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Melancholy seems to be ingrained in the human condition. 
Yet in his 1915 seminal article “Mourning and Melancholia” 
(1984), Sigmund Freud does not include case studies but 

rather a literary example—the eponymous character of Shakespeare’s 
Hamlet—when he is to depict a person suffering from the condition. 
Although Shakespeare represents Hamlet as both mad and brilliant, 
Freud discusses melancholia only as a pathological phenomenon. 
Hence, Freud blurs the line between the disorder and the cultural 
phenomenon. Since the late nineteenth century, however, there has 
been a tendency to reserve the term “melancholy” for the cultural 
phenomenon and “melancholia” for the disorder (Radden 2003, 37). 
The discrimination probably stems from psychiatry gaining authority 
from the mid-nineteenth century on. Emil Kraepelin—by the early 
twentieth century a leading clinical psychiatrist—appears to have 
been the first to apply the term “depressive states” to include various 
types of melancholia (Davison 2009, 48) and to give a scientifically 
convincing argument for the union of mania and melancholia into a 
single psychosis (Oppenheim 1991, 314).
	 From a cultural perspective, melancholy is a historical phenomenon 
that is artistically and philosophically represented in an array of illustrious 
works, with Ancient Greek tragedies, such as Sophocles’s Ajax and the 
pseudo-Aristotelian Problem 30.1 among its very first manifestations. 
The word “melancholy” is derived from the Ancient Greek word for 
black bile. This body fluid was believed to constitute melancholy as 
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358	 Scandinavian Studies

a temperament and to be the cause of signs and symptoms such as 
despondency, torpor, fear, sadness without a cause, withdrawal from 
society, liability to commit suicide, brooding, and taedium vitae, but 
also bouts of creative energy and brilliance (Hippocrates 1990; Aristotle 
1983; Ficino 2002; Burton 1971). The extreme tension in representa-
tions of melancholy reached its acme in the Renaissance, from which 
Albrecht Dürer’s engraving Melencolia I (1514) is a renowned example 
from the arts (Klibansky, Panofsky, and Saxl 1979, 284–373). In it, a 
winged female figure, the eponymous Melencolia, sits brooding with 
her head resting in her hand and all kinds of tools spread out around 
her, testifying to her passivity, while a little putto next to her is writ-
ing eagerly. The tension between outer passivity and inner activity is 
thus emphasized. The most comprehensive scholarly examination of 
ambiguous melancholy from the pre-modern era is Robert Burton’s 
1621 The Anatomy of Melancholy. Burton is famous for stating that he 
“write[s] of Melancholy, by being busie to avoid Melancholy” (1971, 
6). The work was issued in three parts, of which the third is on love 
melancholy and religious melancholy, thereby highlighting aspects of 
the phenomenon that stem from the Platonic tradition. According to 
Plato’s Phaedrus, there are four types of madness that are not kinds 
of disease but rather inspiration: prophecy, mystic madness, poetic 
madness, and the madness of love (Plato 2014, 265b). These were 
subsequently regarded as either expressions of benevolent melancholy 
or antidotes to the harmful kind by transforming it into the benevolent 
kind. Being prophetic was regarded as a sign of melancholy genius, 
whereas drinking, writing poetry, and falling in love were regarded 
as remedies. Burton treats love and religion as causes as well as rem-
edies. During the fin-de-siècle era, ambiguous melancholy, of which 
the most salient signs were tedium and artistic sensibility, became 
culturally ubiquitous (Laqueur 1996). Hence, from antiquity until 
the late nineteenth century, melancholics were regarded as having a 
disposition for despondency and sadness on the one hand and for being 
exceptionally gifted on the other. Yet from the early twentieth century 
on, benevolent melancholy, with its link to brilliance and genius, lost 
its impact as the clinical diagnosis of depression gained ground.
	 Benevolent melancholy was almost exclusively connected with men 
(Radden 2000). The reason the most famous representation of mel-
ancholy genius, Dürer’s Melencolia I, is depicted as a woman is simply 
because she is a personification; as such her gender equals the gender 
of the Latin word for melancholy, melancholia. The idea of a female 
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Effeminate Men	 359

genius seems to have been inconceivable in the Romantic period. In 
his letters regarding Goethe’s portrayal of Faust (1835), Carl Gustav 
Carus draws an analogy between Melencolia, which he considers as a 
masculine figure, Dürer himself, and Faust (Klibansky, Panofsky, and 
Saxl 1979, 365n283). Throughout the twentieth century, however, 
melancholia was increasingly associated with women (Schiesari 1992; 
Radden 2000). Whereas melancholy from antiquity until the twentieth 
century was regarded as a sign of creative energy and brilliance among 
men, depression from the twentieth century on has been regarded as 
a disorder, hence, lacking any positive aura, and for the most part, 
attributed to women. Today, twice as many women as men are reported 
to suffer from depression, both in Norway (Norwegian Institute of 
Public Health 2015) and internationally (WHO 2019), and depression 
symptoms are generally regarded as feminine (Martin, Neighbors, and 
Griffith 2013).
	 Notions of melancholy resonate with cultural circumstances and 
historical contexts. As Freud’s “Mourning and Melancholia” illustrates, 
the late nineteenth century was a period of transience when scientific 
notions of melancholia were gradually displacing a cultural understand-
ing of the phenomenon. Hence, Freud’s hesitance about melancholia 
and whether it should be regarded as a disorder or as pertaining to 
men of genius. Raymond Williams has cautioned against taking abstract 
terms of analysis as terms of substance, however, as we have to suppose 
that categorical products exist and are lived in singular and developing 
forms (Williams 1977, 129). Understood as such, they are experiences, 
intertwinements of feeling, and thinking in an embryonic phase, often 
more recognizable at a later stage. Williams defines such changes as 
structures of feeling, or experience, concerned with meanings and 
values as they are actively lived and felt (1977, 132). Methodologically, 
a structure of feeling is a cultural hypothesis with a special relevance 
to art and literature, a set of specific internal relations between forms 
and conventions—semantic figures—that indicate a new structure 
emerging.
	 Taking my cue from Williams’s idea, in what follows, I will scrutinize 
the depiction of melancholy men in a selection of Norwegian prose 
texts from the early 1890s: Amalie Skram’s novella “Fru Inés” (1891; 
Fru Inés [2014]); Arne Garborg’s novel Trætte Mænd (1891; Weary 
Men [1999]); and Vilhelm Krag’s prose poem collection Nat: Digte i 
prosa (1892; Night: Poems in Prose) in tandem with Erik Lie’s scathing 
parody of Krag, the essay “Om Fin-de-siècledigtningen” (1893; On 
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360	 Scandinavian Studies

Fin-de-siècle Poetry). By doing so, I aim to show how elements in these 
texts suggest the emergence of a new structure of feeling. Whereas 
melancholy from antiquity onward was associated with brilliance and 
creative energy as well as dejection, fear, and sadness without a cause, 
and almost exclusively attributed to the male gender, in these fin-de-
siècle texts, melancholy is negatively valued, the men who suffer from it 
are depicted as effeminate, and they are either only vaguely associated 
with artistic abilities or depicted as inauthentic artists. By the end of 
the nineteenth century, melancholy was at a crossroads.

