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The Courage to be Vulnerable. Egon Schiele’s Nude Self-Portrait, Grimacing

The text analyses the dialogue between the individual and society through Egon Schiele’s portraits and self-portraits, 
highlighting how the Austrian artist used his own image to explore emotions and social norms. In the work Nude 
Self-Portrait, Grimacing, Schiele employs awkward poses, physical distortions and expressive lines to portray 
anguish and psychological introspection. His self-portraits, devoid of background and characterised by stark nudity, 
confront the viewer with uncomfortable truths, challenging traditional aesthetics. The portrait is a poignant 
exploration of suffering and pain, but at the same time speaks of courage. This courage is evident in the artist’s 
willingness to vulnerably expose herself to the viewer, forcing the audience to confront her pain and truth. 

The Courage to be Vulnerable. Egon Schiele’s Nude Self-Portrait, Grimacing

Il testo analizza il dialogo tra individuo e società attraverso i ritratti e autoritratti di Egon Schiele, sottolineando 
come l’artista austriaco abbia usato la propria immagine per esplorare emozioni e norme sociali. Nell’opera Nude 
Self-Portrait, Grimacing, Schiele impiega pose scomode, distorsioni fisiche e linee espressive per rappresentare 
angoscia e introspezione psicologica. I suoi autoritratti, privi di sfondo e caratterizzati da nudità cruda, affrontano 
lo spettatore con verità scomode, sfidando l’estetica tradizionale. Il ritratto è una toccante esplorazione della 
sofferenza e del dolore, ma al contempo parla di coraggio. Questo coraggio è evidente nella volontà dell’artista di 
esporsi vulnerabilmente allo spettatore, costringendo il pubblico a confrontarsi con il suo dolore e la sua verità.

Nudity, body, deformation, self-portrait, expressionism
Nudità, corpo, deformazione, autoritratto, espressionismo
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Vesper è una rivista scientifica semestrale, multidiscipli-
nare e bilingue, si occupa delle relazioni tra forme e pro-
cessi del progetto e del pensiero. Ponendo lo sguardo al 
crepuscolo, quando la luce si confonde con il buio e l’og-
getto illuminante non è più visibile, Vesper intende leg-
gere l’atto progettuale seguendo e rendendo evidente il 
moto della trasformazione. Pitagora identificò nel pianeta 
Venere sia la stella della sera (Hesperos) che quella del mat-
tino (Phosphoros), i due nomi si riferiscono allo stesso astro 
ma posto in condizioni temporali differenti. Vesper dichia-
ra quindi una posizione più che un oggetto e privilegia il 
situarsi che ne profila lo statuto. Non è qui accesa la luce 
tagliente dell’alba, che promette giorni completamente 
nuovi e alti sol dell’avvenire, ma quella che fa intravedere 
nella penombra una possibilità nell’esistente. 

Richiamando e rinnovando la tradizione delle riviste car-
tacee italiane, Vesper ospita un paesaggio articolato di moda-
lità narrative, accoglie forme di scrittura e stili differenti, 
privilegia l’intelligenza visiva del progetto, dell’espressione 
grafica, dell’immagine e delle contaminazioni tra linguaggi. 
La rivista è pensata nella sua successione di numeri tema-
tici come discorso sulla contemporaneità, nello spazio di 
ogni singolo numero è articolata in un insieme di rubri-
che che gettano luci differenti sul tema. Nel procedere del-
le diverse sezioni – editoriale, citazione, progetto, racconto, 
lezione, saggio, inserto, traduzione, archivio, viaggio, ring, 
tutorial, intervista, fundamentals – mutano i riverberi tra 
idee e realtà, si accende l’intreccio tra evidenze concrete e 
loro potenzialità, potenziali trasformativi, immaginari. Le 
rubriche sono pensate non per aggiornare istantaneamente 
ma per indagare condizioni progettuali e per fornire stru-
menti e materiali dall’ombra lunga. 

Vesper
Journal of Architecture, Arts & Theory

Vesper is a six-monthly, multidisciplinary and bilingual sci-
entific journal which deals with the relationships between 
forms and processes of thought and of design. Gazing into 
the dusk, when light slowly merges with darkness and the 
illuminating object is no longer visible, Vesper aims to inter-
pret the act of designing through tracing and revealing the 
movement of transformation. Pythagoras identified in the 
planet Venus both the evening star (Hesperos) and the morn-
ing star (Phosphoros), assigning the two names to the same 
star observed in different temporal conditions. Vesper thus 
states a perspective rather than an object, privileging the 
condition that defines its status. Rather than the sharp 
light of dawn, heralding a brand-new day and promising a 
brighter future, it is the twilight that allows you to have a 
glimpse at the potential of what is already there.

