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Abstract

Precise descriptions of fireplaces and fire lighting are common in Hans Christian Andersen’s writing,
often in the form of terse and realistic background details. There are, however, a few examples of a
more figurative use of fire where Andersen employs the motif of ‘seeing figures in the flames’ and
suggests that he considered this experience inspirational in his writing. The motif was a favorite in
Britain, where an open fire in the household was still common in the 19" century. Unlike most
continental Europeans at the time, the Victorians considered ‘the fire-side’ to be a sphere of special
importance in domestic life. The suggestive qualities associated with the fireside in Britain at the time
would not have been familiar to Andersen, but in many respects the cultural complex of the fireside
served the same functions as Danish hygge. It is unlikely that Andersen was aware of it, but the
figurative use that he made of fire as a force of inspiration both magical and hyggelig had special
resonance for the Victorians.

Introduction
Hans Christian Andersen often returned to the subject of fire. His works, his diaries and his letters
abound with descriptions of ovens and open fire and he paid constant attention to the precise minutiae
of the fire lighting process as the techniques evolved in his lifetime. For the modern reader the details
can sometimes appear obscure and it is easy to read both too much and too little into Andersen’s
descriptions and oblique references. In the nineteenth century fire was an essential part of everyday
life, without which there could be no heat and no light in the household, and there is nothing very
mysterious about the fact that Andersen mentions it often. Fire, it might be said, was an invisible
constant for everyone in his lifetime. Of fundamental importance, certainly, but universally familiar
and therefore also of little account in most respects. However, a constant trait in Andersen’s writing
was exactly his pronounced attention to the trivial, the seemingly insignificant details of everyday

life, and many of his tales focus specifically on commonplace objects and activities that few people
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considered worth a second thought. In most instances, it is from this practical perspective that fire is
described in Andersen’s writings. A few examples out of a great many scattered throughout his letters
and diaries will be enough to demonstrate that Andersen’s fire is mostly just that — heat and light as
matters of practical, physical comfort. But there were marked cultural differences as regarded the idea
of the particular importance of the domestic fire in the 19" century. As a Dane who spoke only a few
words of English, Andersen was probably unaware of the British penchant for open fire in the
household and he did not share the important Victorian conception of “the fire-side’ as an especially
meaningful sphere in life. But as a poet, Andersen nevertheless employed the image and the idea of
open fire artistically with some regularity, and the motif of ‘seeing figures in the flames’ appears to
have held special meaning for him. Towards the end of this article, it is demonstrated that on at least
two occasions Andersen went so far as to figuratively link the fireside experience of seeing figures
or pictures in the flames with the very glimpses of inspiration by which his fairy tales first appeared

to him.

The Fireside and Hygge
It is a curious fact that even within Europe, the specific technologies by which fire was used for
heating and cooking in the household varied quite a lot in the 19" century. In the late medieval and
early modern world, the first closed masonry ovens started to appear and by the start of the 19'"
century this fuel-efficient heating device was in common use in all of Germany, Scandinavia and
much of France and Central Europe. Because it was cheaper and somewhat portable, the version of
this type of closed oven made of cast iron gradually became common, but as a general rule in
continental Europe open fire in the household belonged in the kitchen only. In the British Isles,
however, the closed oven remained an unusual fixture and throughout the 19" century the open
fireplace continued to be the most common method of heating the home. However, in the early years
of the century, two new inventions which made both the open fireplace and the kitchen fire much
more efficient were quickly and widely accepted in Britain. The American Count Rumford invented
both the kitchen range and the Rumford fireplace. Count Rumford’s real name was Benjamin
Thompson and since he sided with the English in the American Revolution he had to make his escape
to Europe, where his many inventions were very welcome indeed." Count Rumford’s kitchen range
was a closed oven with a flat surface where openings of varying sizes could accommodate several
different cooking pots at the same time, and its modern and fuel-efficient design revolutionized the

kitchen and may even be said to have paved the way for all “modern cooking.” (Knox, 1997) The

