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Front cover: Self-Portrait in Striped Shirt, 1910.
Back cover: Egon Schiele in his Studio, circa 1914.

Fig. 1 (title page): Self-Portrait with Checkered Shirt, 1917. The por-
trait was sold at auction in 2007, fetching over ten million dollars.

Fig. 2: Self-Portrait with Eyelid Pulled Down, 1910.
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ENCOUNTERS WITH EGON SCHIELE

Late April 1909 saw the grand opening of the Inter -
nationale Kunstschau in Vienna. It was the art event
of the year. Despite the cold, damp weather – snow
and hail were reported in the south and east of the
empire – the public flocked to the exhibition. Fifty-
four wooden pavilions, gleaming with white plaster
and featuring courtyards, terraces and gardens, had
been set up to form a modern, airy collection of gal-
leries. The site had also played host to an exhib ition
the year before. 176 artists had shown over a thousand
works in a patriotic ‘revue of the strengths of Austrian
artistic endeavour’. Now the mon archy’s artists were
measuring themselves against the stars of international
Modernism. Works by Paul Gauguin (1848–1903),
Vin cent van Gogh (1853–1890), Henri Ma tisse
(1869–1954) and Ed vard Munch (1863–1944)
adorned the bright walls.

The people of Vienna came to experience something
spectacular, and they were not disappointed. The Wie -
ner Abendpost promised its readers a good deal of ‘sad
and ridiculous brazen impertinence, screech ing ink -
blots in the latest Parisian fashion, incompetence that
takes itself for genius – but also much genu ine, ser -
ious new art.’ The main attraction was Gustav Klimt
(1862–1918). In pavilion 22, the grand master of the
Viennese Jugendstil was showing his paintings which in -
cluded Hope II (1907/08) and Judith II (1909). The pub -
lic passed by, amazed at the beauty and sneering at the
stridency on display. They shrugged off much that was
shallow and strained to sniff out any hint of scandal.

A young student of the Vienna Academy made his
debut on the big stage in pavilion 19. The nineteen-
year-old was showing four paintings, rather unfor -
tunately hung beside etchings and woodcuts by other
artists. Three of his pictures were portraits, the most
striking of them being Young Girl (1909, cf. fig. 7).

The likeness of an elegant lady in a hat stands out
strongly against the beige background. Her beautiful,

5

Fig. 3: Egon Schiele in his stu -
dio, 1914. The wooden horse
also appears in both a painting
(fig. 108) and a draft poster.
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accustomed to his illness from day to day, the advan -
cing madness must have been especially shocking for
him. In 1904, Adolf Schiele was pensioned off. The
family moved to Klosterneuburg but living with his
father was hard to bear. He was depressed, played cards
against invisible opponents and received imagin ary
guests in uniform at a table laid for a feast; in the
course of one attack, he burnt all their shareholdings
in the stove, thus robbing the family of its financial
reserves. This was particularly painful be cause Adolf ’s
premature incapacity to work meant that he was not
receiving a full pension. Perhaps it was due to lack
of funds that he was not admitted into the large mental
asylum in Klosterneuburg. On a summer holi day in
Krummau [Český Krumlov] in southern Bohe mia,
Schiele’s mother’s home town, his father tried, unsuc-
cessfully, to kill himself the very day of their arrival.
He died, probably of the effects of his par alysis, on
New Year’s Eve 1904/05 in Klosterneuburg.

His father’s suffering and death were momentous
events in Egon Schiele’s life. He frequently travelled to
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The Schieles were railwaymen.
Egon’s paternal grand father was
the chief engineer for the Böh mi -
sche Westbahn railway company,
for which his maternal grand -
father did construction work; his
uncle on his father’s side was a re -
tired head inspector on the Kai ser-
 Ferdi nands-Nord bahn. As a se -
nior official of the Imperial and
Royal State Rail way, his father pre -
sided over Tulln an der Do nau sta -
tion, about thirty kilometres west
of Vi enna. It was here that Egon
Schiele grew up in good middle-
class sur roundings in an of ficial
resi dence on the first floor of the
station building. Trains were the
subject of the gangling lad’s first
scribblings. Already tall enough to
climb onto the window sill, much
to his parents’ horror, he scram-
bled out on to the precipitous sta-
tion can opy to get a better view
of the hissing engines. Trains re -
mained his passion even into adult -

hood. A friend observed the twenty-three-year-old
‘per petual child’ playing with a toy train, ‘carrying out
all the daily tasks of a “real”, running railway, while
imitating their sounds.’ Schiele would go on to marry
the daughter of a railway locksmith, while his sister
Me l anie would work at Vienna’s Westbahnhof.

At the age of eleven, Egon left the shelter of Tulln
station to attend the grammar school in Krems an der
Donau. The following year he transferred to Kloster -
neuburg, home to some of his family. He did not feel
at ease in either place. It was at this time that his
father’s mental decline, a late consequence of the
syphilis, became apparent. As Egon only saw him when
he was home for visits and was thus unable to grow

Fig. 50: The ‘perpetual child’
– Self-Portrait in Striped Shirt,
1910.

