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The Danish poet and essayist Inger Christensen (1935–2009) has been labelled a modern-

ist, a postmodernist, an experimentalist, and an exponent of systematic poetry. However, 

all through her works runs her preoccupation with early German romanticism, the philo-

sophical and poetological writings of Novalis in particular. Christensen’s complex rela-

tionship with Novalis has so far received little scholarly attention. The aim of this tripar-

tite article is to fill this lacuna by shedding light on the various ways in which Christensen 

engages with Novalis and renegotiates his romantic heritage. Central to Christensen’s 

poetics is a concept derived from Novalis: hemmelighedstilstanden [the state of secrecy]. 

Reading this concept in conjunction with the contemporary German-Austrian poet Peter 

Waterhouse’s corresponding concept of Geheimnislosigkeit [literally: secretlessness], Silje In-

geborg Harr Svare explores Christensen’s renegotiation of Novalis’s philosophy of subjec-

tivity and language. Anne Gry Haugland addresses the complex and radical philosophy of 

nature that resonates throughout Christensen’s works. While this philosophy of nature is 

indebted to German romantic Naturphilosophie, it is also informed by recent developments 

in the natural sciences: drawing on concepts in contemporary science such as biosemiot-

ics, scalar ratios, and self-organizing systems – Haugland outlines the scientific context for 

Christensen’s philosophy of nature. Finally, Klaus Müller Wille explores the relationship 

between Christensen’s long poem det [It] and Novalis’s unfinished philosophical novel Die 

Lehrlinge zu Sais [The disciples of Sais], showing that det is informed by Novalis’s fragment 

on a structural, a diegetic, a rhetorical, and a conceptual level.

.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

K e y w o r d s   Early German Romanticism, Poetics, Subjectivity, Peter Waterhouse, Philosophy 

of Nature, Science, Biosemiotics, Semiotics
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The works of the Danish poet Inger Christensen hold a unique position in the last 
fifty years of Danish literature. For many years a candidate for the Nobel Prize in 
literature, Christensen, from her debut in the early 60s to her final volume pub-
lished in 1991, wrote poems characterized by a striking duality: both avant-garde 
and classical; simple and enigmatic; literary and reflective, and at the same time 
immensely popular. In this article I will address one of these ambiguities, namely 
Christensen’s enduring interest in the early romantic philosopher Novalis, an 
interest which may seem inconsistent with the frequent labeling of her poetry 
as late modernist, even post-modernist. I will examine Christensen’s association 
with Novalis, most clearly expressed in her early work, det [It] and in her poetics 
Hemmelighedstilstanden [The state of secrecy], by tracing another kinship: between 
Inger Christensen and the younger Austrian poet Peter Waterhouse.

In the German-speaking areas, the contemporary Austrian poet Peter Water-
house is one of those who, through publication and literary events, have helped 
to highlight the writings of Inger Christensen.1 The poetic affinity between Chris-
tensen and the younger Waterhouse has also been noticed, and there is little 
doubt that she has had great influence on his development as a poet. Comment-
ing on a Danish publication of Waterhouse’s poetry, the renowned critic Torben 
Brostrøm writes how Christensen immediately comes to mind, and he states that 
Christensen reverberates as a ‘processed echo’ in Waterhouse’s poems.2

Looking at the key poetological publications by these two authors, it never-
theless is the contrast which is most striking. Inger Christensen published Hem-
melighedstilstanden in 2000, after her main lyrical works: det (1969), Brev i april 
[Letters in April] (1979), alfabet [Alphabet] (1981) and Sommerfugledalen [Butter-
fly valley] (1991). In the twelve essays collected in Hemmelighedstilstanden, and the 
‘Digt om døden’ [Poem on death] which is also included in this volume, Chris-
tensen explores the intertwining of language and the world, concerning herself 
with language as such, as well as with the language of poetry. The title essay of 
Hemmelighedstilstanden was written in connection with Christensen’s visit to the 
Viennese ‘Schule für Dichtung’ in 1992, an institution with which Waterhouse 
was at that time affiliated. In 1996, four years after Christensen’s visit to Vienna, 
Waterhouse published his own literary poetics, entitled Die Geheimnislosigkeit. Ein 
Lese- und Spazierbuch [Secretless. A book of reading and walking].3 In this work, 
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Waterhouse propounds his idea of a transparency and openness between lan-
guage and landscape. For Waterhouse, moving in language also means moving in 
a landscape, and vice versa. This transparency is emphasized by the book’s main 
title, Die Geheimnislosigkeit. It is tempting to ask whether there exists any connec-
tion between Christensen’s  Hemmelighedstilstanden and Waterhouse’s Geheimnislo-
sigkeit. Do we find a total opposition in the way the relationship of language to 
the world is seen in these two books, as the contradiction in their titles might 
seem to imply? Or is there a deeper connection or a similarity between their po-
etological positions, making Waterhouse’s emphasis on openness and transpar-
ency also relevant to the poetry and poetics of Inger Christensen? And, if this is 
the case, what might this correspondence tell us about the relevance of Novalis 
to the poetry and poetics of Inger Christensen? 

These are the questions that I pursue in this article, using Peter Waterhouse’s 
poetics as lenses on Inger Christensen’s poetry as well as on her poetological texts. 
Firstly, I will sketch how the concept of ‘secrecy’ found in Inger Christensen’s 
poetics is closely related to Novalis. I then proceed to outline what elements are 
involved in Waterhouse’s poetological understanding of the relationship between 
language and world as open and secretless. Finally I shall offer a reading of two 
central poems from Christensen’s early systematic composition det. Showing how 
central elements from Waterhouse’s poetics can be recognized and applied in the 
reading of Christensen’s poetry, I will at the end of the essay be able to address 
the strong association with Novalis which informs the concept of secrecy in Inger 
Christensen’s poetics in Hemmelighedstilstanden.

 
S e c r e c y  i n  N o v a l i s  a n d  S e c r e t l e s s n e s s 
i n  W a t e r h o u s e

‘Der Sitz der Seele ist da, wo sich Innenwelt und Außenwelt berühren. Wo sie sich 
durchdringen, ist er in jedem Punkte der Durchdringung’ [The seat of the soul is 
located at the meeting-place of the world within and the world without. Where 
they interpenetrate each other, there it is at every point of interpenetration].4 
In this fragment from Novalis’s ‘Blüthenstaub’ we find, in concentrated form, a 
figure of thought which is perhaps the most consistent in his work – the analogy 
or correspondence between the interior and the external world. Another passage, 
this time from the tale of ‘Hyazinth und Rosenblütchen’, which is included in the 
unfinished novel Die Lehrlinge zu Saïs [The disciples of Sais], points out that this 
correspondence is not about the external world being subsumed by the romantic 
ego: ‘Wir verstehn natürlich alles Fremde nur durch Selbstfremdmachung – Selbst-
veränderung – Selbstbeobachtung’ [We naturally understand everything unknown 
to us only by becoming unknown to ourselves – changing ourselves – considering 
ourselves].5 The analogy between the interior and the external world recurs in 
Novalis’s aphorism where Inger Christensen has found her central poetological 
concept, the ‘state of secrecy’: ‘Das Äussere ist ein in einen Geheimniszustand 
erhobenes Innere’ [The outer world is an inner world, raised to a state of secrecy].6 
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The fact that the analogy between the interior and the external world is clear 
and frequently postulated in Novalis’s writings does not make our understand-
ing of it any easier. Pointing to the accentuation of the night and the dream in 
Novalis’s thinking, Otto Friedrich Bollnow suggests that the connection between 
the interior and the external world should be seen as something deep set and 
unavailable to our everyday understanding.7 The philosopher Nicolai Hartmann 
offers another explanation. Emphasizing the activist imperative in this central 
analogy in Novalis, Hartmann ties its characteristics as secret and veiled to the 
as-yet unrealized, that is to a task given to us.8

As Inger Christensen explicates the relationship between language and the 
world that emerges in the poem by Novalis’s term ‘state of secrecy’, she transfers 
an analogy concerning the self and the external world to questions of language 
and world, as when she states that Novalis by this ‘søger den altomfattende sam-
mensmeltning af ord og fænomen’ [is searching the encompassing fusion of the 
word and the phenomenon].9 What, then, when it comes to Peter Waterhouse? Is 
the individual subject in any way involved in the relationship between language 
and the external world which he explores in his Geheimnislosigkeit? 

