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Introduction

	Although long interested in philosophy, I have often felt daunted by its classic texts. Being and Time. Being and Nothingness. Critique of Pure Reason. Thus Spake Zarathustra. Each title has stood like a frowning marble bust, staring me down, mocking my efforts to understand the genius within. I know I am not alone in finding some of these works difficult to decipher, a barrier rather than a gateway into the vast, bewildering world of philosophical discourse. 

	Fortunately for me, I came across an easier entry point early in my reading: the novels of Sartre and Beauvoir. Sartre’s first novel, Nausea, showed me rather than told me what existentialism was. I experienced, through its protagonist Roquentin, what it was like to live in a world without meaning, to be confronted by the cold, hard indifference of existence. Later, in Sartre’s Roads to Freedom trilogy, I was exposed to the ways that different characters try to tackle the conundrum of freedom in a godless world that doesn’t care.  

	But it was Beauvoir’s first novel, She Came to Stay, that turned philosophy from an intellectual curiosity into a burning passion for me. I was mesmerized by Beauvoir’s account of the ménage à trois between her, Sartre, and their nineteen-year-old student Olga Kosakiewicz. Sartre’s slow but inevitable seduction of this young woman challenged Beauvoir’s efforts to stay true to her existentialist ideal of free love, agreed to in a pact with Sartre a few years earlier. 

	By describing Sartre with all his flaws and foibles laid bare, Beauvoir opened my eyes to the fact he was, above all else, a man. She Came to Stay brought the philosopher down from the pedestal on which I had placed him to a position where I could see him as a lover. An imperfect human being. Just like me. 

	After that, the world of philosophy didn’t seem so daunting.

	 

	For several years, inspired by the examples of Sartre’s and Beauvoir’s novels, I have tried to find out as much as I can about the romantic lives of other philosophers. The lasting partnership of Sartre and Beauvoir led me to explore other crucial couplings in philosophy – Heidegger and Arendt, Nietzsche and Salomé, Kant and Keyserlingk, Hegel and Burkhardt, Derrida and Agacinski, Foucault and Defert.

	In my efforts to uncover the intimate secrets of the continent’s greatest thinkers, I have travelled to Europe several times. I have patronised cafés these thinkers pondered in, peered into the houses in which they lived, and visited the cemeteries where they were laid to rest. I have trawled through mountains of letters, interviews, and other biographical material. My explorations led me to some unexpected places, such as the living room of Martin Heidegger’s ninety-three-year-old son in Freiburg, where I asked him about his parents’ infidelities, his memories of family life, and the vexed question of his father’s association with Nazism. 

	During these explorations, I have done what comes naturally to me in my daily work as a psychiatrist and psychotherapist. I have looked for connections between these philosophers’ experiences of intimacy and the way they came to see the world. The overall structure of the book, exploring the lives and ideas of seven philosophers in chronological order, also provides the reader with an easy-to-follow overview of the progression of ideas in continental philosophy. 

	The following pages present, for the first time, the psychoanalytic and philosophical significance of Kant’s infatuations, Hegel’s premarital liaisons, Nietzsche’s heartbreak, Heidegger’s hypocrisy, Sartre’s experiments in promiscuous polyamory, Foucault’s exploration of gay liberation, and Derrida’s dalliances in extramarital desire. 

	


Chapter 1

	Kant and the Countess

	The Graduate

	On a clear, blue-skied summer’s day in 1753, a twenty-eight-year-old unemployed philosophy graduate called Immanuel Kant arrived by horse and buggy at the grounds of the famous Keyserlingk Palace. He was there to apply for a position as family tutor for the Keyserlingks’ two young children. Kant’s potential new employer had arranged for a driver to collect him at his modest cottage in the centre of Königsberg and bring him to the palace, a few miles outside the city. 

	This was Kant’s first time outside the city gates; he had not previously met the twenty-five-year-old Countess Caroline von Keyserlingk who was about to interview him. But he had, like others in the town, heard the descriptions of her as ‘beautiful, intellectually agile and artistically creative’.1 He was also aware of rumours that she had a passionate interest in philosophy. 

	 

	Kant was in desperate need of employment at this time. His beloved father, a harness-maker, had died a few years earlier, leaving the family destitute. As the oldest male, it had been Kant’s duty to bury his father in the Königsberg cemetery, alongside his mother who had died nine years earlier.

	Kant’s circumstances had, since then, become increasingly dire as he looked for work to support himself and his siblings. Positions for philosophy graduates were hard to come by, so he sought a job as a Hofmeister, a private family tutor. Such employment did not carry a very high social standing or many prospects for career advancement, but it could at least bring some much-needed income. After a couple of short-lived and unsatisfactory appointments, Kant jumped at this opportunity to work for Königsberg’s leading noble family.

	 

	As his buggy pulled into the driveway, Kant was greeted by a large green garden in the French style, backgrounded by a sprawling baroque palace. This son of a humble artisan, only recently graduated from university, felt immediately out of place in this sumptuously decorated setting. 

	But Kant was not only offered the position, he soon became a close confidante of the Countess. Classically educated, Caroline von Keyserlingk had a good working knowledge of both classical and contemporary philosophy. At the time Kant met her, she was translating a work by the German philosopher Johann Gottsched into French. 

	Keyserlingk had been married since the age of fifteen to the Count, thirty years her senior. At sixteen, she gave birth to her first son. Her second came a year later. Her two children were now at the age, eight and nine, where they could benefit from a family tutor. But the Countess insisted, on offering the handsome new tutor the position, that he regularly put time aside to engage with her in philosophical debate.

	 

	The Countess

	The Countess had long-standing interests in not only philosophy, but in literature, music, and the arts. She was a proficient lutenist, and arranged for her sons to have singing lessons from a very young age. She was enamoured of all things French; she spoke the language fluently, and the palace’s furnishings and decorations reflected the latest styles from Paris, as did her wardrobe. Unfortunately for the Countess, her cultural and intellectual interests were not shared by her husband, nor, for that matter, by anyone else in the court. She was delighted, therefore, when the learned young Kant joined her court, and arranged for him to attend the palace as often as possible.

	We do not know if the Count had any concerns about the new tutor’s repeated visits upon his wife. Gossip had, however, already begun to circulate in the palace corridors. As one observer of the Countess noted: 

	The young beauty was passionately interested in philosophy; rumour had it that she was no less interested in the visiting philosopher.2

	A Harness-Maker’s Son

	The Countess soon learned that her new employee had an upbringing vastly different to hers.

	Born in 1724, Kant had spent his whole life in Königsberg, a small, windswept city on Prussia’s Baltic coast. Königsberg was not a centre of political or academic importance like Berlin or Halle, but it was close enough to these cities to keep in touch with the ideas of the day. And its location on the Baltic navigation routes meant its citizens were regularly exposed to the goods and services, but also the ideas, of the English and Dutch. 

	Kant’s father, Johann, whose descendants had emigrated from Scotland several generations earlier, was a bridle-maker of modest means, but highly respected within his community. He and his wife, Anna Regina, had nine children, with four dying before reaching maturity. Immanuel was the fourth-born child, and the oldest surviving son.

	Kant’s early world was one of horses, carriages, and harness-making. He spent his childhood in a part of the city the Countess had never set foot in, where the city’s master craftsmen all lived and worked. His childhood neighbourhood bustled day and night with the sounds and smells of saddlers, harness-makers, tanners, and blacksmiths. 

	While the Countess’s early years were populated with servants, tutors, music, and manicured gardens, Kant’s were suffused with the smells of hay, manure, and leather. In Königsberg’s wet, cold, and windy winters these ever-present aromas blended with the homely scents of woodfire, ash, and rainwater. Every morning, the young Kant woke to the sounds of neighing horses, cracking whips, and craftsmen hard at work. 

	On Sundays the Kant family, like everyone else in their community, proceeded to church, the main event of the day. The Kants belonged to the Pietist faith, and their churches, like those of their Lutheran forebears, were spare, stark, and simple, free of the iconography of the Roman Catholic houses of worship they distinguished themselves from. These were the only mornings that Königsberg’s streets were empty, apart from worshipping women in bonnets and long dresses and men in hats, wigs, stockings, and tunics, all making their way to the Sunday service as church bells rang out. 

	Although Kant’s parents weren’t overly strict in their religious beliefs, they did pass on to their son, mainly through their own example, the Pietist values of humility, thrift, hard work, and self-sacrifice. Such an upbringing instilled in Kant a discipline and dedication that would stand him in good stead when he later embarked on tackling the thorniest philosophical problems of his day. 

	Kant’s parents had been forward-thinking enough to send their son, who had shown academic promise from a young age, to a Pietist school from the age of eight, where he received a schooling in the classics until his mid-teens.

	Kant’s mother, however, would not live to see the results of her foresight. When Kant was only thirteen years old, she died in tragic circumstances. 

	Having already endured the loss of four children of her own, Anna Kant became very distressed on learning that her dearest friend was at risk of dying from scarlet fever. Taking it upon herself to nurse her friend, she encouraged her to take her medicine by sipping some herself. Immediately afterwards, she realised with horror she had exposed herself to the deadly fever. Her friend died after many tortured hours of painful delirium, followed a few days later by Anna herself.

	Despite the trauma of being left alone at age thirteen with his father and siblings, Kant managed, with his father’s generous help, to enrol at the age of sixteen at Königsberg University, where he would graduate with a degree in philosophy six years later. 

	Magister

	After being hired by Countess Keyserlingk, Kant accustomed himself surprisingly quickly to palace life. He worked hard to familiarise himself with the ways of society, an effort that would not only bring him closer to the Countess, but also accelerate his trajectory to becoming a respected and renowned man of letters. 

	In 1754 the twenty-nine-year-old Kant started spending days he wasn’t required at the palace at his old alma mater, Königsberg University. Perhaps his return to formal study was inspired by the philosophical interests of his beguiling new employer. In any case, he spent an increasing amount of time in the institution’s libraries immersing himself in texts on philosophy and a wide range of other subjects. As a contemporary observed, ‘he collected in his miscellanies from all the parts of human knowledge, all that somehow seemed useful to him’.3 

	He also started writing, and published a couple of minor papers in a local journal. 

	In 1755 Kant completed his master’s thesis and was awarded the title of Magister. At this point he stopped working for the Keyserlingks, but continued, at the Countess’s insistence, to regularly visit her at the palace. 

	Portrait

	When Kant turned thirty, the Countess asked if she could draw his portrait. 

	The Countess had, by this time, become an artist of considerable repute. Her watercolour paintings and pencil drawings, mainly historical scenes and portraits, were already held in high regard throughout Prussia. (In later years, her artistic achievements would be acknowledged with an honorary membership of the Royal Prussian Academy of the Arts.) 

