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Abstract. This article investigates the relationship between Wilhelm 
Worringer’s (1881–1965) concept of the ‘will to abstraction’ and the 
practice of German Expressionists, focusing on the category of space. 
Its relevance stems from a paradox: while Expressionists were familiar 
with Worringer’s Abstraction and Empathy (1908), the exact nature of 
his influence remains debated. The novelty of this research lies in its 
first critical analysis of space within Worringer’s ‘will to abstraction’. 
The research synthesizes a  hermeneutic reading of Worringer’s 
‘spiritual dread of space’ with an analysis of spatial representations in 
Expressionist art. This focused approach offers a  clearer answer 
regarding the practical role of the theory. The article argues that the 
hypothesis of Worringer’s direct influence is unconvincing. Whereas 
Worringer relied on a Kantian, a priori notion of space, the Expressionists 
treated space as an empirical and psychological phenomenon  — 
a malleable material shaped by subjective feeling and rhythm to convey 
urban dynamics, emotion, and spirituality. Thus, Worringer’s theory 
provided not a direct guide but a powerful post factum legitimization 
for their existing artistic movement.

Аннотация. В  статье исследуется взаимосвязь концепции «воли 
к абстракции» Вильгельма Воррингера (1881–1965) с художествен-
ной практикой немецких экспрессионистов через призму катего-
рии пространства. Актуальность работы определяется парадоксом: 
при известном факте знакомства экспрессионистов с трудом Вор-
рингера «Абстракция и вчувствование» (1908) характер и механиз-
мы этого влияния остаются дискуссионными. Научная новизна за-
ключается в первом критическом анализе категории пространства 
в рамках концепта «воли к абстракции» Воррингера. В статье пред-
ставлен синтез герменевтической интерпретации концепции «ду-
ховного страха перед пространством» и анализа пространственных 
репрезентаций в искусстве экспрессионизма. Такой сфокусирован-
ный подход позволяет точнее определить практическую роль тео-
рии Воррингера. В статье доказывается, что гипотеза о прямом вли-
янии концепции Воррингера не находит подтверждения. Если 
Воррингер апеллировал к  кантовской априорной категории про-
странства, то экспрессионисты исходили из противоположной 
предпосылки, трактуя пространство как эмпирический и психоло-
гический феномен. Они использовали его как пластичный матери-
ал, подчиненный субъективному чувству и внутреннему ритму для 
передачи динамики города, эмоционального напряжения и духов-
ных поисков. Таким образом, теория Воррингера служила не пря-
мым руководством, а  обеспечивала post factum легитимацию уже 
сложившегося художественного течения.
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Introduction

Within contemporary art historical discourse, an established viewpoint 
holds that Wilhelm Worringer’s (1881–1965) work Abstraction and 
Empathy (1908) was utilized by representatives of the Expressionist 
movement primarily for the retrospective legitimization of their creative 
endeavors. Indeed, a number of scholars insist that Expressionism acquired 
a substantial theoretical and philosophical foundation through Worringer’s 
concept of the ‘will to abstraction’. As Joseph Masheck notes, Worringer’s 
writings were well-known to the artists of Der Blaue Reiter group, and their 
significance lay in how they justified the connection between abstract art 
and inner life [Masheck, 1995, p. 41]. Shearer West noted that Worringer’s 
work was well known to Der Blaue Reiter artists, and its significance lay in 
the way it justified a link between abstract art and inner life. Worringer’s 
rather abstruse aesthetic formulations, while having a certain historical 
foundation, pointed directly to the concerns of contemporary German art, 
particularly its tendency toward abstract forms. His linking of abstract 
art to ‘non-Western’ or ‘non-literate’ societies provided a philosophical 
justification for the avant-garde’s appropriation of primitive art [West, 2000, 
p. 68]. Similarly, in the book The Expressionist Turn in Art History: A Critical 
Anthology it is emphasized that “Worringer’s enthusiasm for theorizing 
the spiritual virtues of abstraction gave the Expressionists the conceptual 
arguments they needed to wrench art from its long-established task of 
imitating the natural world’s appearance” [The Expressionist Turn, 2017, 
p. 6]. Geoffrey Perkins also points out that Worringer’s invocation of the 
‘German soul’ must have exerted a considerable influence on Expressionist 
theorists, providing them with material to justify their belief in the necessity 
and validity of modern German art [Perkins, 1974, p. 55].

In this context, a fundamental question logically arises: did Worringer’s 
conception serve the Expressionist artists as a direct guide for action in 
the process of creating their works, or did it merely perform an post factum 
descriptive function, legitimizing already established artistic positions? This 
problem, raised notably by scholars such as Olaf Peters and Janis Staggs 
[Peters, Staggs, Price, 2021], necessitates a comprehensive engagement 
with the philosophical roots of the ‘will to abstraction’ concept. The 
problem of the interaction between theory and practice in the avant-
garde acquires new resonance in light of the contemporary tendency to 

reinterpret the works of W. Worringer as a prophetic theoretical model that 
anticipated and explains the basic principles of the cubist deformation of 
the spatial-objective world [Metz, 2025, p. 91]. Moreover, the relevance of 
the research is also driven by recent scholarly works that do not link the 
work of V. Kandinsky [Grasselli, 2024, p. 95] and The Blue Rider group to 
Worringer [Kandinsky, 2020, p. 78].

Central to resolving this question is an analysis of the key premise 
introduced by Worringer — the ‘immense spiritual dread of space’ — which, 
in his view, constitutes the impulse generating the will to abstraction. 
Consequently, to answer the question regarding the practical application 
of Worringer’s theory, it is imperative to conduct a comparative analysis of 
the categories of ‘dread’ and ‘space’ as understood in Worringer’s theory 
and in the artistic practice of Expressionism.

