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THE SCHIRN KUNSTHALLE FRANKFURT PRESENTS THE FIRST SOLO EXHIBITION
DEVOTED TO THEODORE GERICAULT IN GERMANY

GERICAULT
IMAGES OF LIFE AND DEATH

October 18, 2013 — January 26, 2014
Press preview: Thursday, October 17, 2013, 11 a.m.

From October 18, 2013, to January 26, 2014, the Schirn Kunsthalle Frankfurt presents the first
solo exhibition on Théodore Géricault (1791-1824) in Germany. The short-lived painter was one
of the great masters of nineteenth-century French painting, and is considered a forerunner of
French Romanticism. Géricault’s pictures exude an almost ebullient force of life, which always
stands with one foot next to the abyss. With roughly 130 loans from Paris, Lyon, Montpellier,
Ghent, Brussels, London, New York, Los Angeles, and elsewhere the wide-ranging Frankfurt
exhibition focuses on two of the French artist’s core thematic complexes: the physical suffering of
modern man, most impressively expressed in his pictures of severed heads and limbs linking life
and death, and his psychic torments, masterfully illustrated in Géricault’s portraits of
monomaniacs. In a focused overview these two groups of works are placed in the context of his
ceuvre as well as in the art of his time, thus shedding new light on Géricault’s intellectual
assumptions and his connection to the history of medicine and illustrating the reciprocal
relationship between art and science. Sixty-two works by Géricault are thus juxtaposed with works
by Francisco de Goya, Eugene Delacroix, and Adolph Menzel. The exhibition, curated by Gregor
Wedekind, presents Géricault’s novel, observant vision of the fate of modern man, and gives an
impression of the artist’s radical realism, which assures him a crucial position in the history of
European art. Situated midway between the unsentimental perspective of science and the
Romantic fondness for the unfathomable, Géricault’s profoundly human pictures call into question
our traditional understanding of realism and Romanticism as mutually exclusive styles of his
epoch. Of particular note is the presentation in Frankfurt of four of Géricault’s five famous
Monomaniacs. Such a presentation was possible only once before, in 1991 at the major Géricault
retrospective in Paris’s Grand Palais. The missing fifth portrait, which cannot be loaned, is
replaced by a painting created specifically for the present exhibition by the South African artist
Marlene Dumas (born 1953), who currently lives in Amsterdam. In an impressive and surprising
way, her work serves as a contemporary counterpoint to Géricault's masterpieces.

“Géricault. Images of Life and Death” is being supported by the Kulturfonds Frankfurt RheinMain
within the framework of the project “Impuls Romantik” and has additional support from the Georg
and Franziska Speyer’sche Hochschulstiftung and the Verein der Schirn Freunde e.V.

In his brief lifetime Théodore Géricault, born in Rouen in 1791, produced an extensive ceuvre, one
that includes a number of masterworks. Above all there is The Raft of the Medusa from 1819
(never loaned by the Louvre), in which the artist, in an empathetic dramatization, turned to an
existential event that shows men exposed to their physical limitations. By turning the event into a
history painting, Géricault added fuel to the political scandal surrounding the fact that the French
government failed to rescue the castaways from the shipwrecked frigate Medusa. A tendency
toward extremes characterized Géricault’s personal life as well. He became involved in a hopeless
love relationship with his uncle’s wife, and his avid devotion to riding led to several falls from his
horse, as a result of which he died in 1824, after extreme suffering, at the age of thirty-two.

“The fundamental issues of just how far pictures may go, today the subject of heated debate,

whether they should be allowed to cross boundaries and which ones, what sorts of subjects
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pictures are capable of representing — all these are first acutely raised in Géricault. Although he is
unquestionably one of the major artist figures of the nineteenth century, there has never before
been an exhibition in Germany devoted solely to this great French Romantic painter. With our
‘Géricault. Images of Life and Death’ we are rectifying that,” says Max Hollein, director of the
Schirn.

The exhibition’s curator, Gregor Wedekind (Johannes Gutenberg-University, Mainz) adds: “The art
of Théodore Géricault is characterized by struggle and strength. Its struggle had to do with his
attempt to capture life. Its strength lies in its readiness to wager all on a single card. Juxtaposed
with works by Goya, Delacroix, and Menzel, the artist's works in this exhibition show his
painstaking observation and determined exploration of the tragic fate of modern man. Out of these
he produced his pictures of life and death, which in their radical realism occupy a key position in
the history of European art.”

