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ABSTRACT 
 
  

In interpretations of The Dance of Life (1899-1900) by Edvard Munch, the femme 

fragile and the femme fatale have been considered jointly (i.e. as allusions to the 

cyclicality of life) or as individuals. Their unique characteristics have been recognized as 

such: whereas the femme fragile dons white to signify her prepubescent state and thus her 

innocence, the femme fatale wears red to suggest her sexuality and even her availability. 

Yet, scholars have failed to probe their iconographical complexities. Doing so would not 

only lend greater conviction to Munch’s historical identity as a Symbolist (as his 

archetypes would be recognized for their multivalence), but it would also reveal the 

didactic possibilities of the work of art itself. Given this void in the literature, the purpose 

of this thesis will be to elaborate on the formal and narrative qualities of the femme 

fragile and femme fatale in this painting. These archetypes ultimately allude to 

misogynistic anxieties, with the femme fragile in particular representing the sickly female 

body. 
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CHAPTER 1.  

INTRODUCTION  

 
Across Europe at the fin de siècle, urban centers were expanded and modernized, 

prompting an exodus of sorts from the countryside. Amongst this citizenry eagerly 

looking for work were members of the lower class and single women. While these two 

groups contributed to the economy in their own way, they sparked much concern. The 

poor, who had been confined to the fringes of society, were now woven into the social 

fabric itself, so much so that they were hardly unavoidable. Meanwhile, city women, who 

were unapologetically independent, threatened the Patriarchy through their avoidance of 

marriage and pregnancy. Along with the poor, alcoholics, and prostitutes, these women 

became the targets of social criticism. As the city was changing, inevitably so too were its 

people. Different subpopulations not only sparked criticism, but engendered fear and 

uncertainty. Middle-class men and the Symbolists among them felt personally victimized 

by these changes. Their agency within the social realm gradually diminished.  

The Symbolists were considered to be an obscure bunch of outsiders. While they 

cultivated this impression themselves, they were actually quite aware and critical of their 

surroundings. After all, how could one rebel against the new norms of society if so 

purportedly disengaged? As Sharon Hirsh argued in her book, Symbolism and Modern 

Urban Society (2004), the Symbolists actually used their “‘outsider status’” to critique 

social mores.1 Their main objective was to encode cultural thoughts and feelings, namely 

their souls’ demise, in their enigmatic works. Hirsh’s contextualization of Symbolist art 

                                                 
1 Sharon Hirsh, Symbolism and Modern Urban Society, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2004), xvii. 
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remains unique in that it emphasizes the impact of city life on these artists and vice 

versa.2 Prior to her publication, “the majority of the literature on Symbolist art […] 

[addressed] the ‘creative imagination’ of the artists rather than the everyday society in 

which they lived and worked.”3 Her book, an original investigation into the didactic force 

of Symbolist art, importantly records their cultural engagement and visual commentary 

on city life.  

Hirsh’s approach to symbolist art will be represented as the historical backdrop of 

this thesis, thereby individualizing its take on Edvard Munch’s works of art. Like the 

literature on Symbolist art that Hirsh initially encountered, art historical scholarship on 

the artist (1863-1944) has been steeped in his creative imagination, or his 

psychobiography to be more apt. This bias or “trend” was pointed out by Patricia Berman 

in her historiographic study, titled “(Re-) Reading Edvard Munch: Trends in the Current 

Literature” (1994). Since then, it has been convincingly argued by Berman and others 

that his images were both culturally and personally informed. In other words, his 

psychobiography did not just dictate the nature and presentation of his figural subjects 

alone. Jay Clarke has done much to establish this view. In his book, Becoming Edvard 

Munch: Influence, Anxiety, and Myth (2009), he demonstrated that Munch actually 

promoted himself as an isolated genius whose tortured mind was solely responsible for 

his artistic output. This myth, which had been accepted by critics and scholars for 

generations, was likely a cover for his absorption of cultural influences. In this thesis, I 

                                                 
2 In Hirsh’s words: “This book presents a rethinking of Symbolist theory in which Symbolism is 

viewed as an attempt in the visual arts to attain a conduit for regaining what was perceived to be a loss of 
individuality and ‘inner being,’ brought about by wholly new social pressures and ways of living in urban 
centers.” See Hirsh 2004, page xiv. 

3 Hirsh, Symbolism and Modern Urban Society, xiv. 
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argue that Munch’s symbolist mindset was responsible for both the existence and form of 

his female archetypes. In other words, socially-informed views of women were combined 

with his unique artistic vision in order to create the femme fragile (the “ideal, chaste and 

delicate woman”), femme fatale (the “threatening [and] seductive [woman]”), and other 

representations.4  

Since Munch’s female archetypes were shaped by cultural and personal forces, 

they are complex. While an archetype is defined as an essentialized symbol, it can be 

imbued with polyvalence and interpreted accordingly. As Sari Kuuva explained:  

Because visual symbols are frequently understood as 
conventional signs with fixed meanings, their perceivable 
properties are easily ignored. However, symbols can also be 
unconventionally used, for example, by replacing some of the 
symbol’s traditional perceivable properties by new ones, by 
bringing some new or exceptional symbol into otherwise 
conventional context, or by setting some traditional symbol into a 
new context. In this case there can be metaphorical tensions either 
between the old and new perceivable properties of some symbol, 
or between the symbol and its context. Through these tensions the 
total meaning of the symbol can expand.5  

 
In relation to Munch’s archetypes, this opinion has scarcely been advocated by others in 

the field.6 The femme fragile and the femme fatale have yet to be analyzed as 

multilayered symbols despite their prominence in Munch’s oeuvre. This thesis will make 

a case for the complexity of these archetypes by way of their pictorial inventiveness and 

technical execution. Hopefully, it will inspire future considerations of Munch’s 

                                                 
4 These definitions were retrieved from Alarcó 2015 (page 34). 
5 Sari Kuuva, “Symbol, Munch and Creativity: Metabolism of Visual Symbols,” PhD  

diss., University of Jyväskylä, 2010.   
6 In Alarcó 2015 (page 37), the author noted that Munch’s views of womanhood “polyvalent,” 

suggesting that even the same archetypes of his could be varied. However, this was not said outright by her 
or exemplified in full. In Ravenal 2016 (page 373), the author noted that Munch’s symbols were 
“complex.” Again, this was not extrapolated much further.  
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archetypes as incredibly involved and intricate in terms of their presentations and 

meanings.  

 The building blocks of this argument, so to speak, will be assembled across three 

chapters. The second one will explore Hirsh’s contextualization of the stereotypical fin-

de-siècle city and will help to explain why female archetypes proliferated in Munch’s art 

at all. (Reasons stem from a perceptible shift in gender relations, which caused opposing 

ideals of womanhood to be proclaimed within the social sphere as well as the pictorial 

realm. In short, the femme fragile and the femme fatale were such manifestations of this 

cultural clash). Chapter Three will continue to explore Munch’s female archetypes but 

with greater emphasis on their formal and technical properties. As I will show, their 

colors, lines, and compositional arrangements ultimately conveyed misogynistic 

anxieties. It can be debated elsewhere, as has been done, whether or not Munch was 

really a misogynist. I will say that, as a product of his time, his art uncoincidentally 

mirrored professional discussion on the nature of women as innately diseased and 

deviant. However, I will not entertain Munch’s personal views of womanhood/women in 

this chapter so much as I will focus on how his artistry conveyed the fearful aspects of 

femininity just described. Chapter Four will assess The Dance of Life (1899-1900), a final 

expression of Munch’s symbolism, in accordance with this established misogyny. As will 

be seen, even the most unsuspecting figure, the femme fragile, evidenced male fears.  
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CHAPTER 2. 

SYMBOLIST SENSITIVITIES TO MODERN URBAN LIFE 
 

In the last decade of the nineteenth century, cultural fears loomed large. Wherever 

Edvard Munch went, whether that be France, Germany, Sweden, Belgium, Italy, or back 

to his native Norway, feelings of anxiety and nostalgia persisted. At the fin de siècle, 

apocalyptic fears were immanent. In recent memory, the Y2K problem presented First 

World nations with a similar predicament. Though citizens’ concerns were largely in 

response to technology (i.e. what happens if computers fail to recognize the change in 

millennium?), those of the fin de siècle revolved around the changing city and its 

psychological impact on the individual. As European cities were modernized, their 

sociological makeups changed, causing middle-class men specially to become rattled by 

their sudden displacement.7 Seemingly wayward women featured prominently in this new 

social dynamic as men were forced to question their ‘natural’ positions within society.  

As a Symbolist, Munch was particularly sensitive to the aforementioned changes. 

As the following interpretations of Inheritance (1897) and The Day After (1895) will 

show, he feared illness, the New Woman (who proclaimed feminism), and the cultural 

decline to which they attested. In the first half of this chapter, Munch’s symbolist 

approach will be defined and assessed. In the second half, his archetypes will be 

examined as psychological responses to the threat posed by the New Woman, namely her 

destabilization of gender norms. As will be seen, the femme fragile (the chaste woman) 

and the femme fatale (the deviant woman) were often juxtaposed in his works of art from 

                                                 
7 According to Berman 1997, page 25: “The shifting social relations within the domestic and 

public spheres gave rise to a generational anxiety that men were being supplanted.” 
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the 1890s, and they represented opposing ideas of femininity. Ultimately, the purpose of 

this chapter will be to establish a social framework that can be used to explain motivating 

factors behind Munch’s depictions of women. With this intact, his female archetypes in 

Chapters Two and Three, most notably the femme fragile, can be better understood as 

multilayered symbols.   

 

The New (“Sick”) City & Edvard Munch’s Symbolist Approach 

 
The fin de siècle was an era of continuous change within the urban milieu as the 

cityscapes of major European cities in France, Germany, and Norway, where Munch 

developed his lifework, were reconfigured and modernized. A well-known government 

sponsored initiative occurred in Paris – Georges-Eugène Haussmann renewed its 

topography in 1853. In a painting that is now iconic for its representation of this historical 

moment (Paris: Rainy Day, 1877), Gustave Caillebotte captured life in this modern city 

(Fig. 1). Paris was shown to be grand in scale, streamlined in its appearance, and clear of 

filth. In short, the New City (which was a euphemism that was used to describe the 

modern urban landscape, whether that be in Paris or elsewhere) was conveyed to be as 

avant-garde as its people.  

Yet, everyday life in the New City was not so sunny. Public congestion proved to 

be an issue. By 1910, the number of Europeans who identified themselves as city 

dwellers had multiplied.8 Perhaps unsurprisingly, pioneers of urban sociology warned that 

such highly structured and densely populated areas as Paris could negatively impact the 

                                                 
8 Hirsh, Symbolism and Modern Urban Society, 18. 
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individual.9 Exemplary of this fact were the men who were diagnosed with neurasthenia. 

This anxiety disorder, which has since been disputed, uniquely affected middle-class men 

who struggled to cope with the social changes presented by the New City.10 Often, their 

stresses were related to their avoidance of these differences (i.e. having to maintain “an 

external mask of confidence and strength”).11 Even though Vincent van Gogh was never 

diagnosed with neurasthenia, he did produce works of art that were evocative of its 

effects (which included anxiety, exhaustion, and irritability).12 In Boulevard de Clichy, 

which he painted in 1877, he located the viewer at a distance from the buildings shown, 

problematizing any sort of sentimental attachment to his depiction (Fig. 2). In this way, 

he evoked such feelings as loneliness and despair, which would have been identifiable to 

the contemporary male viewer.13  

Contrarily, Munch’s Evening on Karl Johan’s Street from 1892 magnified the 

intensity of what it was like to exist within the New City, which clearly affected one’s 

sense of belonging (Fig. 3). The artist’s choices regarding composition and color resulted 

in an unsettling evocation of the atmosphere along this main street in Oslo, Norway. By 

orienting what would be the vanishing point in applied linear perspective within the 

center of the picture plane, Munch created a streetscape that converges onto the viewer. A 

                                                 
9 Ibid., 48. 
10 Christopher Forth and Elinor Accampo, Confronting Modernity in Fin-de-siècle France: 

Bodies, Minds, and Gender, (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 2.  
11 Elaine Showalter, Sexual Anarchy: Gender and Culture at the Fin De Siècle, (New York: 

Viking, 1990), 9. 
12 E. Deidre Pribram, A Cultural Approach to Emotional Disorders: Psychological and Aesthetic 

Interpretations, (Basingstoke: Taylor & Francis Ltd., 2015), 84. Pribam cites Rachel Esner, who noted the 
enduring historiographic link between Vincent van Gogh and neurasthenia. According to Esner, early 
commentators on Van Gogh’s art referred to it as an “‘expression of the ‘neurasthenic sensation’ of his 
times’” after a Dutch critic who, in 1904, described it as such.  

13 Hirsh, Symbolism and Modern Urban Society, 16. According to Hirsh, “their work was 
consistently intended for an urban, middle- and upper-class market.” These are the men who would have 
identified with his painting.  
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group of figures push up against the picture plane, confronting him/her. Their mask-like 

faces and piercing eyes produce a menacing presence that discourages the viewer from 

safely traveling down the very route which Munch had once laid out. With a strip of 

earthy mauve running counter to this expanding group with all but just one figure moving 

against the crowd, the viewer is tempted to seek solace in it. There is an overwrought 

relationship between the pictorial city and its viewer, a simultaneous push-and-pull 

between one’s exclusion from the scene and his/her invitation into it. The painting 

violates one’s sense of belonging – a reaction Munch intentionally simulated.  

While the New City reformed much in the way of urban planning, transportation, 

and so forth, it clearly impacted the welfare of its middle class, particularly its men. As 

the aforementioned visual examples painted by Van Gogh and Munch express, the rise in 

public crowds implied a rushed sense of time, a threatened sense of self and even of 

personal security.14 Feelings of anonymity alone led to feelings of isolation, anxiety, and 

despair. These sensations were evoked by Van Gogh and Munch through their uses of 

perspective, as previously noted, which implicated viewers within their compositions and 

triggered feelings of emotional distress.  

