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Abstract 

This study presents an analysis of 
the visual treatment of the motifs of 
dreams, life and death in the works 
of art Tod und Leben (1910–1915) by 
Gustav Klimt and El Sueño (La Cama) 
(1940) by Frida Kahlo through the 
prism of Freudian psychoanalysis. 
The interpretation is based on 
the ideas of S. Freud, specifically 
the life instinct (Eros), the death 
instinct and dreams representing a 
systemic space for the expression 
of unconscious psychological 
processes. The text draws attention 
to the different artistic approaches 
of the authors and to their unique 
reflection on the existential issue of 
the finiteness of human life. G. Klimt’s 
work is interpreted as a symbolic 
visualisation of the collective dream 
of modernity, in which death is 
perceived as a suppressed but at 
the same time determining criterion 
of psychic life. On the other hand, 
F. Kahlo conceives of dreams as a 
fundamentally personal and unique 
space of physical vulnerability, 
pain and direct confrontation with 
death. The aim of this paper is to 
analyse and compare different 
ways of artistically processing 
existential anxiety and the finitude 

of human life, viewing selected 
works of art as visual reflections 
on life, death and dreams. From a 
methodological point of view, the 
paper is based on a comparative 
analysis of visual and iconographic 
elements that are closely linked to 
the interpretative framework of S. 
Freud’s psychoanalysis, as well as the 
cultural-historical context of artistic 
modernism.
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Introduction

Reflections on life and death 
are among the themes that have 
accompanied humanity since 
time immemorial. The search 
for answers to these questions 
occupies an important place not 
only in the history of philosophical 
thought, but is also strongly 
present in the thinking of people 
across different cultures and 
historical periods. The specific 
interpretation of life and death 
depends on the broader value and 
cognitive frameworks of individual 
societies and cultures. Significant 
changes in society, the questioning 
of previous metaphysical 
certainties, the intensification 
of the process of secularisation 
and the development of scientific 
thinking at the turn of the 19th and 
20th centuries have contributed 
significantly to the fact that the 
issue of life and death is becoming 
more urgent and is gaining in 
intensity and relevance. It was 
in this cultural and intellectual 
climate that Sigmund Freud’s 
(1856–1939) psychoanalysis 
emerged, challenging the previous 
notion of humans as primarily 
rational and autonomous beings. 
It places the main emphasis on 
the irrational instinctual forces 
in humans, internal conflicts, and 
brings to the fore the unconscious, 
which is dominant in human 
psychological life (Pepiol, 2022). 
This psychoanalytic perspective 
allows us to understand life and 
death as interconnected structural 
principles of human subjectivity. 

Gustav Klimt, an important 
representative of the Vienna 
Secession, lived and worked in 
the same cultural environment 
as Sigmund Freud. His work can 
be seen as a visual parallel to the 
psychoanalytic reflection of the 
modern subject. The painting Tod 
und Leben (1910–1915) expresses 
the tension between the life instinct 
(Eros) and the death instinct, as a 
psychological and cultural problem 
that transcends the biological plane 
of existence. The Mexican painter 
Frida Kahlo also focuses on dreams, 
physical vulnerability, suffering and 
death in her work El Sueño (La Cama) 
(1940). However, she approaches 
these themes through a radically 
individualised experience. Her work 
builds on the symbolic tradition of 
modern art, but at the same time both 
radicalises it and enters into a direct 
theoretical dialogue with Freudian 
psychoanalysis.

Methodological Starting Points

The study is based on the inter-
pretation of selected works of art, 
combining visual representation of 
the theme with an analysis of picto-
rial symbolism. We frame these two 
levels through the psychoanalysis of 
S. Freud. We proceed from the as-
sumption of a semiotic understand-
ing of a work of art as a text that can 
be “read” psychoanalytically, and 
which at the same time allows us to 
name unconscious psychological 
processes, ontological anxieties 
and cultural constructions of iden-
tity. Our research into the problem 
under investigation is based on 
S. Freud’s psychoanalytic theory, 

