LEABHARLANN CHOLAISTE NA TRIONOIDE, BAILE ATHA CLIATH | TRINITY COLLEGE LIBRARY DUBLIN
Ollscoil Atha Cliath | The University of Dublin

Terms and Conditions of Use of Digitised Theses from Trinity College Library Dublin
Copyright statement

All material supplied by Trinity College Library is protected by copyright (under the Copyright and
Related Rights Act, 2000 as amended) and other relevant Intellectual Property Rights. By accessing
and using a Digitised Thesis from Trinity College Library you acknowledge that all Intellectual Property
Rights in any Works supplied are the sole and exclusive property of the copyright and/or other IPR
holder. Specific copyright holders may not be explicitly identified. Use of materials from other sources
within a thesis should not be construed as a claim over them.

A non-exclusive, non-transferable licence is hereby granted to those using or reproducing, in whole or in
part, the material for valid purposes, providing the copyright owners are acknowledged using the normal
conventions. Where specific permission to use material is required, this is identified and such
permission must be sought from the copyright holder or agency cited.

Liability statement

By using a Digitised Thesis, | accept that Trinity College Dublin bears no legal responsibility for the
accuracy, legality or comprehensiveness of materials contained within the thesis, and that Trinity
College Dublin accepts no liability for indirect, consequential, or incidental, damages or losses arising
from use of the thesis for whatever reason. Information located in a thesis may be subject to specific
use constraints, details of which may not be explicitly described. It is the responsibility of potential and
actual users to be aware of such constraints and to abide by them. By making use of material from a
digitised thesis, you accept these copyright and disclaimer provisions. Where it is brought to the
attention of Trinity College Library that there may be a breach of copyright or other restraint, it is the
policy to withdraw or take down access to a thesis while the issue is being resolved.

Access Agreement

By using a Digitised Thesis from Trinity College Library you are bound by the following Terms &
Conditions. Please read them carefully.

| have read and | understand the following statement: All material supplied via a Digitised Thesis from
Trinity College Library is protected by copyright and other intellectual property rights, and duplication or
sale of all or part of any of a thesis is not permitted, except that material may be duplicated by you for
your research use or for educational purposes in electronic or print form providing the copyright owners
are acknowledged using the normal conventions. You must obtain permission for any other use.
Electronic or print copies may not be offered, whether for sale or otherwise to anyone. This copy has
been supplied on the understanding that it is copyright material and that no quotation from the thesis
may be published without proper acknowledgement.



klaren Knaben in seinem Kardinalrat erinnerten, und wie er am Eingang seiner
Junglingschaft Bischof geworden und mit kaum achtzehn Jahren in einer Ekstase
seiner Vollendung gestorben war. Man begegnete Totgewesenen: denn die Luft an
seinem Grabe, in der, frei geworden, pures Leben lag, wirkte lange noch auf die
Leichname. Aber war nicht etwas Verzweifeltes selbst in dieser friihreifen Heiligkeit?
War es nicht ein Unrecht an allen, da3 das reine Gewebe dieser Seele nur eben
durchgezogen worden war, als handelte es sich nur darum, es in der garer:
Scharlachkiipe der Zeit leuchtend zu farben? Empfand man nicht etwas wie einen
Gegenstofs, da dieser junge Prinz von der Erde absprang in seine leidenschaftliche
Himmelfahrt?52 Warum verweilten die Leuchtenden nicht unter den miihsamen
Lichtziehern? War es nicht diese Finsternis, die Johann den Zweiundzwanzigsten
dahin gebracht hatte, zu behaupten, daf es vor dem jiingsten Gericht keine ganze
Seligkeit gibe, nirgends, auch unter den Seligen nicht? Und in der Tat, wieviel
rechthaberische Verbissenheit gehorte dazu, sich vorzustellen, daf3, wihrend hier so

dichte Wirrsal geschah, irgendwo Gesichter schon im Scheine Gottes lagen, an Engel

zuriickgelehnt und gestillt durch die unausschépfliche Aussicht auf jhn.503

502 Cf Goethe's potential »feurige[] Himmelfahrt« (MLB, Paper LVII, p.599).
503 MLB, Paper LXI, p.610.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Vermutungen
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IV.

»Dies war das Wesentliche an seiner

Geschichte, eine Kleinigkeit«:

Malte and the Medical Student.

The episode with the medical student is preceded by the story of
Nikolaj Kusmitsch, a neighbour during Malte’s sojourn in St. Petersburg. The
problematic of the neighbour is introduced at the beginning of the 49t

fragment:

Es giebt ein Wesen, das vollkommen unschidlich ist, wenn es dir in die Augen kommt, du
merkst es kaum und hast es gleich wieder vergessen. Sobald es dir aber unsichtbar auf
irgendeine Weise ins Gehor gerit, so entwickelt es sich dort, es kriecht gleichsam aus,
und man hat Félle gesehen, wo es bis ins Gehirn vordrang und in diesem Organ
verheerend gedieh, dhnlich den Pneumokokken des Hundes, die durch die Nase

eindringen. / Dieses Wesen ist der Nachbar.!

Note the effect secured by Malte’s holding back of the word Nachbar: delay on
the syntagmatic axis enacts the very process being semantically described,
thus leaving the reader to hear about this strange IWesen before actually seeing
the word that identifies it. Malte writes that this Wesen is wvollkommen
unschidlich if seen directly, its virulence being a direct function of its

invisibility. This is a familiar pattern in the Aufzeichnungen: invisibility as a

! MLB, Paper XLIX, p.572, emphases added.
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mode of mystification, visibility as one of demystification; the phenomenon
thematised not on its own qualities but in terms of the degree of its coming-
to-light. As such, the Neighbour draws Malte into one psychoacoustic
challenge after another, each partition between self and other leaving him

with blind scenarios involving »Interferenzen im auditiven Feld«:?

Nun, ich habe, seit ich so vereinzelt herumkomme, unzdhlige Nachbaren gehabt;
obere und untere, rechte und linke, manchmal alle vier Arten zugleich. Ich kénnte
einfach die Geschichte meiner Nachbaren schreiben; das wire ein Lebenswerk. Es
wire freilich mehr die Geschichte der Krankheitserscheinungen, die sie in mir erzeugt
haben; aber das teilen sie mit allen derartigen Wesen, daf sie nur in den Stérungen

nachzuweisen sind, die sie in gewissen Geweben hervorrufen.?

Malte, a mutated version of Plato’s figure in the cave, sits in a room and
perceives acoustic shadows, from which he tries to reconstruct a visual
scenario in the neighbouring room.* The Nachbar-problem is thus a more

sustained, formalised treatment of the Nachtgeriusche-problem of Paper I1.5

2 Uwe Steiner, Zeit der Schrift, p.391.

3 MLB, Paper XLIX, p.573.

4 In theTridume eines Geistersehers Kant gives considerable to to the psychoacoustic patterns of
spectral experiences (p.152). The uncanny mutual invisibility of neighbours in the metropolis
is noted by Simmel, who writes of »jene[] Reserve, infolge deren wir jahrelange
Hausnachbarn oft nicht einmal von Ansehen kennen [...J« (“Die Grossstidte und das
Geistesleben”, p.234). Simmel also ponders the anomaly that »korperliche Néhe« in the city
often correlates with »geistige Distanz« (ibid., 237). Might we not see Malte’s
parapsychologism in Paris as an attempt to use the anonymous city as an ideal laboratory in
which to overcome this geistige Distanz by means of geistige Technik? Which is not to say that
the city causes his problems, but that it tempts him into such experimentation - recall his words
in the Briefentwurf of Paper XXII: »Es ist eine grofle Stadt, grofi, voll merkwiirdiger
Versuchungen« (MLB, p.504).

5> Malte lying on his bed and listening with awful fascination to the sounds outside his open
window. (MLB, pp.455f.). The role played by sound in Malte’s experiences is missed by
Huyssen (“Paris / Childhood”, pp.130f.) when he writes »that Malte’s childhood experiences
mesh with his experiences of the modern city for which Simmel and Benjamin have
emphasized the prevalence of vision over hearing. It is perhaps primarily this concern with
the problematics of vision that places Rilke’s novel squarely within the culture of early
twentieth-century modernism« (“Paris / Childhood”, pp.130f.). Huyssen himself will of
course limit serious talk of >vision< in the Malte strictly to the province of the non-
supernatural.

(93]



This psychoacoustic torture inflicted upon Malte by his neighbours
explains why he presents the story of Nikolaj Kusmitsch as a strangely
comforting one. He tells us how his growing speculative fixation on his St.
Petersburg neighbour was mercifully relieved one day when a student friend
of Kusmitsch mistakenly entered Malte’s room and gave him the details that

were to put him out of his misery of suspense:

[...] Gott weif3, was da ausgekrochen wire, wenn nicht der Student, der ihn zuweilen
besuchte, sich eines Tages in der Tiir geirrt hitte. Er erzdhlte mir die Geschichte
seines Bekannten, und es ergab sich, daf} sie gewissermafien beruhigend war.
Jedenfalls war es eine wortliche, eindeutige Geschichte, an der die vielen Wiirmer meiner

Vermutungen zugrunde gingen.®

The very Gogolian’ story of how Kusmitsch’s attempt to commodify time
leads him into manic aporia is a cautionary tale about capitalistic
chronometry - »die rechnerische Exaktheit des praktischen Lebens«
(Simmel),® the »Subsumtion der gesamten menschlichen Existenz unter
formal-quantifizierende Prinzipien [...]« (Dieter Schiller).® Kusmitsch’s

literalisation of the mercantile motto Zeit ist Geld draws him into a

¢ MLB, Paper XLIX, pp.573f.

7 I suspect that the hapless Akaky Akakievich, from the Petersburg Tale The Overcoat, may be
the prime inspiration behind Kusmitsch. (Beckett's later monomaniacal creation, Murphy,
springs to mind also as a kindred spirit.)

8 Simmel, “Die Grossstadte und das Geistesleben”, p.230.

9 Dieter Schiller, “Der Einsame und seine Welt”, p.145. Towards the close of her study (Zeit
und Raum, p.161) Wyler-Zimmerli singles out Kusmitsch as the extreme victim of the Dialectic
of Enlightenment: »Rilke hat die Verhaftung des Menschen in eine beschriankende, gezahlte
Zeit und in einen bemessenen Raum gesehen. Beides findet seinen Ausdruck in einer Sprache,
die beherrscht ist von blind geglaubter und tibernommener Begrifflichkeit, die den Menschen
und die erfahrene Welt einengen, weil diese Sprache wie ein Koordinatennetz, in dem alles,
was Zeit und Raum hat, auf einen Punkt festgelegt wird, die Wirklichkeit vereinfachend
einschrankt auf Worter und Sitze, die oft mehr Macht bekommen als die Wirklichkeit. /
Nikolaj Kusmitschs Leiden an der gezihlten Zeit wurde veranlasst durch ein Leiden an der
Sprache, der er sich blind anvertraut und die ihn in seine verzweifelte Zeitrechnerei stiirzte«
(Zeit und Raum, p.161). Cf Baudelaire’s thematisation in the prose-poem ”“Les Dons des fées”
of: »[...] la terrible loi du Temps et de son infinie postérité, les Jours, les Heures, les Minutes,
les Secondes« (Oeuvres complétes 1, p.306).



phantasmagorical drama of what Bergson, in the second chapter of his Essai
sur les données immédiates de la conscience (1889), says we do when we
contaminate experiential time with an »admixture of extensity«.10 Yet this
theme becomes almost secondary to Malte’s reception of the story. Had
Kusmitsch’s student friend not filled in the Leerstellen in the narrative, Malte
would have found himself left with the perplexing acoustic datum of a man
declaiming Russian poetry with mathematical metricality. There would have
been simply no way a normal consciousness, relying on just the five senses,
could possibly deduce from these recitations the circumstances which had led
up to them. Malte would have been drawn into yet another speculative,
subjunctive-mood agony triggered by a neighbour. Consequently, his
appreciation of the Kusmitsch story relates more to clarification than to
content: »Ich erinnere mich dieser Geschichte so genau, weil sie mich
ungemein beruhigte. Ich kann wohl sagen, ich habe nie wieder einen so
angenehmen Nachbar gehabt, wie diesen Nikolaj Kusmitsch, der sicher auch
mich bewundert hétte«.11

For the Malte of the Paris experiences, however, such Beruhigung
cannot offer lasting relief. The ambition behind his Sehenlernen project

involves far more than a mimetic cultivation of direct observation or a

10 Henri Bergson, Time and Free Will. An Essay on the Immediate Data of Consciousness, translated
by Frank L. Pogson (London: 1913), p.102. Cf in the same volume: »[...] surreptitiously
bringing in the idea of space [...], we project time into space, we express duration in terms of
extensity, and succession thus takes the form of a continuous line or a chain, the parts of
which touch without penetrating one another« (ibid., pp.100f.). Kassner writes of Rilke’s
fascination with the nexus of mathematics and spatiality, the idea »daf} die Zahlen einen
Kontur, einen Rand von Raum besitzen« (Rilke. Gesammelte Erinnerungen 1926-56, p.17).

1 MLB, Paper XLIX, pp.577f.



narrative synthesis of verbally relayed facts, for it includes in its scope supra-
sensuous perception, Hellseherei, excitation of transmundane faculties. What is
striking, then, about the remarks that usher in the episode with the
neighbouring Medizinstudent!? is Malte’s resigned acknowledgment of more
mundane, non-intuitive limits to perception. Malte first recalls the impact of
the Kusmitsch story on him. It taught him the importance of privileging the
soothing finitude of established facts over the bad infinity of speculation: »Ich
nahm mir nach dieser Erfahrung vor, in dhnlichen Fallen immer gleich auf die
Tatsachen loszugehen. Ich merkte, wie einfach und erleichternd sie waren,
den Vermutungen gegeniiber«.13 The words which follow foreshadow the end

of his dream of Faustian magic:

Als ob ich nicht gewufit haitte, dafi alle unsere Einsichten nachtrdglich sind,
Abschliisse, nichts weiter. Gleich dahinter fangt eine neue Seite an mit etwas ganz
anderem, ohne Ubertrag. Was halfen mir jetzt im gegenwirtigen Falle die paar
Tatsachen, die sich spielend feststellen liefSen. Ich will sie gleich aufzdhlen, wenn ich
gesagt haben werde, was mich augenblicklich beschiftigt: dafd sie eher dazu
beigetragen haben, meine Lage, die (wie ich jetzt eingestehe) recht schwierig war,

noch lastiger zu gestalten.'

[Wlie ich jetzt eingestehe: the parenthesised qualifier opens up a gap between
Malte’s jetzt-perspective and his damals-perspective. What might have
happened in the episode whose narration is to follow (im gegenwdrtigen Falle)

to induce such sobriety in Malte’s understanding of his psycho-acoustic

12 The close reading of this episode which follows owes much to the shrewd and extremely
detailed analyses offered by Antonowicz (“Cet infernal couvercle”, passim) and Henninger
(“Quelques aspects du non-dit dans Les Cahiers de Malte Laurids Brigge”, pp.157ft.).

13 MLB, Paper L, p.578.

14 Ibid.



response patterns? What might have led him to diagnose an exacerbation of
his already difficult situation?

Als ob ich nicht gewufSt hitte... The wording makes it clear: Malte now
consciously realises what he did not then (after the Kusmitsch experience)
admit to himself: ...dafs alle unsere Einsichten nachtriglich sind, Abschliisse, nichts
weiter. This structure of Nachtriglichkeit - a non-coincidence of present-tense
perception and post hoc reflective understanding (Einsicht) - is precisely the
epistemological wound which paranormal faculties are meant to heal. The
limits imposed upon the subject by space and time are transcended only in a
preeternatural act of heightened consciousness. Malte is now admitting that
every single one of his!> insights is gained in entirely immanent, limited ways.
He, a common man and no wondrous scion of the Brahe family tree, has
proven incapable of making his metaphysics practical (as Bacon would put it).
The nichts weiter bleakly registers his own failure to find a paranormal

supplement to ordinary perception. The only supplement to hand for such an

15 Significantly, though, Malte embeds himself in a depressively common third person plural
(unsere Einsichten).



ordinary consciousness is the Nachtrag of text, narrative and reflective
synthesis a posteriori.1

Gleich dahinter fingt eine neue Seite an mit etwas ganz anderem, ohne
Ubertrag. Malte’s ledger-book metaphor - generated surely by the economic
categories deployed in the preceding Kusmitsch episode, with its
»beamtenhaft rechnerische Einteilung der Zeit« (Dieter Schiller)!” - conveys
this lack of magical surplus. Malte is trapped in the regulated economy of
banal perception, in which income (incoming data from sense perception and
narrative) and expenditure (reflective understanding’s use of these data) are
held in prudent check, ohne Ubertrag. Malte’s cognitive nightmare is that he
must balance the books, he cannot generate insight surplus to direct
experience, he cannot reliably see more than he is shown. Just as Nikolaj

Kusmitsch was dismayed to find that he could not break the ledger-book’s

16 There is a strong echo here of Poe’s detective hero Dupin, generally acknowledged to be the
prototype for Conan Doyle’s almost praeternaturally gifted Sherlock Holmes. In the tales The
Murders in the Rue Morgue (1841) and The Mystery of Marie Rogét (1842-3) in which he figures,
Dupin personifies the principle of >ratiocination<, whereby his analytic-deductive faculties
are so developed as to endow him with »a degree of acumen which appears to the ordinary
apprehension preternatural« (Poe, Tales of Mystery and Imagination, p.411). Thus is the
apparently clairvoyant relentlessly demystified under a rationalistic ethos. Dupin is of course
the prototype for Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes, who likewise astonishes his colleague, Dr.
Watson, with his superhuman powers of deduction. Poe is writing in the context of William
Hamilton’s associationist investigations around 1836 into the psychology of unconscious
mentality (see Neil Campbell Mason, “A tumbling-ground for whimsies? The history and
contemporary role of the conscious / unconscious contrast”, in: History of the Mind-Body
Problem, edited by Tim Crane & Sarah Patterson, London: 2000, pp.148-168, here pp.156ff.).
The categories which came into play in our discussion of the flaneur in Chapter Two become
relevant again here, as we see parapsychological credulity being brought under the
supervision of analytic, detectivistic procedures. Compare also, in this context of Malte’s
recognition of the role of Nachtriglichkeit in his own apparent intuitions, Kant’s charge in the
Triume eines Geistersehers (pp.168ff.) of an unholy muddling of a priori and a posteriori in
paranormal discourse.

17 Dieter Schiller, “Der Einsame und seine Welt”, p.145.



end-of-week equation of time received and time expended, so here Malte
finds a splenetically dismal equation reigning over him. He sees or
understands only what he is shown or told. Everything in his perceptual
economy computes.

In the context of the Nachbar-problematic, the words: Gleich dahinter
fingt eine neue Seite an mit etwas ganz anderem, ohne Ubertrag assume an
ingenious second sense - Seite as >side< as well as >page<. Malte’s perceptual
response throughout the Aufzeichnungen has been in one sense blocked and in
another sense stimulated by the Vorwand that screens the fetishistically
hidden X. Malte’s arrogation of intuitive powers has been predicated upon an
ability to see through the wall, to supplement perception with vision. But here
he is acknowledging what his previous texts would indicate only obliquely: I
am not sympathetically connected to X behind the wall (dahinter); instead, in
trying to establish a rapport, I come up against sheer exteriority, alterity, non-
relation, etwas ganz andere[s]. The words ohne Ubertrag now take on the sense
of a failed transfer of willpower from one side of the wall to the other. No
quantum of consciousness or energy is carried over. Thus, in Doumet’s
words, »la cloison reste, dans 1'univers solipsiste du réveur, le point d’ancrage
d’une alterité radicale«.18

The story of the medical student - or more accurately, the story of
Malte’s Krankheitserscheinungen as triggered by him - is in basic form brief to

relate. Malte hears an object falling to the ground in the room next door to

18 Doumet, “Malte devant les parois”, p.76.



him, which he takes to be der Deckel einer Blechbiichse. It emerges that this is
regularly thrown to the ground by the neighbouring medical student in
frustration at a Schwiiche in his right eyelid which causes it to fall, wie wenn ein
Fenstervorhang nicht oben bleiben will. The student is studying for examinations
which he has already twice missed, and so his exasperation grows. Finally, at
the height of the crisis, someone moves in on the same floor, next door to
Malte’s neighbour. When a fresh outburst occurs that night, Malte hears this
new neighbour quietly enter the student’s room and soothe him. This figure
Malte takes to be the student’s mother.

The epistemological challenge which the Nachbar sets Malte is, so
speak, the narrative’s angle of incidence. Malte’s response to the medical
student is an imaginative synthesis of sounds from the adjacent room as well
as sounds from the lips of (unidentified) third parties.’® The activity of the
student next door is first signalled to Malte in a sequence of poltergeist-like

noises:

Nun also: das ist das Ganze; so ein blecherner Gegenstand fiel nebenan, rollte, blieb
liegen, und dazwischen, in gewissen Abstinden, stampfte es. Wie alle Gerdusche, die
sich wiederholt durchsetzen, hatte auch dieses sich innerlich organisiert; es wandelte
sich ab, es war niemals genau dasselbe. Aber gerade das sprach fiir seine
Gesetzmafligkeit. Es konnte heftig sein oder milde oder melancholisch; es konnte
gleichsam iiberstiirzt voriibergehen oder unendlich lange hingleiten, eh es zu Ruhe
kam. Und das letzte Schwanken war immer iiberraschend. Dagegen hatte das

Aufstampfen, das hinzukam, etwas fast Mechanisches. Aber es teilte den Larm immer

19 Including perhaps the concierge, implicit in the words: »Aber das lag vielleicht gerade an
den Tatsachen, die ich mir hatte sagen lassen« (MLB, Paper L, p.579). Cf: »Unten frage ich
zwar zuweilen im Voriibergehen, ob Nachrichten von ihm da sind und welche« (Paper LI,
p.581, emphasis added). If the critical fact of an extraneous source of information is not borne
in mind, Malte’s thoughts about the neighbour will seem wholly speculative (as they do, for
example, to Rugg, who suggests that Malte is merely imagining the student’s »corporeal
weakness«, “A Self at Large”, p.51).



anders ab, das schien seine Aufgabe zu sein. Ich kann diese Einzelheiten jetzt viel
besser iibersehen; das Zimmer neben mir ist leer. Er ist nach Hause gereist, in die
Provinz. Er sollte sich erholen. Ich wohne im obersten Stockwerk. Rechts ist ein

anderes Haus, unter mir ist noch niemand eingezogen: ich bin ohne Nachbar.20

The painstaking acoustic phenomenology is tagged by an explicit voice
speaking from the position of Nachtriglichkeit. As this voice judiciously
processes a mosaic of recollections, the current perspective is privileged over

the earlier one:

In dieser Verfassung wundert es mich beinah, dafs ich die Sache nicht leichter nahm.
Obwohl ich doch jedesmal im voraus gewarnt war durch mein Gefiihl. Das ware
auszunutzen gewesen. Erschrick nicht, hitte ich mir sagen miissen, jetzt kommt es;
ich wufste ja, dafs ich mich niemals tduschte. Aber das lag vielleicht gerade an den
Tatsachen, die ich mir hatte sagen lassen; seit ich sie wufste, war ich noch schreckhafter
geworden. Es beriihrte mich fast gespenstisch, dafd das, was diesen Larm ausloste, jene
kleine, langsame, lautlose Bewegung war, mit der sein Augenlid sich eigenméchtig
iber sein rechtes Auge senkte und schloff wéahrend er las. Dies war das Wesentliche an

seiner Geschichte, eine Kleinigkeit.?!

Malte traces his response to the sounds back to an unerring intuition (or
[Vor|Gefiihl), before diluting this faculty down to an admixture of anticipation
and the extraneous knowledge upon which it is based (Tatsachen). Important
here is the difference between Malte’s faith then in his intuitive powers (the
preeterite form of ich wufSte ja) and his acknowledgement now of the reliance of
his Gefiihl upon narrative detail garnered from other sources (the vielleicht
carrying the concessive tone of the present perspective). This mesh of
knowledge and sound-data Malte explicitly analogises to the invisible

presence of a spectre: uncanny for him is the causal link, which he has heard

20 MLB, Paper L, p.579.
21 Ibid., emphases added.



tell of but which has not seen, between the droop of the unfortunate student’s
eyelid (»wie wenn ein Fenstervorhang nicht oben bleiben will«)?2 and the
sequence of bumps in the night2> The notion of not being in error is
hammered home by Malte over the course of the Paper: »ich habe mich nie
geirrt«, »ich wufite ja, dafs ich mich niemals tduschte«.?* Yet the possibility
that Malte may repeatedly be drawing erroneous conclusions from partial,
degraded eye-witness authority (his own optical Schwiiche) has already been
raised by many earlier episodes.? In this episode, he sits in the room clinging
to his one source of Brahe prestige, only to have his assumption rudely
undermined by what follows.

There is an uncharacteristically naked defensiveness to Malte’s rhetoric

as he introduces the medical student via a self-thematising detour:

Es sei zu meiner Ehre gesagt, dafs ich viel geschrieben habe in diesen Tagen; ich habe
kramphaft geschrieben. Allerdings, wenn ich ausgegangen war, so dachte ich nicht
gerne an das Nachhausekommen. Ich machte sogar kleine Umwege und verlor auf

diese Art eine halbe Stunde, wiahrend welcher ich hitte schreiben konnen.26

Now of what does this evasive, guilty behaviour put us in mind of if not the
behaviour of a prospective examination candidate who knows he needs to

study but is struggling with his own resistance to getting down to it? Even as

22 MLB, Paper L, p.580. Cf the »lautlos« movement of »der Vorhang der Pupille« in the Neues
Gedicht “Der Panther” (KA I, p.469, lines 9f.).

23 Cf the Schulin episode (Paper XLII, pp.552ff.), where a scent dominates the consciousness of
those in the room. In the present case, we find a double layer of invisibility: something unseen
(and unheard: the closing of the eyelid) triggering something unseen (but heard: the tin
object) triggering associations in Malte’s mentis oculi. If Grafin Schulin smells with her ears,
then here Malte sees with his.

24 MLB, Paper L, pp.578 & 579 respectively.

% Compare his dubious »ich hatte mich nicht geirrt« in the crémerie episode (Paper XVIII,
p.489).

2 MLB, Paper L, p.578.



Malte goes on to place a categorical divide between himself and the medical

student next door, his words serve only to reinforce the parallel:

Ich gebe zu, daf3 dies eine Schwiche?” war. War ich aber einmal in meinem Zimmer,
so hatte ich mir nichts vorzuwerfen. Ich schrieb, ich hatte mein Leben, und das da
nebenan war ein ganz anderes Leben, mit dem ich nichts teilte: das Leben eines
Studenten der Medizin, der fiir sein Examen studierte. Ich hatte nichts Ahnliches vor
mir, schon das war ein entscheidender Unterschied. Und auch sonst waren unsere
Umstdnde so verschieden wie moglich. Das alles leuchtete mir ein. Bis zu dem
Moment, da ich wufdte, das es kommen wiirde; da vergafs ich, daf3 es zwischen uns
keine Gemeinsamkeit gab. Ich horchte so, dafs mein Herz ganz laut wurde. Ich lief3

alles und horchte. Und dann kamm es: ich habe mich nie geirrt.?

It is crucial to bear in mind that the perspective being conveyed throughout
this passage is governed by the praeterite tense. When Malte writes: Das alles
leuchtete mir ein, he is maintaining a decisive distance between his current and
his earlier understanding of the situation. There is in his outlook at the time
events were happening an ironic double manoeuvre. Firstly, he was refusing to
see the similarity between a) his own travails as a failed scribe trying yet
again to overcome his spiritual blindness and break through to the vision
necessary for apostolic witness and b) the travails of the failed medical
student trying yet again to overcome his partial blindness and break through
to the knowledge necessary for his examination. Secondly, he was

simultaneously assuming a very different kind of commonality with the

27 Schwiiche is a word which Malte and the student have in common (cf p.580: » Aber da hatte
sich, ein paar Monate vor der Entscheidung, diese Schwiche eingestellt [...]«). Another
common element is a decadent enervation: the student’s »kleine, unmogliche Ermiidung«
(p.580, emphasis added); Malte: »ich war aus Miidigkeit schon zu Bett gegangen« (ibid.,
emphasis added). The student’s nervous disorder finds a counterpart when Malte attaches a
connotation of muscular cramp to his way of writing: »ich habe kramphaft geschrieben«
(p.578). Cf the discussion below of linguistic parallelism in the verb vorwerfen.

28 MLB, Paper L, p.578.



student by positing a sympathetic, intuitive, mesmeric bond. As with his
supposed donation of Wille to the convulsive in Paper XXI, so here he engages
the figure next door in a supportive, psycho-magnetic transfer of energies.

But this is precisely the paradox in his selective Gemeinsamkeit with the
medical student. Malte is linked to the student next door precisely because
both are getting nowhere with their respective apprenticeships. But the corollary
also holds: because Malte is getting nowhere with his own apprenticeship, he
cannot establish a link to the student next door. The realisation that: Gleich dahinter
fiingt eine neue Seite an mit etwas ganz anderem, ohne Ubertrag has been ironically
(because unwittingly) echoed in words that purport to reject the notion of his
own failure: ich hatte mein?® Leben, und das da nebenan war ein ganz anderes
Leben. Malte sits in his room listening to the sounds next door, positing
alterity where the reader (along with Malte-Aufzeichner) sees similarity, and
sympathetic rapport where the reader (along with Malte-Aufzeichner) sees
alienation.

Knowing about the Kleinigkeit of the drooping right eyelid, Malte

undertakes his solidaristic transfer of energy:30

Ich bin sicher, daf er wochenlang der Meinung war, man miifite das beherrschen
konnen. Sonst wire ich nicht auf die Idee verfallen, ihm meinen Willen anzubieten.
Eines Tages begriff ich namlich, daf$ der seine zu Ende sei. Und seither, wenn ich es
kommen fiihlte, stand ich da auf meiner Seite der Wand und bat ihn, sich zu
bedienen. Vielleicht hitte er das nicht tun diirfen, besonders wenn man bedenkt, daf3
es eigentlich nichts half. Angenommen sogar, daf3 wir die Sache ein wenig hinhielten,

so bleibt es doch fraglich, ob er wirklich imstande war, die Augenblicke, die wir so

» Original emphasis.

3% Cf Rugg: »(The permeability of the wall operates as a sign for the permeability of all
physical barriers, including the body’s skin.)« (“A Self at Large”, p.51). Note the engaging
self-referential play in her statement.
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gewannen, auszunutzen. Und was meine Ausgaben betrifft, so begann ich sie zu

fithlen.3!

In terms of purported powers of Gefiihl and Willensiibertragung, Malte is
caught in a zero-sum game. On the one side is his claim to have anticipated
each new outburst from the student, on the other his claim to have transferred
energy across the walls to prevent such outbursts. But if he goes to the wall in
anticipation of an outburst, then any ensuing silence will have ambiguous
significance - it could signify precognitive accuracy and a subsequently
successful energetic transference, or - it could signify precognitive failure and
a subsequently irrelevant attempt to exert nervous influence. Conversely,
however, an immediately ensuing outburst of noise from the rolling tin object
will be subject to its own distinct difficulty - if it indicates precognitive
accuracy, then it logically indicates also a failed energetic transfer. Even a
delayed outburst from next door could be read both ways - as a partially
successful precognition or as a partially successful energetic transfer. In other
words, neither ensuing silence nor ensuing noise can offer Malte clarity as to
his role - empathic/ receptive or interventionist/ active - in the medical
student’s situation. When Malte writes: mit der Zeit wurde mir klar, dafS er darauf
einging, one can only infer as the grounds for this claim the fact that the
expected crash of the tin object did not ensue.’> When, further down, Malte
concedes dafS es eigentlich nichts half, one is to infer that the noises returned. As

with the spastic man, so here the failure of Malte’s Willensiibertragung

3 MLB, Paper L, p.580.
32 Cf the allegory of silence as an imminent crash in Paper III (MLB, p.456).
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ultimately to rescue the recipient is wilfully understood by Malte (at the time)
not as grounds for doubting that it actually took place, but as evidence either
of his own low energy stocks or of his recipient’s inability to put the gift to
good account (ob er wirklich imstande war).33

Malte’s recurring Gefiihl that the medical student is about to throw the
object to the ground is, it would seem, the most arresting feature of his
experience. »Und dann kam es: ich habe mich nie geirrt«, we are told by way
of introduction to Malte’s first prediction.?* But this is not necessarily the first
incidence of the noise. To revisit the turning-point in Malte’s relations with
his neighbour: »Bis zu dem Moment, da ich wufite, daf$ es kommen wiirde... Ich
horchte so, dafs mein Herz ganz laut wurde. Ich liefs alles und horchte. Und
dann kam es: ich habe mich nie geirrt.«3> The text which I have italicised is
meticulously spun for indeterminacy. Was this the first time the noise (es)
came (kommen wiirde, kam), or just the first time Malte was to anticipate its

arrival?

3 Rugg (“A Self at Large”, p.51) constructs a thought-provoking homology between Malte’s
transferences to other figures within the fiction and Rilke’s own imaginative transferences to
his character: »When Malte gives up a piece of himself, attempts to make contact through
meshing with another troubled soul, his central identity becomes dispersed. But all of this is
an image of what Rilke does to himself in creating Malte. We are told (sometimes explicitly,
sometimes implicitly) that the transference that takes place could be a product of Malte’s
imagination. This makes little difference, since it is the inner life, the fiction of the
imagination, that rules Malte’s experience. It dominates Rilke’s autobiographical project as
well; Malte’s violation of the bounds of the self have an antecedent in the violation of the
parameters of the novel through self-quotation, a method that leaves us in doubt about the
final difference between Malte and Rilke« (“A Self at Large”, p.51).

3 MLB, Paper L, p.578.

% Ibid., emphasis added.



A first clue as to this question is given when Malte, having launched
into his long description of the blechernes, rundes Ding, returns to this issue of

presentiment:

Obwohl ich doch jedesmal im voraus gewarnt war durch mein Gefiihl [...] Erschrick
nicht, hétte ich mir sagen miissen, jetzt kommt es; ich wufte ja, daf3 ich mich niemals
tauschte. Aber das lag vielleicht gerade an den Tatsachen, die ich mir hatte sagen lassen;

seit ich sie wufdte, war ich noch schreckhafter geworden.3

Rather a lot hinges on the import of das in the italicised text. Does it refer
solely to Malte’s anxiety, now suddenly intensified by the new facts of the
case brought to his attention? Or might it not refer more integrally to the fact
that these new, context-establishing facts have somehow given him the key to
the noise and with that the key to anticipating the noise, and with that a heightened
tension as he awaits it?

The idea for this episode originates in a similar scenario experienced by
Rilke himself when he was living at 29, rue Cassette in Paris. In his letter to

Clara of June 19t 1907, he writes of:

Ein Student, lernend fiir das Examen, seit Jahren. Da stellt sich, nahe vor den
Pritfungen, ein Leiden ein: sein Gesicht triibt sich iiber den Biichern, die Zeilen
schwingen, und das eine Augenlid geht zu, einfach zu, wie ein Rouleau, dessen
Schnur gerissen ist. Dieser Zustand hat ihn nervos elend gemacht, und nun, zu der
Zeit, als ich einzog, ging er in seinem Zimmer umbher, bei jedem Umdrehen aufstampfend
und spét nachts noch, in einer Art tritben Unwillens, Dinge auf den Boden werfend,
irgendwelche blecherne Dinge, die wie dafiir gemacht waren und weiterrollten, um wieder

aufgenommen und hingeworfen zu werden, wieder und wieder.?”

% MLB, Paper L, p.579, emphasis added.
37 MLB-Materialien, p.35, emphases added.



Ernst Fedor Hoffmann’s identification of »Auslassung« as an important
strategy in Rilke’s movement from letter to fictive récit in the Malte-text
becomes especially relevant here.3® In Rilke’s epistolary account, the student
next door is not simply stamping on the ground but also walking around in a
regular, mechanical orbit, stamping specifically as he turns around at the end
of each circuit. Of course, Rilke’s student is not Malte’s student, there is, as far
as our understanding of the counterpart fiction is concerned, in principle
nothing binding about his behaviour. Yet when the details of each description
are paired off, Rilke’s letter does alert the reader to certain possible latencies
within the later, fictive text.

Malte, like Rilke, recognises the regular, mechanical quality of his
student’s Aufstampfen: Dagegen hatte das Aufstampfen, das hinzukam, etwas fast
Mechanisches.®® Unlike Rilke, he does not explicitly link this to the student’s
perambulations around the room. Might not Rilke’s letter suggest the idea
that the student’s closing eyelid is not followed immediately by the sudden
movement of the tin object, rather that an intermediary sound comes into play
- the sound of the student standing up from his desk in disgust and moving
around?

Tucked away in the next Paper (LI) we find a pertinent detail which
may strengthen the internal evidence that Malte’s student elicits some sonic

signal before throwing down the tin object: »Mir ist«, writes Malte as he

3 Hoffmann is specifically probing the underclarified Kausalbeziehung between the lautlose
Bewegung of the medical student’s eyelid and the ensuing noises. Indeed this ellipsis forms the
starting-point of his essay (“Zum dichterischen Verfahren”, pp.214ff.)

¥ It is noteworthy that mechanical movement is ascribed to the human being, while the
individualistic unpredictability of the object’s movements is identified.
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speculates on the whereabouts of the hypothetically named Biichse containing
both Deckel and main Biichse, »als entsanne ich mich, dafd sie auf dem Kamin
stehn, die beiden, die die Biichse ausmachen. Ja, sie stehn sogar vor dem
Spiegel [...]«.40 So Malte, in an attempt to hypothesise the tin object’s current
location, finds a solution in his memory: he feels that he recalls the tin object’s
location as being over the fireplace. Now we know that Malte’s room, being
the last in the corridor,*! has no other neighbouring room besides that of the
medical student. Thus they share a chimney, with Malte’s Kamin right behind
that of his neighbour.#? Thus, in turn, Malte will have been in a position to
hear noises being made just on the other side of the wall over the fireplace.
When and how might he have been given the idea that the tin object belonged
there and not elsewhere in the adjacent room? »Wahrscheinlich hat man
aufgerdaumt, man hat den Deckel auf seine Biichse gesetzt, wie es sich
gehort«®... but Wahrscheinlich suggests that Malte is basing this not on having
heard this tidying up operation happen, only on a speculation based upon earlier
acoustic clues... such as the sound of a tin object being lifted up from the mantelpiece
by the student himself each time he was about to launch into his outbursts. Without
actually telling us, Malte has indicated a possible reason why he now,

retrospectively, doubts whether extra-auditory Gefiihl had really played any

40 MLB, Paper LI, p.582.

4 »[...] Unsere Tiiren waren die letzten im Gang [...]J« (MLB, Paper L, p.580).

42 Antonowicz makes the same deduction: »[...] dans chaque appartement, il y a un miroir au-
dessus de la cheminée et c’est ce miroir que vit Malte, quand il essaie de se représenter
I'appartement de I'étudiant« (“Cet infernal couvercle”, p.103).

43 MLB, Paper LI, p.582.



role in his anticipation of the noise of tin clattering against the floor:
intermediate sounds had been tipping him off.44

But what relevance do such deliberations really hold for the episode?
Are we merely to flounder in speculative guesswork? Yes and, for the very
same reason, no. Yes, because guesswork is precisely the presiding theme of the
fragment - Malte’s abyssal guesswork and, metatextually, the reader’s own
vexed guesswork on the basis of cryptic signals; and no, because what is not
in doubt is the fact that Malte himself quite candidly makes an issue of the
Biichsendeckel as an imaginary object serving a strangely compelling symbolic

function for him:

Aber ich weifd ganz gut, daf3 es ein gewisser blecherner Gegenstand ist, der auf mich

wartet. Ich habe angenommen, daf8 es sich wirklich um einen Biichsendeckel handelt,

# Interestingly, Rilke in his letter does not claim predictive response to the sounds, rather
making it clear how his nervous receptivity was based entirely upon having identified the
regular rhythm of events: »Du weifit, man hidtte diesem jungen Menschen keinen
empfanglicheren Nachbar verschaffen konnen. Wie mich das die ersten Nachte, noch ehe ich
wufite, was es bedeutete, in Anspruch und Atem hielt. Ach: weil ich sofort den Rhythmus in
diesem Wahnsinn begriff, die Ermiidung in diesem Zorn, die Aufgabe, die Verzweiflung -
Du kannst Dir denken« (MLB-Materialien, p.35, emphases added). This alerts us to a further
peculiarity in Malte’s episode with the medical student - the nature of the tin object itself.
While both Rilke and Malte identify of the sound as coming from something made of tin -
Rilke writes in the plural of irgendwelche blecherne Dinge, Malte in the singular of irgendein
blechernes, rundes Ding - Malte alone launches into a closer determination: nehmen wir an, der
Deckel einer Blechbiichse. The highly speculative nature of this conjecture is foregrounded by
Malte himself in the phrase nehmen wir an. And in fact the almost obsessively detailed
description of the noises made by this object serves only to threaten this very identification: a
tin lid flung to the ground does not normarily behave remotely like the object described next
door. The disarmingly quiet first contact with the floor, the subsequent choreograpy of rolling
and torquing, with ample time for patterned Aufstampfen by the student at regular intervals
(in gewissen Abstinden) - all point indeed to one of what the letter calls »Dinge, die wie dafiir
gemacht waren«. (One thinks surely of a spinning top... used perhaps for auto-hypnotic
purposes? Maybe the medical student has visited the Salpétriere also... Certainly his
condition primes him for a visit, as Antonowicz recognises: »Le mouvement de la paupiere
[...] est le signe de la fatigue neurasthénique qui obligeait les patients de Charcot a
interrompre toute occupation intellectuelle«, “Cet infernal couvercle”, p.104.) But Malte
evokes and then frankly points away from any such alternatives, because for some reason he
would have the object be a Blechbiichse. 1 shall presently suggest an idiomatic motivation for
this.
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obwohl ich mich natiirlich irren kann. Das beunruhigt mich nicht. Es entspricht nun

einmal meiner Anlage, die Sache auf einen Biichsendeckel zu schieben.*5

This is remarkably concessive discourse for Malte, proceeding as it does from
a consciousness profoundly shaken in its epistemological self-assurance. By
this stage, the fallibility of imaginative projection (sich irren) is being explicitly
factored into each deliberation at source, with each operative Vermutung
being recognised for its virtual reference.4® Malte percipiens now
understands, in a way he certainly did not at earlier points seem to, that his
blind cognitions amount to a game of probability and little more. In Paper LI,
he goes so far as to formulate a negative correlation between acoustic data
and accuracy of imaginative-deductive constitution in the mind’s eye: »Man
kann sich mit Leichtigkeit ein beliebiges Zimmer vorstellen, und oft stimmt es
dann ungefdhr. Nur das Zimmer, das man neben sich hat, ist immer ganz
anders, als man es sich denkt.«# Not alone do the sounds emanating from an
invisible adjacent room not help one map out that room’s dimensions, their
deceptively seductive supplement to one’s cognition actually throw one of
course.

