts, while numerous studies have also explored the works of
Vincent van Gogh, Salvador Dali, Edvard Munch, and René Magritte from historical, aesthetic,
psychological, and stylistic perspectives. However, relatively few studies have undertaken a systematic
comparative analysis of these four artists through a single Freudian framework incorporating the
unconscious mind, sublimation, dream analysis, and symbolism.

Most existing research has focused either on individual artists or on broader artistic movements such as
Expressionism and Surrealism, with less attention given to the shared psychological structures that may
underlie different artistic styles and visual languages. Although psychoanalytic readings of individual
artworks are available, comprehensive studies that compare how unconscious psychological processes
are manifested across multiple artists and movements remain limited.

This study addresses that gap by employing a unified Freudian psychoanalytic framework to
comparatively analyse selected paintings by Vincent van Gogh, Salvador Dali, Edvard Munch, and René
Magritte. In doing so, it seeks to establish conceptual links between psychoanalytic theory and the visual
language of modern Western painting, while contributing to interdisciplinary scholarship in art history,
psychology, and visual studies.

Research Methodology

The present study adopts a qualitative, descriptive, and analytical research design to investigate the
manifestation of the unconscious mind in modern Western painting through Sigmund Freud’s
psychoanalytic theory. Since the primary aim of the study is to interpret the symbolic, psychological,
and aesthetic dimensions of artistic expression, qualitative inquiry provides the most suitable
methodological framework. Rather than relying on quantitative measures, the study focuses on the
interpretative analysis of visual language, symbolism, compositional structure, colour, and
psychological meaning embedded within selected artworks.

Both primary and secondary sources have been used to ensure the academic rigor of the research. The
primary sources include Freud’s foundational writings, particularly The Interpretation of Dreams
(1900), Leonardo da Vinci and a Memory of His Childhood (1910), The Ego and the Id (1923), and
Civilization and Its Discontents (1930). The secondary sources consist of scholarly books, peer-
reviewed journal articles, exhibition catalogues, museum publications, and critical literature related to
psychoanalysis, art history, Expressionism, Surrealism, symbolism, and modern Western painting.

A purposive sampling technique was employed to select artists whose works exhibit significant
psychological and symbolic characteristics relevant to Freudian psychoanalysis. Accordingly, four
internationally recognised Western painters were selected for detailed investigation: Vincent van Gogh,
Salvador Dali, Edvard Munch, and René Magritte. These artists represent different artistic movements
while collectively offering rich visual material for examining unconscious psychological processes,
dream imagery, symbolic representation, and emotional expression.

The study also employs the case study method, in which representative artworks of each artist are
examined individually. Selected paintings such as The Starry Night, The Persistence of Memory, The
Scream, and The Son of Man serve as primary visual case studies. Each artwork is analysed with
particular attention to unconscious symbolism, emotional conflict, dream imagery, psychological
tension, and the process of sublimation as conceptualised by Freud.

Two complementary analytical approaches are used throughout the study. First, iconographic analysis
is applied to examine symbolic motifs, compositional structures, colour relationships, visual metaphors,
and recurring imagery within the selected paintings. Second, psychoanalytic interpretation is used to
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explore how these visual elements function as symbolic manifestations of unconscious desires,
psychological conflicts, repressed memories, and emotional experience. The integration of these
approaches enables both formal and psychological interpretation of artistic expression.

A comparative analytical method is also incorporated to identify similarities and differences among the
selected artists in their visual representation of unconscious psychological processes. Particular attention
is given to the Freudian concepts of the unconscious mind, dream analysis, sublimation, and symbolism,
allowing a comparative understanding of how these theoretical constructs are reflected across different
artistic movements, including Post-Impressionism, Expressionism, Surrealism, and Magical Realism.

To ensure the reliability and validity of the research, the study relies on authoritative academic
publications, peer-reviewed journal articles, official museum archives, catalogue raisonnés, and
established works in art history and psychoanalytic theory. All references and citations have been
prepared in accordance with the APA 7th edition referencing style to maintain academic integrity and
consistency.

The scope of this research is confined to selected works of modern Western painting and does not attempt
to provide an exhaustive historical survey of Western art. The primary emphasis is placed on interpreting
the psychological dimensions of artistic creativity through Freudian psychoanalysis rather than
examining broader political, social, or cultural contexts. Consequently, the study focuses on the
relationship between the artist’s unconscious mind and visual language, thereby offering an
interdisciplinary perspective on the interpretation of modern Western painting.

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical foundation of the present study is grounded in Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalytic theory,
one of the most influential frameworks for understanding human behaviour, personality, creativity, and
unconscious psychological processes. Developed in the early twentieth century, Freud’s theory
transformed the study of psychology by proposing that much of human thought and behaviour is
governed by unconscious desires, repressed emotions, instinctual drives, childhood experiences, and
unresolved psychological conflicts. According to Freud, these unconscious forces rarely emerge
directly; instead, they are expressed symbolically through dreams, language, humour, and artistic
creation. Visual art, therefore, becomes an important medium through which the unconscious mind may
be understood.

From a Freudian perspective, a work of art is not merely an aesthetic object but also a symbolic
manifestation of the artist’s inner psychological world. Artistic creation reflects the transformation of
unconscious experiences into visual form through colour, line, composition, symbol, and imagery. The
artist’s emotions, memories, desires, fears, and psychological tensions are often encoded within the
visual language of the artwork. Psychoanalytic theory thus provides a useful interpretative framework
for exploring hidden psychological meanings in paintings beyond their formal and stylistic qualities.

The present study employs the following key Freudian concepts as its principal analytical framework:
e The unconscious mind.
e The id, ego, and superego.
e Dream analysis.
e Sublimation.

e Symbolism.
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These concepts are applied to examine the psychological dimensions of selected paintings by Vincent
van Gogh, Salvador Dali, Edvard Munch, and René Magritte. Particular attention is given to the visual
representation of emotional conflict, unconscious motivation, dream imagery, symbolic forms, and
creative transformation. By integrating these concepts into the analysis, the study seeks to demonstrate
how unconscious psychological processes are manifested through artistic expression in modern Western
painting.

The conceptual framework of the study may be represented as follows:

Unconscious mind — repressed desires and experiences — dreams and symbolic images —
sublimation — artistic creativity — painting — psychoanalytic interpretation

This sequence illustrates the transformation of unconscious psychological experience into artistic
expression and then into critical interpretation. It establishes a logical relationship between internal
mental processes and external visual representation, thereby providing the theoretical basis for analysing
selected artworks within a unified psychoanalytic framework.

In this study, Freudian psychoanalysis functions primarily as an analytical and interpretative framework
rather than as a clinical or therapeutic model. The theory is used to examine the psychological meanings
embedded in artistic expression and to explore how unconscious processes shape visual creativity. A
more detailed discussion of Freud’s psychoanalytic concepts and their application to painting is
presented in the following chapter, Freudian Psychoanalytic Theory and Painting.

Introduction to Freudian Psychoanalytic Theory

Sigmund Freud (1856-1939), the founder of psychoanalysis, profoundly reshaped modern conceptions
of mind and culture by asserting that human behaviour, emotion, imagination, and creativity are
governed in large part by unconscious processes. According to Freud, repressed desires, formative
childhood experiences, instinctual drives, and unresolved emotional conflicts constitute powerful forces
that operate outside conscious awareness yet shape thought and action. Although inaccessible directly
to deliberate reflection, these forces disclose themselves indirectly through dreams, parapraxes,
fantasies, humour, and artistic production. From this perspective, artistic creation functions not merely
as aesthetic practice but as symbolic enactment of the artist’s inner psychic life; artworks may thus be
read as visual articulations of unconscious material. Consequently, Freudian psychoanalytic theory
offers a productive hermeneutic for uncovering latent meanings embedded within visual art.