particularly his understanding of 
the life and death instincts, the sci-
ence of dreams and the structure 
of the human mind (consciousness, 
preconsciousness and unconscious-
ness). We then apply these ideas 
to selected works by Gustav Klimt, 
Tod und Leben (1910–1915), and 
Frida Kahlo, El Sueño (La Cama) 
(1940), interpreting their essential 
visual elements and symbolic motifs. 
Through comparison, it is possible 
to reveal the peculiarities of artistic 
approaches to themes such as life, 
death and dreams within the context 
of modern art. In doing so, we take 
into account the cultural, social and 
historical realities of Viennese mod-
ernism and Mexican visual culture 
of the 20th century. This perspective 
also refers to broader and inter-
disciplinary research on death in 
contemporary (digital) media culture 
(e.g., research on dark tourism and 
the visual representation of death in 
the media and on social media plat-
forms – for more on this topic, see 
the study by E. Moravčíková et al. 
(2025)). The ambition of this meth-
odological approach is primarily to 
explain works of art, which we un-
derstand as unique visual and sym-
bolic expressions of the personal life 
experiences of two specific artists. 
We rely on the reception aesthetics 
of the so-called Nitra School, which 
places great emphasis on the origi-
nal creative imagination of the recip-
ient of art, as confirmed by Miroslav 
Ballay, an expert in artistic communi-
cation and interpretation, aesthetics 
and theatre studies. He understands 
reception as an important starting 
point for artistic communication 
(Ballay, 2023). 
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1 Eros, the Death Drive and 

Dreams as Structural Principles 

in the Paintings of G. Klimt and F. 

Kahlo

1.1 Gustav Klimt: Tod und Leben 

(1910–1915)

In order to understand Klimt’s 
painting Tod und Leben, it is 
necessary to accept Freud’s 
distinction between the life instinct 
(Eros) and the death instinct. Eros 
connects, creates and preserves 
life. Conversely, the death instinct 
promotes decay and destruction, 
while also contributing to the 
alleviation of tension. The parallel 
interaction of these forces forms 
the basis, the essence of being. 
Human development can therefore 
be interpreted as a permanent 
struggle between Eros and the 
death instinct, which ensures the 
survival of the human species 
(Freud, 2023). This relationship gives 
rise to Freud’s idea that “the goal 
of every life is death”1 (Freud, 2016, 
p. 97). The death drive, its action 
and influence can be understood 
as an internal, permanently present 
principle of mental life.	  

From a psychoanalytical point of 
view, it is important to pay attention 
to the order of words in the title Tod 
und Leben. Death is mentioned first. 
Death embodies fate, irreversibility 
and has a decisive influence on 
the human psyche. Death as the 

1 Authors’ note: The citation is translated from Slo-
vak language, the original text is as follows: “cieľom 
každého života je smrť” (Freud, 2016, p. 97).

reflected in Klimt’s specific creativity. 
The artist gradually so�ens the 
silhouette and uses shaky, vibrating 
shapes and disjointed curves, thus 
approaching the so-called neo-
baroque tendency of working with 
a new conception of light (Chini, 
2010). The floral style with excessive 
use of arabesques expands the 
contours of the figures. The figures 

appear as buds just before blooming, 
while the emphasised colourfulness 
remains harmonious, consistent 
and balanced. G. Klimt maintains 
compositional harmony and classical 
proportion (Chini, 2010). 

The closed eyes of the figures are a 
striking figurative component of the 
painting. We perceive this motif not 

only as a symbol of sleep, but also as 
a visual expression of dreams, which 
S. Freud described as the royal 
road to the unconscious (Sheppard, 
2022). According to Sigmund 
Freud, “the study of dreams can be 
considered the most reliable way 

death drive creates and shapes 
consciousness and influences 
the desires and decisions of the 
individual. At the same time, mental 
tension arises, leading to conflict 
and confrontation with finitude. 
Life is revealed only subsequently 
as a manifestation of Eros, which 
responds to the awareness of 
transience by coordinating mental 
strength and stimulating the 
preservation of human existence. 
This structure essentially reflects 
the coexistence of both instincts. 
We do not perceive them as 
contradictory; they are not in 
conflict or incompatible. These 
principles, these starting points, 
are depicted in Tod und Leben 
not only symbolically, but also 
formally. Eros is present through 
intertwined bodies, soft contours, 
decorative continuity and rich 
colours. The death instinct, on the 
other hand, is represented by an 
isolated figure, geometric rigour, 
austerity, a cold colour palette and 
the absence of physical contact. The 
actors of life represent different 
generations. Klimt thus emphasises 
the universality and complexity of 
the recurring cycle of human life 
and the connection between Eros 
and its continuity. The absence of 
visible conflict between the figures 
corresponds to Sigmund Freud’s 
idea of the parallel action of the 
life instinct Eros and the death 
instinct. This linear parallelism 
can also be analysed using 
Freud’s topographical model of 
consciousness, preconsciousness 
and unconsciousness. The formation 
of the figures is depicted in a 
state resembling sleep, which 

represents the transition between 
consciousness and unconsciousness, 
with the preconscious representing 
the space between these two planes 
where they meet and symbolically 
influence each other.

