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Kierkegaard�s Approach to Pictorial Art, and to 
Specimens of Contemporary Visual Culture

Ragni Linnet

Sight and Hearing

�It may at times have occurred to you, dear reader, to doubt somewhat the 
accuracy of that familiar philosophical thesis that the outer is the inner and 
the inner is the outer� (SKS 2:11� / EO 1:3). This simple opening sentence 
of Either/Or (1843) outlines the subject of this essay: Kierkegaard�s and his 
various pseudonyms� pinpointing of the essence and nature, and the limits 
and potentials, of the concrete image, because a picture, if anything, is the 
medium of �the outer��that is, the external presentation of its subject. We 
shall see how the nature of the picture we are concerned with is decisive for 
Kierkegaard and the pseudonyms, because only academic, idealistic painting 
is measured by such congruence between the inner and the outer. Popular 
pictorial art, on the other hand, plays in a completely different register.

Before I proceed, a word of caution is in order. Kierkegaard would not be 
Kierkegaard if the different statements in his writings about the capacities 
of a picture were formulated in a straightforward manner. Sometimes the 
statements are dressed as agitated showdowns followed by creative appropri-
ations of theories and pictures around him. In other places the assertions are 
made with animated irony and performative twists. And one cannot simply 
presume that Kierkegaard�s different pseudonyms are speaking for Kierke

gaard himself. They present different points of view that Kierkegaard wants 
us to re�ect upon. It is my cautious suggestion that these points of view, con-
sidered together with Kierkegaard�s own use of pictures and with the texts 
published under his own name, form an overall tendency in his approach to 
pictorial art.

The pseudonymous �editor� of Either/Or, Victor Eremita, who gathers the 
papers of �A� and �B� into two separate volumes which he brings to print, 
has no doubt about his own doubt with regard to the visible and to the claim 
that the �inner� is represented by the �outer�:

I myself have always been rather heretically minded on this philo-
sophical point and therefore early in my life developed the habit 
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of making observations and investigations as well as possible. For 
guidance, I have consulted the authors whose view I shared in this 
respect�in brief, I have done all I could to make up for what has 
been left undone in the philosophical writings. Gradually, then, 
hearing became my most cherished sense, for just as the voice is the 
disclosure of inwardness incommensurable with the exterior, so the 
ear is the instrument that apprehends this inwardness, hearing the 
sense by which it is appropriated. Consequently, every time I found a 
contradiction between what I saw and what I heard, my doubt was 
con�rmed and my zeal for observation increased. A priest who hears 
confessions is separated by a grillwork from the person making con-
fessions; he does not see him, he only hears. As he listens, he gradually 
forms a picture of the other�s outward appearance corresponding to 
what he hears; thus he �nds no contradiction. It is different, however, 
when one sees and hears simultaneously but sees a grillwork between 
oneself and the speaker. (SKS 2:11�/ EO 1:3)

In other words, the starting point taken by Kierkegaard/Victor Eremita in 
Either/Or and its view of the aesthetic is the assumption that hearing gives us 
the freedom to form our own complete pictures of the inward. Sight, on the 
other hand, presents a contradiction between a person�s inner, hidden quali-
ties and what appears outwardly, on the surface. Sight cannot penetrate the 
opaque barrier that surrounds what is internal.

Either/Or plays many variations on this theme and takes a clear position 
on sight and hearing. In my view, this is primarily related to the polemics of 
the time. The book is concerned with an excoriation of an �aesthetic� mode 
of existence. The �rst part of Either/Or is therefore assigned to the aesthetic 
universe of the senses, and the book thus draws a psychogram of Kierke
gaard�s times with the help of the various forms of art, the senses they each 
appeal to, and the ideas that convey them. The various aesthetic character 
types in Either/Or are musical and concrete images. Music is the demonic, 
immediately sensual aesthete, Mozart�s Don Giovanni, who lives out his pas-
sion. Pictorial art, on the other hand, is the re�ective aesthete, Johannes the 
Seducer or �A,� who, ghostlike, exists by parasitically observing his own pas-
sion from afar.

The Veil of Veronica�or the Beautiful Image

According to his own premises, Kierkegaard has good reason for his chal-
lenging of academic art. His aim is to challenge both the idealistic aesthetics 
of the time, including the idea of what I shall call the beautiful image as a 
mimetic picture, and the harmonized (or harmonizing) and distilled pictorial 
art of his time. Some of his grounds seem quite unreasonable when examined 



Kierkegaard�s Approach to Pictorial Art	 195

in the context of contemporary (Danish) Naturalistic art, which holds far 
more than Kierkegaard is prepared to see.