Hans Eichhorn has pointed out that the transparency between language 
and the world denoted by Waterhouse’s term ‘secretlessness’ comes into being 
through a combination of concentration and purposelessness.10 When Eichhorn 
emphasizes how both concentration and purposelessness require simultaneous 
movement in language and in landscape, he implies someone moving, a pedes-
trian, so to speak, or in other words a subject. It is worth noting that Waterhouse 
himself, in the essay ‘Gedichte und Teillösungen’ [Poems and partial solutions], 
presents the subjectivity in question as both not-knowing and not-doing.11 It is 
my contention that both the concepts of concentration and purposelessness, and 
the pedestrian, as well as a certain disability on the part of the subject, are of 
relevance to Christensen’s poetry. Concentrating on two central poems in the 
systematic poetic work det, I will be able to examine this thesis, before turning 
my attention back to Hemmelighedstilstanden. Can the parallel reading of Water-
house’s poetics and Christensen’s poetry help explain her transfer of Novalis’s 
analogy between the interior and the external world to questions of language and 
the world, and the ostensible anti-subjectivity of this operation? Can it clarify the 
secrecy associated in her poetics with the relationship between word and thing, 
language and the world?

‘ I  s e e  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  n o t h i n g  t o  s e e ’ 
–  N e c e s s a r y  B l i n d n e s s  i n  d e t

Inger Christensen’s det is organized according to clear principles and with sys-
tematic rigor. However, variation and diversity are the most prominent features 
of this work, and we can detect in it both individual and collective voices. Part 
of what Christensen’s work achieves is to show the interdependence and connec-
tion between an individual and a collective aspect of language. In the following 
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I shall comment on the two poems which conclude ‘LOGOS’, the main part of 
det, namely poems 7 and 8 in the section ‘TEKSTEN universaliteter’ [TEXT uni-
versalities]. The two poems contain a kind of solution to what, during the devel-
opment of det, has proved to be a struggle to find a foothold in language. This 
struggle is tied to an individual position, an ‘I’. However, the interconnections 
between individuality and collectivity in det ensure that the many threads and 
voices in this complex work are here bound together.12

TEKSTEN	 universaliteter

7	 8

Jeg ser at der ikke er noget at se	 Jeg ser de lette skyer

Ser at jeg elsker dig blindt	 Jeg ser den lette sol

Ser at jeg går ind i en tåge	 Jeg ser hvor let de tegner

For at finde vej	 Et endeløst forløb

Fordi jeg kan se at i tågen	 Som om de føler tillid

Kan jeg ikke finde vej	 Til mig der står på jorden

Ser at disse bevægelser i mig	 Som om de ved at jeg

Er trofaste mod mig	 Er deres ord

[TEXT	 universalities

7	 8

I see that there is nothing to see	 I see the weightless clouds

See that I love you blindly	 I see the weightless sun 

See that I walk into a fog	 I see how easily they trace

To find my way	 An endless course

Because I can see that in the fog	 As if they trust in me

I cannot find my way	 Here on the earth

I see that these movements within me	 As if they know that I

Are faithful to me	 Am their words]

Let me begin with the second of these two poems. The ‘Jeg’ [I] seeing ‘de lette 
skyer’ [the weightless clouds] and ‘den lette sol’ [the weightless sun] in the first 
lines suggests a transparency and simultaneity between the individual being and 
the physical, ambient world. Language, too, partakes in this mirroring and reci-
procity. Language and words are presented as correlation and identity: ‘Som om 
de føler tillid / Til mig der står på jorden / Som om de ved at jeg / Er deres ord’ [As 
if they trust in me / Here on the earth / As if they know that I / Am their words]. 
Here, in the very last lines of the poem, our traditional conception of language as 
our vehicle for designating the objects of nature is turned upside down. What is 
being expressed is a notion of the self, the ‘I’, as the language of the clouds and 
the sun. Rather than the ‘I’ using language to represent the natural objects, we 
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have nature expressing itself through the ‘I’. However, the twice repeated ‘som 
om’ [as if ] (meaning: ‘it’s after all not so’) contradicts the identification and 
transparency associated with language. Rather than similarity and identity, we 
have difference and distance.

Recalling Peter Waterhouse’s central poetic concept of secretlessness, there is 
reason to point out how the simple clarity existing between the ‘I’, language, and 
the world, in this poem is counterbalanced by something secretive and complex, 
precisely through the twice repeated ‘som om’ [as if ]. Linking the non-real, the 
only-apparent, to language and words in this poem might, however, seem to put 
too much emphasis on language. After all, the term ‘words’ appears here at the 
very end of the poem, almost casually, as a loose idea about the self as expression 
of the natural phenomena. Still, in the larger context of det, the question of the 
artificiality and non-identity of language is asked continually. The theme of the 
artificiality of language and the non-identity of language and world is pinned 
down early on in Christensen’s work, and it is turned and flipped towards the 
very end. The fact that ‘ordene er ikke ét / med den verden de beskriver’13 [words 
are not one / with the world they describe] is pointed out as something highly 
problematic. The lines ‘Ordene bliver hvor de er / mens verden forsvinder’ [The 
words stay where they are / while the world vanishes]14 give a compressed expres-
sion of what constitutes the point of disclosure and criticism in large parts of det. 
This general issue concerning language resounds with reiterated ‘som om’ [as if ] 
and ‘ord’ [words] in the final poem in ‘LOGOS’.

In poem 8, then, we find transparency (which is so central to Peter Water-
house’s poetics) as well as obscurity. As we read the previous poem (poem 7 in 
‘TEKSTEN universaliteter’ quoted above) and consider poem 8 in this light, we 
are reminded of other salient features of Peter Waterhouse’s poetics. Poem 7 
opens with a peculiar mixture of blindness and vision: ‘Jeg ser at der ikke er no-
get at se’ [I see that there is nothing to see]. The following verses show how the 
lack of orientation is used as a principle precisely for orientation: ‘Ser at jeg går 
ind i en tåge / For at finde vej / For at jeg kan se at i tågen / Kan jeg ikke finde 
vej’ [See that I walk into a fog / Because I can see that in the fog / I cannot find 
my way]. In these lines we easily recognize Waterhouse’s disabled self – and it is 
worth taking notice of the fact that this disabled self is not a dissolved self. On 
the contrary, the ‘I’s’ conscious orientation towards blindness may very well be 
read as an intentional purposelessness. Given the fact that the world and the 
natural phenomena stand out with striking clarity in the following poem (poem 
8), this clarity can certainly be read as the ‘I’s’ concentrated look at the surrounding 
nature. Through the blindness of the self, that is the ‘I’s’ disability or fundamen-
tal limitation, we find a purposelessness which carries us over from poem 7 to the 
attentive focus on nature in poem 8. 

It is my contention that the central themes in these two final poems – the not-
knowing self, characterized by a necessary blindness as well as a certain purpose-
lessness and concentration, and the both secretless and secretive relationship 
between language and the world – recur as the unifying themes in det as a whole. 
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But are these themes in any way relevant to Inger Christensen’s poetics Hemme-
lighedstilstanden? That is, should the apparent contrast between the poetological 
secretlessness of Peter Waterhouse and Christensen’s poetics of secrecy rather be 
seen as a veiled continuity and a dialogue?

