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Introduction: 
The expansion of Christianity into Scandinavia is notable for the resistance it faced due to 

its emphasis on theistic homogeneity as a replacement for local myths and spiritual 

practice. The spread of Christian monotheism represented a significant departure not only 

for established Scandinavian religion and ethical practices, but also for its drastic 

reordering of community life under the encompassing banner of the Church. Yet in spite of 

its eventual establishment within Nordic nations as the official state religion, institutional 

Christianity in its Scandinavian context has continued to draw criticism from those who 

view the symbiotic relationship between political power and religion as deeply problematic. 

Within the Norwegian context particularly, the use of violence and cultural appropriation in 

order to advance the Christian cause is often interpreted as evidence of the distortions and 

abuses that naturally occur when religion and politics join forces.1 The legacy of Nordic 

Christianity, therefore, is one of tension between its eventual missional success and the 

reality that this was often achieved at the cost of debasing local spirituality and community. 

Historian Roar Hauglid refers to this as the ‘struggle between the Dragon and the Cross.’2   

 

Although much criticism has focussed on the broader problems associated with the fusion 

of political power and religion, there have also been persistent expressions of concern for 

the negative effects of institutional Christianity on the dignity of the individual. The German 

philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, for example, is one of the more potent examples of this 

trend. Nietzsche understood the Church as eroding individual liberty and the greatness of 

the human spirit through its teachings extolling the ‘virtues’ of weakness, powerlessness 

and suffering. Thus, he writes of the Church as being a ‘subterranean conspiracy’ that was 

fundamentally against ‘courage, spirit, graciousness of the soul, and against life itself.’3 As 

a response to this line of criticism, this dissertation poses the following question: does 

being Christian require the sacrifice of individual freedom and dignity?  

                                            
1 Polish Medieval historian Przemysław Urbańczyk understands the conflict between Christianity and 
Paganism as a result of the former being a ‘religion of the book’ which needed to be taught by leaders and 
trained clergy. The authoritative imposition of forced universal norms did not match the experience of the 
population, who were used to a more individualistic natural religion. See: Przemysław Urbańczyk, “The 
Politics of Conversion in North Central Europe,” in The Cross Goes North: Processes of Conversion in 
Northern Europe, AD 300-1300. Ed. Martin Carver (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2005), 16.     
2 See: Roar Hauglid. Norwegian Stave Churches (Michigan: Dreyer, 1977), 5.  
3 See: Friedrich Nietzsche. The Antichrist (London: Penguin, 1990), 62.  
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To explore this question, I will draw on the contributions of two unique Scandinavian 

thinkers: Søren Kierkegaard and Varg Vikernes. Within the context of Denmark and 

Norway respectively, Kierkegaard and Vikernes identify the Church’s relationship to state 

power as inherently dangerous, and both are highly concerned with the impact this 

relationship has on the freedom of the individual. Although reaching different conclusions 

as to the possibility of individuality within Christianity, each are united in their conviction 

that the institutional Church erects barriers that block the individual’s path to self-

actualisation. These ideas will be explored through an analysis of Kierkegaard’s journals 

and compiled writings related to the phenomenon of Christendom. In the case of Vikernes, 

a selection of his writing will be surveyed, with particular emphasis on his vehemently anti-

Christian work Vargsmål. I will conclude with a summary of the links tying these seemingly 

disparate voices together, followed by a brief discussion of the relevance of the question of 

Christian individuality for our own time.  
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Chapter 1: The Individual and Kierkegaard’s Attack on 

Christendom 
‘The individual relates first to God and then to the community.’4    

1.1 Introduction 

Commonly referred to as one of the first examples of what would later become known as 

existential thought, it is too easily forgotten that Kierkegaard was first and foremost a 

theologian whose preoccupation with religious questions gave shape to all that he wrote. In 

his literary autobiography, The Point Of  View of My Work as an Author, Kierkegaard writes 

that ‘the whole of my work as an author is related to Christianity, to the problem of 

‘becoming a Christian,’ with a direct or indirect polemic against the monstrous illusion we 

call Christendom.’5 Kierkegaard was therefore profoundly and deeply interested in the 

question of what it meant to be a follower of Christ in an age of distraction and triviality, of 

which the Church was also complicit. For Kierkegaard, one of the most important questions 

was how to be an authentic individual when the crushing forces of social conformity and 

the saturation of mass media culture threatened to consign individual identity to oblivion. 

Far from being a mere abstract and intangible phenomenon, these disruptive forces were 

able to be concretely identified by Kierkegaard through the realities of ‘Christendom’ and 

‘public opinion.’ The former refers to the historical context of Christianity within 19th 

century Denmark, in which the official relationship of the Lutheran Church and state had 

resulted in an environment of ‘inevitable Christianity.’ As Denmark’s official faith, 

Christianity was not an experience of conversion and ongoing discipleship, but rather a 

mere fact of birth. Rather than thinking and struggling with the implications of Christian 

teaching for oneself, the experience of faith was merely outsourced to the institutional 

Church whose job – at least as Kierkegaard understood it – was to maintain the illusion 

that Denmark was a Christian nation. The second element contributing to Copenhagen’s 

cultural inertia was the emergence of the ‘phantom’ of public opinion. In his famous essay 

The Present Age, Kierkegaard expresses his conviction that the emergence of an age of 

                                            
4 Kierkegaard, Papers and Journals, p. 205. 
5 See: Søren Kierkegaard. The Point of View of My Work as an Author: A Report to History. Ed. Benjamin 
Nelson (New York: Harper & Row, 1962), 5-6.  
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publicity and mass media had created a society that was addicted to novelty. Such a 

society had done away with the concepts of difference, individuality and distinction, and 

replaced it with a process of levelling that reduced people to the same mediocre standard. 

In describing the saturation and impact of the media in his native Copenhagen, 

Kierkegaard writes of a ‘monstrous abstraction’ and an ‘all-embracing something which is 

nothing,’ whose sheer pervasiveness had effectively done away with any sense of 

individual commitment and meaning.6 The ensuing cultural blandness was degrading to 

the dignity of the individual spirit.   

 

The reality of Denmark’s Christendom and mass media culture are in many ways’ different 

expressions of the same urge to devalue the individual in favour of incorporation into an 

uncritical collective psychology. Interpreters of this dimension of Kierkegaard’s will see that 

many of his criticisms toward one can equally apply to the other. It is impossible to speak 

of Kierkegaard’s grievances against state Christianity without acknowledging the 

responsibility of the media for shaping public attitudes. The institutional Church will always 

be influenced by the wider culture in which it exists, and the psychology of individuals will 

inevitably be shaped by various cultural norms and attitudes dominant within a particular 

context.7 It is hardly surprising that what Kierkegaard most detested about the reality of 

‘Christendom’ found its parallel in wider culture: the pursuit of pleasure and comfort, 

endless reflection without commitment, and the longing for power and prestige.   