“Fru Inés” (1891)

“Fru Inés” was first published as one out of three novellas in the col-
lection Kjærlighed i Nord og Syd (1891; Love in North and South). 
It takes place among a milieu of foreigners in the city and outskirts 
of Constantinople (present-day Istanbul). The protagonist Madame 
Inés has been given away to her husband von Ribbing when she was 
only 16 to save her father’s finances. She detests her husband, who, 
according to rumor, has a harem in Galata and is pursuing unspeakable 
vices. Because of Inés’s Roman Catholic faith, she cannot divorce. In 
order to cope with her situation and become “et Menneske, et helt og 
virkeligt Menneske” (Skram 1891, 261) [“a human being, a complete 
and authentic human being” (Skram 2014, 69)] who can feel “Livs-
glædens Jubel over at være til” (1891, 261) [“the joy of life streaming 
through her, be filled with rapture at being alive” (2014, 69)], she 
initiates an adulterous relationship with the young Swede, Arthur Flem-
ming. As a result, she becomes fixed in the triangular tension between 
religious and societal norms, the feelings of her infatuated lover, and 
the gap she experiences between desire and reality. When she breaks 
up with her lover, he commits suicide. Shortly after, she realizes that 
she is pregnant. She has an abortion, falls ill, and dies. The ending is 
repetitively foreshadowed.
	 The novella has not had much attention since Skram’s time (Engel-
stad 1984, 113; Langås 2004, 188). Those who have written most 
soundly on “Fru Inés” over the last decades have focused on the 
eponymous character and not least her narcissistic nature (Engelstad 
1984, 113–37; Hareide 1987; Hamm 2001, 189–212; Langås 2004). As 
for Arthur Flemming, Hareide, referring to Freud’s “Mourning and 
Melancholia,” contends that he is in a depressive state (Hareide 1987, 
117), while Langås argues that he is a reflection of Inés’s melancholy 
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Effeminate Men	 361

(2004, 203). For my own part, I shall anchor Flemming’s melancholy 
in a long-standing cultural tradition but also show that the tradition 
is somewhat altered in Skram’s text.
	 The first time Flemming and Inés are alone together, he describes 
himself as always having been bored with life (Skram 1891, 202, 203; 
2014, 23) and as being shy (1891, 241; 2014, 49) from time to time, 
feeling foreign and alone. He wants to be relieved from his feeling of 
emptiness (1891, 273; 2014, 78). Inés describes his look as filled with 
hopeless, submissive pain (1891, 244–5; 2014, 52). Moreover, she 
regards him as “frygtsom” (1891, 246) [“timorous” (2014, 53)]. He 
comes from an unhappy family; one of his brothers wanted to be an 
artist but became insane and killed himself when he realized that he 
did not have the talent (1891, 204; 2014, 24). Despite his prosperous 
situation and promising future, Flemming is only happy when he is 
drunk. Traveling diverted him at first, but he soon became bored of 
that too (1891, 205; 2014, 25). He explicitly hints at drinking to drive 
away boredom (1891, 267–8, 273; 2014, 73, 78). Consequently, Flem-
ming’s drinking can be regarded as a kind of self-medication, and his 
falling in love with Inés also becomes a—futile—cure for boredom. In 
his suicide letter to her, he writes: “Tro ikke, Du er skyld i min Død. 
Det er ikke Dig, Inés, det er Skjæbnen. Du véd, jeg altid var kjed af 
Livet, før jeg saa Dig, Inés. Dengang tænkte jeg ofte paa at dø” (1891, 
327) [“Do not believe you are to blame for my death. It isn’t you,
Inés, it is fate. You know I have always been weary of life, before I
saw you, Inés. I often thought about dying back then” (2014, 125)].
From Flemming’s perspective, melancholy is incurable.

Flemming’s effeminate traits are a significant aspect of his personal-
ity. He blushes easily (Skram 1891, 187, 201, 239, 295; 2014, 13, 22, 
47, 100) and is unable to speak in Inés’s presence because he is over-
whelmed by his own feelings (1891, 239; 2014, 48). He stammers, and 
his lips tremble (1891, 244; 2014, 51, 52). His friend Konrad Averding, 
becoming jealous when Inés talks loudly about Flemming having never 
been in love, asks her to leave Flemming since he suffers from cramps 
when he is emotionally agitated, thereby insinuating that Flemming 
is a hysteric, a diagnosis predominantly made with women. Adding 
insult to injury, Averding finds it best to ask the waiter to have a bag 
of ice ready for Flemming’s head as he assumes “der gaar snart Ild 
i det” (1891, 187) [“it flares up very fast” (2014, 13)]. Later, Flem-
ming tells her that what Averding has said is not true (1891, 200–1). 
Nevertheless, how Flemming is described during the first paragraphs 
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362	 Scandinavian Studies

of the book strongly influences the reader’s impression of him, an 
impression that is strengthened throughout the novella. He casts his 
eyes down and stammers when he is uncomfortable (1891, 190; 2014, 
15), Inés describes him as girlish and as a bashful child (1891, 246, 253; 
2014, 53, 61), and she repeatedly belittles him by using expressions 
commonly used when addressing girls, such as “Søde lille Flemming” 
(1891, 245, 246) [“sweet little Flemming” (2014, 52, 53)], “min søde, 
lille Ven” (1891, 253) [“my sweet little friend” (2014, 61)], and “min 
egen, lille Arthur” (1891, 296) [“my own dear Arthur” (2014, 100)]. 
He also describes himself as feeling small, and he weeps quietly when 
she reproves him (1891, 296, 273; 2014, 100, 79). Nevertheless, he 
is depicted as a manly figure with broad shoulders and a mustache. 
Consequently, Flemming is represented as having androgynous traits 
(Engelstad 1984, 126).
	 A striking image that keeps reappearing is that of a dog. Engel-
stad has pointed out the connection between the bloody, howling 
dog that drags itself forward through mud and dirt in one of Inés’s 
dreams (1984, 362) and the skinned dog that Inés identifies with in 
the novella’s final scene. Engelstad interprets the dogs as symbolizing 
Inés’s body as mutilated and maimed, as castrated. The symbolism is 
further developed through similarities between Inés, a eunuch she 
encounters, and a mermaid she identifies with in a dream where she 
sees herself as having the upper body of a woman and the tail of a 
fish (Engelstad 1984, 127). Hareide disagrees with Engelstad on this 
topic. She argues that Inés’s problem rather has to do with emotional 
coldness and an urge to protect her integrity (Hareide 1987). Yet the 
dogs, the eunuch, and the mermaid are not only associated with Inés. 
I would like to point out a couple of features that become salient when 
the examination shifts from Inés to Arthur Flemming. The dogs, the 
eunuch, and the mermaid then encourage additional interpretations.
	 The first time Inés’s dream of the dog is mentioned, it is her memory 
of Flemming’s enamored gaze that prompts her recollection of a dream 
about a dog laying its nose on her shoe. At first, the dog represents 
Flemming but is soon inverted into an image of Inés herself laying 
her bloody face on his shoe. Inés then corrects her recollection of the 
dream: it was rather her gaze meeting Flemming’s that turned her into 
a mermaid, and not the other way around.