120



Rumford fireplace, first introduced in the 1790s, was an equally significant, technological
improvement of the open fireplace and it quickly became the standard in 19" century Britain.
(Rowlinson, 2002) In its simplest form the Rumford fireplace is in fact almost identical with the kinds
of open fireplaces still in use today." Where previously the open fire was placed on the hearth at the
bottom of a rather large chimney — completely open and so big that a little boy could climb up the
flue to sweep it — Rumford’s invention was to brick up the back of the fireplace to make it much more
reflective and at the same time leave only a narrow opening to the chimney flue itself at the top. This
separation between the fireplace and the chimney meant that much less heat escaped directly up the
chimney, and at the same time the strong draw of the new design meant less smoke in the room and
much more reflected heat from the open fire. The actual fire itself no longer needed to be anywhere
as big as it used to and although many Victorian fireplaces were equipped with reflective brass sides
and elaborately framed, there were those who felt that the effect was not quite the same as before.
The new design was not nearly as well suited for a kettle as the old hearth, but as a source of heat it
was much more efficient and the ornate fittings served to amplify and intensify the decorative effect
of the fire. But even though the Victorians clearly loved their state-of-the-art fireplaces to the point
where these ostentatious centerpieces of the home might be said to have incorporated an element of
ritual significance largely unknown in the rest of the world, the Rumford fireplace was, technically
speaking, a solution to a problem which had in fact long been solved on the European continent by
other means. In the United States, where open fireplaces were the rule until the cast-iron Franklin
stove became widely available at the beginning of the 19" century, many people experienced the
rapid technological change as a painful loss. Sitting in front of the open fire in the home quite clearly
had special meaning and value for Americans as well, and the disappearance of open fire in the
household was felt by many to be a tragic deprivation. (Hawthorne, 1846) There are no indications
that the various technological changes that robbed the domestic sphere of open fire led to reactions
of this sort anywhere else in the world, but if open fire had suddenly disappeared from the home in
Britain there can be no doubt that the reaction would have been similar. The English, however, held
on to their domestic firesides in spite of all the efficient and convenient alternatives that existed.
The fireside represented a special zone of domestic intimacy and it was highly valued and
often celebrated by the English. Open fire in the home represented much more than simply a source
of heat and the Victorians did not want to do without it. The open fireplace remained a cultural
mainstay tinged with nostalgia and sentimentality for the successful Victorians, even while a great

many of their other inventions and revolutionary technologies changed the world so radically and so
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quickly between the 1830s and the 1850s that it is enough to make anyone dizzy even by today’s
standards. But to the Victorian Britons, from aristocrats to the poorest city dwellers, the fire-side
represented a comfortable private space where one could relax, put on less formal clothes, have a hot
cup of tea or gin-and-water from the kettle on the trivet, perhaps, and read for entertainment rather
than profit. The fireside was a conventional domestic refuge for the whole family — and a perfect
context for reading aloud. Throughout the century, many popular periodicals, miscellanies and
annuals were specifically meant to be read ‘by the fire-side,”'" collections of fireside verse and fireside
tales were common," and the ‘fire-side book’ — short enough to be read in one sitting and small
enough not to get in the way in a cozy armchair — was a popular format. Charles Dickens’s A
Christmas Carol from 1843 was a fireside book, for instance, as was Hans Christian Andersen’s A
Christmas Greeting to my English Friends from 1847. The Victorian fireside was, in short, a rich
culture complex¥ which, much like the Danish idea of hygge, was immediately understood and
appreciated by everyone in spite of the fact that a precise definition and exact demarcation of its
cultural meaning was, and remains, a tricky undertaking. In a general sense, however, the Victorian
fireside shared at least one very important function with hygge. In Jeppe Trolle Linnet’s words, “one
can regard Scandinavian hygge as one particular manifestation of the widespread tendency to turn the
home into a sheltered sphere that resists the alienation of modernity in large-scale societies, focusing
on the spatial dynamics and interpersonal structures that facilitate this experience.” (Linnet, 2011, p.
35) It would not be beside the point to characterize the Victorian conception of ‘the fireside’ as a
slightly different manifestation of this same “widespread tendency,” and perhaps it might even be
said that open fire in the household still carries more complex connotations in Britain than elsewhere.