Following the tradition of Italian paper journals, Vesper 
revives it by hosting a wide spectrum of narratives, wel-
coming different writings and styles, privileging the visual 
intelligence of design, of graphic expression, of images and 
contaminations between different languages. The journal is 
conceived as a series of thematic issues that build a discourse 
on the contemporary. Each issue is divided into sections that 
offer a range of diverse perspectives on the theme analysed: 
editorial, quote, project, tale, lecture, essay, extra, transla-
tion, archive, journey, ring, tutorial, interview, fundamentals. 
Throughout the different sections, reverberations between 
ideas and reality change, connections emerge between tan-
gible facts and their potentials, transformative prospects, col-
lective perception. The principal aim of these sections is not 
to provide instant news, but to offer an in-depth investiga-
tion of different instances of design and to provide tools and 
materials that have a long-lasting effect.
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and powerfully traced in his Nude Self-Portrait, Grimacing. The portrait 
serves as a poignant exploration of suffering and pain, but at the same 
time it speaks of courage. This courage is evident in the artist’s willing-
ness to expose himself vulnerably to the viewer, forcing the public to 
confront his pain and his truth.
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R.A., Egon Schiele 1890-1918. The Midnight Soul of the Artist, Taschen, 
Köln 2000 | Wagner M., Egon Schiele as Representative of an Alternative 
Aestheticism, in Werkner P. (ed.), Egon Schiele. Art, Sexuality, and Viennese 
Modernism, Society for the Promotion of Science and Scholarship, Palo 
Alto 1994 | Whitford F., Expressionism in Berlin and Vienna, in Husslein-
Arco A., Köhler T., Burmeister R., Klee A., Lütgens A. (eds.), Vienna-Berlin: 
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This approach aligns with Schiele’s self-portraits, which are of particular 
interest not only for their artistic merit but also for their profound depth 
of meaning. ‘All his self-portraits were done in front of a mirror, and a 
photo of Schiele staring at his reflection in the mirror, clearly meant to 
be freighted with meaning, seems to speak the questions his portraits try 
to answer: Who am I? What me do I see here?’ (Izenberg 2006, p. 473). 

Egon Schiele often depicts himself naked, symbolising not only the 
nudity of the body but also of the soul. The artist speaks to the world 
so frankly that the viewer may experience discomfort. Schiele explored 
and presented for public viewing the most private moments of a person’s 
life. Naked figures appeared in his paintings and drawings in the most 
intimate and uncomfortable poses, a characteristic also evident in his 
self-portraits. ‘Egon Schiele committed himself to the representation of 
truth rather than beauty’ (Wagner 1994, 82). 

The truth the artist aimed to convey resided in his inner feelings 
and perception of self. ‘Schiele does not aestheticize his nudity, which 
includes male genitalia and the appearance of flayed bodies. They are cre-
ated to shock the viewer from complacency’ (Felton 2015, p. 107). Schiele 
endured the harsh realities of life from a young age, including his father’s 
illness leading to his demise and the family’s hardships, which profound-
ly shaped his worldview. Additionally, he faced numerous everyday chal-
lenges throughout his lifetime. These distressing experiences manifest 
as distortions of form in Schiele’s oeuvre. ‘He turned his own suffering 
into images of men with a calling, men who see what others do not, who 
create what others cannot’ (Leopold 1997, p. 37).