	Although the Countess sketched and painted many dignitaries and other persons of import who visited the palace, her portrait of Kant is the only work that survives to this day. Her rendering of Kant provides us with a glimpse of her feelings towards the young philosopher at this time.

	She represents him, in fact, in a most flattering light with fine, handsome features, elegantly dressed in cape and wig. The Kant she sees has gentle eyes, a high noble forehead, and soft, youthful face.

	What this head-and-shoulders drawing of Kant doesn’t show is how short the young scholar was. At five-foot-two, he would have struggled to stand face to face with the elegant, dark-haired noblewoman who was sketching him. Kant was quite self-conscious about his height, as he was about another imperfection – a caved-in chest that he believed made him prone to the many respiratory allergies he suffered from. (He was known to sneeze every time he came into contact with newsprint.) The fastidious philosopher was, in fact, plagued by numerous hypochondriacal concerns throughout his life. In later years, he would regularly embarrass his friends by repeatedly expressing concerns about the regularity of his bowel.

	Despite these temperamental peculiarities, Kant became highly successful during these years in refashioning himself as an elegant Magister who could comfortably mix in society’s highest circles. He started to dress in the Rococo style, a look imported from Paris, much to the delight of his Francophile Countess. His gold-trimmed coats and ceremonial swords provided a refreshing contrast to the sombre blacks and greys worn by most dignitaries at the palace.

	With his slight stature, Kant had to rely heavily on his intelligence and natural charisma to engage and entertain the Countess. As a visitor to the palace observed, he certainly possessed notable gifts in this regard:

	In societal conversation he could at times clothe even the most abstract ideas in lovely dress, and he analysed clearly every view that he put forward. Beautiful wit was at his command, and sometimes his speech was spiced with a light satire, which he always expressed with the driest demeanour.4

	Although the Countess’s drawing suggests she was somewhat enamoured with the young Magister’s blonde hair, fair complexion, and searching eyes, she wasn’t the only one to be captivated by Kant’s physiognomy. Another contemporary noted that although ‘the colour of his face [was] fresh, and his cheeks showed…a healthy blush’, it was the philosopher’s eyes, the window to his clear-sighted mind, that struck one the most: 

	Where do I take the words to describe to you his eye! Kant’s eye was as if it had been formed of heavenly ether from which the deep look of his mind, whose fiery beam was occluded by a light cloud, visibly shone forth.5 

	The Countess’s beauty and class, however, far outshone Kant’s, and he would have felt most honoured that she had deigned to draw his portrait. A drawing of the Count and Countess at around this time reveals her as a dark-haired woman of natural beauty, wearing an open-necked dress with simple adornments. The soft youthfulness of her intelligent, pretty, open face provides an unsettling and somewhat incongruous contrast, in this picture, to the wizened and distant visage of her much older husband standing by her side.

	Upwardly mobile

	In the years following the drawing of this portrait, Kant’s reputation as a brilliant and engaging lecturer at Königsberg University grew rapidly. This was despite the fact he had only secured an appointment as a Privatdozent, an unsalaried lecturer with private fee-paying students his only source of income. During these years, Kant continued to be a regular guest at Keyserlingk Palace.

	 The Countess hosted musical recitals in which she sang and accompanied herself on the lute. Kant was always high on the guest list of these celebrated occasions.

	In 1758 this pleasant state of affairs – with Kant rising through the ranks both at university and in Königsberg society – appeared as though it might be disrupted. Prussia was invaded by the Russians, who immediately took control of all Königsberg’s institutions. 

	The Russian occupation turned out, however, to have a benign, and even beneficial, effect on the city. The Russians brought with them an outlook that was considerably more cosmopolitan and cultured than that of the parochial and inward-looking locals. The invaders were interested in all things French. Their officers spoke the language fluently and were connoisseurs of caviar, champagne, and the latest Paris fashions. As a result, they soon became positively disposed to Countess Keyserlingk and her court, including the upwardly mobile Kant. 

	When the Keyserlingks first heard that an invasion was imminent, they moved to one of their country residences further out from the city. This precaution, however, proved unnecessary. The coup turned out to be bloodless and uneventful, with the Russian military leaders more interested in attending the Countess’s galas and complimenting her on her beauty, taste, and knowledge, than in carrying out any acts of aggression. 

	The occupation changed Königsberg society in many positive ways, enlivening it and softening the difference between the classes. There was also a dramatic increase in the number of garden parties and other events, many of these hosted by the Countess. 

	Kant’s philosophical teachings were in great demand with the Russian officers; they swelled the numbers attending his already popular lectures, and paid handsomely for private tutorials with the up-and-coming philosopher.

	 

	In 1761, with the Russians still in Prussia, the Count died suddenly at the age of sixty-two, leaving Caroline Keyserlingk a widow at the age of thirty-three. By this time, Kant had started describing the Countess to his friends as the ‘ideal’ of a woman, the sort of woman he would like to marry.6 Whatever thoughts he entertained in this regard, however, he knew that such a possibility was unthinkable, given the yawning chasm in class between him and his beloved. While he watched from afar, a long list of respectable suitors presented themselves, including the commanding general of the Russian army. 

	Arrangements were soon made for the Countess to be remarried to the Count’s nephew, a man with whom she would endure another long and loveless marriage.

	Soon after this wedding, in 1762, the Russian occupation ended.  

	 

	The Countess’s second marriage did not stop Kant from continuing to visit her. At the lavish balls and garden parties she continued to host, the Countess unfailingly had Kant seated, as her favourite guest, in a place of honour to her right. The Countess insisted on this arrangement to ensure that when the conversation became dull, as it often did at such palace events, she had her learned friend at her side to talk about philosophy and other topics dear to both their hearts. 

	Midlife Crisis

	Despite being brought up with a strong work ethic, and now socially connected well beyond his expectations, Kant’s career came to an impasse in his late thirties. He had written nothing since achieving his Magister’s degree, and although he still had a good reputation as a teacher, he was only receiving a sporadic income. 

	His previously well-disciplined life began to unravel as he found himself whiling away more and more time in billiard halls, card-playing dens, and other places of dubious repute. 

	It wasn’t just Kant’s career that was getting nowhere. As a result of his patchy academic achievements and lack of secure income, his marriage prospects were becoming increasingly slim. 

	During these years, encouraged by friends and associates, he did make a few half-hearted attempts at finding a wife. But the opportunities that presented themselves to him all paled in comparison to the ‘ideal’ of a woman he admired from afar.7 

	The few prospects that did come Kant’s way all presented themselves when he was in his late thirties and early forties.

	According to one of Kant’s biographers, there was ‘a well brought up and beautiful widow’ who regularly came to Königsberg ‘and visited relatives’.8 From all reports she was quite beautiful, and Kant was interested in her, but the fastidious philosopher procrastinated, ‘calculat[ing] income and expenses and delayed the decision from one day to the next’.9 She eventually married someone else.

	Kant was also interested in a young girl from Westphalia who visited Königsberg in the company of a noblewoman. Kant was ‘pleased to be with her in society, and he let this be known often’.10 He seriously considered an offer of marriage, but she left and returned to Westphalia before he could come to a definite decision.

	There is no doubt that Kant had the ability to touch a woman’s heart, as evidenced by the letters he exchanged with another woman called Charlotte Amalie of Klingspor. In 1772 she wrote to Kant, remembering him long after they had met back in the 1750s. Charlotte had to move town soon after meeting him, but continued to write for several years, saying in her letters how she felt certain he was still her friend ‘just as [he was] then’.11 In one piece of correspondence, rendered in long beautiful ink-strokes, she assured Kant she had benefitted from his ‘benevolent instruction’ that ‘in philosophy truth is everything and that a philosopher has pure faith’.12 She thanked him for sending her a poem years earlier, and for educating her as a young woman with his pleasant conversation. 

	Towards the end of this period, there was also a woman called Maria Charlotta Jacobi who tried her utmost to seduce him. In the early 1760s this confident and extraordinarily beautiful twenty-two-year-old was the most revered socialite in all of Königsberg. She made it unmistakably clear to Kant that she was interested in him, inviting him to join her in a box at the theatre, and other society events, on many occasions. 

	As a member of the bourgeoisie, Maria Charlotta was much closer than the Countess to Kant’s station in life, and therefore a realistic marriage prospect. She was also well-endowed financially. There was only one problem – she was already married. This was not an obstacle as far as she was concerned, but the sense of decency and propriety that had been part of Kant’s make-up ever since his early Pietist upbringing meant there was little chance of him responding to her advances.

	Maria Charlotta was married at fifteen to a man twenty-two years her senior as part of an arrangement between both parents to secure a business contract. There had never been much love or affection in the marriage, and for years Maria Charlotta, known as ‘the queen of balls and parties in Königsberg’, had made no secret of the fact she was interested in other men.13 The strength of her attachment to Kant is underlined in a letter she sent him when recovering from an eye operation in Berlin, in which she scolds him for failing to come and collect her. 

	Earlier in her efforts to win Kant’s heart, just after she first met him, the young socialite wrote him a teasing letter:

	Dear friend: Aren’t you surprised that I am undertaking to write to you as a great philosopher? I believed to find you yesterday in my garden, but since…I sneaked through all the avenues and could not find you…, I busied myself with making you a band for a sword, which is dedicated to you.14 

	In the same correspondence she brazenly suggests a rendezvous with the Königsberg bachelor:

	I lay claim to your society tomorrow afternoon. “Yes, yes, I will be there,” I hear you say. Good then, I will expect you, and then my clock will be wound as well…I send to you a kiss by sympathy.15

	There seems little doubt from these letters that the ravishing young Maria, at the time fifteen years younger than Kant, was his if he so desired her.

	Maria was not a patient woman, however. She soon tired of waiting for the scrupulous philosopher to make up his mind, and within a short period of time left town with the master of the Königsberg mint, Johann Gröschen, creating a furor that set the tongues of Königsberg wagging for years.

	Perhaps as a result of these dramatic and difficult events, Kant soon afterwards made it clear to those around him he had decided marriage was not for him, and asked his friends to refrain from any further efforts at matchmaking. He would, in later years, cause considerable mirth amongst friends and associates with his explanation that:

	When I could have benefited from marriage I couldn’t afford it, and when I could afford it, I could no longer benefit from it.16 

	An English Merchant

	Although Kant would never marry, it was a new relationship that would eventually pull him out of his midlife torpor and propel him into fulfilling his extraordinary intellectual potential. This was the close and intimate friendship he formed with the English merchant Joseph Green. 

	Kant was forty years old when he first met Green in 1764. At first glance their worlds seemed miles apart. Green was an English merchant of abstemious habits who prided himself on his punctuality and self-discipline. Kant, at the time he met Green, was a drifting and directionless philosophy graduate whiling away much of his days in card and billiard halls.

