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"No, it is the cultivated and well-ta-do class, if not 

the aristocrats, then at any rate the aristocratic 

bourgeoisie - they must be targeted, that is where 

the prices in the salon must be jacked up" 1 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Let us start by raising a few questions. 

The first question has to do with street names. 

Copenhagen does not have a single square, boule­

vard, avenue, or street with the name "S0ren Kierke­

gaard Place;' " S0ren Kierkegaard Street;' etc. Not 

even in dignified Frederiksberg, where all sorts of lit­

erary nobodies have been immortalized, can one find 

so much as a S0ren Kierkegaard Parking Lot. Of 

course, one could attempt to explain away this prob­

lem by pointing out the unfortunate fact that " Kier­

kegaard» also means "cemetery.» But apart from this, 

what can account for this lack of geographical appre­

ciation of S0ren Kierkegaard? He is, after all, Den­

mark's only world-class philosopher, and with Hans 

Christian Andersen, Niels Bohr, and perhaps Karen 

Blixen, he is certainly one of the very few Danes who 

is actually well-known outside of Denmark (fig. 74). 

Why has Copenhagen neglected and belittled one of 

its most world-famous scions? 

And then some religious questions? Is Denmark a 

Christian country? And in any event, what does an 

adjective like "Christian» mean when it is used in 

conjunction with a noun like "Denmark» or "coun­

try?» Does Denmark have a State Church? An "estab­

lished church?» If a "People's Church» isn't a State 

Church, then what is it? What is the relation between 

"the people;' "the Danish people,» and "the church;' 

"The Danish People's Church?» If the church is really 

the People's Church, and the church is Christian, 

doesn't that mean that the people must obviously be 

a Christian people? Can one be a Dane, a real Dane, a 

member of "the Danish people;' if one is not a mem­

ber of the People's Church? And this is not only a 

matter of a few thousand Jews, reformed Christians, 

and Catholics (and, more recently, Muslims). The 
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question is whether there is a Danishness which 

exists quite apart from Christianity. 

And what is the relationship between an inherited 

body of cultural material, a society's collective conti­

nuity, and the existence of an individual person in 

the present? 

The above questions can best be answered in con­

nection with one another. 

n. S0REN KIERKEGAARD AND THE GOLDEN AGE 

The Golden Age was profoundly conservative. It was 

the response of the Danish cultural elite to the 

approach of modernity, to the inevitable arrival of 

the new mass society, to the faceless anonymity of a 

market economy and a democratic polity. The Gold­

en Age evinced a belief that despite these changes, 

modernity's dangers could be navigated by steadfast­

ly keeping faith with the depth and integrity of the 

human personality. To this extent, S0ren Kierkegaard 

was in step with the Golden Age. 

But in emergencies - and there were emergencies 

- the conservative old cultural hierarchy had to take 

refuge in compromise solutions. Uncomfortable situ­

ations had to be covered with a veil of ambiguity, 

sometimes even with hypocrisy and lies. But eti­

quette and good form, the appearance of continuity 

with the old order, had to be maintained regardless 

of the cost. And here S0ren Kierkegaard was out of 

step. 

Kierkegaard's work signified a break with the col­

lective continuity called the Golden Age. He referred 

to himself as "reckless» [hensynsh�s]. Today we would 

call him brazen and provocative. He was specifically 

provocative toward the elite - the cultivated circles, 

or what he called "the coteries» - who guided offi­

cially Christian. Denmark in his times. And he has 

never been forgiven for his conduct. And this is why 

there is no S0ren Kierkegaard Boulevard in Copen­

hagen - precisely because he was taken seriously. 

(And it will be an unfortunate omen if one or 

another public thoroughfare comes to be named 

after him. It will mean that his provocativeness has 

been forgotten and that he has become domesticated 

and has therewith lost his capacity to awaken 

offense.) 

Just listen to Kierkegaard's reply to our above­

mentioned question about Christian countries, the 

People's Church, etc.: 

All this business about Christendom, Christian 

states, countries, a Christian world, State Church, 

People's Church, etc. is removed from reality by 

the power of imagination. It is an imaginary con­

struction, and from a Christian point of view, it is 

such a corrupting form of imagination that the 

fitting motto is: Imagination is worse than pesti­

lence.2 

FIG. 74· Wilhelm Marstrand (18lO-1873): Caricature of 
S0ren Kierkegaard, undated. Pencil and pen. 300 X 135 mm. 
Frederiksborgmuseet, Hillef0d. lnv. no. A 5714. 