This article, therefore, sets the task of critically juxtaposing the 
conception of space in Worringer’s interpretation with the representation 
of space in Expressionist works. The research methodology entails, firstly, 
a hermeneutic analysis of the text Abstraction and Empathy to reconstruct 
the Worringerian understanding of space as a source of existential dread, 
which is overcome through abstract artistic practices. Secondly, based on 
this analysis, a comparative study of the visual strategies for handling space 
in the works of key Expressionist representatives will be undertaken, with 
the aim of determining the degree of correlation between the theoretical 
construct and its artistic embodiment. To undertake such a comparative 
analysis, it is first imperative to deconstruct Worringer’s own conception 
of space. This requires an examination of its philosophical foundations.

A philosophical reconstruction of the concept of space  
in Wilhelm Worringer’s theory

Worringer elucidates the concept of the ‘will to abstraction’ by employing 
a philosophical framework borrowed from Arthur Schopenhauer and 
Immanuel Kant. A key metaphor in this framework is the ‘veil of Maya’ 
[Worringer, 1997, p. 16], which refers not to the original Upanishads 
but to its interpretation in Schopenhauer’s work The World as Will and 
Representation (1819) [Schopenhauer, 1999, p. 220, 311, 319]. Furthermore, 
the theoretical structure of his concept is built upon Kantian categories 
such as ‘a priori forms’ and ‘the thing-in-itself’ [Worringer, 1997, p. 19, 30, 
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an object is perceived in relation to its spatial position, and during the 
process of empathy towards an object, the construction of connections 
between the object and its surrounding space becomes inevitable. 
Thus, the individual empathizes not only with the object itself but 
also with the space that encompasses it. Through this process, space 
becomes comprehensible and safe for the empathizing subject, as it 
becomes imbued with subjective, internal qualities. Thereby, the subject 
ensures their comfortable existence within this space, which aligns 
with Worringer’s description of a happy, trustful relation of humanity 
towards the world.

Conversely, Worringer’s text contains the assertion that happiness 
for Eastern peoples resided not in the ability to project themselves onto 
the objects of the external world but “in the possibility of taking the 
individual thing of the external world out of its arbitrariness and seeming 
fortuitousness, of eternalizing it by approximation to abstract forms 
and, in this manner, of finding a point of tranquillity and a refuge from 
appearances” [Worringer, 1997, p. 16]. H. Kraemer correlates the binary 
opposition of abstraction and empathy with the dichotomy of ‘being-
in-the-world’ and ‘being-outside-the-world’ [Kraemer, 2012, p. 275]. 
Consequently, Worringer’s methodology presupposes distinct modes of 
world-perception for empathy and abstraction, whereby the foundation 
of each specific worldview is constituted by a correspondingly distinct 
conception of space. The influence of Kant on Worringer is further evident 
in his adoption of the a priori forms of ‘time’ and ‘space’ for constructing 
his own theory. Specifically, for Kant, space is not an empirical concept 
derived from external experience but a necessary a priori representation 
that underlies all external intuitions; that is, space is not a property of 
things in themselves. Worringer employs this Kantian interpretation of 
space, according to which the processes of empathy are situated within 
a fundamentally different relationship to the a priori intuition of space than 
those of abstraction. Had Worringer relied on pre-Kantian interpretations 
of space, such as those of John Locke, G. W. Leibniz, or G. Berkeley, he 
could not have constructed his concept, as these philosophers attributed 
space to a category perceived empirically.

In the First Part, “The Transcendental Aesthetic,” of The Critique of 
Pure Reason (1781), Kant defines the category as follows: “Space is not an 
empirical concept which has been derived from outer experiences. For in 

38, 84]. Despite the extensive body of scholarship devoted to the ‘will to 
abstraction’, its fundamental premise — the ‘spiritual dread of space’ — has 
not yet been subjected to independent critical analysis, as was previously 
noted. The internal logic of Worringer’s conceptual framework demonstrates 
systematic coherence and consistency. Consequently, his understanding 
of space cannot contradict its foundational philosophical premises — 
namely, Kant’s teaching and Schopenhauer’s ideas. Moreover, given that 
the ‘impulse to empathy’ and the ‘will to abstraction’ are presented in 
his eponymous work as two antithetical artistic tendencies, the category 
of space must reflect this fundamental opposition. Thus, in Worringer’s 
theory, space is not a neutral backdrop, it acquires a dialectical character: 
it functions simultaneously as an object of fear, which is overcome through 
abstraction, and as a medium for empathetic unity, which is achieved 
through empathy.

Given Worringer’s engagement with Kantian concepts, it is necessary 
to ascertain whether space in Abstraction and Empathy is presented as an 
a priori category. To resolve this, one must first address the question of 
whether Worringer could have drawn upon other conceptions of space 
extant at the time of his writing, particularly those congruent with the 
philosophical theories he references. A primary methodological step 
involves determining whether Worringer conceived of space as a collection 
of sensations derived from empirical experience or as an independent 
substance. This investigation does not purport to conduct an exhaustive 
comparative analysis of all relational and substantial concepts of space 
and time developed in Early modern philosophy. The focus will instead 
be limited to the most pertinent theoretical models that align with the 
philosophical underpinnings of Worringer’s work. For this purpose, we turn 
to a hermeneutic interpretation of Abstraction and Empathy. Worringer 
explicitly discusses space when formulating the precondition for the 
‘will to abstraction’. However, space is also implicitly presupposed in the 
context of ‘empathy’, which entails a relation of trust towards a world 
where individuals perceive external objects as extensions of their own 
psyche. Given the fundamental polarity between the concepts of abstraction 
and empathy, the conceptualization of space that informs each must 
necessarily be different.