The exhibition, organized by the Schirn Kunsthalle Frankfurt and Museum for Fine Arts, Ghent is
divided into four subject areas:

The first group of works, under the title “Battles”, brings together Géricault’s early depictions of
warfare, especially his engagement with the fate of soldiers, shown here on the basis of important
studies for the large-format paintings The Charging Chasseur (1812) and The Wounded
Cuirasseur (1814), both in the Louvre, as well as The Return from Russia (1818) in the
Bibliotheque Nationale de France, Paris. In addition to subjects related to war and battle there are
also some of his few works devoted to relations between man and woman, including Satyr and
Nymph (1817, Princeton University Art Museum) and Satyr and Bacchante (circa 1817/18, Musée
des Beaux-Arts, Rouen). The artist formulates the sexual encounter between the sexes as a
potentially or actually violent one in part in the guise of myth and in such a way that it is scarcely to
be distinguished from a wrestling match. These motifs relating to battles are complemented by
other works in this first section — above all the masterful lithographs from his London suite (1821,
Bibliothéque Nationale de France) — that deal with such issues as class struggle, racial conflict,
the life-and-death struggle between man and beast, etc.

The second section is devoted to Géricault’s study of “Bodies”. With it the painter perfected his
ability to depict figures, of course, but more importantly he early on sought to enhance the
expressive potential of the body, to translate the effects of an existential experience like shipwreck
into body language. His pictures of anatomical fragments in still-life arrangements can be
compared to traditional medical and painterly anatomical illustrations like those of Jacques-Fabien
Gautier d’Agoty (1748), Jacques Gamelin (1779), or George Stubbs (1756-58, Royal Academy of
Arts, London). One sees the degree to which Géricault broke from traditional iconography and
previous moralizing depictions and developed a highly independent approach, one informed by
the greatly expanded anatomical knowledge of the human body in his day as well as the
increasing influence on artists of medical lectures. The disgusting is by no means prettified, yet his
art lends it force and beauty, thanks to which the viewer is led by death to a more intense feeling
of melancholy. As in The Raft of the Medusa, in these body fragments the viewer is not confronted
by the realism of the anatomy amphitheater but rather by a shifting of the disgusting and
nauseating into the realm of aesthetics. Géricault’s approach has nothing to do with a fascination
with morbidity; his intention was to do justice to contemporary experiences of reality.

The exhibition’s third section is titled “Heads” and presents such masterworks as a portrait study
from the Getty Museum in Los Angeles and the Head of a White Horse (1816/17) from the Louvre.
In his studies of heads Géricault leaves behind the earlier tradition of the téte d’expression going
back to Charles Le Brun, that is the lore surrounding the interpretation of facial expressions.
Instead, he attempts to combine the achievments of anatomical researches in his time with a
psychological penetration of the subject. In this he was surely influenced by the physiognomy of
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Johann Caspar Lavater as well as by phrenology, which suddenly became the rage all across
Europe at the beginning of the nineteenth century. Its pseudo-scientific investigations into the
relationship between one’s aptitudes and the shape of one’s head culminated in the measurement
and mapping of the skull — cranioscopy — and had a major influence on art. But Géricault was not
inclined to such schematization. His interest in the living took into account the psychological as
well as the social aspects of human existence. In his depictions of severed heads, finally, as
clinical as they are unflinching, the artist maximized the violent aspect of death as dealt with in
medicine as well as in its political or judicial uses and the horror in its effect on the viewer. What
interested him here was precisely what could not be ascertained by medicine or accepted
politically. Géricault painted pictures beyond pictures and portraits beyond portraits, in the sense
that he tried to make visible spiritual states beyond systematic readings of the passions.

His most radical step in this direction is represented by his five portraits of the mentally ill, which
are the focus of the fourth and last section of the exhibition titled “Crises”. Four of his famous
Monomaniacs have been brought together from the Museum for Fine Arts, Ghent, the Musée des
Beaux Arts in Lyon, Paris’s Louvre, and the Michele and Donald D’Amour Museum of Fine Arts in
Springfield, Massachusetts. These are supplemented by a contemporary work by Marlene Dumas
(Monomaniac of Military Command, 2013). In their vacant expressions the portraits of
monomanics illustrate the tipping point arrived at by modern man subjected to excessive anxiety.
Géricault’s art can be seen in the context of a change in the treatment of psychic illnesses around
the turn from the eighteenth to the nineteenth century. Instead of the physical restraint previously
imposed on psychiatric patients, a more modern understanding of psychic disorders and therapies
employed in their treatment brought about a wholly new perception of such patients and
accordingly a change in their position in society. To illustrate the direct connection between
Géricault’s art and this revolution in the history of ideas and of science, his pictures are juxtaposed
with medical depictions of madness. In addition to drawings, illustrations, and individual paintings
by other artists, one can also see here the first photographic representations of psychiatric
patients produced by Hugh Welch Diamond and Henry Hering around the middle of the nineteenth
century.

