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“Let No One Invite Me, for I Do Not Dance”

Kierkegaard’s Attitudes toward Dance

Anne Margrete Fiskvik

Søren Kierkegaard was a man concerned with many types of artistic expres-
sions and social practices, dance being one of them. He made references to 
dance and movement in several of his writings.1 He was concerned with 
dance both as an art form and as a social practice, commenting on these in 
different ways. Kierkegaard and certain pseudonyms of his often use dance 
as a metaphor or allusion to enrich their philosophical discourses and fine 
points. They often employ dancing images in a didactic manner. They talk 
about the dancer, the ballroom dancer as well as the ballet dancer. They con-
trast the female with the male dancer. Kierkegaard refers to the ballet master 
and the dancing master, the person who choreographs and designs the ballet. 
He was also interested in the expressionistic nature of dance, to what degree 
a ballet can render true human emotions. He was preoccupied with what can 
be expressed in ballet plots, and with what subjects can be deemed suitable 
for a ballet.

Even if the references to dance by Kierkegaard and his pseudonyms are 
less extensive than those to other art forms, such as music, he was evidently 
intrigued by the way dance images activate the imagination and deeper reflec-
tion of the reader. The twisted body, the tightrope dancer, the ballet leap—all 
of these have literal meanings while at the same time evoking images and 
meanings beyond the actual dance or dancing. They give the reader wonder-
ful images to ponder, and numerous scholars have discussed some of the 
better known images—for instance, the “twisted dancer.”

This essay does not aim to offer a philosophical interpretation of the dance 
images and allusions in Kierkegaard’s writings. Rather, I am concerned with 
the different ways Kierkegaard and his pseudonyms appeal to dance. I aim 
to contextualize and interpret their references to and comments on dance. I 
do not attempt to catalogue all the mentions of dance or dancing in Kierke
gaard’s writings, but I do try to bring into focus most of these references, 
both those that are well known and some that are less well known. My per-
spective is that of the dance scholar, and rather than offering philosophical 
or religious interpretations, my main aim is to offer the reader some ideas on 
what could have shaped Kierkegaard’s thoughts and attitudes toward dance. 
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The dance references in his writings have not, to my knowledge, previously 
been studied in the broad manner I attempt in this essay. A few dance scholars 
have been intrigued by the dance references, and I draw upon several of their 
works, for instance, Nathaniel Kramer’s “August Bournonville: Kierkegaard’s 
Leap of Faith and the ‘Noble Art of Terpsichore’ ” and Kimerer LaMothe’s 
“The Poet and the Dancer.”2

Kierkegaard often betrays ambivalence in his attitude toward dancing. He 
admired the art form but considered it limited in its artistic possibilities. This 
ambivalence, which he expresses rather didactically, will be revealed in differ-
ent ways in the three main parts of the essay. The first part, on Kierkegaard 
and dance as an art form, deals with his thoughts on dance as theatrical prac-
tice and his relationship to the ballet master August Bournonville. The second 
part examines his metaphors, and the third, on Kierkegaard and the ballroom 
dancer, deals with his thoughts on dance as social practice.3

Kierkegaard and Dance as an Art Form

Kierkegaard lived in an era that saw rich developments in several artistic 
expressions, not least in classical ballet. The Romantic era in ballet began in 
the early 1830s, somewhat belatedly compared to music and literature but 
lasting more or less to the end of the century. The Romantic ballet was epito-
mized by two types of female ballerina, one of them cherished for her light, 
eerie, and elevated way of moving, and the other appreciated for her sensual, 
down-​to-​earth dancing. The role of the male dancer, in contrast, was scaled 
down in the European ballet and often reduced the male to a supporter and 
enabler of the ballerina’s steps. However, in Denmark, the dancer and ballet 
master August Bournonville valued the male dancer as equal to the ballerina, 
and it is to Kierkegaard’s relation to this preeminent male Danish dancer of 
his time that we now shall turn.

Kierkegaard and the “Ballet Poet” Bournonville

In Kierkegaard’s home country, Denmark, lived and worked one of the most 
significant figures of Romantic ballet, August Bournonville (1805–1879). 
The son of the dancer and ballet master Antoine Bournonville, August was 
born into a family of dancers. He started his ballet training at an early age, 
and his extraordinary talent was soon discovered. Bournonville took classes 
with Vincenzo Galeotti (1773–1813), the Italian ballet master who led and 
developed the Danish Royal Ballet for many years. He also studied with well-​
known ballet masters in Paris, such as Auguste Vestris (1760–1842), and 
quickly developed into a premiere dancer at the Paris Opera. Upon his return 
to Denmark, he started working at the Royal Danish Ballet and soon became 
the main ballet choreographer and leader of the ensemble. Except for some 
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years during which he was expelled from the Royal Danish Theater (in 1841) 
or working in Stockholm or at the Paris Opera, Bournonville ruled the Royal 
Danish Ballet with a firm hand from 1830 to 1877.4

The effort of Bournonville in building the Danish Royal Ballet was of 
great importance to the ballet world, and even though his legacy has grown 
retrospectively, he was already a respected ballet master, choreographer, and 
dancer around 1840. Bournonville lived and worked at the height of the 
Romantic era in ballet, but in contrast to many of his contemporary ballet 
choreographers, he kept up the importance of the male dancer. He cherished 
the male dancer in Denmark when the male dancer’s importance was dimin-
ished in the rest of Europe.5

Bournonville had been the leader of the Royal Danish Ballet for sev-
eral years and was a well-​known figure in Copenhagen by 1843, the year 
Kierkegaard published Either/Or (on February 20), Repetition, and Fear 
and Trembling (both of the latter two on October 16), as well as two sets 
of Upbuilding Discourses (on May 16 and October 16). Kierkegaard and 
Bournonville were acquaintances but not close friends.6 Kierkegaard refers 
to Bournonville explicitly in a couple of places in his writings as well as 
indirectly. Bournonville, for his own part, admitted his fascination with 
Kierkegaard’s use of irony retrospectively at a farewell party he held in 1861 
on the occasion of his departure to accept a new position in Stockholm. In 
an unpublished speech, he revealed that the two of them took walks together, 
contemplating matters such as the concept of irony: “An excellent Danish 
philosopher has written a lengthy dissertation on the concept of Irony. I 
admit with modesty that I have not yet read it, since I have only pursued 
and digested very little of the aforesaid author. On the other hand I enjoyed 
the great happiness of often walking with him and refreshing myself with his 
insatiable fount of knowledge and perspicacity.”7 Despite Bornonville’s claim 
that he had not read much, if any, of Kierkegaard’s work, there is evidence of 
the contrary: several of Kierkegaard’s books were in Bournonville’s substan-
tial library, books that are still part of Bournonville’s legacy. However, later 
in life, after Kierkegaard’s attack on Bishop Mynster and the Danish state 
church, Bournonville took a less favorable attitude toward him.8 Bournon-
ville was indeed a very well-​read man who kept up with the literary trends 
and discussed these with contemporary writers. Moreover, he saw himself as 
a “Balletdigter”—a ballet poet.9