The Structure of the Mind: Conscious, Preconscious, and Unconscious

Freud conceptualised the mind as stratified into three regions: the conscious, the preconscious, and the
unconscious. The conscious comprises immediate perceptions, thoughts, and sensations; the
preconscious contains memories and information that are not presently in awareness but can be readily
retrieved; the unconscious houses repressed wishes, traumatic memories, instinctual drives, anxieties,
and guilt—the largest and most determinative domain of psychic life. In artistic practice, the
unconscious functions as a primary source of imagination and symbolic material. Artists frequently
deploy images, colours, and formal innovations that seem to originate from associative, nonrational
processes rather than from deliberate, linear planning; hence paintings may be interpreted as
externalisations of unconscious dynamics.

Id, Ego, and Superego

Freud’s structural model of personality—Id, Ego, and Superego—describes the organisation of psychic
forces and their role in intrapsychic conflict. The Id embodies instinctual drives and operates on the
pleasure principle, seeking immediate gratification. The Ego, governed by the reality principle, mediates
between internal impulses and external constraints through reasoned adaptation. The Superego
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internalises moral standards and social norms, regulating behaviour through conscience, shame, and
guilt. The tensions and compromises among these agencies give rise to conflicts that often find symbolic
resolution in artistic production. Visual motifs, compositional tensions, and expressive distortions can
thus be read as symbolic transmutations of the ego’s negotiations with primal desires and moral
injunctions.

Dream Analysis and Visual Art

Freud’s theory of dreams, articulated most fully in The Interpretation of Dreams (1900), presented
dreams as “the royal road to the unconscious.” He distinguished manifest content—the surface images
and narratives of dreams—from latent content—the concealed wishes and conflicts that the dream
disguises. A parallel distinction may be applied to visual art: a painting’s ostensible subject matter
corresponds to manifest content, while its symbolic motifs, colour schemes, spatial relations, and
recurrent forms frequently disclose latent meanings akin to those uncovered by dream interpretation.
This analogy underpinned the practice of Surrealist artists, who sought to make unconscious imagery
visible and to privilege associative, dreamlike processes in their work.

Sublimation as Creative Transformation

Sublimation, for Freud, denotes the channeling of instinctual energies—especially sexual and aggressive
impulses—into socially valued and culturally productive activities. Artistic creation figures prominently
among such sublimatory transformations. Through art, individuals may transmute suffering, anxiety,
and internal conflict into works of aesthetic and cultural value; rather than a simple catharsis,
sublimation redirects libidinal energy into novel symbolic forms. The biographical trajectories of many
prominent artists—whose personal traumas and existential anxieties were reworked into enduring
works—illustrate the generative potential of sublimation.

Symbolism in Psychoanalytic Interpretation

For Freud the unconscious communicates primarily through symbols rather than through straightforward
propositional language. Accordingly, symbolic representation occupies a central place in psychoanalytic
readings of visual culture. Within painting, objects, colours, spatial devices, and recurring motifs
frequently function as carriers of unconscious meaning. Mirrors, shadows, doors, trees, birds, clocks,
darkness, and water, for example, may accrue significations that extend beyond literal reference to evoke
themes of identity, repression, transition, mortality, freedom, fear, or emotional transformation.
Psychoanalytic analysis therefore attends to such elements as meaningful articulations of psychic
conflict rather than as merely decorative or compositional features.

Art Criticism and Psychoanalysis

The rise of psychoanalysis substantially broadened the terms of twentieth-century art criticism. While
earlier evaluative frameworks emphasised aesthetic properties—beauty, technique, composition, and
style—psychoanalytic criticism redirected attention to the psychological dimensions of artistic
production. Works of art were reconceived as symbolic documents that encode the artist’s affective
experience, unconscious conflicts, and identity formations. This interdisciplinary exchange between
psychology, aesthetics, and art history has had a lasting influence on the interpretation of modern visual
culture.

Freudian Influence on Western Painting

Freudian concepts exerted a marked influence on a range of modern artistic movements, notably
Expressionism, Surrealism, Symbolism, and broader strands of Modernism. Salvador Dali’s
appropriation of dream motifs and unconscious symbolism, Edvard Munch’s visualization of existential
anxiety, Vincent van Gogh’s use of colour and gesture to register intense affective states, and René
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Magritte’s deployment of paradoxical objects and juxtapositions to unsettle perception all exemplify
ways in which psychoanalytic ideas informed visual practice. These artistic strategies attest to the
enduring utility of psychoanalytic frameworks for apprehending the symbolic and affective dimensions
of Western painting.

Application of the Freudian Framework in the
Present Study

This study employs five principal Freudian concepts
as analytic instruments: the unconscious, the Id—
Ego—Superego configuration, dream analysis,
sublimation, and symbolism. These concepts
provide the theoretical scaffolding for a qualitative
comparative analysis of selected paintings by
Vincent van Gogh, Salvador Dali, Edvard Munch,
and René¢ Magritte. Through this framework the
research investigates how unconscious processes are
externalised in visual form, how intrapsychic

"Figure 1. The Starry Night (1889). conflicts are mediated via artistic symbolisation, and

0il on canvas. Museum of Modern Art how Freudian psychoanalysis contributes to a
(MoMA), New York.
Source: Museum of Modern Art (MoMA). L.
https://www.moma.org/collection/work Western painting.
s/79802
Copyright/Credit: © The Museum of
Modern Art, New York. Image used for
academic and research purposes.

deeper understanding of creativity in modern

Vincent van Gogh: Psychological Turmoil and the Unconscious Mind
Psychological Background

Vincent van Gogh (1853—-1890) is widely regarded as a pivotal figure in Post-Impressionism whose
forceful use of colour, vigorous brushwork, and intensely personal visual idiom substantially influenced
the course of modern painting. His biography—marked by psychological instability, social isolation,
financial precarity, and recurrent emotional suffering—has long informed critical and scholarly readings
of his work. From a Freudian perspective, Van Gogh’s paintings can be read as symbolic manifestations
of unconscious affect, repressed experience, and unresolved intrapsychic conflict. Although Freud did
not directly analyse Van Gogh, his theoretical concepts offer a productive hermeneutic for apprehending
the psychological dimensions of the artist’s visual language.

F

The Starry Night (1889) constitutes one of Van Gogh’s most celebrated and frequently interpreted works.
fis swirling nocturnal sky, luminous stars, and dynamic impasto create a sense of celestial turbulence set
against the stillness of the village below. Within Freudian terms, such animated sky imagery may
?Enction as an externalisation of unconscious psychic dynamics: the vast, convulsive firmament can be
read as a symbolic projection of inner turmoil, while the grounded settlement may signify the stabilising
3emands of conscious reality. Colour also plays a psychical role: the predominance of blue tones
gounterpointed with vivid yellows yields an affective dialectic—tranquillity and melancholy, on the one
hand, and hope or longing on the other. It is important, however, to situate any psychoanalytic reading
%longside other interpretive vectors—Van Gogh’s spiritual sensibilities, his interest in astronomical
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phenomena, and his close observation of nature—so that Freudian analysis functions as one interpretive
layer rather than a sole explanatory framework.

