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Praise for The  Story  of Edvard  Munch
         



‘Invaluable for anyone interested in the great Norwegian painter. Drawing heavily from Munch’s extraordinary writing, most of which is unpublished, Bjørnstad gives the reader a lively and intimate account of an artist whose love and suffering became his work’ – Siri Hustvedt
         



‘This is a wonderfully vivid recreation of Munch’s life. It lets us enter his world far more intensely than a conventional biography … building into a dazzling tapestry which has the weight and inevitability of myth’ – Ned Denny, Daily  Mail
         



‘Meticulous research is presented with all the lyricism of a modernist musical style … Bjørnstad’s poetic prose has authority and beauty’ – Lesley McDowell, Independent  on  Sunday
         



‘The forces behind Munch’s nerve-jangled, corrosive 1890s works are brilliantly evoked in the jump-cut, freeze-frame technique … it impels re-examination of the work, in itself an excellent result’ – James Malpas/Sotheby’s Institute, The  Art  Newspaper
         



‘Nothing I have read about Munch before has made me feel so urgently, so almostly uncomfortably close to the great artist’ – Gothenburg  Post
         



‘A captivating portrayal of a young man’s obsession and love’ – Lars Saabye Christensen, author of The  Half  Brother, on Bjørnstad’s novel To  the  Music
         



‘Highly praised’ – Irish  Times
         



‘Enthralling. Bjørnstad succeeds in making immediate not only a life but also an epoch’ – Suddeutsche  Zeitung
         



‘A primer to Munch’s work … through this inventive account we can feel the darkness at the break of noon, as Bob Dylan once wrote’ – Graham Reid, Weekend  Herald
         



‘A great achievement, written with the finest, most etching needle – it trembles from Munch’s nerves’ – Weekendavisen
         



‘A beautifully written, intensely crafted book … the character of Munch lives and engages the reader’ – Historical  Novels  Review
         



‘Splendid about Edvard Munch … enriches our relationship to Munch and his art, to art as such and to life – if you don’t lose yourself in the reading then you are missing out’ – VG
         



‘Fascinating’ – Anglo-Norsk  Review
         



‘A vastly intriguing portrait of a man now universally regarded as a great painter’ – Joan Tate
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Yes, this could be good with time.

All it needs is a few small blemishes to be really good.

(EDVARD MUNCH – 1863–1944)
            






         




    

  
    
      

         

I



Dying I came into the world.

(EDVARD MUNCH)
            





Dear Thiis: It’s been five years now. I’m still just as hurt and just as devastated. That creature who hadn’t the least desire to remain tied to mama’s apron strings, but who, after a fairy tale life full of travel, had decided to marry me, propelled me through the very doors of hell. She travelled the length and breadth of Europe and started a string of affairs, blackened my name among all my friends, drove me half-mad with scenes until, in 1902, there I was, a wreck for life. As for her, she calmly and serenely entered into holy matrimony, famous, admired and worshipped, a goddess of art, and far, far away from mama. I am a wreck. I who became entangled with her after she had thrown two uproarious champagne parties. I who did not love her, but who out of sympathy sacrificed everything I had. I am not, like Christian Krohg, obliged to marry a whorehouse or, like him – like the gritty, bloody-horned snail that he is – to carry that whorehouse on my back. I have felt myself compelled to write this on seeing Gunnar Heiberg shed tears from his witty little eyes in Dagbladet  over that painter who wore himself out and went mad. Is it any wonder that my hackles rise when I see his name? It was not hunger that drove me from Norway but that rotten little bunch of friends who stabbed me in the back. The meanest of all mean tricks: to cry Help! Help! I’m drowning! And then, with a contemptuous snort, to let your rescuer drown.
         

*


Edvard Munch on the brink of the abyss, just before his breakdown. Wine, brandy and the strongest cigars. Drunken stupor.
         

All his life he had known of the abyss. In 1908 he plunged into it, was admitted to Doctor Jacobsen’s psychiatric clinic in Copenhagen. In 1909 he returned to Norway, after four years’ exile.
         

*


There is a time in everyone’s life when everything comes sharply into focus, both what has already been and what the future can reasonably be expected to hold. In Munch’s life this moment must have been when, at the age of forty-five, after his breakdown, he arrived in Kragerø, not from the east via Christiania, as I first thought, but from the west, via Kristiansand. Not early in the morning, when the spring sun floods in over the rugged archipelago which in the month of May is no longer pale and battered after the winter, but in the middle of the day, at about twelve o’clock, long after sunrise, in an almost neutral grey revealing light.
         

The coastal steamer coming from the west did not sail past Jomfruland, as I had thought, but swung into the fjord at Rapen. Munch may nevertheless have seen both Jomfruland lighthouse and two other light buoys on the way in. A boat the size of the coastal steamer could not sail on the landward side of Jomfruland if it came from the west. Nor from the boat could Munch have seen both thrift and blue-bells, as I had thought, because the boat was too far out on account of the skerries, and apart from that because bluebells flower long after thrift does. But at Skrubben, the house in which he was to live while in Kragerø, he would soon see them, as spring turned into summer.
         

*


Ravensberg! Noble kinsman! Have you not heard the howls from the enemy camp? Have my grenades had any effect? I think that the scoundrels CK, GH and SB have thrown in the sponge at last. It’s good to have an outlet for your feelings when you cannot simply beat riff-raff of that ilk to a pulp with your bare hands. You can bet SB heard a few home truths in 10 postcards I sent. I shall tell you later how the Enemy was already at work, poisoning wine in Cologne and stealing the large rolls of paintings. They have spread influenza here and killed my castle guard. I grope my way forward in the narrow passage. My fingers come into contact with a crate. I continue. Cloth. I pause. A terrible stench. I continue. Hair. Nose. A human being. A corpse!
         

*


It was Munch’s cousin, Ludvig Ravensberg, who collected him from the psychiatric clinic. The night before he was admitted he had limped all the way from Klampenborg, his lame leg dragging behind him. His hair unkempt, his clothes in tatters. He was turned away from a restaurant. In the end he had taken a room at a hotel in Copenhagen, convinced he was surrounded by enemies. Norwegian  enemies. Two  hotel rooms. One with a window overlooking the courtyard and one with a window onto the road. He had heard voices. They had said his name:
         

There he is! Watch him!

He had dragged himself to the window but had seen nothing. He felt numbness spreading through his body. He had not had a proper night’s sleep for many weeks. His wounded hand ached.
         

It was Ravensberg who took him away from all the postcards, from the animal drawings, from rages and humiliation, brought him back to the land of his enemies. Why on earth had he come back to Norway, that vipers’ nest, to people who had assumed the form of frogs, pigs and poodles? The strangest specimens in the menagerie, which he referred to as this crafty, insolent, decrepit circle, a clique of clapped-out literati, drunken offspring of the rich, whorish women and people who had never had an independent or original thought in their heads, but who spent all their time, expended all their energy, copying, faking, impoverishing, draining sap from the few sparse trees which managed to gain a foothold and had some life in them, people whose names he still could not mention without getting agitated, feeling dizzy, names that previously he had not been able to hear without feeling physically sick and persecuted.
         

Up on the deck of the steamer, he must have thought along these lines, must have thought that this journey might  be a disaster, that Ravensberg had actually misled him, given him to believe that it was a long way from Kragerø to Christiania, even though it was barely two hundred kilometres. And that terrible doubt must have made him waver, not because the sea was rough, because in all probability the weather was good, but because the thought of disintegrating like this induced just as great a fear of death in him as when he had coughed up blood as a child.
         

*


It was then that he saw in his mind’s eye the middle-aged man, racked by many years’ hell, destroyed by alcohol, fear and rage, his head so full of pictures from memory, of colours and contrasts, yet all the same back on his feet, shaky but back on his feet, with a vast yearning for control, and at the same time a deep-seated doubt as to whether such control could ever be attained. Yet nevertheless firmly resolved to try, at least so long as Ravensberg cheered him up, patted him on the shoulder or whatever it was he did, while the captain sounded a blast on the hooter, while the crowd of onlookers on the quay scrutinized the queue of passengers waiting to go ashore, while Ravensberg yet again glanced searchingly at his friend, as if to register the minutest change in the closed face which, despite the firm masculine set of the chin, always expressed such boundless vulnerability, and the steamer at last docked at the quay.
         

The journey by steamer must have done him good after all the weeks in hospital. The smell of mental breakdown had had a stronger effect than the smell of physical ailments and medical preparations. An indeterminate odour of physical decay and desperate thoughts.
         

Fresh air!

How deeply Munch must have filled his lungs with the sea air, undeterred by the stench of Norway.
         

*


He was in the process of turning a scandal into a success. He had received the Order of St Olav, which he ventured to construe as a friendly gesture from his own country, even though he declared himself an opponent of decorations and the death penalty.
         

*


What was it about this country which drew him back? He had used a few square miles of it to create his art. The strip of coast between Borre and Åsgårdstrand, a little town on the western side of the Christiania Fjord. Christiania’s main street, Karl Johan. The flaming red sky over Ekeberg. And also the childhood sketches of the church steeple, Telthusbakken, the river Aker. The deserted, almost trancelike atmosphere around Olav Ryes Place, perhaps slightly contributing to the agoraphobia, the dread of open spaces, of which he would later offer such a perfect hysterical example.
         

But above all it was Åsgårdstrand. That had been the scene of the drama, of the revolver, the Medusa’s heads, the broken lover. Perhaps there too the explanation was to be found for all the harrowing events which would subsequently unfold.
         

In short, the scenes of his past.

He wished to return to his past, to the scenes of everything that mattered to him: his pictures. But he had no desire to relive it! Not The Frieze  of  Life  Act II. That was over now. The actors had found their roles. Men and women alike. Now they had acquired their forms, colour and expressions.
         

*


He sees again all that is Norway, all he has painted time and time again in constantly new versions since the drama played itself out. He has painted white wooden houses, massive trees, a shoreline, some islands, the  sea.  He is coming to Kragerø because he had been looking for a peaceful spot by the open sea. Ravensberg found it. Good news: there is a house by the sea. Bad news: the house is in Norway. Yet it is not so much Norway Munch is against as Christiania. The city he grew up in. The city where he is always judged, weighed and found wanting. The city where the Enemy is.
         

*


Once blood had dripped from the hand wounded by the shot.

Munch cannot forget.

Cliffs and rocky outcrops tower menacingly before him. Does he still have any feeling in the last joint on the middle finger of his left hand? The one that is no longer there? What has become of it? Is it in a glass jar, has it turned to ashes or to earth while the rest of his body is living tissue and ageing cells?
         

He gazes expectantly at the onlookers on the quay, perhaps thinking of the old pictures of the enemy. But what drove him out of the country was a woman.
         

*


He walks down the gangway in Kragerø’s harbour. Has chosen to step on Norwegian soil. His soil. But not his town. Not even a typical Norwegian town, but a sort of Italian amphitheatre with narrow streets. It does not have all that many large squares, which he would in any case refuse to cross, but up the steep slope it does have a spacious house with a garden.
         

Peter Bredsdorf’s house. Skrubben, or the bath house. It is empty and to let.
         

Perhaps he can wash himself clean of the past. Of everything that has happened. Yes, perhaps.
         

But not of the pictures.

*


They rise up from the bottom of the sea.

The sea bed is like his own memory. He has likened life to a still surface on which one can shift one’s gaze from shallow to shallow, from deep to deep. Again and again he has brought up pictures from there himself. He knows the best places to fish. In some places there is always life. In other places there is only death, putrefaction and slime.
         

Somewhere in there lies Åsgårdstrand.

Somewhere out there the assembly hall sun will soon rise.

It is May 1909 and he will later confide to his friend Schiefler in Germany that his agoraphobia is considerable, very pronounced, perhaps more acute than when he used to drink. The thought of large cities is intolerable now.
         

Berlin? Paris? Impossible. Even Christiania must seem frightening. Karl Johan. The promenade between Parliament and the Palace. Where he would walk with Hans Jæger and learned how the middle classes can see, with just one eye! Oh no, Ravensberg was right. Kragerø is perfect, provided he can avoid the market place.
         

*


Munch enters a spacious house with linoleum on the floors. It is barren and impersonal, just as he wants it. No furniture, no melancholy air of homeliness which in any case can never be anything but an illusion of happiness in life.
         

Here is his life, his body. In a large empty house in Kragerø, with council furniture. He will become a night wanderer. A ghost. A button moulder has recast him.
         

But is there any substance to the material? Is it fit for anything?

He has felt close to death so many times. Weakness of the lungs. Insanity. In Copenhagen he was mad, half-paralysed and shaking with fear. Now it is ‘Power’ and ‘Strength’ – his domestic helps Krafft and Stærk – mountains, shandy, nourishing food, which are the order of the day. Farewell to whisky and soda and cigars, to burgundy and vintage champagne. His senses are sharpened. He hears all sounds at double volume. Sense impressions can almost knock him flat with their force. He thinks he can see the flame of combustion around people’s silhouettes.
         

This is where he wants to live. This is where he can regain his strength.
         

Here he remembers everything.

* * *


Munch walks through the city from Grünerløkken.

The commuter ferry or ‘papa boat’, carrying all the fathers, will steam out along the fjord to all the idyllic little towns and villages, where wives, children and families are waiting.
         

The air is warm and close down by the jetties.

He boards the little steamer, finds a seat on deck, longs to get out onto the fjord. It is June 1885. Christiania lies there all dust and stench. The sun is baking hot. There is an audible stillness, as though before an explosion, punctuated by hammering from a workshop and the bell of a departing steamer.
         

Munch sits up on deck sweating. He observes everyone who comes on board. He recognizes a married couple. The Thaulows. Not the painter Frits, who helped him with his scholarship, but his brother and sister-in-law.
         

Munch has met him before. He is a captain in the naval medical corps, Carl Thaulow, a distant relation. He is a very imposing figure. The lady-killer of Karl Johan they call him. While she is one of those people who are talked about, the daughter of an admiral. Scandalous tales, unfaithful to her husband. Is there any truth in it? Yes, she looks rather self-assured.
         

The captain has accompanied her to the ferry.

Now she is saying goodbye to him.

The bell rings for the last time.

Then they glide out over the shimmering silver water.

*


She takes a seat opposite him.

She has a lovely neck.

He also notices her shoulders.

The steamer is crowded, ladies in pale blue, pink and white summer dresses, plump wealthy citizens, with port-wine-red faces, weighed down with holdalls and parcels. Students and lieutenants, wholesale merchants puffing and panting in the heat and looking as though they might succumb to apoplexy.
         

He is sitting directly opposite a married woman with a reputation. Now she greets him. He returns the compliment. Then they sit avoiding each other’s eyes. He looks at her in the June sunshine, registers her features. She has large lips. Strange then that everyone should fall in love with her. Odd that she should have tired of the handsome and imposing lady-killer of Karl Johan.
         

Munch waits for something to happen. He is surrounded by love, the scandal with Christian Krohg and fru Engelhart, previously frøken Oda Lasson, the Attorney General’s daughter. She has apparently forsaken husband and children for a radical painter. Rumours are rife.
         

Munch leans back in his chair on deck. They say she’s taken another painter as lover recently. Munch knows him. He’s not all that much older than himself. Might Munch have a chance? He has been to museums abroad, seen naked women in glistening oils. He draws naked models here in Christiania. As a painter, he is already old in his assessment of women. He is not easily impressed.
         

Now he looks at fru Thaulow. He sees that her mouth is ugly. Her lips are too large. Her skin is too coarse.
         

The steamer ploughs its way through the waves.

He engraves her on his mind, etches her firmly into his memory. He surreptitiously adjusts his collar, lights a cigarette, blows the smoke slowly up into the air, knows that his Parisian clothes fit him well.
         