It is not totally clear during which periods Bournonville and Kierkegaard 
walked together, but according to the Bournonville expert Knud Arne Jür-
gensen, the walks would most likely have taken place in the years before 
and after Bournonville was exiled for half a year in 1841, from March 14, 
for having offended the Danish king. Bournonville returned in September 
1841. On October 25 (two weeks after having broken off his engagement 
with Regine Olsen), Kierkegaard departed for Berlin, where he remained 
for four months, returning to Copenhagen on March 6, 1842. On May 8 
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the following year, he again left Copenhagen, this time for a shorter visit to 
Berlin. This is noteworthy because, according to Jürgensen, Kierkegaard’s 
walks with Bournonville were over by 1843.10 Nor is it clear how these walks 
began, since the two men seem unlikely walking companions. Yet Kierke
gaard enjoyed his walking tours along the streets of Copenhagen with many 
of the city’s eminent figures, as Kramer points out.11 Bournonville was at this 
point one of the highly respected, “eminent” persons in Copenhagen, a man 
with strong opinions and the courage to speak against the authorities. This 
might have attracted Kierkegaard to Bournonville, who was clearly drawn 
to Kierkegaard’s existentialist outlook. He points out that his walks with 
Kierkegaard helped to clarify his own attitudes toward the use of irony: “One 
thing I did discover, that irony is not identical with ridiculousness, mockery 
or bitterness, but is on the contrary an important element in our spiritual 
existence—the fortification with alcohol that takes away the sickly sweetness 
of wine’s grapes, the jet of cold water that dampens a fever, in short the smile 
through tears that prevents us from becoming lachrymose.”12 Bournonville’s 
plots were not constructed to be ironic, and therefore this quotation is highly 
relevant, because Kierkegaard would criticize Bournonville for his lack of 
refined libretti. Bournonville himself seems to have been aware that his out-
look on life and art was rather naive compared to Kierkegaard’s, and yet 
he explains and defends his position: “I will not claim that all friends here 
gathered know me to my inner being, but their acquaintance with me is suf-
ficient to realise that it is more feeling than irony that plays the main rôle in 
my life. I and my art belong properly to a sentimental time and direction, I 
have unceasingly lived in a battle with the external influence of irony; and I 
will not deny that it has dominated me so much that I have often felt strange 
and embarrassed in the middle of its atmosphere of self-​parody.”13

Bournonville shied away from using irony actively in his own work, but 
through conversations with Kierkegaard he at least felt more at ease with the 
concept: “Today for the first time I have realised its [irony’s] true worth. . . . 
It is certain that after our standards I possess too little irony, but that sup-
ply which I have been able to collect in so many years of this ingredient will 
now be to my benefit.”14 Also, as Jürgensen points out in his discussion of 
Bournonville’s philosophical outlook, he “could certainly be called an exis-
tentialist ante litteram. He based his life on artistic ideals, but moved with 
moral and muscular immediacy both in his art and in many other social 
contexts outside of the theatre.”15 Thus Bournonville openly revealed that he 
had clear ideals for his own works and that he went for the more straightfor-
ward plots that contextualized his choreography, weaving solos, pas de deux, 
and corps de ballet sequences naturally into the story of the ballet. He was 
a prolific choreographer, creating a variety of ballets with stories situated in 
different countries. He was able to convey great happiness, sorrow, and pain 
through movement. Moreover, he was deeply religious and often brought up 
the conflict of good versus evil in his ballets. The plots often have a moral 
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component to them, and most often the stories end happily: God triumphs 
over evil, for instance in Napoli or The Fisherman and His Bride (Napoli 
eller Fiskeren og hans Brud, 1842), in which the heroine, Teresina, captivated 
by an evil sea king, regains her memory and sense by touching the cross she 
wears on a necklace.16

Despite the admiration in which Bournonville held Kierkegaard, there is 
also evidence of his criticizing the philosopher. In an entry of December 29, 
1854, in his unpublished diary, he wrote of an evening party he attended 
where the theater director Frederik Ludvig Høedt defended Kierkegaard 
against Bishop Mynster: “We had a pleasant time, but Høedt displeases me 
by defending Søren Kjerkegaard’s vile attack on Münster.”17 Bournonville 
was thus guided by his deep religious convictions and clearly took a stance 
against Kierkegaard in the Mynster debate.

Kierkegaard’s Views on Balletic Plots

By 1843, when Fear and Trembling was published, Bournonville had created 
the ballets Faust, La Sylphide, and Napoli, all typical of his choreographic 
style and conveying clear moral messages.18 Kierkegaard, although he 
admired Bournonville as a performer, was critical of his libretti and would 
mock Bournonville for his simpleminded plots, either openly or in more dis-
creet ways. His manner of expression was also quite didactic. In Fear and 
Trembling, speaking through his pseudonym Johannes de Silentio, Kierke
gaard mentions dance in several places. In his discussion of the rivalry 
between aesthetics and ethics, he makes a derogatory remark about the 
limited capacity of ballet subjects when discussing the relationship between 
Queen Elizabeth I and her lover Essex. Johannes de Silentio finds this overly 
dramatic story suitable for ballet and ironically writes, “This would be a 
subject for a poet who knew how to pry secrets out of people; otherwise, it 
can best be used by a ballet master, with whom the poet frequently confounds 
himself these days” (SKS 4:183 / FT 94). Elizabeth’s dilemma and dramatic 
decisions are not worthy of being elaborated upon by a real poet, but are 
suitable themes for a ballet master. With this claim Johannes de Silentio is 
implying that movements and gestures cannot replace real words. He also 
states that ballet masters mistakenly think of themselves as poets, referring 
to Bournonville, who called himself a “ballet poet” in several of his writings. 
He once explained, “After my return to my fatherland (in 1830) I occupied 
myself almost wholly with my ballet programmes, which concerning litera-
ture gave only a grievous scanty yield. For if a ballet poet allows himself to 
be tempted to give these outlines a touch of explanatory colouring, he risks 
promising more than he can deliver.”19 Jürgensen points out that Bournon-
ville by no means was against the writing of extensive scenarios and that he 
often provided meticulous programs for his ballets.20 Also, it is important to 
note that Bournonville had secret aspirations to be a poet. Over the years 



154	 Anne Margrete Fiskvik

he wrote a large number of poems and songs, most of which he published 
anonymously. He collected them in a handwritten volume that he labeled 
“Poetic attempts.”21

But to the complicated thinker Kierkegaard/Johannes de Silentio, Bour
nonville’s plots appeared rather too naive: Kierkegaard himself would ponder 
questions of moral nuance and deceit over and over again in several volumes, 
scrutinizing topics from different angles. There were no clear-​cut or easy 
solutions for Kierkegaard.22 Hints of two different literary positions can be 
seen here as well: Kierkegaard admired the thoughts and ideas of the French 
dramatist Eugène Scribe, who advocated plots that could be easily told and 
expressed but who rather superficially described human nature.23 Bournon-
ville was interested in human nature and took a more personal approach to 
his characterizations.24

