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Love, Literature and the Arbiters of Taste


‘It gave her confidence, which for a writer is the most important thing,’ says Gustave Alland in Act I of The Enchantment. Victoria Benedictsson’s confidence as a writer was secured in 1885 with the publication of her novel Money (Pengar). Until then she had written short stories of life in the rural southern province of Skane, where she lived. But after a riding accident left her bedbound for virtually two years, she produced the novel which secured her reputation as a writer.


Money was published under the male pseudonym of Ernst Ahlgren because its frank treatment of relationships between men and women would have been considered scandalous for a woman to write. It was clearly a response to Ibsen’s A Doll’s House, which had been performed and published six years earlier. But Money pushed the debate about women and marriage a little further. Its heroine, Selma, was neither neurotic nor infantilised, and resisted the temptations of adultery with great strength of character. The root of her malaise was nothing of her doing, but unequivocally depicted as her status as chattel, bought by her husband from her father. Money remains Benedictsson’s most famous work and is studied by students of literature in every Swedish university.


On the strength of its success at the time, Benedictsson moved to Stockholm. This was a bold step for a 35-year-old married woman. She was leaving behind a husband, Christian, whom she had married at the age of 21. He was 28 years her senior, and when they married he already had five children. Together they had two further daughters, Ellen, who survived for less than a month, and Hilma.


In Stockholm Benedictsson quickly left her provincial life behind, and was enthusiastically taken up in literary circles. It perhaps came naturally to her. Like Hedda Gabler, she had been brought up as a son by her father, who gave her the education that would normally have been reserved for boys. As a young woman, she hoped to go to art school, but instead was married off. Ferociously intelligent and learned, her life as a provincial wife and mother was never going to be a fulfilling one.


Stockholm at the time was a ferment of cultural and intellectual activity. The Modern Breakthrough was underway – a movement which placed the social and political issues of the day at the centre of artistic endeavour. Naturalism and realism were the radical new forms, and the condition of women in society was one of its central subjects.


The Modern Breakthrough had largely come about due to the influence of the Danish critic and scholar, Georg Brandes. At the age of 30 Brandes formulated the principles of this new realism, and in 1871 gave a series of public lectures berating the people of Denmark for being 40 years behind the rest of Europe. The lectures were a sensation. But despite his popu­larity and the impact he had on cultural life in Scandinavia, Brandes was considered dangerously radical. He was denied a professorship which was widely assumed to be his for the taking. In retreat, he travelled in Europe – to England, Italy and France before settling in Berlin for five years.


He used this time of exile to collect up the work of many European writers, which he then introduced to the Scandin­avian public: they included Nietzsche, Voltaire and J.S. Mill, whose The Subjection of Women he translated in 1869.


Brandes also took up the cause of contemporary Scandinavian writers. He championed Søren Kierkegaard, and even introduced Nietzsche to his work. And he befriended the emerging naturalist dramatists of the time, particularly Ibsen, Strindberg and Bjørnstjerne Bjørnson.


By the time he returned to Copenhagen in 1883, he was hailed as the father of the Modern Breakthrough and the ultimate arbiter of literary taste. It was probably inevitable that Brandes and Benedictsson should meet. Benedictsson was at the hub of cultural life in Stockholm and often visited Copenhagen. She knew Ibsen and Strindberg – it is said that Strindberg based the character of Miss Julie on her, and that Ibsen’s character of Hedda Gabler was influenced by her.


Brandes and Benedictsson embarked on a high-profile love affair. Initially Benedictsson fought to keep it on a platonic basis, but it soon developed into a fully sexual liaison. The affair has captured the imagination of succeeding generations and has almost overshadowed Benedictsson’s reputation as a writer. It has inspired countless plays, stories, novels and filmscripts. But the most compelling and fascinating account of the affair is Benedictsson’s own, in her play The Enchantment.