P o e t o l o g i c a l  d i a l o g u e : 
C h r i s t e n s e n ,  W a t e r h o u s e  –  a n d  N o v a l i s

The reiterated ‘som om’ [as if ] in poem 8 reflects on a micro-level the overarch-
ing issues of det as a whole – issues concerning the separateness of language, it’s 
non-identity with things. In poem 8, however, the separateness of language is no 
longer debilitating, as in prior parts of det, but exists side by side with openness 
to the natural world. Returning to Hemmelighedstilstanden, we shall see that lan-
guage’s separateness from things in the world not only goes hand in hand with 
transparency and secretlessness when it comes to the external world, but actually 
is seen as a prerequisite for this transparency.

Returning to Hemmelighedstilstanden, we should consider Novalis, from whose 
work Christensen derives her central poetological concept of ‘secrecy’. Hemme-
lighedstilstanden contains numerous references to Novalis, including a long quo-
tation, in Christensen’s own translation, from Novalis’s text ‘Monolog’ [Mono-
logue]. ‘Monolog’ was written in 1798 and deals with the relationship of language 
to the world. Although short, this text is often considered Novalis’s most impor-
tant philosophical statement. It sets out to define the true nature of language:

Es ist eigentlich um das Sprechen und Schreiben eine närrische Sache; das rechte Ge-

spräch ist ein bloßes Wortspiel. Der lächerliche Irrtum ist nur zu bewundern, daß die Leu-

te meinen – sie sprächen um der Dinge willen. Gerade das Eigenthümliche der Sprache, 

daß sie sich blos um sich selbst bekümmert, weiß keiner.

[Speaking and writing is a crazy state of affairs really; true conversation is just a game with 

words. It is amazing, the absurd error people make of imagining they are speaking for the 

sake of things; no one knows the essential thing about language, that it is concerned only 

with itself.]15

‘Monolog’ proceeds to proclaim an analogy between language and the world of 
natural objects: ‘Sie machen eine Welt für sich aus – Sie spielen nur mit sich 
selbst, drücken nichts als ihre wunderbare Natur aus, und eben darum sind sie so 
ausdrucksvoll – eben darum spiegelt sich in ihnen das seltsame Verhältnißspiel 
der Dinge’ [Their play is self-sufficent, they express nothing but their own mar-
velous nature, and this is the very reason why they are so expressive, why they are 
the mirror to the strange play of relationships among things].16 Although Novalis 
talks about ‘mathematischen Formeln’ [mathematical formulae], his observation 
applies to words as well – indeed, such a parallel between mathematical formulae 
and language is postulated by Novalis: both constitute a self-enclosed world and, 
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in so doing, reflect the external world. In Novalis’s ‘Monolog’, then, we encounter 
the duality of secrecy and secretlessness that was present with such poignancy in 
the two poems from det discussed above. But what about the ‘I’ in det which ‘ser 
at der ikke er noget at se’ [see that there is nothing to see] and thus enters a self-
limiting, necessary blindness – in order to make possible another form of vision? 
Is this self also present in ‘Monolog’ and in Inger Christensen’s poetics?

In ‘Monolog’ subjectivity certainly seems at first glance to be present only to 
be mocked by language. However, the inversions which occur in the latter half of 
‘Monolog’ change this view. Here the text’s own performative paradox is being 
addressed. We are informed that language is by its very nature non-instrumental 
and non-communicative. In the second half of ‘Monolog’ this paradox is identi-
fied as the writer’s paradox. How can I speak about the nature of language with-
out at the same time betraying language by using it as a means of communica-
tion, the writer asks. 

Without going into the details of Novalis’s critical confrontation with the 
idealist philosophical tradition inaugurated by Fichte and his reflection-model of 
the self, it is nevertheless worth noticing how, towards the end of ‘Monolog’, the 
writer-I finds a solution to his own paradox by reconsidering his understanding 
of himself: ‘Wie, wenn ich aber reden müßte? und dieser Sprachtrieb zu sprechen 
das Kennzeichen der Eingebung der Sprache, der Wirksamkeit der Sprache in mir 
wäre? und mein Wille nur auch alles wollte, was ich müßte?’ [But what if I were 
compelled to speak? What if this urge to speak were the mark of the inspiration 
of language, the working of language within me? And my will only wanted to do 
what I had to do?]17 These reflections resonate with Novalis’s explicit philosophi-
cal critique of the concept of the self in German idealism, represented by Fichte. 
In his Fichte-Studien, written a few years prior to ‘Monolog’, Novalis develops a 
critical reading of Fichte’s Wissenschaftslehre. He draws attention to language’s dif-
ference, its non-identity with that which it names, but also the Fichtean under-
standing of the self as something which constitutes itself. Novalis’s objection is 
directed against Fichte’s idea that the self ’s objectifying grip on itself (‘Ich bin 
ich’ [I am I]) should be the basis of its self-knowledge and self-identity. When 
Novalis, in his Vermischte Bemerkungen [Miscellaneous remarks] (1797), writes that 
‘Ganz begreifen, werden wir uns nie, aber wir werden und können uns weit mehr, 
als Begreifen’ [we will never understand ourselves entirely, but we are capable 
of perceptions of ourselves which far surpass understanding], this remark poig
nantly expresses how his rejection of the reflection-model of the self involves 
both a constraint and an extension, as can be seen in Manfred Frank’s argument 
that we find a certain romantic scepticism in the thinking of Novalis and other 
Early German Romantics.18 In this line of scepticism, we find a reduction and a 
limitation of the human capacity for objective knowledge but also, as a function 
of this reduction, a defense for the individual which is also threatened to be re-
voked in our objectifying, generalizing thinking.

Returning to the poetry of Inger Christensen, the duality of constraint and 
extension inherent in Novalis’s conception of the individual subject is easily re
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cognized in the two poems in det discussed above. The ‘I’ which in poem 7 ‘ser at 
der ikke er noget at se’ [see that there is nothing to see], and which ‘går ind i en 
tåge / For at finde vej / Fordi jeg kan se at i tågen / Kan jeg ikke finde vej’ [walk 
in the fog / To find my way / Because I can see that in the fog / I cannot find my 
way], and concedes that ‘disse bevægelser i mig / Er trofaste mod mig’ [these 
movements within me / Are faithful to me], can easily be seen as a version of an 
early-romantic subject. In this and the subsequent poem, blindness and fog open 
up a different kind of vision. Renouncing purpose and intention, the ‘I’ becomes 
able to see what it is surrounded by ‘[h]ere on earth’. If we recall the initial con-
trast between the concept of secretlessness in Peter Waterhouse and Inger Chris-
tensen’s state of secrecy, we may be able to see how the proximity of language to 
the world in Christensen’s poetry and poetics can be both obvious and secretive. 
The I must be brought beyond its own objectifying abilities in order for it to ex-
perience the very basic situation of standing on the earth with the clouds above, 
illuminated by the sun.
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Central to Inger Christensen’s philosophy of nature is the idea that the human 
language – including the language of poetry – may be perceived as part of nature.1 
We are connected with nature by being part of its multifarious forms, Chris-
tensen writes, that is, the language of poetry is indeed a form, a structure, in 
itself, but also a form which is continuous with the world that it describes.2 The 
poet is indeed creative in her use of language, but the poem’s examination of 
language and the world may just as well be viewed as a reflection of nature in it-
self: our way of thinking and creating languages (be it mathematical formulas or 
poems) is an example of nature’s forms. When we think about the world through 
language, it is also the world thinking about itself.3

Inger Christensen’s writings are rich in references to both science and litera-
ture, and by way of references her philosophy of nature points to Novalis, in 
particular, to his romantic Naturphilosophie.4 However, her philosophy of nature 
is also part of a larger trend unfolding across the canvases of art and science at 
the time she was writing. In the 1960s a perspective on nature was developed in a 
momentum that ran parallel to an increased environmental awareness. A number 
of shifts and changes in the scientific description of the world took place as new 
fields of research gained ground. Thus, Christensen’s writings represent a time 
when new scientific discoveries (in the humanities and in the natural sciences) 
reshaped the perception of nature from viewing the human mind as something 
radically different from nature towards an understanding of human action and 
mind as being part of nature. In the natural sciences, chaos and catastrophe 
theory, models of complex self-organizing systems, and fractal geometry became 
new interdependent fields of research. This intellectual and scientific movement 
rekindled an interest in the relationship between the part and the whole, while 
also identifying universal principles of form that transgressed and challenged the 
traditional boundaries between the sciences of culture and the sciences of nature. 
Christensen’s writings can be viewed as an expression of these trends. Through 
poetic language she formulates and explores the osmosis between human and 
natural processes and unfolds a perspective on nature that includes language 
itself. 