Even if Kierkegaard did not appreciate Bournonville’s poetic effort, he 
clearly admired Bournonville as a performer. He probably saw him dance 
several times. It is known for a fact that he was present when Bournonville 
danced the role of Mephistopheles in his Faust (1832) when it was restaged 
in 1842.25 Kierkegaard’s pseudonym Vigilius Haufniensis comments positively 
on Bournonville’s fantastic leap in The Concept of Anxiety (SKS 4:432 / CA 
131). In a journal entry of 1843, Kierkegaard makes direct reference to Bourn-
onville, admiring his diabolical leap in Faust: “It’s a merit of Bournonville’s 
portrayal of Mephistopheles, that leap with which he always appears and 
jumps into a plastic [plastisk, i.e., carefully poised] pose. This leap is a moment 
that should be noted in understanding the demonic. For the demonic is the 
sudden” (SKS 18:172–73, JJ:104 / KJN 2:160, emphases in original). Bour
nonville danced the role of Mephistopheles from June 10, 1842, until March 
1843, and it is probably his interpretation that Kierkegaard is referring to as 
being demonic and thus interesting. In fact, the concept of a leap intrigued 
Kierkegaard, and he returns to it in Fear and Trembling, where he uses it 
metaphorically. He saw the ability to leap well as something agreeable and 
admirable, and Bournonville was indeed known as a great jumper. In fact his 
entire ballet technique was built around speed and elevation.26 Kierkegaard 
appreciated his ability to leap forward into a plastic position. The spring of 
Bournonville was sudden, and implicitly powerful, and, for Kierkegaard, this 
feature stands in contrast to another side of the demonic: the boring.

When choreographing Faust, Bournonville followed typical French ballet 
conventions; for example, male dancers often would leap through an open 
window when making an entrance. Although such leaps were quite common 
in many ballets of the time, Kramer suggests that Kierkegaard was unaware 
of this standard practice of leaping onto the stage and that he therefore mis-
interpreted Bournonville’s initial motivation and portrayal of a demonic 
personality.27 This might be so, but one must not forget that Bournonville 
was an excellent jumper and widely known for his powerful leaps. His leaps 
would probably have astonished his audience. Nevertheless, for Kierkegaard, 
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this particular leap came across as powerful enough that it conjured images of 
the demonic.28 Bournonville as dancer and performer doubtlessly gained more 
respect from Kierkegaard than did Bournonville the choreographer. Whereas 
he found Bournonville’s plot boring and unimaginative, Bournonville’s danc-
ing conjured powerful images to which Kierkegaard’s writings later alluded.

Aside from his admiration for Bournonville the dancer, we are once again 
reminded that Kierkegaard found Bournonville’s choreographic works, and 
also ballet in general as an art form, limited in its expressiveness. This is seen 
in some undated notes of 1844 labeled “Begrepet Angest” (Concept of Anxi-
ety). There he discusses the expressive nature of dance even more extensively 
and elaborates on what can and cannot be expressed in ballet. He writes 
once more about the development of the demonic, and he refers to what he 
previously wrote about the development of the demonic either as sudden 
or as boring, without continuity. Making notes to himself, using keywords 
rather than complete sentences, he states, “The mimetic is the best expression 
for the demonic. Bournonville. Without content. (Elverpigen)” (Pap. V B 58, 
my translation). As if to remind himself of his line of thought, Kierkegaard 
is indicating that he has Bournonville in mind when jotting this down. He 
again is implying that Bournonville as a dancer can portray the demonic, 
which is something positive. “Elverpigen” (elf maiden) is most likely another 
word for one of the characters of the ballet Undine, which Bournonville 
choreographed in 1842.29 Kierkegaard found this five-​act ballet, based on a 
dramatic fairy tale, to be “without content.” Again, we see that he was not 
happy with this kind of naive and simple plot.

Don Juan as Ballet

Kierkegaard’s preoccupation with the figure of Don Juan as a “protest against 
the ethical claim of Christianity,” and hence as a “character . . . possible only 
within Christianity,”30 is well known, and sure enough, he also had ideas 
about Don Juan in relation to ballet. In Either/Or, Kierkegaard’s pseudonym 
“A” spends some time discussing what can be lost and what can be gained 
through the use of movement. As he is pondering various plays that tell the 
story of Don Juan, he points out that as soon as Don Juan is given lines to 
speak, everything changes in his character and makes him come across as 
less vague (see SKS 2:109  / EO 1:106). “A” then surprisingly admits that 
perhaps the best way of portraying this play is by staging it as a ballet, at 
least in the final scene. But again he changes his opinion: “That is, the reflec-
tion that motivates the lines reflects him out of the vagueness in which he is 
only musically audible. This being so, it might seem that Don Juan could be 
interpreted best as ballet. It is indeed well known that he has been interpreted 
in this way. Yet this interpretation must be commended for having known its 
powers, and for this reason it has limited itself to the final scene, where the 
passion in Don Juan would be most readily visible in the pantomimic play 
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of muscles” (SKS 2:109  / EO 1:106). The previous interpretation that “A” 
is referring to is probably the version of the play Don Juan ou Le Festin de 
Pierre (Don Juan, or the Stone Guest’s Banquet), which had been choreo-
graphed in 1761 by the Italian ballet master Gasparo Angiolini (1731–1803) 
to the music of Christoph Willibald von Gluck (1714–1787). Contemporary 
audiences found Angiolini’s version of this ballet too expressive; they espe-
cially considered the scene where Don Juan is tortured on his way to Hades 
too literal in its expressiveness.31 Kierkegaard was likely aware of this old 
controversy, thus admitting that the very last scene of Don Juan could be 
suitable for dance. He is letting “A” argue didactically about the “pantomimic 
play of muscles,” and he is willing to admit that certain passages can be 
revealed through movement but that the real strength of the rendering lies in 
the music. Kierkegaard could have seen other balletic versions of Don Juan, 
but it is unclear which version “A” is referring to when he states that the true 
nature of Don Juan’s inner life cannot be sufficiently portrayed in dance. 
Only the outwardly dramatic can be presented, “whereas the ballet presents 
almost nothing more than the torments of despair, the expression of which, 
since it has to be solely in pantomime, he shares with many others who are 
in despair. What is essential in Don Juan cannot be presented in ballet, and 
everyone readily feels how ludicrous it would be to watch Don Juan infatu-
ating a girl by means of dance steps and ingenious gesticulations. Don Juan 
is an inner qualification and thus cannot become visible or appear in bodily 
configurations and movements or in molded harmony” (SKS 2:109  / EO 
1:106).32 “A” obviously feels that the deepest and most profound thoughts 
of humans cannot be portrayed through bodily movement. Note the didactic 
manner in which Kierkegaard lets “A” present his argument: his claim that 
“everyone readily feels” is didactic on the verge of being manipulative. It is a 
way of making the reader who would think otherwise feel insecure for hav-
ing thoughts about the ability of the body to portray inner emotions in dance 
and movement. The didactic writing style is typical of Kierkegaard, and of 
course especially prominent in Either/Or, where the purpose of the book is to 
let the perspectives of multiple characters be presented and analyzed. How-
ever, none of the other characters in Either/Or argues against “A,” nor is an 
alternative view offered on Don Juan as ballet. Kierkegaard purposefully is 
advocating more extreme aesthetic attitudes in order to “awaken” the reader. 
The general aim of the book, taken as a whole, is to place the reader in a posi-
tion of having to choose for himself or herself between the “either” and the 
“or.” Thus the reader is made to contemplate balletic plots and the usefulness 
of bodily movement and dance as aesthetic expressions.

