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Søren Kierkegaard was born in Copenhagen in 1813, the youngest of seven children. His mother, his sisters and two of his brothers all died before he reached his twenty-first birthday. Kierkegaard’s childhood was an isolated and unhappy one, clouded by the religious fervour of his father. He was educated at the School of Civic Virtue and went on to enter the university, where he read theology but also studied the liberal arts and science. In all, he spent seven years as a student, gaining a reputation both for his academic brilliance and for his extravagant social life. Towards the end of his university career he started to criticize the Christianity upheld by his father and to look for a new set of values. In 1841 he broke off his engagement to Regine Olsen and devoted himself to his writing. During the next ten years he produced a flood of discourses and no fewer than twelve major philosophical essays, many of them written under noms de plume. Notable are Either/Or (1843), Repetition (1843), Fear and Trembling (1843), Philosophical Fragments (1844), The Concept of Anxiety (1844), Stages on Life’s Way (1845), Concluding Unscientific Postscript (1846) and The Sickness unto Death (1849). By the end of his life Kierkegaard had become an object of public ridicule and scorn, partly because of a sustained feud that he had provoked in 1846 with the satirical Danish weekly the Corsair, partly because of his repeated attacks on the Danish State Church. Few mourned his death in November 1855, but during the early twentieth century his work enjoyed increasing acclaim and he has done much to inspire both modern Protestant theology and existentialism. Today Kierkegaard is attracting increasing attention from philosophers and writers ‘inside’ and outside the postmodern tradition.
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Translator’s Preface

This translation is based on Søren Kierkegaards Papirer (vols. I–XI:3, edited by P. A. Heiberg, V. Kuhr and E. Torsting, 1909–48; supplementary vols. XII–XIII, edited by N. Thulstrup, 1969–70). The text of Papirer forms the third and most comprehensive edition of Kierkegaard’s papers and journals, its thirteen titled volumes comprising twenty-five separate bindings (these include three index volumes). A first short-lived attempt to collate the papers was made by his brother-in-law, J. C. Lund, who inherited the entire manuscript collection on Kierkegaard’s death. Three years later it was handed over to Kierkegaard’s brother, then Bishop of Aalborg, but nothing more was done with the journal manuscripts until H. P. Barfod undertook the task of compilation in 1865. Unfortunately, Barfod threw away a significant portion of the originals he had transcribed, or at least took no steps to preserve them, so that many of the earlier entries (until 1847) in Papirer have had to be based on Barfod’s transcriptions. Lund’s and Barfod’s numbering has been preserved. In view of many uncertainties about dates and inaccuracies in transcription, the current Papirer cannot be considered the final version. A definitive text is not only planned, however, but is already being prepared under the auspices of the newly-established Søren Kierkegaard Research Centre at the University of Copenhagen.

The magnitude of the task may be glimpsed from the sample manuscript page containing entries II A 67–9 and II A 597. The Papirer transcription of the entry on the right (II A 68) deviates significantly from the text. But the latter is in Barfod’s handwriting and is in fact his rough-and-ready transcription of the passage crossed out on the left, while the Papirer transcription is the editors’ attempt to recover the original more accurately.

[image: image]

We see that Barfod has min Gud (my God) while the editors have read milde Gud (merciful God). They also read Rørdam where Barfod, perhaps from discretion, had put dots though he has replaced them with R.–. The editors also take what Barfod transcribes as the second person singular pronoun du in du, min Gud (you, my God) to be capitalized.

The illustration also helps to show the reader what the frequent indication ‘In the margin’ means. Kierkegaard left plenty of space to make his own changes and insertions, In numbering the entries, the editors have in many cases had to decide for themselves whether an entry was a note to a neighbouring entry or an entry in its own right.

The margin allows us to note a third feature illustrated by the status of entry II A 597 as a ‘loose paper’ but in Barfod’s handwriting. Probably the original had been placed with the sheet by Kierkegaard himself, though one cannot be sure. Barfod has transcribed it and the original is lost. The dating of such entries remains uncertain even where the other entries have firm dates, as is by no means often the case.

That the majority of journal entries lack dates is compensated for by the fact that all of an extremely important series of thirty-six manuscript journals beginning 9 March 1846 have initial dates, which in view of their number allows their entries to be fairly precisely placed. The scope of these individual journals is indicated by a line before and after the relevant entries, and there is a reference attached to the number of the first entry in each journal to an end-note which provides the date from which the journal in question begins. The numbers of all the entries are as in Papirer but with an additional prefix giving the year.

The reader will notice that all entries also have either an A, B, or C prefix. This is an established convention, according to which A-entries are journal entries proper, though not, or very seldom, in the sense of plain records of the day’s events; there are indeed very few ‘journal’ entries in that sense, though recollections of past events do indeed occur quite extensively as Kierkegaard takes stock of his situation to date. B-entries are notes in connection with works to be published, or in some cases actual excerpts, included in Papirer and here because they have been underlined by Kierkegaard and occasionally commented upon. The C-entries are of a more academic provenance, mainly notes or comments on theological, philosophical and literary topics.

Naturally enough, the main part of this selection comprises A-entries, but both B- and C-entries are included where the latter help to cast light on the works referred to in the former. In general, the selection is arranged chronologically, the doubts and few exceptions being duly noted. Some of the latter are in the form of comments on entries made in a previous year. In these cases the year is given in italic (see, for instance, I A 9, on page 10).

In selecting the entries, I have aimed at presenting as comprehensive a picture of Kierkegaard’s life and works as is possible within the confines of a single manageable volume. The introductions to the separate chapters are designed to provide enough background for the entries to be grasped, where relevant, as belonging to a particular phase of Kierkegaard’s career. The chapter divisions are designed to correspond with periods distinct enough to count as such phases.

Some entries are very long. Occasionally I have made cuts, of varying length, and in some cases have included only a few lines from a long entry. All cuts are marked […] in the text. Any other such indication, except references to end-notes, is in the original.

There are other translations which over the years have proved immensely valuable to English-speaking Kierkegaard scholars, including myself. Not least of these is the extensive and impressively annotated translation by Howard and Edna Hong. As yet, however, there is no complete English translation, or indeed anything approaching it. It is to be hoped that, for those daunted by the prospect of learning Danish in order to go to the original, there will one day be such a translation, adequate to the content and to Kierkegaard’s style, and based on a definitive text.