Kierkegaard has by no means left us with a cohesive pictorial theory, and he 
is sparing with references to concrete works, pictures, and painters. He keeps 
his pictures close to his chest. One text, however, does focus on the beauti-
ful image. This is the essay �Silhouettes� in Either/Or. Kierkegaard research 
does not abound with analyses of �Silhouettes,� and a blinkered close analysis 
warrants a prefatory reservation. Even though assessments of pictorial art 
and re�ection on issues of form and presentation are a recurring theme in 
Kierkegaard�s writings and are already exposed to variations in Either/Or, 
Kierkegaard�s approach to identifying the ontology of pictorial art is not based 
on an interest in this ontology per se. Rather, Kierkegaard is concerned with 
the value of art as a kind of psychogram, a schematic outline or diagram that 
in graphic form transmits information about psychological conditions. The 
academic, mimetic painting of the time is thus the bearer of everything Victor 
Eremita attributes to Johannes the Seducer or �A.� Don Giovanni cannot be 
painted. �The most abstract idea conceivable is the sensuous in its elemental 
originality [Genialitet].�.�.�. It cannot be painted, for it cannot be caught in def-
inite contours. In its lyricism, it is a force, a wind, impatience, passion, etc., yet 
in such a way that it exists not in one instant but in a succession of instants, 
for if it existed in one instant, it could be depicted or painted� (SKS 2:64�/ EO 
1:56�57). Considered as a type, the aesthete is a painting. With variations, 
Either/Or fundamentally states the same about the nature of mimetic pictorial 
art. The book describes what the idealistic picture cannot do and shows how 
its basic characteristics buttress the aesthete�s unreal mode of existence. This 
image is buttressed in the second part of Either/Or by the descriptions of �A� 
offered by Judge William, and by his fatherly admonishments of him.

�Silhouettes� tells the story of the unrequited love of three Romantic 
female �gures, but in my reading is primarily about different types of pictures: 
pictures �within,� as pictures of the imagination, and pictures �without��
the immaterial wall silhouette, painting, or graphic print, that combines form 
and substance, or the daguerreotype�s �xation of �eeting light. It is not obvi-
ous what �A�s� intentions are with pictorial art, and with the picture in this 
text, which thematizes the incongruence between the inner and the outer. 
Why does he speak in images when his message seems to be to point to what 
lies beyond the picture: the veiled darkness that avoids the picture�s drawing 
things into the light but denotes the essence, the enigmatic? The answer is, 
among other things, that this particular approach to the problem of repre-
sentation and presentation allows Kierkegaard to present the pro et contra of 
creating a picture. What can be �pictorialized� in language? How does this 
relate to what the pictorializing material media can and do achieve? And how 
is meaning created in relation to different types of image?

The hypothesis I present is that, already in this small essay of his, �A� gives 
us the principal terms for reconstruction of the pictorial theory that remains 
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by and large unchanged throughout all Kierkegaard�s work: the picture�s 
relation to time, including the past (recollection), the present (presence), and 
the future (self-​appropriation), and to the spirit, the body, existence, the self 
and subjectivity, and love. With this essay by �A� we move into the core of 
Kierkegaard�s own pictorial thought that, like a walnut, is divided into two 
halves over a pair of questions. One is the question of the relation between 
the inner and the outer and of whether the inner can be objecti�ed in an 
outer, visible manifestation. The other question is that of the nature of sight. 
In �Silhouettes,� the question about the nature of sight is answered nega-
tively. A grillwork is set up between the inner and the outer, as in the image 
of the confession box in Either/Or�s prelude, and the outer view is assigned 
an objectifying and reifying nature.1 Later in Kierkegaard�s authorship there 
is a meditation on how outer images become set as a series of inner images, 
but this does not dislodge his fundamental thesis about the incommensurabil-
ity of the inner with the outer. What is added is a new view of the didactic 
signi�cance of pictorial art and of the relation between form and appro-
priation. The picture still cannot encompass the inner but affects one�s own 
innermost being.