Thus, in a newly sober rhetoric, centred on the thought of blindness,

the Biichsendeckel is quite self-consciously mobilised as a potent symbol whose

45 MLB, Paper LI, p.582, emphases added.

46 One recalls the less apologetically anti-mimetic subjectivism at the close of Baudelaire’s
“Les Fenétres”: »Qu’importe ce que peut étre la réalité placée hors de moi, si elle m’a aidé a
vivre, a sentir que je suis et ce que je suis?« (Oeuvres compleétes I, p.339). Cf Malte’s words on
the blind cauliflower-seller in Paper XVIII: »[...] kommt es nicht darauf an, was die ganze
Sache fiir mich gewesen ist?« (MLB, Paper 485).

47 MLB, Paper LI, pp.581f., emphasis added. Recall Paper L: »Gleich dahinter fiangt eine neue
Seite an mit etwas ganz anderem [...]«; »[...] ich hatte mein Leben, und das da nebenan war ein
ganz anderes Leben« (MLB, p.578, emphases added, except on the word mein).
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correspondence to the actual object which caused the commotion in the first
place is openly acknowledged to be doubtful.

But if the Biichsendeckel is a potent symbol, then of what? Peter
Henninger makes an irresistably brilliant suggestion here. He proposes that
the word vorzuwerfen - in the sentence: »War ich aber einmal in meinem

Zimmer, so hatte ich mir nichts vorzuwerfen«* - be read as a pun:

Quel rapport, nous demondera-t-on, avec le bout de phrase de la lettre;*° Dinge auf
den Boden werfend, si ce n’est que »se reprocher quelque chose, se dit en allemand sich
etwas vorwerfen, la racine du mot se trouvant étre la méme dans les deux cas? Cela
pourrait n’avoir aucune importance s’il ne se trouvait également que I'étudiant dont il
s’agit a non seulement »quelque chose a se reprocher« au sens du terme francais
»Plusieurs fois déja il avait laissé passer les examens...« mais tout aussi bien »quelque
chose a projeter devant soi« au sens étymologique du mot allemand, tel ce couvercle de

boite qu’il ne cesse de faire rouler par terre.>

If Henninger is to be followed in this reading, then the parallelism Malte-
Medizinstudent, already signalled in the double appearance of key words
(Miidigkeit / Ermiidung, Schwiiche, ausniitzen), gains further reinforcement with
this doubling of vorwerfen: to Malte’s rising frustration over his own laborious
attempts to get down to productive work is added his longing to grab hold of

his suffering neighbour’s tin object himself and fling it to the ground.5!

48 MLB, Paper L, p.578.

49 Referring to Rilke’s letter to Clara of June 19t 1907, which I have just been citing.

50 Henninger, “Quelques aspects du non-dit dans Les Cahiers de Malte Laurids Brigge”, pp.161f.
51 When Malte writes of these days: »ich habe kramphaft geschrieben« (MLB, Paper L, p.578),
he may even be hinting at a physical ailment of his own to match the medical student’s
hysterical tic - namely, an hysterical muscular contracture or convulsion of the hand. This
would throw new light on the gestures used by the Salpétriere medic to describe Malte’s
symptoms to his colleagues: »[...] sagte ein paar Worte, die er mit einer waagerechten,
schwankenden Handbewegung begleitete« (MLB, Paper XIX, p.494).
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This Biichsendeckel - the true focus of Malte’s fixation with next door - is
the perfect, polymodal symbol of Malte’s frustrations with his »Lage, die (wie
ich jetzt eingestehe) recht schwierig war [...]«:52
-At a first level of signification, Malte wants to throw it down in front of him
(vorwerfen) because, as the student episode has bitterly shown him, he has a
very real failure to reproach himself with (vorwerfen) - failed writing, failed
rapport, failed insight, failed vision.

-At a second level of signification, the Biichsendeckel symbolises Malte’s
multiple failure because it itself might be only a figment of his non-paranormal

imagination. To extend a passage already cited:

Mir ist, als entsanne ich mich, daf$ sie [= Biichse + Deckel, D.D.] auf dem Kamin
stehn, die beiden, die die Biichse ausmachen. Ja, sie stehn sogar vor dem Spiegel, so
daf dahinter noch eine Biichse entsteht, eine tauschend dhnliche, imaginare. Eine
Biichse, auf die wir gar keinen Wert legen, nach der aber zum Beispiel ein Affe
greifen wiirde. Richtig, es wiirden sogar zwei Affen danach greifen, denn auch der
Affe wire doppelt, sobald er auf dem Kaminrand ankdme. Nun also, es ist der Deckel

dieser Biichse, der es auf mich abgesehen hat.5?

52 MLB, Paper L, p.578.

53 MLB, Paper LI, p.582. Cf Rilke’s equally Lichtenbergian image in his letter to Heinrich
Vogeler of September 17t 1902, where he is evoking >life< as lived in Paris: »Aber dieses
Leben ist ein niedlich eingerahmter Spiegel, in dem nichts drin ist als der, der jeweilig
hineinschaut. Und - wie Spiegel sind - im Grunde, streng genommen, ist auch der nicht drin,
niemand, nichts; - und der, dem es einfallt, dahinterzulangen, ist ein Affe, der die anderen
amiisiert...« (Briefe in zwei Binden I, p.139). It is hard to ignore Antonowicz” inspired reading
of Malte’s ape as a parodic redeployment of the monkey which figures in the Dame a la Licorne
tapestry (see “Cet infernal couvercle”, p.106), all the more so given the common specular
motif. Cf the image of an ourang-outang in Poe’s above-mentioned story The Murders in the
Rue Morgue: »Razor in hand, and fully lathered, it was sitting before a looking-glass,
attempting the operation of shaving, in which it had no doubt previously watched its master
through the keyhole of the closet« (Tales of Mystery and Imagination, p.442).
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The Deckel dieser Biichse clearly refers back to the Biichse labelled imaginiir|]. If,
as suggested above, one >sees< Malte’s Kamin> resting just on the other side
of his neighbour’s Kamin, then the curious image of the ape and the mirror
reveals its ingenuity. The tin object standing on the mantelpiece over the
fireplace and in front of the mirror is reflected in that mirror; but its reflection
is located in the virtual space within the depth-dimension of the mirror; this
virtual space corresponds to the actual space behind the mirror’s surface - that
is, within and behind the wall in front of which the mirror is placed (so dafl
dahinter noch eine Biichse entsteht, eine tiuschend dhnliche, imagindre); but this
actual space dahinter is none other than the beginning of Malte’s room; now,
an ape standing in front of the student’s mirror will in turn be reflected in the
mirror at an even greater depth than the tin object; the position of this
reflected, virtual ape corresponds exactly to the actual space which a figure in
Malte’s room would occupy if it were standing close to the joining wall; but
Malte has already informed us that, »wenn ich es kommen fiihlte, stand ich da
auf meiner Seite der Wand und bat ihn, sich zu bedienen«;% thus, Malte, in
this stance as he tries to effect a transfusion of will, is occupying in actual
space precisely the same space occupied in virtual space by the virtual ape
>inside< the mirror; Malte describes the specular, imagindre [..] Biichse as one,
auf die wir gar keinen Wert legen, nach der aber zum Beispiel ein Affe greifen wiirde;
if an ape were to grab a Brichse, what would it be expected to do if not roughly

dismantle it and throw it to the ground; Malte’s careful image does not

 Cf the stove mentioned at the start of Paper VIII (MLB, p.484).
% MLB, Paper L, p.580.
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however quite allow the ape to grab the Biichse - instead, the ape, failing to
understand the nature of the specular object-image relation, stupidly tries to
grab not the actual Biichse but the virtual, mirror-image counterpart of the
Biichse; if it does this, its hand will encounter only the frustratingly
impenetrable surface of the mirror; and this doomed attempt of an actual ape
reaching for a virtual tin yields the pathos of the final image: Richtig, es
wiirden sogar zwei Affen danach greifen, denn auch der Affe wire doppelt, sobald er
auf dem Kaminrand ankime - for if one stands before a mirror and tries to touch
the image of an object placed before the mirror, then the result will be that
neither one’s real hand nor one’s mirror-image hand>® will be able to
transgress their respective sides of the mirror’s surface. Rilke is surely playing
with an experiment carried out at the Salpétriere on Charcot’s reine des

hystériques, Blanche Wittmann:

Blanche was [...] inclined to be contentious in the mirror experiment, in which the
subject is given the hallucination of an object, say, a butterfly. A mirror being
positioned behind the supposed location of the object, the subject usually >sees< a
hallucinatory reflection of the butterfly in the mirror. When told to pick up the second
butterfly, Blanche would try a few times and, after striking the mirror with her hand a

few times, would absolutely refuse to try further declaring, >I cannot do it.<.5

The ape’s vexed negotiations with the mirror function as a rich allegory of
Malte’s own general and episode-specific failure to go beyond the limited
objective space-time continuum and step through the looking-glass into

altered perception and experience.5® Truly, the specular structure within

56 Overtones here of the Hand-episode of Paper XXIX as well as of Mallarmé’s “Le Démon de
I'analogie”.

7 Owen, Hysteria, Hypnosis and Healing, pp.187f.

58 Cf the unicorn myth in Paper XXXVIII (MLB, p.546).
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which Malte’s imagination performs its troubled Nachifferei »provoque une
véritable mise-en-abyme des catastrophes narcissiques« (Antonowicz).>

-At a third level of signification, the image of the Biichsendeckel is, over the
coming number of Aufzeichnungen, exhaustively mined as a symbol of the
disengaged self®? enjoying no happy vocation, experiencing utter discomfort

in its Lebenswelt:

Die Menschen, namlich, wenn es angeht, sie ganz voriibergehend mit solchen Deckeln zu
vergleichen, sitzen hochst ungern und schlecht auf ihren Beschiftigungen. Teils weil
sie nicht auf die richtigen gekommen sind in der Eile, teils weil man sie schief und
zornig aufgesetzt hat, teils weil die Rander, die aufeinander gehoren, verbogen sind,
jeder auf eine andere Art. Sagen wir es nur ganz aufrichtig: sie denken im Grunde
nur daran, sobald es sich irgend tun ldfit, hinunterzuspringen, zu rollen und zu
blechern. Wo kdmen sonst alle diese sogenannten Zerstreuungen her und der Larm,

den sie verursachen?6!

Noteworthy once again is Malte’s candid self-consciousness as he deploys the
image as a metaphor (vergleichen). The Biichse has been refined before our eyes
into a gratifyingly suggestive symbol, so much so that its suitability - the way,
one might say, it fits with elastic rightness the concept onto which it is being
placed - overrides the minimal requirement that it even have primary
ontological status as an object in the real world of the student’s room. If, as
Liu argues, it functions as a general »Parodie des Menschen« bereft of
vocation,%? then it would seem to parodically symbolise above all Malte’s own

transcendental homelessness, his predicament as a man alone in the world

5 Antonowicz, “Cet infernal couvercle”, p.105.

60 Cf a similar image in the Spiegel-episode (Paper XXXII, p.529): »Eine Dose, aus der Bonbons
rollten, die aussahen wie seidig eingepuppte Insekten, hatte ihren Deckel weit von sich
geworfen, man sah nur seine eine Hilfte, die andere war iiberhaupt fort«.

61 MLB, Paper LI, pp.582f, emphasis added.

62 Liu, Suche nach Zusammenhang, p.173.
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without the healing joy of a context in which to embed himself, without
sound vocation in the world and without the spiritual peace of finding the
ground of Being.

-Finally, at a fourth level of signification, Malte’s generic description in Paper
LI fragment of the notional >fit< of Deckel and Biichse carries a strongly erotic

charge:

Einigen wir uns dariiber: der Deckel einer Biichse, einer gesunden Biichse, deren
Rand nicht anders gebogen ist, als sein eigener, so ein Deckel miifdte kein anderes
Verlangen kennen, als sich auf seiner Biichse zu befinden; dies miifdte das Auflerste
sein, was er sich vorzustellen vermag; eine nicht zu iibertreffende Befriedigung, die
Erfiillung aller seiner Wiinsche. Es ist ja auch etwas geradezu Ideales, geduldig und
sanft eingedreht auf der kleinen Gegenwulst gleichmaflig aufzuruhen und die
eingreifende Kante in sich zu fiihlen, elastisch und gerade so scharf, wie man selber

am Rande ist, wenn man einzeln daliegt.®?
Auf jede Biichse paft ein Deckelchen... Malte’s eroticisation of the Biichsen-Deckel
couple suggests that events next door to Malte may reward renewed scrutiny.
Paper L reaches its climax with the arrival of a new party on Malte’s floor. In
the course of this narrative, Malte makes some oddly detached remarks about

the social traffic in his neighbour’s room:

[...] gerade an dem Nachmittag, als jemand in unserer Etage ankam. Dies ergab bei
dem engen Aufgang immer viel Unruhe in dem kleinen Hotel. Eine Weile spater
schien es mir, als trete man bei meinem Nachbar ein. Unsere Tiiren waren die letzten
im Gang, die seine quer und dicht neben der meinen. Ich wufite indessen, daf er
zuweilen Freunde bei sich sah, und, wie gesagt, ich interessierte mich durchaus nicht fiir seine
Verhiltnisse. Es ist moglich, da8 seine Tiir noch mehrmals geoffnet wurde, dafs man

draufSen kam und ging. Dafiir war ich wirklich nicht verantwortlich.6*

63 MLB, Paper LI, p.582.
64 MLB, Paper L, p.580, emphases added.
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Malte’s disavowal of interest in this matter is quite perplexing given the
monomaniacal alertness he has been showing to every other aspect of the
goings on next door. What could be motivating this cold disaffection in
relation to the student’s Freunde?

Listening to the new neighbour entering the student’s room that night
after a fresh outburst, Malte will reach a sudden conclusion as to the new
person’s identity: »Lieber Gott, dachte ich, seine Mutter ist da«.%> Yet, as Birgit
Giloy points out, this is purest conjecture on Malte’s part, based only the
figure’s extraordinarily quiet footsteps in the corridor.% Yet right up to the
point where Malte happens upon this conjecture of »un étrange bonheur
cedipien« (Doumet),%” the shadowy »neue Mieter«% is unmistakeably brought
into relation with the Freunde mentioned above and referred to quite
consistently as a male er-figure. Yet again in the Aufzeichnungen, the text raises
an image only to withdraw it, the after-image serving as a meta-textual cue to
the reader. Here, the er-figure who is at the last moment unconvincingly

deleted from Malte’s speculation shows a pattern of behaviour that invites us

65> MLB, Paper L, p.581. The new lodger’s behaviour suddenly becomes interpretable: compare
the maternally-themed, detectivistic éclairci at the end of Baudelaire’s “La Corde”: »>Et alors,
soudainement, une lueur se fit dans mon cerveau, et je compris pourquoi la meére tenait tant a
m’arracher la ficelle et par quel commerce elle entendait se consoler« (Oeuvres compleétes I,
p.331, emphasis added).

% As noted by, amongst others, Antonowicz: »Qui est ce nouveau voisin? Un ami, un
médecin, un Dieu de la grande ville? On ne le sait pas, I'oreille ne fournit pas ce genre de
précisions« (“Cet infernal couvercle”, p.108). Antonowicz notes the deviation from Rilke’s
own experience: »Dans la lettre a Clara, I'étudiant recoit en effet la visite de sa mére, mais
dans le roman cela n’est pas le cas: il n'y a que le voisin qui entre« (ibid.) and concludes that
Malte’s identification of the mother is an »écho mentale« from childhood: »[...] ce sont les pas
de la meére qui vient au lit du petit Malte pour interrompre ses cauchemars nocturnes« (ibid.,
referring to MLB, Paper XXIII, p.507).

67 Doumet, “Malte devant les parois”, p.77.

% MLB, Paper L, p.580.
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to postulate relations with the student altogether different from the maternal:
»Auch der neue Mieter war natiirlich gestort«, writes Malte on the night of
the climactic outburst:

Jetzt: das mufdte seine Tiir sein. Ich war so wach, dafs ich seine Tiir zu héren meinte,
obwohl er erstaunlich vorsichtig damit umging. Es kam mir vor, als nidhere er sich.
Sicher wollte er wissen, in welchem Zimmer es sei. Was mich befremdete, war seine
wirklich iibertriebene Riicksicht. Er hatte doch eben bemerken konnen, dafd es auf
Ruhe nicht ankam in diesem Hause. Warum in aller Welt unterdriickte er seinen Schritt?
Eine Weile glaubte ich ihn an meiner Tiir; und dann vernahm ich, dariiber war kein

Zweifel, daf3 er nebenan eintrat. Er trat ohne weiters nebenan ein.®

Malte’s interpretive turn in the closing lines of the Paper explains das leise
Gehen drauflen auf dem Gang as the tender footsteps of maternal solicitude -
»als ob er etwas wiifste, was er nicht wissen kann« (Ryan).”® Yet the
description of the footsteps conveys behaviour so secretive as to make one
wonder as to why the notional mother would evince such caution. The gentle
opening of the door two down from Malte; the pause outside Malte’s door, as
if to check that he is sleeping; the painstakingly quiet opening of the student’s
door - this has about it the dynamic not of a maternal visit but of a clandestine

tryst.”1

9 MLB, Paper L, pp.580f, emphases added. Note that Malte does not slip into the >man<
modus which he is customarily will use when referring to figures of unspecified gender. As
Antonowicz notes (“Cet infernal couvercle”, pp.107f.), the footsteps outside Malte’s room are
suggestively prefigured in Paper II: »Jemand steigt die Treppe. Kommt, kommt unaufhérlich.
Ist da, ist lange da, geht vorbei« (MLB, pp.455t£.).

70 Ryan, “>Hypothetisches Erzdhlen<”, p.258.

71 Cf Rilke’s early short story, Die Niherin (written 1894-5), which tells of erotic trysts with a
neighbour (KA III, pp.20-28). This Hoffmannesque tale would reward a very close
comparative reading with the present episode, given its enactment of a magnetic-erotic
rapport between neighbours who make and listen to noises and enter bedrooms
unexpectedly.
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Und nun (ja, wie soll ich das beschreiben?), nun wurde es still. Still, wie wenn ein
Schmerz aufhort. Eine eigentiimlich fiihlbare, prickelnde Stille,2 als ob eine Wunde
heilte [...] Sie safs neben dem Licht, sie redete ihm zu, vielleicht hatte er den Kopf ein

wenig gegen ihre Schulter gelegt. Gleich wiirde sie ihn zu Bett bringen.”

That Malte hears the >mother< speaking is placed within the same
speculative brackets as his mental picture of her sitting by the lamp or of the
student laying his head against her shoulder. Malte records his memory that
»Jemand sprach nebenan«7* without offering any mention of the voice being
female: the vocal volume is evidently too low to betray the speaker’s gender.
At no point, significantly, does Malte-Aufzeichner openly support the
interpretation that he gave himself at the time as to the character of the visitor
next door. And, as will become apparent when Paper LII is considered below,
the mother’s supposed presence is no longer his lasting association from the
episode. 7

The medical student’s opthalmic condition - »das Wesentliche an seiner
Geschichte, eine Kleinigkeit«”® - brings him into intratextual relationship with
two other male characters in the Malte. The first, and by far the more
prominent, is Erik Brahe: »von seinen schonen dunkelbraunen Augen war nur
das eine beweglich«.”” The second, mentioned only in passing, is one Henrik

Holck. Both Erik and Henrik make an appearance in Paper XXXIV, where

72 Another case of silence as intensely felt presence - the theme inaugurated in Paper III (MLB,
p-456).

73 MLB, Paper L, p.581, emphases added.

74 Ibid.

7> The change in perspective from Malte then to Malte-Aufzeichner now, marked in the
parenthetical words »wie ich jetzt eingestehe« in the opening paragraph of Paper L (MLB,
p-578), reasserts its relevance here.

76 MLB, Paper L, p.579.

77 MLB, Paper XV, p.473.
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both are unmissably tagged with homoerotic connotations. Of Erik Malte
writes: »Ich konnte es nicht hindern, dafs er den Arm um meinen Hals legte
[...] Er umarmte mich nun vollig und streckte sich dabei«;”® in the next Paper,
he goes on to write wistfully: »Lieber, lieber Erik; vielleicht bist du doch mein
einziger Freund gewesen. Denn ich habe nie einen gehabt. Es ist schade, dafs
du auf Freundschaft nichts gabst«.”® Meanwhile, the potted biography of
Henrik Holck, whose portrait Malte studies in the gallery at Urnekloster
earlier in the episode (just before the homoerotic encounter with Erik), is a

masterpiece of phallic insinuation:

Und dieser da, mit dem einen schwarziibermalten Auge, konnte wohl Henrik Holck
sein, der mit dreiunddreifSig Jahren Reichsgraf war und Feldmarschall, und das kam
so: ihm traumte auf dem Wege zu Jungfrau Hilleborg Krafse, es wiirde ithm statt der
Braut ein blofles Schwert gegeben; und er nahm sichs zu Herzen und kehrte um und

begann sein kurzes, verwegenes Leben, das mit der Pest endete.3

The medical student joins this pair of figures which Malte has placed under a
decadent correlation of opthalmic abnormality and sexual unorthodoxy.
Malte’s disdainful protest of disinterest in the student’s Freunde comes under

the selfsame suspicion as his earlier protestations of difference from the

78 MLB, Paper XXXIV, p.536.

79 MLLB, Paper XXXV, p.537. Shades here of Thomas Mann'’s Tonio Kroger and, in Erik’s fusion
of bullying behaviour and homoeroticism, Musil's Térlefl. Stephens notes with some
puzzlement: »[d]af3 die Begegnung mit Erik aus keinem ersichtlichen Grunde Akzente eines
geschlechtlichen Verhiltnisses annimmt [...]J« (Strukturanalyse, p.153). In Jacobsen’s Niels
Lyhne, the young Niels falls in love with his friend Erik, leading the narrator to ask: »Ob es
wohl unter all den Gefiihlsbeziehungen im Leben auch nur eine einzige gibt, die zarter, edler
und inniger ist als die unbezwingliche, zugleich so durch und durch scheue Verliebtheit eines
Knaben in einen anderen? Eine liebe, die niemals sich ausspricht, niemals sich hervorwagt in
einer Liebesbezeugung, in einem Blick oder in einem Wort, eine Liebe aus der Entfernung
[...]J« (Niels Lyhne, p.288)

80 MLB, Paper XXXIV, pp.534f., emphases added. Just above this is mentioned one »Hans
Ulrick, von dem die Frauen in Spanien meinten, daf? er sich das Antlitz male, so voller Blut
war er [...]« (MLB, p.534). Cf Stahl (MLB-Kommentar, pp.952f.) on a connection here with
Jacobsen’s Frau Maria Grubbe (MLB-Kommentar, pp.952f.).
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student, leaving the reader to decode protest is a case either of disgust - or of
alienated identification.

If the the Medizinstudent episode does insinuate a narrative of
homosexual relations going on next door to Malte8! then the trauma for
Malte has increased by one more factor. The episode, condensed in the
virtuoso symbol of the Blechbiichse, now can be seen to have humiliated him in
its exposure of his dubious powers of intuition; depressed him in its crushing
insistence that he is no further on than his wretched neighbour; offered him
qua vocational nobody a symbol of his uselessness in the world, qua confirmed

celibate an allegory of sexual frustration.8?

81 One might even suggest that the closely described accelerating sound of the Deckel as it
gradually rolls to a standstill on the floor proleptically mimics the accelerating rhythm of the
sexual act. Interesting too that the only other place where Malte describes himself falling
asleep is in Paper II, where the sound of a Hahn - traditional symbol not merely of the
banishing of ghosts but also of virility - produces the soporific effect (MLB, Paper II, p.456).
Incidentally, the great anti-hero of modern American fiction, Holden Caulfield, has a similar
experience to Malte in a New York hotel, which he discovers is »lousy with perverts« (J. D.
Salinger, The Catcher in the Rye, New York: 1951, p.55), and where he is awoken in the early
hours: »All of a sudden, while I was laying there smoking, somebody knocked on the door. I
kept hoping it wasn’t my door they were knocking on, but I knew damn well it was. I don’t
know how I knew, but I knew. I knew who it was, too. I'm psychic« (ibid., p.90).

82 And possibly sexual anxieties too. Huyssen, reading Malte’s recollection of his childhood
alter ego >Sophie< (MLB, Paper XXXI, p.524), looks closely into »Malte’s powerful and deeply
problematic identification with femininity [...]« (“Paris / Childhood”, p.123) by reading from
biography: »As has been amply documented, Phia Rilke was the harsh mother who was both
unaccepting of her son (>guilty< of being second-born to a girl who had lived only a few
weeks after birth) and overprotective and all-embracing« (p.124). This leads Huyssen to an
ingenious conclusion: »The anger and hatred that Rilke harbored for his mother is well
known, but it is not matched by anything in the novel [...] Rilke creates the figure of an ideal
mother (Malte’s), but [...] the real mother (Rilke’s) is inscribed into the text via Malte’s
psychic disturbances, which have to be read as narratively displaced from the real subject to
the fictional subject« (ibid.). The mother-imago which Malte sees in woman after woman
might take on new relevance in this light, as for that matter the phallic pencil shown to Malte
by the Fortgeworfene in Paper XVI (MLB, pp.481f). The so-called >Berner Taschenbuch< shows
that Rilke originally envisaged a section in the Aufzeichnungen on »der Sinn der Knabenliebe«
(cf MLB, editorial apparatus, p.879). Cf Kassner’s comment that Rilke »die Frau von der Frau
aus empfand« (Rilke. Gesammelte Erinnerungen 1926-56, p.10).} Cf Rasch (Die literarische
Décadence um 1900, p.38) on how [l'effémination des miles in decadent literature commonly
occurs in the Adelssprofiling.
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The idea that the Medizinstudent is triggering in Malte a return of the
repressed - Thomas Mann might use the word Heimsuchung® - the logical
progression from Papers L and LI, dealing with the Blechbiichse symbol, to
Paper LII, which opens by evoking an eroticised object world (a la Bosch or
Bruegel):

Wie begreif ich jetzt die wunderlichen Bilder, darinnen Dinge von beschrankten und
regelmafdiigen Gebrauchen sich ausspannen und sich liistern und neugierig
aneinander versuchen, zuckend in der ungefidhren Unzucht der Zerstreuung. Diese
Kessel, die kochend herumgehen, diese Kolben, die auf Gedanken kommen, und die
miiffigen Trichter, die sich in ein Loch drdngen zu ihrem Vergniigen. Und da sind
auch schon, vom eifersiichtigen Nichts heraufgeworfen, Gliedmafien und Glieder
unter ihnen und Gesichter, die warm in sie hineinvomieren, und blasende Gesifle, die

ihnen den Gefallen tun.8

Kessel, Kolben and Trichter: more eroticised tin objects, only here the
association is even more graphically and blatantly (anal-)erotic than was the
case with the Blechbiichse. (Although one might revisit the latter in a
specifically anal-erotic light: ...sich auf seiner Biichse zu befinden ... geduldig und
sanift eingedreht auf der kieinen Gegenwulst gleichmifiig aufzuruhen und die

eingreifende Kante in sich zu fiihlen, elastisch und gerade so scharf, wie man selber

am Rande ist, wenn man einzeln daliegt...) Here Malte identifies with the figure
of the saint (Anthony, one presumes), whom the tin objects deflect from his
task of sublimating sexual energy into a holistic summation of energy not

confined to the genitals:

8 Thomas Mann, “On Myself” [1940], Gesammelte Werke in Dreizehn Binden. Bd.XIII
(Frankfurt/M: 1974), pp.127-169, here: p.136. Malte’s work ethic, which he defensively
emphasises in the Medizinstudent Paper, recalls that of Mann’s latently homosexual von
Aschenbach.

84 MLB, Paper LII, pp.583f.



Und der Heilige krimmt sich und zieht sich zusammen; aber in seinen Augen war
noch ein Blick, der dies fiir moglich hielt: er hat hingesehen. Und schon schlagen sich
seine Sinne nieder aus der hellen Losung seiner Seele [...] Sein Geschlecht ist wieder
nur an einer Stelle, und wenn eine Frau aufrecht durch das Gehudel kommt, den
offenen Busen voll Briiste, so zeigt es auf wie ein Finger.85
The latent, repressed, alienated sexuality of the Medizinstudent episode seems
to, as it were, discharge itself in this succeeding Paper - and who is to say
whether his peculiar tone in discussing his neighbour’s Freund(e) might not
have contained a more than a soupcon of envious resentment? or what the
exact nature of the mesmeric frisson was that he felt to have passed through
the walls? or whether one lonely Deckel, hearing another attach itself to a
Biichse, may not be rolling around in pathetic solo imitation?...

[...] er fdllt kurz auf, rollt auf dem Rande weiter und wird eigentlich erst
unangenehm, wenn der Schwung zu Ende geht und er nach allen Seiten taumelnd
aufschlagt, eh er ins Liegen kommt [...] Es konnte heftig sein oder milde oder
melancholisch; es konnte gleichsam tiberstiirzt voriibergehen oder unendlich lange

hingleiten, eh es zu Ruhe kam. Und das letzte Schwanken war immer iiberraschend.#

* k%

85 MLB, Paper LII, p.584. In the next Paper, the saintly figure of der Einsame will, like Malte, be
>tempted< by the voices of his neighbours next door (MLB, Paper LIII, pp.584f.).

8 MLB, Paper L, p.579. (Might not such thoughts send us back yet again to the
»waagerechte[], schwankende[]] Handbewegung« with which the Salpétriere doctor
accompanies his explanation of Malte’s evidently embarrassing symptoms?)



IV.ii

»S0 bist du also«:

Malte and the Newspaper Vendor

The episode with the medical student became pathological for Malte
precisely because it was an episode without the medical student. That is, the
stranger next door eluded Malte’s observational range, living, moving and
having his being in a realm beyond verification, epistemological settling. As
such, it became, at least on one important level, a trauma of homeless
conjecture. Several Papers later, the episode involving a newspaper vendor
outside the Jardin du Luxembourg®” brings home to Malte with utter
unambiguity the danger which has menaced his entire observational
repertoire to date: that any given hypothetical intuition-deduction he
cryptoscopically makes might be straightforwardly falsified by a clear view of
the X which has hitherto remained hidden.

Malte becomes aware of the diminutive figure of the Zeitungsverkiufer:

Ich habe niemals gewagt, von ihm eine Zeitung zu verkaufen. Ich bin nicht sicher,

daf3 er wirklich immer einige Nummer bei sich hat, wenn er sich aufien am

87 Betz notes that Rilke never allows Malte to penetrate the interior of this beloved garden:
»als ob Rilke hitte vermeiden wollen, den Garten den er mit solcher Frische und Zirtlichkeit
in seinen Briefen erwéhnte, in die traurigen Erlebnisse seines Helden einzubeziehen« (Rilke in
Frankreich, pp.124f.). This is consistent with Rilke’s general strategy of keeping Malte
uncontaminated by the pleasant. Cf Rainer Warning’s discussion of the Jardin du
Luxembourg in this episode as a Foucaultian >heterotopia< which, bordered by the perimeter

railings, carries a rich metatextual signal (“Der Zeitungsverkdufer am Luxembourg”,
pp-261£f.).
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Luxembourg-Garten langsam hin und zuriick schiebt den ganzen Abend lang. Er
kehrt dem Gitter den Riicken, und seine Hand streift den Steinrand, auf dem die
Stabe aufstehen. Er macht sich so flach, daf3 taglich viele voriibergehen, die ihn nie
gesehen haben. Zwar hat er noch einen Rest von Stimme in sich und mahnt; aber das
ist nicht anders als ein Gerdusch in einer Lampe oder im Ofen oder wenn es in
eigentiimlichen Abstidnden in einer Grotte tropft. Und die Welt ist so eingerichtet, daf3
es Menschen giebt, die ihr ganzes Leben lang in der Pause vorbeikommen, wenn er,
lautloser als alles was sich bewegt, weiter riickt wie ein Zeiger, wie eines Zeigers

Schatten, wie die Zeit.8

Out of a mixture of fear and self-tantalisation, Malte joins the ranks of those
who >disregard< the man by consigning him to anonymous invisibility.
Instead, and true to form, he fixates on the sounds emitted by the hidden

figure’s Rest von Stimme:8°

Wie unrecht hatte ich, ungern hinzusehen. Ich schime mich aufzuschreiben, daf3 ich
oft in seiner Niahe den Schritt der andern annahm, als wiifdte ich nicht um ihn. Dann
horte ich es in ihm »La Presse« sagen und gleich darauf noch einmal und ein drittes
Mal in raschen Zwischenraumen. Und die Leute neben mir sahen sich um und
suchten die Stimme. Nur ich tat eiliger als alle, als wire mir nichts aufgefallen, als

wire ich innen {iberaus beschaftigt.”

For the first time in the entire book, Malte’s play with the seductions of the
unseen becomes a prelude to an actual act of looking. Thus, he is engaging in
a psycho-acoustic experiment that is easily falsifiable. Experimenting first on a

Nichtgesicht, he proceeds to put his mental picture to the test of

8 MLB, Paper LIX, pp.599f.

89 Malte writes that the man, in crying La Presse, mahnt. This word, which puts one in mind of
the Old Testament prophets or the early Christian desert fathers like Saint Simeon Stylite, the
fifth-century anchorite, gives an early clue as to his imminent religious significance for Malte.
Cf the Neue Gedichte “Ein Prophet” and “Der Stylit” (Neue Gedichte anderer Teil, KA 1, p.521 &
p-532 respectively).

% MLB, Paper LIX, p.600.
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correspondence, reference, objectivity.”? The result (as we saw in the

Introduction) replicates Lichtenberg’s anti-Lavaterian findings:

Ich wufte sofort, dafy meine Vorstellung wertlos war. Die durch keine Vorsicht oder
Verstellung eingeschriankte Hingegebenheit seines Elends iibertraf meine Mittel. Ich
hatte weder den Neigungswinkel seiner Haltung begriffen gehabt noch das
Entsetzen, mit dem die Innenseite seiner Lider ihn fortwidhrend zu erfiillen schien. Ich
hatte nie an seinen Mund gedacht, der eingezogen war wie die Offnung eines
Ablaufs. Moglicherweise hatte er Erinnerungen;?? jetzt aber kam nie mehr etwas zu
seiner Seele hinzu als tiglich das amorphe Gefiihl des Steinrands hinter ihm, an dem
seine Hand sich abnutzte. Ich war stehngeblieben, und wihrend ich das alles fast
gleichzeitig sah, fiihlte ich, dafd er einen anderen Hut hatte und eine ohne Zweifel
sonntdgliche Halsbinde; sie war schrdg in gelben und violetten Vierecken gemustert,
und was den Hut angeht, so war es ein billiger neuer Strohhut mit einem griinen
Band. Es liegt natiirlich nichts an diesen Farben, und es ist kleinlich, daf3 ich sie
behalten habe. Ich will nur sagen, daf$ sie an ihm waren wie das Weicheste auf eines
Vogels Unterseite. Er selbst hatte keine Lust daran, und wer von allen (ich sah mich

um) durfte meinen, dieser Staat ware um seinetwillen?%

The italicised words chime the shameful, hitherto suppressed, potential

within Malte’s entire Sehenlernen project: error.”* In a way that did not happen

91 Malte’s opening words in Paper XXVIII (MLB, p.513) are interesting in this light: »Damals
zuerst fiel es mir auf, dafd man von einer Frau nichts sagen kénne; ich merkte, wenn sie von
ihr [Ingeborg] erzdhlten, wie sie sie aussparten, wie sie die anderen nannten und beschrieben,
die Umgebungen, die Ortlichkeiten, die Gegenstinde bis an eine bestimmte Stelle heran, wo
das alles aufhorte, sanft und gleichsam vorsichtig aufhorte mit dem leichten, niemals
nachgezogenen Kontur, der sie einschlofs. Wie war sie? fragte ich dann« (MLB, p.513). For a
deft linkage of the Zeitungsverkiufer episode, this passage and the Ingeborg Paper see Haag,
“Apprendre a voir la femme”, pp.115ff. Direct description is renounced here for the same
reason that direct observation of the Zeitungsverkiufer was initially renounced: in order to
leave a Leerstelle which clairvoyance can fill in without cognitive distraction. One finds an
analogy in Kassner's 1956 essay, “Zen, Rilke und ich”, where Kassner expresses his
admiration for the principles of Zen archery: »eine[ | Schule, [...] darin es die Meister dazu
brachten, blind, will sagen: geschlossenen Auges das Ziel, jedes gegebene, die Scheibe mit
dem Pfeil zu treffen [...] Das Ziel blind treffen - wer das vermag, mufl er es nicht in sich selber
haben?« (Rilke. Gesammelte Erinnerungen 1926-1956, pp.68f, emphasis added). To set up a blind
target in this way is the securest method of confirming or disconfirming the integrity of an
intuition. This approach is still of course placed at the centre of parapsychological research
methodology.

92 Cf the Man in the Tuileries (MLB, Paper XI, p.466).

% MLB, Paper LIX, pp.601f, emphasis added.

9 Cf Paper XVIII (MLB, p. 489: »denn ich hatte mich nicht geirrt«) and Paper L (p.578: »ich
habe mich nie geirrt« & p.579: »ich wufite ja, dafs ich mich niemals tauschte«).
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in the case of the woman felt to be tearing her face from her head, or of the
man felt to be dying in the crémerie, or of the figure taken to be the ghost of
Christine Brahe, or of the figure taken to be the medical student’s mother - the
Zeitungsverkdufer is humblingly (for Malte) reduced from the subjunctive to
the indicative, the virtual to the actual, the obscene to the scene. Malte,
determining for the first time to overcome what he calls »meine[] Feigheit,
nicht hinzusehen«®> puts himself out of his misery: »[ich] entschlofi, die
zunehmende Fertigkeit meiner Einbildung durch die auswdrtige Tatsache
einzuschiichtern und aufzuheben«.% That Malte even acknowledges - nay,
expects - a diremption of subjective Einbildung and objective auswirtige
Tatsache is tantamount to an admission of defeat in symbolist-paranormalist
conceit of correspondent vision. As such, the act of looking at the
Zeitungsverkiufer constitutes nothing less than a final confirmation of the
epistemological tragi-comedy in which Malte has been an unwitting (or self-
deluding) player.

The episode also offers Malte another practical demonstration of his
new-found belief in the Nachtriglichkeit of our insights. For he retrospectively
realises that the mental picture he had been developing of the as yet unseen

man? had involved unconsciously synthesised memories involving pictures of

% MLB, Paper LIX, p.601.

% Ibid.

97 A decisive point apparently lost on Stephens, who speaks of »diese Anderung an der Gestalt
des Blinden« (Strukturanalyse, p.196, emphasis added) and »subtile[ | Anderungen an der
Wirklichkeitsoberflache« (ibid., p.199, emphasis added), as though Malte’s original mental
picture were itself somehow referentially based. Malte admits that his Vorstellung - which
Stephens himself has correctly (if rather inconsistently) classed among Malte’s »autonome
Phantasiebilder« (ibid., p.199) - was vdllig wertlos, having been based upon »keine Beweise«
(MLB, Paper LIX, p.600). Similarly Bradley, who opens her account of Malte’s full frontal view
of the man with the words: »Wenn er den Mann zum zweiten Mal anschaut, ist es Frithling und
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iconic types® rather than paranormal intuitions drawn from more
preeternatural sources. By stereotyping the face of another, he has, like

Brentano’s Wehmidiller, been breaking some intimate ethical law:

Ich weif} jetzt, daf8 es mir ein wenig half, an die vielen abgenommenen Christusse aus
streifigem Elfenbein zu denken, die bei allen Althdndlern herumliegen. Der Gedanke
an irgendeine Pieta trat vor und ab -: dies alles wahrscheinlich nur, um eine gewisse
Neigung hervorzurufen, in der sein langes Gesicht sich hielt, und den trostlosen
Bartnachwuchs im Wangenschatten und die endgiiltig schmerzvolle Blindheit seines

verschlossenen Ausdrucks, der schrag aufwirts gehalten war.%

ein Sonntag« (Zu Rilkes Malte Laurids Brigge, p.52, emphasis added). Bradley does make the
interesting point though that the image of a blind man selling a newspaper represents the
ultimate in alienated labour (ibid.). Christian Klein points out the uncanny pairing off of the
blind newspaper vendor with the blind cauliflower vendor of Paper XVIII (“Le carnet 38, ou
la Licorne”, p.84). I am struck even more however by the remarkably Hofmannesque
continuity of description between the Zeitungsverkiufer and a certain other figure who has also
had an electrifying effect upon him; who also wore a Wintermantel and, for that matter, a
Halstuch; whom Malte also associated with the word Entsetzen as a cipher for utter cognitive
estrangement; who also had a severely compressed mouth and a bent posture; whom Malte
also took to possess a pair of defunct eyes (- and is it absolutely clear that the Zeitungsverkiufer
is himself blind? an unambiguous statement to this effect from Malte after he has seen the man
directly is lacking)... I mean the >dying< man in the crémerie (MLB, Paper XVIII, pp.489f.).
Like a Doppelginger redivivus, the Zeitungsverkiufer would be making a springtime, Sunday,
paschal appearance to Malte, who recognises him (»erkannte«: MLB, Paper LIX, p.601). Would
not such a shadow reading of the episode place a more literal frame around Malte’s
exclamation: »[...] so bist du also. Es giebt Beweise fiir deine Existenz« (ibid., p.602)? I also
wonder might there not be an oblique allusion in the theophanic figure of the
Zeitungsverkiufer to the angel of kabbalistic lore, who can only make an earthly appearance if
he first disguises himself in a malbush (garment). Cf Moshe Idel, Abolishing Perfections.
Kabbalah and Interpretation (New Haven & London: 2002), pp.144 & 188.

