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[(essay date 2005) In the following essay, Ingwersen focuses upon Andersen's "complicated relationship" with his 
readers, and how the author portrayed his audience in his works.]

The [quotation "I have come to despise you," used in the title of this essay] is from Svinedrengen (The Swineherd); 
it records the prince's parting words to the princess whom he initially wooed so ardently. He wanted her to be his 
appreciative audience, but she refused to play that role, and--like the female protagonist in the folktale Haaken 
Borkenskjag1--she rejected him. That pattern was one that the young Andersen knew well: he performed with high 
expectations and his audience gave him cool--if not worse--receptions. It is a pattern that haunted the successful 
older man, and thus he mercilessly and repeatedly replayed it in his tales. Directly or indirectly, he wrote nearly 
obsessively about his public. Needless to say, the relationship between Andersen and his audience was 
problematic. Although Andersen had become famous in his own lifetime, that relationship did not improve--on the 
contrary. And it was a complicated relationship, as always when love and hate mingle.

Pardon me for starting this essay with a commentary on a tale that seems to harbor little concern with the meta-
matter of artist and audience. In Svinedrengen, Andersen uses an age-old folktale2 but alters it drastically, for in the 
oral-formulaic tale, of which Andersen must have known a variant, the taming-of-the-shrew narrative ends happily, 
whereas Andersen concludes his text with the prince rejecting the less than perfect princess with disgust and 
vehemence, and consequently she is left home-less, a person rejected not only by the man who once proposed to 
her but also by her own father, for whom it is almost a deadly sin for a princess to kiss a filthy swineherd. In the 
folktale, the ending is vastly different; the prince, who truly loves the woman who cruelly rejected him, disguises 
himself as a pauper and educates the princess: she loses her haughtiness, becomes a genuine human being, and 
in the end the two of them--and their baby--can live happily forever after. That narrative, which includes the 
humiliation of the woman, may not strike modern readers as being a pleasant one, but the question to be posed 
here is why Andersen altered the plot so drastically?

My contention is that he is testing, challenging, and teasing his audience. If you agree with the priggish prince or 
with the utterly conventional father, then--dear member of the audience, Andersen would seem to say--you have 
failed to listen closely to my tale. Of course, tellers of tales could always pull that trick, but as a rule it seems that 
most storytellers and audiences did not find themselves in conflict with one another. I admit that we have scant 
information on the tellers and audiences of the nineteenth century--and that exceptions to the above claim can be 
found--, but it nevertheless seems rare for Nordic storytellers to challenge or insult their audiences. It appears to 
me that, in this case--if we can rely on Andersen's implied author--the audience would react against the macho 
man or men of the story and feel pity for the spoiled brat of a princess, who might well deserve a slap on the wrist 
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but hardly exile from the two worlds ruled by men: her father's and the prince's. Andersen, through his plot 
changes, very likely asks his readers to get that point.

In short, Andersen uses folklore as a springboard for a sophisticated analysis--probing into the mind of his 
audience. He goes far beyond the 'naive' relationship between storyteller and audience in traditional folklore. Since 
Andersen is often considered to be a fairly traditional storyteller, at least when he seems to imitate folktales, some 
subtle points in his stories have been missed by his audiences--and my contention is that Andersen knew that. His 
intertextual play with Svinedrengen and Haaken Borkenskjag should support this contention.

As I have argued elsewhere, in a sense this naive, selfish, but hardly callous child-woman is punished altogether 
too harshly by the males in her life, her father and the prince who initially wanted to marry her3. To abandon her 
alone outside the realms of both her father and the prince is a cruel punishment that is hardly commensurate with 
her 'crime' of kissing a swineherd to gain some fun toys. She is a child, and she is punished by narrow-minded men 
who fail to see that she is their victim. I know that not all readers will agree with that interpretation, but why would 
the non-macho Andersen cruelly abbreviate the well-known folktale with its happy ending? I prefer to interpret that 
as a wake-up call to his audience.