GERICAULT. IMAGES OF LIFE AND DEATH
An exhibition presented by the Schirn Kunsthalle Frankfurt and the Museum for Fine Arts, Ghent.

ARTIST LIST: David d’Angers, Ernest Joseph Bailly, Jacques Raymond Brascassat, Jean-
Baptiste Carpeaux, Charles-Emile Callande de Champmartin, Nicolas-Toussaint Charlet, Caius
Gabriel Cibber, Léon Coignet, Alexandre Correard, Eugene Delacroix, Marlene Dumas, Johann
Heinrich Fissli, Théodore Géricault, Anne Louis Girodet-Trioson, Francisco de Goya, Henry
Hering, William Hogarth, Charles Le Brun, Adolph Menzel, Heinrich Merz (after Wilhelm von
Kaulbach), John Hamilton Mortimer, George Romney, Johann Gottfried Schadow, George Stubbs,
Horace Vernet, James Ward, Dr. Hugh Welch Diamond, Antoine Wiertz.

HISTORICAL MEDICAL TREATISES AND ILLUSTRATIONS: Charles Bell, John Bell, Carl
Gustav Carus, Jean-Etienne-Dominique Esquirol, Georges-Francois-Marie Gabriel, Jacques
Gamelin, Jacques Fabien Gautier d’Agoty, Johann Caspar Lavater, Giuseppe Del Medico,
Charles Monnet, Philippe Pinel, André Pierre Pinson, Ambroise Tardieu.

CATALOG: Géricault: Bilder auf Leben und Tod (Géricault: Images of Life and Death). Edited by

Gregor Wedekind and Max Hollein, with a foreword by Max Hollein and Catherine de Zegher and
texts by Gregor Wedekind, Bruno Chenique, Bruno Fornari, Claude Quétel, and Kristin Schrader.
German/English, 224 pages with circa 240 color illustrations, Hirmer Verlag, Munich, ISBN 978-3-
7774-2077-6 (German), ISBN 978-3-7774-2068-4 (English), each 29.80 € (Schirn), circa 39.90 €

(book trade).
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VENUE: Schirn Kunsthalle Frankfurt, Rémerberg, D-60311 Frankfurt. DURATION: October 18,
2013-January 26, 2014. INFORMATION: www.schirn.de; e-mail: welcome@schirn.de; telephone:
+49.69.29 98 82-0; fax: +49.69.29 98 82-240. ADMISSION: 7 €, discounted 5€, family ticket 14 €;
combination ticket with the exhibition “Brasiliana. Installations from 1960 to the Present” 14 €,
discounted 10 €; free for children under eight. PRIOR SALE: Tickets are available online at
www.schirn.de. GUIDED TOURS: Tuesday 5:00 p.m., Wednesday 8:00 p.m., Friday 11:00 a.m.,
Saturday 3:00 p.m., Sunday 11 a.m. CURATOR: Prof. Dr. Gregor Wedekind. PROJECT
DIRECTOR: Kristin Schrader. SPONSORED BY: Kulturfonds Frankfurt RheinMain within the
framework of the project “Impuls Romantik”. ADDITIONAL SUPPORT FROM: The Georg und
Franziska Speyer'sche Hochschulstiftung and the Verein der Schirn Freunde e.V.

SOCIAL MEDIA: For this exhibition the Schirn communicates on the Social Web with the following
hashtags: #gericault #schirn ONLINE MAGAZINE: www.schirn-magazin.de FACEBOOK:
www.facebook.com/Schirn TWITTER: www.twitter.com/Schirn

YOUTUBE: www.youtube.com/user/SCHIRNKUNSTHALLE INSTAGRAM: @schirnkunsthalle

PRESS CONTACT: Axel Braun (press director, PR), Pamela Rohde (press spokeswoman),
Simone Kramer, Lara Schuh (Trainee). SCHIRN KUNSTHALLE FRANKFURT, Rémerberg, D-
60311 Frankfurt. TELEPHONE: +49.69.29 98 82-148. FAX: +49.69.29 98 82-240.

E-MAIL: presse@schirn.de, www.schirn.de (texts, pictures, and films can be downloaded under
PRESSE), www.schirn-magazin.de
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