He wonders whether he should address her by saying: Good day, madam. No, that wouldn’t be right. Instead, perhaps: Madam, you probably won’t recall? No, that’s no good either. He can’t pluck up the courage, all he can do is steal furtive glances. Every time she looks at him, he hastily averts his eyes.
         

Then she takes out a purse, buys some cherries, offers him a handful.

Thank you. Thank you so much. Are you going far?

Yes, to Tønsberg.

Well, well, same here!

How nice. Where are you going exactly?

To Borre, near Goplen.

To Borre? Really? Even better, so we live right next to one another!

Munch suddenly finds her very pretty in her thin pale blue costume, thinks she’s amusing when the wind blows her thin dress up and she bends forward to cover her legs. She turns to him and smiles. There he sits in his Parisian clothes holding his stick and tries to smile back.
         

*


In the harbour at Tønsberg stand the military doctor with Aunt Karen, Andreas and his sisters. Munch waves to them. Can they tell from his appearance that he has been abroad? He is a painter now. An artist. Has been in Antwerp and Paris. Has bought new clothes.
         

Munch walks down the gangway. He loses sight of fru Thaulow in the crowd. His family come towards him. He has come back to what is familiar, to Aunt Karen’s gentle solicitude, the military doctor’s inquiring look.
         

They walk along the fjord up towards Åsgårdstrand and Borre.

Munch tells them about all he has seen in the great wide world.
         

* * *


She comes towards him in a coach.

His immediate thought is that he is wearing his worst pair of trousers, the ones he is going to use in the country this summer until they wear out. His tie is crooked.
         

He freezes. There is nowhere to hide.

Now she is suddenly right in front of him.

The coach has stopped.

Smiling, she leans down towards him, gives him her hand.

There he stands on the country road, between the red and yellow houses with small gardens in front, feels a soft warm female hand. She laughs with white teeth, peering at him:
         

Your hair’s wet. Have you just got up?

He is tongue-tied. The coach she is sitting in is full of flowers. Large yellow flowers.
         

What a charmer you are, she says.

She picks up a flower and hands it to him.

There you are. It’s for you.

He still does not speak. She takes another flower.

And this is for your other hand.

There he stands, a yellow flower in each hand, looking at her.

Will you come and visit me tomorrow? she asks.

Yes, thank you, he replies.

*


He returns home to the family, hides the flowers in a crate in the attic so no one can see them. But his sister Inger has seen him.
         

Wasn’t that fru Thaulow you were talking to?

Yes it was, he replies casually, blushing.

The military doctor glances up from the armchair. Fru Thaulow? She looks so sad these days.
         

Yes, says Aunt Karen. People say she’s not very nice to her husband.

People say all kinds of things.

True.

It is summer. The Munch family are sitting at the dining table. The sound of knives and forks. Aunt Karen coughs. It is a bright evening. The water is light blue and violet. Munch notes the delicate hills and the shimmering air. Deeper and deeper violet. Up there above the tops of the fir trees – the moon small and pale as a silver farthing.
         

After the meal they walk out into the garden. His father has his pipe in the corner of his mouth. He is sitting on the bench, has put on his dressing gown, peers over the top of his glasses. Laura, wearing a white dress, is tending the flowers. Inger and Aunt Karen are knitting. Andreas is reading a book.
         

What a lovely moment. How fortunate we are, says the military doctor.
         

*


The next evening it is raining.

Heavy clouds chase across the sky in huge unbroken masses. The wind is blowing from the sea. The church shines white in the evening light surrounded by the graves.
         

Munch is approaching the russet-coloured house on the other side of the road.
         

She is standing on the veranda in a white hat like a jester’s cap. She has placed it at such a coquettish angle. It doesn’t suit her. He meets her gaze. They go into the house.
         

The Ihlen family’s house. The admiral’s home. It is evening. Now she doesn’t look so young.
         

They go into the dark room. Huge heavy banks of cloud outside. She had just been standing on the veranda. Now she is in the house. He is with her. The jester’s hat does not suit her. Her fringe tumbles down over her eyes.
         

She looks like a tart, he thinks.

Shall I show you my precious things, she asks.

*


She shows him the house.

That painting is divine, good colouring. She screws up her eyes and looks at it as painters do. Divine. The view from here is divine too. Look at the sea down there. Just like the first yellow flower she gave him. Divine. Look at the colours above the hills over there. Divine.
         

I know what I’m talking about, she says, I’ve spent a lot of time with painters.
         

Her reputation! Who was it who had whispered to him about that other painter, her lover?
         

At that moment he happens to glance down at some papers lying on the table. She snatches them away.
         

A letter, she says. She looks him straight in the eye. Says she is writing to him.  Says it without batting an eyelid.
         

Perhaps she’s not aware of the rumours.

I’ve known him since I was a child, she says. I’ve always been very fond of him. But I so easily tire of people.
         

Isn’t he a bit of a bully, asks Munch cautiously.

She looks out of the window, her stomach pressed against the edge of the table, both hands tucked into the belt around her waist. Her arms are round, half-bare. The red bodice is very décolleté.
         

Munch observes the full bare throat. Her hair is combed up from the neck. As yellow as ripe corn. Now she is close to him. He is accustomed to observing, doesn’t really like her mouth, it is so broad and pouting. Her nose is too large. Cleopatra must have looked like this.
         

That’s a beautiful belt you’re wearing, he says.

She stretches the belt down over her stomach and shows him the clasp.
         

It must be old, he says, stooping to take a closer look.

He feels her arm close to his cheek.

Yes, it is old, she says.

*


She lights the fire. They sit by the hearth. The flames cast their glow into the room. She sits reclining in the chair.
         

You should be called something else, she says.

D’you think so?

Yes, I do. Something or other. Like in those French novels.

Outside the lamp has been lit, the sea is visible through the door into the garden. The fire crackles. Then he hears footsteps in the corridor. A young woman comes into the room.
         

*


Supper. Supper with meat. Here’s a nice piece. Now there is meat on Munch’s plate. Thank you very much. He is not hungry. There is a sort of lump in his throat. Do eat, please. Fru Thaulow and frøken Lytzow. So frøken Lytzow is getting married. When? Tomorrow? Really? My word. Congratulations. Yes, on the contrary, I am very hungry. Meat. It’s very good meat.
         

He feels how hot he is. A heat wave. Must say something, talk, come up with something. The silence makes him much too nervous. Words suddenly come tumbling out of his mouth. False-sounding words. Colliding with the silence in the room. That blue landscape out there is really beautiful, he says. It reminds one of Puvis de Chavannes.
         

Munch tries to eat the piece of meat, the sweat begins to trickle out of his pores and the food sticks in his gullet. But you’re not eating? Yes I am. Are you not particularly hungry? My goodness yes. Very. Munch feels himself blushing. Then he’d gone and mentioned Puvis de Chavannes, thinks Munch, the creator of  Pro  Patria  Ludus,  four metres high and sixteen-and-a-half metres wide, as it hung at the World Exhibition in Antwerp. Why on earth had he said it? How dreadfully pretentious the words sounded. How boring they must find him. The blue landscape. Chavannes. Perhaps he is pronouncing the name wrong. Perhaps both women speak very good French. Fru Thaulow at any rate. In a few years’ time she will be travelling the length and breadth of France singing chansons.  Dreadfully pretentious. And his mouth is full of meat.
         

Fru Thaulow glances at her friend. Is that a little smile he catches? My goodness yes. Fru Thaulow is smiling at frøken Lytzow. Now frøken Lytzow is smiling too. So this, says frøken Lytzow, is a tender new shoot you’ve unearthed?
         

A budding artist, says Munch.

Good heavens, what was that he said?

It just popped out of him.

Ridiculous.

He is deeply embarrassed. Is it too late to make it seem like a joke? He tries to put on a jokey air. Fru Thaulow’s friend then also starts to laugh, either out of duty or to divert attention.
         

How lovely, she says. Two artistic souls. A meeting of great minds. How very fitting.
         

Then Munch has to steal a look at fru Thaulow. She looks dreadfully serious. It’s quite obvious she’s trying not to laugh. She is sitting stock still. Terribly serious. Her face is becoming red with the effort. Dreadfully serious.
         

*


The laughter explodes. Not ordinary laughter, but a gale of laughter. Laughter which stops suddenly only to start off again, even more uncontrollably. Fru Thaulow has to put down knife and fork. Munch notices that she is hugging her sides with both hands. Now she laughs, her wide mouth open. Munch looks at her face. The lamp and the plates start to spin before him. He feels wretched. Utterly wretched. What can he do? He is sitting at fru Thaulow’s table grinning idiotically. Suddenly she can’t hold it any longer, gets up abruptly, goes into a corner, crouches down. She laughs so hard she cannot breathe and gasps:
         

Oh, it’s too much, just too much!

He sits at the table looking at her.

Suddenly all grows quiet.

Frøken Lytzow looks at her friend in alarm.

I think you’re mad, you’ve completely taken leave of your senses.

Fru Thaulow slowly gets up, says that she just couldn’t help it.

Munch gets up from the table and goes over to the window.

He places his forehead against the window pane to cool down.

*


Later he writes: Kirkegaard lived in Faust’s time. Don Juan–Mozart–Don Juan. The man who seduces the innocent girl. I have lived during the transitional period. In the midst of the emancipation of women. Then it is the women who seduce, entice and deceive the men. Carmen’s time. During the transition man became the weaker of the two. Don Juan Mozart – Carmen Bizet.
         

*


He hates her.

A blind, desperate hatred. Red blood courses through his veins. Steaming human blood. The pulse of life beats in every fibre beneath his skin. Is this life? Is this what it feels like? The enormity of his humiliation.
         

He had stood at the window. She had come up to him. She had been fanning herself.
         

How lovely she was.

*


He does not want to see her again. Ever.

He lies in bed. Imagine if he could bend that proud neck out of love for him. He would humiliate her as she has humiliated him.
         

*


For two days he does not show himself again at Kirkebakken.

Then he meets her again, meets her outside in the garden. I say, wouldn’t you like to come in?
         

No thank you.

Why not?

Thank you all the same, but I was planning to go for a stroll.

She walks along with him.

His head is on fire. He will not forget that laughter. A budding artist. She had sat on the floor writhing like a snake. Abandoning all restraint. To the point where she could contain herself no longer. Now it seems it is forgotten. He hates her. She is a flirt. Her words. Everything is so divine, too  divine. What does she actually mean? He himself had spoken of colours, been more precise. Mentioned Chavannes. But his words had fallen like lead weights.
         

He walks at her side. He looks at the beautiful neck. She speaks to him. He looks at her mouth. Her lips part. Then they walk down towards the fjord.
         

What are you painting? she asks.

I’m painting a mermaid.

*


He asks her to pose so he can see how the light falls.

She removes her hat. The one she has been given by the other painter. Then she starts to untie her hair. Ripe corn. But she cannot untie it. She has to tug at it. Then it cascades down over her beautiful shoulders.
         

He lets her stand there.

She is standing there for his sake, or for her own. But she is posing as his model. He is not sure what he wants from her. He just leaves her standing there. She has posed for him. That is all she can do. She is waiting for him  now. She is unmasked, completely laid bare. How pathetic she is. There she stands, motionless, her hair down over her shoulders.
         

He scrutinizes her. A critical look. He knows that she sees this. A painter’s professional eye. No trace of admiration. Lips too large.
         

You look like a mermaid, he says coldly.
         

She laughs. Then she starts to talk. Actually, my situation’s very good, she says. Married and childless. You’re so free when you’re married and have no children.
         

He does not reply.

My husband’s so good, she says. But I’m bad. Of course, I’m very sorry about it. But you have to follow your inclination, don’t you?
         

He says nothing.

She falls silent, stands there with her hair down, looking like a mermaid, or a cornfield. He paints her large lips.
         

Thank you, he says all of a sudden.

Is that it?

Yes, that’s it.

*


He accompanies her to the gate.

Would you like to come in?

No thank you.

He goes home. They are sitting there just like before. The military doctor is smoking his pipe. Andreas sits poring over his anatomy books. Munch has already painted him, almost as Hamlet, with a half and a whole skull on the table in front of him. The women are knitting. It is evening.
         

During the night the dreams come.

*


He dreams of something he once saw: The chair by the white curtains, the window with the view onto the outside world. The sunset filled the clouds with blood. The seamstresses were on their way to and from work. Furtive glances, fearful eyes. An icy blast ran down the street. The spindly trees in the courtyard looked dead and desolate.
         

He was not yet five years old.

It was dark and grey down the stairs. He held her hand and pulled her. He could not get down fast enough. Then he asked his mother why she was walking so slowly. She paused on almost every step and caught her breath.
         

Outside he was blinded by the light. His mother stopped for a while. The air was warm, with the odd cold gust. Light green grass was shooting up between the cobblestones. It was spring.
         

His mother was wearing a mauve hat. The pale pink ribbons fluttered up with every gust of wind, and were blown into her face.
         

They walked down Slottsgaten to the fortress and looked at the sea.

He dreams of what he saw: The nursery was dark. His brother and sisters and their friends were playing. They marched up and down singing a sad song. Then they disappeared one by one. Finally, there was one girl left. She stood there all alone. No one would have anything to do with her. The boy, a stranger, who had given her the ribbon and the hoop, had also vanished.
         

Then he had run up to her, taken her hand and comforted her.

On the opposite side of the street lived a man and a woman who were always quarrelling. Once when they were arguing the devil came up behind them and stood there laughing. He had large horns on his forehead, horse’s hooves and a tail.
         

But one of the dreams is stronger and clearer: He sat at the foot of the large double bed with his younger brother. His mother stood tall and dark up against the window. She said she was going to leave them, had to leave them. She asked whether they would be sad when she was gone. They had to promise her they would remain true to Jesus, then they would meet her again in heaven. They did not fully understand this. They thought it was all so dreadfully sad. Then they had both wept. Wept bitterly.
         

Large snowflakes drifted down from the sky. He could follow one of them with his eyes right down to the ground.
         

Then he turned and looked at the Christmas tree.

The air was heavy with the smell of candle wax and burnt pine needles. There were no shadows in the room. The light found its way into every nook and cranny.
         

They had moved her into the living room. She sat in the middle of the sofa wearing her large black silk dress. She was pale and silent. All the children were seated round her. His father paced up and down, then sat down beside her and whispered something. She smiled and tears ran down her cheeks.
         

Sophie, his eldest sister, sang Silent  night,  holy  night.
         

Then the ceiling opened. You could see right up into heaven.

His mother sat on the sofa, looking at each of them in turn, gently running her hand down their cheeks.
         

They took her back into the other room. A strange man dressed in black stood at the foot of her bed praying.
         

It was dark in the room. The air was heavy and grey.

One by one they had to go up to the bed where she lay.

Their mother kissed them carefully.

Then they went out of the room. They were going away. The servant girl took them to some strangers. They were friendly. The children were given all the cakes and toys they wanted.
         

One night they were woken, all of them. They understood straight away. They got dressed, sleepy-eyed.
         

Munch lies in bed dreaming of what he saw, all the images he cannot escape.
         

But fru Thaulow stands on the other side of the dreams and looks straight through them.
         

* * *


Eve yields to temptation.

A dance at the Grand Hotel, Åsgårdstrand, June 1885. Munch has walked through the forest from Borre. The hotel’s large windows look out onto the fjord. He recognizes families from Christiania, actors and painters. There is Hans Heyerdahl and wife. Hello, hello. Heyerdahl takes Munch aside: Shall we look at pictures together? A colleague at last. The hotel has some fine paintings. Heyerdahl is talking. Munch hears fresh voices from the lobby. Her  voice. So she has come. Absolutely no mistaking it. Heyerdahl points at one of his own paintings.
         

Very good that, says Munch.