Andersen was a most sophisticated teller of tales, and, of course, he realized that he could not generalize about his 
readers. In fact, Svinedrengen suggests that he knows he is dealing with various audiences: one group will happily 
cheer as that awful, greedy woman is punished; one might find that the men go too far, but agree that she is a 
cheap woman who is willing to sell herself for insignificant toys; and yet another may feel that she is victimized by 
two men who are programmed to have a dim view of women; and I could go on ... , but it is my contention that, in 
that masterful revision of a less-than-subtle folktale, Andersen asks his audience: where are you ideologically, dear 
reader; and how well do you read? It is my surmise that the perceptive reader of the story will realize that when the 
prince departs with a scathing pronouncement directed at the princess, "Jeg er kommet til at foragte dig, Du" (I 
have come to despise you)4, he has arrived at that drastic opinion because she did not live up to his dream of how 
women should be. Andersen had a keen insight into the sexual politics of his day--and was aware of their 
unfairness.

Permit me to return to a point made earlier. I detect a pattern in Andersen's relationship to his audience. Initially, he 
had high hopes of approval, of being accepted, even loved, but as he gradually got to know his audience--perhaps 
especially the theater-goers and the critics--he felt that he was not truly understood, and with Svinedrengen, as well 
as other tales, he took revenge. I find it tempting to suggest that the prince's final statement ought to be redirected 
against those who fail to grasp what Andersen--the subversive social critic--really is doing with this remarkable 
revision of a venerable folktale. He engages himself and his audience in a sophisticated meta-game.

That Hans Christian Andersen loved and craved recognition is a well-known fact. Klaus P. Mortensen highlighted 
that craving in his tale of little Hans Christian singing outside a garden fence in Odense while being fully aware that 
the well-to-do people beyond the fence would listen to and admire his beautiful voice5. That scene suggests that 
young Andersen was fully aware of the fact that he was attracting the attention and admiration of his audience, the 
prosperous people sitting on the opposite side of the real and symbolic fence that separates the rich and the poor. 
The scene illuminates not only Andersen's ardent desire to obtain admiration, but also his employing various 
strategies to attract attention and applause. Andersen openly admitted that he wanted fame, and even if that fame 
should prove to be hollow--as he confessed later on that it was--he nevertheless could not abandon his quest for it. 
His striving was most certainly successful, and even if he often lamented that he was not fully appreciated--and 
lapsed into dour moods--he received a great many accolades that simply proved that he had achieved the fame for 
which he was craving in his younger years. But accolades galore do not add up to a sense of being accepted and 
appreciated.

If you want recognition, admiration, fame, and applause, you need the roar of an audience. Andersen loved that 
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roar (not least from theater audiences). His early tales record the joy of receiving the approval and applause of a 
benign public. In Reisekammeraten (The Travelling Companion)6 the court rejoices when virtuous Johannes 
answers the bewitched princess's riddles correctly and, finally, wins her hand. Audience, hero, and implied author 
coexist in sweet harmony. Likewise, in Den grimme Ælling (The Ugly Duckling), the protagonist, after many 
hardships, reaches a lovely new home in which he is appreciated by his peers, the swans, as well as by the 
admiring human beings who throw food to them. But already by then a perceptive audience may wonder about 
Andersen's view of his readers. Why? Because text and subtext seem to be at odds. The readers may seem to be 
reading two different tales. More to follow shortly.

Another early example deserves mention, namely, Den lille Idas Blomster (Little Ida's Flowers), for in that tale, we 
meet a storyteller, a humorous young student, who by creating an imaginative fiction, explains to Ida why her 
flowers are fading: they have been dancing all night! Ida is a wonderful audience, for she laughs and easily goes 
along with the student's playful narrative, which pokes fun at those who have no concept of homo ludens. Later, 
during the night, Ida has a dream, or a fantastic experience in which she witnesses her flowers joyfully dancing; 
they tell her that in the morning they will wither--suffer what people call death--but next year they will be reborn. In 
that minimalistic tale Andersen deals with the issue of children and their comprehension of mortality. But could 
Andersen be sure that all his readers would get that consoling message?