Death is depicted outside this 
topographical space in the 
analysed work. Death is not part 
of the characters’ consciousness, 
but we clearly perceive its effect 
and influence on their inner 
world. According to Sigmund 
Freud, humans are unable to fully 
comprehend their own death, as 
the unconscious mind does not 
recognise the temporal plane 
(Freud, 1969). Klimt’s painting 
thus does not depict death as 
an irreversible biological event, 
but as a permanently suppressed 
possibility that fundamentally shapes 
the subject’s mental life. A similar 
attitude towards death can later be 
found in the ideas of the eminent 
German philosopher M. Heidegger. 
In his work Being and Time, he 
points out that death is a way of 
being that takes hold of us as soon 
as we exist. When a person comes 
into being, they are immediately 
old enough to die (Heidegger, 
1996). Death is therefore not 
understood as an event somewhere 
in the future, but means constantly 
moving towards one’s end. Death 
does not come from outside, death 
is within us, it is a possibility that 
fundamentally determines our 
being. Death is thus not only the 
moment when life ends, but also 
what “determines” life throughout 
its entire “course” (Palite�a, 2016). 
This psychological dimension is also 

Figure 1: Gustav Klimt, Tod und Leben (Death and Life), 1910–1915

Source: Klimt (1910/1915)
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to explore deep mental processes”2 
(Freud, 2016, p. 49). The formation of 
figures is visualised in the state of a 
collective dream, in which individual 
boundaries are blurred and the 
relationship to external reality – 
personified by the figure of death 
– is interrupted. Closed eyes do not 
imply surrender or resignation, but 

2 Authors’ note: The citation is translated from Slo-
vak language, the original text is as follows: “štúdium 
snov môžeme pokladať za najspoľahlivejšiu cestu na 
preskúmanie hlbinných duševných procesov” (Freud, 
2016, p. 49).

rather psychological closure and a 
turning inward, into the space of 
instinctual and affective processes. 
The unconscious, although not 
directly accessible to consciousness, 
fundamentally influences the 
subject’s thinking and behaviour 
(Baniatová, 2025). Klimt’s depiction 
of sleeping bodies – as evident in the 
detail of the sleeping group (Figure 
1a) – creates an image of collective 
escape from the awareness of death. 
Death is present on the canvas, 
but remains “unnoticed”. Closed 
eyes function as a symbolic barrier 

between life and the awareness of 
impending demise. The absence 
of a gaze towards death suggests 
active repression, which contributes 
significantly to maintaining mental 
balance and continuity of life. In a 
broader cultural context, this motif 
can be understood as a metaphor 
for the strategy of modern society, 
in which dreaming replaces direct 
confrontation with anxiety and 
death. Tod und Leben thus not only 
visualises a collective dream, but is 
also a cultural and social reflection 
of modernity, i.e. a period in which 

Figure 1a: Gustav Klimt, Tod und Leben (Death and Life), 1910–1915, Detail – Sleeping Figures with Closed Eyes 

Source: Klimt (1910/1915)

death is pushed to the periphery of 
consciousness and life is stylised and 
decoratively arranged.

1.2 Frida Kahlo: El Sueño (La Cama) 

(1940)

In modern art, the work El Sueño 
(La Cama) (1940) by Mexican paint-
er Frida Kahlo, is one of the most 
unambiguous aesthetic representa-
tions of dreams, biological fragility, 
defencelessness and death. The title 
of the painting – “Dream (Bed)” – is 
clearly Freudian in its purpose, as 

it draws attention to the state and 
place where consciousness meets 
the unconscious. Here, the dream 
can be interpreted as a boundary 
where consciousness intertwines with 
physical suffering and the knowledge 
of the finiteness of one’s own life jour-
ney. This means that in this case, the 
dream does not represent an escape 
from reality or a general mental state. 
Frida Kahlo’s sleeping body is depict-
ed under a yellow blanket, seemingly 
fixed to the bed by a climbing plant 
(the life instinct Eros) with thorns. 
The contrast to the resting body is 

created by a skeleton bound with 
dynamite (death instinct), from whose 
chest a bouquet of living flowers 
grows in contradiction.