I painted it with turpentine, says Heyerdahl. I think it’s come out well, don’t you? Turpentine is the only thing, it’s wonderful. The old masters also used it, it’s so nice to use, I paint with nothing else, I’ve always done so. Here’s another one, which I painted with paraffin, excellent, luscious colour, turpentine and paraffin are good, equally good, give such a delightful surface to scrape in. I always scrape first and paint afterwards. Munch nods. How right you are. Excellent. He listens for her voice. Here she comes now. Lovely turpentine. Juicy paraffin. Munch nods again. Very interesting. She’s right behind him now. He turns while talking, trying to make it look natural. Feigning surprise. Hello. Wants his voice to sound rather indifferent. She returns his greeting. Good God, how lovely she is in that light, close-fitting costume and the large summer hat.
         

Have you no desire to come and visit me any more?

Yes I have, I’ve been terribly busy. So has your mother arrived?

What difference does that make?

None. Of course not. Then I’ll come soon.

*


Heyerdahl asks her for a dance.

Munch sits in a corner and observes his colleague and fru Thaulow on the dance-floor. Suddenly he feels dejected. He leans forward, supporting his head on his hands. What’s happening to him? He is no longer thinking of pictures.
         

Then suddenly she comes up to him.

Are you asleep, Munch?

Asleep? No, far from it. But he isn’t fond of dancing, which artist is fond of dancing?
         

No, she replies. I’m not in the mood either. Not tonight.

*


They go into a side room. Munch feels hot and strange. They lean out through the open window with the upright between them. Munch can think of nothing else to say.
         

It’s divine, she says, look, over there, the water between the trees and the moon behind the clouds.
         

He nods.

You know, she says, it must be my nature but on evenings like this I could do almost anything. I really feel like doing something frightfully wicked.
         

*


He sees that the light from the lamp falls yellow on her neck and hair. Outside in the night the moon is pushing through the clouds. She peers towards the dark forest. In this light her lips appear soft. Her throat is pale and bare. Her eyes are in shadow. Now and then he catches a glint of them in the semi-darkness.
         

*


She speaks to him. He sees her lips drawn up towards one side, the white teeth underneath. He has a feeling that something has to happen.
         

Then Heyerdahl and his wife come up.

Isn’t it rather late? About time to be setting off for home, isn’t it?

The road along the shore back to Borre.

They walk out of the hotel, northwards past the small white and yellow houses. Then they join the uneven path, walk through the forest, past cottages surrounded by fruit trees, wooden fences in front. Up the slope there are junipers and small firs.
         

The Heyerdahls walk ahead.

Munch and fru Thaulow lag behind.

*


Stand up on that mound, he says suddenly.

He wants to look into her eyes.

She does as he bids and stands up on a mound between the trees.

Her eyes are grey and dark beneath the full eyelids.

Stand like that for a moment, he says. Let me look at you. How picturesque you are in this light.
         

I don’t like the light, she says. I like the moon best when it’s behind a cloud, like now. Light is so indiscreet.
         

In the moonlight her pupils become large and her skin pale. He can only just make out her features. Suddenly she smiles. He catches a glint of her white teeth.
         

What was that?

There are animals in the forest. Beasts of prey, birds, insects, apples. Snakes.
         

He thinks he sees a head.

No, it’s a stone
         

She goes on smiling.

*


Then suddenly she speaks of things he has never before heard in the mouth of any lady. She mentions Gervex, Henri Gervex that is, the extremely audacious Rolla  of 1878, the young girl lying naked on the bed after a night of passion. Munch saw the picture in Paris, the draughtsmanship was excellent, but the picture was too glossy.
         

Then she says: Yes, but young girls are  like that!
         

What does she mean? Naked?

She says: Do you remember how brilliantly it was painted? The outstretched leg, the delicate line upwards and the sheet which falls in gentle folds?
         

Munch follows her with his eyes as she speaks, sees that she is screwing her eyes up, furrowing her brow, making a gesture of the hand as though to underline what she means. In his mind’s eye he sees the naked woman lying there, her legs voluptuously positioned. The picture mingles with his own motif, the woman who stands before him talking about a daring picture.
         

She stands there talking, arms behind her back. She looks straight at him, peers into the forest, her back to the sea. Perhaps there is a boat in the background, perhaps only the still surface of the water, the moon, the silhouettes of the trees.
         

Sometimes a wave makes its way slow and heavy towards the shore, breaking against the first rocks. Afterwards, a succession of small crashes can be heard all the way along the shore.
         

The moon is large and yellow. It makes a broad, golden pillar in the violet water.
         

*


Every now and then a cat flashes past. Munch starts again. What was that? An old woman suddenly stands there stock still in a doorway, staring at them, a cloth in her hand.
         

They walk on. The rocks tower up from the shallow water. They look like an army of sea people.
         

She speaks again: Look how like a head that rock is. It’s moving!

He does not reply.

She unties her hair and lets it fall down over her shoulders.

Just imagine living there in the forest, she says. Not alone, but as a couple.
         

*


The Heyerdahls have stopped to wait for them.

Who goes there?

Only me.

Oh, you.
         

Yes. I just wanted to hear what you were talking about.



They go into the Ihlen family’s house, sit round the fire, drinking coffee as she tells stories from Italy, walks over to the piano, sings the Carilla waltz.
         

He listens to the seductive voice. Soft, alluring notes. Now teasing, now imploring. She screws up her eyes as she sings, smiles an amorous smile. Then she stops singing, kneels down and blows on the fire. Her shoulder brushes one of Munch’s legs. She suddenly leans against him for a moment. When she gets up again he feels her cheek gently graze his hand.
         

*


The Heyerdahls have gone home.

Munch stands with fru Thaulow outside the house. The landscape lies there vast and empty in the moonlight. The church is cold and white. He feels a sudden timidity, afraid he will again say something stupid. You’ve no idea how restless I am at night, she says. I have such dreadful dreams. And I walk in my sleep too. What would you say if I were to come to you?
         

* * *


He lies in bed, unable to sleep, thinking of the image of her standing in the light summer night, the pale moon above. He sleeps in close proximity to his father, the military doctor, in close proximity to Aunt Karen and his brother and sisters, cannot tell them what has happened, has been in Antwerp and Paris, but has still never felt a woman’s lips, has been to museums, seen young, naked girls who are excellently drawn but too glossily painted.
         

He thinks of everything that has happened in his life so far. The loss of his mother. His sister Sophie who died when he was barely fourteen. Aunt Karen became the promise of another world, north of the steeple on Old Aker Church, south of the cupola on Holy Trinity Church, perhaps east of Ekeberg, but at any rate west of the blood-red sunsets. He lies in bed thinking of how the military doctor had wanted his son to be an engineer. Instead he had painted Old Aker Church as though it were in Tuscany. He had painted Maridalen valley as though it had been the Loire. He used optical drawing instruments with focusable lenses. Camera  obscura  and camera  lucida.  He read the debate about art in Aftenposten  and discovered Skredsvig and Heyerdahl. Away from the brown. Brightness, as though through a window. Nordmarka. The forest. The long road up to Maridalen and on through the forest to Hammeren. Then further into the forest to Kamphaug and Hakkloa. He painted pictures which he sent down to the auction room, meanwhile singing in a choir to please his father. His friends teased him because he was always talking about pictures. He could have been an animal painter, a figure painter, a landscape painter. But he became part of the set round Colditz, had to distance himself from nail and twig painters such as Wentzel, felt compelled to paint a study of the head of a red-haired girl, had to paint another girl first thing in the morning, as she rose from her sleep and sat on the edge of the bed, pulling on her stockings. He felt compelled to paint in an unexpected golden light, reflections and shadows which played in tones of grey, the girl bent over forwards in profile. He felt compelled to paint his sister Inger in a dark dress against a smouldering blue-black background, or the military doctor kneeling before God. He had to paint in such a way that Frits Thaulow wrote to the military doctor that everything he had seen of his son’s work testified to such an outstanding talent that he was prepared to send him to Paris at his own expense. Christian Krohg had tutored him and he had rented a studio in Pultosten and in Mariboesgate. Manet had said: What is important is to be a child of your time and then to express your own personality in your work, to express your hate and your love. And it is important to live and hate and love.
         

Now Munch lies in bed thinking about a sleepwalker. He sees her coming in the white nightdress. Barefoot, with closed eyes.
         

Then he falls asleep.

*


He wakens after a short night, rises early and goes out into the garden, sits on the steps letting the sun’s rays caress his face. He feels the cool of the dew on the flowers. The white morning sun shines on the crimson hollyhocks and stocks, the flowers still lie in the long cold blue shadows. The early morning mist flickers over the water.
         

He is the first up. In all the houses people are still asleep. She is certainly still asleep too. He strains to see the russet-coloured house up by the church, on the other side of the road.
         

He has not yet experienced love. Has only experienced death. He has strolled with painter friends on the boulevards, drunk whisky and soda, looked at girls, the cocottes,  and discussed with his painter friends how to reinstate woman as a motif in painting. Now it is 1885. Emile Zola is in France writing L’Œuvre,  the novel whose hero is a painter, with strong similarities to Zola’s close friend Cézanne. He sacrifices everything else in his work to the attempt to create a simple work of art, to strive for perfection, to subordinate everything else in life to art.
         

Munch peers at a russet-coloured house and knows that ever since he saw, as a child, the procession of blind people walk past in the street, he has been obsessed by the idea of recreating an impression. He ought to have put up his easel and started working by now.
         

Instead he gazes up towards the house where she sleeps.
         

If only he gazes long enough, she will waken.

*


One day the summer is over. Munch has to return to Christiania to set up his new studio in Hausmannsgaten. The thought makes him happy. He is going back to town to meet his friends again, to get ready for the Autumn Exhibition, to paint a large portrait of the Bohemian Jensen-Hjell. He will be leaving her behind, but that doesn’t really matter. She’ll soon be coming back to Christiania herself. Back to her husband, the captain. But he can exchange greetings with her on Karl Johan. He has a large studio. She can come and visit him. Everything is possible.
         

The Carilla waltz. He’s got it on the brain, is singing it incessantly, to Aunt Karen’s irritation. Eventually he takes his aunt by the waist and dances across the floor with her. Aunt Karen gets the giggles, Laura and Inger also start to laugh. Even the military doctor chuckles over at his desk, with his back to them. Then he looks up from his papers. Oh do be careful with the old lady, she’s fragile!
         

* * *


Let’s walk down the forest track, she says.

It’s the last day. They walk into the forest, he has her at his side, feels let down, had been so happy, but she surely thinks him stupid and boring.
         

Let’s sit here among the trees she says.

What are you thinking about?

Oh, all sorts of things.

He is sitting beside her, knows they will perhaps soon be having an affair. One like everybody else talks about. So here he is having an affair with a married woman.
         

But they have still not kissed.

It is as though she is waiting for something.

He doesn’t know what to do.

*


Then she suddenly stands up.

Bewildered, he sees that she is starting to go. He should have kissed her, he thinks. That was the last chance. She must have been waiting for him to make a move. He runs after her, follows her right to her gate. There she turns to face him.
         

Goodbye, she says coldly.

*


But he does not leave after all. Cannot leave now. Puts it off for a day. He must have one more chance, one more day. A lot can happen.
         

It has rained. There are puddles along the road. Soon he can see her russet-coloured house. It sits there dismally among the lush green trees.
         

He knocks at the door. She opens it and asks him if he would like to come in. It is impossible to know what she is thinking.
         

He goes in to her and her sisters. They are sitting round the fireplace. She sits in the red glow of the fire. He feels excited and warm. His blood pounds against his temples.
         

But this is not where he wants to be.

She reads his thoughts and suggests going out for a walk. Back into the wet forest again.
         

He walks beside her, steals glances at her. Her full throat, the thin bodice laced up carelessly in front. He sees her breasts rising and falling. If only he dared. She looks at him with grey-green eyes.
         

Then he takes her hands.

Let’s see who is stronger, he says.

No reply.

He cannot take his eyes off the bare throat. Then suddenly he stoops and gently touches the skin with his lips, then he jerks back his head and looks at her. Is she angry? He is gasping for breath.
         

I kissed you, he says.

No, she replies gravely.




    

  
    
      

         

II



The room is pitch dark. But it vibrates and sparkles. A pale grey strip in the gap between the curtains,
            

(EDVARD MUNCH)
            





Autumn comes with its cold moonlit nights.

Munch settles into the studio in Hausmannsgate. The summer in Borre has not given him the peace and quiet for work. Now he stands before the easel and tries to gather his thoughts. In front of him is a man. He is 6 feet 3 inches tall. It is the Bohemian Jensen-Hjell. He stands there with a defiant, almost provocative, look in his eyes. Munch is painting a life-size portrait. He is painting the defiance of the Bohemians: There is a small circle of individuals in our society, for the most part the sons of nice decent parents, for whom the empty lacklustre life of modern society holds so little attraction that it is powerless to galvanize their energies.
         

To paint just what he saw when the motif struck him: for instance when one emerges in the morning from a dark bedroom into the parlour, everything will appear in a blueish cast. Even the deepest shadows will have light air above them. After a while, one will grow accustomed to the light, the shadows will become deeper and everything will come into sharper focus. If the artist is to capture such a mood, peering intently at object after object and painting just what he sees is not the way to go about it. He must paint just what he saw when the motif first struck him. When out on the binge in a group, one sees with a different eye, contours become blurred, everything seems closer to chaos. If one sees double, then paint two noses. And in Jensen-Hjell’s case …
         

Munch sees before him the harbour with its red-light district, Karl Johan with its upright citizens, and individuals in this city whom he cannot quite pin down, young students with mysterious looks, people he hears rumours about, a certain type of immorality, sudden suicides out on Tjuvholmen, deep in the woods. The unmistakable feeling of defiance, of pent-up desperation, just as in the dining room back home at Grünerløkken.
         

More than they can take. The world is harsh and evil.

Suddenly the city’s young radicals seem to have absolutely no sense of their own limitations. Contempt for God, for authority and the family are soon to be set down in print. Meanwhile Edvard Munch returns to the bosom of the family and folds his hands in prayer, although even then he must have realized that, as he will later write, he cannot share his father’s faith.
         

Not believe in Christ! After all that suffering! Munch sits there, in the living room with the military doctor, knowing that his father’s deep moral scruples have hardly any meaning for him. There’s no longer even any reason to let oneself be goaded by the assertion that hell will last a thousand times a thousand years.
         

The military doctor asks: What tidings shall I bring you? All men are as grass, all their beauty as the flowers of the field. Yea, your sister Sophie is now a flower of the field. The grass shrivels and the flowers wither when the spirit of the Lord blows upon them – yea, verily, men are as grass.
         

Munch has met Hans Jæger. Man  kann  seine  Eltern  nie  schlecht  genug behandeln.  There is no limit to how badly one can treat one’s parents. The Bohemians’ third commandment. Jæger. The sailor returned, fired with all the thoughts that had run through his head between the Bristol Channel and Cardiff port, in gale and driving snow, as a steamboat towed the sailing ship out to sea and as the woman he had clung to but an hour before stood waving to him on the jetty. He was sixteen and just as filled with fear as Munch is now. Ignorance was like a black wall at the end of all thoughts. To do it with a woman, just once?
         

Jæger on the high seas, on winter nights, beneath the stars. Ship’s mate Jæger, who jumped ship in Cardiff and got himself taken on under the alias James Simpson. Sailmaker’s apprentice and assistant surveyor.
         

Out at sea, one’s thoughts roamed free, broad horizons, ample vistas. Independent when only fourteen or fifteen years old, and that with an assistant chief constable – later brigade prosecutor – in Bergen, as father. But his father died when Jæger was only ten years old, and his uncle took over. He had been a military doctor and a gold prospector in Australia before ending up as a bookseller and revivalist preacher in Bergen.
         

But Jæger was in Arendal long before then, living with another uncle who had more literary ambitions. At 13 years of age he stood before the mast, at 15 he was alone with the sea, with big ideas and troubled by urges.
         