I would like to express my gratitude to Niels Jørgen Cappelørn, Director of the Søren Kierkegaard Research Centre, for providing the photographic copy of the sample page and for valuable assistance and advice.

I am most deeply grateful to my editor, Christine Collins, for her meticulous help which has saved me from more embarrassments than I care to consider.
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1834–1836

The First Journal Entries and their Background

In a famous entry from 1843 Kierkegaard wrote that after his death no one would find the slightest information in his papers about what had really filled his life.1 He called this a ‘consolation’. At the time of his death at the age of forty-two, his apartment was found to contain, among piles of other papers, more than seven and a half thousand pages of journal entries dating from three years later than that earlier prediction. Or was it a promise? If so, then the question is whether in the light of this huge Nachlass he managed, or by then even intended, to fulfil it.

To answer that we should know more about what Kierkegaard thinks is missing, and why. He calls it ‘information’. But what could such information be about? Some sickness perhaps? It has been suggested that there are indications that Kierkegaard was an epileptic.2 Certainly that is something he does not mention; while the heavy overscoring we see on the sample manuscript page in the Translator’s Preface could well be an attempt to remove a reference to such a ‘disposition’ (see entry II A 68 below). Yet could such a thing, though it would certainly affect Kierkegaard’s life in many significant ways, really occupy it?

Maybe the use of the term ‘information’ here is ironical. In his pseudonymous works, one of Kierkegaard’s principal theses is that information is systematically incapable of conveying what interests you in the state of affairs about which you want to be informed. So if what remains hidden in the journals is some answer to the question of what interest it was that filled Kierkegaard’s life, according to that theory no amount or kind of information could ever convey what the reader fails to find in the journals.

But usually you would think that even if words cannot convey some deeper motive, at least there are words which we can use to say what kind of motive or interest it is. Perhaps, then, Kierkegaard is saying that we will not even find words in the journals which indicate – however much they may be unable to convey – the kind of thing that ‘filled’ his life. As one probes the journals themselves, one comes across remarks about subterfuge and, perhaps more to the point, a passion for disguise.3 Apart from merely indulging this passion, one may as a journal writer also have very good reasons for disguising motives: discretion towards some other person, a friend perhaps; not trusting posterity to put the appropriate construction on one’s words; not knowing quite how to express one’s motivation in the first place.

It seems at least to be something fairly crucial that Kierkegaard claims is missing, at least up until 1843. In the same 1843 entry he calls it an inscription in his innermost being which ‘explains everything’, and, ‘more often than not, makes what the world would call trifles into, for me, events of immense importance, and which I too consider of no significance once I take away the secret note which explains it’.

Kierkegaard often talks of a clue of this kind – some idea or principle which throws light on the whole, whether nature, a body of thought, or a person’s life. Sartre talks similarly of ‘basic projects’, but in Kierkegaard’s case it seems more like something in the past which stays with him and which he has to come to terms with. Perhaps one can consider the situation in the following way. Whatever Kierkegaard meant by indirect communication, there is one clear sense in which the communication provided by the journals is genuinely direct. They are records of Kierkegaard’s reactions to events in his own environment, to the thoughts of the many classical and contemporary authors he reads, to the words and the behaviour of people around him. There is no attempt here to conceal that these are indeed his own reactions, no attempt to fabricate them, or to attribute them to other, possibly fictitious, writers. So if you incline to the view that what makes communication indirect in the Kierkegaardian sense is pseudonymity, you could argue that the communication in the journals is certainly direct, at least in so far as large portions of them provide frank reports of their author’s own thoughts and reactions. What perhaps is missing is precisely any clue to the special nature of the thoughts and the degree of the reactions. I say any clue, but there are no doubt many readers today, far more than in Kierkegaard’s own time – and this is perhaps a measure both of his influence and his prescience – who are able to glimpse or detect the ‘secret note’ which makes this remarkable person respond and act in the ways he did. Perhaps they may also glimpse whatever reasons Kierkegaard may have had for wanting to leave behind him a record of the life whose inner side, due in large measure also to his own efforts at misdirection and subterfuge, escaped so many of his contemporaries.

The earliest papers are from 1831–2, Kierkegaard’s first years as a university student, and are mainly in the form of notes, transcriptions, and translations. The entries selected here begin in 1834, Kierkegaard’s fourth year of study. The first entries date from just before the death of his mother on 31 July. It will be useful to trace the background of that event and the context of Kierkegaard’s own life and that of his family.

Born on 5 May 1813 at the family home in Nytorv in the centre of Copenhagen, Søren Aabye was the youngest by four years of seven children born to their father’s second wife, Anne (or Ane) Sørensdatter Lund (18 June 1768–31 July 1834). The first marriage, to Kirstine Nielsdatter Røyen (c. 1758–96), had been childless and had ended with her death after only two years. Anne, the mother of all Michael Pedersen Kierkegaard’s children, had been the first wife’s maid and their first child4 was born just five months after the wedding. Michael himself came from a peasant family that had worked the land of their local priest in Jutland under a system that reduced them formally and politically to virtual vassalage. But Michael had been sent as a boy of twelve to Copenhagen to work in an uncle’s hosiery business. In 1777, at the age of twenty-one and with a career as errand boy and shop assistant already behind him, he was officially released from his bondage by the village priest. Michael prospered, first as a travelling clothier, then as a wholesale importer of cloth and textiles. Having amassed, by good luck as much as by good judgement, a considerable fortune, he retired at the early age of forty, shortly after marrying Anne. Since he was by far the stronger partner in the marriage, his continual presence at home meant that he exerted a considerable and direct influence on the minds of his children, something which had dire consequences for at least two of them, Søren’s brother Peter Christian, the eldest of the sons, and Søren himself.

