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In the second half of the nineteenth century, Richard Wagner 

came to supercede Beethoven as the artist par excellence to 

admire and emulate across all of the arts, though not without a 

struggle. Concerts of his music and performances of his operas 

were often accompanied by vehement public controversy and 

spirited defenses. His influence cut across all artistic disciplines, 

spread through direct exposure to his “music dramas” as well as 

his theoretical writings like Art and Revolution (Die Kunst und die 

Revolution, 1849) and The Art-Work of the Future (Das Kunstwerk 

der Zukunft, 1849). The composer’s ideals were traded in fervent 

dialogues between poets, novelists, critics, painters, sculptors, 

dancers and other composers alike—something made uniquely 

possibile by the density and freedom of cosmopolitan urban cen-

ters like Paris in the mid- to late nineteenth century. The Révue 

wagnérienne, founded by the writer Édouard Dujardin, was ded-

icated entirely to Wagner’s defense and celebration. This direct 

exchange of ideas and techniques between visual and musical art-

ists in a close community allowed for the sister arts of music and 

painting to exert a strong mutual influence.

In Édouard Manet’s Music in the Tuileries Garden (fig. 170), we 

find some of the young Wagnerians gathered in the park for a con-

cert, including Manet himself. There, too, is Charles Baudelaire,  

whose influential poem “Correspondances” figured the syn-

esthesia of sound, color and scent as echoes overlapping in a 

“dark and deep unity,”2 along with composer Jacques Offenbach 

(composer of the operetta Orphée aux enfers, or Orpheus in the 

Underworld, which satirized Gluck and whose overture is the 

source of the music popularly known as the “can-can”), Théophile 
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Gautier (novelist, poet and critic apt to make connections between 

painting and music in his reviews) and Henri Fantin-Latour (best 

remembered for his floral still lifes and his resolute realism despite 

his friendship with so many Impressionists). This dense milieu of 

artistic exchange is what allowed for new, revolutionary and often 

utopian ideas to take hold quickly and be put into practice. 

The notion of a visual art made in emulation of music’s abstract, 

expressive and affective aspects—the ut pictura musica to Horace’s 

ut pictura poesis—became a foundational concept for many of the 

innovations in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and Wag-

nerism was a major part of that shift. It signaled the transition of 

visual artists from depicting a highly finished view of the world-

out-there to how that world registered on the interior, sensing self, 

which would run through Impressionism, Cubism, Synchromism 

and nearly every other modernist movement. Not only in subject 

but in perspective and facture—especially his sensual, subjec-

tivizing handling of paint—Manet’s Music in the Tuileries Garden 

presages much of what is to come at the intersection of these 

170. Édouard Manet (1832–1883). Music in the Tuileries Gardens, 1862.  

Oil on canvas, 30 × 461/2 in. (76.2 × 118.1 cm). National Gallery, London;  

Sir Hugh Lane Bequest, 1917.

sister arts. In fact, Therese Dolan, expanding upon the opinion of 

Clement Greenberg, has argued that this painting and Wagner’s 

Tannhäuser, which premiered the year before, launched modern-

ism itself.3

The Musical Print
Fantin-Latour’s passion for the German composer was frustrated 

when Tannhäuser premiered in Paris in 1861: controversy over 

the production led to its being canceled after three nights, and 

he had a ticket for the fourth.4 In response, he made Tannhäuser 

on the Venusberg, first prepared as a lithograph the same year 

Manet painted Music in the Tuileries Garden, and later reprised in 
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oils (fig. 171). The composition is based on music he had heard in 

concert and second-hand knowledge of the staging. The scene it 

depicts was the most radical and controversial of the performance, 

signaling Fantin-Latour’s identification with the iconoclastic and 

expressive aspects of Wagner—aspects that bridged the Romantic 

and modern artist. This inaugurated an extensive series of music- 

themed prints throughout the rest of his career, most executed 

after a pilgrimage to the Wagner Festival at Bayreuth in 1876 to see 

the complete Ring cycle (figs. 172–5). 

“The soul,” Fantin-Latour once explained, “is like music playing 

behind the veil of flesh; one cannot paint it, but one can make it 

heard or at least try to show what you have thought of it.”5 The 

airy style Fantin-Latour adopted for his Wagner paintings and 

the rough, scratched lines of the lithographs are antithetical to 

the polished realism of his flower paintings. These are techni-

cal shifts meant to express his experience of listening to music, 

171. Henri Fantin-Latour (1836–1904). Tannhäuser on the Venusberg, 

1864. Oil on canvas, 471/4 × 601/4 × 3 in. (120 × 153 × 7.6 cm). Los Angeles 

County Museum of Art; Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Charles Boyer.



172. Henri Fantin-Latour (1836–1904). The Evening Star (L’Etoile du Soir), 1877. 

Lithograph, 113/4 × 85/8 in. (29.7 × 22 cm). Jack Rutberg Fine Arts.