% Liu cogently notes the typological strain in Malte’s act of imagination, which he
characterises as an archetypal transposition (Suche nach Zusammenhang, p.176).

9% MLB, Paper LIX, p.600, emphasis added. That this man, associated with Christ’'s
physiognomy, cries out the words La Presse lends it an amusing intertextual dimension.
Baudelaire’s Preface to the 1862 La Presse series of Le Spleen de Paris is addressed with heavy
irony to Arsene Houssaye, literary editor of that newspaper. In this Preface, Baudelaire cites
Houssaye’s mediocre piece “Chanson du Vitrier”: »Vous-méme, mon cher ami, n’avez-vous
pas tenté de traduire en une chanson le cri strident du Vitrier, et d’exprimer dans une prose
lyrique toutes les désolantes suggestions que ce cri envoie jusqu’aux mansardes, a travers les
plus hautes brumes de la rue?« (Oeuvres completes 1, p.276). In Houssaye’s unimpressive
tentative (which Baudelaire is archly setting up as a foil for his own “Le Mauvais Vitrier”), the
figure emitting a plaintive cry is described as: »[...] un homme de trente-cinq ans, grand, pale,
maigre, longs cheveux, barbe rousse: - Jésus-Christ et Paganini« (Houssaye, printed in
editorial notes, ibid., p.1309).
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This story, like that involving the medical student, is not fresh. Only now is
Malte bringing himself round to relating it.1% As the words Ich weifl jetzt
intimate, the benefit of hindsight allows him to demystify his own faculties of
intuition and imagination, dissociating them into their finite and intelligible
component parts.101

Yet if this is demystification, then it would seem to sit uncomfortably
with the deeply Rilkean Umschlag which brings the Paper to its epiphanous -

and theophanous - close:

Mein Gott, fiel es mir mit Ungestiim ein, so bist du also. Es giebt Beweise fiir deine
Existenz. Ich habe sie alle vergessen und habe keinen je verlangt, denn welche
ungeheuere Verpflichtung ldge in deiner Gewifsheit. Und doch, nun wird mirs
gezeigt. Dieses ist dein Geschmack, hier hast du Wohlgefallen.!2 Dafs wir doch
lernten, vor allem aushalten und nicht urteilen. Welche sind die schweren Dinge?
Welche die gnddigen? Du allein weif3t es.1%

[H]ier hast du Wohlgefallen: this man is God’s son, in whom He is pleased.

Various theological (and theodical) lines have been drawn from Malte’s

Gottesbeweis back to the pathos-filled figure of the Zeitungsverkiufer.104 It

seems to fashion an incomprehensible, if moving, non sequitur. The next

Paper, however, gives us a neglected clue as to Malte’s logic. There, he writes

100 Note the cohesion of calendar information in Paper LIX (»Wenn es wieder Winter wird
[...]«, MLB, p.602) and Paper LXI (»[...] es ist Winter, ich friere [...]«, MLB, p.604).

101 Again one can draw a firm line from Poe’s Dupin to Rilke’s Malte in this respect.

102 Cf Luther’s rendition of Christ’s Transfiguration: »Und siehe, eine Stimme vom Himmel
herab sprach: Dies ist mein lieber Sohn, an welchem ich Wohlgefallen habe« (Matthew 3:17).

103 MLB, Paper LIX, p.602.

104 See for example Seifert: »Dieser blinde Zeitungsverkdufer geht gesteigert in der Gestalt
Christi auf« (Das epische Werk, p.287), Stephens: »eine[ ]| Transparenz fiir Gott«
(Strukturanalyse, p.201), & Engelhardt: »Stoisch feiert, dem die Welt zur Qual wurde, das ihm
gegenstandlich begegnende Entsetzen als Hoffnung auf Erlésung. Dafd das Urteilen verboten
und gleichzeitig nach einem Beweis fiir die Existenz Gottes gesucht wird, zeigt das Dilemma
Maltes und auch Rilkes« (“Der Versuch, wirklich zu werden”, p.120).
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of the newspaper vendor’s fellow Fortgeworfenen that they are so far removed
from normal physical existence that only one figure could bear to love them:
»Ich glaube, nur Jesus ertriige sie, der noch das Auferstehen in allen Gliedern
hat«.19%5 Throughout Paper LX, the Fortgeworfenen come across like yogic
adepts or Catholic charismatics transplanted to an incongruous modern urban
setting:

Es ist nicht, daf3 ich mich von ihnen unterscheiden will [...] Ich bin nicht so weit. Ich
habe nicht das Herz zu ihrem Leben. [...] Nein, es ist nicht, daf3 ich mich von ihnen
unterscheiden will; aber ich iiberhiibe mich, wollte ich ihnen gleich sein. Ich bin es
nicht. Ich hétte weder ihre Starke noch ihr Mafs. Ich erndhre mich, und so bin ich von
Mahlzeit zu Mabhlzeit, vollig geheimnislos; sie aber erhalten sich fast wie Ewige. Sie
stehen an ihren tdglichen Ecken, auch im November, und schreien nicht vor Winter.
Der Nebel kommt und macht sie undeutlich und ungewifs: sie sind gleichwohl. Ich

war verreist, ich war krank, vieles ist mir vergangen: sie aber sind nicht gestorben.1%

105 MLB, Paper LX, p.604. I share Kruse’s thesis that we see in Malte’s evolving response to the
Fortgeworfenen a gradual »Umwertung« of their status, such that the later discussions describe
them as belonging to »einer anderen Dimension« (Auf dem extremen Pol der Subjektivitit,
pp-148f). Kruse's ancillary point, however, that there is a double order of Fortgeworfenen, those
who enjoy transcendent status and those who simply endure a »nicht existentiell-religios
vertiefte[ | Armut« (ibid., p.149), seems to me somewhat less warranted. The Fortgeworfenen
are surely portrayed en bloc as standing >ecstatically< outside the human sphere. In Paper
XXV, for instance, the Vdgelfiitterer are portrayed as being closer to the angelic than the
terrestrial state as they proffer their almost eucharistic bread: »Wenn die Zuschauer nicht
wiren und man liefle ihn lange genug dastehn, ich bin sicher, dafS auf einmal ein Engel kdme
und iiberwinde sich und df3e den alten, siifdlichen Bissen aus der verkiimmerten Hand. Dem
sind nun, wie inmer, die Leute im Wege. Sie sorgen dafiir, dafd nur Végel kommen; sie finden
das reichlich, und sie behaupten, er erwarte nichts anderes.« (MLB, p.510). (This description
of the Vigelfiitterer may be in part inspired by a delightfully eccentric uncle of Rilke in Prague:
see Kassner, Rilke. Gesammelte Erinnerungen 1926-1956, p.9. The bird-feeder’s >animal<
magnetism puts one in mind also of a charming anecdote which Ellenberger relays about
Mesmer: »When Justinus Kerner visited Meersburg in 1854, he heard wondrous stories from
old people who had known the great man. He was told that when Mesmer went to the island
of Mainau, flocks of birds would fly toward him, following him wherever he walked, and
settling around him when he sat down, Discovery of the Unconscious, p.68.)

106 MLB, Paper LX, pp.602f.
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These physical prodigies seem wholly transported, ex-static, cataleptically
entranced - they seem to live from air (charismatic inedia),'?” in a kind of
suspended animation, as if warmed only by internal heat. Their state seems
no less otherworldly than the yogic samadhi or the somnambulistic sommeil
lucide. 1t will be recalled from Paper XVI that Malte interpreted their
attentions as initiatory gestures. Now, in the context of his own deepening
immiseration, he wonders whether they might not be offering him overtures
to join their number in an apprenticeship whose terrifying harshness he is
beginning to grasp. Sokel characterises Malte’s ambivalence well: »Disguised
as mesmerizing anxiety, an overpowering temptation issues forth from the
castaways«.108 Malte feels keenly the contrast between his own all-too-human
enmeshment in physical and temporal coordinates and the near timelessness
(fast wie Ewige) of their destitution. He writes that his mode of living is
mundanely geheimnislos - that is, explicable under non-religious models of
body and psyche. And this he casts as a measure of his own spiritual under-
development. The Fortgeworfenen, by contrast, have somehow transcended
normal existential coordinates, falling down so low in worldly terms that, by
virtue of an outrageous paradox, they have made a dunkle Himmelfahrt. These
human beings are so transcended that, though still enfleshed in time, their

spirits have all but departed from the world. Time, in Sokel’s limpid

107 Cf Murphy, The Future of the Body, pp.483, 503 & 465. In Das Ritsel des Menschen, du Prel
talks of the necessary »Depotenzierung des leiblichen Lebens« in order that the
transcendental state be achieved (Rdtsel des Menschen, p.81). On the inedia topos, compare
Kafka’'s Hungerkiinstler figure.

108 Spkel, “The Devolution of the Self”, p.174.
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formulation, »no longer occurs in them«.1% They have died, yet they continue
to live. This, it will be recalled, is precisely the Musilian >other< condition described

in Malte’s death meditation after the crémerie episode:

Wenn meine Furcht nicht so grofd wire, so wiirde ich mich damit trosten, daf es nicht
unmoglich ist, alles anders zu sehen und doch zu leben. Aber ich fiirchte mich, ich
fiirchte mich namenlos vor dieser Verdnderung. Ich bin ja noch gar nicht in dieser
Welt eingewohnt gewesen, die mir gut scheint. Was soll ich in einer anderen? Ich
wiirde so gerne unter den Bedeutungen bleiben, die mir lieb geworden sind, und
wenn schon etwas sich verdndern muf3, so mochte ich doch wenigstens unter den

Hunden leben diirfen, die eine verwandte Welt haben und dieselben Dinge.!10

To go through mystical voiding as a result of mortification of the flesh!'! and
isolation from all sociality is to >die< to the ordinary world and attain
consciousness of the >other<. This notion of Jenseits, as we have seen in Kant
and du Prel, evokes not so much a (w)hol(l)y other world to be entered upon
physical death but another consciousness of and within this world: alles anders
zu sehen und doch zu leben. In anticipating this mental event, this Verinderung
involving the loss of familiar Bedeutungen, Malte asks for the society of dogs,
die eine verwandte Welt haben und dieselben Dinge. Canine sensitivity to spectral

realities forms, of course, the centrepiece of Paper XXVIII (and, less strongly,

109 Tbid., p.176.

110 MLB, Paper XVIII, p.490.

11 The Charles le Fou narrative in the next Paper (LXI) contains a graphic description of the
King’s self-mortification: »Das war damals, als von Zeit zu Zeit Méanner fremdlings, mit
geschwidrztem Gesicht ihn in seinem Bette {iiberfielen, um ihm das in die Schwiren
hineingefaulte Hemde abzureifien, das er schon ldngst fiir sich selber hielt. Es war verdunkelt
im Zimmer, und sie zerrten unter seinen steifen Armen die miirben Fetzen weg, wie sie sie
griffen. Dann leuchtete einer vor, und da erst entdeckten sie die jasige Wunde auf seiner
Brust, in die das eiserne Amulett eingesunken war, weil er es jede Nacht an sich prefste mit
aller Kraft seiner Inbrunst; nun stand es tief in ihm, fiirchterlich kostbar, in einem Perlensaum
von Eiter wie ein wundertuender Rest in der Mulde eines Reliquars. Man hatte harte
Handlanger ausgesucht, aber sie waren nicht ekelfest, wenn die Wiirmer, gestért, nach ihnen
heriiberstanden aus dem flandrischen Barchent und, aus den Falten abgefallen, sich irgendwo
an ihren Armeln aufzogen« (MLB, pp.604f.). Cf Engelhardt’s notes on Malte’s Auratisierung of
Charles le Fou (“Der Versuch, wirklich zu werden”, p.117).



Paper XLVIII). The creaturely ability to straddle both the visible spectrum
and, as it were, the ultra-violet realm of super-sensuousness means that the
animals hold citizenship of world and spirit dimensions - at one and the same
time.!12 Malte, in anticipating a need for the companionship of dogs, is
anticipating his own dual citizenship after he will have gone through the
feared and longed-for loss of world-bound selfhood.!? Sokel describes this
cosmicisation of consciousness represented by the Fortgeworfenen as an
»expansion of the self to a cosmic dimension [which] can only proceed by the
devolution of the empirical personality or ego«.114

In Das Rdtsel des Menschen, du Prel advances the startling argument
that human beings are themselves supreme spiritistic phenomena, indisputable

spectral manifestations:

Aber ist der Mensch denn etwas anderes als eben eine Geistererscheinung, als die

Inkarnation eines transzendentalen Subjekts, also die materiellste aller

12 This will evolve into the theme of Rilke’s eighth Duineser Elegie.

113 Note that cats deputise for Saint Julien-1'Hospitalier in performing this companionship role
for the Fortgeworfenen: »Nur verlorene Katzen kommen abends zu ihnen in die Kammer und
zerkratzen sie heimlich und schlafen auf ihnen. Manchmal folge ich einer zwei Gassen weit.
Sie gehen an den Hausern hin, fortwdhrend kommen Menschen, die sie verdecken, sie
schwinden hinter ihnen weiter wie nichts« (Paper LXI, p.604, emphases added: do the
italicised words refer to the cats or the female Fortgeworfenen? Both seem equally alienated
from the Menschen...). Compare the Buch von der Armut und vom Tode: »Die Menge drangt und
denkt nicht sie zu schonen, / obwohl sie etwas z6gernd sind und schwach, - / nur scheue
Hunde, welche nirgends wohnen, / gehn ihnen leise eine Weile nach« (KA I, p.236, lines 10-
13). Cf Luke 16: 20-21. According to Betz, Rilke marvelled at the otherworldly character of
cats: »[...] als ob wir nur in unserer Einbildung vorhanden wiren, ein Schatten, den ihre
Pupille iiberhaupt nicht wahrnahm. Diese Unabhingigkeit der Katzen erschien ihm als
Tugend, denn sie gestattete ihm, sich an ihre fast imaginire Gegenwart zu gewohnen, die
nicht mehr belastete als die eines Schattens« (Rilke in Frankreich, p.162; cf the association of
spectral and feline in the poem “Schwarze Katze”, Neue Gedichte anderer Teil, KA 1, p.545).
Man’s domestication of dogs, Rilke tells Betz in words that could serve as a gloss on Kafka’s
Rotpeter, has slowly robbed them of their otherness: »>Weder Mensch, noch Tier, [...] ein
kldgliches und rithrendes Zwitterwesen, [...] von der Welt unserer Beziehungen unendlich
angezogen [...]« (Rilke in Frankreich, p.163).

114 Sokel, “The Devolution of the Self”, p.188.
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Materialisationen und schon darum die wunderbarste, weil sie viel langer dauert als

eine spiritistische?!15
In Malte’s eyes, the Fortgeworfenen manifest this deepest truth of human
existence, that we are spirits in the material world, ghost enfleshed awhile.
The Fortgeworfenen offer proof that one can do what Malte prays will be
possible: alles anders zu sehen und doch zu leben.11® Existing in an almost
extrasomatic body, they give evidence that transcendental consciousness can
replace ordinary consciousness before physical death has occurred,''7 and that a
supernatural Hiilfe will indeed sustain those who have gone over to this other
side. (In a marginal addition to Paper LX, Malte wonders at the ability of
schoolchildren to get through the harsh daily round. Someone somewhere
must, he reasons, be sustaining them, offering them »Beistand«.)!18

The great spiritual challenge for Malte has been to leave the normal
world and, via the path of renunciation and purgation, go through a
»BewufStseinstod« (Saalmann)''® to das anders angeschaute Diesseits. I submit
that this has been the inner meaning of his parapsychological Sehenlernen

project, this the »veranderte Welt« heralded in his>Briefentwurf<,120 this the

115 Du Prel, Rdtsel des Menschen, p.108. See also p.115.

116 Compare Baudelaire’s spiritualising apostrophe to the “Petites Vieilles” of Paris in the
poem of the same name: »Telles vous cheminez, stoiques et sans plaintes, / A travers le chaos
des vivantes cités [...] Honteuses d’exister, ombres ratatinées, / Peureuses, le dos bas, vous
coteyez les murs; / Et nul ne vous salue, étranges destinées! / Débris d’humanité pour l'éternité
miirs!« (Ouvres complétes I, p.91, emphases added).

17 Pace Giloy p.59.

118 MLB, Paper LX, p.603.

119 Saalmann, Wiirfelwurf nach dem Absoluten, p.64.

120 »Eine vollkommen andere Auffassung aller Dinge hat sich unter diesen Einfliissen in mir
herausgebildet, es sind gewisse Unterschiede da, die mich von den Menschen mehr als alles
Bisherige abtrennen. Eine verdnderte Welt. Ein neues Leben voll neuer Bedeutungen« (MLB,
Paper XXII, pp.504f.).
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»Zeit der anderen Auslegung« prophesied in the light of the crémerie
episode.!?! In this latter passage, Malte writes: »Ich bin der Eindruck, der sich
verwandeln wird. Oh, es fehlt nur ein kleines, und ich konnte das alles
begreifen und gutheifSen. Nur ein Schritt, und mein tiefes Elend wiirde
Seligkeit sein«.122 In Der Spiritismus, du Prel writes of the one small change
that will transform everything: »Eine kleine Korrektur, an unserem Gehirn
vorgenommen, wiirde das ganze Weltbild verdndern. Es ware noch dieselbe
Welt, aber anders angeschaut und nicht mehr zu erkennen«.12> Alles anders zu
sehen und doch zu leben is thus to be understood not as »der bildungspolitische
Imperativ« of a self in need of modernisation (Neumeyer),2* but as an ideal of
spiritual transmutation. In order to see the world from a purely spiritual

perspective, Malte realises he must become more ghost than man while still alive.12>

121 MLB, Paper XVIII, p.490.

122 Tbid., pp.490f.

123 Du Prel, Spiritismus, p.8.

124 Neumeyer, Der Flaneur, p.221.

125 Allemann is not on firm ground, in my view, when he insists that the idea of Tod as »die
Daseinsform des Tot-Seins« - as opposed to the more literal »Vorgang des Sterbens [...], das
Ableben« - belongs only to late Rilke (Zeit und Figur beim spiten Rilke, p.193). Kruse (Auf dem
extremen Pol der Subjektivitit, p.35) comes rather close to the idea behind the death-theme in
the Malte when he collocates subject-annihilating »Elend« and an »Ekstase des Todes« (Auf
dem extremen Pol der Subjektivitit, p.35). This does, however, veer too closely to an ideal of the
death of all consciousness. Although to the ego the Grenziiberschreitung into a different state of
consciousness will be experienced as annihilation, this is not to equate such a transition with a
pan-psychic or Dionysiac extinction of all sense or selfhood. Death, on the monistic model,
introduces not the end of sense but a higher, suprarational, transcendental sense - not das
Chaos des Auslegens but die andere Auslegung. (Rather as Jung's spiritual alchemy sees the
nigredo stage as »une phase de [...] >noirceur< marquant la perte momentanée du sens« -
Christine Maillard, “Le >mystique< et la psyché”, p.90, emphasis added). Malte’s
Todessehnsucht represents a desire not for extinction but for radical expansion of
consciousness. (Cf Ellenberger, Discovery of the Unconscious, p.205, on a similar idea in the
philosophy of Gotthilf Heinrich von Schubert.) Rimbach writes: »bei Rilke verweist das Nicht-
Rationale nie auf ein Versinken im Chaos. Das verborgene Innere ist, ganz im Gegenteil, das
grosse, unerkannte Ordnungselement« (“Zum Begriff der Aquivalenz”, p.137). While the
general applicability of this is problematical - one thinks immediately of Rilke’s treatments of
id-sexuality, for instance - it is valid as a characterisation of Rilke’s Hartmannian
understanding of the transcendental (not Freudian) Unconscious. Saalmann I think
fundamentally misunderstand’s Malte’s notion of death when he writes of the
»Bewufitseinstod« which he sees Malte as already achieving in the Igitur-like symbolist acte
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But when he surveys the Fortgeworfenen and their transcendence of factical
austerity, he realises he cannot yet be one of their number: »[...] ich tiberhiibe
mich, wollte ich ihnen gleich sein. Ich bin es nicht«.12¢ This is why Malte does

not show sympathy for them: Mit-Leid is beyond him. He is below them.1?

The objection might well be made that the foregoing still does not
adequately explain why it is that Malte suddenly accords this figure such
extraordinary, seemingly excessive significance. What is it about this »ruine
d’homme«128 that produces such a response in Malte? We have seen that his
appearance exceeds anything Malte had expected. The infinite gap between
what Malte had expected to see (the stereotypical picture of his Einbildung:
Impoverished Blind Man) and what his eye actually met (die auswirtige
Tatsache) is, in this respect, indeed a rich telegraphy from spirit. But to

promote this to a proof of God’s existence seems a little enthusiastic, to say

d’auto-destruction: »Der Tod gestattet die Riickkehr zum uranfanglichen Chaos« (Wiirfelwurf
nach dem Absoluten, p.64). The place of Graf Brahe as an exemplar of the monistic ease around
the issue of death becomes all the more intelligible in this light. Giloy, citing the Graf’s
characterisation of death as »ein kleiner Zwischenfall« [MLB, Paper XV, p.475], paraphrases it
as »eine unwesentliche Transformation der Seele von einer materiellen in eine spirituelle
Existenz« (Aporie des Dichters, p.56). The dead, in the Graf’s cosmology, enter a mediate zone
in which their metaphysical individuality is preserved. (Cf for instance the theory of the
>bardo< realms in the Tibetan Book of the Dead, as elucidated by Sogyal Rinpoche, The Tibetan
Book of Living and Dying, 2nd edition San Francisco & London: 2002, pp.106ff.)

126 MLB, Paper LX, p.603. When Kruse writes that Malte »zdhlt sich am Ende unter die
>Fortgeworfenen<« (Auf dem extremen Pol der Subjektivitit, p.30, emphasis added), he rather
misses the salient point that his identification with them remains theoretical. In a letter of
October 19t 1907 to Clare, Rilke anticipates the essence of Malte’s »Schicksal«: »Ist es nicht
das, dafs diese Priifung ihn iiberstieg, daf3 er sie am Wirklichen nicht bestand, obwohl er in
der Idee von ihrer Notwendigkeit iiberzeugt war [...]J« (MLB-Materialien, p.40).

127 This reading of the Fortgeworfenen is diametrically opposed to that of Giloy, who writes:
»Malte bedauert nicht etwa die Fortgeworfenen, deren Leben er als uneigentlich
charakterisiert, sondern befiirchtet, zu ihnen zu gehoren« (Aporie des Dichters, p.59).

128 As Baudelaire’s Je calls his vieux saltimbanque in the piece of that name (Oeuvres completes I,
p-296).
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the least. And is the riddle really solved by reference either to the aesthetic
richness of the impression made by the man’s attire!?® or to the unanticipated
extent of his immiseration?

Mein Gott, fiel es mir mit Ungestiim ein, so bist du also. Es giebt Beweise fiir
deine Existenz. The addressee of this apostrophe has generally, if not indeed
universally, been taken to be Gott. But Malte has a habit throughout the
Aufzeichnungen of using the word Gott in different senses according to
context, in some cases evoking the reality of God, in others using his name for
purely rhetorical effect, and frequently doing both at once.13 If, in the present
case, we charge Mein Gott with just such a double connotation, making it at
once referential and exclamatory, then Malte’s du further on in the sentence
sets a semantic pendulum swinging between God and the newspaper vendor
himself. This possibility is supported by a crucial linguistic detail in the
passage: Es giebt Beweise fiir deine Existenz. The mention of Beweise sends the
reader back to a sentence from the earlier, >blind< phase of the experiment:
»Denn ich mufste ihn machen wie man einen Toten macht, fiir den keine

Beweise mehr da sind, keine Bestandteile; der ganz und gar innen zu leisten

129° As Manfred Engel argues in his editorial Nachwort to the Reclam-edition: »[...] das Sich-
Schmiicken fiir einen Feiertag ist in seinem &sthetischen >Uberschuf8< ein Akt elementarer
Lebensbejahung - und eben dafiir steht ja, schon im Stunden-Buch, fern von aller christlichen
Orthodoxie, der Name >Gott< ein« (Die Aufzeichnungen des Malte Laurids Brigge, edited by M.
E., Stuttgart: 1997, p.336, footnote 34).

130 Kruse, following Wagner-Egelhaaf (Mystik der Moderne, p.79), writes: »Gut 60 mal wird das
Wort Gott in den Aufzeichnungen verwendet, sehr haufig aber beildufig, in einer Redensart
versteckt: >Weif3 Gott<, >lieber Gott<, >mein Gott< u.d.« (“Zur dsthetischen Religiositat”,
p.62. In a note - no.58, pp.67f - Kruse counts some 21 cases of »[e]ine auf den ersten Blick eher
beildufige, meist redensartliche Verwendung des Wortes >Gott<«, emphasis added). Clearly,
given Malte’s epistemological crisis, Weiff Gott is not without point: God alone knows the
answer to these questions.
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ist«.13 When Malte now writes that Beweise for the man’s Existenz do after all
exist, he admits: Ich habe sie alle vergessen und habe keinen je verlangt... At an
elementary level, this is easily intelligible: the Imagined Man had become so
intensely real for Malte as he blindly passed him by day in day out that his
Existenz as an Actually Existing Man had been forgotten. Malte is now
recognising the man’s independent reality, his alterity, reimbursing him with
the right to surprise, to transcend the categories of expectation and
assumption and deduction which a fellow human being’s Einbildung will
bring to him.132

But is Malte’s epiphany finally explained with this reimbursal of the
Other with a degree of existential autonomy? Hardly. Es giebt Beweise fiir deine
Existenz - a deeper, more mysterious criterion of existential authenticity seems
to be evoked here. So bist du also: Malte is not stressing So, which would lend
it ostensive force; rather he is reducing So to a Fiillwort and awarding the
emphasis to an ontological or existential bist: not so much >You are thus< as,
more primordially, >You are<.)13 So what has been >proven< by the
appearance of the man? How to make sense of the ungeheuere Verpflichtung
imposed by the man'’s certain existence? And what unspoken leap in ethical

deduction is Malte making when he declares the inviolable autonomy of the

131 MLB, Paper LIX, p.600, emphasis added.

132 Engelhardt (“Der Versuch, wirklich zu werden”, p.107) perceptively defines Rilke’s
concept of >reality< as involving a transcendence of expectation: »Das Wirkliche [...] ist das,
was das Erwartete nicht mehr verstellt. Es ist negativ bestimmt, das, was sich aus den
vertrauten Bedeutungen 16st« (“Der Versuch, wirklich zu werden”, p.107).

133 Cf Malte’s apostrophe to the spirit of Bettine von Arnim just two Papers back »Eben warst
du noch, Bettine; ich seh dich ein« (MLB, Paper LVII, p.598).
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other’s perspective on tribulation and grace (die schweren Dinge |...] die
gnidigen)?

Malte’s reaction contains a curious coda which was not quoted above:
»Wenn es wieder Winter wird und ich mufs einen neuen Mantel haben, - gieb
mir, dafs ich ihn so trage, solang er neu ist«.13 With these words, he places all-
important distance between himself and the man, just as in the next Paper he
will stress his own inability to join the Fortgeworfenen. What separates Malte
from the Zeitungsverkiufer is this: the former is more anxious than the latter
about what he will wear. This is of course a Kryptozitat of Christ’s counsel to
his brethren (Matthew 6: 25-34) not to seek such things as the heathen seek:
»Und warum sorget ihr fiir die Kleidung?«. These words point us in the
direction of a second Christian intertext - Kierkegaard’s homily on this
homily, entitled “The Anxiety of Lowliness”, which made a demonstrably
lasting impression on Rilke when, in 1906 at the latest, he read it under the
German title Die Sorge der Armut.135

Now how might the Zeitungsverkiufer be connected to Kierkegaard’s

discourse on Matthew? We must look again at the man’s attire:

134 MLB, Paper LIX, p.602. Compare the coat motif in Kierkegaard’s Repetition: »The blind man
at the Brandenburger Tor, my harpist - for I probably was the only one who cared about him -
had acquired a coat of mixed gray in place of the light green one for which I was pensively
nostalgic and in which he looked like a weeping willow - he was lost to me and won for the
universally human« (Repetition, pp.170f.).

135 Bollnow: »Die Erinnerung an Kierkegaard begleitet ihn auch nach Paris [1906], wo er von
der >reinen Bereitschaft und sorglosen Heiterkeit wie der Vogel, der ‘diese Sorge nicht hat'<
schreibt, in einem ausdriicklichen Zitat auf Kierkegaards “Sorge der Armut” anspielend, und
daf3 er es im Brief an Clara Rilke so selbstverstindlich, ohne erldauternde Namensnennung,
gebrauchen kann, beweist, wie vertraut beiden der danische Denker ist. Es gibt zugleich einen
ersten Hinweis auf die Richtung, in der ihm Kierkegaard zuerst wichtig geworden ist. Noch
iiber ein Jahr spater wiederholt sich dieselbe Anspielung. Er spricht auch hier vom >Nicht-
Vorsorgen, das der Vogel bei Kierkegaard vor uns voraushat< (Rilke, p.23).
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Ich war stehngeblieben, und wihrend ich das alles fast gleichzeitig sah, fiihlte ich,
daf? er einen anderen Hut hatte und eine ohne Zweifel sonntagliche Halsbinde; sie
war schrdg in gelben und violetten Vierecken gemustert, und was den Hut angeht, so
war es ein billiger neuer Strohhut mit einem griinen Band. Es liegt natiirlich nichts an
diesen Farben, und es ist kleinlich, dafs ich sie behalten habe. Ich will nur sagen, dafd
sie an ihm waren wie das Weicheste auf eines Vogels Unterseite. Er selbst hatte keine
Lust daran, und wer von allen (ich sah mich um) durfte meinen, dieser Staat ware um
seinetwillen. / Mein Gott, fiel es mir mit Ungestiim ein, so bist du also. Es giebt

Beweise fiir deine Existenz.

The first thing to note is that the man is wearing his Sunday best (eine ohne
Zuweifel sonntigliche Halsbinde).13¢ His appearance is a doxological act marking
the Sabbath, a gesture of world-denial, astonishing in the light of the man’s
immiseration. No wretchedness of body and mind can drown out his soul’s
song of praise. »[W]hat love for God,« exclaims Johannes de Silentio in
Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling, »to be willing to let oneself be healed when
from the very beginning one in all innocence has been botched, from the very
beginning has been a damaged specimen of a human being!«.13” This is the
Sorge der Armut (this last word to be taken in the broadest sense of worldly
lowliness), which forms the theme of Kierkegaard’s above-mentioned
Christian Discourse. Malte draws attention to the play of colours created by
the newspaper vendor’s Halsbinde and Strohhut: Ich will nur sagen, dafl sie an
thm waren wie das Weicheste auf eines Vogels Unterseite. In his homily,

Kierkegaard picks up on Christ’s imagery of the lilies of the field and the

136 Cf Malte’s earlier indication that this episode takes place on a Sunday: »Es mufite ein
Sonntag sein« (MLB, Paper LIX, p.601).

137 Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling, p.104. A little further down, de Silentio anticipates Rilke’s
comment to Pongs (given above) on the perennial figures of the dwarf and beggar, when he
refers to those »malformed creatures« whom existence has damaged (ibid., p.106).
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birds of the air, homing in on the image of the straw upon which the bird sits as
a symbol of its freedom from the anxieties of station which so plague human
beings.138 In seeing a bird-like grace in the man’s appearance, Malte is tacitly
citing both Christ’'s reassurance and Kierkegaard’s exploration of that
reassurance. The difference between the lowly bird and the lowly Christian,
elaborates Kierkegaard, is that the latter »is aware of the distinction lowly /
superior«.13® Unlike the bird, the lowly human being does not have a
naturally given identity, but must fight his way through the social self-
consciousness imposed by a world that ascribes identity in terms of lowly /
superior. To come out on the other side of this struggle is to win through to a

subjective existence grounded authentically in the relationship to God:

Oh, how difficult is the beginning of existence or of coming into existence: to exist,
thereupon to continue in existerice, and only after all that to exist; ah, cunningly
hidden snare which is not spread for any bird! For it seems indeed as if, in order to be
himself, a man must first be expertly informed about what the others are, and thereby
learn to know what he himself is - in order then to be that. However, if he walks into

the snare of this optical illusion, he never reaches the point of being himself.140

The lowly Christian, continues Kierkegaard, has won through to existence

because he

has learned to know from the world or from the others that he is a lowly man, but he

has not abandoned himself to this knowledge, he does not lose himself in it after a

138 Kierkegaard, “The Anxiety of Lowliness”, in: S. K., Christian Discourses and The Lilies of the
Field and the Birds of the Air and Three Discourses at the Communion on Fridays, translated with an
introduction by Walter Lowrie (London, New York & Toronto: 1939), pp.40-50, here p.41.
Kierkegaard makes a play on the idiom >high upon a straw<, meaning >in high station<,
renaturalising the image to convey Christ’s original evocation of the spontaneous freedom
from care of the bird.

139 Ibid., p.42.

140 Tbid., emphases added.
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worldly fashion, he does not altogether realize it, by holding on to God with the

tenacity of eternity he has become himself.14!

Malte’s Zeitungsverkiufer does not wear his Sunday best to pleasure the eyes
of his social superiors, the more affluent >others< who pass him coldly by :
...wer von allen (ich sah mich um) durfte meinen, dieser Staat wdre um seinetwillen?
He has dressed up purely ad majorem Dei gloriam, the bird-like beauty of his
colours betokening an arduously won ability to leave worldly criteria behind
and relate himself wholly to his Creator. In this, he displays his Existenz
before God.

But this proof of the man’s >existence< is equally a proof of the
existence of the God Whom, despite all, he praises. Through this man’s faith,
the divinity manifests itself in disguise.#> All worldly experience and reason
to the contrary, the newspaper vendor praises God on the Sabbath, just as the

Fortgeworfenen survive unthinkably inhuman conditions of existence. Such

141 Tbid., pp.42f.

142 Not a new idea in Rilke, whose attitude to the beggar confirms Benjamin’s dictum: »[...]
solange es noch einen Bettler gibt, gibt es noch Mythos« (quoted by Engelhardt, “Der
Versuch, wirklich zu werden”, p.121). At the close of Der Bettler und das stolze Friulein, one of
the Geschichten vom lieben Gott, the narrator gently intimates that the beggar outside the
church steps was all along none other than God Himself in disguise: »Die Kinder haben auch
diese Geschichten vernommen, und sie behaupten, zum Arger des Herrn Lehrer, auch in ihr
kdame der liebe Gott vor. Ich bin auch ein wenig erstaunt dariiber; denn ich habe dem Herrn
Lehrer doch versprochen, ihm eine Geschichte ohne den lieben Gott zu erzdhlen. Aber,
freilich: die Kinder miissen es wissen!« (KA 3, p.420. Original emphasis). In the third
Stundenbuch, we find the same idea in circulation: »Du aber bist der tiefste Mittellose, / der
Bettler mit verborgenem Gesicht; / du bist der Armut grofse Rose, / die ewige Metamorphose
/ des Goldes in das Sonnenlicht« (KA I, p.245, lines 30-34). Cf Kassner in Der indische
Idealismus (pp.80ff.) on the sannyasin beggar-figure in Indian culture, and Weil on the beggar-
figure as a metaphor for the infinite patience with which God issues His invitation to us to
leave the world behind: »God waits like a beggar who stands motionless and silent before
someone who will perhaps give him a piece of bread. Time is that waiting. / Time is God’s
waiting as a beggar for our love [...] Beggars who are modest are images of Him« (“The
Things of the World”, in: The Simone Weil Reader, edited by George A. Panichas, translated by
Richard Rees ,New York: 1977, pp.423-431, here pp.423f.). It should, however, be recalled that
Malte, as if to make their destitution transcendentally free of terrestrial emergency, explicitly
distinguishes the Fortgeworfenen from Bettler proper in Paper XVI (MLB, p.481).



superordinary faith and resilience would, reasons Malte, be inexplicable in
the absence of a superordinary source of strength.143

Malte believes that the kleiner Schritt would be taken if only he were
ready and able to take up the yoke of an imitatio of these figures'* and not
cling on to notions of social dignity, not care what >the others< think of him,

not be anxious what he shall put on,!%> not fear the coming winter, not doubt

143 The intertextual thread connecting Malte’s Zeitungsverkiufer, Matthew 6: 25-34 and
Kierkegaard’s “ Anxiety of Lowliness” discourse becomes even more taut due to the presence
of Christ Himself. Attempting to create a mental picture of the Zeitungsverkdufer »wie man
einen Toten macht« (MLB, Paper LIX, p.600), Malte’s thoughts turn, as we have seen, to the
crucified Christ (ibid.). Kierkegaard’s lowly Christian is inspired by the »life in lowliness« led
by Christ, who »wandered about in the lowly form of a servant, not to be distinguished from
other lowly men even by His extraordinary lowliness, until He ended in the utmost
wretchedness, crucified as a criminal [...]J« (“The Anxiety of Lowliness”, p.45). Thus, the
lowlv Christian models his existence on the »Pattern« of Christ, Whose lowliness offers a
negative image of His glory: »True, he [the lowly Christian, D.D.] has not himself, with his
own eyes, seen the Pattern, but he believes that He existed. There was, in a certain sense,
nothing at all to see - except lowliness (for glory is something that must be believed), and of
lowliness he is well able to form a conception. He has not with his own eyes seen the Pattern,
nor does he make any attempt to have the senses construct such a picture. Yet he often sees
the Pattern. For as often as in faith’s gladness at the glory of this Pattern he completely forgets
his poverty, his lowliness, the contempt in which he is held, he sees the Pattern - and he
himself approximately resembles it« (ibid., p.46). Rilke seems to have carried over this
interplay of mental representation, invisibility, lowliness and Christian faith into Malte’s
Zeitungsverkiufer episode. At the end of Paper LX, however, as though to cut the umbilical
cord from the Christian intertexts to which he (and his creater) owes so much, he has Malte
launch a peculiarly fierce attack on Christ: »Ich glaube, nur Jesus ertriige sie, der noch das
Auferstehen in allen Gliedern hat; aber ihm liegt nichts an ihnen. Nur die Liebenden
verfihren ihn, nicht die, die warten mit einem kleinen Talent zur Geliebten wie mit einer
kalten Lampe« (MLB, Paper LX, p.604).

144 Cf Stephens (Strukturanalyse, p.200).

145 Cr take off...: in Paper LX Malte describes an unselfconsciously grotesque striptease:
»Wenn mir der Arm einginge, ich glaube, ich versteckte ihn. Sie aber (ich weifd nicht, wer sie
sonst war), sie erschien jeden Tag vor den Terrassen der Caféhduser, und obwohl es sehr
schwer war fiir sie, den Mantel abzutun und sich aus dem unklaren Zeug und Unterzeug
herauszuziehen, sie scheute der Miihe nicht und tat ab und zog aus so lange, daff mans kaum
mehs erwarten konnte. Und dann stand sie vor uns, bescheiden, mit ihrem diirren,
verkimmerten Stiick, und man sah, dafs es rar war« (MLB, pp.602f.). As Sokel points out, this
exhibitionism »does not serve vanity, but indicates the opposite - a complete relinquishing
and ibandonment of the last remnants of self-regard« (“The Devolution of the Self”, p.189,
note 10). Could the contrast with Malte be greater? Where the woman does not care a whit
abou: her withered arm, Malte is still fretting over the cleanliness of his wrists (MLB, Paper
XVI, p.480). Compare the description of St. Francis’ unselfconscious nakedness in the Buch von
der Armut und vom Tode: »O wo ist der, der aus Besitz und Zeit / zu seiner grofien Armut so
erstakte, / daf er die Kleider abtat auf dem Markte / und bar einherging vor des Bischofs
Kleic« (KA I, p.251); similarly the linkage of nudity and God-pleasing poverty in “Warum der
liebe Gott will, daf3 es arme Leute giebt” (Geschichten vom lieben Gott, KA 111, pp.361ff.).
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that, were the worst to come to the worst, God’s sustenance would not be
lacking. Is Malte not unnerved enough by the fact that the miraculous has up
to this been keeping its distance?

And does he not also know that worldly Highness, even if it were to be
granted to him, would only bring its own distinctive repertoire of tortures?
Does he not begin to grasp the fact that external glory would leave him no
better off? Is it not this insight which makes him turn immediately, in Paper
LXI, to King Charles VI of France as an exemplar of “The Anxiety of

Highness” - title of Kierkegaard’s very next Christian Discourse?

Ich weif, wenn ich zum Aufersten bestimmt bin, so wird es mir nichts helfen, daf ich
mich verstelle in meinen besseren Kleidern. Glitt er nicht mitten im Konigtum unter

die Letzten? Er, der statt aufzusteigen hinabsank bis auf den Grund.!4¢

Malte’s meditations on a series of Fortgeworfenen who have mysteriously
transcended the Anxiety of Lowliness is complemented by his insights into
potentates who proved mysteriously unable to enjoy the power they enjoyed,
to shake off the Anxiety of Highness which accompanied that power. If the
Fortgeworfenen are the lowly wretches, then Grischa Otrepjow, Karl der
Kiithne, Charles le Fou and Johannes XXII are Malte’s superior wretches - or,
as Vanoosthuyse calls them, »les sosies sublimes des épaves a la dérive des
rues de Paris«.147

In the next Chapter, the Kierkegaardian heart of this dialectic will be

approached in more systematic fashion.

