France:

Kierkegaard as a Forcrunner ol
Existentialism and Poststructuralisim

Jon Stew il

When one thinks of Kierkegaard’s influcnce in the Francaphione sl o Lot i
is natural that one immediately thinks of the appropristion of s thonpht by Fronh
existentialism and poststructuralism. However, French Koaerkepmnd oo i v
far richer than this and indeed began far carlier than these movementn Tosdiay b h
Kierkegaard studies has developed into a specialized field with s hoburs who detin
their professional profile in terms of the Danish thinker Tt can b il withiond
hesitation that Kierkegaard research in France at present is flouriding sone thi al
any time in the past.

I. Denmark and France: The Cultural Tics

During Kierkegaard’s lifetime, many Danish scholars, writers, and artists repulanly
visited Paris, which ranked probably just after Berlin and Rome as a favorit
destination of Golden Age intellectuals, This was no accident, for Dennuk i
close cultural and political ties to France. During the Napoleonic War, Denmiark wir
allied with France, and at this time many French embassies came to Copenluyen
where they were treated virtually as celebrities. The atmosphere of these tunes 15
wonderfully portrayed in the novel Tivo Ages (1846)," from the pen ol Thomasine
Gyllembourg (1773-1856), a work reviewed positively by Kierkegaard." n the
eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries there were also a handful of francophone

I would like to express my gratitude to Katalin Nun, Dario Gonzalez, Leo Stan,
Nicolae Irina, and Brian Soderquist for their invaluable help with this article.
: Thomasine Christine Gyllembourg-Ehrensvird, To Tidsaldre. Novelle af Forfatteren
til “En Hverdags-Historie,” published by Johan Ludvig Heiberg. Copenhagen: C.A. Reitzel
1845.
2 Kierkegaard, En literair Anmeldelse. To Tidsaldre, Novelle af Forfatteren til en
‘Hverdags-historie udgiven af J.L. Heiberg. Copenhagen: C.A. Reitzel 1846. SKS 8, 7-106.
(English translations: Twe Ages. The Age of Revolution and the Present Age. A Literary Review
by Soren Kierkegaard, trans. by Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong. Princeton: Princeton
University Press 1978; A Literary Review, trans. by Alastair Hannay. Harmondsworth: Penguin
Books 2001.)
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Journals based in Copenhagen: Novelles de divers Endroits (1719 20), Extrait des
Nouvelles (1720-22), Gazette historique, politique et littéraire de Copenhague
(1749-76), the Messager Francais du Nord (1825 26); also worthy ol note 1s
the journal Jacobineren (1796).° The alliance with France resulted in the British
bombardment of Copenhagen in 1807. Despite the unfortunate outcome of this
alliance, Denmark continued to cultivate close ties with France as it, in the course
of the nineteenth century, became ever more estranged from its southern neighbors,
Germany and Prussia.

Among the best-known Danes in Paris were the satirical writer and dramatist,
Peter Andreas Heiberg (1758-1841), who had been exiled from the Kingdom of
Denmark in 1800 due to his impertinent remarks about the established powers.*
P.A. Heiberg lived for forty years in exile in France, where he continued to write
and work as a translator, eventually becoming the secretary of the French diplomat
Charles-Maurice de Talleyrand (1754—1838). His son, the poet and dramatist Johan
Ludvig Heiberg (1791-1860) also lived in Paris briefly from 1819 to 1822. He was
highly interested in French drama, especially the vaudevilles of the French dramatist
Augustin Eugéne Scribe (1791-1891). Heiberg translated and adapted Scribe’s works
for the Danish stage, thus introducing the Danish theater public to the latest trends
in Parisian theater life. The natural scientist Hans Christian @rsted (1777-1851) also
had close ties with France. He visited Paris on several occasions, and his discovery
of electromagnetism was received with great excitement among French physicists.
Another significant Dane to make his way to Paris was the literary critic Peter
Ludvig Meller (1814-65), who is best known for his role in the so-called Corsair
controversy.” Prior to this conflict, Meller had studied different aspects of French
culture. As a student, he wrote a Gold Medal treatise on French poetry. He founded a
number of newspapers and reviews, which used then contemporary French journals
as their model. Kierkegaard denounced Moller as being responsible for the attacks
in the Corsair.® The latter left Denmark a couple of years later with a government
scholarship to pursue his studies abroad. Meller journeyed throughout Germany and
Prussia, ending up in Paris in 1851, where he lived for the rest of his life. Like the
elder Heiberg, he earned his living by writing and translating for French newspapers
and journals. During these final years, he wrote a comparative work on comedy in
France and Denmark.’