The three jilted women in �Silhouettes� are Marie Beaumarchais from 
Goethe�s Clavigo, Donna Elvira from Mozart�s Don Giovanni, and Marga-
ret from Goethe�s Faust. According to Kierkegaard/�A�/Victor Eremita, the 
outright sorrow that �rst overwhelms these women can be manifested in vis-
ible shape, but this is not the case when this sorrow becomes re�ective. The 
question is why their re�ective (or re�ecting) sorrow cannot be expressed 
within the framework of pictorial art. The argumentation follows Lessing 
and Hegelian sight lines. Lessing is invoked as an authority regarding the 
relation of pictorial art to time and space. Pictorial art is referred to as the 
stasis of space, and thus cannot encompass re�ection and the re�ective sor-
row that will unfold over time.

Since the time when Lessing de�ned the boundaries between poetry 
and art in his celebrated treatise Laokoon, it no doubt may be 
regarded as a conclusion unanimously recognized by all estheticians 
that the distinction between them is that art is in the category of 
space, poetry in the category of time, that art depicts repose, poetry 
motion. For this reason, the subject for artistic portrayal must have 
a quiet transparency so that the interior rests in the corresponding 
exterior. The less this is the case, the more dif�cult becomes the task 
for the artist, until the distinction asserts itself and teaches him that 
this is no task for him at all.

If we apply to the relation between sorrow and joy that which has 
been casually stated but not developed here, it is easy to perceive that 
joy is far easier to depict artistically than sorrow. By no means does 
this deny that grief can be depicted artistically, but it certainly does 
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say that there comes a point where it is essential to posit a contrast 
between the interior and the exterior, which makes a depiction of it 
impossible for art. (SKS 2:167�/ EO 1:169)

The point is that the beautiful image, whose existence for Lessing is justi�ed 
by this externalization of the inner, loses any legitimacy from a Kierke
gaardian perspective.2 On the other hand, Hegel�s image-​less contemporary 
horizon, in which inwardness is unfolded so that it breaches the bounds of 
pictorial art and can only be expressed as a concept, is an unspoken premise. 
In what follows, I shall consider seven key appropriations by Kierkegaard of 
pictorial art and other images transmitted to him by the history of images 
and the popular traditions surrounding them. These appropriations show 
Kierkegaard�s mastery of displacement of meaning and his modi�cation of 
pictures and attest to the vital role played by actual visual material in his 
authorship.

First Appropriation: The �Acheiropoieta� Tradition

The point when presentation becomes impossible lies in the precise inter-
face between the immediate and the re�ective sorrow. The immediate sorrow 
may still be �a subject for artistic portrayal� (SKS 2:170�/ EO 1:172). It is, 
namely, �the immediate imprint and expression of the sorrow�s impression, 
which, just like the picture Veronica preserved on her linen cloth, is perfectly 
congruous, and sorrow�s sacred lettering is stamped on the exterior, beauti-
ful and clear and legible to all� (SKS 2:170�/ EO 1:172). This image, which 
in reality is a depiction of the beautiful image, is my key to �Silhouettes.� It 
encompasses the text�s polemical matter and the ideas of the beautiful image 
that it at one and the same time presents and undermines.

The image of the veil takes its signi�cance from the idealistic idea of beau-
tiful pictorial art, which as a symbol seamlessly binds together the inner and 
the outer. Depiction is the outer imprint of the inner. If one wants to poke fun 
at the aesthetics of beauty, the image of the Veil of Veronica is well chosen. 
As an acheiropoieton, or an icon �made without hand,� Veronica�s Veil, or 
sudarium (handkerchief or sweat cloth), literally bears a sweaty impression 
of the inner�namely, the suffering of Christ. Like the inner, the sweat �ows 
out into the outer cloth (canvas). We can take this even further. In Latin, 
�to sweat� or �transpire� is trans(s)pirere, from trans (through) and spirare 
(breath) or spiritus (spirit). In Kierkegaard�s time, this word was used as a 
polite, genteel expression for perspiration, but it is not too much to imagine 
that Kierkegaard�s pen also held the association of �inspiring� in the sense 
of �giving spirit to.� Thus the (canvas) cloth literally absorbs the spirit. The 
image of Veronica�s Veil can be seen as a metaphor of how, in one of the 
expressions of the time, beautiful art �makes the idea transparent.�
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The image of Veronica�s Veil also serves to comment on another of the 
theoretical artistic ideas of Kierkegaard�s time, which is related to the contem-
porary interpretation of the concept of mimesis. The mimetic representation 
�resembles� the outer, it was believed, just as the image on the veil bears a 
�likeness� of Christ. Furthermore, it also bears his image or impression. This 
perception of beautiful, mimetic art was accompanied by the belief in the 
ability of the mimetic representation to make the imprint present (or present-​
like) or proximate. The traces of sweat on the veil clearly tell us that �he 
was here.� Yet they also seem to say �here he is.� The faith in the ability of 
the picture to create nearness quickly becomes a sense of the picture �being 
alive.� This was an idea that occupied many people in Kierkegaard�s time and 
is also re�ected in the popularity of the Pygmalion theme.