Farewell, respectability! Farewell, knitting womenfolk of Bergen and wizened merchants of Arendal. Farewell, Christian hypocrites and crooked civil servants. Farewell, moral cowards; farewell, lickspittles of the high and mighty, matrimony’s obedient servants, sado-masochists behind drawn curtains. Farewell, capitalist exploiters.
         

Jæger sailed the seven seas. And never let a chance slip past. Every port had its women. He bought what love he could afford and was not very old when he first caught unmentionable diseases.
         

Then he came home to the district of Nordre Land and to philosophizing. He had a view of the river Dokka and the wooded valley floor. At sunset he would lie in a hammock beneath two venerable limes reading Fichte’s philosophy of law, the development of the concept of freedom. How should society be ordered so that freedom became possible? Jæger would feel the book grow heavy in his hands and his thoughts begin to wander. Could men create a society in which nobody curtailed his own freedom more than was absolutely essential to ensure the same freedom for everybody else? An open, free life together among open, free men and women who knew no other law for social life than love, freedom and worldly happiness?
         

Once more he was back at sea, but on another sea now, the ocean of philosophy and ideas. Here, the storm was well-nigh permanent: My goodness yes! Have men done nought but toil and eat and drink and sleep and act like fools these past hundred years? Did they live in vain, then, those great thinkers? Freedom, equality, brotherhood. Oh yes, he knew all about that revolution. Why hadn’t it succeeded? In Jæger’s eyes, because it was the rabble who carried the revolution through. The rabble, who had no grasp of the ideas. They had dragged the whole thing down into the gutter. Dragged freedom down to their own level, instead of raising themselves up to it!
         

Yes, Jæger. Sent by fate to fix Munch with his defiant eye. For the rest of Munch’s life Jæger will haunt him. A loser at the table, in love and in politics. Munch meets him before the battle has been fought, while he still seems invincible.
         

These are the nervous ’eighties. A new age is dawning. The city is split between the old and the new. The age of general education has long been a reality. The major national organizations are setting up their offices and headquarters in the capital. The Missionary Society is building its national chapel in Akersgaten. Temperance societies, farmers’ movements, workers’ and co-operative societies are springing up.
         

It is the city of possibilities. Its Norwegian name changes again, from Christiania to Kristiania. As the capital, the city constantly grows in importance, politically and economically, culturally and socially. Civil servants of all kinds are now setting their sights on Christiania. They meet in the theatre, at the Lodge, in the assembly hall at Klingenberg, the gymnasium at Akershus Fort or the concert rooms at the Hals Brothers’ pianoforte works. They are the new bourgeoisie in the making. And they support culture both to see and to be seen. They stroll in Kurland, the area between Karl Johan and Stortingsgaten. They are the ‘Silhouette Generation’. But they are no longer alone. Newcomers are on their way, flocking in in droves. Rural youth, students from country districts, and seamstresses hoping to find work in the factories.
         

The city opens onto the fjord. There are regular sailings to Amsterdam, Antwerp, Bordeaux, Bremen, Hamburg, Le Havre, Hull, Copenhagen, Liverpool, London and Stettin. As early as 1861, the American Ross Browne wrote that the city had become something of a watering hole for tourists en route to the hinterland. British gentlemen with whisky in their hip pockets and dairymaids on their minds.
         

Hans Jæger makes people sit up and listen. He is strikingly hypersensitive. It gives him a sense of having come into the world too soon, a feeling that his insight cannot yet be shared with everyone. But Munch picks up the signals. Jæger is to be a mighty challenge in Munch’s life. For Jæger challenges the military doctor’s Christian teaching. As early as May 1881, in the Fram Society, to the accompaniment of toddies, whisky and soda, cigars, short pipes and long pipes, Jæger took part in an attack on Christianity, its monstrous sin against life. In this forum, religion with its doctrine of renunciation was conceived as hostile to life, either stifling the urge in the younger generation towards a freer and richer life than the one that could be lived under the old social forms, or suppressing it. Which therefore meant that, instead of finding expression in efforts to reform society, it took the form of private hedonism, which thus in due course called forth all the social ills which could be grouped together under the umbrella term ‘immorality’. Later, the attack turned to marriage as an institution. One February evening in 1882, Jæger had stood up in the Workers’ Society in Christiania and started the Bohemian Movement, giving it a name and a face. He had stood there and demonstrated how many women there were who, thanks to the unequal distribution of the proceeds of labour in society, found that their work did not pay them enough to live on. But as long as society could accept such an evil, the pathetic bourgeois lamentations over that impropriety, that immorality, that sordidness or God knows what term they used to characterize prostitution, were no longer appropriate. Jæger had also advocated that it ought to be possible for a man to have relationships with as many as twenty women. Since in marriage you were tied to just one woman, you were therefore cheated of nineteen-twentieths of what life had to offer.
         

After this meeting and the ensuing press reports, Hans Jæger had become a public scandal, and Munch became his friend. How much was this friendship a gesture of defiance against his father’s Christianity? Suddenly, Munch had become one of those young people from strict, middle-class Christian families, with a mother or father who raged at the way their offspring was developing or wept tears of despair over it. It is the coterie surrounding Jæger. Munch meets them at the Grand, at Gravesen’s Café, in one of the taprooms in the Cathedral Close. Some of them have already thrown in the sponge. Sluggish, slothful, they sit there with a tired, melancholy cast to their faces, slowly but surely drowning themselves in drink. Or else they stand like Jensen-Hjell right there in front of him, a look of defiance in his eyes.


         

*


What keeps you out so late? the military doctor asks one day.

Silence.

You’re never at home any more, are you? Just turn up for breakfast. What would your mother have said!
         

Whereupon his son explodes: Yes, but what do you all expect? There’s nothing I can talk to any of you about!
         

Nights in Christiania. Munch perhaps tries to get his sister Inger to go with him. At any rate, she sits for Munch when he paints a tête-à-tête: Jensen-Hjell with his pipe in a smoke-filled room. A picture with clear erotic overtones. A conversation at a table, two glasses of whisky and soda. The man is trying to win over the woman with words. She sits there undecided, expectant. It is just before a turning point.
         

Hans Jæger’s presence can be sensed in the picture. Determinism by lamplight. In this smoke-filled room, preparations are being made for the assault on the three massive granite pillars supporting the old culture and the old society, maintaining all the shallowness: Christianity, morality and the old idea of justice. The way things actually are, people have no choice but to act as they do.
         

*


Munch’s new circle of friends makes the military doctor anxious. But what can he do? He bottles up his anger until he can stand it no more. Munch sees home as though through a camera  obscura.  He registers without taking part. The lunch table. The white plates. The military doctor eats his soup. The spoon rises and falls, rises and falls. With every movement, death has edged a fraction closer.
         

Munch looks at Aunt Karen. He looks at his father. What is it they are talking about?
         

How absent-minded you are, Edvard. Do you seriously think it’s all right to go about in that ghastly old dressing gown of your father’s?
         

*


After lunch, he stretches out on the sofa. If only he could sleep till he sees her again!
         

The lounge is bathed in sunlight. The gold picture frames and table legs glint. A little ray of sunshine falls on the scarlet cushion. Father sits bowed over his desk in a bluish-grey fog, enveloped in tobacco smoke. Aunt Karen is knitting, Andreas is reading, Inger and Laura are in the kitchen. Munch lies there trying to doze off.
         

When he came back from Borre he’d been so optimistic. She had given him all manner of expectations. They could meet in her apartment. In his studio. Small billets-doux. Glances exchanged in the street.
         

He still hasn’t seen her.
         

* * *


It is evening. He stands with the other art students outside the Grand Café. Darkness is falling. The lamps are being lit in the shops. People everywhere. All back again after the summer.
         

What are you going to exhibit, Strøm?

Oh, I’ll put in some landscapes. What about you?

Don’t know. Haven’t got anything finished yet.

At that moment a lady glides past him. He catches her scent. She grazed him ever so slightly. He turns and recognizes her glance behind the black veil.
         

Strøm nudges him with his elbow.

She’s damned tasty, Munch. Is it you  who …
         

He doesn’t hear. Catches up with her.

Let’s walk fast, she says. I know so many people here.

Her words make him happy. They sounded so intimate, like something between just them  alone. They walk down Karl Johan, past the Cathedral Close towards the railway station. She is a few paces ahead. He follows her down Railway Lane, then turning right under the railway bridges.
         

Suddenly they are at the river, in the darkness, midway between two gaslamps. Workers glide past, homeward bound from the factory. Unfamiliar faces, uniform, grave. The shadows are long and dark. A train roars over the bridge. The iron pillars boom. He sees the great bloodshot ball of flame in the engine.
         

Then they are alone. Only the barely perceptible murmur of the river flowing into the fjord. He hears his own voice.
         

Fru Thaulow, do you love me?

At last, she raises the dark veil to reveal her face.

* * *


He pauses in the hall. Catches her scent. It is mingled with other odours, cigars, mopped floors. Then he slowly mounts the stairs. He has heard about their parties, literati who have been thrown out. Every single step is a bit of her. How many times has she set her foot precisely on that step. He pauses again, listens, glances at his watch, carries on up to her floor, pauses hesitating in front of the glass door, glances one last time at his hands. Impossible to get rid of the paint under his nails. White from Jensen-Hjell’s pince-nez. Red from Inger’s burning cheeks.
         

Then he tugs the bell-pull. Is it fru Thaulow or the maid who is coming to the door? It’s the maid. He blushes. Does she know who he is? Has her mistress said …
         

I … er, have an appointment with … fru Thaulow.

Strange to utter her name. He has not done so before, not to anyone. Fru Thaulow. The maid nods and shows him in. She knows all right. He goes in. So this is what their home is like, hers and the captain’s. The smell of a shared life, parties, elegant suppers. Heavy dark curtains. Pictures by her brother-in-law Frits on the walls. No shortage of money here. Large plants in the windows and in the corners. Soft low armchairs. There’s what must be the chaise longue she usually reclines on, whiling away the mornings.
         

Then she comes in carrying cats, a whole armful of cats, large and small, just as when she had come with the yellow flowers. A whole bouquet. Just look at these lovely cats. She strokes and caresses them. He watches her full, voluptuous lips as she speaks. Her bare neck. If only he were a cat! Now he stands there wordlessly observing the affection she lavishes on the creatures. He is lost for words. She tells him what they are called. What they eat. Suddenly he is holding a cat in his arms. He strokes it, feels it begin to purr.
         

Then she shows him round. She takes him into her husband’s study. So this is where he sits, the lady-killer of Karl Johan. The pens are arranged neatly side by side. Account books, writing paper and envelopes. Everything so tidy. There is a little doll on the writing desk.
         

I made that, she says.

Really? He holds it up, catches her scent. Oh, give it to me! he blurts out. He has nothing else to remind him of her. Just two yellow flowers. Dry and withered.
         

Oh no, Munch, she says. You’ve no idea how fond of it he is.

* * *


One day there is a dreadful scene. Munch and the military doctor are standing behind the curtain in the bedroom at home, a corner which serves as his father’s office. A mangled picture lies thrown in the corner. The military doctor looks like thunder. His hands are shaking. Both are beside themselves with rage.
         

So he spends all day lolling about in cafés now, does he? His paintings going from bad to worse?
         

So cousin Edvard has ratted on him. Splendid wonderful Edvard. Edvard Diriks, the family’s successful painter. Now he’s gone and blabbed to the military doctor: Watch that son of yours. He hangs about in cafés with louche types such as Jæger and Jensen-Hjell.
         

The military doctor is purple in the face. He has an excitable temperament.
         

So you hang about with that degenerate Jæger, do you? Not a penny more for paint and brushes!
         

Munch rushes out into the street. Aunt Karen cannot stop him. He is on the verge of tears. From bad to worse? Lolling about in cafés? Have they no idea how he stands there hour after hour in his studio grappling with the motif?
         

He could have come straight out with it, could have said: Had you any idea that I’ve started an affair with a married woman? Not just anybody, by the way, but fru Thaulow. That’s right. Carl Thaulow’s wife. And what do we think about that?
         

Heavens. What a coward he is. What a wretched coward. He rushes up to the studio, up to the portrait of Hjell. Why should he work? What’s the point of striving so hard to become a great painter? Ludicrous. It’s crystal clear. One fine day he’ll be flat on his back at death’s door. So what in hell’s name will it all have been for? Posthumous fame? Too ridiculous for words! He’s gone for ever. Become nothing. What a ridiculous illusion all these years. Fancy not having thought of it before. A great painter. What does it mean to be a great painter? Is it any better than being a doctor, for instance? It’s nothing compared to being a king of course. But even a king is just one tiny bacterium on earth.
         

* * *


Then she comes up to see him in his studio, where time has stood still. Suddenly she stands between the picture of Jensen-Hjell and the nudes. She undoes her hair, allowing it to cascade down over her shoulders. He stares at the black dress, overpowered by her perfume. He knew she would come. Knew it. To die now. At this moment. To let oneself be swallowed up completely, become one with the earth which, illuminated by the sun’s rays, eternally teems with life. To die at this moment, together with her. Things would grow from their rotting corpses. Plants, trees and flowers. The sun would warm them. They would both become another substance. Nothing would be lost. For that was eternity.
         

* * *


The portrait of Jensen-Hjell hangs in the Autumn Exhibition. Bohemian in a full-length portrait. He looks the bourgeoisie straight in the eye with unconcealed insolence. Aftenposten  is on the spot, the mysterious signature S.S., which Jens Thiis, Munch’s biographer, many years later, reveals is an alias for as many as ten people, including Schibstedt, the editor himself:
         

It has not even been properly primed, but roughly daubed on the canvas, and almost looks as though it has been painted with the various lumps of paint remaining on the palette after another picture. A number of these lumps of paint have ended up on the subject’s face, including a large white spot in one eye, which the artist, in his impressionistic striving for effect, has omitted so as to give us the white reflection of the glass in the pince-nez instead. This is impressionism in the extreme. A travesty of art. Like a caricature, the picture has made people laugh, and it may of course be that this was its sole purpose. But it has also awakened indignation, an indignation also directed at the jury which has allowed such a picture to slip through into an exhibition.
            


*


The members of the jury are Amaldus Nielsen, Frits Thaulow and Erik Werenskiold. And the very same Thaulow offers to buy the painting for two hundred crowns. Munch has to inform him that the picture has alas been sold to the model himself. The payment was a dinner at the Grand for the sum of two crowns.
         

* * *


It is evening. He stands under the University clock on the lookout for her. A lot of people are taking a stroll in the lovely weather; the street is swarming with people as far as the Palace. They become lighter and bluer the further they are from him. Then he turns. There is the Parliament building in an almost imperceptible haze with deep blue air above it. A pale little moon climbs across the sky. The windows in the Parliament building and down Karl Johan are ablaze with gold.
         

Then she comes towards him, in her black dress which fits tightly round her neck. She walks with quick, anxious steps. Why does she always take chances? He knows she is afraid of wagging tongues. She is a married woman. There was gossip about her and the previous painter. Try as one might to keep everything secret, people find out all the same. Everybody but everybody knows about Christian Krohg and Oda Engelhart, even though, when she was about to be delivered, they actually went abroad, to a different country.
         

She glides past him. He sets off, walking beside her as though by chance. Now and then she moves away from him, disappearing suddenly across the street. Then they brush one another again.
         

Why didn’t you come?

What? It’s tomorrow, isn’t it?

Oh come on, you know very well it was two o’clock this afternoon.

No it wasn’t. In any case, I was standing just outside with my mother. Didn’t you see me?
         

What was he supposed to have seen? Such lies aren’t even worth answering. So she’s lying. She’s not telling the truth any more. But he dare not reveal that he knows better. That he is spying on her.
         

I was only meeting my husband, she says. He’d been at the exhibition.
         

I see. What did he say? Did he say anything about me?

No, he said that Sinding’s picture was neither flesh nor fowl.