173. Henri Fantin-Latour (1836–1904). Tannhäuser: Act III, The Evening Star 

(Tannhäuser: Acte III, L’Etoile du Soir), 1887. Lithograph, 147/8 × 9 in.  

(22.8 × 14.9 cm). Jack Rutberg Fine Arts.



174. Henri Fantin-Latour (1836–1904). Prelude to Lohengrin, 1898. 

Lithograph, 193/8 × 135/8 in. (49 × 34.6 cm). Jack Rutberg Fine Arts.
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to “make it heard” visually, inspired primarily by Wagner but also  

Berlioz, Schumann and Brahms (fig. 176).6 In this attempt to evoke 

in visual terms the experience of listening, Fantin’s musical prints 

have much in common with Max Klinger’s “Evocation,” from his 

series Brahms Fantasy (Brahms-Phantasie). The German artist 

printed musical scores for several of Brahms’s compositions—he 

and Brahms would become close friends, as well—including the 

Schicksalslied (Song of Destiny), Op. 54, for chorus and orchestra, 

alongside Symbolist imagery redolent with musical associations: 

the composer at the piano, calling up with his song the exulting 

sea nymph and the battling Titans in the sky (fig. 177). For Klinger, 

as well as Fantin-Latour, prints were better suited to darker, more 

ethereal expressions—those closer to music.

The artist’s book has often been considered a “musical” form, 

allowing one to create structure and form across time much in 

the way of musical notation—more than a single painting or draw-

ing ever could. It’s certainly true of Vasily Kandinsky’s poems and 

woodcuts in Sounds (discussed below) but can be registered as 

well in William Blake’s music-indebted Songs of Innocence and of 

Experience. Not only does the title frame the etchings as songs, 

175. Henri Fantin-Latour (1836–1904). Evocation of Kundry (Évocation  

de Kundry), 1898. Lithograph, 161/4 × 19 in. (41.2 × 48.3 cm). Jack Rutberg  

Fine Arts.

176. Henri Fantin-Latour (1836–1904). To Johannes Brahms (À Johannes 

Brahms), 1900. Lithograph, 231/2 × 177/8 in. (59.7 × 45.4 cm). Jack Rutberg  

Fine Arts.



177. Max Klinger (1857–1920). “Evocation,” plate 19 from Brahms Fantasy 

(Brahms-Phantasie), 1894. Etching, engraving, aquatint and mezzotint,  

145/8 × 173/8 in. (37 × 44 cm). Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco;  

Gift of R. E. Lewis, Inc.
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but the form and content of the poems and the designs of the 

illustrations return to music. The introduction to Songs of Experi-

ence begins, “Hear the voice of the Bard!” and the book ends with 

“The Voice of the Ancient Bard,” shown plucking a harp (fig. 178). 

It should come as no surprise, then, that these poems not only 

received musical exegesis at the hands of innovative contempo-

rary composer William Bolcom (in a monumental composition 

process undertaken from 1956 to 1981) but were sung in delightful, 

warbling, quasi-period style with English folk accompaniment by 

none other than Allen Ginsberg in 1969.7

Fantin-Latour’s musical fantasies show most his passion for 

music and the lessons he took from painters of Arcadian concerts 

including Titian and Corot. Like his friend James Whistler, he was 

equally influenced by Japanese ukiyo-e printmaking; Whistler 

wrote to him in 1867 to say, “Look how the Japanese understand 

this! They never search for contrast, but on the contrary for repeti-

tion.”8 Edo Japan was undergoing its own radical urbanization, and 

the role of music performance and the depiction of it by visual art-

ists find intriguing parallel with European capitals in the nineteenth 

century, Paris especially.9 The prints of the “floating world” granted 

European artists a license to depict everyday life, and concert- and 

opera going were a major aspect of the Parisian social fabric. This 

is clearly true in the works of Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, whose 

images of solitary singers and dancers likewise show the influence 

of Japanese prints in rendering the vivid yet ephemeral gestures of 

famous nightclub singers in iconic and static visual form (fig. 179).

Moving in Concert
Manet’s garden concert prefigured Degas and others taking to 

the dancehalls, sketchbooks in hand (figs. 180–3). Like the opera, 

the ballet and popular café-concerts were both a venue for social 

mixing between artists of different backgrounds and a site where 

the potent combination of visual and musical display could inspire 

new art, especially where it merged with physicality, movement 

and visual form through dance. Dancers, as well, took inspiration 

from the visual and musical artists whose company they enjoyed 

and whose work suggested new aesthetic values and choreo-

graphic forms.