This is a quite innocent example from �A�s� image bank. Yet �A� adds 
irony in two ways. By using this particular picture as a depiction of the beau-
tiful image, �A� draws the aesthetic of beauty into the sphere of magic and 
superstition. The early Church said of this image that it was acheiropoie-
tos, that is, created miraculously, and not by a human painter. On the other 
hand, he assigns the painting to the sphere of the Resurrection. The image of 
Veronica�s Veil transcends death, since Jesus is (literally) resurrected before 
our eyes.

Yet Kierkegaard is double-​tongued. One tongue formulates itself with an 
uncritical presentation of the Veil of Veronica in a symbolic-​aesthetic Hege-
lian vocabulary, where visual art is viewed in the light of eternally objective 
ideas. In this presentation, what makes a picture art is that it is beautiful, 
and it is beautiful only if it is a re�ection of spirituality. The other tongue, 
however, hisses lowly and ironically that this criterion can probably be ful-
�lled only by Veronica�s magical veil, which the Catholics have purportedly 
preserved.

�The Interior�s Good-​bye�

Let us continue our reading of �Silhouettes.� While the immediate grief thus 
moves outward, like blood �owing to the skin (or the sweat �owing out into 
the cloth and becoming a reverse impression of the beautiful image), the 
re�ective sorrow �ows inward, like blood �eeing from the surface: �The exte-
rior pallor is, as it were, the interior�s good-​bye, and thought and imagination 
hurry after the fugitive, which hides in the secret recesses.�.�.�. This sorrow 
cannot be depicted artistically, for the interior and the exterior are out of 
balance, and thus it does not lie within spatial categories� (SKS 2:167�68�/ 
EO 1:169�70).

This sorrow is in con�ict with Lessing�s demarcations: �In yet another 
respect it cannot be depicted artistically, for it does not have inner stillness 
but is constantly in motion� (SKS 2:168�/ EO 1:170). The experience of the 
re�ective sorrow and what nourishes it is that it constantly seeks its object 
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and is therefore changing continuously. If one did nonetheless seek to make 
an artistic representation of this sorrow, which �is never really present but 
is continually in the process of becoming� (SKS 2:170� / EO 1:172), and 
therefore�to repeat the phrase from �A�s� comments on Lessing��in the 
category of time,� this would be in con�ict with what Lessing, according to 
�A,� has said so wisely about the forces and limits of the individual medium. 
If we, with Kierkegaard and his pseudonyms, assumed that the outer could 
actually re�ect the inner and maintain the inner in each of its movements, 
�then there would have to be a whole series of pictures in order to portray 
re�ective sorrow; but no particular picture would express the sorrow, and no 
particular picture would have real artistic value, since it would be not beauti-
ful, but true� (SKS 2:175�/ EO 1:178).

This is an ambiguous passage that makes sense only if we interpret the 
text�s use of the concept of truth in conjunction with a scienti�c concept of 
congruence. On this basis, it can also be understood why the daguerreotype, 
that newly developed photographic method of Kierkegaard�s time, is placed 
outside the sphere of art. The daguerreotype captures the play of light on the 
surface, but does not capture the spirit.

The Picture�s Sensual Moment

�Silhouettes� provides a critique of both the pictorial and the romantic. 
Marie, Elvira, and Margaret are convinced that their love will last forever 
and that they will love their beloveds, and be loved by them, for all eternity. 
This awareness of eternity ennobles their love. In reality, the text tells us, they 
are captured by the illusions of romantic love. According to Kierkegaard�s 
�A,� this shows the three women�s fate. They do not see that their love has 
only the �empty� time of the sensual moment at its disposal.