	Despite these differences, the two men immediately became very close, spending nearly every afternoon together in long discussions on a subject dear to both their hearts – philosophy. This common passion helped to ignite a lasting friendship between the two men that would endure for the rest of their days. Green became Kant’s best friend.

	A bachelor like Kant, Green was the most esteemed of a handful of English merchants who lived in Königsberg. He regularly sailed the Baltic Sea route to and from London, trading in grain, herring, coal, and manufactured goods. But at heart, as a contemporary observed, he was ‘more a scholar then a merchant’.17 He loved to read, and was well-acquainted with the works of the British philosophers of his homeland, in particular David Hume, whose work would turn out to be critical to the development of Kant’s future thought. 

	Green also shared Kant’s passion for the French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau, whose ideas inspired the revolution in France that would soon arrive and change Europe’s political landscape forever. At the time that Kant and Green met, Rousseau’s name regularly featured in the newspapers, as the French authorities had just expelled him from his home country, forcing him to take shelter in England. 

	Kant and Green were especially interested in a philosophical debate that had been raging for some time between the rationalists, who believed all knowledge came from the mind, and the empiricists, who believed that knowledge could only come from what we experience through the senses.

	Kant and Green enjoyed exploring this debate in all its complexities and details in their daily discussions on the porch of Green’s house. The merchant’s house was situated, along with other houses in Königsberg’s English colony, in a location well-suited to long hours of philosophical speculation, on the water’s edge of the port looking out across the Baltic Sea.

	Green’s friendship would prove to be life-changing for Kant. He not only restored Kant’s passion for philosophy, as the Countess had done years earlier, he inspired Kant, through his own example, to become more disciplined and focussed. Green had a highly organised, almost obsessive approach to life, and it started to rub off on Kant. As one observer explained, Green had ‘a decisive influence on his [Kant’s] heart and character’.18 Soon after befriending Green, the forty-year-old philosopher stopped frequenting gaming rooms and re-established for himself a rigorous schedule of study, reading, and writing that would eventually bear fruit in a way that neither Kant nor Green could ever imagine. 

	In 1766 Kant’s new habits resulted in him getting his first ever paid academic position as Second Librarian of the Royal Library of Königsberg. Although a fairly minor appointment, it would prove to be the start of a new and promising phase in Kant’s career. Soon afterwards, he submitted a dissertation, On the Form and Principles of the Sensible and Intelligible World, that received much acclaim from his university colleagues. This, along with the fact that he had resumed lecturing with a new vigour, led to him being appointed Professor of Logic and Metaphysics at Königsberg University.

	For some time now, Kant had been telling his friends about an odd conviction that had inexplicably planted itself in his mind. His strange, unbidden idea was that a man doesn’t choose his destiny until the age of forty. This notion might have seemed a highly dubious proposition to Kant’s associates, given the average life expectancy at the time was not much higher than thirty.

	Kant, however, would live for many years to come, only working seriously on his philosophical ideas at the age of forty-six. Thus began the start of a period of intense contemplation that would become known as his ’silent decade’.  

	The Silent Decade

	Kant worked alone, hidden away in his study, for eleven years, meticulously creating the work that would become his masterpiece. For eleven Königsberg winters, as the cold northern Baltic winds came in over the town, he worked on his eight-hundred-page analysis of the nature of reality and mind. For eleven Königsberg summers he hardly ventured outside, determined to solve the problem he had set himself to solve. Apart from his continuing visits to the Countess and Green, he completely shut himself off from the outside world. 

	What was this problem that occupied Kant for a whole decade? And what drove him to spend so many years on one philosophical question?

	Kant’s intellectual journey was inspired by the work of two philosophers who preceded him: Isaac Newton and David Hume.

	The first he admired; the second he was determined to prove wrong.

	Not many today would think of Newton as a philosopher. They would be more likely to label the man who discovered gravity, the laws of optics, and other fundamental physical laws of the universe as a scientist, physicist, or mathematician. But at the time Newton and Kant lived, science had not yet developed an identity separate to philosophy. Philosophy at that time included all abstract thinking – fields as diverse as theology, psychology, political theory, and what we would today call science. The branch of philosophy that Newton’s work belonged to, that was concerned with understanding the physical universe, was known as natural philosophy.

	As a young man, Kant had been fascinated by the work of the natural philosopher Newton, who appeared to be discovering the mathematical laws inherent in the universe, literally unlocking its mysteries. Newton’s advances revealed a universe governed by elegant laws waiting to be uncovered by a human mind brilliant and bold enough to seek them. In this regard the seventeenth century, when Newton’s theories came to the fore, was a time of breathtaking discovery and potential. 

	Prior to Newton (and his forerunners Galileo, Kepler, and Copernicus), the Church had decreed – effectively decided – what the truth was. Church positions such as those that the earth was stationary with the sun moving around it in a circle, were dogma that could not be questioned without life becoming very uncomfortable for the questioner. Whereas Galileo and others started what we call science by doing experiments in the real world and measuring what happened, Newton’s genius lay in not just conducting experiments, but in discovering mathematical formulae and physical laws that could be used to predict the behaviour of anything in the universe, from everyday objects to heavenly bodies such as planets and stars. Whereas the Church claimed that all knowledge came from God, and Galileo said knowledge could come from investigation of the facts, Newton was able to demonstrate that understanding the universe could come from combining both careful observation and the powers of reason.

	In recent times, however, Kant had become increasingly concerned that Newton’s great work in discovering the laws of the universe was coming under threat from the sophisticated and convincing arguments of the up-and-coming British philosopher David Hume.

	A pioneer of the empiricist school of philosophy, Hume believed that all knowledge comes from what is experienced through the five senses. Hume asserted that all we can ever know is what we have seen, heard, and touched. He believed events that regularly occurred together, such as the sun rising in the east every morning, led to a habitual association in the mind that gives us an illusory sense of cause and effect. According to Hume, Newton’s laws of physics were not real – they had been created by the human mind’s need to believe in universal patterns of predictability. This disturbed Kant, who wanted to provide a solid philosophical foundation for Newton’s theories.

	Kant famously confessed that ‘it was the remembrance of David Hume which, many years ago, first interrupted my dogmatic slumber and gave my investigations in the field of speculative philosophy a completely different direction’.19

	Kant aimed with his work to resolve the impasse between the rationalist tradition, promulgated by Descartes, Leibniz, and Spinoza, who saw reason as the source of all knowledge, and the newer wave of British empiricists – Hume, Locke, and Berkeley – who saw knowledge as deriving solely from experience. 

	During the decade of intellectual hibernation in which Kant worked away on buttressing Newton’s work against the assaults of Hume’s dogmatic empiricism, he let his friends and associates know he would be unavailable for an extended period of time. In 1778 he responded to one of many well-intentioned offers, on this occasion from a former student, to bring him out of isolation:

	My great thanks…to my well-wishers and friends, who think so kindly of me as to undertake my welfare, but at the same time a most humble request to protect me in my present situation from any disturbance.20

	Kant was not, however, totally an island unto himself during this decade. As mentioned, he still stayed in contact with the two most important people in his life, Caroline Keyserlingk and Joseph Green.

	The Countess remained a steadfast admirer throughout this period of not only Kant himself, but of the promise of his work. Although quite knowledgeable in philosophical matters, she never alienated Kant by challenging his ideas, unlike many of his academic colleagues who made the mistake of doing so, never to be spoken to again. When it came to criticism of his own work, Kant, the future champion of critical thought, was surprisingly thin-skinned. When others disagreed with his ideas, his usual response was to become highly indignant and cut off all communication with them. The Countess and Green were amongst the few to survive Kant’s extreme sensitivity to critique and enjoy a longstanding friendship with him. 

	A visitor to the Keyserlingk Palace in 1778, the astronomer and geographer Johann Bernoulli, reports seeing Kant there with the Countess during one of his rare social outings during this period:

	I ate at lunch at the count of Keyserlingk with a scholar, whom the University of Königsberg honors as one of its greatest members, professor Kant…Herr Kant had not published philosophical writings for a long time, but he promised that he would soon bring out a little volume.21

	This ‘little volume’ would not come out for another three years, and would turn out to be anything but little.

	 Kant’s ongoing visits to the Countess during this time show how important she remained to him. One cannot help but wonder how much of Kant’s dogged persistence during these long and lonely years came from a desire to write something worthy of the woman he admired more than any other. It was almost as if the master of abstract thought preferred a perfect and ideal love, even if it was unattainable, to one that was sullied by the tawdry realities of physical consummation. 

	The only person that Kant visited more than the Countess during this decade of self-imposed confinement was Green. Kant, in fact, entrusted his best friend with the important task of reviewing his monumental philosophical work, page by page, as it progressed. No one else was given this privilege. As a mutual friend of the two men noted at the time, Kant ‘did not write down a single sentence in the Critique of Pure Reason unless he had presented it to Green and had his unprejudiced judgment’.22

	Critique of Pure Reason

	On an autumn mid-morning in 1781, Kant wrote the last sentence of the work he had decided to call Critique of Pure Reason.

	The fifty-seven-year-old now had eight hundred pages of manuscript that he believed would address and resolve the most pressing philosophical question of his time. He was convinced that he had found a way through the age-old conundrum of mind versus matter, or more exactly, the endlessly see-sawing debate as to whether reason or experience provided us with our truest knowledge of the world. Kant, who would never marry himself, had found a way to marry the seemingly irreconcilable positions of rationalism and empiricism. He had exposed the limitations of pure reason, demonstrating with a lengthy and highly complex series of arguments that drawing solely on the mind without reference to the outside world led only to paradox and confusion. 

	But he had also exposed the problems associated with the empiricist position that the mind is merely a blank slate receiving knowledge through the senses. Kant claimed, with this work, to have convincingly demonstrated something that Hume had asserted did not exist – a priori knowledge; that is, knowledge held by the mind independent of any experience. Such knowledge, Kant contended, included the mind’s inherent grasp of space, time, substance, and cause and effect, which it uses to structure and shape any sensory information that it receives from the outside world.

	Kant’s main finding in Critique of Pure Reason was that the mind transforms and alters all sensory data that comes into it. He concluded, consequently, that all we can ever truly know is the world as shaped by our mind. This led him to a second, rather surprising conclusion, that we can never know the world as it actually is. Despite all the breakthroughs in science since, this irreducible philosophical finding of Kant’s has never been convincingly refuted or disproven.

	Kant had demonstrated that the rationalists and empiricists were both right. And that they were both wrong. True knowledge could only be arrived at through a combination of reason and experience. We need, as it turns out, both sense and sensibility. 

	Although it is, perhaps, drawing a long bow, it is interesting to speculate as to how much Kant’s relationship with Countess Keyserlingk – a woman who engaged both his intellect and his senses – contributed to this conclusion.