Søren began his regular schooling in 1821 as a pupil at the School of Civic Virtue (Borgerdydskolen), and in due course received his school-leaving diploma, allowing him to matriculate as a student at the University. A testimonial provided by his headmaster, Michael Nielsen, presents a portrait of the pupil:

A good mind, receptive to everything that requires special application, though for a long time he was exceedingly childish and devoid of all seriousness; and a taste for freedom and independence, which also shows itself in his behaviour in the form of a good-natured, sometimes amusing lack of constraint, has stopped him entering more into anything or committing himself to it more than would allow him to draw back again. When in due course his frivolousness, which rarely allowed him to bring his good intentions to fruition or to pursue some definite goal consistently, subsides, and greater earnestness enters his character, in which respect there has been a notable progress especially in this last year, and once his good intellectual gifts are given the chance to develop more freely and unencumbered at the University, he will surely be counted among the able, and in many ways come to resemble his eldest brother. […] Among several brothers and sisters who have all enjoyed an excellent upbringing, he is the youngest; a few years before he came to the school he lost his next to eldest brother,5 whose illness may have been caused by a head injury when he and another boy collided when at play in the school-yard. This, together with his small stature, may well have had some influence on his development for several years afterwards …6

Søren was remembered by his contemporaries at the School of Civic Virtue not for any outstanding ability that might have presaged his future fame as writer, but for a certain oddity. He was ‘quaintly attired, slight, and small for his age at the time, a pale, freckled boy’, this combined with a ‘foul mouth that cost him many a bloody nose’,7 and a sovereign impertinence towards teachers Who failed to impress or cow him. To one fellow student, later Bishop of Aalborg, the later polemicist and social critic seemed ‘very conservative’, someone who liked to ‘honour the King, love the Church, and respect the police’.8 In October 1830 Søren entered the University of Copenhagen with the good grades in all his entry examinations expected of a pupil of Borgerdydskolen, but with distinction in Greek, History, French, and Danish essay-writing. Just a month after matriculation, Herr Student Søren Aabye Kierkegaard enlisted in the King’s Guard but, after only four days and without reporting for duty, was declared unfit for service and removed from the roll.

Although embarked on a theological career, Kierkegaard’s first university examinations (April and October 1831), which formed part of an obligatory propaedeutic study, embraced science as well as the liberal arts. Indeed mathematics and physics, along with theoretical and practical philosophy, proved to be Kierkegaard’s strongest subjects. His performance in Latin, Greek, Hebrew, and History was merely creditable, though his command of Latin later earned from his former headmaster the highest praise after a period (in 1837–8) in which Kierkegaard was appointed to teach the subject at his former school.9 When he later defended his doctoral dissertation in July 1841, the disputation was conducted in Latin.

As noted, the journal entries selected here begin in 1834, in Kierkegaard’s fourth year of study, and immediately before the death of his mother at the end of July. The reader will find no record of that event, though when four years later Kierkegaard’s father died, that fact was not only recorded but its effect carefully noted and described. It is important to remember this when determining the function and nature of Kierkegaard’s journals. Of course, the absence of any loose-sheet entries or letters concerning Kierkegaard’s mother’s death does not mean that none were written, but the fact that none are preserved may indicate that both in consciously writing a journal and preserving his own loose notes Kierkegaard was deliberately focusing on events and relationships which gave his life the shape it acquired and that his mother’s death was not one of these. A routine search for the ‘secret note’ would nevertheless have to include the possibility that it concerned the death of Kierkegaard’s mother. According to Hans Lassen Martensen, Kierkegaard’s tutor (about whom more later), Søren was deeply affected by his mother’s death; indeed Martensen’s own mother remarked that she had never seen someone grieve so much over a death.10 But it is unlikely that this is the real explanation. The death of his mother was, for Kierkegaard, the last stage in a long process of attrition in which the life-support system provided by a family finally collapsed. This was the background of incontrovertible fact in which his life had to be lived, its ‘facticity’, to use a word employed by Kierkegaard himself in a more general connection. One brother and a sister had died before he was nine, and his two surviving sisters, a brother, and his mother all died before he was twenty-two. Søren himself became convinced that he would not live to be more than thirty-three (see I A 325, p. 65). Time was therefore short, and as the younger of the two surviving children of his parents, it became necessary for him not to lose the seconds, the moments, left to him, and to find his life’s positive form and record its content. Later, there are many personal references to his own states of mind, in connection with his father and then with his fiancée, Regine Olsen, as well as with others with whom his life became closely and polemically involved. In these respects, as the reader of this selection from the journals will discover, Kierkegaard’s father and Regine played a continuing role, while neither his mother nor any of the other departed members of his family played a formative part in Kierkegaard’s subsequent career as writer and polemicist.

The first regular journal kept by Kierkegaard records a summer vacation spent at his father’s suggestion, and expense, a year after Anne died. Michael Pedersen Kierkegaard may have detected his son’s growing despair; at any rate he recommended a spell in North Sjælland, which Søren used to advantage. The entries recording this vacation, a selection of which are printed here, indicate how distance from the coteries and involvements in Copenhagen allowed him to face and assess his own state of mind. There is a surviving letter from his father which indicates that during the vacation Søren had kept up a correspondence with his family:


My dear son,

To put your mind at rest regarding your concern at my letting Peter answer your letters rather than writing myself, I send you these few lines from my own hand. There is, thank God, no other reason, internal or external, than the one you know of and surmise: my ever-increasing difficulty in writing, which you are quite familiar with. The past few days I have also been plagued more than usually by my colic.

Since your letter says nothing about how you are I conclude that you are well, which makes me very happy. Your brother is also in his usual good health, as also your brothers-in-law and their children.

Please give affectionate and friendly greetings to Mr Mentz and his wife from us, and especially from me.

Your most loving and wholly devoted father,  

M. P. Kierkegaard

Copenhagen, 4 July 1835

To Student of Theology S. A. Kierkegaard at the Inn at Gilleleje11

The remaining entries for 1835 (whose order in relation to the journal recording the summer vacation must so far remain to a degree speculative) and for 1836 do not indicate that Kierkegaard’s despair diminished as a result of his self-confessions. But one good reason for that may be a conversation which he had with his father, whom Kierkegaard on his return from Gilleleje found also in an unusually confessional state of mind. What the actual confessions were remains secret, and perhaps they concern the elusive ‘inscription’, but something of their nature may be divined from Kierkegaard’s later mention of a relationship between a father and a son where the son finds out things he doesn’t want to know:

His father is a man of note, God-fearing and strict; only once, when drunk, did he drop a few words that made the son suspect the worst. The son has no other intimation of it, and never dares ask his father or anyone else.12