Nej men det var jo om en Hund, hun havde drømt i Nat! Om en 
blodig, hylende Hund, der slæbte sig fremover i Skarn og tørt Støv, 
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Effeminate Men	 363

hen foran hendes Fødder og la sin snude paa hendes Sko—Hun saa 
grundende frem for sig, og det gik en let Gysen igjennem hende.
	 Men var det ikke?—Det var jo hende som var Hunden, og som 
krøb nøgen gjennem Støv og tørt Skarn og la sitt blodige Ansigt paa 
Spidsen af Flemmings Sko. Hellige Antonius! Hun knuged Hænderne 
sammen i Skræk og hendes Kinder blev kolde. “Nu husker jeg det. Jeg 
løfted mit Hode og saa på ham, og saa mødte jeg hans Blik, nettop 
det Blik, jeg har drømt om at se i en Mands Øjne, og saa blev jeg til 
en Havfrue med en lang tynd Hale, som slog op og bugted sig, og 
saa brast mit Hjerte med et Smæld, og jeg døde.” (Skram, 1891, 225)

No, it was about a dog she had dreamed about last night! A bloody, 
howling dog that dragged itself through filth and dry dust to her feet 
and laid its nose on her shoe. She stared thoughtfully straight ahead 
and a slight shudder ran through her.
	 But wasn’t it . . .? She was the dog creeping naked through dust 
and filth to lay her bloody face on the toe of Flemming’s shoe. Holy 
Antonius! She clasped her hands together in horror and her cheeks 
grew cold. “Now I remember it, I lifted my head to look at him and 
met his gaze—exactly the look I have dreamed of seeing in a man’s 
eyes, and then I turned into a mermaid with a long tail that coiled 
and twisted. And my heart broke with a crack and I died.” (Skram 
2014, 39)

By calling to mind H. C. Andersen’s “Den lille havfrue” (1837; The 
Little Mermaid), an additional aspect comes to the fore. Compared to 
the fairy tale, the dream inverts the fact that the mermaid dies when 
the prince falls in love with and marries another. In “Fru Inés,” it 
is the man who is abandoned by the mermaid. The dream can thus be 
interpreted as foreshadowing how the heartbroken Flemming takes his 
own life when Inés breaks up their relationship. Interestingly, in this 
way, it is Flemming and not Inés who assumes the role of the mermaid 
and thereby takes up the female position in the story.
	 The second time dogs are mentioned is when Inés and Flemming 
meet in Constantinople after she has received his first letter. She tries 
to move forward in a throng of big, fat eunuchs, dogs that put their 
noses in heaps of trash, and—at the very same moment when Flem-
ming is greeting her—a manikin without legs passing by, walking on his 
hands. The novella’s opening paragraphs foreshadow the scene. Guests 
from a hotel near Constantinople, among them Inés and Flemming, 
are gathered on the hotel’s veranda. Inés is the center of attention as 
she tells a story about a woman thrown into prison by her husband 
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because she has been unfaithful with an adolescent eunuch. Engelstad 
points out that the eunuch is similar to Inés, as they are both deficient 
(Engelstad 1984, 127). I would like to add that the eunuch, a castrated 
man, can just as well be interpreted as symbolizing Flemming. In the 
first episode, he is metonymically as close to the eunuchs, and the 
manikin, as Inés, and in the latter, he is described as a very young man 
who blushes like a little girl when Inés speaks to him. Furthermore, 
it turns out that he cannot satisfy Inés sexually. It remains ambiguous 
whether this is due to her masculinity or his femininity.
	 The dogs turn up again a last time near the end of the novella 
(Skram 1891, 337–40; 2014, 136–9). Out in the streets, Inés witnesses 
a dog being torn apart by other dogs, as if lynched by a mob. A man 
protects the dead body by covering it with a brass lid. Inés feels as if 
in a glimpse, she has experienced the epitome of the world’s distress, 
horror, and pain. Later, she comes to regard the dog as a symbol of 
herself, and its death as foreshadowing her own death. When she dies, 
her last words are “nu kommer Oldingen med Mangan-Laaget” (1891, 
343) [“now the old man is bringing the mangan lid” (2014, 141)],
which confirm the identification. But who or what is represented by the 
pack of dogs? On the novel’s very last pages, two possible interpreta-
tions are indicated: half consciously on her very deathbed, Inés thinks
that either they represent the inexorable laws of life or, as neither she
nor the mutilated dog has kept to their own street, the pack of dogs
represent society’s retribution. If keeping to one’s own street can be
interpreted as respecting the conventions pertaining to the different
genders, both interpretations pertain to Arthur as well. Like Inés, he has 
crossed this line—she by being masculine, he by being feminine—and
they both lose their lives in consequence.

The evening Arthur commits suicide, Inés is at the opera, watch-
ing Jacques Offenbach’s Orpheus in the Underworld. The incident has 
been interpreted as referring to the myth of Orpheus and Eurydice 
(Engelstad 1984, 135; Hamm 2001, 205–6). I would like to emphasize, 
however, that Orpheus in the Underworld is a comic operetta, a parody 
and scathing satire of the myth as well as Christoph Willibald Gluck’s 
earlier operatic version of it, which alters how the story about the 
two lovers ends. In Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Orpheus and Eurydice are 
separated forever when he cannot resist his urge to turn around and 
look at her, thus breaking Persephone’s and her husband’s prohibi-
tion (Ovid 1984, lines 10.49–52). In Gluck’s opera, Orpheus’s turning 
around does not have any consequences whatsoever, and the couple are 
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Effeminate Men	 365

happily reunited. Yet in Offenbach’s operetta, the ending gets a farci-
cal twist when Orpheus and Eurydice are separated as Jupiter throws 
a lightning bolt and thus causes Orpheus to jump and look back. 
While watching the operetta, Inés thinks of the letter she has written 
to Flemming to end their relationship as probably having “slaat ned 
over ham som Lynilden” (Skram 1891, 318) [“struck him like lightning” 
(Skram 2014, 118)]. The similarity between Orpheus and Flemming is 
emphasized as Flemming’s reaction actually is foreshadowed. Earlier, 
he has responded to Inés herself in the same way as she now imagines 
him responding to her letter: “Han vendte sig som lynslagen og veg 
et Skridt tilbage” (1891, 250) [“He turned as if struck by lightning and 
took a step back” (2014, 57)]. By comparing her letter with Jupiter’s 
bolt, Inés assumes the role of Jupiter, which is a male position, implicitly 
relegating Flemming to the female position of Eurydice since it is she, 
and not Orpheus, who has to go to the underworld. On the other 
hand, through his similarity with Offenbach’s Orpheus, Flemming is 
also associated with artistic abilities since Orpheus is the legendary 
poet par excellence.
	 The farcical elements of Offenbach’s operetta connect Inés’s visit 
at the opera with an earlier episode, which also has farcical elements. 
In that episode, Flemming hides from Inés’s husband behind a grand 
piano in the middle of the floor because he does not have the time 
to move into the adjacent bedroom as Inés tells him. By associating 
Flemming’s suicide with a parody and by ridiculing him in this farcical 
scene where he tries to hide from von Ribbing, Flemming is belittled 
and thereby devalued.
	 Von Ribbing is depicted as a fool: he is easily duped, his scolding has 
no effect on Inés, and his comments are ironically exposed as being 
without insight or feeling whatsoever. When he reports that Flemming 
has died, he says that he was found dead as a herring; when Inés dies, 
probably because of an abortion, he comments that it was fortunate 
they did not have any children as “den Slags Dispositioner” (Skram 
1891, 342) [“that kind of tendency” (Skram 2014, 140)] is hereditary. 
Moreover, it is intimated that he has unspeakable sexual habits. Even 
though von Ribbing is devoid of respect, he keeps the upper hand. 
His name is associated with the Norwegian verb ribbe, which means 
“to plunder,” and Inés is indeed plundered: according to the jurispru-
dence of the day, if she divorces him, her fortune remains with him. 
Divorce is, however, not an option for her, as her Catholicism forbids 
it. Her rebellion against bourgeois conventions by initiating adulterous 
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relationships causes just a little stir; ultimately, her husband stays in 
control.
	 Even though the gendering of Flemming and Inés is complex, 
the depiction of Flemming as melancholy and effeminate and Inés as 
having masculine qualities is conspicuous. Engelstad points out that 
as long as Inés pursues sexual fulfillment, she is equipped with phallic 
attributes such as a stick, an umbrella, and cigarettes. After having 
accepted her sexual unresponsiveness as unavoidable, these attributes 
are not there anymore (Engelstad 1984, 127). Social discourse defines 
what a man or a woman should be. In Skram’s novella, it is as if there 
is a law establishing that only those who are born men and display 
masculine capacities are in power. To rebel against this law by crossing 
the line between femininity and masculinity has lethal consequences. 
Both Arthur and Inés die untimely deaths.
	 Von Ribbing is portrayed as a masculine brute; Flemming is portrayed 
as an effeminate melancholic. Flemming weeps, blushes easily, and is 
timid and belittled. The artistic abilities traditionally associated with 
the melancholic are shifted to his brother and even devalued. Arthur 
Flemming’s brother is a failed artist. Even though von Ribbing is 
ridiculed, whereas Flemming to a certain extent has the sympathy of 
the narrator—he and Inés are the only characters who are focalized 
from within—von Ribbing never loses anything he finds worth having, 
whereas Flemming loses his love as well as his life. Thus, the narrative 
construction rewards von Ribbing’s kind of masculinity and punishes 
Flemming’s. Cultural conventions become destiny.