	Three Critiques

	Following the publication of Critique of Pure Reason, Kant began to enjoy considerable acclaim as philosophers and other intellectuals throughout Europe came to understand the significance of his landmark work. 

	He was, therefore, assured of a large and interested audience a few years later when he published his second major work Critique of Practical Reason. Here, Kant shifted his focus from what we can know to how we should live. Kant’s second Critique was the first text on ethics since ancient Greek and Roman times to propose a moral system that didn’t require a belief in God. Kant explored how what was right and or wrong could be determined through reason, rather than religion. His famous categorical imperative urged that we should always act according to moral precepts that we would be happy to have as universal laws. Accordingly, he argued that some acts, such as killing another human being, are always wrong, because they breach a deep sense of inner duty we all innately possess. At the time, his declaration that society could develop a system of ethics based on reason rather than God was rather radical, though in keeping with the ideas of the Enlightenment capturing the minds and hearts of many at the time. His ideas would also be congruent with the guiding principles of the French Revolution that was soon to come. 

	Kant’s third major work, Critique of Judgment, published in 1790, was concerned with aesthetics, in particular the nature of beauty. Again, Kant drew on reason to try to explain why the human mind found some things more aesthetically pleasing than others. (Again, one wonders how much Kant’s idealisation of the Countess’s beauty, in her case complemented by a perspicacious intellect, contributed to Kant’s thoughts around this subject.)

	Most philosophers are known for their contribution to one area of philosophy. But Kant, with his three Critiques, written over a span of just a few years, had now made lasting and revolutionary contributions to three branches of philosophy: epistemology, ethics, and aesthetics. He set the agenda for subsequent philosophical discussion for a long time to come with his tripartite exploration of truth, goodness, and beauty.

	By the time Kant reached his late sixties, he had become the most influential, celebrated, and renowned philosopher in all of Europe. The bulk of philosophy written over the next hundred years in German-speaking lands, and to a large extent throughout Europe, would be in response to his new so-called critical philosophy. Kant’s breakthrough, putting the human mind (rather than God, or alternatively the external world) at the centre of how we know things, was somewhat immodestly described by Kant himself, in the preface to his second edition of Critique of Pure Reason, as a revolution akin to the one made by Copernicus in astronomy. 

	Kant’s new-found renown made him an even more celebrated guest at Keyserlingk Palace, where he now had a standing invitation. According to Lady von Recke, a regular visitor to the Keyserlingk court, the philosopher could be seen visiting the Countess almost daily in the years immediately following the publication of Critique of Pure Reason.

	And so, as the eighteenth century came to a close, Kant found himself not only well regarded and successful, but also extraordinarily happy. He was now spending a significant proportion of his time with the woman of his dreams, basking in – and sharing with her – the hard-earned fruits of his grueling decade of philosophical labour. 

	Four Deaths

	Not everything went rosily, however, for Kant during this time. His celebration at the success of his first Critique was considerably dampened by concerns about the worsening health of Joseph Green. 

	In October 1781, six months after Critique of Pure Reason was published, Green suffered a severe bout of gout in his abdomen and intestines. According to one observer, he was only able to chase ‘it into his feet with [the help of] heated wine’.23 Over the next few years, Green suffered progressively worsening relapses of this painful and immobilising affliction. In 1786 his condition deteriorated to a point where he was incapable of leaving his bed. According to one observer:

	Kant was very worried about his old friend Green, with whom he is every day punctually until 7 p.m. and on Saturdays until 9 p.m. He is as much as accounted for; and he is incapable of leaving his bed, where alone he finds life bearable.24

	On 27 June 1786 Kant’s closest companion passed away, leaving the philosopher inconsolable. Having never enjoyed the intimacy of a marriage or family of his own, Kant suffered greatly at the loss of the friend he had visited almost every day for the past twenty years. 

	After Green died, apart from his weekly visits to the Countess, Kant never accepted another dinner invitation for the rest of his life. As one of his contemporaries explained:

	It appeared as if he wished to spend the time of day that was previously devoted to the most intimate friendship as a sacrifice to his close friend quietly alone until the end of his life.25

	 

	Two years after Green’s death, Kant was notified of another passing, that of Count Keyserlingk. At sixty-one, the Countess found herself widowed for a second time. 

	Then, a year after completing his third great Critique, Kant heard news he had been dreading for some time. The woman who exemplified for him, more than any other, the philosophical ideals of truth, goodness, and beauty, passed away at the age of sixty-four. He would be meeting with his ‘magnificent royal’ Countess, ‘highly gifted and open to all things beautiful’, no more.26 Soon afterwards, Kant published one of his final works, a meditation on anthropology. He dedicated it the Countess, referring to her in the book’s first page as an ‘adornment to her sex’27.

	At Caroline Keyserlingk’s funeral, the presiding pastor Georg Heinrich Leo echoed the feeling of many, not least the bereft philosopher, when he bid her farewell with these words:

	You were the joy of those who knew you, who enjoyed the reward of the good deeds by which your whole life was garnished.28  

	 

	Within months of the Countess’s death, Kant’s concentration started to slip away. He became increasingly enfeebled, and confined himself to ‘a much more withdrawn life’.29 In 1797, a year after he retired ‘because of age and indisposition’, a visitor to Kant’s house found the venerable philosopher’s once-brilliant mind ‘so much declined that it was unreasonable to expect [him] to contribute anything new and original to…philosophical debate’.30

	The last few years of Kant’s life were a long, undignified, and drawn-out affair. He wrote, and expressed to those closest to him, a wish to die much sooner than he did. The great analytical thinker lost, at first, his short-term memory, then his long-term memory, then his sense of reason altogether. 

	In his final days, Kant’s younger sister and closest friends took turns nursing him. One of these friends, former student Andreas Wasianski, was there when the venerable thinker breathed his last breath. Kant’s last words, as he received a mixture of wine and water from Wasianski, were: 

	Es ist gut (It is good).31

	 

	Kant was buried in the Königsberg cathedral, where his tomb can still be visited to this day (although his home city has since changed its name to Kalingrad, and is now part of Russia).

	On Kant’s tombstone there is a quote from the last pages of Critique of Practical Reason that reflects his never-ceasing wonder for the natural and human world, a wonder that took him from his humble beginnings as a harness-maker’s son to his esteemed position as the greatest philosopher of the Prussian Enlightenment: 

	Two things fill the mind with ever new and increasing admiration and reverence more often and more steadily one reflects on them: the starry heavens above me and the moral law within me. I do not need to search for them and merely conjecture them as though they were veiled in obscurity or in the transcendent region beyond my horizon; I see them before me and connect them immediately with the consciousness of my existence.32

	 

	 



Chapter 2

	Hegel: Domestic Dialectic

	The Birth of German Idealism

	Kant’s ideas dominated European philosophical thought for many decades following his death. But his ideas also came to inspire a new movement that Kant would have been highly unlikely to endorse. The German Idealists took Kant’s central idea and extrapolated it to what they saw as its only logical conclusion.  

	Although Kant believed that the ‘external’ world existed, he had convincingly demonstrated it could never be known. He had shown that all we could ever know is the world as perceived and shaped by our minds. The German Idealists believed Kant had demonstrated, despite himself, that the mind is the only thing we can be certain of as existing. For them, mind, spirit, or consciousness – what they referred to as Geist – was the primary and, in fact, only reality. This belief fit in with another movement emerging in Europe at that time, the Romantic movement. Championed by writers such as Lord Byron and composers like Beethoven, the romantics celebrated feeling, spirit, and intuition as a reaction against the focus on intellect and reason that had pervaded the Enlightenment. 

	Into this mix of Enlightenment, Romantic, and Idealist influences was born a man who would go on to become the greatest of the German Idealist philosophers. The creator of the grandest intellectual vision to sweep Europe in the nineteenth century had a suitably grand name – Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel.

	G.W.F. Hegel, as he came to be known, is not a name recognised by many amongst the general public today. His ideas, however, have possibly helped to shape the world we live in today more than any other modern European philosopher, in that they laid the groundwork for the ideas of another thinker many have heard of – Karl Marx. 

	Hegel was the first philosopher to place the study of history firmly within the province of philosophy. He conceptualised the world as a seething maelstrom of giant, powerful, and opposing forces that have come together to produce the changes seen in society throughout history. As we shall hear, the opposing historical forces that Hegel wrote about mirrored the turmoil he experienced in his love life, where he was caught up in an endless cycle of opposing urges and obligations that he could never fully reconcile. 

	Early Years

	Hegel was born in Stuttgart in 1770, just as the thousand-year-old Holy Roman Empire was coming to an end. Within twenty years of Hegel’s birth, the barricades and muskets of French revolutionaries would turn the tide of history, sweeping aside a millennium of medieval feudalism, and ushering in the foundations of democratic society that endure to this day. These dramatic historical events would leave a lasting impression on the young Hegel, and greatly influence his later philosophy.

	Hegel’s upbringing was, in some ways, similar to that of his predecessor Kant. He had five siblings, with three not surviving to adulthood. And when he was eleven years old, his much-loved mother died of ‘bilious fever’.33 Immediately after his mother’s death, Hegel developed a speech impediment that would stay with him for the rest of his life. Hegel’s father, whom he greatly admired, was a minor official in the Holy Roman Empire but he died, too, just before Hegel’s twenty-ninth birthday.

	Hegel’s parents sent him to a German school when he was three, and to a Latin school when he turned five. He showed academic promise from a young age, and was sent to Stuttgart’s Gymnasium Illustre at the age of fourteen. There, he was schooled in the classics, ancient and modern languages, physics, and mathematics.

	In accordance with his father’s wishes, he enrolled in a seminary in Tübingen at the age of eighteen. In this small town thirty miles south of Stuttgart, he commenced the lengthy training required to become a pastor. Many of Hegel’s uncles were pastors, a common and respectable profession in those times, and Hegel’s father hoped he would follow their lead.

	Tübingen

	Today Tübingen, with its narrow, winding cobblestone streets and close proximity to the beautiful Black Forest, is a popular university town, but in Hegel’s day it was a cultural and educational backwater with little to offer the intelligent and inquiring student. Hegel found the pedestrian teaching at the seminary unbearably tedious. He did, however, make two new friends who shared his restless idealism and provided him with the camaraderie and stimulation he so desperately craved. 

	The first was Friedrich Schelling, who would go on to become a renowned figure in the German Idealist movement. His star would shine much earlier than Hegel’s (though in the end Hegel’s would shine brighter). 

	Hegel’s second companion was the brilliant but sensitive Friedrich Hölderlin, who would become one of Germany’s most revered Romantic poets, a celebrated leader of the Sturm und Drang movement. 

	Although Hegel and his newfound friends found the seminary’s theology lessons dull and wearisome, they managed to feed each other’s hunger for knowledge by delving into the works of philosophers, both ancient and modern, outside the classroom. Together, they explored the works of the ancient Greeks, and Schelling and Hölderlin introduced Hegel to the work of Immanuel Kant.

