
CHAPTER TWENTY TWO 
 

ANXIETY IN REDON’S WORKS: THE 
INVENTION OF A NEW VISUAL LANGUAGE 

 
ABSTRACT  

 
Odilon Redon is an artist possessed by anguish. It inhabited him from 

his birth and appears in the bulk of his works. He invented a visual language 
to express this emotion. In order to depict the feeling of anguish, while 
creating a visual language, Redon takes inspiration from a variety of sources 
such as literature, social ideas, scientific discoveries, and what are 
perceivable as symptomatic manifestations of the unconscious i.e. dreams, 
nightmares, hallucinations.  

Using the examples of Redon’s works such as Teeth or Tell-Tale Heart 
inspired by Poe’s short stories,  the article shows how images Redon creates 
are the depiction of a general feeling of anguish that is present within the 
bulk of Poe’s works. Using the example of Redon’s Smiling Spider and 
Crying Spider, the article examines the anxiety created by new social 
discoveries such as the existence of microbes and of the microscope, which 
Redon uses in order to find a way to visually depict it.  

Redon lived at the time of the scientific study of the unconscious. He 
employed new psychological discoveries pertaining to the life of the 
unconscious to paint the anxiety deriving from them. One of the works of 
special focus within the article is the charcoal drawing named The 
Nightmare, which paints the horror of dreams or nightmares and which is a 
dialog that Redon establishes with the neurologist Jean-Martin Charcot, 
who was the first in the 19th century to aspire to access and to study the 
unconscious and to treat psychological illnesses through hypnosis.   
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In his diary Kierkegaard wrote:  
 
Anxiety is a desire for what one fears, a sympathetic antipathy, anxiety is an 
alien power which grips the individual, and yet one cannot tear himself free 
from it and does not want to, for one fears, but what he fears he desires. 
Anxiety makes the individual powerless.1  
 
It is this feeling of anxiety that the French Symbolist artist Odilon Redon 

endeavors to convey through the visual language which he constructs 
throughout his works and especially through his noirs. Redon and this 
anxiety are inseparably connected mainly because of his personal history. It 
begins with his mother giving birth to him on a ship while crossing the 
Atlantic Ocean sailing from the state of Louisiana in the United States to the 
city of Bordeaux in France. Redon’s mother was on the way to join her 
husband, a friend of her father and twenty-six years her senior, who married 
her—a young girl only seventeen years old—while he was already a mature 
forty-three-year old man.  

It continues with Odilon Redon’s “exile” to the countryside right after 
his birth, far from his parents and from his Bordeaux family. He lived there, 
in complete isolation and solitude under the supervision of one of his uncles, 
until the age of eleven. His parents sent him away because they saw him as 
the shame of family, since from his birth he was a subject to epileptic 
attacks. The bourgeois society in which he was born was not forgiving of 
this type of defect, and the family had to do everything in their power to 
hide their shame from their social environment.  

Those life conditions awoke in Redon a desire to free himself from the 
style of life his family imposed on him; yet the desire for a new and different 
life was making him fearful and anxious. This collision with the aspiration 
to abandon the familiar style of living that was his for all eleven years and 
to start a new life caused anxiety in Redon and led to a new aspiration, to 
understand the profound reasons of his inner state. 

New discoveries and a new way of thinking came to his aid. First of all, 
these were scientific discoveries, especially related to psychology, such as 
an interest in the irrational part of human being, in the unconscious. It is that 
unconscious world—powerful, invisible, and elusive—that, according to 



 

new theories, was responsible for determining our behavior, our “soul” 
conditions and our lives.  

French society’s interest in and “examination” of this world had some 
foundation with the publication of Arthur Schopenhauer’s work The World 
as Will and Representation. In this work, Schopenhauer states that a blind 
and powerful force determines the behavior of the entire universe as well as 
human life and behavior. 