16 MLB, Paper LXI, p.603.
147 Vanoosthuyse, “L’abject et le sublime”, p.143.
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Excursus

Transcendental Optimism

The awed metaphysics with which Malte surrounds the Fortgeworfenen
raises the still heavily controversial issue of Rilke’s apologia pauperum, both
here and elsewhere, whereby Armut, in the now notorious phrase from the
third Stundenbuch, becomes »ein grofser Glanz aus Innen«.148 Engelhardt sees
the Rilkean Umschlag of poverty and misery into spiritual epiphany as a
reprehensible »Legitimierung dessen, was ist«, transforming »das
geschichtlich So-Seiende in einen der Zeit enthobenen Gegenstand, der, an
sich gut, Objekt des Rithmens wird«.1#? In taking exception to »[...] Rilkes
Behandlung des Widerwartigen, in das die spirituelle Erlosung geschoben
wird«, Engelhardt is representative of a large body of modern critical
opinion.150

Kassner, in his 1926 tribute to Rilke, offers his impression that Rilke

»liebte die Armen [...], weil sie herausgestellt aus dem Gewohnlichen, weil sie

18 KA, p.244.

149 Engelhardt, “Der Versuch, wirklich zu werden”, p.122.

150 Ibid. For similar critiques see Pagni, Rilke um 1900, pp.87ff., Neumeyer, Der Flaneur,
pp-233f. and - the opening salvo in the socialistic query - Egon Schwarz, Das verschluckte
Schluchzen. Poesie und Politik bei Rainer Maria Rilke (F/M: 1972), esp. pp.15ff. & 50f. Reinhold
Grimm, in his 1981 polemic Von der Armut und vom Regen. Rilkes Antwort auf die soziale Frage
(Konigstein/Ts.: 1981), pays tribute to Schwarz as »[...] der einzige in der gesamten
Forschung, der sich weder durch das suggestive Selbstverstiandnis des Dichters noch durch
die wiederholten Versicherungen von dessen zahlreichen Freunden oder vollends durch die
massive Apologetik, ja manchmal absichtliche Vernebelungstaktik der Rilke-Gemeinde hat
irrefithren lassen« (p.53). For Grimm, the impoverished Malte will be the only literary
treatment of poverty in Rilke that so much as gestures beyond an otherwise disgraceful
apologetics (ibid., pp.87f.). Yet even Grimm’s faint praise here is problematical, as Malte
himself is every bit the philosophical accomplice in his author’s de-politicisation of poverty.
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unbiirgerlich sind«.15! Yet the tendency to idealisation goes deeper than this,
all the way in fact into the religious sphere. Rilke’s most in-depth, and in
recant years notorious, statement on this issue comes in the letter to Hermann
Pongs of October 21st 1924, where he explains his »vollige Unlust, ja
Abneigung, irgend jemandes Lage zu verdndern oder, wie man sich
auddriickt, zu verbessern«. The fact of suffering, elaborates Rilke, becomes an

opportunity for progression at the soul level:

Niemandes Lage in der Welt ist so, dafs sie seiner Seele nicht eigentiimlich zustatten
kommen koénnte... Und ich mufd gestehen, mir ist, wo ich an anderem Schicksal
teilzunehmen genotigt war, immer vor allem dieses wichtig und angelegentlich
gewesen: dem Bedriickten die eigentiimlichen und besonderen Bedingungen seiner
Not erkennen zu helfen, was jedesmal nicht so sehr ein Trost, als eine (zundchst
unscheinbare) Bereicherung ist. Es scheint mir nichts als Unordnung zu stiften, wenn
die allgemeine Bemiihung (iibrigens eine Tauschung!) sich anmafien sollte, die
Bedrdngnisse schematisch zu erleichtern oder aufzuheben, was die Freiheit des
anderern viel stirker beeintrachtigt, als die Not selber es tut, die mit
unbeschreiblichen Anpassungen und beinahe zirtlich, dem der sich ihr anvertraut,
Anweisungen erteilt, wie ihr - - wenn nicht nach aufien, so nach innen - zu entgehen
wire. Die Lage eines Menschen bessern wollen, setzt einen Einblick in seine
Umstdnde voraus, wie nicht einmal der Dichter ihn besitzt, einer Figur gegeniiber,
die aus seiner eigenen Erfindung stammt [...] Die Lage eines Menschen dndern,
bessern wollen, heifdt, ihm fiir Schwierigkeiten, in denen er geiibt und erfahren ist,

andere Schwierigkeiten anbieten, die ihn vielleicht noch ratloser finden.

Rille turns to two particular victims of the cruelty of existence:

Die Lage eines Menschen dndern, bessern wollen heif3t, ihm fiir Schwierigkeiten, in
denen er geiibt und erfahren ist, andere Schwierigkeiten anbieten, die ihn vielleicht
noch ratloser finden. Wenn ich irgendwann die imagindren Stimmen des Zwerges
oder des Bettlers in der Form meines Herzens ausgief3en konnte, so war das Metall
dieses Gusses nicht aus dem Wunsche gewonnen, der Zwerg oder der Bettler mochte
es weniger schwer haben; im Gegenteil, nur durch eine Riithmung ihres

unvergleichlichen Schicksals vermochte der zu ihnen plétzlich entschlossene Dichter

151 Kassner, Rilke. Gesammelte Erinnerungen 1926-1956, p.10.
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wahr und griindlich zu sein, und er miifite nichts mehr fiirchten und ablehnen als
eine korrigierte Welt, darin die Zwerge gestreckt sind und die Bettler bereichert. Der
Gott der Vollzdhligkeit sorgt dafiir, dafd diese Varietdten nicht aufhdren, und es wire
die oberflachlichste Einstellung, wollte man die Freude des Dichters an dieser

leidenden Vielfalt fiir eine dsthetische Ausrede halten.152

For Rilke, socioeconomic and political factors may indeed be the proximate
cause of people’s misery, but the ultimate cause is spiritual. Thus, attempts to
solve apparently social problems by intervention exclusively at the immanent,

human, political level will only serve to invite even greater misery:

In einer Welt, die das Géttliche in eine Art Anonymitdt aufzulsen versucht, mufdte
jene humanitire Uberschitzung platzgreifen, die von der menschlichen Hiilfe!53
erwartet, was sie nicht geben kann. Und goéttliche Giite ist so unbeschreiblich an
gottliche Harte gebunden, daf3 eine Zeit, die jene, der Vorsehung vorweg, auszuteilen
unternimmt, zugleich auch die dltesten Vorradte der Grausamkeit unter die Menschen

reifst. (Wir habens erlebt.)...15

The parenthetical remark clearly refers to recent events in Russia, Rilke
advancing a transcendentalist version of Edmund Burke’s anti-1789 law of
unintended consequences.

In Das Rdtsel des Menschen, du Prel acknowledges that »diese

leidensvolle Welt« seems to provide scant grounds for spiritual hope:

Wenn wir nun den Inhalt des menschlichen Lebens betrachten, den Kampf ums
Dasein, der auf der Erde biologisch, geschichtlich und gesellschaftlich wiitet, die Not
und das Leiden, die mit den allermeisten menschlichen Existenzen verkniipft sind, so

erscheint es auf den ersten Blick vollig unbegreiflich, wie die Menschen je das Wort

152 MLB-Materialien, pp.17f.

153 Cf Malte’s hope for divine succour: »Ich habe ja immer noch geglaubt, es konnte eine Hiilfe
kommen« (MLB, Paper XVIII, p.491).

154 MLB-Materialien, pp.18f. Egon Schwarz, citing this passage, exclaims: »Hier hitte ein
Politologe Stoff fiir reichhaltige Analysen [...] Diese Antwort auf einen harmlosen Fragebogen
ist ein unbedingtes Bekenntnis zum Status quo in der Gesellschaft« (Das wverschluckte
Schluchzen, p.57).
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wagen konnten: ,Gott sah an alles, was er gemacht hatte, und siehe da, es war sehr
gut” (1. Mose 1, 31) [..] es sei alles gut, dieser Optimismus, von der Welt des Kampfes
ums Dasein als Selbstzweck ausgesagt, wire eine ruchlose Gesinnung, die nur aus

der Blindheit oder Hartherzigkeit ihrer Vertreter erklart werden kénnte.155

For du Prel, as for Rilke, the affirmation of the world cannot be based upon a
denial of the fact of suffering, whether that denial come in the form of
aestheticist selectivity, egotistical indifference or political faith in a concrete
social utopia. Life must, on the contrary, somehow be affirmed not in spite of
but because of the cruelty and misery which are so evidently in abundance.
The mistake, for both, is to see any suffering as wrong, and thus to fall into the
kind of sympathy that would have things otherwise. To feel one’s sympathy
aroused by the suffering of a fellow human being, writes du Prel, can only
lead one into »den irdischen Pessimismus«, which is indeed »die berechtigte
Weltanschauung vom Standpunkt der irdischen Person«.1% Yet, insists du
Prel, the earthly standpoint is an error of one-dimensional perception. For if
we recognise that the true goal of existence lies not within »der materiellen
Weltphase« but »im Transzendenten«, then we are led inexorably »zum
transzendentalen Optimismus«.17 The logic of this position is that every
single suffering human being, no matter how horrendous their misery and
sorrow, has, at a transcendental-unconscious-soul level if not an earthly-conscious-

ego one, drawn these afflictions unto themselves or had them ordained by a

15 Du Prel, Riitsel des Menschen, pp.102f.
15 Ibid., p.103.
157 Ibid.
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higher power for their own transcendental good. If the existence of the

transcendental subject is accepted as real, then it follows,

daf3 nicht nur die Geburt iiberhaupt, sondern auch die in die gegebenen individuellen
Lebensverhiltnisse hinein ein freiwilliger Akt unseres Wesens ist. Auch dann, wenn
diese Lebensverhiltnisses den Wiinschen der irdischen Personen durchaus
widersprechen, miissen sie unseren transzendentalen Zwecken entsprechen, und es

ist nur unsere eigene individuelle Vorsehung, die unser Schicksal bestimmt hat.158

The line of argument is common to Rilke and du Prel: the existential horrors
experienced by a human being are not mere events of blind fate; at the soul
level, the Self is in some sense at source in these horrors, authorising or
agreeing to them on behalf of the usually unwitting earthly self, in the service
of spiritual advancement;! thus, to adjudge the situation of a fellow human
being as either schwer or gnidig, cruelly inflicted or mercifully bestowed,
unjust or just, is to arrogate unto oneself powers of discernment infinitely

beyond ordinary human consciousness; still more, to intervene in the

158 Ibid., p.102.

159 Cf Giloy’s registration of the recurring word Schicksal in Paper XVI, denoting »eine
tiberpersonliche Macht« (Aporie des Dichters, p.64; cf Paper XIX, p.496, in the Salpétriere,
where Malte begins to see his dismal fate take shape: »Ja, das Schicksal geht wunderbare
Wege« - a fretful echo perhaps Mannigfache Wege gehen die Menschen at the beginning of
Novalis” Die Lehrlinge zu Sais?) One might descry here once again a notion of transcendental
tasking of the human being (Schick-sal, Send-ung), whereby Malte, his poet (Jammes) and the
Fortgeworfenen have all been sent to their respective situations - or have had these situations
sent to them - for a reason. For all his envy of Jammes’ serene poetic idyll, and his
accompanying horror of the Fortgeworfenen-habitus, Malte strains to embrace as
transcendentally ordained his own existential distance from the former and proximity to the
latter. The effort to posit God’s inscrutable will behind his fate (as, for instance, in Paper LX,
p-603: »Vielleicht meinst du, mein Gott, daf3 ich alles lassen soll und sie lieben«) signals a
burning religious Sendungsbewufitsein that takes him beyond the consolations of literary
achievement. Thus, Wagner-Egelhaaf is missing the intimacy of Fortgeworfensein and
mysticism when, writing of Malte’s Baudelairean »Bitte um die Gnade, schone Verse
schreiben zu konnenc, she abstracts this from its contiguity to the Job-quotation, privileges
over the call to a Fortgeworfensein-existence, and refuses to couple the latter with Malte’s
mystical itinerarium: »mit ihr verbindet sich das Bediirfnis nach der Gewifsheit, nicht zu den
Fortgeworfenen zu gehoren« (Mystik der Moderne, p.88). By Paper LX, I am arguing, Malte has
moved into a theoretical, though not yet experiential, embrace of absolute poverta.
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situation of another is to risk violating the transcendental purpose which is
being played out in that situation.!®0 | suggest that Rilke’s Ontodizee, whose
often shockingly enthusiastic affirmation of the world’s Vollzihligkeit leads to
»la  transfiguration de labject et de la marginalité en sublime«
(Vanoosthuyse),'®! may owe more than a little to du Prel’s formulation of a
transcendental optimism.162

The strongly Eastern strain in such an ethos of transcendental
optimism is unmistakeable - and Schopenhauer’s doctrine of
»transscendente[r] Fatalismus« from the essay “Transscendente Spekulation
tiber die anscheinende Absichtlichkeit im Schicksale des Einzelnen«16? surely
guides du Prel. When Malte Laurids Brigge draws spiritual inspiration from
the Fortgeworfenen, he places himself in a long line of tradition. Park writes of

the founding moment of the Buddhist religion:

Nach der Uberlieferung soll der Siddhartha Gautama, der noch unerleuchtete
Buddha, auf mehreren Ausfahrten aus dem lebensiippigen Palast in die Auflenwelt
der Wirklichkeit des Leidens durch das Erblicken eines Alten, eines Kranken und

eines Toten innegeworden sein, so dafs er sich beim Anblick eines Bettelm6nchs zum

160 Du Prel, like Rilke after him in the letter to Pongs, warns of the dangers of socialistic
attempts to improve material circumstances alone: »[...] je mehr der theoretische
Materialismus Uberzeugungssache wird, desto mehr wird er sich praktische ausleben und
damit den Kampf ums Dasein immer mehr verschirfen, den der Sozialismus doch mildern
will [...] Diejenigen Sozialisten, die in der Tat nur die moralische Tendenz haben, den Armen
und Elenden aufzuhelfen, werden frither oder spiter zur Einsicht gelangen, daff der mit der
materialistischen Weltanschauung verschmolzene Sozialismus dieses Ziel nie dauernd
erreichen kann und daf3 es nur auf Grund einer metaphysischen Weltanschauung erreichbar
ist« (Rtsel des Menschen, pp.144f.).

161 Vanoosthuyse, “L’abject et le sublime”, p.146.

162 Fick is not on firm ground, it seems to me, when she writes: »Gewif3 heben sich die
Schilderungen des Elends und des Todes im Malte wie Bilder aus einer anderen Welt von der
monistischen Einheitsschau und Verkldrung des Lebens ab« (Sinnenwelt und Weltseele, p.301).
In the monistic metaphysics of du Prel at least, the reality of suffering and death is not merely
acknowledged as an existential given, but theorised as a necessary consequence of the monistic
theory itself.

163 Schopenhauer, “Transscendente Spekulation tiber die anscheinende Absichtlichkeit im
Schicksale des Einzelnen”, in: Parerga und Paralipomena I, pp.211-237, here: p.217.
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Aufbruch in die Hauslosigkeit entschlofs mit dem innigen Wunsch, fiir sich und fiir

alles Seiende einen Heilsweg aus dem leidvollen Dasein zu finden.1¢4

Park proceeds to outline Buddhism’s perennialisation of suffering:

Der grundlegende Tatbestand der unheilen Problemsituation des Daseins bleibt, trotz
jeglicher grofier Zeit- und Raumabstinde im wesentlichen unverdndert. Denn:
Abgesehen davon, daf3 sich die historische Periode des Buddha durch ein anderes
Weltbild und eine bestimmt geringere kiinstlich-technische Naturergreifung von der
Rilkes unterscheidet, ist die Daseinsrealitdt, welche der historische Buddha mehr als
2400 Jahre vor Rilke erblickt hat, durch dieselben negativen Phanomene: Krankheit,
Altern und Tod gekennzeichnet. Der Inhalt der daraus gewonnenen Einsicht stellt

sich auch als gleich dar: Es geht um ein und dasselbe Leiden.165

In Chapter One I queried the general critical fixation on specific socio-
historical determination as a core preoccupation of the Malte. Park’s sketch of
a Buddhistic anthropology invites us both to register Rilke’s theme of poverty
in the modern city, with its specific features, and to grasp that such poverty is
represented in the Malte as but one historico-cultural instance of a perennial
human condition. Malte, like Siddhartha, is journeying into the heart of
suffering, encountering the elderly, the sick, the dying and the destitute. For
Rilke himself, as for the Buddhist, as indeed for du Prel, to suffer is to partake
of the very quintessence of the human - regardless of period, culture or
background. Suffering in an earthly sense is part of the structure of Dasein-in-
der-Welt. The Judeo-Christian theologeme of the Fall stems from the same
insight. For all that the historical moment is registered in the seismography of

the Malte, it does not constitute the primum mobile in the account of suffering

164 Park, Rilkes Selbstwerdung, p.69.
165 Ibid., pp.69t.
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found there. I suffer, therefore | am: this, aprioristically, is the human condition.
Only those who go through it and recognise it for what it is, transcend it
altogether. For the enlightened, >I< am not, therefore I suffer not. Sickness, age
and death were not ushered in with the industrial revolution, for all the new
pathologies which that epochal shift did generate by way of capitalistic class
alienation, unprecedentedly monstrous incursions by the abstract-calculative
ethos into the human experience, and suchlike. As Malte writes of Charles le
Fou at the start of Paper LXI: »[...] es ist Nacht, es ist Winter, ich friere, ich
glaube an ihn. Denn die Herrlichkeit ist nur ein Augenblick, und wir haben nie
etwas lingeres gesehen als das Elend«.1% The wretched, like Christ’s poor, are
always with us. God will always find a way of creating dwarves and beggars,
for only when humanity is spiritually cleansed will phenomena of
wretchedness disappear from our experience.

Malte is thus very much the representative of his monistic author in the
manner of his move from a worldly pessimism to a transcendental optimism,
with the Fortgeworfenen accounted for as human beings crucified out of the
worldly and on to the transcendental plane by sheer dint of suffering. Thus,
the suffering into which existence plunged them was in fact an infinitely
precious spiritual blessing in disguise - eine (zundchst unscheinbare)
Bereicherung, in the phrase from the Pongs letter.

To endeavour to convey the logic behind Rilke’s treatment of the

mysterius paupertatis is not, I hasten to add, to endorse it personally. It is hard

166 MLB, p.604, emphasis added.
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not to find such >ontodicean< Weltbejahung cruelly life-denying, abhorrently
reactionary and unpardonably quietistic. Pitching itself at a transcendental
level, it places itself by definition beyond critique from the rational, the ethical
or the political, to all three of which it constitutes the most intimate affront. As
such it performs what Kierkegaard would term a >teleological suspension< of
these categories.!” What is immanently dreadful may in fact be
transcendentally perfect. Who is to know but the divine?

It should however be pointed out, Rilke’s transcendental optimism is
by no means immune to a critique from the religious side. The problem of
suffering, and the compassionate response to it, is of course a particularly live
issue in Buddhism, for instance, because the doctrine of karma, at least in its
simplistic form, implies that no affliction is ultimately undeserved. The
political consequences of this are potentially nauseating: a victim of genocide,
sexual abuse or famine, being ultimately at source in these calamities, would
be said to be poorly served by political, social or personal intervention, for
such would interfere with the cosmic karmic drama being played out in a
perfect way. The insidious logic of this argument is encapsulated in an Iranian
folk proverb which Harold S. Kushner cites: »If you see a blind man, kick him;
why should you be kinder than God?«.1%8 Such an outlook is however quickly
dismissed by most Buddhists scholars as a self-serving travesty of the
Buddha’s teachings. Thus, to take one such riposte, Sogyal Rinpoche writes in

his Tibetan Book of Living and Dying:

167 See Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling, pp.54£f.
168 Harold S. Kushner, When bad things happen to good people (London: 1982), p.94.
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Both the East and the West have their characteristic ways of evading the
responsibilities that come from understanding karma. In the East people use karma as
an excuse not to give others a helping hand, saying that, whatever they suffer, it is
>their karma< [...] Westerners who believe in karma can be exaggeratedly
>sensitive< and >careful<, and say that actually to help others would be to interfere
with something they have to >work out for themselves<. What an evasion and
betrayal of our humanity! Perhaps it is just as likely that it is our karma to find a way

to help.16?

Karma, on this presentation, is inconceivably complex compared to the
metaphysical individualism one finds in a du Prelian transcendental
optimism: »There are many kinds of karma: international karma, national
karma, the karma of a city, and individual karma. All are intricately
interrelated, and only understood in their full complexity by an enlightened
being«.170

Perhaps, though, it might be said that Rilke’s transcendental optimism,
like Kierkegaard’s teleological suspension of the ethical in the service of an
infinitely heterogenous divine imperative, sets us the uncomfortable
challenge of clarifying the precise grounds, immanentist or transcendentalist,

upon which we will theorise our instinctive abhorrence to it.

169 Sogyal Rinpoche, Tibetan Book of Living and Dying, p.102.
170 Ibid., p.96.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Noch Nicht:

Malte’s Chemin de longue estude
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»Denn was, am Ende, wire
mir unbrauchbarer, als ein
getrostetes Leben?«

Rilke

Das Testament
*%%



V.i.

The Unhappy Consciousness

By the Zeitungsverkiufer episode, at the very latest, Malte’s Brahesque
ambitions are in ruins. What Bafsler says of Malte’s spiritism can be applied to

his general occultism:

Die merkwiirdige Zwischenstellung des Malte liegt also darin, daf8 [Rilke] die
spiritistisch-emphatische Rhetorik poetologisch vertextet, ohne selber die dazu
passenden Texturen aufzuweisen. Was der Modernitat dieses Textes Abbruch tut, ist,

wenn man so will, die Tatsache, daf3 es darin noch nicht genug spukt.!

But this is by no means the end of Malte’s apprenticeship in Spirit. What is
the ultimate significance of his continuing failure to preside over paranormal
powers? Why does this experience not simply remain at the level of a
devastating humiliation? Why will the phrase epistemological tragi-comedy

not hold the full import of his experiences within its compass??

1 Bafdler, “Maltes Gespenster”, p.245. For Bafdler, who to all appearances considers the
Christine, Ingeborg and hand episodes to be bona fide, irony-free instances of the spectral, is
referring here to the fact that Malte does not engage in any true écriture automatique, contrary
to earlier anticipations in the book that such would take place. (Cf ibid., p.240: »Solche
ausdriicklichen Versprechungen des Ich-Erzdhlers in den ersten Abschnitten des Romans
laden die Lektiire mit einer erheblichen poetologischen Erwartungshaltung auf«.)

2 Cf Rilke’s letter of January 28t 1912 to Hedda Sauer: » [ich] fang [...] meinen Malte Laurids
neuerdings selbst wieder an zu lesen mit Erstaunen, mit jenem Erstaunen an der Naivitit und
Bescheidenheit des Grofien, das duflerst unzuldngliche Anldsse benutzt, gegenwirtig zu
werden [...]J« (in MLB-Materialien, p.97). The infinite is using infinitesimal means to present
itself in the book. Once again the point merits emphasis: the transcendental backdrop to
Malte’s tribulations remains intact, while the dimness with which it manifests itself to Malte is
left problematical. That is, the threat of irony hangs not over das Grofe itself, whose existence
remains undoubted, but over Malte’s attempts to commune with it.
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The meaning of Malte’s failed apprenticeship in magic is, I would
contend, most securely grasped when seen dialectically, as a moment of
negation which he is required to undergo in order to win through to a higher
level of self-understanding and authenticity. An attractive point of entry here
is provided by a suggestion which Birgit Giloy makes en passant in her
monograph: that Malte be regarded as a so-called >Unhappy Consciousness<.
Citing Adorno’s marxisant assent to the characterisation of Kierkegaardian
inwardness as »das aus der Dialektik herausgebrochene und fixierte
ungliickliche Bewufitsein der Hegelschen Phanomenologie«,? Giloy notes that
the section of Hegel’s Phinomenologie des Geistes (1807) devoted to this figure:
»beschreibt auch Malte, der sich im radikalen Dementi alles Auswendigen in
ein weltloses Innere begibt und sich dessen Phantasien iiberldfst«.* Although
one must query Giloy’s assertion that Malte is denying external reality per se
rather than his own interior resonance with it, the Hegelian point of reference
is most apt.

In the section of Either/Or [ entitled “The Unhappiest One”,

Kierkegaard’s pseudonymous >A<-figure writes:

In all of Hegel's systematic works there is one section that discusses the unhappy
consciousness. One always comes to the reading of such investigations with an inner
uneasiness and palpitation of the heart, with a fear that one will learn too much or too
little. >The unhappy consciousness< is a phrase that can almost make the blood run
cold, the nerves shiver, if it is merely introduced casually into the course of a

discussion, and then, uttered deliberately, it can, like that cryptic sentence in a story

3 Adorno, Kierkegaard. Konstruktionen des Asthetischen (Gesammelte Schriften Bd.Il), edited by
Rolf Tiedemann (Frankfurt/M: 1962), p.248.
4 Ibid.
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by Clemens Brentano: tertia nux mors est, make a person tremble like a sinner. Ah,
happy is the one who has nothing more to do with the subject than to write a
paragraph about it; even happier the one who can write the next. The unhappy one is
the person who in one way or another has his ideal, the substance of his life, the
plenitude of his consciousness, his essential nature, outside himself. The unhappy one

is the person who is always absent from himself, never present to himself.5

The hedged tribute to Hegel’s brilliant but, in the grander scheme of his
philosophy, almost comically summary treatment of the Unhappy
Consciousness in the Phinomenologie des Geistes pointedly captures
Kierkegaard’s philosophic ambivalence, the debt and antipathy which he
brings to Hegel. It is in fact scarcely oversimplifying things to describe the
entire output, pseudonymous and signed, which lay ahead of Kierkegaard as
he wrote these words as both a grandiosely sustained thematisation of the
single figure of the Unhappy Consciousness and an unrelenting assault on
Hegel’s speculative system-building.®

The rich soil provided by Hegel’s Phinomenologie for Kierkegaard’s
existential philosophy is easily analysed. The work, as Hegel puts it in the

Selbstanzeige he publishes in the Jenaer Allgemeine Zeitung on 28t October

5 Kierkegaard, Either / Or I, p.222.

¢ Niels Thulstrup endorses the theory »that not until the winter of 1838-1839 is it
demonstrable that Kierkegaard had read Hegel himself« (Kierkegaard’'s Relation to Hegel,
translated from the Danish by George L. Stengren, New Jersey: 1980, p.255). Thulstrup, who
accuses Kierkegaard of an often impressionistic and wilful reading of Hegel (ibid., p.256),
makes only fleeting reference to the importance of the Unhappy Consciousness figure (ibid.,
p-251). Mark C. Taylor, by contrast, offers a brilliant account both of Kierkegaard as Hegel's
Unhappy Consciousness and of Hegel as Kierkegaard’s Unhappiest Man (Journeys to Selfhood:
Hegel and Kierkegaard, Berkeley, Los Angeles & London: 1980, pp.268ff; see also p.19 & note
58). George J. Stack vehemently counters any »insinuation that Hegel's thought incorporated
Kierkegaard’s existentialism and that Kierkegaard did not really >go beyond< Hegel in his
conception of human existence or the dialectic of life« (Kierkegaard’s Existential Ethics,
Alabama: 1977, p.179, note 3). Stack is responding in particular to Walter Kaufmann’s
allegation that the description of the self in The Sickness Unto Death is »taken straight from [...]
the Phenomenology« (quoted ibid.).
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1807, »fafst die verschiedenen Gestalten des Geistes als Stationen des Weges in
sich, durch welchen er reines Wissen oder absoluter Geist wird«.” Hegel’s
Phenomenology takes as its focus, in Quentin Lauer’s words, »reality’s only
locus of manifestation, i.e. consciousness«.8 It is Hegel’s attention both to the
appearance of things to consciousness and to consciousness’ own appearance
to itself that constitutes the specifically phenomenological nature of the
exploration. Hegel programmatically claims not to contaminate this
phenomenological method with arbitrarily imported metaphysical
abstractions. Instead, he is at pains to demonstrate how consciousness itself
repeatedly stumbles upon the inescapability of a metaphysical scheme. In this
sense he can propose that the categories with which the Phenomenology
comes to be saturated - categories like SelbstbewufStsein, Vernunft, Sittlichkeit
and Selbstverfremdung - have been generated by an immanent critique of the
forms of consciousness which have presented themselves. This
»developmental sequence« of Gestalten (Richard Norman)? depicts how
consciousness, finding itself riven at every turn with contradiction and inner
contflict, is forced to go beyond itself into a more authentic mode of being. In
his Einleitung, Hegel evokes this great dialectical unrest, the existential
violence of which propels consciousness on to each successive stage: »Das
Bewufitsein leidet also diese Gewalt, sich die beschrdnkte Befriedigung zu

verderben, von ihm selbst«; there can, insists Hegel, be »keine Ruhe« for the

7 Hegel, Phinomenologie des Geistes, p.593.
8 Quentin Lauer, A Reading of Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit (New York: 1976), p.270.
? Richard Norman, Hegel’s Phenomenology. A Philosophical Introduction (London: 1976), p.16.
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not yet fully mature consciousness.!® Hegel is after the rhythm of existence
itself, of that which in his Vorrede (written several months after the main text)
he calls: »[d]as Element des unmittelbaren Daseins«.!! As this telling phrase
indicates, it is existential immediacy which will form the point of reference
throughout the Phenomenology. Jean Hyppolite elaborates: »The
Phenomenology is less a reduction of the experience of the life of
consciousness to logical terms than a description of that life, a description
which takes a certain logical turn«.12 Hegel’s thesis is not that the self is to be
problematised by a philosophically sophisticated scrutineer, but that, in its
enmeshment in real existence, it constantly problematises itself, finding itself
harried by a sense of its own inadequacy. To lend conceptual clarity to the
various articulations of this painful progression - such is the role which Hegel
establishes for the phenomenological philosopher who delves into the self.
Mark C. Taylor, in his comparative study of Hegel and Kierkegaard,
Journeys to Selfhood, succinctly outlines the three major phases in the
Phiinomenologie des Geistes. The first, encompassing chapters on Bewuftsein,
SelbstbewufStsein and Vernunft, examines »the human struggle to reintegrate
subject and object through theoretical reflection and practical action.« The
second, carrying the general title Geist, chronicles »the differentiation and re-
integration of the particular self and the universal sociocultural totality.« The

third, on Religion, accounts for »the gradual realisation of the reconciliation of

10 Hegel, Phinomenologie des Geistes, pp.74f.

11 1bid., p.38.

12 Jean Hyppolite, Genesis and Structure of Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit, translated from the
French by Samuel Cherniak & John Heckman (Evanston, Illinois: 1974), p.19.
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the divine and human.«1? It seems clear that Kierkegaard, for all his often
venomous invective against the German Idealist and what he sees as the
contemptible but depressingly powerful Hegelian Docenter,'* would be quite
unthinkable without the specific inspiration of Hegel’s Phenomenology, at
least in its earlier stages. What will have excited Kierkegaard above all is the
manner in which the Gestalten of consciousness which Hegel so painstakingly
interrogates do not emerge from a dry, formal logic of investigation but from
an extraordinarily intuitive sensitivity to existential pressures bearing down
inexorably on the human subject. The immanent critique in Hegel of a given
way of life, a given mode of consciousness, will replicate itself in
Kierkegaard’s own unremitting dialectical treatments of character-types, most
unmistakeably perhaps in the terminological Duktus of The Sickness unto
Death.’> Both Hegel in the Phenomenology and Kierkegaard in his entire
production are concerned with the >actually existing individual< - akin to
Heidegger’s >thrown< Dasein-in-der-Welt - struggling with concrete, finite
human existence.

For Kierkegaard, however, Hegel’s philosophy will degrade itself by
diluting out of all effectiveness its phenomenological potential. It will fall into
the ludicrous grandstanding of abstractly speculative system-building, which,
pompously forgetting existential pressure as the very element and limit of

human reality, translates everything into a notional realm, as emptily pure as

13 Mark C. Taylor, Journeys to Selfhood, p.185.

14 Cf for example Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling, pp.62f.

15 As Anti-Climacus tacitly acknowledges in his short >Preface< to The Sickness unto Death
(translated from the Danish with introduction and notes by Alastair Hannay, London: 1989),
pp-35-6.
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the abstract space of mathematical logic, from which the actually existing
individual tendentially vanishes. In The Sickness unto Death, Anti-Climacus

writes excoriatingly of such speculative erosion of existential enquiry:

As for >the particular human being<, speculative!® philosophy, to be consistent,
ought really to deal very slightingly with being a particular human being, with being
something which cannot be thought. To do anything in that direction, it would have
to say to the individual: >Is this anything to waste time on? Try to forget it. To be a
particular human being is to be nothing; just think - and then you are the whole of
humanity, cogito ergo sum.< Might not that possibly be a lie, and in fact the highest be

the particular human being and being that particular human?'”

For Kierkegaard, Hegel’s sketch of the Unhappy Consciousness figure
in the Phinomenologie des Geistes marks the most authentic point in his entire
philosophy. A’s reference (cited above) to the Unhappy Consciousness section
of the Phenomenology communicates just this double response: »For this firm
limitation, we thank Hegel [...]«, he adds.’® This is genuine tribute undercut
by sarcastic qualification. For what Kierkegaard sees as Hegel’s finest (half-)
hour is immediately followed in the same book by what, again for
Kierkegaard, is a betrayal of the phenomenological-existential promise.

One can imagine that Kierkegaard, as he reads the Phenomenology for
the first time, will have sat up in earnest at the point where Hegel makes the
statement: »so ist das Bewufstsein Selbstbewuftsein«.1° This moment has been

prepared slowly: from the passive, unreflective model of naive sinnliche

16 As ever in Kierkegaard, >speculative< here is all but synonymous with >Hegelian<.
17 1bid., p:152.

18 Kierkegaard, Either /Or I, p.222.

19 Hegel, Phinomenologie des Geistes, p.133.

74



GeuifSheit Hegel has taken his phenomenological subject into an increasing
awereness of the mediate nature of perception, such that, in Adorno’s
pariphrase, those »vermeintlich elementaren Qualitdten der Unmittelbarkeit
treten immer schon als kategorial geformte auf, und dabei lassen sinnliche
und kategoriale Momente nicht sich sduberlich als >Schichten< voneinander
abh:ben«.20 (This insight into the hidden abstraction within sensuality will
late: help Kierkegaard to harass the aesthetic mode of existence as delivering
a mere phantom self-presence.) The subject’s active role in Wahrnehmung has,
in good Kantian fashion, disclosed itself as constitutive; the self has found
itsef ever more deeply implicated in the object, to the point where it realises
that to continue »das Schauern des Innern in das Innere«?! - the penetration
by tie subject of the object - it must look into itself.22

Self-consciousness - this will be arable soil for our two Danes. It
marifests itself above all, suggests Hegel in the opening of his all-important
chapter on Selbstbewuftsein, in desire: »Das Selbstbewufstsein [...] ist Begierde
tibethaupt«.? The experience of »a contrast between the world of which I am
awae and the world as I want it to be« (Norman)?* throws the self into an
unrest which, argues Hegel, corresponds to the Leben of the objective world

witl its concrete interrelationships - »die reine achseldrehende Bewegung«.?

20 Th:odor W. Adorno, Zur Metakritik der Erkenntnistheorie / Drei Studien zu Hegel (Gesammelte
Schriten V), edited by Gretel Adorno & Rolf Tiedemann (Frankfurt/M: 1970), pp.298f.

2l Hegel, Phinomenologie des Geistes, p.135.

22 Cf Malte’s childhood apperception: »[...] je mehr man hinaussah, desto mehr Inneres riihrte
man n sich auf [...]J« (MLB, Paper LVI, p.593).

2 Hegel, Phinomenologie des Geistes, p.139.

24 No'man, Hegel’s Phenomenology, p.46.

% Hegel, Phinomenologie des Geistes, p.140.
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The conative, appetitive self seeks to overcome alterity by consuming objects,
cognition having developed into this »disquiet of the self« (Hyppolite)2
which seeks (with Fichte) to incorporate into the >I< the >Not-I< which it
cognises. As Charles Taylor puts it: »desire reflects not just the factual need
for an object, but also the fundamental drive for integrity«.2

Now this dialectic of consumptive desire will form the foundation of
what Kierkegaard calls the aesthetic mode of existence, whose often
hedonistic surface behaviour disguises the unconfronted depression, self-
disgust and despair lurking underneath. And Hegel’s next step will anticipate
both Kierkegaard’s philosophic anatomy of erotic seduction in Either / Or I -
particularly in “The Seducer’s Diary”, which so intrigued Rilke - and Malte’s
meditation on infinite longing in Papers LXVIII and LXX: the subject, in its
drive for integrity, goes beyond the subject-object complex to the sphere of
intersubjectivity.  Introducing  this  sudden  »Verdopplung  des
Selbstbewufdtseins«, Hegel writes: »Das Selbstbewufitsein erreicht seine
Befriedigung nur in einem anderen SelbstbewufStsein«.28 For Jiirgen Habermas,
this turn to the »intersubjektive Erhaltung der Ich-Identitdt« represents
nothing less than »die Ursprungserfahrung der Dialektik«.?

Hegel has hereby introduced the prospect of the individual

consciousness’ entry into what he styles the spiritual daylight of

2 Hyppolite, Genesis and Structure, p.167.

27 Charles Taylor, Hegel (Cambridge: 1975), p.151. Cf of course Malte’s erotically charged
Biichsendeckel image (MLB, Paper L, pp.582f).

28 Hegel, Phinomenologie des Geistes, p.144.

2 Jiirgen Habermas, Zur Rekonstruktion des historischen Materialismus (Frankfurt/M: 1976),
p.104.
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intersubjective presence - a glaringly unsatisfactory daylight for Kierkegaard,
as we shall see presently. However, Hegel's (Selbst-)Bewufitsein has yet to
achieve such mutual recognition experientially. On the contrary: Hegel
initiates his intersubjective drama with an account of how self-
consciousnesses come to interact in an initially alienated and antagonistic
tashion. This, the famous Master and Slave dialectic, emerges out of a »Kampf
auf Leben und Tod«3® between two selves, each seeking to compel the other
into an act of absolute recognition of the other’s sovereignty. The vanquished
will be reduced in the eyes of the victor to the status of mere »Dingheit«,3!
bereft of self-conscious interiority. At stake here are modes of consciousness,
with the servile consciousness determined by its fear of being killed by the
master consciousness. The result is a loss of all ontological security for the
servile consciousness. Hegel’s description of this moment merits close
attention for its deep resonance both with Kierkegaard’s religious themes of
Fear and Trembling / Angst and with Malte Laurids Brigge’s intimations of

negative sublimity qua intersubjective (rather than natural) phenomenon:3?

30 Hegel, Phinomenologie des Geistes, p.149.

31 Ibid., p.150.

32 ] am referring to the childhood encounter with the Mann mit der Faust described in Paper
LXII (MLB, p.612): »Ich habe gesagt, daf? er grofs war. Nun hatte er sich nicht, wie es doch
natiirlich gewesen wire, tiber mich gebeugt, so dafs er sich in einer Hohe befand, auf die ich
nicht vorbereitet war [...] Es war das Gesicht eines Feindes. Und neben diesem Gesicht, dicht
nebenan, in der Hohe der schrecklichen Augen, stand, wie ein zweiter Kopf, seine Faust«.
This encounter, which I have earlier placed into comparison with Hoffmann’s Der Sandmann,
gives Malte subjective access in the same Paper to the historical experience of human hatred
as exemplified in fourteenth-century France’s Kimpfe auf Leben und Tod (ibid., pp.612ff).
Malte’s encounter with the Man harmonises closely with the phenomenology of death and
hysterical pathology elsewhere in the Aufzeichnungen: see for example Papers VIII (MLB,
pp-459ff), XVIII (MLB, pp.489f), XIX (MLB, pp.496ff) and XLVII (MLB, pp.569ff). Naturally,
such experiences rapidly take on a religious dimension for Malte.
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Dies BewufStsein hat namlich nicht um dieses oder jenes, noch fiir diesen oder jenen
Augenblick Angst gehabt, sondern um sein ganzes Wesen; denn es hat die Furcht des
Todes, des absoluten Herrn, empfunden. Es ist darin innerlich aufgelést worden, hat
durchaus in sich selbst erzittert, und alles Fixe hat in ihm gewebt. Diese reine
allgemeine Bewegung, das absolute Fliissigwerden alles Bestehens ist aber das

einfache Wesen des Selbstbewufdtseins, die absolute Negativitat [...]*

The defeated servile consciousness has undergone a trauma which is cognate
with the affective pandemonium of the mysterium tremendum.?* In both cases
the ego is given a foretaste of utter annihilation. In Hegel, such defeat pushes
the servile consciousness into a series of fruitless attempts to deny its absolute
defeat. The first is stoicism, with its bogus and insubstantial »Freiheit des
Bewufitseins« whereby the self retreats from concrete reality into »die einfache
Wesenheit des Gedankens«;% the second, all out-scepticism’s »selbstbewufite
Negation«,* a desperate vapourisation of external reality. (This is where
Giloy has, somewhat misleadingly it seems to me, located the Unhappy
Consciousness and, by extension, Malte.)?” Both strategies fail. Consciousness,
still unable to reconcile itself to its real situation, becomes the Unhappy
Consciousness.

As this is to form the basis of my existential model for Malte Laurids
Brigge, it warrants an exposition of some detail which, I trust, will not seem

gratuitous.

3 Hegel, Phinomenologie des Geistes, p.153.

3 | have portrayed Malte as caught between desire for spiritual transmutation and dread of
same. Compare Ib Ostenfeld on Kierkegaard’s analysis of Angst »as a determination of what
he calls spirit; it is a symptom indicating that man both wants and fears to enter this category«
(Seren Kierkegaard’s Psychology, translated from the Danish & edited by Alastair McKinnon,
Waterloo, Ontario: 1978, p.19).

35 Hegel, Phinomenologie des Geistes, p.157.

% Ibid., p.161.