Freudian Interpretation of Self-Portrait with Bandaged Ear (1889)

Self-Portrait with Bandaged Ear (1889), executed after the artist’s episode of self-mutilation, operates
as more than documentary likeness; it stages questions of identity, vulnerability, and psychological
repair. In Freudian terms, self-representation indexes the individual’s psychic self-image and the ego’s
efforts at integration following disruption. The restrained palette, composed pose, direct gaze, and
measured composition may be read as symbolic attempts to restore psychic equilibrium and project an
accommodated ego before the superego and social gaze. Such readings, however, must be
circumscribed: psychoanalytic interpretation illuminates possible symbolic meanings without
substituting for careful historical and biographical evidence or for retrospective clinical diagnosis.

Freudian Interpretation of Wheatfield with Crows (1890)

(e 11w 2
§

“,“ H tis

Wheatfield with Crows (1890) is frequently read as
one of Van Gogh’s most affectively charged late
works. The vast wheatfield, the ominous presence of
dark crows, and the bifurcating tracks have been
variously interpreted as metaphors for existential
uncertainty, solitude, and the imminence of death.
From the standpoint of Freud’s later theorisation of
the death drive (Thanatos), the painting can be read as
registering unconscious tensions between
life-affirming and destructive impulses. Yet this

interpretation remains contested; alternative readings
emphasise nature’s intensity, formal experimentation
with spatial recession, and the pictorial negotiation of
ambiguity rather than a direct expressive index of
suicidal intent. Hence psychoanalytic claims require

cautious qualification and triangulation with other
historical and formal evidence.

Figure 2. Self-Portrait with
Bandaged Ear (1889). 0Oil on canvas.
Courtauld Gallery, London.
Source: The Courtauld Gallery.
https://courtauld.ac.uk/
Copyright/Credit: © The Courtauld
Gallery, London. Image used for
academic and research purposes.

IJCRT2607325 | International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org | d158


http://www.ijcrt.org/
https://courtauld.ac.uk/

www.ijcrt.org © 2026 IJCRT | Volume 14, Issue 7 July 2026 | ISSN: 2320-2882

Figure 3. Wheatfield with Crows (1890). Oil on canvas. Van Gogh
Museum, Amsterdam.

Source: Van Gogh Museum. https://www.vangoghmuseum.nl/en/collection
Copyright/Credit: © Van Gogh Museum, Amsterdam (Vincent van Gogh
Foundation) . Image used for academic and research purposes.

Sublimation and Symbolic Expression

Freud’s concept of sublimation—redirecting instinctual energies into culturally valued pursuits—
provides a useful schema for understanding Van Gogh’s creative labour. The transformation of personal
suffering, loneliness, and affective disturbance into sustained pictorial innovation exemplifies how
libidinal and aggressive energies may be sublimated into art. Van Gogh’s chromatic choices and gestural
handling (notably his recurring blues, yellows, greens, and blacks) function less as mere decorative
devices than as affective signifiers within a symbolic economy: they mediate emotional states such as
hope, despair, isolation, and tension. Thus, his oeuvre can be read as evidence of creative transmutation
rather than as only symptomatic expression.

Critical Evaluation

While Freudian psychoanalysis affords potent interpretive tools for exploring the psychological
dimensions of Van Gogh’s work, reducing his achievement to psychopathology would be reductive. Van
Gogh’s aesthetic practice was shaped by multiple influences—religious thought, engagement with
nature, the imprimatur of Japanese ukiyo-e, contemporaneous colour theory, and the formal concerns of
Post-Impressionism. A balanced critical approach treats psychoanalytic readings as complementary to,
not substitutive of, historical, cultural, and formal analyses. Integrative scholarship that synthesises these
perspectives yields a more nuanced account of Van Gogh’s artistic significance.
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From a Freudian vantage, Van Gogh’s paintings may be read as symbolic externalisations of unconscious
affect, intrapsychic conflict, and sublimated energy. His distinctive chromatic and gestural vocabulary
transform personal suffering into enduring aesthetic expression. Nonetheless, psychoanalytic
interpretation should be deployed judiciously and in concert with broader contextual and formal inquiry

to appreciate the complexity of
Van Gogh’s contribution to
modern Western painting.

Salvador Dali: Dreams,
Surrealism, and Freud
Biographical and Atrtistic
Background

Salvador Dali (1904-1989) stands
as a central figure of
twentieth-century Surrealism

whose singular visual idiom—
marked by dreamlike tableaux,
metamorphic forms, and
hyper-real technique—
reconfigured modern painting.
Dali’s oeuvre is distinguished by
meticulous draftsman ship, bizarre
and a recurrent
symbolic lexicon (ants, eggs,
crutches, melting clocks, barren

juxtaposition,

terrains) that together stage the
workings of the unconscious.
Unlike many artists who merely
assimilated psychoanalytic motifs,
Dali explicitly engaged Freudian
theory;
dreams,

accounts of
symbolism,

Freud’s

repression,
and sublimation informed both his
thematic preoccupations and his
creative procedures. Consequently,
Dali’s paintings offer an especially
apt corpus for a Freudian
hermeneutic that seeks to map
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Figure 4. The Persistence of Memory (1931). Oil on canvas. Museum of
Modern Art (MoMA), New York, USA.

Note. Source: Museum of Modern Art (MoMA).
https://www.moma.org/collection/works/79018. Copyright © The
Museum of Modern Art, New York. Image used for academic research and
educational purposes.

Figure 5. The Great Masturbator (1929). Oil on canvas. Museo Nacional Centro
de Arte Reina Sofia, Madrid, Spain.
Note. Source: Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia.

https://www.museoreinasofia.es/en/collection. Copyright © Salvador Dali,
Fundacié Gala-Salvador Dali / VEGAP, Madrid, and Museo Nacional Centro de
Arte Reina Sofia. Image used for academic research and educational purposes.
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Freudian Reading of The Persistence of Memory (1931)

The Persistence of Memory (1931) exemplifies Dali’s translation of Freudian dream logic into pictorial
terms. The painting’s soft, pendulous clocks, set within an arid, twilight landscape, effect a surreal
suspension of ordinary temporality. From a Freudian vantage, the melting clocks may signify the
collapse of linear, objective time within the psychic economy of dreams; dreams displace chronological
order, and subjective time becomes elastic. The painting’s deserted setting foregrounds the primacy of
inner experience over external contingency, while the amorphous central figure can be read as an
emblematic projection of the dreaming subject. Colour and light here operate symbolically—the cool,
desiccated palette accentuates stasis and estrangement—so that form, chroma, and iconography combine
to embody unconscious temporality rather than literal reportage. As with any psychoanalytic reading,
this interpretation should be integrated with formal, historical, and biographical evidence rather than
deployed as a singular explanatory claim.

Freudian Reading of The Great Masturbator (1929)

The Great Masturbator (1929) stages erotic ambivalence, anxiety, and symbolic condensation in ways
that resonate strongly with Freudian notions of libido, repression, and guilt. The composition’s
fragmented bodies, juxtaposed erotic imagery, and recurrent phobic motifs (notably insects such as
grasshoppers) generate a visual field in which desire and dread are conjoined. In Freudian terms, the
grasshopper and other insect imagery often function as indexical signifiers of childhood fears and
unconscious anxiety; the discrepant juxtapositions—eroticism abutting repulsion—evince the
displacement and disguise of erotic wishes. The painting thus exemplifies the mechanism whereby
unconscious impulses appear masked through symbolic substitution rather than through direct depiction.