Munch listens pensively. He sees him more often now, the lady-killer of Karl Johan. Meets him almost daily, out of the blue, in the strangest places, unexpectedly on a corner, right outside the door to the studio.
         

I must be off home now, says fru Thaulow. Let me walk alone from here.
         

* * *


He stands before the mirror for a long time. How thin he’s become. How pale. How ill-fitting his clothes are. The shoulders sag on both sides. He straightens up. Rubs his cheeks until they are red. His heart is pounding.
         

Then he walks down to the Grand and takes a seat in the corner window. There is Jensen-Hjell. There goes Wentzel. And here comes Jæger, mouth crooked, cane under arm. He crosses the pavement at an angle, making straight for the door to the Grand, enters and takes a seat at his table.
         

Whisky and soda for Jæger.

Well, Munch, how are things? You look awful. Like a skeleton. Eyes dull, not a spark of life. Have a drink, my boy.
         

Do you think I really look as bad as that? Worse than usual?

Yes. You look like death warmed up. You don’t drink enough. You need to knock it back a bit.
         

Oh, I don’t think that’s the trouble.

Isn’t it? Well, in that case, get yourself a woman. But you don’t have one though, do you?
         

Munch does not reply.

Knock it back and get yourself a woman. You’ll see. What shall I have next? Waiter, give me another whisky and soda, will you? One for you too, Munch?
         

Yes, all right, I’ll have one too.

He sits there silent, tongue-tied. Jæger hasn’t much to say for himself today either. Munch catches sight of his own reflection in the windowpane. Yes, it’s true. He does  look really awful. Like a skeleton.
         

Doesn’t this tie suit me, Jæger?

No, not particularly. I think you need a different colour to go with that pale skin of yours.
         

Then suddenly he sees her. She’s walking on the other side of the pavement. It’s two o’clock. The military band is marching down the hill, on its way to the Palace. Karl Johan is suddenly full of people. He runs out onto the pavement, crosses the street, goes straight towards her. Now she sees him. He gropes for words. Why didn’t she come?
         

But she beats him to it:

Come up to the Drawing School if you want to talk. I’m sitting for a student.
         

* * *


December 1885. Carnival time in the city. Grand ball at the Lodge. Women in cloaks and veils, harlequins and pierrots. A frisky schoolgirl slaps him on the belly. Hello, Munch. But Munch is lost in his own thoughts. Which disguise will she choose? Queen? Lion? Tiger? Cocotte? Munch comes as himself. Pale monk, the schoolgirl calls him. But he has no wish to seem downcast this evening. He’s excited, and has already had a few drinks. There’s Kalle Løchen got up as Hamlet. What else! After all, Løchen is both painter and actor. Hamlet is a dream part. The pale face of the knight against the black costume. Very effective. And there is his wife as Ophelia. Hello, Munch. To be or not to be. That’s a fair thought, to lie between maids’ legs.
         

Then he sees Jæger.

A whisky and soda, Jæger!

Good evening, Munch.

I’ve read your book, Jæger.

Oh? And what do you think?

Brilliant. No book has ever made such an impression on me.

Munch hears himself speaking too loudly. His voice is piercing. Whisky and soda for Jæger. Brilliant. Good God, is that all he can find to say?
         

Where’s your girl, Munch?

Yes, where is she? Munch surveys the room. There she is, under the pillar with her husband. He is a prince with helmet and large sword at his side. She is a princess with her page. The lieutenant. Munch knows he has seen him before. A tall page with plumes and a knight’s cloak. A new lover? The princess in love with her page? In that case, it’s a charming arrangement.
         

But where has the schoolgirl got to?

Is that your girl, Munch?

Jæger points to a group of young men. In their midst stands the Pistol Queen, frøken Drewsen. Munch knows who she is, having seen her many a time in the street.
         

How lovely she is, Munch. Just look at her fresh young face. Look at that mouth. Those eyes! How she sways at the hips.
         

That book of yours, Jæger.

Aren’t we on first-name terms, Munch?

The din in his head. He’s speaking too loudly. Must make himself heard. Piercing voice. He’s only too aware of it. Brief, staccato words.
         

Here comes frøken Drewsen.

Hello, frøken Drewsen. I know you well. I’ve seen you many a time in the street.
         

He offers her his arm. Jæger is right. She really does have a fresh young face.
         

What an interesting brooch. He reaches for the little pistol on her bosom.
         

Is it cold?

Shan’t we dance?

I don’t dance.

Oh yes you do. With me  you do.
         

She pulls him towards the ballroom.

Suddenly he feels happy. There sit fru Thaulow and her husband. Now she can see him. He leans towards the girl.
         

Frøken Drewsen, do you know how happy I am to have met you this evening? I felt so down in the dumps. I’ve wanted to meet you for such a long time.
         

He presses her bare arm against him.

Why are you laughing? she asks.

Because I’m so happy, he answers.

He glances at fru Thaulow. Frøken Drewsen follows his eyes.

Isn’t Captain Thaulow magnificent, she says. I danced the first waltz with him. He’s an excellent dancer. And isn’t his wife lovely? He’s promised to introduce me to her.
         

Munch feels elated. He who is usually so tongue-tied. Now words just pour out of him.
         

Perhaps we should dance after all, he says. But I’m a poor dancer.

It doesn’t matter.

They ascend the staircase.

There are the Captain and his wife, says frøken Drewsen.

He pretends not to see, draws her to him, hears the Captain’s voice.

May I introduce my wife, frøken Drewsen?

He hears fru Thaulow speak: What a delightful brooch you have.

Munch raises his eyes. There she stands, right in front of him. That strange, sorrowful smile.
         

Hello, Munch.

Hello.

Then he moves on with frøken Drewsen.

You’ve stopped talking, Munch.

Let’s dance, he says.

He grasps frøken Drewsen at the waist. Throws himself into the dance.
         

But you’re an excellent dancer, Munch.

*


It’s well into the small hours. He is standing outside the Lodge with frøken Drewsen. The carnival guests stumble out onto the steps. She presses close to him.
         

You can have a lift with my cousin and me, Munch.

He sits beside her in the dark carriage. Hears her fresh young voice. She’s much more beautiful than fru Thaulow, he muses. I’m tired of her.  She can keep the lieutenant.
         

He is suddenly overcome with melancholy.

I’ll never forget this evening, Munch. I’ve never had so much fun.

The carriage makes it way eastwards through the city. Munch sees the workers already on their way to the morning shift. He leans back. Yes, frøken Drewsen is  much more beautiful. Why isn’t he happy?
         

He lies in bed tossing and turning. Has just had a dream. Is awake. Knows that he’ll be awake until morning. He’s not going to give her the satisfaction of having destroyed him. Is he destroyed? Far from it. It’ll soon pass. Destroyed on account of her? She’ll see that he’s more cheerful than ever. He will laugh. He will work. Shout for joy. She’ll see his name in the papers. His name. The greatest paintings. He’s the one they’ll be talking about.
         

* * *


Hans Jæger’s novel From  the  Christiania  Bohemians  comes out on 11 December 1885. It is confiscated at lunchtime the same day. The initiative for the confiscation comes from military doctor Augustus Koren, chairman of the Christiania Association for the Promotion of Morality. Some days earlier, he had been approached by a bookbinder who had taken a closer look at Jaeger’s novel. Military doctor Koren knows the law as well as the bookbinder. He who scorns or mocks God’s holy Word or Sacraments, or otherwise mocks the official State religion, shall be sentenced to imprisonment or to a fine, but if this act occurs in print, he shall be sentenced to the maximum prison term or hard labour in perpetuity.
         

*


Strindberg’s Married  confiscated in Sweden. From  the  Christiania Bohemians  confiscated in Norway. Scandal. The novel about Johan Seckmann Fleischer, a student at the military academy, who on the Wednesday after Easter Monday 1884 the previous year had stood on Tjuvholmen, loaded a revolver, cocked it, felt the touch of cold steel against the roof of his mouth, and stood legs apart to support himself when he pulled the trigger. Fleischer, the suicide candidate, painfully aware of his wasted life, his miserable wasted life, the ability to live withered for want of the right conditions. The hopeless emptiness, instead of a free, open life together among free, open men and women who only recognized one rule for social life, which was love, freedom and worldly happiness. The Bohemians’ last commandment: Thou shalt  take thine own life. A suicide which was virtually ordered and arranged by Jaeger, so that he could later write the book about Fleischer’s death. Naïve Fleischer who, after a summer in the mountains, told his mother that the farm girls had let him sleep with them. A young man quite unable to control his own life. But Jæger took control of it and led him to disaster. At his friend’s burial, he had stood there taking down the priest’s funeral address in shorthand so as to be able to reproduce it in his book. Now the military doctor reads about the scandalous novel in Aftenposten.
         

Have you seen it, Edvard?

Yes.

And are you still going about with that Jæger?

He does not answer.

Some hours later, he is sitting at the Grand with Jæger and Nyhus. So it’s a crime to write a novel, is it? Expressing thoughts one is not allowed to think? According to the prosecuting authority, Jæger has depicted sexual intercourse between men and women. Scenes from brothels and other dens of iniquity. Immoral dreams and ideas. Conversations about sexual matters in a manner which far exceeds the bounds of the permissible.
         

The whole city regards him with abhorrence. From the street the upright men and women of the bourgeoisie gawp through the café window with cold, glowering looks. Munch looks down.
         

Have you any cash on you, Munch? Enough for a whisky and soda?

Skint. Not so much as a farthing between them. They all turn their pockets out. Nothing left to pawn. No overcoats or watches left.
         

Munch is suddenly overcome with rage. He lifts his eyes and stares back. Jæger is better than all those gawping people put together.
         

* * *


He notices that her eyes have taken on a certain hardness. Heavens, what had he just said? She unties her hair, allowing it to cascade down her back with a gesture of impatience.
         

That wasn’t fair of me, he adds. I didn’t mean to go that far.

Fru Thaulow does not answer.

He puts his arms round her neck. More excuses. He hadn’t meant it. What on earth had possessed him to say it?
         

She meets his gaze. The burning eyes. An explosion of grey and green. He feels mean and wretched. Then she pulls him towards her. She kisses him on the neck, lays her naked white body on top of him.
         

She mustn’t go now. He’s aroused as never before. She has never stayed so long with him. He must embrace her once more, kiss her again. The embers are still glowing.
         

But she gets up from the bed. There she stands between the easel and the mirror putting her hair up. What is it about the way she looks at him? Something hard. He hadn’t meant to say it. But why is she taking so long? An unusually lengthy toilet. She is arranging her hair like a queen. 
         

*


Winter in Christiania. As though the darkness will never end. Fru Thaulow emerges from the darkness and melts back into it. Like all the unknown faces on Karl Johan. Suddenly he sees them, just as he had seen Sophie. All of them bear within them their own moment of death. They go down the street from Parliament on their way towards death. The gaping graves lie there waiting. It could be tomorrow. It could be in a year. In twenty or forty years perhaps. But come it will. They walk down from Parliament. Down towards death.
         

* * *


Suddenly one day it is spring. The light returns to the sky. Completely different colours. Munch comes back home from Karl Johan. Not a glimpse of her today either.
         

I think I’m going to have to get a new spring overcoat, mutters Munch.
         

Yes, let me come with you, says Aunt Karen. We’ll go to Sem’s. He’s so cheap.
         

He goes with her to the shop. Aunt Karen goes straight to the wall where all the overcoats hang on display.
         

This one, Edvard. It’s hard-wearing and warm. And it’s cheap as well. Only twenty crowns.
         

He tries it on. What would fru Thaulow have said? The broad shoulders. As though he’s suspended on a coathanger.
         

Isn’t it a bit too big?

No. You look so well in it.

He doesn’t want to disappoint her. She seems so happy. And it’s a good many crowns cheaper than the others.
         

Around lunchtime, he saunters up the street. He looks at his reflection in the large shop windows. Oh no! It is  too large!
         

And here she comes! A long way down on the opposite pavement, with her ladyfriends. He stands paralysed beside the shop window. Then she catches sight of him. He tries to blend into the throng of people on the pavement. Too late. There he stands in the gigantic overcoat. A balloon. As though at any moment he might rise up from the pavement. Now they are nodding. Saying hello. He must doff his hat.
         

Krag, an acquaintance, stops all of a sudden:

It’s too big, that overcoat of yours.

Really? D’you think so?

Krag snorts. There he stands with Didriksen, gaping.

So Munch’s got a woman, has he? See it in his eyes, don’t you know. Bit of a glow in them.
         

Munch takes his leave and walks quickly east. He crosses the river. Not quite spring, yet even so. An icy north wind. Dangerous for the lungs.
         

He draws his coat more tightly around him.

* * *


Then something happens. A clear thought suddenly cuts through the feverishness like an icicle. As though everything has actually led to this moment. It’s just that he couldn’t see it till now. As though fru Thaulow has made him forget, so that he could one day see with new eyes, see what is most familiar, see the most terrible thing of all. He’s in the studio, standing at his easel, when he suddenly remembers a conversation at the hotel in Åsgårdstrand. Heyerdahl was talking. Lovely turpentine, juicy paraffin. Turpentine and paraffin are good, equally good, give such a delightful surface to scrape in. I always scrape first and paint afterwards. But at different times you see with different eyes. In the morning you see differently from in the evening. But he wants to paint just as it looked when the motif first struck him. The naturalist painters said it was dishonest to paint like this. They said that trying to reproduce a mood was painting dishonestly. A chair can be just as interesting as a person. But the chair must be seen by a person! In some way or other it must have moved him and he must make sure the observer is moved in the same way!
         

Suddenly he knows what it was he saw: He was barely fourteen years old. Suddenly one night the military doctor had stood beside the bed again. A voice in the dark:
         

You must get up now, boys.

They knew without being told, got up and dressed, silently, without saying a word.
         

Then they went in to her room.

Sophie lay there in the room which was now a sickroom. At fifteen she was the eldest. She was a grownup girl, used a parasol and had been on a trip to Fredrikstad. She had made sketches, just like her brother. And she was so passionate about everything, the wallpaper, the old furniture, the view from the window. Now her cheeks were hot with fever, her eyes shining. But she didn’t want to lie in bed. She wanted to sit in the chair.
         

They could hear the military doctor’s mild, gentle voice:

Do you really want to live, Sophie?

They heard her reply ‘yes’.

Then the military doctor cleared his throat and went on: Dearest Sophie, there’s something I have to say … The Lord will soon be taking you unto Him.
         

And the Lord heard those words, and took Sophie up to heaven, where her mother already sat waiting for her. She leaned forward, saying she felt tired, wanted to go back to bed. At that moment it was all over.
         

They carried her from the chair where she died back to the bed. Her limp arms hung down lifeless, her head lolling from side to side.
         

Munch sees a chair and sees who was sitting in it. He starts to paint Study.  The  Sick  Child.  Sophie’s pale face with the flaming red hair against the white pillow. The translucent skin, as though illuminated by the canvas. The trembling mouth. The limp hands. At last he knows what he wants to paint. The  Sick  Child.  The same title as Eugène Carrière’s monumental oil painting, with the fat child in the mother’s lap, the pet dog and the two sisters.
         

Betzy Nielsen is sitting for him. The servant girl from home. Now he’s making her into his own sister. He wants to find a way to express what moves him. He scrapes with knife or spatula. Gustave Courbet has shown him the way. So has Hans Heyerdahl. Lovely turpentine, juicy paraffin. But impressionism is not expressive enough. He is groping for the term, expressionism, that’s it. And he recalls Jæger’s words. Youth is modern when through  its  own  life  it has come to the realization that the circumstances under which it has grown up have hampered and crippled its development, thereby making it a worse youth, in human terms, than it might otherwise have been. Youth which has come to this realization through  its  own  life  and which therefore seeks a transformation of the circumstances, a transformation which can deliver coming generations from the need to suffer the same fate, such  youth is modern.
         

