SCANDINAVIAN selma lagerlöf
LEGENDS

Left page: Lagerlöf
(right) enjoys after
noon tea with Sophie
Elkan, with whom
she was in love. This
page: Recovering
after an illness at a
hydropathic esta
blishment outside
Copenhagen, Lagerlöf
heads to the beach
together with
Valborg Olander,
her other love.
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She wrote some of the most important books of her time
and was celebrated by a whole world. But none of her contemporaries suspected that SELMA LAGERLÖF had a taste for
the same sex – and entertained two women simultaneously.
Trapped in a triangle drama, the author of Gosta Berling’s Saga
and Jerusalem was forced to choose her path. Ying
Toijer-Nilsson exposes the love life of the first woman
who was awarded the Nobel Prize in literature.
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T

hese kisses of yours that you convey in your letters, they are a great puzzlement to me. How am I to
understand such merchandise? Are they promissory
notes, or ‘samples without value’? Are such debts to
be repaid in rooms milling with people, or in the greenhouse at
Nääs? It is best you settle such things in your own mind first.

Lagerlöf working
at her desk in her
home, Mårbacka,
in 1920. She was
born here in 1858
and this is where
she died in 1940.
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To do otherwise may be to court disaster. ... In Copenhagen I see
so many relationships between women that I must try to comprehend in my own mind what Nature’s intention is with this,”
Lagerlöf wrote in 1894. And the following year: “It is my own
pure good fortune that my love for you is less sensual now, for
I might otherwise feel downcast. Though I am far from certain
of that. For when I think back to the joy it brought me throughout the whole of last year, I am almost envious of the times that
have passed. But do not imagine that I am a block of ice. Oh, anything but! If you but knew what passion I bear within me ... Deep
inside, I’ll have you know, dwells a wild animal.”
The letters from the first years seem to tread the borderlands
between friendship and love. But effusive female friendships
were not unusual in the 1890s, and it is also clear that Elkan
endeavored to dampen the ardor in their relationship. She had
been a married woman and a mother, and once, when Lagerlöf
and she had arranged to meet, Elkan left no room for doubt when
she wrote, “Hands off!”
She yearned for Lagerlöf’s friendship and guarded it jealously.
But that was all. And it was as a friend that she, at least to begin
with, came to play a decisive role in Lagerlöf’s development. The
highly strung, intellectual Elkan coaxed forth spontaneity and a
sarcastic humor in her friend that is evident in their letters. They
shared the same interests. Other authors that the two of them
knew and read were caricatured and criticized. Soon they began
to influence one another’s work – for better and for worse. But,
crucially, Elkan invaded Lagerlöf’s tranquil schoolmarm’s existence and dragged her out into a world of new experiences.

The first volume of Jerusalem had been a huge success. Elkan’s
slender novel, on the other hand, based on the two women’s
experiences in Egypt, was a flop. Elkan, who had fragile nerves,
worked herself up into a frenzy of anxiety, despair and even
hatred of her friend who had succeeded so well. Their friendship was shaken to its very foundations and, just as they were
going through the motions of patching it up, in strode Olander.
Suddenly Lagerlöf – who detested conflict and quarrels – found
herself at the center of a love triangle.
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irst they traveled to Italy, where Lagerlöf gathered
material for The Miracles of Antichrist, her major
work on Christianity and socialism. The novel’s
main character shares much in common with Sophie
Elkan: the book even relives the episode with the lifting of the
veil. And it was thanks to Elkan’s experience as a traveler that
they were able to undertake their grand “Oriental” tour to Egypt
and Palestine. This journey created the opportunities for her to
write Jerusalem, the novel that was to herald Lagerlöf’s international breakthrough.
It is a remarkable tale. It was so much a child of its time that it
bore the signs of a roman à clef, but over the years it has acquired
a more timeless, universal significance. Lagerlöf’s depiction of
the break between tradition and renewal, her description of how
a Swedish country parish is rent in two by religious fervor, still
has the power to enthrall.
The story is based on fact. Following a local religious revival,
a small band of Swedish farming folk had immigrated to Jerusalem. There they joined a sect from the USA known as “the American Colony” in the hope of leading a true Christian life. Lagerlöf
heard about them and thought that this was an exploit worthy
of a novel. But that meant that she also needed to find out how
they had prospered in their new home.
Through Lagerlöf’s letters to her mother, it is possible to trace
the experiences that she transformed into literature. She undertook a combined study and pleasure trip around 1900 by train,
Mediterranean steam packet, riverboat, horse-drawn carriage,
camel and mule. On occasions, Elkan feared for her life, but she
stood loyally by her traveling companion and soon shared Lagerlöf’s fascination for the fate of the Swedish farmers.
It was after the two returned home that the first cracks began
to appear in their friendship. A new woman, Valborg Olander,
came into Lagerlöf’s life. But that wasn’t the only reason.
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Left: A scene
from Gosta
Berling’s Saga,
based on the
book by Lagerlöf.
The film was
directed by
Swede Mauritz
Stiller in 1924.
Right: Lagerlöf,
22 years old,
photographed in
a studio in 1880.
Below: Lagerlöf
working in the
garden at Mår
backa.
Bottom: Lagerlöf
having lunch
with American
author Pearl S.
Buck, the 1938
Nobel Prize win
ner in literature.

