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Portraying Grief in Edvard Munch’s The Sick Child I (1896)

Edvard Munch’s (Norwegian, 1863-1944) The Sick Child series (including this version, The
Sick Child I) is a defining work of early modern art and a powerful example of how personal
illness shaped our visual culture. Following the deaths of his mother and his older sister,
Sophie, from tuberculosis in 1868 and 1877, respectively, he often felt ill1-4. As Munch
reflected later in life, “sickness, insanity, and death were the dark angels standing guard at my
cradle, and they have followed me throughout my life”3. The omnipresence of loss and
traumatic experience inspired Munch to return to the same image, or motif, for over forty
years, in which he continually experimented with materials and techniques.

Between 1885 and 1927, Munch created six painted versions of The Sick Child, each featuring
caregivers and domestic interiors. While his paintings achieved great resonance and
recognition, his drawings and prints are equally significant both to art history and to our
understanding of lived experiences of illness4. With the absence of the caregiver from his
painting version and the surrounding details stripped away, Munch concentrated on a young
girl’s physical signs of suffering: hollowed eyes, fragile skin, closed lips, a half-lowered gaze,
and her hair loosely pulled back. The girl turns away from the viewer, suggesting
disconnection and withdrawal from the world. Meanwhile, the tight cropping produces an
intimate, almost clinical encounter. This tension conveys a profound sense of loneliness and
vulnerability, evoking a void between the desire to live and the inevitability of death.

In 1896, while in Paris, Munch transformed this motif into a lithograph printed from two
stones in pale blue and black ink1. Unlike painting, lithography layers color and allows subtle
variation in each impression. The pale blue surrounding the figure evokes coldness and
stillness. Bold black cross-hatched lines across her head and upper torso suggest both
encroaching darkness and imminent burial, while her upward gaze hints at a clinging hope.
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The Sick Child I and its variations reflect a historical period when tuberculosis was
widespread and medical imagery was becoming increasingly visible in the late nineteenth
century5. Munch’s mixed-media method of recreating the motif suggests the therapeutic and
transcendent power of artmaking in processing complex emotions. The artwork becomes both
a personal journal and a visual language in which solace can be found. Additionally, his
artistic approach demonstrates the blurred boundary between portraiture and medical
observation through ingenious strategies that foreground the vulnerable body. His repeated
return to this motif reminds us of the overwhelming psychological impact of witnessing
others’ suffering. It further underscores how images shape collective understandings of grief,
memory, and vulnerability, revealing how representations of illness carry emotional and social
weight.
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