3 See Jette D. Sellinge and Niels Thomsen, De danske aviser 16341989, vols. 1-3,
Odense: Dagpressens Fond i Kommission hos Odense Universitetsforlag 1988-91, vol. 1.

N See P.A. Heiberg’s autobiography, Erindinger af min politiske, selskabelige og
littercere Vandel i Frankrig, Christiania: P.J. Hoppe 1830. See also Henning Fenger, The
Heibergs, trans. by Frederick J. Marker, New York: Twayne Publishers 1971, pp. 23-37; Povl
Ingerslev-Jensen, P.A. Heiberg. Den danske Beaumarchais, Herning: Poul Kristensen 1964,
3 See Hans Hertel, “P.L. Moller and Romanticism in Danish Literature,” in Kierkegaard
and His Contemporaries. The Culture of Golden Age Denmark, ed. by Jon Stewart, Berlin
and New York: Walter de Gruyter 2003 (Kierkegaard Studies. Monograph Series, vol. 10),
pp. 356-72.

5 SV XIILL, 431/ COR, 46.

: Peter Ludvig Maller, Det nvere Lystspil i Frankris og Danmark, Copenhagen: GUELC.
Giad 1858,
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There was thus a long tradhtion of an active exchange of culture and information
between France and Denmark dating from the cighteenth century and continuing into
the Danish Golden Age. It is therefore natural that French thinkers would take some
interest in the cultural affairs of Denmark and the work of Seren Kierkegaard.

1. From the Earliest References to the First World War

The earliest known French reference to Kierkegaard appears in 1856 in La Revue de
Deux Mondes.* The Revue published a series of overview articles about the political
and cultural state of affairs in different countries. There in an article on Denmark,
a special section is dedicated to “Religious Questions,” in which the anonymous
author describes the confusion surrounding the question of freedom of religion and
freedom of speech in Denmark after the introduction of the Constitution in 1849.
The occasion for this discussion is Kierkegaard’s attack on the Danish State Church.
The author is generally quite positive about Kierkegaard’s actions:

The virulent attacks of S. Kierkegaard and his followers have, it is true, bewildered many
minds and troubled many weak or fearful consciences, but they have also awakened
many sheep and many indolent or drowsy pastors; they have shaken or brought down
many things and persons of but little importance; they have caused profound and serious
souls to reflect. In brief, the Danish church, both pastors and parishioners, will doubtless
emerge from this spiritual struggle more sure of themselves, more clear-sighted, in the
things of faith and worship.’

After this general assessment of the ultimate significance and impact of Kierkegaard’s
attack, the author turns to a more general introduction and assessment of Kierkegaard
as a writer. The text continues:

Without ever occupying any public position, S. Kierkegaard has come to rank, during
the last fifteen years or so, as one of the most productive and remarkable, and also one of
the most singular, of writers in Denmark. With a lively imagination, a shrewd, caustic,
and mocking mind, a far from ordinary debating talent, but bizarre in his way of writing,
he has proved to be at once a speculative philosopher, an unrelenting moralist, and a
merciless religious reformer. At first secretly, finally openly, he has undermined and
unsettled everything; taking as his battle cries the words “freedom” and “independence,”
he tended to bring down everything, society and church, but without worrying about
reconstruction.'”

§ “Le Danemark,” Annuaire des Deux Mondes. Historie générale des divers Etats, vols.
1-14, 185168, Paris: Revue de deux mondes, vol. 4, October 20, 1856, pp. 459-91. The relevant
excerpts from this article have been translated into English in F.J. Billeskov Jansen, “The Study
in France,” in Kierkegaard Research, ed. by Marie Mikulova Thustrup, Copenhagen: C.A.
Reitzel 1987 (Bibliotheca Kierkegaardiana, vol. 15), pp. 134-59; pp. 134-6.

i Quoted from Billeskov Jansen, “The Study in France,” p. 134.

i Ibid., p. 135. The counterintuitive characterization of Kierkegaard as “a speculative
philosopher™ may be taken as an indication that P.L. Meller is the author of this picce. In the
Corsair controversy, Moller had reproached Kierkegaard for his “barren dialectic that swirls
around an infinite center™ (COR, Supplement, po 101) and refers 1o “the dialectical-critical-
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