Kierkegaard and Ballet as Art Form

As we saw, Kierkegaard enjoyed watching dance but discerned no literary 
skill or qualities in ballet plots. He admired Bournonville as a dancer, but 
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he and the pseudonymous author of Either/Or’s first part are less respectful 
regarding Bournonville’s choreographic ability and the dramatic possibili-
ties of ballet. Interestingly, such opinions seem to be contradicted in other 
writings of Kierkegaard, where either he or one of his pseudonyms expresses 
thoughts through dance metaphors. When Johannes de Silentio describes 
the knight’s ability to move and to render emotions through dance in 
Fear and Trembling, Kierkegaard seems to have forgotten his “prejudice.” 
In Fear and Trembling, Johannes de Silentio has full faith in the power of 
bodily movements and dancing. Again Kierkegaard is showing that his 
interest in dance comes from the multiple meanings the expressive body 
can be interpreted as bearing. Also, in other places in Kierkegaard’s writ-
ings where dance and dancing are used metaphorically, he relies on their  
expressiveness.

Kierkegaard and His Dancing Metaphors

Metaphors of Mortal and Working Life

As I suggested, Kierkegaard sometimes uses images of dancing to explain his 
thoughts, to help readers understand what he is trying to convey. Perhaps he 
used such images when other words seemed to fail him, or perhaps dance 
metaphors expressed his points more precisely. This is curious because he 
clearly was ambivalent toward the physical art of dancing. But the image of 
dancing was powerful to him. For instance, he appealed to it when describing 
human loneliness. In his Philosophical Fragments, which was probably writ-
ten between 1842 and 1843 and was published in its complete, current form 
in 1844, Kierkegaard’s pseudonym Johannes Climacus goes as far as to liken 
himself to a dancer, treading lightly in life, but at the same time rejecting the 
dance itself. Again we see the ambivalence. When pondering his own opin-
ions, Climacus states, “To have an opinion is to me both too much and too 
little; it presupposes a security and well-​being in existence akin to having a 
wife and children in this mortal life” (SKS 4:217 / PF 7). Climacus, by choice, 
is not leading this kind of life. In the mortal, everyday life, he lives alone 
because a family life is unsuitable to his existence, as he is up and about night 
and day with no fixed income. He is dedicated to the spiritual life, which 
must be understood as his inner spiritual world, in which he has trained 
himself “always to be able to dance lightly in the service of thought, as far 
as possible to the honor of the god and for my own enjoyment, renouncing 
domestic bliss and civic esteem” (SKS 4:217 / PF 7).

When reading this, one detects the underlying loneliness of Climacus. Yes, 
he is able to let his thoughts dance about without earthly restrictions, but this 
also means that the ties to earthly life are more fragile. When facing difficult 
times, Climacus is even free to ponder death. He is worried about dancing in 
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real life, and in the text dancing is used as a metaphor for getting involved 
with someone, probably both mentally and physically:

All I have is my life, which I promptly stake every time a difficulty 
appears. Then it is easy to dance, for the thought of death is a good 
dancing partner, my dancing partner. Every human being is too heavy 
for me, and therefore I plead, per deos obsecro [I swear by the gods]: 
Let no one invite me, for I do not dance.

J.C. (SKS 4:217 / PF 8)

This is one of the most beautiful and at the same time ambivalent exclama-
tions about dance in Kierkegaard’s writings. “Let no one invite me, for I 
do not dance”: in this sentence are encompassed the loneliness and perhaps 
also the fear of getting hurt that Kierkegaard himself struggled with in his 
own life. The metaphor is strikingly effective and powerful, and even more 
so when considered in connection with his great ambivalence toward dance. 
On a more speculative note, the quotation could hint at Kierkegaard’s own 
physical body, including his crooked back, which could have made him awk-
ward on the dance floor, making him feel insecure as dancer. Johannes de 
Silentio in Fear and Trembling also addresses the issue of dancing or not 
dancing: “Most people live completely absorbed in worldly joys and sor-
rows; they are benchwarmers who do not take part in the dance” (SKS 
4:135 / FT 41). He is clearly using the metaphor of not taking part in the 
dancing as an example of human beings not really being present in their 
own lives but instead just going through the motions. This is a concept with 
great relevance in today’s busy society. On a more personal level, as Eric 
Ziolkowski has suggested,33 this idea of not taking part in the dance could be 
reflective of Kierkegaard’s own experiences, even though he certainly does, 
in a metaphorical sense, take part in the dance—that is, the dance of the 
spirit that Johannes de Silentio has in mind. Kierkegaard seemed to have 
enjoyed participating in ballroom activities, but more as an observer than as  
participant.

Another of Kierkegaard’s more direct dance allusions is inscribed in the 
margin of the Works of Love manuscript. There, he comments on the efforts 
of human beings and how they are not meant to be seen by others: “In our 
work, which frequently has been beyond a human being’s powers but, God 
be praised, never without his support, we have striven to comply with the 
beautiful rule that one never must detect on a dancer that he is panting. We 
are convinced that, in their judging, people do not follow this rule, because if 
they do not see him pant or hear him groan they have no idea at all that he is 
dancing” (Pap. VIII2 B 73:133, n.d. 1847 / WL, Suppl., 457). Kierkegaard is 
commenting on the fact that people need to show their efforts in their work 
in order to be recognized as hardworking. But more beautiful to Kierke
gaard is the effort one makes and the hardship one suffers but does not show. 
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He invokes the balletic ideal that a dancer’s effort should not be heard or 
detected; rather, the dancer should come across as moving effortlessly and 
with no audible trace of panting. Indeed, inside the balletic tradition there 
has developed an ideal of the almost supernatural dancer who breathes and 
moves with seeming effortlessness. Always the dancer should conceal all 
signs of his or her exertion, but in real life, Kierkegaard notes, people still 
tend to make loud efforts when working. He shows his social concern when 
he goes on to discuss how, in a small society like Denmark’s, people form 
groups that exclude human beings who are different in some way. As a matter 
of fact, throughout the entire passage, Kierkegaard is talking about his work 
as an author in Denmark, comparing his concealment of his extraordinary 
efforts as an author to the dancer’s concealment of his or her efforts. He is 
thus revealing that the ideal and quiet, hardworking man or woman is a 
tough one (Pap. VIII2 B 73:134–36, n.d. 1847 / WL, Suppl., 457–60). Engag-
ing in a more didactic mode, Kierkegaard uses the quadrille as metaphor for 
the mastering of basic skills. In Fear and Trembling, Johannes de Silentio 
discusses the need of every man and woman to create his or her own life 
and educational path (SKS 4:140 / FT 45–46). When pointing out that it is 
not wise to start with difficult tasks, he suggests that one must first master 
the basics. To illustrate this point, he makes a reference to learning to dance 
the quadrille: “But in our age people are less concerned about making pure 
movements. If someone who wanted to learn to dance were to say: For cen-
turies, one generation after the other has learned the positions, and it is high 
time that I take advantage of this and promptly begin with the quadrille—
people would probably laugh a little at him, but in the world of spirit this 
is very plausible” (SKS 4:140 / FT 46). The quadrille (French: quadrille de 
contredanses) is a lively dance for four couples, arranged in the shape of a 
square, with each couple facing the center of that square.34 It first appeared 
around 1750, and by 1820 it was danced among the upper classes and the 
bourgeoisie. The period of its greatest popularity coincided with the later 
period of Kierkegaard’s life, as it was one of the most popular dance forms 
around 1840–50. However, the tours of the quadrille could sometimes be 
quite complicated, and would-​be dancers needed to learn and practice them 
in order not to make a fool of themselves in the ballroom. Thus the message 
is clear: a person must master the basics before engaging in the more com-
plicated. This is the way it goes with all education. Clearly, Kierkegaard saw 
the process of learning the basics as crucial for becoming a civilized person. 
We find him, through Johannes de Silentio, again pursuing his more didactic 
style: the pseudonym explains that education is the course the individual 
goes through in order to refine himself, and this is not being helped by being 
born into the most enlightened age. The dancing metaphor appears to allow 
Johannes de Silentio a way of delving more deeply into problems at hand 
and of suggesting that one must learn to master the problems of life step  
by step.