What connects romantic love or sensual, �eeting love with the picture�s 
moment? They are of the same kin, so that the picture, which stops time in an 
eternal moment, can encapsulate sensual, or romantic, love. In Kierkegaard�s 
description of �A� and of Johannes the Seducer, the aesthete who cultivates 
the senses is apparent. He is also aware of the moment, but in his sensual 
moments disregards the eternal�that is, the truly eternal. He is not warm-​
blooded but bloodless and heartless, and his sensuality and sensual moments 
are �mediate� and completely subject to his manipulative re�ectiveness. 
Besides much else, �A�/ Johannes the Seducer and the painting share in com-
mon that they are both re�ected sensuality without spirit.

This is an important point and part of the explanation for why �A�/
Johannes must appear as a picture and not as a sculpture or orchestrated 
score (like Don Juan). Whether it is a �at painting or a �spatial surface,� 
a concrete picture is always an abstraction. It depicts a three-​dimensional 
world in two dimensions. When an academic painting is, furthermore, as in 
Kierkegaard�s time, arranged in a mathematically based perspective structure, 
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the abstraction merely becomes more condensed. Painting, as Kierkegaard 
knew it�despite his many reductions�is a good image for a re�ective treat-
ment of intuition�s sensual material.

When Kierkegaard grafts his perception of romantic love with consider-
ation of the essence and nature of painting or picture, he is, without explicitly 
saying so, further embroidering Pliny, who, in his Natural History, relates the 
myth of Butades and how painting is born from love.3 The beloved of Butades 
has to leave, and to preserve his memory she carves out his silhouette, or pro-
�le, in a rock. Kierkegaard comments indirectly on this narrative when he 
shows, with �A,� how the picture replaces reality. It points to the absent and 
represents what is (soon) to be lost. Image formation is thus fundamentally 
nostalgic by nature, and �A,� like Butades, is already lost in recollections 
in the present�s image-​forming moment. However, Pliny�s hidden role is not 
thereby exhausted. �A�/Kierkegaard apparently perceives pictorial art as an 
art of the blind. Butades carves out an image without at the same time being 
able to see her model, and �A� blindly overlooks his women�s own nature 
with his re�ective skiagraphs.4 Kierkegaard�s view of the marriage of the sen-
sual moment, love, recollection, and image is negative. The qualities that his 
Danish times draw out from Pliny in order to elevate art as a child of love are 
used by �A� to tarnish and denigrate art. He, in fact, seems to say that image 
formation is nurtured by, and nurtures, a life without love.

William�s �On Time�

Let us pursue this trail, still with the relation between love, time, and image 
creation as our wrench. The aesthete �A� is a picture, but he is also a picture 
of the unloving and an active practitioner of the illusion-​building of roman-
tic love. With �B,� or rather Judge William, the perspective and perception 
of time change. The line of sight is the ethical aspect or, in brief, the relation 
between the general and the individual.

Two questions are now to be pursued. First, how does William�s percep-
tion of time and his view of marital love affect his view of pictures, whether 
they be paintings, graphics, or daguerreotypes? Second, why does he present 
his ethics as a critique of the pictorial? I shall add an image that highlights 
Kierkegaard�s pictorial theory.

In 1843, Kierkegaard wrote in some notes that the �rst part of Either/
Or continually gets stranded on time: �This is why the second part strongly 
af�rms it, since it is shown in the �rst discussion that the esthetic is broken 
upon time, and in the second discussion it is shown that the meaning of �ni-
tude and temporality, is to be able to become history, to gain a history� (Pap. 
IV A 213, n.d. 1843�/ JP 1:907).

It is also the question of time, and of the relation between inner and outer 
time, that leads the judge to think of marriage. He draws a clear distinc-
tion between what is interchangeably called �rst love, erotic and sensual 
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(or romantic) love, and marital love. The �rst, erotic and sensual love is the 
momentary (SKS 3:30 /EO 2:21), and its � �mine�� .� .� . resonates� .� .� . in the 
eternity of the seductive moment�.�.�. in the illusory eternity of imagination 
and idea� (SKS 3:64�/ EO 2:58). It has an abstract nature, never has inner 
substance, nor has �the law of motion in itself� (SKS 3:99�/ EO 2:96). Mari-
tal love, on the other hand, �has the possibility of an inner history and is as 
different from �rst love as the historical is from the unhistorical� (SKS 3:97�/ 
EO 2:94). Marital love �always moves inward� (SKS 3:138�/ EO 2:139) and 
spends itself (in the good sense) in time. The inner history, the marital history, 
is thus hidden. This love is realized in life, as it is lived. The outer, on the other 
hand, which is the romantic or sensual love, can be manifested, but only as 
�dead,� visible signs.

