JAMES E. RUOFF

Kierkegaard
And Shakespeare

URING THE last year of his life Kierkegaard was asked by his
D niece, Henrietta Lund, if he too had been deeply affected by
Hamlet. “Yes, indeed,” Kierkegaard replied, “but for me it is an en-
tirely different thing. That you cannot understand now—. Someday,
perhaps, you will understand it.”! In exploring the full implications of
this conversation, we shall find that Kierkegaard was influenced by
Shakespeare in three important aspects—his personal life, his psy-
chology, and his aesthetics. In his personal life, he not only identified
himself with several of Shakespeare’s characters, but even with Shake-
speare himself; in his psychology, he found convincing examples in
Shakespeare’s plays for certain categories of existence, and in his
aesthetics, he was greatly influenced by Shakespeare in arriving at his
unique conception of tragedy.

In recent discussions of Kierkegaard and Shakespeare, critics have
been concerned, perhaps too exclusively, with citing parallels between
Hamlet’s character and situation and Kierkegaard’s.2 They have
remarked upon Kierkegaard’s impossible Ophelia-like relationship
with Regina Olsen, which was sullied by Kierkegaard’s discovery in
1835 of his parents’ premarital illicitness.® They have noted Kierke-

1 Quoted in Walter Lowrie, A Short Life of Kierkegaard (Anchor Books,
1961), p. 209.

2 See Walter Bochlich, “Noch einmal Kierkegaard und Hamlet,” Der Monat,
LXVI (1954), 628-634; Salvador de Madariaga, “Noch einmal Kierkegaard und
Hamlet,” ibid., pp. 625-628; Horst Oppel, “Shakespeare und Kierkegaard. Ein
Beitrag zur Geschichte der Hamlet-Deutung,” Shakespeare Jahrbuch, LXXXVI
(1940), 112-136; Denis de Rougemont, “Kierkegaard and Hamlet: Two Danish
Princes,” Anchor Review, I (1955), 107-127.

8 See Lowrie, pp. 54-63, and Peter P. Rohde, Soren Kierkegaard: Introduc-
tion to His Life and Philosophy (New York, 1963), pp. 43-49. Kierkegaard
refers to this secret of his father’s guilt when in Stages on Life’s Way he de-
scribes Solomon’s discovery of David’s sensuality.
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gaard’s melancholy and feigned madness; his protracted anxiety and
indecision ; his profound questioning and doubt. Indeed, if Hamlet had
been religious, suggests Denis de Rougemont, his story would have been
“purely and simply the biography of Kierkegaard.”

‘What has been neglected in these speculations, however, is the fact
that Kierkegaard himself read the story of Hamlet as a mirror of his
own experience. On January 17, 1837, shortly after his traumatic sex-
ual initiation in a Copenhagen brothel, Kierkegaard wrote in his
Journals that Hamlet illustrated, for him, the “all-consuming power
of original sin,” and added that Hamlet’s despair was aggravated by the
fact it took place “in the midst of the most favorable circumstances.”*
Kierkegaard too was afflicted by the taint of parental guilt, by “original
sin,” but unlike Hamlet, Kierkegaard had added personal corruption
to hereditary guilt by his sexual transgression. But in what sense could
Hamlet’s despair have been “aggravated” by the “favorable circum-
stances” of his personal innocence ? As we shall see later in considering
Kierkegaard’s view of tragedy, the “ambiguous innocence” of one
who must bear a guilt that is not his own is more painful than simple
culpableness because impersonal guilt has no refuge in ethical or
rational justification. From Kierkegaard’s ironic perspective, his own
despair, in contrast to Hamlet’s, was alleviated because, as a result
of his recent sin in the brothel, he could blame himself in an entirely
ethical context.

Kierkegaard found no such alleviation in his relations with his
guilty father. During that same month of January, when he was wres-
tling with the two specters of hereditary and personal guilt, and felt
most painfully alienated from his father, he was so moved by Shake-
speare’s theme of father betrayal and filial reconciliation in King Lear
that he copied in his private papers these lines from Act V, Scene 3:

So we'll live,
And pray, and sing, and tell old tales, and laugh
At golden butterflies, and hear poor rogues
Tell of court news; and we’ll talk with them too,
‘Who loses and who wins, who’s in, who's out;
As if we were God’s spies: and we'll wear out
In a walled prison, packs and sects of great ones,
Who ebb and flow by the moon.

Walter Lowrie calls this passage “an exact counterpart to Sgren’s
reconciliation with his father,” and suggests that these lines immediately
following were “too poignantly appropriate” to inscribe :5

4 Journals, trans. Alexander Dru (London, 1959), p. 39.
5 Lowrie, p. 97.
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No, no, no, no! Come, let us away to prison:

We two alone will sing like birds i’ the cage;
‘When thou dost ask me blessing, I'll kneel down,
And ask of thee forgiveness.