There is also the even later comment, from the last year of his own life, that it was through a ‘crime’ that he ‘came into the world’.13 This is usually thought to be a bitter reference to his father’s age, fifty-seven, at Søren’s birth, thus too old to bequeath his youngest son physical strength yet too weak to control the sexual urge that gave him birth. But then there was also the fact that Michael Pedersen Kierkegaard’s first-born was conceived out of wedlock, just a few months after the death of his first wife, and furthermore by the latter’s maidservant whom he married when it became clear that she was pregnant. To someone of Michael Pedersen’s cast of mind, that could mean that the whole family was conceived in sin, though perhaps a natural development for one who, as a child tending sheep on the Jutland heath, stood upon a hill and cursed God for making an innocent child suffer so.14 The outcome at any rate, whatever the causes, was a falling-out with the father and a deliberate attempt on Søren’s part to compensate for his ‘lost childhood’. He turned his attention more conscientiously to the amenities of student life and studies took second place. This, as certain entries clearly indicate, led Kierkegaard to the verge of mental breakdown. However, the Gilleleje experience seems to have stayed with him, since instead of using his new-found discovery of the debilitating effects of his father’s religion to reject Christianity altogether, Kierkegaard began to see in the prospect of restoring Christianity to its pristine vigour a goal worth devoting a life to. Indeed, we see already at this stage the fundamental alternatives which were to form the disjunctive framework for all of Kierkegaard’s thought: either a conscious retreat into the solace of pleasure and enjoyment, which whether you realize it or not is despair, or a genuine relationship to Christianity. In Kierkegaard’s authorship this was first to find expression in Either/Or in the choice, once the alternatives are offered, between ignoring the categories of good and evil or accepting them (thus the original choice is not between good and evil as such but between eschewing the hold of the distinction between good and evil or living in accordance with it). However, in that work, for reasons which become clear in the next section (1837–1839), the latter alternative came to be identified not so much with adopting a genuine relationship to Christianity in the abstract as with conforming to an ideal of socio-ethical responsibility and openness, what Kierkegaard calls ‘realizing the universal’.


You always need one more light positively to identify another. Imagine it quite dark and then one point of light appears; you would be quite unable to place it, since no spatial relation can be made out in the dark. Only when one more light appears can you fix the place of the first, in relation to it.

15 April 34 I A 1

A strict predestinarianism traces the origin of evil to God, which makes it less consistent even than that of the Manicheans, in that the latter system posits two beings. The former unites these two opposites in one being.

30 May 34 I A 2

Sin can’t come just from man, any more than the one sex by itself can produce a new individual, which is why the Christian doctrine of the devil’s temptation is right. It is the other factor, and also why man’s sin specifically differs from the devil’s (original sin – the possibility of conversion). The other principle would be disanalogical.

34 I A 3

Why I really cannot say I definitely enjoy nature is that I can’t get it into my mind what in nature I enjoy. On the other hand, I can grasp a work of art; there I can find – if I may so put it – that Archimedean point, and once I’ve found that, everything easily becomes clear to me. I can then follow this one big idea and see how all the details serve to throw light on it. I see the author’s whole individuality like the ocean in which every detail is reflected. He is a kindred mind, no doubt far superior yet with the same limitation. The works of the Deity are too large for me; I am obliged to lose myself in the details. That’s also why the expressions people use in their observation of nature are so vapid – ‘How glorious’, ‘grand’, and so on; being far too anthropomorphic, they stop at the outside, they are incapable of expressing the inside, the depth. What to me also seems most striking in this respect is how the great poet geniuses (an Ossian, a Homer) are presented as blind. Naturally it doesn’t matter to me whether they really were blind; the point is that people have imagined them so, as if to indicate that what they saw when they sang of the beauty of nature appeared not to the external eye but to an inner intuition. How remarkable that one of the best writers on bees – yes, the best of them – was blind from early youth;15 it’s as if to show that here, where you would have thought external observation so important, he had found that point and from it was then able by purely mental activity to infer back to all the particulars and reconstruct them in analogy with nature.

11 September 34 I A 8

[On the above] Or as it is expressed most profoundly in the story of Paul’s conversion (Acts 9:8): ‘and when his eyes were opened, he saw no man …’. 

26 June 37 I A 9

Just like the ant-eater, the doctrine of predestination seems to draw me down a funnel: with a fearful consistency the first Fall stipulates all succeeding ones. Like the ant-eater, it places its funnel (surely an appropriate image for such a logical train of thought) in the loose sand (feelings of religious piety) and coils all its consistent conclusions like snakes around whoever has fallen, like Laocoön.16

11 September 34 I A 10


I’m surprised no one (to my knowledge) has ever used the ‘master thief’ theme, one that should lend itself remarkably well to dramatic treatment. It is impossible to ignore how practically all nations have had such concept, how they have all entertained an ideal of a thief, and will see that however much a Fra Diavolo differs from a Peer Mikkelsen or a Morten Frederiksen, they still have traits in common.17 Thus many stories circulating about thieves are attributed by some to Peer Mikkelsen, by others to Morten Frederiksen, by others to yet another, and so on, but without knowing definitely which of them they really refer to; which just shows that people have a certain ideal conception of a thief, embodying a number of main characteristics which are then ascribed to this or that actual thief. We should especially bear in mind that depravity and rapacity are by no means thought to be all that is behind it. On the contrary, the master thief has also been thought of as endowed with natural goodness, amiability, and charitableness, along with exceptional judgement, cunning, and ingenuity, and as someone who did not steal just to steal, that is, to appropriate someone else’s property, but for some other reason. We may think of him, often, as someone discontented with the established order and who expresses his dissatisfaction by violating the rights of others, seeing in this an opportunity to make fools of the authorities and come to grips with them. Here it is worth noting (as is told of Peer Mikkelsen) that one imagines him stealing from the rich to help the poor, which indeed shows magnanimity, and never stealing for his own gain. We might further imagine him having a warm affection for the opposite sex, for example Foster (Feuerbach, volume 2), 18 indicating on the one hand a redeeming feature in his character but also, on the other hand, giving him and his life just that element of romance needed to distinguish him from common thieves – whether the motivation for theft is to secure a better future in his loved one’s arms (like Foster) or he looks upon his activity as a thief in the light of an opponent of the establishment, or as avenging himself upon the authorities for an injustice done to him. His girl then takes on the role of guardian angel, at his side, providing comfort in his hardship as the authorities seek his arrest; for its part the populace looks upon him with suspicion as somebody who is still just a thief, despite some inner voice which may sometimes speak in his defence, and he finds no solace or encouragement among other thieves since they are much too far beneath him, and among them depravity indeed prevails. The only association he can have with these is to use them for his own ends; otherwise he can only despise them.