	But what excited this trio most of all, however, was the sensational news of the French Revolution in the west. Hegel was only nineteen years old when he and his comrades heard the news from Paris that France’s ruling aristocracy had fallen to the will of the people. After that, all he and his friends wanted to hear about were details of the revolution and its aftermath. They were exhilarated that the ideas of their philosophical heroes – Kant, Voltaire, and Rousseau – were inspiring and guiding the French nation into a radically new type of society. For the first time since Ancient Rome, a government would be based on the ideas of men of reason, and the ideals of equality and liberty for all. Hegel and his friends hoped the revolution would come east and rescue them from the drudgery of their backward, almost medieval existence in Tübingen. 

	 

	Hegel and his classmates often went out drinking in Tübingen’s local taverns and wine bars. Hegel’s favourite establishment was a wine bar in which a young woman called Auguste Hegelmaier served behind the counter. 

	Hegel was twenty-one when he met Auguste, the first girl he had ever spoken to. He became instantly smitten. We know about Hegel’s romantic interest in Auguste from the Tübingen seminary’s yearbook of 1791, in which Hegel wrote:

	Last summer was beautiful; 

	this one more beautiful!

	The motto of the former was: Wine;

	Of this one, Love!

	V.A.!!! [Vive Auguste]34

	The wine bar Auguste worked in was a bakery by day. She and her mother lived upstairs in the baker’s residence. Auguste’s father, a renowned professor of theology, had died when she was very young. In the year that Hegel met Auguste, she had just been named queen of a local ball, indicating that Hegel was not the only one who appreciated this young woman’s beauty. 

	Hegel and his classmates became very fond of the wine bar in which Auguste worked, preferring to drink, flirt, joke, sing, and play there than spend time at the seminary. One imagines that Auguste, serving behind the bar, would have got to know this crowd of idealistic, ambitious, and boisterous young men quite well, hearing of their boredom with the seminary’s routine, their excitement about the revolution in the west, and their hopes that it would spread to their sleepy and staid corner of the world. 

	By this time Hegel had attracted the nickname ‘old man’ amongst his classmates, earned as a result of his serious and studious manner.35 Perhaps Auguste noticed the quiet respect he received from his peers. 

	One imagines that in private conversations, snatched amidst the Tübingen wine bar’s noisy din, Auguste might have learnt about Hegel’s love for the writers who inspired him: the ancient Greeks and Romans, the architects of the French Revolution – Voltaire, Rousseau, Jacobi, and Montesquieu – and the poetry of Friedrich Schiller. And one expects she would have become acquainted with the ‘old man’s’ closest friends, the bold, confident Schelling and the quiet and thoughtful Hölderlin.

	Perhaps she even joined in with Hegel and his friends at the bar as they shouted the motto of the revolution – Liberte, Egalite, Fraternite – and bellowed out the refrain of La Marseillaise. We can imagine the excitement felt by Hegel and his comrades, and Auguste, as they thrilled at the prospect of eastward-marching revolutionaries coming their way, liberating everything in their path, including their modest little bakery and wine bar.

	Hegel’s feelings for Auguste, however, would remain unrequited. When he graduated from the Tübingen seminary at the age of twenty-three, he was still a virgin, inexperienced in the ways of love. 

	Berne

	When Hegel completed his five-year course at Tübingen, the French Revolution had still not made its way to Hegel’s homeland, much to his and his friends’ disappointment. It was now time for he and his fellow graduates to decide what to do next. Hegel's father hoped that Hegel would, like the majority of his Tübingen classmates, take up one of the many available positions in regional towns for new pastors, and settle down to a respectable life. But Hegel was desperate to avoid such an intellectually suffocating fate. As much as he loved and respected his father, and wanted to make him proud, he had been irrevocably inspired by the ideas of the Enlightenment thinkers and their application in revolutionary France. Hegel had decided that he, too, wanted to make his mark on the world of ideas. 

	But he had little to offer the world at this point, with only a theology degree from a little-known seminary to his name. Career opportunities outside of pastoring were scarce. Like his predecessor Kant, however, he managed to secure a modestly paid position as a private tutor. His first appointment was with a wealthy family in Berne. Bidding farewell to Schelling and Hölderlin, he left Tübingen and headed south to take up his first ever paid employment there.

	Hegel’s time with this family was a most unpleasant experience in many ways. The children were dull and reluctant students, and they treated their new tutor with a sullen disdain. The parents hardly bothered to interact with their new employee, who, as far as they were concerned, was just another house-servant. But the other servants envied what they saw as Hegel’s privileged position and shunned him too. Hegel suddenly found himself feeling terribly alone and at a loss at how to occupy himself in this new environment.

	Fortunately, however, Hegel’s wealthy employer boasted one of the most extensive private libraries in the land. Hegel hungrily devoured its collection of classic and contemporary texts. It was here that Hegel came across the book that kicked off his fascination with history, The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, written only four years earlier by the British historian Edward Gibbon. Gibbon’s text was the first in modern times to document the changes in a civilisation over a course of hundreds of years. (In Hegel's time history was an embryonic, almost nonexistent discipline.) 

	Gibbon’s detailed and comprehensive account of the rise and fall of Europe’s greatest empire made a deep impression on the young theology graduate, and would later become a major source of inspiration for his philosophical work.

	Flirtation before Frankfurt

	In 1797 the twenty-seven-year-old Hegel returned from Berne to Stuttgart to spend some time in the family home with his father and younger sister Christiane. The visit was especially enjoyable for Hegel, thanks to the presence of a friend of his sister staying with the family. Her name was Nanette Endel, a twenty-one-year-old trainee milliner. For the second time in his life, Hegel found himself feeling attracted to a young woman, this time in his own home. Nanette was Catholic, leaving a considerable social gulf between her and Hegel, who had just spent five years studying theology at a Protestant seminary. Despite this, and the fact she was from a lower class, Hegel and Nanette soon became quite enamoured of each other, flirting as much as decorum would allow in a late eighteenth-century Stuttgart middle-class residence.

	Hegel explained to Nanette that he saw himself as someone destined to translate the classics and explain their importance to the general populace. He explained that he wanted to lift up the uneducated masses and infuse them with Bildung (‘cultivation’). Nanette joked that he should consider converting to Catholicism, and not take himself so seriously. She helped Hegel to lighten up and laugh at himself, something she could see the serious young man sorely needed. She took to calling him ‘Magister’.36 He seemed to appreciate this friendly teasing, and returned a bit her way. 

	After three weeks under the same roof, Hegel, much to his sister’s horror, made a pass at Nanette. Nanette immediately blamed herself for this awkward development, and, convinced that she must have somehow initiated it, promptly took herself off to church to confess her sin and seek forgiveness. On Hegel's last day in Stuttgart before he left for another position as a family tutor, this time in Frankfurt, he went to kiss Nanette farewell, but she extended both arms to prevent him, her self-imposed ‘penance’.37

	Hegel and Nanette corresponded for at least a year afterwards. In a letter from Frankfurt, he wrote:

	I have every reason to assume that longer association with you would have liberated me more and granted me a greater capacity for merrymaking.38

	They continued to correspond with a mutual promise to meet if they were ever within a day’s ride of each other, but such an opportunity failed to eventuate, and they never saw each other again. 

	Jena

	In January 1801 Hegel’s old Tübingen classmate Friedrich Schelling encouraged him to move to the central German university town of Jena. Schelling had established a name for himself there in the newly emerging philosophical school of German Idealism. Although a move to Jena didn’t offer exactly what Hegel was looking for – an academic position in which he could be paid for teaching and writing philosophy – it at least had a forward-looking university brimming with new ideas. Overseen by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, the University of Jena had in recent years become renowned as a centre of post-Kantian philosophy, Weimar Classicism, and the Romantic and Idealist movements.

	Soon after arriving, Hegel managed to find some rental accommodation close to the university. Although his lodgings were modest, comprising a cramped single-roomed bedsit, he was pleased to be close to the university and have access to its library. He soon settled into a routine of helping Schelling edit the Critical Journal of Philosophy by day, and reading and writing by candlelight in his quarters late into each night.

	During this time, he studied two texts in depth that would, in conjunction with Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, go on to influence his first major philosophical work. The first was the work of the ancient Greek philosopher Heraclitus, whose notion of the dialectic – where opposing forces within the universe were seen as the cause of its constant changes – immediately captured Hegel's imagination. The second text, or rather group of texts, that Hegel examined closely during this period were those of the German Idealist philosophers, including his friend Schelling. 

	Pulling these ideas and influences together, as well as his recent observations of the French Revolution, Hegel sketched out a theory he called dialectical idealism, which contended that the evolution of society throughout history is shaped by huge contradictory forces within the universe’s collective consciousness. He found a publisher who was interested in his bold new ideas, and promised to forward them a manuscript by the following year. But as it turned out, Hegel struggled to clearly articulate his new philosophical system on paper. It would eventually take him several laborious re-drafts, and many years, before he could present the publishers, located in the nearby town of Bamberg, with a completed work he was satisfied with. 

	But it wasn’t just the challenge of pulling together the strands of his highly abstract new theory that delayed Hegel’s progress. Halfway through drafting his first major work, the budding philosopher found himself caught up in a distraction of a much more personal nature.

	Johanna Burkhardt

	Hegel’s landlady was a woman in her late twenties called Johanna Burkhardt. She was also his housekeeper, and every day she would come to clean his bedsit, attached to the small house in which she lived with her husband and four young children. She had married in her teens, and the happy days of her marriage, if they ever existed, had long since gone. It is unclear whether her husband had gainful employment, but we do know that Burkhardt’s situation was desperate, both financially and emotionally, when Hegel moved in. 

	Burkhardt’s new tenant must have seemed a strange beast to her, deeply immersed in his books whenever she called in to clean his room, collect his washing, or enquire about his need for a meal. If he did take a rest from his labours to engage in small talk with his landlady, one imagines such conversations would have been a welcome break for both of them from the drudgery of their daily routines. 

	It seems that Burkhardt took pity on her tenant sitting alone in his cold room, and, on one fateful day, invited him back to her house to share in the warmth of her kitchen stove. At the time Hegel would not have known anyone else in the city apart from Schelling, and may well have been feeling rather lonely and dejected. While Schelling was enjoying considerable recognition and success for his philosophical writings, Hegel’s career was going nowhere. He had been working on his first book for several years now, and its completion still seemed as far away as ever. 

	Perhaps, in the warmth of her kitchen, Burkhardt opened up to her guest about the desperate circumstances of her marriage: the alcohol, the gambling, and the cruel abuse she suffered at the hands of her husband. Perhaps she confided, in hushed tones, how she had to steal small amounts of money from her husband’s purse to provide for herself and her children’s most basic needs.  

