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By focusing on Matt’s surrender through his 
denial of the American dream, Studio Theatre’s 
production elevated the importance of this play as 
evolutionary in the American canon. Further, by 
adeptly weaving Lee’s diverse dramaturgical strate-
gies within the trappings of realism, the production 
enlarged the audience base for this major voice in 
American theatre. In the final analysis, Matt’s invis-
ibility might be seen as sacrificial penance for the 
straight white man, a corrective for the invisibility 
of women and people of color in most major plays 
in the American canon. In light of the current politi-
cal climate, however, Straight White Men could be 
positioned as a call to arms to the Left to move from 
identity and special-interest politics to a more posi-
tive inclusion that uplifts its various constituencies 
regardless of background, thus leading all toward 
a more humane and visionary future.

PAUL C. CASTAGNO
University of North Carolina at Wilmington

EMMA & EDVARD: LOVE IN THE TIME OF 
LONELINESS. Curated by Mieke Bal, with 
assistant curator Ute Kuhlerman. Munch 
Museum, Oslo. April 4, 2017.

The exhibition Emma & Edvard: Love in the Time of 
Loneliness curated by Mieke Bal at the Munch Mu-
seum demanded more than a single visit. Indeed, 
it proved such compelling viewing that I returned 
to see it a second time. By juxtaposing the work 
of Norwegian painter Edvard Munch and French 
novelist Gustave Flaubert, Bal invited fresh under-
standings of the former’s visual art and the lat-
ter’s verbal art—not by making either of them less 
original, but by showing how, in using alternative 
forms of artistic expression, both explored different 
aspects of the human experience of loneliness in the 
modern era. The relevance, urgency, and authentic-
ity of these explorations in the exhibition strongly 
suggested that, in one important sense at least, this 
era is still ongoing.

The exhibition’s dual focus on the visual and 
the verbal revealed how strongly visual Flaubert’s 
writing is in Madame Bovary, thus making me more 
appreciative of the thematic effects of verbal visu-
alization; it also revealed how remarkably readable 
Munch’s visual art is. The exhibition convinced me 
that the narrative elements of Munch’s visual art 
bear a significant relation to the distinctive aspects 
of Flaubert’s verbal narrative, in fact. Of course, 
when I write “Flaubert” here, I am actually refer-
ring to Bal’s video installations from Madame B. 

While studying Munch’s art I was also looking at 
installations in which actors presented or performed 
different phases of the lives of Emma and her hus-
band Charles, the protagonists in Flaubert’s novel. 
The performativity of the act of looking was strik-
ing in several of the video scenes and was created 
in large part by Bal’s innovative use of perspective 
and variations of spatial and temporal distance. 
As modulations of perspective and distance are 
constituent elements of Munch’s visual art as well 
as of Flaubert’s verbal art, Bal’s filmic art added a 
third dimension to the exhibition’s presentations 
of loneliness. This third dimension increased the 
relevance of the exhibition for those visitors who 
perhaps were not primarily interested in Munch or 
Flaubert, but rather in art forms like film and theatre.

These presentations primarily relied upon and 
were achieved through a combination of fictions, 
figures, and creations. Despite prominently featur-
ing the names Edvard and Emma in the title, Bal 
was not interested in Munch’s and Flaubert’s bio- 
graphies; instead, she staged a series of encounters 
between Munch’s figure, “Edvard,” and Flaubert’s 
creation, “Emma.” In the thoughtful book published 
to accompany the exhibition, Emma & Edvard Look-
ing Sideways: Loneliness and the Cinematic, Bal ren-
ders Munch’s Edvard as a character-narrator who 
becomes a kind of protagonist of his own self-pres- 
entations; she also renders him as a “focalizer”—
that is, as the possessor and manipulator of the per-
spective through which we, as viewers, could gain 
access to the vision of the world observable in the 
visual images. Created and presented verbally in a 
way that Munch’s Edvard is not, Flaubert’s Emma 
is the focalizer-character of a work of fiction. There 
was a strong sense that both of these fictional figures 
represented, or enabled Munch and Flaubert to pres-
ent, a pervasive loneliness characterized by a strong 
tendency to look at the world sideways, failing to 
engage in visual or verbal dialogue with others.

Emma & Edvard: Love in the Time of Loneliness, 
curated by Mieke Bal, at the Munch Museum, 

Oslo. (Photo: Courtesy of the Munch Museum.)
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Of the works presented in room 3 of the exhibi-
tion, which explored the theme “Fantasies,” I was 
particularly struck by the ways that Munch’s paint-
ing, The Voice / Summer Night (1896), was linked to a 
video installation that showed Charles and Emma 
seeing each other for the first time. The installation 
consisted of two screens that projected images of 
Charles (played by French actor Thomas Germaine) 
and Emma (played by Finnish actress Marja Skaf-
fari) in what appeared to be the same landscape—a 
house with a garden outside. While the perspective 
of one screen was linked to Charles watching Emma 
in the garden from his study in the house, the other, 
located somewhere in the garden, was associated 
with Emma. Had I not read Madame Bovary I am not 
sure that I would have considered Charles’s look 
“voyeuristic” or Emma’s “flirtatious” as the catalog 
suggested, although elements of these attitudes were 
hinted at visually. The Voice / Summer Night, which 
was in the same visual field, added a significant 
dimension to the experience of seeing (or seeing 
by means of) Emma and Edvard simultaneously. 
Aspects of fantasy blend in the painting much as 
they do in the video installation for Charles as he 
watches Emma walking in the garden. The perform- 
ative act of looking at the video installation and The 

Voice / Summer Night significantly enriched my un-
derstanding of both by suggesting a link, albeit an 
ambiguous one, between Edvard as the subject of 
an act of fantasizing and Charles’s fantasies.

The impression of loneliness generated by the 
combination of Bal’s video installation and Munch’s 
The Voice / Summer Night in the room provided an 
important connection to a painting, The Wedding of 
the Bohemian (1925–26), displayed in room 4. Cen-
trally positioned at the far end of a table that con-
stitutes a frame within the frame of the painting, a 
woman appears to be utterly lonely, although men 
surround her. In her book Bal places the painting in 
dialogue with other artworks, including Caravag-
gio’s The Supper at Emmaus (1601), da Vinci’s The Last 
Supper (1495–98), and Rembrandt’s Samson Posing 
the Riddle to the Wedding Guests (1638), as well as 
Israeli photographer Adi Nes’s Untitled (“The Last 
Supper”) from the series Soldiers (1999). While Bal’s 
brilliant syntactic-iconographic reading of The Wed-
ding of the Bohemian may explain why she gave it a 
prominent place at the center of the exhibition, the 
painting made a strong impression on me in its own 
right, not least because, as in the case of The Voice 
/ Summer Night, it was a single painting in a series 
of paintings and video installations.

Edvard Munch, The Voice / Summer Night (1896; Woll 394). (Courtesy of the Munch Museum, Oslo.)
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Bal urged viewers to look more closely at Munch, 
or rather at Edvard as a complex, ambiguous re- 
presentative of Munch, through the dual lens of 
Flaubert’s Emma and her own video installations 

in seven rooms of the Munch Museum. The exhibi-
tion, in addition to being highly original, compel-
ling, and disturbing, was exceptionally rewarding.

JAKOB LOTHE
University of Oslo