12 September 34 I A 11

Such a master thief (for example, Kagerup) will also confess his crime boldly and frankly, and accept the punishment as a man conscious of having lived for an idea; in so doing, he recognizes the reality of the state and – as one might say – does not disavow it in his life. It is only abuses that he opposes. True, we could also imagine him ridiculing a court of justice, but we would have to look at that as a kind of mockery of the whole business, a practical expression of a vainglory entirely consistent with his motivating idea. He will never forget to be frank, and once he has shown how he could hoodwink a court of justice, he will come with his own confession.

17 September 34 I A 12

It occurs to me that dogmatics made the same discovery that Copernicus did in astronomy when it was found that it was not God that changed (God could be neither lenient nor wrathful), but people who changed their attitude to him – in other words, the sun did not go around the earth but the earth around the sun.

29 September 34 I A 21

As a counterpart to predestinarianism as a doctrine the very upholding of which involves one in self-contradiction, one could adduce the following: if one were to imagine someone doing everything out of egoism, one would be constantly falling into contradiction; one would be aware that something was a case of noble sacrifice, but according to one’s theory one would have to say it was egoism. (Fichte’s doctrine of identity is also an example.19)

29 September 34 I A 22

Naturally he may also be thought of as equipped with a good measure of humour, which can easily combine with his discontent, just this being what makes him satirical, and – though he mustn’t be imagined as always discontented – can nevertheless easily be combined with his origins among the commoner class of people, in the nation’s roots. In some cases he will resemble an Eulenspiegel.20

29 January 35 I A 13

He isn’t a man who tries to lead others astray; on the contrary he dissuades them from leading such a life. He has tasted its bitterness and puts up with it only because he lives for an idea. […] Rather I would think of such a master thief as someone who had lost his father early in life and now had only an old mother whom he dearly loves and she him, though she is horrified at her son’s errant ways, while his beloved quite overlooks his bad side […]

29 January 35 I A 15

I can imagine a scene which has him in a moonlit wood. He turns to the moon: ‘Thank you, moon, you silent witness to the lovers’ rendezvous, the bandit’s lair, the unquiet of the greedy, the torpor of the police – but especially are you fond of the thief, you who steal your light from the sun!’

[…] I could also imagine him in a tavern meeting a tramp (or a failed government clerk, or perhaps a titled secretary who also tries to impress with his title, education, etc. – a figure of low comedy besides) who then attempts to arouse the peasants by talking about the failings of the management, etc., thus in sharp contrast to the master thief’s serious dissatisfaction with much of the system.

9 February 35 I A 16


Comparing the master thief with the Italian brigand, we see an essential difference in the predominance of the social factor in the latter. You can practically only think of him as heading a robber-band in whose midst he joins in the revelling once the hazard and hardship are over. In the master thief there is some far deeper motivation, a certain melancholic trait, a keeping of himself to himself, a dark view of life, an inner discontent.

15 March 35 I A 18

It seems to me that Christian dogmatics must be an explication of Christ’s activity, the more so since Christ established no teaching but was active. He didn’t teach that there was a redemption for man, he redeemed men. A Muhammadan dogmatics (sit venia verbo)21 would be an explication of Muhammad’s teaching, but a Christian dogmatics is an explication of Christ’s activity. Christ’s nature was imparted through that activity, Christ’s relation to God, human nature, man’s situation conditioned by Christ’s activity (which was really the main thing). All the rest would then be regarded as mere introduction.

5 November 34 I A 27

Probably few fields of study bestow on man the serene and happy frame of mind that the natural sciences give him. Out into nature he goes, everything is familiar, it is as though he had talked with the plants and the animals beforehand. He sees not only the uses man can put them to (for that is quite secondary) but their significance in the whole universe. He stands like Adam of old – all the animals come to him and he gives them names.

22 November 34 I A 31

To me the difference between a writer who picks up his material from everywhere but doesn’t work it into an organic whole and a writer who does is like that between mock turtle and real turtle. The meat of the real turtle tastes in some places like veal, in others like chicken, but all of it has been combined in one organism. You find all these different kinds of meat in mock turtle but what binds the separate parts is a sauce, which even so is often more sustaining than the jabber which stands in for it in much writing.

22 November 34 I A 32

The most sublime tragedy consists without doubt in being misunderstood. That is why the life of Christ, misunderstood as he was by the people, Pharisees, disciples, in short by everyone despite the fact that the ideas he would convey to them were the most sublime, is the greatest tragedy. That is why Job’s life is tragic, he suffers surrounded by uncomprehending friends, a mocking wife. That is why the wife’s situation in the Riquebourg family is so affecting,22 precisely because her love for her husband’s nephew forces her into concealment and hence the apparent coolness. That is why the scene in Goethe’s Egmont (Act 5, scene i) is so genuinely tragic; Clara is altogether misunderstood by the burghers. That surely is also why certain of Holberg’s comic characters are tragic. Take for instance den Stundesløse23 [The Busy Trifler]. He sees the huge pile of business accumulating while all the others smile at him and see nothing. Hence too the tragedy in the life of the hypochondriac, also that of the one who has been gripped by a longing for something higher and who then falls foul of people who misunderstand him.

22 November 34 I A 33

It seems to me that the stone laid before Christ’s grave might well be called the philosopher’s stone, in so far as its overturning has given not just the Pharisees but now for 1,800 years the philosophers, too, so much to busy themselves with.

24 November 34 I A 35

Certainly faith must involve an expression of will, yet in a sense other than that in which, for instance, all acts of cognition must be said to involve an expression of will; for how else can I explain that the New Testament has it that he who does not have faith shall be punished?

25 November 34 I A 36

Presumably the police use a coat of arms portraying a hand with an eye in the middle to show that it has an eye on each finger. But the fact that the eye doesn’t extend to the thumb also means that it has a finger free – when necessary – to cover the eye.