If the idea of a presence in us of a powerful irrational force with the 
power to determine our lives was a curiosity for society, it was a topic of a 
serious interest for the medical community, where it became a subject of 
inquiry and study. Jean-Martin Charcot, a French neurologist and 
anatomical pathologist whose specialty was in nervous illnesses, had a 
particular interest in the unconscious and believed that he could study its 
various manifestations. In 1882, he became the head of the Department of 
Neurology at the Salpêtrière Hospital in Paris. His pupil Pierre Janet 
summarized the findings of his master in the book Automatisme 
psychologique (Psychological Automatism). Freud came from Vienna to 
listen to Charcot’s lectures and later used them in the study of the 
unconscious and in developing his talk therapy, known commonly as 
psychoanalysis.  



 

Fig. 22-1. Odilon Redon, Teeth, chalk, 1883, charcoal 
 



 

Charcot was especially interested in the role hypnosis could play in 
accessing the unconscious among those patients he called hysterics.2 He 
noticed that when he was successful in making his patients talk  
under hypnosis about troubling events they had consciously forgotten, the 
physical manifestations of those events (for example, leg paralysis) would 
disappear. He developed the methods that he believed allowed him to access 
the unknown world of the unconscious through hypnosis, but he was also 
convinced that this world is accessible through dreams, hallucinations, and 
the memories of the mentally ill. His goal was to bring those memories to 
the surface under hypnosis, make his patients remember emotional shocks 
they were victims of, and make them talk about their experiences.3  

Charcot’s studies of hysterics and his sessions accessing their 
unconscious acquired great popularity in France, since every week he 
performed public demonstrations of the hypnotic sessions. These sessions 
were the equivalent of shows, open to the public and often serving as curious 
entertainment. Although the general public attended the sessions out of 
curiosity, the sessions were humiliating to the patients, as Charcot treated 
them not as human beings but rather as his guinea pigs.  

Redon attended Charcot’s public demonstrations. However, long before 
seeing them, when he was only eleven years old and moved to Bordeaux to 
live with his parents, thus starting a new period of his life after his long 
period of isolation and solitude, Redon became acquainted with the 
psychiatrist Dr. Eugène Azam, Charcot’s precursor. Dr. Azam’s work 
fascinated him. This work was studying the unconscious, more precisely, it 
was the study of anxiety as one manifestation of the world of the 
unconscious. In 1868, Dr. Azam wrote a book he titled Le sommeil nerveux 
ou hypnotism (The Nervous Sleep or Hypnotism), and in 1888 he published 
Hypnotisme, double conscience et altération de la personnalité (Hypnotism, 
Double Consciousness and Alterations of the Personality), for which 
Charcot wrote the preface.  

The conscious study of the world of the unconscious was a new 
phenomenon in the culture, not previously discussed either in society or in 
scientific terms. Thus the language was short of words that could describe 
that phenomenon. The Symbolist poet Stéphane Mallarmé, through his 
poetry, attempted to create a language to express the phenomena that, up to 
this point, had no established vocabulary. He writes: “To name an object is 
to suppress three quarters of the enjoyment of a poem… To paint not the 
object but its effect is the key.” According to the Symbolist painter Maurice 
Denis, “Redon is a Mallarmé in painting.” In his works, Redon creates a 
visual language in order to depict the effects the unconscious produces, 



 

specifically the effects from the state of anxiety emanating from the world 
of the unconscious.  

Redon’s depiction of anxiety took inspiration from a variety of sources 
such as literature and social ideas evoking a general social anxiety -- 
scientific discoveries, the microscope -- and what are perceivable as 
symptomatic manifestations of the unconscious i.e. dreams, nightmares, 
hallucinations.  

 
 

Literature: A Few Literary Examples 
 
Redon had a passion for literature. He himself enjoyed writing, but even 

more, he enjoyed using literature as a point of departure for his works. He 
did so by constructing visual representations of the effects and feelings that 
these works conveyed, paying close attention to the language; he was able 
to represent the invisible in a visible fashion. His literary inspirations are 
not illustrations. They are the effects that literary works dealing specifically 
with the world of unconscious might have on the reader; they are attempts 
to capture the inner force which determines human behavior and human life. 
When he describes the relationships between the image and the word in his 
work, he states:  

 
I have never used the defective word ‘illustration.’ You will not find it in my 
catalogs. The right term has not yet been coined. I can only think of 
‘transmission,’ of ‘interpretation.’ Still these are not sufficiently precise to 
completely express the process by which one of my readings prompts me to 
go through my organized noirs.4 
  
Redon created a significant number of albums inspired by his readings. 