Fig. 51: Railway Train, pre-
1906.
Fig. 52: The Schiele family,
circa 1893.
Fig. 53: Tulln station, circa
1900. Schiele was born on
the first floor in 1890.
Fig. 54: Egon Schiele, circa
1895.
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there; a postcard sent by Arthur Roessler from Brus -
sels, where the Salon Triennal was showing four
of Schiele’s drawings and three paintings. One of them,
Sunflowers (1914), was bought by a collector for a cool
three thousand francs. The summer of 1914 was look-
ing promising for Egon Schiele.

The money from Brussels would never reach
Schiele, however; he would not see Sunflowers again
until 1917, when it returned to Vienna by a circuitous
route. The reason for this was two shots fired in Sara -
jevo on 28 June, which set the world in uproar. The
nineteen-year-old Bosnian Serb nationalist Gavrilo
Princip fired on the heir to the Austrian throne, Franz
Ferdinand von Este, and his wife, Countess Chotek,
at point-blank range. The couple had only recently sur-
vived an attempted bombing but Princip’s bullets
proved fatal. The murder unleashed a diplomatic crisis
be tween Austria-Hungary and Serbia. By the end
of July this had resulted in war in the Balkans; by the
be ginning of August, it had escalated into the First
World War.

The war formed the backdrop to the last years
of Egon Schiele’s life. He was conscripted in June 1915
and remained a soldier until 1918. He did not live to
see the armistice signed. All the same, the armed forces
and the war are almost invisible in his work. There is
a series of portraits of Russian prisoners of war, a few
likenesses of comrades, occasional drawings of military
offices and that is all. Nothing either patriotic or crit-
ical. A picture by Schiele with the sensational title
Heroes’ Graves-Resurrection (1917) to be found in one
catalogue turned out to be the 1913 work Resurrection.
He had renamed it for the war exhibition at the Prater
amusement park in Vi enna because the pictures to be
shown there all had to ‘have some kind of con nection
with the war, how ever remote’. His pictures had none.
Before 1914, his portraits reflected ner vous, dark
moods; now they be came somewhat muted, less ef -
fusive. We can only speculate as to whether or not the
war contributed to this change in style. As a subject, it

husband, but also her own sis-
ter Adele. One of Schiele’s best-
known gou aches, Seated Woman
with Bent Knee (1917, fig. 152)
is prob ably of her. The picture
Seated Couple (1915, fig. 151)
which depicts Edith and Schie -
le to gether is also confusing:
while she is em bracing him
from behind, the artist lies ab -
sently in her arms, as listless
and lifeless as a mech anical
doll, his gaze vacant, his arm on
his member.

All the same, the Schieles’
family life seems to have run
harmoniously. Edith’s letters to
Egon speak of love, ad miration
and her hopes for a happy fu -
ture. When she died on 28 Oc -
tober 1918, she was six months
pregnant.

MILITARY SERVICE

In June 1914, Egon Schiele was
sitting over the printing plates
recently lodged in his studio.

He no longer had any difficulties with the initially
unfamiliar material and he was now incising the images
of Squatting Woman, Sorrow and Arthur Roessler. Sev -
eral gratifying letters lay on the table: one from the
publisher Franz Pfem fert in Berlin, who had recently
published Schiele’s Neukunst manifesto in his Ex -
pressionist journal Die Aktion and who now wanted to
print some of his drawings; one from Munich, where
the painting Blind Mother (1914) was currently on dis-
play at the Se ces sion – the gallery owner Hans Golz
had written to ask for pictures for a larger exhib ition

Fig. 152: Probably shows
Schiele’s sister-in-law, Adele
Harms – Seated Woman with
Bent Knee, 1917.

Fig. 153: The Artist’s Sister-
In-Law in a Striped Dress,
Seated, 1917.
Fig. 154: Putto (Anton Pesch -
ka jr.), 1915 – the image is
of Gerti and Anton Peschka’s
son.
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time with her, playing cards and
billiards in the officers’ ca sino or
outside shooting at skittles as if it
were peacetime – or work ing in
the little studio his super iors set up
for him in the camp. On 1 June,
Schiele began one of his most
beau tiful land scapes, Tumble-Down
Mill (1916, fig. 162). He had dis-
covered its picturesque subject on
an excursion with comrades short-
ly after his ar rival, ‘with all the col -
oured white stones lit up by the
strong sun light.’ From Au gust on -

wards, he continued his series of portraits of Russian
prisoners of war. We know no thing about the circum -
stances in which these im pres sive images were created
– whether Schiele drew the sitters in his studio or in
their barracks, for ex ample, or whether or not they vol-
unteered to model for him.

Schiele had struck lucky in Müh ling, yet after
a short time he was drawn away from the safe siding
onto which he’d run. Vienna was calling him back.
There, he was sure, his artistic career must now pick
up speed, and he negotiated a major exhibition for
November with the gallery owner Guido Arnot. The

Fig. 163: Portrait of the Artist’s Wife,
Standing (Edith Schiele in a Striped Dress),
1915.
Fig. 164: Edith and Egon Schie le with
Edith’s nephew, Paul Erdmann, circa 1915.
Fig. 165 (right page): Portrait of Edith
Schiele, 1918. 
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