As a consequence, marital love cannot be depicted in the �beautiful picture,� 
while the romantic, sensual, and erotic love allows itself to be �admirably� 
depicted in the picture�s moment (SKS 3:134�/ EO 2:135). But an aesthetic 
representation always requires �a concentration in the moment [Moment]� 
(SKS 3:132�/ EO 2:133). Both art and poetry �concentrate the extensive in 
the intensive� (SKS 3:132�/ EO 2:133), but marital love is nurtured by the 
protraction of time and the continuity of creation. For marital love, the pas-
sage of time, the road, is the same as the goal (SKS 3:132�33�/ EO 2:133). 
The truth of marital love is �the temporal sequence� (SKS 3:135�/ EO 2:136). 
The relation of art to time, and to time�s extent, which excludes pictorial 
presentations not only of marital love but also of humility and endurance, is 
a perfect match for William�s ethical mission.

For William, pictorial art serves only to pass or to kill time, not for deter-
mining choice, which occurs in time. Pictorial art thus lies outside the sphere 
of the ethical, just as �A� does. Ethics are dependent upon choice and on 
the extended, forward-​looking time of repeated actions. In other words, 
William�s pictorial critique is not at all concerned with pictorial art and its 
limitations but is merely another way of saying to �A� that, because of his 
pictoriality, he has no ethics. Under the surface simmers the same Romantic 
critique as expressed by �A.�

Second Appropriation: Ferdinand Piloty�s Kiss

Judge William stands by his viewpoints with surprising tenacity. In what is 
putatively his own monologue, �Some Re�ections on Marriage in Answer 
to Objections. By a Married Man,� in Kierkegaard�s Stages on Life�s Way 
(1845), he reverts to the question of the relation between pictorial art, the 
love that�like the romantic�never develops, and marital love.

William�s starting point is a picture of Romeo and Juliet, �an eternal pic-
ture� (SKS 6:156�/ SLW 167; �gure 2).5 �The eternal element in the picture is 
that it portrays a pair of lovers and portrays them in an essential expression� 
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(SKS 6:156�/ SLW 167), namely Juliet sunk in admiration at her lover�s feet. 
Her gaze at Romeo is �lled with heavenly bliss, �but Romeo stops this look 
and with a kiss all the longing of erotic love is set at rest forever, for the re�ec-
tion of eternity surrounds the moment with a halo, and no more than Romeo 
and Juliet does anyone who looks at the picture think that there will be a 
next moment, even if it were only to repeat the sacred seal of the kiss� (SKS 
6:157�/ SLW 168). The picture of Romeo and Juliet is thus �an eternal pic-
ture� as its tableau depicts an eternal moment that can never change. Yet it is 
also an eternal picture because it is timeless and depicts a universal ideal that 
transcends history: �Do not ask the lovers, for they do not hear your voice, 
but out in the world ask in what century this happened, in what country, at 
what time of the day, at what hour it was�no one replies, for it is an eternal 
picture� (SKS 6:157�/ SLW 168). This pair of lovers is �an eternal subject for 
art� (SKS 6:157�/ SLW 168).

This is not a married couple�and, strangely enough, the picture fades 
for William when he projects it into the context of marital love. The pic-
ture begins to work and move; she is �in the admiration of love� sinking 
in admiration at her lover�s feet (and we see her sinking movement before 

Figure 2. Romeo and Juliet’s Farewell Kiss, lithograph by Ferdinand Piloty, from William 
Shakespeare, Romeo und Julia, trans. [to German] August Wilhelm von Schlegel (Berlin: 
G. Grote, 1875), facing p. 75.
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body consisted of several transparent layers that were successively drawn off 
by the camera with each new exposure.8 Finally, there was a risk of becoming 
as transparent as a ghost and, like a ghost, being left without a soul.

The camera had the evil eye, like a person who brings bad luck (Italian: 
jettatore), and could cast a spell (Latin: fascinum). When Bertel Thorvaldsen, 
who was certainly not �uneducated,� was photographed in the Charlot-
tenborg Gardens in 1844, he found it necessary to ward off Satan in the 
apparatus with a hand movement (the �sign of the horns�), literally to stab 
out its/his evil eyes (�gure 3).