160	 Anne Margrete Fiskvik

The Knight of Faith’s Metaphors: The Twisted 
Image of the Tightrope Dancer

Some of Kierkegaard’s powerful—and also the best-​known and most often 
discussed—dancing metaphors are conveyed through Johannes de Silentio in 
Fear and Trembling, some of them also revealing ambivalence toward dance. 
Pondering the dialectics of faith, Johannes de Silentio speaks of movement 
and dancing metaphorically, pondering how it is possible to jump back and 
forth in time. He disputes the common supposition that faith has nothing to 
do with art but that it is “a coarse and boorish piece of work” (SKS 4:131 / 
FT 36). He sees faith as something that is in constant flux, moving like a 
tightrope dancer back and forth: “The dialectic of faith is the finest and the 
most extraordinary of all; it has an elevation of which I can certainly form 
a conception, but no more than that. I can make the mighty trampoline leap 
[Tramplin-​Spring] whereby I cross over into infinity; my back is like a tight-
rope dancer’s [en Liniedandsers], twisted in my childhood, and therefore it 
is easy for me. One, two, three—I can walk upside down in existence, but I 
cannot make the next movement, for the marvelous I cannot do—I can only 
be amazed at it” (SKS 4:131 / FT 36). What a wealth of images is contained 
in this quote! Johannes de Silentio’s self-​conception as a tightrope dancer 
represents an interesting metaphor. Tightrope dancing was a popular form of 
entertainment during Kierkegaard’s lifetime. Thus the description of the agile 
and traditionally itinerant tightrope dancer would have been suggestive of 
somebody highly skilled but also evasive.

Dancing on ropes or wires, either slack ones or tight, has long and deep 
roots in Europe. The practice was associated with numerous itinerant artists 
who traveled around Europe up through the nineteenth century. These art-
ists specialized in performances that entertained “the people.” According to 
the dancing master Andrea Gallini, these technically demanding styles were 
designed to entertain the audience by showing difficult stunts. The dancing 
was not targeted for the aristocracy. Thus tightrope dancing often carried con-
notations of popular and even less respectable entertainment.35 Many artists 
traveled because of the difficulty of obtaining performance privileges in some 
European countries. The dance historian Marian Hanna Winter, describing the 
period between 1700 and 1830 in particular, notes that those official theaters 
that had obtained privileges from the king or state, or from both, were few and 
highly competitive: “Out on the continent, the theatre companies that enjoyed 
‘official patronage’ jealously watched their smaller rivals, even down to the eeri-
est company of marionettes. The patented or government-​sponsored theatres 
might also be called the ‘over-​privileged,’ and all others the ‘under-​privileged.’ 
The former were allocated complete rights for exploitation of certain types of 
entertainment and prosecuted infringements mercilessly.”36 Traveling artists, 
according to Winter, would be categorized as underprivileged, because it was 
difficult, if not impossible, for them to be accepted into the privileged theaters. 
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Established European theaters would seldom hire an artist who was not within 
their closed circuit, and consequently, many ensembles had to move regularly 
in order to find work. Some probably preferred this, but others likely went in 
search of a safer or more stable work environment.

My research into these practices has revealed that several artists would 
have had to apply to local authorities in order to get permission to perform. 
Typically they would get the permission if they promised to give away to the 
poor the income from their last performances. Source material also shows 
that itinerant artists were admired for their skills. They were often highly 
technically capable, able to twist and turn their bodies, having superb ability 
to balance themselves on the slack or tight rope. In addition to rope or wire 
dancing, they typically performed acrobatics.

Tightrope dancers could in principle perform anywhere; they could tie 
their rope between two trees or poles at a marketplace in a given city and 
start dancing (see Figure 1). In short, they were not sophisticated ballet danc-
ers but danced more in the comic or grotesque style, using acrobatic tricks 
alongside dancing steps in order to thrill their audiences.37

Figure 1. Tightrope dancing with balancing prop from Trondheim, 1751. Detail from a 
poster by De kinesiske kunstnere (The Chinese artists), 1751. State Archives of Trondheim: 
Poster/plakat, Statsarkivet, Magistraten B, bd 3, Offentlige skuespill & forestillinger.
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Itinerant artists were typically not well received in society. From the per-
spective of a contemporary dance scholar like me, the earlier quotation of 
Johannes de Silentio about the tightrope dancer bears associations with an 
itinerant, restless nature. It hints at a person unable or unwilling to settle into 
society. By using the metaphor of a tightrope dancer, Kierkegaard’s pseudo
nym is conjuring the image of a person technically capable but whose artistic 
nature is unsettled. The itinerant nature of the tightrope dancer makes him 
changeable and adaptable, since he will have to go to a new place when the 
current performance space has been exhausted. Working with these images, 
Johannes de Silentio is suggesting that the tightrope dancer can thus easily 
move into another existence and in a few seconds be able to see the world 
with new eyes. Still, the dancer is unreliable in his movement. The metaphor 
makes sense as a referral to something flexible but unstable.

Johannes de Silentio’s reference to the dancer’s twisted back supports 
this interpretation: tightrope dancers were very flexible, able to bend their 
bodies in all kinds of directions. Nordic sources describe what an itinerant 
performance would have looked like around 1770 and give indications of 
performances that Kierkegaard might have seen outdoors at marketplaces. 
The Nordic tightrope dancer Martin Nürenbach, for example, performed at 
the Humlegården, a park in Stockholm. According to the newspaper Hvad 
Nytt, Hvad Nytt, he did equilibrist tricks and acrobatic stunts while balanc-
ing on a narrow steel tightrope.38 Another of Nürenbach’s specialties was 
his dance with a ladder, which stood perpendicular as he walked up it, then 
he moved or wormed backward, headfirst, through all of its rungs.39 We can 
imagine the agility and strength needed for Nürenbach to be able to twist his 
body in such a way.