It seems that most men were negatively affected by the New City’s atmosphere, 

yet the Symbolists (who were active between 1885 and 1905) were particularly sensitive 

to its effects.15 As Sharon Hirsh explained in her book, titled Symbolism and Modern 

Urban Society (2004), “while working and living in cities that seemed to be robbing them 

of their innermost being, [the Symbolists] sought an art that could not only speak to their 

                                                 
14 Throughout her first chapter in Symbolism and Modern Urban Society, Hirsh relays these 

impressions about the stereotypical fin-de-siècle city. 
15 These years were established by Hirsh. See Hirsh 2004, page 1.  
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souls, but also help to save them.”16  The Symbolists could turn to their art as a means of 

self-expression. Clearly, it became a means of personal salvation. Their shared sensitivity 

can be attributed to their Decadent roots, though that is not to say that all Symbolists, like 

Munch, were once Decadents.17   

As a reaction to Realism, the Decadent movement rejected empirical thought, 

pragmatism and intellectual pursuits of unbiased truth, all of which were steadfast 

political objectives at the time. Decadents favored irrationality, excessiveness, and even 

artificiality. In short, they viewed themselves as outsiders and were sensitive to, if not 

sickened by, the politically-sanctioned and grossly systematized ways of modern urban 

life. This sensitivity was quintessentially decadent, but also transitionally symbolist. With 

that being said, Decadents and Symbolists literally handled their subject matter 

differently. In Hirsh’s distinction between Decadence and Symbolism, Munch’s Night in 

Saint-Cloud (1890) was used as an example of the former due in large part to its 

expressive aesthetic (Fig. 4).18 In this painting, a man sits alone, gazing out the window 

of an ambiguously-defined room. Meanwhile, his body is submerged in a moody color 

palette – one that is articulated by open brushwork. Combined, these formal properties 

likely reflected Munch’s melancholic state at the time, making this painting a “highly 

personal view of the world” and thus an example of Decadence.19 With this painting, the 

viewer was provoked to identify with Munch’s feelings as they were expressed by him.20   

                                                 
16 Hirsh, Symbolism and Modern Urban Society, 1.  
17 Ibid., 30. 
18 Ibid. 
19 It is well documented that Munch struggled at this point in his career (though, it would not be 

for long). He was also dealing with the death of his father. See Hirsh 2004, pages 29-30. 
20 Hirsh, Symbolism and Modern Urban Society, 30. 
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One work that exemplifies Munch’s Symbolist approach, as well as helps to 

define the movement itself, is Inheritance (1897). Although this painting solicited an 

emotional response from the viewer, Hirsh has insisted that it mainly functioned as “a 

universal statement about society” (Fig. 5).21 In this work of art, the religious motif of the 

Mother and Child was adapted by Munch.22 In lieu of the Holy Mother enthroned (who 

would be placed in the center of the composition as per tradition, holding the Christ Child 

on her lap), Munch painted a syphilitic woman, who sits on a hospital bench, looking 

down at her dying baby: he is deformed, lanky, and heavily pigmented with syphilitic 

sores. Comparisons between Inheritance and medical illustrations of the fin-de-siècle 

suggest Munch wanted to portray the baby’s symptoms accurately (see Figs. 5, 6).23 

Although his skin is not shriveled in Figure 6, it is smoothed over with pale washes of 

paint, specifically with pinks and yellows. On his torso are concentrated dots of red 

which, at times, smear into one another. These anomalies, in terms of both pigmentation 

and disposition, are emphasized by the baby’s own hand. Instead of making a blessing 

gesture, as the Christ Child would do in this composition, his hand rests on his stomach, 

as if it is too weak. This draws the viewer’s attention to his skin abnormalities. Since 

Inheritance contains universal symbolism and its subject engages with a contemporary 

                                                 
21 Ibid., 32. According to Arne Eggum, Munch was an onlooker, experiencing this scene first-hand 

at a hospital [see Edvard Munch: Paintings, Sketches, and Studies (1984), 169]. This may complicate 
Hirsh’s assertion that Inheritance represents a universal statement about society. However, Munch’s art 
combined personal experiences with cultural influences in signature fashion. In other words, these two 
ideas: that Inheritance resulted from a memory; and then was generalized to make a statement, are not 
exclusive. 

22 Joan Templeton, Munch’s Ibsen: A Painter’s Visions of a Playwright, (Seattle: University of 
Washington Press, 2008), 9. Templeton called it a “perverse” Madonna and Child. 

23 Showalter, Sexual Anarchy, 197. Apparently, people called syphilitic babies “‘monkey[s] or 
little old [sic] men’” due to their “‘apish’” or aged appearances. 
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issue, it exemplifies Symbolism. More than that, because it substitutes the Mother and 

Child with sickly figures, it symbolizes moral decay.24  

Popular in nineteenth-century thought was the notion that bodily illness signified 

sin. While the Mother’s flushed complexion in Inheritance can be explained by her 

crying, I suggest that its red, mask-like shape is symbolic of her illness and, therefore, her 

moral corruption. It is this aspect of materiality that I wish to add to Hirsh’s distinction 

between Decadence and Symbolism for it helps to explain how Munch created his 

universal statements about society. While her book does include a section on symbolist 

style, I wish to tease out some of its principles by applying them to Munch’s works of art 

consistently.25 Firstly, the red references her syphilitic sores. Meanwhile, the mask-like 

shape cements her identity as a syphilitic woman. In other words, her reddened ‘mask’ is 

not just symptomatic of her physical condition, but also symbolic of her character. The 

floral pattern on her skirt acts similarly. Its spottiness is reminiscent of her lesions, 

whereas the flowers themselves are reflective of her impurity. The flowers, traditional 

symbols of purity, are all downturned on her skirt, signifying her degradation.26 By 

imbuing this figure with layers of symbolism, Munch could investigate the depths of this 

social issue from the safety of his canvas, namely its moral implications. 

                                                 
24 This idea stems from Templeton 2008 page 9, the author called the Madonna and Child 

“perverse,” suggesting their iconography has been debased.  
25 See Hirsh 2004, especially pages 3-6. According to the author, “By introducing extreme 

manipulation of form, color, and technique the Symbolists announced to the viewer that their art was not an 
illusion of reality but rather a jumping-off image into the realm of ideas.” In regards to line and 
antinaturalistic color, Hirsh noted the symbolist tendency to use them as immediate means of expression. 
Meanwhile, an “ambivalent handling of space” was used, as in Evening on Karl Johan’s Street, to create a 
unique mode of viewing.   

26 Arne Eggum, Edvard Munch: Paintings, Sketches, and Studies, (London: Thames and  
Hudson, 1984), 169. Even though the author called these flowers “withered foliage,” he similarly noted 
their symbolization of an existential threat. Like this foliage, she will fade away.  
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Congenital syphilis was, unfortunately, a common occurrence.27  In fact, “no one 

knew at all how to curb [its rise]. As more was known about the disease, it seemed, there 

was only more to fear.”28 Certainly, it became a source of anxiety for men, who required 

their spouses and children to be healthy in order for them to carry out a successful life 

together and a familial legacy. The perpetuation of congenital syphilis was routinely 

blamed on mothers with some physicians claiming that even perfectly healthy or 

uninfected women could secrete fluids that “[produced] a spontaneous dose of Syphilis in 

a man.”29 The irony here is that fathers spread syphilis too. Through their wives, they 

passed it on to their children. This was known to upper-middle class society, but the 

majority of men did not confess to it. They had to maintain a façade of immunity as 

members of this class, as though they were impervious to contracting syphilis.30  

The lack of a male parent in Inheritance is interesting in this regard since it may 

reflect the extent to which men excluded themselves from the social implications of such 

a scene. Interestingly, Munch’s hand acted as a surrogate: by intervening in the image, he 

became the male presence here. Theoretically speaking, he may have been attempting to 

rescue the innocent child with his artistic involvement.31 Munch would have identified 

with him, as he too was born into a sick family. This, combined with the notion that 

                                                 
27 Showalter, Sexual Anarchy, 197. According to the author, “during the nineteenth century, the 

infant mortality rate for children of syphilitics was exceptionally high; from 60% to 90% died in their first 
year.” 

28 Hirsh, Symbolism and Modern Urban Society, 108. 
29 Mary Spongberg, Feminizing Venereal Disease: The Body of the Prostitute in Nineteenth-

Century Medical Discourse, (New York: New York University Press, 1997), 34. 
30 See Strauber, Susan, “Suffering in Silence: Disease and Disability in Manet’s Early Portraiture,” 

in Seeing and Beyond. Essays on Eighteenth- to Twenty-First Century Art in Honor of Kermit Champa, 
edited by Deborah J. Johnson and David Ogawa, (New York: Peter Lang, 2005), 63-86. A special thanks to 
the author for conversing with me on this topic. 

31 According to Eggum 1984 (page 169), Munch expressed guilt over the fact that the baby was 
infected.  
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Symbolist art was a means of self-redemption, makes it possible that Munch used 

Inheritance to probe his conscience as well as that of society’s. 

Through these brief analyses on Night in Saint-Cloud (1890), a Decadent piece, 

and Inheritance (1897), a Symbolist one, I do not mean to imply that Munch’s transition 

into Symbolism was systematic. He wrestled with this development. Before he created 

Night in Saint-Cloud, Munch experimented with symbolist ideas. Now, like the Decadent 

movement, Symbolism had its roots in literature. Its unifying objective then crossed over 

into the visual arts. Its aim was to clothe the Idea (the essential element of one’s artistic 

creation) in a series of universal forms.32 As the French critic Jean Moréas declared in his 

“Symbolist Manifesto” in 1886: 

Symbolist poetry endeavors to clothe the Idea in a form 
perceptible to the senses that nevertheless does not constitute an 
ultimate goal in itself, but, while helping to convey the Idea, 
remains subordinate.33 

 
The purpose of the Symbolist work was not to reveal, but rather to suggest.34  This allowed 

for a greater sense of engagement with the (enigmatic) work itself, not to mention the 

beholder’s attainment of a higher form of reality from/through it. Although the 

“Symbolist Manifesto” pertained to poetry, its tenets were quickly adopted by artists; it 

was only a few years later that painters were identified as Symbolists, first by the poet 

                                                 
32 Henri Dorra, Symbolist Art Theories: A Critical Anthology, (Berkeley: University of California 

Press, 1995), 151. 
33 Ibid. 
34 According to Hirsh 2004 (page 12), “The best Symbolists [did] not [...] resort to simple 

‘puzzles,’ the iconography of which can be analyzed and sorted thoroughly to make sense. Rather, the two 
worlds of reality and dream, which had been nicely separated in earlier Romantic and Victorian work [...] 
[were] complex and often precariously merged in the Symbolist work. The key – and the challenge –for the 
Symbolist was to accomplish this blend as a balance of references.” Thus, recognizing the power of 
suggestivity here as a gateway to the viewer’s own interpretation of the work of art is rightly presumptive. 
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Émile Verhaeren, then by his contemporary, the critic/poet/painter Albert Aurier.35 

Munch was not called a Symbolist by either one then, but he did experiment with its 

tenets.  

In The Sick Girl (1885-6), which Munch himself called a breakthrough piece, he 

evoked the pain and suffering of love and loss to create a universal image (Fig. 7). 36 He 

painted a sick child sitting in a chair with a female relative close by. Mentally, they are 

worlds away. This is implied through their body language. Whereas the child stares 

blankly ahead, as if she has made peace with her illness, her relative hangs her head as if 

in defeat. All that joins them is their handholding. To focus on this tension, Munch pared 

down the room in which they are seated. Muted tones overwhelm the composition. Only 

the elements belonging to the child, including the blood-tinged liquid contained at his/her 

feet, provide saturated contrasts. Munch also used a palette knife to score the surface of 

the painting, mirroring the anxiety of the scene itself. Through these formal properties, 

Munch invited the viewer to partake in the image; not to see it through his eyes, but to 

see something similar within themselves.  

It would be several years after this and Night in Saint-Cloud that Munch 

committed to Symbolism. Once he did, he was met with harsh criticism. Depending on 

where he exhibited his works of art in Europe, critics were either confused by his new 

painting style or flat-out rejected it. In Germany, where Symbolism had not caught on yet 

(compared to France), critics denounced his artistic production.37 In response to his Unter 

                                                 
35 Reinhold Heller, “Concerning Symbolism and the Structure of Surface,” Art Journal (1985): 

146. 
36 Robert Goldwater, Symbolism, (Boulder: Westview Press, 1998), 190. See endnote 158.  
37 For Munch’s critical reception throughout Europe during the 1890s, and staggered 

understandings of Symbolism itself, see Clarke 2005. 
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den Liden show in Berlin in 1893, one critic, “L.U.,” suggested that Munch “get out of 

the clutches of the decadents”38 In his opinion, they had distracted him from fulfilling his 

fullest potential as an Impressionist painter, which was academically favored at the time. 

The goal of Impressionism was to capture the ephemeral beauty of nature. Munch was 

more interested in using his own thoughts and feelings as starting points from which 

universal themes about the human condition could be rendered.  

In truth, Munch did not care about pleasing critics. He said before Unter den 

Liden that “Germans will most probably not understand [sic] it.”39 What he wanted most 

was to paint “people who breathed, suffered, felt, and loved.”40 Despite the criticism he 

received, Munch rededicated himself to his agenda. As said by Jay Clarke:  

Far from quieting the tenor of his work to pander to conservative 
critics, he deliberately moved in the opposite direction, displaying 
recently created images of prostitutes, disturbing deathbed scenes, 
and shrieking, faceless creatures.41  

 
Critics caught on; one noted that Munch “had learned nothing from earlier criticism and 

instead attempted to further shock and offend the public.”42 Yet this reception shows 

Munch’s unceasing commitment to the portrayal of the human condition. 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
38 Jay Clarke, “Munch's Critical Reception in the 1890s and His ‘Place’ in History,” in Seeing and 

Beyond, edited by Deborah Johnson and David Ogawa, (New York: Peter Lang, 2005),193. 
39 Ibid., 191-92. 
40 Sue Prideaux, Edvard Munch: Behind the Scream, (Cumberland: Yale University  

Press, 2014), 120. This quote was retrieved from one of his personal journals. 
41 Jay A. Clarke, Becoming Edvard Munch: Influence, Anxiety, and Myth, (Chicago: Art  

Institute of Chicago, 2009), 78.  
42 Ibid. 
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Social Concerns About Women 

 
As can be seen by the previous section, Munch responded to social ills in his art. 

Many issues were interconnected: for example, congenital syphilis was a major concern, 

but so was the high infant mortality rate, which was associated with it. Still, whatever the 

concern, the city and its inhabitants were continually identified as the root causes. 

Symbolists may have contributed to this reality, but they did not consider themselves to 

be at fault for the ways in which society had unfolded. They were its victims of its evils, 

which were routinely caused by women. 

By the fin-de-siècle, the New City had become regarded as a cesspool of such 

careless and unhealthy individuals such as alcoholics and prostitutes.43 According to 

Hirsh (after Susanna Barrows), alcoholics were on the rise in the 1880s and were seen as 

a threat during the Symbolist era. This contributed to the impression held by many, 

including the psychiatrist Richard von Krafft-Ebing, that “neuroses and low morality 

[were] bred [there].”44 Even “sexual instability and confusion” could emanate from this 

center.45 In a sense, the New City had become a “sick city,” as Hirsh aptly described it in 

Symbolism and Modern Urban Society, denoting the stigma that was applied to city life 

and its wayward inhabitants.46 Interestingly, the city was routinely conceptualized by 

contemporaries as a diseased body.47 Its germs were thought to be transmittable by both 

                                                 
43 Hirsh, Symbolism and Modern Urban Society, 39. 
44 Berman, “Bodies of Uncertainty: Edvard Munch’s ‘New Men’ in the 1890s,” in Edvard Munch: 

An Anthology, edited by Erik Mørstad, (Oslo: Oslo Academic Press, 2006), 121. 
45 Ibid., 128. 
46 Hirsh, Symbolism and Modern Urban Society, xv. 
47 This metaphor was well established and culturally ingrained by the 1890s. For more on this, see 

Hirsh 2004, page 118.  
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air and water.48 Thus, the city was thought to be capable of infecting its people, visitors, 

and passersby alike, earning its reputation as a contagion.  

The corruptibility of the young woman presented by the so-called sick city, which 

exposed her to a wide range of moral and health-related concerns from feminist rhetoric 

to prostitution, became a source of anxiety for Symbolists and Victorian-era women 

alike.49 In this light, Inheritance can be interpreted as commentary on the fall of the 

modern urban woman. Nevertheless, this point is important: it was not just the 

atmosphere of the New City that made Symbolists and others paranoid. Contributing to 

this was the threat posed by the city woman. Ellice Hopkins, a member of a social purity 

movement, expressed her moral concern that young women in the countryside (whom she 

called garden lilies in her parenting book, The Power of Womanhood...) could no longer 

be safeguarded.50 As she wrote, “we do not want our garden lilies to smell of anything 

but pure dews and rain and sun warmed fragrance. But is this ideal possible any longer, 

except in a few secluded country homes?”51 When Hopkins posited to her readers 

whether or not the purity of young women could be maintained in rural areas anymore, 

she was essentially commenting on the extent to which the pollution of urban plight had 

spread from its center. Compared to the countryside, it was a morass of corruptibility. 