Trætte Mænd (1891)

Arne Garborg’s Trætte Mænd represents the collected diary notes 
and impressions of the novel’s main character, Gabriel Gram, written 
between August 1885 and April 1889.1 The novel is strongly associated 
with decadence. By way of mapping his extended use of intertextu-
ality, George C. Schoolfield has shown how deeply rooted Gram’s 
decadence is. “Gram has, as it were, no language of his own” (2003, 
91). According to Per Thomas Andersen, Trætte Mænd represents the 
dissolution of an era and the value system sustaining it, by way of 
representing the dissolution of people (1992, 440). Thus, illness is a 

1. In 1909, Garborg published a revised edition of Trætte Mænd. Because I am
approaching a specific structure of feeling, I will be referring to the first edition of the 
novel, which came out 18 years earlier.
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Effeminate Men	 367

central motif in Trætte Mænd, indicated by way of symptoms such as 
emotional imbalance, headache, anxiety, sleeplessness, and madness. 
There is also a suicide motif (Andersen 1992, 393–409). Moreover, 
as Lars Rune Waage (2000) has pointed out, the medical discourse 
Garborg uses to depict Gabriel Gram is intertwined with notions of 
gender. Referring to Elaine Showalter (1991) and George L. Mosse 
(1996), Waage claims that the stereotypical masculinity in Trætte Mænd 
puts images of those who do not live up to this ideal, such as feminine 
men, masculine women, homosexuals, and artists, into relief. In what 
follows, it is my aim to look into how Gabriel Gram is described not 
only through medical discourse in general but as melancholic in par-
ticular, and furthermore how his melancholy ties in with the depiction 
of him as an effeminate man and a failed artist. The novel is thoroughly 
characterized by irony.2 But no matter how much irony complicates 
the attitudes on display, a certain structure of feeling emerges.
	 Gabriel Gram displays a host of symptoms traditionally regarded as 
indicating melancholy. He delights in sad sentiments during autumn, 
the season traditionally associated with the melancholy humor (Gar-
borg 1891, 40; 1999, 29), and is a writer who writes about melancholy 
in his diary notes as well as in poems (1891, 40–1; 1999, 29–31). He 
is incapable of taking action (1891, 70, 133, 248; 1999, 49, 93, 172), 
considers suicide (1891, 46, 105, 106, 120; 1999, 34, 73, 74, 84), expe-
riences tedium, ennui, and boredom (1891, 144, 263, 279; 1999, 99, 
183, 193), and is sleepless (1891, 264; 1999, 183). Melancholy brooding 
is part and parcel of Gabriel Gram’s problem and the main reason for 
his paralysis. He tries to use writing, drinking, and relationships with 
women as remedies for his melancholy.
	 As the novel begins, Gabriel is in a relationship with Fanny Holmsen. 
Yet his feelings for her are ambiguous. On the one hand, he needs her 
to make him harmonious, thereby using a traditional image of how 
melancholy is remedied:3

Jeg er en Tone, en enkelt, fattig Melodi, der forlanger, f o r l a n g e r 
at bli harmoniseret. Mit sjæleligt musikalske Øre pines til Vanvid ved 
altid og evindelig at høre denne ene, tynde unisone Melodi gjennem 

2. “It appears . . . that Weary Men is constructed around a dialogical play between
seriousness and mockery, irony and non-irony. And the irony is partly Gabriel Gram’s 
self-directed irony, partly Garborg’s irony at the expense of Gram, partly Garborg’s 
own self-directed irony, partly his irony aimed at other literature” (Buvik 1999, 251).

3. Harmony, especially when produced by string music, is a much-used motif represent-
ing how melancholy or sadness is remedied (for a renowned example, see Shakespeare’s 
“Sonnet 8”).
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Tilværelsens Ørkenluft . . . Hun var min Harmonisation—desværre 
ikke helt, ikke rent nok . . . og nu klinger den ensomme Melodi endnu 
mere ensomt og trist og gudforladt hen gjennem min forødede Til-
værelse. (Garborg 1891, 4)

I’m one note, a single, thin tune that demands, demands, to be har-
monized. My inward musical ear is tortured to the point of madness 
by continually hearing this thin, lone, unison tune, borne upon the 
desert air of my existence. She was my harmonization—not wholly, I’m 
afraid, it was not pure enough—and now the lonely tune sounds even 
more lonely and sad and godforsaken through my wasted existence. 
(Garborg 1999, 3)

On the other hand, he does not find that Fanny is capable of curing 
him. He thinks that she is not sufficiently intelligent and reminds 
himself of her shortcomings. He even finds that she laughs too much 
and hence is not perfect. Gabriel treats Fanny like a means to an end, 
and when he realizes that she cannot cure his melancholy, he stops 
seeing her. He seeks to substitute her with other women—the pros-
titute Mathilde and the bourgeois Miss Berner—but in the end, the 
only woman he can relate to is the ideal Virgin Mary (Garborg 1891, 
345; 1999, 236–7), which implies, ironically, that he cannot relate to 
real-life women at all. Consequently, he does not find peace until his 
relationships with women are replaced by a relationship with a man:

Eiendommelig velgjørende virker Dr. Thisted paa mig.
	 Det er ikke det, han siger, endnu mindre de Husraad han giver mig 
til Styrkelse af mit Nervesystem,—det er han selv, som virker. Hans 
egen klare, stærke Personlighed.
	 Det blir tilsidst den eneste sande Lægevidenskab—: ikke Læge-
midlerne, men Lægen. Sjæl virker paa Sjæl, og saa virker Sjælen igjen 
tilbage paa Legemet. (Garborg 1891, 342)

Dr. Thisted has a remarkably beneficial effect on me.
	 It’s not what he says, even less the household remedies he gives me 
to strengthen my nervous system—it’s he himself who affects me. His 
own clear, strong personality.
	 Ultimately that’s the only true medical science: not the physic, but 
the physician. One soul affects another, and then again the soul affects 
the body. (Garborg 1999, 235–6)