Johannes de Silentio’s words evoke even more images. First, the tight-
rope dancer’s back is twisted. In contrast to the idealized tightrope dancer, 
Johannes de Silentio sees himself as being unable to make a real movement, 
for he is unable to make a real decision and can only be stuck in the here and 
now, roaming about in some kind of mental existence. The genius of the met-
aphor lies in how it elicits powerful images for the reader, expressing spiritual 
and religious dimensions that otherwise could not so easily be described.

A little further on in Fear and Trembling there is a long passage where 
Johannes de Silentio again uses dance as a metaphor, this time for infinity. 
Here, it is not a tightrope dancer but rather a ballet dancer that he refers to: 
“It is supposed to be the most difficult feat for a ballet dancer to leap into a 
specific posture in such a way that he never once strains for the posture but 
in the very leap assumes the posture. Perhaps there is no ballet dancer who 
can do it— but this knight does it” (SKS 4:135 / FT 41). Once again, Kierke
gaard is alluding to the flexibility of dancers that makes it possible for them 
to move in all directions. But only the knight of faith can make the perfect 
leap; not even the knights of infinitude are free of wavering when landing: 
“The knights of infinity are ballet dancers and have elevation. They make the 
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upward movement and come down again, and this, too, is not an unhappy 
diversion and is not unlovely to see. But every time they come down, they 
are unable to assume the posture immediately, they waver for a moment, and 
this wavering shows that they are aliens in the world. It is more or less con-
spicuous according to their skill, but even the most skillful of these knights 
cannot hide this wavering” (SKS 4:135–36 / FT 41). Johannes de Silentio is 
referring to one of the most typical and, as he himself states, difficult tasks 
of a ballet dancer: to be able to do difficult leaps and to land elegantly and 
effortlessly. Following the leap into the air, the landing often involves this 
moment of a dancer’s wavering that causes a slight impression of instability. 
A ballet dancer, when doing elevated jumps and leaps, typically lands in what 
is called the fifth position, which helps to secure maximum stability. But not 
only the landing but also the ability to continue effortlessly, not to waver but 
to go on is the sign of a real professional. As Johannes de Silentio points out, 
the knight of faith can do this: “But to be able to come down in such a way 
that instantaneously one seems to stand and to walk, to change the leap into 
life into walking, absolutely to express the sublime in the pedestrian—only 
that knight can do it, and this is the one and only marvel” (SKS 4:136 / FT 
41). It is a sign of good and stable technique when a dancer is able to land 
as effortlessly as possible, with a minimum of wavering, and this can be read 
as a metaphor both for being able to continue in life and not to be rooted in 
previous ways, and for being able to rethink a situation and change direction.

With metaphors such as these, Kierkegaard/Johannes de Silentio reveals 
some knowledge about ballet. Kierkegaard must have observed ballet danc-
ers and recognized the fine-​tuning of their bodies into positions in order to 
describe them so well. Even though in the above quotation he does not give 
the specific name for the landing position (the fifth position), in other writings 
he does mention specific ballet steps. For instance, Constantin Constantius in 
Repetition talks about the entrechat, a technically difficult jump.

This again suggests that he was well versed in ballet, albeit perhaps no real 
connoisseur. It could also be that when Johannes de Silentio refers to a bal-
let master, he has Bournonville in mind. As mentioned earlier, Bournonville 
was widely known for his elevation as a dancer, as he could execute various 
leaps and jumps without wavering, and difficult jumps were part of his cho-
reographic style. He would certainly have served as role model for a perfect 
“leap of faith.”

Metaphors of Bodily Movements, Hardships, and Frustrations

Some interesting allusions to dance in Repetition will serve to show Kierke
gaard’s ability to communicate the hardships and frustrations of life through 
dance metaphors. In Repetition, Kierkegaard’s pseudonym Constantin Con-
stantius ponders the power of bodily movement, as well as dance itself, as a 
possible outlet of frustration as well as of happiness: “There probably is no 
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person who has not gone through a period when no richness of language, 
no passion of interjection was adequate, since no expression, no gesture suf-
ficed, since nothing satisfied him other than breaking into the strangest leaps 
and somersaults [besynderligste Spring og Kolbytter]” (SKS 4:33  / R 158). 
Disorderly somersaults and leaps inhibit the body when words fail. But the 
discipline of dance and of ballet could also be needed: “Perhaps the same 
individual learned to dance. Perhaps he went frequently to the ballet and 
admired the art of the dancer. Perhaps there came a time when ballet no lon-
ger stirred him, and yet he had moments when he could return to his room 
and, indulging himself, find indescribably humorous relief in standing on one 
leg in a picturesque pose or, giving not a damn for the world, settle everything 
with an entrechat” (SKS 4:33–34 / R 158). This passage has many layers of 
meaning, pertaining both to dancers and to viewers of the dance. The prob-
lem discussed in Repetition is to what degree repetition is possible or even 
meaningful. Learning to dance means disciplining oneself and developing 
one’s technical skills by practicing them over and over again. A human being 
learns to obey the rules of ballet (society), but nevertheless, after a while an 
emptiness sets in, and the strong interests the dancer once could express more 
freely with somersaults and jumps now come under tight control. Anxiety 
sets in but can be controlled by repeating the same entrechat as always. The 
dullness of the mundane also serves to calm anxiety. The dancing metaphors 
may also be seen as a form of playing and living on the surface of life, that is, 
of not being able to root oneself in reality. Constantin Constantius, prior to 
making that statement quoted above, talks about “a depressed person I once 
knew [who] went through life as a dancer and deceived everyone, myself 
included” (SKS 4:17  / R 139). According to Constantius, the person was 
going through his everyday motions but without really being present. He was 
repeating himself, suffering from unrequited love.40 Dancing here becomes a 
metaphor for going in circles, not being present in real life, not making an 
effort to deal with the problem at hand.

Dancing as Metaphor of the Unrepeatable

Toward the end of Repetition, Constantin Constantius describes the won-
derful movements of the actor Friedrich Beckmann (1803–1866), whom he 
observed at the Königstädter Theater in Berlin.41 Constantius even likens 
Beckmann’s performance to that of an “incomparable dance,” stating, “He 
has sung his couplet, and now the dance begins.” Again, using dance as a 
metaphor becomes an interesting way of describing “Mr. B’s” (Beckmann’s) 
motions and acting, which Constantius thoroughly admires (SKS 4:37–39 / R 
163–65). Later, when Constantius revisits the theater, he finds himself deeply 
disappointed in Beckmann’s performance: “Beckmann could not make me 
laugh. I endured it for half an hour and then left the theater, thinking: There is 
no repetition at all” (SKS 4:43 / R 169). Disappointed, he makes yet another 
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attempt, but this one too is futile: “The next evening I went to the König-
städter Theater. The only repetition was the impossibility of a repetition. . . . 
No matter how I turned and shifted, all was futile. The little dancer who last 
time had enchanted me with her gracefulness, who, so to speak, was on the 
verge of a leap, had already made the leap” (SKS 4:44 / R 170). The dance 
he had seen performed by the ballerina earlier could not be repeated satisfac-
torily; she had already leaped forward. A dancer will not be able to give an 
identical experience to the viewer. Again we see Kierkegaard’s preoccupation 
with the leap as a powerful metaphor, this time indicating that once the leap 
has been performed, it can never be seen the same way again. Thus move-
ments and dance are useful for making Climacus’s points: nothing can ever 
be repeated.