Munch paints the death of his sister. He paints the red hair, the trembling mouth, the thin, bony hands. Countless attempts. It is the moment just before death. What the devil does he care about likeness? It’s the tired movement he wants to bring out. The movement, which is not actually there, but which all the same is what the picture is about. Everything that cannot be measured. The almost imperceptible movement of the eyelids, the lips which must look as though they are whispering. Yes, she must look as though she is breathing. Life, that which is alive, the diametrical opposite of Krohg, a picture of nervous construction through and through, a cubistic, colourless picture. What the devil does he care whether the chair is properly painted!
         

It is a bold experiment. He stands in the studio, painting with a kind of inner rage. He scrapes away with knife or spatula, driven on by the lies. But it’s the truth he wants. A picture of life in all its brutality. His sister Sophie sitting in the chair, on the seventh of November 1877, in a draughty apartment on Fossveien. She leans forward, suddenly feeling so tired. Her face flushed with fever. Wide-eyed, her pupils shining. Munch discovers that his own eyelashes influence the way he sees the picture. He intimates them in the form of shadows round the motif, framing it in tears. Wavy lines, peripheries, appear. He paints the subject over and over again. Thinned paint runs down the surface of the painting in dense stripes, in pastose layers of colour. He builds up the picture according to a geometrical plan consisting of a number of squares.
         

It is autumn 1886. While Munch stands in his studio, Hans Jæger is making his statement in the Supreme Court:
         

But this naturalistic literature is bound to seem ugly. Ugly and nasty in the eyes of the good folk who take decency, rather than life, to be the yardstick of literature. Such naturalistic writing is penned with steaming human blood. The characters which leap out at you from the pages of these works are alive, alive with the life of reality. Touch them and feel. They are alive beneath your fingertips. They are fashioned from living human flesh. It is the red blood of reality that courses through their veins. Place your hand on them wherever you will and feel: life pulses through every fibre beneath the skin. Listen! You’ll hear the beat of their hearts. They are living people. The pulse of warm, living humanity. The pulse of life itself, your honours, which leaps out at you from the pages of these works, which lives beneath your hands. And every time you have finished with one of them, you have lived one human life more than when you began. In just a few short hours you have imbibed all that worldly wisdom which someone else has had to pay for with his life. And reading such literature should be banned, should it? Madness, your honours! It would be read like no literature ever was before. It is penned with steaming human blood!
         

* * *


My congratulations, Munch. It is your pictures that will create the greatest stir at the Autumn Exhibition this year.
         

Munch is standing in the street with the chairman of the jury.

Really? And what about Study?  Does it work?
         

Heavens, yes. It knocks all the others into a cocked hat. Yes, I think it’s magnificent.
         

Munch thanks him and goes on his way. Then he spies his colleagues.
         

What did he say, Munch? Have you been accepted?

Yes. He thought it was brilliant.

I think it’s way below the mark, Munch. It’s rubbish. Not suitable material.
         

Material? What the devil do I care about material? As I’ve said, what I’m trying to capture is the tired movement of the eyelids. The lips should look as though they’re whispering …
         

You’ll go mad, Munch, if you carry on like this. All you ever talk about is your paintings; you don’t care two hoots about other people.
         

To hell with you!
         

And what are all those streaks for? It looks as though it’s raining.

Munch turns his back on them, hears their laughter but continues on his way and turns into the Grand.
         

There he sees Jæger.

Congratulations, Munch. I hear your painting’s magnificent.

Bringing any of  your  lot along with you to the opening?
         

No, I’m not. It would be embarrassing for them. They find the painting frightful.
         

Jæger laughs.

Shall we walk up there together then?

Yes, let’s.

Munch sits drinking with Jæger till midday. Then they walk up to the Museum of Sculpture together.
         

There is a terrible crush outside the building. Where’s Jæger got to? Munch goes in.
         

Then he sees the painting. It’s hanging right in front of him. A splendid position. Perfectly lit. The streaks are very apparent. There’s already a crowd in front of the painting. He glances round, strides quickly through the throng of people, straining to catch comments. Who is that laughing? He thinks he clearly heard the word ‘terrible’. Yes, there it is again. Unmistakable. Terrible. It rings in his ears. A familiar face. Where’s Jæger got to? At any rate, there’s Hansen the painter. With a laugh Munch says:
         

I’ve just forced my way through the crush. They seem to think it’s terrible.
         

Yes, they think you’re mad.

Munch’s smile disappears. And what do you  think?
         

I think it’s poor. I don’t understand it.

Munch smiles. Don’t you? So Hansen doesn’t understand it. He moves on. Where has Jæger got to? At any rate, there’s Meyer, the lawyer.
         

Hello, Meyer. What do you think?

Meyer offers his hand. Munch shakes it.

Congratulations, Munch. The expression in the face. It’s so full of life. There’s such sorrow in that face.
         

*


Munch goes outside. There’s Wentzel. The naturalist. Cousin Wentzel. What does it matter to Munch that, day after day, he wears himself out on those horrible pictures of his, crude and coarse, like a bear playing the piano with its great big paws? Now the time has come, after all the years of backbiting, gossip, malicious talk. Wentzel stands there with his disciples. Fêted as the popular artist of the day, darling of the museums, at the pinnacle of his career. Here he comes towards Munch now.
         

Painter? Humbug more like! Wentzel shouts, right into his face.

Munch turns on his heel and walks away. He is stung to the quick. What a damn cheek! And from Wentzel of all people, who can’t paint the wood for the trees. But what of the scandal? What will she think? Then he sees Aubert. Who else? Andreas Aubert. He’s an old acquaintance, after all. As long ago as 1882 Aubert had shown him his own attempts at painting, a still life and a few landscapes and interiors. Now he’s ready to tell the truth about Munch, drawing on all the knowledge and insight which failed to make him a painter, but instead made him a critic on Morgenbladet,  where he writes:
         


For Munch’s own sake, therefore, I hoped his sick child would be rejected. Not because it is less indicative of his talent than previous works. But because it reveals such a slapdash approach to his own development as a painter. In its present form, this Study is no more than an abandoned, half-scraped-out sketch. He has grown tired of it himself while working on it. It is an abortion, like those so brilliantly depicted by Zola in L’Œuvre.
            

*




Others add their voices to the chorus of derision. An artistic failure. A personal insult to the critics. Trash! It is a scandal that such rubbish should be allowed to hang here! It is tripe served up as art!
         

*


Here comes Jæger at last. It is the twentieth of October 1886. He is to go to prison the following day. In his commentary on Munch’s picture in Dagen,  he writes:
         

Then I moved on but stopped dead in my tracks. It was Munch’s Sick  Child,  over to the right of the door leading to the adjoining room. What delicate, muted colours! Hush! Quiet! you feel tempted to whisper to the chattering folk around you, and Hush!  is what Munch ought to have called his picture. It’s a disgrace to exhibit such stuff, I heard someone say beside me as I stood there looking at it. I recognized the voice and looked up. It was an acquaintance of mine, a rather feeble chap who usually has a great deal to say on the subject of art and beauty. Do you really feel nothing when you look at this painting? I asked. No. But don’t you see the beauty in the colours either? No. It’s a complete disgrace. He glanced round, pointing in another direction. And what are these? These funny stripes here running down Munch’s painting? asked the fellow after a while. He too had started to look at it again. They’re pure genius, those broad streaks running down, that’s what they are. He gave a snort of contempt. I’ll tell you how this painting came into being, I added. First the fellow made a sketch, and in the sketch he showed what it was he was after. In other words, the mood you don’t feel at all. The next step was to transform the sketch into a painting. But as he was doing so, the mood evaporated, so Munch put all his energy into painting the whole thing all over again and managed to recapture the mood. Then he wanted to repaint it, but destroyed the whole lot again. And so on and so on about twenty times. In the end, he just had to throw in the sponge and make do with the sketch. True enough, it hasn’t managed to achieve form. Great streaks run down the poor failed painting. But what Munch has given us in this sketch is something that cannot be taught. What he did not succeed in doing – that, at least, can be taught.
            


* * *


Evening in October. There has just been a downpour. The deserted street stretches away into the darkness between shiny wet pavements which reflect the glow of the gaslamps in wavy yellow lines, quivering in black. A cab with raised hood turns into Møllergaten from Grensen and trundles noisily away over the cobbles in the empty street. There in the deep shadow beneath the raised hood sit Krohg and Jæger, each hunched into their own corner, smoking cigars and gazing ahead past the coachman perched up on the driver’s seat as gaslamp after gaslamp glides past.
         

Jæger is on his way to gaol to serve his sixty-day sentence. Munch will visit Jæger often in his cell. For a while, cell No. 1, a small white-washed brick cell with a carpeted floor, immediately beside the guard’s cell, serves as the editorial office of the Bohemians’ publication The Impressionist.  Heyerdahl’s little black Anna, naked to the waist, also comes here, brought up from Blomqvist’s by delivery boy No. 44. It is here that Munch’s Hulda  or The  Morning  After  hangs, naked to the waist, reclining on the bed, one hand under her head, her other arm trailing, her black hair tumbling in a dishevelled mass above one shoulder.
         

Jæger certainly knows how to make himself comfortable. When Munch comes to visit him, cell No. 1 has curtains, assorted paintings, and an antique Black Forest clock with weights and pendulum.
         

*


It is now that Munch paints Puberty.  A young girl sits naked and shivering on the edge of the bed with puny little breasts. She clamps her legs tight together concealing her womanhood behind them, showing her vulnerability in the face of everything now about to befall her.
         

It is that long anguish, that time before life begins in earnest.
         

* * *


At home the clock ticks.

The military doctor is sitting on the sofa with his bald pate and long pipe reading Aftenposten.
         

That critique of you was nasty, Edvard, says Aunt Karen.

Munch glances at his father, who nods in approval.

Outrageous. You just can’t write that sort of thing.

His father glances up from the paper.

Are you still visiting Jæger in prison?

Munch nods. He meets his father’s eyes peering at him over his spectacles. That mild face is not made to be angry, it is made for poetry and legend. Munch is aware that he knows all there is to know about diseases, but he’s an artist by nature really, with a nervous disposition, and he’s also a reputed storyteller. He took part in the ‘theatre battle’ in Christiania in 1838, on the side of Wellhaven. He was there to hear the supporters of Wergeland cry with one voice: Down with Munch and all he stands for! He is the brother of a celebrated historian who lies buried in Rome. He was working in Løten for the Østerdal Chasseur Corps when he found his beloved Laura Cathrine Bjølstad at Alfheim farm in Elverum and assured her that they would probably get along very well but that the Lord must be their intermediary, must always accompany them into their home. He knew that there was sickness in her family. Both Laura’s mother and one of her sisters had died of tuberculosis at a tender age and Christian Munch was himself riddled with anxiety and utterly at sea in all things practical. He couldn’t so much as buy a mattress.
         

Munch suddenly sees that his father looks old. He is burdened by a deep sorrow, atoning for a punishment beyond his understanding, has lost both wife and eldest child. Now he is worried about the massive ’flu epidemics which are claiming so many lives. He sits there on the sofa with his long-stemmed pipe, trying to make it up with his eldest son.
         

Sixty days was a bit much, Edvard. Tell me, how is  Jæger, actually?
         

* * *


The first issue of the Bohemians’ journal The  Impressionist  comes out the same day, the twentieth of December 1886, as Christian Krohg’s book Albertine  is confiscated. It is the story of a seamstress driven to prostitution because of a lecherous policeman. The worst thing about the book, in the eyes of the Minister of Justice, is not that it points the finger at the social misery rife among the young girls of Christiania, but its assertion that a police officer could act dishonestly.
         

No longer are the Bohemians isolated individuals dissatisfied with social conditions, who frequent the Grand or Gravesen’s. They are a political movement which, at a given moment, might well have a major impact. Jæger is the logician and Krohg the organizer.
         

Albertine  is a carefully planned provocation. Krohg has painted a series of pictures and written a novel. But who is she? Jæger asks. She is a pale young woman’s face glimpsed fleetingly in the gloom then gone forever.
         

For Jæger is not impressed by his friend’s work: Where exactly did you see it, Krohg? You’ve never actually been down there, have you? What do you  know about life as it is lived down in the gloomy depths under our very feet, where misery thrives and people live and move, unhappy and yearning upwards towards sun and air, what do you  know about that? You’ve never actually been down there. You may now and then have caught the sound of sighs rising up from there. Those deep long sighs, which run like a gentle shudder through the thin crust of the ground we walk on, betraying how wafer thin it is. And perhaps you’ve ventured as far as the entrance to this nether world just to peep down into it. And you’ve seen the pale face loom forth from the gloom down there, raise two doomed eyes up to the light of day and then vanish. My God, didn’t you realize that it could never work? Aren’t you the one, Krohg, who never tires of telling your students that they must paint from nature? Then you go home and paint a studio picture out of your head! And are you not the one who claims to be an impressionist? Then what you give us is not  the impression you really had, no, but the whole life of a person you’ve never known and who you could therefore never have had an impression of either! You’ve painted it so we’ll see it. I’ve seen her sitting at the window, seen Albertine bent over the sewing machine, beneath the pale winter daylight which seeps in, pondering her fate, as the Old Woman prepares the meal over by the stove in the corner and little Edvard, coughing and spluttering, reads Dagen  at her side. I’ve lived part of these people’s lives, down there in that stuffy room painted blue, where the stink of consumption and poverty and the smell of food mingle to form a heavy, oppressive atmosphere. I have followed Albertine out of the stuffy room into the pastures of life and seen her struggle against her fate, slip, fall and begin the struggle all over again. Until suddenly with a crash the ground is pulled from under her feet. Her female modesty dies. She loses her foothold and tumbles over the precipice down into the mire where we eventually find her. But as a disciple of naturalism, I demand to see something more, and this something more is the essential. I demand that you show me her emerging from the soil where she has her roots. I want to see her grow up among the people she really grew up amongst. See her broken by poverty, ignorance and prejudice. What she feels, what she thinks, what she wants. We must  be allowed to see it, in all its loathsomeness, this destructive process that takes place in Albertine, after her female modesty is shamefully killed off and, passive and uncaring, she slides down the slippery slope into the pit where she ends up. I must insist that we see it, this process of destruction, in all  its loathsome horror.
         

* * *


Munch is on his way to the studio. Suddenly he catches sight of fru Thaulow in the street. All his anger evaporates. The hatred which had seethed in him. She was supposed to have been at the exhibition, wasn’t she? They were supposed to have gone there together. Had she been frightened off by the malicious reviews? Did she hear the laughter even outside, in the street?
         

I’ve been ill, she says.

Oh really? And are you better now?

Yes. I’m fine now.

So again he walks by her side. As though there was still hope after all. He knows full well she is lying. She has lied the whole time. She has come to him and he has believed her words, her kisses, believed in the expression on her face when she has looked at him sorrowfully, begging him to believe her.
         

The galoshes splash in the slush. Drips fall from the roofs. A south-west wind. The smell of damp, steaming clothes.
         

You didn’t come to the exhibition, says Munch.

Oh yes I did. I went with Lieutenant Lund.

So she had  been with him! And when for so long he had hoped that the rumour might prove false. That his eyes could be mistaken. That what he had seen with his own eyes had not actually happened at all. Several times now he’d seen them together in the street. He’d also seen the Captain. Had gone out under cover of darkness to tail them.
         

So you didn’t have a secret assignation with him that time at the Art Association?
         

He hears that his voice sounds hard.

Don’t be angry, she says, pulling out a handkerchief. I’m so dreadfully unhappy.
         

They are at the corner of Dronningensgate. Suddenly here comes the Captain. Munch recognizes the pale face of the lady-killer of Karl Johan. Only a shadow of his former self now.
         

Good day, Captain Thaulow.

Good day, Munch.

Side by side they walk along the pavement. Munch thinks it terrible to be walking there with him, with her  sandwiched between them.
         