In both Den grimme Ælling and Den lille Idas Blomster other, less appreciative audiences make their disturbing 
entrances indicating that Andersen knew some members of his audience would resist the reading which his implied 
author strongly suggested. Before the duckling/swan reaches his idyllic, biedermeierish final home, he has 
encountered many crude critters who have no appreciation of him whatsoever, but tell him that he is ugly and that 
he ought to conform to their ways. In short, he meets others who inform him that he is a marginal individual who 
has no chance of succeeding, and he, the duckling--their audience--buys, at least intermittently, into their 
perception of him. I shall refrain from a biographical commentary; after all, there is no need to reiterate previous 
scholarship.

In Den lille Idas Blomster, an old chancellor disapproves strongly of the student's playful approach to existential 
issues; the act of storytelling is questioned. The chancellor, like the music master in Nattergalen--both caricatures 
of the worst aspects of the rationalist--denies imagination any authority to deal with life. In fact, they both seem 
jealous of those who let art guide them in their understanding of existence. The old chancellor is, of course, an 
esteemed member of society, whereas the young student is not. But it is early in the game, and in both tales the 
negative audience is clearly defeated. That was not to last. Why not?

One reason often offered for Andersen's disenchantment with his audience is his displeasure with Denmark, 
especially Copenhagen. That long and tortuous story readers can consult elsewhere in detail. There can be little 
doubt that Andersen felt that his countrymen failed to grasp his genius--whereas the English and the German-
speaking people took profoundly to him. Clearly, he received more praise outside of Denmark than within, and vain 
Andersen needed a steady supply of appreciation, which he felt that the closed circles of Copenhagen were not 
always ready and willing to provide. That being said, another reason--and, as far as I am concerned, a more 
important reason--for Andersen's disenchantment should be suggested: he felt that his audience failed to 
understand him. In a plethora of stories Andersen seems to comment, covertly as well as overtly, on his audience's 
lack of perception. In Den grimme Ælling, the duckling has enticingly told about her/his joy of swimming and diving 
but the response is sour. Then the duckling cries, "I forstaae mig ikke!" (You don't understand me!)7. That was to 
foreshadow many of Andersen's feelings about the audiences who listened to/read his tales.

Let us fast forward to Nattergalen (The Nightingale). It is obvious that the song of the real nightingale is pure poetry, 
art with life-giving power, but how many people of the realm grasp that? (Most of them listen to the phony music-
master.) And even if they name their child after the nightingale, it may well be because it is fashionable--after all 
the emperor seems to like the bird's singing. Only the poor and the ruler--how Romantic can you get--really fathom 
the beauty of the bird's song. Andersen is presenting a view that is not uncommon for Romantics, namely, that only 

Page 3 of 8



the few will understand the exquisiteness of their poetry. Many Romanticists had a grim view of audiences as a 
bunch of philistines--thus, the initial address of many a book to 'the dear reader', the single individual who truly 
understands the author. This is a view that Søren Kierkegaard pushed to an extreme when he addressed the sole, 
solitary individual who was the only one to grasp what he was writing. It is with a bit of irony one recalls that 
Kierkegaard loved folktales, texts that presume that we all join together and enjoy the telling of stories.

Kierkegaard would be satisfied, he says, with a single, solitary, good reader, but Andersen was an author who 
wanted to reach the many. And he did. His novels were popular, very much so outside of Denmark; his tales won 
him fame, and even his plays--some of them--were quite popular in Copenhagen. He delighted in his popularity 
abroad and most certainly courted it. His two trips to England vouch for that. He was, and remained, an 
insufferable man in need of admiration. That need was nearly like a drug. Nevertheless, he became increasingly 
disillusioned with his audience and more and more tales dealt with his disgruntlement. That is a sad development, 
but not necessarily an unjustified one.