Any perceived object within the phenomenal world possesses spatial 
characteristics — length, width, height, i.e., extension. Consequently, 
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whether Worringer employed conceptions of space based on imagination — 
that is, frameworks within which an individual can conceive of space. As 
an example, we will cite a concept from Early Modern philosophy, notable 
for being one of the closest to the psychology of perception employed 
by aestheticians. The sensualist George Berkeley disagrees with both 
Descartes’ interpretation of ‘pure space’ and I. Newton’s conclusions on 
absolute space. Berkeley introduces a ‘faculty of imagination’, which is 
necessary for comprehending space, while ascribing meaning to random 
empirical connections. The most precise interpretation of Berkeley’s 
concept of space is presented by Ernst Cassirer in The Philosophy of 
Symbolic Forms (1923–1929). Cassirer interprets Berkeley as follows: 
“…as the power of suggestion increases — when a single sense impression 
achieves the capacity to signify another, entirely different from it, and, 
as it were, represent it in consciousness — the chain is closed, whereby 
the elements of reality unite into a whole, forming the spatial world 
and things in space” [Cassirer, 2002, p. 120]. As we can see, Berkeley 
does not transcend the interpretation of space as a form of individual 
consciousness — a limitation he shares with D. Hume. This interpretation, 
like all modern philosophical conceptions of space, is more suited to the 
impulse to empathy than to the will to abstraction.

In summarizing the above, it can be stated that Worringer employed 
two distinct understandings of space, each corresponding to a specific 
pole of his methodological framework. Although space is not explicitly 
discussed in his explanation of the impulse to empathy, it is implicitly 
presupposed, as the subject empathizes not only with an object or 
a group of objects but also with the space that surrounds them. In this 
context, Worringer conceptualizes space in the vein of Early Modern 
philosophy — as an aggregate of sensations derived from empirical 
experience. However, when articulating the premise for the will to 
abstraction, which Worringer defines as an ‘immense spiritual dread 
of space’, he resorts to the categorical apparatus of Kant, interpreting 
space as an a priori category of intuition. This choice is necessitated, 
first, by the fact that Worringer had no other source for a conception 
of space that was entirely free from empirical involvement. Second, it 
is justified by the fact that interpreting space as an a priori category of 
intuition proves to be consistent with his references to the ‘instinct for 
the thing-in-itself’ and Schopenhauer’s ‘veil of Maya’.

order that certain sensations be referred to something outside me (that is, 
to something in another region of space from that in which I find myself), 
and similarly in order that I may be able to represent them as outside 
and alongside one another, and accordingly as not only different but as 
in different places, the representation of space must be presupposed” 
[Kant, 1994, p. 49].

Thus, Worringer utilized the Kantian category to conceptualize the 
‘will to abstraction’ but does not extend the applicability of this category 
to the process of empathy. Having established Worringer’s appropriation 
from Kant, it is necessary to examine why he rejected alternative 
philosophical conceptions of space, particularly those based on empirical 
perception. Worringer presupposes the Kantian understanding of space 
as an a priori category in the process of abstraction. This framework 
allows him to explain, without introducing internal contradictions, the 
emergence of the will to abstraction among the civilized peoples of the 
East — a will that exists outside of and prior to empirical cognition. The 
abstract geometric forms present in the art of these peoples would, at 
first glance, align most logically with the rationalist doctrine of space 
found in R. Descartes. This assumption is based on the fact that the 
geometric patterns in Eastern ornamentation evoke characteristics such 
as infinity, continuity, uniformity, and, crucially, are constructed using 
mathematical abstraction.

Given that Worringer’s conceptual framework appears to position 
empiricism and rationalism in opposition, one might hypothesize that if 
the content of empathy is grounded in empiricism, then the content of 
abstraction would be informed by rationalism — for instance, a Cartesian 
understanding of space. However, Worringer cannot adopt the Cartesian 
concept for a fundamental reason: for Descartes, both the space of pure 
geometry and corporeal space are apprehended through logic. Cartesian 
comprehension of space occurs through a constructed schema where 
singular data, provided by the senses, are coordinated by the intellect. 
Since Descartes involves the senses in the understanding of space, 
Worringer could not utilize his theory.

We have demonstrated that Worringer could not have relied on 
conceptions of space, grounded in empirical experience, to articulate the 
premise of abstraction. However, before reaching a definitive conclusion 
regarding his use of the Kantian category, we must address the question of 
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interpreting it, striving to make painting a “mediator between reality and 
humanity” [Vogt, 1980, p. 17].

Peter Selz notes that Romantic painting and Expressionism are 
profoundly connected by their affirmation of the intuitive aspects of art. 
He juxtaposes “fragments of letters by the German Romantic painter 
Caspar David Friedrich with similar statements by Kandinsky and Marc, 
emphasizing the introspective and subjective aspects of art” [Selz, 2023, 
p. 20]. In explaining Expressionism as a whole, Selz quotes Caspar David 
Friedrich on the ‘spiritual eye’: “Close your physical eye, so that you first 
see your picture with your spiritual eye. Then bring forth into the light what 
you have seen in the darkness, so that it may work upon others, working 
from within outward” [cit.: Selz, 2023, p. 20]. Thus, Selz identifies the core 
of Expressionism inherited from Romanticism: a turn from the external 
toward the internal, understood not as psychologism but as the intuiting 
of essence. This statement can be regarded as a concise description of 
the phenomenological method: the reduction of the external world to 
the pure phenomenon of consciousness, followed by the expression of 
that phenomenon. The very structure of Selz’s analysis testifies to his use 
of a phenomenological approach: he employs Friedrich’s injunction as 
a methodological principle that moves beyond empirical givenness toward 
the meaning of the artistic act. In examining the connection between 
Romanticism and Expressionism, Selz consciously sets aside the formal 
differences between the schools in order to discern their deep, essential 
kinship — the understanding of the visible world as a symbol behind 
which inner forces reveal themselves. When Selz speaks of “introspective 
and subjective aspects”, he does not mean the artist’s psychological self-
analysis; in the context of juxtaposing Friedrich with Kandinsky and Marc, 
the reference is to a turn away from the external as a mere copy of reality 
toward the apprehension, in an act of inner contemplation, of pure meaning, 
of essence. This is precisely the phenomenological reduction — the passage 
from fact to phenomenon. And if Selz himself hardly set out to consciously 
apply the phenomenological method, this very outlook was natural for 
him — it grew out of his direct engagement with the artists and out of that 
very ‘spiritual vision’ which he reconstructed from their texts. Selz discerns 
the eidetic core of Romanticism and Expressionism, demonstrating that 
despite all external differences, they are united by a common intentional 
structure. His work draws upon the artists’ own reflections and shows how 

The Kantian framework of space in Worringer’s theory:  
a study of its correlation with Expressionist practice

Having established that Worringer in his theoretical construction of the 
‘will to abstraction’ consistently relied on the Kantian understanding 
of space as an a priori category, we now turn to the second part of our 
research: an analysis of how space is represented in the works of the German 
Expressionists. The key question is whether the artistic practice of the 
Expressionists follows Worringer’s theoretical construct — that is, whether 
they embody in visual images that very ‘immense spiritual dread of space’ 
which is overcome through abstraction — or whether their understanding 
of space has a different, empirical and psychological nature.