From the outset, the relationship between life and death in the photograph 
was disquieting. The daguerreotype, as the relation between the picture�s fro-
zen time and the exposure time (which �B� in Either/Or II�s 1843 universe 
determines to be half a minute; SKS 3:17�/ EO 2:7), points to a human-​made 
opportunity to freeze time. However, when time stops, our time also stops, 
and we die. While a living person may appear dead in his or her picture, the 
dead picture�s depiction of a person who may now be deceased appears to be 
alive. The photograph, or thanatograph (literally a written account, or, in this 
case, a photograph of a dead person), blurs the border between living and 
dead, the dead and the living.9

Figure 3. A. C. T. Neubourg, Portrait of Bertel Thorvaldsen. Whole-​plate daguerreotype, 
1844. Thorvaldsens Museum, Copenhagen.
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In Either/Or, Kierkegaard uses the picture, painting, and daguerreotype to 
describe something else that bears the same characteristics: a life of insigni�-
cance, �a lifelike death,� emptied of life�s inner �uids, without spirit, passion, 
or intensity, as a super�cial life, or the aesthete�s �life.� But he also creates 
another relation, which is between image formation and the demonic.

The Mirror�s Image-​Forming View

While �A� and the portrait he gives of himself in his papers mainly focus on 
the relation between inner image and outer image, this focus is somewhat dis-
placed by the introduction of Johannes the Seducer in �The Seducer�s Diary.� 
Johannes creatively examines the equation formulated by Plato of mimetic 
image and mirror. The question of inner and outer still resides in the back-
ground, but it is the outward aspect that is developed. The point seems to 
be to present some samples of (faulty) image forming through the deploy-
ment of the metaphor of the mirror. Johannes the mirror and image former 
plays out Plato�s ideographic rules but gives them a Romantic twist. He is 
but a blank mirroring surface, and his image is as devoid of existence as he  
himself is.

In �Silhouettes,� �A� presents his �ctive female images from contempo-
rary European culture. Johannes, on the other hand, draws the picture closer, 
in behind the ramparts of Copenhagen. Johannes creates pictures of every-
thing and everyone and forms them in his own image. Moreover, being a 
shadow himself, Johannes also describes himself as a picture. On one of the 
last pages of �The Seducer�s Diary� we see him hurrying to the last meet-
ing with Cordelia, �my work [mit Værk]� (SKS 2:431� / EO 1:445), as he 
con�dently and delightedly calls her. Cordelia is his work. And he himself? 
Like his picture (Cordelia), he is himself a metaphor (Billede). �Everything 
is a metaphor [Billede]; I myself am a myth about myself, for is it not as a 
myth that I hasten to this tryst? Who I am is irrelevant; everything �nite and 
temporal is forgotten; only the eternal remains, the power of erotic love, its 
longing, its bliss� (SKS 2:431�/ EO 1:444). The only love that the metaphor 
(Billede) Johannes knows is rooted in the illusory, metaphorical eternity of 
imagination and dissemblance.

In book 6 of the Republic, Plato describes the picture and the mirror as 
one and the same thing. Johannes the Seducer further develops this union. 
One of his potential victims is re�ected in the mirror: �There is a mirror on 
the opposite wall; she is not contemplating it, but the mirror is contemplat-
ing her. How faithfully it has caught her image [Billede], like a humble slave 
who shows his devotion by his faithfulness� (SKS 2:305�/ EO 1:315). Yet it is 
an unhappy mirror, which surely dares to frame her but not to embrace her, 
�which assuredly can grasp her image [Billede] but not her� (SKS 2:305�/ EO 
1:315). An unhappy mirror, �which cannot secretly hide her image in itself, 
hide it from the whole world, but can only disclose it to others.�.�.�. And yet 
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are there not many people who are like that, who possess nothing except at 
the moment when they are showing it to others, who merely grasp the sur-
face, not the essence, lose everything when this is going to show itself, just 
as this mirror would lose her image if she were to disclose her heart to it by 
a single breath� (SKS 2:305�6�/ EO 1:315). Nor does this mirror manage to 
grasp the essence of existence: the inner element, the heart.