 

Irrespective of Kierkegaard’s clear purpose to recapture the true sense of religious 

individuality, his work remains complex, nuanced and not always easy to read or 

understand. The pseudonymous nature of much of Kierkegaard’s material makes 

interpretation particularly difficult. How is one to tell if the ideas and concepts expressed 

relate to what Kierkegaard actually believes? A simple search through Kierkegaard’s 

bibliography reveals a plethora of works dealing with multiple topics in a range of literary 

                                            
6 Søren Kierkegaard. Two Ages: The Age of Revolution and the Present Age. A Literary Review. Trans. 
Walter Lowrie (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1978), 90.  
7 Later critics of individualism questioned whether these significant influences rendered any talk of 
‘individuality’ meaningless. See: Michael Mckinsey, “Accepting the Consequences of Anti-Individualism,” 
Analysis, Vol. 54/2 (1994): 124-28.    
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genres that can leave the reader in a state of intimidation8. The definitive collection of his 

writings is Søren Kierkegaard’s Skrifter, an annotated collection of everything written by 

Kierkegaard, including works published after his death in 1855. The journal literature alone 

amounts to eleven volumes. The task of analysing eleven volumes of journals is clearly 

beyond the scope of the present work, so it has been necessary to limit my survey to a 

representative collection featuring entries from the major periods in Kierkegaard’s life. I 

have chosen to focus my discussion on a selection of Kierkegaard’s journal entries as well 

as a compilation of articles and essays compiled together under the title The Attack Upon 

“Christendom”.9 Approaching the question of Christian individuality using these texts is 

desirable for two reasons. First, the non-pseudonymous nature of both allows for a greater 

degree of clarity. Unlike his brilliant yet somewhat inconclusive Either/Or, Kierkegaard’s 

journals and writings attacking the faux idea of Christendom betray matters of ultimate 

concern to him personally. This allows readers to go part of the way in grasping 

Kierkegaard’s true feelings about the issues raised. There is little of the famous 

Kierkegaardian ‘indirect communication’ within these works, which are instead marked by a 

directness and abruptness not found in his wider corpus. Second, both the journals and 

‘attack’ literature are linked by thematic continuity. Whilst the journals are admittedly broad 

in scope, what essentially underlies them is Kierkegaard’s experience of being a distinct 

and unique individual trying to understand the world around him. The perspective of an 

outsider looking in is a familiar one throughout the journals, and on one occasion the 

experience of feeling different from the crowd led Kierkegaard to sardonically quip that he 

wanted to shoot himself.10 In the case of the articles compiled under the title The Attack 

Upon “Christendom,” one might say that Kierkegaard’s only purpose is to challenge the 

prevailing status quo of Danish Christianity with an appeal to the essentially personal 

nature of genuine Christian faith. He achieves this through a mixture of theological 

reasoning and a sustained polemic against the ‘established order of things.’11 For these 

reasons, the use of both texts as a platform to discuss Kierkegaard’s understanding of a 

particularly Christian form of individuality is pertinent.      

                                            
8 For a helpful overview of Kierkegaard’s relationship to genre see: George Pattison, “Kierkegaard and 
Genre,” Poetics Today Vol. 28 No.3 [2007]: 475-97.  
9 Søren Kierkegaard. Papers and Journals: A Selection. Trans. Alastair Hannay (London: Penguin, 1996) 
and The Attack Upon “Christendom.” Trans. Walter Lowrie (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1968) 
10 Papers and Journals, 50.  
11 See Walter Lowrie’s introductory comments.   
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1.2 Kierkegaard’s Christology: A Brief Overview 

In order to gain a clear insight into Kierkegaard’s criticism of the Danish Church, a few 

introductory remarks are necessary in order to establish his overall theological 

suppositions relating to the person and work of Jesus Christ.  

 

Despite some wonderfully written reflections on Old Testament literature,12 Kierkegaard’s 

thinking remains firmly rooted in the world of the New Testament. In spite of this centrality, 

however, Kierkegaard appears to ignore many of the more traditional categories 

associated with Christological reflection. As is noted by David Law, Kierkegaard offers no 

discussion on how he interpreted Christ’s messianic titles, his place in the trinity, and the 

dual nature of divinity and humanity and so forth.13 Clearly, Kierkegaard is no conventional 

systematic theologian. Nevertheless, there are two key themes relating to his 

understanding of Jesus Christ that are fundamental to his criticism of the Church and its 

culture, and an understanding of both is assumed throughout this dissertation. First, 

Kierkegaard preaches a Christ who suffered and was crucified. Christ’s life and death 

confounded both Jewish messianic expectations and wider Roman society of the first 

century. This was because the nature of his power was utterly at odds with what was 

reasonably expected of someone claiming to be a Messiah. Jesus extolled the virtues of 

poverty (Luke 6:20-21), he spoke of the inevitability of suffering (Jn. 16:33), and he 

resisted the accumulation of worldly power (Matt. 4:8-10). In Kierkegaard’s own words, 

Christ was a ‘lowly, poor, suffering and powerless human being.’14 Any Christology that did 

not affirm this portrait of Christ as central to his person and work was considered by 

Kierkegaard to be false.  

 

The second key theme is that of becoming contemporary with Christ. Our task as disciples 

was not to invoke the presence of Christ into our own context, but rather to become 

contemporaneous pilgrims with Christ in his position of lowliness and debasement. What’s 

needed is to make a qualitative leap of faith and imagination, so that we too experience the 

                                            
12 Kierkegaard’s interpretation of the Abraham and Isaac narrative in Genesis is considered a classic of 
Christian literature. See: Søren Kierkegaard. Fear and Trembling. Trans. Alastair Hannay (London: Penguin, 
1985) 
13 See: David Law, “Kierkegaard’s Christology,” Theology, Vol. 99/789, May 1st (1996): 206-10.    
14 See: Søren Kierkegaard’s Skrifter (SKS)- Bind 12 og K12 (Udgiver: Gads Forlag, 2008), 12:93.   
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suffering and lowliness required of obedient discipleship.15 Far from seeing in Christ some 

sort of moral or spiritual ideal, Kierkegaard affirms the historical reality that Christ suffered 

and was crucified, and that he requires us to endure the same. With these theological 

themes in mind, I will now move to a discussion of Kierkegaard’s journals.  

1.3 Kierkegaard’s Journals: Portraits of a Single Individual: 

Kierkegaard’s philosophy is difficult to separate from his biography.16 Each period of 

Kierkegaard’s life is reflected in his journals. Of particular relevance for this dissertation are 

the entries penned throughout the lead up to and eventual commencing of his all-out attack 

on the Danish state Church and its newly minted Bishop Hans Lassen Martensen. The 

years 1850-1853 mark the build up toward Kierkegaard’s public attack on the Church, 

which finally arrived in 1854. Throughout this time Kierkegaard found himself increasingly 

frustrated with what he understood as the illusion of Christendom. His belief that the 

experience of true Christianity was being perverted by the collusion of the Church with 

political power had been developing slowly over time, but Kierkegaard had remained 

reserved in expressing his critique, due in part to a lingering nostalgia for Martensen’s 

history with the Kierkegaard family. 

 

Jacob Peter Mynster had been an influential figure in Kierkegaard’s theological 

development. Mynster, who eventually became the Bishop of Zealand in 1834, preached 

his weekly sermons at the Vor Frue Kirk, with the young Søren in faithful attendance. 

Mynster had confirmed Søren, and when Peter Kierkegaard (Søren’s father) tragically 

passed away, Mynster appears to have functioned as a kind of mentor or father figure to 

the young Søren.17  

 

                                            
15 For a treatment of this theme see: Jamie Lorentzen. Kierkegaard’s Metaphors (Macon, GA: Mercer 
University Press, 2001),135-6.  
16 Katalin Nun sees this as being particularly evident in the period of the Corsair Affair, and the subsequent 
work Two Ages: A Literary Review. See: Katalin Nun, “Thomasine Gyllembourg’s Two Ages and her 
Portrayal of Everyday Life,” in Kierkegaard and His Contemporaries: The Culture of Golden Age Denmark. 
Ed. Jon Stewart (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2003),290 
17 See: Daphne Hampson. Kierkegaard: Exposition & Critique (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 257.  
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Kierkegaard had clearly been influenced by Mynster’s understanding of the necessity of 

‘hidden inwardness.’18 The aesthetic appearance of things, held Mynster, was deceptive, 

and in matters of faith one cannot be assured of a Christian’s sincerity based on the 

external alone. Genuine faith, therefore, needs to be grasped and cultivated on an 

individual level before it makes sense to speak of Christianity at all. Writing in Concluding 

Unscientific Postscript, Kierkegaard describes the necessity of inwardness as a precursor 

to an awareness of the religious, and a subsequent prompting toward a qualitative ‘leap’ 

toward God.19     

 

With a depth of history that included shared personal experience and intellectual 

sympathies, it is little wonder that Kierkegaard was sensitive to the ties he shared with the 

famous Bishop. However, despite his clear affection for a seminal figure in his life, 