Renowned dancer Isadora Duncan (1877–1927) based her cho-

reography on the figures on antique Greek vases and bas-reliefs 

she saw in the British Museum and later the Louvre. Attempting to 

reconstruct or re-present some aspect of ancient art was never 

out of vogue and served her well in elevating dance, considered 

a lowlier form at the time.10 More importantly, her inauguration of 

modern dance practice embodied—literally—avant-garde notions 

of the unconscious expressiveness of music. She danced to the 

work of Chopin, Tchaikovsky and Beethoven as often as to Gluck, 

178. William Blake (1757–1827). “The Voice of the Ancient Bard,” 

plate 25 from Songs of Innocence and of Experience, 1789–94.  

Relief etching with pen, ink and watercolor, 41/4 × 21/2 in. (10.8 × 6.4 cm). 

Yale Center for British Art; Paul Mellon Collection.



179. Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec (1864–1901).  

Yvette Guilbert, 1895. Ceramic, 201/2 × 111/8 ×7/8 in.  

(52 × 28.3 × 2.1 cm). The San Diego Museum of Art;  

Gift of Mrs. Robert Smart.



180. Edgar Degas (1834–1917). The Ballerina, ca. 1876.  

Oil on canvas, 125/8 × 93/8 in. (32.1 × 23.8 cm). The San Diego 

Museum of Art; Museum purchase through the Earle W. 

Grant Acquisition Fund.



181. Henri Matisse (1869–1954). Dancer, 1925–26. Lithograph proof, 97/8 × 161/2 in. (24.9 × 41.9 cm). 

The San Diego Museum of Art; Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Leslie L. Johnson.

182. Henri Matisse (1869–1954). Dancer Reflected in the 

Mirror, 1927. Lithograph, 151/2 × 103/4 in. (39.4 × 27.3 cm).  

The San Diego Museum of Art; Gift of Dr. Leonard and  

Betty Kornreich.

183. Everett Shinn (1876–1953). Stage Costume, 1910. 

Pastel and gouache, 75/8 × 95/8 in. (19.4 × 24.5 cm). The San 

Diego Museum of Art; Bequest of Mrs. Inez Grant Parker.
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Wagner and César Franck. In all “[s]he penetrated into the realm of 

music,” her adopted daughter Maria-Theresa waxed in language 

likely inherited from her mother, “danced its strains, danced the 

inner life, permeating her psyche with its pulsating ebb and flow. 

Her whole body became the bearer of the musical idea. .  .  . The 

outer form was classical and the inner form was musical.”11 It is 

no surprise, then, to find sketches and prints of her dancing in the 

ouevres of many artists, often showing her in her signature Grecian 

dress (fig. 184). To John Sloan, whose Italian Procession, New York 

featuring a music-led parade through Greenwich Village was an 

important foundation to The San Diego Museum of Art’s American 

collection (fig. 186), the San Francisco-born Duncan was emblem-

atic of a new American art modeled on expressive, Whitmanesque 

simplicity (fig. 187). There was an element of sexual freedom to her 

184. Isadora Duncan in an outdoor theater at the Acropolis.  

Jerome Robbins Dance Division, New York Public Library for the  

Performing Arts, Astor, Lenox, and Tilden Foundations.

185. Carl Jennewein (1890–1978). Greek Dance, 1925. Bronze on 

polychromed wood base, 201/2 × 163/8 × 61/2 in. (52.1 × 41.8 × 16.5 cm). 

The San Diego Museum of Art; Gift of Mrs. Henry A. Everett.
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performance and public persona, too; Sloan adored her “great big 

thighs . . . her full solid loins.”12 

But for Abraham Walkowitz, a Russian-born member of the 

coterie gathered around Alfred Stieglitz’s gallery 291,13 drawing 

Isadora Duncan bordered on obsession. Duncan and Walkowitz 

first met in the studio of Auguste Rodin in 1906, and she danced 

to Schumann and Schubert at a salon afterward.14 In the years 

that followed, Walkowitz made some 5,000 images of her, in pen-

cil, ink, watercolor and crayon. “She had no laws,” he later said. 

“She didn’t dance according to rules. She created. Her body was 

music.”15 When taken collectively—they were often presented  

in sets, as shown in his book Isadora Duncan in Her Dances— 

the images possess a sense of the motion and possibilities of 

dance (fig. 188). As a collaborative production between artist and 

dancer, these images are the most varied and vital visual record 

of Duncan’s performances. An apocryphal story has her seeing an 

exhibition of these works in 1916 and exclaiming, “Walkowitz, you 

have written my biography in lines without words.”16 It is a cross-

genre formulation if there ever was one, extended when one reads 

Gertrude Stein’s portrait-in-prose of Duncan, titled “Orta or One 

Dancing” (ca. 1910–11), which in an early draft contained the line: 

“she was then resembling some one, one who was not dancing, 

one who was writing.”17 Like many artists associated with Stieglitz  

186. John Sloan (1871–1951). Italian Procession, 

New York, 1913–25. Oil on canvas, 24 × 28 in. 