In contrast to Worringer, who understood space within the concept of 
the will to abstraction as an a priori form preceding any experience, the 
Expressionists of Die Brücke (1905–1913) and Der Blaue Reiter (1911–1914) 
groups proceed from a different understanding. It is important to emphasize 
that this is not a refutation of Kantian philosophy; the Kantian question 
concerning the conditions of the possibility of experience retains its validity. 
For them, space does not precede experience as a ready-made form, but 
is constituted anew in each instance within the very act of experience 
itself. Corporeal experience in Expressionism is not an incidental feature, 
but rather a logical consequence of the fact that art is called upon not to 
describe external reality, but to manifest the inner tensions of human 
existence. The task of the subsequent analysis is to trace how this common 
understanding of space is realized in the various artistic strategies of the 
members of both groups, and to demonstrate that, despite the diversity 
of individual solutions, what unites them is space as event — as something 
that takes place here and now, in the living interaction of eye, body, and 
world. Yet the very possibility of perceiving space in this way — not as form, 
but as an event of encounter — is rooted in a deeper tradition of German 
art. It demands from the artist a fundamental disposition: painting must 
be not a description of the external, but a revelation of the internal. It is 
precisely this disposition that Paul Vogt identifies as a deep-seated constant 
of German art, persisting through the centuries; its essence lies not in the 
cultivation of pure form, but in the capacity to convey the inner tensions of 
human existence [Vogt, 1980, p. 17]. The Expressionist artists, continuing 
this tradition, saw their task not as describing or ordering reality, but as 
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both under the influence of the collective goals of the Die Brücke and Der 
Blaue Reiter groups and through the individuality of their members. To 
demonstrate this, we now turn to the artistic practice of the Die Brücke 
group, where, despite a common set of initial premises, the understanding 
of space varied significantly.

E. L. Kirchner articulated the idea that an artist could be either an 
“interpreter of ideas for the general public” or “an artist pure and simple, 
a seeker advancing into the unknown, obsessed and consumed by art” — 
to the latter category he assigned himself, E. Heckel, and K. Schmidt-
Rottluff [Rhodes, 2025, p. 51]. This attitude, resonating with the ideas of 
F. Nietzsche — which permeated the work of Die Brücke group — defines 
Kirchner’s method: the artist realizes his own vision directly on the canvas, 
turning painting into an act of continuous search. This search unfolds in 
the work Street, Dresden (1908, The Museum of Modern Art, New York). 
The authors of the book Art Since 1900… describe this painting as follows: 
space is deliberately deformed, perspective is distorted, and the coloration, 
built upon blazing orange-red tones, gives rise to an acute sense of 
anxiety. The urban environment appears as a nervous confrontation, full 
of feverish life. The women in the foreground are also inscribed into this 
tense rhythm: their faces resemble frozen masks, which only exacerbates 
the feeling of anxious estrangement. The authors link the emotional 
state of the depicted people not to the fear of space in Worringer’s sense, 
but to G. Simmel’s ‘blasé attitude’, which is based on a defense against 
the threatening impulses of the external world. [Foster, Krauss, Bois, 
2015, p. 87]. However, if Simmel’s defense mechanism implies a dulling 
of receptivity, Kirchner, by contrast, intensifies it to the extreme: here 
abstraction serves not to diminish affect but to heighten it. This trajectory 
continues in the Berlin cycle Street (1912–1913, The Museum of Modern 
Art, New York): the colors become acrider, the perspective even more 
distorted, and the figures more disturbing [Foster, Krauss, Bois, 2015, 
p. 87]. As H. Foster and his co-authors note, Kirchner employed abstraction 
for a purpose directly opposed to Worringer’s [Foster, Krauss, Bois, 2015, 
p. 87]. Whereas for Worringer abstract form was a tool for diminishing the 
affect caused by the chaos of the external world, Die Brücke artists, on the 
contrary, turned to it in order to heighten excitation. For Kirchner, space 
is not an objective depiction of reality, but rather a medium constructed 
in perception, one that conveys emotional tension [Foster, Krauss, Bois, 

Friedrich’s ‘spiritual eye’ becomes a methodological principle leading to 
the pure meaning of the artistic act. This is phenomenology in its classical, 
‘contemplative’ variant: we bracket the world and intuit essence.

The methodological precedent for such a reading of Selz is set by 
K. L. Lukicheva’s study [Lukicheva, 2011]. Analyzing the work of Heinrich 
Wölfflin, she demonstrates that the founder of academic art history 
intuitively used a phenomenological approach as early as the end of 
the 19th century, linking artistic style to the corporeal experience of 
the human being. Wölfflin, of course, did not rely on E. Husserl — his 
phenomenological perspective was immanent to art-historical vision 
itself. Relying on this precedent, we may draw an analogy with Selz as 
well, fully aware that whereas in Wölfflin’s case the phenomenological 
dimension is substantiated by the analysis of his texts (as carried out by 
K. L. Lukicheva), here we are dealing with our own research hypothesis, 
which discerns an affinity between modes of thought [Lukicheva, 2011, 
p. 192–193].This framework provided by Selz, however, does not yet allow 
us to describe the precise manner in which the world appears to us through 
painting — not as an intelligible essence, but as a sensuous and corporeal 
event unfolding in brushstroke, color, and rhythm. To address this, we turn 
to the phenomenology of M. Merleau-Ponty — guided by K. L. Lukicheva’s 
conclusions regarding the applicability of his method to art [Lukicheva, 
2011, p. 193–195] — and specifically to his key concept of space as the 
‘flesh of the world’. Merleau-Ponty provides us with a language to describe 
the second step invoked by Friedrich: ‘bringing forth into the light’. If for 
Husserl the essential task is to intuit essence in contemplation, for Merleau-
Ponty essence is always already embodied — always given through the 
body, through color, through texture. For him, space is the very element in 
which body and world come into contact. It is this ‘bringing forth into the 
light’ — the transformation of inner vision into a sensuous and corporeal 
event — that we will trace in the works of the Expressionists. Our method 
does not supersede Selz’s approach but incorporates it as a necessary first 
step: first, following Vogt and Selz, we discern the eidetic core; then we 
show how this core is embodied in specific painterly devices that make 
space an event of encounter between body and world.