Kierkegaard’s thoughts had been moving toward disenchantment with the more 

institutional elements of Christian life. Mynster, being a Bishop, expressed utmost fidelity to 

the ecclesial structures of the Church, and it was only a matter of time before cracks 

emerged in their relationship. Kierkegaard was aware of this distancing, remarking that 

Mynster's disposition toward him had grown increasingly cold.20 The years 1848-9 were 

further significant for the way in which Kierkegaard’s journals had begun to attack Mynster 

personally as well as theologically. Kierkegaard described Mynster’s personal character as 

not reflecting the high ideals of Christianity, and the perceived dignity of the Bishop being 

based on the empty allure of worldly power.21 

 

The death of Mynster, therefore, freed Kierkegaard from one of the major ties to his own 

past, and he was sufficiently emboldened to take the Danish Church to task. This process 

is documented within the journals extensively. The trigger event for Kierkegaard’s polemic 

was the eulogy given for Mynster by his successor Bishop Hans Lassen Martensen. In it, 

Martensen described Mynster as being a dedicated ‘witness to the truth’ – a view that 

                                            
18 See: Ralph Harper, “Hidden Inwardness,” in Augustine and Kierkegaard. Eds. John Doody et. al. 
(Maryland: Lexington Books, 2017): 183.  
19 Søren Kierkegaard. Concluding Unscientific Postscript to Philosophical Fragments. Eds. Howard V. Hong 
& Edna H. Hong (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992), 258.  
20 Papers and Journals, 274.  
21 Ibid, 307.  
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Kierkegaard vehemently denounced.22 Martensen was not an unknown figure to 

Kierkegaard. He was at one time his tutor in theological college, and Kierkegaard appears 

to have disliked him immediately. In any case, Martensen functioned as a catalyst figure 

for whom Kierkegaard could direct his future arguments against the legitimacy of the 

Danish Church.      

 

One of the earlier journal entries from this period sees Kierkegaard establishing one of the 

recurring themes that would so preoccupy him until his death: the need for true faith to 

experience persecution and suffering. In a reflection on the scourge of an excessively 

bland and comfortable age, Kierkegaard writes: ‘In our times, persecution just doesn’t exist 

– because Christendom has been made so lacking in character that really there is nothing 

to persecute.’ (54 XI I A 8) This entry echoes earlier works, particularly Practice in 

Christianity, which emphasised the depth of a specifically Christian variety of suffering.23 

The key thing to note in this entry, however, is the word ‘made.’ The gentrification of 

Christianity- and the overshadowing of its requirement for suffering and persecution- 

reflected the intention of Church leaders to make it more palatable for the consumer and in 

turn solidify their own wealth and prestige. It did not matter if the actions of bishops and 

priests were overt attempts to deaden Christianity or whether these drives were operating 

at a subconscious level. The bland realities of Christianity within 19th-century Copenhagen 

had come about not through some inevitable process of history (i.e. Hegel), but through 

active decision-making on the part of its leaders, whether they realized it or not. In an 

extremely cynical and fiery entry in his journals, Kierkegaard bemoans the bizarre reality 

that Christianity had become an appealing career path for those seeking financial comfort, 

social status and long-term job security. To be a Christian in Copenhagen at the time was 

inevitable by nature of birth, but those who had a basic grasp of theology and the ability to 

play politics could reasonably envisage a comfortable life indeed. Even beyond 

ecclesiastical office, to be an outspoken ‘Christian’ was seen by Kierkegaard as being an 

essential addition to one’s resume if any kind of career was sought: 

 

                                            
22 Ibid, 564.  
23 See: Søren Kierkegaard. Practice in Christianity. Eds. Howard H. Hong & Edna H. Hong (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1991), 109.  
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You couldn’t even get permission to earn a living by running a whorehouse without 
proving you are baptized and a Christian. In other words, according to the state, it is 
all right to earn a living in this way, but only on the assumption, supposition, 
presupposition that you are a Christian.24 

 

This phenomenon is a direct casualty of a fundamental misconception as to the nature of 

Christian power, which in its New Testament sense is marked by its inversion to the mores 

of worldly success and assumes that a genuine Christian life will be lived according to 

different values and will therefore look distinctive. Jesus’ words in John’s Gospel succinctly 

point out this reality in 15:19: ‘If you belonged to the world, the world would love you as its 

own. Because you do not belong to the world, but I have chosen you out of the world- 

therefore the world hates you.’ Kierkegaard’s ongoing emphasis on the requirement of 

persecution was undoubtedly influenced by his feelings of isolation and being shunned by 

the crowd. The trauma of the Corsair Affair, and the subsequent public humiliation had left 

Kierkegaard feeling resentful toward the dangerous notion of public opinion. Yet it would 

be a mistake to dismiss this line of criticism as the ramblings of a tortured mind. What 

concerned Kierkegaard above all was the need to ‘introduce Christianity to Christendom.’25 

The Church, through its collusion with the state, had created a dynamic in which 

Christianity had become comfortable and ineffectual. Therefore, it needed to reclaim its 

prophetic edge, and preach a confrontation between the individual and the Divine. This 

confrontation, for Kierkegaard, is not to be understood as occurring through the recitation 

of liturgies or the passive hearing of a sermon but through an inner sense of disruption that 

penetrates one’s spirit, disorientating one’s life until it finds it’s rest in God. What this 

means is that the sense of ‘Christian’ community offered by the Church is, in fact, an 

illusion insofar as the radical transformation of the individual heart has not taken place.  A 

remark of Kierkegaard’s serves to illustrate this point: ‘Christianity does not unite people – 

no, it separates them – in order to unite every single one with God. And when a person is 

able to belong to God, he has died away from what unites people.’26   

 

Kierkegaard’s thoughts here imply a critique of the idea that the community of believers 

gathered under the banner of the Church receive from its worship, teaching and rituals the 

                                            
24 Papers and Journals, 572,  
25 Ibid, 370.  
26 Ibid, 574. 
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tools necessary to develop a genuine Christian. Kierkegaard continues by linking the 

external elements of the ecclesia with the category of the aesthetic, which of course 

features as the key theme in Either/Or. The standard for being a Christian within its Gospel 

context, Kierkegaard argues, is the orientation of the single person toward the eternal God. 

Because a Christian relates individually to the eternal, Kierkegaard can therefore discount 

any ‘earthly’ claim to be an equal partner in the arbitration of salvation. He writes:  

 

The standard for being a human being in the New Testament is the eternal – not a 
people, a country, a county, the distinguished among one’s contemporaries, 
contemporaneity as such, a miserable contemporaneity…. Moreover, the New 
Testament standard for being a human being is to be a single individual – and 
nowadays everything is association.27 

 

Such ideas are a direct challenge to the idea of community being necessary for the 

Christian life. Whilst Kierkegaard never outright dismissed the need for the Church as a 

vehicle for the preaching of the word and the administration of sacraments, he clearly felt 

that it needed to have its wings clipped.  The Church, however, can only be partly blamed 

for providing the illusions of Christendom. An equal partner in the distortion of Christianity 

are the ‘individuals’ who uncritically give themselves over to ideologies and dogmas 

without personally seeking truth for themselves. The media had capitalised on this inherent 

laziness and created a culture through which individual identity had been lost and replaced 

instead with the phantom menace of public opinion. Kierkegaard’s disdain for the concept 

of ‘the crowd’ permeated his writing, and it is no different within his journal entries. 