With the recent spate of interest in hygge in the English-speaking world — the word has been
included in the Oxford English Dictionary — it is significant that open fire in one form or another is
often brought up as an important ingredient in the various popular definitions of hygge. But even in
the 19" century, Danes, like most other continental Europeans, in fact relied on closed ovens for heat
as they had done for hundreds of years, and no one seems to have missed the open fire very much.
Hygge was certainly very much possible without it.

Evidence of this is obviously not very easy to find, for such everyday truths and patterns of
behaviour are rarely recorded and described in detail. In 1836, The Penny Magazine noted in passing
that “stoves, though not so common as in Germany, are ... in extensive use in Paris; but an
Englishman misses the agreeable sight of blazing fire.” (Anonymous, 1836) A few decades later, in

1864, the English journalist J.E.H. Skinner described a hyggelig evening with some Danish officers
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in a Senderborg hotel. The overall mood of the gathering was certainly amiable, genial, informal,
hearty, convivial and cozy enough, but Skinner clearly felt that something was missing without “the
cheerful blaze” of the open fire: “We warmed with our subject, and in the dimly-lighted parlour,
where its great stove threw out no cheerful blaze, and whence could be seen snowflakes falling thick
in the deserted street, | heard of the glorious victory which saved Fredericia from capture.” (Skinner,
1865, p. 36)

Hans Christian Andersen and Fire
This, then, is the cultural landscape we are dealing with in Andersen’s lifetime. It should not surprise
us to find that the fireside plays a constant and special role in Charles Dickens’s writing, for instance,"!
but we might, on the other hand, very well expect that for a Danish writer of this era fire would be a
rather more mundane subject. Popular 19" century texts in English are full of scenes and situations
which rely on the reader’s familiarity with the complex associations connected with the fireside. The
idea that the open fire in the household
could play an active role as inspiration
for, and even sometimes as the main
source of the stories and tales meant to
be read or enacted by the fireside, was
not uncommon. See, for instance, the
illustrated title pages of the two fireside
books by ‘Redgap’ (1846) and ‘M. A.
Titmarsh’ (1855) in which “figures in the
fire’ play a central and visually obvious

role.
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The motif of ‘seeing figures in the flames of the fire,” was by no means uncommon in Victorian
Britain. For most continental Europeans, however, who were unacquainted with the complex cultural
functions of open fire in Britain, the connection between family activities in the home, light
entertainment such as the reading and telling of tales, and the fire as a constant, relaxing focus of
attention was not necessarily obvious. In Hans Christian Andersen’s work such domestic scenes and
storytelling sessions are not described, even if his stories were popularly accepted in Britain as being
especially well suited for the fireside. The social complexities of the British fireside played no part in
Andersen’s world. And yet Hans Christian Andersen’s relationship with fire was an unusually
complex one. It might be said that in his works we find all the typical elements associated with the
Victorian fireside except the social, family aspect. In his tales, his letters and his diaries, Andersen is
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typically focused on the physical heat of the (closed) oven and the bodily comfort experienced by
himself, and usually all alone. Even when the “old poet’ receives a rare visitor in his private sphere,
as in the early tale “The naughty boy,” the focus is not on “the fireside” as such, so much as it is on
the practical need to warm the poor boy on the poet’s lap, wringing the water out of his hair and
restoring him with hot, sweet wine and roasted apples. (Andersen, 1879b, pp. 42-44) The same focus
on domestic fire from an individual rather than a family or otherwise collective perspective is
characteristic in almost everything that Andersen wrote. Most of the time Andersen tended to be quite
practical and unsentimental about fire. He never failed to get the trivial details of fire lighting, oven
designs and so on right,"!" but fire and heat were obviously daily necessities for Andersen just as they
were for everyone else at the time. Also, as a constant traveler he experienced firsthand the differences
between the various preferred technologies in the places where he stayed, and, as was his wont, he
left copious comments on the pros and cons in his letters and diaries. Even sometimes in his fiction.