And: 

You common man! . .. For the sake of God in 
Heaven and by everything that is holy, there is 
one thing I implore you to do: Avoid the pastors, 
avoid them, these disgusting creatures, whose way 
of making a living is to hinder you from even 
becoming aware of what true Christianity is, and 
in so doing to transform you - befogged with 
nonsense and illusions - into what they under­
stand by a true Christian: a paying member of the 
State Church, the People's Church, etc.3 

Not only was he convinced that the Danish Church 

(whether it was called the " State Church» or the 

"People's Church») was an un-Christian deception, 

he was also equally convinced that this deception 

owed its continued survival to the leading "coteries» 

of the Golden Age. In his journals from 1848 Kierke­

gaard sets forth his views about the importance of 

cliques and coteries in Denmark: 

I [have] taken careful aim at the untruth in the 

coterie, at the illusion, etc. My tactic has always 

been to sow discord in the coteries . .. .  The great 

coterie is: Mynster, Heiberg, Martensen, and com­

pany ... . I am fighting for the individual, and it is 

true that the kingdom of Denmark has been and 

remains the most barren ground for this, because 

here everything is coteries .. " Even if I abandoned 

all of my ideas, abandoned my own view of 

Christianity or the cause of which I am essentially 

a part - nonetheless, merely to have extirpated all 

the coteries in Denmark, if it were possible, would 

be a great service to the country. 4 

The attack on the Church toward the end of Kierke­

gaard's life was thus the implementation of Kierke­

gaard's final frontal assault on the principal coteries 

of Golden Age Denmark. And it is therefore not sur­

prising that, in letter written to her husband in 1855 

(i.e., during Kierkegaard's attack), Johanne Luise 

Heiberg could characterize Kierkegaard in passing 

with just three words: "the faithless beast».5 Of course 

Kierkegaard was faithless when viewed through the 

eyes of the Golden Age elite: He had seen through 

the illusory religiosity of his times - and had called 

attention to it. 

In fact, Kierkegaard's accusations against the cul-
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tivated elite were generally on the mark. Particularly 

in matters concerning the relation between Chris­

tianity and culture, the Golden Age was character­

ized, if not by a conspiracy, then at any rate by a sus­

piciously close sort of solidarity. 

In what follows we will investigate a signal 

instance in which the Golden Age elite managed to 

preserve the "coterie" at the expense of religion (and 

simple honesty), and in so doing we will see some­

thing of the Golden Age tendency to make compro­

mises. 

Ill. OEHLENSCHLAGER, MYNSTER, 

AND THE JEsus-NATURE POEMS 

In 1805, the poet Adam Oehlenschlager published his 

major collection Poetiske Skrifter [Poetical Writings] 

( fig. 75). The most well-known piece in the Poetical 

Writings is Aladdin, but the collection also included a 

cycle of poems entitled Jesu Christi gientagne Liv i 

den aarlige Natur [The Life of Jesus Christ Repeated 

in the Annual Cycle of Nature]. It immediately 

becomes clear to any reader that the "Christianity "  in 

these poems is actually Oehlenschlager's pure and 

simple romantic pantheism. A few lines are sufficient 

to point out the tendency in the work: 

Every spring, when the fogs disappear, 

The little child Jesus is born again. 

The angel in the air, in the grove, in the brook, 

It is our Savior! It is he! 

Therefore Nature, in chaste beauty, 

Is joyfully clad in the green of Hope. 

Shepherds, young and innocent, 

Study the sky in the clear night, 

And suddenly God's angels sail into the field. 

They hover and tremble in the moonlight, 

Singing: "Today a Savior is born 

Of the womb of spring, of the chaste Mary!" 6 

Oehlenschlager's Jesus-Nature poems were immedi­

ately attacked as heretical (which they quite clearly 

were!) by Bishop N. E. Balle, Primate of the Danish 

State Church. 7 Despite the spectacular success of his 
. 
first collection of poetry, Digte [Poems] (1802), the 

ambitious young Adam Oehlenschlager was still vul­

nerable and was very concerned ab?ut the official 
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FIG. 75. Johan Ludvig Lund (1777-1867): Portrait of 

Adam Oehlenschlager, 1809. Oil on canvas. 49.5 x 41.5 cm. 

Frederiksborgmuseet, Hiller0d. lnv. no. A 50. 

ecclesiastical reaction to the Jesus-Nature poems. But 

Oehlenschlager had very good connections, and he 

could make use of them. He was engaged to Chri­

stiane Heger, who was the younger sister of Kamma 

(Heger) Rahbek. This meant that the important and 

very influential literary critic K. L. Rahbek was Oehlen­

schager's future brother-in-law. Of at least equal 

importance was the fact that Oehlenschlager's circle 

of friends included such people as the brothers Hans 

Christian and Anders Sand0e 0rsted (the latter had 

married Oehlenschlager's sister in 1802), as well as 

the very promising young theologian Jacob Peter 

Mynster, then at his first parish in Spjellerup in 

southern Zealand. Mynster would prove particularly 

useful in the present situation. 