16 December 34 I A 17

Is a great man to be judged according to different principles from anyone else? This question has often been answered in the affirmative, but I think the right answer is ‘No’. A great man is great precisely because he is a chosen instrument in the hands of the Deity. The moment he fancies it is he himself who acts, that he can gaze out over the future and allow the end seen in that light to ennoble the means – then he is petty. Right and duty hold for everybody, and transgressing them is just as inexcusable in the great man as in states in which people fancy that politics is allowed to perpetrate injustice. True, such an injustice often has beneficial consequences; but it is not that man or the state that we are to thank for these, but providence.

23 December 34 I A 42

As a contribution to fixing the concept of faith, it may be remarked that we say of a sick person afraid of dying that he believed he was going to die, where the expression of will is precisely lacking; similarly of somebody afraid of ghosts; that we can say on the other hand: I would like to believe but I cannot, since here the expression of will seems precisely to be present.

31 December 34 I A 44

The concept of orthodoxy is like that of consistency. Many think the latter means always doing the same thing, and would presumably insist that because one takes an umbrella to walk in the rain one should do the same in sunshine.

28 January 35 I A 45

People resort to the concept of inspiration when they speak of the close relationship of the apostles to Christ as the reason for their supreme understanding; they forget, on the other hand, that those living after Christianity has lasted for 1,800 years have a great advantage now that Christianity has made itself felt in all aspects of life and has evolved; the apostles had to fight against various misuses, misunderstandings, etc. simply because Christianity was just beginning its development.

5 February 35 I A 50

Eulenspiegel seems to represent the satyric in the Northerner.

16 March 35 I A 51

Just as there are people who, like the French fashion boutiques, put on show everything they have, so there are people in whom one keeps on suspecting something deep but where it nevertheless all turns out to be just like a muddy pond or a mirror – everything reveals itself there.

3 April 35 I A 52

What the Jews and many later have demanded of Christ, that he prove his divinity, is an absurdity. For if he really were God’s son the proof would be ludicrous, just as ludicrous as a person wanting to prove his own existence, since in Christ’s case existence and divinity are the same – and if he were a deceiver, he must surely have entered well enough into the part to realize that the moment he tried to prove his divinity he would be refuting himself.

19 April 35 I A 53


The subjectivity which I myself think must first be born with regard to the Church – in that every new norm one wants to impose on the Church faces the same objection rightly raised against the Bible – is already prototypically there in the most objective thing of all; the confession begins: I believe.

35 I A 56

In a way, there is something right in what the orthodox say, that the Church must have an immediate awareness of its own existence; that is something I find just as true as that every human being is immediately aware of his own existence. But just as it would be preposterous for someone to say: ‘I am aware of myself, I exist, therefore I existed yesterday’ – for this latter is, after all, not something he is presently conscious of – so it is equally preposterous for the Church to say: ‘I am conscious of my own existence, therefore I am the original apostolic Church.’ Naturally, this latter definition is what it must undertake to prove, for it is an historical question.

35 I A 58

Just as the consistent unfolding of the Protestant view of the Bible as constituting the Church led to the establishment of a new branch of learning, namely the introductory science where people tried to prove that its origins in the apostles gave it the right to constitute the Church, so too must an introductory science follow from the theory of the Apostolic symbolum.24 

35 I A 59

SOME COMMENTS ON GRUNDTVIG’S THEORY OF THE CHURCH

1. Grundtvig thinks the Church is based on the sacraments and that whoever changes these is trying to change the Church and has eo ipso left it. But in this connection I must remark: Why didn’t Grundtvig lay stress on the holy communion, which was already instituted, rather than baptism which […] after all hadn’t yet been introduced into the Church? […]

2. Still, there has always been a distinction between what is and what is less essentially Christian. The Bible has been held to contain the essentially Christian in this respect. How then does Grundtvig’s theory differ from the others? While they let it remain rather vague, Grundtvig thinks, on the contrary, that he has found a form of expression which decides once and for all what is and what is not Christian faith. He must now stand by this, and insist on it with the utmost rigour, as Lindberg has so consistently done.25 He must insist upon every letter, yes, every thousandth part of a jot. For otherwise the door is immediately open once more for human beings to decide what is and what isn’t Christian, and then he must in all fairness grant everyone else the same right, in which case his theory will be on the same footing as the others. But if we now look at the expression of Christian faith on which he thinks the Church is based, we have to admit that it is inherently impossible for an idea to find a completely adequate expression in words. Even if the Deity himself were to utter them, a snag would arise as soon as human beings tried to understand them. Here I have conceded what I am provisionally willing to allow, that the word was indeed given by inspired men. But if we insist on the concept of inspiration in this way, as we must on Lindberg’s theory, we must also confine its operation to the language in which it is originally given. Yet all the churches which now nave essentially the same creed have it in translation, and it is precisely the Greek Church which departs from the others in its creed (which is also why Grundtvig says somewhere in Theologisk Maanedsskrift that it is like a withered branch). Must we then concede a miracle with regard to the translation? No one grants us that entitlement […]. But, of course, with translation several more snags arise, etc. So the more consistently the theory is maintained the more it departs from the truth, but unless it is maintained consistently we have come no further and Grundtvig’s theory has no meaning at all. […]

Grundtvig has been asked to prove that the present Creed was the original, but on this point the Magister [Lindberg] held that it was up to the others to prove it was not the original. […]

Opponents have pointed out that the Creed does not occur in the New Testament (what right has one to attack him in that manner?). To this Lindberg and Grundtvig have replied: (1) Yes, that is natural, because it was to Christians that [Paul] wrote and they knew the Creed so well that he had no need to quote it. But that makes it a special case, for the Christians knew the holy communion too, yet Paul quotes the words of institution (I Corinthians II) […]. (2) As for its not being found in the oldest Church Fathers either, Magister Lindberg has suggested they kept it secret. But suppose that is true, it would still not be a reason for the apostles not to quote it, since there was far more reason to have considered the holy communion something of a mystery (as in fact they did), and this is discussed fully in I Corinthians II. Still, suppose it was the case, it is at least certain that we find it recorded from about the fourth century, though not quite in the same form as ours. Here we can indeed say (regarding Lindberg, who argues from the dead letter) that we have something which we know exists; how it was previously we do not know, but we assume it has been just like this and claim quite consistently that if you believe the opposite the burden of proof lies with you. But since the present Creed and that of the fourth century are not exactly the same, for the fourth-century one lacks certain articles – and yet if you wish to be consistent you will have to admit that on your account I can say the one is just as original as the other – then you must admit that we do not have the original. This conclusion is awkward only for you who think that if we don’t have it, then it’s all over with the Church, the covenant is broken, and happiness can come to no man; but not for us who believe that the Church essentially expresses itself at the concrete moment in its confessions of faith, and that these are to be regarded accordingly as milestones on the road of Christian development.