From the earliest days, fire and the lack of it was necessarily a central concern for Hans
Christian Andersen. In his school days, his headmaster, Simon Meisling, would skimp on the
firewood so that the young man had trouble staying warm enough to do his homework, and upon
Andersen’s first visit with the Wulff family, who lived in fancy quarters with windows facing the
royal castle, Amalienborg, the fact that a servant would come in to make up the fire in Andersen’s
room was a source of great joy for him (Andersen, 1926, p. 126). As an educated man and, later on,
as a famous author, Andersen soon got used to servants making up the fire whenever he would get
cold, and in his diaries and letters the comfort of a fire in his room at the end of long day’s journey is
frequently emphasized. Andersen often applies the adjective ‘hyggelig’ to such situations. But there
are exceptions. The traditional open fireplace, well-loved as it certainly was by the English, did not
hold very many charms for Andersen. When he was in Rome in 1841 the weather was awful and a
cholera epidemic was raging, and Andersen found himself living all alone in a cold house. In such a
situation a nice masonry oven would have been much more effective than the open, Roman fireplace,
which he describes as ‘uhyggelig.” Which is to say, the very opposite of hyggelig and more than just
unpleasant. Spooky and scary, possibly, but certainly uncanny:

I stay here all alone in a big house for there are very few travelers because of the epidemic. Every night
I have to close up the shutters on both windows and doors. The floor is made of uneven bricks and
between the two windows there is a huge, black fireplace which gapes uncannily. However much

firewood | put in it the only result is that one side of my body is roasted and the other is cold. So I sit
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here in my fur-lined travel boots with a cape over the freezing side of my body and wearing a hat in

the living room. And that’s just to be comfortable. (Andersen, 1841)"i

To Hans Christian Andersen, the fireside was not necessarily meaningful in itself. But heat and
domestic comfort were certainly important factors in his life, not least when he was travelling.
Andersen was not always satisfied with the level of comfort in the various hotels where he spent so
many nights of his life, but when the quality of the establishment was up to his standards he would
typically use the word ‘hyggelig’ to indicate this. Very often a comfortable fire would play a part in
such situations. Andersen’s diary and letters especially are full of details about fire and fireplaces.
When Andersen visited England and Scotland in the scorching summer of 1847 the constant social
engagements left little opportunity for experiencing private life in London and he does not appear to
have taken particular notice of the importance of open fire. He did, however, indirectly point to the
welcoming and informal mood effected by the open fire in connection with his visit to Lord Jeffrey
in Edinburgh in the middle of August, when he noted in his diary that, “his house was quite like a
castle .... Fire in the fireplace, all the grandchildren came and | had to sign my fairy tales and True
Story of my Life.” (Andersen, 1974a, p. 250)* Eight years later, when Andersen described the same
visit in his autobiography, The Fairy Tale of my Life, the link between the blazing fire and the warm
and hospitable familiarity of the occasion — with Andersen himself as the absolute centre of attention
—was much more clearly expressed: “A huge fire was burning in the fireplace in the great hall where
the family soon assembled, and where both the young and the old gathered affectionately around me.
Children and grandchildren came and | had to write my name in every one of all the different books
of mine that they owned.” (Andersen, 1855, p. 440)*' Ten years later, when Andersen visited Britain
for the second time in the summer of 1857, the mood was less affectionate. In a shrewd attempt to
get rid of Andersen’s taxing presence at Gad’s Hill Place, Charles Dickens arranged for him to stay
with Baroness Burdett-Coutts in her stately home in Piccadilly instead. Andersen certainly
appreciated the extreme luxury of his suite, complete with a private bathroom and with a fire burning
in the fireplace in mid-June (Andersen, 1857)*". That night, as he lay in his bed happy and thankful
to God, he noted with great satisfaction that the fire was still “burning lustily in the fireplace”.
(Andersen, 1974b, p. 246)X" Nevertheless, Andersen returned to Gad’s Hill Place the very next day.
Piccadilly was too noisy for comfort. By the time Andersen’s stay was nearing its end, the Dickens

family had apparently grown so tired of putting up with him that they tended to avoid him altogether.
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But as Andersen noted in his diary after a whole day of lounging about on his own, “when Dickens
came home late at night, everything was hyggeligt.” (Andersen, 1974b, p. 266)*"