As mentioned above, despite Oehlenschlager's 

growing popularity, there was a danger that criticism 

such as that which could be expected from Bishop 

Balle could hinder his career. In the early part of the 

summer of 1805, Oehlenschlager and his Copenhag­

en circle of friends decided to ask Mynster to review 

Oehlenschlager's newest collection of poetry. No 

mention was made of the Jesus-Nature poems, but it 

was clear that Mynster's review - which was, of 

course, to be a positive one! - was to deal principally 

with those poems, because that was where Oehlen­

schlager lay open to attack, and that was where Myn­

ster, as an up-and-coming theologian with a reputa­

tion for brilliance and profundity, could be of great­

est assistance. But in June 1805, apparently in reply to 

a letter he had received, Mynster wrote from Spjeller­

up to Kamma Rahbek in Copenhagen: 

I have certainly wanted to review him, but I also 

see that it would both be difficult for me to find 

time for it now, if I am to work on my sermons, 

and that I can scarcely review him in such a way 

that both of us and the matter are well-served by it. 

... Will you please thank Oehlenschlager sincerely 

on my behalf, and tell him that if I do not review 

him - and I have not yet given up the will to do so 

- he must by no means think that it is out of 

indifference toward him, toward poetry, or 

toward his poems. If I do not write a review, it 

will be only because I have been denied the clarity 

of internal light which I need in order to be able to 

do it, and that I thus ought not do it. 8 

The most striking passage is surely that in which 

Mynster states that he finds himself unable to review 

Oehlenschlager "in such a way that both of us and 

the matter are well-served by it." In other words, 

Mynster will not write anything unless he can pro­

duce something which is profitable both to Oehlen­

schlager's career as a daring and innovative romantic 

poet and to his own position as the representative of 

a new sort of piety which was profound, personal, 

and "orthodox." The demands of the new romantic 

poetry and the neo-orthodox, anti-rationalistic view 

of Christianity would have to be satisfied simultane­

ously. And this would be difficult to achieve without 

a shallow compromise or even outright duplicity. 

But the cultural circle in Copenhagen continued 

(and indeed increased) its pressure on Mynster. On 

JUly 8, Kamma Rahbek wrote the following to Myn­
ster: 

I must not forget to tell you that the greetings I 

gave "the unconverted Adam" (that is what we are 

calling him nowadays) on your behalf were not 

entirely pleasing to him. He has asked me repeat­

edly if I really couldn't get you to review him _ 

but I dare not plague you further. 9 

And two days later, Oehlenschlager himself wrote to 

Mynster: 

As far as I could make out, you have half aban­

doned your decision to review me, which would 

hurt me very much, for I must confess to you that 

I believe that you are the only person in the King­

dom of Denmark (including Norway) capable of 

doing this. If my entreaty is capable of anything 

with you, do not give it up. It doesn't have to be 

so lengthy, you know. A couple of strong words by 

a reasonable man can keep a good deal of gossip 

off the streets .... It always has a good effect and it 

impresses the crowd when they hear that there are 

many people who are of the same opinion. It is 

generally the duty of the few who live together in 

this benighted age to join together into a league 

and act with united strength, each according to 

his conviction and his character. 10 

The situation is very clear. It is the quite definite wish 

of the cultural elite that Mynster "impress the crowd " 

with "a couple of strong words" and thus "keep a 

good deal of gossip off the streets." Furthermore, 

Mynster is flattered with the information that he is 

"the only person in the Kingdom of Denmark 

(including Norway) capable of doing this." Here, 

from the innermost circle of the Golden Age elite, we 

are presented with an unambiguous appeal for sup­

port and solidarity, regardless of the personal convic­

tions of the individual involved. 

On July 19, Mynster answered his friend Oehlen­

schlager and revealed his doubts about the Jesus­

Nature poems: 

To the unconverted Adam, Good Friend! ... 