It is one that can be detected early. In his adaptation of the tale he called Keiserens nye Klader (The Emperor's 
New Clothes), Andersen makes it clear that everyone, of high as well as of low standing, is corrupt, and that all are 
unfit for their positions. That view of audiences may, however, be caused by choice of genre, for though the jocular 
prose tale (or Schwank) tends to take a dim view of humanity, Andersen continued to imitate it freely, often using 
the form of trickster tales, and to reinforce that genre's less than gentle take on human activities--even if Andersen 
substitutes humans with animals, insects, or inanimate objects. But that misanthropic view of beings may be one 
that the satirist enjoys, as he depicts--and in a sense delights in--human folly. And when he uses the jocular tale, 
he is winking at his audience, as if saying, you and I agree, don't we, about the folly of these characters. In short, 
Andersen and his audience were still on the same side, enjoying a cozy relationship. In a sense, the Schwank-
inspired tales are among Andersen's happiest, for in them the implied author assumes that author and audience 
are merrily and nastily giggling together. These tales convey some of the same joyful sassiness that is found in the 
whimsical Fodreise fra Holmens Canal til Østpynten af Amager i Aarene 1828 og 1829 (A Walking Tour from the 
Holmen Canal to the Eastern Point of Amager), possibly the happiest book that Andersen--the young Andersen who 
felt free having escaped from the straight-jacket of his high-school experience, ever wrote.

But Andersen complicated the jocular tales when imitating them. Thus, the readers may not quite follow him. Even 
a sophisticated reader of Andersen, namely, Jens Andersen, who recently published a splendid biography of the 
storyteller, shows that he fails to grasp how insightful Hans Christian Andersen was of the darkness of human 
nature when, in hasty passing, he calls the protagonist of Lille Claus og store Claus (Little Claus and Big Claus)8

"den kakke, kreative lille Claus"9, and he may be that, but he is also a coolly calculating manipulator of others and 
will stop at nothing to satisfy his own greed. That Andersen censored the folktale on which he based his version 
cannot hide the fact that the protagonist is a self-serving, gleeful crook. Late in his life, Andersen composed some 
jocular tales that were marvelously subversive and took a very dim view of the audience. To some of these I shall 
return, for they are among Andersen's best texts.

When Andersen, however, wrote stories that were close to the tale of magic--which follow a modified or obstructed 
Proppian pattern and tend to record the human quest for happiness--it seems that he parted ways with his 
audience. The audience wanted a happy ending, but Andersen often seemed to withhold it. Svinedrengen is just 
one example of a revision that Andersen undertook--one that darkened the world view of a text considerably--but it 
was one that he repeated several times. If, for example, one moves from Den grimme Ælling to I Andegaarden (In 
the Duckyard), it seems that the outlook has become tragically grim; in the former story, the young swan escapes 
from a bourgeois environment that is utterly unappreciative of him and utterly conformist, but no such pleasant 
solution is given to the little songbird--or artist--in I Andegaarden, for in the end that docile creature, which is only 
trying to please, is pecked to death by a high-ranking member of the duckyard society. Who listens to the artist and 
who cares? Just as in Gaaseurten (The Daisy), Andersen is venting his anger against those who do not appreciate 
him, and he stacks his cards well by letting the daisy and the songbird be incredibly sweet beings without a dark, 
unpleasant, or critical thought. In short, audiences must side with the victims. Andersen grew fond of writing tales 
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about victims--and victimizers. The manipulative anger in Gaaseurten, as Klaus P. Mortensen has convincingly 
demonstrated, is a smart and conniving way of programming or seducing audiences10. Andersen asked for the 
compliance of his audience, but perhaps it was wise of the audience, at times, to resist Andersen's appeal to it. 
Andersen wrote about numerous tricksters and exposed them, but most certainly he was one himself.