Throughout the era of his attack on the Church, Kierkegaard saw in the idea of the ‘public’ 

the ultimate expression of mediocrity and laziness that was in contradistinction to the call 

to become contemporaneous with Christ. Using harsh language, Kierkegaard expresses 

his scorn for the individuals who willingly let themselves be consumed by the same herd 

instinct that so infuriated Nietzsche; 

 

You can tell the real plebeians by their being good for nothing but spectating: 
standing, and staring, and gawping, or at best wanting spinelessly and unthinkably 
to go along en masse – it never occurs to them in a higher sense to want, as 
individuals, to be the ones that act.28  

                                            
27 Ibid, 577.  
28 Ibid, 578. On the links between Kierkegaard and Nietzsche see: Conrad Bonifazi. Christendom Attacked: 
A Comparison of Kierkegaard and Nietzsche (London: Rockliff, 1953) 
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Aside from blocking the way to true discipleship, the Church had also fostered a culture of 

consuming religion. This was evidenced in the emphasis it placed on the aesthetic and 

passive elements of its life and activity. For the layperson, a Protestant Church service is 

largely a place of hearing and observing. The danger of this is that sincere observance 

can, with repetition, become mere consumption. For Kierkegaard the problem was 

compounded by the Church’s alliance with the national Government, which had the added 

difficulties of negotiating its own authority whilst being subservient to political whim. In 

order to maintain its power, it was necessary for its message to be sufficiently broad in its 

appeal, so as to not provoke controversy or dissent. Thus, the Church had become 

mediocre. And the idea of mediocrity was for Kierkegaard utterly repugnant: ‘When it 

comes to it, the most miserable thing of all is mediocrity, the deepest damnation is 

mediocrity – oh, any crime is far preferable to this self-satisfied, smiling, cheerful, blissful 

demoralization: mediocrity.’29 Within this environment the Church was nice but ineffectual, 

ethical but not transcendental, pleasing but not distinctive. To combat this, the individual 

needed to reckon with God on their own terms, without the Church’s mediation. As 

Kierkegaard commented, ‘the only kind of worship God demands is imitation. The one 

thing a man wants is to worship the prototypes.’30 Under the rule of Christendom, the 

Church had become that prototype. The exterior and aesthetic forms of Church had 

become the object of worship, and it had become impossible to discern the truth.  

 

The name Kierkegaard gave to this process of distortion is ‘levelling.’ The process of 

levelling had been taking place in wider society, and so it was inevitable that the virus of 

‘public opinion’ should infect the Church, which was already prone to theological distortion. 

On the topic of ‘levelling’ Kierkegaard writes in his journal that levelling is really about the 

abolition of difference so that a state of unquestioned cultural homogeneity might be 

realised.31 Somewhat prophetically, Kierkegaard saw that an age of mass media saturation 

would ultimately give birth to a new way of dispensing with the concept of the individual 

altogether. ‘All men,’ he writes, ‘become mere numbers, specimens.... Our own period 

presumably thinks that by homogenizing it ennobles, educates. The truth is that it 

                                            
29 Ibid, 595.  
30 Ibid, 585. 
31 Ibid, 599.  



15 
Page:  

 

consumes the individuals, wastes them.’32 Instead of proclaiming the lowliness and 

suffering inherent to individual Christian discipleship, the Church instead saw members as 

mere cogs in the machinery of the broader system of Christendom. The dignity and 

autonomy of the individual had been destroyed. If the Church is to be a faithful and 

effective witness to the crucified and resurrected Christ, it needed to protect itself against 

becoming a homogenised culture, and instead strive to become what philosopher John 

MacMurray would later refer to as a ‘community of personal selves.’33         

 

This brief survey of the journal literature throughout the period of the attack highlights 

some key themes that are vital to understanding Kierkegaard’s views on the relationship 

between the Church and the individual. First, Danish Christendom had ignored the need 

for authentic Christianity to be marked by persecution and suffering. Second, the Church 

had failed to grasp that Christianity called for an individual confrontation with God, not one 

that was arbitrated through ecclesiastical means. Finally, the journals demonstrated 

Kierkegaard’s conviction that the phenomenon of the ‘public’ had turned individuals into 

mindless consumers of ideology, and that a form of cultural homogeneity had infiltrated 

society and the Church. These ideas were further developed in Kierkegaard’s Attack Upon 

“Christendom,” and will be explored in the following section.      

1.4 The Attack Upon “Christendom” 

The Attack Upon Christendom is not a single, unified work but rather a compilation of 

Kierkegaard’s essays and articles edited in 1944 by renowned Kierkegaard translator 

Walter Lowrie. The writings were composed in the last two years of Kierkegaard’s life, and 

reflect his deep disdain toward the myth of Danish Christianity: ‘Protestantism has become 

nothing but mediocrity from end to end.’34 Yet the sheer emotional intensity of these 

writings prevents us from forming the seemingly natural conclusion that Kierkegaard had 

given up hope for the Church’s redemption. Kierkegaard never abandoned hope in the 

Church, and the rhetoric within the Attack is a natural outcome of a soul deeply passionate 

                                            
32 Ibid, 599.  
33 See: John Macquarrie. 20th Century Religious Thought: Frontiers of Philosophy and Theology, 1900-70 
(London: SCM Press, 1993), 207.  
34 See Walter Lowrie’s introductory notes in the Attack Upon “Christendom.” 
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and concerned with the Church being faithful to its vital but limited functions.35 The first 

section of the Attack is a series of articles written for a Danish newspaper called The 

Fatherland (Fædrelandet), which is then followed by a series of additional writings for 

various publications. These short, emotionally charged articles are notable for their 

directness and absence of excessive hyperbole. Kierkegaard’s mission here is to hammer 

home the single point that ‘Christendom’ is a fraud that blocks the individual experience of 

Christ.  

 

As his starting place, Kierkegaard again draws on the infamous statement of Martensen 

that Bishop Mynster was a ‘witness to truth.’ Dismissing this notion as an absurd injustice 

bordering on blasphemy,36 Kierkegaard outlines his view that the preaching of the Church 

had failed to bear witness to the suffering and hardship individuals should expect as 

disciples of Christ. Instead, its message had become tailored to win mass acceptance and 

cause as little offence as possible.37 In contrast to this, Kierkegaard writes of the lofty and 

potentially impossible nature of genuine Christianity: 

 

In the New Testament the situation is this: the speaker, our Lord Jesus Christ, 
Himself absolutely expressing opposition, stands in a world which in turn absolutely 
expresses opposition to Him and to His teaching. When of the individual Christ 
requires faith, then by reason of the situation this is not feasible without coming into 
a relationship with the surrounding world which perhaps involves mortal danger.38 

 

The ‘mortal danger’ realised in the Christ-event was of course the crucifixion. However, 

there is a sense here in which Kierkegaard sees the crucifixion of Jesus as a kind of 

prototype experience for all Christians. The abandonment from his heavenly Father, the 

fleeing of his disciples, as well as the opposition experienced from the religious authorities 

throughout his life are interpreted by Kierkegaard as the normative result of living in faith 

and truth. A marker of a genuine Christian, therefore, was the extent to which they had 

garnered opposition from the allures of the world. Despite the temptation to submit to 

worldly power and self-obsession, a true Christian will forgo the possibility of earthly 

                                            
35 In his supplementary introduction to Lowrie’s translation of the Attack, Howard A. Johnson describes 
Kierkegaard’s love for and preoccupation with the Church as ‘all-pervasive.’  
36 The Attack, 24.  
37 Ibid, 25.  
38 Ibid, 27.  
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success, comfort and prestige in order to follow the of the cross. For Kierkegaard, the 

Church had failed to acknowledge this fundamental reality, and had in fact deliberately 

turned away from it. It had failed to prepare individuals for the rigors of Christian life and 

had deceived them that Church attendance and civic responsibility were enough. 