Death in the painting is neither 
so�ened nor artistically rendered 
through ornamentation or symbolic 
distance. On the contrary, the skel-
eton (placed on the upper frame 
of the bed) above the living body 
evokes horror and the irreversibility 
of the end. Its direct placement near 
the reclining living figure disrupts 
the illusion of safety, certainty, or 

Figure 2: Frida Kahlo, El Sueño (La Cama), 1940

Source: Kahlo (1940) 
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even escape from the end. It creates 
a feeling of the constant pres-
ence of the awareness of tran-
sience, which enters the intimate 
environment of sleep, the body, 
and the mind. The bed, body, 
and skeleton represent a space 
where we find the impulses of 
Eros alongside the death instinct. 
Dynamite evokes hidden risk and 
explosive threat. The bouquet of 
flowers allows Kahlo to confront 
death through a symbolic, psy-
chologically comprehensible form 
(Figure 2a). The cultural message 
of the Mexican tradition of death 
(Día de los Muertos) and flowers 
represent the transformation of 
fears, anxieties and apprehen-
sions into an aesthetic, tasteful 
and culturally relevant image 
that allows Kahlo to maintain her 
mental stability and work with the 
knowledge of her impending de-
mise. In this context, the bed be-
comes not only a sphere of rest 
and dreamlike illusion of escape, 
but also a space of suffering and 
existential threat, exacerbating 
the tension between Eros and the 
death instinct. 

At first glance, Frida Kahlo’s 
self-portraits appear rigid and static, 
but in reality they are imbued with a 
pulsating, authentic pain. The event 
is present in them indirectly – as a 
constant tension and anticipation 
of what may happen, in a constant 
awareness of pain, danger and 
the proximity of death (Malíčková, 
2025). In this case, we perceive 
physicality not only as a biological 
determinism and fact, but as a cul-
turally and medially constructed 
dimension. As Hana Pravdová et al. 
point out, physicality in contempo-
rary visual culture functions as a 
“communicated muse” and a sym-
bolic centre of cultural meanings 
through which society articulates its 
attitudes towards life, suffering and 
death (Pravdová et al., 2020).	
 
Frida Kahlo familiarly referred to 
death as “La Pelona” (“The Bald 
One”). The term itself is commonly 
used in Mexican folk language, but 
in Kahlo’s work it takes on a specific 
meaning and becomes part of her 
private and intimate mythology (Jan-
da, 2003). Death manifests itself in 
the form of a personified being with 

whom it is possible to have an inti-
mate dialogue. From Freud’s point of 
view, such personification of death 
promotes its symbolic “grasping” 
and subsequent confrontation with 
transience. Kahlo’s closed eyes in the 
self-portrait clearly evoke dream ac-
tivity. This is a phenomenon in which 
consciousness briefly recedes into 
the background and opens the way 
to the unconscious contents of the 
mind – anxiety, fear and suppressed 
impulses. In the context of Kahlo’s life 
and work, this process, in accordance 
with Freud’s theory, can be under-
stood as a defence mechanism of the 
ego responding to long-term real 
anxiety. Freud defined real anxiety 
as arising in response to objective 
danger and functioning as a warning 
signal sent by the ego to alert the 
subject to threats to their life and 
physical integrity (Freud, 1969). In 
Kahlo’s case, this mechanism was 
repeatedly triggered by a serious 
accident in 1925 and the subsequent 
chronic pain. El Sueño (La Cama) 
creates a tangibly intimate plane 
in which unbearable, physical and 
traumatic pain is intertwined with the 
Mexican tradition of death. 

2 Dreams as a Cultural and Indi-

vidual Symptom in the Works of G. 

Klimt and F. Kahlo

Unlike Klimt’s allegorical and collec-
tively readable visions of dreams, 
which o�en work with universal 
symbols of eroticism, fertility, or the 
cyclical nature of life, Kahlo focus-
es on personalised dreams. Her 
painting is rooted in the authentic 
experience of physical trauma and 
chronic pain, which shaped her 
relationship with her body. Kahlo 
vehemently rejected the idea of 
the Surrealists, who sought to com-
bine conscious and unconscious 
elements in such a way that dreams 
and everyday reality o�en became 
indistinguishable, and reality took 
on surrealistic features. In Mexican 
culture, death, dreams and spirits 
are a natural part of life, and her 
works thus reflect authentic psycho-
logical reality, not abstract dream-
like fantasies (Mujica, 2003).  