One of his “literary” albums he dedicated to the American writer Edgar 
Allan Poe. Poe was a well-known author in France because of the 
Baudelaire’s translation of his short stories published under the titles of 
Histoires extraordinaires et Nouvelles histoires extraordinaires in 1856 and 
in 1857. In 1870, Stéphane Mallarmé and Auguste Villiers de l’Isle-Adam 
translated Poe’s poems. Fred Leeman, in his article “Odilon Redon: The 
Text and the Image,” affirms that the fascination for Poe in literary milieu 
mainly related to psychopathological theories which became highly 
fashionable at that time.5  

Many of Redon’s lithographs took inspiration from Poe’s texts. For each 
work, Redon often used titles that he invented and which differed from 
Poe’s titles; Redon’s purpose was to create titles that would correspond to 



 

the effects the stories produced and not to the events that occurred in the 
stories. 

There are specifically two lithographs taking inspiration from two of 
Poe’s short stories that immerse spectators in the effects of anxiety. The first 
is Teeth (Fig.22-1). It is a good example of Kierkegaard’s definition of 
anguish: we are afraid of what we desire, and that terrifies us, paralyses us, 
and makes us impotent. This lithograph’ inspiration was Poe’s short story 
“Berenice.” The narrator of “Berenice” is a man who is mentally unstable, 
and who feels a burning desire and a sick attraction for the teeth of his dying 
cousin who is also his wife. This desire frightens him. As soon as she is 
dead, he extracts his cousin’s teeth while he himself is partially unconscious. 
Once they are extracted, without totally realizing his actions, he puts them 
in a little box, which becomes proof of his own insanity; this box scares and 
fascinates him. He is vaguely conscious of the fact that it contains 
Berenice’s teeth, the teeth which represent the object of his anxiety, of his 
desire, and of his fears.  

The narrator, who tells the story long after the events occurred, explains 
that the monomaniacal obsession with the teeth of his cousin/wife are 
partially associated with the books in his family’s mansion. He was 
accustomed to spending a great amount of time only connected to the reality 
of the books and disconnected from the physical reality of life. His 
imagination and troubled mind convinced him that the teeth embodied the 
ideas that he encountered in the books. Thus one can deduce that he 
unconsciously believed that was the reason to keep the teeth in a little box 
by his table. The world of books replaced the “real” physical world and led 
the narrator’s already quite unstable mind to insanity.  

In his lithograph Teeth, Redon attempted to capture the narrator’s 
feelings and the reader’s impressions after being confronted with the 
narrator’s inner world and the story itself. His lithograph represents teeth, 
yet not Berenice’s small beautiful teeth but rather a monster’s teeth. It is a 
monster who is born from the narrator’s obsession with the teeth and now 
lives within the narrator, leaving him paralyzed by his anxiety. Behind the 
teeth, Redon represents the books, organized in a parallel row, and a few 
books illuminated by the special light he places in front. Books symbolize 
the world of the already mentally unstable narrator and are responsible for 
completely disconnecting him from reality, causing him to become (using 
the medical term) psychotic. Books are also the symbols of dangerous ideas, 
which destroy the narrator’s inner peace. The teeth show a demonic smile. 
Redon portrays the opening of the mouth as a diabolic laugh. The light that 
illuminates the teeth and two books in front accentuates it even further 
causing the shivering and the anxiety in the viewer.   



 

Redon’s lithograph is the embodiment of the hidden and secret world of 
the unconscious, of a troubled anxious and uncontrollable inner life, 
responsible for the anxiety and the madness in the Poe’s short story’s 
narrator. That life of the unconscious seems to laugh at the narrator of the 
story and at us when we are too pretentious to believe in the power of reason, 
in its doubtable capacity to control our inner life and to determine our 
actions.  