Kierkegaard leaves no doubt as to how he viewed this transgression when he writes of the 

Church’s ‘betrayal of Christianity,’ and of its merging with state power as resulting in its 

‘apostasy.’39 These are harsh words, but there is more to come. Reflecting on his earlier 

work Training in Christianity, Kierkegaard writes that every day the Church continues is ‘a 

crime,’ and that its very existence is ultimately indefensible. For its part, the Church 

leadership had failed to engage with Kierkegaard’s concerns, despite being offered 

multiple chances to respond. Bishop Martensen, Kierkegaard felt, was particularly guilty of 

ignoring him, and this silence was interpreted as an admission of complicity as well as a 

strategy to cast Kierkegaard as an unbalanced, extreme personality whose mission was 

motivated by deep feelings of inadequacy and envy rather a desire to maintain Christian 

unity.40  

 

In fact, the ideas of balance and moderation are raised by Kierkegaard as direct criticisms 

of Church culture. Kierkegaard sees these alleged values reflected in the idea that a 

curbing of natural passions and emotional intensities is necessary so that the status quo of 

the Church is not threatened. Within the context of the State Church, Kierkegaard 

describes its culture as valuing things being done ‘to a certain degree’: 

 

To produce a decisive effect – and this is the task now – is not a thing that can be 
done like anything else; and now especially when the misfortune of our age is 
precisely this motto, “to a certain degree,” going in for things to a certain degree, 
when precisely this is the disease which has to be cured, one must above all take 
care if possible that it does not come to pass that only to a certain degree one goes 
into this matter – for with that all is lost.41  

 

In this somewhat convoluted statement, Kierkegaard is reacting against the idea that 

balance is a virtue. Temperance and sober judgement are one thing, but when treated as 

an overarching goal to aspire to, balance can easily function as a way of blocking the 

                                            
39 Ibid, 33.  
40 Ibid, 67-72. 
41 Ibid, 81.  
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extreme feelings and passions that arise from living in this world as a sincere follower of 

Christ. What mattered most to the misguided believers of the day was that the faith 

remained comfortable and familiar, and that the demands placed on them (if any) as 

followers of Christ were such that they could maintain control over their own lives. In a 

sense it was faith through multitasking a series of competing commitments, all the while 

ignoring or remaining ignorant of Christ’s claim over the whole person. This aspect of 

Danish Church culture in the 19th century mirrored developments in wider society, and 

especially within the capital Copenhagen, in which mass media and consumer culture had 

created an environment of virtually unlimited choice and possibility, but in which actual 

commitment to anything was very nearly impossible. Individuals existing within such a 

context had become demoralized: ‘The difficulty consists in the fact that the whole age has 

sunk into the profoundest indifferentism, has no religion whatever, is not even in a 

condition for religion.’42   

 

The State Church bishops and priests continued their mission of building a nation of 

nominal Christians, but for Kierkegaard the nature of Danish society and Christianity raised 

some important questions about the exact nature of Christian mission. One of the key 

themes that emerges throughout the Attack literature is the idea – offensive to many even 

in our own age – that Christianity is not for everyone, and its leaders should not pretend 

that it is. Kierkegaard posits a hypothetical test through which his suspicion that there are 

far less actual Christians than there is claimed to be might be proven. The idea is that 

Christianity should be freed from its ties to the state and made a private practice: ‘It will 

soon be evident whether there are in this land one and a half million Christians, and 

likewise whether there is in this land employment for 1000 priests with families.’43 In order 

to draw out who was a genuine disciple of Christ and who was merely caught up in the 

wheels of the cultural machine, Kierkegaard here proposes that the separation of Church 

and State will help restore Christianity to its rightful place as a counter-cultural religion that 

confronts individuals with their true existential situation. Instead of safety and comfort in 

numbers, a response of faith to the invitation of Christ would only be undertaken by those 

individuals who, in their decision to accept the call of Christ, commit themselves to a life of 

separateness from the world. Kierkegaard’s reflection here does not rule out the possibility 
                                            
42 Ibid, 184.  
43 Ibid, 134. 
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of the existence of a genuinely Christian community, but rather ensures that such a 

community consists of those who have experienced an inner transformation that forever 

marks them as pilgrims in this world.  As in the parable of the wedding banquet (Matt. 

22:14), although many might be invited to follow Christ, those who internalise this call so 

that it results in the reorientation of their entire life are far fewer in number. Kierkegaard 

captures this idea in a mocking reflection on the expansionist aspirations of the Church 

that should give pause to contemporary Church growth specialists: 

 

As the priest says, we ought not to frighten people away from religion, one ought to 
win them for it, by making the satisfaction of their lusts for religion. In this way one 
wins them in masses, and then in turn wins profits for oneself by the fact that men 
are won for religion – but in that way one does not win heaven.44 

 

Is Kierkegaard’s picture of genuine Christianity elitist? Yes, in a sense. True Christians are 

rare, and as I have discussed above, the inner mechanisms through which one becomes a 

disciple of Christ will not be realised or even comprehended by the majority. Kierkegaard’s 

Christianity is elitist insofar as it represents a distinctive group of individuals who share the 

experience of having responded in the affirmative to the invitation of Christ, and who are 

therefore marked as separate from the crowd. This simple fact makes Christians an 

exclusive group. Given his deep loathing of mediocrity, Kierkegaard is unlikely to have had 

any real issue being thought of as one who represented such a form of elite Christianity. 

The other sense in which Kierkegaard’s broader philosophy evokes elitist connotations is 

in his disgust for the concept of the public. There are clear echoes of Nietzsche’s so-called 

theory of the ‘herd mentality’45 within Kierkegaard’s depiction of the uniqueness and 

strength of the genuinely spiritual person: 

 

The spiritual man differs from us men in being able to endure isolation, his rank as a 
spiritual man is proportionate to his strength for enduring isolation, whereas we men 
are constantly in need of “the others,” the herd; we die, or despair, if we are not 
reassured by being in the herd, of the same opinion as the herd.46 

 

                                            
44 Ibid, 215.  
45 In The Gay Science, Nietzsche describes the herd-instinct as arising through a combination of ‘mediocrity, 
timidity and boredom with the self.’ See: Friedrich Nietzsche. The Gay Science. Trans. W. Kaufmann (New 
York: Random House, 1974), V.352.  
46 The Attack, 163.  
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Yet in more important ways, Kierkegaard’s theology represented the opposite of elitism. 

The true elites were those who could afford, as a result of financial or other privilege, to 

take their time in responding to Christ as if this was just another lifestyle decision. They 

were those for whom status, power and pleasure were the ultimate Gods, and who used 

the Church to gain access to these. As is noted by Amy Cook, Kierkegaard always 

maintained that those most likely to respond to Christ’s invitation were the poor and 

powerless.47 Even Kierkegaard’s aversion to running with the crowd can hardly be 

conceived of as being an elitist reliance on one’s own power and self-sufficiency. 

Kierkegaard is frequently at pains to describe the ‘tormenting’ and ‘frightful’ sense of 

isolation that he experienced as a result of feeling different than those around him.48 So 

much for religious extremism.      

 

It may seem arrogant, or perhaps even delusional, for one man to feel that he held 

sufficient insight to condemn the entire Lutheran Church of his native country. When one 

considers that Kierkegaard not only attacked the culture and theology of the Church itself, 

but also the personal integrity of its most senior leaders, the descriptor ‘brazen’ seems an 

understatement. Yet it must be remembered that for all his cynicism, frustration and 

condescension, Kierkegaard was motivated by a fundamental conviction that Jesus Christ 

was the source of ultimate truth and meaning. The necessary response to this truth was to 

abandon the pursuits and temptations of this world and, through a leap of faith, take up 

one’s cross and follow Christ.  Because Kierkegaard cleaved to this conviction with the 

entirety of his being, the corruption of the Church was infuriating, and he responded in the 

most direct way he could: through writing. That his words appear harsh and dismissive can 

be seen as reflective of one who felt that Christ’s invitation to follow him was being 

ridiculed and parodied.   

 

Throughout the period of his attack on Danish Christendom, Kierkegaard continually 

advocated for the integrity of the individual person through his insistence that the yearning 

heart can and should respond directly to Christ’s invitation to discipleship without the 

Church’s interference. That Kierkegaard believed it was possible for Christianity to re-

                                            
47Amy Cook. Jung and Kierkegaard: Researching a Kindred Spirit in the Shadows (New York: Routledge, 
2018), 61-2.  
48 The Attack, 285. 
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capture that which it had lost is evident from the passion in which he writes, and his 

repeated calls for dialogue with Church leaders. The Church’s theology and culture had 

become distorted. What he offered was a long overdue corrective. Kierkegaard, too, never 

dismissed the necessity of the Church, so long as it had reclaimed its proper function. 

