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At the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th, Western European and Russian artists 

and writers were fascinated by the idea of the unconscious; they sought ways to understand and to represent 
it. For them, the life and world of the unconscious meant the manifestation of the soul. As the only eternal 
part of the human being, the soul is able to give birth to feelings and impressions as embodiments of a true 
reality, imperishable and contrary to the physical world. For these turn-of-the-century artists and writers, 
then, their role was to reproduce or to record, with help of the art, the hidden reality of the unconscious, the 
embodiment of the inner life. Gustave Moreau and J-K Huysmans in France, Dante Gabriel Rossetti in 
England, and many others artists, poets, and writers of the second part of the 19th century were often 
intrigued with the world hidden within us and they searched for ways to represent and depict it. This was 
also the case with Russian painter Mikhail Vrubel, albeit with a considerable difference; whereas the 
majority of artists aspired to represent consciously the reality of the unconscious, Vrubel was doing so 
unconsciously. Vrubel began his artistic career before the official “arrival” of the Symbolist movement in 
Russia. He knew little to nothing about the European Symbolist movement. Nonetheless, his works 
fascinated those who would come after him, who would consciously profess the philosophy of the 
unconscious and would be called Symbolists. Alexander Blok, Valeri Briussov, and Maximilian Volochine 
wrote about Vrubel. They classified him as a symbolist like themselves. From that point on, Vrubel was 
perceived as a Russian Symbolist painter. It is a legitimate label, because he was an artist of the 
unconscious, although, contrary to the majority of his fellow Symbolist artists, he was an unconscious 
painter of the unconscious, this being why his works are so powerful. Toward the end of his life he lost his 
mind and was confined to a mental institution. For this reason, Russian psychoanalysts who were interested 
in the relationship between madness and art thoroughly studied his case.  
 In her article “A Specter Haunts Europe: The Symbolist Demon,” Nicoletta Misler notes that 
Vrubel launches  

 
the seductive and desperate call to future generations of artists, the call which was not welcomed by everybody, 
and if it were, it would come in a particular manner… almost at the level of their unconscious, revealing itself 
in the works in which the content is located in the primordial psychological layers, between the myth and the 
fable, awakening and sleep.2 

  
In this article I would like to examine the works of Vrubel, which partially uncover his hidden 

world, chaotic and mad. To do so, I will concentrate specifically on different versions of the image of the 
Demon, the image which—like Salome for Gustave Moreau and Hérodiade for Mallarmé—accompanied 
Vrubel as an obsession for the bulk of his life. I will focus on three regular features of Vrubel’s art: 
ornamentation, color and distortion. These elements allow us to see into Vrubel’s secret world.  
 In 1889 Vrubel settled in Moscow after the famous art patron Savva Mamontov invited him to 
come to live in his home. It is the first time in his life that Vrubel found himself at the center of the Russian 
artistic world, which he was able to see through Mamontov’s circle. From the moment he arrived in 
Moscow, he received an important number of commissions. One of the most important came from the 
Kouchnerov publishing house, which commissioned a series of illustrations for the commemorative edition 
of Lermontov’s works. This commission was a result of Vrubel’s first image of the Demon, The Head of 
the Demon, which he painted with watercolor in 1889.  
 Vrubel’s interest in Lermontov began at the age of thirty. From the first reading of Lermontov’s 
long narrative poem The Demon, Vrubel became fascinated by the personage of the Demon—and remained 
obsessed until the end of his life. Nonetheless, similar to Odilon Redon, Vrubel did not believe in 
illustration. In a letter written to the poet Ludmila Vilkina, Vrubel explains that he “decided to totally 
separate from [his] creativity everything that could affect it artificially. First of all is the case of 
illustration.”3 Despite a very strong impression that Vrubel had of Lermontov’s poem, after reading it 
Vrubel used the poem only as a point of departure in order to create his own Demon, one very personal and 



The Hidden World of the Unconscious: Expressions of  
Underground Chaos in the Work of Mikhail Vrubel 

2 
 
completely different from Lermontov’s. The most striking images are not “the illustrations” that Vrubel 
created for the commemorative edition of Lermontov’s works, but the images of the Demon through which 
Vrubel expressed the mystery of his soul; such as The Demon Seated, The Demon Flying, and The Demon 
Crashed. These best represent Vrubel’s hidden world, probably in aspects that he was not consciously 
aware of himself.   
 