(61 × 71.1 cm). The San Diego Museum of Art; 

Museum purchase with funds provided by  

Mr. and Mrs. Appleton S. Bridges.

187. John Sloan (1871–1951). Isadora Duncan, 

1915. Etching, 87/8 × 73/8 in. (22.5 × 18.6 cm).  

The San Diego Museum of Art; Bequest of  

Earle W. Grant.
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and 291 in the 1910s, Walkowitz even saw the potential for abstrac-

tion drawn from Duncan’s movements (fig.  189), which recalls 

Maria-Theresa’s ode to Duncan’s arms “bending upward, seeking 

the sun like a branch in its curve toward the light, all-embracing, 

world-entwining, a full gesture, fertile and endless!”18

Duncan was by no means the only dancer to inspire ekphrastic 

praise in which music was melded into the mode of expression. 

Anna Pavlova’s popular ballroom dance, the Gavotte, was per-

formed to “The Glow-Worm” by German composer Paul Lincke 

and was described as “like the creation of sculpture, thought out, 

felt, modeled, perfected down to the last detail.”19 Malvina Hoff-

man sculpted it in wax to give the garments and flesh a supple-

ness well suited to Pavlova’s style (fig. 191). Pavolva danced in the 

original Ballets Russes production of Cléopâtre (1909), with sets 

and costumes by Léon Bakst, later reinterpreted in Orphic style 

189. Abraham Walkowitz (1878–1965). Isadora Duncan, 1912. 

Graphite on paper, 101/2 × 73/4 in. (26.7 × 19.7 cm). The San Diego 

Museum of Art; Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Norton S. Walbridge.

188. Abraham Walkowitz (1878–1965). Dance Abstraction: 

Isadora Duncan, 1931. Pen and ink, watercolor and graphite 

on paper, 14 × 81/2 in. (35.6 × 21.6 cm). Yale University  

Art Gallery; Gift of Katherine S. Dreier to the Collection 

Société Anonyme.

by Sonia Delaunay-Terk and Robert Delaunay. Pavlova was also 

to star in The Firebird (L’Oiseau de feu, 1910), but between Sergei 

Diaghilev’s preference for male dancers and the “nonsense” (in her 

words) of the music by twenty-eight-year-old Igor Stravinsky, she 

refused to perform it and soon struck out on her own. Both Pav-

lova and Ballets Russes choreographer Michel Fokine borrowed 

from Duncan’s technique and her preference for dancing bare-

foot.20 These productions of the Ballets Russes were occasions not 

only for painters to find subjects or ideas in dancers, or vice versa, 

but for visual artists, scenographers, choreographers, composers, 

dancers, musicians and, of course, impresario Sergei Diaghilev to 

collaborate on a single artistic product—another extension of the 

cross-arts mingling heralded by Wagner and taken as an impera-

tive by the avant-garde.



190. Alexander Calder (1898–1976). Evelyn, 1970. Gouache on paper, 305/8 × 227/8 in. 

(77.8 × 58.1 cm). Pérez Simón Collection, Mexico.

191. Malvina Hoffman (1887–1966). Pavlova Gavotte, 1915.  

Wax, 131/2 × 83/4 × 63/4 in. (34.3 × 22.2 × 17.2 cm). The San Diego 

Museum of Art; Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Richard Reeve.
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In the Music Room
Among the Romantics who presaged much of this turn from ut 

pictura poesis to ut pictura musica, we find other important rela-

tionships. Franz Schubert, the pianist and composer of “Death 

and the Maiden” (String Quartet No. 14 in D minor, D 810, 1824), 

was an intimate friend of the painter Moritz von Schwind. While 

they were part of a larger circle of friends that included musicians, 

artists, writers and publishers, this relationship was the deepest 

and most mutually fruitful. Through Schwind, who was devoted 

to Schubert’s music long after the composer’s untimely death at  

thirty-one, we can see what a contemporary Schubertiade (or eve-

ning of music and poetry to celebrate Schubert’s work) looked like, 

with the man himself at the piano (fig.  192). Through Schubert, 

Schwind kindled a lifelong passion for Mozart, which he hoped 

to develop into a series of paintings of The Magic Flute (Die Zau-

berflöte, 1791). This sketch depicts the Queen of the Night, moon 

rising behind her, with a mix of classical allusion and a sublim-

ity of vision characteristic of the Romantic ethos of art and music 

(fig. 193). It is one of Schwind’s designs for the foyer of the Vienna 

State Opera—some of the only parts of the building not destroyed 

in bombing during World War II—which would, with an additional 

commission to paint the lunettes, extend his depictions to scenes 

from other operas. 

