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The theme of the severed head was a widely spread topic in the second 
part of the nineteenth century, especially among Symbolist artists,1 and in 
particular in works by Odilon Redon. This theme is often derived from the 
Biblical story of Saint John the Baptist and his beheading as a result of the 
dance of the unnamed girl, mentioned as a daughter of Herodias in the 
Gospels of Matthew and Mark,2 from the myth of Orpheus, and sometimes 
was a symbol of the disturbing French defeat in the Franco-Prussian war of 
1870. 

In earlier times, the works of Goya, Rubens, and Géricault depicted the 
severed head as a symbol of horror, capital punishment, of cruelty and 
terror.3 The Renaissance self-portraits and portraits in décapité liked to toy 
with the idea of a suffering artist, or a tormented lover.4 Late nineteenth-
century works of decapitated heads, mainly works of the Symbolists, 
although sometimes following the ideas of the period––évolution,5 
degeneration, wars6 ––as well as the Renaissance traditions, endowed the 
severed head with new, more personal, and complex meanings. 

In this article, I will examine a number of cases of severed heads in the 
works of Gustave Moreau and Odilon Redon, which could be interpreted as 
embodiments of their personal history and personal views. We will see how 
these artists endowed the severed head not only with the dark meaning of 
horror, punishment, vengeance, suffering, and dissatisfaction, but also with 
the meaning of light, of spiritual elevation, liberation, freedom, and 
uniqueness. 
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Gustave Moreau, The Apparition 

Moreau’s watercolor The Apparition (Fig. 16-1) is of particular interest 
for the present study. It depicts the head of John the Baptist floating in mid- 
air, having risen from its platter. The haloed head looks at Salome with eyes 
that are kind and innocent. It does not seem to accuse Salome of anything, 
yet she is portrayed as filled with rage, and she points at the head as though 
hurling an accusation at the Baptist. The setting of this painting is similar to 
that of Moreau’s other painting of Salome, although here the center of 
attention is not Salome dancing before Herod. Instead, the focus is now 
Salome dancing before the head of the Baptist and the striking exchange of 
glances between the two. Is John’s “floating” head a suggestion that it is 
only present in Salome’s imagination? Is she so shocked by it that she 
interrupts her dance and enters into communication with her vision? 

Fig. 16-1. Gustave Moreau, The Apparition 
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If we look closely at John’s face and compare it with Moreau’s self- 

portraits or photographs, we can see that the face in The Apparition is that 
of the artist. Moreau lived for four years in Italy and studied Italian art. He 
was therefore familiar with the use of self-portraits by Renaissance artists. 
In The Apparition he follows the tradition of Renaissance artists who 
painted themselves as victims and in decapité, even while endowing this 
self-portrait with his own personal and particular meaning. 

Although Moreau received a level of appreciation by some collectors, 
such as Charles Hayem, he remained an independent painter throughout his 
life, never belonging to any of the schools of his time, such as Naturalism, 
Impressionism, or Realism. Those movements were largely preoccupied 
with the representation of the external world, whether nature or society. 
Moreau, in contrast, did not believe that the role of the artist was to imitate 
or record any kind of physical reality. For him, the role of the artist was to 
create his own imaginary reality. “Art inspired by nature cannot be reduced 
to exact and servile imitation, because, in this case, it is not an art, and nature 
is preferable.”7 As a result, he was recognized neither by the artists of the 
major schools nor by the public at large, and he returned the compliment. 

Moreau believed that art has a spiritual mission, un sacerdoce.8 He was 
seeking, through his art, to give individual expression to universal meanings 
and to represent a reality more perfect than that which is merely physical. 
He saw himself as a messenger of truth through art. Thus, it will not be 
surprising if Moreau easily identifies himself with John the Baptist, the first 
lonely preacher of a future universal faith. Like John, Moreau felt himself a 
prophet, rejected by society and “executed” for his message. At the same 
time, the halo around John’s head, the sign of the importance of his ideas, 
of the posthumous fame and recognition, may be a symbol of Moreau’s 
conviction in his own artistic ideas, his belief in his posthumous success, 
that recognition and acceptance which would eventually come to him after 
death, as it came to John. 