The sitter (artist) as endured his share of misfortunes and sadness and 
now shares his pain with the viewer. ‘The representation of his body as a 
dismembered and degraded site is geared specifically towards inspiring 
pity in the viewer it confronts’ (Blackshow 2007, p. 396). This conveys a 
message to society to confront pain, suffering, and anger. According to 
Theodor Adorno, aesthetic judgment directed towards form stems from 
the fact that form is identified with the expression of suffering (Adorno 
2002, p. 39). It is from this perspective that Schiele distorts his face and 
body, revealing his own state of mind and emotions. In this sense, Schiele 
aligns with Rosenkranz’s theory of form, which argues that adorning ugli-
ness would distort its essence, blurring the distinction between beauty 
and ugliness, and reinforcing the latter as a deceitful aesthetic fabrication 
(Shkepu 2010, p. 57). In his self-portraits, Schiele mainly spoke about per-
sonal problems, the miserable state of the person’s psyche, and to express 
that feeling he resorted to external deformations. The intensity of the 
lines, the position of the body and distortion of forms – these are the 
expressive means that Schiele uses to express the state of mind. And all 
this is complemented by nudity. The emphasis on nudity and eroticism is 
sometimes explained by researchers as revealing narcissistic self-expres-
sion (Calabrese 2006, pp. 334-336). We can agree that Schiele’s double por-
traits can be considered narcissistic: he portrays himself as both a prophet 
and a poet, seemingly paying tribute to the Symbolist theurgic theory: 
the sacred is a human reality revealed by the prophets rather than an oth-
erworldly revelation coming from a god outside humankind (Gerould 
2009, p. 82). However, many of his nude self-portraits, including the key 
work discussed here, reflect deep introspection, positioning the artist at 
the intersection of the Freudian superego and the id, even before Freud 
introduced his theory. If we refer to Clark’s well-known formulation aimed 
at distinguishing between the nude and the naked – to be naked is to be 
deprived of our clothes, and the word implies some of the embarrassment 
most of us feel in that condition, as the word ‘nude’, on the other hand, 
carries, in educated usage, no uncomfortable overtone (Clark 1953, p. 3) –, 
Schiele’s self-portraits are more devoted to nakedness itself, but this naked-
ness causes discomfort not in the sitter, but in the viewer. ‘For Schiele, the 
nude is the most radical form of self-expression not because the body is 
exposed but because the self is grasped entire’ (Steiner 2000, p. 12).

As Danielle Knafo noted ‘Schiele’s art became a vehicle for self-expres-
sion and self exploration’ (Knafo 1993, p. 27). His distinctive style, char-
acterised by distorted figures and expressive lines, challenges traditional 
norms of beauty and confronts viewers with uncomfortable truths about 
human suffering and vulnerability. Schiele’s artistic approach is clearly 

A person and society are engaged in an apparent dialogue, which often 
devolves into a monologue of the individual as an attempt at self-disclo-
sure and public recognition. While a portrait allows artists to delve into 
the world’s depths, a self-portrait serves as introspection and self-disclo-
sure to society, sometimes challenging its norms. The early 20th century 
was marked by significant changes, prompting artists to seek new artistic 
methods that would reflect the profound shifts in society, culture, and 
individual consciousness. Among these artists was Egon Schiele, whose 
unique painting style evolved from initial academic influences and the 
impact of Gustav Klimt, reaching its maturity in the late 1900s and ear-
ly 1910s. Schiele captured the essence of his era by aligning his work 
with the artistic movements of his time, establishing himself as a prom-
inent figure in Austrian Expressionism. Portraits, self-portraits, and dou-
ble self-portraits are central to his oeuvre. In this essay, we will analyse 
Schiele’s Nude Self-Portrait, Grimacing, focusing on its pictorial solutions 
and expressiveness to illustrate the key characteristics of his self-portraits 
and explore how his use of nudity conveys raw emotion, challenges soci-
etal norms, and reflects profound introspection and psychological depth.

In his Nude Self-Portrait, Grimacing the artist stands before us complete-
ly naked, with a distorted facial expression and grotesque dispropor-
tion of his body. As in many of his portraits and self-portraits, Schiele 
uses an unusual composition in this work. The three-quarter body image, 
the seemingly uncomfortable and artificial pose, the asymmetry of the 
body, the long sleeves and large arms, and the sense that the figure bare-
ly fits into the frame all seem designed to convey the inner discomfort 
of the artist-sitter to the viewer. Such uncomfortable poses are typical 
of Schiele’s portraits, especially his self-portraits throughout his crea-
tive life, as seen in works like Standing Male Nude, Back View (1910), Seated 
Male Nude (Self-Portrait) (1910), Self-Portrait with Raised Right Elbow (1914), 
Standing Male Nude in Red Loincloth (1914) etc.

As with most of his paintings, Schiele opts not to include a background 
in this self-portrait, amplifying the impact of the figure emerging from a 
blank sheet of paper. ‘By isolating the depicted person within the picture, 
without the slightest hint of a surrounding environment or landscape, 
Schiele tried to concentrate particularly on his subjects’ (Elger 1998, p. 
246). At the same time, the use of unusual angles and the depiction of 
the sitter isolated from their environment and surroundings create a dis-
turbing and disconcerting effect (Demetrion 1971, p. 7).