	Burkhardt had no previous acquaintance with philosophy, nor anything else remotely academic or scholarly. One wonders if she enquired about her tenant’s writing, and whether he tried to explain the mysterious and complex concepts he was writing about. If he did, perhaps she sensed in his unfamiliar words another world – beyond anything she had ever known – that could help her forget her miserable life situation. 

	We are wildly speculating here, but perhaps Johanna's naïve interest in Hegel's ideas pampered his fragile pride, which had, after all, been severely tested in recent times. Whatever transpired, it seems that Hegel and his landlady took to having longer and longer conversations in her tiny kitchen while her husband was out, because at the age of thirty-six, the great philosopher-to-be Georg Hegel tasted for the first time, in Burkhardt’s bed, the pleasures of illicit sex. 

	 

	Taking Hegel as a lover would have provided, for Burkhardt, some welcome moments of respite from the ceaseless demands of housework, children, and an abusive husband. One can imagine her enjoying these moments of pleasurable peace behind a locked bedroom door, as her children took the opportunity to run wild throughout the house. 

	It is likely Hegel spent the daylight hours with Burkhardt, while her husband was out, returning each night to his room to work on his book. There is, in fact, evidence that his sexual awakening with Burkhardt influenced some of the thinking that went into his first philosophical work. As he speculated about the invisible gigantic forces shaping human history, he also became interested in the smaller, personal, but no less important forces he had encountered in his liaison with Johanna Burkhardt, the mysterious pull of sexual attraction between a man and a woman. 

	He wrote notes at around this time on how a sexual relationship could be seen as a perfect analogy for how consciousness arises from matter. In an early draft of Phenomenology of Spirit, his first major philosophical work, he observed that in an encounter between the sexes:

	Impulse comes to an intuition of itself…becomes knowledge of what it is.39

	In the margins of these notes he wrote, for his own personal reference:

	The man has desires, impulse; the feminine impulse is rather to be only the object of impulse; to entice, to awaken impulse and to allow it to satisfy itself in it.40

	 

	Although Hegel and Burkhardt had the next few months to bask in that seemingly never-ending glow of pleasure that only first-time lovers can know, each is likely to have sensed that their reverie would soon be broken. Burkhardt would have been in constant fear of her drunken and unpredictable husband returning home and discovering her in bed with her secret lover. Hegel, too, would have been apprehensive about this, but another matter was also likely to be playing on his mind. Along with everyone else in Jena, he would have heard reports that Napoleon's troops were rapidly progressing eastwards, and might soon descend upon the city he had only just started to feel at home in.  

	As it turned out, Johanna and Hegel didn’t have to worry long about her husband. He abandoned her soon after she and Hegel started their affair. 

	Then, several months later, in the autumn of 1806, Burkhardt told Hegel some news that caused him to forget, at least for a moment, all his other concerns. She told him that she was pregnant with his child.

	Napoleon

	Hegel didn’t have much time to process the news about Johanna’s pregnancy, as in the following weeks he was faced with two other pressing issues – his increasingly impatient publisher issuing him with an ultimatum, and the imminent arrival of Napoleon’s troops.

	Hegel’s publishers made it clear they would not wait any longer for the manuscript he had been promising for years. They gave him one final deadline, 18 October, a little more than a week away. 

	Meanwhile, news arrived that Napoleon’s armies were only days away from the city.

	On 13 October 1806, the residents of Jena beheld a sight they had long been dreading. Napoleon’s forces could be seen gathering on the horizon, on the high plateau that overlooked the city. A terrified silence enveloped the city, punctuated only by the distant and ominous thunder of cannon fire. Businesses closed their doors, and the streets suddenly emptied as residents awaited their fate.

	The day before Napoleon’s armies entered the city, Hegel completed the manuscript for his first philosophical work, a work he had been labouring at for five years. Within its pages, he had written what now seemed to be a chilling and timely prophecy. He stated that the French Revolution was akin to a long novel, and although it had begun with French politics, its last chapter would be written by German philosophers. 

	 With Napoleon’s troops only hours away, Hegel was as anxious about his manuscript as he was about his own personal safety. He hurriedly sent the bulk of it off to his publisher, and stuffed the last few unedited pages in his pockets before moving to the other side of town to stay in more secure lodgings offered to him by the well-placed parents of one of his students. Burkhardt and her children were not invited to join him.

	Hegel would have presented a bizarre spectacle to any residents watching from their windows – a hunched, solitary figure scurrying to safety on the city’s deserted streets, his pockets overflowing with crumpled pages of manuscript. 

	On his way to this temporary shelter, Hegel caught a glimpse of the man who was bringing the revolution to his homeland. He saw Napoleon, whom he had idolised from afar for the past decade, leading his troops into the city. Hegel later wrote to a friend about his sighting of the man who, for him, embodied the future of Europe, the world-changing Spirit he was writing about in his first philosophical work:

	The Emperor – this world soul – I saw him riding through the city to review his troops; it is indeed a wonderful feeling to see such an individual who, here concentrated, into a single point, sitting on a horse, reaches out over the world and masters it…This extraordinary man, whom it is impossible not to admire.41

	As Hegel hid out in relative safety with his hosts, Napoleon’s troops unleashed their full fury on the city. The deafening sounds of battle enveloped the streets – the fire of cannons, the stampede of hooves, the screams of the injured, and the crackle of buildings catching fire. Nearly all the houses in Jena’s main street, the Johannisgasse, were set aflame. 

	After several hours, the sounds of battle ceased. The Prussian forces had been no match for the French master of military strategy and tactics. Jena was now part of France. Hegel’s dream, since his teenage years, that the French Revolution would spread to German-speaking lands, had, at last, come to pass. 

	Hegel hadn’t imagined, however, the cost that such a dream would entail. As he grimly reported to a friend soon afterwards:

	Nobody has imagined war as we have seen it.42

	On returning to his old lodgings, Hegel was no doubt relieved to find Johanna and her children unharmed. His bedsit, however, had been ransacked and almost totally destroyed by invading troops. Describing the scene in his room to a friend, he wrote:

	The knaves have, to be sure, messed up my papers like lottery tickets.43

	Although they had survived Napoleon’s invasion of their city, Hegel and Johanna were now faced with another challenge – they no longer had any source of income. The private fee-paying students who, up until now, had been providing Hegel with enough to get by, had disappeared. After the arrival of Napoleon’s troops, the university had closed, and all of its academics, including his friend Schelling, had fled to other cities. It was now more important than ever for Hegel to get his book published, so that he could bring in some money for his newly adopted family, especially the extra hungry mouth just about to arrive. 

	A Child is Born

	It is unclear how Hegel and Johanna made it through the next few months, but we know that by 5 February 1807, when Johanna gave birth to a baby boy, they were almost destitute.  

	Two weeks before the baby was born, Hegel sent the publisher a preface for his book, and for this they favoured him with a small advance. Hegel also managed to secure a small loan from his friend Friedrich Niethammer, classmate from his Tübingen days.  

	Hegel and Burkhardt’s son was christened Georg Ludwig Friedrich, but thereafter known simply as Ludwig. A few weeks after Ludwig’s birth, Niethammer found Hegel employment as a newspaper editor in Bamberg, the same city in which his book was being published. Although 120 miles and several days’ ride south of Jena, Hegel felt he had no choice but to accept the position. 

	As Hegel prepared to leave for Bamberg, news arrived that Johanna’s estranged husband, the father of her other children, had died. 

	Hegel desperately wanted to stay with his new and now grieving family, but their dire financial situation required that he leave immediately. 

	As he bid farewell to his newly widowed lover and her five children, he promised he would send money as soon as he was able. He also promised Johanna, as she stood there with their crying babe in her arms, that he would return to marry her in the spring. 

	Phenomenology of Spirit

	Although Hegel’s new job in Bamberg was still a far cry from the academic position he would have liked, it was at least a position that carried some responsibility, and, of course, it provided a much-needed income. The image of Johanna waving goodbye with young Ludwig in her arms would have still been fresh in Hegel’s mind when he posted a long letter and his first pay cheque. In the weeks that followed, he continued to send money, but after a while the letters became shorter and more infrequent. 

	Hegel’s first philosophical work, Die Phänomenologie des Geistes (The Phenomenology of Spirit), was published in Bamberg in April 1807, only a few weeks after he moved there. 

	Readers of Hegel’s work had never encountered writing such as this before – a mishmash of philosophy, politics, world history, and romantic mysticism. In this grandiose and sweeping overview of the universe as he saw it, Hegel had ambitiously tried to explain the history and evolution of human consciousness. Die Phänomenologie portrayed a world constantly pulled in opposite directions by contradictory, invisible historical forces. According to Hegel’s account, society was always on the verge of being torn apart. 

	What Hegel couldn’t see was that this description of the world mirrored, and had partly arisen out of, his own personal unconscious conflicts, the disturbing dilemmas that were stirring in his heart. Although part of him knew he should return to his landlady-lover and marry her as promised, another part of him insisted he was destined for greater things, for the fame, success, and adulation he had seen his friend and rival Schelling enjoy. And the more he imagined these things, the harder he found it to fit Johanna and her five children into that picture. 

	 

	Hegel had been developing the ideas in Phenomenology of Spirit since his Tübingen days. It arose, as we have heard, out of several different sources of inspiration – Kant’s conclusion that the external world could never be truly known, his study of history, his observations of the French Revolution, and, more recently, his first experiences of the ecstasies of physical love.

	In this work, Hegel described history, rather mystically, as the process of human consciousness coming to know itself. He traced how, over the ages, western societies have become more sophisticated, each one getting successively closer to what he saw as the ultimate state of self-knowledge. Hegel predicted that the historical process would eventually culminate in society and consciousness becoming perfectly self-aware, reaching a state he called Absolute Spirit. For Hegel, the true nature of reality was consciousness – mind, not matter – and the history (and destiny) of the world was a history of humanity coming to realise this.

	Hegel saw the French Revolution and events unfolding in its wake as providing support for his theory about the evolution of society. According to his theory, each phase in history is driven by a central tendency he called its thesis, as well as a tendency within it that is its opposite, its antithesis. Hegel believed that tension between thesis and antithesis would, after much upheaval, always give way to what he called a synthesis, a higher and more advanced form of society. In the case of the French Revolution, Hegel saw the people’s push for freedom as the thesis, the violent and chaotic Reign of Terror that followed as the antithesis, and the subsequent development of a constitution that enshrined citizens’ rights as the synthesis.  

	As already mentioned, Hegel’s notes and marginalia in earlier drafts of this work suggest his own recent experience of sexual desire reinforced his conviction that the world and its history were shaped by mysterious, invisible contradictory forces more powerful than the will of any one individual.