While conservative women were fearful of the city itself and how it could 

transform young women into sinful creatures, Symbolists were threatened by city 

                                                 
48 Barbara Larson, “Microbes and Maladies: Bacteriology and Health at the Fin de Siècle,” in Lost 

Paradise: Symbolist Europe, (Montreal: Montreal Museum of Fine Arts, 1995), 385-86. 
49 Hirsh, Symbolism and Modern Urban Society, 118. “‘Sick city’ was a contemporary metaphor 

that was complete by the 1890s.  
50 Deborah Gorham, The Victorian Girl and the Feminine Ideal, (New York: Routledge,  

2013), 92. Note that Ms. Hopkin’s writings are quoted here. 
51 Ibid.  
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women, whom they increasingly stereotyped as overtly sexual beings and as carriers of 

venereal disease. In response to the stresses brought on by the New Woman specifically 

(whom I will examine in a section that follows), Munch often portrayed his female 

subjects as femmes fatales or prostitutes.52 His efforts allowed him to confront his most 

irrational thoughts and feelings about women and to ultimately subvert them.53 His fears 

often revolved around the emasculating potential of women.54 As they gained sexual 

independence in the city, women challenged gender norms and the progression of 

heteronormative relationships. Munch became increasingly insecure as he navigated these 

new social dynamics. Victorian ideals of womanhood were upheld by him as a standard 

for female behavior; women were expected to be passive and obedient.55 Those who 

rebelled against this expectation ultimately menaced his self-assuredness.56 Thusly, I 

interpret Munch’s negative characterizations of women as logical reactions to the threats 

posed by city women at this time. That is not to say that his expressions were not 

misogynistic. As per the symbolist point of view, which mandated pessimism and 

wistfulness, Munch reacted to the dawn of “sexual anarchy,” as Elaine Showalter would 

say, by illustrating his most irrational and misogynistic anxieties.57 These were often 

manifested in the forms of femmes fatales or prostitutes and were juxtaposed with men 

                                                 
52 Patricia Berman, Munch and Women: Image and Myth, edited by Patricia Berman  

and Jane Van Nimmen, (Alexandria: Art Services International, 1997), 35.  
53 Ibid.  
54 According to Showalter 1990 (page 10), “one response to female power was an exaggerated 

horror of its castrating potential.”  
55 Berman, Munch and Women, 35. Also, see Rosenblum 1978, pages 3-4. The author noted that 

Munch looked to Victorian-era sources in order to depict the archetypal virgin. 
56 Ibid.  
57 Ibid.   
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“who no longer [had] and [could] no longer gain control over these women.”58 By 

translating his fears into pictorial form, Munch could not only confront his anxieties, but 

subvert them, ultimately pacifying the ideological threat that these women posed in the 

real world.  

 

The Victorian Ideal of Womanhood 

 
 Symbolists and conservative women shared the view that in order for the purity of 

young women to be preserved, Victorian59 ideals of womanhood had to be reinstated.60 In 

other words, aspects of the so-called sick city had to be contrasted in order to prevent 

degradation. This was a serious matter for them, since puberty portended danger. Girls 

who did not transition into womanhood successfully risked fulfilling their roles as wives 

and mothers.61 This would have been detrimental to their immediate family members, 

never mind their inheritors.  

Girls were expected to follow a prescribed method of female maturation. At-home 

manuals were standard and they detailed the stages of puberty, however they were only 

intended to be used by men.62 Mothers did not use this book to instruct their daughters, 

                                                 
58 Iris Müller-Westermann, “‘The Age of Carmen’ – Gender Relationships in the Art of Edvard 

Munch, 1890-1920,” in Edvard Munch: Theme and Variation, edited by Klaus Albrecht Schröder and 
Antonia Hoerschelmann, (Ostfildern-Ruit: Hatje Cantz, 2003), 69.  

59 By ‘Victorian,’ I mean to consider men and women who lived within and outside of Britain until 
the mid-nineteenth century. As Victorians raised the Symbolist generation, it makes sense that their 
traditions were maintained by them, for Symbolists were extremely nostalgic.  

60 As Hirsh said in Symbolism and Modern Urban Society on page 2, “[Symbolists] came of age 
just as Victorian patriarchal assumptions were, perplexingly, being both questioned and reinforced.” 

61 Gorham, The Victorian Girl and the Feminine Ideal, 86. According to the author, “Victorian 
medical men believed that the onset of menstruation was the central event of female adolescence, that it 
had an effect on a girl’s future health in womanhood, and that it was also connected with her psychological 
and moral condition.” 

62 Showalter, Sexual Anarchy, 193.   
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nor were young girls expected to consult these manuals on their own. According to Elaine 

Showalter:  

While boys and men were lectured, warned, or even terrorized 
about venereal disease, well-brought-up girls were not supposed 
to know that such dangers existed. Girls found out about syphilis 
accidentally by reading forbidden medical books.63   

 
Despite the fact that puberty was recognized as a make-or-break moment, it was 

surreptitious. As they reached puberty, girls were nonetheless expected to signal their 

premarital status to society at large through specific changes in their presentation and 

comportment.64 Young women were expected to tie their hair up, to wear corsets, and to 

don long dresses.65 These changes, especially in terms of their attire, restricted these 

women from participating in any sort of physical activity that was associated with 

childhood, like playing.66 Conveniently for the Patriarchy, this ensured that young 

women would conduct themselves properly with conservatism and grace.67  

The Victorian ideal of womanhood was demonstrated in Munch’s art in the form 

of the femme fragile (the “ideal, chaste and delicate woman”).68 In most cases, he 

juxtaposed this archetype with the femme fatale (the “threatening [and] seductive 

[woman]”) to emphasize their contrasting natures.69 In The Dance of Life (1899-1900), 

                                                 
63 Ibid., 196.  
64 Gorham, The Victorian Girl and the Feminine Ideal, 86. According to the author, “puberty [was 

thought to trigger] the psychical manifestations of femininity.”  
65 Ibid., 95. 
66 Ibid., 93.  
67 Ibid., 97. Also, on page 86, Wood’s Household Practice (1881), a medical encyclopedia for use 

in the home, was quoted by Gorham: “She is no longer wayward, romping and careless, but becomes 
reserved and modest in her deportment. In short, she is now a woman, prepared to love and be loved, and 
capable of performing the highest and most important functions of her sex.” Of course, this meant 
pregnancy.  

68 This definition was retrieved from Paloma Alarcó, Munch: Archetypes, (Madrid: Museo 
Thyssen-Bornemisza, 2015), 34. 

69 Ibid. 
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the femme fragile is illustrated on the left-hand side of the composition whereas the 

femme fatale is shown in the middle (Fig. 8). It is obvious that the femme fragile has gone 

through puberty because she exhibits all of the aforementioned conditions. In addition to 

conducting herself with conservatism and grace (as is shown by her clasped hands, which 

remain within her bodily frame) she has her hair up and wears a corset underneath her 

long dress. Therefore, she exemplifies the Victorian ideal of womanhood and exhibits 

herself as a suitable mother, contrasting the suitability of the femme fatale on the right.    

Scholars have consistently argued that this string of archetypal identities in the 

foreground of The Dance of Life (represented by the femme fragile, the femme fatale, and 

the figure of Death consecutively) express the cyclical nature of life and the inevitability 

of love and death.70 This is substantiated by the fact that they all look alike, especially 

those who bookend the composition, meaning that they stand for the same woman (the 

femme fragile) at subsequent stages in her life. Yet, if this were an idyllic image of the 

progression of life, as it is still made out to be, then the femme fragile’s fate would not be 

so negatively illustrated. Her innocence is clearly corrupted in the guise of the femme 

fatale and the figure of Death. Once she becomes sexually active, as is implied by the 

former, then she begins on her path of self-destruction leading to her death. The cycle of 

life illustrated by Munch is not just focused on the nature of women, but their initial 

vulnerability. At this time, it was feared that even the purest of women (symbolized here 

by the femme fragile) could fall from grace. Ms. Eastwood’s plea exemplified this ordeal. 

It was also feared that women, corrupted by their own sexuality, could entice as well as 

kill. This is key to understanding the femme fatale. This source of anxiety resulted in men 

                                                 
70 For an example of this approach, see Jayne 1989. 
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like Munch being paranoid about what they thought were women’s inevitable, if not 

natural, state. Such fears not only incited the need to preserve Victorian ideals of 

womanhood, but prompted Symbolists like Munch to entertain their wildest imaginations 

when it came to the corruptibility of the female condition. Importantly, The Dance of Life 

thusly combined the fears stoked within society regarding women and Munch’s resulting 

afflictions. 

Unlike what The Dance of Life prefigured, the young woman was expected to be 

virtuous when she matured. Interestingly, the use of this term had significant implications 

regarding her identity as a dependent female. To be virtuous as a woman was to be 

chaste, pure, and subservient to the man of the house.71 It also implied her selflessness as 

well as her sense of duty towards her family.72 To be virtuous as a man meant to be 

brave, strong, and committed to military service.73 This example of the same word having 

opposite connotations is reflective of Victorian society as a whole – that one space (i.e. 

the city) was shared by its gendered contributors, each sustaining the responsibilities of 

their respective roles. This strict and gendered division was complicated by the increase 

in feminist rhetoric at the fin de siècle.  

 
The New Woman 

 
With women gaining independence by asserting their opinions publicly, the social 

divide that had existed between women (in the home) and men (in the public sphere) 

                                                 
71 Andrea Mansker, “Shaming Men: Feminist Honor and the Sexual Double Standard in Belle 

Epoque France,” in Confronting Modernity in Fin-de-siècle France: Bodies, Minds, and Gender, edited by 
Christopher Forth and Elinor Accampo, (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 172.  

72 Ibid. 
73 Ibid. 
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weakened, causing most men to feel insecure. Symbolists were a notoriously antifeminist 

bunch who feared the New Woman, a title that was given in 1894 to those who held a 

feminist stance.74 Ms. Eastwood’s publication around this time provides modern readers 

today with insight into what this popular term, New Woman, meant. To her, a New 

Woman was someone who was “intelligent, sensitive, [... and who] often had ambitions 

beyond motherhood.”75 Yet for critics of the New Woman, she was a threat to the 

Victorian ideal of womanhood, with which they had grown up. I argue that Munch’s 

painting, The Day After (1895), is a criticism of the New Woman: here, the main subject 

is shown to be someone who shirks her responsibilities as a potential wife, mother, and 

homemaker and, by being hungover, ultimately contributes to the notion of moral decay 

(Fig. 9).76 With that being said, I think it was the risk that the everyday woman could 

become the New Woman that made Symbolists paranoid. In the same publication just 

mentioned, Ms. Eastwood did not simply describe the New Woman, but declared her 

belief that “the New Woman of today will be the woman of the future. Only more so.”77 

The idea that the number of progressive women could grow must have instilled fear in 

Symbolists, who were reactionary to change and incredibly nostalgic. 

                                                 
74 Sally Ledger and Roger Luckhurst, The Fin de Siècle: A Reader in Cultural History, 1880-1900, 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 75. 
75 Ms. Eastwood, “The New Woman in Fiction and in Fact,” in The Fin de Siècle: A Reader in 

Cultural History, 1880-1900, edited by Sally Ledger and Roger Luckhurst, (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2000), 76. 

76 While not said outright, Paloma Alarcó has implied her identity as a New Woman. In her 
opinion, this painting shows “a modern, emancipated and free woman.” See Alarcó 2015 (page 37) for 
more on this interpretation. 

77 Eastwood, “The New Woman in Fiction and in Fact,” 91. The full quote is as follows: “The 
New Woman of today will be the woman of the future. Only more so. At present she is passing through the 
ugly duckling stage. Like a growing girl, she has too many elbows.” 
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From the Symbolist perspective, a natural woman was someone who wanted, or 

at the very least accepted, her destiny as wife and mother.78 Yet, the middle-class New 

Woman, living in the city, rejected her prescribed roles. In other words, she “engaged in 

a ‘flight from maternity.’”79 As such, she was unnatural.80 She was, as Hirsh has coined 

the term, a “should-be mother.”81 While Hirsh’s conception if this term is apt, I contend 

that, for the most part, Symbolists would have been conflicted by it. Would they have 

really wanted New Women to reproduce? City women, whether ‘New’ or not, were 

regularly identified as the bearers of disease and even psychological illness.82 If they 

were to reproduce, then Symbolists would have been left with a world of permanent 

decline. As Munch once said, “should we sick people [( himself included)] establish a 

new home with the poison of consumption eating into the tree of life – a new home with 

doomed children”?83 Additionally, there was a chance according to some English doctors 

that, by having developed her brain, the New Woman starved her uterus.84 This means 

that even if she decided to reproduce, she would not be able to.85 For these reasons, I 

suggest that Symbolists would have been hesitant about the ability of the should-be 

mother to actually become one. It is this complexity between the ideal of a woman and 

her presentation in the real world that I argue in Chapter Three was reflected in the 

archetypes that Symbolists used to create alternative realities in their art. 

 

                                                 
78 Hirsh, Symbolism and Modern Urban Society, 172.  
79 Ibid., xv.   
80 Ibid., 172.  
81 Ibid., xv.  
82 This fact will be explored further in Chapter Three (page 28).  
83 Eggum, Edvard Munch: Paintings, Sketches, and Studies, 171.  
84 Showalter, Sexual Anarchy, 40.  
85 Ibid.  
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Conclusion 
 
 

By the fin de siècle, the New City had shifted from a space of public spectacle to 

the subject of scrutiny. The sheer volume of people in the urban milieu had triggered its 

own sources of criticism, for example, from the middle-class man, whose insecurities 

were heightened. The decadent/symbolist mindset made Munch especially sensitive to 

the issues relating to modern urban life. As seen with Inheritance, Munch substituted the 

Holy Mother and Child with sickly figures to symbolize the wayward progression of the 

human race. This was due in part by congenital syphilis, which was considered to be a 

social ill just as much as a physiological one. I argue that his activism surpassed his 

work’s content and pertained to its materiality as well. Munch’s unique method of 

establishing color and form, as seen with either figure in Inheritance, suggests another 

means by which he sought to communicate with his culturally-sensitive viewer. 

Women living in the city posed a unique threat to men (Symbolists included) and 

Victorian-era women. They were particularly susceptible to the corruption of the so-

called sick city by way of its diseases and amoral ways of life. As such, they risked 

fulfilling their ideal roles as wives and mothers. They were also exposed to the feminist 

rhetoric proclaimed by New Women, which offered them the opportunity to see within 

their social structure an avenue towards greater independence. In this way too, women in 

the city menaced the Patriarchy, who relied upon their compliance and dedication within 

the home. Archetypes were employed by Munch as a means to gain control over such 

women. His juxtaposition of the femme fragile and the femme fatale in The Dance of Life 

is extremely important for it expresses his struggle between ideal femininity and its 

contrasting reality. Whereas the femme fragile demonstrated the Victorian ideal of 
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womanhood, the femme fatale acted as a threat to it. How Munch layered his symbolism 

through formal properties such as color and line in the aforementioned work and others is 

an artistic method to which I will return in the following chapters. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



27 
 

CHAPTER 3.  

MISOGYNISTIC WORKS OF ART BY EDVARD MUNCH, CA. 1890s 
 
 

In Chapter Two, I situated Edvard Munch within Symbolist society at the fin de 

siècle. I followed the lead of Sharon Hirsh who, in Symbolism and Modern Urban 

Society (2004), first contextualized the artist and his work as socially-engaged. I relied 

upon her historical framework to understand what kinds of social developments had 

triggered Munch’s artistic response to modern city life, and maintained that the primary 

source of Symbolists’ anxiety was women, largely because they were natural carriers for 

disease and easily corruptible. In this chapter, I will elaborate on how this culturally-

induced but also personally-expressed paranoia revealed itself in Munch’s work. I will 

show that, while misogynistic themes and archetypes abounded from his compositions, 

the very materiality of his work also evoked this anxiety. 