Freudian Reading of Dream Caused by the Flight of a Bee Around a Pomegranate a Second Before
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Dream Caused by the Flight of a Bee Around a Pomegranate a Second Before Awakening (1944)
explicitly stages the Freudian mechanisms of condensation and displacement. The sequential
metamorphoses (bee — fish — tigers — rifle) and the sudden intrusions of threat dramatise how minor
external stimuli may catalyse complex dream

narratives. Freud’s model-—whereby multiple e
ideas  coalesce  into  singular  images e i
(condensation) and affective charge shifts
between objects (displacement)—finds vivid
pictorial enactment in this canvas. The

composition thereby functions as a visual case
study in how associative unconscious thought
organizes dream sequences into dramaturgies of
anxiety and desire.

Symbolism and the Paranoiac-Critical Method

Dali’s recurrent motifs constitute a vocabulary of
symbols that operate according to psychoanalytic
principles: ants frequently signify decay or
anxiety; eggs connote birth, potentiality, and
maternal associations; crutches imply dependence
and psychic fragility; and melting clocks index
subjective temporal instability. Dali augmented
symbolic practice with his Paranoiac-Critical
Method, a deliberate technique of generating
irrational yet controlled associations by cultivating

Figure 6. Dream Caused by the Flight of a Bee Around a

) . . Pomegranate a Second Before Awakening (1944). Qil on
a self-induced paranoiac state. This method panel. Museo Nacional Thyssen-Bornemisza, Madrid,

181 u pa n.
NOte. SOUICQ. |V|USEO |\|aCIOI a ” ySSGII-BO nemisza.

. . . . https://www.museothyssen.org/en/collection. Copyright
misrecognition, double 1mages, and paran01d © Salvador Dali, Fundacié Gala-Salvador Dali / VEGAP,

insights, Dali sought to make unconscious linkages Madrid, and Museo Nacional Thyssen-Bornemisza.
visible while retaining artistic control. The method 'mage used for academic research and educational

thus formalises the psychoanalytic dynamic of PUTPOSES.

slipping meaning—displacement, condensation, and symbolic substitution—into reproducible pictorial
strategies.

associative processes: by valorising

Sublimation and Creative Transformation

Freudian sublimation provides a useful frame for understanding the productive dimension of Dali’s
work. Dali repurposed erotic impulses, anxieties, and personal phobias into meticulously rendered
compositions that achieve cultural and aesthetic value. Rather than functioning as mere exhibition of
pathology, his paintings demonstrate how libidinal and aggressive energies can be redirected into
symbolic form, yielding works that are both singularly personal and publicly resonant.

Critical Evaluation

Although Dali’s oeuvre aligns conspicuously with Freudian constructs, interpreting his work solely
through psychoanalysis risks reductionism. Dali’s imagination was also shaped by Surrealist theory,
contemporary scientific discourse, classical painting, Catholic symbolism, and a cultivated persona that
intentionally blurred biography and myth. Art-historical, formal, and contextual analyses therefore
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remain indispensable complements to psychoanalytic readings; together they produce a more
comprehensive account of Dali’s significance within modern Western art.

Viewed through a Freudian lens, Dali’s paintings manifest core dynamics of the unconscious: dream
logic, symbolic disguise, condensation, displacement, and sublimation. His visual language—precise,
hallucinatory, and symbolically dense—renders psychoanalytic operations visible and invites viewers
to encounter the logic of dream thought within the public sphere of painting. While psychoanalytic
interpretation illuminates crucial dimensions of Dali’s practice, it functions best as one of multiple
interpretive registers that together capture the plural complexity of his art.

Edvard Munch: Anxiety, Fear, and Existential Trauma
Psychological Background

Edvard Munch (1863—1944), the Norwegian painter and printmaker, is widely recognised as a pioneer
of modern Expressionism whose work centres on themes of suffering, loneliness, anxiety, death, and
existential crisis. Rather than striving for objective description, Munch sought to visualise interior
emotional states, making psychological expression the core aim of his artistic practice. From a Freudian
psychoanalytic perspective, his paintings can be interpreted as symbolic manifestations of unconscious
conflict, repressed affect, childhood trauma, and existential anxiety, in which deeply personal
experiences are transformed into images with broad human resonance.
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Freud argued that unconscious life
is shaped by repressed memories,
formative childhood experiences,
fears, desires, and unresolved
emotional conflicts, which continue
to influence behaviour and
creativity long after their conscious
origins have been forgotten.
Munch’s biography supports this
psychoanalytic emphasis on early
trauma: he lost his mother and older
sister to tuberculosis in childhood,
and his father’s intense religiosity
and emotional instability
contributed to an atmosphere of fear
and guilt. These experiences recur
throughout his oeuvre as motifs of
illness, mourning, and spiritual
anxiety, so that his images may be
read as visual documents of internal
suffering rather than as
straightforward  depictions  of
external reality.

Freudian Interpretation of The
S

ﬁ'he Scream (1893) has become one  Figure 7. The Scream (1893). Tempera, oil and pastel on cardboard.
National Museum, Oslo, Norway.

e i 4 ) Note. Source: National Museum, Oslo.
sychologlcal anxiety in modern art.  https://www.nasjonalmuseet.no/en/: Copyright © National Museum,
he central, androgynous figure Oslo. Image used for academic research and educational purposes.

With skull-like head, wide-open
inouth, and hands clamped to its ears stands on a bridge against a blood-red sky and undulating
a

of the most iconic visualisations of

ndscape, producing a sense of overwhelming fear and existential dread. From a Freudian standpoint,
% is figure may be read less as a portrait of a specific individual than as a symbolic embodiment of

nconscious anxiety, emotional vulnerability, and psychic fragmentation, in which repressed fear erupts
énto conscious awareness.

Munch himself linked the work to a personal experience of panic while overlooking the Oslofjord,
describing in his diary how the sky turned “blood red” and he felt “a vast infinite scream through nature,”
which underscores the painting’s autobiographical and affective roots. The expressive colour scheme—
fiery reds and oranges in the sky contrasted with sombre blues and greens of water and land—and the
rhythmic, swirling lines of landscape and sky give the impression that the environment echoes and
amplifies the figure’s terror. In Freudian terms, the painting visualises fear as such, turning the external
world into a projection of inner distress and thereby privileging psychological reality over naturalistic
verisimilitude.
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Anxiety (1894) extends Munch’s
exploration of distress from the solitary
to the collective sphere. The painting
presents a file of pale-faced figures with
vacant expressions and rigid postures
on a bridge, set against a similarly

turbulent sky reminiscent of The
Scream, yet here the emphasis falls on
the shared yet isolating quality of
emotional unease. Although the figures
stand together, their faces and body
language suggest inward withdrawal
and psychological separation,
underscoring the paradox of loneliness
within a crowd.

From a Freudian perspective, Anxiety
can be read as an image of underlying
unconscious fear within everyday
social existence, where latent conflicts
manifest in ostensibly ordinary
situations. The repetition of mask-like
faces and the compressed,
claustrophobic composition symbolise

repressed insecurity, collective
vulnerability, and the burdens of

Figure 8. Anxiety (1894). Oil on canvas. MUNCH Museum, Oslo,
Norway.
modernity, shifting focus from specific  Note. Source: MUNCH Museum:. https://www.munchmuseet.no/en/.

individuals to more universal conditions Copyright © MUNCH Museum, Oslo / Edvard Munch. Image used for
. : . academic research and educational purposes.
of emotional life. In this way, Munch N

transforms social scenes into allegories of unconscious tension permeating the modern crowd.blog.
Freudian Interpretation of Death in the Sickroom (1893)

Death in the Sickroom (1893), based on the death of Munch’s sister Sophie, offers a more intimate
meditation on grief, trauma, and psychological isolation. The work shows family members gathered
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around a dying patient, yet,
strikingly, the figures avoid
eye contact and direct
interaction, each absorbed in
private sorrow and turned
inward. The composition
fragments space and
attention, distributing
emotional focus among the
mourners rather than
dramatizing the moment of
death itself.