Metaphors of Love and Loss

Sometimes Kierkegaard speaks with less ambivalence and gives dance more 
literal meanings. In the “Second Series” of Works of Love is a section called 
“Recollecting One Who Is Dead,” where Kierkegaard is writing about what it 
is like to mourn somebody who is dead. He points out the pure expressiveness 
of the human body: “If you could manage to see someone shadowboxing in 
dead earnest, or if you could prevail upon a dancer to dance solo the dance he 
customarily dances with another, you would be able to observe his motions 
best, better than if he were boxing with another actual person or if he were 
dancing with another actual person” (SKS 9:341  / WL 347). When alone, 
without his partner, the dancer is more expressive and clear and more easily 
interpreted and observed. It could also be that the sorrow of having to dance 
alone sharpens the bodily movements and makes them clearer. Interestingly, 
in this situation Kierkegaard sees the body as expressive, able to reveal and 
signify profound loss and grief. It is perhaps expressive because it is genuine. 
He would probably not think the same expressiveness could be revealed in 
a ballet plot.

In the section called “Love Abides” (from 1 Cor. 13:13), Kierkegaard 
is concerned with the strength of love and uses the dancing of two people 
together as a metaphor of lost love: “Does the dance end because one of the 
dancers has gone away? In a certain sense. But if the other remains stand-
ing in the position that expresses bowing toward the one who is not seen, 
and if you know nothing about the past, you will say, ‘The dance will surely 
begin just as soon as the other one, who is awaited, comes’ ” (SKS 9:305 / 
WL 307). The beauty and power of this metaphor becomes evident when 
we try to interpret it, as the words then come across as much more banal 
than the metaphor itself: when a person has left a relationship, the person 
remaining stands there, frozen in the moment, unable to continue. Anticipa-
tion and longing are reflected in the body language of the person who is left; 
the person is no longer himself or herself. The person seems to be waiting 
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for the lost partner to complete the dance. Maybe the quotation also betrays 
Kierkegaard’s own longing “to start a dance”—that is, his longing for a lost  
partner.

Kierkegaard and His Dancing Metaphors

Kierkegaard skillfully used dance metaphors of many kinds. They engage the 
reader and evoke vivid images that help to convey his (or his pseudonym’s) 
message. At the same time, the metaphors seem sometimes ambivalent, creat-
ing room for different interpretations, which certainly must have been one 
of the goals of Kierkegaard, who so much loved to ponder the nuances of 
life. The didactic nature of his writing style also becomes less obvious when 
he engages in dancing metaphors; instead, he becomes poetic, offering the 
reader wonderful and beautiful ideas to ponder: he offers suggestions that 
may lead the reader’s mind to wander; he engages his reader in creative dia-
logue. As we saw, through his and his pseudonyms’ use of dance metaphors 
in both Repetition and Fear and Trembling, he even hints at his own ambiva-
lence as a dancer in social settings.

Kierkegaard and the Ballroom

The Seductive Nature of Ballroom Dancing

So far, I have discussed Kierkegaard’s thoughts on dance as a theatrical art 
form—that is, on ballet, ballet masters, and ballet plots, as well as his many 
powerful images of dancers and dancing. Kierkegaard and his pseudonyms 
were also concerned with the social aspects of dance, such as the kind of 
dancing that takes place in the ballroom. Some of the references are meta-
phorical; others are more concrete. Most of them are also rather didactic.

The didactic approach is taken, for example, in a comment on the seduc-
tive nature of ballroom dancing in the section called “The Seducer’s Diary,” 
signed by one “Johannes,” in Either/Or’s first part. There, Johannes the 
Seducer reveals, “There are certain times when I admittedly would not want 
to be deprived of a ballroom, deprived of its expensive luxury, its priceless 
overabundance of youth and beauty, its multiple play of powers, but I do not 
enjoy it as much as I revel in possibility” (SKS 2:320 / EO 1:331). The possi-
bilities for social interaction thrill Johannes, as he appreciates the excitement 
of meeting women and the possibilities of making contact. He is making a 
social comment: traditionally, the ballroom was one of the few places where 
men and women could make contact and where those in love could have a 
few moments together. However, these social interactions were governed by 
rules of appropriate conduct. The dancing itself was only a part of a package 
of skills needed to be able to function in middle-​ and upper-​class society.
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Being able to perform the dances well or at least satisfactorily was also 
something required of men and women of the middle and upper classes. Fur-
ther into the “Diary,” Johannes reveals that even he acquired certain skills 
when falling in love with a woman: “For the sake of the first girl, I learned 
to dance; for the sake of the little dancer, I learned to speak French” (SKS 
2:335/ EO 1:346). Apparently, the woman with whom he was in love could 
dance well, and in order to be with her, he felt the need to achieve some of 
the same skills. He forgets to tell us to what degree he was successful in this 
part of the diary. But Johannes begins to reveal a sort of helplessness when 
dealing with a dancing woman, who is also playing with him. He assumes an 
even more philosophical and metaphorical tone when describing his longing 
for his idealized Cordelia. He feels as though he is part of a dance and that 
she is perhaps playing with him, sometimes acknowledging him and at other 
times ignoring him: “My relationship to her is like a dance that is supposed 
to be danced by two people but is danced by only one. That is, I am the 
other dancer, but invisible. She moves as in a dream, and yet she is dancing 
with another, and I am that other one who, insofar as I am visibly present, 
and insofar as I am invisible, is visible” (SKS 2:368–69 / EO 1:380). If one 
reads Johannes’s statement as somewhat autobiographical of Kierkegaard, 
the insecurities of a man who perhaps does not dance well or does not dare 
to dance, shines through in this passage, as well as the impassiveness he feels 
when confronted with the beautiful but unattainable Cordelia: “The move-
ments require another. She bows to him; she stretches out her hand to him. 
She recedes; she approaches again. I take her hand; I complete her thought, 
which nevertheless is completed within itself. She moves to the melody in 
her own soul: I am merely the occasion for her moving. I am not erotic; that 
would only arouse her; I am flexible, supple, impersonal, almost like a mood” 
(SKS 2:369 / EO 1:380). Movements are used as metaphors for a relationship. 
This quotation beautifully describes the dance of love. Cordelia is moving to 
the melody of her own soul; Johannes is observing her movements, and he 
does so while standing still, but with a flexible mind, trying to be as objective 
as possible, alone on the side. This idealization of love, with Kierkegaard as 
observer of an unobtainable (nonexisting) dream women, can be also be seen 
in other of Kierkegaard’s writings. As Ziolkowski points out, Kierkegaard felt 
“an existential, spiritual affinity” with antiheroes such as Cervantes’s Don 
Quixote: “Like the outspokenly chaste Manchegan knight, he never married, 
possibly remained a lifelong virgin, and had an unhappy relationship with his 
own Dulcinea, a young woman he transformed into an unattainable ideal.”42

Unlike the impulsive, activist Don Quixote, however, Kierkegaard seems 
to have preferred remaining on the side, analyzing the actions of other per-
sons. This can be seen in an interesting dance-​related anecdote he relates in a 
journal entry of 1838, the year after he met Regine Olsen. There he records 
an encounter he had one morning with a pair of girls who were dancing to 
the flute music of two boys, and this leads him to identify playfully with the 
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lovesick knight: “I came close to dancing along with them—so there is still 
poetry of that sort in the world.—If I encounter more phenomena of this 
sort I will surely become a D. Quixote who will see such things everywhere” 
(SKS 18:101, FF:137 / KJN 2:93). Again, Kierkegaard remains the analytical 
observer, not daring to participate, but with great ability to render the poetic 
nuances of a dancing body in the ballroom.