Before I proceed, I shall note the following: for as much as Hirsh’s 

contextualization has helped to identify some of the root causes of Munch’s artistic 

reaction, it should be noted that other, more personal factors influenced his creative 

output as well. Based on the tragic link between intimacy and death that comes through 

his art and writing, modern scholars have traditionally approached Munch’s work 

psycho-biographically. With such quotes as: “Disease and Insanity and Death were the 

black angels that stood in my cradle” available to pull from his journal entries, Paloma 

Alarcó has humorously admitted that perhaps this is why “the painful vicissitudes of his 

life have been brandished as an explanation for his paintings.”86  In this chapter, I will 

                                                 
86 Paloma Alarcó, Munch: Archetypes, (Madrid: Museo Thyssen-Bornemisza, 2015), 28. 
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straddle these two social and psycho-biographical approaches. For example, whereas a 

social methodology has been/is helpful in explaining why female archetypes proliferated 

in Munch’s oeuvre (as the critical responses to social change that they were), a psycho-

biographical approach is additionally useful when elaborating on how these archetypes 

were articulated. Similarly, it is helpful to know that there were social motivations 

behind Munch’s misogynistic images, which he often tied to his ex-lovers. Although he 

would want viewers to believe it, his art was not just the product of his scorned mind.  

 

The Nature of Women: Misogyny in the Arts & Sciences 

 
Misogynistic themes and archetypes abounded from Munch’s compositions. From 

a social perspective, this was not uncommon. Misogyny pervaded (what is now referred 

to as) the arts and sciences. Women were identified as the causes of various illnesses in 

the fields of psychology and medical pathology.87 Hysteria was determined to be a 

distinctly female psychological disorder by Sigmund Freud and his colleague, Josef 

Breuer, in a paper that they published in 1893 (refer to Fig. 10).88 Its name, hysteria, 

came from the Greek word meaning ‘uterus,’ and was first used in the Classical period to 

describe the state of a woman who was experiencing episodes of extreme emotion. This 

was thought to be caused by her uterus wandering the body impetuously. Yet, Freud was 

the first to use this term empirically by psychoanalytically diagnosing modern women 

                                                 
87 See Spongberg 1997. 
88 This paper was originally titled Studien über Hysterie (“Studies on Hysteria”). 
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who were manic. It should be noted that doctors treated this disorder with pelvic 

massages, convinced that their patients would be cured by having orgasms.  

It is ironic that the vagina was conceived to be a cure for hysteria by the same 

European Patriarchy of the fin de siècle who had also established it as the original source 

of syphilis and other venereal diseases. While the vagina can transmit syphilis, it is not 

the only body part that is capable of doing so. The successful transference of this disease 

upon contact could occur anywhere on the (biological) male or female body where 

syphilitic sores exist, including the mouth. Sexual intercourse of any kind does not need 

to occur for this infection to take place; an innocent encounter between two bodies can 

produce this outcome. Nineteenth-century science could have revealed this fact except, at 

the time, it was inconceivable. That is, publicly locating the source of this disease 

anywhere other than the (sexualized) vagina was unfathomable to those who studied it. 

Culturally-ingrained notions of the woman being innately diseased affected their 

approach to the medical matter itself. Simply put, venereal disease was gendered (refer to 

Fig. 11).89 In poor prospect for women, then, the vagina became problematized through 

its contradictory implications: while Gustave Courbet had declared the vagina as the 

origin of the world (albeit by objectifying this body part with unprecedented vulgarity in 

1866; see figure 12), it equally could have been the cure for such uniquely female 

psychological disorders as hysteria or even the source of such venereal diseases as 

                                                 
89 Spongberg, Feminizing Venereal Disease, 26. See also Hirsh, Symbolism and the Modern 

Urban Society, xv. Hirsh specifies that this interest in gendering was actually part of a wider cultural shift, 
which depended upon the separation of these spheres. Berman, after Sander Gilman, narrows this view by 
stating that women increasingly personified syphilis in popular imagery of the nineteenth century (see 
Berman 1997, especially pages 28 and 175). They were implied to be carriers through their seductive 
powers.  
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syphilis. A variety of simultaneous social shifts produced an unpredictable environment 

in which women themselves were considered to be unstable. This way of thinking was 

epidemic and it should be no surprise that Munch thought this way too.90  

 

Artistic Statements of Misogyny in the Art and Writing of Edvard Munch 

 
Munch blamed his mother for what he thought was his likely degeneration.91 His 

family had a history of mental illness that was thought to be caused by a blood disease, 

the root of which at the time was only blamed on the maternal sides of families.92 This 

information comes from his quasi-autobiographical writings. I say quasi-

autobiographical, relying on the very confession made by Munch himself. In one of his 

journal entries, he wrote:  

These are in part experiences, in part fabrications. I do not intend 
just to give my experiences. It will ultimately search out the 
hidden powers and bring them forth – to give them imaginative 
life to turn them into poetry….93  

 
Despite partial fabrications, there are proven facts sprinkled into his written streams of 

consciousness. For instance, the above information about his family medical history is 

true, not to mention the fact that he wanted his viewers to perceive his work as a 

consequence of his heredity: “My art must be seen against the background of [...] my 

inheritance – tuberculosis on Mother’s side, mental illness on Father’s side [...] – my art 

                                                 
90 Hirsh, Symbolism and the Modern Urban Society, xv.   
91 See Munch 2017, especially page 2. 
92 Ibid.  
93 Edvard Munch, The Private Journals of Edvard Munch: We Are Flames Which Pour  

Out of the Earth, (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 25.  
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is a self-confession.”94 That Munch crafted this link between his psyche and his artistic 

output is an important fact to which I will return. 

Undeniably, there are strong correspondences between Munch’s art and his 

writing, but one should proceed with caution when piecing them together. Collected as a 

series of non-narrative entries that were intended to be thematic rather than specific, they 

can be mixed and matched to support the narratives suggested by his works.95 Take, for 

example, the following textual and visual analysis. In one entry, Munch expressed 

longing for a woman: “One night / I dreamed that I kissed her / I felt the narrow cool lips 

against mine…”96 Then, something happened, which snapped him out of his reverie: “and 

I felt the / cool teeth / against my lips.”97 Finally, he realized his fear: “I have kissed a 

corpse / such was that kiss – / and I discovered that / it was a dead / face I woke up / in 

fright.”98 In this passage, like so many others, a kiss turned into a life-threatening 

episode.99 The mental image produced by this entry coincides with The Kiss (ca. 1897). 

Editions of this series may seem to simply represent their titles: the couple is shown 

locked in an embrace (Fig. 13). Yet, further assessments make it clear that the woman 

actually pushes the man down. As a result, his knees buckle. “In [this] age of transition,” 

Munch once wrote, “man becomes the weaker sex.”100 Interestingly, as this series 

progressed, the man’s face was erased. Pieced together like so, this collection of evidence 

                                                 
94 Ibid., 20. 
95 For a summary on the intentions behand Munch’s entries, and their relationships to his art, see 

Bente Torjusen, Words and Images of Edvard Munch, (Chelsea: Chelsea Green Publishing, 1986). 
96 Munch, The Private Journals of Edvard Munch, 40. 
97 Ibid. 
98 Ibid. 
99 In another example, Munch wrote: “Kiss me / said I / Two narrow cold / lips I felt / on my 

mouth / and cool / teeth against / mine – I shuddered / it was death.” See Munch 2017, page 23. 
100 Alarcó, Munch: Archetypes, 38. 
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can be used to illustrate a power struggle in which man is at risk of losing his identity. 

When Munch’s friend, August Strindberg, reacted to The Kiss, he summarized the 

following: 

The fusion of two beings, the smaller of which, shaped like a 
carp, seems on the point of devouring the larger as is the habit of 
vermin, microbes, vampires, and women. Man gives, creating the 
illusion that woman gives in return. Man begging the favor of 
giving his soul, his blood, his liberty, his repose, his eternal 
salvation.101 

 
This supports the aforementioned reading.  

While Munch himself even facilitated current understanding of The Kiss as a 

battle between man and woman, or as Elaine Showalter would say, the battle within the 

sexes, his words were not necessarily intended to be interpreted in this way.102 Thus, 

using his writing as a means to understand his art and vice versa can be troublesome. 

With that being said, it certainly seems like Munch wanted to be perceived as an 

antifeminist. In another case, his friend Stanislaw Przybyszewski called his Vampire 

series ‘Vampire’ and the title stuck (see Fig. 14). It was insisted thereafter that Munch’s 

series be interpreted as the empowerment of women over men.103 Munch played into 

this impression by augmenting the woman’s vampiric qualities in subsequent editions.  

Why might this issue of his supposed misogyny be important in studies on 

Munch and/or his lifework? Consideration of Munch as an antifeminist can have certain 

methodological and theoretical benefits. For example, in social analyses of Munch’s 

works, acknowledgment of him as an antifeminist supports the idea that he was simply 

                                                 
101 Ibid., 90. 
102 Showalter, Sexual Anarchy, 9.  
103 See Berman 1997 (page 19) for more on this occurrence. 
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catering to the market of his time. After all, his viewership consisted of middle-class 

men, who obviously struggled to cope with newly-destabilized gender norms.104 

Psycho-biographical analyses of Munch’s works often highlight his misogyny in order 

to perpetuate modern-day notions of him as an isolated and troubled genius whose 

hatred of women either ensued from his childhood trauma or his unrequited love with 

either Millie Thurlow or Tulla Larsen in the 1880s and ’90s. Jay Clarke has published 

much on Munch’s self-promotion as a disturbed artist. In Becoming Edvard Munch: 

Influence, Anxiety, and Myth (2009), he argued that Munch had an “anxiety of 

influence,” which caused him to distance himself from his contemporaries.105 By 

denying any artistic influence, Munch could market himself as an original, as someone 

who relied upon his own experiences and emotions to generate exceptional art. During 

his lifetime, it was believed that the origin of creativity resided in the deranged mind.106 

In other words, ‘good art’ could have only been produced by individuals who, at the 

very least, had suffered emotional trauma or, at the most, were mentally ill. From a 

marketing and sales standpoint, then, it is easy to see why Munch would have promoted 

himself as a perturbed genius.107 (Though that does not mean that critics had an easy 

time with this).108 I argue that, as a product of his time, and as a benefactor of his self-

                                                 
104 See chapter 1, page 7, footnote 13. 
105 Clarke, Becoming Edvard Munch, 11.  
106 See Clarke 2009, especially pages 61-62. 
107 Berman 1997 has quoted Sander Gilman as saying that, “artistic biography was frequently 

shaped by medical and sociological theories of deviancy in the 1890s. At that time, artist occasionally 
constructed personae that suggested this association to communicate their authenticity to their public. 
Munch himself forged links between creativity and aberrancy in his diaries and literary notebooks, some of 
which were intended for public consumption (see page 18).  

108 See Clarke 2005 for more on Munch’s critical reception. 
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promotion, Munch purposefully engaged with antifeminism in his art. The degree to 

which this sentiment was personally felt, however, is debatable.  

 

Munch & His Woman/Women 

 
There comes a point when it is necessary to stray from the questions 

surrounding Munch’s artistic intent in order to examine his art. Regardless of Munch’s 

personal views and his own motivations surrounding his depictions of women, his art 

was overwhelmingly misogynistic.109 Not all of it was, as Patricia Berman has noted. In 

her book, Munch and Women: Image and Myth (1997), she classified the women in 

Munch’s oeuvre as either Woman or Women. Her distinction between the two 

categories was outlined as follows:  

A turn-of-the-century literary and artistic trope, Woman was the 
collective invention of a male cultural imagination. An 
essentializing, timeless, and at times malevolent being, Woman 
was a stereotype that erased the complexity and diversity of 
women. [...] Woman sexualized and silenced the cultural 
presence of real women. [...] Woman was a myth that devitalized 
and replaced women’s lived experiences.110   
 

For Berman, Woman was an abstract idea. Simply put, she was an archetype. Contrarily, 

Women were identifiable figures: they existed in real life. Building upon the initial 

observations made by Wendy Slatkin and Kristie Jayne, Berman argued that Munch’s 

depictions of Women were treated with relative tact.111 He painted his deceased sister 

Inger as an assertive female figure with a stiff and upright posture near the central axis 

                                                 
109 It became so after 1893, when he shifted from an impressionistic style to Symbolism. 
110 Berman, Munch and Women, 11.  
111 See Wendy Slatkin, “Maternity and Sexuality in the 1890s,” Woman's Art Journal 1.1 (1980): 

13-19 and Jayne 1989. 
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(see Fig. 15). Certainly, Munch did not hate every woman, especially not his late sister, 

but the fact still remains that his work was overwhelmingly misogynistic.112  

Yet Munch’s contempt for the modern woman, who grew sexually independent, 

emanated from his works. It was her power of seduction and potential to harm that proved 

to be particularly threatening. I argue that Munch reacted to this cultural fear, firstly by 

including female archetypes like the femme fatale in his works. As I explained in Chapter 

Two, these archetypes were a means of control, a way for artists like Munch to dominate 

the New Women, whom they could not in reality. Secondly, Munch manipulated such 

formal properties as color, line, and composition, not to mention the medium with which 

he was working, to reinforce the toxicity of the femme fatale or to reveal the latent threat 

posed by the femme fragile, as will be substantiated with The Dance of Life. In this way, 

his archetypes were multifaceted. In other words, they were complex, just as much as 

their depictions were potentially therapeutic. Therefore, I disagree with Berman’s 

simplification of Woman as an archetype that lacked complexity.113 As a consequence of 

manual production, the colors, lines, and compositional placements of Munch’s 

archetypes were unquestionably nuanced. Everything from subtle inflections of paint to 

the wavering of a line unavoidably complicated their symbolism. An important point to 

make here is that Munch’s emotional experiences would have likely nuanced his 

archetypal figures as well. In this way, his female archetypes were not only imbued by 

the times in which he was living, but by his past too. 

                                                 
112 To be clear, with her study, Berman did not intend to “remove [...] the taint of misogyny” 

surrounding the discussion of Munch and his works (see Berman 1997, page 12). Her primary objective 
was to re-contextualize Munch’s images of women within the broader context of his oeuvre and to expose 
the fact that early critics and their misogynistic interpretations still color their reception.   

113 See page 34, footnote 110. 
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 This way of thinking about Munch’s imagery from the 1890s can be exemplified 

in the following analysis of The Alley (The Street/Carmen), a lithographic drawing from 

1895 (Fig. 16). In this work of art, the male bodies press up against the naked woman’s, 

trapping her. This femme fatale, whose identity was conflated with that of the prostitute, 

was inserted into the personified cityscape as a drain on the male prowess. As an 

archetype, she was used as a vehicle to express male fears. With both hands, she draws 

the men closest to her further into her personal space. With her left hand, she cups the 

most sensitive part of the male anatomy, weakening his resolve. She also gazes at the 

presumably male viewer and tempts him with her acts, inviting him into the alley. What 

makes her the femme fatale is her joint inspiration of both lust and fear. Munch would 

have fussed over the plate from which this lithographic drawing came, permitting him to 

ogle her naked body at the same time that he literally worked through his fear with his 

very handling of the material. This work demonstrates Munch’s investment in the femme 

fatale as an adaptable figure who could relay cultural worries at the same time that she 

helped Munch cope with his.  

 The power evoked through Munch’s manipulation of color, form, and other 

formal properties was highlighted by John Ravenal rather poetically. In his book, Jasper 

Johns and Edvard Munch: Inspiration and Transformation (2016), he described the artist 

as a shaman of sorts who, through the conjuring of his image, transformed his 

relationship to it and, ultimately, himself: 

In spite of the seriousness of intent, there is, for the artist, whose 
images unfold slowly over time, an element of play and of magic. 
The artist acts as a shaman, reviving the dead, conjuring up old 
memories and spirits, caressing or attacking beloved or 
abandoning faces. […] In the making of marks, the erasures, 
alterations, deletions, Munch is further able to confirm his 
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capacity to retrieve that which had been denied or lost. He 
indulges in a kind of adult hide and seek gaining confidence in 
his ability to control elements within his firmly constructed visual 
world. […] He exercised his free will in the creation of a more 
satisfactory relationship, if only to his art.114 
 

Although Ravenal’s interpretation of Munch’s artistic process was heavily informed by 

his mythic personality, his conviction that Munch would have gained control over his 

illusionary world, ultimately reforming his reality, is useful to keep in mind. 

 

Examples from The Frieze of Life 

 
 Between 1893 and 1902, Munch created about twenty-two symbolist works of art 

that would later make up the Frieze of Life, which he then exhibited in Berlin (see Fig. 