However, not all observers of Scandinavian State-based Christianity are as convinced as 

Kierkegaard that the true nature of Christianity has room for individual identity. As I shall 

explore in the following chapter, Varg Vikernes’ interpretation of the history and theology of 

the Norwegian State Church led him to conclude that not only is the Christian Church 

morally corrupt, but that it represents a totalitarian ideology designed to destroy 

individuality.     
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Chapter 2: Varg Vikernes and the Pagan North 

2.1 Introduction 

For Norwegian musician and writer Varg Vikernes, maintaining one’s individual identity in a 

world characterised by homogenisation is a difficult task, and to pursue this is one of life’s 

highest virtues. To actually arrive at a place of genuine individuality is, however, a 

possibility attainable to only a select few exceptionally strong personalities; most are 

destined to wallow in a sea of self-induced mediocrity and submission. Like Nietzsche 

before him, Vikernes’ views religion as the ultimate symbol for all that is totalitarian, anti-

intellectual and unethical. The religious impulse facilitates and encourages a herd-instinct 

that reduces the great potential of an individual to being little more than mindless 

consumers. Vikernes sees monotheism, and its expression in Christianity in particular, as a 

primary source of contempt. Due to its corrupting influence, Vikernes holds that the forces 

of monotheism in the world need to be actively resisted. And remaining faithful to his inner 

convictions of individuality and autonomy has been costly.  

 

Using Vikernes as a valid source for an intellectual critique of Christianity within the 

Norwegian context can pose particular problems. Vikernes is a convicted criminal, who has 

spent a number of decades in prison for the stabbing murder of Øystein Aarseth, the 

guitarist in Oslo-based black metal band Mayhem. Vikernes had also been convicted of a 

series of arson attempts on historically significant churches in Bergen and Oslo. Because 

of this history, as well as his far-right political views, Vikernes is usually dismissed as an 

extremist, even if a begrudging respect for his musical genius is conceded. Although this 

might well be understandable, there remain a number of compelling reasons to suspend 

initial reactions and dig a little deeper into the thought-world of Vikernes.  

 

Despite his well-deserved reputation as a character of ill repute, it is important to be able to 

separate the man from the argument, especially when so much of the information currently 

available about Vikernes is laced with sensationalism and a notoriety that borders on the 

mythological. Irrespective of his controversial and polarising impact on the extreme metal 

scene in Europe, Vikernes remains an influential figure for a small but significant 
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movement of heavy metal musicians and artists who are fiercely nationalistic, anti-

religious, and strong advocates for reclaiming European Pagan traditions. As such, his 

criticisms of Christianity should be heard not just as his own, but as representative of a 

committed group of heavy metal fans as well as ideological sympathisers. Vikernes is also 

notable for the way in which his commitment to the ideals of autonomy and self-sufficiency 

are evident in the way he lives his life, from growing his own food to raising his family 

according to traditional Pagan customs. In this he has served as an inspiration for those 

disaffected by modern life and the ongoing distancing of Norway from its own history. 

Vikernes is not someone who merely flirts with extreme ideas for the purposes of shock 

value. He does not relegate philosophy to the realm of abstract speculation or bland 

academic theories, but rather places such ideas at the very heart of his self-identity. 

Remaining true to his convictions has meant imprisonment49, social ostracization, 

relentless mockery in the music press, and the ongoing attention of law enforcement. 

These largely self-induced adversities have been the outcome of a life lived according to 

what has been preached.  

 

Vikernes’ polemic, however unconventional or challenging it may appear, should be 

considered in its wider context of a growing disenfranchisement with the phenomenon of 

globalisation.50 In certain parts of Europe the far-right political movement is on the rise, 

with growing concerns about mass immigration and its impact on local cultures. Vikernes is 

important in that he not only critiques the impact of Christianity (and more recently Islam) 

on Norwegian culture, but provides an alternative vision for Norway’s future, derived from 

an attempted reversion back to the pre-Christian days of Pagan religion. It seems natural, 

therefore, to divide Vikernes’ thought into two dominant themes: loss and imagination. The 

first is about providing an account of the rich tapestry of culture that fell victim to the violent 

imposition of Christianity (loss), whilst the second dominant strand of his thought lies in the 

realm of conceiving of alternative futures for Scandinavia based on reclaiming a belief in 

the deities of the Norse pantheon (imagination). On this last point, Vikernes writes that his 

musical output is an ‘attempt to recreate an imaginary past, a world of fantasy – that in turn 

                                            
49 I refer here to the Church burnings and later convictions for racist statements and alleged ‘terrorist activity.’ 
The 1993 murder does not appear to be ideological in nature but was probably motivated by jealousy.  
50 This is particularly the case in Europe, where far-right political parties are increasing in influence. For a 
review this phenomenon see: Matt Golder, “Far Right Parties in Europe,” Annual Review of Political Science, 
Vol. 19 (May 2016): 477-97.  
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was based on our Pagan history.’51 The emotional dynamic of loss and imagination is 

closely interwoven throughout Vikernes music and literary works, and understanding this 

relationship is key in the interpretation of his philosophy. In order to do this, it is necessary 

to briefly discuss Vikernes intellectual development, with special reference to his 

emergence within the Norwegian heavy metal scene.  

2.2 A Survey of Vikernes’ Music and Writings 

Vikernes’ ideology is expressed through the mediums of both music and the written word. 

The albums released under the name Burzum are responsible for Vikernes’ popularity 

within the black-metal genre, although it is within his books and essays that he has more 

fully developed his ideas into thought-systems. In order to orientate readers in Vikernes’ 

creative output, I will now offer a representative survey of Vikernes’ works as relevant to 

this dissertation.  

 

Vikernes recorded the first four Burzum albums between 1992-94. These recordings have 

become deified in the black metal consciousness, even if this reputation has been 

tarnished by Vikernes’ controversial beliefs and violent activity. Of these albums, 1994’s 

Hvis Lyset Tar Oss (if the light takes us) is particularly important. It is considered by 

Vikernes to be a ‘concept album’ that discusses the tension between traditional Norse 

religion and the threat of monotheism. The lyrical content of the album alternates between 

a poetic longing for the mystery and innocence of Pagan religion, the beauty of the natural 

world and of course the expression of deep anger toward the Christian God, who Vikernes 

describes as ‘tormenting through goodness.’52 

 

The ongoing clash between Norse religion and monotheism was to become the underlying 

theme of all Vikernes work, although each piece of creative output treats a different aspect 

of this idea. In the same year that Hvis Lyset Tar Oss was released, Vikernes set about 

writing his first book, Vargsmål (Varg’s Speech), which was published three years later. 

Committing his ideas to paper was an important step in his intellectual development, but 

unfortunately the work is riddled with factual inaccuracies. Vikernes’ now distances himself 
                                            
51 Varg Vikernes, “A Burzum Story: Part I – The Origin and Meaning,” accessed December 20th 2017, 
http://www.burzum.org/eng/library/a_burzum_story01.shtml 
52 See lyrics to the title track. 
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from Vargsmål and largely dismisses its contents, due in no small part to the fact that he 

was not able to proofread the original manuscript due to imprisonment. For those 

interested in Vikernes and early black metal history, however, the books ongoing relevance 

lies less in its literary quality and more in the psychological portrait it paints of its author, 

and its particularly vehement criticisms of Christianity. At the time of its composition 

Vikernes was an angry 21-year-old misfit with a deep passion for Norse culture and 

folklore. The text itself reflects a mind grappling with a broad set of issues that Vikernes 

sees as enemies of Norwegian culture, with a particular emphasis placed on the alleged 

threat of globalisation and the degradation of Norse values.  