They pause at the tram stop. She and the Captain are probably going up to Pilestredet to take care of some business matters. The Captain offers him his hand in farewell. An elegant white hand. Munch shakes it, looks down at his own blue, frozen hand covered in flecks of paint. He notices that he has dirty nails. Then fru Thaulow puts out her hand. A wave of fury sweeps over him.
         

What about all the others? he says roughly.

She withdraws her hand, taken aback.

Which others?

He’s got her now and takes his time over his reply.

Oh, I could name quite a few. Stang, for instance. Hambro, the actor. Then there’s Kristoffersen. The literary man.
         

She says nothing, merely looks down into the slush wearing a fixed expression as she speaks.
         

He knows he’s overstepped the mark.

* * *


He is twenty-three, it’s too soon to pack it all in and put a bullet through his head. The calendar says 1887, the year Munch spends the summer at Veierland outside Tønsberg. For Munch, Veierland will become Alpha and Omega’s island, the island of the first people, the place where the first woman deceives the first man with lower and yet lower species, a motif. Munch was subsequently to deal with it on many occasions, at the psychiatric clinic too. 1887. The year he paints Law,  Holmboe  and Flowering  Meadow,  shows six paintings at the Autumn Exhibition, the year five thousand workers, on Sunday 16th January, gather on Stortorvet beneath the banners of the Workers’ Organizations in protest at the confiscation of Albertine.  This is a massive demonstration of public support, of the sort Jæger never had. All Jæger got was seven hundred unshaven, unkempt students from the country who stood there bawling their opposition to the confiscation in the Student Liberal Organization. But these are five thousand organized workers. As one man they march to Stiftsgården. A deputation to Prime Minister Sverdrup. But according to the newspaper Verdens  Gang,  Sverdrup squanders so much of the Norwegian people’s affection and respect that he will not easily be able to win it back. The confiscation and the summons against Krohg are upheld.
         

*


Some months later, Jæger receives a further summons. In collaboration with the printer Christian Holtermann Knudsen he has tried to distribute his confiscated novel in Sweden under the title Christmas  Stories. This time the penalty is harsher. On the twentieth of June Jæger is sentenced to a hundred and fifty days’ prison and a fine of sixteen hundred crowns. In November, the sentence is upheld by the Supreme Court.
         

One hundred and fifty days in cell No. 1, with its great black iron grille surrounded by its wooden frame painted in prison yellow and with a small prison yellow table beneath it, the two longer walls with their dismal bare white bricks. Another hundred days? Suddenly, he can’t face the thought of it.
         

In cahoots with Christian Krohg, Jæger flees the country and makes for Paris. He is already deeply emotionally involved with his close friend Krohg’s future wife, the painter Ottilia-Oda Engelhart.
         

This marks the beginning of the end of the Bohemians as a political movement. Is it because she received his first kiss that she steals the sweetness of life from him, is it because she lies and deceives, as he writes, that suddenly one day she tears the scales from his eyes, so that he sees the head of Medusa, the ogress of Greek mythology, a jelly-like polyp shaped like a lampshade or a bell or a freely floating Portuguese man o’war, that he sees life as pure horror, that everything which previously had a rosy hue now looks grey and hollow, that he sees all the people behind their masks, the calm smiling masks, that he sees their naked fear, everywhere sees suffering, a throng of pale corpses, still alive, like a glimmer of light in eternity, as they scurry hither and thither, along a circuitous path, towards their own deaths, towards an open, waiting grave? Is it because he thinks of her day and night, pacing up and down the street, waiting? It is still light, the sun has only just slipped down behind the Palace sharply silhouetted against the limpid air. Spring is just round the corner. Here she is! A wave of desire runs through him, why is he so easily carried away, the air is soft, warm and humid, he feels strangely languid, the head a touch mournful, the bare neck, the pale slightly plump face, terribly pale in the yellow afterglow from the horizon, a touch garish against all the blue. He stops her, tells her that she is the only one for him, that he is mad, idiotic, that he has never deserved any love, that he has had the highest regard for her and that everything is his fault. He tries to hold on to one thought, but his head is just emptiness. Tries to fix his eyes on a window high up. Now I’m going to fall, he thinks. This vertigo. It must not happen. Now he falls, and people stop. More and more people gather round. A great crowd of people.
         

* * *


It is a cramped, stuffy room. The daylight falls in harshly onto the table, which is oily and sticky from beer and punch. Imagine if his aunt could see him now. Or the military doctor. Or his sister Inger.
         

Munch is in Jæger’s territory, in Jæger’s rooms, among Jæger’s women. The whores of Vika. A few minutes of bought happiness. He feels disgusted. A cold blue light falls over the bed and the sheets. The woman has plump arms. Her breasts are large and exposed. No sparkle in her eyes, other than what comes from drink.
         

The brothel.

He wonders whether she is unhappier than he is. Suddenly he asks her whether her father is still alive. Yes, he lives in Sandviken, probably thinks she’s in Christiania working as a maid. But she’s damned if she’s going to work as a servant, not on your nellie.
         

Her voice is coarse. She dangles a leg over the edge of the feather quilt. Hasn’t a trace of modesty. Does Munch know Kran and Lieutenant Verner? Nice lads. They’d been to see her yesterday bringing beer and champagne. Kran sang student songs.
         

Oleane. The finest lass of all. According to Kran, that is.

Good enough to bloody well eat, that lad, and no mistake.

Munch watches her as she speaks.

Don’t want to make love then? It’ll not take but half an hour. Ha ha ha. Don’t you fancy a bit?
         

She digs him with her bare leg.

More beer. He takes another swig from the glass. Then he pays and takes his hat.
         

Goodbye, he says, taking her hand.

Come back tonight?

I may well at that.

*


She was repulsive. The image of fru Thaulow hovers before him, more seductive, more tempting than ever. He clenches his teeth, is filled with intense hatred, not so much of her, not really sure of whom. But it’s fru Thaulow’s lips he sees. He feels that she has done him a terrible wrong.
         

Destroyed, though? Destroyed because of her? Anything but! No, she’s going to see that he looks happier than ever. He’s really going to get down to it. She’ll see his name in the papers. It will be on everybody’s lips. He’ll have the last laugh.
         

* * *


Again he stands by the fence, at the gate.

It’s a Sunday morning with brilliant sunshine on the west side of the Oslo Fjord.
         

Fields and meadows. Brown, red and white houses. Forest running from Borre to Åsgårdstrand. The sea glitters, blue and white.
         

He’s in his own landscape, where it all happened. Once again he has walked over Church Hill, over to the russet-coloured house.
         

She looks pale, even though it’s summer. He leans against the fence beside the gate.
         

Well, well, Ma’am, and how are you?
         

Very well, thank you, fru Thaulow replies, squinting against the sun.
         

Munch registers the fact that her skin looks grey and dingy in the bright light.
         

As for himself, he’s in a splendid mood. Very happy. Revenge is simmering away within him. It’s been a while now. There have been other women. Pretty girls. Far prettier than her.
         

Still in our morning coat, are we? He looks at her and laughs. He hasn’t laughed all that often in her company. She doesn’t seem to appreciate his cheerfulness much.
         

Well, I’d better be on my way. He does his best to look secretive.

Suddenly she stoops and picks a flower from the grass.

Here you are. Would you like it?

Thank you.

He takes it without looking at it. Exactly what she did before. How many yellow flowers has she handed out to her lovers?
         

Well, goodbye for now, he says, making a deep reverence with his hat. We’ll no doubt be seeing one another.
         

*


Fru M. is also on holiday in these parts. She’s a beauty if ever there was one. Munch accompanies her to the bathing hut. As usual, she’s wearing her bright summer costume. Then they pass fru Thaulow’s house.
         

Munch catches a glimpse of her. That’s a dress he knows only too well. He walks along with fru M. through the forest down to the shore.
         

All of a sudden a bellow is heard from the priest’s bad-tempered bull. Fru M. gives a shriek of fright. Munch takes a step towards the bull, lifts his cane, and at that very moment sees fru Thaulow behind them on the hill, on her way down to the shore for a swim, just like them.
         

The bull shies away from the thin little cane. Munch knows the animal well from previous encounters. He knows it’s not dangerous. After a few moments, it dashes off into the forest uttering tremendous bellows. But he sets off in hot pursuit in order to cut a figure.
         

When he returns hot and sweating to fru M., fru Thaulow has joined them. All three of them walk down to the shore, Munch chattering away cheerfully to fru M.
         

The ladies want to change, but the key to the bathing hut is too high up. Fru Thaulow cannot reach it.
         

Come on, says Munch to fru M. You’re the lightest. I’ll lift you up so you can reach it.
         

Fru M. gathers her dress around her.

He puts his arms round her hips.

*


He lies down on the grass a little way off as they undress.

There is movement in the bathing hut. Suddenly the whole window is filled with something light. He sees that it is fru Thaulow. She is naked, standing there still as a statue. Her hair, which she has let down, tumbles over her breasts. He looks down then turns away.
         

*


Fru Thaulow looks cold after bathing. Munch sees that she looks almost forlorn.
         

Fru M. has gone on ahead.

For a long time he says nothing.

Well, well, so this is how it all turned out.

She does not reply.

You surely haven’t forgotten how close we were during the winter, he says.
         

No, I haven’t, she says softly.

Strange how that love of yours could come to such an abrupt end, he says. When did it end actually? Sometime around Christmas?
         

She flashes a look of defiance at him.

It lasted much longer than that. That fringe suits you, by the way. You used to wear your hair long.
         

Did you know who I was before we met?

Yes. I’d noticed you many a time. I thought you looked like Christ.

But that last time, why didn’t you come? I’d made the studio look so inviting.
         

She looks down. Isn’t she going to answer?

So who was the unhappy one then? she mutters at last.

*


But when evening comes, he feels the same old unease. He is drawn there. The russet-coloured house stands there dark among the trees.
         

But the garden now has a gloomy air about it.

There, beneath the tree by the gate, they always used to say farewell.

He stands there for a moment, overwhelmed by memories.

Then the window opens. Bright yellow light floods out into the vast blue darkness.
         

He sees the shadow of her head.

Don’t you recognize me, Munch?

Who is it? Oh yes. Now I see who it is. I was just taking a little evening stroll. Didn’t mean to disturb you. Goodnight then, Ma’am.
         

* * *


Munch is showing six paintings in the Autumn Exhibition. In Dagbladet  on Sunday 6 November Andreas Aubert is on the job as art critic:
         


By accepting such works as Munch’s Genre  and From  Arendal, the jury displays an insouciance which merely confuses the public’s idea of art. They don’t know whether to take it seriously or as a jest. True, in the latter of these two travesties you can see a sensitivity to colour which is characteristic of all that is finest in Munch’s talent. Yet there are limits to how much formlessness can be tolerated in a public exhibition. Incidentally, it is strange to observe how the picture has improved of late. It has settled down, become less speckled, and certain fortuitous elements have vanished. This is the Zombie’s doing. Munch’s better self. He has been there early in the morning making changes.
            

* * *




He never shies away from any subjects, not the ones he must  paint. He does not shy away from Laura, his youngest sister but one, when she is struck by the sun’s rays, by the sun of Ibsen’s Osvald, by her paternal heritage, by a weakness of the nerves.
         

*


Oh to arrive at Åsgårdstrand on a summer’s day!

*


The Munch family has rented a house on the fjord. Laura is sitting outside the house gazing at the sea. Her diary is brimming with Skrefsrud. One day she trailed the missionary from church to church. It was a religious as well as an erotic obsession. But Munch has been in Copenhagen. He has studied Bastien Lepage and closely observed the dry colouring. Now he is painting Laura. She sits dispirited to the left of the picture, beyond reach of her surroundings. Her hands, joined at the palms, are like two clubs. She is sitting outside the house in Åsgårdstrand, has set out on a voyage of the mind, with an air of being far older than her years. She has not absorbed what it was she once saw, has not acquired the necessary distance. She sits there as the daughter of the dead mother, sister of the dead Sophie and of Munch who is painting her.
         

*


Aftenposten  writes: The whole thing is so indescribably dire in every respect that it borders on the comical. For the members of the jury to admit such pictures to the exhibition betrays either a total misconception of their task and their duty or a total lack of artistic understanding, merely serving to lower our art in the public esteem, just as the young artists are confused and led astray by it.
         

* * *


The group that calls itself the Bohemians, which has issued its own journal since 1886, written books that were confiscated, formulated ten commandments aimed at the children of the future born too soon to profit from them, is to split up.
         

*


It is the summer of 1888. Jæger has returned to Norway to serve his sentence and to meet Oda. No one had dared predict that Jæger and Krohg, those radical colossi, would this year have to go their separate ways on account of a woman, that suddenly they no longer speak of free love, of naturalism, of lived life and the revolution as a logical extension of insight and experience, but of marriage, civil marriage, of which of them will lose the battle for Oda, of which of them will be the first to blow his brains out with a pistol. They are two utterly paralysed men, with a woman teetering on the edge of a nervous breakdown between them.
         

Jæger’s love for Oda is all or nothing. Logic has given way to blind desire. Marry me, Oda! The scandal could scarcely have been greater. Free love. An idea which has already disintegrated into lies and deception. No longer is Jæger the almost glacial Utopian ideologue, who can carry on virtually any debate, with Sverdrup, with Aimar Sørenssen, Minister of Justice, with the Supreme Court, only ultimately, in the hour of defeat, to conclude: faced with the emotional logic which leads you to such a finding, I am completely powerless.
         

Now Jæger is powerless because of his feelings, while Krohg plays Russian roulette with pistol bullets.
         

Let me put an end to it all!

No, it is I who should die if she doesn’t love me.
         

But it’s you she loves, you fool!

Krohg has won that most coveted prize, the Attorney General’s daughter, has cuckolded Engelhart, the business magnate, rushed further still along the path to celebrity, to becoming all-powerful, has set his sights on doing away with prostitution, has accused police officials of debauchery, paints glossy pictures, ever on the side of the young, the future. But Oda has suddenly made an old man of him.
         

Munch listens and learns. The colossus Krohg. In a few years, he will stand in a café, look out over the throng of Oda’s lovers and shout in bitter triumph:
         

Last night I cuckolded the  lot  of you!
         

It is the husband’s sweet revenge over all the lovers. For he is still married to her, is married to her the whole time, regardless of what she gets up to. He makes no demands. Just waits. Patiently. Certain that the tide will come to his rescue. He knows all about ebb and flow. He is sure that she will come back sooner or later. By then Munch has long since lost respect for him. By then Krohg has in Munch’s eyes become a snail slithering about with a whorehouse on its back.
         

* * *


Munch sits with Jæger at the Grand. There is amber-coloured liquid in their glasses. Beer and whisky and soda. Outside the sun is shining. Women and young ladies promenade with their parasols. A lieutenant nods to a veiled woman dressed in black. Merchant Krag raises his hat to a colleague. A delightful slip of a girl giggles as she catches sight of Jæger in the café window.
         

So Jæger’s to be slung into jail again. Has served his sentence twice over. Is to do penance for his refusal to pay the fine. Prison and captivity just for the sake of a few hundred crowns. He sits on the sofa, ill and weak. Oda and Christian are married now. Herr and fru Krohg. They fled to Skagen in Denmark. Jæger set off in pursuit, but they had already left. They had heard rumours that he was on his way and went into hiding for a few days. All of a sudden he had become their worst enemy.
         

Then Munch sees  Hans Jæger. He sees the portrait, the painting, sees him there on the sofa. He sees prison and despair. He sees that the fearless old rebel has been deprived of all hope about the future.
         