% Giloy, Aporie des Dichters, p.14.
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The Unhappy Consciousness is internally rent between finitude and
infinity, temporality and eternity, matter and spirit, contingency and essence.
Hegel describes this split Gestalt as: »das Bewufitsein seiner [Einheit] als des
gedoppelten, nur widersprechenden Wesens [...das] ungliickliche, in sich
entzweite Bewufdtsein«.3 For the Unhappy Consciousness, the transcendent
Jenseits is essential, ultimate, real, the immanent Diesseits inessential,
contingent, factical. The Unhappy Consciousness, under the pressure of
existence, places itself »auf die Seite des wandelbaren Bewufitseins«, thus
seeing itself as »das Unwesentliche«.3® As such it comes to despise itself in all
its concrete particularity: »Das Bewufitsein des Lebens, seines Daseins und
Tuns ist nur der Schmerz iiber dieses Dasein und Tun, denn es hat darin nur
Bewufstsein seines Gegenteils, als des Wesens, und der eigenen Nichtigkeit«.40
This cleft between the subject’s own felt inessentiality (its creaturely & human
limitations) and »das unerreichbare Jenseits«¥! of a projected divinity
constitutes its deep unhappiness. Like Obstfelder’s priest, the Unhappy
Consciousness asks itself: »why were we given spirit - that spirit which ever
desires to fly?«42 This is, as Robert C. Solomon comments, »not mere

schizophrenia but the ultimate in self-abasement and self-denial«.43

38 Hegel, Phinomenologie des Geistes, p.163.

¥ Ibid., p.164.

40 Ibid., pp.164-5.

4 Ibid., p.169 (paving the way for Feuerbach and Marx).

42 Obstfelder, A Priest’s Diary, p.8. The priest elaborates: »But if we are intended to transcend
this earth - to be more than it, if we are beings who walk erect with our eyes turned to the stars
because our way leads up there amongst them - then we are surely so alone, so very much
alone. The firmament is a burden on every breast, the night a burden on every breast, and we
cannot shake them off, cannot take them in our hands and bend them to our will« (ibid., p.9).
# Robert C. Solomon, In the Spirit of Hegel. A Study of G. F. W. Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit
(Oxford: 1983), p.468.
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In a kind of transcendental version of the appetitive and erotic drive to
integrity, the Unhappy Consciousness finds itself stretched beyond any hope
of unproblematical or peaceful relationship to actuality, which is seen as exile
from spirit. This psychological breach with immanence is both the Unhappy
Consciousness’ horror and its potential salvation. Initially, however, the
former mood prevails in Hegel’s account: the increase in existential scope has
only been won »auf Kosten der Welt oder seiner eigenen Wirklichkeit, welche
ihm beide als das Negative seines Wesens erscheinen«.** In defensive reaction
to this, consciousness seeks to aggrandise itself over against actuality by
asserting: »dafs alle Wirklichkeit nichts anderes ist als es«.#> This bold attempt
at overcoming all alterity (»Anderssein«)* is the preliminary project of
Vernunft (title of Hegel’s next chapter). But it remains at the level of, so to
speak, sub-illocutionary assertion, not genuine experiential authority: »Sie
[Vernunft, D.D.] versichert so nur, alle Realitdt zu sein, begreift dies aber
selbst nicht«.#” And so Reason returns in bogus self-confidence to the arena of
initial difficulty: sense-certainty, perception and understanding. It has become
die beobachtende Vernunft.

Cognition on these terms, writes Hegel, has become an attempt by the
Unhappy Consciousness to annex everything with which it comes into
contact. This is an insane search for immanent infinity: »Sie sucht ihr Anderes,

indem sie weifs, daran nichts anderes als sich selbst zu besitzen; sie sucht nur

4 Hegel, Phinomenologie des Geistes, p.178.
4 Tbid., p.179.

46 Ibid., p.180.

47 Ibid.
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ihre eigene Unendlichkeit«.48 In this hubristically overweening idealism,* the
observing consciousness appoints itself sole sponsor of meaning in its world.
Again, this strategy needs to be placed in the context of the defeat which the
Unhappy Consciousness has been experiencing: having suffered extreme
disappointment and disorientation, it energetically seeks, in its new role as
narcissistically observing Reason, to claw back some self-esteem.

So far, I would suggest, so very Maltesque. In permanent flight from
the overpowering Other which terrifies him, whether humanly personified>
or not, Malte is a frightened consciousness at a loss in the world of
determinate actuality. But, as Malte himself recognises, at least in theory, fear

and trembling can function as an incomparably efficient spiritual mentor:

Aber seitdem habe ich mich fiirchten gelernt mit der wirklichen Furcht,5! die nur
zunimmt, wenn die Kraft zunimmt, die sie erzeugt. Wir haben keine Vorstellung von
dieser Kraft, aufSer in unserer Furcht. Denn so ganz unbegreiflich ist sie, so vollig
gegen uns, dafs unser Gehirn sich zersetzt an der Stelle, wo wir uns anstrengen, sie zu
denken. Und dennoch, seit einer Weile glaube ich, daf3 es unsere Kraft ist, alle unsere

Kraft, die noch zu stark ist fiir uns.5?

In terms pertinent to Malte’s concurrent subjection to and cultivation of a
frightened existence, Giloy writes of the role played by Angst in the

development of the Unhappy Consciousness: »Angst notigt [...] dazu, sich

48 Ibid., p.186.

4 Cf Hegel’s anticipatory hint of this, ibid., p.179.

50 Cf his words in Paper XLVII: »Da ich ein Knabe war, schlugen sie mich ins Gesicht und
sagten mir, daf3 ich feige sei. Das war, weil ich mich noch schlecht fiirchtete. Aber seitdem
habe ich mich fiirchten gelernt mit der wirklichen Furcht« (MLB, p.571).

51 An echo of a certain Grimm Brothers’ tale...

52 MLB, Paper XLVII, p.571.
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dialektisch auf ein Absolutes zu beziehen«.3* Caught like a caged bird in
finitude and temporality, he finds himself stretched by intimations of eternity
and infinity which both terrify and attract him. He is terrified by World, by die
Leute, by »Die Existenz des Entsetzlichen in jedem Bestandteil der Luft«.5* In
reaction to his sense of insubstantiality and Nichtigkeit as a finite and socially
marginalised self (»Ich sitze hier und bin nichts«),5> Malte attempts a quantum
leap of sorts into the infinite propelled by the full repertory of paranormal
powers. His Sehenlernen project involves the positing of psychic
correspondences between inner and outer, such that he repeatedly conjures
up comparisons with the Brahe gift for clairvoyance. His Faustian exertions,
displaying a refined concupiscentia ocularum, can thus be seen as an
occultistically intensified version of Hegel’s >beobachtende Vernunft<.¢ Such

premature transcendence Hegel attacks in the Vorrede as »die Begeisterung,

53 Giloy, Aporie des Dichters, p.14. Cf Fick (Sinnenwelt und Weltseele, p.317) on Kierkegaard’s
conception of »die wahre Angst« as that which forces the self into an eternal orientation
(Sinnenwelt und Weltseele, p.317). As George ]. Stack writes, Kierkegaard, seeing that
»reflection upon the possibility of death« shocks one out of »casual nihilism«, agrees with
Schopenhauer »that death is the X-factor in human life, without which man would scarcely
philosophize« (Kierkegaard's Existential Ethics, p.54).

54 MLLB, Paper XXIII, p.505.

5 MLB, Paper X1V, p.468.

56 In Wie erlangt man Erkenntnisse der hoheren Welten? (p.223), Rudolf Steiner, in the same vein
as du Prel, writes of the as yet unevolved human being as »ein Doppelwesen, ein sterbliches
und ein unsterbliches«. This split self must, explains Steiner, work its way out of its unhappy
split from the bottom (earth) up: »|...] erst innerhalb dieser Doppelwelt, die ihren Ausdruck in
dem Sinnlich-Physischen findet, eignet er sich die Fihigkeiten dazu an, die Welt der
Unsterblichkeit zuzufiihren. Ja, seine Aufgabe ist, aus dem Sterblichen selbst die Friichte fiir
das Unsterbliche herauszuholen« (ibid.). Thus the mortal realm is not uncomplicatedly
opposed to the immortal realm, as in a more dualistic Unhappy Consciousness. Rather, the
mortal realm is, so to speak, mined for its precious ore, which is >brought over< into the
realm of spirit (in a reversal of the Hegelian self-alienation of spirit). Rilke will bring his ninth
Duineser Elegie to a very similar conclusion, answering the Unhappy Consciousness’ doubt
over the dignity of the human over against the angelic realm by viewing the visible world as
that which must be rescued for the invisible realm. This is, incidentally, a perfect inversion of
spiritism, which imports the invisible into the visible. For late Rilke, as for Swedenborg, the
angels in a sense need us as much as we need them.
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die wie aus der Pistole mit dem absoluten Wissen unmittelbar anfangt«.5” The
fundamental split characteristic of the Unhappy Consciousness discloses itself
as the motive force behind Malte’s cognitive overexertions.

It is to be stressed that Malte is an Unhappy Consciousness, his misery
stemming from the compromising fact that his ordinary consciousness is, so
to speak, the enemy within.?8 For it does not grant him the ability to preside
over transcendent(al) faculties. Caught in the continuum of space-time
causality, he is only abstractly aware (along with Kant) that space and time

are mere illusions, regulatory forms of intuition, poor constructs of the poor

57 Hegel, Phinomenologie des Geistes, p.31 (Hegel undoubtedly attacking Schelling’s
Naturmystik). After the critical Medizinstudent episode, Malte will strike a similar note,
describing the old saints as those »eifernden Voreiligen, die gleich mit Gott anfangen wollten
um jeden Preis«, and adding pointedly: »Wir muten uns dies nicht mehr zu. Wir ahnen, dafs
er zu schwer ist fiir uns, dafs wir ihn hinausscheiben miissen, um langsam die lange Arbeit zu
tun, die uns von ihm trennt. Nun aber weifs ich, dafs diese Arbeit genau so bestritten ist wie
das Heiligsein; dafs dies da um jeden entsteht, der um ihretwillen einsam ist, wie es sich
bildete um die Einsamen Gottes in ihren Hohlen und leeren Herbergen, einst.« (MLB, Paper
LII, p.584). The theme of premature transcendence and tormented waiting - the Chemin de
longue Estude (the title of Christine de Pisan’s book mentioned in the Charles le Fou Paper LXI,
MLB, p.607) which Malte realises to be his spiritual task - becomes increasingly noticeable in
the text from this point on, culminating in the magnificent retelling of the Verlorener Sohn
parable in the final Paper (LXXI, MLB, pp.629ff.), which itself culminates in the words »noch
nicht« (MLB, p.635).

5% This war within the self is thus more radical than a subject-object alienation. As Adorno
writes of Kierkegaard’s psychological treatment of the Unhappy Consciousness: »Es gibt bei
Kierkegaard so wenig ein Subjekt-Objekt im Hegelschen Sinne wie seinshaltige Objekte; nur
isolierte, von der dunklen Andersheit eingeschlossene Subjektivitdt [...] Im Drang nach
transzendentaler Ontologie nimmt Innerlichkeit den >Kampf mit sich selber< auf, von dem
Kierkegaard als >Psychologe< berichtet« (Kierkegaard, p.45). Park, without using the phrase,
identifies the Unhappy Consciousness problematic as a constant in Rilke’s own struggle:
»Dessen, dafs sich das menschliche Bewufitsein und alle Wahrnehmungen und
Empfindungen als Verstellung des Zugangs zur letzten Wirklichkeit erweisen, wurde Rilke
schon frith gewahr« (Rilkes Selbstwerdung, p.20). The sense of ordinary consciousness as a
wretchedly limited state excluded from - and knowing itself to be excluded from - the non-
egoic transport of superordinary consciousness is memorably conveyed in the final stanza of
the “Buddha” poem which Rilke wrote in the winter of 1905/6: »Denn das, was uns zu seinen
Fiilen reiflt, / das kreist in ihm seit Millionen Jahren. / Er, der vergifit was wir erfahren /
und der erfihrt was uns verweist« (KA I, p.462, emphasis added). Park (Rilkes Selbstwerdung,
p.101) comments: »Fiir ihn [Rilkes >Buddha<, D.D.] existiert keine Trennung zwischen Raum
und Zeit, keine Unterscheidung zwischen Vergangenheit, Gegenwart und Zukunft. Darum ist
er ewig und wirklich im Gegensatz zum verginglichen, vom urspriinglichen Ganzen
abgefallenen Menschen«. Compare once again Malte’s description of Graf Brahe: »Die
Zeitfolgen spielten durchaus keine Rolle fiir ihn [...]« (MLB, Paper XV, p.475).
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constructed human brain.?® Graf Brahe’s purportedly deuteroscopic
awareness of the Gleichzeitigkeit des Ungleichzeitigen (to abuse Ernst Bloch’s
phrase)® remains closed to his grandson. This constitutes his metaphysical

claustraphobia.t’ Werner Kohlschmidt describes this rent self of Kierkegaard

% On Rilke’s first-hand acquaintance with Kant's Kritik der reinen Vernunft around 1905, see
Arndal, “>Ohne alle Kenntnis von Perspektive<?”, p.106, footnote 6. Cf Wittgenstein: »Die
Losung des Ritsels des Lebens in Raum und Zeit liegt auflerhalb von Raum und Zeit«, Logisch-
philosophische Abhandlung / Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, parallel German-English text, with
English translation by D. F. Pears & B. F. McGuinness and introduction by Bertrand Russell
(London: 1961), 6.4312: p.148. Recall Rilke’s letter of August 11t 1924 to Nora Purtscher-
Wydenbruck: »Mir stellt es sich immer mehr so dar, als ob unser gebrauchliches Bewufdtsein
die Spitze einer Pyramide bewohne, deren Basis in uns (und gewissermafden unter uns) so
vollig in die Breite geht, dafs wir, je weiter wir in sie niederzulassen uns befihigt sehen, desto
allgemeiner einbezogen erscheinen in die von Zeit und Raum unabhingigen Gegebenheiten des
irdischen, des, im weitesten Begriffe, weltischen Daseins« (in MLB-Materialien, p.128, emphases
added, except on weltischen). Rilke’s final phrase here replicates du Prel’s coalition of
Kantianism and monism: das Wesentliche is projected into das Jenseits, with the latter
understood not as a wholly separate transcendent realm but, in du Prel’s motto, as das anders
angeschaute Diesseits. For the ordinary consciousness, this radically other state of
consciousness does however remain the focus of unhappy longing. Fingerhut elaborates the
Kantian logic of Rilke’s position: »Durch die Ausbildung der Kategorien des Denkens und
Vorstellens, Raum und Zeit, hat der Intellekt die grofle Mannigfaltigkeit und die Weite des
>weltischen Daseins< in ein enges Bezugssystem eingefiigt. Die Welt, wie sie sich unserem
Geiste darbietet, ist also bereits nicht mehr sie selbst, sondern ein auf unsere Absicht hin
geordnetes Abbild« (Das Kreatiirliche im Werke Rainer Maria Rilkes, p.60). Clearly, such a
monistically oriented Unhappy Consciousness is a deeply Romantic type - compare the
Romantics’ proto-monistic myth of »the >inner< or >universal sense< (All-Sinn) by which
man, before the fall, was able to cognize nature. Imperfect though this sense had become, it
still enabled us, said the Romantics, to gain some direct understanding of the universe, be it in
mystical ecstasy, poetic and artistic inspiration, magnetic somnambulism, or dreams«
(Ellenberger, Discovery of the Unconscious, p.204).

60 Cf Ernst Bloch, “Nonsynchronism and Dialectics”, in: New German Critique, 11 (Spring
1977), pp.22-38. Jutta Goheen, in her essay “Tempusform und Zeitbegriff in R. M. Rilkes Die
Aufzeichnungen des Malte Laurids Brigge”, Wirkendes Wort, 19.Jahrgang 1969, Heft IV,
pp.254-267, here: p.254, is correct to suggest that the Malte involves the attempt to go beyond
»>Chronometerzeit<«. When, however, she locates the desired new order of time in a »h6here
Gleichzeitigkeit, die sich aus einer komplementdren Verbindung von Gegenwart und
Vergangenheit ergibt« (ibid.), she is bracketing out the future and hence translating Malte’s
goal of transcendental consciousness into a less supernatural (and more Proustian) dimension
of psychological time.

61 T take the phrase from Karl Pestalozzi, as cited in Fick (Sinnenwelt und Weltseele, pp.11f):
»Karl Pestalozzi sprach jiingst von der >metaphysischen Klaustrophobie< der Moderne. Er
meint damit die durch Kants Vernunftkritik gleichsam iiber den Menschen verhidngte
Trennung vom >An sich< der Aufienwelt, das Eingeschlossensein in die Welt nur der eigenen
Erkenntnisformen«. Yet is the Faustian dream of pulling back the veil of the phenomenal
world so distinctively modern? Do esotericism’s »more comprehensive cognitive mappings of
nature and the cosmos, [its] epistemological and ontological reflections of ultimate reality«
(Edward A. Tiryakian, cited in Mircea Eliade, “The Occult and the Modern World”, in: M. E,,
Occultism, Witcheraft and Cultural Fashions. Essays in Contemporary Religions, Chicago &
London: 1976, pp.47-68, here: p.48) represent an even relatively new human endeavour? For
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and Rilke well: »Zwischen den Wirklichkeiten steht in Wahrheit der Mensch,
gebrochen durch das Bewuftsein, halb in allem. Er ist so wenig geschlossener
Geist wie geschlossene Sinnenhaftigkeit«.®2 Malte can meet external reality
and, self-consciously, himself only through this mundane, deficient prism of
an all-too-human brain. Like the knife that tries to cut itself or the tooth that
tries to bite itself, his brain comes to the disturbing conclusion that it must
either die to the world or be murdered to it. That is, it must change itself (Paper
IV’s Ich verindere mich)®® or, less voluntaristically, be changed by the tremendum

of divine intervention:

Bei aller Furcht bin ich schliefflich doch wie einer, der vor etwas Grofdem steht, und
ich erinnere mich, daf3 es frither oft dhnlich in mir war, eh ich zu schreiben begann.
Aber diesmal werde ich geschrieben werden. Ich bin der Eindruck, der sich verwandeln
wird. Oh, es fehlt nur ein kleines, und ich konnte das alles begreifen und gutheifien.
Nur ein Schritt, und mein tiefes Elend wiirde Seligkeit sein. Aber ich kann diesen
Schritt nicht tun, ich bin gefallen und kann mich nicht mehr aufheben, weil ich

zerbrochen bin. Ich habe ja immer noch geglaubt, es konnte eine Hiilfe konimen.%*

all the many exaggerated claims of esotericism to represent a bruchlose Tradition of initiation
techniques (cf Gruber, “Mystik, Esoterik, Okkultismus”, p.33), can one in fact identify a time
in human history when exceptional individuals did not seek some experience or proof of
higher levels of reality? If, as Gruber writes (Die Seherin von Prevorst, p.31), modern occultism
is characterised by its »Neubau von Transzendenz, then it takes equal pains to differentiate
this purported methodological novelty from the perennial interest of its transcendental topos.
Thus, for instance, do we find throughout du Prel’s Das Ritsel des Menschen an emphasis both
on the new clarity of perspective being attained by modern Geheimwissenschaften and on the
rich occultist lineage stretching back to antiquity - including such (il)luminaries as Solomon,
Aristotle, St. Paul (ibid., p.99), Cicero (ibid., p.97) and Agrippa von Nettesheim (ibid., title

page).

62 “Rilke und Kierkegaard”, p.90 (as pointed out in the Introduction, however, Kohlschmidt is
interesting himself in the condition humaine only as depicted in Rilke’s Spitwerk). For
Kierkegaard, the aesthetic mode is the hopeless attempt to cover up this hybrid identity
between spirit and sensuality by taking flight from the first into the second.

6 MLB, Paper 1V, p.456.

64 MLB, Paper XVIII, pp.490f, emphases added.
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Inviting a quasi-mystical, quasi-monistic mutation of his own brain cells that
will turn his consciousness into a more sensitive organon, Malte, like Donne,
both dreads and prays for the time when God will see fit to break, blow, burn
and make him new.®> In response to what he thinks has been the total
cognitive estrangement experienced in extremis by the man in the crémerie,
involving possible mutation in the brain, he evokes the mystical death-before-
death or death-in-life. Malte has just asked himself whether it is possible to
die to the self and still continue living: »[...] dafd es nicht unmoglich ist, alles
anders zu sehen und doch zu leben«.% He now makes it clear that such
radical reconstitution of perception would involve not a new world >out
there< but a new subjective organ >in here<: Ich bin der Eindruck, der sich
verwandeln wird. This seems to yield up a double, though intimately
interrelated, sense: a) In apperception, consciousness becomes aware of itself
as observer and, in this self-conscious awareness, sees itself doubled as
observer and observed. This Fichtean style of meditation leads, in Malte’s
case, to a very unFichtean self-demotion. For Malte’s ego-consciousness is
problematising itself as a non-transcendental, subjective, fallible processor of
sensuous data into dubious (because contingent & provisional) cognitive
Gestalt. The egoic esprit is sending itself back to its maker for repairs, hoping
to return transformed as a trans-egoic dme-consciousness (to use a

Maeterlinckian idiom). b) Consciousness reflects upon its own character as a

65 Cf Rilke in his letter of June 26" 1914 to Lou Andreas-Salomé: »Erneuerung. Verwandlung,
Heiligung - und die Seele stiirzte heriiber -, ich weifd. Aber wer macht sich neu und
zerschliige sich nicht vorher« (Briefe in zwei Binden 1, p.541).

% MLB, Paper VIII, p.490.
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text-like system which must be amended.®” There can be no question of non-
transcendental consciousness having access to noumenal >world<, to some
sort of transcendental hors-texte. Not that the existence of a realm hors de texte
is being denied. Rather, the ego consciousness has come to see itself as,
mysteriously, tabula, stylus and text all at once. Only radical change can alter
this Eindruck.es

Malte’s primary spiritual focus in response to his crisis has been on
making experiential contact with the Nachtseite der Natur(wissenschaft). He has
attempted to overcome his existence as Unhappy Consciousness by
developing a paranormal, transcendentalist side.®® But let us mention it again:
the indications are that his attempt parapsychologically to ground his
subjectivity in the echo chamber of external situations fails, a failure

crystallised out in the pivotal words of Paper LIX: »Ich wufite sofort, daf3

67 Cf Freud’s “Notiz tiber den Wunderblock” (Gesammelte Werke Bd.XIV: 1925-1931, edited by
Anna Freud, E. Bibring, W. Hoffer, E. Kris & O. Isakower, London: 1948, pp.3-8).

68 Anti-Climacus, in The Sickness unto Death, uses this second figure to describe the despairing
self’s sinful resentment of its own God-given constitution: »It is, to describe it figuratively, as
if a writer were to make a slip of the pen, and the error became conscious of itself as such [...]
and as if this error wanted now to rebel against the author, out of hatred for him forbid him to
correct it, and in manic defiance say to him: >No, I will not be erased, I will stand as a witness
against you, a witness to the fact that you are a second-rate author.<« (Sickness unto Death,
p.105). Compare von Hartmann: »[...] Matter and Consciousness are phenomenal forms of
the Unconscious [...]« (Philosophy of the Unconscious, Book II, p.223; »[...] consciousness does
not belong to the essence, but to the phenomenon [...]J« (ibid., p.226); »Let the Unconscious
change the combination of activities or acts of will which constitute me, and I have become
another; let the Unconscious intermit these activities, and I have ceased to be. | am a
phenomenon, like the rainbow in the cloud« (ibid., p.243).

9 This specifically parapsychological route taken by Malte differentiates him in a key respect
from Obstfelder’s Gottsucher-priest, who seems to enter spontaneously into mystico-ecstatic
states. What in Obstfelder is an inchoate cosmic energy becomes embedded in the Malte in a
less pantheistic, more metaphysically individualistic framework - this is surely the influence
of both Maeterlinck and du Prel. Although such passages as the tribute to Bettine in Paper
LVII (MLB, p.598) and the Danish singer’s second lyric in Paper LXX (MLB, p.628) with its
substitutive logic, do take on unmistakeably nature-mystical elements, Malte does not himself
inhabit this >open< dimension.
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meine Vorstellung wertlos war«.”? He remains the Unhappy Consciousness,
only now all the more unhappy for being deprived of even the hope of
transcendentalistic escape. There is to be, for him at least, no quantum leap
out of the finite, no direct transcendence of space-time restrictions. The
Nachtseite remains occult. Malte is, not to put too fine a point on it, caught.
Still caught. Still the Unhappy Consciousness. And, like Baudelaire’s
splenetic, still crying: »N’importe ou! n’importe ou! pourvu que ce soit hors
du monde!«.”!

So far, so Hegel, at least on a potent monistic inflection. But the
breakdown of the solipsistic, narcissistic model of beobachtende Vernunft both
for Rilke’s Malte and for Hegel’s BewufStsein proves the fork in the road at
which each goes his separate way. Hegel, insisting that the Itinerarium mentis
in Deum must progress via a socially achieved concrete universality, a
Gemeinwesen, immerses his subject in the sociocultural totality: Geist will
become a supra-individual category. The Unhappy Consciousness is, it turns
out, but one moment, albeit a compelling one, within the grand dialectical
career of the self-unfolding Geist. If, as Hans-Georg Gadamer writes, the
Phenomenology represents a teleological drive to »transcend the ontological

status of individual subjectivity«,”2 then Malte, even after the disenchantment

70 MLB, Paper LIX, p.601. Although Rugg’s claim (“A Self at Large”, p.51, already cited in
Chapter Four) that the question of whether Malte’s transferences are veridical or imaginary
»makes little difference« is in a certain sense justified, it is, given Malte’s referential
defensiveness throughout the Paris Papers, a little casual. As I shall argue below, it is only
when Malte turns away from a Parisian and autobiographical field of reference that his
subjectivism relinquishes its empirical-objective claims.

71 Baudelaire, “ Anywhere out of the world. - N'importe ott hors du monde” (Oeuvres completes
1, p.357).

72 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Hegel’s Dialectic. Five Hermeneutical Studies, translated from the
German with introduction by P. Christopher Smith (New Haven & London: 1976), p.36.
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of the Sehenlernen project, proves >singularly< incapable of following in the
footsteps of Hegel’s Bewufitsein as it slowly but surely enters the world of
sittliche Substanz.”® Instead, he tarries indefinitely as a single individual
Unhappy Consciousness.

In this tarrying, Malte is lost to Hegel,”* but won to Kierkegaard.

For Kierkegaard, Hegel’s evocation of the Unhappy Consciousness is a
psychological masterstroke - not as a mere stage in spiritual maturation but as

the very nec plus ultra of mortal human experience. As Frederick Sontag

73 Naturally, discussion of this and of later phases in Hegel’s Phenomenology becomes otiose
for present purposes.

74 And, in key respects, to du Prel also - although one must be careful not to overstate this
case. It seems to me that Malte fails to actualise Monism as a personal experiential project, without
necessarily ruling it out in principle as an existential possibility. In the meantime of this failure,
this lingering in the modus of possibility, he comes very close to Kierkegaard’s basically
dualistic conception of Spirit and World - although it would, I think, be more accurate to
characterise Kierkegaard's worldview, which includes a belief in the Holy Spirit’s
providential action in the life of human beings, as >panentheistic< (the Divinity as both
immanent in and transcendent to the physical universe: c¢f Murphy, The Future of the Body,
p.5). What remains dualistic, however, is Kierkegaard's skepticism about God’s presence ever
becoming experiential for the existing human being - at least outside the exceptional case of
apostolic revelation. Yet even the apostle does not enjoy the bliss of mystical union with God
while still on earth: »[...] to be an apostle is sheer earthly suffering« (undated journal entry
1850, Journals & Papers Vol.1, p.43). The apostle is not himself transmuted by the divine
revelation which uses him as a channel: »the revealed teaching cannot be assimilated to the
qualifications of his personality« (undated journal entry 1846-7, S. K., Journals & Papers Vol.2,
translated from the Danish and edited by Howard V. Hong & Edna H. Hong, assisted by
Gregor Malantschuk, Bloomington & London: 1970, p.82). In this respect, Malte’s evocation in
Paper XVIII of Schriftprophetie (MLB, pp.490f) as an event akin to lasting psychological death
differs significantly from Kierkegaard’s understanding of the apostolic calling. Yet Malte
never makes this idea experiential, thus remaining in a Kierkegaardian space. Kierkegaard
comes closer to Malte’s evocation of death-in-life in his account of the >movement of infinite
resignation< as a dying to the world: »We shrink from reading about what an animal used for
vivisection has to suffer; yet this is only a short-lived picture of the suffering of being a
Christian: to be kept alive in the state of death« (undated journal entry 1855, Journals & Papers
Vol.1, p.340). Note the spectral overtones in Kierkegaard’s statement. Whatever the full extent
of Malte’s post-monism, I do believe that his (and his author’s) metaphysics retain key
elements of du Prel's system, in particular the very Eastern >transcendental optimism<
towards a world which is >all that which is the case<. (See previous Chapter for discussion of
this question, and the >Conclusion?< section for further consideration of Kierkegaard’s
experiential dualism.)
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writes of A’s discussion of the Unhappy Consciousness in Either / Or I: »][...]
we see the depths of the origin of unhappiness [...] in the basic disproportion
of being«”> The Unhappy Consciousness registers the absolute
incommensurability of world and spirit, Diesseits and Jenseits.”® To be happy
on earth in immediate terms is madness, believes Kierkegaard, for our earthly
incarnation is precisely our spirit’s exile.” » An infant,« writes Judge Wilhelm
in Either/Or II, »[...] can have a tragic effect if one reflects on its coming into
the world with a cry, that it takes a long time before it forgets to cry, and that
no one has explained this infant crying«.”® »[Y]ou are,« he reminds A, »a
stranger and an alien in the world«.”® To despair on this account is, however,
madness also, for earthly incarnation is nothing if not the testing ground for

spirit’s relationship with God, which must not terminate in the sin of despair.

75 Frederick Sontag, “Happy / Unhappy”, in: Concepts and Alternatives in Kierkegaard
(Bibliotheca Kierkegaardiana Vol.IlI), edited by Niels Thulstrup & Marie Mikulova Thulstrup
(Copenhagen: 1980), pp.183-191, here: p.189.

76 When Kierkegaard writes in a journal entry from 1845: »[...] as one who knows himself in
relationship to God I am more than historical, I am eternal; or the illusory result« (undated,
Journals & Papers Vol.5, translated and edited by Howard V. Hong & Edna H. Hong, assisted
by Gregor Malantschuk, Bloomington & London, 1978, p.275, emphasis added), he is marking
precisely the self-doubling of the Unhappy Consciousness into its essential eternal and its
inessential temporal parts. The description of the self as the illusory result of eternity recalls
Malte’s »Ich bin der Eindruck, der sich verwandeln wird« (MLB, Paper XVIII, pp.490f) as well
as Hartmann’s insistence that his Ich is but a phenomenon. Th ego, invoking an infinitely
higher ontological Instanz, engages in the paradoxical attempt to relativise its own existence
under eternal qualifications - a transcendental corrective to Descartes’ cogito ergo sum.

77 Kierkegaard does allow that the exceptional Christian may find joy on earth by virtue of a
>Repetition<, a restitution, a second immediacy - on the other side of the movement of infinite
resignation - in which a restitution of world miraculously takes place. One is reminded of the
Zen poem which Jinhyung Park uses as the motto for his Rilke-study: »Bevor du Ch’an [Zen]
studierst, / sind Berge Berge / und Fliisse Fliisse // Wahrend du Ch’an studierst, / sind
Berge keine Berge, / und Fliisse keine Fliisse mehr // Hast du dann die Erleuchtung erlangt,
/ sind Berge wieder Berge, / und Fliisse wieder Fliisse« (in Rilkes Selbstwerdung, p.7).

78 Kierkegaard, Either / Or. A Fragment of Life, edited by Victor Eremita. Part Il. Containing the
Papers of B, Letters to A, translated from the Danish and edited with introduction and notes by
Howard V. Hong & Edna H. Hong (Princeton: 1987), p.73.

79 Kierkegaard, Either/Or 11, p.83. Cf Ephesians 2:19 & Hebrews 11:13. Not that Wilhelm’s own
ethics do justice to his own insight into the heterogeneity of spirit and world (see discussion
below).
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If the world exists because man is in a fallen state, how can this same world
provide the escape route from fallenness? As Patrick Gardiner points out,
Kierkegaard holds the antithetical basis of the Unhappy Consciousness to be
»ontologically fundamental, giving human existence its »basic orientation«.80
To propose even in principle that this world can provide the individual with a
spiritual home of any sort is for Kierkegaard not merely misguidedly utopian
but positively sinful - or: sinfully positive.8! Such a seamless continuity of self
and society can only be some blasphemous parody of, or anthropomorphic
dress rehearsal for, the true encounter with God in eternity, whose contrariety
to the world cannot for a moment be forgotten. Heaven cannot be brought
down to earth, whether as Hegel’s self-actualising Weltvernunft or in any
other form, no more than Prometheus could steal fire from the gods without
grave consequences. For Kierkegaard, The Ministry of the Interior would
refer to a spiritual office alone. Hegel’s subject may gain the world through its

dialectical movement outwards into the ethical community, but it shall just as

80 Patrick Gardiner, Kierkegaard (Oxford & New York: 1988), p.105 (& cf p.29). In a paper
delivered to a Hegel congress in 1933, Jean Wahl declared: »Kierkegaard is an unhappy
consciousness« (in Alastair Hannay, Kierkegaard, London & New York, p.19). From the
Hegelian perspective, explains Hannay, this signifies Kierkegaard’s failure to go beyond the
unhappy stage, for »in Hegelian eyes the concept of the unhappy consciousness implies that
unless a person transcends the religious viewpoint he cannot be happy« (Hannay, Kierkegaard,
p.22). From the Kierkegaardian perspective, however, to be an unhappy consciousness is to be
an existing human being. Indeed, for Kierkegaard, Hegel’s claim to speculative transcendence
of the unhappy >stage< is itself a symptom of his own unhappy consciousness, which cannot
reconcile itself to its actual existential impotence.

81 Malte’s evocation in Paper LXVIII of Ancient Greece as »jene[] frithe Welteinheit«, in which
»des Lebens himmlische Halfte« uniquely joined »die halbrunde Schale des Daseins« to form
»eine[] heile[], goldene[] Kugel« (MLB, p.622), recalls both Kassner’s citation of Parmenides’
»wohlgerundete Kugel« figure in Der indische Idealismus (p.34) and Hegel's positing of
Ancient Greece in the Phinomenologie as a >thesis< of immediate harmony and positivity. For
both Malte and Hegel, this ideal harmony is breached: Malte writes that this »restlose
Verwirklichung« was ultimately a »Gleichnis« only (MLB, Paper LXVIII, p.622), while Hegel
shows how the polis runs aground on the fact that the universal cannot ultimately reside in
the parochial (see Taylor, Hegel, p.171).
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surely lose its soul. Even a Kaspar Hauser may be closer to spirit than Hegel’s
hyper-socialised subject.8?

For Kierkegaard, consequently, the only spiritual move available to the
terminally Unhappy Consciousness is a turn inwards not outwards. Mark C.
Taylor summarises Kierkegaard’s position: »Instead of being the fulfillment of
selthood, life in community with others is a concession to the human
weakness of being unable to bear the isolation of spiritual individuality«.83
Only by means of the infinite inward passion of faith, grounded in the absurd,
the paradox, the offence, can spiritual disaster be conquered by the Christian.
This is why Kierkegaard so vehemently rules out of court Hegel’s nomination
of sociality as a solution. Inward passion is fundamentally, categorically,
incommunicable. Where Hegel posits the Other, aggregated transsubjectively in
a social space, as the self’s salvation from solipsistic despair, Kierkegaard sees
this as an exacerbation of the crisis. The crowd is to his mind the very factor of
idiocy, conformity, >levelling<.8% The »first consideration«, writes Anti-

Climacus in The Sickness unto Death,

must be that every human being is an individual human being, becomes conscious of
himself as an individual human being. Once people are allowed to merge in what
Aristotle terms the animal category - the crowd, then this abstraction (instead of being
less than nothing, less than the least significant individual human being) becomes

regarded as some thing. And then it isn’t long before this abstraction becomes God.8

82 Although we do need to take great care not to press Kierkegaard’s idea too close to that of
monasticism. His ideal Knight of the Interior will be in the world but not of it.

83 Mark C. Taylor, Journeys to Selfhood, p.180.

8 On Kierkegaard’'s use of the term >levelling<, and its relationship to Heideggerian
Einebnung, see Alastair Hannay, “Kierkegaard’'s Present Age and Ours”, in: Heidegger,
Authenticity, and Modernity. Essays in Honor of Hubert L. Dreyfus. Volume 1, edited by Mark
Wrathall & Jeff Malpas (Cambridge, Massachusetts & London: 2000), pp.105-122, esp. p.108ff.
85 Kierkegaard, Sickness unto Death, p.151.



Kierkegaard’'s alternative is not egoic solipsism. Firstly, because he will
shepherd his authentic self through the ethical as a limiting condition on
selfishness, although not in such a way that the self will get lost there.8¢
Secondly, because the ego must turn to a different form of intersubjective
relation. Kierkegaard will allow only one I-Thou to be seen as religiously
authentic: that of the single existing human being before God.8” No actually
existing individual living in time, unless he be the very Christ, enjoys
anything like the transcendent perspective from which to understand fully
the existential inwardness of another actually existing individual. Infinitely
more primordial than the social realm is for Kierkegaard the spiritual.#8 Only

before God, who sees all things sub specie aeternitatis, can a human being stand

86 Kierkegaard’s relationship to the ethical is not at all easy to characterise. While in certain
senses a Judge Wilhelm is more evolved than an >A<, the later pseudonymous writings seem
to allow the bridge of the ethical almost to fall away as the aesthetic is brought into
unexpected alliance with the religious. One thus finds in Kierkegaard what Gardiner calls
»[t]Jroublesome suspicions about the self-sufficiency of the ethical cutlook and its basic
categories« as these emerge in Wilhelm’s discourses (Kierkegaard, p.54). Kierkegaardian faith,
as Terry Eagleton writes, »shatters the smooth mediations of the ethical, subverts the
complacently autonomous self and stands askew to all merely civic virtue« (The Ideology of the
Aesthetic, Oxford & Cambridge, Massachusetts: 1990, p.182). The aesthetic is often closer than
the ethical to the >offensive<, non-linear logic on which faith is based. On this question of
Kierkegaard’s unexpected partial rehabilitation of the aesthetic in the later pseudonyms, see
Sylvia Walsh, Living Poetically, Kierkegaard’s Existential Aesthetics (Pennsylvania: 1994), pp.223-
242 and Anthony Rudd, Kierkegaard and the Limits of the Ethical (Oxford: 1993), passim, esp.
pp-121f.

87 How is one to be sure that one’s inner I-Thou dialogue with God is not a matter of mere
narcissistic projection? For Kierkegaard, no such mystical certainty will be made available, for
the leap of faith cannot take one beyond faith.

8 In a journal entry from 1850 Kierkegaard defends the religious individualist from the
political distrust which he awakens in the culture: »Everything is understood politically [...],
with the result that the religious person comes to be hated as being proud, aristocratic, and
the like. The religious person expresses that there is a God; the life of the religious expresses
first of all: Please make room; it is the expression of respect [...] the religious man is as far
removed as possible from being proud, aristocratic, etc., that he bows in true humility and
adoration seventy times deeper than any politician« (undated entry, S. K., Journals & Papers
Vol.4, translated from the Danish and edited by Howard V. Hong & Edna H. Hong, assisted
by Gregor Malantschuk, Bloomington & London: 1975, p.164).
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absolutely, unconditionally naked and transparent. This is precisely the
anxiety at the heart of the God relationship, the inherited shame of Adam:
»ich bin nackt, darum versteckte ich mich« (Genesis 3:9-11). If the individual
mistakes social persona for self, mask for soul, thus allowing worldliness to
stick, he will be unable to meet God honestly, without disguise. Such an
individual has the words Weder/Noch stamped on his brow, inhabiting as he
does the no-man’s-land of quasi-sociality before others and quasi-relationship
before God: weder Seiender, noch Schauspielender.8 As Judge Wilhelm

(somewhat problematically) accuses A:

Your occupation exists in preserving your hiding place, and you are successful, for
your mask is the most enigmatical of all; that is, you are a nonentity and are
something only in relation to others, and what you are you are only through this
relation [...] You yourself are a non-entity, an enigmatical figure on whose brow

stands Either/Or.%

This non-committal Either/Or - Weder/Noch will lead to profound self-
alienation, for society will brand itself like a mark of Cain on the individual
and corrode spirited interiority: »In every person there is something that up
to a point hinders him from becoming completely transparent to himself, and
this can be the case to such a high degree, he can be so inexplicably intertwined in
the life-relations that lie beyond him, that he cannot open himself«.%! The
individual, insists Wilhelm, cannot hide forever. Just as surely as Yahweh

God located Adam and Eve under the trees, so too will each individual be

8 The closing words of Malte’s modern version of the Adamic shame in Paper LXIII: »Und so
gehen wir herum, ein Gespétt und eine Hilfte: weder Seiende, noch Schauspieler« (MLB,
p.615).

% Kierkegaard, Either/Or 11, p.159.

91 ]bid., p.160, emphasis added.
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brought to existential and spiritual account before himself and, at an infinitely
more intimate level, before God: »Are you not aware that there comes a
midnight hour when everyone must unmask; do you believe that life will
always allow itself to be trifled with; do you believe that one can sneak away

just before midnight in order to avoid it?«*2

*%k%

92 1bid., p.160.
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The Sickness Unto Death

Let us consider anew, through the lens of a specifically Kierkegaardian
psychology, Malte’s epistemological exposure. The apprenticeship in magic
has failed. Before its collapse, Malte was the Unhappy Consciousness trying
to overcome melancholic splittings®® with monistic réalisation. After its
collapse, he is still the Unhappy Consciousness, only more so - for he is forced
into a heightened consciousness of existential aporia.”* As such, he suffers -
continues to suffer - from what Anti-Climacus terms >The Sickness Unto
Death<.%

»A human being,« writes Anti-Climacus, »is a synthesis of the infinite
and the finite, of the temporal and the eternal, of freedom and necessity. In

short, a synthesis. A synthesis is a relation between two terms. Looked at in

% 1 borrow the phrase from Wendy Wheeler, who uses it to describe the post-Enlightenment
Cartesian split of mind and body in a >mourning< modern world. A New Modernity? Change
in Science, Literature and Politics (London 1999), p.138.

