
Madison Stanton                                                                                                                                                     
                            Art Hist. 201-151 

 
 

Gustav Klimt’s Portrait of Adele Bloch-Bauer I 

I went to New York’s Neue Galerie specifically for this painting because I’ve always 

wanted to view it in person, and it certainly exceeded my expectations. The Neue Galerie only 

displays German and Austrian artworks. Portrait of Adele Bloch-Bauer I was painted by 

Austrian artist, Gustav Klimt in 1907. Portrait of Adele Bloch-Bauer I is his second most famous 

piece, following just behind The Kiss, which was created that same year. The painting has an 

interesting history, once even being confiscated by the Nazi’s, in 2006 it was finally bought back 

and placed in the Neue Galerie. The colorful painting-which was done during Klimt’s ‘Golden 

Period’-remains in good condition. Its lighthearted portraiture, geometric qualities and bright use 

of color, make the bold painting immediately grab…and hold your attention. 

As his medium for this artwork and many others, Klimt used oil paint along with silver 

and gold leaf. This guilded yellow of the gold leaf, frequently used by Klimt, gives the painting a 

majestic shine that brightly opens the composition up. There are several shapes depicted 

throughout the painting that allow the viewer to distinguish certain forms from others of the 

same color. The ovals, circles and curvy swirls can be suggestive of femininity, while the more 

angular rectangle and square shapes represent masculinity. The mixture of soft, feminine shapes 

and hard edged, masculine forms make up the flowing part of Adele’s gown that goes over her 

shoulders and drapes down. The other, more form-fitting part of her dress is made up of many 

almond-shaped eyes that are all wide open, staring. This collection of erotic symbols throughout 

the piece- and the fact that Adele is the only model to be painted twice by Klimt- may suggest an 

affair between the Klimt and Adele.  



The painting is stunning in its luxurious color scheme as it uses gold, silver, yellow, blue, 

brown and black hues. Also there is a touch of green in the bottom left corner and a few hints of 

red throughout. Klimt’s color palette is a mixture of many warm colors with a few areas of cool 

tones. The biggest visible contrast is between Adele and the background, but instead of using 

colors to do this, Klimt uses a variety of textured shapes to provide contrast. The contrast is 

minimal as the figure blends smoothly into the similarly colored background, but contrast is 

definitely there in texture. Portrait of Adele Bloch-Bauer I exudes a regal, and yet mysterious 

feeling. Adele is staring directly at the viewer with her hands folded in an odd fashion. Her 

stance and facial expression are all at once timidly unsure and confidently graceful. She stands to 

the right of the composition while the left side is primarily background. Klimt is trying to 

communicate a story of mysterious sensuality through his use of bright colors, shapes, lines, and 

most of all Adele. 

The focal point within this fluid composition is Adele, particularly her face and hands. 

The subjects create a triangular pyramid that leads the viewer’s eye up towards Adele’s face. All 

of the symbolic shapes and flowing curves of her dress, lead your eye up to her face. The piece is 

proportionally accurate, portraying Adele in lifelike size wearing a massive gown while standing 

against a whimsical background. Adele’s figure is humanly realistic, while her decorative 

surrounding are much more abstract and symbolic. There is not much depth within the piece. We 

get the sense that Adele is in fact in front of a wall- and possibly a piece of furniture, too- but no 

form within the composition goes back into space, showing linear perspective. If not for the 

mixture of shapes and texture to distinguish the figure from the background, it would seem to 

blend all too well.  

Using every bit of space in the composition, no blank spots can be seen, and the 



placement of the objects within the painting balance each other out well. By itself, Adele’s 

enigmatic gaze and elaborate dress are enough to have the viewer’s respect. As a whole, after 

taking in its entirety, the Portrait of Adele Bloch-Bauer I becomes even more astounding. The 

lines used in the piece are a combination of straight, curvy, and diagonal, with round and angular 

sided shapes in between. The difference in the size of the shapes used, and their lines, presents a 

pleasing variety in the whole of the composition, never allowing for a boring space. 

The painting is categorized in the Symbolism, Art Nouveau movement. Klimt was the 

founding member and president of the Vienna Secession that greatly enhanced the art world 

during that time. If not for the Vienna Secession, Klimt may not have gotten as much exposure 

and risen to the success he needed in order to paint Portrait of Adele Bloch-Bauer I. Portrait of 

Adele Bloch-Bauer I did not have an influential patron, beside those of the Bloch-Bauer family. 

Klimt had many inspirations for his distinct work, and with his repetitive use of gold leaf, 

Byzantine art is a clear influence. Klimt was also inspired by the Japanese Rimpa School, and the 

Italian mosaics he saw in Ravenna, Italy.  

Every time I look at this painting, I discover something new. Whether it’s an emotion 

portrayed by Adele or a new look at a shape or a line, the piece continues to stun me. Its colors 

are extremely vibrant and joyous, while symbolic shapes surround this intriguing woman’s 

figure. Portrait of Adele Bloch-Bauer I is a very light, fluid, and intimately suggestive portrait of 

a woman that Klimt knew. It is not a surprise that this painting is one of Klimt’s most cherished 

and well known pieces; the ‘Golden Period’ for Klimt, was in fact truly golden. Beautifully 

painted, and well-respected, it is clear to say that Portrait of Adele Bloch-Bauer I is indeed one 

of Klimt’s best masterpieces. 
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