agerlöf’s letters to Olander chart the progress of their
relationship, tracing a curve from love letters to business correspondence. Some of Olander’s letters have
been destroyed, and there is a reason, too, for that. During the summer of 1902, while Lagerlöf and Elkan were taking
the waters at a spa in Norway and going through the manuscript
for the second volume of Jerusalem, it seems that Olander’s letters displayed such unbridled passion that Lagerlöf tore them to
shreds lest Elkan catch sight of them. It was now that Lagerlöf
began to walk a tightrope between secrecy and subterfuge – a
balancing act that she never quite mastered.
On July 30, Lagerlöf asked Olander not to write more than
once every five days so as not to hurt Elkan’s feelings.
“Each time you are here, I try so truly to kiss you that I might
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ne cold, dark January day in 1894,
an elegant lady, albeit veiled and
in mourning attire, made the short
walk from Nybrogatan to Riddargatan in Stockholm to call on the
famous author Selma Lagerlöf, a
future Nobel laureate in literature.
The lady in black was Sophie Elkan, a writer from Gothenburg
with a tragic life story distilled in her melancholy anthologies
of short stories. Fourteen years earlier, at the age of 26, she had
lost both husband and child to tuberculosis. She had found an
outlet for her grief in her writing, but she never again wore anything but widow’s weeds.
Lagerlöf was not content, however, to sit and converse with
someone the beauty of whose eyes she could only speculate
about. So, quite without warning, she took the liberty of lifting her visitor’s veil to see her features. This spontaneous gesture was followed by a calm assertion: “You are very beautiful.
I know we will become friends.”
Three years earlier, Lagerlöf had made a highly acclaimed
debut with the wildly romantic Gosta Berling’s Saga. If the truth
were told, the realist Elkan didn’t care much for the novel, but
she was immediately drawn to Lagerlöf as a person. And so that
winter, when the two of them just happened to be spending time
in Stockholm, saw the start of a friendship that was to endure
until Elkan’s death in 1921. In time, it would become complicated by rivalry and jealousy. But Lagerlöf’s letters during the early
years fizzed with such joy and exhilaration that she described
her feelings as champagne bubbles. She, who seemed so calm
and aloof – a cold fish in need of human warmth – had found
someone to dream about. In one of her letters, she compares
herself to a reptile: in the same way a reptile needs the rays of
the sun, she needed the radiance of someone like Elkan.

