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Strand 3. Les Fleurs du Mal: Style in a Troubled Age

Erosand Thanatosin Norwegian Art Nouveau
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Abstract

The worship of fertile and pure youth in Art Nouuaaonography, with its frequent symbols
such as rosebuds, eggs, and the shy gaze of mamtnk well documented. However, as the
Austrian writer Stefan Zweig tells us in his autmdriaphical novellhe World of Yesterday
(1942), the Art Nouveau movement was as much ahjwlutevolt that explored taboos and
the limits of established attitudes as it was asthetic movement devoted to the worship of
beauty and innocence. How is this represented irfNAuveau iconography in the visual arts?
Using Sigmund Freud’s theoretical concepts of Emd Thanatos, which address phenomena
like the subconscious, morality, decadence, desiejal liberation and sexual identity, | will

focus on the movement’s darker side, with speeifarence to Norwegian Art Nouveau.

Keywords. Rebellious, Kristiania Bohemians, Taboos, Eroticgafh, Intoxicants, The

subconscious, Femme fatal, Male seduction, Libamati
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The worship of fertile and pure youth in Art Nouugaonography, with its frequent symbols

such as rosebuds, eggs, and the shy gaze of mamtirk well documented. However, as the
Austrian writer Stefan Zweig tells us in his autmdriaphical novellhe World of Yesterday
(1942), the Art Nouveau movement was as much ahjywlutevolt that explored taboos and
the limits of established attitudes as it was astretic movement devoted to the worship of
beauty and innocence. How is this represented irNAuveau iconography in the visual arts?
Using Sigmund Freud’s theoretical concepts of Emd Thanatos, which address phenomena
like the subconscious, morality, decadence, des@gejal liberation and sexual identity, | will

focus on the movement’s darker side, with speeifarence to Norwegian Art Nouveau.

This is not a research project that has foundinial formulation, but rather a theme | am in
the early stages of exploring, and one that wilbdfally help to show that, as a style, Art

Nouveau is far more complex than is usually assumed

The dates of the Art Nouveau period in Norway temdary, but roughly it can be fixed as
running from the late 1880s to around 1914. Forwéyr this was a period of dramatic
change in a number of ways; it saw the arrival odernity and the end of the struggle for
independence in the form of dissolution of the i union with Sweden. Historically,
Norway had been ruled over first by Denmark, arhthy Sweden, since 1380, which meant
that it was on the outskirts of Europe not justgraphically but also culturally.

Even so, Norwegians were not isolated. The soadlBecond Industrial Revolution” had

brought technical improvements, in the form ofways and steamships, that made travel
much easier. New and less expensive printing teciasi led to a massive increase in the
number of newspapers and journals in circulatiancdmbination, these factors ensured that
ideas spread more rapidly and had a greater intpactthey had done in the past, also in the

field of art.

Moreover, in Norway, anyone who wanted an art etloicehad to travel abroad, since the
country lacked an academy of its own until 1909.sMaspiring artists chose to go to

Denmark, Germany, or France. In addition, it wasnemn to undertake study trips,
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especially to Italy, Austria and Great Britain. Acdingly, Norwegian artists were well-

informed about contemporary trends and developmentart and culture elsewhere in
Europe' Many of the most significant Art Nouveau artists Norway also contributed
actively to newspaper debates and wrote frequéerdeas a means to present and discuss the
latest developments in contemporary art. So evBloifvay was geographically rather remote
from what were then the centres of culture, thentgis Art Nouveau artists were still well-

informed about — and a part of — the internationavement.

But did they also show an interest in the dark@eets of Art Nouveau? And are there any
indications that the Norwegian art scene was imiteel by the youthful rebellion that Stefan

Zweig witnessed in Vienna in this period?

In 1905, Norway'’s struggle for national independernded in the dissolution of its union
with Sweden. It could be argued that this eventttea rather one-sided dominance of the
nation-building perspective and the “grand natiomakrative” in the interpretation of
Norwegian Art Nouveau among historical research&cgordingly, anything that did not fit
this national narrative has either been ignoredhgyresearch literature or else forced to fit
that interpretative framework whether or not it veggpropriate. This has been especially true
in the field of fine art. Few scholars have showrchminterest in exploring the darker aspects
of Art Nouveau, a neglect that tends to deprivestiyte of its explosive force and to render it

innocuous.