 
 
Fig. 2-1. Mikhail Vrubel, The Demon Seated, oil on canvas, 1890 
 
 Lermontov’s Demon is partially inspired by Milton’s Paradise Lost and, similar to Milton’s hero, 
Lermontov’s Demon is the fallen angel exiled from Paradise. The Demon’s eternal life deprived of 
meaning and love fills him with bitterness. He hopes that his love for Tamara will resuscitate his soul, 
saving him from his earthly immortality, lonely and empty, and allow him to return to the ideal world that 
he, like Adam and Eve, has lost.  
 Lermontov’s Demon is evil. In order to have Tamara for him alone, he kills her fiancéé just before 
their wedding, he seduces her with lies, and he kills her in order to give her an eternity keeping him 
company forever on earth—an eternity that she did not choose and did not aspire to. It is the Demon’s ego, 
the main evil of the human being, which makes him the fallen angel and does not allow him to return to the 
divine eternity. Love for Tamara is his test through which, by overcoming his ego, he has an opportunity to 
free himself from himself and then to return to the Paradise. His chance is to be saved by the eternal 
feminine, Ewig Weibliche, embodied in the love that he should give to Tamara. But he misuses this chance 
and as a result he misses his opportunity. The loss of Tamara, saved from him by angels who come for her 
to take her to the divine eternity, takes away the momentary joy that he feels hoping to have her for eternity 
keeping him company on earth. His evil nature, nasty, destructive, and filled with desire for revenge, 
reappears with greater strength:  

 
In front of her, he was standing again.   
But, oh Lord, who would recognize him?  
How evil was his glance,  
Filled with deadly venom,  
With hatred that does not know limits.  
The cold of the tomb was emanating  
From his immobile face…  
And the defeated Demon cursed  
His dreams full of folly.  
And again he rested there, haughty,  
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Lonely in the world as before,  
Deprived of hope and love…4 

  
 Before starting work for the Kouchenerov publishing house, Vrubel painted The Demon Seated in 
1890 [Fig. 2-1], the most finished and the most celebrated of his demons. At the same time he created the 
sculpture The Head of the Demon [Fig. 2-2] in painted alabaster. The face of this sculpture has a striking 
resemblance with the Russian Symbolist poet Alexandre Blok and with Vrubel himself. According to 
Vrubel’s contemporaries, there existed an important number of Demon variations, which did not survive; 
either because Vrubel destroyed them or because they simply disappeared. Working on The Demon Seated, 
Vrubel wrote to his sister: 

  
It has been already one month that I have been painting my Demon. I mean not that immense Demon that I will 
paint with time, but something that is ‘demonic’: this is the silhouette half naked, one winged figure, young, 
immersed in melancholic reveries. The figure is seated with arms embracing its knees and looking at the 
clearing filled with blooming trees whose branches, folding under the weight of flowers, are tending toward it.5 
 

 
  
Fig. 2-2. Mikhail Vrubel, The Head of the Demon, sculpture in painted alabaster, 1890 
 

The Demon Seated painting represents a human figure, young and androgynous despite its 
muscular body. There is great femininity in the way the head is represented, particularly with the long hair 
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and in the face, which the viewer sees from the side, with huge eyes filled with kindness and innocence. 
The Demon is immersed in profound thoughts, fixing his glance on the distant unknown. He is in love and 
filled with hope.  
 The colors in this painting are strange. The demon’s body is painted in green and black while his 
lower half is wrapped in a blue veil. The left side of the painting, behind the pensive figure of the Demon, 
carries decorative elements. It looks like a garden filled with gigantic flowers, magical and unreal. On the 
right, there is an enormous flower with fantastic features. The flowers and plants in the painting almost  
look like des Esseintes’ flowers: “His goal was reached: almost no flower looked real.”6 They look like 
Lalique jewels. Behind him, the sun’s phantasmagorical reflections are very distinct. They look like golden 
clouds on the background of the brown sky, just as strange as the rest of the colors. In the background of 
the painting are reflections of the setting sun, thus creating the impression of twilight.  
 Using Lermontov as a point of departure, Vrubel created his own Demon. This is not the demon of 
evil. Vrubel affirmed that Demon was neither evil genius nor Satan but, as it meant in Greek, “soul” or 
“spirit.”7 Thus, Vrubel painted the soul.  
 When Michail Guerman cites B. Engelhardt he writes that “in his novels, first of all, Dostoevsky 
posed and resolved the purely aesthetic problems. But the material he used was original; his heroine was an 
idea,” and then Guerman adds: “It is possible to say as much about Vrubel.” 8 
 In his Demon Seated Vrubel is painting the spirit; that is the reason why the figure is androgynous. 
This spirit is exhausted by its passion and it contemplates the world with both sadness and understanding. 
Guermon affirms that Vrubel’s Demon  