Embeddedness in a shared tradition serves only as a horizon; it does 
not predetermine the unity of artistic solutions. Space in Expressionism 
knows no single formula: various approaches to its organization emerged 
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2015, p. 87]. In the words of Sharif Shukurov, “beginning with the works of 
Henri Matisse, a new reality emerged in European art: narrative disappeared, 
and the depicted object ceased to answer the questions ‘what? what is this?’” 
[Shukurov, 2025, р. 72].

Elaborating on this point, it should be noted that the atmosphere and 
tension in his works are not so much subjective psychic states confined 
within the individual, but rather qualities of the world itself, as they 
disclose themselves in experience. They disclose themselves — and become 
the subject of depiction. It is no coincidence that Kirchner is interested 
in “the nervous faces of our contemporaries”, reacting to the “slightest 
stimulus” [Miall, 2003, p. 15].

This interest unfolds in the cycle of ‘streetwalker’ paintings. For 
Kirchner, the figures of demi-mondaines and fashionable women in works 
such as Five Women on the Street (1913, Ludwig Museum, Cologne) and 
Street Scene in Berlin (1913–1914, Neue Galerie, New York) became the 

Fig. 1. Kirchner E.L. Street, Dresden. 1908. Oil on canvas. 150.5 × 200.4 сm.  
The Museum of Modern Art, New York
Ил. 1. Кирхнер Э.Л. Улица, Дрезден. 1908. Xолст, масло. 150,5 × 200,4 см.  
Музей современного искусства, Нью-Йорк

Fig. 2. Kirchner E.L. Five Women on the Street. 1913. Oil on canvas. 120 × 90 сm. Ludwig Museum, Cologne
Ил. 2. Кирхнер Э.Л. Пять женщин на улице. 1913. Xолст, масло. 120 × 90 см. Музей Людвига, Кельн
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involvement. Indicative in this respect is the observation: “…whether 
suffering is caused by society, whether it is rooted in the social system 
or arises from personal fate or illness — its bearer is the individual. And 
the individual must react. It became especially clear to Erich Heckel that 
he could do nothing without personal involvement. His subjects had the 
most distinct personal reference” [Dube, 1980, p. 100].

This personal involvement is transformed in Heckel’s painting not as 
direct emotion, but as a particular structuring of experience — the world 
appears through the prism of an inner state, crystallizing into form. 
Exemplary in this regard is Glass Day (1913, Pinakothek der Moderne, 
Munich). In this work, air, earth, and water acquire the same tactile density 
as the body of the bather: everything is permeated by interlocking prismatic 
forms [Herbert, 1983, p. 81]. The deliberately angular structure allows light 
to be refracted in a particular way — reflections and reflexes are transformed 
into crystalline facets. Sky, water, earth, and the human figure merge into 
an inseparable unity, held together by a visible atmosphere [Dube, 1980, 
p. 98]. This visible atmosphere is the space which does not depict the 
world but manifests it to the living body. It is neither air nor water among 
other elements, but rather that element in which water, earth, sky, and 
body acquire their common flesh and become visible as a unified whole. 
The crystalline form here does not serve as a defense against chaos, as 
in Worringer; on the contrary, it gathers the disparate elements of being 
into the wholeness of experience. Thus, personal involvement becomes 
a visible structure — the flesh of the world emerging through the surface 
of the canvas.

A different strategy is encountered in Heckel’s work during the war 
years. Confronted with the traumatic experience of war, Heckel did not 
abandon the understanding of space as arising from experience, but 
subjected this experience to a strict spiritual and formal discipline. During 
this period, his interaction with the poet Ernst Morwitz and the artist 
Anton Kerschbaumer — whom Heckel met in Ostend — played a significant 
role in expanding his philosophical and literary horizons [Barnett, 2025, 
p. 65]. In the work Spring in Flanders (1916, Osthaus Museum, Hagen) 
water, sky, and earth are not so much depicted as they are assembled 
from colored planes. Space is constructed like a mosaic or a stained-glass 
window. The urban landscape from the Flemish period, Houses in the 
Morning (1917, Museum of Fine Arts, Ghent) follows the same principle. 

embodiment of the modern metropolis — the very nexus of its nervous 
energy, alienation, and latent danger. The formal structure of these works 
is subordinated to the task of conveying this urban affect: sharp, jagged 
lines, distorted perspective, and dissonant color combinations (poisonous 
green, orange, blue) create a sensation of constriction, as if the figures 
are forcibly compressed into the picture plane. The faces of the figures, 
drawing on the influence of African sculpture, lose their individual features 
and become typified masks. Here, individual psychology gives way to pure 
affect — that very quality of the world which the city transmits to the 
individual. For this reason the distortions of perspective serve not so much 
to depict urban space as to convey its impact: the distorted perspective, 
with its displaced vanishing points and broken lines, forms a funnel-like 
space that draws the figures in, creating an effect of a spatial trap in which 
the characters are squeezed by invisible force lines. At the same time, 
this dynamic, ‘nervous’ spatial environment becomes analogous to that 
affective field which, in the logic of Simmel’s reasoning, characterizes the 
mental life of the great city..