El Sueño (La Cama) enters into a 
dialogue with Freudian psychoanal-
ysis and Klimt’s symbolism, with 
Kahlo’s unconscious appearing al-
most literally, without any so�ening. 
Death is not a latent meaning, but a 
present image. In this sense, Kahlo 
radicalises the symbolic tradition; 
while Klimt works with ornament 
and metaphor, Kahlo reduces visu-
al language to an existential core 
springing from her own authentic 
experience. Her painting can thus 
be considered a transition between 
symbolism and modern introspec-
tive painting, in which dreams 
become a tool for self-analysis, not 
a universal myth, but an intimate, 

physically rooted personal testimo-
ny. The motif of closed eyes seems 
to create a visual analogy, a simi-
larity between the works of Gustav 
Klimt and Frida Kahlo. However, 
its psychological function is funda-
mentally different in both cases. In 
Klimt’s work, closed eyes indicate a 
state of collective dream – a return 
to a space of certainty in which the 
ego temporarily interrupts contact 
with reality, especially with the 
awareness of death and extinction. 
Here, dreams create a defensive 
apparatus that dampens anxiety 
and offers an opportunity to escape 
to a peaceful, idyllic zone. In Kahlo’s 
work, however, closed eyes do not 
represent psychological escape, 
but rather a situation of separation, 
exclusion, loneliness and vulnera-
bility. They do not offer an escape 
from reality. On the contrary, they 
represent a source of unconditional, 
inevitable conflict and confronta-
tion. Frida Kahlo does not depict 
dreams as a refuge for the ego, but 
as a point at which defence mecha-
nisms cease to function and a per-
son remains fully affected by pain, 
mental harm and awareness of their 
own physical vulnerability. The dif-
ference in Klimt’s and Kahlo’s con-
ception of dreams is indisputable. 
For Klimt, dreams symbolically so�-
en death, while for Kahlo, sleep is 
a state of helplessness with crude, 
unaesthetic content. 	  

The treatment of the body is also 
interesting and different. In Gus-
tav Klimt, we find sensuality, allure 
and passion. The body appears 
fragmented and dissolved in the 
ornamental surface of the painting, 

thereby mitigating and aestheticis-
ing physical reality. In Klimt’s work, 
the body loses its weight, heaviness 
and suffering. Kahlo leaves the body 
isolated, realistic, wounded and 
fragile, exposed to the gaze with-
out any strategy of protection. The 
perception of death is diametrically 
different in both paintings. In Tod 
und Leben, death is present as a 
spectator, separated from the living 
bodies by spatial distance. In con-
trast, in El Sueño (La Cama), death 
is intimate, personal and almost 
tangible. Death is in close proximity 
to the body and penetrates its inti-
macy. Freud pointed out that peo-
ple cannot imagine their own death 
in reality, and in their psychological 
experience they tend to take on the 
role of an observer (Freud, 1990). 
Death is therefore perceived as 
something that happens to “others”, 
not as an event directly affecting 
the subject. This mechanism pro-
tects the individual from the anxiety 
of death, which Kahlo consciously 
rejects. For her, death is an intimate, 
physical and psychological experi-
ence. 	  

Frida Kahlo’s work thus exposes the 
cultural repression of death and 
breaks down the symbolic distance 
that Klimt deliberately mitigates 
with ornamentation and composi-
tion. Through the prism of cultural 
psychology, it is clear to us that the 
motif of dreams in Klimt and Kahlo 
works on two different, analogous 
levels. Klimt’s dream is a cultural 
symptom of modernity, while Kahlo’s 
dream is a space of repeated physi-
cal pain and mental injury.

Figure 2a: Frida Kahlo, El Sueño (La Cama), 1940, Detail – a Skeleton with Dynamite and Flowers

Source: Kahlo (1940)
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Conclusion

Freud’s theory of dreams acts 
as a theoretical link between 
the works of Gustav Klimt and 
Frida Kahlo. It allows us to in-
terpret their works as two op-
posing poles of modern visual 
unconsciousness. Klimt’s work 
represents a strategy of sublima-
tion that is closely linked to the 
life instinct (Eros). In his work, 
dreams take the form of orna-
mentation and aesthetic harmo-
ny. Thanks to this, unconscious 
content – sexuality, death and 
anxiety – takes on a sensually 
appealing form and becomes 
something acceptable. In con-
trast, Frida Kahlo materialises 
dreams as a space of trauma and 
painful physical experience. For 
her, the death instinct does not 
appear as something vague and 
abstract, but as a completely 
concrete, physically anchored 
reality that constantly returns 
and disrupts the illusion of 
wholeness. Eros is present only 
partially, incompletely – as a de-
sire for survival. However, this 
desire never completely prevails 
over the experience of pain and 
suffering.

Both works feature the motif of 
closed eyes, confirming Freud’s 
paradox of dreams. Dreams are 
not an escape from reality, but 
a privileged space for its most 
radical representation. It is pre-
cisely in the state of dreamlike 
closure to the outside world that 
the unconscious articulates itself 
most intensely – in Klimt as an in-

teraction between Eros and the 
aesthetically tamed death drive, 
in Kahlo as an uncompromising 
manifestation of the death drive.
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