 
is a hero whose destiny consists only in contemplating the world of his own soul.… The Demon is a fallen 
angel; his inner essence contains a great kindness, and his power does not give him any satisfaction. It only 
weighs on him as a curse. . . . Vrubel’s Demon is crushed by his own passion. It is not Lermontov’s romantic 
passion. This is the passion-suffering, which resembles the instrument of mortification which leads toward 
solitude.9 

 
 Ornamental features like the flowery background are often seen in Vrubel’s paintings. We can see 
it in Portrait of a Girl Against a Persian Carpet (1886) [Fig. 2-3], in The Oriental Tale (1886), in Fortune-
teller (1895), in Lilacs (1900) wherein the lilacs of the background become predominant over the portrait of 
the little girl, and in Pearl (1904), which seems to step out of Lalique’s jewels. Thus in Vrubel’s works “the 
ornamental decoration does not limit itself in being the painting’s background, but it becomes the organic 
element of the painting, and often devours the subject itself.”10 
 In 1902 Vrubel found himself in a private psychiatric clinic intuitively founded on methods which 
today we would call “anti-psychiatric.” Nicoletta Misler provides a description: 

 
It was located in a small villa with a park in Moscow’s suburbs. It was organized in such a way that even the 
medical pavilions were comfortable and home-like. Patients and the doctor’s family ate together at a large 
table. Treatment consisted of very long informal conversations that Fiodor Arsenievich Ussoltsev, the 
psychiatrist in charge of the clinic, held personally with each patient. During the holidays, there were receptions 
with invited artists, musicians, and literary people; patients played tennis, painted, drew, and danced a great 
deal.11  
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Fig. 2-3. Mikhail Vrubel, Portrait of a Girl Against a Persian Carpet, detail, oil on canvas, 1886 
 
 Similar to his colleague Pavel Karpov, Ussoltsev was particularly interested in the connection 
between creativity and madness. He was especially attentive to Vrubel and, when Vrubel had his attacks,  
Ussoltsev immediately brought him drawing and painting materials. Ussoltsev left us testimonies about 
Vrubel’s creative process, particularly how a single decorative detail was able to take possession of the 
artist in an almost magical way:  
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Vrubel never did preparatory sketches, but after having traced a few jagged lines, he would immediately begin 
to draw in detail the corner of the future painting, and often he would start with ornament, with a decorative 
detail, something for which he had an absolute preference.12 
 

 
      
     Fig. 2-4. Michail Vrubel, The Demon Flying, oil on canvas,1889  
 

Nicoletta Misler notes that “Ussoltsev also describes how Vrubel was able to abandon his drawing 
that he started, or, just the opposite, to come back several times to the same older drawing until the image 
would become a pure decorative entanglement.”13 
 Pavel Karpov, Ussoltsev’s colleague who collected an important number of drawings by the 
mentally ill, including Vrubel’s drawings, writes that “the obsession with ornament is a constant element in 
the drawings of the mentally sick, they take the geometrical abstract shapes or the free shapes, almost 
organic, which seem to be the exact transcription of the hallucinatory images.”14 Karpov shows that 
ornament is associated with hallucinatory images or simply with some kind of imaginary images, the 
projection of the unconscious, which allows the artist to escape the real world and to create—unconsciously 
in the case of Vrubel—the imaginary, which reflects his hallucinatory world.  
 

 
 
Fig. 2-5. Mikhail Vrubel, The Demon Crashed, oil on canvas, 1902 
 
 It is known that at the end of the 19th century, some artists, poets, and writers believed that 
hallucinations were able to play a decisive role in the creative process by creating the imaginary world as a 
new reality. “In vino veritas” was the motto of many artists in Russia, in France, and in England. Many 
were taking opium and drinking alcohol to produce different forms of hallucinations. Vrubel, however, did 
not create his ornamentation under the effect of drugs or alcohol. His attraction to ornamentation was 
instinctive. The images arose in him naturally from his unconscious in order to create a new reality, a new 
world that coincides with the message contained in his works.  
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Thus, although Vrubel created his Demon Seated in 1889, long before being confined to a 
psychiatric clinic, in his painting the ornamentation is present in order to underline the Demon’s belonging 
to a different reality, to the world of dreams. These are the fantastic projections of the subconscious, the 
artistic visions or hallucinations that Vrubel projected onto the canvas, creating the imaginary world, the 
reality different from the one that surrounded him. The ornamentation is the unconscious sublimation of his 
inner world, the unconscious way to create a new reality.  