Thus, space in Kirchner’s works is not a geometric construct, nor is it, 
as for Worringer, a defense against the chaos of the organic; it is, rather, 
a visible atmosphere, a field of tension in which the world is revealed to the 
living body. Always experienced and situational, this space is not neutral — 
it exerts an impact. And herein lies a crucial nuance: this property of the 
world does not require the kind of suspension or overcoming that, for 
Worringer, the abstract form was meant to achieve by diminishing affect 
and providing protection from chaos. It is not perceived as something 
from which one must defend oneself. On the contrary, it constitutes the 
very flesh of the world, its immanent mode of being. Kirchner employs 
deformation and color to convey and intensify the nervous pulse of the 
modern city, making visible those properties of the world that usually 
remain the invisible background of experience.

Kirchner demonstrated how space can be a visible atmosphere, a field 
of tension in which the city touches the body. Yet the world manifests itself 
to living experience in different ways. Another mode of this appearing is to 
be found in the work of Erich Heckel — while the nature of space remains 
the same, still constituted in experience rather than given a priori. This 
difference is rooted not in a subjective shift of mood, but in a distinct 
mode of the world’s appearing: in Heckel’s case, it grows out of personal 
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However, the intellectual environment created in Ostend by the poet Ernst 
Morwitz and the artist Anton Kerschbaumer became the catalyst that 
deepened Heckel’s reflection on the tasks of art, heightened his attention 
to the spiritual and literary dimensions of the image, and thus indirectly 
contributed to the crystallization of his formal language in the direction 
of greater structural organization..

Thus, the different modes of experience presented in the examples 
of Kirchner and Heckel are realized through a shared understanding of 
the nature of space. Here, space is understood not as an a priori form, but 
as something constituted in living experience, inseparably bound to the 
artist’s corporeal and lived experience. What is at stake is this underlying 
attitude, not external stylistic similarity. For all their differences, space in 
each of them remains a space of experience and of the world’s appearing — 
yet not as an a priori given, nor as a refuge from the chaos of the organic, 
as in Worringer.

In contrast to the members of Die Brücke group, in whose artistic 
practice space arose from direct, sensuous contact with the city and 
with materiality, the artists of Der Blaue Reiter understood themselves as 
a ‘spiritual principle’, striving to convey a “new sense of life” by means 
of forms that extend “beyond the limits of the purely optical” [Der Blaue 
Reiter, 1982, p. 9]. However, this did not mean a rejection of sensuous 
experience. On the contrary, as Anna Grasselli notes, the artists of the 
group often worked en plein air, a fact reflected in their artistic practice, 
even though the scenes they depicted quickly ceased to be reducible to 
recognizable subjects. The basic elements of the landscapes painted by 
V. Kandinsky, A. Jawlensky, and G. Münter are easily recognizable, even 
if the forms are significantly simplified and space and perspective are 
distorted [Grasselli, 2024, p. 41]. Distortion functions here differently 
than in Kirchner: it serves not to intensify affect, but to reveal the inner 
structure of experience — that very ‘spiritual principle’ which emerges 
through the visible, while remaining rooted in concrete, corporeal contact 
with the world. Color and line serve not merely the direct depiction of 
things, but convey the very mode in which the world discloses itself to 
human beings — as a dynamic, bodily experienced event in which form 
and color are born from the act of seeing, rather than from a pre-given 
schema. Their significance lies in the fact that they compel the viewer not 
merely to see, but to listen and to attune.

Depicted in it is the Augustijnenbrug — one of the oldest surviving stone 
arch bridges over the canals of Bruges [Van Den Abeele, 2025, p. 205]. The 
composition is built on diagonals and triangles, lending the landscape 
a dynamic character. The color palette is based on contrasting variations 
of cool and warm tones: from blue, gray, and green to orange and yellow. 
The diagonals and triangles of Houses in the Morning, the color planes of 
Spring in Flanders, the intellectual impressions of Bruges — all of these 
work together to create a space that does not so much express emotion as 
organize it, finding for the chaos of existence an equivalent in the crystalline 
structure of form. This space does not oppose chaos; it transforms it into 
a visible order — an order that does not suppress experience but gives 
it form, allowing the world to appear in its wholeness through the very 
structure of the painted surface. It is important to emphasize that these 
formal devices themselves have their roots in pan-European movements 
(Post-Impressionism, Cubism) and the Expressionist tradition of Die Brücke. 

Fig. 3. Heckel E. Houses in the Morning. 
1917. Oil and tempera on canvas. 
96.5 × 83.4 сm. Museum of Fine Arts, 
Gent
Ил. 3. Хеккель Э. Домá утром. 1917. 
Холст, масло, темпера. 96,5 × 83,4 см. 
Музей изящных искусств, Гент
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the external world, but through their position and rhythm on the plane. 
Kandinsky frequently employs a high horizon line, placing the planes of 
earth or water in the foreground, while architectural staffage is shifted 
toward the very top of the picture [Zimmermann, 2006, p. 22]. This 
creates a planar character that undermines the illusion of space in the 
traditional sense — as, for example, in the work Holland — Beach Chairs 
(1904, Städtische Galerie im Lenbachhaus, Munich) [Zimmermann, 2006, 
p. 23]. The foreground ceases to be a transparent window onto the world 
and becomes a dense, almost tangible surface that does not direct the gaze 
into the distance but holds it, inviting it to enter another dimension — not 
of depth, but of the resonance of planes..