In the essay Hemmelighedstilstanden, Christensen writes:
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Native and Deep-Rooted  
Positions in Inger Christensen’s

Philosophy of Nature

Anne Gry Haugland, PhD, Postdoctoral Fellow, University of Copenhagen, Denmark
Aarhus University Press, Romantik, 03, 2014, pages 91-97.
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Poesien er bare én af menneskets mange erkendelsesformer, og der går det samme skel ned 

gennem dem alle, hvad enten det drejer sig om filosofi, matematik eller naturvidenskab. 

Et skel mellem dem, der tror at mennesket med sit sprog står udenfor verden, og dem der 

oplever, at et menneske med sprog er en del af verden; og at det derfor bliver nødvendigt at 

forstå, at idet mennesket udtrykker sig, er det også verden der udtrykker sig.

[Poetry is but one of the human forms of insight, and the same dividing line applies to all 

of them whether it be philosophy, mathematics or natural science. A dividing line between 

those who believe that man with his language is outside the world and those who think 

that man with his language is part of the world; and that is why it is necessary to under-

stand that when man expresses himself, the world is also expressing itself.] 5

Christensen places herself on the latter side of the dividing line. On the other 
side, we find the conception that nature is radically different from culture and 
that culture and language are applied to the world from outside, as it were. How
ever, Christensen sees human language and culture as interwoven with and with-
in the world. She uses the terms ‘indfødt’ [native] and ‘indgroet’ [deep-rooted] to 
describe humankind’s place in this perspective on nature.6 This idea implies tran-
scendence of the absolute dividing line between nature and culture, mind and 
body, and ultimately between language and the world: a post-dualistic poetics.

I will discuss three different aspects of this poetics – three assumptions in 
Christensen’s philosophy of nature which play a significant role in her works and 
which have parallels in contemporary science. The three aspects are the idea of a 
semiotic community between the living, a focus on scalar ratios and division into 
levels, and finally the conception of the ability of matter to self-organize.
 

T h e  N a t u r e  o f  L a n g u a g e 

The conception of language as part of nature’s idiom is based on a conception of 
the semiotic precondition of the living:

Jeg er nødt til at finde mening i verden, ikke fordi det er noget, jeg beslutter mig til, måske 

ikke engang fordi det er noget, jeg ønsker, men fordi jeg som en anden indfødt, på samme 

måde som et træ er indfødt, ja virkelig som en indgroet del af verden, ikke kan undgå at 

skabe mening, den mening, som er der i forvejen, og som ustandselig forvalter sin egen 

forvandling, som det vi forstår ved at overleve.

[I have to find meaning in the world, not because it is something I decide to do or because 

it is even something I want, but because I, as any other native, in the same way a tree is 

native, yes, really like a deep-rooted part of the world, cannot avoid creating meaning, that 

meaning which is already there and which incessantly manages its own transformation as 

that which we mean by surviving.] 7
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This passage is taken from a short essay first published in 1991. The title of the 
essay, ‘Den naive læser’ [The naive reader], refers to a special writing position 
described by Christensen: The poet pretends that language and not the poet is 
writing the poem. Thus, the poem is something that happens, something that 
emerges with the poet not as creator, but as reader. When Christensen calls her 
essay the naive reader and not the naive poet, it bespeaks this writing position. The 
title reflects the poet’s relation to the world, a fundamentally semiotic relation: 
Living is creating meaning. One is only able to survive by interpreting the world 
and reading the world as signs. This does not apply to human life only, but to 
life in general. All life (whether it be trees, ants or humans) must read the world 
and adapt accordingly in order to survive, and human language (whether it be 
the language of science or art) is simply a refined variation of this basic semiotic 
condition of life.8

From the fields of phenomenology and cognitive semantics, we are familiar 
with the conception of the anchoring of cognition and language in the bodily 
experience and in the material ‘being in the world’.9 But Christensen takes it fur-
ther and regards this fact as a general condition of life. With the conception of 
a semiotic community between nature and man, Christensen approaches the re-
search field of biosemiotics.10 Christensen does not use the term ‘biosemiotics’ in 
her writings, but this branch of scientific investigation is in its basic assumptions 
very similar to some of Christensen’s wordings. Furthermore, biosemiotics is also 
historically and geographically close to her works (biosemiotics was established 
in Denmark at a time when Christensen’s works were part of the cultural con-
text – so perhaps poetry inspired science?). Biosemiotics shares a number of basic 
assumptions about levels, complexity and self-organization with the scientific 
trends already mentioned, and thus it outlines some important points of the new 
perspective on nature. 

Biosemiotics – a scientific field based on the assumption that all living nature 
is supported by semiosis – is a new scientific field or, rather, a meta-science in the 
sense that biosemiotics is based on existing scientific knowledge, but provides a 
new general frame of understanding for the description of living systems. The 
Danish biochemist Jesper Hoffmeyer’s doctoral thesis Biosemiotik [Biosemiotics] 
from 2005 [2008] is a seminal introduction to the field, but biosemiotics as a 
concept appears in articles from the 1990s, and the idea of biosemiotics has roots 
dating back even further .11 According to biosemiotics, all living nature is sup-
ported by semiosis, and human language is a special variation on the semiotic 
condition to which everything is subjected. The human language variant differs 
due to the high volume of what biosemioticians call ‘semiotic freedom’, which 
refers to the fact that humans not only read the world through language, but 
are also capable of creating new fictional worlds in language.12 But these fictional 
worlds are still rooted in the semiotic condition shared by life in general. We are 
– like nature for that matter – both created and creative: embedded in language, 
body, biology, and the world.13 
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S c a l e  a n d  L e v e l

Inger Christensen’s philosophy of nature is based on the idea that language is 
embedded in a greater order. This conception is prevalent in her works and she 
unfolds it especially on the level of form in her poetry, in the individual poems 
as well as in the overall structure of the works. Christensen is known for her 
predominant use of systems structuring the works. This applies in particular 
to her principal works det [It] (1969), alfabet [Alphabet] (1981), and Sommerfugle-
dalen [The butterfly valley] (1991).14 Christensen’s systems often bear references 
to processes of nature or to mathematics.15 But her use of systems also points to 
the conceptions of language as an embedded part of nature: by subjecting her 
poetical form to the system requirements she points out that it is not just the free 
creativity of the poet which determines the poem. The language of the poem is 
embedded in the system. By letting the creative process be governed by a system, 
the poet is thus repeating the embedded character of the language.16 

Working with scalar ratios, levels and part-whole relationships is a character-
istic feature both of Christensen’s philosophy of nature and of her poetic strate-
gies. It is important to emphasize that, according to Christensen, the fact that it 
is possible to find similarities not just between natural and cultural phenomena, 
but also between different scalar ratios, does not mean that the world becomes 
easy to grasp. Thus it is of great importance to Christensen that the similarity 
between part and whole is not an order that overrides the disorderly and makes 
the world predictable and comprehensible. On the contrary, Christensen points 
to a constant interaction between chaos and order at all levels, and emphasizes 
that what recurs at all levels is indeed the relationship between order and disor-
der, between form and formlessness, between life and death. It is a point made 
throughout Christensen’s writings and it plays a particularly important role in 
the overall theme of inspiration and creativity in Sommerfugledalen.