One fine example of the lighter side of Art NouveaielkeveienThe Milky Way) (1898)

(fig.1), a depiction of a night sky full of stary bthe Norwegian textile artist Frida Hansen
(1855-1931). The ambiguity of the title alludeshbt the actual celestial structure and to
female fertility. A row of chaste young women aregented as exalted celestial beings with

halos. With modestly downcast gazes, they are édesswhite robes of virtuous innocence.

! @ystein SORENSEN: «Kampen om Norges sjel 177005%9n Norsk idéhistoriebind 3, Aschehoug & co,
2001, p. 266
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At the other end of the spectrum we have Edvard dflisn (1863—1944) polychrome

lithographMadonna? (fig. 2) from hisFrieze of Lifeseries, which Munch began working on

in the late 1920s. This work has a similarly ambigaititle, and like Hansen’s tapestry, it is
linked to the night. But in Munch’s pictorial unrge, the woman is very much a sublunary
creature with sensual and erotic qualities. Mundhéslonna also has a halo, but she seems to
wear it like a blood-red beret, suggesting bothsjmesand a freedom from conventions; the
beret was associated with a Bohemian, artisticstyfe that had liberated itself from the
constraints of established bourgeois morality. kiar flows freely down her naked body, and
her eyes are closed with an inward-looking expogssif sensual pleasure. In the artistic
manifesto Munch wrote as a young man, he declagedidnted to paint “living people who
breathe and feel and suffer and loveX.version of this picture was first exhibited irifin in
1893 beneath the vignet&udie til en serie: Kjaerlighetgistudy for a Series: Love), together
with other works, includindyss (The Kiss) and~ortvilelse (Despair; known today abhe
Screan). When the series was shown for a second timeeitirBin 1902, it also encompassed
the theme of death. On this occasion the seriesdiveded into three thematic part®ve’s
Awakening Love’s Blossoming and Witheringnd Despair and Deati The Frieze of Life
depicts “the life of the modern soul” and had th&dion to reach down to the forces that lie

beneath the visible surface of the world.

Youthful rebellion involves the exploration of balaries and established forms of behaviour.
For Norwegian Art Nouveau, one major influencehis regard was the English artist Aubrey
Beardsley (1872-98), who is often described asefifant terribleof the style’ Although
Beardsley’s career was famously short — he digdeatige of just twenty-five — the impact of
his work was considerable. Beardley was an audacotist who tackled a range of taboo
subjects including eroticism, depravity, corruptibigpocrisy, greed and moral decadence, as

is well seen in his illustrations for Oscar Wildgky Salome® Based on the Old Testament

2 Munch made several versionsM&donna some as paintings, others as prints, in the yE898—1902. This
version is dated to the period 1895-1902.

® Poul Erik T@IJNERMunch med egne oréForlaget Press a.s, Oslo, 2000, p.60

* Arme EGGUM:Edvard Munch. Livsfrisen fra maleri til grafikk. &flighet — Angst — Dad. M. Stenersens
forlag AS, Oslo 1990

® Alistar DUNCAN: Art Nouveay Thames and hudson, New York, 1997 / 1994

® Wilde’s play was first published in 1881. Bearg&adllustrations date from 1884.
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story, Wilde’s play describes the young Salometusé&on of her step-father by means of a

sensual dance and her demand for the head of BeHBafptist to brought to her on a plate as
a reward. Beardsley's Salome is a far cry from &rthnsen’s virtuous maidens. What he
gives us instead is a dark and dangeramme fatawho manipulates by means of lust,
desire, temptation and evil — a world where ersiitis the counterpart of death rather than
fertility. The same connection between eroticisrd death is evident in the Book of Judith,

another popular literary source for Art Nouveawasnography.