 

 
 
Fig. 2-6. Mikhail Vrubel, Savva, the artist’s son, oil on canvas, 1902 
 

 Seated Demon is also impressive for the figure’s colors. He is painted in green and in black; he is 
covered with a blue garment. These colors do not reproduce the reality of the human figure. Like in 
Gustave Moreau’s paintings, the colors express the emotions and thoughts associated with them. They do 
not aspire to reflect the effective reality. For example, the black color associated with mourning and death 
symbolizes the dark nature of the Demon’s soul, his dark side, the fallen Angel, whereas the green color, 
the color of hope, means the passage of the Demon from the state of the loneliness and suffering to hope, 
which is reflected in the color and in the glance of the Demon. Blue, the color of purity, covers half of the 
Demon’s figure. This color symbolizes rebirth, the return to eternal life because the hope was able to purify 
his soul. Moreover, by creating a contrast, these colors contribute to forming the world of dreams.  
 In 1889 Vrubel painted The Demon Flying and in 1902, just before he first entered the clinic, he 
painted The Demon Crashed. These are strange works. Vrubel painted The Demon Flying under the 
appearance of a bird, the spirit flying above the earth, endowed with a human head with a black face, fine 
features, and huge eyes.  
 This painting is inseparable from The Demon Crashed. The Demon Crashed represents the 
deformed body of a bird after crashing, with broken wings and a face expressing non-belonging as the spirit 
is ready to leave the body. For Vrubel, “one of the metaphors for the Demon is the fragility of the crashed 
bird with broken wings.”15 We can see this image in the preparatory sketches. It represents  
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the final metamorphosis of the increasingly violent anatomical distortion of the human body, when the 
Demon’s distended thorax converts into the rib cage of a bird. The broken, bent wings conflate into arms, and 
their reversed joints intersect in order to frame the face. 16 

 
At the same time, the face of the Demon shows the peace that he finally seems to have found. His fall on 
earth and the love that he feels, the reason for his suffering, renew his soul, bring him peace, and return him 
to eternity and God. Guerman wrote that “Vrubel created an image of death in the form of life.”17 He 
created an image of death in which life does not stop; it continues and forces him to go through catharsis 
and purification. This image makes us think about the painting Beata Beatrix of Dante Gabriel Rossetti. In 
this painting Rossetti paints the portrait of his diseased wife, Elizabeth Siddal, endowing her with features 
of Dante’s Beatrice at the moment of her passage from the earthly to the eternal, as she goes through the 
catharsis that takes place at the time of the passage. The Demon does not die, but he is freed from eternal 
life on earth, and finally gains the right to return to the kingdom of God in order to find peace and spiritual 
eternity, this time real, of divine nature.   
 Just before Vrubel finished working on The Demon Crashed, he painted a portrait of his one-year-
old son, Savva, who was born with a physical irregularity known as a harelip. This painting represents the 
face of the boy with the huge blue eyes of an adult and with a deep soul, transparent through his eyes and 
showing us that he understands everything. At the same time, the physical irregularity of the child is very 
much stressed, and this can be seen as a reflection or further distortion of the original distortion, 
manifesting itself as a silent cry of his child’s illness. In this same way the contrast that Vrubel creates 
between the distorted body of the Demon and his spirit, finally mature enough to be forgiven and be able to 
regain the lost paradise, shows Vrubel’s contempt for anatomical precision as well as his revolt against 
physical limitations.  
 Vrubel’s Demon is fundamentally different from Lermontov’s. Lermontov’s Demon returns to his 
detestable, lonely, and earthly immortality, whereas Vrubel creates the Demon matured by love and 
suffering. He loses the earthly immortality deprived of hope and love, and, through his soul’s maturation by 
love, is able to return to the divine immortality filled with the peace that he originally lost.  
 Vrubel elaborates the aesthetic code and artistic style geared toward the expression of his hidden, 
subconscious world, possibly unknown to himself. But thanks to this code, he establishes a connection with 
the next generation of artists, who recognized him as one of their kind.    
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