17).115 These works of art focused on the experience of the (male) individual and 

pertained to such universal themes as love, jealousy, heartbreak, and death. The last one 

created for this ensemble was The Dance of Life (1899-1900), which not only included 

the femme fragile and fatale, but captured the complete cycle of life (from life, to love, 

then death) (refer to Fig. 8).116 Previously, Munch had only exhibited his Love series, as 

seen in figure 18, which included The Kiss (1897) and Vampire (1893-5) (refer to Figs. 

                                                 
114 John Ravenal, Jasper Johns and Edvard Munch: Inspiration and Transformation, (Richmond: 

Virginia Museum of Fine Arts, 2016), 400. 
115 See Eggum 2000, Arne Eggum and Mara-Helen Wood, Edvard Munch: The Frieze of Life, 

(London: National Gallery Publications, 1992), and Heller, “Edvard Munch’s ‘Life Frieze’ – Its Beginnings 
and Origins,” PhD diss., Indiana University, 1969.  

116 Clarke, Becoming Edvard Munch, 157. The author called The Dance of Life “encyclopedic” in 
terms of its contribution to the Frieze.   
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13 and 14 respectively).117 It was not as all-encompassing.118 However, he did expand his 

series by considering life and death together – this was when he exhibited Jealousy 

(1895), and Ashes (1894) (see Figs. 19 and 20 respectively).119 By exploring how Munch 

fashioned his female archetypes as contributors to these themes before The Frieze of Life, 

The Dance of Life’s multilayered symbolism can be elucidated. Materiality will be of 

utmost importance in this process.  

In The Kiss, Vampire, Jealousy, and Ashes, the femme fatale is featured 

prominently, though always in close connection to a man. In The Kiss, the femme fatale 

threatens her male partner in their embrace. Her arms, clasped tightly around his neck and 

shoulders, push him downward, causing him to weaken his position. As I observed 

previously, his knees buckle.120 Based on her body language (namely its effect on him), it 

can be argued that she asserts her dominance over him.121 This is supported by the fact 

that, in later editions, her face subsumes the contours of his own, eliminating his 

independence. Her danger is also signified through the pure, vibrant hues of red that 

outline her collar and sleeve. Not only does this color symbolize the femme fatale (as red 

connotes her dangerous passion), but it also draws the viewer’s attention to her sources of 

evil: her face and her arm, which strive to eradicate her partner’s identity.  

Meanwhile, in Vampire, Jealousy, and Ashes, touches of this red are weaponized 

by the painter. For instance, in Vampire, the woman’s red hair falls unnaturally around 

                                                 
117 For more on the Love series, see Heller 1978, especially page 108. 
118 His Love series originally included Kiss by the Window, Madonna, Melancholy, The Scream, 

Summer Night’s Dream, and Vampire. See Clarke 2009, page 78 for more on the Love series, which later 
expanded to include Life and Death.  

119 See Alarcó 2015, especially page 88. 
120 See page 31. 
121 This is substantiated by Müller-Westermann who, in “‘The Age of Carmen,’” noted that there 

was a “precarious balance in the form of [this] couple.” See page 68. 
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the man’s head as she confines him to her chest. It is as though it is suffocating him (refer 

to Fig. 14). In this way, she confirms her identity as the femme fatale and also works to 

eliminate her partner. In Jealousy (1895), the red robe worn by the (otherwise) nude 

woman literally taints the man’s suit: whereas the front of his jacket (shown in profile) is 

outlined in red, his pants are submerged in it (refer to Fig. 19). Visually, he drowns in her 

essence. Again, she proves her status as the femme fatale. This time, her seductive powers 

are so strong that they overpower his resolve. Lastly, in Ashes, both her hair and her slip 

bleed red (refer to Fig. 20). Whereas the strands of her hair flow towards the man’s head, 

nearly surrounding it as in Vampire, her slip peeks through the unbuttoned portion of her 

dress. At the intersection between these two layers of clothing, the red paint becomes an 

agent in and of itself: it clearly follows the traces of Munch’s paintbrush as it was 

smeared towards her womb.122 Its stream is similar in appearance to the strands of her 

hair, suggesting the same idea that the femme fatale possesses control of her 

surroundings. However, this understanding can be complicated. Nearly all aspects of 

Ashes are fluid: the naturally-solid shapes that make up its landscape setting disintegrate 

into amorphous streams of color until they meet another form not too far away. Evidently, 

every element within this painting was heavily controlled by its painter. In this way, the 

threat that was established by the mere presence of the femme fatale was subverted by 

Munch through his manipulation of color, line, and their joint formation of the 

composition. Earlier, I mentioned that the color red was weaponized by the painter in 

each of the aforementioned examples and indeed it was. Using this color, Munch 

                                                 
122 Clarke noted this differently in regards to Ashes II: “the woman emerges, phoenix-like, from 

the ashes of the relationship. Her dress is white, but a red flame appears to flare from her vulva, while her 
abundant orange-red tresses flow downward” (See Clarke 2009, page 98).  
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highlighted the antagonist, making her apparent to her otherwise helpless or clueless 

partner. But in the process, as I have shown with Ashes, he was also able to control the 

outcome. His handling of the red with his paintbrush gave him agency in this situation, 

ultimately nullifying the threats posed before they could reach him.  

For fin-de-siècle viewers, though, the woman in Ashes would have remained 

threatening. Unusually so, this femme fatale wears a white dress. Again, it is the slip 

underneath it that is red. Despite the fact that her dress has blue, yellow, red, and grey 

streaks and smudges all over it, it is primarily white. Clearly, the traditional iconography 

of the femme fatale (as shown in Jealousy, for example) has been convoluted. This makes 

sense following the previous contextualization of the so-called sick city in Chapter Two, 

which described an environment in which even the purest of women (i.e. from the 

countryside) could be ‘polluted’ by its awfulness.123 Munch likely combined symbolism 

from the femme fatale and femme fragile to nuance his figure. Doing so rendered her even 

more threatening since she was not an immediate – or even an obvious – threat. It would 

have been only once the male viewer looked closely at the painting that he could have 

realized the subtleties of her destruction. Supporting this reading is her ambiguous body 

language. Even though she raises her arms and seizes both sides of her head, opening up 

her chest to the viewer (a highly provocative pose), her gesture recalls those of ancient 

grief.124 (It was well-known that ancient Greeks and Romans not only posed in this 

manner, but tug on their hair to express tremendous sadness. Stylized depictions of these 

episodes were painted on Greek funerary amphorae like the one in Figure 21 from the 

                                                 
123 See Chapter Two, page 17. 
124 While Clarke 2009 (page 98) said otherwise (it signaled “frustration”), Alarcó 2015 (page 96) 

said her gesture was one of “power and remorse.” 
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Geometric period). Moreover, her facial expression is one of sorrow; her eyebrows, eyes, 

and mouth droop as if they are succumbing to gravity. Combined, these aspects of her 

figural representation reinforce the idea that this femme fatale may be a fallen woman.125 

Again, this fear was ingrained into society. In response to Summer Night’s Dream by 

Munch (1893), in which a femme fragile ‘type’ is featured, Stanislaw Przybyszewski 

stated, “Now she goes forth and she’ll torment the first man as though she had tormented 

hundreds … as though she had been a whore in the womb” (see Fig. 22).126 His grotesque 

comment by today’s standards can be used to highlight the plight presented by the fallen 

woman.  

The complex iconography of the femme fatale is significant for it emphasizes the 

artist’s role in generating meaning. The femme fatale was not just a byproduct of the 

cultural imagination of the fin-de-siècle, but was layered with meaning by Munch 

himself. As another work of art like Young Woman on the Shore (1896) proves, the artist 

could have easily left the femme fatale’s dress completely white as in Ashes but he did not 

(see Fig. 23). Instead, it was muddled with streaks and smears of different colors and was 

made to be revealing so that the red slip underneath it could be presented. The complexity 

of this archetype provides modern-day art historians with insight into Munch’s artistic 

process. Although an ‘archetype’ is an essentialized symbol, I disagree with Berman’s 

assertion, which I quoted earlier, that Munch’s female archetypes (namely the femme 

fragile and fatale) were/are invariably simplistic. As I have just demonstrated with the 

                                                 
125 Munch insisted that women could occupy opposing characteristics at once: “‘Woman, saint – 

whore and unhappy devotee in one.’” See Müller-Westermann 2003, page 69.   
126 Alarcó, Munch: Archetypes. 90-91. 
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previous analyses, and as I will show more fully with The Dance of Life in Chapter Four, 

these archetypes were, and still are, multidimensional. 

 

Conclusion 

 
 This chapter has focused on Munch’s misogynistic art of the 1890s, begging the 

question: was he really a misogynist? He may have certainly been one (and indeed, his 

family history and journal entries generate this impression), but Berman has attempted to 

lessen this impression. Yet, when it comes down to his oeuvre, there is no denying that it 

is, primarily, misogynistic. Regardless of his intentions, it should be interpreted as such. I 

must stress that I have not placed emphasis on the reception of his works. I have chosen 

instead to examine the works of art themselves; specifically, how their female archetypes 

were socially-informed, but also personally nuanced.  

Archetypes like the femme fragile and femme fatale were, essentially, social 

responses to the threats presented by the New Woman, namely her destabilization of 

gender norms. In the above section on misogyny in the arts and sciences, I demonstrated 

how medicine and psychology routinely identified women as the causes of various 

illnesses. With a culture so steeped in the marginality of women, it is unlikely that 

Munch, a socially-engaged middle-class male, proclaimed otherwise. Indeed, archetypes 

were conceived by and for men who sought control over the female body, which 

increasingly eluded them. By manipulating the colors and lines of the femmes fatales in 

The Kiss, Vampire, Jealousy, and Ashes, Munch not only determined their reality, but 

made them completely passive. In other words, as the sole manipulator of their aesthetic 
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presentation, he made the femme fatale, who was inherently evil, a subservient figure to 

his artistic genius. As I will show in Chapter Four, which focuses on the presentation of 

the femme fragile and fatale in The Dance of Life, each represents misogynist anxiety at 

the fin-de-siècle and are evocative of Munch’s own emotional investment. Their formal 

properties enhance this reading.  
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CHAPTER 4.  

EDVARD MUNCH’S THE DANCE OF LIFE (1899-1900) 
 

As I mentioned briefly in Chapter Three, Munch spent about thirty years or so 

assembling what he called The Frieze of Life, which was a cycle of universal themes. 

Unlike any of the other works in his frieze, which spoke to either life, love, or loss, The 

Dance of Life encapsulated all three. In short, it uniquely illustrated the “‘awakening of 

love, the dance of life, love at its peak, the fading of love, and death.’”127 Despite the 

importance placed upon this work of art by Munch himself, scholars have yet to probe the 

complexity of the archetypes within The Dance of Life. This is essential in unlocking the 

rest of the composition and its significance. 

The first part of this chapter will elaborate on the visual analysis conducted in 

Chapter Three on The Dance of Life. Using the contradictions presented by the femme 

fragile in the course of this description regarding her purity, I will explain how she 

ultimately references a perverted series of metaphors relating to women/infection and 

flowers/decay. To reach this objective, I will turn to Munch’s works of art, specifically 

Une Charogne (“The Carcass”) (1896), Blossom of Pain/Quickborn (1898), Death and 

the Maiden (1893-4), and Metabolism (1898-9). By examining how Munch experimented 

with the aforementioned themes before The Dance of Life was created, I can prove how 

the femme fragile was not only a debased figure, but an example of Munch’s continuing 

artistic objectives. To validate these budding conclusions, I will return to literary and 

medical discourses of the fin de siècle. Ultimately, this chapter will prove that the femme 

                                                 
127 Ravenal, Jasper Johns and Edvard Munch, 50.  
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fragile and the femme fatale within The Dance of Life especially are iconographically 

complex allusions to misogynist anxiety. 

 The Dance of Life is a figural painting set along the coastal landscape of 

Åsgårdstrand, where Munch spent many summers and eventually bought a small house 

(refer to Fig. 8).128 The canvas is separated into three horizontal registers, each consisting 

of the background, middle ground, and foreground. As the moon casts a phallic reflection 

in the purple-blue waters of the background, several figures dance along the shoreline in 

the middle ground. Their faces are indistinguishable, except for the woman’s on the right-

hand side of the moon’s reflection and the man’s on the farthest right. The woman’s eyes 

are tiny red dots – the same as those which decorate her dress. Although it is implied that 

she is dancing with a male figure, based on the fact that those on either side of her do, she 

is not shown with him. This is impossible to confirm because of the central figure in the 

foreground, who blocks out this space. Nevertheless, it is intriguing that she stares in his 

direction, watching as he and his partner dance in the front. Indeed, they form the focal 

point of this composition: they are centrally located and their bodies are fused, forming a 

colored mass that is unavoidable to the viewer. The man and woman, dressed in black 

and red respectively, are in closed position. Their intimacy is suggested by the line that 

encircles their bodies, joining them as one. Together, they bridge the borders of the 

composition, where two women stand. These women will be identified as the femme 

fragile and the figure of Death. Along with the woman in red, they have been 

instrumental in the interpretation of this work of art.  

                                                 
128 Prideaux, Edvard Munch: Behind the Scream, n.p. 
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 Scholars have consistently argued that The Dance of Life, like The Three Stages of 

Woman (1984), illustrates one woman at three stages in her life.129 This has been 

suggested by the fact that there are three lookalikes in the foreground. The first and third 

look remarkably similar: they have the same hair style, facial structure, and slim build. 

However, the third woman is older, implying that she exists as the final stage in this 

woman’s life. While these figures may reference the cyclical nature of life, their 

symbolism is complicated by their individual appearances. From left to right, these 

women wear white, red, or black, signifying their respective identities as the femme 

fragile, the femme fatale, or the figure of Death. Each archetype is unique. For example, 

the femme fragile is known for her purity. This is why scholars have called her innocent, 

a virgin, or even an angel.130 Yet because she exists in the first stage of a tripartite 

evolution here, she has also been said to foreshadow the inevitability of love and death.131   

I agree that these women represent physical stages and even emotional states in 

life, but I argue that these changes were likely centered around biology. The femme 

fragile, who represents chastity, foreshadows the sexual evolution that is coming her 

way. This is reinforced by the fact that she expresses the Victorian ideal of womanhood, 

which I established in Chapter Two.132 As such, her pubescence and her fertility are 

emphasized above all else. According to Munch, she was intended to represent the 

“awakening of love,” implying her arousal.12 So, the femme fatale would symbolize her 

                                                 
129 For a summary of this approach, as well as an example of it, see Jayne 1989.  
130 Overwhelmingly, this is the case. Though, there is some overlap between the terms. For 

example, Stein 2017 (page 40) and Clarke 2009 (page 157) have called her innocent. Ravenal 2016 (page 
50) has identified her as an innocent virgin. Prideaux 2014 has labelled her an angel.  

131 See Alarcó 2015, page 38. According to Alarcó, the format of this painting was described by 
Munch himself as “a circular conception of time.” 

132 Refer to page 19.  
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fertility or sexual maturity, whereas the figure of Death would represent her menopause. 

Differently than others who have emphasized the cyclical nature of life and/or the 

inevitability of love and death, then, I suggest that The Dance of Life is really about sex. 

Uncoincidentally, sexology emerged as a medical discipline in the late nineteenth 

century.133 According to Berman, “sexuality itself was analyzed, parsed, and 

methodologically divided into categories.”134 As a parallel to the cyclical narrative 

presented in The Dance of Life, the figures in the foreground may be interpreted in terms 

of sexual experience or evolution, beginning with the femme fragile, who is a virgin and 

thus has her hymen intact. This personification is followed by the femme fatale, who is 

sexually active and able to reproduce with her partner. Finally, this cycle terminates with 

the figure of Death, who is an “outcast” in this dance, or this reproductive system, as she 

is menopausal.135 This reading coincides with Kristie Jayne’s assessment, but it will be 

pushed further.136 For now, it is important to consider how Munch’s personal 

experiences, which were embedded into the painting, impact its overall meaning.  