 

In May 1994 Vikernes received a term of 21 years imprisonment for murder and arson 

offences. The period of his incarceration did not mean an end to his creative output, 

however. Vikernes was allowed access to a basic keyboard and recording software and 

released two ambient albums that marked his turn away from black metal toward more 

traditional folk melodies. From his cell he was able to write a further five books, each of 

which dealt with themes surrounding Norse mythology, Paganism and history. The majority 

of these were self-published works, with the exception being 1998’s Germansk Mytologi og 

Verdensanskuelse. Translated into English in 2004 as The Mysteries and Mythology of 

Ancient Scandinavia, this work is an attempt to show how ancient Norse-Germanic myths 

can have meaning and relevance for the modern world. As with much of Vikernes’ output, 

The Mysteries exhibits a certain proselytising tendency. His writing seeks not just to inform 

but also to convert followers to the cause of re-awakening Europe to its Pagan origins.  

 

This proselytising edge became more fully developed in the period following Vikernes’ 

incarceration and continues till the present day. Vikernes was paroled in 2009 after serving 

15 years of his sentence. His new-found freedom allowed him to contribute his music and 

writing to the internet. Although he had been writing (by way of an intermediary) articles 

and essays for the official Burzum site since 2003, the ability to upload content directly 

without the use of moderators meant that Vikernes was able to represent his views in his 

own words, and to a much larger audience. Vikernes’ YouTube channel Thulean 

Perspective, for example, has over 150,000 subscribers. The channel discusses a truly 

eclectic range of topics extending beyond Paganism to include wilderness survival, 

relationships and how to raise children. Vikernes has also extended his creative impulse 
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into filmmaking (Co-producing ForeBears, a 2013 documentary focussing on Pagan ritual) 

and developing a Pagan-themed role-playing game.  

 

Yet it is to music and writing that Vikernes continues to devote most of his creative energy. 

Since 2009 Vikernes has released an additional three black metal albums that are an 

attempt to develop Burzum’s musical legacy, both sonically and aesthetically. Vikernes has 

also continued his ambient folk recordings, with two albums released in this genre. In 

terms of ideology, the most significant of Vikernes’ post-incarceration contributions is his 

2011 book Sorcery and Religion in Ancient Scandinavia. Although mainstream publishers 

are justifiably reticent to publish the work of a convicted murder and arsonist, the internet 

has allowed controversial writers such as Vikernes to share and receive revenue for their 

work. The self-published Sorcery and Religion represents the most mature treatment of 

Vikernes’ Pagan thought and is remarkably free from the overly emotion-driven rhetoric of 

his earlier work. This text is the culmination of years spent studying the extant evidence for 

ancient Pagan practices in Scandinavia and is more of an academic study rather than a 

polemical work. 

 

Whatever artistic medium Vikernes may be employing at a given time, all are linked by the 

common themes of Paganism and disenchantment with the modern world. Although 

Vikernes is hardly the only black metal musician to use such thematic material as a source 

of influence, he is unique in the vehemence and intensity of his anti-Christian views. The 

most compelling feature of Vikernes’ work, however, remains his lived ideology. He is an 

activist whose mission to revert Norway to the Paganism of its pre-Christian past is 

unparalleled in the way it impacts every aspect of his life. The zealous nature of these 

beliefs provides the lens through which he must be interpreted.   

2.3 Vargsmål 

The circumstances in which Vikernes’ first book was written provide the key to its 

interpretation. A form of both biography and political manifesto, 1994’s Vargsmål has been 

described by Vikernes as work ‘written in anger.’ 53 At the time of writing the 21-year-old 

                                            
53 See: Varg Vikernes, “A Comment to Vargsmål and Other Books,” accessed April 15th, 2018, 
http://www.burzum.org/eng/library/a_comment_to_vargsmal_and_other_books_by_varg_vikernes.shtml.  
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Vikernes had just been sentenced to a life sentence. He writes of his initial incarceration 

period as one of extreme isolation. Writing had become a form of therapy in which 

Vikernes could offer a defence not only against his criminal charges, but also of his 

nationalistic worldview. Vikernes felt – then as now – that his views have been unfairly 

represented by a Norwegian media intent on painting him as a psychopathic demon and a 

threat to national security. Vikernes wrote Vargsmål for a Norwegian audience, with the 

aim of clearing his name and inspiring a resurgence of cultural pride in Norse history.  

 

Like Kierkegaard before him, Vikernes loathes the State Church for its homogenising 

tendencies. Norwegian Christianity had, according to Vikernes, achieved its success only 

through the violent conquering of fierce resistance put up by a people that did not want or 

need a new religion. The arrival of the Christian faith has meant not only the repression of 

traditional Nordic religion but has also come to symbolise the death of a specifically 

Scandinavian self-identity. For Vikernes, the monotheism of Christianity betrays something 

sinister about its purposes in the world. Because it considers itself to be the bearer of 

ultimate truth, and because of the requirement of evangelist m (Matt. 28:6-20), Christianity 

is necessarily a religion of expansion. The phenomenal spread of Christianity in the period 

after Pentecost is to be considered a sort of proto-type for future Christian evangelism, in 

which the truth of Jesus Christ is to be sent into all the world as a continuation of a Divine 

mission. However, Vikernes scornfully rejects the idea that the success of expansion was 

proof of some sort of providence. The reality is much more tragic yet banal: Christianity 

spread, especially in Norway, through the deliberate use of brute, subjugating force. Force 

was necessary in the expansion of Christianity into Scandinavia because of both the sheer 

diversity of local beliefs, as well as a fierce cultural pride resistant to foreign influence.54 

Monotheism, according to Vikernes, could not tolerate such diversity and uniqueness, and 

conflict was therefore inevitable. This idea is clearly spelled out early in Vargsmål: ‘Jewish-

Christian death religion wishes that all people will lie beneath their belief. In order for this to 

happen, it must take away the experience of difference.’55  

 

                                            
54 On this topic see: Jens Peter Schjødt, “Reflections on Some Problems Dealing with Indigenous Religions 
of the Past: The Case of Pre-Christian Scandinavian Religion,” in Critical Reflections on Indigenous 
Religions. Ed. James L. Cox (New York: Routledge, 2016), 29-48.  
55 All references and direct quotations are taken from the English translation of Vargsmål, available online at: 
http://www.burzum.com/burzum/library/text/vargsmal/ 
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The inevitability and desirability of difference amongst nations, cultures and (particularly) 

individuals is a key theme for Vikernes. The tragedy of Christianity, or ‘Christendom’ as 

Kierkegaard would have described it, was that it interpreted these differences as enemies 

to be squashed. The success of Christianity, therefore, depended on the eradication of the 

concept of difference, particularly in relation to independence of thought. A liberated, 

critical mind and autonomy over one’s life is, for Vikernes, the highest expression of self-

actualisation. The reason why Christianity has been able to successfully expand 

throughout the world has less to do with its intrinsic truth and more to do with its ability to 

deaden that which is distinctly individual in the mind of the believer. This is achieved 

through a combination of dogma and fear, both of which ensure that genuinely free 

thinking becomes tarnished with the menacing potential for transcendent retribution. The 

promise of a literal hell for the unsaved serves as a convenient means in which the Church 

can garner allegiance. Those seeking to avoid such a calamity must hand over their 

individual will in order to serve the Church. On this point, Vikernes writes: 

 

It is almost "satanic" to think, according to Christendom. Yes, "demon" actually 
means spiritual inspiration or creative thought. So according to Jewish-Christians, to 
think creatively is "demonic". Isn't it human scorn to claim that we are all possessed 
by demons when we use our unique human thought ability?56  

 

Elsewhere in Vargsmål Vikernes mocks the Christian experience of worship, which he 

interprets as reflective of the individual wills incorporated into a larger, uncritical mass. He 

concedes that immersing oneself in the community of Christianity can appear tempting. 