Olaf Lange (1875-1965) was one of Norway’s mostartgnt Art Nouveau artists. His
paintingSalammbb (fig. 3) refers to the historical novel of the satitle by Gustav Flaubert,
which is set in Carthage in the 3rd century BC wag published in 1862. Lange’s work is a
depiction of the priestess Salammbd, who uses seduand sacrifices her virginity in order
to secure the return of a sacred veil that wasestélom the goddess Tanit by the soldier
Matho. Lange’s depiction of Salammbdé dancing nakét a snake beneath a star-spangled
night sky is both beautiful and explicit in its adn. The serpent was in itself an important
symbol in the iconography Art Nouveau. In purelynfial terms, it was the perfect subject for
one of Art Nouveau’s most distinctive stylistic fees, namely the whiplash curve. In terms
of significance, it was typical of Art Nouveau’'s modant for rich symbolism. With its
complex web of associations, it references whaevi@r Art Nouveau a number key themes,
from eroticism and the fall from divine grace t@aifeand death. People were certainly not
reluctant to display this kind of art in their hasne works such as the 1906 bronze python by

the Italian sculptor Rembrandt Bugatti.

Another important source of inspiration for theldaraspects of Art Nouveau was the work
of the French poet Charles Baudelaire, and in qdai hisLes fleurs du mafrom 1857.
Decadence and eroticism, the morbid and the ma@abreonstantly recurring themes in this
collection of poems, six of which were originallgfused a licence for publication because
they were considered too depraved — a ban thatimechan place until 1949. Baudelaire’s
poetic exploration of taboo themes and his ided thadern industrialised society had

" One of a total of nine etchings from the perio®4:912. Marit Ingeborg LANGE: «Olaf Lange — en Norsk
symbolist» inOlaf Lange(Exhibition catalogue by Jugendstilsenteret 200%) p
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fundamentally changed the essence of beauty haaj@ mmpact on many young Norwegian

artists. So too did the stories about Baudelaiosim life. Characterised by the pursuit of
eroticism and the experimentation with various dragd narcotic substances as a means to
stimulate the creative imagination, his biograplmgd the imagination of many young
Norwegian artists. This influence was particulaalyparent among the so-called Kristiania
Bohemians, a political and cultural movement thairished in Kristiania (present-day Oslo)
in the 1880s and early 1890s. This movement brotagether young radical students and
artists, with Edvard Munch one of its central mermsb&eferences to this social group form a
leitmotif in Munch’s art during this period. The @ Café in central Kristiania, the
principal meeting place for the Kristiania Bohensarbecame known as the “shadow

institution of the civilised family®

Sensual female figures are a familiar feature df Mouveau. With good reason, they have
frequently been described as representing a deatamsof the woman, as is well illustrated
by Bram Dijkstra’s classic workdols of Perversity. Fantasies of Feminine EvilRm-de-
siecle Culturefrom 1986. Clearly, Dijkstra has a point — the gesa described above of
women who display chasteness, for example, werevtit& of women artists, whereas the
sensuafemmes fatalewere painted by men. Even so, one should not fahge this was also
the era of women'’s liberation. In Norway, for exdeapvomen won the right to vote in 1913.
When seen from this angle, the sensual and erepcctions of women in Art Nouveau can
be interpreted as exploring more liberal attitutb®gards women in opposition to the hitherto

dominant bourgeois ideal of female chastity.

Another factor, in addition to Munch’s paintingsat helped to immortalise the rebellious and
alternative lifestyle of Norway’s young artists wasnotorious novel by the writer Hans
Jeeger. Published in 1885, Jeegéra Kristiania-Bohémer{From the Kristiania Bohemians)

was an attack on social hypocrisy that arguedHerabolition of monogamous marriage and
the acceptance of open and free interaction betweam and women on the basis of love.
Jeeger also advocated higher wages for women i todecrease their independence and

® The Grand Café has been an institution of majdtual significance as a meeting place for genenatiof
Norway'’s cultural and social elite. It still exigtsday.
® Halvor FOSLI Kristianiabohemen. Byen, miljget, mennesBslo, Det Norske samlagéi994. p. 42
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reduce their need to resort to prostitution as amaef survival® The book was considered

so offensive to established morality that it wasrmed, and its author punished with a fine and
imprisonment. The young radicals responded by deddree love a matter of freedom of
expressiort!