Johannes�s mirror is a remarkable, �living� mirror. The mirror thinks. But 
�what torture if a human being were fashioned that way� (SKS 2:305�/ EO 
1:315). It is chilling to note that this is exactly what Johannes, the re�ective 
seducer, is. Otherwise, the mirror is just as mirrors are. It is the nature of 
a mirror to remain on the surface, in visuality. The living object it mirrors, 
which has weight and mass before the mirror, is re�ected as a �dead� sur-
face, as a mirror image. It can grasp, but not embrace. This is a very precise 
description of Johannes the Seducer, since he is not actually interested in 
his women qua actual women. Cordelia, for example, is not fascinating as 
Cordelia, but only as the image he creates of her for himself.10

Third Appropriation: Theseus and Ariadne

Let me provide a very tangible example of Johannes�s image-​forming view. 
In a letter to Cordelia, the hunting trophy in �The Seducer�s Diary,� he 
describes �a painting from ancient times� (SKS 2:391�/ EO 1:403) of Ariadne 
and Theseus, but only to create immediately his own very different image 
(�my picture,� he writes), which better communicates his message. Kierke
gaard had probably not seen �the painting from ancient times.� However, in 
P.�F. A. Nitsch�s Neues mythologisches Wörterbuch (1821, New Mythologi-
cal Dictionary), he could �nd a description of two different wall paintings 
from Herculaneum (�gures 4 and 5), which he took the liberty to combine 
into one.11

Here is his �own� painting: �Imagine this picture; imagine it slightly 
changed. Cupid is not weeping and his bow is not unstrung, or would you 
then have become less beautiful, less triumphant, because I had gone out of 
my mind� (SKS 2:391�/ EO 1:404, my emphasis). Note how Johannes under-
goes an imperceptible metamorphosis and takes on Theseus�s pictorial form. 
�Cupid smiles and draws the bow. Nemesis does not stand idle at your side; 
she, too, draws her bow� (SKS 2:391�/ EO 1:404, my emphasis). And observe 
how Cordelia becomes Ariadne�s image:

In that old painting, we see on the ship a manly �gure busy at his 
work. Presumably it is Theseus. Not so in my picture. He is stand-
ing in the stern; he is looking back longingly. He is stretching out his 
arms; he has repented of it or, more correctly, his madness has left 
him, but the ship is carrying him away. Cupid and Nemesis both aim, 
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an arrow �ies from each bow, they accurately hit the mark; we see 
and we understand that both have hit one spot in his heart to sym-
bolize that his love was the nemesis that avenged. (SKS 2:391�92�/ 
EO 1:404)

Johannes is like the painter who in reality takes residence in the world he 
himself has created.

What we have just considered is an example of how Johannes the aesthete 
weaves himself, Cordelia, and his readers into a cobweb that transforms real-
ity into intuitions and (outer) perception into (inner) fantasy. Apparently this 
exercise in the art of describing the psychological pro�le of �ctional charac-
ters indirectly and via their image-​forming powers and propensities led to a 
search for pictures in which you cannot reside. Kierkegaard, master of style, 
through his pseudonyms, looked for pictures with formal characteristics 
that would cast out the beholder and turn the relationship between picture 
and beholder, outer and inner, upside down. To my mind he asked himself 
how the image-​forming of the individual might be turned into a vehicle for 
authentic living. Let us begin with Anti-​Climacus�s description of the patterns 
of physical and mental movement evoked by an academic painting of the  
1840s.

Figures 4 and 5. Theseus and Ariadne. Engravings. Illustrations from Le Pitture Antiche 
D’Ercolano e contorni encisi con qualche spiegazione, vol. 2 (Naples: n.p., 1760), 91, 97 
(plates 14, 15).



Kierkegaard�s Approach to Pictorial Art	 209

The Visual Culture�s Popular Images: Performativity and Temporality

In Practice in Christianity (1850), Kierkegaard�s pseudonym Anti-​Climacus 
claims that the observer is subsumed when he or she observes one of the 
perspective-​based paintings of the academic type:

But �to observe� can mean in one sense to come very close to some-
thing, namely, to what one wishes to observe; in another sense, it 
signi�es keeping very distant, in�nitely distant, that is, personally. 
When one shows a painting to a person and asks him to observe 
it�.�.�. he steps very close to the object�.�.�. in short, he comes as close to 
the object as possible, but in this very same movement he in another 
sense leaves himself entirely, goes away from himself, forgets himself, 
and nothing reminds him of himself, since it is he, after all, who is 
observing the painting and the cloth and not the painting and the 
cloth that are observing him. In other words, by observing I go into 
the object (I become objective) but I leave myself or go away from 
myself (I cease to be subjective). (SKS 12:227�28�/ PC 233�34; see 
�gure 6)

Figure 6. J. Th. Lundbye, Søbyvang. Oil on canvas, 1841. Ordrupgaard.




