Thanks especially for your poems, which have 

brought me much joy. It will not surprise you that 

part of what is in the poetry is not entirely 

according to my lights, but you will learn how 

much is in accordance with my views if, God will­

ing, I write about them .... It will be particularly 

difficult for me to say anything reasonable and 

profitable about the Jesus poem, for I do not pos­

sess a philosophy of Christianity, not even frag­

ments of one, that I would need for such a pur­

pose. As soon as I can I will tear myself away from 

what I am now doing and try what I can. 11 
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Here Mynster once again protests that he will have a 

difficult time writing anything which is both "reason­

able" (i.e, truthful, according to Mynster's own inner­

most conviction) and "profitable" (i.e., for Oehlen­

schlager's cause). How can Mynster help his friend 

and cultural ally Oehlenschlager without being un­

true to himself and breaking faith with his own 

understanding of Christianity? Mynster is in a ter­

rible bind. But when he excuses himself by saying 

, that he does not even possess "fragments of a philos­

ophy of Christianity " which he could use as guidance 

in writing a review of "the Jesus poem" - this is sim­

ply untrue - untrue, that is, if Mynster's posthu­

mously published autobiography, Meddelelser om mit 

Levnet [Communications about My Life], is to be 

trusted. In that work Mynster writes that two years 

earlier, that is, in the summer of 1803, "there took 

place in my inner life a 'breakthrough' which was as 

definite and sudden as has ever taken place in any 

person's soul." 12 And this breakthrough, he tells us, 

was the beginning of his growth and development as 

a Christian. Thus, by the summer of 1805 Mynster 

had at any rate significantly more on which to base 

his review than he was willing to admit to Oehlen­

schlager. 

But Mynster was also very reluctant to disappoint 

his circle of friends in Copenhagen. On July 19, 

simultaneously with his letter to Oehlenschlager cit­

ed above, Mynster wrote to Kamma Rahbek, telling 

her that his friends must not give up hope of receiv­

ing something from him: "I have not abandoned the 

intention of reviewing his poems." 13 Six weeks later, 

on August 27th, Hans Christian 0rsted also wrote to 

Mynster, reminding him of his "intention": 

For the sake of the good cause, I hope that you 

follow through on your intention [to review 

Oehlenschlager]. I am already happy about it, in 

the expectation that your review will lead to oth­

ers, and that the Good thus will gain one more 

friend who loudly defends its cause.14 

Once again it is made clear to Mynster that his 

friends in Golden Age Copenhagen are depending 

upon him to come to Oehlenschlager's rescue by 

helping to shape public opinion "for the sake of the 

good cause." Despite the pressure that had been 

brought to bear on Mynster, and despite the fact that 
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he had actually experienced a religious "break­

through" some two years earlier and was thus quite 

capable of forming a judgment concerning Oehlen­

schlager's Jesus-Nature poems, the matter dragged 

on. During the latter part of the summer, the Rah­

beks twice visited Mynster at his manse in Spjellerup, 

and it is clear from subsequent correspondence that 

the matter of the Oehlenschlager review was on the 

agenda during these visits. The summer of 1805 

became autumn, and in early October Kamma Rah­

bek wrote Oehlenschlager, informing him of her 

most recent negotiations with Mynster: 

I send you many greetings from Job .. . .  When he 

was raising so many difficulties about it, I sug­

gested that he should only really write about one 

single poem, 'Jesus', but he insisted that that was 

impossible unless he wrote an entire philosophy 

of Christianity. I can very well appreciate that he 

doesn't think it an easy thing to review you, and I 

also have faith that he will acquit himself well 

with this work, but I cannot stand the fact that it 

is taking so long. 15 

Here it is made patently clear that the attention of 

the cultural elite was focussed on the Jesus-Nature 

poems and only on those poems, concerning which, 

precisely because of their obvious pantheism, Myn­

ster had his greatest misgivings. And, of course, it 

was also precisely because of this same pantheism 

that Oehlenschlager and company had great need of 

support from this "orthodox" pastor. 

Finally, later in October, Mynster gave in and sent 

K. 1. Rahbek his review of Oehlenschlager's Poetical 

Writings. Mynster's review was itself written in verse 

(the better to avoid dealing unambiguously with spe­

cific points in Oehlenschlager's work), and, as 

expected, it dealt exclusively with one particular part 

of Oehlenschlager's large, two-volume collection, 

"The Life of Jesus Christ Repeated in the Annual 

Cycle of Nature." A few lines from Mynster's poetical 

review are suf ficient to indicate its tendency: 

To Adam Oehlenschlager 

Whoever, free from the slavery of life, 
-
Knows how to look undisturbedly within himself 

Will also see in Nature the flame 

Which burns everywhere with holy splendor. 

Though above all there is one legend on earth 

Which draws all hearts toward it. 

It is a wonderful and holy story 

Well worth being honored among men. 

To awaken them from their lazy torpor 

It must continually be recalled, 

from generation to generation. 