Freud stressed that childhood
encounters with loss and
death often leave deep
~unconscious traces that shape
. later emotional life. In Death
in the Sickroom, the absence
of overt communication and

e - M. the spatial separation of
Figure 9. Death in the Sickroom (1893). Oil on canvas. MUNCH Museum, Oslo, figures symbolise the
Norway. . S .
internalisation  of ief:
Note. Source: MUNCH Museum. https://www.munchmuseet.no/en/. Copyright © ) ) gt
MUNCH Museum, Oslo / Edvard Munch. Image used for academic research and mourning is shown as an
educational purposes. individual psychic - process

rather than a shared ritual. The
painting thus visualises how traumatic memories persist within the unconscious, structuring affect long
after the event, and how silent suffering can dominate family dynamics.

Colour, Form, and Psychological Expression

Colour and form serve as primary vehicles of psychological meaning in Munch’s practice. Intensely
saturated reds, deep blues, black contours, and muted greys construct emotional atmospheres associated
with fear, despair, solitude, and proximity to death. Within a Freudian framework, such chromatic
choices function as symbolic indicators of unconscious emotional states rather than merely decorative
decisions, making affect perceptible through visual means.strathaven.s-lanark.sch+1

Similarly, distorted figures, flowing outlines, unstable spatial constructions, and amplified facial
expressions translate psychic instability into tangible form. Munch’s formal vocabulary—elongated
bodies, tilting horizons, and vibrating lines—can be understood as deliberate strategies for exteriorising
anxiety and tension, aligning his work with a broader Expressionist aim to privilege inner truth over
objective depiction. These devices allow viewers to apprehend emotional realities that conventional
realism would leave invisible.

Sublimation and Creative Transformation

Freud’s concept of sublimation provides a valuable lens on Munch’s artistic process. Sublimation entails
the transformation of instinctual drives, emotional turmoil, and psychic conflict into culturally valued
forms of expression. Munch’s repeated engagement with themes of illness, death, and despair suggests
a sustained effort to rework personal grief, childhood trauma, and depressive states into artworks of
enduring aesthetic and cultural significance.
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Rather than remaining confined to private suffering, these experiences are recast as images that articulate
shared aspects of the human condition. In this sense, Munch’s oeuvre exemplifies how unconscious
emotional energy can be redirected toward artistic creation, enabling traumatic material to acquire
symbolic and communicable form. His paintings thus operate both as testimonies to individual pain and
as vehicles for collective reflection on mortality and anxiety.

Expressionism and the Unconscious

Munch’s work anticipates and helps define the principles of Expressionism, which prioritises subjective
emotional truth over the faithful representation of external appearances. Expressionist artists sought to
make psychic reality visible, a goal that resonates with Freud’s emphasis on the centrality of unconscious
mental life. Munch’s distortions of form, heightened colour, and emotionally charged compositions
therefore should be read as intentional devices for representing psychological states rather than as
technical shortcomings.

By aligning pictorial distortion with emotional authenticity, Munch demonstrates how painting can
become a medium for exploring the dynamics of repression, anxiety, and desire. His work provides a
visual counterpart to psychoanalytic inquiry, staging on canvas what Freud analysed in dreams and
symptoms. This parallel underscores the close conceptual affinity between Expressionist aesthetics and
psychoanalytic theory.

Critical Evaluation

Although Freudian psychoanalysis yields penetrating insights into the psychological dimensions of
Munch’s art, an exclusive focus on unconscious pathology risks narrowing the interpretive field.
Munch’s imagery was also shaped by Symbolist aesthetics, Nordic cultural and religious traditions,
emerging existential philosophy, and the social transformations of fin-de-siécle Europe. Works such as
The Scream have thus been read not only as expressions of personal anguish but also as emblematic of
broader modern anxieties about secularisation, urbanisation, and the fragility of selthood.

A comprehensive account of Munch’s oeuvre therefore requires integrating psychoanalytic readings
with historical, cultural, and philosophical perspectives. Within such .a multifaceted framework,
Freudian analysis can be understood as one powerful interpretive tool among others, clarifying specific
aspects of psychic symbolism without claiming exhaustive explanatory authority.

Edvard Munch’s paintings rank among the most compelling visual articulations of anxiety, fear, grief,
and existential trauma in modern Western art. Through symbolic imagery, expressive colour, and
intentionally distorted form, he transforms unconscious psychological experience into images of lasting
resonance. Read in light of Freud’s concepts of the unconscious, repression, childhood trauma,
symbolism, and sublimation, works such as The Scream, Anxiety, and Death in the Sickroom illuminate
how personal emotional suffering can be transmuted into enduring visual narratives. Munch’s legacy
thus exemplifies the intimate relationship between psychoanalysis and Expressionist painting,
establishing his oeuvre as a crucial site for psychoanalytic art historical inquiry.

René Magritte: Symbolism and the Hidden Mind
Psychological and Artistic Background

René Magritte (1898—1967), the Belgian painter, is widely regarded as one of the most influential figures
of the Surrealist movement in twentieth-century Western art. Unlike Salvador Dali’s overtly dreamlike
and fantastical imagery, Magritte employed familiar, carefully rendered everyday objects placed in
unexpected juxtapositions to question perception, representation, language, and consciousness. Objects
such as apples, bowler hats, curtains, windows, clouds, birds, mirrors, and veiled faces recur throughout
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his oeuvre, turning ordinary motifs into psychologically charged symbols that invite interpretation in
terms of unconscious desire, hidden identity, and repressed memory.

Freud maintained that the unconscious communicates most effectively through symbols rather than
through direct, literal language, especially in dreams where disguised images conceal deeper psychic
realities. Magritte’s pictorial strategies closely echo this Freudian insight: in his paintings, commonplace
objects cease to function according to everyday usage and instead acquire new significance through
paradoxical contexts and enigmatic combinations. From a Freudian psychoanalytic perspective, his
work can thus be read as a sustained exploration of the symbolic operations of the unconscious,
particularly through concepts of dream symbolism, repression, and the interpretive labour required to
decode hidden meanings.