It was an important aspect of the Kristiania Borminovement that it also included female
members. They too wanted to shake off the narrawstcaints of bourgeois morality and to
live more freely** One woman who was central to the group and whes ltcame a symbol
of the liberated, independently-minded and erotienan in Norway in the period around the
turn of the century, was the artist Oda Lasson Kr@860-1935). Having divorced her first
husband in order to marry the painter ChristianhgroOda became a regular at the Grand
Café, where she flirted, smoked and drank opemiyaddition, she wore tight-fitting, low-
necked clothes that were widely regarded as audsacBut despite her capacity to provoke
and scandalise polite society, Oda Krohg came faonupper-middle-class background, and
possessed sufficient cultural capital to sustamraependent lifestyle. And it is Oda Krohg's
lifestyle which posterity — perhaps all-too typigal has tended to focus on. As a painter, she
is remembered largely as emphasising the ratherectional female themes of the family
and children. But her paintingvinneakt med kinesisk lyKFemale Nude with Chinese
Lantern) (dated to the 1890s) shows that she calslal strike a different note. In this work
she depicts a woman with features much like her,csieeping naked with a wreath of
flowers in her hair. This sensual female figure gagis the erotic dreams often associated
with Nordic summer night§® Oda Krohg helped to make eroticism and the enjoyroglife
acceptable aspects of women'’s self-realisationali, however, a lifestyle that brought with it
a number of typical problems — hangovers, anxiaty @epressioff — as clearly illustrated by
the woman in Edvard Munch’s paintifigagen derpa(The Day After) (1894). In Paris,
intellectuals and artists such as Charles Baudelaimd Eugéne Delacroix had begun

exploring the effects of alcohol and other intoxitsa from the fabled absinthe to hashish, in

19 Bjgrg VINDSETMO in Hans Jeeger: Fra Kristiania-botem part 1, den Norske bokklubben, Norge 1997,
p.11

! Halvor FOSLI Kristianiabohemen. Byen, miljget, menneska. (3ta,Norske samlaget994 p. 266

12 Halvor FOSLI Kristianiabohemen. Byen, miljget, menneska. (3ta,Norske samlaget994 p. 422

'3 Anne WichstramOda Krohg Helsinki, Gyldendal norsk forlag p.44

* Halvor FOSLI Kristianiabohemen. Byen, miljget, menneska. (3ta,Norske samlaget994 p. 422



arRt Nouveau
INteRNatIoNaL

C Df CONCRESS

the 1840s. Many had to pay a high price, as didaEtWlunch himself, who suffered major

psychological problems that required treatmentimsylum'>

Although the female temptress was clearly the damtirirope, there are also examples of
male seduction. In the 1880s and 1890s, a new gimerof young British sculptors came to
prominence, artists such as Alfred Gilbert and Eried Leighton. In their work, they
developed new aesthetic ideals that made use Ho#xpiicit symbols and more subtle
allusions as a means to visualise intangible thentdsding love, death and eternity.

As part of this thematic cluster, they also focueadhe male body as an erotic object and a
source of sensual interest and emotional express$togir depictions of the male body tended
towards greater introversion and mixed eroticisnthwnelancholy. This softer sensuality
represented a change in attitude away from thetivadl male stereotypes that idealised
masculine athleticism. Several of Gilbert's scutptuin particular can be interpreted as
displaying a homerotic element. This new departureBritish sculpture also led to a
“statuette cult”, which was closely linked to thetion of the beautiful home as an arena for
displaying the new aesthetic idé4l.

Although the erotic male does not feature conspislyo in the literature about both
Norwegian and international Art Nouveau, still kethere. Among Norwegian Art Nouveau
artists, it is a theme that is perhaps most cleaxiyiored by the sculptor Gustav Vigeland
(1869-1943). Vigeland was a close friend of JensisThhe one-time director of the
Nordenfjeldske Kunstindustrimuseum (National MuseninDecorative Arts) in Trondheim.
Thiis had a particular fascination for Art Nouveand built an important collection at the

museum. This may well have encouraged Gustav \igeta adopt the Art Nouveau style. In

> Arne EGGUM:Edvard Munch. Livsfrisen fra maleri til grafikk. &flighet — Angst — Dgd. M. Stenersens
forlag AS, Oslo 1990

' Robert UPSTONE: «The new skulpture» in Stephen IGAWAY and Lynn Federla ORR (-edsThe cult of
beauty The Aesthetic Movement 1860 — 1900 (Exhibitiosat@yue, Victoria and Albert Museum, London
2011) London, V& A Publishing, 2011, p. 242 — 246
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addition, earlier research shows that he was wérned about British art of the period and
the Arts and Crafts movemetit.