Another characteristic feature that we often see in Schiele’s paintings 
is distortion and exaggeration. The emergence of Expressionism enabled 
the unrestricted use of exaggeration as a form of expression. ‘For one of 
the essential traits of Expressionism is its contradictions, its apparently 
chaotic multiplicity of divergent features, its contrasts between freedom 
and fettering, the individual and the masses, intellect and instinct, ide-
alism and anarchy’ (Neugroschel et al. 1980, p. 16). In his paintings and 
especially in his drawings, Schiele begins to ‘play’ with line. He replaces 
the smooth, harmonious lines characteristic of modernism with highly 
expressive, breaking contours. Schiele uses both curved lines and hard, 
angular lines conveying some kind of anxiety. ‘Schiele’s linear style 
expresses emotional, highly subjective approach’ (Comini 1965, p. 107). 

In Nude Self-Portrait, Grimacing the artist omitted the depiction of 
the eyes, a crucial detail in portraiture. Instead, empty orbits con-
front the viewer. The expression on his face conveys anger, stemming 
from suffering, misery, and pain. It echoes the soulful cry reminiscent 
of The Scream by Edvard Munch. Comparing Klimt and Schiele Frank 
Whitford emphasises that in Klimt we find the seductive smile, in Schiele 
it becomes a cry of anguish, a grimace caused by mental and physical 
unease, a hopeless response to an uncertain and unstable world of which 
the artist is an impotent and unwilling victim (Whitford 2013, p. 170). 
The artist employs a grimace in several of his self-portraits. ‘The grimace 
is a mask, which screens out the physiognomy that has become insepa-
rably interwoven with character and personality’ (Schröder 1999, p. 64).

In his portraits, Schiele is not merely a documenter striving for external 
similarity; rather, he is an examiner of essence, willing to prioritise dis-
tortions that reveal the inner world of his subjects over external accuracy. 

Egon Schiele, Nude Self-Portrait, Grimacing, 1910. Pencil, charcoal, brush 
and gouache on paper, 55.8 × 36.7 centimetres. © Albertina, Wien.

A WORK

209Fundamentals208 Vesper | MiserabiliaMane Mkrtchyan

The Courage to be Vulnerable. Egon Schiele’s  
Nude Self-Portrait, Grimacing



Vesper
Rivista di architettura, arti e teoria
Journal of Architecture, Arts & Theory

Vesper è un progetto di | is a project by Pard – Publishing Actions  
and Research Development / Ir.Ide – Infrastruttura di Ricerca 
Integral Design Environment
Dipartimento di Culture del progetto – Dipartimento di eccellenza
Università Iuav di Venezia

Direttrice | Editor
Sara Marini, Università Iuav di Venezia

Consiglio editoriale | Editorial Board
Fabrizio Barozzi, Barozzi Veiga
Francesco Bergamo, Università Iuav di Venezia 
Felice Cimatti, Università della Calabria
Juan Carlos Dall’Asta, Xi’an Jiaotong-Liverpool University
Dario Gentili, Università degli Studi Roma Tre
Sebastián Irarrázaval, Pontificia Universidad Católica de Chile
Angela Mengoni, Università Iuav di Venezia
Nieves Mestre, Universidad Politécnica de Madrid
Alessandro Orsini, Columbia University 
Gundula Rakowitz, Università Iuav di Venezia
Luka Skansi, Politecnico di Milano

Comitato scientifico | Advisory Board
Petar Bojanić, University of Belgrade
Giuliana Bruno, Harvard University
José María Calvo López, Universidad Politécnica de Cartagena 
Emanuele Coccia, École des Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales
Michele Cometa, Università degli Studi di Palermo
Giovanni Corbellini, Politecnico di Torino
Giuseppe D’Acunto, Università Iuav di Venezia 
Serenella Iovino, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill
Andreas Kreul, Universität Bremen 
Andrew Leach, University of Sydney
Gianfranco Marrone, Università degli Studi di Palermo
Pasquale Miano, Università degli Studi di Napoli Federico II
Inés Moisset, Universidad de Buenos Aires - Conicet
Fiamma Montezemolo, University of California, Davis
Andreas Philippopoulos-Mihalopoulos, University of Westminster
Andrea Pinotti, Università degli Studi di Milano
Marko Pogacnik, Università Iuav di Venezia 
Alessandro Rocca, Politecnico di Milano
Eduardo Roig, Universidad Politécnica de Madrid
Annalisa Sacchi, Università Iuav di Venezia
Federico Soriano, Universidad Politécnica de Madrid
Federica Villa, Università degli Studi di Pavia
Mechtild Widrich, School of the Art Institute of Chicago

Redazione | Editorial Staff
Giulia Bersani, Giovanni Carli, Egidio Cutillo, Giacomo De Caro, 
Stefano Eger, Simone Lavezzaro, Francesco Maranelli, Elisa Monaci, 
Andrea Pastorello, Alberto Petracchin, Francesca Rognoni, Riccardo 
Segradin, Davide Zaupa, Luca Zilio. 