In the same way as Gabriel distances himself from Fanny, he distances 
himself from the feminist movement. He claims that nothing is as 
completely uninteresting to him as the question of what women will 

by
 g

ue
st

 o
n 

Se
pt

em
be

r 
13

, 2
02

6.
 C

op
yr

ig
ht

 2
02

1
D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
fr

om
 



Effeminate Men	 369

do and think in the next century (Garborg 1891, 4; 1999, 3) and says 
to Fanny that emancipation is not dangerous (1891, 111; 1999, 78). 
I find that in both cases, he expresses the exact opposite of what he 
actually feels. Women’s emancipation in general and Fanny Holmsen’s 
emancipation in particular are systematically belittled by Gabriel. They 
seem to threaten the kind of masculinity that is valued by Gabriel and 
his circle (see Waage 2000). Before I look closer into how melancholy, 
effeminate men and failed artistic abilities are associated in the novel, 
I will show how Gabriel reductively describes women in general as 
decorative elements whose only justification is to please men and 
regards the feminist movement as ridiculous.
	 Gabriel’s attitude toward women as a group is rather condescend-
ing. He thinks the Norwegian Association for Women’s Rights (Norsk 
Kvindesagsforening, founded in 1884) teaches its members to be ungra-
cious (Garborg 1891, 112; 1999, 78), and the practical, healthy, and 
emancipated “reform dress” is scorned and described as the undoing 
of female beauty, which, according to him, is “det eneste vi her oppe 
mellem Isbjergene i det hele taget har havt af festligt eller fint” (1891, 
21) [“the only festive thing we ever had up here among the icebergs”
(1999, 16)]. Fanny is a democrat, and when she speaks energetically
about social injustice, he calls her naïve. Similarly, he finds her com-
passion with a beggar woman devoid of understanding, “halvdannet”
(1891, 54) [“half-educated” (1999, 39)]. He regards her as too much
of an autodidact, which is ironic in light of the fact that the first time
a Norwegian woman had the academic certification of examen artium
conferred was only 3 years before the story line of Trætte Mænd starts.
Gabriel’s attitude toward women is further ironically exposed by the
implied author when Gabriel’s utterances—such as “Kvinden elsker ikke 
som vi” (1891, 58) [“a woman does not love as we do” (1999, 42)],
“‘Kvindesagen’ gaar sogar ud paa at skabe endnu flere Pebermøer”
(1891, 59) [“‘women’s emancipation’ aims at producing even more
old maids” (1999, 42)], and “der er for Kvinderne bare et væsentligt
Spørgsmaal: Forsørgelsen” (1891, 59) [“For women there’s only one
social question: being provided for” (1999, 42)]—are juxtaposed with 
his claim “Bestandig skal Damerne bruge disse store, vide, almindelige 
Ord, som er saa unuancerede og saa grove” (1891, 59) [“Women always 
have to use these big, broad, general words, which are so crude and so
devoid of nuance” (1999, 42)]. By generalizing crudely about women
and their emancipation, however, Gabriel himself exemplifies exactly
what he criticizes and in doing so reveals himself as an effeminate man.
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	 In the introduction to his diary notes, Gabriel describes himself as 
“ikke Mand nok” (Garborg 1891, 5) [“not man enough” (1999, 4)] 
because of the split he experiences between his soul and his senses 
on the one hand and his cold, clear, and mocking consciousness on 
the other. Later on, he describes himself as “en Halvmand” (1891, 
156) [“half a man” (1999, 109)] because he is too much brain and
too little blood, and he finds writing love letters to Fanny Holmsen
“dumt. Umandigt. Idiotisk” (1891, 161) [“stupid. Unmanly. Idiotic”
(1999, 112)]. Throughout the novel, sentimentalism is associated with
weakness. In a dialogue between Gabriel’s friends Georg Jonathan and 
Dr. Kvaale, women are regarded as mere physical objects and men as
weak and sentimental because they cling to them (1891, 64; 1999,
67). Whereas Georg Jonathan and Dr. Kvaale, while vying in mockery, 
indirectly claim that by distancing themselves from women they can
avoid weakness and sentimentality, Gabriel seems to be aware that
femininity and sentimentalism are part of who he is. Thus, he feels
unpleasantly affected by what they say.

In the novel, the links between melancholy, femininity, and senti-
mentality on the level of narration are in due course connected with 
French decadent literature, as opposed to rationality, modernity, 
positivism, science, skepticism, and usefulness, epitomized as English-
ness. Georg Jonathan explicitly relates decadence to effeminate men. 
“Disse lunkent-søde, graad-bløde Hunkjønsmænd som for Tiden laver 
Literatur i Paris” (Garborg 1891, 290) [“Those tepidly sweet, weepily 
soft feminized men who produce literature in Paris at the moment” 
(1999, 200)], he states, as he continues to claim that the Decadents’ 
business of the soul “vil ikke sige andet, end at de franske Hankvinder 
er blevne svage og for dvaske til at gaa Undersøgelsernes tornede sti 
og altsaa foretrækker Fruentimmerveien Gjennem Præsten og Oraklet” 
(1891, 292) [“means simply that those French milksops have grown 
too weak and too sluggish to follow the thorny path of investigation 
and therefore have chosen the distaff road by way of priest and oracle” 
(1999, 202)]. In analogy with how the pastor has associated religion 
with sentimentalism, Georg Jonathan here conjoins literature, religion, 
and femininity. Later on, he points out that this trend has to do with 
the waning of the bourgeoisie, as emphasized on the novel’s very last 
page where he exclaims: “Jeg holdt Dem for en Mand, . . . en af dem, 
som bøier sig, men ikke brister. De har altsaa dog været for svag; De 
havde den farlige Knæk i Rygraden. Fin de siécle [sic]; agonie de la 
bourgeoisie” (1891, 349; emphasis in original) [“I took you for a man 
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. . . one of those who bend but do not break. So you were too weak, 
after all; there was that fatal crack in your spine. Fin de siècle—agonie de 
la bourgeoisie” (1999, 241)]. Gabriel Gram regards himself as belong-
ing to a new era, “Fantasiens, Troens, Hjertets Aarhundrede” (1891, 
344) [“the century of the imagination, faith, the heart” (1999, 237)].
In contrast with the systematic we-do-not-know of science, he relies
on imagination, a life suffused with color, rich perceptions, existential
depth, and illusion. By the end of the story, Gabriel thus seems to
embrace melancholy and to place his confidence in its benevolent
aspects. Yet the derogative attitude that suffuses melancholy throughout 
the novel and is epitomized by Georg Jonathan at the novel’s clos-
ing throws an ironic light on how Gabriel envisions the new era. A
suspicion arises that melancholy, femininity, and creative writing will
be on the losing side in the new century as well. The conflict between
science and art, rationality and imagination, masculinity and feminin-
ity remains unresolved. Georg Jonathan seems unaffected by such a
conflict, whereas Dr. Kvaale suffers from it. When Kvaale commits
suicide, it is as if Gabriel kills himself by proxy.