In 1901, Vigeland began work on a large fountaistatiation. Like Edvard Munch, he

defined his artistic programme first and foremastarms of representing living people. One
of the preliminary studies for his fountain scuhets depicts a male figure and a tree that
merge in a symbiotic relationship. A clay model fors group includes climbing plants

weaving sinuously through the crown of the treee Talationship man-eroticism-nature is
thus fairly explicit, and it is worth noting hereat Vigeland was not averse to depicting male
eroticism in works intended for public spa¢®# reworked version of this sculpture can now

be viewed as an element in the fountain squaredrvigeland Park in Oslo.

The frequent use of dream and fantasy imagery inN®muveau can also be interpreted in
relation to Freud’s theory of the subconscious. Nwwegian artist Theodor Kittelsen
explored the Norwegian folk tales from this andtear and death are prominent themes in
several of his best-known works, such as his senethe Black Death, and pictures featuring
water sprites and other underworld creatures franadgian fairy-tale literature. The work
Ngkken som hvit he@tVater Sprite as a White Horse) (1909) alludedatdk forces that lure a
young man to his doom. The water sprite has bepariaof Norwegian and Swedish folk
beliefs and oral traditions since Norse times. Ahabitant of rivers, tarns and lakes, he
entices people to him with beautiful songs and othiesic. The water sprite can take the form
of a young man with golden locks, or he can tramsfbimself into a sleek white stallion.
Kittelsen’s works carry subtle erotic overtonese&rtist himself apparently once said about
the water sprite: “He knows just how easy it isettsnare us with his gorgeous, quivering

reflection.™®

" Tone WIKBORG: «Urnenes metamorfose» in Nils MESSEed): | ledige stunder. Gustav Vigeland og
kunsthandverke{Exhibition catalogue, Vigeland-museet 1997 — 1988)eland-museets skrifter nr. 13,
Vigeland-museet, Oslo 1997, pages 35 — 47.

'8 |bid p. 35

' Theodor KITTELSENTroldskab Kristiania, Aschehoug & co, 1916 / 1892, p. 55
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As we have seen, Art Nouveau was very much abauframating boundaries and addressing

themes that were considered taboos. One of theseehwas homosexuality. So far, | have
found no examples of this in Norwegian Art Nouve8ut another painting of the water
sprite,Nacken(The Water Sprite) (fig. 4) by the Swedish pairenst Josephson from 1882—
84 clearly contains a homerotic element; here firdesis depicted as a naked young man

with seagrass hair playing the fiddle.

Eros and Thanatos can thus be found hand in haaodghout Art Nouveau, giving it nuances
that are often overlooked. This is a style thatasjust beautiful and harmless, but which also
possesses layers of intrigue and profundity. NorsvAyt Nouveau artists prodded at taboos
and narrow-minded attitudes with results that hiasted well beyond their own lifetimes.
They took a moral stance that it was difficult gmore, even if they themselves preferred an
alternative lifestyle. Like Oda, most of them cafren the privileged classes and could live
that lifestyle because they were part of an efita poor society. With their rebellious art and
approach to life, they helped to pave the way faater tolerance in Norwegian society
today.

10



arRt Nouveau
INteRNatIoNaL

C Df CONCRESS

Curriculum Vitae

Tove Kristin LANDE
Stiftelsen Kulturkvartalet; Jugendstilsenteret &BE

Tove Lande, born 1965, is cand.philol in Art Histérom the University of Bergen, Norway.

Her speciality is Norwegian Art Nouveau in an Intional context.

Lande has been employed as a curator at Jugeedstiiet and KUBE art museum in

Alesund, Norway since 2005.

She is an experienced lecturer, writer and cui@iohrt Nouveau.

11