The second lithograph, Tell-Tale Heart (Fig. 22-2), takes inspiration 
from Poe’s short story of the same title. In this short story, the main 
character is obsessed with the eye of his master. It both fascinates and 
terrifies him. Thus, the main character decides to get rid of the glance 
emanating from the eye of his master by murdering him. The murderer, who 
is the story’s narrator, confesses that he is a mad man. He explains his 
thoughts on the eye by saying: “eye of a vulture – a pale, blue eye, with a 
film over it. Whenever it fell upon me, my blood ran cold; and so by degrees 
– very gradually – I made up my mind to take the life of the old man, and 
thus rid myself of the eye forever.”6  
 
 

 
 
Fig. 22-2. Odilon Redon, Tell-Tale Heart, 1883, drawing – charcoal 
 



 

Just before he kills his master, the murderer hears the murmur of a heart 
and thinks that it is the murmur of his master’s heart. In reality, it is the 
murmur of his own heart. The murderer becomes obsessed with the heart 
murmur, especially after he commits the crime and hides the mutilated body 
under the floor. The heart’s murmur both terrifies and fascinates the 
murderer, but it also paralyses him. It is because of his obsession with the 
heart murmur, and the anguish that it produces, that he betrays himself to 
the policemen who come to his house for an insignificant harmless visit.  

 

 
Fig. 22-3. Odilon Redon, On the Horizon, the Angel of Certitude, and in the Dark 
Sky, A Questioning Glance, 1882, charcoal on paper  
 



 

Redon’s lithograph represents the eye which looks through the 
floorboard. He depicts the wood of the floorboards as a vertical wall, the 
symbol of anxiety in Poe’s short stories, because he often writes about 
walling in living people, thus confronting them with the horror of the 
unknown, an existential angst, and the impossibility of changing the fate 
their psychical destiny has predetermined. The eye itself is “eye of a vulture 
– a pale, blue eye, with a film over it,” which leads the maniac to commit 
the crime. Nonetheless, in Redon’s lithograph Tell-Tale Heart, replacement 
of the heart with the eye, which sees everything, has a more complex 
meaning. Redon writes:  

 
The eye is indispensable for the absorption of the elements that nourish our soul, 

and whoever has not developed in a certain measure the faculty of seeing correctly 
and truly will possess only an incomplete understanding.7  
 

Thus, the eye becomes a symbol of an inner and divine vision which 
embodies itself in the consciousness. The eye is everywhere; it sees inside 
and outside of us and it does not allow us to escape. In the short story, the 
maniac’s character does not succeed in escaping his self, because the divine 
eye -- embodied in his own consciousness as well as in the universal human 
consciousness -- haunts him. 

Redon’s eye is like the eye in Victor Hugo’s poem “The Consciousness,” 
in which Cain does not succeed in escaping God’s eye after he has killed 
Abel. The eye follows him even when he is in the underworld. In the poem 
Cain says: “I want to live in the underworld as a solitary man in his 
sepulcher; nothing will see me, and I will see nothing.” When the pit is dug 
and Cain goes down alone under the dark vault, sits down on a chair in the 
shade with the underground above his head, “the eye was present in the 
grave and looked at Cain.”8  

That eye, God’s eye, also appears in maniac’s hallucinations, a sign of 
his anxiety caused by fear of being discovered and betraying himself. For 
him, the hallucinations become more real than the physical reality that 
surrounds him, and it is them that become responsible for his betrayal of 
himself, and of his crime.  

In his essay “Sur l’intelligence” (“About Intelligence”) published in 
1870, Taine states that the outside physical world is a hallucination, whereas 
what we live inside of us is reality. Because the eye is vital in the absorption 
of the elements necessary for the nourishment of our soul, the eye is 
responsible for hallucinations. These hallucinations come from our 
perception within our inner life but, at the same time, they take nourishment 
from outside life, for which the eye is a necessary tool.  