	The Phenomenology of Spirit would go on to become recognised as one of the most influential works of the nineteenth century. But its description of history as inevitably progressing, unfolding, and evolving in the face of unstoppable hidden forces would have an even greater impact on the twentieth century, directly inspiring the revolutionary, world-changing political philosophies of Marxism and Communism. 

	When it was first published, however, Phenomenology of Spirit stimulated only a modest response in philosophical circles and the wider reading public. This was no doubt partly due to the fact that it was written in an extremely turgid and difficult-to-read style, a style that would come to characterise all of Hegel’s work. In the months following its publication, however, as readers untangled and deciphered the philosopher’s awkward prose, and better grasped his groundbreaking ideas, appreciation of the work grew, as did his reputation and standing in the academic and wider community. Eventually, Hegel started to gain the respect he had craved for so long. As he moved in more reputable circles, he felt even less beholden to his earlier vows to Johanna and their illegitimate child back in Jena.

	Hegel also seemed to quickly forget how much his newfound fame was due to the patronage and generosity of his friend Friedrich Schelling, who, despite his own early successes, had always reached out to help Hegel during his times of need. In what can only be understood as an act of spiteful envy, Hegel introduced Phenomenology of Spirit with a preface that scathingly dismissed Schelling’s work, describing his philosophical ideas as fundamentally flawed and inadequate. 

	Schelling was understandably taken aback at this unprovoked attack on his work, and responded with a letter to Hegel in which, although his tone was restrained, his displeasure was abundantly evident:

	Insofar as you yourself mention the polemical part of the Preface, given my own justly measured opinion of myself I would have to think too little of myself to apply this polemic to my own person.44  

	At the end of this response, written in August 1807, Schelling did, however, leave open an opportunity for reconciliation with the man who, ever since their days together in Tübingen, he had considered his closest friend:

	All the best; write me again soon and keep me in your mind as your true friend, Schelling.45

	Hegel, much to his discredit, did not even acknowledge Schelling’s letter. 

	Hegel is unlikely to have appreciated the fact that when Phenomenology of Spirit was published, some reviewers described it as a piece of Schellingean philosophy. Schelling, however, heartily agreed with these assessments, telling all who would listen that Hegel was becoming famous on the back of his ideas. 

	Years later, Schelling would still maintain that Hegel had copied his ideas without acknowledging them. In a letter to a friend, Schelling complained that Hegel was like ‘a creeping insect [that] believes that by appropriating the leaf of a plant, it has wrapped itself in its own weaving’.46 

	In the same letter, Schelling scathingly described Hegel’s philosophical accomplishments, now well-recognised throughout Germany, as no more impressive than ‘transposing a violin concerto for piano’.47 

	After the publication of Phenomenology of Spirit, Hegel and Schelling would not speak to each other for another twenty years. 

	Nuremberg

	After a year in Bamberg, Hegel was offered a position in nearby Nuremberg as rector of a prestigious high school, providing him with an opportunity to increase his social ranking even further. On taking up the position, Hegel applied himself with great diligence to the reform of the school. He soon made a name for himself in Nuremberg society with his bold speeches at school events and gatherings, in which he extolled the values of cultivation, knowledge, education, and reason. He was consequently invited to join one of Nuremberg’s leading gentleman’s clubs, The Museum, described by one observer as a ‘meeting point for members of the cultivated estates…to conduct gentlemanly and learned debates about modern literature’.48 The Museum contained men from some of the highest levels of Nuremberg society.

	A letter Hegel wrote to his good friend Karl Frommann more than a year after he had left Jena, shows that he was feeling at least some pangs of conscience about his failure to return and marry Burkhardt as he had promised: 

	I continue to regret painfully that so far I have not been fully able to extricate from her present situation the woman who is the mother of my child, and who has a right to call upon me to perform obligations of all sorts. I am very obliged to you for facilitating for me what relief I am able to provide in the matter.49

	 Over the subsequent years, Hegel would repeatedly ask Frommann, whom he had appointed as Ludwig’s godfather, for loans to help support his illegitimate son.

	Another letter Hegel wrote at this time makes it clear that although he felt some ongoing responsibilities to Burkhardt he no longer had any intentions of marrying her. In this letter, to his friend Niethammer, Hegel announces his desire to find a marriage prospect more in keeping with his recent acceptance into the higher echelons of Nuremberg society:

	I would like to take up and successfully conclude another business, namely, to take up a wife, or rather to find one!50

	Niethammer wasn’t the only one privy to Hegel’s plans. Another friend, the theologian Heinrich Paulus, joked to Hegel that his wife was making enquiries about a ‘faithful, slow Nuremberg woman’ for him.51

	Marie von Tucher

	It didn’t take Hegel long to find a suitable marriage prospect in the higher circles in which he now moved. Her name was Marie von Tucher, a simple-hearted and pious young woman from a well-known Nuremberg family. Hegel met nineteen-year-old Marie through her father, Jobst Wilhelm Karl von Tucher, a founder of The Museum and highly regarded member of Nuremberg society. The von Tuchers belonged to the nobility long before Napoleon’s reforms had, with only partial success, removed such class distinctions. As a commentator on German society noted at the time, despite Napoleon’s best efforts to bring equality to all, the Germans could still ‘be roughly divided into two classes, the von’s and the non-von’s’. For Hegel, who was not of aristocratic background, the prospect of such an engagement was a big step up from the life he could expect if he had fulfilled his promise to Johanna.

	A rather dry note in Jobst von Tucher’s diary documents Hegel's approach for his daughter's hand:

	At the beginning of April (1811), rector Hegel let his wishes be known…to marry my daughter and to request an opportunity to speak with the latter.52

	Baron von Tucher made it clear to his daughter he would be guided by her wishes in the matter.

	Marie’s first impression of Hegel, who, at forty, was twice her age, was of an odd, somewhat bumbling man with a speech impediment. Although somewhat eccentric, Marie did find her suitor personable and attentive. She and her father were impressed by how quickly he had made a name for himself in Nuremberg society in his new role as school rector. And although he was from a lower class than she hoped to marry, he was clearly a man of intelligence, diligence, and ambition. 

	After seeking counsel from her parents – and several weeks of deliberation – she consented to the marriage.

	Correspondence between Hegel and von Tucher during their year-long engagement revealed a considerable amount of tension in the early days of their relationship. Von Tucher was not afraid to express her own opinions, even if they conflicted with those of her older and much more well-read husband-to-be. Hegel, on the other hand, showed no sign of tempering his longstanding tendency to criticise those whose views differed from his, even if the person disagreeing with him was his young fiancée. He often infuriated von Tucher by telling her that her arguments demonstrated the female preponderance of emotion over reason. Hegel, it seems, found it very difficult to take a woman's thoughts seriously. (There would be evidence in later correspondence, however, of a softening of Hegel’s stance in this regard, with him displaying much more humility, tenderness, and respect in letters to his wife.) 

	Hegel and Marie’s different outlooks on the world also resulted in some significant disagreements early in their relationship. Marie became quite upset on reading a letter Hegel wrote to his sister Christiane about his upcoming marriage, in which he stated he expected to be happy, ‘insofar as happiness belongs to my life’s destiny’.53 Marie was troubled that Hegel would even think to cast any doubt on his expectations of marital happiness. In Marie’s uncomplicated view of the world, one shouldn’t question such things as one’s faith in God or one’s prospects for a happy marriage. She didn’t appreciate Hegel’s need, perhaps not surprising for a philosopher, to question and analyse everything. In his efforts to reconcile with Marie after she became upset with this letter, Hegel reminded her that he had previously discussed his views, not inconsistent with his dialectic philosophy, that in ‘non-superficial natures every sensation of happiness is connected with sensation of melancholy’.54 It is hard to imagine this intellectual and rather awkward response having the effect that Hegel was hoping for.

	While Marie was a pragmatic young woman of faith who trusted her feelings without any need to reflect or doubt them, Hegel was analytical, uncomfortable with emotion, and at times pedantic to the point of obtuseness. He himself admitted as much in a pacifying letter he wrote her after a similar squabble:

	Oh, how much more I could still write – about my perhaps hypochondriacal pedantry, which led me to insist so greatly on the distinction between “being satisfied” and happiness, a distinction which is once again so useless.55

	A Woman Scorned

	These ups and downs in Hegel and Marie’s early courtship were minor, however, compared to what followed when Burkhardt, hearing of Hegel’s plans to marry, arrived in Nuremberg demanding justice. 

	Hegel had been dreading such a situation for some time now, knowing that any revelation of his past indiscretions could rapidly undo his plans for a new life of comfortable respectability. He had been doing everything he could to ensure Burkhardt didn’t hear about his upcoming wedding. 

	In fact, he had thought he was safe when he heard from his friend Frommann that Johanna was no longer able to care for Ludwig, and had handed him over to the care of Frommann’s sister-in-law, who had just opened up an orphanage for boys. On hearing this news, Hegel had assumed that Johanna’s situation was so dire he wouldn’t hear from her again. Just to be sure, however, he wrote Frommann’s sister-in-law a letter: 

	I ask you still to keep this circumstance [of the upcoming marriage] a secret, since otherwise it might incite even more the impudence of that Burkhardt woman, should she find out about it before everything is completely settled with her.56 

	In this letter, Hegel even flagged plans to engage legal advice should Johanna try to impede his upcoming marriage.

	In the end, however, all these precautions failed to prevent the showdown that Hegel was trying to avoid.

	 

	We don’t have many details about Burkhardt’s visit to Nuremberg in the lead-up to Hegel and von Tucher’s wedding, but we do know that this was how von Tucher first heard about Hegel’s bastard son.

	One wonders how the near-destitute Burkhardt even managed to make the hundred-mile journey from Jena to Nuremberg. And when she arrived, we don’t know if the jilted mother of Hegel’s first-born son stated her claim quietly and with dignity, or whether she created a terrible fracas. Either way, Hegel was left in a position where he had some difficult explaining to do, to Burkhardt, to von Tucher, and to von Tucher’s family.

	It seems that Hegel eventually convinced Burkhardt to leave him and his fiancée alone. Whether he used monetary compensation, legal action, or further false promises to achieve this is unknown. Whatever transpired, we know this is the last time he ever saw her.

	The unexpected arrival of Burkhardt demanding restitution for her and her baby became, not surprisingly, the talk of the town for some time. It also left Marie’s father seething, and for a while it wasn’t clear whether the marriage would proceed.

	Marie and her father, remarkably, did not break off the engagement. In fact, throughout this whole unpleasant affair, there is no record of Marie expressing any criticism or judgement of her husband-to-be. It seems she conducted herself, as she would throughout their long and fruitful marriage, with admirable grace, dignity, and restraint.