That was your message, singer, 

when you raised your eye 

Gladly to the splendor of the spring! 16 

Mynster's review-poem speaks for itself. He had 

finally managed to find a way to write a review "in 

such a way that both of us and the matter are well­

served by it." Mynster carefully and consistently 

chose to interpret Oehlenschlager as a more or less or 

orthodox Christian, and the reader of his review can­

not see the least hint of any of the scruples with 

which Mynster had struggled. 

As a reward for having compromised his Chris­

tian conscience, Mynster was named a first -class 

member of the inner circle of the Golden Age. In 

October 1805 Mynster received K. 1. Rahbek's thanks: 

"Thank you for the poetic review of 'the un­

converted' which you sent." Furthermore, Rahbek 

explains, despite the fact that his [Rahbek's] own lit­

erary point of view is quite different from Oehlen­

schlager's, he has decided to write yet another review 

of his future brother-in-Iaw's work, and here again, 

for reasons which are frankly rooted in cultural poli­

tics rather than in aesthetics and literary criticism: 

"In the absence of others and in fear of worse, ... 

perhaps a favorable review by a man who does not 

share Oehlenschlager's creed in other respects might 

not serve Oehlenschlager poorly at the present 

moment." 17 This was the sort of mutual cohesiveness 

which typified the coteries of the Golden Age. 

Mynster had had the tact not to send a copy of his 

poetical review directly to Oehlenschlager, who was 

now living abroad with the support of a travel fel­

lowship from the government, which was favorably 

disposed toward him. Nonetheless, in late October 

Oehlenschlager received a copy of Mynster's poem 
from Kamma Rahbek: "The enclosed poem will please 

you." 18 Shortly thereafter, Oehlenschlager thanked 

Mynster indirectly, via his fiancee Christiane Heger, 

for "the splendid poem from Job," and told her of his 

"happiness in having delighted so noble and unusu­

ally profound a nature as Job Mynster's." Oehlen­

schlager's letter continues, "Have Karen Margarethe 

[ Kamma] greet him, and have her tell him that I 

regard the revelation of this poem to my soul as one 

of the greatest joys I have encountered in the 

world." 19 Here the youthful and quite insecure theo­

logian received his certificate of membership in the 

innermost circle of the leading coterie of the Golden 

Age. Shortly thereafter ( November 15th) Oehlen­

schlager asked Kamma Rahbek to greet Mynster and 

to thank him on his behalf: "Thank Mynster fervent­

ly for his beautiful poem." 20 She did so not long 

afterwards and did not skimp on flattery. She then 

(December 8th) reported back to Oehlenschlager 

that "it pleased him [Mynster] unspeakably much 

that you were pleased with what he had done, and he 

believes that what you have said to him is much 

more than he could ask for." 21 

Finally, almost two years later (1807), Oehlen­

schlager thanked Mynster directly and once again 

emphasized in no uncertain terms that Mynster was 

one of the Golden Age's "rare few": "Thank you now, 

personally, for your beautiful poem to me! It has 

caused me profound joy. One of the greatest rewards 

an artist has is that the noble, rare individuals in his 

time know and treasure him. I think that one of my 

greatest joys will be to associate with you when I 

return home and to count you among my best 

friends."22 Thus was the ambitious but troubled 

Mynster rewarded for his support for Oehlenschlager 

at a very critical juncture. 

But did Mynster actually believe that Oehlen­

schlager embraced anything like the "orthodox" 

Christianity he himself stood for? Scarcely. In 1806 he 

wrote to Kamma Rahbek concerning Oehlenschla­

ger's poem Hakon farls D0d [The Death of Hakon 

Jarl], which ends: 

The varied throng of ancient gods 

Disappears and will never again come to the 

North. 

Instead of the august memorials of sacrificial 

groves, 

One finds but churches and cloisters. 

Only here and there 
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And near and far 

Does one see a barrow and a giant stone 

Which recall the extinguished flames of 

antiquity. 23 

Mynster asked Kamma Rahbek, quite straightfor­

wardly, "Is the piece heathen or Christian?"  24 And 

she replied: "There is certainly a battle of religions in 

the piece, but I dare not decide 'whether the piece is 

heathen or Christian.' "  25 

It is true that in his most important theological 

work, the Betragtninger over de christelige Troeslcer­

domme [Observations on the Doctrines of the Chris­

tian Faith], Mynster makes it clear that he is in pro­

found disagreement with romantic pantheism: 

We continually experience in these times how eas­

ily, particularly for shrewd thinking, the living 

God is transformed into Nature, a universe, an 

infinite force, a certain divine something that 

penetrates the whole, or whatever other notions 

these people make for themselves, when they take 

the shadow for the being, the ray of light which 

shines upon the creation for the eternal source of 

light. 26 

But the Observations were published in 1833, almost 

thirty years after Mynster's review of Oehlenschla­

ger's Jesus-Nature poems, when the poet's career had 

long since been secure (and, indeed, triumphant) 

and Mynster himself was a leading figure in the 

ecclesiastical hierarchy and only a year away from his 

appointment to the Primacy of the State Church. (It 

might also be mentioned that in the meantime Myn­

ster had married Fanny Munter, the daughter of 

Bishop Balthasar Munter, then Primate of the State 

Church.) 

