
‘Melancholy is our Cultural Mainspring’ 
 
An interview with Robert Nasveld on ‘the anatomy of melancholy’ 
 
‘Melancholy is essential,’ says programmer Robert Nasveld of the NPS broadcasting network. 
That’s why he initiated the programme ‘The Anatomy of Melancholy’ for the collaborative 
effort between the public broadcasting service NPS Classic and the Holland Festival. In consultation 
with the Holland Festival, Nasveld’s idea led to the programming of a versatile and surprising evening 
centred around La Melancholia, an ‘opératorio’ by the French composer Pascal Dusapin. This programme 
is a counterpart to the ‘Evening of Melancholy’ which took place on March 27 in the Muziekgebouw aan’t 
IJ, says Nasveld. ‘That evening was more accessible, more focused on feeling; this time it also includes 
a treatment of the theme itself. Melancholy is a feeling that everybody knows; but you hardly ever read 
anything about it nowadays, whereas everyone from the ancient Greeks to Freud has written about it 
extensively. What’s more, it’s an important feeling that has been unjustly slighted.’ Our understanding of 
melancholy (from the Greek melas, black, and cholè, bile) has its origins in the ancient Greek theory of 
the human constitution generally associated with the fifth century physician Hippocrates. This theory was 
further developed by Galenus, the court physician of Marcus Aurelius, who drew a connection 
between the constitution of the cosmos, with its four elements, to that of the body, with its four 
physical juices or humores: blood, phlegm, yellow bile and black bile. Someone with an excess of 
black bile was said to have a melancholic temperament, which manifested itself through silence, 
profound gloom, and a morbid, depressive despondency. This humoural pathology remain current 
in different, increasingly exotic forms until the 19th century, although by that time it had lost much 
scientific ground following upon medical discoveries in the 16th and 17th century. Nasveld’s extensive 
research on this theme over the course of two years led to the ‘Evening of Melancholy’ mentioned above. 
‘I asked myself: What can you do with the theme of melancholy in terms of new music? With that 
question in mind, I examined the repertoire for chamber orchestras over the last 30 years and one of the 
works that came up during that research was Pascal Dusapin’s La Melancholia. In my opinion, Dusapin is 
a composer whose oeuvre is performed much too infrequently in the Netherlands, and La Melancholia is a 
work that deserves to be played on a stage like the Holland Festival. As it turns out, by the way, this 
edition of the festival is devoting four programmes to Dusapin, which of course is terrific.’ 
 
 
Can you give a description of Dusapin’s La Melancholia? 
‘It’s a monolith – a work that’s not easily accessiblebut exciting from beginning to end. Very many things 
occur in it. La Melancholia is an extremely dense curtain of sound and you really have to listen intently in 
order to understand what’s going on. Dusapin collected lots of citations about melancholy, from Homer to 
Hildegard, and piled them on top of one another, like in an oratorio. I think that anyone hearing this 
piece for the first time will not find it easy to comprehend, also because the lyrics can hardly be 
understood, but if listeners let themselves be carried away it will be all right.’ 
 
How is the work ‘melancholy’? 
‘La Melancholia is not melancholy; it’s a treatment of a frame of mind. Dusapin recently told me in an 
interview that he suffered from a form of epilepsy in his youth, something that he was ashamed of at the 
time and that he only dared talk about years later. In ancient times, ‘the falling sickness’ was surrounded 
by an aura of godliness and people attributed special gifts to epileptics. In the theory formulated by the 
ancients, epilepsy was closely connected to the melancholic constitution, a connection which was 
maintained until the Middle Ages and which still could be heard in Renaissance ideas, for example with 
philosophers like Ficino, who asserted that genius always went hand-in-hand with melancholy. Dusapin 
became fascinated by a book of Panofsky’s on this subject, Saturn and Melancholy (from which he also 
derived most of his citations), which inspired him to write this piece. He called La Melancholia a 
catharsis, a description of what someone experiences who is suffering from the sickness that the Greeks 
referred to as ‘the black evil’, through which he himself could take a distance from his period of 
illness.’ 
 
How did you hit upon the idea of including the English Renaissance composer Dowland 
in this programme? 
‘That was an idea of Lieven Bertels of the Holland Festival. “If we’re going to be dealing with 
melancholy,” he said, “we should think about the ‘king of melancholy’, John Dowland.” Besides, that way 
the programme before the interval makes a good contrast with La Melancholia. In the end, we chose not 
to present Dowland’s work in the normal manner, but in surprising new instrumentations by two 
contemporary composers – purposely not classical, but with an electric bass guitar or a synthesizer 
added. We all know the original Dowland, but this is really exciting.’ 
 
Why did you particularly ask Guus Janssen and Giel Vleggaar to make this adaptation? 
‘The criterion was: Which composers do you think will be capable of going off the beaten path, doing 
something totally different from usual? For example, Guus Janssen is going to do a couple of things 
which are not very obvious with percussion and have three sopranos sit amongst the orchestra instead of 



standing in front of it and pass the lyrics on to each other. I’ve already seen the score – and it’s a 
winner. Giel Vleggaar came up with the idea of writing an entirely new work based on the descending 
Phrygian tetrachord (A-G-F-E) that is so characteristic of Dowland’s idiom. That’s what we really liked 
about this: it gives a nice buildup to the programme before the interval, beginning with an idiosyncratic 
instrumentation of Dowland’s work and ending with an original piece written in his spirit. In between, 
you’ll hear another of Dusapin’s works, Galim, a sensitive miniature for flute and string orchestra which 
he wrote on the occasion of his stepmother’s death. I’m expecting it to fit in beautifully between 
the compositions by Janssen and Vleggaar, and this way the audience will also get a chance to hear 
something by Dusapin before the interval.’ 
 
Where does the title The Anatomy of Melancholy’ come from? 
‘The programme is named after a book by a contemporary of Dowland’s, the English clergyman 
and librarian Robert Burton. That book, The Anatomy of Melancholy written in 1621, is a 
remarkable collection of citations on melancholy numbering some one thousand pages – difficult 
to read but fascinating, an exhaustive survey of the knowledge of his time in this field. From Burton, 
we learn, for example, that you should make a soup from an old rooster and add some ginger for an 
effective remedy…. In the same decade of the 17th century, the English physician William Harvey 
stumbled upon the process of blood circulation, which was the beginning of a new view of the human 
constitution that undermined the old theory of humours. After this discovery, melancholy 
was relegated to the field of psychology.’ 
 
So totally in line with the old humourism, this programme actually tries to rectify an 
imbalance in our culture by compensating for an unhealthy deficiency of melancholy… 
‘Indeed. Melancholy is a fantastic topic that is given far too little attention in our daily lives. We 
simply must be happy, so it seems. Everything has to be fun. There is even a magazine called 
Happinez. The important and fruitful obverse of happiness is neglected. But in fact, melancholy 
is precisely what we need; it is our cultural mainspring, the Muse of art and music. Melancholy is 
essential!’ 
 
Translation: Jane Bemont 
 