In the wonderfully snide tale Den flyvende kuffert (The Flying Trunk), Andersen offers an insightful study of the artist 
as a trickster and seducer. The protagonist is a young spend-thrift and rascal--and a person who puts his own 
satisfaction first and foremost. Like many protagonists of the jocular genre he is callous and manipulative. Through 
devious means, he gains access to the royal house of a distant kingdom and successfully woos a beautiful eligible 
princess; his major asset is that he can tell stories, and his main audience, the emperor and empress, want stories 
that are moral and entertaining. He tells his tales for the purpose of winning the hand of the princess, and he tells 
them well, for he is warmly accepted as a future son-in-law. That storytelling session is most revealing about 
Andersen's relationship to his audience: the story that the protagonist tells, one that is moralizing and entertaining--
as the authoritative royal audience has requested--predicts the fall of the monarchal order and the rise of 
democracy; in short, the narrative ought to upset the emperor and empress profoundly, but they are clueless, an 
audience that completely misses the point. Den flyvende Kuffert gives voice to the subversive Andersen, who on 
the surface seems so innocent, but tends to create a subtext that undermines, and even insults, the audience who 
wants to believe that the story is an innocuous entertainment. Once again, when the text is close to the jocular tale, 
Andersen may have felt that his audience would gleefully share his insights and enjoy his sharp ridicule of the 
ruling class. But perhaps his readers, like the imperial couple, missed the point entirely and merely experienced the 
story as a nicely entertaining and moralistic tale (after all, the young man never gets to marry the princess, for 
chance or providence--take your pick--destroys his flying trunk and sends him packing).

Few members of any audience would, however, be able to view Skyggen (The Shadow) as innocent entertainment, 
for evil prevails and goodness is defeated. The "once upon a time" tale of magic is turned topsy-turvy, for the evil 
person gets the beautiful princess--who may not quite be such a wonderful person--and the good-hearted 'hero' is 
executed. Happy ending defunct! Once again we are close to the Schwank genre, but Andersen is not winking this 
time. In a sense, that sap, the scholar who fails to comprehend the schemes of the shadow, represents the 
audience of the tale, and not until the very end when it is too late, does he grasp what plot it is that has been 
unfolding. The shadow clearly knows that he is dealing with an audience that does not easily pick up signs of 
danger and that is easily fooled, deluded by ideas of what is 'true, good, and beautiful'. The audience--a learned 
man, to boot--is so intent on sticking to his harmonious view of the world that he ignores the shadow's ominous 
narratives, ideas, and behaviour. In a sense, the scholar gets what he deserves, but that outcome is most 
unsettling. It is as if Andersen is saying, if you do not get my points, you are a fool. Just see what happened to the 
scholar!

In the tales for which Andersen found inspiration in legends, his dependence on folk narratives are not easy to 
detect, for the fact that legend does not adhere to any given structural patterns may make the reader assume that 
Andersen is on his own11. In tales of magic and jocular tales one knows what to expect, not so in legends. To a 
much higher degree than the tale of magic and the jocular tale, the legend is a probing into the unknown. Perhaps 
that is why so many legends deal with death.

Just one example should underscore some points made in this essay. With Historien om en Moder (The Story of a 
Mother), Andersen most certainly created a small masterpiece that is highly original, but he relied heavily on many 
tales about the bereavements of mothers and on a plethora of folk beliefs. With that story, he asked his audience, 
once again, do you listen to me carefully enough or read me well? It is easy for readers to consider this tale as a 
parallel to Barnet i Graven (The Child in the Grave), for in both texts, to the consolation of the mothers, the dead 
child ends up with God in Paradise, or so it seems to the reader who wishes for a harmonious closure. The endings 
of the two tales differ drastically, however; in Barnet i Graven, the child happily envisions its transition to a glorious 
Paradise, and, thus, its mother can return to her family reconciled to the loss of her baby. In Historien om en Moder
Death takes the child into the other world, and the mother knows that her child will now be with the Lord in 
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Paradise. But the perceptive reader is lost in ambiguity, for the major authority on afterlife, Death himself, 
repeatedly calls whatever is on the other side 'the unknown land'. In fact, the last line of the tale--and that position 
lends authority to it--goes, "Og Døden gik med hendes Barn ind i det ubekjendte Land" (And Death went with her 
child to the unknown land)12. In short, we cannot know what awaits us as we leave this life. Perhaps it is highly 
understandable that, consciously or not, readers who want Andersen to be a solid Christian--as he seemed to be in 
the disconcerting De røde Skoe (The Red Shoes) or in the traditional Det gamle Egetras sidste Drøm (The Old Oak 
Tree's Last Dream)--would overlook the ways in which Andersen undermined Christian belief in Historien om en 
Moder.