E m e r g e n c e  a n d  I n s p i r a t i o n

A basic question which Inger Christensen asks, as do contemporary trends in 
science, is whether or not nature itself holds potential for creation: the inter-
pretation of the existence of creative powers in nature, generating new levels by 
emergent processes, took a decisive turn with the impact of the computer in the 
1960s and 1970s. The immense increases in computing power made it possible to 
calculate what happens when elements interact in a system over time. By letting 
the computer calculate long enough it became apparent that emergent proper-
ties appear in both biological and physical systems, that is to say not only in 
animate but also in inanimate nature. Emergence may be interpreted as a term 
for a creative element in nature in the sense that nature can create something 
that is not implicit in its earlier stages. In the light of the concept of emergence, 
order and form are not created either by God or man but from below, from matter 
itself .17 In this context the word self-organization as a term for the phenomenon 
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of emergence is quite telling, because it emphasizes that we are dealing with an 
organization, a creation of form, which is not externally applied to the elements, 
but rather emerges from within the interacting elements themselves.18 

The concept of emergence is interesting in relation to Christensen’s philoso-
phy of nature because her works continually revolve around the question of cre-
ation and inspiration, of what happens in the moment of inspiration when the 
poem, as Christensen puts it, suddenly writes itself – when the poet achieves the 
special state of self-abandonment, which Christensen, with a reference to No-
valis, calls ‘hemmelighedstilstanden’ [the state of secrecy].19 It is a phenomenon 
Christensen describes as equivalent to the scientist’s experience when a problem 
is resolved and the answer becomes obvious.20 Christensen’s philosophy of nature 
provides a radical interpretation of this phenomenon. When the poet in ‘the state 
of secrecy’ recedes as the creative and controlling subject, a space for the semantic 
creation process of language becomes available.21 The conception of ‘the state of 
secrecy’ is therefore a literary analogue to the conception of self-organization 
and emergence. The systems inserted into the work and governing its creation 
become a part of this strategy – and the inspiration unlocking the poet’s ‘state of 
secrecy’ becomes a literary expression of the creative and form-organizing abil-
ity in matter. In this sense, both the processes and forms of the mind and art 
become just as real and natural as the very processes of nature.

Inger Christensen’s philosophy of nature is thus based on a conception of 
nature as complex, level-divided, and self-organizing. As such, her philosophy of 
nature resembles the philosophy of nature related to significant scientific trends 
in her time. Combining reflections from numerous sources, from the Bible to 
chaos theory, on the relationship between language and nature, Christensen de-
velops her philosophy of nature in an ongoing dialogue with literary and scien-
tific traditions. Christensen is thus a writer who pursues her ideas through lit-
erature, science and philosophy across time. In so doing her writings reveal con-
nections between romantic Naturphilosophie and recent tendencies in science and 
the arts. Though the scientific understanding of nature and natural processes 
has changed dramatically since the romantic period, Christensen’s work suggests 
that romantic philosophers of nature and scientists of the twentieth and twenty-
first century work along the same lines: Both share an interest in interpreting 
what it means to be human – in a perspective on nature where human beings 
and their language do not rise above nature, but are considered as part of nature.
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N o t e s

1	 This article is based on my thesis Naturen i ånden – Naturfilosofien i Inger Christensens forfatterskab 

[Nature in mind – natural philosophy in the writings of Inger Christensen], defended at the 

University of Copenhagen in 2012. The thesis investigates the complex and radical philosophy 

of nature which underlies Christensen’s writings. In my thesis, as well as in this article, I use the 

concept ‘philosophy of nature’ in the widest sense as reflections on the concept of nature not 

only in the fields of philosophy and science, but also in other disciplines. Thus, poetry can be 

said to contain a philosophy of nature if it includes considerations of the concept of nature and 

of man’s position in nature. In the writings of Inger Christensen, the philosophy of nature is 

found more or less in all the poems and novels and in the collections of essays Del af labyrinten 

[Part of the labyrinth] (Copenhagen: Gyldendal, 1982) and Hemmelighedstilstanden [The state of 

secrecy] (Copenhagen: Gyldendal, 2000).

2	 Christensen, Hemmelighedstilstanden, 46.

3	 Christensen expresses this thought in several essays, e.g. in the essay ‘Det er ord alt sammen’  

[It is all words] in Christensen, Hemmelighedstilstanden, 57.

4	 The articles by Silje Ingeborg Harr Svare and Klaus Müller-Wille in this volume unfold this con-

nection.

5	 Christensen, Hemmelighedstilstanden, 44 (my translation).

6	 See passage quoted below.	

7	 Christensen, Hemmelighedstilstanden, 12 (my translation).

8	 Christensen, Hemmelighedstilstanden, 12–6. The universal semiotic condition that all organisms 

must read the world in order to survive should not be taken as any specific argument concern-

ing the logical or evolutionary priority of thought versus language in the evolution of our first 

human ancestors. There is an extensive debate in philosophy, linguistics, and a range of other 

disciplines about the respective priorities of language and thought. Christensen’s philosophy 

of nature is only relevant for these debates when seen as supporting a general anti-Cartesian 

stance held by many researchers who claim that both human spoken language and thought are 

rooted in natural semiotic processes seen in all organisms and not just the human species.

9	 The French phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty in particular plays an important role in 

Christensen’s writings. His phenomenology has also been important to cognitive semantics (as 

formulated by, e.g., George Lakoff and Mark Johnson in Metaphors We Live By (Chicago: Univer-

sity of Chicago Press, 1980) and for the development of biosemiotics.

10	 See Haugland, ‘Sprogets natur’, Kritik 211 (2014): 65–72 for an introduction to Christensen and 

biosemiotics. See Haugland, Naturen i ånden (Copenhagen: Institut for Nordiske Studier og 

Sprogvidenskab, 2012), 201–9, for a discussion of the semiotic approach in Novalis, the Danish 

linguist Viggo Brøndal, and Jesper Hoffmeyer.

11	 Jesper Hoffmeyer, Biosemiotik. En afhandling om livets tegn og tegnenes liv (Copenhagen: Ries Forlag, 

2005). English version: Jesper Hoffmeyer, Biosemiotics. An Examination into the Signs of Life and the 

Life of Signs (Scranton, USA: University of Chicago Press, 2008).

12	 Hoffmeyer, Biosemiotik, 222.

13	 For an analysis of the duality between being created and creative as a theme in Christensen’s 

novel Azorno (København: Gyldendal, 1967), see Haugland, Naturen i ånden, 116–23.
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14	 All works in Inger Christensen: Samlede digte (Copenhagen: Gyldendal, 1998). All three are avail-

able in Susanna Nied’s English translation: Alphabet (New York: New Directions, 2001); Butterfly 

Valley (New York: New Directions, 2004); and it (New York: New Directions, 2006). 

15	 In it, the poems grow as a cell division from the word ‘it’ with the numbers three and eight as 

a guiding principle. In Alphabet, two systems meet, namely the alphabet and the Fibonacci se-

quence, the latter occurring in natural as well as cultural phenomena. In Butterfly Valley, Chris-

tensen uses the feedback structure of the crown of sonnets and the focus the crown of sonnets 

puts on the relation and similarity between part and whole to bring together processes in na-

ture, mind and language.

16	 Christensen writes about the numbers in Alphabet and the process of using numbers as a poeti-

cal strategy in Christensen, Hemmelighedstilstanden, 125–33.The use of systems as a poetical strat-

egy in the writings of Christensen is also described in Tue Andersen Nexø, ‘Vækstprincipper. 

Systemernes betydning i alfabet’, Passage 30 (1998): 77–89; Erik Skyum Nielsen, Modsprogets proces 

(Copenhagen: Arena, 1982); Erik Skyum Nielsen, Engle i sneen (Copenhagen: Gyldendal, 2000); 

and Anne Gry Haugland, ‘Mønsterdigtning. Betydningsvækst i Inger Christensens lyrik’, Kritik 

155/156 (2002): 65–76.

17	 For a discussion of the history of the concept, see David Blitz, Emergent Evolution (Boston: Kluw-

er, 1992). For an introduction to the concept, see Steven Johnson, Emergence: The Connected Lives 

of Ants, Brains, Cities, and Software (New York: Scribner, 2001).

