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Early Years and Family

Born on July 14, 1862, in Baumgarten, a suburb of Vienna, Gustav Klimt was the second of seven
children in a family that would shape his character and future profoundly. His father, Ernst Klimt
the Elder, was an engraver who specialized in gold, an in�uence that would signi�cantly permeate
Gustav's later works. His mother, Anna Klimt, was an aspiring musician. Together, they fostered a
home marked by a devotion to the arts, even amid modest �nancial means. This chapter delves into
the rich tapestry of his early life, exploring the familial bonds and early environments that nurtured
his budding creativity.

The Klimt household was bustling and often �nancially strained, yet it was a hub of artistic energy.
Ernst Klimt's work with gold and engravings exposed young Gustav to the meticulous detail and
shimmering allure of precious metals. This early exposure would later morph into his renowned
'Golden Phase,' where he employed gold leaf in his art to dazzling effect. Anna, though she gave up
her own artistic dreams to raise her children, infused the home with a love for music and romantic
narratives that deeply in�uenced young Gustav's imagination.

Despite economic hardship, the family prioritized education. Recognizing Gustav's prodigious
talent, his parents enrolled him in the Kunstgewerbeschule, a school of applied arts in Vienna, at
the age of fourteen. He was trained in the classic traditions of art, which involved rigorous study
and practice. Here, he met fellow artists who would become lifelong friends and co-conspirators in
the quest to reshape the art world. Among them was his younger brother Ernst Klimt, who also
showed artistic promise and with whom Gustav would frequently collaborate.

Gustav's adolescent years were marred by both triumph and tragedy. His father's modest
earnings often meant the family struggled. This �nancial instability instilled in him a practical
approach to his artistry; he saw early on the need to marry his creative pursuits with the means to
earn a living. These years of striving also anchored him in the reality of human vulnerability—a
theme that would reverberate throughout his work.

Tragedy struck the Klimt family several times during Gustav's life. His brother Ernst, a close
companion and collaborator, passed away unexpectedly in 1892. This loss devastated Gustav,
driving him deeper into his work as a way to cope with his grief. In these low moments, the artist
found catharsis through the canvas, translating personal agony into timeless creations that reveal
the depth of human emotion.

Klimt's early family life was quintessentially Viennese, steeped in the rich culture and diverse
intellectual currents of the city. The liberal and often bohemian atmosphere of Vienna at the turn
of the century was a melting pot for progressive ideas in art, literature, and science. Growing up in
this environment, Gustav was naturally inclined to challenge conventional boundaries and explore
bold, new realms of artistic expression.
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In exploring Gustav Klimt's formative years, we gain insight into the raw ingredients that would
later culminate in his iconic style. His family's struggles, their dedication to the arts, and the
cultural vibrancy of Vienna were not just the backdrop but the very essence that fueled Klimt's
journey from an aspiring artist to a revolutionary force in modern art. As we transition from his
early years into the next phase of his artistic beginnings, the foundational in�uence of his family
remains a constant thread in the narrative of his life.
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