The sort of internal cohesiveness and support that 

has been sketched on the previous pages in the 

example of Mynster's review of Oehlenschlager was 

quite typical of the officially Christian culture of the 

Golden Age. This sort of mutual support and soli­

darity within the coteries was quite simply the very 

marrow of Danish Christendom. Mynster gave the 

eulogy on the occasion of his friend Oehlenschlager's 

burial in January 1850, and one does not have to read 

between the lines in order to discern the real basis of 

the alliance between official Christianity and the 

Golden Age elite: 
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When the bards are silent in a country, thought 

and labor increasingly become attached to mere 

temporal advantages and pleasures; the longing of 

the spirit is extinguished, its wings are paralyzed. 

Then the consuming passions burst forth un­

tamed; the flame of discord burns; rebellion 

howls; mockers of God break the bonds of mod­

esty. But if, in our country, in the midst of turbu­

lent and troubled times, so many noble strivings 

of the spirit are to be seen everywhere; if there is 

courage in danger; if, in spite of many different 

conflicts, the people still stand united around 

their king; if there is still love and joy in life; if so 

many ears are still open to the serious voice of the 

Law, so many hearts open to the soothing voice of 

the Gospel - this is due in large measure to you 

[Adam Oehlenschlager], you who for so many 

years occupied an elevated place among the 

influential men of this people! 27 

There must be no narrow-minded quibbling with 

poets such as Oehlenschlager because, however dilut­

ed it might be, his "Christianity;' spreads its scent 

over society and makes our lives more cozy and com­

fortable - not to mention socially secure and orderly. 

The quasi-Christianity of the Golden Age lessened 

the dangers and dampened the shocks of change -

and that was certainly quite a benefit. 

IV. HEIBERG AND MARTENSEN 

There is no room here for a detailed investigation of 

how this pattern repeated itself in many other con­

texts in the Golden Age. But it must be said that it 

was more the rule than the exception. We will only 

allude briefly to a single additional example: The 

relationship between the poet Johan Ludvig Heiberg 

and the theologian Hans Lassen Martensen mirrored 

the relationship between Oehlenschlager and Myn­

ster to an almost uncanny degree. Like Oehlenschla­

ger, Heiberg was at best only very superficially Chris­

tian, and like Mynster, Martensen reviewed his poet 

friend with warm appreciation and unstinting praise. 

Heiberg's most important "religious" poems were the 

"Reformationscantate" [Reformation Cantata] of 

1839 and two didactic pieces from his collection Nye 

Digte [New Poems] from 1840, namely, "Gudstje-

neste. En Foraars-Phantasie" [Divine Services: A 

Spring Fantasy] and "Protestantisme i Naturen. En 

Mysterie" [Protestantism in Nature: A Mystery]. All 

these poems are Hegelian philosophy clad in a thin 

veneer of Christianity, and they aroused negative 

criticism from the more traditionally minded. This 

was where Heiberg needed the support provided by 

the theologian Martensen, who obliged his friend on 

this occasion, as on previous occasions, by writing an 

extraordinarily positive review of his work. Marten­

sen used large portions of three entire issues of the 

influential newspaper Fcedrelandet in order to praise 

Heiberg to the skies: Heiberg's poems constitute "a 

poetical breakthrough;' and we should therefore 

hope that "the poet [receives] new and fresh recogni­

tion, because with this work he has elevated himself 

and our literature to new and previously unknown 

heights."2 8 And, almost exactly as with Oehlenschla­

ger and Mynster, the poet Heiberg repaid the theolo­

gian Martensen by issuing him a membership card in 

the "rare few;' the topmost coterie of the Golden Age. 

Heiberg wrote the following in a letter to Martensen: 

Your presentation of my poetic work has lifted me 

up in my own eyes, as it were, and truly seems to 

be pretty near the most precious reward I have yet 

received for it. However numerous those may be 

who now and then count themselves as part of 

one's public, fundamentally one really writes only 

for a very small number of readers. You are the 

first of these few from whom I have received rec­

ognition about which I can truly be proud and 

happy, and I predict that from now on when I 

write something new, you will- even more than 

in the past - be for me the representative of the 

few whom I especially seek to please. 29 

The pattern for Golden Age Christendom is clear: 

The theologian provides assurances that the poet is 

within the pale of Christian respectability, and the 

poet installs the theologian on the Parnassus of cul­

ture. 