% The inaedequatio of infinite and finite which so torments Malte’s Unhappy Consciousness is
well caught by Stephens when he identifies an »Unvertraglichkeit zwischen Maltes
Wirklichkeit und einer >anderen< Wirklichkeit, die Malte >das Grofie< oder >das Unerhorte<
nennt« (Strukturanalyse, p.29). Likewise Saalmann, who writes that Malte, like Mallarmé’s
Igitur, »leide[t] an der Empfindung des Endlichen, am Determinismus von Zeit und Raum«
(Wiirfelwurf nach dem Absoluten, p.66) and suffers under the »Widerspruch zwischen extremer
Zielsetzung und personlicher Unzuldnglichkeit« (ibid., p.70). Kohlschmidt writes that
Kierkegaard and the Rilke of the Elegies both sound »die Klage um die Grenzen des
Menschlichen« and accompany this unflinchingly with the »Durchschauen der romantischen
und idealistischen Uberbriickungsversuche« (“Rilke und Kierkegaard”, p.93). Once again,
this seems to me to be at least as pertinent to Malte as to the Elegies” klagendes Ich.

% The phrase comes from John 11:4, where Lazarus is about to be raised by Christ (see
Kierkegaard, Sickness unto Death, pp.37f).
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this way a human being is not yet a self.«% Selfhood, then, involves the
relating of the synthetic relation to itself. There are two opposing possibilities
for existential imbalance here, each a form of the Sickness unto Death, or
Despair.

The first possibility sees the self place too much value on the side of
finitude: »For worldliness is precisely to ascribe infinite value to the
indifferent [...] to have lost oneself [...] by being altogether finitized, by
instead of being a self, having become a cipher, one more person, one more
repetition of this perpetual Einerlei.«<%7 Such a self, continues Anti-Climacus,
»allows itself to be, so to speak, cheated of its self by >the others<, because it
»finds it much easier and safer to be like the others, to become a copy, a
number, along with the crowd«.% This self-loss in the Man (Heidegger), this
prostitution fraternitaire (Baudelaire)® is, argues Anti-Climacus, »finitude’s
despair«.1% Social conformism is thus the behavioural manifestation of »the
social pathology of despair« (David ]J. Gouwens).101 The conformist human
being has failed to relativise everything in the world sub specie aeternitatis, to
grasp the concept of vanitas mundi. This type is anaesthetised by its social

commerce and tends to be less conscious of the latent unhappiness of its

% Ibid., p.43.

97 Ibid., p.63.

% Ibid., pp.63f.

9 Baudelaire, “La Solitude” (Oeuvres completes I, p.314).

100 Kierkegaard, Sickness unto Death, p.65. Cf Kierkegaard’s attack on bourgeois morality in an
undated journal entry from 1854: »To be like the others expresses mankind’s degeneration, its
degradation to copies, numbers - this is well known. But since this form of existence is the
coziest and most convenient, it is hypocritically prettied up to be true moral earnestness« (S.
K., Journals & Papers Vol.3, translated from the Danish and edited by Howard V. Hong & Edna
H. Hong, assisted by Gregor Malantschuk, Bloomington & London: 1975, p.333).

101 David ]J. Gouwens, Kierkegaard as Religious Thinker (Cambridge: 1996), p.156.
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existence - though it is, perhaps, all the more stricken for that. This is
spiritlessness, »the dissipation of concrete human existence through a
relaxation of spiritual tensions essential to authentic individuality« (Mark C.
Taylor).102

The second type of patient suffering from the Sickness unto Death -
and Malte is unignorably one of their number - reacts agains the camouflage
of the crowd by placing too much value on the side of an under-mediated

infinitude. Anti-Climacus speaks of this as »infinitude’s despair«:

For the self is a synthesis in which the finite is the confining factor, the infinite the
expanding factor. Infinitude’s despair is therefore the fantastic, the boundless [...] The
fantastic is, of course, most closely related to the imagination [Phantasien], but the
imagination is related in its turn to feeling, understanding, and will, so that a person’s
feelings, understanding and will may be fantastic. Fantasy is, in general, the medium
of infinitization.!0
Malte’s Schwirmerei proclivities, if left unchecked, pass over into
boundlessness, such that the confining thought that correspondence with
external reality may be tenuous becomes anxiously suppressed. Malte has
time after time deployed the Nichtgesicht strategy of not looking. The
wilfulness of his phenomenological infinitisations provides a channel for his
nervous energy. In Paper XXI he writes of the unidentified, mysteriously

polymorphous Krankheit which rears its head when nervous volatilisation gets

the better of the self:

102 Mark C. Taylor, Journeys to Selfhood, p.53. Cf the psychologist Charles Tart’s notion of the
»consensus trance« into which >encultured< subjects are socialised as if by hypnotic
induction (see Murphy, Future of the Body, p.308, footnote). One might fruitfully relate this
theory to Hoffmann'’s social-critical motif of the automaton (e.g. Olympia in Der Sandmann).
103 Kierkegaard, Sickness unto Death, p.60.
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Und jetzt auch noch diese Krankheit, die mich immer schon so eigentiimlich beriihrt
hat. Ich bin sicher, daf} man sie unterschitzt. Genau wie man die Bedeutung anderer
Krankheiten iibertreibt. Diese Krankheit hat keine bestimmten Eigenheiten, sie nimmt
die Eigenheiten dessen an, den sie ergreift. Mit einer somnambulen Sicherheit holt sie
aus einem jeden seine tiefste Gefahr heraus, die vergangen schien, und stellt sie
wieder vor ihn hin, ganz nah, in die ndchste Stunde. Méanner, die einmal in der
Schulzeit das hiilflose Laster versucht haben, dessen betrogene Vertraute die armen,
harten Knabenhinde sind, finden sich wieder dariiber, oder es fangt eine Krankheit,
die sie als Kinder iiberwunden haben, wieder in ihnen an; oder eine verlorene
Gewohnheit ist wieder da, ein gewisses zogerndes Wenden des Kopfes, das ihnen vor
Jahren eigen war. Und mit dem, was kommt, hebt sich ein ganzes Gewirr irrer
Erinnerungen, das daranhangt wie nasser Tang an einer versunkenen Sache. Leben,
von denen man nie erfahren hitte, tauchen empor und mischen sich unter das, was
wirklich gewesen ist, und verdriangen Vergangenes, das man zu kennen glaubte:
denn in dem, was aufsteigt, ist eine ausgeruhte neue Kraft, das aber, was immer da

war, ist miide von zu oftem Erinnern.104

Interestingly, this multi-symptomatic illness is compared to the hypnotic state
(mit einer somnambulen Sicherheit). In Jahrhundertwende monism, the trance is
said to draw out from the subject’s Unbewufites a second, transcendental Self.
The reference to masturbation, with its fantastical supplements;!® to the
nervous habit of hesitantly turning one’s head (to the door where the spectral
is about to make its entrance perhaps?);1% and to the almost schizophrenic
upsurge of waking dreams from a past half-real, half-virtual - all symptoms

involve an hysterical destabilisation of the conscious self through feeling and

104 MLB, Paper XX, p.498.

105 Cf Derrida on Rousseau: “>... That Dangerous Supplement ...<”, translated from the
French by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak & Derek Attridge, in: ]. D., Acts of Literature, pp.78-109.
106 Cf Malte’s involuntary action in Paper XV (MLB, p.479): »In demselben Augenblick,
wandten sich meine Blicke unwillkiirlich nach der gewissen Tiire [...]«.

“
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imagination. Anti-Climacus discusses the centrality of imagination in the

constitution of personal identity:

What feelings, understanding and will a person has depends in the last resort upon
what imagination he has - how he represents himself to himself, that is, upon
imagination. Imagination is the infinitizing reflection, which is why the elder Fichte
quite correctly assumed that the imagination is the source of the categories even with
regard to knowledge. The self is reflection and the imagination is reflection, the self’s
representation of itself in the form of the self’s possibility. The imagination is the whole
of reflection’s possibility; and the intensity of this medium is the possibility of the self’s

intensity.107

When Einbildung goes out of control and becomes fantastical, however, the

self becomes dangerously volatilised:

The fantastic is generally speaking what carries a person into the infinite in such a
way that it only leads him away from himself and thus prevents him from coming
back to himself. / When emotion becomes fantastic in this way, the self is simply
more and more volatilized and eventually becomes a kind of abstract sensitivity
which inhumanly belongs to no human, but which inhumanly participates
sensitively,'% so to speak, in the fate of some abstraction, for example, humanity in

abstracto.109

Humanity in abstracto here does not seem to refer to a generalized picture of
humanity at large (such as would be the case with the proverbial political
radical who loves humanity but hates actual, mere, people). Rather, the point
is surely that the emotionally fantastical self believes itself to be responding
>sensitively<, empathically, if not indeed telepathically to other selves which

in truth remain unsounded by his consciousness, opaque to his gaze,

107 Kierkegaard, Sickness unto Death, pp.60f, emphasis added.
108 Emphasis added.
109 Ibid., p.61.
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>abstract< through absence of true sympathetic rapport. This nervous illusion
of participation in the souls of others - this »vertigo of the invisible« (Anatole

France, 1890)!10 - is, says Anti-Climacus, a kind of psychic rheumatism:

Just as the rheumatic isn’t master of his physical sensations, which are so subject to
wind and weather that he cannot help registering changes in the air, etc., so it is with
the person whose emotions have become fantastic. In a way he becomes infinitized,
but not in such a way as to become more and more himself, for he loses himself more

and more.!1!

One thinks here of Malte’s sympathetic exhaustion after the vicarious
experience with the Zitterer: »Was hitte es fiir einen Sinn gehabt, noch
irgendwohin zu gehen, ich war leer. Wie ein leeres Papier trieb ich an den
Héusern entlang, den Boulevard wieder hinauf«.112 Malte’s nervous
participation in the lives of Parisian strangers, for all the energy of
experimental immediacy, has been marked as suspiciously abstract - that is, it
has not incontrovertibly corresponded to the human objects of his attentions.
What Malte - in, significantly, a very late, aesthetically reflective Paper (LXIV)
- calls the »die[] ungare Wirklichkeit, die auf den Strafien liegt und in den
Héausern«!13 has not responded to his cognitive overtures. The streets have
proven inutile. Malte’s ambitions of a transpersonal Entgrenzung of identities
with strangers must cede to a new epistemological humility in respect of the

invisible interiority of the Other.

110 Quoted in Eliade, “The Occult and the Modern World”, p.51.
11 Kierkegaard, Sickness unto Death, p.61.

112 MLB, Paper XXI, p.504.

113 MLB, Paper LXIV, p.617.
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Anti-Climacus’ anatomy of the personality suffering from infinitude’s
despair centres on the loss of boundaries: »The self then leads a fantastic
existence in abstract infinitization or in abstract isolation, constantly lacking
its self, from which it simply gets further and further away«.11* Malte, lying
on his bed diagnosing the return of his hysteroidal Krankheit, declares that:
»Alle verlorenen Angste sind wieder da« and gives examples of how he is
haunted by infinity, by physical and abstract boundaries disintegrating in his

fantastical imagination:

Die Angst, daf3 ein kleiner Wollfaden, der auf dem Saum der Decke heraussteht, hart
sei, hart und scharf wie eine stahlerne Nadel;!'> die Angst, dafl dieser kleine Kopf
meines Nachthemdes grofier sei als mein Kopf, grofs und schwer; die Angst, daf3
dieses Kriimchen Brot, das jetzt von meinem Bette fillt, glisern und zerschlagen
unten ankommen wiirde, und die driickende Sorge, daff damit eigentlich alles
zerbrochen sei, alles fiir immer; die Angst, dafs der Streifen Rand eines aufgerissenen
Briefes etwas Verbotenes sei, das niemand sehen diirfe, etwas unbeschreiblich
Kostbares, fiir das keine Stelle in der Stube sicher genug sei; die Angst, daf3 ich, wenn
ich einschliefe, das Stiick Kohle verschlucken wiirde, das vor dem Ofen liegt; die
Angst, dafs irgendeine Zahl in meinem Gehirn zu wachsen beginnt, bis sie nicht mehr Raum
hat in mir; die Angst, da3 das Granit sei, worauf ich liege, grauer Granit; die Angst,
daf$ ich schreien kénnte und daff man vor meiner Tiir zusammenliefe und sie

schliefilich aufbrédche, die Angst, daf$ ich mich verraten konnte und alles das sagen,

114 Kierkegaard, Sickness unto Death, p.62.

15 Cf his dying mother’s hysterical fear of needles (MLB, Paper XXVII, p.514). Compare
Hoffmann, Der Magnetiseur: »[...] meine Hand blutete wirklich, denn an einer starken in der
Bettdecke verborgenen Nadel hatte ich sie aufgerissen« (Fantasiestiicke in Callot’s Manier.
Werke 1814, edited by Hartmut Steinecke with Gerhard Allroggen & Wulf Segebrecht,
Frankfurt/M: 1993, p.189).



wovor ich mich fiirchte, und die Angst, dafd ich nichts sagen konnte, weil alles

unsagbar ist, - und die anderen Angste...die Angste.116

Despair takes the subject in the direction either of hypertrophied
finitude or of hypertrophied infinitization. Anti-Climacus reformulates this
danger in terms of a second set of variables: either »Necessity’s despair is to
lack possibility« or »Possibility’s despair is to lack necessity«.117

In the first case, the individual is »absorbed in the probable, living a
dismally actuarial existence keyed to a calculus of probability and allowing
but a »tiny place«!'8 for possibility, which Anti-Climacus calls the great

»awakener from spiritlessness«:11?

But spiritlessness, too, is despair [...] Devoid of imagination, as the bourgeois always
is, he lives within a certain orbit of trivial experience as to how things come about,
what is possible, what usually happens, no matter whether he is a tapster or a prime
minister [...] to be aware of his self and of God, a man’s imagination must whirl him
up higher than the dank air of the probable, it must tear him out of that and, by
making possible what exceeds the quantum satis of all experience, teach him to hope
and fear, or fear and hope. But imagination is what the petty bourgeois mentality

does not have, will not have, shrinks from with horror.120

116 MLB, Paper XX, pp.498f. Emphasis added. Cf Erich von Kahler on the way in which
modern, post-Machian physics actually lends credence to the hysterical subject’s deep
ontological insecurity in the material world: » Es gibt nichts mehr, was wir als restlos stabil
annehmen diirfen. Diese durchdringende Erfahrung, die uns ebenso von den handgreiflichen
Ereignissen der fundamentalen Naturwissenschaft, der Physik, eingepragt wurde, hat die
iiblichen Begriffe, mit denen wir uns die Kunstbetrachtung zu erleichtern gewohnt waren,
unweigerlich erschiittert [...] Die moderne Physik hat uns gelehrt, daf8 ein Stein, unser letzter
Anhalt an Festigkeit und Stabilitit, nur eine Erscheinungsform, ein Phdnomen unserer
praktischen Menschensinne ist und dafs unter dieser uns gebrauchlichen Stabilitdt nichts als
Bewegung und Verwandlung vor sich geht« (in Fick, Sinnenwelt und Weltseele, p.1). This
spiritualisation of matter strengthened the hand of the spiritists: if in modern physics all that
is solid melts into air, might not the process be reversed in the materialisations of a séantistic
session?

117 Kierkegaard, Sickness unto Death, p.68 & p.65 respectively.

118 Ibid., p.71.

119:.7bid., p.72.

120 Tbid., p.71.



Existence, as ever with Kierkegaard, is a perplexing balancing act between
world and spirit, with disequilibrium in either direction carrying its own
distinctive pathologies. Here, the notion of spiritless insulation from authentic
experience entails a depressing foreshortening of existential horizons. In
order to be deepened spiritually, to »transcend the parrot-wisdom of banal
experience«,!?2l the individual must suffer, must undergo the existential
stretching of a »suffering which no human wisdom can alleviate«.122 This is
not a matter of masochistic self-laceration. The point rather is that comfort
and contentment, the hallmarks of poor imagination and what Schopenhauer
calls »metaphysische Bediirfnislosigkeit«,!2 is anathema to spiritual
awakening because they suppress the angry dialectic of world and spirit. As
Kierkegaard writes in an 1854 journal entry: »Spiritually no step forward is
truly made in which the matter becomes easier [...]«. What is needed is a

»sharpening«.124

121 Tbid.

122 Undated journal entry 1849, Journals & Papers Vol.3, p.199.

123 As quoted in du Prel, Rdtsel des Menschen, p.49.

124 Undated, Journals & Papers Vol.1, p.338. Compare an entry from 1850 (undated): »[...] in
order to become spirit one must go through crises which make us, from a human point of
view, as unhappy as possible. / But an objection could be made here that, on the contrary, the
angels sang a song of joy at the birth of Christ. To this must be replied: It is the angels who are
singing« (S. K., Journals & Papers Vol.6, translated from the Danish and edited by Howard V.
Hong & Edna H. Hong, assisted by Gregor Malantschuk, Bloomington & London: 1978,
pp.353f). Kierkegaard’s point is that we are sent into the world in order to overcome our
adherence to it and go home to God. Happiness within the world would thus take us on a
tragic detour.
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We have seen how Malte has set great store in the upbuilding thoughts
that es konnte eine Hiilfe kommen,'?> and dafs es nicht unmdéglich ist, alles anders zu
sehen und doch zu leben.126 Possibility is the pre-eminent existential modality in
the Aufzeichnungen, nowhere more obviously than in the seven grofle Fragen,
where Malte frames each meditation with the refrain-like formula: Ist es
moglich, dafs...? Ja, es ist moglich. This momentously important programmatic
sequence, with its extensive probing of fundamental questions of existence
and spirituality, represents an effort on Malte’s part to embolden himself by
keeping alive the very possibility of possibility as an »antidote to despair«
(Anti-Climacus):1?” »Wenn aber dieses alles mdglich ist, auch nur einen Schein
von Moglichkeit hat, - dann mufs ja, um alles in der Welt, etwas geschehen«.128
The Sehenlernen project thus involves a desire to go beyond the mere necessity
of the ordinary mortal consciousness caught in the world and break through
into a more transcendent state. In this, possibility is his hope and his

tantalisation.129

125 MLB, Paper XVIII, p.491. Compare Kierkegaard’s journal entry from 1848 (undated): »Faith
is essentially this - to hold fast to possibility. This was what pleased Christ so much about the
sufferer, that after suffering for many, many years, he persistently believed with the same
originality and youthfulness that in God help was possible. The demoralising aspect of the
suffering is the paralysis of foundering in hopelessness: It is too late now; it is all over, etc.«
(Journals & Papers Vol.2, p.13, emphasis added). The doxological figure of the Zeitungsverkdiufer
comes to mind here.

126 MLB, Paper XVIII, p.490.

127 Kierkegaard, Sickness unto Death, p.70.

128 MLB, Paper XIV, p.470, emphases added.

129 Again an unacknowledged Kierkegaardian influence on Heidegger is hard to deny. In Sein
und Zeit, possibility is affirmed as a constitutive feature of Dasein-in-der-Welt: »Dasein ist nicht
ein Vorhandenes, das als Zugabe noch besitzt, etwas zu konnen, sondern es ist primér
Méoglichsein. Dasein ist je das, was es sein kann und wie es seine Moglichkeit ist« (Sein und
Zeit, p.143). Cf Stack both on this issue of Heidegger's debt (Kierkegaard’s Existential Ethics,
p.44) and on the place in Kierkegaard’s philosophy of the theme of possibility (ibid., pp.44ff).
For Stack, Kierkegaard's conception of possibility is »his most important contribution to
philosophy as such« (ibid., p.46), superimposing as it does »Aristotle’s metaphysical account
of possibility and actuality upon the dialectic of man’s moral development« (ibid., p.45). Stack
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Accordingly, Malte’s problem is not that he swears full allegiance to
the kingdom of the necessary, rather the very opposite. He experiences the
force of Anti-Climacus’ related diagnosis of this inversion, this alternative
extreme: »Possibility’s despair is to lack necessity«.13 The human being who
attempts to take a monistic leap out of common earthly necessity - although of
course the monist will say that the >paranormal< is just as >earthly< as the
>normal<, only at a different frequency of vibration - falls back to earth,
subjected once again to necessity as »the constraining factor in relation to
possibility«.13! The individual who, in the words of the sub-Faustian charlatan
Graf Rostro, »mit seinen natiirlichen Kriften nicht zufrieden, etwas Besseres

ahndet, etwas Hoheres begehrt«,132 is from a Kierkegaardian point of view

draws out the radical existential implications of this valourisation of potentiality as the potent
shadow of actuality: »The very futurity of the becoming of an individual suggests that the
present being of that individual is not exhaustive of what he is. Hence one can say that an
individual >is< what he is (what he has been up to the present and what he is at present) and
is also what he is not yet, but what he is becoming. In this sense, then, the possibilities of an
individual are significant aspects of his total being« (ibid., p.48). As Adorno points out in his
1940 paper on “Kierkegaard’s Lehre von der Liebe”, Kierkegaard’s appreciation of possibility
challenges psychology to avoid freezing the human subject into an object and instead adopt a
more existentially expansive concept of the self: »Die Lehre von der Moglichkeit richtet sich
vorab gegen das >Wissen<. Im Zusammenhang von Kierkegaards gesamter Philosophie ist
das nicht, wie bei seinen Epigonen, anti-intellektualistisch zu verstehen. Das Wissen, das er
bekdampft, ist das Bescheidwissen um das, was schon immer so gewesen sei und
unabdanderlich so bleiben miifdte: das blof3 nachkonstruierende Wissen, welches das
Nichtgewesene tabuiert. Dem gilt sein Kampf gegen die Psychologie. Er analysiert sie als
Mifitrauen gegen die Mdoglichkeit [...J« (“Kierkegaards Lehre von der Liebe”, in Kierkegaard,
pp. 217-236, here: p.231. This is Adorno’s own translation of a lecture he gave in English in
New York on February 23t 1940). Kierkegaard’s priority of becoming over being, and his
concomitant stress on possibility, has strong affinities with Romanticism (see Ellenberger,
Discovery of the Unconscious, pp.200f). One might return in this light to Malte’s account of the
death of Kammerherr Detlev Brigge in Paper VIII (MLB, pp.459ff), where unexpressed
potentials within the self, and unactualised shadow selves, suddenly erupt as the ego nears
death. Ulsgaard thus plays host to the ungenteel ventilation of an inhibited man’s despair:
»Alles Ubermaf? an Stolz, Willen und Herrenkraft, das er selbst in seinen ruhigen Tagen nicht
hatte verbrauchen konnen [...]« (ibid., p.463).

130 Kierkegaard, Sickness unto Death, p.65.

131 Ibid.

132 Johann Wolfgang Goethe, Der Grofi-Cophta (I11.9), in: J. W. G., Poetische Werke. Vollstindige
Ausgabe Bd.lll (Stuttgart: 1953), p.918. Cf Miiller-Seidel, “Cagliostro und die Vorgeschichte
der deutschen Klassik”, pp.146f.
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simply taking flight from the necessary ethical and spiritual pressure of
existence. Such an individual cannot ground his courtship of the kingdom of
possibility in the land of necessity. He lacks »actuality« as »the unity of
possibility and necessity« and his existence becomes an »atmospheric

illusion«:

Thus possibility seems greater and greater to the self; more and more becomes
possible because nothing becomes actual. In the end it seems as though everything
were possible, but that is the very moment that the self is swallowed up in the abyss.
Even a small possibility needs some time to become actual [...] Just when one thing
seems possible some new possibility arises, and finally these phantasms succeed one
another with such speed that it seems as though everything were possible, and that is
the very moment the individual has finally become nothing but an atmospheric

illusion. 133

The fault here, elaborates Anti-Climacus, is not simply a »lack of strength«
but a lack of accurate discrimination as to the parameters of one’s actual
existence: »What is really missing is the strength to obey, to yield to the
necessary in one’s self, what might be called one’s limits«.13¢ The critique here
corresponds closely to the stage of Hegel’s subject under its regime of
beobachtende Vernunft: with this character type, the error of inflated self-
valuation comes into evidence. Kierkegaard’s insistence on the value of the
limits placed upon the human is also deeply Kantian. The issue for both is
epistemological and experiential rather than ontological: the spirit world

exists but we cannot know or experience it immediately. To do so would be to

133 Kierkegaard, Sickness unto Death, p.66.
134 Tbid., pp.66f.
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go beyond the human.!% (Kierkegaard adds one exception to this rule, apart
of course from Jesus Himself: the apostle.)

A childhood experience which Malte recounts in detail in Paper XXXII
involves a play of possibilities that goes horrendously out of control. The
Paper opens with an attack on »das tiberaus gemeinsame Leben« of the adult
world. The young Malte finds their horizons remarkably narrowed:
completely absorbed in the probable, as Anti-Climacus would put it, they
squeeze possibility, surprise, excess out of their daily lives: »[..] wo jeder im
Gefiihl unterstiitzt sein wollte, bei Bekanntem zu sein, und wo man sich so
vorsichtig im Verstandlichen vertrug. Da wurde etwas erwartet, und es kam
oder es kam nicht, ein Drittes war ausgeschlossen.«13¢ The child’s claustrophobia
in this speciously stable kingdom of necessity and calculative rationality
sends him to the Schillerian kingdom of play as an arena of Possibility, where
he hopes to find the banished Drittes of surprise and ambiguity: »Wenn man
aber allein spielte, wie immer, so konnte es doch geschehen, dafi man diese
vereinbarte, im ganzen harmlose Welt unversehens {iiberschritt und unter
Verhiltnisse geriet, die vollig verschieden waren und gar nicht abzusehen«.137
Disappearing upstairs to one of the guest-rooms, Malte pulls out some old
costumes from a large adjacent Eckraum. He tries on the costumes one by one,

going for different combinations, delighting in the random play of identities:

135 That is, to become a spirit being while still on earth - the ecstatic state, it will be recalled,
which Malte associates with the Fortgeworfenen.

136 MLB, Paper XXXII, pp.524f, emphases added.

137 MLB, Paper XXXII, p.525, emphases added.
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Und nun war es etwas sehr Uberraschendes, Fremdes, ganz anders, als man es sich
gedacht hatte, etwas Plotzliches, Selbstindiges, das man rasch iiberblickte, um sich
im nachsten Augenblick doch zu erkennen, nicht ohne eine gewisse Ironie, die um ein
Haar das ganze Vergniigen zerstoren konnte. Wenn man aber sofort zu reden begann,
sich zu verbeugen, wenn man sich zuwinkte, sich, fortwahrend zuriickblickend,
entfernte und dann entschlossen und angeregt wiederkam, so hatte man die Einbildung
auf seiner Seite, solang es einem gefiel.13
Malte is walking a tight rope between possibility and necessity here, allowing
possibility to take the play of identity a certain distance before reining it in,
thus re-establishing the sovereignty of the self and re-grounding the game in
minimally necessary necessity (the self’s >limits<). The dynamic of the
masquerade lies in the give-and-take of irony (detachment from self, self-
reflexive dédoublement) and self-identity (re-cognising oneself with re-
established ontological security) and back again.’® Coming up with a final
elaborate costume, including an old mask in which he mummifies himself,
Malte enters unsuspectingly into the mirror’s endgame. He spills a Flacon out
of which comes »herausgespritzt« a pungent Essenz, an homuncular allegory

of Ich-Entgrenzung.1*? Trying to extricate himself from the costume, he loses

his equanimity:

Heifs und zornig stiirzte ich vor den Spiegel und sah miihsam durch die Maske
durch, wie meine Hidnde arbeiteten. Aber darauf hatte er nur gewartet. Der
Augenblick der Vergeltung war fiir ihn gekommen. Wéahrend ich in mafilos
zunehmender Beklemmung mich anstrengte, mich irgendwie aus meiner

Vermummung hinauszuzwangen, nétigte er mich, ich weifd nicht womit, aufzusehen

138 MLB, Paper XXXII, pp.526f, emphases added.

139 »[...] the pleasure of seeing himself seeing himself - as Lacan puts it with reference to
Valéry’s La Jeune Parque [...]« (Huyssen, “Paris / Childhood”, p.128).

140 MLB, Paper XXXII, p.529. With Malte’s disgust at the stain he has made (»ein[ ] Fleck von
sehr widerlicher Physiognomie auf dem klaren Parkett«, p.529) perhaps carrying a hint too of
that other kingdom of réle-play fantasy: masturbation anxiety.
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und diktierte mir ein Bild, nein, eine Wirklichkeit, eine fremde, unbegreifliche
monstrose Wirklichkeit, mit der ich durchtrankt wurde gegen meinen Willen: denn
jetzt war er der Stirkere, und ich war der Spiegel. Ich starrte diesen grofden,
schrecklichen Unbekannten vor mir an, und es schien mir ungeheuerlich, mit ihm
allein zu sein. Aber in demselben Moment, da ich dies dachte, geschah das Auferste:
ich verlor allen Sinn, ich fiel einfach aus. Eine Sekunde lang hatte ich eine
unbeschreibliche, wehe und vergebliche Sehnsucht nach mir, dann war nur noch er:
es war nichts aufer ihm. / Ich rannte davon, aber nun war er es, der rannte. Er stief
tiberall an, er kannte das Haus nicht, er wufste nicht wohin; er geriet eine Treppe

hinunter, er fiel auf dem Gange iiber eine Person her, die sich schreiend freimachte.!4!

The amnesiac defamiliarisation, captured here in the switch to an Er-
perspective, is an insistent motif which we have already encountered in the
book.142 Added to this is a layer of gothic suggestion from an earlier point in
the episode, where Malte identifies the psychometric »Einflufd [...], der
unmittelbar von einer bestimmten Tracht ausgehen kann«!43 before describing

something akin to a demonic possession:!44

Kaum hatte ich einen dieser Anziige angelegt, mufite ich mir eingestehen, daf? er
mich in seine Macht bekam; daf8 er mir meine Bewegungen, meinen
Gesichtsausdruck, ja sogar meine Einfille vorschrieb; meine Hand, tiber die die
Spitzenmanschette fiel und wieder fiel, war durchaus nicht meine gewohnliche Hand;
sie bewegte sich wie ein Akteur,'¥> ja, ich mochte sagen, sie sah sich selber zu, so

tibertrieben das auch klingt.146

4l MLB, Paper XXXII, pp.529f.

142 »Ich wufite nicht, in welcher Stadt ich war [...]« he writes of his flight from the Salpétriere
(Paper XIX, p.498); »[...] alles Tagliche und Nachste wird unverstindlich geworden sein,
fremd und schwer« he imagines of the dying man in the Crémerie (Paper XVIII, p.490); he
runs down »die Gasse einer fremden Stadt« after the encounter with the man with the fist
(Paper LXII, p.612). The subject is as if magnetised in these episodes. One might also recall
Malte’s third-person distancing from his own ego as he brackets the grofle Fragen in Paper XIV
(MLB, pp.468 & 470).

143 MLB, Paper XXXII, p.527. Cf Dohm, “Neue Heilslehren in der Literatur um 19007, p.10,
and du Prel, Ritsel des Menschen, p.113.

144 Rather than a unio mystica, as Wagner-Egelhaaf suggests (Mystik der Moderne, p.84). Note
Malte’s idiomatic blend of spiritism (diktierte) and demonism (monstros).
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Not just old clothes but mirrors too are dangerous things for Malte.4” Here,
standing in front of one in his fabulous costume (»Vermummung«),'48 he loses
comfortable cognitive control to such a degree that his self gets lost in the
mirror of possibility. A second, monstrously alien self supplants it.14° In an
off-guard moment, the object (image) suddenly displays a structure of
subjectivity, the subject (source) a structure of objectivity. Malte, a momentary
Leerstelle, longs for himself - the royal figure for Kierkegaard’'s despair. The
section in The Sickness unto Death devoted to »Possibility’s despair« contains a

passage on the mirror as a metaphor for the loss of the self in possibility:

[...] through this self’s fantastically reflecting itself in possibility, he lost himself. Even
to see oneself in a mirror one must recognize oneself, for unless one does that, one
does not see oneself, only a human being. But the mirror of possibility is no ordinary

mirror; it must be used with the utmost caution.'>® For in this case the mirror is, in the

145 Compare the manual automatisme prophesied in Paper XVIII: »Aber es wird ein Tag
kommen, da meine Hand weit von mir sein wird, und wenn ich sie schreiben heif3en werde,
wird sie Worte schreiben, die ich nicht meine« (MLB, Paper XVIII, p.490).

46 MLB, Paper XXXII, p.527.

147 And for Brahes generally: the Grifin Ollegaard Skeel, a maternal aunt, was burned to
death »da sie sich vor einem Balle am Leuchterspiegel die Blumen im Haar anders anstecken
[! D.D.] wollte« (MLB, Paper XXVIII, p.516). Cf Malte’s fear of the two bookmarked pages of
the green book: »Jedenfalls hatte ich eine Scheu vor den beiden Seiten, wie vor einem Spiegel,
vor dem jemand steht« (MLB, p.586: note the vicarious rather than personal fear suggested in
the word jemand). Bafller perceptively connects »Maltes sich im Spiegelbild
verselbstindigende Maskerade auf dem Dachboden« to »Christine, die sich, ebenfalls auf
dem Dachboden, als Gespenst nicht im Spiegel sehen kann« (“Maltes Gespenster”, p.249). As
Saalmann points out, Malte’s interest in specularity affiliates him strongly with a symbolist
aesthetic (Wiirfelwurf nach dem Absoluten, pp.57ff).

148 MLB, Paper XXXII, p.529.

149 This represents a terrifying breakdown in Malte’s hubristic belief at the outset of the game
that Ich-Entfremdung could be playfully skirted but ultimately avoided: »Diese Verstellungen
gingen indessen nie so weit, dafs ich mich mir selber entfremdet fiihlte; im Gegenteil, je
vielfaltiger ich mich abwandelte, desto iiberzeugter wurde ich von mir selbst. Ich wurde
kithner und kiithner; ich warf mich hoher und hoher [...]J« (MLB, Paper XXXII, p.527).
Huyssen rightly counsels against drawing a straight line between this mirror-scene and
Lacan’s famous mirror-stage scenario: »[...] Malte is not just looking at his plain self but is
actually playing dress-up in front of the mirror, which adds yet another level of complication,
the conscious play with identity« (“Paris / Childhood”, p.127).

150 Emphasis added.

111



highest sense, a false one. The fact that in the possibility of itself a self appears in such
and such a guise'>! is only a half-truth; for in the possibility of itself the self is still far

from, or only half of, itself.!52

Possibility as an existential category generates an ironic dualism within the
self. The game of possibility, if taken too far, will exploit this fact and
suddenly turn nasty, claiming the participating self as its casualty. Malte’s
experience seems to literalise (and in turn re-allegorise) Anti-Climacus’
specular metaphor for this danger, as if drawing out the gothic overtones in

the latter’s treatment of phantasms.

Malte’s physiognomic, phenomenological & paranormal experiments
in Paris have centred on an attempted experimental expansion of his
connection to the kingdoms of freedom and possibility. But why, given
Rilke’s own undisputed monistic leanings, the ironisation, as I have read it, of
Malte’s Sehenlernen as a species of Schwirmerei?

The Purtscher-Wydenbruck letter of August 11th 1924 offers an
enormously revealing clue. Nora is the niece of the Fiirstin Marie von Thurn
und Taxis-Hohenlohe, in whose circle Rilke engaged in spiritistic activities in
the early teens of the century. Responding to Nora’s report of her own
participation in séances, Rilke outlines his theory of the transcendental

BewufStseinspyramide and mentions the inclusion of this topic in the Malte. This

151 Emphasis added.
152 Kierkegaard, Sickness unto Death, p.67.



mention of the book is immediately accompanied by a long explanation of

Rilke’s personal ambivalence towards paranormal phenomena:

Jene Séancen nun, mit allen ihren storenden oder beirrenden Nebenerscheinungen,
mit ihren fatalen Unbeholfenheiten, Halbheiten und (dariiber kann kein Zweifel sein)
ihren zahllosen Mifsverstandnissen..., liegen auf dem Weg zu solchen Einsichten, -
und konnten mich, da diese, ahnungsweise, in mir schon vorgebildet waren, nicht
tibergehen; sie haben, da ich eine Vollzihligkeit des Mdglichen'> anzunehmen immer
geneigt war, mein Welt-Bild nicht irgendwie verandert: es miifite mir nur eben
gefehlt haben, dergleichen nicht vorkommen zu sehen. Aber gerade weil,
gewissermaflen, die Natiirlichkeit dieses Ungeheueren in meine inneren Zusagen und
Zugestandnisse schon einbegriffen war, lehnte ich es auch ab, zu solchen
Aufschliissen mehr iiberzugehen als zu sonst einem Geheimnisse des Daseins; sie sind
mir ein Geheimnis unter zahllosen Geheimnissen, die alle mehr an uns Teil haben, als

wir an ihnen.154

The thought here seems to be that séantistic phenomena, whilst often
connected to genuinely transmundane realities, risk seducing the investigator
into a distracting fetishism. Rilke states that his »leidenschaftlichstes Staunen«
is reserved for certain »Bewegungen in der Natur, mehr noch als etwa bei den
medialen Begebnissen, so ergreifend sie mir ab und zu geworden sind«. The
danger of such mediumism he relates to something approaching a loss of

autonomy, an imbalance in favour of other-worldy forces:

Aber ich habe gerade diesen gegeniiber, wihrend ich sie gehorsam, ernst und
ehrfiirchtig hinnehme, den merkwiirdigen Instinkt, ihnen sofort, wenn sie in mich
ein- und tbergehen, Gegengewichte in meinem Bewufitsein aufzuwecken: nichts
wire mir fremder, als eine Welt, in der solche Mdchte und Eingriffe die Oberhand

héatten.155

153 Emphasis added.
154 MLB-Materialien, pp.128-9.
155 Ibid., p.129.



Now Rilke does not do with his Malte what this notion might easily have led
him to do, and what Rodenbach does with Hugo Viane, to wit: subject the
spiritistic character not only to epistemological ironisation but also to neo-
Faustian demonic tendencies.’® No: Malte falls under the sign of anti-climax
without taking any demonic turn. If anything, the turn in the later phase of
the book has him probing ever more deeply into the mystery of love. What
then is the dangerous potential within Malte’s occultism? To return to Rilke’s

letter:

Sie [jene séantistischen Ereignisse, D.D.] wollen, scheint mir, eher vertragen sein, als
anerkannt; eher nicht abgelehnt, als gerufen; eher zugegeben und geliebt, als gefragt
und ausgenutzt sein. Ich bin, zum Gliick, medial vollkommen unbrauchbar,'5” aber ich
zweifle keinen Augenblick, dafd ich mich auf meine Weise den Einfliissen jener oft
heimatlosen Krifte eroffnet halte und dafi ich nie aufhorte, ihren Umgang zu
geniefien oder zu erleiden. Wie viele Worte, wie viele Entschliisse oder Zogerungen
mogen auf Rechnung ihrer Einwirkung zu schreiben sein! Im Ubrigen gehort es zu
den urspriinglichen Neigungen meiner Anlage, das Geheime als solches aufzunehmen,
nicht als ein zu Entlarvendes, sondern als das Geheimnis, das so bis in sein Innerstes,
und iiberall, geheim ist, wie ein Stiick Zucker an jeder Stelle Zucker ist.

Moglicherweise, so aufgefafit, 16st es sich unter Umstdnden in unserm Dasein oder in

15% Cf Dohm, “Neue Heilslehren in der Literatur um 1900”, pp.11f. In the nineteenth century,
notes Dohm, »Bruges galt [...] als heimliche belgische Hauptstadt des Satanismus - nicht
anders als Rom, Paris, Lyon und Chalon im iibrigen Europa« (p.12). The demonic is an
important category in Kierkegaard, who calls it >inclosing reserve< to convey the demonic
self’s inward turn away from both man and God (cf for example Fear and Trembling, p.105), as
it is of course in Baudelaire, for whom [!’esprit satanique is closely related to a Faustian goiit de
Uinfini. In Le Poéme du hachisch from Les Paradis artificiels, for instance, Baudelaire writes of
Maturin’s Melmoth as an »admirable emblémex« for this type: »Son épouvantable souffrance
git dans la disproportion entre ses merveilleuses facultés acquises instantanément par un
pacte satanique, et le milieu ou, comme créature de Dieu, il est condamné a vivre [...] En effet,
tout homme qui n’accepte pas les conditions de la vie, vend son dme [...] Lhomme a voulu étre
Dieu, et bient6t le voila, en vertu d’une loi morale incontrélable, tombé plus bas que sa nature
réelle« (Oeuvres completes I, p.438, emphasis added). Not just occultistic ambitions but also
occultistic disillusionment, such as that being suffered by Malte, can itself lead to demonic
tendencies - as happens, for example, with the Prince in Schiller’s Der Geisterseher. In a case
like this, the lack of occultistic breakthrough unmasks the spiritual despair lying underneath
all along.

157 Emphasis added. I will return to this admission in the >Conclusion?< section.
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unserer Liebe, wahrend wir sonst nur eine mechanische Zerkleinerung des Geheimsten
erreichen, ohne daf8 es eigentlich in uns iiberginge.' Ich bin (das wére am Ende die
einzige Stelle in mir, wo eine langsame Weisheit anzusetzen verméchte) vollig ohne
Neugier dem Leben, meiner eigenen Zukunft, den Gottern gegeniiber... Was wissen
wir von den Jahreszeiten der Ewigkeit und ob gerade Erntezeit wire! Wie viele
Friichte, die fiir uns gemeint waren oder deren Gewicht es einfach mit sich gebracht
hétte, daf3 sie uns zugefallen wiren, - wieviel solcher Friichte haben neugierige
Geister'> im Reifen unterbrochen, eine wvoreilige, verfriihte Kenntnis,'®0 oft ein
Mifdverstindnis davontragend, um den Preis einer zerstorten (spdteren) Erbauung

oder Erndhrung.16!