In his notes or journals Andersen did not state his misgivings--more about that peculiar omission as this essay 
concludes--but in some of his tales he is preoccupied with the inability of people to grasp the world around them. 
Andersen lamented that lack of perceptiveness in Lygtemandene ere i Byen, sagde Mosekonen (The Will o' the 
Wisps Are in Town) and sadly suggested that the passing of time left audiences insensitive to the spirit of the old 
tales; he is clearly the protagonist of the text and admits that he no longer finds any inspiration for the telling of new 
tales. A new muse, however, the bog witch--not a pretty creature descending from above but one who rises from 
the depths of the murky bog (the nasty subconscience?)--grants him new inspiration. That is, of course, a lovely 
development, but it is clear that the new muse will offer only dark forms of inspiration, insights that will reveal the 
corrupt sides of society. The protagonist can now write about what the new muse has told him, but he cannot 
expect anyone to listen--and one might add--to understand!

Andersen's sadness can be detected in two of his late and best tales, Loppen og Professoren (The Flea and the 
Professor) and Tante Tandpine (Auntie Toothache); the two are sophisticated texts, far removed from folklore, but 
they have touches of both the tale of magic and the jocular tale. Some form of a quest is present in each of them, 
however, it is undermined by a wry or glum humour. In both, however, Andersen lashes out at his audience. In 
Loppen og Professoren, the flea is representative of Andersen's art--it has a bite--but the audience nevertheless 
falls in love with it. That audience is embodied by the princess of the savages, and she demands total control of the 
flea. Andersen's view of his Copenhagen audience? In a sense, an audience that wanted Andersen to conform and 
relax (the artist is relegated to a pleasant hammock, is completely inactive, and is bored witless). He is rendered 
safe.

But artists and art cannot be domesticated. The tale is one of a rebellion against society, the status-quo society. 
The professor--a fake title, naturally--contrives a plan to deceive the princess and all her underlings; he pretends to 
work in the interest of the princess and her realm by announcing that he will create a canon--something that any 
aggressive country would desire. And since the majority of the people as well as their rulers, are ignorant--shades 
of Keiserens nye Klader--the professor, a consummate trickster (i.e., a liar), manipulates the rulers of the realm to 
provide him with materials to make a balloon, which allows him and the flea to escape from the land of the 
cannibals and to live happily forever after. Art and artist are reunited, and a stupid audience is fooled and left 
behind. The few who understand the tale can laugh happily--or sadly, if they should deplore the fact that the 
cannibals were a pitiful public that could never grasp what had happened to it. The tale is a somber and whimsical 
take-off on the jocular tale; the public that grasps Andersen's points laughs, but perhaps cynically, for his view of 
the audience is totally disillusioned. Loppen og Professoren is a spirited, funny, and darkly weary tale. Certainly 
Andersen's tales invoke many different kinds of laughter from its audiences.

Even more merciless is the old Andersen's view of a sycophantic audience in Tante Tandpine. In that first-person 
narrative, Auntie is an overly sweet person who has always wanted to sugarcoat life for anyone around her. She 
represents Biedermeier at its worst: all pain of life is eliminated for the sake of harmony. She has lost all her teeth, 
her ability to feel the pain of toothaches, and--the tale suggests metaphorically--has lost thus her grip on reality. 
When her old and realistic former suitor, Brewer Rasmussen, jokingly suggests that to her, she is furious and 
reveals that her sunny world view is a sham. The narrator, a child then, keenly observes Auntie's psychic 
weaknesses but does not judge them as such. He merely renders them naively--and, of course, he likes his 
Auntie's inability to deny him sweets. As time moves on, Auntie becomes, it seems, more important in the 

Page 6 of 8



narrator's life. He reads all his artistic attempts to her, and she offers her admiring, sweet reactions. The tale is a 
complex one that deserves thorough analysis, but it is unambiguously clear that Aunt Mille is an embodiment for 
Andersen of the audience--one that thoughtlessly praises the artist to the skies but fails to comprehend his deeper 
emotions. When the student, in his mini-tale of a leaf, records human beings' existential ignorance and anguish, 
Aunt Mille is exuberant over his talent. The implicit pain in that tale, she either ignores or does not grasp.