Traduzioni | Translations
Laddove non diversamente specificato, tutte le traduzioni dei testi e 
delle citazioni sono di Just!Venice. | Translations of texts and citations 
in this journal are by Just!Venice, unless otherwise specified.

Layout grafico | Graphic Layout
bruno, Venezia

Impaginazione | Layout 
Redazione Vesper | Vesper Editorial Staff

Caratteri tipografici | Typefaces 
Union, Radim Peško, 2006
JJannon, François Rappo, 2019

Editore | Publisher
Quodlibet srl
via Giuseppe e Bartolomeo Mozzi, 23 - 62100 Macerata
www.quodlibet.it

Abbonamento annuo (due numeri) | One Year Subscription (two issues)
Italia | Italy € 25 Estero | International € 50

Per abbonamenti e ulteriori informazioni | For subscriptions and any 
further information: ordini@quodlibet.it

© Vesper. Rivista di architettura, arti e teoria |  
Journal of Architecture, Arts & Theory 

Periodicità semestrale | Six-monthly Journal

Fondi per la pubblicazione | Publication Funding
Dipartimento di eccellenza 2023-2027 - Finanziamento Mur

Iscrizione al Registro Stampa del Tribunale di Venezia n. 4/2019  
del 24/10/2019
Direttore responsabile: Sara Marini

No. 11 | Miserabilia
Autunno | Inverno 2024
Fall | Winter 2024

Autori | Authors
Fabrizia Berlingieri, professoressa associata in Composizione architettonica 

e urbana, Politecnico di Milano.
Alberto Bertagna, professore associato in Composizione architettonica 

e urbana, Università degli Studi di Genova.
Camillo Boano, professore ordinario in Composizione architettonica  

e urbana, Politecnico di Torino.
Guido Boffi, professore associato in Estetica, Università Cattolica  

del Sacro Cuore di Milano. 
Giacomo Brunelli, Photographer, London.
Đorđe Bulajić, dottorando in Composizione architettonica e urbana, 

Politecnico di Milano.
Diana Carta, dottoranda in Composizione architettonica e urbana, 

Sapienza Università di Roma.
Alberto Cervesato, assegnista di ricerca in Composizione architettonica 

e urbana, Università degli Studi di Udine.
Giulia Conti, dottoranda in Composizione architettonica e urbana, 

Università Iuav di Venezia.
Cassandra Cozza, ricercatrice in Composizione architettonica e urbana, 

Politecnico di Milano.
Armando Dal Fabbro, professore ordinario in Composizione architettonica 

e urbana, Università Iuav di Venezia.
Andrea Alberto Dutto, Assistant Professor in Architecture, University 

of Idaho, Moscow.
Edoardo Fabbri, assegnista di ricerca in Composizione architettonica  

e urbana, Università degli Studi Roma Tre.
Cherubino Gambardella, professore ordinario in Composizione 

architettonica e urbana, Università degli Studi della Campania 
“Luigi Vanvitelli”.

Dario Gentili, professore associato in Filosofia morale, Università 
degli Studi Roma Tre.

Massimiliano Giberti, professore associato in Composizione architettonica 
e urbana, Università degli Studi di Genova.

Steven Holl, Architect, Steven Holl Architects, New York.
Stavros Kousoulas, Assistant Professor in Architecture Philosophy and 

Theory, TU Delft.
Giovanni La Varra, professore associato in Composizione architettonica 

e urbana, Università degli Studi di Udine.
Monica Maioli, architetta, Rimini.
Francesco Marullo, Associate Professor in Architecture, University  

of Illinois, Chicago.
Alper Metin, assegnista di ricerca in Storia dell’architettura, Alma Mater 

Studiorum-Università di Bologna.
Mane Mkrtchyan, Senior Researcher, Institute of Arts of National 

Academy of Sciences of Armenia, Yerevan.
Leah Modigliani, Associate Professor of Visual Studies, Tyler School 

of Art and Architecture, Temple University, Philadelphia.
Vinícius Nicastro Honesko, Associate Professor in Contemporary 

History, Universidade Federal do Paraná, Curitiba.
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