With unstinting clarity, devastating honesty and forensic detail, she plots the course of this ill-fated passion. Her style of writing is fresh, bold and truly original. Though reminiscent of Ibsen, Strindberg, even Chekhov, it is something completely of its own.


But one crucial aspect of the story is missing from the play. Louise, unlike Victoria, is not an artist or a writer. Indeed, when Alland asks her, she claims to have no interest or activity at all, not even needlework. She envies Mr Moller his engrossing work as a bank manager. She longs for ‘Numbers lined up in rows on paper, crowding into your head and blocking out all other thoughts’. When Erna is broken-hearted, she is able to throw her energies into her work, and survives personal devastation by turning it into artistic success. But this avenue of escape is denied to Louise.


This strange omission is profoundly significant. Benedictsson was in love with Brandes, the supreme critic and writer of the day, and she considered herself his equal. She was at the height of her powers as a writer. And she had a burning subject which she wanted to write about.


Benedictsson had a utopian vision of marriage as an equal sharing of work and responsibility between men and women. She never believed that women’s sexual emancipation should lead to free love, any more than she believed that a married woman should become the property of her husband. For its time, this view was radical and deeply unfashionable. But no doubt she saw her relationship with Brandes as the prototype of this ideal.


During the time that she was with Brandes, she wrote a defining novel to propound this view and prove its validity. With Brandes beside her, it was not unreasonable for her to assume that both her work and her views would be taken up in the cultural debate and that her place at the centre of intellectual life would be further secured.


This novel was Fru Marianne (Mrs Marianne), and it was published in 1887. To her shock and devastation, Brandes disdained to review it. During 30 years as a critic, he never once reviewed the work of a female author. Instead, he passed his lover’s novel to his younger brother Edvard, who dismissed it as ‘too much of a ladies’ novel’. It is an accusation against the work of women writers which is still familiar today, and whose sting is no less poisonous now than it was in 1887. From time to time a row blows up, and accusations fly. But it rarely changes the proportion of plays written or directed by women which are produced on our stages.


Benedictsson did not have the resources to overcome such a brutal rejection. In one blow Brandes had destroyed her confidence, which she clearly considered to be ‘the most important thing’. He had rejected her both as a lover and as a writer. Never the most robust of characters, Benedictsson described this double attack as her ‘death sentence’.


She wrote The Enchantment (Den Bergtagna) in 1888, choosing to make its central character, Louise, a woman with no artistic vocation or talent. On July 21 of that year, Benedictsson checked into a hotel room in Copenhagen and killed herself by cutting her own throat.


By doing this, she all but wrote herself out of history. While Ibsen’s output spans almost half a century, Benedictsson had only a few years. Her oeuvre remains small. Outside of Sweden, she is almost completely unknown. But her writing speaks to readers and audiences now, perhaps even more than it did then.


The Enchantment was discovered after her death by her favourite stepdaughter Matti, who passed it to Benedictsson’s friend, the writer Axel Lundegard. He completed and published it posthumously. It was given six performances at Svenska Teatern in Stockholm in May 1910. The production at the National Theatre in 2007, for which this version was prepared, was its British premiere.


Clare Bayley
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ACT ONE


A sunny May day in Paris.


A basement studio. French windows open onto a courtyard garden, enclosed by a high wall. There’s ivy on the walls and a cherry tree in blossom.


The room is sparsely furnished with a chaise longue, a table, an antique cabinet and a few chairs. On the walls are scattered sketches which have been left behind by a previous occupant.


On the right is a door to the hall; on the left, a door to the bedroom. There is an iron stove near the bedroom door.


LOUISE is lying on the chaise longue, propped up by pillows and with a blanket over her feet.


HENRIK is sitting in front of the stove, smoking a pipe.


ERNA is making tea at the stove. As she goes to the cabinet to get cups etc., she picks up a corner of the blanket that has fallen on the floor.


LOUISE. Thank you, Erna. The worst thing about being ill is all the trouble you cause to everyone else.
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