18	 The word self-organization is not new either, but it was of central significance in the systems the-

ory of the 1960s and in the complexity research of the 1970s and 1980s as used by Stuart Kauff-

man, for example, in his At Home in the Universe (New York/Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

1995). 

19	 Christensen, Hemmelighedstilstanden, 15, 40.

20	 Christensen, Hemmelighedstilstanden, 45. 

21	 Haugland, Naturen i ånden, 218–9.
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The poet Inger Christensen is well known as a preeminent representative of the 
‘systematic’ approach that characterizes Danish poetry of the 1960s.1 However 
her work is not only inspired by the contemporary semiotic theories of French 
and American structuralism. She also alludes to French phenomenology and to 
the formal vocabulary of the Italian Renaissance.2 While the references to these 
traditions have been explored previously, the close relation between Inger Chris-
tensen’s writings and the aesthetics of German romanticism has been compara-
tively neglected. 

Fortunately, two recently published PhD theses illuminate the significance 
of Christensen’s affinity with German romanticism.3 In their studies both Anne 
Gry Haugland and Silje Ingeborg Harr Svare point out the obvious importance 
of Christensen’s extensive use of quotations from Novalis in her long poem det 
[It] (1969) and in her collection of poetological essays, Hemmelighedstilstanden [The 
state of secrecy] (2000). Interestingly the two authors arrive at two totally differ-
ent results. Whereas Haugland uses Christensen’s relation to German romanti-
cism to stress the importance of the philosophy of nature in her writings, Harr 
Svare takes her point of departure in the opposite hypothesis that Christensen’s 
interest in romantic philosophy is based on considerations of language and the 
subject. Whereas Haugland stresses the clear differences between Christensen’s 
modern philosophy of nature and the holistic thinking of the early nineteenth 
century, Harr Svare points to the astonishing similarities between Novalis’s para-
doxical and complex semiotic interests and Christensen’s self-referential herme-
neutics.

Inspired by these two studies, I would like to develop a third way to look 
at the relationship between Christensen and the aesthetics of German romanti-
cism. In this context I will concentrate on the relation between Christensen’s det 
and Novalis’s novel Die Lehrlinge zu Sais [The disciples at Sais], which is known to 
centre on ‘the relationship between knowledge of nature and self-knowledge’.4 As 
mentioned above det contains several quotations from Novalis. Thus each of the 
eight poems in the section ‘TEKSTEN konnexiteter’ has an epigraph by Novalis. 
Despite the fact that the first of these epigraphs derives from Die Lehrlinge zu 
Sais, neither Haugland nor Harr Svare pay much attention to this particular text. 
My intention is to remedy this omission. I hope to show that Novalis develops a 

Klaus Müller-Wille, Professor of Scandinavian literature, University of Zürich, Switzerland
Aarhus University Press, Romantik 03, 2014, pages 99-109.
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poetical philosophy of nature which Christensen perpetuates in the framework 
of det. I shall begin with a longer presentation of Die Lehrlinge zu Sais and then 
demonstrate how Christensen uses Novalis to develop her own epistemological 
writing methods.

N o v a l i s ’  D i e  L e h r l i n g e  z u  S a i s 
a s  a n  E p i s t e m o l o g i c a l  T r e a t i s e

Novalis wrote Die Lehrlinge zu Sais in 1798 during his stay at the mountain acad-
emy Freiberg, where he devoted himself to widespread studies in science and 
philosophy. Friedrich Schlegel and Ludwig Tieck published the text – which re-
mained a rather short fragment – in 1802 in the first edition of Novalis’s writings. 
The novel has no proper plot but consists of dramatic monologues and dialogues 
in a lyrical and rhapsodic style. The first part of the novel ‘Der Lehrling’, told by 
an autodiegetic narrator, refers very abstractly to a community of disciples who 
are instructed by a teacher [Lehrer]. In the second part of the book, ‘Die Natur’, 
a group of travellers joins this community. In this part of the novel, it becomes 
even more difficult to relate the different passages of the text to specific voices or 
characters.

Earlier scholarship on the text centred on the religious and philosophical im-
pact of these scraps of conversation. Later interpreters have clarified the relation 
between this impact and the complex artistic structures of the text.5 One could 
show that the two parts, ‘Der Lehrling’ and ‘Die Natur’, follow a triadic struc-
tured scheme. Because this scheme is characterized by an overarching ‘Kompo-
sitionsfigur der gegeneinanderlaufenden Tendenzen’ [composition figure of op-
posed tendencies],6 it does not constitute a closed totality, but invites the readers 
to incessant interpretations.

In the context of this short article it is impossible to give a full interpretation 
of Novalis’s hermetic text. Instead I want to concentrate on the semiotic and 
epistemological models that are discussed in the doctrinal conversations of Die 
Lehrlinge and which Christensen refers to in her quotations from the text. The 
passage cited in det comes from the second part of Novalis’s book and voices the 
opinion of ‘Mehrere’ [several]. That means that the personal pronoun ‘wir’ refers 
to an anonymous plural voice:

Wir brauchen nicht erst lange nachzuforschen, eine leichte Vergleichung, nur wenige Züge 

im Sande sind genug um uns zu verständigen. So ist uns alles eine große Schrift … [Inger 

Christensen’s omission]

[We do not need to investigate at length; a slight resemblance, a few indications in the 

sand are enough to inform us. Everything becomes a great Script …] [Inger Christensen’s 

omission]7
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Christensen skips the final part of the sentence where the ‘several’ proclaim their 
almost unlimited cognitive capacity: ‘So ist uns alles eine große Schrift, wozu 
wir den Schlüssel haben, und nichts kommt uns unerwartet, weil wir voraus den 
Gang des großen Uhrwerks wissen’ [Everything becomes a great script to which 
we have the key; nothing is unexpected because we anticipate the evolution of 
the great time machine].8 With her omission Christensen stresses the dialogi-
cal gesture of Novalis’s text which – considered as a whole – abstains from for-
mulating a closed doctrine and instead invites readers to think for themselves. 
Furthermore, the shortening of the quotation allows her to allude to the famous 
opening of Novalis’s text, where different natural phenomena are described as 
parts of a wondrous system of written signs which cannot be fixed in unalterable 
forms and which cannot be decoded with the help of one single key:

Mannigfache Wege gehen die Menschen. Wer sie verfolgt und vergleicht, wird wunder-

liche Figuren entstehen sehn; Figuren, die zu jener großen Chiffernschrift zu gehören 

scheinen, die man überall, auf Flügeln, Eierschalen, in Wolken, im Schnee, in Kristallen 

und in Steinbildungen, auf gefrierenden Wassern, im Innern und Äußern der Gebirge, 

der Pflanzen, der Tiere, der Menschen, in den Lichtern des Himmels, auf berührten und 

gestrichenen Scheiben von Pech und Glas, in den Feilspänen um den Magnet her, und 

sonderbaren Konjunkturen des Zufalls, erblickt. In ihnen ahndet man den Schlüssel die-

ser Wunderschrift, die Sprachlehre derselben, allein die Ahndung will sich selbst in keine 

feste Formen fügen, und scheint kein höherer Schlüssel werden zu wollen.