 While The Dance of Life is symbolic of womanhood, making it a universal 

statement, its contains references to Munch’s personal life, which complicates its 

significance. Firstly, the femme fragile was painted to look like Tulla Larsen, with whom 

Munch had an extramarital affair. In his journal, Munch indicated that Larsen was the 

sole inspiration for The Dance of Life. He wrote that her “[brown] piercing eyes, [...] 

                                                 
133 Berman, “Bodies of Uncertainty,” 122. 
134 Ibid., 124. 
135 Reinhold Heller, “Love as a Series of Paintings,” in Edvard Munch: Symbols & Images, edited 

by Arne Eggum, (Washington: National Gallery of Art, 1978), 108. Note that this is Munch’s own 
verbiage.  

136 According to Jayne 1898 (page 28), the central theme of The Dance of Life is the emergence of 
female sexuality. This was extrapolated in terms of cultural influences, though in the form of Monism and 
Darwinism, for example.  
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golden hair [and] curious smile” made him feel unexpectedly anxious.137 When she left 

his presence, he started to work on the painting.138 Undeniably, Larsen and the femme 

fragile look alike. A comparison between a portrait that Munch made of her during their 

relationship and the femme fragile in The Dance of Life reveals a strong correlation 

between the two (Fig. 24). In the portrait, Larsen’s hair is parted at the middle, 

emphasizing her round face. Her eyes are almond-shaped, the tip of her nose is softened, 

her lips are thin, and her chin is pointed. What is more, her face is shown at a precise 

angle, suggesting that Munch used her portrait as the model for the femme fragile. 

Clearly, there is a visual connection between Larsen and the archetype. This has caused 

some to conclude that the man in The Dance of Life (the one dancing with the femme 

fatale) is Munch himself (refer to Fig. 8).139 This would support Munch’s public 

statement that dancing with his first love (arguably, Larsen) was the memory that inspired 

it. 

Of course, there remains the possibility that Larsen did not inspire The Dance of 

Life. As I noted in Chapter Three, Jay Clarke has shown that Munch often played up his 

anxious persona to promote his art as a self-confession.140 It is possible that Munch 

modelled the femme fragile after Larsen to insinuate that the painting as a whole was 

inspired by his failed relationship with her. Contextual evidence has been found to 

support his theory. Scholars at the Nasjonalmuseet in Norway have noted similarities 

between Dansen gaar (The Dance Goes On), written by Munch’s friend, the Danish 

                                                 
137 Munch, The Private Journals of Edvard Munch, 87. 
138 Ibid., 88. 
139 See Eggum 2000, for example. 
140 See Chapter Three, page 33. 
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playwright Helge Rode, and Munch’s painting.141 A copy of his script was sent to Munch 

in 1898, about two years before he finished The Dance of Life.142 Undoubtedly, it 

impacted him, though he never talked about it publicly. In the play, the main character, 

an artist, comes to the following epiphany:  

The dance of life. My picture shall be called The Dance of Life! 
There will be a couple dancing in flowing garments… He is 
holding her tight. He is profoundly serious and happy… He will 
hold her so close, so tight, that she almost merges with him.143 

 
Clearly, Munch came to a similar realization. He not only titled his work of art The 

Dance of Life, but painted couples dancing in flowing garments as well. As in the artist’s 

vision, Munch fused some of their bodies together, resulting in the image seen today. The 

fact that Munch drew upon his reading of Dansen gaar to create The Dance of Life is 

substantiated by the appearance of his preparatory study. In it, the dancing figures are 

anonymous (Fig. 25). In fact, Larsen is nowhere to be found. The space within the 

composition where one would expect to find her is vacant. This indicates that sometime 

in between the creation of his preparatory study and his finished painting, Munch decided 

to include the femme fragile in The Dance of Life and to use Larsen’s face as the model.  

Given this evidence, it is highly likely that Munch used the play’s scene to come 

up with the arrangement for The Dance of Life and then cited his romantic history 

(dancing with his first love) as a way to assert his originality. Again, Clarke and other 

Munch scholars have increasingly emphasized the role played by Munch in crafting his 

                                                 
141 “The Dance of Life, 1899-1900,” Nasjonalmuseet, accessed on March 6, 2018, 

http://nasjonalmuseet.no/en/collections_and_research/our_collections/edvard_munch 
_in_the_national_museum/The+Dance+of+Life%2C+1899%E2%80%931900 
.b7C_wljW5c.ips 

142 Ibid.  
143 Ibid. 
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own artistic persona as a tormented genius.144 In this light, it is not surprising that Munch 

would create a veil of mystery surrounding the conception of The Dance of Life. Doing so 

would have benefitted him in multiple ways: it would have rooted the inspiration for this 

painting within his psyche, thereby confirming its authenticity and it would have 

perpetuated his reputation as a tortured soul, who was haunted by his ex-lover, Larsen. 

Moreover, it would have supported the cultural belief that personal tragedy (e.g. 

heartbreak) was the basis of good art. As I noted in Chapter Three, this fact likely 

motivated at least some of Munch’s marketing decisions.145 I do not mean to imply that 

the femme fragile was devoid of Munch’s emotional investment or that Larsen was never 

really influential to his creative process. Rather, I hope to show that the seeds of this 

painting are far more complex than has been discussed.  

To recap, through a brief historiography on The Dance of Life, I have revealed 

how culturally-ingrained notions of womanhood were conveyed through the painting’s 

subject matter. Again, the archetypes in the foreground represent key stages within the 

development of femininity, with the femme fragile signifying virginity or sexual arousal. 

Meanwhile, an examination into the sources of inspiration for The Dance of Life has 

shown that Munch complicated these very cultural references by imbuing them with 

personal significances. In keeping with a focus on the femme fragile, I shall repeat that 

Larsen’s portrait was used to illustrate her. This enabled Munch to promote his own 

interests, specifically involving his public persona. By painting her likeness, Munch 

insinuated that The Dance of Life was strictly inspired by his emotional past. This 

                                                 
144 See Clarke 2009 as well as Berman 1997 and Jeffery Howe, Edvard Munch: Psyche, Symbol 

and Expression, (Chestnut Hill: McMullen Museum of Art, 2001). 
145 See page 33, footnote 107. 
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perpetuated the popular notion that his work of art was truly authentic. As I have yet to 

argue, the femme fragile, having been both culturally and personally informed, ultimately 

complicates any straightforward interpretation of her symbolism.  

The femme fragile simultaneously exists as a symbol (of chastity, arousal, etc.) 

and as a representation of Larsen. To substantiate her identity as either one would require 

the near emittance of the other. In other words, to strengthen her association to Larsen, 

her symbolic value as a chaste and innocent figure would have to be diminished, 

especially considering Larsen participated in free love and was rumored to have 

experimented sexually.146 This scenario proves to be particularly intriguing for it 

demonstrates how delicate the femme fragile’s purity is on a theoretical level. Even 

though she possesses intrinsic qualities like purity, she can never be completely pure due 

to her portrait, which inevitably signifies Larsen’s lived experiences. 

The only way to reconcile the femme fragile’s confused identity is to 

acknowledge her existence as a multifaceted symbol. In short, it is to accept her 

hybridity. For this reason, I argue that the femme fragile be interpreted as a conceptual 

vessel, one in which the thoughts and feelings of her maker were contained. With this, I 

echo what Paloma Alarcó has said about Munch’s motifs generally – that they were 

imbedded with subjectivity.147 As I will argue in the following section, the femme fragile 

was partly pure, partly aroused. She was never fully one, nor the other. In short, she was 

tainted. Her purity was so fragile that Munch contaminated it. 

 

                                                 
146 See Heller 1978, especially page 96.  
147 Alarcó, Munch: Archetypes, 90-91.  
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A Closer Look at the Femme Fragile 

 
Beginning with his Love series, it was not uncommon for Munch to talk about his 

works of art after they were completed. As I mentioned in the previous section, he noted 

that the femme fragile represented the awakening of love, of which he meant her 

arousal.148 He also said, “In comes the smiling, blond-locked woman who wants to take 

away the blossom of love, but it does not permit itself to be plucked.”149 Interestingly, 

scholars have repeated his words (that she is smiling, blonde, and attempting to pick the 

flower) as if they had been entranced by them.150 However, they have yet to consider the 

perplexity of his statement. If the femme fragile is so pure, then why cannot she obtain 

the flower for herself, a traditional symbol of chastity and innocence (see Fig. 26)? As I 

have already indicated, this is because of her own defectiveness, a notion that I will 

clarify further as I analyze her layered symbolism.  

Apart from her resemblance to Larsen, the femme fragile’s placement within the 

composition, her flushed complexion, and her patterned dress all contribute to her 

portrayal as a complicated figure, one whose inherent purity has been compromised. 

Firstly, as a fold into the following sequence of events (sexual activity, abnegation), she 

innately possesses the desire for sex and even foreshadows its consequences. This idea, 

that sex bore dangerous consequences, was conveyed through the dancing couple whose 

profiles can be seen in the central foreground. Significantly, the male partner is shown to 

be deteriorating in his health – his eyes look like they have sunken in (see Fig. 27). There 

                                                 
148 See page 46. 
149 Heller, “Love as a Series of Paintings,” 108. 
150 See for example, Stein 2017 (page 40) or Prideaux 2014.  
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are several examples in Munch’s oeuvre where male figures (potentially self-portraits) 

look morbid in their appearance, as if death has washed over them, similar to his journal 

entries.151 They are in the midst of women, who also look rather sickly. Eye in Eye is just 

one example (see Fig. 28). The figures in the foreground reference the dangers of this 

physical and emotional experience, namely the potential for the male to fall prey to the 

woman and subsequently lose his identity, his independence, and even his health. As a 

precursor to these dangers, the femme fragile possesses the knowledge that she and her 

partner will struggle in love. More than this, they may even struggle to conceive. As a 

pubescent/fertile figure symbolizing the awakening of desire, she foreshadows her 

capacity to reproduce. Based on the fact that her prospective male partner is weakened 

sexually, she may have to sacrifice this ability.  

The femme fragile’s flushed complexion reinforces her propensity for sex, rather 

than her disinterest in it (refer to Fig. 26). In Edvard Munch and the Physiology of 

Symbolism (2002), Shelley Wood Cordulack claimed that because the young woman in 

Munch’s Puberty (1895) is blushing, she is aware of her sexuality (refer to Fig. 29).152 

This link between shame and menstruation, which is prevalent in the Bible, was echoed 

in Darwinian theory. In Expression of Emotions in Man and Animals (1872), Darwin 

insisted that blushing, a mostly female experience, was caused by an awareness of others 

thinking about them.153 Accordingly, the maturing body of the young woman would have 

sparked interest in the male gaze, causing her to be the subject of his desire. This concept 

                                                 
151 See page 31.  
152 Shelley Wood Cordulack, Edvard Munch and the Physiology of Symbolism, (London:  

Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 2002), 66. 
153 Ibid., 66-67. 
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was seconded by Angelo Mosso, a second generation Darwinist who, like Munch, 

worked throughout the 1880s and ’90s. This contemporary thought was clearly embedded 

into the physiological makeup of the young woman in Puberty, not to mention the femme 

fragile in The Dance of Life. In each example, both women are blushing. There is a 

marked contrast between the complexions of the femme fragile, femme fatale, and the 

figure of Death in The Dance of Life. The femme fragile’s flushed complexion signifies 

her budding sexuality. Though she may be ready for the roles of wife and mother 

biologically speaking, her patterned dress indicates otherwise.  

Munch had intentionally muddled her white dress, a traditional symbol of purity, 

with his own inflections of paint (refer to Fig. 26). Presumably, these marks were meant 

to resemble flowers. In the eighteenth century, flowers were typically employed to 

reinforce morality154 or to represent virginity,155 but in the nineteenth, these associations 

were perverted when flowers were used to symbolize female sexuality.156 The threat that 

the New Woman posed to men not only sparked depictions of female archetypes but, 

according to Alison Syme, contributed to “fetishistic and dehumanizing” treatments of 

female/flower subjects.157 What accompanied these constructions were degrees of 

paranoia. The more that the flower came to be eroticized, the more that it had “disturbing 

implications.”158 Women, of which they were symbolic, became entangled in this 

narrative. Even the water lily, which served as an emblem of purity for Queen Victoria, 

                                                 
154 Fabienne Moine, Women Poets in the Victorian Era: Cultural Practices and Nature Poetry, 

(Burlington: Ashgate, 2015), 93. 
155 Alison Syme, A Touch of Blossom: John Singer Sargent and the Queer Flora of Fin-de-siècle 

Art, (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2010), 27. 
156 Ibid., 32. Note that Syme cited the research of Annette Stott here. 
157 Ibid., 35. 
158 Ibid. 
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could fall from grace.159 In a novel that was lauded by Symbolists, Joris Karl Huysmans’ 

À Rebours (“Against Nature”), the main character, Duc Jean des Esseintes, noted how 

Anthuriums “switched from vegetation to the Virus.”160 If one replaces these vulgar-

looking flowers with the female body, his subsequent observation takes on new meaning. 

When he thought that he had almost touched their textured petals, or what looked to him 

like “hideous flesh-[wounds],” he “felt life ebbing away from him.”161 In this metaphor, 

the female body is established as a contagious disease.162 If he touches the flower’s petals 

– or her skin – he will contract her illness. It may be inferred from the description he 

provided that this was a venereal disease. His (presumably) sexual touch, combined with 

her wounds, suggest pox or syphilis. Though, the latter may have been the case as 

Huysmans wrote a few pages before this metaphor was written that “it all comes down to 

syphilis in the end.”163 

Huysmans’ metaphor coincided with the cultural tradition of the sick rose, a term 

first penned by the poet William Blake in 1794. These types of flowers, like women, 

were mistrusted because they were inevitably diseased. “The Sick Rose” by Blake 

continued to be copied and circulated, as can be seen by the hand-colored print executed 

in 1826 (Fig. 30). In this illustration, a single vine grows like a tree around the borders of 

the composition, displaying a rhythmic set of thorns. Women, at various stages of their 

                                                 
159 Ibid. 
160 Joris-Karl Huysmans, Against Nature, translated by Robert Baldick, 1956. (Reprinted in 

London: Penguin Classics, 2003), 91. 
161 Ibid., 92.  
162 According to Showalter 1990 (page 170), “The debasement of women’s bodies, standard in 

much French Decadent writing, reached a degree of extraordinary disgust and loathing in [sic] this book. 
Women reappear as objects of value in decadent writing only when they are desexualized through 
materiality or thoroughly aestheticized, stylized, and turned into icons or fetishes.” 

163 Huysmans, Against Nature, 87. 
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inception, sprout like roses from this seemingly inhospitable environment, which is made 

up of various bumps and spikes. Even the leaves, which surround these women, have 

jagged edges. In the foreground, a woman emerges from a rose in full bloom – as if it 

were a womb – and raises her arms as though she is about to embrace life. However, the 

lines in the poem inscribed above her head indicate that, instead, she was bred to terrorize 

mankind: “O Rose thou art sick. / The invisible worm. / That flies in the night / In the 

howling storm: / Has found out thy bed / Of crimson joy: / And his dark secret love / 

Does thy life destroy.”164 These lines, which likely remained a part of public 

consciousness when Munch painted several decades later, are pessimistic about 

femininity to say the least. They describe the rose/woman as being especially prone to 

illness. She risks being infected once she is sexually active, as is implied through the 

“invisible worm” (or venereal disease), which poisons her in her “bed of crimson joy.”165 

Blake’s words, which linked infection to women and sex, clearly resonated with the 

illustrator who used the vine as an endless loop to symbolize this perpetual phenomenon.  