The Gentleman as Ballroom Dancer

Kierkegaard had clear opinions on the male dancer in the ballroom. In a 
passage removed from the final draft of “The Seducer’s Diary,” while admit-
ting that a good dancer has certain advantages, the narrator also points out 
that the freedom of dance is rather conventional and somewhat limited for 
men: “The best thing at a dance is all the small advantages the dancers enjoy. 
The conventional freedoms do not signify much precisely because they are 
conventional and because a male dancer ordinarily does not have anything 
special in his favor, and ordinarily it is a very ambiguous compliment to a 
man when a girl says he is a good dancer” (Pap. III B 56:2, n.d. 1841–42 / EO 
1, Suppl., 563). Kierkegaard’s didactic approach shines through: he appreci-
ates the freedom in the ballroom, but at the same time he warns that it is an 
“ambiguous compliment” for a man to be called “a good dancer.” Any reader 
who might think otherwise is forced to rethink. Kierkegaard’s thoughts on 
male dancers were probably typical of his time. Both in the theater and in 
the ballroom the male dancer was second in importance to the women, even 
though, in Denmark, the male ballet dancer was cultivated and appreciated 
to a much higher degree than in other places in Europe, thanks to Bournon-
ville.43 To what degree these attitudes toward the professional male ballet 
dancer are linked to those found in ballroom dancing is harder to decipher. 
It is clear, however, that above all, a gentleman must not be perceived as 
a professional: society dictated that a man should dance well, but not too 
well. This was because of puritanical opposition and the idea that to dance 
too well suggested the mark of a professional rather than a gentleman. This 
notion is illustrated by the following quotation of 1881 from an English 
dancing society: “For my own part, I do not like to see a gentleman dance 
too well: he does not want to be taken for a dancing master. It is enough if 
he dance like a gentleman.”44 The dancing masters, who trained bourgeois 
men and women, advocated the need for such a social accomplishment as 
dancing, but even they drew a distinction between the professional and the 
amateur. The dance scholar Theresa Buckland points out that there was a 
decline in the performance of gentlemanly masculinity during the nineteenth 
century. This would mean that by the middle of the century, ballroom danc-
ing had become somewhat simplified and less complicated.45 Kierkegaard’s 
thoughts on and behavior in the ballroom could have been colored by sim-
ilar views about the male dancer in Copenhagen society. The importance 



“Let No One Invite Me, for I Do Not Dance”	 169

of dancing fluctuated with fashion and politics.46 Probably men and male 
dancing would have been easily influenced by such changes. Dance would 
have been seen differently in different circles and classes of Danish society, 
so Kierkegaard’s comments might refer to the attitudes pertaining to his own 
social class, where the ideals likely would be similar to those outlined in 
the following observation by Buckland: “The true gentleman, the aristocrat, 
attired in fashionable yet unostentatious dress, was identifiable by his posture 
and gait, ideally characterized by quiet elegance and grace. Early in life he 
had learned how to distinguish his movement range and energy from that 
of his female partner, and how to treat her publicly in a chivalrous yet unaf-
fected manner.”47 Kierkegaard certainly seems to have been occupied with 
treating female dancing partners with chivalry. One final point to be made 
on this issue is related to his obsession with Don Juan. Kierkegaard undoubt-
edly read, in German translation, Lord Byron’s oft-​quoted description of his 
hero’s dancing prowess in Don Juan:

He danced without theatrical pretence,
Not like a ballet-​master in the van
Of his drill’d nymphs, but like a gentleman.48

Byron emphasizes that all unnecessary affectations should be left out of the 
dancing. The quotation above could also have formed some of Kierkegaard’s 
attitudes toward Bournonville. Too much theatricality would come across 
as dandy-​like and flamboyant, traits that were fairly common in the social 
ballroom up to the beginning of the nineteenth century but that gradually 
disappeared: “A man could be graceful, but with minimal efforts being dis-
played.”49 It seems that Kierkegaard adhered to these rules of social conduct.

Kierkegaard as a Social Dancer

Whatever the influence, Kierkegaard was not interested in disobeying the 
rules of the social ballroom. It is curious that he, who in matters of the intel-
lect would not shy away from voicing very unpopular attitudes and views, 
had no interest in challenging the social conventions of the ballroom. Perhaps 
this was because the interaction between men and women was confined to 
the ballroom, where the social norms were reflected. The rules of etiquette 
and manners were strict, even if unspoken. To be a sharp thinker and critic 
made Kierkegaard an intellectual rebel, but his rebelliousness did not extend 
into the social realm of the ballroom. He thus didactically advises his reader 
to behave according to the unspoken rules and, above all, not to behave like 
a professional ballet dancer. A gentleman should dance well, but not too well.

Kierkegaard writes about dance in metaphorical terms and discusses the 
nature and usefulness of dance more directly. His often dialectical way of 
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thinking is also evident in his discussion of dance and dancing. Therefore he 
(or some of his pseudonyms) must frequently, perhaps always, be understood 
as speaking in an indirect mode when making more concrete references and 
allusions. This is, however, less true for several of the allusions he made to 
dance, where he instead creates powerful images for the reader to ponder.

Kierkegaard’s thoughts on dance as a social and theatrical practice often 
contradicted those he revealed when so richly describing the dancer’s abil-
ity to be expressive in more metaphorical terms. He was ambivalent in his 
attitude toward dancing. In fact, his remark “Let no one invite me, for I do 
not dance” is indicative of Kierkegaard’s ambivalence: he wants to dance, but 
cannot or will not let himself be free to do so.

Kierkegaard also displays pure admiration for the creative aspect of danc-
ing, as in Fear and Trembling, where Johannes de Silentio admires the dancer 
for his ability to go places and do things with his body that nobody else can.

Throughout his writing, regardless of whether he or a pseudonym speaks 
positively or negatively about dance and dancers, Kierkegaard never shows 
indifference. His use of metaphorically exciting images and his somewhat 
condescending descriptions of the art of ballet are never boring, and for this 
reason they can be read and reread, interpreted and reinterpreted, again and 
again. This is part of what makes Kierkegaard timeless and relevant not only 
for today’s dancer and dance scholar. His comments and metaphors on dance 
and dancers give all readers pause to think and to ponder issues of human life.
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