Similar to what we have detected in “Fru Inés,” the remedies for 
malevolent melancholy in Trætte Mænd are those distilled from Pha-
edrus—writing, love, drinking, and religion. In Trætte Mænd, each of 
these remedies is used, one after another, as if imitating Phaedrus, 
so that in the end, religion seems to be the only drug able to cure 
Gabriel Gram’s melancholy. Religion brings hope: “Prædikerens Bog er 
optaget i Bibelen, fordi den paa en inspireret Maade viser os Frelsens 
Nødvendighed ved at fremstille for os Verden, saaledes som den ser ud 
fra den gudløses Synspunkt. Verden uden Haab, uden dybere Forklar-
ing, den er intet, intet—uden Forfængelighed og Aandsfortærelse” 
(Garborg, 1891, 331) [“The book of Ecclesiastes was accepted into the 
Bible because it shows, in an inspired way, the necessity of salvation 
by representing to us the world as it appears from the viewpoint of the 
godless. A world without hope, without a deeper explanation, is noth-
ing, nothing—except vanity and vexation of spirit” (1999, 228)]. The 
viewpoint of the godless equals, on the one hand, Georg Jonathan’s 
viewpoint, which represents science, usefulness, and Englishness; on 
the other, it equals the melancholy outlook represented by Gabriel 
Gram himself in the first two-thirds or so of the novel. At the opening 
of the novel, Gabriel Gram wants to be absolute reason personified. At 
the end, he states: “Jeg er ikke Rationalist. . . . Det i mig, som føler og 
fornemmer, det er jeg” (1891, 207) [“I am not a rationalist. . . . The 
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part of me that feels and perceives, that is me” (1999, 144)]. Gabriel 
realizes that he cannot extirpate his feelings, as they are an essential 
part of him. Nevertheless, he seems unable to face the consequences 
of such an insight. When Gabriel breaks off with Fanny Holmsen, she 
marries another man, for financial reasons it would seem. She becomes 
depressed, presumably because she is still in love with Gabriel, but 
like him, she sublimates her love and finds new meaning in faith and 
religion. Obviously, Gabriel cannot forget her and wants to be with 
her yet can only do so at a certain distance. It is intimated that he is 
still in love with her: when he discovers that she is a member of the 
Association for Provision of Free Meals to Poor Schoolchildren, he 
takes out membership in the association right away.
	 In conclusion, then, Garborg suggests that tired men like Gabriel 
Gram—that is, men who cannot face reality because it makes them 
feel angst, despair, and depression—use faith as a crutch. It is my 
contention that the price he has to pay to feel at ease on his crutches 
is that he has to distance himself from the feminine—not just from 
women themselves but also from the feminine within himself. Gabriel’s 
feminine side is intertwined with his artistic abilities, however. At the 
opening of the novel, he asks himself whether his diary notes might be 
a novel someday. Well into the second part, he realizes that there will 
be no novel. “Det blir Fanden ingen Roman. Det er jo noget gement 
Sludder altsammen” (Garborg 1891, 225) [“There won’t be any novel, 
damn it. It’s all nothing but plain rubbish” (1999, 157)]. To be a man 
in accordance with hegemonic masculinity at the end of the nineteenth 
century, it seems impossible to have melancholy feelings, effeminate 
traits, or artistic aspirations.

Nat: Digte i prosa (1892) and  
“Om fin-de-siècledigtningen” (1893)

Vilhelm Krag’s Nat: Digte i prosa (1892; Night: Poems in Prose) is 
considered to be the first prose poem collection published in Scan-
dinavia. The poems have a musical and rhythmically repetitive style 
rich with alliteration. Even though the poems are dreamlike, in their 
outlook, they are chronologically narrated in a first-person voice. By 
way of repetition and ambiguous references, however, the chronology 
is partially dissolved.
	 The collection is divided into two parts. The first, “Mainætter” 
(Nights of May), consists of four prose poems, each entitled “Nat” 
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Effeminate Men	 373

(Night). The protagonist-narrator is lonely and melancholy and drinks 
absinthe to anesthetize himself. It is suggested that he is severely ill; 
his dreams are fevered. Anxiety and tedium haunt him. Everything is 
black; darkness is all around. The narrator receives the message that the 
woman he loves but who has left him is dangerously ill. He embarks 
on a journey by boat to be with her, yet in a vision, he realizes that she 
has already died. In the second part, “Høstnætter” (Autumn Nights), 
which consists of six prose poems, the narrator’s illness has deteriorated, 
and the atmosphere is even more sinister than in the first part. The 
protagonist-narrator befriends a child, who like him does not belong 
to “denne forbandede logiske verden” (Krag 1892, 65) [this cursed 
logical world], which furthermore is godless: “De tog ham fra mig i 
min barndom” (78) [They took him (God) from me during my child-
hood]. Notwithstanding the narrator’s rejection of priests and psalms 
(15), he identifies with Jesus. But this gesture expresses the dissolution 
of his self and thereby “sjælens evige fred” (93) [the eternal peace of 
the soul] rather than religious belief.
	 The protagonist-narrator displays an array of melancholy traits. He 
poses in the classic melancholy posture with his head resting in his 
hand (Krag 1892, 31, 56). “Tungsind” [dejection] is mentioned several 
times (8, 75, 92), “sørgmodighed” [sadness] once (90). He suffers 
from sleeplessness (17) and finds his surroundings depressive: “Hvor 
her er uendelig trist!” (59) [How infinitely sad it is here!]. “Jeg sidder 
ved vinduet, syg og ensom” (59) [I am sitting by the window, ill and 
lonely]. His basic feeling is “en sælsom angst, en rædsel for dette liv” 
(62) [a strange anxiety, a fear of life itself]. The feeling is partially
induced by Protestant psalms he hears through his window (stanzas
from Dorthe Engelbretsdatter’s “Aften-Sang” [Evening-Song] are
quoted). They tell him that life on earth has no value because value
cannot be experienced until after death (62–3). The image of a black
dog, a sustained emblem of depression (37, 84ff.),4 contrasts with
that of a white dog in a happy dream. The transformation of the white
dog into a black one exemplifies how the surroundings of the poetic
“I” can be regarded as undergoing a series of metamorphoses (Wærp
1997, 209). Significantly, the transformations point in an increasingly

4. Cf. Matthew Johnstone, I Had a Black Dog: His Name Was Depression (2007),
as well as the book’s endorsement quote, which attributes the popularization of the 
black dog as a metaphor for bouts of depression to Winston Churchill. Moreover, the 
dog is an emblem in Albrecht Dürer’s engraving Melencolia I.
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sinister direction. By the end, the protagonist-narrator is terminally ill 
(88). Moreover, recurrent weeping emphasizes the effeminate character 
of his melancholy (14, 42, 54, 75, 87).
	 The protagonist-narrator’s melancholy, severe illness, and femininity 
indicate that he is suffering from consumption. In her seminal essay 
Illness as Metaphor, Susan Sontag demonstrates how sadness by the 
end of the nineteenth century was considered to be a mark of refine-
ment and sensibility. Gradually, the tubercular look, which symbolized 
vulnerability and sensitivity, became the ideal appearance for women 
(Sontag 1991, 30). Furthermore, sadness and tuberculosis became 
synonymous.

The myth of TB [tuberculosis] constitutes the next-to-last episode in 
the long career of the ancient idea of melancholy—which was the artist’s 
disease, according to the theory of the four humors. The melancholy 
character—or the tubercular—was a superior one: sensitive, creative, 
a being apart. . . . So well established was the cliché which connected 
TB and creativity that at the end of the century one critic suggested 
that it was the progressive disappearance of TB which accounted for 
the current decline of literature and the arts. (Sontag 1991, 32–3)