Lagerlöf began to walk a tightrope between secrecy and
subterfuge – a balancing act that she never quite mastered.
feel satisfaction for a few days, yet I long for you again even
before you disappear through the gate,” Lagerlöf wrote in a letter. “My dearest, I cannot tell you how happy I am to have you
and to let myself be spoiled by all the love you give. I tear up
your letters with a heavy heart. I wish I always had them to warm
myself with, but I dare not ... No one, no one in the world has
ever loved me as you, and that is why I belong to you,” she wrote
in another.
The following month passions grew stronger, with Lagerlöf
waxing lyrical about the way Olander kissed and wishing she
would stay overnight – “That would be divine.”
But as Elkan became more and more suspicious, Olander
became ever more indispensable. Elkan was never allowed to
see the final chapters of Jerusalem. Instead, it was Olander who
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been described as “a Swedish King Lear.” Elkan disapproved
of its naive style, but it became a best seller. And all the time,
Lagerlöf was being showered with one award after the other:
an honorary doctorate in 1907, the Nobel Prize in literature in
1909, the first female to be granted membership of the Swedish
Academy in 1914.
Her status in Sweden was unique. She was asked to intervene
in strikes and even to act to bring the war to an end. Her books
were made into films in Sweden and abroad, performed as stage
plays, and turned into operas. Royalty and government ministers
visited the family estate of Mårbacka that she had bought back
with her Nobel Prize money and rebuilt as the stately home that
has today become a tourist attraction. She herself kept a close
eye on the farm there, presiding like a matriarch over laborers
and animals, sowing and harvest. Yet, for most of her life, this
highly competent woman with worldwide business interests did
not enjoy full civil rights. Swedish women did not get the vote
until 1921. By then, Lagerlöf was 63 years old and had been fight-

renouncing her own artistic ability in the belief that her friends’
opinions were representative for how the broad mass of readers
would react to the story. But at least, she had salved her conscience by finally writing a “book that would make the world a
better place.”

E

sacrificing love, she devoted all of her spare time – and more
besides – to Lagerlöf. Elkan could not compete with this. There
were confrontations, tears and hysterical outbreaks of jealousy.
Secret meetings were exposed, and it did not help when Lagerlöf
tried to belittle her friends in front of each other.
Despite recurring crises, the situation was gradually resolved.
More or less. The two rivals inhabited different territories and
could therefore avoid physical meetings. In the midst of all
this, Lagerlöf’s creativity remained unaffected. The Wonderful
Adventures of Nils, commissioned as a school textbook, was published all over the world.
Not even the outbreak of the First World War in 1914 could
divert interest from The Emperor of Portugallia, a novel that has

ing for female franchise since the turn of the century.
It was only during the First World War that her ability to write
was impeded. For years, she had felt compelled to strike a blow
for peace, and when, finally in 1918, she could gather strength
to work on another major novel. The result, The Outcast, was
a relative failure. Things were hardly improved by the fact
that, for once, Olander and Elkan were in agreement over their
condemnation of the book’s premise that war is worse than cannibalism. Lagerlöf felt unable to fully express her ideas. Olander,
who rarely criticized anything, felt that the motif was repugnant
beyond measure. Elkan was beside herself, sending telegrams
and writing letters. And so, against her better judgment, Lagerlöf made some last-minute adjustments to her manuscript,

First meeting with
Sophie Elkan.
Publishes a
collection of short
stories under the
title Invisible Links
Her first novel
Gosta Berling’s
Saga is publish
ed. (Later trans
lated into 50
languages)

1894

1858

1885–1895

1888

Selma Lagerlöf is born
on November 20 at Mår
backa, a small country
house in the Swedish
province of Värmland

Is employed as a
teacher at the Girls’
Secondary School in
Landskrona

The family home
at Mårbacka is
sold after a
bankruptcy
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Short novel The
Treasure, recently
reinterpreted by
American feminists
as a story of
sisterhood

1899–1900

1902

Travels to the
Middle East,
Egypt and
Palestine result
in the novel
Jerusalem,
Lagerlöf’s
international
breakthrough

First meet
ing with
the teacher
Valborg
Olander,
who soon
becomes
Lagerlöf’s
general
factotum
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Elkan could not compete. There were confrontations, tears and
hysterical outbreaks of jealousy. Secret meetings were exposed.