[Men travel by many different paths. Whoever tracks and compares their ways will see 

wonderful figures arising; figures that seem to belong to the great Manuscript of Design 

which we descry everywhere, on wings of birds, on the shell of eggs, in clouds, in snow, 

in crystals, in rock formations, in frozen water, within and upon mountains, in plants, in 

beasts, in men, in the light of day, in slabs of pitch and glass when they are jarred or struck, 

in filings around a magnet, and in the singular Coincidences of Chance. In these things we 

seem to catch an idea of the key, the grammar to this Manuscript, but this idea will not fix 

itself into any abiding conception, and seems as if it were unwilling to become in its turn 

the key to higher things.]9

In one of her later essays, ‘Tilfældighedens ordnende virkning’ [The regulating 
effect of chance], Christensen does not simply quote this long passage; rather, 
the entire argument of the essay can be described as a long unfolding of this 
particular passage.10 Christensen uses Novalis’s text to illuminate her central idea 
that the relation between nature and language should not be described as an op-
position, but rather as a form of structural analogy. Similarly, she is interested in 
the relation, thematised in Die Lehrlinge zu Sais, between the nature of language 
(or the nature of the mind) and the language of nature (or the spirit of nature). 
It is not just natural phenomena, such as crystals, mountains, plans or magnetic 
tracks, which are described as interpretable sign systems. The different methods, 
too – literally the ‘manifold ways’– which the scientists use to discover these sys-
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tems, are seen as signs to be interpreted. In this respect, the quotation does more 
than just express the old topos of the hidden book of nature.11 This topos is com-
bined with the astonishing concept that there are several ways or methods for 
interpreting these sign systems: ‘Men travel by many different paths’. This means 
that the language of nature is not described as a given semiotic system which can 
be represented in language in any simple way. On the contrary, nature’s semiotic 
system and its corresponding relations to other semiotic systems can only be ana-
lysed when the scientist produces them experimentally.12 In this respect, science 
is described as a constant dialogue, i.e. a constant interaction with nature where 
the observer and the observed perpetually influence each other. Die Lehrlinge pro-
vides a detailed description of the corresponding semiotic experiments in which 
every new production of semiotic relations goes hand-in-hand with insight into 
more complex correspondences and analogies which, in turn, change the nature 
of perception:

Er [der Lehrer] sammelte sich Steine, Blumen, Käfer aller Art, und legte sie auf mannigfa-

che Weise sich in Reihen … Auf sein Gemüt und seine Gedanken lauschte er sorgsam. Er 

wußte nicht, wohin ihn seine Sehnsucht trieb. Wie er größer ward, strich er umher, besah 

sich andre Länder, andre Meere, neue Lüfte, fremde Sterne, unbekannte Pflanzen, Tiere, 

Menschen, stieg in Höhlen, sah wie in Bänken und in bunten Schichten der Erde Bau 

vollführt war, und drückte Ton in sonderbare Felsenbilder. Nun fand er überall Bekanntes 

wieder, nur wunderlich gemischt, gepaart, und also ordneten sich selbst in ihm oft seltsa-

me Dinge. Er merkte bald auf die Verbindungen in allem, auf Begegnungen, Zusammen-

treffungen. Nun sah er bald nichts mehr allein.

[He collected stones, flowers and every sort of insect, and set them out in many-fashioned 

lines. … He listened heedfully to his own heart and to his thoughts. He knew not whither 

his longing was driving him. When he was older he wandered, beholding other countries, 

other seas, new skies, strange stars, unknown plants, animals and men; he descended into 

caves and marked how in courses and coloured strata the Edifice of the Earth had been 

built up. He manipulated clay into wonderful rock forms. At this time he found every-

where objects already known to him but marvellously mingled and mated, and strange vi-

cissitudes often arose within him. Soon he became aware of the inter-relation of all things, 

of conjunctions, of coincidences. Ere long he saw nothing singly.]13

The scientific activity starts with the attempt to avoid given modes or schemes 
of perception which, for example, dissect nature by established taxonomies. De-
nouncing the ‘krankhafte Anlage der späteren Menschen’ [the morbid disposi-
tion of modern men] that is defined by insane ‘Theilungen, Zergliederungen’ 
[divisions, dismemberments] and ‘Zerspaltungen’ [splittings],14 the teacher’s pro-
duction of a new series of objects leads to the recognition of astonishing equiva-
lences. Trying to avoid differentiating between the diverse natural spheres, the 
teacher uses a method which could be described as a conscious form of ‘disper-

99239_romantik_cs5-5_.indd   102 09/12/14   10:48



103

jo
u

r
n

a
l

 f
o

r
 t

h
e

 s
t

u
d

y
 o

f
 r

o
m

a
n

t
ic

is
m

s

sion’. The dispersed perception leads to the simultaneous observation of objects 
normally separate from each other. 

On first sight, the teacher seems to be interested in an experimental reinven-
tion of a classical, analogical way of thinking which leads to an more genuine 
‘order of things’.15 However, as already noted, the tentatively established equiv-
alences are of less importance than the cognitive effects of the teacher’s prac-
tise, which, most of all, should change his mode of perception. The observation 
of similarities and correspondences joins together the observer’s senses which 
have been artificially separated by education: ‘In große bunte Bilder drängten 
sich die Wahrnehmungen seiner Sinne: er hörte, sah, tastete und dachte zugleich’ 
[The perceptions of his senses thronged together in great variegated Pictures; he 
heard, saw, felt and thought simultaneously].16

Time and again, the disciples examine the aim of these experiments, which 
should result in a specific form of perception where the scientist influences na-
ture whilst he is being physically and mentally influenced by the forces of nature:

Den Inbegriff dessen, was uns rührt, nennt man die Natur, und also steht die Natur in 

einer unmittelbaren Beziehung auf die Gliedmaßen unsers Körpers, die wir Sinne nennen. 

Unbekannte und geheimnißvolle Beziehungen unsers Körpers lassen unbekannte und ge-

heimnißvolle Verhältnisse der Natur vermuthen, …

[The substance of these impressions which affect us we call Nature, and thus Nature 

stands in an immediate relationship to those functions of our bodies which we call senses. 

Unknown and mysterious relations of our body allow us to surmise unknown and myste-

rious correlations with Nature, … ]17

In the light of these complex theoretical reflections on the sensuality of cogni-
tion, it is perhaps not surprising that the semiotic and perceptual experiments 
of the teacher are also described as a poetic activity. The disciples use metaphors 
of musical forces and affects to characterise the interplay between the manipu-
lating and the manipulated forms of perception. In their eyes, the scientist liter-
ally plays on the instrument of nature. He tunes nature as an instrument (‘das 
Instrument stimmen’) and he is influenced by the moods of nature (‘durch das 
Instrument gestimmt werden’): ‘Der eigentliche Chiffrirer wird … auf der Na-
tur, wie auf einem großen Instrument phantasieren können, …’ [The interpreter 
proper will … improve on Nature as on some great instrument, … ].18 This claim 
also shows the way in which the disciples fuse the musical metaphor with the 
semiotic activity of ciphering and deciphering. In other words, they describe how 
the teacher uses semiotic or rhetorical transfers to change his fundamental mode 
of reading nature. Furthermore, this dynamic process of continuous ciphering 
and deciphering has as its final aim ‘einem innig lebendigen Zustande zwischen 
zwey Welten’ [a condition of relationship between two worlds] where subject and 
object, ‘empfinden und denken’ [feeling and thinking], ‘Innenwelt’ [the interior] 
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and ‘Aussenwelt’ [the external world], nearly coalesce. 19 The experiments and 
their rhetorical devices are described more precisely in the beginning of the novel:

Er [der Lehrer] freute sich, Fremdlinge zusammenzubringen. Bald waren ihm die Sterne 

Menschen, bald die Menschen Sterne, die Steine Tiere, die Wolken Pflanzen, er spielte mit 

den Kräften und Erscheinungen, …

[He [the teacher] took pleasure in bringing strangers together. Sometimes the stars be-

came men to him, men as stars; stones were as animals, clouds as plants; he sported with 

forces and phenomena; … ]20

The teacher uses the rhetorical figure chiasmus (Menschen-Sterne – Sterne-Men-
schen) to establish a new mode of thinking which allows him to modify the con-
ceptual metaphors of his experience. He does not only attempt to comprehend 
stars by men. Rather, he uses the redoubled metaphor (stars as man, man as 
stars) to analyse the possibilities and the limits of this analogy. The importance 
of this specific chiastic way of thinking is also reflected in Novalis’s Das allgemeine 
Brouillon [Notes for a romantic encyclopaedia] where he outlines a ‘theory of the 
mutual representation of the universe’ which rests on the following operation: 
‘Every symbol can be symbolized again by that which it symbolizes – counter-
symbols’.21 Especially the notion of ‘countersymbols’ – where the two parts of the 
metaphor (‘stars’ as tenor, ‘men’ as vehicle) are inverted (‘men’ as tenor, ‘stars’ as 
vehicle) – is connected to the use of chiasmus. 