And when it was Martensen's turn to deliver the 

eulogy at Heiberg's funeral, he praised the poet in 
terms which echo Mynster's eulogy of Oehlenschla­

ger so directly that it is hard to imagine that Marten­

sen did not have Mynster's eulogy before him when 
he wrote his own: 

[Heiberg was] an arrow and a shield, a protector 

against crudity and barbarism .... When the poets 

fall silent, then a people can easily develop a spirit 

for which sensual well-being and temporal utility 

and tangible goods and earthly gain are the high­

est, indeed the only reality. 30 

Once again, the Golden Age pattern is clear: The 

coteries stick together in the fight against "barbar­

ism," and any religious scruples or doubts evaporate 

in the heat of cultural battle. 

V GRUNDTVIG AND THE LIBERALS 

To round out the picture, we must make brief men­

tion of the two major alternatives to the conservative 

mainstream of the Golden Age: 1. N. F. S. Grundtvig's 

blend of democratic nationalism and Christianity, 

and 2. the liberals. But in S0ren Kierkegaard's view, 

neither position was acceptable. 

According to Kierkegaard, Grundtvig's national­

ism was simply ridiculous. Or, rather, it would have 

been ridiculous (and, therefore, not dangerous) if it 

hadn't been for Grundtvig's foolish views about 

Christianity, as for example, in the following passage 

from Grundtvig's "Nyaars-Morgen" [New Year's 

Morning]: 

The entire history of Scandinavia shows the prep­

arations for this, shows me the hand of Provi­

dence, which can never err and which cannot be 

prevented from reaching its goaL ... Despite all 

visible signs, the dead of Denmark are only slum­

bering and will now suddenly arise . . . . The obser­

vation of the present shows me that if God's 

Word will endure, a miraculous awakening must 

occur, and it is not merely my ancestry which has 

nourished my hope of seeing this happen in Scan­

dinavia - it is all of human history that points to 

it like the finger of God .... Denmark is history's 

Palestine. 31 

And in Kierkegaard's eyes, liberals such as Orla Leh­

mann and his allies were too superficial, smug, and -

despite their apparent political position - in the final 

analysis, too aristocratic in their attitude. Here is 

Orla Lehmann twelve years after the passage of the 

Denmark's remarkably democratic "June Constitu-

"I AM A FRIEND OF DIFFICULTIES" OR KIERKEGAARD AGAINST "THE COTERIES" 121 



tion;' which he had had a significant part in passing: 

When in 1848 Denmark performed the daring feat 

of transferring power to the entire people, it was 

not in order to place the guidance of the state in 

the hands of unenlightened common peasants, 

even less to turn it over to self-serving and devi­

ous demagogues. It is the talented, the cultivated, 

and the well-to-do who in every civilized society 

have the dominant voice in the guidance of public 

affairs, and all that equality can require and can 

do is to make it as easy as possible for every tal­

ented person to acquire cultivation and wealth, 

and thereby respect and influence. 32 

VI. CONCLUSION 

These were the big guns of the conservative main­

stream of the Golden Age: in the first generation, the 

poet Oehlenschlager and the theologian Mynster; 

and in the second generation, the poet Heiberg and 

the theologian Martensen. But if, according to S0ren 

Kierkegaard, they constituted nothing less than a 

self-satisfied mutual admiration society, which found 

it convenient to call upon the name of Christianity; 

and if (again, according to Kierkegaard) neither 

Grundtvig nor Lehmann was a serviceable alterna­

tive; that is, if neither the Golden Age's conservative 

mainstream nor either of the two groups which were 

its principal opponents, the Grundtvigians and the 

liberals, were acceptable - then what could Kierke­

gaard offer to his times instead? 

At this point it is useful to present a brief and 

necessarily simplified schematic overview of the 

complex mosaic of Golden Age culture and to situate 

S0ren Kierkegaard within this schema. The complex­

ity of Golden Age cultural phenomena can perhaps 

be best simplified by posing two questions, one con­

cerning history, and one concerning culture. 

The "history" question could be phrased as fol­

lows: How important is history in determining one's 

attitude toward the most important things concern­

ing one's existence here and now? That is, are world­

historical developments of great significance to the 

manner in which one interprets the meaning of one's 

life in the present? For our purposes there are two 

important alternative answers to this "history"  ques­

tion: 1. Yes, world history, in general, and our nation-
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al history, in particular, are of decisive significance 

for who I am in the present. I will label this position 

"romantic." Or, 2. No, history is not of major signifi­

cance for who I am in the present, and in any event, 

it is impossible to know whether history has any 

"meaning" at all in this sense. I will label this posi­

tion "agnostic." 