Munch sees a bifurcated face. One side belongs to the cold, clear logician. The other side to the despairing, vulnerable, destroyed lover. The crooked half-smile links the two sides together. He is a defeated man. Munch paints him with his own feelings, with his own impotent desperation. Jæger’s due back in jail again tomorrow. He sits there shaken, leaning back on the sofa with the glass before him. He has lost her. Now she is fru Krohg. So he has lost everything. Not just the love of his life, but also people’s esteem and his own health. There is no strength left in him. Yet he’s still going to carry on biting and barking. For one thing, he’s going to write hundreds of pages about her. Three large tomes. And he’s going to write the anarchists’ bible. Hell and damnation. Soon he’ll be sitting there in lodgings, head in hands, mumbling hell and damnation. For he is going to carry on talking nonsense, as he puts it, in spite of everything. There are too many thoughts in that head of his which keep him going. Give him a little time. Give him three million francs.
         

That is all he needs to make a world revolution.

* * *


It’s Sunday morning. The sun is shining on the houses across the street, shining in the windows which cast sunbeams back into the dark studio. Munch is making a trip to Hankø with Nils Hansteen, then on to Vrengen to visit Dörnberger. In the autumn he’ll call in at Åsgårdstrand then return to Christiania. Soon it’ll be winter. But his friends catch up with him:
         

Vot, oh, vye should we not drink ven you drink yourself under the table every evening? Prosit, Meisse, you are good to me, and prosit, Bolette!
         

Munch with the Dörnbergers. The painter and dandy is his friend. But Dörnberger also has a mother and a sister. The whole lot of them make up the mad German-Norwegian set. A foretaste of Berlin. Accompanied by his mother Augusta Mönch and his sister Meisse, Dörnberger visits Munch in his studio. Dörnberger’s mother is the first to speak:
         

Now ve must have a tot of punch, Meisse, not so? Let’s sit down and drink a toast with Munch.
         

The old and the young woman raise their glasses. The mother starts to get carried away:
         

Meisse, you have been good to me but Palle he has been nasty the whole time. You have brought me girls into das Haus, Palle, and got drunk every evening. All my friends you have driven for me out of das Haus. Schämst  du  dich  dock  nicht?
         

Oh vot, don’t talk such drunken nonsense, mother.

Munch listens laughing. Then suddenly he is alone with her.

Listen to me, Meisse my dear. Gravely Munch looks into her eyes. Sometimes I’m so afraid. I don’t think I can love anyone ever again. I once loved a woman. I don’t think one can love more than one woman. I’m not certain though.
         

*


But Meisse Dörnberger takes the hint:

My dear Edvard! I shall probably be leaving with the steamer on Thursday the 13th. Shall I write to you at the Grand? It’s sure to reach you there. Will you be making a trip down here with S. now? Thank you ever so much for the beautiful half-moon. I can’t stop peeping at it in the drawer. So long as the beasts don’t blab that we’ve been in Åsgårdstrand, we’re home and dry. I’m so happy I had a chance to see you and spend a little time with you. Do please take care of yourself. I’m writing with a pencil because I smoked an opium cigarette Jappe gave me and started making ink blots all over the page. Farewell then for now. I’m just going downstairs to madam. She’s in bed today, you see. Because she was so out of sorts yesterday. Your devoted Meisse.
         

* * *


Munch has painted Arrival  of  the  Mailboat,  Evening  (Laura), his sister Inger  in  the  Sunshine,  Mending  the  Nets.  Then suddenly one winter’s day he walks from Slagen to Tønsberg after a rough night with Jørgensen and Strøm, at their digs, giving Strøm a black eye. Still drunk, Munch lurches and staggers about with Dörnberger. They are joking and laughing. All of a sudden, his friend shoves him into a large puddle. Munch walks soaked to the skin and frozen stiff for two hours. No Aunt Karen to make sure that the windows don’t let in any draught. He feels the cold making his limbs stiff. He knows that he’s going to fall ill now, perhaps really ill.
         

*


He’s delirious. Childhood memories mingle with the sound of the people at his sickbed. He cannot distinguish reality from dream. He can see the church steeple and roofs of houses. Grüner’s garden, Old Aker Church and Telthus Hill. He sees a group of blind people walking past. They cling on tight to one another, stumbling down the road. He draws them in chalk on the kitchen floor. Spies a medicine bottle and a dessert spoon which suddenly become something to draw. He sees Sophie’s bird, the bullfinch, which didn’t understand a thing. He sees his own father trudging rather unsteadily down to the emigrant ships, listening to pulses and heartbeats, shining a feeble match flame into pale eyes. Munch’s life began with death. Death came with the icy wind as it stole down along the Aker river. It came to seamstresses, weaving girls, privy emptiers, it came to mothers and brothers and sisters. Christiania. The Siberian city. There was tuberculosis in all their eyes, like fear. Suddenly one night he had woken with his mouth full of blood.
         

Father, the stuff I’m coughing up is so dark!

Is it, my boy?

The military doctor had fetched a candle to take a closer look at what his son had coughed up, held the handkerchief in the light from the candle and scrutinized it, with his back to him.
         

Father!

Munch had seen that the military doctor was concealing something.

The blood on the sheet.

Goodness, it is  blood, father!
         

Thereupon the military doctor fell to his knees, folded his hands and closed his eyes: May the Lord bless you. May the Lord make his face to shine upon you, May the Lord give you peace.
         

Towards evening, his fever and his cough had worsened. And he brought up another mouthful of blood.
         

He spat into his handkerchief. It was red and sticky.

Then he screamed: Father, father, I’m dying!

And the military doctor’s answer was: In the name of our Lord Jesus. Don’t shout, my boy. I shall pray for you.
         

The haziness of childhood. Those long walks over to Hakkloa and the lake at Bjørnsjøen together with the other art students. A chemical experiment had ended in a terrible explosion. There he had stood at Christiania Technical School holding some test tubes. That was not what he wanted. He wanted to be a painter. There he sat at the supper table at home at Grünerløkken listening to the sound of knives and forks. He heard the echo of grace float out into the silence and knew that he wanted to be a painter. He had made sketches of his brother and sisters, had painted Aunt Karen looking down as was her habit, Helgelandsmoen sick bay. Now everything is merging together. His nerves. His painter friend’s searching look. You look so ill, Munch. Oh? Do I, Colditz? Yes, you look pale to me. Come on, Colditz, out with it! Do you really think I look so poorly? While the military doctor came home tired and weary from work. Haemorrhages, consumption, foetuses stuck in mothers’ wombs. They all merge together for Munch, memories and imaginings, his childhood’s long journey from one rented home to another, Aunt Karen’s encouragement. She who, when the military doctor proposed to her, had turned down the offer of becoming stepmother to the children, but who carried on living with them and looking after them. Aunt Karen with her moss pictures and the Santal Mission, with her solicitude and her feeling for colour. She who had discovered him lying on the floor drawing the passing group of blind people and who, delighted, had exclaimed: Look what Edvard’s done! He is dreaming about her now, about that gentle look of hers and her healing hands.
         

He lies in Dörnberger’s bed for a month.

The large room is enveloped in a dark fog, the lamp on the table casts a kind of reddish glow, it is hard to discern the objects in the room.
         

He has been slipping in and out of sleep for a long time. Again he can see it from the other side, hear the whispering, try to recognize the faces in the diffuse red light. Is it his own blood or the red lamp?
         

Ach, he is so poorly, doctor, hasn’t eaten a bite the whole day.

Munch can study Doctor Didrichson’s eyebrows from the bed. They are always knitted together. These eyebrows suddenly get on his nerves, he hates those who are in the room because they sit there so gravely, hates them because they behave as though at a deathbed.
         

He looks dreadful, doctor.

Munch makes an effort to talk. So they will understand that he is conscious, so they do not start talking about him as though he were already a corpse.
         

Yes, this is my worst day yet, he says.

He looks really dreadful, don’t you think, doctor?

The doctor nods.

His face is all contorted, isn’t it?

The doctor nods again.

Really terrible.

Munch wants to say that he has been through worse before, wants to tell them that he is not dying.
         

Been worse, he says in a curt, staccato voice from the bed.

He’d make such a good subject to paint, says Dörnberger. All the planes on his face.
         

Dörnberger takes him by the nose and twists his head from side to side.
         

Munch is too tired to ask him to desist.
         

His face is utterly contorted.

Have you written home? Ach no, he does not vant zat. You must write immediately. Dörnberger follows the doctor out. Munch hears the murmur of voices in the hall. Now Dörnberger is asking the doctor. Now he’s going to learn the truth. Does he have long to live? It’s the doctor with the eyebrows who knows. Dörnberger comes back in. What did the doctor say, he asks Dörnberger. But he doesn’t catch his reply. Is too tired. The lamp burns with a soporific light beneath the paper shade.
         

*


But he brightens up after a while. He writes letters to friends and family. And he receives a letter from his father:
         

Dear Edvard, Thank you for your letter, even though it upset us greatly to learn that you have been seriously ill. However, I hope that, with God’s merciful help, you are now well and truly on the mend. Actually, we’ve been afraid that all was not well with you. Now you absolutely must take care and not travel before you’re ready to and see that you don’t catch a chill during the journey home. The best and safest course would be to buy a first class ticket, where the compartments are well heated and you would be as right as rain. We are tremendously  grateful to Dömberger’s family for being so kind to you. Yesterday was Inger’s birthday. We were very surprised that you remembered it, especially as you often don’t even remember your own birthday. Do bear in mind what I said about the first class railway ticket. I’ll take care of it. God be with you. Your devoted Christian Munch.
         

* * *


Back to Christiania. Away from the Dörnbergers, from Meisse’s passionate looks and the drunken brawls. Back to the studio, work, the picture he calls Spring.  Back to the chair where his mother and Sophie sat, the chair by the white curtains. Where they sat longing for the sun until death claimed them.
         

But this time it is a more conventionally painted picture. His mother sits with her knitting. The young girl sits debilitated in the chair waiting for the life-giving rays of the spring sunshine. The curtains are buffeted by the wind. One can well imagine that the wind blowing into the room is cold. Great attention is paid to the detail, as though Munch wishes to counter all accusations of artistic sloppiness.
         

He issues invitations to a one-man show in the Student Society’s small gallery in Universitetsgaten from 20 April to 12 May. One hundred and ten paintings. The newspapers call it an insult to the established order. Munch is a young immature artist who has nothing to offer. And then he goes and exhibits everything at once. The portrait of Jœger,  of Jensen-Hjell,  and Olaf Ryes  Plass.  And an unfinished picture to boot! Why does he call Spring  in particular an unfinished picture? Everything is unfinished, small and large paintings alike, all hundred and ten of them, or, as Aftenposten  says: What audacity and lack of self-criticism on the part of a young, immature artist who has obviously nowhere near finished his training and yet carries on like this. The new theories and principles which are currently in vogue have gone to his head and completely befuddled him. Before possessing even the most rudimentary knowledge of painting techniques he has thrown himself into anything and everything that is novel and experimental.
         

Or Aubert: A pathological sloppiness in self-development, a lamentable devil-may-care attitude towards form and draughtsmanship. If anyone wishes to know the reason for Munch’s inharmonious development, it must first be borne in mind how little is done in this country to train artists. Another mitigating factor is Munch’s poor health. Yet there is no doubt that, as a student, he must also take some of the blame himself.
         

* * *


At the same time, he makes the acquaintance of frøken Åse Carlsen, like himself a student of painting. She is twenty years old. She is slim and tall. She has a frank, straightforward look. No full lips here. Something firmer. A core. He can talk to her about pictures, about colour, about possible subjects.
         

You are so beautiful, frøken Carlsen. You are so much more beautiful than the other one. I cannot speak to anyone else as I can to you. We will certainly not tire of one another. But I don’t understand it. For real love is something which I don’t think happens more than once in a lifetime.
         

He has lain awake at night with the certainty that he needs someone to love. He has lain there thinking about what he would like to have said but which he never does say when he is with her. That she is beautiful, that he is fond of her, thinks he is fond of her, longs for her, that he is lonely, that he can’t stand it any longer. Yet there is a kind of invisible screen between them when they are together. His arm is paralysed. When the moment to act arrives. When she is warm. When he sees that she wants to. Then he is cold. Hasn’t the strength to seize the opportunity.
         

*


My dear Edvard! It was so good to hear that you’ve become a regular at the Grand again. You’re perfectly well now, it seems, but please do try and take care not to fall ill again. The Newfoundland has been put down. So now I have to console myself with the greyhound. How odd that jury is. Why couldn’t your picture just as well have come to Paris as to Copenhagen? They’ll obviously see red when you lot have an exhibition of your own. It’s so nice that you follow your own bent and don’t care a hang about them or compromise with them. I hear there’s to be a masked ball in Christiania. Do you think I should go as a nun? I’ll bet frøken Carlsen has been dying for you to ask her. I don’t suppose you spend much time with her, do you? Now just make sure you look after your health, don’t spend too much time at the Grand, don’t have too many late nights, don’t spend too much time with frøken Carlsen, don’t bother your head about all those horrid people who are against you, and spare a thought now and then for your devoted Meisse.
         

*


He is walking with frøken Carlsen in the streets of Christiania.

These are the same streets he walked with fru Thaulow.

How sad it all is.

All the casual pick-ups. Frøken Drewsen. Girls who without a second thought accompanied him up to the studio. Models who have called in to see him. What was it Meisse had written? I’ve also heard about that lovely model of yours. They say that half the time you’re on your knees before her going into ecstasies about her charms etc. Is it true?
         

Meisse, whom he is also avoiding, who is down in Tønsberg waiting for him to send a photo of himself.
         

But frøken Carlsen is a different cup of tea entirely.

So much they can talk about! She  knows what a motif is. Colour. Form. Rhythm. They are sitting on barrels, each with glass in hand.
         

But she has suddenly fallen silent. What is she waiting for? Is this the moment? Is she waiting for him to … But he’s far too tired, nervous and dithering. These spring days are always a difficult time for him. The light makes him melancholy. He can see all the others are laughing. But the laughter does not touch him.
         

They are sitting in Basarhallene, the former market, having a drink.

Now she is waiting for him to say something, do something. He knows that when night comes he will lie there tossing and turning in bed if he does not say something.
         

Will you hold my hand, frøken Carlsen?

He hears his own expressionless voice.

I’m so lonely, he adds.

No, she replies. Not here.

He sees the young, unblemished face.

How hard she is, he thinks.

It seemed to him such a small thing to ask.

*


They walk up Youngsgaten.

I’m very fond of you, Munch, she says. But I think it’s more like friendship.
         

Friendship is so little, he answers. Life is so short. If we tried to get to know one another better, might love suddenly blossom?
         

But I feel so young, she replies. My view of life is quite different from yours. I’m an optimist. I don’t want to sacrifice myself, Munch. I’m too young and lively for you. You’re world-weary and tired of life.
         

He hears the words, hears the guileless brutality of youth, her voice’s light, bright harshness. She’s not aware of it herself, doesn’t understand it, doesn’t realize that she is being cruel, that her words strike him with the same force as those cold phrases of fru Thaulow. Åse Carlsen. She looks round, sees every house, every person. Confidently. As though life is everlasting. As though an eternity of time lies before her.
         

*


They are standing in front of her gate.

As they were walking Munch observed the two shadows on the ground. When they walked away from the gaslight they suddenly grew, became enormous. Then just as suddenly they shrank and were swallowed up by the darkness.
         

Like a portent of something.

I won’t kiss you, Munch.

He looks at her, hears the echo of her voice, wonders why she said it.

Goodbye, she says quickly and darts in through the gate.

She stands there in the semi-darkness. She smiles at him, awkward all of a sudden.
         

As though she expects him to follow her?

He feels a sickening paralysis gripping his body. He cannot do it.

Instead he raises his hat.

Goodnight, frøken Carlsen.

*


But he meets her again. In the company of artist friends, in cafés or in their lodgings.
         

It’s dreadful really, Munch. Going on the spree with you like this.

I can’t live without you, he says passionately.

No, we’re a good match, aren’t we? What an odd bird you are, Munch.
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