The emerging paradox — the conjunction of depth and flatness — 
constitutes one of the essential characteristics of Kandinsky’s art. On 
the one hand, the master is not drawn to perspectival constructions of 
space with a single vanishing point; on the other hand, he understood 
that flatness alone would lead him to decorativeness. Kandinsky strove 

In The Blue Mountain (1908, Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New 
York) space is constructed not according to the laws of linear perspective, 
but as an interaction of generalized colorful forms, demonstrating the 
development of Kandinsky’s synthetic style [Turchin, 2008, p. 27]. Space 
here is not a priori; it is not constructed according to the laws of Euclidean 
geometry. On the contrary, it is constituted in the very act of the artist’s 
vision: colors, lines, and the modeling of form through fragmented 
brushstrokes become the mode of the world’s appearing. The space of the 
painting is subordinated not to external rules (perspective, geometry), 
but to an internal logic of interrelations that is born from the very act 
of seeing: figures, color, and form acquire meaning not through their 
correspondence to objects, but through their relation to one another — as 
different modalities of a single ‘flesh of the world’ (‘la chair du monde’). 
This logic is not imposed upon the world but is released from it, since our 
primordial confidence in the world’s reliability (what Merleau-Ponty calls 
the ‘faith of perception’) already contains within itself the possibility of 
such a meaningful intertwining. In Kandinsky’s Blue Mountain, this faith 
becomes visible: colors and lines do not depict things, but render visible 
the very act by which the world discloses itself to our body. “Kandinsky 
not only perceived colors with extraordinary acuity, but also heard their 
sound” [Falikov, 2016, p. 69]. At the same time, the categories of ‘parallel 
repetition’ and ‘inner harmony’ [Turchin, 2008, p. 24] to which Kandinsky 
was devoted find their embodiment not in metaphysical dimensions, but 
in the human being — in his corporeality, in the experience of interacting 
with the world, in the very act of constructing space.

Specific devices of this spatial construction can already be traced in 
Kandinsky’s early works. As Reinhard Zimmermann notes, in the study 
Munich — Planegg I (1901, private collection) and in the painting Kallmünz — 
Stormy Weather (1904, private collection) the artist draws diagonal lines 
“directly from the foreground into the depth, lending the composition 
dynamism and introducing an element of time” [Zimmermann, 2006, p. 22]. 
The viewer’s gaze does not merely register form but becomes engaged in 
a rhythmic unfolding in time: it follows the line leading into depth, thereby 
experiencing space not as a static given, but as a durational event, akin 
to a musical melody. This movement of the gaze reveals that depth here 
is not a void between objects, but a mode of their interconnection: the 
elements of the painting acquire meaning not through their relation to 

Fig. 4. Kandinsky V.V. Holland — Beach Chairs. 1904. Oil on cardboard. 24 × 32.6 сm. Städtische 
Galerie in Lenbachhaus, Munich
Ил. 4. Кандинский В.В. Пляжные кресла в Голландии. 1904. Картон, масло. 24 × 32,6 см. 
Городская галерея Ленбаххаус, Мюнхен
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color acquire dramatic intensity through their symbolic simplification”, 
and there occurs “an intensification of the overall atmosphere, created by 
the homogeneity of the principal color, which causes energetic currents — 
now long, now short, now local brushstrokes, lively and highly visible — to 
tremble”, producing a sensation of anxiety and inner tension [Artists of the 
Russian Abroad, 2011, p. 28]. Space here unfolds as an event: the red color 
dominates not as a property of objects, but as an expression of a spiritual 
state. The red hue does not simply ‘signify’ anxiety — it organizes the 
viewer’s gaze; brushstrokes of varying length and intensity make the eye 
move, pause, and return. In contrast to the Symbolist tradition, where 
color referred to a specific feeling, in Werefkin’s work color becomes the 
bearer of a temporal process. The gaze moves gradually across the painting; 
the viewer discovers for themselves the rhythms of the brushstrokes and 
the tense transitions of tone. The temporal character of this immersion 
becomes an inseparable part of space itself: it endures, pulsates, unfolds 
in movement. Here, space filled with a tense atmosphere is not given 
instantaneously in the form of a crystallized affect captured in a single 
frozen gesture — as in E. Munch’s The Scream (1893–1910, National Gallery, 
Oslo) which in many ways determined Werefkin’s path [Artists of the 
Russian Abroad, 2011, p. 27, 68]. On the contrary, the affect is extended 
in time; it endures in the pulsation of brushstrokes, in tonal transitions. 
As with Kandinsky, form here does not conceal experience but renders it 
visible through the energy of the painterly gesture.

In 1908–1913, Werefkin found her own “expressive lyrical style, based 
on ‘Stimmung’ — a concept far broader than the Russian ‘nastroenie’ 
[mood]: it encompasses the fullness of feeling, the identification of oneself 
with another, and the direct perception of pure forms as bearers of the 
‘inner sound’ of which Kandinsky spoke” [Artists of the Russian Abroad, 
2011, p. 27].

This resonance “gives rise to Sehnsucht — a passionate desire to become 
one with the world” [Artists of the Russian Abroad, 2011, p. 27], a striving 
to transcend the material. In the paintings Dance Hall (1907, Fondazione 
Marianne Werefkin, Museo Comunale d’Arte Moderna, Ascona) and Tragic 
Atmosphere (1910, Fondazione Marianne Werefkin, Museo Comunale 
d’Arte Moderna, Ascona) this experience becomes visible: space here is not 
a backdrop for events, but the very event of the soul’s encounter with the 
world, unfolding in color and rhythm. In urban scenes and leisure scenes 

for a different kind of spatiality, far removed from the illusory depth that 
had dominated art since the Renaissance [Zimmermann, 2006, p. 23]. In 
his works, depth ceases to be defined by the laws of linear perspective 
and transforms into tension: it is not measured, but experienced as the 
simultaneity of near and far, their reciprocal attraction and accord within 
a single field of vision.

These formal explorations clearly demonstrate that for Kandinsky, 
space is not an a priori given, as it is for Worringer with his concept 
of the will to abstraction, but rather is assembled from a multiplicity 
of experimentally discovered devices aimed at conveying not external 
appearance, but the inner, temporally extended reality of experience. 
The diagonals that introduce an element of time, the high horizon line — 
all these devices work to transform space from a static given into an 
event. Here, space functions as a mode of presence; it does not precede 
experience but arises together with it, being constituted in the very act of 
perception. Moreover, if for Kirchner the world manifested itself through 
danger, pressure, and a tense atmosphere, for Kandinsky it appears as 
rhythm — a rhythm that demands from the viewer not an instantaneous 
reaction, but a temporally unfolded perception. In this, the influence of 
music is evident; the foregoing analysis of his devices shows that time 
and rhythm became for him categories as significant as color and line. It 
is duration and the capacity to attune oneself to the rhythmic structure 
of the painting itself that allow those profound dimensions of sensory 
experience — which ordinarily elude the gaze — to manifest.