Freudian Interpretation of The Son of Man (1964)

The Son of Man (1964) is among
Magritte’s most iconic images, depicting
a man in a grey overcoat and bowler hat
standing before a low wall and seascape,
his face largely obscured by a hovering
green apple. The composition appears
deceptively straightforward, yet the
interplay between concealment and
revelation has made the painting a focal
point for  psychoanalytic and
philosophical commentary. Magritte
himself remarked that “everything we
see hides another thing,” underscoring
his interest in the tension between the
visible and the hidden.painting-

From a Freudian standpoint, the veiled
face may be understood as an image of
the unconscious dimension of identity:
the self is never fully transparent to
itself, since unconscious processes
continually mediate self-knowledge. The
apple—a symbol associated with
temptation, knowledge, and prohibition
in Western iconography—introduces

Figure 10. The Son of Man (1964). Oil on canvas. René Magritte.
Private Collection.

additional layers of meaning, suggesting
forbidden desire or hidden knowledge

Note. Source: René Magritte Estate.
that both reveals and conceals the

https://www.singulart.com/blog/en/2019/10/10/ Copyright ©
subject. The tension between the visible Charly Herscovici / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York. All rights
body and the obscured face visualises reserved. Image used for academic research and educational
Freud’s claim that conscious life is purposes.

shaped by forces that remain

fundamentally inaccessible, making the painting a metaphor for the opacity of human personality.
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Freudian Interpretation of The Lovers (1928)

In The Lovers (1928), two figures lean toward one another in an embrace or kiss, their heads entirely

veiled by white cloth. Despite their physical proximity, the veils prevent visual contact and mask their
identities, turning a scene of apparent intimacy into an image of estrangement and secrecy. The resulting
contradiction between closeness and concealment raises questions about the limits of mutual
understanding in human relationships.artincontext+1

Figure 11. The Lovers (Les Amants) (1928). Oil on canvas. René Magritte. Museum of Modern Art
(MoMA), New York, USA.

Note. Source: Museum of Modern Art (MoMA). https://www.moma.org/collection/. Copyright ©
Charly Herscovici / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York, and The Museum of Modern Art, New
York. Image used for academic research and educational purposes.

Viewed through a Freudian lens, the shrouds can be interpreted as symbolic manifestations of
unconscious barriers—fears, repressed emotions, unresolved conflicts—that impede complete
emotional disclosure. The impossibility of seeing the other’s face stands for the impossibility of fully
knowing another person or even oneself, given the structural role of the unconscious in shaping desire
and attachment. While some commentators have linked the veiled heads to Magritte’s traumatic
childhood experience of his mother’s death, psychoanalytic interpretation does not require a strict
biographical derivation; rather, it treats the image as a universal visualisation of the hidden psychic
dimensions present within all intimate relations

Freudian Interpretation of The Human Condition (1933)

The Human Condition (1933) presents an easel positioned before a window; the canvas shows a
landscape that appears to merge seamlessly with the view outside, making it impossible to distinguish
where the “real” scene ends and the painting begins. At first glance, viewers assume that the canvas
depicts the portion of the landscape it ostensibly covers, but on reflection it becomes clear that both
“view” and “painting” are themselves part of the same painted surface. The work thus stages a subtle
play between representation and reality, perception and projection.nga
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Freud argued that conscious perception is always mediated by unconscious processes—memories,
fantasies, and prior associations—so that we never access objective reality in a pure, unfiltered form.
Magritte’s painting offers a visual analogue to this claim: the picture-within-the-picture functions as a
metaphor for the mind, suggesting that what we take to be “the world” is already an internal
representation structured by unconscious preconditions. The Human Condition therefore invites viewers
to question the apparent transparency of perception and to recognise the role of unconscious cognition

in shaping experience

Symbolic  Vocabulary and
Dream Logic

Magritte’s recurring imagery—
apples, birds, clouds, bowler
hats, mirrors, windows, doors,
curtains, and empty architectural
spaces—constitutes a symbolic
vocabulary that operates much
like dream symbolism in
Freudian  theory.  Although
rendered with a calm, realistic
technique, these objects are
placed in incongruous or
impossible contexts, disrupting
logical expectations and
prompting associative, - rather
than purely rational,
interpretation. Within a Freudian
framework, such elements can
be understood as  visual
metaphors ~ for  unconscious
experiences: mirrors and veiled
faces evoke issues of identity
and self-knowledge, doors and
windows suggest thresholds
between conscious and

Figure 12. The Human Condition (La Condition Humaine) (1933). Oil on canvas.
René Magritte. National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C., USA. unconscious states, and clouds or
Note. Source: National Gallery of Art. https://www.nga.gov/artworks/70170-la- empty rooms hint at absence,
condition-humaine Copyright © Charly Herscovici / Artists Rights Society
(ARS), New York, and National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. Image used for
academic research and educational purposes.

repression, or  unarticulated
desire.

Freud’s analysis of dreams emphasised mechanisms such as displacement and condensation, whereby
multiple ideas are fused into a single image and emotional significance is transferred from one element
to another. Magritte’s compositional strategies mirror these processes: familiar objects are
recontextualised so that they carry meanings far removed from everyday usage, functioning as nodal
points where different associations intersect. In this way, his paintings operate on both conceptual and
unconscious levels, engaging viewers in a process of interpretive projection similar to dream analysis.
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Sublimation and Intellectualisation

Freud’s notion of sublimation—transforming instinctual drives and psychological tensions into socially
valued cultural forms—also clarifies aspects of Magritte’s practice. Rather than presenting personal
emotion in overtly expressive terms, Magritte channels existential doubt, psychological unease, and
philosophical questioning into highly controlled, conceptually structured images. His works elevate
private reflection into a visual language that invites collective contemplation of perception, identity, and
the limits of knowledge.

This emphasis on conceptual clarity and cool execution suggests a form of intellectualised sublimation
in which unconscious concerns about reality, meaning, and selfhood are displaced into problems of
representation and language. The result is a body of work that addresses psychological mystery without
resorting to confessional expression, aligning with Freud’s insight that sublimation can redirect psychic
energy into symbolic and theoretical pursuits.

Critical Evaluation

While Freudian psychoanalysis offers a powerful interpretive lens for Magritte’s exploration of
concealment, symbolism, and the unseen, reading his art solely through Freud risks flattening its
philosophical complexity. Magritte’s paintings also engage with questions drawn from phenomenology,
semiotics, and analytic philosophy, particularly regarding the relationship between words, images, and
things, as in works such as The Treachery of Images (“Ceci n’est pas une pipe”). His visual paradoxes
thus extend beyond the domain of individual psychology into broader investigations of meaning,
reference, and perception.

A balanced account of Magritte’s oeuvre therefore integrates psychoanalytic interpretation with
art-historical, linguistic, and philosophical perspectives. Within such a multifaceted framework,
Freudian theory can illuminate the psychic dimensions of concealment, desire, and identity in his work,
while remaining one interpretive strand among others rather than an exhaustive explanatory key.

René Magritte’s paintings offer a profound exploration of symbolism, hidden identity, perception, and
the unconscious mind within modern Western art. By placing ordinary objects in extraordinary
configurations, he constructs a visual language that both reflects and interrogates the symbolic
operations of the unconscious as theorised by Freud. Interpreted through concepts such as repression,
dream symbolism, unconscious mental processes, and sublimation, works like The Son of Man, The
Lovers, and The Human Condition demonstrate how concealed psychological realities can be
communicated through deceptively simple images. Magritte’s legacy thus shows that Surrealism is not
only a matter of dreamlike imagery but also an intellectual investigation into the invisible structures that
shape human consciousness and perception.

A comparative psychoanalytic reading of Van Gogh, Dali, Munch, and Magritte shows that each artist
visualises the unconscious, psychological conflict, dreams, symbolism, and creativity in distinct yet
related ways. While they belong to different movements and contexts, their works converge around the
exploration of the human psyche and can be understood, in Freudian terms, as symbolic articulations of
repressed emotions, unconscious wishes, inner conflicts, and complex psychological experiences.
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Manifestation of the Unconscious Mind

Freud defined the unconscious as the deepest layer of the psyche, containing repressed wishes, traumatic
memories, fears, and unresolved emotional conflicts that continue to shape behaviour and creativity.

