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Abstract 

In Cultivating Humanity [1998], Martha Nussbaum argued that narrative cultivates our humanity by 

allowing us to imaginatively enter into the lives of others and sympathize with their different 

experiences. However, whether or not this remains a purely contained event, not extending into our 

everyday ethics, is a matter of debate. A less optimistic evaluation of the ethical applications of our 

imaginative potential was articulated by Friedrich Nietzsche in Human, All Too Human, where the 

philosopher observes the indifference to the suffering of others that characterises each individual, and 

attributes it to ‘the great lack of imagination from which he suffers’. Conversely, the melancholy person 

experiences a degree of suffering often undetectable and typically incomprehensible to others who face 

the world and its challenges in a more cheerful manner. However, melancholia was considered 

historically a mark of distinction: the insignia of an intellectual or artist.  Unlike the increasing post-

Freudian medicalisation of melancholia as the mental illness of depression, a melancholic pose was 

openly adopted in the 17th, 18th and 19th centuries by poets whose contemplation of the world caused the 

melancholic temperament or was even that which endowed powers of reflection and creativity.  

In this paper, I will consider how the pandemic compelled a revolution in our appreciation and sympathy 

for melancholic individuals in retrospect. To this end, I will focus on Lars von Trier’s Melancholia 

[2011], whose female protagonist is vindicated by the impending catastrophe of the planet, an event she 

seems to almost welcome. For at least two years, millions shared the restrictions in daily life and its 

enjoyment of previously isolated or disenfranchised individuals. By enforcing conditions that fostered 

melancholia on an individual and collective scale, the pandemic –at least for a while - legitimised 

melancholia thereby creating a new sensus communis in which melancholia (re-)acquired cultural 

legitimacy.  
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