The collusion of the sister arts during the Romantic era was also 

expressed in work made for music rooms. Schwind painted one, A 

Symphony (1852, Neue Pinakothek), that mimics the musical struc-

ture indicated in the title by way of four narrative vignettes telling 

the story of a young man who falls in love with a singer. Philipp 

Otto Runge, the German artist and theorist who corresponded 

with Johann Wolfgang von Goethe on music’s relationship to color 

theory, also conceived of a project for a music room which was 

a suggestive precursor to Wagner’s Gesamtkunstwerk (Total Work 

of Art), in which synthesis across several artistic disciplines was 

the utopian ideal. In Runge’s plans for the Times of Day—Morning, 

Evening, Day, and Night, the harmony between man, nature and 

the divine—and also music, mathematics and color—was treated 

in a profound and complex way (fig. 194). Originally intended to 

be a set of four paintings, the project was left uncompleted upon  

Runge’s death at age thirty-three. Two finished paintings of Morn-

ing (one cut apart and later reconstructed), a set of four prints in 

two editions and his notes toward the final plan emphasize a sense 

of harmony that is circular, rising—a canon for the eyes.

The symphonic treatment of time across the four engravings 

is our only record of the full visual program of the series. Runge 

envisioned these, in their final painted form, being installed in a 

specially designed sanctuary-like space, where they would be 

accompanied by music and poetry. Balance and order in painting 

is best expressed as music, according to Runge, because “music, 

after all, is always that which we call harmony and serenity in 

all three arts. There must be music through words in a beautiful 

poem, just as there must be music in a beautiful picture, and in a 

beautiful building, or in the divers ideas expressed through line.”21 

The final effect of a Times of Day chapel, charting a progression of 

creation, growth, decay and death—of the divine and the earthly 

given a proportioned and balanced visual, musical and poetic 

expression—are suggested by Goethe, who hung the four prints in 

his music room. He reportedly entreated a visitor vigorously, “Just 

look at it: it’s enough to drive you crazy, beautiful, and mad at the 

192. Moritz von Schwind  

(1804–1871). An Evening at Baron 

von Spaun’s: Schubert at the Piano 

among his friends, including the 

operatic baritone Johann Vogl,  

19th century. Pen and ink on paper. 

Wien Museum Karlsplatz.



193. Moritz von Schwind (1804–1871). Queen of the Night, 

ca. 1864–67. Watercolor over graphite, 161/8 × 121/4 in. (41 × 31.1 cm). 

The J. Paul Getty Museum.



194. Philipp Otto Runge (1777–1810). Times of Day—Morning, Evening, Day,  

and Night, 1805. Etching and engraving, each: 341/2 × 235/8 in. (87.5 × 60 cm).  

Printmaker: Johann Gottlieb Seyfert. The Getty Research Institute.
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same time.” The visitor replied, “Yes, just like the Beethoven that is 

being played.”22 The prints hint at what a sumptuous and profound 

experience the finished project would have been and how ahead 

of its time it was.

Collaborative Kandinsky
The frequent contact between artists and the increased credence 

given to aesthetic frameworks linking visual arts and music are no 

doubt a major aspect of their frequent collusion—in spirit and in 

practice—in support of advanced aesthetic agendas. In the begin-

ning of the twentieth century, no visual artist would take Wagner’s 

lead to delve deeply into the synthesis of aesthetic, spiritual and 

psychological influences within artistic production as seriously as 

Vasily Kandinksy. 

Despite later rejecting Wagner, it was at a performance of his 

opera Lohengrin at the Bolshoi Theatre that Kandinsky experi-

enced an overwhelming synesthesia which, along with his first 

encounter with Monet’s haystacks, prompted him to abandon law 

for art. Of the performance Kandinsky said: 

The violins, the deep tones of the basses, and especially the wind 

instruments at that time embodied for me all the power of that 

pre-nocturnal hour. I saw all my colors in my mind; they stood before 

my eyes. Wild, almost crazy lines were sketched in front of me. . . . It 

became, however, quite clear to me that art in general was far more 

powerful than I had thought, and on the other hand, that painting 

could develop just such powers as music possesses.23 

His innovations thereafter depended upon music as a model of 

nonrepresentational art that produces a direct, emotional effect 

on the soul through purely formal means. But he also proposed 

that a stimulus taken in by one sense organ “sets up vibrations 

along the corresponding paths leading away from the soul to other 

sensory organs,”24 so that color can, by way of “inner resonance,” 

directly stimulate hearing just as much as music can cause visual 

forms to appear in the mind’s eye. This synesthesia, springing from 

his own experience of it at the performance of Lohengrin, forms 

the essential core of much of his art theory.