In Moreau’s works, women are usually incarnations of nature, which 
Moreau perceived as mortal and chaotic, and therefore destructive. Women 
destroyed everything heroic and spiritual.9 Works such as Oedipus and the 
Sphinx (Oedipe et le Sphinx), Les Chimères and Dalila reflect this view of 
women.10 Describing to his deaf mother the image of a beautiful feminine 
Sphinx in his Oedipe et le Sphinx, Moreau wrote: 

 
This is the earthly Chimera, vile and attractive as matter. She is represented 
by this charming head of a woman who has wings that are promising of an 
ideal, but her body is the body of a monster. She is a vamp who tears to 
pieces and destroys.11 
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He expressed similar sentiments about his Salome, writing: 

 
This woman [Salome] who represents the eternal woman, a light bird, often 
fatal, crossing life with a flower in her hand, in search of her vague ideal, 
often horrible. She always walks trampling on everyone, even the genius and 
the saints. That dance executed, this mysterious walk demonstrated in front 
of death that endlessly looks at her, yawning and attentive, and in front of 
the executioner who carries the sword that kills. This is the emblem of that 
horrible future reserved to those who search for an ideal  One saint, one 
severed head are at the end of her journey.12 

 
For Moreau, Salome in The Apparition is a symbol of society and its passing 
fashions and tastes. Since Salome—through her dance—is herself an artist, 
for Moreau she might be an embodiment of the artistic trends that were 
fashionable at his time, such as Realism, Naturalism and Impressionism. 
This was the kind of art that was contrary to his art since it focused on the 
physical world, either society (Naturalism and Realism) or nature 
(Impressionism). Moreau referred to Realism and Naturalism as “ras de 
caniveau” (the brim of the gutter), Impressionism as “bas de plafond” (the 
bottom of the ceiling) and academic art as “art without any ideas.”13 
Describing his attitude toward fashionable art and artists and the way they 
are perceived by society and his own place within it, Moreau writes: 

 
Now there is a false daring and there is a false artistic ardor, when there are 
all these disinherited jesters searching to attract by all means the attention 
and support of the crowd and of stupid connoisseurs; there is    a 
reproach [a stone] that they throw endlessly at the head of the true artist, who 
is a modest conscientious worker, saying that such and such doctrine, such 
and such school, such and such genre must be followed because they are the 
future of art.14 

 
Thus, Salome in The Apparition is a symbol of the artists that Moreau 

calls “disinherited jesters,” as well as the art critics, whom he names “the 
stupid imbeciles of art connoisseurs,” and the public that follows whatever 
the critics say. Such a society is unable to recognize “true” art, i.e., his art, 
and therefore rejects him. Since Moreau was convinced that true art and the 
true artist-prophet would eventually triumph over society, Salome has a 
vision of a John who will eventually rise over her. The head of the Baptist, 
a symbol of unrecognized art, will vanquish the art and the society Salome 
embodies, and in doing so it will be triumphant over her (and the critics’) 
falsehoods.15 

Salome was Moreau’s favorite subject.16 His interest in this subject 
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started after the Franco-Prussian war of 1870 and France’s subsequent 
defeat. From a historical perspective, Salome might be a symbol of the 
German barbarism that aspired to destroy France, itself embodied in the 
noble figure of John the Baptist, whose beheading would bring him glory. 
Geneviève Lacambre and Peter Cooke suggest that in one version of the 
Salome theme, King Herod “has the mien of a feeble sovereign and features 
reminiscent of those of Napoléon III   Indeed, the king’s empty 
gaze echoes that of the 1863 portrait of Napoléon by Hippolyte Flandrin.”17 
This weak leader was the reason for France’s defeat, for letting Salome (the 
Germans) behead John the Baptist (France).18 

 
Odilon Redon, Primitive Being 

Odilon Redon was an artist who painted many decapitated heads. 
Partially his heads are related to the results of France’s defeat to Prussia in 
the war of 1870 and to Darwin’s new evolutionary theories. Another 
influence comes from Japanese art, especially after the Universal Exposition 
of 1867. This infuses Redon’s works with themes resulting from the 
Japanese civil war and the images that appear in relation to it: Le Supplicié 
Muamija-Hasime, Assasin d’Européens devant le Temple de Kamoukara, 
Japon, mai 1867.19 However, some of Redon’s images of severed heads are 
directly related to his inner life and in some ways are the interpretations of 
his unconscious mind. 