Across the four artists, this domain appears through different visual strategies.

e In Vincent van Gogh, the unconscious emerges through expressive colour, agitated brushwork,
and emotionally charged compositions that communicate loneliness, instability, anxiety, and
psychic pain, turning subjective affect into visible form.

e In Salvador Dali, the unconscious is staged through dream imagery, distorted objects, melting
forms, and irrational landscapes, echoing Freud’s notion of dreams as symbolic expressions of
unconscious desire.

e In Edvard Munch, unconscious life appears as existential anxiety, fear, trauma, and emotional
suffering; distorted figures and intense colour schemes externalise deep psychological distress

e In René Magritte, the hidden mind is suggested through familiar objects placed in unfamiliar
contexts; instead of overt emotional turmoil, he uses symbolic displacement and visual paradox
to question identity, perception, and reality, thereby intimating the covert operations of the
unconscious.

Thus, while all four engage the unconscious, their methods reflect divergent biographies, aesthetic
commitments, and stylistic priorities.

Dreams and Visual Imagination

Freud famously described dreams as the “royal road to the unconscious,” emphasising that they reveal
repressed wishes through symbolic imagery and associative logic rather than literal narrative.

e Among the four, Salvador Dali most directly embodies Freudian dream theory: works such as
The Persistence of Memory (1931) and Dream Caused by the Flight of a Bee Around a
Pomegranate a Second Before Awakening (1944) suspend conventional time, space, and
causality, producing narratives that mimic dream-work mechanisms like condensation and
displacement.

o René Magritte also generates dreamlike effects, but instead of depicting dreams themselves, he
destabilises the boundary between reality and illusion, prompting viewers to experience ordinary
scenes as uncanny and to seek hidden meanings beneath apparently rational appearances.

e Vincent van Gogh is less concerned with dreams than with heightened emotional experience; his
visionary skies and charged landscapes derive more from affective intensity than from explicit
oneiric structure.

e Edvard Munch focuses primarily on existential dread and anxiety rather than dream imagery,
using compositional distortion and colour to present states of mind that resemble waking
nightmares rather than nocturnal dreams.

Accordingly, Dali offers the most explicit visualisation of Freudian dream analysis, while the others
channel unconscious experience through alternative psychological registers.
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Sublimation

Freud understood sublimation as the transformation of instinctual energies and repressed impulses into
socially valued creative activity.

e Van Gogh sublimates loneliness, depression, and emotional instability into works of intense
chromatic and gestural expressiveness, converting private suffering into paintings of enduring
cultural resonance.

e Munch transforms grief, illness, death, and existential anxiety into emotionally charged
narratives that articulate universal dimensions of human vulnerability.

o Dali channels unconscious fears, erotic impulses, and psychological tensions into meticulously
crafted surreal compositions that transcend ordinary reality and invite psychoanalytic
interpretation.

e Magritte reworks philosophical and psychological questions about identity, reality, and
perception into symbolic configurations of everyday objects, turning introspective and
conceptual concerns into shared visual problems.

In each case, artistic creation functions as a process of psychic transformation, re-directing deeply
personal material into artworks that communicate beyond individual biography.history.

Symbolism

Freud argued that the unconscious communicates most effectively through symbols, especially in
dreams and cultural productions. Symbolism is therefore central to all four artists, though it operates
differently in each oeuvre.pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih+1

e Van Gogh employs motifs such as starry skies, cypress trees, wheat fields, and swirling clouds
as symbols of emotional intensity, spiritual yearning, and the proximity of life and death.

o Dali repeatedly returns to melting clocks, ants, eggs, crutches, deserts, and deformed bodies as
emblems of unconscious desire, decay, anxiety, sexuality, and psychic transformation.

e Munch deploys distorted faces, blood-red skies, undulating lines, and isolated figures to
symbolise fear, alienation, existential despair, and trauma.

e Magritte converts apples, bowler hats, curtains, mirrors, windows, birds, and veiled faces into
symbols of hidden identity, mystery, perception, and the limits of knowledge.

Although all rely on symbolic imagery, the meanings and psychological functions of their symbols are
shaped by individual artistic intentions and broader stylistic frameworks.rep.

Psychological Conflict and Artistic Expression

Freud’s structural model—Id, Ego, Superego—posits that personality is formed through ongoing
internal conflict, which often finds symbolic resolution in dreams, symptoms, and creative
works.scribd+1

e Van Gogh’s emotional intensity, unstable rhythms, and heightened colour relationships can be
read as visual corollaries of tension between impulsive drives and the demands of reality and
conscience.artincontext+1

e Munch stages conflict through scenes of anxiety, fear, isolation, and suffering, suggesting a
psyche caught between desire for connection and terror of loss or annihilation.blog.artsper+1
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e Dali dramatises conflict by juxtaposing dream and waking reality, staging the incursion of
unconscious impulses into rational perception and thereby visualising clashes between pleasure
principle and reality principle.assets-global.website-files+1

e Magritte expresses conflict at the level of cognition and representation, confronting viewers with
paradoxes that destabilise certainties about what is seen and known, thereby echoing the tension
between conscious understanding and unconscious opacity.

e Despite divergent idioms, all four reveal the kinds of internal tensions Freud regarded as

foundational to both neurosis and creativity.

Comparative Table of Key Dimensions

Criteria Vincent van Gogh Salvador Dali Edvard Munch  René Magritte
Artistic Post-Impressionisma ~ Surrealismartfilema  Expressionismblo Surrealismartincont
Movemen rtincontext gazine g.artsper ext
t
Dominant Depression, Dreams and the Anxiety and Symbolism,
Psycholog loneliness, emotional unconsciousartfilem existential identity,
ical turmoilartincontext agazine+1 fearblog.artsper+ = perceptionartincont
Theme 1 ext+1
Primary  Sublimation and Dream analysis and Anxiety, trauma, Symbolism and
Freudian affecthistory.osu+1 desireassets- repressionrep.rou = representationrep.ro
Emphasis global.website- tledge+1 utledge+1
files+1
Visual Expressive  colour, Dream imagery, Distorted figures, Symbolic everyday
Language dynamic irrational emotional objects, visual
brushworkartinconte = compositionsartfile  colourblog.artspe = paradoxartincontext
xt magazine r+1 +1
Represent The Starry The Persistence of The The Son of
ative Nightartincontext Memoryartfilemaga Screamedvardmu Manartfilemagazine
Artwork zine nch +1
Psycholog Emotional conflict, Unconscious desire, Existential Hidden identity,
ical Focus instabilityartincontex = dream suffering, limits of
t+1 logicartfilemagazine anxietyblog.artsp = knowledgeartincont
+1 er+1 ext+1

Findings of the Comparative Analysis

The comparative study indicates that Freud’s concepts of the unconscious, dream-work, sublimation,
and symbolism provide a robust theoretical framework for interpreting modern Western painting.
Although each artist developed a distinct visual language within specific movements and contexts, all
four transformed psychological experience into symbolic form that invites psychoanalytic reading.

Van Gogh’s work foregrounds emotional intensity and psychic instability; Dali visualises dreams and
unconscious desire with particular explicitness; Munch reveals existential fear and trauma; and Magritte
investigates hidden identity, perception, and cognitive mystery through symbolic everyday objects.
Taken together, their paintings show that modern art extends far beyond aesthetic surface, functioning
as a visual discourse of the unconscious that records emotions, repressed wishes, conflicts, and

existential concerns in symbolic terms. Within this context, Freudian psychoanalytic theory remains a
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productive interdisciplinary tool for elucidating the psychological dimensions of modern art, provided
it is used alongside historical, cultural, and formal analysis rather than as a singular explanatory key.