It would seem that the mediaeval curiositas figure has made its entry into
Rilke’s thinking here, except as a category not of demonic sin but of spiritual
self-hindrance, interfering in the soul’s maturation on - or from'62 - earth.163
Seen in this light, Malte’s ironised occultism (taken in the broadest sense to
span the entire parapsychological range of his activities) may be a parable

simply on the dangers of spiritistic impatience (>enthusiasm<) and its (rather

158 Emphasis added.

159 Emphasis added.

160 Emphasis added.

16l MLB-Materialien, pp.129-30.

162 For Rilke, of course, maturation from earth would be a matter of liberation from the egoic
entrapment at a gross-material vibratory level: thus for example a sudden and unprecedented
awareness of the »fast unmerkliche Schwingungen« of a tree signals to the figure in Erlebnis [
that he is penetrating »die andere Seite der Natur« (KA IV, pp.666 & 667 respectively).

163 ] am reminded of Weber’s sharp comment, in “Religious Rejections of the World and Their
Directions”, on the »Janus-face« of magically-oriented asceticism: »on the one hand,
abnegation of the world, and on the other, mastery of the world by virtue of magical powers
obtained by abnegation« (in: M. W., Essays in Sociology, translated from the German and
edited with an introduction by H. H. Gerth & C. Wright Mills, with a new preface by Bryan S.
Turner, orig. 1948, reprint with new preface, London: 1991, p.327).



ironically) positivistic demand for evidential exteriorisation of spirit'®* - what Rilke
in the letter calls eine mechanische Zerkleinerung des Geheimsten. Rilke cultivates
not a rationalisation of the occult but, as Gruber says of Jung, »eine
Vermehrung und Affirmation des >Geheimnischarakters< der Welt«.1%5 Yet at
no point in the Malte are spiritual realities themselves thrown into ontological
doubt. Malte remains, in this respect, >faithful<. Much earlier in the letter to
Purtscher-Wydenbruck, Rilke has carefully conveyed the nuanced
ambivalence of his »Einstellung« towards psychic phenomena, which he says

found confirmation in the »sehr besonderen Erfahrungen, die mir zuteil

le+ Cf Kierkegaard’s echo of John 4:48: »[...] the highest form of faith is indeed to believe
without seeing signs and miracles« (undated journal entry 1848, Journals & Papers Vol.2, p.13).
For Adorno, who is of course advancing an immanentist critique of occultism as a late- (not
high-) capitalist (epi)phenomenon, the contemporary »Regression auf magisches Denken«
(“Thesen gegen den Okkultismus”, p.272) marks the failure of consciousness, »das
Unbedingte zu denken und das Bedingte zu ertragen« (ibid., p.271). The >occult<
phenomenon represents to Adorno’s eye the laughably facile, because unmediated,
>materialisation< of the essentially non-factical: »Das Unbedingte wird zum Faktum, das
Bedingte unmittelbar wesenhaft« (ibid.). This »faule Zauber« is »nicht anders als die faule
Existenz« (ibid., p.275), for it completely evades the long hard work of responding to the
negativity of being. Indeed, argues Adorno, occultism is a covert endorsement of facticity as a
value in itself. It thus embeds itself with suspicious ease into the affirmative culture of late
capitalism, annihilating alterity with its scientistic-empiricistic masquerade: »Die Objekte [...]
sollen zugleich die Moglichkeit von Erfahrung iibersteigen und erfahren werden [...] Die
Kardinalsiinde des Okkultismus ist die Kontamination von Geist und Dasein, das selber zum
Attribut des Geistes wird« (ibid., p.276). Rather as Kierkegaard satirises Adler’s mystography
as a reductio ad absurdum of Hegel’s speculative philosophy, so here Adorno espies in modern
occultism the influence of Hegel’s embrace of World as positive exteriorisation of Spirit: »Der
Ubergang zum Dasein, stets >positiv< und Rechtfertigung der Welt, impliziert zugleich die
These von der Positivitdit des Geistes, seine Dingfestmachung, die Transposition des
Absoluten in die Erscheinung. Ob die ganze dinghafte Welt, als >Produkt<, Geist sein soll
oder irgendein Ding irgendein Geist, wird gleichgiiltig und der Weltgeist zum obersten Spirit,
zum Schutzengel des Bestehenden, Entgeisteten. Davon leben die Okkulten: ihre Mystik ist
das enfant terrible des mystischen Moments in Hegel. Sie treiben die Spekulation zum
betriigerischen Bankrott. Indem sie bestimmtes Sein als Geist ausgeben, unterwerfen sie den
vergegenstiandlichten Geist der Daseinsprobe, und sie mufs negativ ausfallen. Kein Geist ist
da« (ibid., pp.277f). Not just Kierkegaard’s Adler-critique is recalled here, but also his more
general dualistic rejection of Hegel’s IWeltgeist as a category mistake - though in that case on
the explicitly religious grounds that the World is by definition the fallen contra of Spirit.

165 Gruber, Die Seherin von Prevorst, p.224.
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geworden sind« in the circle of Marie von Thurn und Taxis over a decade
earlier:

Ich bin iiberzeugt, daf8 diese Erscheinungen, wenn man sie hinnimmt, ohne sich in sie
zu fliichten, und willens bleibt, sie immer wieder in das Ganze unseres Daseins
einzuordnen, das ja voll nicht minder wunderbarer Geheimnisse ist in allen seinen
Ereignissen -, ich bin, sage ich, iiberzeugt, dafi diese Erscheinungen nicht einer
falschen Neugier in uns entsprechen, sondern uns tatsachlich unbeschreiblich angehen
und (wenn man sie ausschlosse) doch immer wieder an irgendeiner Stelle sich
geltend zu machen fihig waren. Warum sollten sie nicht, wie alles noch Unerkannte
oder iiberhaupt Unerkennbare, ein Gegenstand unserer Bemiithung, unseres

Staunens, unserer Erschiitterung und Ehrfurcht sein?16¢

The phenomena themselves are affirmed ontologically and existentially, yet
surrounded with caveats relating to imbalance and flight from life. Rilke does
not contradict his critique later in the letter of neugierige Geister (a nicely
ambiguous phrase...) in his words here about falsche Neugier: he does not say
that spiritistic research is free of false curiosity, but that spiritistic phenomena
(Erscheinungen) themselves can be a locus of something authentically spiritual.
Nor does he write that they should become ein Gegenstand unserer Erkenntnis.
On the contrary, he classifies them as alles noch Unerkannte, oder tiberhaupt
Unerkennbare and associates them with affective responses beyond rational
cognitive control (Bemiihung, Staunen, Erschiitterung, Ehrfurcht). Like the

iconostasis screening the divine space!®” or the Mosaic prohibition on graven

166 MLB-Materialien, pp. 127f.
167 Cf MLB, Paper LXIV, p.616.
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images, we find here a resistance, Kantian in all but name, to spiritism’s
attempted Vereindeutigung of the numinous.168

I believe that Rilke denies Malte unequivocal psychic experience for
the same reason he denies him poetic genius or a Jammesian Dichteridylle: in
order to block up the escape routes through which Malte might try to flee
(ohne sich in sie zu fliichten), in order to turn the screw on his character - in
order to force the Kierkegaardian issue. No more than Rilke doubts the existence
of poetic genius, does he doubt the existence of the spirit dimension. But any
consolation, relief, even interest!®® or action!” provided by clairvoyant gifts
would distract from the nature of the Malte-figure’s existence as spiritual
trial.1”! In this »refus absolu du divertissement« (Vanoosthuyse),172 Malte’s
parapsychological ennui becomes quintessentially Kierkegaardian. This is not

to conclude, however, that Malte starts to become a Kierkegaardian figure - in

168 Towards the close of Triume eines Geistersehers, Kant makes a plea for a kind of deferred
occultism: »Wir miissen also warten, bis wir vielleicht in der kiinftigen Welt durch neue
Erfahrungen und neue Begriffe von denen uns noch verborgenen Kriften in unserm
denkenden Selbst werden belehrt werden« (Triume eines Geistersehers, pp.185f); »Es war auch
die menschliche Vernunft nicht gnugsam dazu befliigelt, daf3 sie so hohe Wolken teilen sollte,
die uns die Geheimnisse der andern Welt aus den Augen ziehen, und denen Wifsbegierigen,
die sich nach derselben so angelegentlich erkundigen, kann man den einfiltigen aber sehr
natiirlichen Bescheid geben: daf3 es wohl am ratsamsten sei, wenn sie sich zu gedulden beliebten,
bis sie werden dahin kommen« (ibid., p.188).  Kassner, echoing Ralph Waldo Emerson, accuses
the elder Swedenborg of over-systematising the mystical realm: »sein mystisches System [ist]
beinahe unangenehm klar [...] Swedenborg wird immer eine Gemeinde haben, solange es
Menschen geben wird, die theure Waare billig haben wollen« (Die Mystik, die Kiinstler und das
Leben, p.28; see also Der indische Idealismus, p.23). Cf Gruber on occultism’s »Phantasie
empirischer Beweise des Transzendenten oder absoluter intersubjektiver Verifizierbarkeit«
(“Mystik, Esoterik, Okkultismus”, p.34). Interesting to note that this is a Phantasie (in Gruber’s
rather parti pris term) from the perspective not alone of sceptics (for obvious reasons) but also
of believers (for whom the numinous will not permit itself to be instrumentalised by
scientistic, calculative rationality).

169 An important category in Kierkegaard - cf for example Repetition, pp.147-8.

170 Cf Malte’s prayer in Paper LXIII: »sind wir nicht ohne Handlung?« (MLB, p.615).

71 Provelse in Kierkegaard (see Fear and Trembling / Repetition, p.341 editors” note 2).

172 Vanoosthuyse, “L’abject et le sublime”, p.136. Vanoosthuyse appends the rider: »- sans la
promesse consolatrice du christianisme [...]J« (ibid.). (Kierkegaard would of course take
umbrage at the adjective.)
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the sense both of one suffering from agonies diagnosed by Kierkegaard and of
one seeing existence in Kierkegaardian terms - only after the collapse of his
self-cosmicisation. For his turn to the prospect of a spiritistic quantum leap
out of the space-time continuum is motivated precisely by the pain of his
existence as he arrives in Paris. From the first, he is in existential crisis and
understands both that this is the case and what it is that is at stake in the
desperately vertiginous turn to infinitude and possibility of the Sehenlernen
project. When this project implodes, his Kierkegaardian outlook is not
challenged but deepened. Anti-Climacus writes of the double-sided,
paradoxical character of despair: »[...] it is an infinite merit to be able to
despair. And yet not only is it the greatest misfortune and misery actually to
be in despair; no, it is ruin«.1”® The conviction of an individual that he is not in
despair is, insists Anti-Climacus, the surest sign of a pathologically deep
immersion in despair: »a person must first despair with a vengeance, despair
to the full, so that the life of spirit can break through from the ground up«.174
There must be an »escalation«175 of despair, the »rising fever in this sickness
of the self«,176 which is both a curse and, if responded to courageously and
clear-sightedly, a way of bringing the individual into the »infinite gain« of the
God-relationship by first coming »through despair«.1”7 Thus, when Rilke tells
Lou Andreas-Salomé that Malte »ja zum Teil aus meinen Gefahren gemacht

ist« - shades of the Goethe-Werther complex here - and writes of the

173 Kierkegaard, Sickness unto Death, p.45.
174 Tbid., p-91.

175 Ibid., p.132.

176 Ibid., p.49.

177 Ibid., p.57.
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»Instandigkeit seiner [Maltes, D.D] Verzweiflung«,178 this may have nothing to
do with aesthetico-tragic pathos, and everything to do with a Kierkegaardian
insight into the dialectic of spiritual growth. Likewise Rilke’s existential
theology in the letter to Rudolf Zimmermann of February 3rd 1921, where he
is discussing the Malte: »Das Einsehen unserer Trostlosigkeit ware zugleich

der Moment, in dem jene eigentliche religiose Produktivitdt einsetzen kdnnte,

178 Letter to Lou Andreas-Salomé of December 28t 1911, in MLB-Materialien, p.88 (emphasis
added). Cf Rilke’s letter to Marie von Thurn und Taxis-Hohenlohe of August 30t 1910: »Mir
graut ein bifSichen, wenn ich an all die Gewaltsamkeit denke, die ich in Malte Laurids
durchgesetzt habe, wie ich mit ihm in der konsequenten Verzweiflung bis hinter alles geraten
war, bis hinter den Tod gewissermafien, so dafs nichts mehr moglich war, nicht einmal das
Sterben« (in MLB-Materialien, p.84). Did Rilke have the following words of Kierkegaard in
mind when he wrote this?: »[...] the torment of despair is precisely the inability to die. In this
it has much in common with the condition of the mortally ill person who is in the throes of
death but cannot die [...] to die means that it is all over, while to die death itself means to live
to experience dying [...] The despairer cannot die [...]J« (Sickness unto Death, p.48).
Incidentally, at the end of his letter to the Fiirstin, Rilke writes: »Jetzt lese ich Kierkegaard, es
ist herrlich, wirklich Herrlichkeit, er hat mich nie so ergriffen« (MLB-Materialien, p.85).
Kierkegaardian >death<, as P. Lonning writes, refers to the passage of the soul »into another
order of things« (“The Christian Death”, in: The Sources and Depths of Faith in Kierkegaard.
Bibliotheca Kierkegaardiana Volll, edited by Niels Thulstrup & Marie Mikulova Thulstrup,
Copenhagen: 1978, pp.168-178, here: p.169). For Malte, as seen at the close of Chapter Four,
the despair of not being able to die relates to his failure to die while physically alive, to
experience the eternal, to achieve a ghostlike transcendence of gross consciousness. For all his egoic
terror at the thought of losing his familiar bearings, he is in despair at remaining >human, all-
too-human<. (Cf Kassner’s Kierkegaardian comment on Hamlet in Der indische Idealismus,
p-26: »Dichternatur ist hier alles, was weder recht leben noch recht sterben kann [...]«.)
Interesting in this context is a remark from Giloy (Aporie des Dichters, pp.13f): »Die Differenz
von Innen und Aufien erfihrt Malte als >Versuchungen< [MLB, Paper XXII, p.504] und
gebraucht damit den ins religiose gewendeten Begriff der Verzweiflung aus Kierkegaards
Krankheit zum Tode, wie ja auch Malte seine Versuchungen als >Krankheitserscheinungen<
[MLB, Paper XLIX, p.573] versteht« (Aporie des Dichters, pp.13f). Kierkegaard’s morbidity has
disturbed commentators from Adorno (see “Kierkegaards Lehre von der Liebe”, pp.221ff) to
P. Lenning, who is prompted by »the life-denying motif in Kierkegaard’s thought as a whole«
to ask an extreme question: »Can it be said that Kierkegaaard develops a necrophilia which
even breaks with the faith in God as the giver of life?« (“The Christian Death”, p.176). See
also, in the same volume (Thulstrup & Thulstrup, ed., The Sources and Depths of Faith in
Kierkegaard, pp.160-167), Marie Milulova Thulstrup’s essay, “The Significance of Mortification
and Dying away (to)”. Kierkegaard’s thanatotic tendency has been seen by some as revealing
the prism of depression through which he looks at and philosophises about life, death and
God. As we shall see in the >Conclusion?< section, this Schwermut does not escape Rilke’s
notice.
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die allein zwar nicht zum Troste, aber zum redlichen Entbehrenkonnen aller

Trostung fiihrt!«179

*%k%k

179 In MLB-Materialien, p.124.
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V.iii.

The Kierkegaardian Self

Es ist noch nichts geschehen: the God(ot) of experiential monism has not
kept its appointment with Malte, who remains, as Guy Michaud says of
Mallarmé’s Igitur, »le héros d'un conte ou il ne se passe rien«!® - or, to
paraphrase the reviewer of Beckett’s great play:!8! the hero of a story where
nothing happens, many times. This Noch Nicht will be reinscribed in the
closing words of the book under a more general mystical sign: [Gott] aber
wollte noch nicht. Yet Malte’s plight does not turn him from the quest, does not
leave him, like Huysmans’' shattered des Esseintes at the end of A rebours,
»sous un firmament que n’éclairent plus les consolants fanaux du vieil
espoir«.182 Malte’s God may appear to have absconded, but He is not dead:
Malte somehow sustains a faithful and religious orientation within his
resignative movement. He becomes only more deeply Kierkegaardian,
lingering in that painful space between renunciation and religious experience
indicated in Gorner’s words: »Wen die Zeit verldfst, der empfindet deswegen

nicht unbedingt schon ein Gefiihl von Ewigkeit; zundchst schmerzt ihn dieser

180 Cited in Saalmann (Wiirfelwurf nach dem Absoluten, p.67). Cf Rilke’s expression of ennui to
Lou Andreas-Salomé in his letter of August 8" 1903 from Paris: »Tage gehen hin, und
manchmal hore ich das Leben gehen. Und noch ist nichts geschehen, noch ist nichts
Wirkliches um mich [...]« (Rilke - Andreas-Salomé Briefwechsel, p.98).

181 Did Beckett perhaps read Malte’s Maeterlinckian remarks about drama before writing En
attendant Godot? They read like a programme note.

182 Huysman, A rebours, p-269.
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Verlust«.183 What is the worldview, what are the characteristics, of the
Kierkegaardian self - the Unhappy Consciousness which, aware that it is
caught in the impossible tension of its own existence, being equally unable to
reconcile itself to time and to escape from time into eternity, tarries awhile in
this agony of self-conscious despair? What does it mean to be existentially
and spiritually authentic or, as Kierkegaard likes to put it, serious? By such

Kierkegaardian selfhood I understand essentially the following:184

183 Gorner, “Im Innern des Nirgendwo”, p.385.

184 It is to be stressed that what follows does not claim to convey with strict fidelity the scope
and complexity of Kierkegaard’s thought. Rather I am offering an ideal-typical character
sketch of the >Kierkegaardian self< - a compound of Kierkegaard’s own writings, his
personality (particularly as mediated in Kassner’s essay, which Rilke read) and the
Kierkegaardian >type< as it was perceived in late nineteenth and early twentieth-century
European letters. Perhaps the most serious simplification I inflict on Kierkegaard’s ideas
relates to the >movement of infinite resignation<. The Kierkegaardian self I portray below
makes this movement, relinquishing all hope that world reflect spirit. This, I believe, does
indeed represent the >ur-Kierkegaardian< Unhappy Consciousness. It would, nevertheless,
be a rude abbreviation of Kierkegaard’s thought not to point to the way in which, through
Johannes de Silentio in Fear and Trembling, Constantin Constantius in Repetition and Anti-
Climacus in The Sickness unto Death, Kierkegaard posits a movement even higher than that of
infinite resignation: the movement of faith. The Knight of Faith does not give up all hope of
world reflecting spirit - or more accurately: he does give up all hope and then, contrary to
everything his reason tells him, somehow stops giving up hope. Mark C. Taylor explicates
this great return to the world of the world-denying Knight of Faith: »[...] Kierkegaard argues
that the believer negates the negation of infinite resignation by reappropriating the world of
finite experience as the free creation of the omnipotent Lord« (Journeys to Selfhood, p.259). The
movement of faith, sometimes referred to as >Religiousness B< (as opposed to the more
resignative >Religiousness A<), is exemplified most powerfully in the stories of Abraham and
Job, who never gave up believing that »for God everything is possible at every moment«
(Sickness unto Death, p.70) - even if it is quite impossible on every human criterion. (Rudd’s
account of such >Religiousness B< is the most lucid I have come across in the literature:
Kierkegaard and the Limits of the Ethical, pp.154ff, esp. pp.159f.) For Kierkegaard, there comes a
point when the religious believer must assent to a sacrificium intellectus, to the foolishness of a
»mithsam errungene und starrsinnig festgehaltene zweite Einfalt« (Adorno, “Kierkegaards
Lehre von der Liebe”, p.219), and acknowledge that God’s Reason is of a different order
altogether to human reason. Thus, as Adorno points out, is philosophy humbled at the altar of
credo quia absurdum: »Philosophie wird vor die paradoxe Aufgabe gestellt, sich selbst wieder
an den verlorengegangenen Platz der Ancilla Theologiae zu versetzen und zu abdizieren«
(“Kierkegaards Lehre von der Liebe”, p.217). It is crucial to stress that Kierkegaard does not
see faith as a facile bypassing of the difficulties of finite human existence. Rather, as Bettina
Faber brings out lucidly in a recent article, authentically religious existence can only spring up
after the self has faced up to the arduousness of its own finitude: »[...] diese sozusagen im und
nach dem Durchgang durch die Moglichkeiten menschlichen Existierens und Selbstverstehens
aufbrechende Perspektive, in der der dédnische Denker alle seine Anstrengungen kulminieren
sah, [handelt] keinesfalls um einen banalen >Sprung< in die rettenden Arme des Obskuren
und Irrationalen eines Glaubens im Sinne des Marxschen >Opiums< oder der ungefdhr
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a) The Kierkegaardian self is the single existing individual.

B) The Kierkegaardian self has experienced the collapse of any notion
of correspondence between interior and exterior realms.

y) The Kierkegaardian self, relinquishing any lingering hope or
expectation that world reflect spirit, turns inward.

d) The Kierkegaardian self, as passionately inward, subjective, single
existing individual, stands alone before God and over against the
world.

g) Exile is the natural condition of the Kierkegaardian self.

€) The Kierkegaardian self is the suffering one who comes to
understand that adversity is prosperity.

n) The Kierkegaardian self, as melancholic single existing individual, is
the outsider, the exception, par excellence.

0) The Kierkegaardian single individual grasps the inner secret of

unhappy love.

gleichzeitig mit Kierkegaard von Feuerbach kritisierten Projektion [...]J« (“Biichner und
Kierkegaard - eine Wahlverwandschaft?”, in: Deutsche Vierteljahrsschrift fiir
Literaturwissenschaft und Geistesgeschichte, 3/2002, pp.403-445, here: p.441, footnote 119).
Eagleton writes of Kierkegaard’s faith: »In abandoning the finite for the infinite, it opens up
an abyss between outer and inner; but this gesture is shadowed by a movement of hope
which rediscovers a sort of workaday commensurability with the world, accepting the finite
for what it is in the ironizing light of infinity« (Ideology of the Aesthetic, p.183). What Eagleton
misses here, however, is that the return to the world which comes after the >movement of
infinite resignation< is based not on irony but on faith in the >absurd<, the >paradox<, the
>offence<, the >marvel<: Abraham, as Silentio writes in awe, »did not have faith that he
would be blessed in a future life but that he would be blessed here in the world [...] to be able
to lose one’s understanding and along with it everything finite, for which it is the stockbroker,
and then to win the very same finitude again by virtue of the absurd - this appalls me, but
that does not make me say it is something inferior, since, on the contrary, it is the one and
only marvel« (Fear and Trembling, p.36). This is scarcely a matter of >workaday
commensurability <.
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1) The Kierkegaardian single individual responds with passionate
subjunctive subjectivity to the exempla, positive and negative, of other
authentic single individuals.
Let us flesh out this list, tentatively fastening the bonds between
Kierkegaard’s and Rilke’s creations - though cognisant that what follows may
be unpalatably Procrustean in its synthetic eagerness to schematise

intertextuality.

o) The Kierkegaardian self is the single existing individual

Faith, for Kierkegaard, is »this paradox that the single individual is
higher than the universal«.185 Throughout his writing, Kierkegaard has in his
sights the tendency of human beings to seek cover from the awful
responsibility of subjective existence in the camouflaged abjection of
groupings, whether of state, politics, family, class, career or, most
scandalously of all, organised >positive< religion (the Christendom which
Kierkegaard opposes to true Christianity).18¢ »[T]he public is numbers«, as one
journal entry puts it.!¥” The individual cannot hope to find value in the
>universal<, by which term Kierkegaard means not infinity but the sittliche
Substanz of the community, which Hegel has advanced in the Phinomenologie
as the necessary supercession of individual limits. Johannes de Silentio

celebrates instead »the person who lives under his own surveillance alone in

185 Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling, p.55.

186 Kierkegaard’s complaint here is that, in Mark C. Taylor’s words, »Christendom’s objective
religiosity effects no inner transformation of individuals« (Journeys to Selfhood, p.63).

187 Undated entry 1854, Journals & Papers Vol.3, p.340.
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the big wide world«.18 In the later pseudonymous writings, the figure of
Judge Wilhelm in Either/Or II is exposed for the complacency of his faith. As
Terry Eagleton writes: »If the ethics of a Judge Wilhelm are an aestheticized
version of religious belief, reflecting a pleasurable, instinctual conformity to
universal law, that belief for his author is at once too dramatically
individualist and too perpetually in crisis to oil the wheels of daily social
life«.18 A Wilhelm, for all his insight and dialectical sharpness, is a little too
cosily embedded in job, family and civic duty to have a real sense of »the
distress, the anxiety, the paradox«!® at the heart of life and faith. Any
accommodation with worldly values that goes beyond the minimally
pragmatic or functional will, for Kierkegaard, oversee the incommensurablity
of inner self and outer persona.

In the sixth grofle Frage Malte asks: »Ist es moglich, dafs man von den
Maédchen nichts weifd, die doch leben?!%! Ist es moglich, dafi man >die
Frauen< sagt, >die Kinder<, >die Knaben< und nicht ahnt (bei aller Bildung
nicht ahnt), dafd diese Worte ldngst keine Mehrzahl mehr haben, sondern nur
unzdhlige Einzahlen?«192 The thought here that thought (weiff) cannot meet
existential reality (leben), for all thought’s sophistication (bei aller Bildung),
inspires Malte’s linguistic skepsis about the referential good faith of assigning

plural nouns to existing human individuals. (Note that only human nouns are

188 Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling, p.75.

189 Eagleton, Ideology of the Aesthetic, p.184.

19 Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling, p.65.

191 Cf Francis Jammes’ strange gift: »Er weifs von Mddchen, die vor hundert Jahren gelebt
haben; es tut nichts mehr, daf$ sie tot sind, denn er weifs alles« (MLB, Paper XVI, pp.482f).

192 MLB, Paper XIV, p.469.
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included in Malte’s list: he is being firmly existential here.)!® This insight will
spur Malte to seek preconscious, magnetic rapport with individuals, without
going through the good offices of the schematising signifier. In The Sickness

unto Death, Anti-Climacus writes:

the particular human lies below the level of the concept: one cannot think an
individual human being, but only the concept >man<. That is why speculative
philosophy promptly alludes to the doctrine of the generation’s superiority over the
individual; for one cannot expect speculation to acknowledge the concept’s

powerlessness in relation to actuality.!%

Both Malte and Anti-Climacus are gesturing towards the great vulnerability
of metaphysics since Plato to the simple question: Does thought correspond to
reality or being?19 Was ist wirklich gewesen? The religious existentialist finds in
the wirklich as much question-begging as specification. And no single existing
human being enjoys the transcendental vantage point that would grant him
access to answers. The Kierkegaardian critique of metaphysics, as Michael
Weston admirably expresses it, »rests [...] on the contrast between the
objective conception of life, where it is seen as if it were already in the past
and so complete and surveyable at least in principle, and the subjective, that

way one’s life is seen from within it, from the point of view of the one who has

193 An important point of difference with Lord Chandos” Sprachkrise.

194 Kierkegaard, Sickness unto Death, p152. Emmanuel Levinas will richly develop the idea that
a human being is exterior to conceptual thought, with the Face inviting a »disengagement
from all objectivity« - a sort of mysteriously inverted Physiognomik (Totality and Infinity. An
Essay in Exteriority, translated from the French by Alphonso Lingis, Pittsburgh: 1969, p.70).

195 Cf a journal entry by Kierkegaard on Schelling’s Berlin lecture of 11t November 1841 on
Revelation: »The embryonic child of thought leapt for joy within me as in Elizabeth, when
[Schelling] mentioned the word >actuality< in connection with the relation of philosophy to
actuality [...] This one word recalled all my philosophical pains and sufferings« (Journals &
Papers Vol.5, p.181).
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to live it«.1% Thus Johannes Climacus’ attack on the speculative cogito in the

Concluding Unscientific Postscript:

An abstract thinker exists to be sure, but this fact is rather a satire on him than
otherwise. For an abstract thinker to try to prove his existence by the fact that he
thinks, is a curious contradiction; for in the degree that he thinks abstractly he

abstracts from his own existence.1%”

The absurdly abstract cogito soon gets lost in the »bloodless universals of
collective thought« (Gardiner),!”® which Kierkegaard identifies as his era’s
anti-existential tool of choice. Thus does speculative philosophy’s »eclipse of
the individual« (Hannay)'® butress the age’s »characteristic depravity« - its
»dissolute pantheistic contempt for the individual man«, whereby »no one
wants to be an individual human being«.2% Kassner writes of the moment
Kierkegaard found his Form in the figure of the Einzelne: »das war sein
grofster, sein unsterblicher Augenblick«.20! The individual became the great

explanatory matrix for his religious existentialism: »so legte Kierkegaard

1% Michael Weston, Kierkegaard and Modern Continental Philosophy (London & New York:
1994), p.31.

197 Kierkegaard, Concluding Unscientific Postscript, translated by David F. Swenson & Walter
Lowrie (Princeton: 1941), p.281. Compare Malte’s own sense of the comic gap between his
grandiose metaphysical speculation (cogito) and his lowly station as single existing individual
(ego): »Es ist lacherlich [...] Ich sitze hier und bin nichts. Und dennoch, dieses Nichts fangt an
zu denken [...]J« (MLB, Paper XIV, p.468). As suggested in Chapter Three, Malte is here
speaking as if from the subject position of a transcendental self - a conceit which of course can
only humiliate the egoic self.

198 Gardiner, Kierkegaard, p.36.

199 Hannay, Kierkegaard, p.142. As Steven Shakespeare points out, Kierkegaard’s »separation
of thought from being in human existence« goes further than an attack of metaphysics alone:
it also disqualifies all claims of »thought, intuition or poetic creativity« to capture »God’s
presence in the world« (Kierkegaard, Language and the Reality of God, Aldershot: 2001, p.178).
Kierkegaard zealously protects God’s absolute alterity from the operations and emanations of
human consciousness. Cf Gouwens on how Kierkegaard seeks to »pry us from the idea that
>knowing< the good and God are like a neutral, uninvolved >representing< of reality«
(Kierkegaard as Religious Thinker, p.106).

200 Kierkegaard, Concluding Unscientific Postscript, p.317.

201 Kassner, Kierkegaard, p.91.
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alles, was in der Welt herumlag, in den Einzelnen - weil er Ordnung und
nicht alles in der Welt herumliegen lassen wollte«.202 The Ich-form of
Kierkegaard’s pseudonymous writings duly reflects this championing of
subjective individual experience.

The Ich-form of the Aufzeichnungen offers a phenomenology of lived
individual experience, the private quality of the notebook adding to the
(illusion of) confessional immediacy. Malte is in so many ways the epitome of
individual existence, »ein einzelnes Herz«?® severed from family, country,
friendship, vocation and all further arenas of association. This reality is
brought home in the text not merely through direct description and
thematisation of loneliness, but by the almost?* complete absence of
conversation between Malte and other human beings in Paris. Perhaps more
than anything else, it is this severance of Malte’s vocal cords that lends him a
spectral detachment from sociality. Allied to this is his almost exclusive focus
on the individual as the monadic principle of life. He is horrified at the

nomothetic ease with which so many people disappear into type. When he

202 Kassner, Kierkegaard, p.92. Cf Malte on Felix Arvers’ deathbed correction of a
mispronunciation: »Er war ein Dichter und hafite das Ungefédhre; oder vielleicht war es ihm
nur um die Wahrheit zu tun; oder es storte ihn, als letzten Eindruck mitzunehmen, daf3 die
Welt so nachldssig weiterginge. Das wird nicht mehr zu entscheiden sein. Nur soll man nicht
glauben, dafs es Pedanterie war« (MLB, Paper XLVIII, p.572).

203 Malte’s self-description after his father’s Herzstich: »An mein Herz dachte ich nicht. Und als
es mir spéter einfiel, wufdte ich zum erstenmal ganz gewifs, dafd es hierfiir nicht in Betracht
kam. Es war ein einzelnes Herz. Es war schon dabei, von Anfang anzufangen« (MLB, Paper
XLV, p.566). Compare the last sentence here with the apprenticeship theme in the
Briefentwurf: »Ich bin ein Anfianger in meinen eigenen Verhiltnissen« (MLB, Paper XXII,
p.505).

204 As Zimmermann points out (“Malte Ludens”, p.55), the encounter with the Salpétriere
doctors represents Malte’s »only appearance in direct discourse« (at least in present-tense
Paris). Yet even that is not quite accurate, as the immediacy of Malte’s speech is already lost in
translation: »Ich dachte, dafd ich in Weinen ausbrechen wiirde, aber ich horte mich franzdsisch
sagen: >Ich hatte bereits die Ehre [...]<« (MLB, Paper XIX, p.494). On this point, see also
Becker, Urbanitit und Moderne, p.124.



looks around, however, his idiographic eye seeks out individuals; when he
thinks, he speculates on individuals, when he narrates, he narrates on
individual existences.2%5 For Malte, life is an arena in which the single existing
individual struggles to resist the pressures of the collective and keep a space
open for authentic experience. Thus, for instance, Paper LIII is devoted
entirely to the theme of Der Einsame who is tormented by »die Leute«,206
Paper LXXI to the exertions of the verlorener Sohn to avoid being reduced to
»das gemeinsame Wesen«,27 the lowest common denominator of other

people’s ideas about him.

B) The Kierkegaardian self has experienced the collapse of any notion of

correspondence between interior and exterior realms.

Spirit is inward. From this insight flows the cultivation of inwardness
and the concomitant problematisation of exteriority in Kierkegaard and the
Malte.

One of the practices which Hegel targets in his beobachtende Vernunft
topic is Physiognomy, which, as we have seen, is rendered critical in the
Aufzeichnungen. Hegel, endorsing Lichtenberg, brands physiognomy »etwas
End- und Bodenloses«2® for its assumption of a necessary semiotic link
between signifier and signified.2®® On the trope of face, voice or expressive

feature as materialisation of the soul within is founded the whole physiognomical

205 This marks a critical difference to Roquentin in Sartre’s La Nausée, whose anti-bourgeois
eye is almost exclusively attuned to contemptibly inauthentic social types.

206 MLB, Paper LIII, p.584.

207 MLB, Paper LXXI, p.630.

208 Hegel, Phinomenologie des Geistes, p.242.

209 Ibid., pp.239f.
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project, with the Lavaterian rider that the face represents, by some
mysterious, Swedenborgian correspondence, man’s Gottesebenbildlichkeit.?10 In
Fear and Trembling, Johannes de Silentio gives an account of the Knight of

Faith walking down the public thoroughfare:

I move a little closer to him, watch his slightest movement to see if it reveals a bit of
heterogenous optical telegraphy from the infinite, a glance, a facial expression, a
gesture, a sadness, a smile?!! that would betray the infinite in its heterogeneity with
the finite. No! I examine his figure from top to toe to see if there may not be a crack

through which the infinite would peek. No! He is solid all the way through.21?

Might we not add this text to the flineur canon surveyed earlier??!3 Like Poe’s
Man of the Crowd, the Knight of Faith lifit sich nicht lesen, for his inward
passion is heterogenous to his external aspect. The flineur must invest in
notions of telepathy if he is to believe in the reality of his readings on the
streets.

The experience of the sign’s Gleichgiiltigkeit?'4 over against what it is
taken to signify (the inner person) has truly shocking repercussions if
generalised to include presentation of self to self via language and
behaviour.?15 Intersubjective relations become a hall of mirrors in which one

false exterior meets another and deception or misprision are installed into

210 Already alluded to in the Introduction and in Chapter 2.

211 Once again, compare the >Subrisio Saltat.< in the fifth Elegie (KA II, p.216, lines 56-61).

212 Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling, p.39.

213 Cf Roger Poole’s humane evocation of Kierkegaard’s own Copenhagen flaneries in
Kierkegaard: The Indirect Communication (Charlottesville & London: 1993), pp.165ff.

214 Cf Hegel, Phinomenologie des Geistes, pp.239-40.

215 Observational psychology is included in Hegel's critique of beobachtende Vernunft: see
Phinomenologie des Geistes, pp.230ff.
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relations as an uncontainable structural possibility. This undermines the
Lavaterian analogy of inner and outer in the human being which has
underwritten key elements of symbolistic and monistic discourse. Malte’s
childhood initiation into deceit comes when he feels compelled to feign
delight on his birthday?!¢ - a vexation he passes on to the verlorener Sohn.?17
The theme of Betrug will reappear presently.

But the heterogeneity of inner and outer goes even deeper than
intersubjective opacity. When Malte writes at a very early stage in his
Aufzeichnungen: »es geht alles tiefer in mich ein und bleibt nicht an der Stelle
stehen, wo es sonst immer zu Ende war«?!8 he is pondering a strange
congruence of Weltinnenraum and empirical outer world. The self, whose
subjective reality is grounded in the strange region of the Unconscious, thinks
to find correspondences on the external plane. In Malte’s case, as we have
seen however, such correspondences become doubtful. For all that the world
might trigger inner responses, however intense, objective action and
subjective reaction do not seem to correlate. And this chasm is categorical, not
unfortunate or contingent. The self cannot ground itself in the world, nor even
in itself, but only in the mystery of a God whose love operates in the depths of
the psyche. The pain generated by this insight, which in Kierkegaardian terms
is a genuine insight and not a meretricious Romantic hyperbole, leads to the

next characteristic of the single individual:

216 Papers XXXII (MLB, p.525) & XLIII (MLB, pp.556f).
217 MLB, Paper LXXI, p.631.
218 MLB, Paper IV, p.456.
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v) The Kierkegaardian self, relinquishing any lingering hope or expectation

that world reflect spirit, turns inward

The inward torsion of the Kierkegaardian self, based on a movement of
»infinite resignation«?!® from worldly allegiances, is the inward torsion both
of melancholy and of faith (as though the former were educating one into the
latter). »When inwardness is missing,« writes Kierkegaard in his journal, »the
spirit is finitised - inwardness is the eternal«.?220 Thus Kierkegaard adopts and
champions »[...] the genuine, strenuous life of the spirit which comes only
with introspection [...]«.22! Frederick Sontag, having placed this advocacy of
inwardness in a long tradition, writes: »As the prophet of >the second
reformation<, Kierkegaard takes it as his task to stress the inner or the
spiritual life, its hidden and unseen qualities [...]«.222 This Innerlichkeit seems
to move within an intermediate zone of psychological introspection and
spiritual Innenschau??® To neglect the first would for Kierkegaard be
unexistential; to neglect the second, autological.

Malte’s evocation in Paper LVI of his introduction to the world of

reading contains a meditation on the strange status of childhood in the world:

219 Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling, p.38.

220 Undated entry 1844, Journals & Papers Vol.2, p.460.

21 Undated journal entry 1850, Journals & Papers Vol.2, p.466.

222 Frederick Sontag, “Inwardness”, in: Thulstrup & Thulstrup (ed.), The Sources and Depths of
Faith in Kierkegaard, pp.105-113, here: p.105. Cf Stack’s definition of Kierkegaardian
inwardness: »the passionate sense of the subjective specificity of one’s own existence, a
specificity that eludes abstract categorization or objective thought« (Kierkegaard’s Existential
Ethics, p.159). Ib Ostenfeld even suggests a link between Kierkegaard’'s subjective
existentialism and the new-found centrality of the observer in twentieth-century, post-Bohr
physics (Seren Kierkegaard’s Psychology, p.65).

223 Cf Gruber, Die Seherin von Prevorst, p.17.
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In der Kindheit kam mir das Lesen vor wie ein Beruf, den man auf sich nehmen
wiirde, spiter einmal, wenn alle die Berufe kamen, einer nach dem andern. Ich hatte,
aufrichtig gesagt, keine bestimmte Vorstellung, wann das sein konnte. Ich verlief3
mich darauf, daff man es merken wiirde, wenn das Leben gewissermafien umschlug
und nur noch von auflen kam, so wie frither von innen. Ich bildete mir ein, es wiirde
dann deutlich und eindeutig sein und gar nicht mif$zuverstehen. Durchaus nicht
einfach, im Gegenteil recht anspruchsvoll, verwickelt und schwer meinetwegen, aber
immerhin  sichtbar. Das eigentiimlich Unbegrenzte der Kindheit, das
Unverhiltnismdfige, das Nie-recht-Absehbare, das wiirde dann iiberstanden sein. Es
war freilich nicht einzusehen, wieso. Im Grunde nahm es immer noch zu und schlof3
sich auf allen Seiten, und je mehr man hinaussah, desto mehr Inneres riihrte man in sich
auf: Gott weify, wo es herkam. Aber wahrscheinlich wuchs es zu einem AufSersten an
und brach dann mit einem Schlage ab. Es war leicht zu beobachten, daf: die
Erwachsenen sehr wenig davon beunruhigt wurden; sie gingen herum und urteilten und
handelten, und wenn sie je in Schwierigkeiten waren, so lag das an dufleren

Verhiiltnissen.224

In Fear and Trembling we find the following passage: »In Hegelian philosophy,
das Aussere (die Entiusserung) is higher than das Innere. This is frequently
illustrated by an example. The child is das [nnere, the adult das Aussere [...] But
faith is the paradox that interiority is higher than exteriority [...]«2% A
Catcher in the Rye avant la lettre, Silentio is rebutting the false teleology of the
Lebenslauf. If it is the case that only the inward is authentically passionate in
spiritual terms, then the child is typically higher than the adult. Note that the
teleology is not simply reversed in a static way: the child is not essentially
higher than the adult as such, only higher than the typical adult who has
forfeited his own interiority in the procession from childhood into adulthood.