In his travels, Andersen never ceased to take note of the different approaches to indoor
heating he encountered. When the weather got cold in Spain, for instance, instead of a real fireplace
that might make it hyggeligt for him, the shivering traveler had to make do with a ‘Brasero’ — a large
iron dish of burning coal. This device almost killed Andersen and his traveling companion, Jonas
Collin, one night when they closed both doors and windows in their room a little too well (Andersen,
1863)*V. After such a close call, it was a relief to arrive in France where there was a real fireplace
with a proper fire “at full blast in there.” (Andersen, 1862)*"',

Fire and fireplaces were constants throughout Andersen’s life, he never ceased documenting
their presence and importance to him and it is perhaps appropriate that the very last line that he ever
wrote in his life was the following shaky entry in his diary on the 19" of June, 1875: “What a weak

fellow | am. The sun is shining, yet | am cold and have a fire in the oven.” (Andersen, 1975, p. 466)*""

Figures in the Fire
But fire as a practical, mundane source of heat is one thing. The figurative dimensions of fire were
not, of course, lost on Hans Christian Andersen. He returned a number of times to the poetic motif of
seeing figures in the flames of the fire. One of the earliest examples of this is in a poem entitled,
“Fancy and Insanity (Behind the Blackberry Bushes, yonder at the Edge of the Abyss).” This poem
was first published in 1829, and it has a clear autobiographical element. The ‘I’ of the poem is
Phantasus, the god of surreal dreams about inanimate objects — including reveries centered on the
beauty of nature, which is the general subject of the poem. Andersen’s Phantasus is a childish and
romantic innocent, and towards the end of the poem he appears to address the poet directly. The
sensation of looking into the fire as a small child is evoked. Reality and imagination merge in the
child’s mind, angels flicker in the fire and there is a vision of God himself in his heaven. Thus fairy
tales appear entirely real to the childish mind absorbed in the fiery visions while life itself,

paradoxically, seems to be a fairy tale:

When you were small and we would play our games,
And sit upon the footstool by the fire,

Where living figures flickered in the flames,

With joyful bliss the soul would never tire.

The fairy tales had every mark of truth,
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While life itself seemed wondrous in our youth;
We would see flocks of Cherubim in there,
And God himself, up in his Heaven rare. (Andersen, 1879a, p. 142)i

Despite the fact that Hans Christian Andersen had not yet produced a single fairy tale at the time
when he wrote this poem, the central poetic vision and the, perhaps somewhat unusual, artistic values
described here seem to sum up his lifetime achievement with striking precision.

In “The Little Match Girl,” first published in 1845, the poor, dying girl finds comfort in the
visions she sees in the flames every time she strikes a new match. With the first match she finds
herself in front of a hot oven, the second brings her into the parlour where a roast goose walks right
up to her with a knife and fork stuck into its back, and the third puts her in front of a wonderful
Christmas tree. All the splendid comforts of well-to-do family life appear to her, but sadly devoid of
the feeling of communal belonging shared with other people. Only with the fourth match does her
departed grandmother appear to her in the flame and when the little girl finally strikes all the
remaining matches so that she can stay connected with the only person in her life who was ever good
to her, it is as if the glorious refulgence of the fire itself embraces her and carries her to heaven in the
shape of her beloved, Saviour-like grandmother. (Andersen, 1879b, pp. 333-335)**

The motif of “seeing figures in the fire’ and Andersen’s poetic interpretation of it is repeated
in one of the ‘late’ tales, "What the Whole Family Said" from 1870. Little Marie and her old, story-
telling Godfather sit in front of the open oven in the winter time for it is really very enjoyable to stare
into the fire and to listen to it crackle and pop. The old Godfather, who knows “all stories, all the fairy
tales” explains to little Marie that the crackling fire is reading old memories to him and the child
understands what he is saying. Except to her, “there seemed to appear many pictures in the fire.” But
“it is wonderful to be alive,” the whole family agree, and the old, Andersen-like Godfather concludes
that “life is the most wonderful fairy tale of all!” (Andersen, 1880, p. 224)**.