The "culture" question could be phrased as fol­

lows: What is culture and who are the bearers of cul­

ture? Once again, for our purposes there are two 

important alternative answers to this "culture" ques­

tion: 1. Culture is a lofty, primarily literary sort of 

cultivation, a heritage, a treasure which must be 

maintained and protected by an elite group of the 

cultivated, so that it can be passed on intact to the 

next generation of cultivated people. I will label this 

position "mandarin." Or, 2. Whatever culture is, it is 

only worthy of the name "culture" if it is equally 

accessible to everyone; culture is every person's inheri­

tance and property and has nothing to do with elitist 

notions about "cultivation." I will label this position 

" democratic." 

If these two questions are made to serve as the 

two axes in a square diagram, it will be seen that the 

various possible pairings of the two sets of alterna­

tive answers group themselves into four fields, each 

representing a basic Golden Age cultural position. 
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The conservative Golden Age mainstream (Oehlen­

schlager, Mynster, Heiberg, Martensen, et at'.) was 

romantic in its view of history and mandarin in its 

view of culture. The liberals present a less clear-cut 

profile, but at least a sizable proportion of them took 

their stand on Enlightenment principles, and this 

FIG. 76. Wilhelm Marstrand (18lO-1873): Sketches of S@ren 

Kierkegaard and his father(?), undated. Pencil and pen. 

209 x 205 mm. Private Collection. 

included a scepticism about any ultimate significance 

of history, i.e., an agnostic position on the meaning 

of history. But despite their parliamentarism, these 

liberals, stemming as they did from the urban elite 

class, had a fundamentally mandarin view of culture. 

The case of Grundtvig and his followers is fairly clear­

cut: They were romantic in their view of history and 

democratic in their view of culture. It will be noted 

that each of the two major groups - the liberals and 

the Grundtvigians - who constituted the principal 

alternatives to the regnant conservative mainstream 

of the Golden Age were nonetheless in agreement 

with that mainstream on one or the other of the two 

questions that have been posed regarding history and 

culture. There is a fourth possibility in our diagram, 

however. This would be in the diagram field diago­

nally opposite the field in which the conservative 

Golden Age mainstream is situated, and thus diamet­

rically opposed to the mainstream's romantic view of 

history and its mandarin view of culture. This posi­

tion of radical opposition to the Golden Age main­
stream would offer an agnostic answer to the ques­
tion of the meaning of history and a democratic 

answer to the question regarding the nature of cul­
ture. This is a good description of the views of SiZJren 

Kierkegaard, who was an absolute opponent of the 

Christian cultural synthesis put forward by the coter­
ies who dominated Golden Age Denmark. 

Kierkegaard made known his strong opposition 

to the elitism of the Golden Age as early as 1846 in 

his Concluding Unscientific Postscript. His insistence 

upon equality was the motivating force behind his 

falling-out with the Golden Age, and it formed the 

core of his understanding of Christianity: 

While [faith] can be grasped and held fast by the 

most simple person, it is only all the more diffi­

cult for the cultivated person to attain. 0, won­

derful, inspiring Christian humanity: That which 

is highest is common to all people. 33 

And Kierkegaard explains his chosen task as follows: 

[S] ince . . . cultivation and all that sort of thing 
have made it so extremely easy to be a Christian, 
it is certainly proper that the individual, to the 
best of his limited abilities, should attempt to 
make it difficult. .. . [ T] he more cultivation and 
knowledge, the more difficult it is to become a 
Christian. 34 

Thus, Christianity is made more difficult, but Kierke­

gaard loves difficulties, especially for cultivated peo­

ple - and he includes himself in this group: 

I am a friend of difficulties, especially those with 

this humorous characteristic: that the most culti­

vated person, having been through the greatest of 

exertions, comes essentially no further than the 

simplest person can come. 35 

This egalitarian, anti-elitist position was characteris­

tic of Kierkegaard from 1846 all the way until his 

death, and it was one of the cornerstones of his 

attack on the Church, in which he mounted a furious 

assault on the cliques and coteries of the cultivated 

elite. It is fitting to close with Kierkegaard's last word 

to his Golden Age contemporaries (and to us), from 

the final, posthumous issue of his Moment: 

You common man! I have not cut off my life from 

yours. You know it, I have lived in the streets and 

am known by everyone. Moreover, I have never 

amounted to anything and am possessed of no 

class egoism. So, if I belong to anyone, I must 

belong to you, you common man. 36 (fig. 76). 
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