There’s an echo of that experience in his often-quoted synes-

thetic metaphor for painting, how to make it and how to see it: 

“Color is the key. The eye is the hammer. The soul is the piano with 

its many strings. The artist is the hand that purposefully sets the 

soul vibrating by means of this or that key. Thus it is clear that the 

harmony of colors can only be based upon the principle of pur-

posefully touching the human soul.”25 He had specific, schematic 

ideas of what effects certain forms and colors had, leaning heavily 

on the theories of Goethe (who in turn was influenced by Runge, 

much as Paul Klee would be, as well). In describing these, he often 

appealed to musical metaphors: The geometric point was “the ulti-

mate and most singular union of silence and speech,”26 recalling 

his description of black as “an eternal silence, without future, with-

out hope.”27 Yellow was trumpet-like and representative of mad-

ness. Red was reminiscent of a tuba-heavy fanfare when warm and 

bright, the lower registers of a cello when cool and dark. Orange 

was more a viola or alto voice. Violet was an English horn or a 

bassoon. Green was “the expansive middle register of a violin” or, 

more unusually, “a fat, extremely healthy cow, lying motionless, fit 

only for chewing the cud, regarding the world with stupid, lack-

luster eyes.”28 But blue, “the typical heavenly color,” was the most 

important to him:

Blue unfolds in its lowest depths the element of tranquility. As it deep-

ens toward black, it assumes overtones of a superhuman sorrow. . . . 

The brighter it becomes, the more it loses in sound, until it turns into 

silent stillness and becomes white. Represented in musical terms, light 

195. Vasily Kandinsky (1866–1944). Motif from “Improvisation 25,” 

folio 16 from Sounds (Klänge), reprinted in XXe Siècle, no. 3, 1938. 

Woodcut on paper, 121/2 × 93/4 in. (31.8 × 24.8 cm). The San Diego Museum 

of Art; Museum purchase.
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blue resembles a flute, dark blue the ’cello, darker still the wonderful 

sounds of the double bass; while in a deep, solemn form the sound of 

blue can be compared to that of the deep notes of the organ.29

Unlike the nineteenth-century painters, who asked audiences to 

consider their paintings as being like music, Kandinsky’s revolu-

tionary paintings were music. The senses of sight and sound were 

synesthetically linked, inextricably so. The conductor of this visual 

art directs color and line as sonorous elements, chords and mel-

odies, in pursuit of “inner resonance” between viewer and image. 

Considered this way, the sonic effect of Kandinsky’s abstractions 

can become overwhelming in their intensity, their carefully modu-

lated dissonances and sudden harmonies. 

It is crucial to register to what degree these innovations 

depended upon close relationships and frequent collaborations as 

the means of great formal revolution. Kandinsky’s theories criti-

cized an individualistic, commercially driven conception of mod-

ern art in which the artist’s “aim becomes the satisfaction of his 

own ambition and greed. Instead of close collaboration among 

artists, there is a scramble for these rewards.”30 By reorienting art 

on the spiritual, Kandinsky placed the emphasis not only on inward 

revelation but on working in community. Even this has a musical 

cast: the harmonious chamber group or orchestra over the single 

virtuoso has been a figure for social cohesion in many allegorical 

renderings of musical performance (as in Jan Miense Molenaer’s 

Allegory of Fidelity, fig. 67). Collaboration and cooperation were 

elements of Kandinsky’s revision of what art was and how it was 

made, as much as the relationship between the arts and how they 

were integrated into society at large.

The Blue Rider Almanac, edited by Kandinsky and Franz Marc, 

suggests this. In it were reproductions of art not only by mem-

bers of the Blue Rider group but also the wider European avant-

garde (Gauguin, van Gogh, Cézanne, Rousseau, Picasso) and 

the “primitive” African and Persian art that German Expression-

ists were enamored of. There is music by members of the Sec-

ond Viennese School (Arnold Schoenberg and his protégés Alban 

Berg and Anton Webern), essays by Schoenberg and the Russian 

composer Thomas de Hartmann, another on Alexander Scriabin’s  

Prometheus (which had a part composed for a chromatic “light- 

keyboard”) and Kandinsky on stage composition, as well as the 

published version of Kandinsky’s early stage work The Yellow 

Sound (Der Gelbe Klang, 1912). In its composition, the almanac 

was aimed at multiple senses and, as Peter Vergo has noted, was a 

kind of Gesamtkunstwerk itself.31 

This collaborative aspect comes to the fore in considering 

Kandinsky’s works for the stage. For example, his play The Yel-

low Sound was developted with assistance from de Hartmann 

(Kandinsky’s neighbor). Choreography was handled by fellow Rus-

sian Alexander Sacharoff, a painter as well as dancer and a student 

of Isadora Duncan, whom Kandinsky would hail as a kindred spirit 

in On the Spiritual in Art for her vision to create a “dance of the 

future” (as her 1903 speech in Berlin was titled). Instead of scenes, 

the stage piece was made up of six Bilder, or “pictures.” Of the 

creative process that generated The Yellow Sound, Kandinsky later 

said:

I myself experimented while abroad together with a young musician 

and a dancer. The musician picked out from a series of my watercol-

ors the one that seemed the clearest to him with regard to music. In 

the absence of the dancer, he played this watercolor. Then the dancer 

joined us, the musical work was played for him, he set it as a dance 

and then guessed the watercolor he had danced.32

196. Arnold Schoenberg (1874–1951). Autograph manuscript of the first 

edition of The Lucky Hand (Die glückliche Hand). Arnold Schoenberg 

Center, Vienna.
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It is a radical illustration of his theory of the Monumental Artwork of 

the Future (Bühnengesamtkunstwerk) in which motion and color 

and sound have independent, often contrary effects (the musical 

tempo increases while the choreography slows, etc.) and possess 

cryptic symbolism. Words are used sparingly, suspiciously, and 

often repetitively in a way to detach them from their relationship 

to sense, a technique that Kandinsky had used in his prose poems 

gathered in Sounds (Klänge, 1913), the “musical album” that joined 

poems with woodcuts in a book that he felt traced his evolution 

“from the ‘figurative’ to the abstract” (fig. 195).33 

The Yellow Sound was never performed during Kandinsky’s 

lifetime because of the onset of World War I, yet the plans for it 

embed the strategies of Sounds into a fully staged merging of 

artistic forms, an abstract combination of theater, dance, text, 

music, lighting effects, and stage and costume design. As Shu-

lamith Behr has argued, this play represents the culmination of 

Kandinsky’s interest in not only a musical but a theatrical model 

of artistic synthesis,34 illustrative of just how the theoretical and 

the theatrical, the aural and the visual, the inwardly individualistic 

and the outwardly collaborative were all integrated in Kandinsky’s 

radical aesthetic.

197. Arnold Schoenberg (1874–1951). 

Stage design sketch for The Lucky 

Hand (Die glückliche Hand), Scene 1, 

1910. Oil on cardboard, 85/8 × 117/8 in. 

(21.8 × 30.3 cm). Arnold Schoenberg 

Center, Vienna.

Schoenberg and Kandinsky
In this way, The Yellow Sound had much in common with Arnold 

Schoenberg’s The Lucky Hand (Die glückliche Hand, Op. 18, 1913). 

This opera combined visual and aural effect not only through stage 

designs made by Schoenberg himself (figs. 197–9) but through his 

plan for chromatic lighting effects that would mirror the chang-

ing orchestral colors. Composition of The Lucky Hand had begun 

before he met Kandinsky but was completed well into the period 

of their most intense artistic and intellectual comradery. During 

three crucial years, from 1911 to 1914 when the war separated 

them, each gave the other critical encouragement. 

Their first encounter occurred when Kandinksy, along with Franz 

Marc, Gabrielle Münter, Alexej Jawlensky and Marianne Werefkin, 

attended a concert of Schoenberg’s music in Munich on Janu-

ary 2, 1911. On the program was his String Quartet No. 1 (Op. 7) 

and String Quartet No. 2 (Op. 10), five songs taken from Op. 2 and 

Op. 6, and the Three Piano Pieces (Op. 11), this last composition 

commonly seen as one of Schoenberg’s most important, almost 

entirely atonal early works. Kandinsky had been working on his 

Composition series, which suggested his drive towards abstrac-

tion yet remained punctuated by recognizable, often apocalyp-

tic forms—horsemen and angels in rich patches of color. But in 

the progression from the sketches of that concert (fig. 200) to the 
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painting that followed (fig.  201), it is clear how the free tonality 

of Schoenberg’s music gave Kandinsky permission to implement 

more fully his theories for purely abstract painting. 

When the two men began to correspond, it was their mutual 

celebration of the unconcious and the spiritual in art that united 

them. In his first letter to Schoenberg, Kandinsky wrote, “In your 

works, you have realized what I, albeit in uncertain form, have so 

greatly longed for in music. The independent progress through 

their own destinies, the independent life of the individual voices 

in your compositions, is exactly what I am trying to find in my 

paintings.”35 In his reply, Schoenberg wrote, “Every formal pro-

cedure which aspires to traditional effects is not completely free 

from conscious motivation. But art belongs to the unconscious! 

One must express oneself! Express oneself directly!”36 For both, 

this drive asserted itself in the creation of new systems to struc-

ture their iconoclastic expressions and those of their followers: 

Schoenberg’s twelve-tone system of composition for music and 

the formally rigorous theories of nonrepresentational composi-

tion as encapsulated in Kandinsky’s writings at the Bauhaus in the 

1920s. 