As Hannay writes of the despair of spiritlessness: »Despair is not [adolescent]

24 MLB, Paper LVI, pp.593f (all emphases added).
2% Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling, p.69.

134



sickness unto adulthood; quite the contrary, it is something people grow into
as they settle down into spiritually sterile adult complacency«.226 The
Christian credentials of this idea are of course impeccable.??” This correlation
of childhood and interiority adds to the cogency of Malte’s words in Paper IV:
»Ich lerne sehen. Ich weifs nicht, woran es liegt, es geht alles tiefer in mich ein
und bleibt nicht an der Stelle stehen, wo es sonst immer zu Ende war. Ich
habe ein Inneres, von dem ich nicht wufste. Alles geht jetzt dorthin. Ich weif3
nicht, was dort geschieht.«22 If Tycho Brahe looked upwards and outwards,
then his descendant will tend to look inwards, downwards and, in the
recursion to childhood, backwards. That the proximate occasion of such intro-
and retrospection seems to be the search for powerfully occult experiences in
the autobiographical field does not negate the principle that Malte considers
childhood the prime site of authenticity.??? Soon (in Paper XX) he will write:
»Ich habe um meine Kindheit gebeten, und sie ist wiedergekommen, und ich
tithle, dafs sie immer noch so schwer ist wie damals und dafs es nichts gentitzt
hat, dlter zu werden«.?0 The idea that the return of sometimes hysterical
childhood anxieties in the grown man is not a regression but an existential
wake-up call follows Kierkegaard’s dialectical rhythm. The point, in both

Kierkegaard and Rilke, is that a retrogression to childhood be seen not as a

226 Hannay, Kierkegaard, p.196.

227 Luke 18:17 & Matthew 18:22. But cf the caveat which Kierkegaard-Climacus, following 1
Corinthians 13:11, inserts in the section “Conclusion. About Childish Christianity” of
Concluding Unscientific Postscript (pp.520-544): Christ’s words extolling the child must not be
taken to annul the essential difficulty of being a Christian - its character as existence-task. Yet
the Rilkean understanding of the authentic childhood is precisely that the child is authentic
because it has not yet been trained out of its instinctive sense of life’s mysterious Schwere.

228 MLB, Paper 1V, p.456.

229 Cf Fick on the similarity to Obstfelder’s Priest here: Sinnenwelt und Weltseele, p.311.

230 MLB, Paper XX, p.499.



disastrously infantile regression, nor as a nostalgic-sentimental flight from the
complicated challenges of adult life, but as a potentially redemptive return to
a degree of passionate inwardness last experienced in childhood.?! Malte is
an unusual adult precisely in his rapport with his >inner child<, for he does
not delude himself that the overwhelming questions of childhood have been
resolved or outgrown. The term Erwachsenen as it appears in Malte’s
autobiographical flashbacks becomes synonymous with complacency,
triviality, inauthenticity, s(t)olidity - in short, an erasure of das Innere and the
sale of one’s spirit to das Aussere.2 Accordingly, when Malte senses that
stimuli from the external world are beginning to go more deeply into him, he
must learn not to turn them back outwards for confirmatory resonance with
»die auswartige Tatsache«,23? but to continue to let them plumb the depths of

his psyche. Externalities are to be received, converted into Weltinnenraum and

21 In an undated journal entry of 1849 Kierkegaard writes of the journey within as a journey
back to the childlike state: »[...] the increase of inwardness in the relationship to God is
indicated by the fact that it goes backward for a person; one does not come closer to God
directly; on the contrary, one discovers more and more deeply the infinite distance. Therefore
one does not begin by being a child and then become progressively more intimate as he grows
older; no, one becomes more and more a child« (Journals & Papers Vol.1, p.122). Compare the
reason Malte gives for the return home of the religiously palpitating verlorene Sohn: »Er dachte
vor allem an die Kindheit, sie kam ihm, je ruhiger er sich besann, desto ungetaner vor; alle
ihre Erinnerungen hatten das Vage von Ahnungen an sich, und daf3 sie als vergangen galten,
machte sie nahezu zukiinftig« (MLB, Paper LXXI, p.634).

22 We find in the Geschichten vom lieben Gott this same »critical stance toward the adults as an
all-inclusive group« (Bradley, “Rilke’s Geschichten vom lieben Gott”, p.4), a stance which bears
upon that book’s intricate narratology in interesting ways. Bradley quotes from a letter from
to Friedrich Huch dated July 6t 1902: »[...] darum hat mein Buch vom lieben Gott auch den
Nebentitel gehabt: fiir Kinder erzahlt an Grofie [...] ich wufite, daf} ich nur iiber diese
schwankenden Briicken [...] zu den Lieblingen kommen kann, die mich verstehen, wenn ich
etwas von Gott zu sagen versuchte [...]J« (quoted ibid., pp.1f). On Rilke’s interest in
pedagogical reform as a means of helping the child to set out »auf dem Wege zur grofien
Individualitdt«, see Naumann, Gesammelte Malte-Studien I, pp.40f. See also Joachim Storck,
“Emanzipatorische Aspekte im Werk und Leben Rilkes”, in: Rilke heute. Beziehungen und
Wirkungen, edited by J. S. & Ingeborg Solbrig (Frankfurt/M: 1975), pp.247-285, here: pp.2571f.
233 MLB, Paper LIX, p.601.
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cultivated as ever-intensifying inward passion.2>* Experiences are to be
digested not regurgitated.?3> Thus, Rimbach is surely missing the grammar of
Malte’s education when he writes: »Malte [...] lernt, dass alles, was wir
Aussen nennen, im sog. Innern verankert ist, und dass dieser Prozess auch in

umgekehrter Richtung verlaufen kann«.2%

3) The Kierkegaardian self, as passionately inward, subjective, single existing

individual, stands alone before God and over against the world.

Spiritual earnestness is measured in Kierkegaard according to the self’s
honesty, nakedness and transparency before God - and protected by the self’s
accompanying posture of deception before the world. The relation of the
single existing individual to others is overshadowed by what Paul R.
Sponheim calls Kierkegaard’s »insistence that primitively the human subject

was made for another - God«. As a consquence, anything that disturbs »the

24 Kierkegaard associates extensity with time, intensity with eternity: »The temporal is the
retardation which spreads out in time and space; the eternal is the intensity which hastens
toward death« (undated journal entry 1854, Journals & Papers Vol.4, p.475). Thus to centre
oneself outside in the world of relative, >penultimate< goals, however lofty or refined, is to
engage in a massive self-distraction from the true goal of self-orientation to ultimate spiritual
ends. The temporal must be harvested by the self as it works its way (back) into eternal
categories. This is not, however, to understand Kierkegaard’s existential inwardness as a
matter of tapping directly into transcendental consciousness, in the gnostic manner. In this, it
differs radically from the Rilkean affirmation of the open Weltinnenraum (see further in
>Conclusion?< section).

25 Cf Malte’s distinction in Paper XIV between immediate and unconsciously recuperated
experiences, with the latter alone resulting in true verse (MLB, p.467). Art for Malte, as for the
Romantics, is - or more accurately: would be - a species of spirit materialisation, a precious
Versinnlichung des Unsichtbaren. Dieter Schiller sees »die strukturelle Bedeutung« of the book’s
spiritistic motifs in their character as »Extremformen« of what occurs when the artist achieves
»[d]as dsthetische Heraussetzen des Inneren in ein Aufieres« (“Der Einsame und seine Welt”,
p.151). Indeed, as we have already seen, the Brahesque notion of wirkliches Erzihlen is a
version of magical-magnetic suggestion whereby the storyteller either transfers his own
interior picture to the listener’s consciousness or even materialises it on the external plane (see
MLB, Paper XLIV, pp.557ff).

26 Rimbach, “Zum Begriff der Aquivalenz”, p.134.
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autopathetic individual alone with God« can only be spiritual anathema.?”
Kassner anatomises this inscrutability of Kierkegaard’s melancholic: »Die
Schwermut kann vieles, alles, Wunderbares, ja sie tut unaufhorlich Wunder,
der Mensch darf sie nur nicht, um keinen Preis, um kein anderes Wunder mit
einem anderen Menschen teilen«.2 Truth in Kierkegaard, as we have seen, is
not a matter of conceptual comprehension in an abstract intellectual sense but
of subjectively appropriated understanding in an experiential sense. Insight
he sees not as an addition of cognitive material to the brain but as metanoia,
change to the very texture of life as one experiences it - a change of self.?®
Experience at this level is non-transferable, non-communicable, whether
through language or ostensive behaviour.

Malte, having announced the reality of »ein Inneres, von dem ich nicht
wufdte« in Paper IV, immediately deduces the absurdity of telling another
soul, »dafd ich mich verdndere«.20 His conviction that Truth as Subjectivity

cannot be shared goes back to his grandfather, Graf Brahe, whose ideas are

237 Paul R. Sponheim, “Kierkegaard’s View of a Christian”, in: Kierkegaard’s View of Christianity
(Bibliotheca Kierkegaardiana Vol.1), edited by Niels Thulstrup & Marie Mikulova Thulstrup
(Copenhagen: 1978), pp.182-191, here p.185.

238 Kassner, Kierkegaard, p.51. Cf an enigmatic entry Kierkegaard makes in his journal
(undated, 1843): » After my death no one will find in my papers the slightest information (this
is my consolation) about what really has filled my life; no one will find the inscription in my
innermost being that interprets everything and that often turns into events of prodigious
importance to me that which the world would call bagatelles and which I regard as
insignificant if I remove the secret note that interprets them« (Journals & Papers Vol.5, p.226).
The >secret note< obviously recalls Pascal.

239 Recall the figure of self as correctible text in both Rilke and Kierkegaard (Sickness unto
Death, p.105; MLB, Paper XVIII, pp.490f.). Reading Jung’s idea of >Individuation<, one is put
strongly in mind of Kierkegaardian inwardness, as though Kierkegaard’s conception of the
self in The Sickness unto Death as »the relation which relates to itself« (p.43) has been
revitalised in occult-psychoanalytical terms (cf Christine Maillard, “Le >mystique< et la
psyché”, pp. 86 & 88).

240 MLB, Paper 1V, p.456.
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recalled by Abelone (whose recollection is, in turn, recalled by Malte):24! »Er
hielt es fiir Einbildung, wenn jemand behauptete, das Leben mit andern zu
teilen. (>Ja, teilen -<, sagte er.)«.242 The Graf’s hero is the Marquis de Belmare,
whose life he honours as a testament to the incommunicability and

indivisibility of the individual experience:

»Er hdtte gut mit einer Wahrheit leben konnen, dieser Mensch, wenn er allein
gewesen ware. Aber es war keine Kleinigkeit, allein zu sein mit einer solchen. Und er
war nicht so geschmacklos, die Leute einzuladen, daf3 sie ihn bei seiner Wahrheit
besuchten; die sollte nicht ins Gerede kommen: dazu war er viel zu sehr Orientale.
>Adieu, Madames, sagte er ihr wahrheitsgemaf, >auf ein anderes Mal. Vielleicht ist
man in tausend Jahren etwas kréftiger und ungestorter. Ihre Schonheit ist ja doch erst
im Werden, Madames<, sagte er, und das war keine blofde Hoflichkeit. Damit ging er
fort und legte draufien fiir die Leute seinen Tierpark an, eine Art Jardin
d’Acclimatation fiir die grofseren Arten von Liigen, die man bei uns noch nie gesehen
hatte, und ein Palmenhaus von Ubertreibungen und eine kleine, gepflegte Figuerie
falscher Geheimnisse. Da kamen sie von allen Seiten, und er ging herum mit

Diamantschnallen an den Schuhen und war ganz fiir seine Gaste da.«?#3

This Cagliostro-like charlatanry the Graf sees as a profoundly authentic
superficiality: »>Eine oberflachliche Existenz: wie? Im Grunde wars doch eine
Ritterlichkeit gegen seine Dame, und er hat sich ziemlich dabei

konserviert.<«244

241 A narratological scenario that leads to an internal contradiction: Malte’s purportedly
verbatim transcription of Abelone’s transcription of the Graf's words is undermined by the
detail that Abelone herself had not been able keep up with the Graf’s dictation: »Abelone
strich durch und schrieb. Aber der Graf sprach so schnell weiter, dafl man nicht mitkonnte«
(Paper XLIV, pp.560ff).

242 MLB, Paper XLIV, p.558.

23 MLB, Paper XLIV, p.561.

24 MLB, Paper XLIV, pp.561f. Graf Brahe’s mystification of St. Germain in this Paper is quite
close to the tale which Schiller’s Sizilianer claims his grandfather told him about the Armenier
(see Der Geisterseher, p.74).



Graf Brahe’s (reported) description of Belmare’s Tierpark of deception
as an act of Ritterlichkeit towards the truth could stand as a fine metaphor for
Kierkegaard's pseudonymous production, in which misleadingly >indirect
communication< becomes the central aesthetic strategy.?#> Kassner writes of

the centrality of Betrug to Kierkegaard's life and thought:

Die Schwermut war Kierkegaards Element [...] Und diese wunderbare, einzige
Schwermut, die nur begreift, wer sie besitzt, hat eine Tugend, die ebenso wunderbar
und einzig ist wie sie selbst. Gleichwie die Kindlichkeit sich in Wiinschen dufSert und
der Wunsch wirklich, auch vor Gott, die Tugend des Kindes ist, genau so dufiert sich
die Schwermut im Betrug. Ist das nicht einzig und wunderbar? Zwischen dem Kinde
und allem Fremden, der grofien, fremden Welt, lebt der Wunsch; zwischen der
Schwermut und dem Fremden, der grofien, fremden, stets geteilten Welt, lebt der

Betrug.246

The self as masquerade, persona: just as the child protests against facticity and
mondanité by meeting them with the optative energy of a counter-factual wish,
so the melancholic self protests against the delusive exterior world of
intersubjective, social relations by meeting it with a mask, a performance.

Malte recalls his mother’s melancholy words: »>Vergifd nie, dir etwas zu

25 Kierkegaard'’s cultivation of a ludic aesthetic strategy has earned him loud applause in the
postmodernist theatre - whereby the clause that his ironic aestheticism is anything but
autotelic tends to be placed in parenthesis. Eagleton writes sharply of Kierkegaard’s very
undeconstructive deconstructivism: »[...] Kierkegaard combines his devotion to difference,
sportive humour, play with pseudonyms and guerilla-raids on the metaphysical with a
passionately one-sided commitment, by which few of our modern ironists are likely to feel
anything but unsettled« (Ideology of the Aesthetic, p.173). Faber too is suspicious of the
postmodern embrace of Kierkegaard, diagnosing in much of it a covert »Wunsch nach dem
identifikatorisch-entlastenden und letztlich mehr im Sinne einer Kritikimmunisierung
wirkenden Sich-Wiedererkennen-Diirfen [...J« (“Biichner und Kierkegaard - eine
Wahlverwandschaft?”, p.404).

246 Kassner, Kierkegaard, p.52. Cf Kierkegaard in an undated 1846 journal entry: »As long as I
live I will never and can never be recognized simply because I apply half my energies to
preventing it« (Journals & Papers Vol.5, p.329). This will become the ethos of Malte’s verlorener
Sohn in Paper LXXI.
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wiinschen, Malte. Wiinschen, das soll man nicht aufgeben. Ich glaube, es giebt
keine Erfiillung, aber es giebt Wiinsche, die lange vorhalten, das ganze Leben
lang, so dafs man die Erfiillung doch gar nicht abwarten kénnte.<«.247 The
wish and the lie: two great defenses of the self against a fallen actuality.

That one will be subjected to the violence of (mis)recognition by others
is, for the Kierkegaardian self, a given. The task is to take the initiative and
actively choose a persona under which to take cover. The gravest peril is that
one would identify so much with the mask as to forget, amidst the fretful stir
unprofitable of worldly life, that it is only a disguise, a provisional prop.
There must come a point when the self, in meditation or prayer, can discard
the layer of falsity, the mask, the make-up, and stand in naked reverence

before God:

Aber innen und vor Dir, mein Gott, innen vor Dir, Zuschauer: sind wir nicht ohne
Handlung? Wir entdecken wohl, daf? wir die Rolle nicht wissen, wir suchen einen
Spiegel, wir mochten abschminken und das Falsche abnehmen und wirklich sein.
Aber irgendwo haftet uns noch ein Stiick Verkleidung an, das wir vergessen. Eine
Spur Ubertreibung bleibt in unseren Augenbrauen, wir merken nicht, dafl unsere

Mundwinkel verbogen sind. Und so gehen wir herum, ein Gespéott und eine Halfte:

weder Seiende, noch Schauspieler.248

Kierkegaard’s pseudonymity, as Kassner shows, simply re-enacts on a literal
level the circumstance that he is already, existentially, a pseudonym amongst

other pseudonyms, an actor amongst other actors:

27 MLB, Paper XXVIII, p.515. One might term Maman’s doctrine a doctrine of the
>intransitive wish<, anticipating as it does Malte’s later doctrine of intransitive love. Compare
Kassner: »[...] der Schwermiitige muf? die ganze und jede einzelne Méglichkeit gewiinscht
haben, wie nur ein Kind wiinschen kann, um also seinen Wunsch, der ihm nie erfiillt wurde, zu
bereuen« (Kierkegaard, p.57, emphasis added).

248 MLLB, Paper LXIII, p.615.
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Was man so im allgemeinen Schwermut nennt, das ist gewohnlich der Vorwand fiir
etwas sehr Irdisches, Zeitliches, oft auch nur fiir einen Band Gedichte. Kierkegaards
Schwermut war anders, sie war kein Vorwand oder, wenn man will, nur der
Vorwand eines Gottlichen. Aber das Goéttliche kann der Mensch auf die Dauer nicht
betriigen, und um den Betrug am Géttlichen los zu werden, mufdte Kierkegaard das
Menschliche betriigen - und das war seine Schwermut. Um sich zuletzt nicht selbst zu
betriigen, mufdte Kierkegaard die Menschen betriigen, sich selbst in den Menschen

betriigen - das war, noch einmal, seine Schwermut, sein Doppelsinn.24

Malte’s advice to the »Junger Mensch irgendwo« shows a Kierkegaardian
appreciation of the spiritual insulation provided by pseudonymity: »Nimm
einen andern [Namen] an, irgendeinen, damit Gott dich rufen kann in der
Nacht«.»? Wearing a mask outside without cultivating a hidden religious
sensitivity inside would be mere depressive aestheticism (closer perhaps to
pre-Reading Wilde than to Kierkegaard). For the Kierkegaardian subject,
duplexity in the service of spirit is the only sane response to the unhappy
cognisance that one partakes of two dimensions at once - the inessential realm
of worldliness and the essential realm of interior spirit.25! To lose sight of their

heterogeneity is only to aggravate the wound of one’s amphibious nature.??2

249 Kassner, Kierkegaard, p.53. Cf Gorner, “Im Innern des Nirgendwo”, p.387, on the relevance
for Rilke of Nietzsche’s notion in Jenseits von Gut und Bise of self-masking as a necessary
safeguard of philosophical integrity (»Jeder tiefe Geist braucht eine Maske [...]«).

20 MLB, Paper XXVI, p.511.

%1 Kierkegaard takes this idea so far that he even denounces the mediaeval monastic
movement as excessively worldly: »The error of the medieval monastic movement was this.
Asceticism, renunciation and the like, were still an expression of an infinite passion and of
Christianity’s heterogeneity with the world. Therefore it all should have been done very
simply; it should have been explained to the monastic candidate that this alone was the
requirement. / But instead something else occurred. The monastic candidate nevertheless
made himself homogenous with the world, for he allowed himself and his [conduct] to be
regarded as the extraordinary, which was directly honored with the admiration of his
contemporaries« (undated journal entry 1852, Journals & Papers Vol.3, p.214, emphasis added).
This sentiment is rehearsed in Malte’s account of how the hermit’s latent need for »Ruhm« is
flushed out by the applause of »die Leute« (MLB, Paper LIII, pp.584f).

252 This will be the grounds for Malte’s almost obsessively recurrent interest in victims of
exteriority: Charles le Fou (Paper LXI), Die Duse (Paper LXV), Verlorener Sohn (Paper LXXI).
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Stephan Porombka'’s forceful characterisation of Malte’s enforced loneliness in

the world captures this aspect of the Kierkegaardian self superbly:

[...] die Strategie des Autors - und zugleich das Erfolgsgeheimnis des Romans - ist,
immer wieder und mit aller Wortgewalt darauf zu insistieren, dafs Held und Welt so
quer durcheinander stehen, daf3 der Held schwer daran zu leiden hat und die Welt
nichts davon merkt oder merken will. Seinen Malte konfrontiert Rilke fortwéhrend
mit dem Schlimmsten, er ldfst ihn von Traumatisierung zu Traumatisierung taumeln,
er schickt ihn durch ein psychologisches und soziales Sdaurebad, um seinen Charakter

freizulegen.?3

€) Exile is the natural condition of the Kierkegaardian self

The Kierkegaardian self experiences what Lukacs memorably calls the
»ancient sadness of never belonging anywhere«.25* This is more than a matter
of Durkheim’s anomie, the individual lost in an atomised social world, as it

involves a transcendental homelessness in the world, aprioristically

253 “Lachen mit Rilke”, p.64. Porombka sees the aftermath of the Spiegel-episode (Paper XXXII,
p.530), when the terrified Malte begs for help only to meet with incomprehending laughter, as
the paradigmatic moment in his alienation from others: »Hier bricht nicht nur Malte
zusammen, sondern auch seine letzte Hoffnung, daf} die anderen ihn vor seinen Angsten
retten konnten. Die Angste werden nicht nur ignoriert, sie werden grausam verlacht und
verschlimmert« (“Lachen mit Rilke”, p.68). As mentioned in the Introduction, Porombka
relates this biographically to Rilke’s own fear of being rendered laughable. Rilke, so runs the
argument, by and by learns to convert this fear into a self-serving martyr-complex: »Er muf3
sich in die Rolle des Martyrers hineinspielen, der zwar das Lachen hoért, sich aber mit aller
Kraft und Sicherheit jenseits des Lachens bewegt« (p.78). If one reads Kierkegaard’s Journals,
especially those written in the wake of the traumatic Corsair affair of 1845-6, during which he
was publicly pilloried and, famously, followed down the street by groups of children
chanting Either/Or! Either/Or!, one encounters the martyr-scenario which Porombka sees
haunting Rilke. The misanthropic scars left by the Corsair affair are still in evidence in a
journal entry of 1854: »In the purely human world the rule is: Seek help among men.
Christianity says: Beware of men« (undated, Journals & Papers Vol.3, p.355).

24 Quoted in Arpad Kadarkay, Georg Lukics. Life, Thought, and Politics. Oxford: 1991, p.98.
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regardless of empirical socio-historico-cultural variables.?55 Kierkegaard's
most moving treatment of exile is found in Fear and Trembling with the figure
of Abraham, whom Johannes de Silentio places even above Ovid in the

pantheon of the exiled:

By faith Abraham emigrated from the land of his fathers and became an alien in the
promised land. He left one thing behind, took one thing along: he left behind his
worldly understanding, and he took along his faith. Otherwise he certainly would not
have emigrated but surely would have considered it unreasonable. By faith he was an
alien in the promised land, and there was nothing that reminded him of what he

cherished, but everything by its newness tempted his soul to sorrowful longing.?5

Let us look again at the Briefentwurf which Malte writes to an unnamed
person, talking of his exile in the promised land of Paris and of the

temptations offered by the newness of the experience:

Ich bin in Paris, die es horen freuen sich, die meisten beneiden mich. Sie haben recht.
Es ist eine grofie Stadt, grofs, voll merkwiirdiger Versuchungen.?” Was mich betrifft,
ich muf? zugeben, daf3 ich ihnen in gewisser Beziehung erlegen bin. Ich glaube, es lafst
sich nicht anders sagen. Ich bin diesen Versuchungen erlegen, und das hat gewisse
Verdnderungen zur Folge gehabt, wenn nicht in meinem Charackter, so doch in
meiner Weltanschauung, jedenfalls in meinem Leben. Eine vollkommen andere
Auffassung aller Dinge hat sich unter diesen Einfliissen in mir herausgebildet, und es
sind gewisse Unterschiede da, die mich von den Menschen mehr als alles Bisherige

abtrennen. Ein verdnderte Welt. Ein neues Leben voll neuer Bedeutungen. Ich habe es

%5 Cf Erich Neumann’s characterisation of >Mystical Man< and his transcendental
disorientation in the world: »[...] the mystical man [...] is the only man whose creative unrest
cannot be appeased by narcotics which bring him peace within a fragmentary, provisional
shell where the ego may take refuge« (“Mystical Man”, in: The Mystic Vision. Papers from the
Eranos Yearbooks, translated by Ralph Manheim, edited by Olga Froebe-Kapteyn [London:
1969], pp.375-415, here p.412). For Kierkegaard, the social round constitutes one such
>narcotic<. Society, one might say, is the opium of the individuals.

26 Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling, p.17 (emphasis added).

%7 Earlier 1 suggested that these Versuchungen relate principally to a Rodenbachesque
spectralisation of the urban space.
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augenblicklich etwas schwer, weil alles zu neu ist. Ich bin ein Anfanger in meinen eigenen

Verhaltnissen.238

Paris for Malte represents a locus of discomfort and unfamiliarity: » Aber es ist
anders gekommen, Gott wird wissen warum. Meine alten Mobel faulen in
einer Scheune, in die ich sie habe stellen diirfen, und ich selbst, ja, mein Gott,
ich habe kein Dach tiber mir, und es regnet mir in die Augen«.25° Perhaps we
need to give Gott wird wissen warum its full ambiguous weight: Malte, like
Abraham, faithfully refers everything to God, in whose near-inscrutable will
he tries desperately to trust.20 In Paper LX, treating of the Fortgeworfenen, he
again tries to discern in his own wretched situation a divine Aufgabe or
Auftrag:?! »Vielleicht meinst du, mein Gott, dafs ich alles lassen soll und sie
lieben.«2¢2 Divine governance has placed Malte here, bereft of comfort,
distraction and, critically, the consolation of ultramundane faculties. Malte
must do as Abraham does: discern the demand of spirit and unquestioningly
follow it. His response to the Fortgeworfenen attests a further feature of the
Kierkegaardian spiritual trial - namely, the conversion, »by virtue of the
absurd«,2% of the curse of poverty into the blessing of lowliness. This is the

next criterion:

28 MLB, Paper XXII, pp.504f (emphases added).

%9 MLB, Paper XVI, p.483. Compare Luke 9:58.

260 The repeated concession in the Aufzeichnungen that God alone knows functions as an insistent
reminder of Malte’s general epistemological humiliation (e.g. Paper XVI, MLB, p.480 & Paper
LIV, MLB, p.586).

261 Cf the first Duineser Elegie: »Das alles war Auftrag«, (KA II, p.202, line 30).

22 MLB, Paper LX, p.603 - Malte here speculating on whether he is being assigned a role
similar to that of Flaubert's Saint-Julien-1'Hospitalier (rather than that of Flaubert himself!) (cf
MLB, Paper XXII, p.505).

23 Kierkegaard Fear and Trembling, p.37.
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£) The Kierkegaardian self is the suffering one who comes to understand that

adversity is prosperity

In the Christian Discourse entitled “The joy of it - that misfortune is
good fortune”, Kierkegaard reinforces the theme of the discourse on “The
anxiety of lowliness.” The Gospel inversion of first and last, lowest and
highest, is homiletically explicated, Kierkegaard taking as his starting-point

this trope of inversion:

For eternity knows of but one method: to look at everything inversely. So let us then
look at the situation inversely, and thereby find
THE JOY OF IT - THAT MISFORTUNE IS GOOD FORTUNE.

But let us proceed in such a fashion that we strive first to get the sufferer in the right
attitude, so that he may get an eye for this inverted prospect, and that he may be
willing to abandon himself to this view and permit it to exercise power over him -
then surely the joy follows of itself. / What is good fortune? Good fortune is what
helps me to attain my goal, what leads to the goal; and misfortune is what would

prevent me from attaining my goal.264

Kierkegaard proceeds to define the goal of existence in terms of a simple but
all-important choice between the values of the world and the values of God:
»The one goal is that of temporal existence, the other is that of eternity; these
are contrary the one to the other, but good fortune and misfortune must also
be inverted in correspondence with them«.265 Christ’s Beatitudinal paradoxes
(Matthew 5:1-8) are evoked in Kierkegaard’s refrain that eternity places

everything under a law of sheer inversion: »[...] to the sufferer eternity says

264 Kierkegaard, “The joy of it - that misfortune is good fortune”, in: S. K., Christian Discourses
pp.154-163, here: p.155.
265 Ibid., p.156.
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[gently, sympathetically], >Oh, do but turn about.<«.26¢ This law has a
consequence which, depending on one’s perspective, is either devastating or
liberating - that happiness in this world, worldly happiness in temporal

terms, is sub specie aeternitatis a prodigious affliction:

Let us now make it quite clear to ourselves that what they ordinarily call good
fortune and misfortune do not equally well lead to the goal, but that what ordinarily
is called misfortune does alone or at least principally lead to the goal. What is it that
may prevent a man from attaining the goal? Why precisely the temporal. And how
does it most seriously prevent him? When good fortune so called leads him to the
attainment of the goal of temporal existence. For when by means of good fortune a
man attains the goal of temporal existence, he is farthest from attaining the goal. Man
is to strive for the goal of eternity, but by means of good fortune temporal existence
has delayed him. By the fact that good fortune accompanies him he is not led to the
eternal, and so not to the goal. If there is anything that does this, it must be exactly the
reverse, namely, that the temporal goes against him. But the opposition of the

temporal is what one is accustomed to call misfortune.??

Kierkegaard’s paradox of faith?®8 tells those who are afflicted by existence that
they are tantalisingly close to eternal joy, if they only knew it. Indeed he

declares elsewhere that it is a >thesis< of Christianity that »to suffer, to be

266:Ibid., p.157-

267 Ibid., p.159. Kierkegaard’s logic here owes much to Boethius, who is latently present as an
intertext in Paper LXI of the Malte. There, Charles le Fou finds solace in Christine de Pizan’s
Le Livre du chemin de long estude (1402-3), which is dedicated in the first place to him: »Das
Buch schlug sich ihm immer an den einfachsten Stellen auf: wo von dem Herzen die Rede
war, das dreizehn Jahre lang wie ein Kolben iiber dem Schmerzfeuer nur dazu gedient hatte,
das Wasser der Bitternis fiir die Augen zu destillieren; er begriff, dafd die wahre Konsolation
erst begann, wenn das Gliick vergangen genug und fiir immer voriiber war. Nichts war ihm
ndher, als dieser Trost« (MLB, p.607). Christine is an exemplar of affliction and unhappy love,
her husband’s death in 1389 having left her disconsolate (and almost destitute). Writing of
herself as »the lowest of all« (The Path of Long Study, translated by Kevin Brownlee, in: The
Selected Writings of Christine de Pizan, edited by Renate Blumenfeld-Kosinski, New York &
London: 1997, pp.59-87, here: p.62), she recounts how she gleaned temporary relief from
Boethius” De Consolatione Philosophiae (ibid., pp.63f). Note, incidentally, the alchemical analogy
- not Christine’s own - which Malte deploys to portray the transmutation of her sorrow.

268 Although it must be said that the syllogistic progression of Kierkegaard’s argument in this
discourse does not share the unthinkably absurd quality of the great Kierkegaardian
paradoxes. After all, a simple inversion does not amount to a paradox in the fullest sense.
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unhappy, is precisely the sign that God loves you [...]«29 A little like
Jastrow’s rabbit-duck silhouette, the life of the suffering one requires but a
simple shift in perspective: »>Oh, do but turn about.<«.270

This startling idea that the wretched are just one >conversion< away
from enlightenment makes new sense of a cryptic remark which Malte makes
in Paper V: »Wenn arme Leute nachdenken, soll man sie nicht storen.
Veilleicht féllt es ihnen doch ein«.?”! In both the Aufzeichnungen and in Fear
and Trembling,?’? the registration of human damage becomes a central project.?’3

Malte, for instance, writes of:

diese Puppen, mit denen das Leben gespielt hat, ihnen Friihling um Friihling fiir
nichts und wieder nichts die Arme auseinanderschlagend bis sie locker wurden in
den Schultern. Sie sind nie sehr hoch von einer Hoffnung gefallen, so sind sie nicht
zerbrochen; aber abgeschlagen sind sie und schon dem Leben zu schlecht. Nur
verlorene Katzen kommen abends zu ihnen in die Kammer und zerkratzen sie

heimlich und schlafen auf ihnen.?74

Likewise Johannes de Silentio in Fear and Trembling, who discusses the pathos
of those caught in »the nightmares of existence«,?”> those »malformed
person[s]« of whom it can be said that »existence itself has damaged them«:276

»[...] what love for God it takes to be willing to let oneself be healed when

269 Undated journal entry 1852, Journals & Papers Vol.4, p.409.

20 Kierkegaard, “The joy of it - that misfortune is good fortune”, p.157.

271 MLB, Paper V, p.457.

272 The latter very much a continuation in this respect of themes already found in the
Diapsalmata fragments of Either/Or 1.

273 Cf Baudelaire, “Les Veuves”: »[...] le poete et le philosophe [...] se sentent irrésistiblement
entrainés vers tout ce qui est faible, ruiné, contristé, orphelin« (Oeuvres complétes I, p.292). As
in Hoffmann’s Des Vetters Eckfenster, however, the Baudelairean eye is generally colder than
that of Malte, who sees the figures as more than aesthetic fodder.

274 MLB, Paper LX, pp.603f.

275 Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling, p.105.

276 Tbid., p.106.
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from the very beginning one in all innocence has been botched, from the very
beginning has been a damaged specimen of a human being!«?”7 As we saw in
Chapter 1V, the Zeitungsverkiufer of Paper LIX is wearing his Sunday best,
demonstrating that despite - or perhaps rather because of - his botched
existence his spirit still praises God. If one finds oneself brutally forced, by the
»ethicoreligous suffering«?”8 of poverty, inherited deformity,?”® twist of fate or
psychological vulnerability to go beyond the values of the world, then one is
closer to the movement of infinite resignation than the person enjoying all the
comfort and good fortune that the world has to offer. Neither Rilke nor
Kierkegaard will have any truck with a social response to the problem of the

wounded. Society cannot heal spirit, no more than paint can colour the air. As

277 Ibid., p.104. Silentio, like Malte, gives especial attention to female figures who have not
found love. Cf a journal entry from 1854: »Christianly, God chooses and is closest to the
despised, the cast-offs of the race, one single sorry abandoned wretch, a dreg of humanity«
(undated, Journals & Papers Vol .4, p.194).

278 Gouwens, Kierkegaard as Religious Thinker, p.163 (& cf pp.163ff on the relation of
Kierkegaardian suffering to Simone Weil's malheur).

279 For Rilke, as for Kierkegaard, afflictions established already in the maternal womb hold
particular illustrative power, for they cannot easily be related to a socio-political matrix.
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Silentio says of Shakespeare’s »rudely stamp’d« Richard III: »Natures such as
Gloucester’s cannot be saved by mediating them into an idea of society «.280
Under the trope of inversion, Rilke’s use of the phrase gegen den Strom
in the letter to Artur Hospelt of February 11t 1912 takes on a meaning
supplementary to that of Malte’s ironised viewpoint. To recall, Rilke writes
there of the Malte: »erfreuend wird es wesentlich nur denen werden, die es
gewissermafSen gegen den Strom zu lesen unternehmen«.281 The deeper Malte’s
Orphic descent to the existential underworld, the higher his spiritual

ascension. As Kierkegaard puts it in a journal entry, »[...] one whom God

280 Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling, p.106. For a leftist critique of Kierkegaard as »a full-
blooded apologist for the forces of political reaction«, see Eagleton, Ideology of the Aesthetic,
pp.191ff. Gouwens argues strongly that Kierkegaard’s notion of Imitatio Christi »is not a
private gnostic flight of the soul to God, but is a call to discipleship in the social matrix«
(Kierkegaard as Religious Thinker, p.229 & ff). For the Kierkegaard of Works of Love, the return to
a world bathed in the apostolic light will call forth spontaneous loving action that is literally a
world away from immanentist political activism. Kierkegaard acknowledges that »[f[rom a
Christian point of view I do not have the right to ignore one single man« (undated journal
entry 1849, Journals & Papers Vol.4, p.159), but insists that love of neighbour places the stress
on one single neighbour at a time. Thus he recoils, in a way that again anticipates Levinas
somewhat, from any notion of love of neighbour as a collective, >numerical<, associative-
aggregative, impersonal, in brief: political programme. Gregor Malantschuk, comparing
Kierkegaard to Marx, argues that »Kierkegaard’s anthropology [...] depicts a deeper form of
alienation that is rooted in spiritual factors« (The Controversial Kierkegaard, translated from the
Danish by Howard V. Hong & Edna H. Hong, Waterloo, Ontario: 1980, p.14). If the ultimate
ground of reality is transmundane, and the ultimate cause of human suffering equally
transmundane, then immanent solutions cannot hope to bring this suffering to an end.

281 MLB-Materialien, p.99.
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blesses religiously he eo ipso execrates in a secular way«.?82 The recurring
paradoxical play of Untergang and Himmelfahrt in Rilke’s retrospective
Selbstkommentar on the book makes perfect sense under Kierkegaard's figure
of inversion.?83 Rilke’s task in the Malte may thus be compared with that
eloquently identified by Denis Donoghue with reference to T. S. Eliot’s Four
Quartets: »how to evacuate practically all the areas in which his readers live
[...] to propose the voiding of all human allegiances [...] to translate this
voiding into renunciation«?4 - and thus, one might add, to offer an

Existenzentwurf on the arduousness of redemption.

282 Undated 1843, Journals & Papers Vol.1, p450. Cf also e.g.: undated entry 1847:
»Straightforwardly, to lose is to lose; inversely, to lose is to gain« - a point which Kierkegaard
illustrates with a simile: »As the butterfly gains by losing its cocoon« (Journals & Papers Vol 1,
pp.352f); undated entry 1852: »[...] when everything goes against you and there is continual
suffering and new suffering, be assured that this is God’s love, and that it is because God is
love. [/] How can this be and why? Because God in infinite love wants to help you so that you
may be able to love him. [/] Therefore you must die to the world, and this is his aim with
suffering, because without dying to the world you can never love God. It will be sheer agony
for you - but consider what infinite love, that God in love wants to help you to love him so
that you can be genuinely blessed in this love, which is possible only when you die to the
world [...] So God in infinite love has compassion for you - because he loves you! - and he
presses down heavily with suffering in order that you may go through, through death.«
(Journals & Papers Vol.4, pp.415f); undated entry 1854: »[...] to have it easy in this world, to
have no suffering, and thereby to be happy and satisfied, is achieved quite simply by -
mediocrity, by avoiding every relation to spirit« (ibid., p430); undated entry 1854: »[...] if you
want to love God in truth, you must show it by gladly, adoringly letting yourself be totally
shattered by God in order that he can unconditionally advance his will« (Journals & Papers
Vol.2, p.455).

283 Although not working from a Kierkegaardian perspective, Stephens brings out this idea
with gratifying clarity: »[...] so stellt sich heraus, da8 der Autor niemals bestritten hat, daf3
Maltes Versagen an der ihm auferlegten Priifung den ndchstliegenden Sinn des Buches
ausmacht, sondern lediglich darauf aufmerksam gemacht, daf§ man Maltes Leidensweg und
endgiiltiges Scheitern von einem anderen Standpunkt aus >im aufsteigenden Sinne< verstehen
konnte. Dieser Standpunkt liefle sich dadurch gewinnen, dafs man imstande wire, das Buch
>gegen den Strom zu lesen<, also von seiner nidchstliegenden Bedeutung und Tendenz
Abstand zu gewinnen und durch einen Standpunktwechsel das offenbar Negative daran ins
entsprechend Positive umzudeuten« (Strukturanalyse, pp.23f); »Die Malte-Kritik hat es im
allgemeinen vorgezogen, diese >Himmelfahrt< als eine faktische Rettung des Helden durch
seine Entwicklung zum reifen Kiinstler zu sehen. Wenn Rilke aber sagt, die positiven Werte
werden nur in der Negativitdt des Verlustes sichtbar, so erhellt daraus, warum er einerseits
immer wieder auf dem Untergang Maltes besteht, und andererseits auf die Moglichkeit
hinweist, hinter diesem Untergang die Umrisse einer eigenartigen Seligkeit wahrzunehmen«
(ibid., p.138).
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n) The Kierkegaardian self, as melancholic single existing individual, is the

outsider, the exception, par excellence.

In his “Concluding Letter” in Repetition, Constantin Constantius writes
of »the dialectical battle in which the exception arises in the midst of the
universal«: »[...] if one really wants to study the universal, one only needs to
look around for a legitimate exception; he discloses everything far more
clearly than the universal itself«.28> The individual who finds himself situated
outside the socio-cultural mainstream is still placed into dialectical relation
with this mainstream. For to bypass the (socio-cultural) universal, the sittlich,
is to be a living protest against its values. The exceptional individual is thus a
danger to society because of the Socratic or even Christlike inner freedom he
has from that society. For Kierkegaard political - to say nothing of
revolutionary or violent?¢ - opposition to the system breaks the tension of
this dialectic, for it acknowledges the very reality of the sittliche Substanz even
as it seeks to change it. Political activism is after all still intelligible to the very
universal it challenges. Far more unsettling is the uncanny figure of the

outsider. Kierkegaard’s religiousness lies in a full preparedness to bypass the

284 Denis Donoghue, “T. S. Eliot's Quartets: A new reading”, in: T. S. Eliot. Four Quartets. A
Casebook, edited by Bernard Bergonzi. London & Basingstoke: 1969, pp.212-236, here: pp.231f.

285 Kierkegaard, Repetition, p.227. Compare Malte’s third groflfe Frage on the importance of the
outsider figure for an understanding of the past: »Ist es moglich, daff die ganze
Weltgeschichte mifsverstanden worden ist? Ist es moglich, dafd die Vergangenheit falsch ist,
weil man immer von einem Zusammenlauf vieler Menschen erzihlte, statt von dem Einen zu
sagen, um den sie herumstanden, weil er fremd war und starb?« (MLB, Paper XIV, p.469).

286 Adorno concedes that Kierkegaard’s mistrust of collective action is not a wholly
reactionary reflex, innoculating him against totalitarian delirium: »In den Versammlungen
der achtundvierziger Zeit hat er das Echo der Lautsprecher antezipiert, die erst hundert Jahre
spater die Sportpalaste fiillten« (“Kierkegaards Lehre von der Liebe”, p.230).

152



social, to institute if need be »a teleological suspension of the ethical«.<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>