 

In Redon’s image thus, the eye plays the role of the intermediary which 
feeds the soul’s outside life and simultaneously develops the events of the 
inner life, in turn creating the hallucinations. It is that life that we live inside 
of us, which is more real than the outside physical life. Redon’s image 
conveys the intensity of the maniac’s inner life, the origin of the anxiety and 
fear mixed with desire from which the maniac is unable to escape.  

Another of the lithographs in the Edgar Allen Poe album, A l'horizon, 
l'Ange des Certitudes, et dans le ciel sombre un regard interrogateur 
(1882), is not based on one particular Poe’s short story, but on Redon’s 
general impressions of Poe’s works. This lithograph represents the 
omnipresent eye in the shape of the full moon, an eye of God and an eye of 
the inner world, which governs the skies and the earth, and the unknown of 
our inner life. The moon, in the esoteric tradition in which Redon was quite 
proficient, is the symbol of the fluctuation and of instability of the inner life, 
of moods and of one’s various states of the soul, in short, of the unconscious. 
In the lithograph, the ironic smile of the moon’s omnipresent eye is 
mysterious and its mystery is troubling; it points to Poe’s characters’ 
weakness and dependencies on inside and outside worlds, and alludes to 
Poe’s characters’ existential state of anxiety. It seems to laugh at our 
determination to believe in our strength and human powers.    
 

New Scientific Discoveries 
 

The image that repeats itself in a number of Redon’s lithographs is the 
image of a spider. The most prominent images are his Smiling Spider (Fig. 
22-4) and his Crying Spider (Fig. 22-5). They are the extensions of Kant’s 
and Hegel’s definitions of anxiety, which they perceive as a fear that causes 
paralysis.  

 
 
Fig. 22- 4. Odilon Redon, The Smiling Spider, 1881, charcoal  



 

 
The 19th century witnessed studies on fears and collective anxiety 

following a strand of scientific discoveries. Many of these discoveries 
related in part to the discovery of the microscope, and through it of the 
invisible world of microbes—organisms which surround and possess us, 
and which are only visible through the microscope.  

Jules Michelet’s study L’insecte (Paris, 1858) became popular in the 
second part of the 19th century. Writing on Michelet and his attachment to 
his microscope in Le Temps, Jules Clarétie said that for Michelet the 
microscope appears to be  “le poète de disillusion” (a poet of disillusion), 
because it introduces the general public to the latent world of monsters 
living in the world of shadows hidden from the sun.9  

On the other hand, Taine’s studies of hallucinations put the images 
visible through the microscope in the area where hallucinations border 
reality. The microbes and the insects that are visible only through the 
microscope became more and more real, making the public increasingly feel 
the disappearing difference between the reality and the imagination, thus 
awaking fears and anxieties. Taine studied the spider, about which Michelet 
wrote two chapters in his book on insects as an example and symbol of 
collective fears and of popular anxiety. Redon’s choice to represent the 
spider in turn symbolizes those collective fears. 

Redon’s images depict the spider and he accordingly associates 
Michelet’s description with a spider being a symbol of a crowd, which he 
perceives as a slave of its stomach, banal and trivial, incapable of 
understanding anything above its triviality, and terrified of any scientific 
discoveries. Both images though are associated with anxiety, each of them 
represents a different type of anxiety. The Smiling Spider is repulsive while 
it seems to remain nice and smiling in appearance. Michelet describes the 
spider as a slave of its stomach, ready to jump  at food anywhere it can find 
it. Thus, The Smiling Spider becomes Redon’s way to caricature the crowd’s 
social anxiety.    

 



 

 
 
Fig. 22-5. Odilon Redon, The Crying Spider, 1881, charcoal 
 
Redon’s The Crying Spider as well follows Michelet’s writings, but in 

this case, it is a symbol of mental anxiety. Michelet compares the spider to 
artists; he states that spiders are unable to exist without their cobweb, and it 
is the same for artists, who he says loose self-confidence and suffer paralysis 
of fear and consuming anxiety without their “cobweb,” meaning the public 
and spectators. Redon represents this spider as beheaded, its head on a plate 
à la John the Baptist. Hence by analogy, the artist who loses confidence in 
himself becomes anxious and loses his head.  