I shall return to a question that I posed at the beginning of this section: if the 

femme fragile is so pure, then why cannot she obtain the flower for herself, a traditional 

symbol of chastity and innocence? The initial response to this question was because she 

was defective. After reviewing the negative associations between women and flowers in 

the nineteenth century, it can be confirmed why she was defective. The pattern on her 

dress, which I hesitate to call floral, consists of organic forms that look rather sickly. 

                                                 
164 Refer to the hand-colored print in Figure 30. For a wider view of the sick rose as a cultural 

tradition, see Richard Barnett, The Sick Rose, or Disease and the Art of Medical Illustration, (London: 
Thames & Hudson, 2016). 

165 Ibid.   
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Compared to the pink flowers that bloom beside her (also “a sign of sexual readiness 

and/or marriageability”), these forms are jaundice.166 I think that this distinction was 

purposeful. Though the femme fragile reaches for the flowers to her left, she can never 

quite reach them. I recall Munch’s own words that she cannot attain them for herself.167  

Even though he did not explain why she cannot, his illustration of the femme fragile as a 

tainted young woman says it all. Her inability to obtain these traditional symbols of 

chastity and innocence confirms her own defectiveness. 

 

Intersections Between Flowers/Decay in the Art of Edvard Munch 

 
 Leading up to The Dance of Life, Munch engaged with the crossovers between 

flowers/decay and women/infection. In fact, he did so when he sketched for an edition of 

Charles Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs du Mal (“Evil Flowers”) (first published in 1857), a 

collection of Symbolist poems.168 In his sketchbook from 1896, Munch completed two 

sketches related to the project, one of which was Une Charogne (“The Carcass”) (Fig. 

31).169 While Munch catered to the lines in Baudelaire’s poem, which spoke to the natural 

cycles of love and death, he took a few liberties in his illustration. Baudelaire recalled a 

time when he and his lover stumbled upon a carcass in the grass. Dismayed by death’s 

ability to render the most beautiful things in life revolting, Baudelaire exclaimed: “—And 

yet you [my lover] will be like this corruption, / Like this horrible infection, / Star of my 

                                                 
166 For more on this symbolism, see Syme 2010, page 27. 
167 See page 52, where this was quoted. 
168 Although his sketches never reached publication for the publisher died suddenly, they 

demonstrate his understanding of the aforementioned metaphors. 
169 This was determined from the digital catalog raisonné of Munch’s drawings, uploaded by the 

Munch-museet. See “Search,” Munch-museet, accessed May 21, 2018, 
http://munch.emuseum.com/en/search/charogne 
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eyes, sunlight of my being, / You, my angel and my passion!”170 Munch’s sketch echoed 

this connection between women and decay, but emphasized the woman’s culpability in it. 

On the left-hand side of his composition, a glimpse into the underworld is revealed and 

life is born. This is seen in the flowers which bloom from this environment. However, 

they invade the space above, nearly suffocating their surroundings. Meanwhile, a woman 

to the right devours a man as they embrace in a cloud of darkness, paralleling the 

previous threat imposed by the flowers. Man may provide woman with the seeds of life, 

and she may be vital in cultivating it. Though, as Munch’s interpretation of Baudelaire’s 

title suggests, she is the reason for its rotting flesh. The visual message being conveyed 

here is one of danger: man gives whereas woman takes.  

As much as Munch recognized the power of women in creating life, he also 

considered them to cause its destruction. After arriving in Berlin in 1892, Munch became 

preoccupied with “the nature of women and their enormous powers, both as a guarantee 

of the perpetuation of the biological sequence of birth, growth, and death and as specters 

of obscenity and destruction.”171 In Blossom of Pain/Quickborn (1898), which he created 

for his playwright friend, August Strindberg, Munch used a flower to symbolize the 

persistence of life and the strength of womankind (Fig. 32). While this may seem to 

communicate female empowerment, it does not. What nourishes the flower/womanhood 

in this work of art is the suffering of mankind. Blood gushes from a man’s chest, as he 

clenches it in agony, and it runs towards the flower, feeding the bud through its soil. The 

plant seems to thrive on his blood: its roots are healthy; its stem is firm; and its leaves are 

                                                 
170 “Une Charogne,” Charles Baudelaire’s Fleurs du mal/Flowers of Evil, Supervert: 2018. 

https://fleursdumal.org/poem/126 
171 Alarcó, Munch: Archetypes, 34.  
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perky. All of its components, save for the petals themselves, are tinted with red, signaling 

their vitality. As with Une Charogne, Munch emphasized the malevolency of women and 

the cost at which this is enforced.  

Munch expanded upon the menacing role played by woman in sexual 

relationships leading to reproduction. In Death and the Maiden (1893-4) and Metabolism 

(1898-9), women exert control over the natural order of life, creating a gendered 

imbalance within this process (see Figs. 33 and 34 respectively). In Death and the 

Maiden, the femme fatale attaches herself like a barnacle to a skeleton, who is implied to 

be her lover. She erases nearly all signs of his masculinity: only his left leg bones, which 

penetrate the space between her legs, exist as a phantom penis. Clearly, she has assailed 

his role in the reproductive process, leaving his spermatozoa to navigate the natural world 

outside of her body, where it transmutes into tree bark and thus serves no human purpose. 

Her transgression is unsurprising; she is the femme fatale, who threatens mankind 

through her sexuality, confidence, and innate illness. Still, her rejection of her partner’s 

insemination and her consequential abandonment of her future children, as seen by the 

ghostly fetuses on her right-hand side, was definitely provocative. 

Interestingly, this act of destruction was veiled in Metabolism (refer to Fig. 34). In 

it, the femme fragile assumes the role of Eve in traditional iconographical interpretations 

of The Fall. She stands opposite Adam beside the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil, 

from which God has forbidden them to eat. In narrative suspense, this print shows the 

moment before Eve convinces him to commit this sin, resulting in their eternal 

punishment. Based on their knowledge of the Bible, viewers know that she will ruin his 
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life nevertheless. Thus, the femme fatale/Eve still poses a threat to mankind, except here 

she foreshadows it rather than demonstrates it.  

The fact that Munch continued to explore the nature of women with such 

criticality suggests that he did so with The Dance of Life. In a similar manner to how 

Munch veiled the threat posed by the woman in Metabolism through her calm exterior, I 

argue that the artist camouflaged the latent threat posed by the femme fragile in The 

Dance of Life by showcasing her as a Victorian ideal who wears white, a traditional 

symbol of purity. In the following section, I will expand upon this argument by exploring 

her associations to venereal disease, which will ultimately cement her interpretation as a 

sickly female body. 

 

Women/Infection 

 
A review of some of Munch’s works (his sketches for an edition of Les Fleurs du 

Mal; Blossom of Pain; Death and the Maiden, and Metabolism) has demonstrated how 

he used flowers and organic material generally to symbolize decay. Women, who were 

associated with flowers, were conveyed as having been responsible for their male 

partners’ demise. Recalling The Dance of Life, the femme fragile’s dress contains a 

curious flower pattern which, at least aesthetically, complicates any notion of her purity 

or even her health. That the pattern on her dress references an illness of some kind and 

that Munch used her to foreshadow the dangers of love through her very identity and her 

placement within the composition suggests that she really is a sickly female body. In 

other words, she is not to be trusted by her suitor(s).  
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Making inferences about a woman’s character based on her dress is not new. In 

Munch: Archetypes, Alarcó asserted that the serpentine pattern on the New Woman’s 

skirt in Hermann Schlittgen’s Daughter of the Turn of the Century (1896) references her 

fall from grace (see Fig. 35).172 This pattern can also be seen in the Spanish poster 

warning viewers of syphilis in Figure 11. Although, here it symbolizes her contraction 

of it and the evil that she can impart onto her sexual partners. Still, the design, figure, 

and context of each example speaks to misogynistic society at the fin de siècle. 

Similarly, I am attempting to draw connections between these variables and the femme 

fragile especially in The Dance of Life. Yet the present analysis is innovative because it 

characterizes the femme fragile as a multilayered symbol, who initially conceals her 

threat from the male viewer. To validate the assessment that the femme fragile is sick, it 

is necessary to return to the medical discourse of this time, if only for a brief moment. 

There, sick bodies were considered directly. With that being said, one must remember 

that social ideas of women, namely their symbolic connection to flowers, informed 

medical practice.173   

In Chapter Three, I explained that women were identified as the root cause of 

various illnesses, ranging from psychology to physiology.174 They were commonly 

diagnosed with hysteria, a distinctly female disorder. Women were also accused of 

spreading syphilis. Some doctors claimed that even those who were perfectly healthy 

(i.e. non-carriers of the disease) could infect their male partners: their “secretions” put 

                                                 
172 Ibid., 97. 
173 Syme, A Touch of Blossom, 31. 
174 See page 28. 
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them in danger.175 More times than not, the origins of these diseases seemed to be 

located within the woman: either her uterus or her vagina was blamed.176 

Given the gynocentric mentality that most likely seduced as well as scared the 

men of the fin de siècle in a way that closely resembles the theory of the sublime, it is 

unsurprising that the forms on the femme fragile’s dress are vulvic in their presentation. 

In other words, while she is approachable and alluring, her appearance is undercut by the 

latent threat that she poses. The forms on her dress are manifestations of the male 

anxiety implied above. Confirming this identification of yonic forms is the fact that the 

vertical lines on her dress look like the tails of spermatozoa. In a comparison between 

the detail shown in figure 26 and a slightly earlier work titled Madonna from 1895 (Fig. 

36), one can see that their portrayal of spermatozoa is nearly identical. Munch was well 

aware of their microscopic appearance, and even owned a book that depicted them.177 

This enhances the impression that his brushwork was purposeful and that he used it 

provocatively.    

With this established, it can be argued that the forms on her dress evoke the idea 

of syphilis. Since they are ill in appearance and yonic in their formulation, they are 

suggestive of venereal disease (refer to Fig. 26). Whether that be pox or syphilis is left up 

to interpretation. Yet, syphilis was closely associated with deviant women.178 Here, the 

femme fragile defies traditional interpretation. Moreover, syphilis was prevalent in public 

                                                 
175 Refer to page 12. 
176 Spongberg, Feminizing Venereal Disease, 34.  
177 Arne Eggum, Edvard Munch: The Frieze of Life from Painting to Graphic Art, (Oslo:  

Stenersen, 2000). According to the author, a plate showing sperms from K.G. Dobler’s Ein neues  
Weltall (Leipzig: 1892) was in Munch’s personal library. 

178 Berman, Munch and Women, 28 and 175. Berman references the research of Sander Gilman, 
which says that syphilis became increasingly associated with sexually-deviant women especially in the 
nineteenth century. 
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discourse at this time. While other diseases remained privately discussed, syphilis 

became a prominent social issue and here it is on display.179  

As I said in relation to Inheritance and congenital syphilis in Chapter Two, 

syphilitic patients have discolored and splotchy skin.180 Depending on the progression of 

their disease, they may have sores or rashes that mottle it (see Fig. 37). The femme 

fragile, who manifests male fears regarding sexual health and their general wellbeing, 

alludes to the initial stage of syphilis based on the pustules on her dress. How fitting, 

since she marks the first stage in sexual progression. Except, how can this virgin exhibit 

these symptoms of syphilis? How can the pattern on her dress, an external element, be 

used to suggest that she may be internally ill? It is important to note firstly that virgins 

can contract sexually transmitted diseases like syphilis. As discussed previously, sexual 

activity does not need to occur for this transference to take place. More significantly, the 

femme fragile is an archetype. Although she was imbued with personal references, as I 

explained earlier, she is rooted in fancy nonetheless. She was used as vessel to illustrate 

induced, but also personally informed anxieties. Specifically, Munch’s fear was that even 

the most innocent of women could become dangerous. Combining the femme fragile and 

syphilitic woman in one visualizes this dreaded possibility. Secondly, though sores exist 

on her dress, the femme fragile is diseased all the same. Her white dress, a symbol of 

purity, is blemished. Thus, her symbolic resonance as an innocent figure is diminished. 

This echoes what Alarcó said about the New Woman in Schlittgen’s painting, that her 

                                                 
179 Showalter, Sexual Anarchy, 188. According to the author, “Viewing syphilis as divine 

retribution for the collapse of sexual and marital boundaries, doctors in the 1890s began to publicize the 
dangers of an epidemic. […] Syphilis became an obsessive public crisis.”  

180 Refer to page 10. 
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style of dress is indicative of her moral corruption.181 Nevertheless, the symbols used to 

decipher their interpretation are drastically different.  

 

Proposed Interpretation for The Dance of Life 
 

 If the femme fragile in The Dance of Life represents the sickly female body, then 

her counterparts within the painting are surely complex. If I describe The Dance of Life 

again, this time according to the conclusions that I have drawn, then I can demonstrate 

how its overarching meaning has changed. This painting does not just reflect the cyclical 

nature of life or love, nor the progression of female maturity or sexual reproduction. As I 

will show in the revised description of this work, The Dance of Life speaks to cultural and 

personal anxieties about women, namely their potential to victimize men through their 

sexuality and, ultimately, their bodies. 

Pervading the coastal landscape of Åsgårdstrand is the moonlight, which casts a 

phallic reflection into the purple-blue waters of the background (refer to Fig. 8). This 

element sets the tone for the sexual festivities in its midst. Men and women or, as Munch 

once said, a “dancing mob,” embrace in wild frenzies.182 The woman on the right-hand 

side of the moon’s reflection has tiny red dots as eyes, and similarly-defined spots on her 

dress. Now, the moon has varied connotations relating to masculinity or menstrual 

cycles.183 Either way, it can be connected to the natural aspects of reproduction. Since the 

moon, once again a phallic symbol, is close to the speckled woman, connections can be 

                                                 
181 Refer to page 61.  
182 Clarke, Becoming Edvard Munch, 157. 
183 Cordulack, Edvard Munch and the Physiology of Symbolism, 67. 
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made between its potency and her fertility. However, her spotted dress encourages the 

viewer to think twice about her sexual health and thus her ability to conceive or carry a 

healthy baby to term. It is possible that she prefigures the femme fragile herself, who 

stands at the forefront of the composition and, as I have argued, is sickly. 

 The femme fragile stands on the far left of the composition, staring down at the 

space in front of her as the dancing couple along the central axis dance as one. That she 

is unaware of their intimacy might indicate that she is not yet sexually active. Her 

virginity is substantiated by the fact that she embodies the Victorian ideal of 

womanhood which, in the nineteenth century, emphasized her pubescence and chastity 

above all else (refer to Fig. 26). While she is not sexually active, she does have the 

propensity for sexual attraction and arousal. Her rosy cheeks prove that she is not only 

aware of her sexuality (as theorized by Darwin), but that she is ready to perform her 

requirements as a future wife and mother.  

 Yet, her biological preparedness for this destiny has been obstructed by Munch 

himself. Importantly, she cannot pick the traditional symbols of chastity to her left (the 

flowers), meaning that she is defective. This is furthered by the pictorialized 

spermatozoa on her dress, which problematize her candidacy as a wife and mother. 

Despite the fact that a spermatozoon touches one of the many vulvic forms on her dress, 

the latter’s jaundice appearance insinuates that a venereal disease has been spread rather 

than a pregnancy, incurred. The spermatozoon, so precisely painted by Munch, could 

have served as a surrogate in this bodily exploration. If so, then his encounter would 

have proved dangerous for him as he discovered the physiological threat that she posed.   
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This reading of the femme fragile’s contamination is complicated by her gesture. 

She covers her womb, which effectively blocks the pictorialized sperm from entering 

her womb. Thus, she has not only infected her theoretical partner, but has denied him his 

future children. Could her gesture be reflective of her sexual independence? Her 

refutation of motherhood? Either way, these actions align with the profile of the New 

Woman at the fin de siècle and thus would have confirmed the femme fragile’s identity 

as an untrustworthy and deviant female. This makes comparisons between The Dance of 

Life and, say, Death and the Maiden unnerving because they underscore the extent to 

which, or the mastery with which, Munch veiled or displayed misogynist anxieties. In 

this case, the femme fragile and the femme fatale act as dangerous companions, but in 

distinctive ways. The femme fragile poses a latent threat to her male partner.     