lkan died following a cerebral hemorrhage in 1921.
Lagerlöf organized everything: the funeral, the inventory of the estate, and the distribution of her friend’s
capital and possessions. She also delivered an affectionate graveside eulogy. Now it seemed there were no more
obstacles for Olander to overcome. But even so, she would have
to wait before declaring ultimate victory over her rival. The
memory of Elkan grew ever fonder for Lagerlöf, who furnished
an Elkan Room at Mårbacka with Sophie’s effects and family
portraits. Recollections of the conflicts ebbed away, and it was
Elkan’s lively intellect that again came to the fore along with her
charm and witty conversation. With her in mind, Lagerlöf published a pamphlet for the benefit of Jewish refugees, thus causing considerable irritation in Germany.
Gradually an idea began to take shape in Lagerlöf’s mind – to
write Elkan’s biography. In her own memoirs, Mårbacka and its
sequels, she had returned to the days of her childhood and adolescence. She tackled the book about Elkan in a similar manner.
During her last winter, around New Year 1940, Lagerlöf wrote
two charming chapters, Judeunge (Jew Kid) about the little girl
who loved Swedish history only to find out that it was not her
own and Söndagsmiddag (Sunday Dinner) about how the sixyear-old Sophie crept through a hole in the ice to rescue a kitten. These episodes were not published while Lagerlöf was alive,
but appeared posthumously. She did not have the strength to
complete the book as she had planned, but she was still working
on it until just a few weeks before her death.
Lagerlöf died at Mårbacka on March 16, 1940 – not in her own
bedroom, but in the Elkan Room, surrounded by the paintings
and furniture of her beloved friend. At her side sat her sister Gerda Ahlgren and the ever-faithful Olander. The triangle drama
was over. Or was it?
A new day was dawning for Olander. As the sole survivor of the

Is awarded
an honorary
doctorate by
Uppsala University.
Repurchases
the house and
gardens at Mårbacka

1906–1907

1907

Is awarded
the Nobel
Prize in
literature

Publishes The
Emperor of Portugallia. Elected as
the first female
member of the
Swedish Academy

1909

1914

Publishes
The Wonderful
Adventures of Nils
in two volumes
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W

ho was this Olander woman, who assumed control of the practicalities of Lagerlöf’s life – drafting fair copies, proofreading, writing foreign
correspondence and dealing with the bank: in
a nutshell, ensuring that things around Lagerlöf ran smoothly, “just like a proper author’s wife would do.” (The words are
Lagerlöf’s own.)
Valborg Olander was a teacher at a training college in the provincial Swedish town of Falun, where Lagerlöf had also lived for
a few years. Parallel with her career, she had her own life: she
was politically and socially active, published school textbooks,
founded an association to campaign for women’s right to vote,
and held a seat on the local town council. But in an act of self-

1891
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wrote out the final manuscript.
“Oh my Dear,” Elkan wrote in desperation to Lagerlöf, “you
are not going to choose Valborg – was it Valborg? – instead of
me, are you?”

		

three, she now had the upper hand. In articles written shortly
after Lagerlöf’s death, she emphasized the intimacy of their relationship, and it may well have been Olander who painted the
negative picture of Elkan.
A couple of years after Lagerlöf’s death, the author Elin Wägner
published a monograph that was both insightful and personal,
but in which Elkan is portrayed in an extremely negative light
and her importance in Lagerlöf’s life played down. This probably
owed much to Olander. Wägner spent many hours in Olander’s
apartment, reading letters the two friends had exchanged and
falling under the influence of Olander’s comments.
Old conflicts cast long shadows.
Ying Toijer-Nilsson is a Licentiate of Philosophy and honorary doctor at the Uni-

versity of Stockholm. She has edited, among other works, three books on the comprehensive correspondence of Selma Lagerlöf. yingtoijer@hotmail.com

Publishes the
vehemently antiwar
novel The Outcast

Dies at Mårbacka on
March 16 after a week’s
confinement to her bed

Becomes the first Swe
dish woman to feature on
a Swedish banknote

1940

1992

1922

1933

Publishes her
memoirs under the
title of Mårbacka

Publishes her last book Harvest and
the pamphlet Skriften på jordgolvet
(The Writing in the Sand), sold for
the benefit of Jewish refugees from
Germany
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