These two spiders represent two types of anxiety, social and creative, 
but taken together, as Douglas Druick and Peter Kort Zegers point out, they 
reflect Redon’s point of view on the relationship between the crowd and the 
artist, and especially stress the anxiety of the artist.10  If one of the two 
spiders is an embodiment of the appetite and the self-satisfaction of the 
crowd, whereas the other signifies anxiety and suffering of an artist, that 
means that the crowd and the artist are unable to understand each other; they 
never mesh, they have different values and there is a precipice between their 
sensibilities which lead to feelings of alienation and anxiety for the artist 
whose nature always yearns for understanding and appreciation.   
 

New Psychological Discoveries 
 

Odilon Redon’s lithograph The Nightmare (Fig. 22-6) represents another 
area of anxiety. It relates to the anxiety that is born out of the fear of 
everything that is associated with new studies of the life of the unconscious 
and its attributes such as dreams, hallucinations and visions, which, 
according to Charcot, were the means of accessing the life of the 
unconscious. The belief that the unconscious was accessible, either by 



 

hypnosis, or by observing the mentally ill, or through dreams, provoked a 
desire to learn more about these means of access to the unconscious. 

  

 
Fig. 22-6. Odilon Redon, The Nightmare, charcoal 
 

At the same time, it was frightening, and was causing anxiety to individuals 
and society.  



 

Thus, Redon’s The Nightmare represents a dream or a state under the 
hypnosis -- methods of access of the unconscious. Hypnosis attempted to 
help the mentally ill to understand their own condition and allow them to 
free themselves of it by talking. It consists of three stages: lethargy, 
catalepsy (the stage in which the person under hypnosis is susceptible to 
suggestions), and the somnambulistic stage (in which the patient follows 
orders). The lithograph The Nightmare embodies the stage in which the 
hypnotized person follows orders and speaks of her early shocks, her 
dreams, her nightmares, and sometimes of her hallucinations, all of which 
inhabit her inner world. 
 

 
 
Fig. 22-7. Odilon Redon, Les Yeux Clos (The Closed Eyes), 1890, lithograph on 
paper 
 

Charcot believed that only women could be hysterical subjects, and the 
bulk of the time, it was women who were hypnotized. Thus, Redon’s image 
reflects the nightmares and hallucinations of a woman, her anxiety. He 
depicts her nightmare as a huge masculine figure who both oppresses and 



 

possesses her spirit and body. This work is the symbol of the unconscious 
which paralyzes an individual, the young woman who it makes its slave.  

In addition, The Nightmare is Redon’s commentary on Charcot himself 
since it was Charcot who was a symbol of anxiety for the women whom he 
supposedly treated by publicly exposing them to a crowd of men, his 
“peers,” making those women the objects of his experiments. It is also 
Redon’s commentary on the relationship of men and women in the society 
of that time, when women, who in appearance seemed to enjoy men’s 
protection, in reality suffered strangulation from societal norms denying 
them any social space, voice, or role. And of course, this image most of all 
is the symbol of the existential anxiety which lives within any human being, 
in the unconscious, and has destructive powers.  

Redon believed that once a person is freed from the ill which inhabits 
her, the space it had occupied becomes vacant and open to the divine light, 
making the suffering soul more welcoming to and more intimate with the 
divine. His images -- oil painting, pastel, lithograph -- with closed eyes are 
partially the reflections of this belief (Fig. 22-7). One may perceive these 
images as paths to freedom from anxiety, paths toward the light.  

Over all, Redon creates a visual language to express the anxiety of the 
unconscious, which he encountered in his own life. To describe the effects 
of this anxiety, he develops a language based on his impressions from, or 
the effects of, literary works he reads -- specifically, Poe’s short stories -- 
works on scientific discoveries that affected society and created social fears, 
and the new psychiatric thinking  --disturbing to patients and observers -- 
especially at Charcot’s séances. Redon’s visual language is subtle, but it is 
deeply engrained in the culture of the fin de siècle.  Later, it affects the spirit 
of early 20th century culture and a variety of artistic, literary movements 
which followed in the 20th and 21st centuries.  
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