
Expressionism
in 

Poetry



Expressionism is a modernist movement in art and literature that emerged in
Germany in the early 20th century. In literature, it is defined as a style that
emphasizes subjective experience, emotional intensity, and inner truth rather
than external reality. Writers and poets used distortion, symbolism, and
fragmented forms to express alienation, anxiety, and protest against the
mechanization and complacency of modern society.



Historical Context
Emergence: Early 20th-century Germany, around 1910–1925.
Backdrop: Industrialization, urban alienation, and the trauma of  World 
War I.
Literary revolt: Against realism and naturalism, which were seen as too 
external and descriptive.
Aim: To capture the inner truth—the raw, subjective experience of  modern 
existence.



Defining Features
Subjectivity over objectivity: Poetry becomes a mirror of inner turmoil.
Fragmentation: Syntax broken, rhythm abrupt, reflecting chaos.
Intensified imagery: Cities as nightmares, war as spiritual collapse.
Visionary tone: Poets often sound prophetic, crying out against society’s 
decay.



Core Pillars of Expressionist Poetry.

- Inner Reality → Focus on subjective, psychological truth rather than external 

description.

- Emotional Intensity → Language charged with passion, despair, urgency—poetry 

as a cry of  the soul.

- Distortion & Symbolism → Reality bent into archetypes and symbols (city, 

machine, prophet) to reveal hidden truths.

- Alienation → The individual lost in modern society; urban chaos and existential 

dread.

- Fragmented Form → Broken syntax, abrupt rhythms, free verse mirroring modern 

disintegration.

- Social Critique → Protest against war, mechanization, and bourgeois complacency; 

poetry as prophetic warning.



Techniques
Free verse: Liberation from traditional meter.
Compression: Short, sharp lines that hit like blows.
Harsh sounds: Alliteration, guttural consonants to evoke violence.
Symbolic archetypes: “The city,” “the machine,” “the soldier,” “the prophet.”
Metaphoric distortion: Reality bent to reveal hidden truths.



Themes & Motifs
War and destruction: The battlefield as a shattered psyche.
Alienation: The individual lost in the modern city.
Spiritual crisis: Search for transcendence amid collapse.
Decay and death: Corpses, ruins, autumnal imagery.
Prophetic protest: Poetry as a cry against mechanized society.