Schoenberg was a prolific if inconstant painter before giving 

it up in 1914, though serious enough to have considered it as a 

career over music at one point. His paintings have a coloristically 

198. Arnold Schoenberg (1874–1951). Stage design sketch for  

The Lucky Hand (Die glückliche Hand), Scene 2, 1910. Oil on cardboard, 

85/8 × 117/8 in. (22 × 30 cm). Arnold Schoenberg Center, Vienna.

199. Arnold Schoenberg (1874–1951). Stage design sketch for  

The Lucky Hand (Die glückliche Hand), Scene 3, 1910. Oil on board,  

71/8 × 105/8 in. (18 × 27 cm). Arnold Schoenberg Center, Vienna.

200. Vasily Kandinsky (1866–1944). Sketch for Impression III (Konzert), 

1911. Chalk on paper, 33/8 × 51/4 in. (10 × 14.8 cm). Musée National d’Art  

Moderne, Centre Georges Pompidou.



201. Vasily Kandinsky (1866–1944). Impression III (Konzert), 1911. Oil on 

canvas, 307/8 × 395/8 (77.5 × 100.5 cm). Städtische Galerie im Lenbachhaus, 

Munich.
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bold, symbol-laden quality that cannot help but put one in mind 

of that other titan of Vienna, Sigmund Freud, though Schoenberg 

was more interested in Symbolist and Expressionist antecedants 

(fig. 202).37 As in the third movement of Five Pieces for Orches-

tra (Fünf Orchesterstücke, 1909), Op. 16, which he titled “Farben” 

(“Colors”), his series of painted “gazes” like Blue Gaze (Blauer Blick) 

work by way of minor variations in tone and little-to-no narrative 

content. “A painter,” he said, “. . . grasps with one look the whole 

person—I, only his soul.”38

Reverberations
Kandinsky’s influence on artists of the early twentieth century is 

hard to overstate but mostly made its mark by way of his writings. 

Through his books and essays, Kandinsky transmitted his theo-

ries far and wide; copies of them are recorded in the libraries of 

nearly every major modern painter in Europe and are responsible 

for spreading music-modeled abstraction. Hans Richter and Ezra 

Pound acknowledged his seminal role by respectively naming him 

the father of Dada and mother of Vorticism.39 Marcel Duchamp 

acquired his copy of On the Spiritual in Art in Munich in 1912 and 

202. Arnold Schoenberg (1874–1951). Blue Gaze (Blauer Blick), 

1910. Oil on cardboard, 77/8 × 91/8 in. (20 × 23 cm). Arnold Schoen-

berg Center, Vienna.



203. Robert Delaunay (1885–1941). Female Nude Reading, 1915. 

Oil on canvas, 54 × 423/8 in. (137.2 × 107.6 cm). The San Diego 

Museum of Art; Museum purchase through the Earle W. Grant 

Acquisition Fund.



204. Konrad Cramer (1888–1963). Improvisation, 1912. Oil on  

canvas, 30 × 26 in. (76.2 × 66 cm). The San Diego Museum of Art; 

Museum purchase through the Earle W. Grant Acquisition Fund.
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annotated it heavily.40 Sonia Delaunay-Terk (with Barbara Epstein)41 

would translate the same volume into French, where it would have 

a profound effect on her husband, Robert Delaunay, whose work 

was often interpreted, despite his objections, through a musical 

analogy—notably associated with Orpheus when grouped with the 

abstract work of Kupka under the heading “Orphism” by Guillaume 

Apollinaire (fig. 203). 

His impact among Americans was even more profound: German 

ex-pat Konrad Cramer, the first of the American modernists to put 

Kandinsky’s ideas to use, became acquainted with Kandinsky and 

other members of the Blue Rider while in Munich in 1910. He was 

very much in the thrall of these ideas when he painted Impro-

visation in early 1912 (fig. 204). Marsden Hartley, after devouring 

the German edition of On the Spiritual in Art, made a pilgrimage 

to Munich in 1912 to meet him.42 Gertrude Stein was introduced 

to the prose poems and prints of Sounds through her friendship 

with Hartley and Arnold Rönnebeck, which may have influenced 

her experiments in word repetition.43 Arthur Dove also owned 

the original On the Spiritual in Art in German.44 Walkowitz heavily 

annotated his English edition. Alfred Stieglitz had an extract of it 

translated and published in his journal Camera Work in 1912, made 

sure everyone in his circle was familiar with the Blue Rider Alma-

nac, and purchased the painting Improvisation No. 27 (1912, The 

Metropolitan Museum of Art) from the Armory Show of 1913 to 

hang in his gallery, cementing the deep strain of indebtedness to 

Kandinsky in American art. The milieu around Stieglitz, though not 

as unified and close-knit as sometimes portrayed, is evidence of 

Kandinsky’s call to collaborate on bringing about a spiritual revo-

lution of the arts based, in part, in music.

205. Robert Delaunay (1885–1941). Female Nude Reading (detail), 1915. 
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