Against this backdrop, the melancholy and illness of Nat’s protagonist-
narrator can be interpreted as evidence of his artistic mind. In a vision, 
he clutches his arms around the neck of a swan (Krag 1892, 87), which 
is a common emblem of the poet, as exemplified by Vergil’s epithet 
“the Swan of Mantua.” The narrator is a poet, and in his dreams, a 
woman, whom he gives the exotic name Suleîma, is his muse: “Jeg har 
hørt din røst i rimskummende vers og fornummet din gråd i høstens 
sørgmodige klage. Jeg byggede dig et slot af mine drømmes blankeste 
guld, jeg fyldte luften med mine sanges sarteste klange” (74) [I have 
heard your voice in verses foaming with rhyme and perceived your 
weeping in autumn’s melancholy complaint. I built a castle for you of 
the shiniest gold of my dreams; I filled the air with the most delicate 
sounds of my songs]. Writing poetry seems, however, to belong to 
the past. For the time being, he is in a state of “tungsind, som ikke 
har ord og ei melodi og ikke har . . . tankers rytme” (8) [dejection, 
which has no words and no tune and does not have . . . the rhythm of 
thoughts]. He seems not to be able to write anymore, and his creativity 
finds an outlet in dreams and visions marked by morbidity and death. 
In Nat, the borders between dreams, visions, and reality are blurred. 
This suggests, as noted by Wærp, that the text itself is the actual vision 
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(1997, 222). Nevertheless, the vison’s morbidity expresses the destiny 
of imagination in a society where religion is reduced to institutional 
framework, rationality dominates, and the poet—as well as the child, 
with whom he identifies—is estranged. The journey the poet embarks 
on in Part 1 can thus be regarded as symbolizing not just life but more 
specifically the life of the imagination as heading for annihilation.
	 At the closing of Nat, the vision is like a gigantesque projection of the 
poet’s melancholy mind—of “den uendelige, hulkende længsel” (Krag 
1892, 92) [infinite, sobbing longing] and “mine tankers tungsind” (92) 
[the dejection of my thoughts]—onto his surroundings. He is recon-
ciled with Jesus, whose suffering epitomizes all the world’s suffering: 
“Alverden lider og er sammen i sin smerte” (94) [All the world suffers 
and is together in its pain]. The last words of the collection are “Jesus 
Christus!” (95). Similar to Trætte Mænd, trust in Jesus is depicted as 
the only remedy for weakness and anxiety. But identifying with Jesus 
is tantamount to a death wish. Belief in the transforming capacity of 
art and literature seems lost. Even though melancholy is associated 
with artistic abilities in this prose poem collection, the artistic mind is 
tinged with illness. The effeminate artist feels isolated within his own 
imagination, lonely, ill, and marked by death.
	 Nat was well-received by the Norwegian poet Sigbjørn Obstfelder 
as well as the German critic Marie Herzfeld (Wærp 1997, 210). Nev-
ertheless, in “Om Fin-de-siècledigtningen” (1893; On Fin-de-siècle 
Poetry), published in the journal Samtiden the year after Nat came 
out, Erik Lie provided a scathing attack on fin-de-siècle literature in 
general and a negative evaluation of Krag’s authorship in particular. 
The second part of the essay is dedicated to Vilhelm Krag. Lie points 
out how poets such as Jonas Lie (his father), Nils Collett Vogt, and 
Sigurd Bødtker had paved the way and ensured the success of Krag’s 
debut Digte (1891; Poems), with its “understrøm af blegt tungsind . . . . 
Akkurat som i de fleste norske og slaviske nationalmelodier: hvor meget 
de end jubler, saa er der dog altid en viss tyngsel paa bunden—fjeld-
viddens og steppens melankoli” (Lie 1893, 239) [undercurrent of pale 
depression . . . exactly like in most Norwegian and Slavonic national 
tunes: no matter how much they rejoice, there is always a certain 
underlying heaviness—the melancholy of the mountain plateau and 
the steppe]. Even so, Lie is very negative, and when commenting on 
Nat, he insinuates that the author suffers from an obscure illness and 
that he “klynker og sukker og klager” (240) [whines and sighs and 
complains]. His main critical point is the work’s lack of naturalism. Lie 
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refers neither to Krag nor his poems as effeminate in this section. But 
in the first part of the essay, Lie points out that melancholy is the mal 
du siècle, a contagion emanating from Paris, and he paints a satirical 
portrait of a decadent poet, reminiscent of Krag, in which he alludes 
to the poet’s feminine traits. The fin-de-siècle poet’s flat is described 
as “en dames boudoir” (Lie 1893, 236) [a lady’s boudoir], and the 
poet himself is depicted “henslængt paa en grønlig silkedivan. En 
guldindvirket slobrok hyllede ham til, og et par røde tøfler stak frem 
forneden. Han laa der som en romersk keiser, forekom det mig; der 
manglede blot et par viftende slavinder ved hovedgjerdet og en robust 
hund af en neger ved fødderne” (236) [sprawling on a greenish silk 
divan. A gold-inlaid dressing gown ensconced him, and a pair of red 
slippers peeped out underneath. He lay there like a Roman emperor, 
it seemed to me; only a pair of fanning slave girls by the divan’s head 
and a robust doglike Negro at the feet]. The rendering probably refers 
to Edouard Manet’s oil painting Olympia (1863), which is a daring 
picture of a nude woman staring straight into the eyes of the beholder. 
There is a green curtain behind her, she lies on a divan covered with a 
golden spread, and there is a black servant at her feet. There is also a 
black cat, metonymically transformed into the servant’s doglike looks 
in Lie’s description. Moreover, the narrator also refers to his friend’s 
“ringbesatte fingre” (Lie 1893, 237) [fingers ornamented with rings], 
yet another feminine trait.
	 In Nat, Vilhelm Krag associates melancholy, weakness, and femininity 
with poetic imagination. Because he is severely ill, the protagonist-
narrator never gets around to writing down his imaginative visions. 
This pattern of melancholy, femininity, and incapability in a male 
writer is emphasized in Lie’s parody, which frames his review of Krag’s 
poetry. Traits such as paralysis, self-awareness, and femininity among 
men indicate decadence (Tjønneland 2016, 335). It has been my aim, 
however, to point out that even though melancholy inflects decadence, 
melancholy is a tradition in its own right, which underwent a significant 
change during the last decade of the nineteenth century.

Conclusion

Generally speaking, the fin-de-siècle period was marked by decline, deca-
dence, and dejection, by pessimism and boredom. Especially boredom, 
or tedium, was strongly associated with melancholy. My close reading 
of how melancholy men are depicted in “Fru Inés,” Trætte Mænd, Nat, 
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and “Om Fin-de-siècledigtningen” seems to confirm that a certain 
change as regards how melancholy was perceived was taking place in 
the Norwegian context at the end of the nineteenth century. In my 
chosen examples, the ambiguous notion of melancholy, traditionally 
perceived as the hallmark of illustrious men who suffer for their brilliance 
by being prone to depression, is transformed into the idea of melan-
choly as a mood concomitant with weakness, femininity, and artistic 
failure. In my introduction, I pointed out how scientific approaches 
to mental illnesses, such as taxonomy and psychiatry, were gradually 
replacing cultural understandings from the mid-nineteenth century 
on. Here, in conclusion, I will indicate some additional context for the 
emerging structure of melancholy as a devalued and feminine feeling.
	 Even though the history of European masculinity is not linear and 
the reasons for changes are immensely complex, women’s challenges 
to the gender order can be regarded as among the central reasons for 
a change in hegemonic European masculinity during the nineteenth 
century (Connell 2005, 191; Waage 2000; Mosse 1996, 78; Showal-
ter 1991, 1–18, 169–87). In Norway specifically, an array of legal and 
institutional changes that benefitted women—such as the Commerce 
Act of 1842, the Marriage Act of 1888, and the founding of the Nor-
wegian Association for Women’s Rights (NKF) in 1884, the Women’s 
Suffrage Association (KSF) in 1885, and the National Association for 
Women’s Suffrage (LSKF) in 1898—was perceived as a threat to the 
kind of masculinity that regarded property, risk, and capital as well as 
education and professional work as being for men only (Danielsen, 
Larsen, and Owesen 2013, 87–8). I am also suggesting that the devalu-
ation of femininity depicted in the four texts works upon the relatively 
widespread fear that democracy, the tyranny of the masses—universal 
suffrage in general and the female vote in particular—would empower 
the uneducated and thus represent a threat to good governance (Slag-
stad 1998, 30).
	 The threat to hegemonic masculinity also took place on a private 
emotional level. The years 1875–1900 marked a period of stark indus-
trialization in Norway, followed by urbanization. A growing distinction 
between housekeeping and business, between family and work, implied 
that care and thus emotional attention became the responsibility of 
women. An influential statesman like A. M. Schweigaard emphasized 
that women are emotional creatures. The argument that women react 
emotionally to financial situations, for better or for worse, was central 
to the discussion leading up to the new Commerce Act (Danielsen, 
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Larsen, and Owesen 2013, 98). Also, women writers like Mathilde 
Schjøtt and Laura Marholm highlighted women’s emotionality and 
intuitive disposition, respectively (Danielsen, Larsen, and Owesen 
2013, 142). Consequently, men who expressed strong feelings would 
be regarded as effeminate men.
	 Research on masculinity has shown that the nineteenth century 
witnessed an increasing emphasis on toughness, self-control, and the 
stifling of tender feelings of all sorts (Ekenstam 1998, 50–123; Mosse 
1996, 77–106; Richgels 1994, 134). Charles Darwin writes in 1872 
in The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals, among the 
most enduring contributions from nineteenth-century psychology, 
that weeping was considered weak and unmanly by men; Englishmen 
rarely cried, whereas in some parts of the Continent, the men shed 
tears more readily. According to Darwin, those who suffered from 
simple melancholia tended to weep on the slightest occasions or from 
no cause at all, showing little or no restraint when doing so (2009, 
144–5). Based on a study of twenty British and French nineteenth-
century social novels of manners and mores, self, and society, Robert 
W. Richgels points out that there is a difference between the Northern
Protestant mentality and the Latin Catholic one. Although even realist 
novels cannot be taken literally as depictions of actual behavior, they
can indicate how society perceives itself at a certain moment in time
(Richgels 1994, 135). Drawing from this inference, Richgels shows
that by the 1890s, weeping men had all but disappeared from British
novels. In French novels, by the same time, there was greater restraint
than earlier, but the control was less harsh. Richgels concludes:

Ideals of stern decorum and strict control of the self . . . are often 
called Victorianism. Its effects were felt virtually everywhere, but not 
with equal impact in every place. Victorianism was strongest in the 
northern, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant cultures. The southern, Latin, 
Catholic cultures were influenced by it, but less so. (1994, 144)

The Norwegian prose texts I have been looking at confirm this masculine 
ideal of strict control of the self. Whereas weeping men are hardly to 
be found in British novels by the end of the century, the characters I 
have been studying are clearly weeping, yet despised for doing so. As 
mentioned above, weak and tender feelings were considered feminine 
within this context. Moreover, in my chosen texts, artistic sensibility 
is feminized and devalued. But why is it that the broken tie between 
melancholy and masculinity entails that benevolent melancholy (artistic 
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sensibility) is devalued whereas the malevolent type (melancholia or 
depression) is feminized? The question is too general to be satisfacto-
rily answered on the basis of such a small sample as I have examined 
here. Nevertheless, there are general tendencies that can shed light 
on the issue.
	 Referring to the eponymous character of his most famous novel, 
published in 1856, Gustave Flaubert once said that “Madame Bovary, 
c’est moi.” Flaubert’s fetishization of his own imaginary femininity is 
historically determined. During the nineteenth century, as masculin-
ity was increasingly identified with action, enterprise, and progress, 
and consequently with the realms of business, industry, science, and 
law, literature and the arts were proportionally marginalized. Male 
artists’ imaginary femininity was often the basis for their oppositional 
attitude to bourgeois society. This did not prevent, however, that the 
very same artists and authors who fetishized their imaginary femininity 
were excluding real women from literary activity (Huyssen 1986, 45). 
Thus, it seems that in the late nineteenth-century Norwegian context, 
we have a situation where the earlier connection between melancholy 
(both benevolent and malevolent) and masculinity is broken and 
substituted by, on the one hand, a cluster consisting of masculinity, 
emotional control, and the realms of business, industry, science, and 
law, and on the other hand, a cluster consisting of femininity, depres-
sion (melancholia, malevolent melancholy), and devalued creativity 
and artistry. The two clusters are negotiated in different ways in my 
chosen literary examples.
	 In “Fru Inés,” Flemming is only weakly associated with artistic 
ability but strongly with melancholy and femininity, whereas Inés has 
no connections whatsoever to artistic life but is depicted with several 
masculine traits. The novella is written by a female author who, in 
the very act of writing, opposes the female role favored in this period. 
The two characters taken together perform the costs of breaking with 
the hegemonic gender system. Inés and Flemming both suffer violent 
deaths.
	 Gabriel Gram shuns melancholy feelings, which he associates with 
weakness and femininity. Interestingly, imaginary and real feminin-
ity are concomitant to him. Eradicating his melancholy feelings thus 
entails breaking off his relationship with his beloved, Fanny Holmsen. 
Garborg negotiates the Flaubertian paradox pointed out by Huyssen. 
For Gabriel Gram, the new kind of masculinity is not compatible with 
being an artist, because being an artist involves making use of one’s 
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feminine capacities and thereby leads to marginalization. Embracing 
the new masculinity is not compatible with being an author. By other 
directions than Skram, Garborg represents the same insight as she does, 
which points out that conforming to the new masculine ideal entails 
mutilation of the self.
	 Vilhelm Krag’s portrait of a weak and feminine male artist who withers 
until he finally passes away is more in the vein of French fin-de-siècle 
literature. When describing French fin-de-siècle culture, Walter Laqueur 
(1996) points out that, at the time, it meant being fashionable and 
sophisticated, but also was a synonym for morbidity, decline, decadence, 
aestheticism, narcissism, and boredom. Being en vogue turns Nat into 
an easy target for parody, which is Lie’s aim in his piece. Whereas it is 
Lie’s aim to use parody to argue for naturalism, the result is rather that 
a new structure of feeling, which connects weakness and femininity 
among male artists with melancholy, becomes conspicuous.
	 In the opening paragraph of this article, I pointed out a tendency 
from the late nineteenth century on, to distinguish between melan-
choly as a cultural phenomenon and melancholia as an illness that 
consequently became synonymous with depression. Today, the word 
“melancholy” primarily means “a temporary state of mind, sometimes 
painful and depressing, sometimes merely mildly pensive or nostalgic” 
(Klibansky, Panofsky, and Saxl 1979, 1). It is not particularly tied to 
creativity. Even though there are famous (predominantly male) artists 
who have suffered from depression, psychiatrists do not claim that 
there is a connection between melancholia and creativity. Rather, 
there is a tendency to associate women and depression. A group of 
scientists recently found that when alternative and traditional symp-
toms of depression are combined, gender disparities in the prevalence 
of depression are eliminated. Although men are likely to report many 
traditional depression symptoms, they are significantly more likely to 
report symptoms of anger attacks or aggression, irritability, substance 
abuse, and risk-taking behaviors over symptoms such as withdrawal 
from friends, sleep problems, and feelings of complaintiveness, common 
among women, they claim (Martin, Neighbors, and Griffith 2013). If 
this assertion is to be substantiated, a cause affecting men and women 
equally has to be found. Though widely assumed, such an ontological 
factor remains as yet to be proven (Radden 2003). And even if it should 
be confirmed, a biological cause, for instance, will not help explain 
historical change as regards the representation of melancholy and the 
cultural associations surrounding it. It is therefore my contention that 
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scrutinizing literary expressions can shed light on the varying conven-
tions that have helped transform notions of melancholy.
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