Conclusion

This study has explored how the unconscious mind manifests in Western painting by applying Sigmund
Freud’s psychoanalytic theory to selected works by Vincent van Gogh, Salvador Dali, Edvard Munch,
and René Magritte. Through a qualitative, comparative approach, it has argued that painting functions
not only as an aesthetic practice but also as a symbolic medium through which artists externalise
unconscious processes, emotional conflicts, repressed desires, memories, and psychological
experiences.

From the standpoint of Freud’s concept of the Unconscious Mind, each artist was shown to develop a
distinctive visual language grounded in deeply personal experience. Van Gogh’s expressive colours and
energetic brushwork reveal emotional instability, psychological distress, and inner conflict. Dali
translated dreams, unconscious imagery, and irrational associations into Surreal compositions that
resonate closely with Freudian dream theory. Munch visualised anxiety, fear, mortality, and existential
suffering through emotionally charged imagery and expressive distortions. Magritte, in turn, explored
hidden identity, reality, and the enigmas of the unconscious by symbolically reconfiguring ordinary
objects within paradoxical pictorial contexts.

The analysis also underscored the centrality of Freud’s concept of Sublimation for understanding artistic
creativity. In all four cases, personal suffering, psychological tension, fear, insecurity, and repressed
emotion were transformed into culturally meaningful artworks. Painting thus emerged as both a creative
act and a cathartic process through which artists achieve forms of emotional articulation and
self-expression not otherwise accessible.

Freud’s notions of Dream Analysis and Symbolism proved especially productive in interpreting modern
Western painting. Dali’s and Magritte’s works demonstrated how dream imagery, symbolic objects, and
visual paradoxes can function as expressions of unconscious processes. At the same time, Van Gogh’s
chromatic intensity and dynamic compositions, alongside Munch’s distorted forms and emotionally
charged visual language, were shown to symbolise profound inner experience without necessarily
depicting dreams directly.

The comparative analysis revealed that, despite substantial differences in style, technique, movement,
and historical context, the four artists share a common psychological orientation rooted in the
exploration of the human mind. Each developed a unique visual idiom through which unconscious
experiences, emotional conflicts, and psychological realities were translated into artistic form. In this
sense, Freud’s psychoanalytic theory provides a valuable analytical framework for elucidating the
psychological dimensions of modern Western painting. At the same time, the study recognises that
psychoanalysis alone cannot exhaust the complexity of artistic production: social, cultural, historical,
philosophical, and aesthetic contexts also crucially inform meaning. Psychoanalytic interpretation
should therefore be regarded as a powerful but non-exclusive mode of analysis.

Overall, the research contributes to Art History, Psychology, and Visual Arts Studies by demonstrating
the ongoing relevance of Freudian psychoanalytic theory for understanding the psychological content
of modern Western painting, and by highlighting the importance of integrating psychological
perspectives into contemporary art-historical inquiry.
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Recommendations
On the basis of these findings, several recommendations can be proposed:

o Strengthen interdisciplinary integration between Art History and Psychology in university
curricula so as to foster deeper insight into artistic creativity and reception.

o Encourage comparative studies that bring Freud’s psychoanalytic concepts into dialogue with
other major psychological thinkers such as Carl Jung and Jacques Lacan in visual-arts research.

e Promote multidisciplinary approaches that combine psychology, philosophy, visual culture,
aesthetics, and cognitive science in the interpretation of modern and contemporary artworks.

e Support museums, galleries, and research institutions in developing digital archives, exhibitions,
and research initiatives focused on psychoanalytic interpretations of visual art.

o Emphasise symbolic, conceptual, and psychological methods of analysis alongside technical and
formal training in art education.

e Pursue comparative studies between Freudian psychoanalysis and frameworks such as Jung’s
Collective Unconscious, Lacanian psychoanalysis, Cognitive Psychology, and Neuroaesthetics
to broaden theoretical perspectives.

o Extend psychoanalytic approaches beyond painting to include modern sculpture, photography,
installation art, digital art, and Al-generated imagery.

o Devote greater scholarly attention to the relationship between Art and Mental Health, particularly
to the therapeutic and psychological functions of artistic practice for both artists and viewers.

Research Contribution

The principal contribution of this study lies in its integrated comparative psychoanalytic analysis of
selected works by Vincent van Gogh, Salvador Dali, Edvard Munch, and René¢ Magritte within a single
Freudian framework. Whereas prior scholarship has often focused on individual artists or movements,
this research has examined how their respective visual languages collectively articulate the Unconscious
Mind, Dream Analysis, Sublimation, and Symbolism.

In addition, the application of Freudian psychoanalytic theory to Western painting remains relatively
underdeveloped within regional Indian-language academic discourse. By offering a systematic
theoretical and analytical model for interpreting modern Western painting, the study contributes to the
interdisciplinary development of Art History, Psychology, and Visual Arts Studies in this context and
provides a foundation for future research and teaching.

Limitations of the Study
As with all academic work, the present study has several limitations:

e It is confined to representative works by four Western artists—Van Gogh, Dali, Munch, and
Magritte—so its conclusions cannot be generalised to all Western art or all modern movements.

e The analysis is grounded primarily in Freud’s psychoanalytic theory; alternative frameworks
(Jung, Lacan, Cassirer, Merleau-Ponty, Cognitive Psychology, etc.) are acknowledged but not
examined in detail.

IJCRT2607325 | International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org | d176


http://www.ijcrt.org/

www.ijcrt.org © 2026 IJCRT | Volume 14, Issue 7 July 2026 | ISSN: 2320-2882

Given its qualitative, interpretative methodology, the findings inevitably involve a degree of
subjectivity; different researchers may derive divergent readings from the same artworks.

Only selected paintings from each artist have been considered, meaning that some conclusions
apply specifically to those works rather than to the oeuvre as a whole.

The study focuses on psychological interpretation and does not extensively engage other critical
lenses such as social, political, feminist, postcolonial, economic, or visual-culture approaches.

These limitations indicate the need for further research that expands the corpus, diversifies theoretical
perspectives, and incorporates additional methodological tools.

Scope for Future Research

The study opens several promising avenues for further interdisciplinary inquiry at the intersection of
psychology and visual art:

Comparative analyses of Freud’s and Jung’s psychoanalytic theories in relation to Western
painting and other media.

Psychoanalytic studies of major movements such as Surrealism, Expressionism, Cubism, and
Abstract Expressionism as collective visual articulations of unconscious experience.

Investigations into unconscious processes in the work of modern and contemporary Western
artists, including less-studied figures and non-canonical traditions.

Psychoanalytic readings of Digital Art, Al-generated imagery, and broader contemporary visual
culture.

Research into the relationship between Art and Mental Health, including clinical, therapeutic,
and community-based perspectives.

Multidisciplinary projects that combine Visual Culture Studies, Neuroaesthetics, Cognitive
Psychology, and Art History to examine perception, affect, and meaning-making in art.

Psychological studies of museum visitors’ perceptions, emotional responses, and interpretive
strategies when engaging with artworks.

Psychoanalytic analyses of modern European sculpture, photography, installation art, and
multimedia practices.

Pursued collectively, these directions can deepen our understanding of the complex relationships among

artistic creativity, psychological processes, and visual culture, and further enrich the dialogue between
Art History, Psychology, and Contemporary Visual Studies.
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