In his “Diary of A Seducer” Kierkegaard again finds Lear relevant
to his own experience, this time in his relations with Regina Olsen.
In “Diary” he appears in a variety of roles depending on the turn of
the story. When the narrator tests Cordelia’s love, he is obviously
Kierkegaard, who like Lear, requires the impossible of his beloved.
In another place he appears as Cordelia, “that remarkable girl who did
not wear her heart on her lips, whose lips were silent while her heart beat
warmly.”® Thus, if Kierkegaard is Lear brutally rejecting Cordelia’s
love, he is also Cordelia refusing to speak what is in his heart. In
these and other such disguises Kierkegaard performed the tragedy of
the Regina Olson affair. In Fear and Trembling he portrays himself
as both Abraham and Isaac. As Abraham he must sacrifice Regina
Olsen to an obligation transcending the merely ethical, or “universal”;
as Isaac, he is himself sacrificed by a fanatical, “crazy” father. Else-
where he dramatizes himself and Regina Olsen in the tales of Tobias
and Sarah, Agnes and the merman, Agamemnon and Iphigenia. In
Either/Or he appears as Antigone, who in his own version of the
story cannot marry Hiimon because she somehow learns the secret of
her father’s guilt, just as Kierkegaard had learned of his mother’s pre-
marital relations with his father when she was his housekeeper.

In all of these various roles he saw himself as the supreme ironist
and ultimate hero writing the allegory of his own unfolding existence.
Like Hamlet and Cordelia, he must “hold his tongue,” remaining silent
or unintelligible while afflicted with agonizing “collisions.” With this
ironic view of himself as artist, he came to look upon Shakespeare as
a kindred spirit with some deep, ineffable “secret” he could not utter
except by artistic sublimation. This concept of Shakespeare is implicit
in Fear and Trembling:

Thanks and thanks again to him who proffers to the man whom the sorrows
of life have assaulted and left naked—proffers to him the figleaf of the word with
which he can cover his wretchedness ... Thanks be to thee, great Shakespeare,
who art able to express everything, absolutely everything, precisely as it is—
and yet why didst thou never pronounce this pang? Didst thou perhaps reserve
it to thyself—like the loved one whose name one cannot endure that the world
should mention? For the poet purchases the power of words, the power of
uttering all the dread secrets of others, at the price of a little secret he is unable

6 Either/Or: A Fragment of A Life, trans. David F. and Lillian M. Swenson,
2 vols. (Princeton, 1944), I, 278.
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to utter ...and a poet is not an apostle, he casts out devils only by the power of
the devil.?

In other tributes to Shakespeare’s genius, Kierkegaard invariably sug-
gests that it was motivated by some profound “secret,” or by “colli-
sions,” “devils,” or “spirits” Shakespeare dared not release except in
objective dramatic form. In Sickness unto Death, for example, Kierke-
gaard discovers a Shakespeare of powerful “collisions” hidden under
laminations of aesthetic objectivity :

O, my friend, what hast thou attempted to do in life? Tax thy brain, tear off
every covering and lay bare the viscera of feeling in thy breast, surmount every
barrier which separates thee from him whom thou readest, and then read Shake-
speare—and thou shalt shrink from the collisions.8

Even here Kierkegaard identifies himself with a “secret” Shakespeare,
for this tribute concludes what Walter Lowrie calls an “intensely per-
sonal” paragraph in which Kierkegaard, in the disguise of Anti-Cli-
macus, hints at the possibility of a “new relationship” with Regina
Olsen after her marriage to Schlegel.? The same passion that had
prompted Kierkegaard to break his relationship with Regina Olsen
now urged him, for her sake, to renew it, and this “collision” is the
“little secret” that Anti-Climacus, like Shakespeare, is “unable to utter.”

Although Kierkegaard never states just what “secret” Shakespeare
concealed from less perceptive readers, he hints in one place that it
may have been the one Kierkegaard knew about himself—the secret
of his own madness. In his M.A. dissertation, The Concept of Irony
(1841), Kierkegaard praises Shakespeare for being the “great master
of irony” who was able to divert “spirits which obstinately seek to storm
forth” into channels of objective artistic expression.

Shakespeare has often been praised as the great master of irony [observes Kierke-
gaard], and there can scarcely be any doubt that this is correct. Shakespeare,
however, in no wise allows the substantial content to evaporate in an even
more volatile sublimation, and insofar as his lyricism sometimes culminates in
madness there is in this madness nevertheless an extraordinary degree of objec-
tivity.10

Kierkegaard defines irony as a psychological process wherein the
ironist, presupposing that his listener understands him, and yet, para-
doxically, not really wishing to be “universally understood,” negates

7 Fear and Trembling, trans. Walter Lowrie (Anchor Books, 1941), p. 72.
Italics mine.

8 Sickness unto Death, trans. Walter Lowrie (Anchor Books, 1941), p. 258.

9 Ibid., p. 275, note 27.

10 The Concept of Irony, with Constant Reference to Socrates, trans. Lee M.
Capel (New York, 1965), p. 336.
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