Grundtvig also thought this theory would help to determine what is and what is not Christian, theologically. He thought the Bible was deaf and dumb, that it could be interpreted in any way, but then he meant that just these words were so straightforward that no one could misconstrue them. However, in the first place it is inherently ridiculous to claim that an account of the kind one finds in the Bible, which is composed by the same apostles, should bring  confusion to the ideas, as though throwing light on something from different directions diminished its clarity […]. And second, we should note that the Bible has been constantly under attack. But let us now suppose that this theory of the symbol became just as generally accepted as the one about the Bible. I would still like to know whether it would be harder for an opponent to attack the single phrase ‘the forgiveness of sins’ than the entire teaching in the Bible, as if the single phrase didn’t contain far greater possibilities of conceptualization than the entire exposition itself, where precisely the single phrase has found its illumination in the whole. […]

28 May 35 I A 60

It occurs to me that Grundtvig looks on the development of Christian understanding not as progress down a difficult road but like a steam engine going down a railway track with its head of steam fired up by the apostles, so that Christian understanding is concocted in enclosed machines.

1 June 35 I A 62

GILLELEJE

During my stay at Gilleleje I’ve visited Esrom, Fredensborg, Frederiksværk, Tidsvilde. The last village is best known for its St Helen’s Spring, to which the whole district goes on pilgrimage around Midsummer’s Eve. When you come just outside the village your attention is immediately drawn to a quite tall, three-sided column with an inscription to the effect that quicksands once caused great devastation, the subsidence burying in its waves a whole village, Tibirke, but also that it was checked by the tireless efforts of our excellent government. Looking down from this high point into the valley where the town of Tidsvilde lies, and informed of the nature of the terrain both by the inscription on the column and by the lush buckwheat growing on either side, a friendly, smiling nature meets one’s eyes. The small but very neat houses lie separately, surrounded by fresh verdure (unlike larger cities which, when we approach them, impress on us the clear contour of the whole mass of buildings, these are, if I may so put it, like individuals extending a friendly hand to one another in a smiling totality), for the whole expanse where the quicksand did its worst is now planted with pine trees – so one is almost tempted to believe the whole thing is a story, a strange fiction: that in this very region where health is sought so many have found their graves. At dusk the whole thing looks like a legend made plain to the eye, a kind of story of Job in which Tibirke church has the main part. Alone on a great sandhill, it stands like a gravestone over the luckless village, yet also as an example of a church built on a rock over which storm and sand cannot prevail. When the church held its own, a forest sprang up where there had been quicksand. – Now on entering the village one is most unpleasantly put off to find, instead of peaceful rural tranquillity mixed perhaps with a little melancholy in view of the circumstances, boisterous noise, tents, and tables where, curiously, almost all the vendors are Germans, as if to say that only foreigners could carry on like this here, that only a foreign tongue could profane the place in this way. One leaves the village and comes to the field where the grave of St Helen lies. There it stands, calm, plain, surrounded by a screen of granite boulders; the gate leading into the slightly elevated grave stands open. But here, too, to disturb every impression of solemnity, a tent has been pitched just opposite, where there is revelling and carousing and some people have picked their location with a view to mocking those who come to see it. A remarkable kind of discourse is being carried on here. Because these people are from the district, they have imbibed with their mothers’ milk a considerable awe for this grave and the cures to which it is supposed to have contributed. They can’t totally deny these, but they want to convince themselves and others that they are above such things and choose this way of making a mockery of it all. In curious contrast to all this are the comments and ways of a man who functions as a kind of inspector and has a key to the wooden shed which contains the springs (there are in fact three, which is why locally they talk of going to the springs and not the spring) from which he earns some money. He says that he has been there twenty years now and has seen many cured. One soon notices, however, that he too doesn’t put particular trust in it all but speaks well of the place for his own good. Just as I had no need on my arrival to fear becoming an object of their derision – they’d expect a man dressed in modern clothes, wearing spectacles, and smoking a cigar to have the same superior enlightenment on these matters as they themselves rather than to have come there with pious intentions – so too the keeper of the key just mentioned was disconcerted, fearing that his own interests might clash with the impression his remarks would make upon me. He therefore snatched at what I have noticed is a common expedient: those concerned had been healed in this way ‘by the help of God’. However, it is quite characteristic of people like that to come to this conclusion, for when they can’t explain the cure to themselves as being effected by these means, they push it over on to something more remote just to be rid of the whole thing, but precisely by so doing make the whole affair curious. For after all, it is indeed curious that God’s assistance should have fastened on this way. Consistency with their intellectual point of view would require them either to deny the whole thing and insist upon incontrovertibly factual evidence or, if they were very modest, postpone the explanation indefinitely.

On entering the burial mound the whole inspires a certain mood of melancholy evoked by the strange mystery of the place, by the dark side that superstition always brings with it, escaping the eye of the observer yet intimating a whole system or nexus. One sees oneself surrounded by locks of hair, rags, crutches. It is as though one hearkened to the cries of the suffering, their prayers to heaven; one hears someone’s despairing lament at being unable to fall asleep (there seems something altogether beautiful in its being made a condition that one sleep in this holy place, as though to mark the quiet, God-devoted calm), and all this at midnight on a burial mound where they are surrounded by nothing but small pieces of wood in the form of mementoes placed on the graves and bearing testimony to the happily overcome sufferings of the healed. And now day is breaking, the morning twilight with its strangely shifting life and clammy moistness fades; the sun in its majesty shines on the landscape and perhaps hears the hymns of joy of the healed. – Of the small boards mentioned, some give briefly and plainly the name and birthplace of the healed and their thanks to God – for example: ‘Johanne Anders’ daughter, 1834, suffered much from headaches, miracle 23 June 1834’; ‘Sidse Anders’ daughter, solo gloria’. – Some are much longer and more detailed; some haven’t written their names in full; some have written in the first person, others simply tell of the person concerned – for example, ‘Such-and-such a girl was cured here’, etc. Altogether, it is quite noticeable that most are women. In the middle of the site is the grave proper, and on top of it there lies a stone, or rather a piece of stone; the inscription wasn’t legible.