His first representation of the severed head appears right after the death 
of his father, Bertrand Redon, on 9 March 1874. Douglas W. Druik and 
Peter Kort Zegers state: 

The immediate effect of Bertrand Redon's death on Odilon was to clear the 
way for the resolution of a lifetime of feelings about him. Critical to this 
process was Odilon's revision of his father's nature: “. I believe we badly 
misunderstood him. I don't know why between him and me nature placed... 
an obstacle that prevented our reaching out to each other.”20 

They continue by explaining that “in his autobiographical statement 
published in 1894, Redon would note simply that around 1875, after many 
years of study, ‘Everything came to me through my pencil.’   He found 
himself in control of his art.” 

Redon experienced a liberation with his father's death. This liberation 
began to manifest itself in Redon's art, which he discusses in his Ecrits, in 
1898. Redon wrote: 

Originality comes in its own time, not ours; it produces fruit that has no 
season.   After much torment and uncertainty, mine appeared around 
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1875, some time after the death of my father. The phenomenon is curious. 
Up to that moment, I was constrained by conscientiousness. I went after what 
was not natural to me. I tended to [concentrate on] formal realization and a 
… fantastic fusion of dream and [immediate reality]. Also I was held back 
by my perfectionism. My drawings seemed to me to be scarcely more than 
sketches; I only kept them in order to realize them differently and more 
objectively. However I comprehended that it wasn't wise to let the source 
run dry. I then made lots of drawings, abundantly, for myself, for myself 
only, for the sole joy that their happening gave me.21 

One of the first works of a head without a body that appeared in 1875, 
after Redon’s father’s death, was Primitive Being, in charcoal. In this 
drawing Redon creates a symbolic representation of David and Goliath.22 
Goliath is represented as a huge head lying on the ground and David as a 
young boy, whose back is turned to the spectator, and who with tenderness, 
curiosity and cautiousness touches the hair of the huge head of Goliath. This 
representation is very different from a traditional representation, especially 
from the one which was popular during the Renaissance, such as the one by 
Guido Reni, for example, in which David is represented proudly holding the 
hair of the Giant as a triumph over him. That triumph makes him, little 
David, enter a new stage of his life, the stage of maturity and adulthood. 

The difference in Redon’s representation of the head of Goliath and of 
the young boy David, the victor, could also allude to Redon’s passage from 
childhood to the adulthood. But this representation leaves us with many 
questions. Is the head of the Giant a symbol of Redon’s father defeated by 
his son, who simply outlived him? Do the boy’s tenderness, caution and 
curiosity embody Odilon Redon’s love, fear and curiosity that he feels and 
is able to express, because his father, the Giant, is no more? Is the huge size 
of the head in comparison with the size of the boy the symbol of the power 
of the father over the son even after his death? Is the boy’s cautious approach 
of the Giant’s head, after all, a symbol of a boy who, though victorious, still 
can hardly believe in his victory and in the death of the Giant, the father? 
Or is his cautious approach of the Giant’s head a desire to verify that the 
Giant is truly dead and he, the boy, is after all a victor? 

Odilon Redon, Angel Executioner 

The head deprived of body is a violent representation and for Redon 
sometimes a symbol of a mental murder that he commits in order to free 
himself from those who, he believes, do not allow him to grow as an artist 
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and to express himself as he wishes through his art. One work, Redon's 
Angel Executioner (1876),23 also created almost immediately after the death 
of his father, is strikingly representative of this attitude. This work uses a 
traditional representation of Salome with the head of John the Baptist on the 
platter, but instead of Salome, Redon represents the young man as an Angel 
Executioner with a phallic sward, and instead of the head of John the Baptist 
on the platter, he paints as a head a portrait of his teacher and friend, 
Rudolph Bresdin. This work, as Druik and Zegers pointed out, “may well 
express Redon's growing ambivalence toward his 'dear master.'”24 It seemed 
that at this time, Redon felt that Bresdin did not understand and did not 
appreciate the direction that Redon's work was taking. Redon felt that time 
came for him to take his own independent path and free himself from his 
master and his master's influence. In Angel Executioner, as in Primitive 
Being, Redon kills his master, his spiritual father in order to free himself 
from his influence to be able to fly with his own wings. 