	A Wedding

	Like most scandals, the one involving Hegel’s past misadventures eventually died down as the townsfolk lost interest and moved on to other, newer sources of gossip and outrage. Overcoming the challenges that had plagued their engagement, Hegel and von Tucher were married on 15 September 1811, in the city’s main cathedral before a crowd of some of the most esteemed members of Nuremberg society. In keeping with the traditions of the time, Marie, surrounded by young flower girls, wore a black wedding dress decorated with ribbon. As they left the cathedral, the newlyweds, in keeping with another tradition of the day, threw coins to scores of children from the town who had gathered outside. 

	The day after their nuptial celebrations, Hegel wrote a letter to his friend Niethammer, in which he could barely contain his feelings of joy:

	I have now reached my earthly goal. For what more does one want in this world than an official post and a dear wife?…What is left over no longer makes up chapters in themselves but perhaps only paragraphs or remarks.57

	Although Hegel couldn’t be happier, for Marie the first half-year of their marriage wasn’t quite the joyous time she had been hoping for. She often found herself alone and ignored as her husband absorbed himself, night after night, in writing his second highly acclaimed philosophical work. The Science of Logic, published in three volumes over four years, helped Hegel to achieve a long-awaited goal – being appointed to a professorship of philosophy. 

	Even with that appointment yet to come, the forty-one-year-old Hegel found himself happy and fulfilled. He was respectably married to the beautiful young daughter of a highly regarded patrician, and welcomed without question now as a member of society. He had one major work published, and another on the way. His long-awaited academic career was just about to take off. Everything he had dreamed of, and more, was coming true. 

	With all this outward success, one wonders if Hegel ever found himself lying awake at night, troubled in particular by two images from his past – the first, Burkhardt with babe in arms waving him goodbye in Jena; the second, Burkhardt’s crestfallen face before the wedding in Nuremberg, when he sent her away with her hopes crushed.

	In Hegel’s philosophical works he had described a universe in which each action triggers an equal and opposite reaction, and in Hegel’s life from this time on, it was almost as if his broken promise to Johanna had unleashed the anger of a conscious universe. For despite his upward climb into fame and success, a succession of misfortune and disasters hounded the ambitious philosopher until his dying day.

	The first of these would strike even before Hegel and his new wife could celebrate their first wedding anniversary.

	Demons Knocking at the Door

	In the summer of 1812, the Hegels lost their first-born child. Susanna Maria Louisa Wilhelmine had brought great joy to her mother when she was born on 27 June 1812, but she died only two months later. Marie was inconsolable. Coming from a fortunate and well-to-do family, the twenty-year-old was totally unprepared for this terrible trauma, but in the months that followed there would be worse to come.  

	Later that year, Marie and Hegel each lost a brother in Napoleon’s ill-fated Russian campaign. Their brothers were amongst many from across Europe who had answered the call to fight for the French, their revolutionary cause having now garnered the support of the majority of people in German-speaking countries. Both brothers died on the Russian front less than a year after attending Hegel and Marie’s wedding. Hegel’s brother Georg was thirty-six years old when he perished on Russia’s frozen steppes; Marie’s brother was in his early twenties. The brilliant world-conqueror Napoleon, whom Hegel so admired, had made a fatal miscalculation in his attempt to invade Russia. Like aggressors before and since, Napoleon’s armies wilted against the combined forces of the Russian army and equally deadly Russian winter. Napoleon’s army, the largest ever assembled in Europe, lost more than three hundred thousand men on the Russia front to a combination of battle injuries, cold, and starvation. In the wake of Napoleon’s defeat, his enemies throughout Europe moved quickly to take advantage of his weakened state, bringing his once-glorious empire to an end.

	Shortly after these losses, however, Marie and Hegel were blessed with the birth of a healthy baby boy, Karl Friedrich, in 1813. But joy turned to grief again when, a week after Karl’s birth, Marie’s much-beloved father passed away. Almost a year to the day after losing her baby daughter, the loyal, dutiful, and dignified Marie laid her father to rest.

	The only portrait of Marie that still survives today was sketched just after she experienced this terrible series of bereavements. It shows a dark-haired woman looking much older than her years. Her hollow, sad eyes stare out at the viewer, shielding a quiet and muted pain. Her dress and lace bonnet, though fashionable for the time, are sombre and conservative in their dark shades; a chemise made of heavy material modestly covers her shoulders, arms, and throat. One can’t help but get the impression from this portrait that its subject is struggling to contain her grief behind an expressionless and tight-lipped face.

	Madness

	Marie’s resilience was tested even further the following year when, just after her second son, Immanuel, was born, Hegel invited his sister Christiane to come and stay with them. Hegel felt moved to make the invitation after hearing that Christiane had lost her job as a governess after falling ill. What Hegel didn’t realise at the time was the nature of his sister’s illness. She was, in fact, in the early stages of a severe psychotic breakdown. 

	Oblivious to the seriousness of his sister’s condition, Hegel wrote to Christiane on 9 April 1814:

	[W]e invite you to move in with us permanently, to live with us, and receive the care you need…My wife will be delivering this fall, and if you could lend her a hand your presence would be doubly advantageous.58

	Hegel thought that Marie would appreciate the help of another woman in the house, given that he was often away at work for long periods of time. But it became evident soon after her arrival that Christiane was not her usual self. Indeed, she had almost completely lost touch with reality. Marie found herself bearing the full brunt of Christiane’s descent into psychosis. Disastrous scenes ensued as Marie and her two young children tried to stave off Hegel’s now completely deranged sister. According to family friend Ludwig Friedrich Göriz, who visited the Hegel household during this period, Christiane was ‘beside herself all the day, wailing and crying on the sofa’, venting a ‘deep hatred’ of Marie, and a ‘thorough dissatisfaction with her brother’.59

	After a particularly vicious outburst in which she abused, threatened, and totally disowned her brother and sister-in-law, Christiane was committed to a sanitarium. 

	This last incident caused a rift so deep that Hegel and his sister would never speak to each other again.

	Hegel’s sister wasn’t the only person he would lose to the scourge of mental illness. Soon afterwards, the clear and beautiful mind of his poet-friend Friedrich Hölderlin succumbed to a similar schizophrenic illness. Hölderlin’s tragic collapse came just after his rapid but short-lived rise to literary stardom, during which he produced some of the finest poetry ever written in the German language.

	Meanwhile, Marie’s woes were far from over. After Christiane’s departure, she went on to have a series of traumatic miscarriages. In one of these, she almost died from the ensuing haemorrhage and infection. These highly debilitating events, along with the grief of losing her baby girl, her brother, and her father in quick succession, took a terrible toll on the young Marie. It was certainly not the life she had imagined for herself as a new wife and mother. The fortitude and forbearance she exhibited in the face of these trials awakened, however, new feelings of admiration and respect from Hegel, feelings that would only increase in the years to come. 

	Ludwig moves in

	Five years into their marriage, Hegel asked his wife if they could take Ludwig, then aged nine, into their home.

	Marie was initially reluctant, given the disastrous experience with Hegel’s sister, and her own still-fragile health. She was also concerned at the effect another disruption to the household might have on her two young sons, now aged three and two. In the end, out of pity for Ludwig and respect for her husband, she consented. On 16 July 1816, Hegel wrote to tell Frommann, whose sister-in-law was still caring for little Ludwig in her orphanage:

	My wife and I are resolved to take Ludwig into our home.60

	In Frommann’s reply to Hegel, he informed him of some shocking news. Ludwig’s mother, Johanna Burkhardt, was dead. Little was known about the circumstances of her passing, other than the fact that, at only thirty-eight years of age, she had died destitute, miserable, and alone.

	A few days after taking Ludwig into his home, Hegel told him the news about his mother. Hegel later told Frommann that Johanna’s death ‘seemed to have affected him [Ludwig] more than me…my heart had long ago finished with her’.61

	 

	One of the reasons Hegel could take Ludwig in was that he could now afford it, having just been offered a professorship of philosophy at the University of Heidelberg. 

	A few months after Ludwig arrived in the family home, Hegel set off on a three-day journey to Heidelberg to commence his new position. At the time Marie was recovering from yet another miscarriage, and was too unwell to travel. The plan was that she and the children would join Hegel a few months later. 

	Although Marie wasn’t well enough to join her husband immediately, she was quite excited about her new role as wife of a university professor. In a letter Hegel sent Niethammer about his upcoming new appointment, Marie wrote in the margin, ‘Yes! Yes!’ adding, ‘We often talk together about it.’62

	During the three months Marie stayed back in Nuremberg, her younger sister ‘Fritz’ moved in with her and the three boys. Marie wrote frequently to Hegel during this time, as did Hegel’s mother-in-law, who often sent him parcels of his favourite food and drink. Hegel had moved quite comfortably into the role of family patriarch since Marie’s father had died. 

	In late 1816 the extended family of Hegel, Marie, Fritz, Ludwig, Karl, and Immanuel settled into their new home in Heidelberg. Although it was an exciting time for the family, it soon became clear that Ludwig would have difficulty fitting into the bourgeois and staid Hegel household. Years in the orphanage had taken their toll, and the morose and moody Ludwig regularly clashed with his younger, more cultivated half-brothers. His adjustment wasn’t helped by the fact that Hegel and Marie treated him very differently to their own two children. They made a point of sending Ludwig to a less expensive school that provided much less in the way of educational and other opportunities. Marie’s letters to family and friends during this time often mentioned Karl and Immanuel, but never Ludwig.

	As it turned out, Hegel’s ever-growing family didn’t stay in Heidelberg for very long, as after two years Hegel was offered an even more prestigious position, Professor of Philosophy at the University of Berlin.

	Arrival in Berlin

	Hegel and his family arrived in the grand old city of Berlin on 5 October 1818. At the time Berlin was the fourth largest city in Europe, and a thriving centre for music and the arts. Hegel and Marie immediately fell in love with the city’s wide tree-lined streets and stately architecture, including the newly built Berlin University where Hegel would take up his position. Berlin society, in turn, welcomed the famed philosopher and his elegant young wife with open arms. At forty-eight, Hegel had reached a peak in his career. The recent publication of his three-volume Science of Logic, which had further expounded on his central idea in Phenomenology of Spirit – that reality is not only shaped by the mind, but properly understood is the mind – had cemented his reputation as one of Germany’s most bold and original thinkers since the Kantian revolution. 

	The university dominated the Prussian capital’s skyline at that time, occupying a central position in its main boulevard. Diagonally across from the university stood an older and even grander building, the Opernhaus, built in 1742. 

	Hegel started lecturing at the university five times a week. Each day, late in the afternoon, he presented two regular lectures – the Encyclopaedia of Philosophy and Natural Right and Political Science. These lectures were well attended and much talked about. His obscure manner of speech, ridiculed by some in the past, was now seen as part of the larger-than-life philosopher’s charm and intrigue. 
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