Just by the beach, a short distance away, are the springs, in a wooden shed. The land slopes down to this point quite steeply. Charles W. Schröder has composed a report in commemoration of Crown Prince Frederick’s visit here. – Down on the beach lies the rock on which the ship carrying Helen is supposed to have grounded; they say it becomes visible at low tide. The legend has it that when they were carrying her body to the graveyard they were unable to go further than this point where her burial mound is, and on that same occasion three springs gushed out from the earth.

35 I A 6326

On the fifth of July I visited Gurre Castle, where excavation of the ruins is now in progress. The castle itself […] was on a beautiful site, surrounded on all sides by forest. A very large stretch still exists, and the area gives some indication that at one time there was more. Then there’s Lake Gurre, fairly long and proportionally not all that wide, and with a well-grown beech forest on one side and on the other a forest of smaller, more stunted trees. The lake itself is in many places overgrown with rushes. When this landscape is viewed in the afternoon light and the sun is still high enough to give the necessary sharp contours to the friendly landscape, like a melodious voice that is accented sharply enough not to lisp, our entire surroundings seem to whisper to us, ‘This is a good place to be.’ It is the kind of familiar, intimate impression which a lake surrounded by forest (large enough to separate and unite at the same time) can produce, but the sea cannot. Also especially characteristic of this area are the rushes that billow along the shore. While the sough of the trees lets us hear King Valdemar’s hunt and the sound of the horns and baying of the hounds, the rushes seem to exhale applause – the blonde maidens admiring the knights’ swift riding and noble poise. How different in this respect the view at Lake Søborg! Here the mighty reeds bow before the wind too, but their rustling proclaims struggle and power. And then there’s the sea which like a mighty spirit is always in motion, and even in its calmest moments gives intimations of violent mental suffering. Over the region around Lake Gurre there dwells a calm sadness; it lives so to speak more in the past. That is the reason why it too is growing over, while the sea, for its part, wrests from the land – like two hostile powers they stand opposed to each other. The coastline is barren and sandy, the land rises up as if powerfully to resist. The sea is at its height when the storm chimes in with its bass, when its distinctive, deep roar vies with heaven’s thunder and everything is lit by lightning. Lake Gurre is at its most beautiful when a soft breeze ruffles its blue surface and birdsong accompanies the soughing of the reeds; the only accompaniment to the sea is the hoarse shriek of the solitary seagull. The former (the sea) is like a Mozart recitative, the latter like a Weberian melody. – From here the road went to Hellebæk. The last few miles go through the lovely forest which offers views of a special kind. The forest itself is fairly large and wild, and only the track (not a road) reminds us that we still have any connection with the human world. Here and there leaps up a deer that has been hiding in the bushes from the rays of the noonday sun. The birds rise up screeching into the sky. The rather hilly countryside now forms a multitude of little lakes in the forest. Not only because the land slopes down towards them, but also because of the shade of the leaves, the impression forced upon one is that they are very deep. In contrast to this dark mirror surface, a single flower now rises forth, growing on the surface, a nymphaea alba (white waterlily), swimming about with its big broad green leaf. It has bobbed up, white and pure, innocent, from the ocean depths. Not far from Hellebæk lies Odin’s Hill, where Schimmelmann27 lies buried. This view has been sufficiently praised and discussed, and much of its impact thus regrettably disappears. If only people would tire of running about so busily pointing out the romantic settings […]. From there the road went to Esrom and thence to Gilleleje.

35 I A 64

July the 29th. When walking from the inn over Sortebro [Black Bridge] (so called because at one time the bubonic plague was supposedly checked here) to the open ground along the beach, about a mile north one comes to the highest point around here – Gilbjerget. This has always been one of my favourite spots. Often, as I stood here of a quiet evening, the sea intoning its song with deep but calm solemnity, my eye catching not a single sail on the vast surface, and only the sea framed the sky and the sky the sea, and when, too, the busy hum of life grew silent and the birds sang their vespers, then the few dear departed ones rose from the grave before me, or rather it seemed as though they were not dead. I felt so much at ease in their midst, I rested in their embrace, and I felt as though I were outside my body and floated about with them in a higher ether – until the seagull’s harsh screech reminded me that I stood alone and it all vanished before my eyes, and with heavy heart I turned back to mingle with the world’s throng – yet without forgetting such blessed moments. – I have often stood there and pondered my past life and the different circles that have had their influence upon me. And before my contemplative gaze there vanished the pettiness that so often causes offence in life, the many misunderstandings that so often separate persons of different temperament, who, if they understood one another properly, would be tied with indissoluble bonds. When it all, seen thus in perspective, presented only the larger, bolder outlines and I didn’t lose myself in detail as one so often does, but saw the whole in its totality, I gained the strength to grasp things differently, to admit how often I myself had made mistakes, and to forgive the mistakes of others. – As I stood there, without depression and despondency making me see myself as an enclitic of those by whom I am usually surrounded, or without pride making me the formative principle in a small circle – as I stood there alone and forsaken and the power of the sea and the battle of the elements reminded me of my nothingness, while the sure flight of the birds reminded me on the other hand of Christ’s words, ‘Not a sparrow will fall to the earth without your heavenly Father’s will’, I felt at once how great and yet how insignificant I am. Those two great forces, pride and humility, amicably combined. Fortunate the man for whom this is possible every moment of his life, in whose breast these two factors have not merely settled out of court but have reached out their hands to each other and celebrated a wedding – a marriage neither of convenience nor of social unequals, but a truly quiet wedding performed in the innermost recesses of a person’s heart, in the holy of holies, where few witnesses are present but everything happens before the eyes solely of Him who alone attended that first wedding in the Garden of Eden and who blessed the pair – a marriage that will not be barren but will have blessed fruits visible in the world to the eye of the experienced observer. For these fruits are like cryptogamia28 in the plant world; they escape the attention of the masses and only a solitary researcher discovers them and rejoices in his
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