 
Gustave Moreau and Odilon Redon, Orpheus 

One of the most famous heads, the head of Orpheus, was represented by 
Gustave Moreau and Odilon Redon. The head of Orpheus, like the head of 
John the Baptist and the head of Goliath, was the part of the nineteenth 
century fascination with decapitated heads. Orpheus––musician, poet, and 
an ever-present idealized figure––according to the legend, like John the 
Baptist, has been decapitated by women. Although the Gospels do not 
contain an account of what happened to the head of the Baptist, legend has 
it that the head of Orpheus lived on and continued to prophesy. Orpheus 
refused to participate in the madness of the Bacchantes and became their 
victim, a symbol of an artist who rejects so-called love in order to dedicate 
himself to his work, to his art. Early Christian artists used this image for 
representations of Christ as a shepherd, youthful and beardless, seated 
among his flock and holding a lyre. 

Moreau painted an ambivalent image of a head of Orpheus, eyes closed, 
retrieved by a Thracian girl. His head, the symbol of an artist, despite his 
physical death, gained an eternal life on earth through his art, a recognition, 
which represents the hope that Moreau had for himself. 

As Peter Cooke asserts 
 

Orpheus, dismembered, remains beautiful even in death while his ornate lyre 
has survived intact. The lyre – ‘the eternal instrument of human thought,’ . 
. . remains.   The tortoises at bottom right can be read as 
allusions to the mythical origins of the lyre, created by Hermes out of a 
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tortoise shell, but also as symbols of eternity.25 

In 1881, Redon in a charcoal, Fallen Glory (Head of Orpheus on the 
Water),26 identified the protagonist with Orpheus. It is also one of Redon's 
self-portraits as a martyr. This work, contrary to Moreau's closed-eyed 
image held by a beautiful woman, depicts the head with eyes wide open, 
staring into a dark sky, while floating on the water. 

This work could be associated with Redon’s fears and hopes. Although 
he tried to ignore his original lack of fame and adhered to Blaise Pascal’s 
slogan “the greatest baseness of man is the pursuit of glory,”27 he wanted 
success and was afraid of a failure. He even wrote a short story “Le Raté” 
(“A Loser”). 

Similar to Moreau's Orpheus, Redon’s Orpheus is also his identification 
with the subject. But contrary to Moreau’s Orpheus, the head of Redon’s 
Orpheus is not collected by a beautiful woman and it is not floating on a 
lyre. Is he meditating on his potential failure with the eyes wide open? Is he 
ready to accept his physical death and perhaps his artistic death, the loss of 
his lyre? Or is he hoping that the destiny will smile to him, and although his 
body is dead, his spirit, which lives in his art and is embodied in his wide 
open eyes, full of life, the mirrors of his soul, is alive and will always 
remain? Is Redon like Moreau convinced that his art will remain forever 
and, even if it is not sufficiently appreciated during his lifetime, one day he 
will gain recognition? 

As a matter of fact, Redon’s 1903-1910 colorful pastel Orpheus,28 which 
represents the head of closed eyed Orpheus lying on his lyre, gives an 
answer to Redon’s earlier fears and questions. With bright colors and the 
head lying on the lyre, a symbol of ever living art, peaceful closed eyes 
embody Redon’s success, his recognition and his assurance in the survival 
of his art. 

As I have mentioned earlier, Redon painted a great number of severed 
heads, but those discussed here have mainly personal connotations. In 
Redon and Moreau’s cases the severed heads embody the artists’ 
convictions in their future recognition; they are statements of their 
independence, artistic freedom and pride, but they also demonstrate their 
fears and pain, and are reflections of their struggles in search of 
independence and acceptance. 
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