Among the artists of Der Blaue Reiter, the understanding of space 
was not uniform, as it was determined by the artist’s inner experience. 
For Marianne Werefkin, as for Kandinsky, the problem of the new art was 
grounded in the problem of the subject, its mechanisms, and its deep 
psychological meanings. She believed that art should depict not what 
the eye “sees”, but what the soul “feels” [Artists of the Russian Abroad, 
2011, p. 19]. Werefkin’s views were shaped under the influence of books 
on physiology, physiognomy, psychophysiology, experimental psychology, 
optics, and aesthetics. Werefkin’s intellectual pursuits also left their 
mark on her painting: she sought a language capable of manifesting an 
experience in which the inner world and reality exist as a single whole, 
without being separated. Indicative in this regard is the painting Red City 
(1910, Museo Comunale d’Arte Moderna, Ascona). In this work, “form and 
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act of perception — from the rhythm of lines, the pulsation of color, the 
tension between figures and emptiness. Here, space does not precede 
experience but unfolds together with it, becoming an event, in which 
the viewer is engaged through body and gaze. This is not a depiction of 
the world, but its appearing —durational, pulsating, demanding time and 
attentive looking.

Conclusion

The conducted study allows us to return to the question from which it 
began: whether Worringer’s theory found reflection in the artistic practice 
of Expressionism. An analysis of the philosophical origins of the premise 
introduced by Worringer — the ‘spiritual fear of space’ leading to the 
concept of the will to abstraction — has shown that he constructs it on the 
basis of the Kantian understanding of space as an a priori form. However, 
if Worringer remained within the tradition of epistemology — which in no 

from the same years — for instance, In the Café (1907, Fondazione Marianne 
Werefkin, Museo Comunale d’Arte Moderna, Ascona), or At the Ice Rink 
(1911, Fondazione Marianne Werefkin, Museo Comunale d’Arte Moderna, 
Ascona) — Werefkin employs different devices of spatial organization: 
figures are inscribed into S-shaped or spiral compositions, or conversely, 
compressed into a tight, almost oppressive space. In the scene At the Ice 
Rink, the figures of the skaters are barely distinguishable — their silhouettes 
emerge in the moonlight and against the brightly lit hotel. Yet they are 
inscribed into an overall rhythm that transforms the plane into a field 
where emptiness functions no less than the figures themselves. Here, 
space is no longer a backdrop — it becomes what might be called a field of 
presence, and the viewer finds themselves inside, rather than outside. In 
Sunday Afternoon (1908, Fondazione Marianne Werefkin, Museo Comunale 
d’Arte Moderna, Ascona) an isolated couple in an empty garden café creates 
a sense of tragic isolation — space here is not a neutral background but an 
active participant in the scene, setting the tone for the experience. Here, 
as in the landscapes, form does not conceal but rather reveals the state 
of the soul [Lanfermann, 2016, p. 24]..

The emptiness of the café is not merely unoccupied tables; it is the 
presence of absence — a crushing, yawning void. In this work, space itself 
‘speaks’ of solitude. Yet this isolation is not a thought in the minds of 
the figures that the artist decided to illustrate by means of an empty 
background. The tragedy here unfolds in the very flesh of the painting: 
in the relationship of scale between the tiny figures and the vast space 
above them, in the horizon line that overwhelms them. The emptiness 
of the garden café is not the absence of people, but the visible presence 
of their estrangement from the world. The artist has rendered visible 
what ordinarily remains invisible — the existential dimension of space. 
Landscape, garden, the emptiness of the café function here not as a setting 
for action, but as the action itself. Isolation is not located in space — it 
is literally stretched out across it, diffused over the surface of the tables, 
suspended in the afternoon air. Space ceases to be a neutral background 
and becomes the flesh of experience: it does not contain isolation — it is 
isolation, made visible.

The examples of spatial understanding among the artists of Der Blaue 
Reiter demonstrate that space is neither a neutral backdrop nor constructed 
according to the laws of geometry. On the contrary, it is born in the very 

Fig. 5. Werefkin M. Sunday Afternoon. 1908. Tempera on paper glued onto cardboard. 
36.5 × 50.5 cm. Fondazione Marianne Werefkin, Museo Comunale d’Arte Moderna, Ascona
Ил. 5. Веревкина М. Воскресный полдень. 1908. Tемпера, бумагa, картон. 36,5 × 50,5 см. 
Фонд Марианны Веревкиной, Муниципальный музей современного искусства, Аскона
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way diminishes the scholarly value and applicability of his work to certain 
tendencies in art — the artistic practice of the Expressionists carried out 
a radical shift: they worked within a different paradigm. Space in their 
works is not form, but event; not a condition of experience, but its flesh. 
Space in their painting is not given a priori, does not precede experience as 
a ready-made form, but is each time constituted anew — from the rhythm 
of lines, the pulsation of color, the tension between figure and emptiness, 
from the very duration of a gaze that does not fix a given datum but follows 
the movement of brushstrokes, uncovering layer upon layer.

An analysis of the works of Kirchner, Heckel, Kandinsky, and Werefkin 
has demonstrated that space in their works consistently appears as an 
event of encounter between body and world, a field of tension, a pulsating 
medium that does not precede experience but unfolds together with it. It is 
inseparably linked to corporeal experience, affect, time, and the personal 
involvement of the artist.

Within the framework of this study, we have not only relied on formal-
stylistic analysis but have also applied the optics of Maurice Merleau-Ponty. 
This has allowed us to see behind formal devices — deformation, color 
dissonances, rhythmic constructions — not merely means of expression, 
but modes of the world’s appearing, modes of how space becomes visible 
experience. Phenomenology proves to be not an external theory applied 
to the material, but a necessary instrument for clarifying what the 
Expressionist artists were doing in their practice.
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