However, it must be emphasized that the epistemological argument summa-
rized above does not remain unchallenged in Novalis’s novel. Rather, the reader 
is confronted with other voices that explicitly ridicule the teacher’s poetic form 
of natural science:

‘Die andern reden irre’, sagt ein ernster Mann zu diesen. ‘Erkennen sie in der Natur nicht 

den treuen Abdruck ihrer selbst? Sie selbst verzehren sich in wilder Gedankenlosigkeit. Sie 

wissen nicht, daß ihre Natur ein Gedankenspiel, eine wüste Phantasie ihres Traumes ist.’

[‘The others rave’, said a serious man to these last. ‘Do they not recognise in Nature a true 

image of themselves. They consume themselves in a savage nescience. They do not know 

that their Nature is a conjuration of their thought, a barren phantasy of their dream’.]22

As we will see in the next section it is precisely this conflicting combination of 
a highly metaphorical way of thinking and a critique of the metaphor, which 
Christensen will deepen and sharpen in the framework of det.
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T h e  c o n c e p t i o n  o f  a  ‘ W u n d e r s c h r i f t ’
i n  I n g e r  C h r i s t e n s e n ’ s  d e t

At first sight, it may seem inappropriate to compare a fragmentary novel of the 
early nineteenth century with a tightly-constructed long poem which is clearly 
influenced by the revolutionary mood of the 1960s. But following Christensen’s 
own references in her essays, I would like to use my preceding elaborations to il-
luminate the way in which the close connection between det and Die Lehrlinge zu 
Sais could further be examined.

Certainly, Novalis’s reflections on the epistemological relevance of an experi-
mental poetic thinking play a central role in Christensen’s work. 23 Her poetologi-
cal reflections centre on the critique of a simple representational thinking where 
language is seen in opposition to nature. Like the disciples in Die Lehrlinge zu Sais, 
Christensen works with a very ambitious concept of experimental poetic praxis 
by which she tries to re-establish the primordial correspondences between lan-
guage and nature. At the same time, language is constantly defined as a natural 
phenomenon in her writings.24 The correlating interest in the nature of language 
goes hand-in-hand with an interest in the languages of nature. In other words, 
Christensen tries to invent a complex, dynamic and self-emerging semiotic sys-
tem – a Wunderschrift – that mirrors the network of equivalences established by 
the language of nature. Like Die Lehrlinge zu Sais, det is characterized by reflec-
tions on ‘the morbid disposition of modern men’ – a disposition characterized 
by insane ‘divisions, dismemberments’ and ‘splittings’ (quotes from Die Lehrlinge 
zu Sais, see above).

The cosmogony outlined in ‘Prologos’ (the first section of det) may serve as 
an illustration. ‘Prologos’ describes the decline of a vivid dynamic process that 
stiffens in fixed forms and finally freezes into the architectonic segmentation 
of urban life. However, the story of this progressive decline is subverted by the 
formal organisation of text that rests on ongoing dynamic interactions between 
typography and sound, visual and auditory elements, linguistic and mathemati-
cal structures.25 

The fundamental dynamic structure of the ‘Prologos’ offers the basis for an 
immense number of metaphors which produce astonishing similarities and cor-
respondences in ‘Logos’ (the main part of det). The poem ‘Scene integriteter 5’ 
[Stage integrities 5] showcases the attempt to create an experimental Wunder-
schrift. In this poem, Christensen uses a catalogue of composite words to establish 
correlations and blendings between natural, architectonic and bodily concepts as 
well as between the interior and the external world:

vandtrapper stenhimle vindhuse

luftkældre regnhjerter sandkroppe

klippemund flodmave iskøn

snelunger kulhjerner skyfingre

saltnerver jordøjne hjertesorg
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[watersteps stoneskies windhouses / aircellars rainhearts sandbodies / cliffmouths river-

stomachs icesexes / snowlungs coalbrains cloudfingers / saltnerves eartheyes heartache]26

As the general similarities between the philosophical dimensions of Christensen’s 
poetry and Novalis’s thinking are sufficiently documented in Haugland’s and 
Svare’s doctoral work, it is not necessary to dwell further on this aspect here. My 
point is that Haugland’s attempt to differentiate between, on the one hand, the 
holistic philosophy of nature in romanticism, and, on the other hand, the more 
complex models of whole-part-relationships in contemporary science, should be 
reformulated in the light of the advanced semiotic reflections in Die Lehrlinge zu 
Sais. Novalis’s text does not pay homage to a simple holistic thinking. On the 
contrary, its tropological observations could be used for critical reflections on the 
simple schemes and models of a holistic (mythical) world-view.

In essence, it could just as well be argued that Christensen’s specific form 
of Naturphilosophie has more in common with Novalis’s romantic concept of an 
experimentally and rhetorically inspired poetics of nature than with the trends 
in recent philosophy of nature to which Haugland refers. The close relation be-
tween Christensen’s and Novalis’s writing rhetorical strategies can be illustrated 
by their attempt to coalesce the constitution of a network of metaphorical cor-
relations with an ongoing critique of metaphor. The criticism of the serious men 
in Die Lehrlinge zu Sais (the men who accuse the disciples of ‘savage nescience’)27 
finds its counterpart in Christensen’s overt critique of her own (and of Novalis’s) 
metaphors: 

[O]rdene er ikke ét

med den verden de beskriver.

Ord har ikke vinger.

Og de hverken har eller får blomster.

[[T]he words are not one / with the world they describe. /

Words do not have wings / And they neither flower nor will.]28

The renewal of an analogical thinking and the attempts to poeticize science are 
thus explicitly criticized in both texts. Both Die Lehrlinge zu Sais and det are char-
acterized by a perpetual oscillation between naive enthusiasm and cool irony.29 
Christensen amplifies this oscillating effect by confronting Novalis’s complex 
reflections on a Wunderschrift with the far more prosaic writing-theories of phe-
nomenology and structuralism.30

As mentioned above, Die Lehrlinge zu Sais is structurally sophisticated. The 
different chapters and subchapters of the novel follow a similar scheme of triadic 
patterns. This means that the interest in structural equivalences thematised in 
the discourse of the disciples is reflected on a formal level. One could say that 
the text is shaped as an organic whole. However, as Jury Striedter has shown, 
this organizing principle is subverted by intentional contradictions and incon-
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sistencies.31 det is characterized by a similar contradiction. Despite the apparent 
correspondences between the individual parts of the poem (the three chapters 
‘SCENEN’, ‘HANDLINGEN’ and ‘TEKSTEN’ of ‘LOGOS’ follow the same prin-
ciple of eight subchapters each of which contain eight poems), the text cannot 
be described as a closed organic whole. Like Die Lehrlinge zu Sais, det must be de-
scribed as a dynamic text informed by hidden inconsistencies and a principle of 
subtle displacement. 

These general, structural similarities between Die Lehrlinge zu Sais and det recur 
in the rhetorical form of the single poems. Christensen’s rhetoric is characterized 
by her frequent use of asymmetrical chiasmic structures:32

Elskede verden

	 der fungerer som et billede af verden

Elskede billede

	 der fungerer som en forandring af verden 

…

Vores samvær	 -liv

	 er sexuel og derfor mental

eller mental og derfor sexuel

			   aktivitet elskede!

[Beloved world / that functions as an image of the world / Beloved image / that func-

tions as a change in the world / … / Our life together / is a sexual and therefore mental / 

or is a mental and therefore sexual / activity my love!]33

The complex interconnection between ‘the world’ and ‘the image’, the ‘mental’ 
and ‘the sexual’ is reminiscent of Novalis’s strategy of mutual representation and 
countersymbols.

Christensen, then, does not merely allude explicitly to Novalis’s text. The 
close relations between det and Die Lehrlinge zu Sais show that she uses Novalis’s 
fragment on a conceptual, structural, diegetic and rhetorical level.
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