Returning to The Dance of Life as a whole, the central figures in the foreground 

reinforce the idea that the femme fragile is impure. In fact, they may even show her 

future: that she has infected her male partner. As the figures in the foreground personify 

the chronological stages of a woman’s sexual maturity, the femme fragile’s bodily threat 

is manifested by the femme fatale. Not only has the femme fatale passed along her illness 

to her male partner (as he looks deathly), but she has weaponized her resulting power. 

Out of the two, she asserts her dominance. This is seen through her swaying dress, 

which overwhelms the lower portion of his body. In alliance with how the femme 

fatale’s hair acts in Vampire or Jealousy, her dress smoothers him. It disrupts the 

balance that they initially shared as a dancing couple. This may be a metaphor for the 

gendered imbalance that was occurring both within and outside of this composition.  
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Pessimistically, the result of the central figures’ dance (or sexual activity) is 

death. About the figure of Death, Munch once said, “[she] looks in sorrow at the dancing 

pair. She is an outcast, like I was cast out by her dance.”184 While he most likely 

compared her exclusion with his to suggest that her love life was as damaged (again, to 

promote his public persona), his description of her as an outcast is interesting. Given that 

the femme fragile represents the awakening of desire and fertility, and that the femme 

fatale symbolizes sexual maturity or dominance, it is probable that the figure of Death 

personified menopause. As an “outcast,” she would have been unable to conceive. Her 

barrenness is reinforced by her “womb hands,” which clasp over her uterus (see Fig. 

38).185 Unlike the hands of the femme fragile, which are open and receptive (at least 

initially) to the spermatozoa penetrating her body, those of the figure of Death are 

inseparable. The brushwork defining her hands actually combines them into one. 

Therefore, even if there were spermatozoa on her dress (which there are not), they would 

not have been able to penetrate her body, never mind fertilize her ovaries. She truly 

represents the end of this tumultuous cycle. For Munch, this may have been a welcome 

relief – a location within the painting to which he could return to evade the sexual frenzy 

that was enacted everywhere else.    

This reading of The Dance of Life is substantiated by the 1925 version of this 

same scene (see Fig. 39). Firstly, the brushwork is more hurried and the color is more 

saturated, lending to the idea that Munch wanted to emphasize the frenzied activity and 

fanciful affects produced by the 1899-1900 version. What I deem particularly important 

                                                 
184 Heller, “Love as a Series of Paintings,” 108. 
185 Sincerest thanks to Sarah Iepson, who suggested that I consider the figure of Death in these 

terms at the Nineteenth Century Studies Association’s VISTAS Conference (Philadelphia, March 2018). 
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is his depiction of the femme fragile. Again, I return to this figure, who continually 

unlocks the rest of the composition. She is dressed in white and has syphilitic-looking 

sores on her dress, much as in his earlier version (see Fig. 40). However, she has yellow 

stains on the left side. This element emphasizes her sickly appearance and, ultimately, 

her defectiveness. Additionally, the fluid yellow line that runs from the crux of her arm 

to the bottom of her dress reinforces her inability to remain pure for it obstructs her 

pathway to the flowers on her left. As can be seen, the fundamental elements responsible 

for generating ominous symbolism in The Dance of Life’s 1899-1900 version have been 

enhanced by their later rendition. This solidifies the argument that Munch once imbued 

his figures with degrees of complexity. 

 

Conclusion 

 
In conclusion, The Dance of Life is an image about the allure, danger, and 

consequence of sex. As is characteristic of Munch’s work in the 1890s, the stimuli of 

these occurrences were cited with women themselves. In other words, they were in 

complete control over men’s health, sanity, and their ultimate demise. As can be seen 

with The Dance of Life, the femme fragile, a symbol of innocence and chastity, could 

become contaminated by Munch’s own brush. Analogous to how he processed his fear of 

women in figure 16 (The Alley) by ogling the femme fatale at the same time that he 

exerted control over her, it can be said that Munch also fetishized and dehumanized the 

femme fragile. Despite the fact that he dressed her in white, a reference to her purity, he 

actually debased her by contaminating her very form and thus her symbolism, as in 

Ashes. He altered her dress with grotesque splotches of paint, which look like syphilitic 



69 
 

sores. By imbuing her with signs of this illness, Munch not only revealed the underlying 

health risk and moral threat that she posed as a woman, but asserted himself as the one 

who could exert control over her. Munch ‘infected’ his female figure with his paintbrush 

– the phallic shape of which cannot be ignored – through the very orifices he himself had 

created, thereby claiming himself to be the predator in this power struggle between man 

and woman. 
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CONCLUSION 

 
Throughout this thesis, it has been seen that Munch’s unique method of 

establishing color and form ultimately conveyed misogynistic anxieties. Whether it was 

through Inheritance or any of his works of art from the Frieze of Life, it was stated that 

womankind was a source of worry. While Inheritance may have been a more sympathetic 

depiction than most, as the young mother was shown mourning the impending loss of her 

syphilitic baby, it was still believed that women were innately harmful. As I claimed in 

Chapter Two, the red mask-like shape around the mother’s eyes cemented her existence 

as a sickly and thus morally corrupt individual.186 Since men tended to refute or ignore 

their involvement in such outcomes, it is unsurprising that Munch did not include a male 

figure within this scene. Still, his depiction of it evidences the degree to which he was 

culturally engaged, especially in matters involving women that proved consequential to 

men. 

Note that I have hesitated to call Munch a misogynist. As I stated in Chapter 

Three, Munch’s personal views of women can be endlessly debated.187 However, the fact 

that Munch played up his artistic persona, as a misogynist no less, complicates any 

straightforward understanding of his feelings. With that being said, I do not refrain from 

calling Munch’s symbolist pictures from the 1890s what they are: overwhelmingly 

misogynistic. Their inclusion of female archetypes alone demands that they be assessed 

according to this specific view. As I noted in Chapter Two and repeated in Chapter 

Three, the artistic rendering of archetypes was a means of control: a way for Munch to 

                                                 
186 Refer to page 11. 
187 Refer to pages 34-35. 



71 
 

dominate the New Woman, whom he could not in reality.188 These women proclaimed 

feminist views that threatened the patriarchal system to which Munch and others had 

grown accustomed. Munch’s control over the nature and presentation of his female 

archetypes in The Kiss, Vampire, Jealousy, Ashes and, ultimately, The Dance of Life 

allowed him to subvert their real-life referents, who posed ideological threats. Ashes 

uniquely demonstrated the extent to which a seemingly innocent woman could inflict 

harm. Interestingly, this recalls the veiled threat that was posed by the mother in 

Inheritance, whose illness was only revealed to the viewer once her child was born. Only 

after the femme fatale in Ashes antagonized her male counterpart was her identity as a 

fallen woman shown.  

Now, Berman has tried to lessen the stigma of these works by arguing that Munch 

was merely a chronicler of his time.189 In other words, his misogynist pictures were 

simply a reflection of popular opinion. Like Berman, I have attempted to separate what 

may have been Munch’s personal feelings from his artistic production. However, the idea 

that Munch was a chronicler does not hold up to scrutiny for it implies that he was 

passive. As I have shown throughout this thesis, Munch was culturally engaged and 

artistically involved in the development of his works of art. As I showed throughout 

Chapter Four, The Dance of Life was imbued with layers of meaning that, quite frankly, 

could not have been conceived by anyone other than a deeply-invested individual. Munch 

intentionally muddled the femme fragile’s white dress with grotesque splotches of paint, 

which occasionally morphed into spermatozoa. Her hands, which close down on her 

                                                 
188 See pages 19 and 40 especially. 
189 In her words, he was a “chronicler of gender crises.” See Berman 1997, page 13. 
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stomach, were also arranged to stop the spermatozoa from progressing any further in 

order to signal her deception. Although she is biologically ready for marriage and 

motherhood, as was indicated by her red cheeks and ladylike outfit, her subtle refusal to 

comply with her prescribed destiny scarily conveyed feminist ideals. Due to her 

markings, the femme fragile was permanently recorded as a latent threat, one that would 

go on to torment her future lover. This threat would only cease once she reached the last 

stage of her fertility: menopause. Clearly, fecundity and danger were closely linked.  

I must stress that I am not the only one who has interpreted the female archetypes 

in the foreground according to their virginity, sexual activity, or menopause.190 However, 

I am the first to recognize that the complexity of the femme fragile’s presentation colors 

her interpretation as a virgin. She may be one, but she was never intended to be innocent. 

In the scholarship that has been written about her, these two attributes go hand-in-hand: 

virgin and innocent. However, Munch’s fusion of elements belonging to the Victorian 

ideal of womanhood (i.e. her white dress, conservative demeanor, etc.) with those of a 

contradictory nature just mentioned undermined her purity. Yet, to simply call the femme 

fragile a fallen woman misses the point. While this can be inferred from the 

iconographical discrepancies above, her importance as a multilayered symbol surpasses 

this conclusion. She exists as a summary of culturally-inflected wounds on the male 

psyche. Like so many others whom Munch had invented, she was exasperatingly linked 

to the real world. This connection may have been lessened by Munch, his 

contemporaries, or even modern scholars in order to promote a psychobiographical 

                                                 
190 Refer to Jayne 1989.  



73 
 

reading of this painting and its figures. But even the opaquest layers of paint can be made 

transparent once illuminated by the sick city.   
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FIGURES 
 

 
 
Figure 1. Caillebotte, Gustave, Paris: Rainy Day, 1877. Oil on canvas, Art Institute of  

Chicago.  
 

 
 
Figure 2. Van Gogh, Vincent, Boulevard de Clichy, 1887. Oil on canvas, Van Gogh  

Museum, Amsterdam. 
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Figure 3. Munch, Edvard, Evening on Karl Johan’s Street, 1892. Oil on canvas, 33 x  

47 in. Bergen Kunstmuseum, Bergen. 
 

 
 
Figure 4. Munch, Night in Saint-Cloud, 1890. Oil on canvas, 25 x 21 in.  

Nasjonalmuseet, The Fine Art Collections, Oslo.  
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Figure 5. Munch, Inheritance, 1897. Oil on canvas, 47 x 55 in. Munch-museet, Oslo.  

 

 
 
Figure 6. Illustration of a Baby Diseased with Congenital Syphilis, ca. 19th century.  
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Figure 7. Munch, The Sick Girl, 1885-6. Oil on canvas, 47 x 46 in. Nasjonalmuseet,  

The Fine Art Collections, Oslo.  
 

 
 
Figure 8. Munch, The Dance of Life, 1899-1900. Oil on canvas, 49 x 75 in.  

Nasjonalmuseet, The Fine Art Collections, Oslo. 



83 
 

 
 
Figure 9. Munch, The Day After, 1894. Oil on canvas, 45 x 59 in. Nasjonalmuseet for  

kunst, arkitcktur, Oslo. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 10. Illustrative example of Hysteria for educational purposes, ca. 19th century.    

Collection of photographs.  
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Figure 11. Casas, Ramón, Sífilis, ca. 1900. Color lithograph, 26 x 11 in. Originally  

printed for Sanatorio para sifilíticos, Barcelona. Credit: Wellcome Library no.  
752721i. 

 
 

 
 
Figure 12. Courbet, Gustave, L’Origine du monde (“The Origin of the World”), 1866.  

Oil on canvas, Musée d’Orsay, Paris. 
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Figure 13. Munch, The Kiss, 1897. Oil on canvas, 39 x 32 in. Munch-museet, Oslo.  

 

 
 
Figure 14. Munch, Vampire, 1893-5. Various media and sizes.  
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Figure 15. Munch, Inger by the Window, 1892. Oil on canvas, 68 x 48 in.  

Nasjonalmuseet for kunst, arkitcktur, Oslo. 
 

 
 

Figure 16. Munch, The Alley (also known as The Street/Carmen), 1895. Lithographic  
crayon and India ink, 16-17 x 10-10.5 in. Munch-museet, Oslo. 
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Figure 17. Edvard Munch's exhibition at Kunsthandlung P.H. Beyer & Sohn, Leipzig,  
1903. Photograph: Munch-museet, Oslo.  
 

 
 
Figure 18. Edvard Munch's exhibition at Equitable Palast, Berlin, 1892. Photograph:  

Munch-museet, Oslo.  
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Figure 19. Munch, Jealousy, 1895. Oil on canvas, 26 x 39 in. Bergen Kunstmuseum,  

Rasmus Meyer Collection, Bergen. 
 

 
 
Figure 20. Munch, Ashes, 1894. Oil on canvas. 47 x 55 in. Nasjonalmuseet, The Fine  

Art Collections, Oslo. 
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Figure 21. Geometric Amphora from Dipylon, Athens, 8th century B.C.E. National  

Archaeological Museum, Athens 
 
 

 

 
 

Figure 22. Munch, Summer Night’s Dream (also called The Voice), 1893. Oil on  
canvas, 34 x 42 in. Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.  
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Figure 23. Munch, Young Woman on the Shore, 1896. Aquatint, 11 x 8 in. Munch- 

museet, Oslo. 
 

      
 

Figure 24. Comparison between a portrait of Larsen and the femme fragile in The  
Dance of Life. 
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Figure 25. Preparatory Study for The Dance of Life, 1899. Indian ink and crayon on  

paper. Credit: Munch-museet no. MM.T.02392. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 26. Detail of the femme fragile in The Dance of Life, 1899-1900. Oil on canvas.  

Nasjonalmuseet, The Fine Art Collections, Oslo.  
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Figure 27. Detail of the man’s eyes in The Dance of Life, 1899-1900. Oil on canvas.  

Nasjonalmuseet, The Fine Art Collections, Oslo.  
 

 
 
Figure 28. Munch, Edvard, Eye in Eye, 1894. Oil on canvas, 53.5 x 43 in. Munch-museet,  

Oslo. 
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Figure 29. Munch, Edvard, Puberty, 1894-5. Oil on canvas, 60 x 43 in. Nasjonalmuseet,  

The Fine Art Collections, Oslo. 
 

 
 
Figure 30. Hand-colored print of William Blake’s poem, “The Sick Rose,” originally  

issued in 1794, later copied in 1826. Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge.  
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Figure 31. Munch, Une Charogne (Illustration for “Les Fleurs du mal”), 1896. Pen,  
brush, wash, pencil, 10 x 8 in. Munch-museet, Oslo.  
 

 
 
Figure 32. Munch, Blossom of Pain/Quickborn, 1898. Drawing, wash, pencil, crayon,  

blue, 19 x 13 in. Munch-museet, Oslo.  
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Figure 33. Munch, Edvard, Death and the Maiden, 1893. Oil on canvas, 50 x 34 in.  

Private collection.  
 

 
 

Figure 34. Munch, Metabolism, 1898-9. Oil on canvas, 56 x 67 in. Munch-museet,  
Oslo.  
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Figure 35. Schlittgen, Hermann, Daughter of the Turn of the Century, 1896.  

Originally published on the cover of Simplicissimus, yr. 1, no. 5. Retrieved from  
Alarcó, Paloma, ed. Munch: Archetypes. Madrid: Museo Thyssen-Bornemisza,  
2015, page 97. 
 
 

      
 
Figure 36. Comparison between a detail of the femme fragile in The Dance of Life and  

Munch’s lithograph Madonna from 1895 (Museum of Modern Art, New York). 
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Figure 37. Henning, Archibald, Syphilida (Roseola, Rupia), 1841. Colored lithograph.  
Originally published in Paris, France. Credit: Wellcome Collection, no. 6070309.  
 

 
 
Figure 38. Detail of the “womb hands” in The Dance of Life, 1899-1900. Oil on  

canvas. The National Museum, Oslo.  
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Figure 39. Munch, The Dance of Life, 1925. Oil on canvas, 81 x 56 in. Munch-museet,  

Oslo.  
 

 
 
Figure 40. Detail of the femme fragile in The Dance of Life, 1925. Oil on canvas.  

Munch-museet, Oslo.  