My final example of Andersen’s use of the motif of seeing phantasms in the flames links the
experience directly to his writing itself, and this in his most creative and productive years. After
Andersen returned from his trip to Italy in 1834, he took a room in Nyhavn where, over the following
four years, he wrote his first three novels, his first volume of fairy tales — and more. He worked hard
and therefore had to keep to himself more than usual, which was a bit of a challenge for the highly
sociable Andersen. At intervals he would write his closest friends and explain why they saw so little

of him. As a result, we have the following offhand description of Hans Christian Andersen hard at
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work on his most famous creations, quickly sketched, it appears, for his friend Henriette Wulff on the
third of February, 1836:

I make it hyggeligt at home, the fire crackles and then my Muse comes to visit me and tells
me strange Eventyr. She produces comic figures from everyday life for me, nobles as well as
commoners, and she says: “Look at those people, you know them, now draw their likenesses and, —
they will live!” Which is certainly saying quite a lot, but that’s what she says all the same. And so |
neglect my friends (Andersen, 1836)**.

Artistic imagination and inspiration can be figuratively represented in many different ways,
of course, but Andersen’s ‘muse of fire” which brought him weird and wonderful (fairy) tales when
the fire crackled and everything was hyggeligt, clearly remained a favorite image all through his life.
Unlike William Shakespeare’s famous “muse of fire,”" — concerned only with royalty, with blood
and honour and spectacular death on the battlefield — Andersen does not associate his charming muse
of fire with epic heroes and the triumphs and tragedies of war. Nor does Andersen’s idea of solitary
hygge share the complex, domestic connotations characteristic of the Victorian fireside. Fire certainly
brought Andersen both comfort and inspiration but only on very rare occasions in his life was he
invited to partake in the warm community feeling of the fireside. All the same, Andersen’s insistent
fire muse is certainly a pleasant figure that manifests itself in a homely atmosphere and on a
comfortably human scale, tongue-in-cheek or not. Agreeable company of a sort, even, in Andersen’s
most private, creative space, and an animating, everyday muse of the comic, of the pleasantly
amusing, the touching and the well-known coming to life. The extent of the enchantment involved is
perhaps a bit limited in that a somewhat mundane element of active crafting is clearly required of the
hard-working artist. But above all, and more than anything it is safe to conclude that Andersen’s muse
of fire was a muse of hygge.
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XV My translation. The original passage reads: ”... Jeg drev om .... Da seent Dickens kom hjem var Alt hyggeligt.”
(Andersen 1974b, 266)
* As Andersen explained the situation in a letter to Theodor Reitzel:”It was too cold in Madrid. The climate was
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jeg endnu havde Kreefter til at aabne Altandgren”. (1863)
xi Andersen and Collin stayed at Biarritz, and Andersen noted that,”here | have a fireplace, the fire is at full blast in
there.” My translation. The original reads: "Her har jeg Kamin, llden blzser lystigt derinde.” (1862)
xii My translation. The original passage reads: ”Jeg har i Eftermiddag skrevet omtrent hele denne Uges Begivenheder
for mig, men er dog en ynkelig Karl. Solen skinner, dog fryser jeg og har i Kakkelovnen. = (Andersen 1975, 466).
il My translation. The original passage from the poem,”Phantasie og Vanvid (bag Brombarhakken hist ved
Afgrundsranden),” first published in July, 1829, reads:

Da Du var lille, tidt vi leged” sammen,

P& Skammelen vi ved Kaminen sad;

Da saae vi Billeder i Glgdild-Flammen,

Og Sjalen falte sig sa salig glad.

Hvert Eventyr os Sandheds-Praget bar,

Kun Livet her et Eventyr os var;

Vi saae ei blot Cherubers skjgnne Vrimmel,

Nei, selv Gud Fader i sin hgie Himmel. (Andersen 1879a, 142)
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Eventyr pa engelsk. Accessed May 15, 2018.
http://www.andersen.sdu.dk/vaerk/hersholt/\WhatTheWholeFamilySaid.html
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komiske Figurer fra Hverdags Livet, Adelige og Borgerlige siger: “see paa de Folk, de kjende Du, tegn dem af og — ‘de
skulle leve!” Det er jo rigtignok meget sagt, men hun siger det. Derfor forssmmer jeg mine Venner.” (Andersen 1836)
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