Even when Aunt Mille is somewhat critical, she misses the point. The student has written an account of a tortured, 
sleepless night in his rented abode--he reminds the reader of Poe's hyper-sensitive Usher--and he reads that 
detailed account of both physical and mental pain to her. She is exalted, praises him, compares him to Dickens, 
but asks him--adding insult to injury, if you know Dickens--to add unhappy people to his depiction of that sleepless 
night. Auntie, the utterly clueless member of the Biedermeier society, fails to realize that the narrator--the sufferer 
who is denied rest--is that tragic person. As the story concludes, after a nightmare that reveals that toothaches are 
metaphors for existential pain, the narrator realizes that he must keep his distance from Auntie. She wants to know 
whether he has made up any new stories, and that he has done through his dream, but he denies it vehemently. In 
short, he refuses to give in to the demands of his public.

Tante Tandpine is Andersen's farewell to his life, his career, and most certainly to his audience; and he makes it 
sadly obvious that he has no respect whatsoever for the last of them. If Andersen's later tales seem to strike a 
tragic chord, it may well be caused by his estrangement from those whose admiration he wanted so vehemently in 
his youth. In many ways he gained that admiration, but--at least at times--he saw it as shallow.

Various Andersen biographers have shown him to be a bundle of contradictions; the above should have supported 
that view. As Kierkegaard made clear, Andersen was not a man of consistency. He adored being adored, but he 
knew deep down that such adulation was a sham. As Klaus P. Mortensen has put it, Andersen was in a sense "a 
nowhere man"13. Andersen scholars know a good deal about him, and yet he remains illusive. Excellent--as well as 
poor--biographies have been written on Andersen; his journals and notebooks have found their way into print, as 
have numerous letters to and from Andersen. And, of course, Andersen's less than trustworthy autobiographies are 
available to those who want to hear from the master himself. But all this does not quite add up, and Andersen's 
character continues to be as slippery as one of those eels that one might try to capture in Danish streams. In spite 
of the fact that three new biographies have appeared fairly recently--after all Andersen turns 200 in 2005--that is 
still the case14. Why?

My tentative answer to that question is that Andersen very early established a skewed view of his audience. And 
quite early in the game that was his life he realized that he would be a famous man whose mere scribbles would be 
perused. In short, he tended to write, even when his letters and notes seemed most private, with his audience in 
mind. One may ask whether he was aware of it, and the answer, of course, blows in the wind. Nevertheless, a man 
like Andersen, who was so keenly aware of the presence of a public, could hardly express himself, whether he 
wanted or not, without that public in mind. In short, it is hard to find the real Andersen in his autobiographies, 
letters, diaries, etc. He is always hiding behind a series of masks--just like the third brother in Noget (Something), 
the one who protected himself by pretending that he was participating in a masquerade. That disturbing tale does 
not inform readers whether the strategy worked, for we do not discover whether the brother preserved his identity 
or lost it through his role-playing. Andersen was perfectly capable of playing some neat modernistic games with his 
readers. It seems to me that one only meets the real Andersen in his best tales, which is a point that even excellent 
biographies have failed to make. Some tales are written in sorrow, many in anger, others in pleasure, but when the 
tales are of quality--not all are--one detects a joy in them, a joy of creativity. And in those tales Andersen, I submit, 
donned his masks. In doing so, he dealt again and again with his complicated, conflicted, and eventually sad, even 
contemptuous, relationship with his audience. Obviously that relationship was in its nagging way an inspiration to 
him, yet a haunting one, for he could not leave it alone.
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