‘They are part of a mass, a power,’ Vikernes writes. ‘They seek and find security in the 

largest flock, and today that flock is God’s.’57 As with Kierkegaard’s insistence that to be a 

true individual means to embark on a difficult and long journey of self-discovery, Vikernes 

sees the true sign of individuality as self-reliance and a defiance of collectivism. Vikernes 

blames the Church for perverting this process. However, Vikernes does not solely blame 

the sinister machinations of the bishops and priests for the collapse of individual identity. In 

a way reminiscent of Kierkegaard’s reflections on mediocrity and the crowd, Vikernes 

perceives a tendency (or perhaps desire) within the individual to sacrifice their own critical 

thinking in order to serve the collective will. Coercion may have been helpful as a tool for 

                                            
56 Ibid.  
57 Ibid.  



29 
Page:  

 

the conversion of Norway, but to ignore the readiness of individuals to submit themselves 

to a system of belief that both explains the world and removes the task of thinking for 

oneself would be a mistake. Vikernes is critical enough of this human trait to identify 

complicity even with the forefathers of Pagan history: 

 

No worthy heathen lies buried in a churchyard. There is no good reason to 
completely respect our forefathers. They are the ones who let our culture come to 
ruin, who desecrated our graves and built glaring churches over them. They are the 
ones who spat on Odin and other gods and goddesses, who made our land and 
people slaves to other countries, who cut down our forefathers with ice-cold blood. 
Should we then respect them?58 

 

What emerges here is a potential corrective to the idea that it is Christianity alone which is 

responsible for the conversion of Norway and the subsequent destruction of Norse culture. 

Despite the clear-cut nature of Vikernes’ anti-Christian polemic, the relationship between 

Christianity and traditional Norse religion appears to have been far more nuanced than 

Vikernes allows. After spending considerable time denouncing monotheism as a concept 

foreign to Nordic culture, Vikernes explains the extent to which the Church ‘stole’ or 

‘borrowed’ important rituals, symbols and calendar celebrations from religions native to the 

Celts, Mediterraneans and Egyptians. What is particularly interesting here is that Vikernes 

suggests that even those ideals commonly considered to be in the realm distinctly 

Christian virtues are in fact cultural ‘borrowings from sources external to its own history. He 

is able to cite the example of Prudentia – the female personification of wisdom and 

foresight in ancient Rome – as evidence that the virtues of prudence and wisdom are 

hardly unique to Christianity. These virtues, Vikernes argues, are familiar and manifest in 

the lives of respectable individuals. Of what use is a new religion that extols such ideals?  

The broader question raised here is whether this ‘stealing’ is indeed a form of cultural 

appropriation in order to serve Christianity’s self-interest, or whether it might point towards 

a more symbiotic relationship between the new and old religions. Vikernes, predictably, 

dismisses this notion. 

 

A final theme that arises throughout Vargsmål is that Christianity demonises certain 

feelings and experiences endemic to being human. The reality of suffering and pain are 

                                            
58 Ibid.  
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considered by Vikernes to be not just inevitable, but vital elements in a full life. In one of his 

more poetic reflections, Vikernes writes: ‘We need to be exposed to rest, cold, sorrow, 

hate, tranquillity, emptiness so that different bodies shall be built up. One can get love and 

warmth from someone and hate from someone else. The pendulum of life must eternally 

swing.’59 

 

The darkness and suffering of life, for Vikernes, is as necessary as the pursuit of pleasure, 

comfort and security. Christianity has as its goal the elimination of pain and suffering and 

uses the hope of heaven to convince its followers to accept a permanent state of 

discontent. Instead of affirming and embracing the sheer diversity of life (even though this 

may be excruciatingly painful), the promise of a future paradise reduces life in the here and 

now to a sort of doctor’s waiting room, in which Jesus the healer will somehow fix us. The 

outcome of this is tormented individuals who struggle for the release of suffering through 

an appeal to a voyeuristic God who appears content to defer intervening until the 

eschaton. When suffering continues in spite of a Christian’s hopes and desires, appeal 

must be made to the ‘inscrutable’ will of God and the ‘all knowing’ sovereignty of his 

being.60 In the end, such individuals exist in a state of cosmic avoidance, whereby the 

totality of life is denigrated. Such arguments evoke Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy, in 

which the great German philosopher passionately affirms a Dionysian life that embraces 

chaos as a vital counter-balance to the more prosaic necessities of Apollonian order. A 

famous passage from the text makes clear Nietzsche’s own view on this theme: 

‘Christianity was from the beginning, essentially and fundamentally, life's nausea and 

disgust with life, merely concealed behind, masked by, dressed up as, faith in "another" or 

"better" life.’61 

 

Later writings of Vikernes develop this Nietzschean theme further. In a post titled 

‘Paganism Part X – The Origin and Purpose of Religion’, Vikernes uses markedly poetic 

imagery to describe Paganism as:  

 

                                            
59 Ibid.  
60 Ibid.  
61 See: Friedrich Nietzsche. The Birth of Tragedy: Out of the Spirit of Music (London: Penguin, 1993), 9.  
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A religion embracing both peace and war, all in due time. In order to grow we need 
to be both awake and asleep, we need both sunshine and rain, both light and 
darkness, both pleasure and pain, and so forth. To embrace only the sunshine, light 
and pleasure, like most modern religions do, is nonsense.62 

 

If Christianity does indeed denigrate the wonder of life, its motivation for doing so is 

anything but altruistically motivated. After spending considerable time pouring contempt on 

Christians for their avoidance of life, Vargsmål appears distinctly contradictory when it later 

asserts that the individual Christian inevitably places themselves at the centre of the 

universe. This element of Vikernes’ writing is particularly interesting, as he begins to 

consider the impact of Christianity outside the spread of its institutional forms and more in 

terms of its internal belief structures. After identifying the Christian emphasis on helping 

others as a trademark of the faith, Vikernes complains that even the good works that 

Christians are encouraged to undertake are in effect an extension of the obsessive 

tendency to secure eternal salvation in the afterlife. They cannot be taken to represent an 

expression of selfless love. Vikernes cynically refers to this as Christians ‘preparing their 

own egotistical lives for “paradise.”’63 The possibility of a free response to God as ultimate 

truth is compromised as the desire for individual gain (i.e. eternal life in heaven) impacts 

every possible motivation for Christian action. Vikernes even considers the piety and 

world-renouncing commitment of monks to be yet another example of a subconscious 

impulse toward securing the individual benefit of abundance in the hereafter.64 The final 

picture is of an individual who is a living paradox: self-hating enough to deny themselves 

the abundance of life, but self-obsessed enough to be preoccupied with their own cosmic 

destiny. The masochistic nature of this Christian paradox (and particularly its denigration of 

‘this’ world65 in favour of some future fulfillment) is in direct contrast to the vitality of 

Paganism. Paganism affirms and worships the sanctity of human life and the natural world. 

It does not demand renunciation of anything, and instead celebrates all elements of 

existence without fear or guilt.  

 

                                            
62 Varg Vikernes. Paganism: Part X- The Origin and Purpose of Religion. Accessed 12th January 2018, 
http://www.burzum.org/eng/library/paganism10.shtml 
63 Ibid.  
64 Ibid.  
65 Consider 1 John 2:15: ‘Do not love the world or the things in the world. The love of the Father is not in 
those who love the world.’ 
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In summary then, Vargsmål provides an eclectic introduction to the themes that have 

continued to preoccupy Vikernes. Within this fiery text, we see the extent to which Vikernes 

blames the Christian Church for the steady eradication of Norse culture. I have shown that 

Vargsmål is concerned to highlight Christianity’s homogeneity and expansionist agenda, its 

inability to tolerate diversity, its need to limit critical thought, the betrayal of Norway’s 

forefathers in negotiating with the Church, its lack of originality and its demonization of pain 

and suffering. These elements of Vikernes’ arguments are to be taken as wider 

representations of Christianity's effects on the individual, which mirror the broader impacts 

of Christianity as a social and cultural phenomenon. Using additional material from 

Vargsmål, as well as a collection of Vikernes writings, interviews and blog posts, the 

following section will continue to explore the relationship between Christianity, the Church 

and individuality.    

2.4 The Individual: Vargsmål and Beyond 

Since the publication of Vargsmål, the passing of time has seen Vikernes’ views mature 

and reflect a more nuanced understanding of Christianity and wider culture. These views 

are better represented through his contemporary reflections via interviews, articles and 

blog entries. For the purposes of clarity, I have summarised these views under four 

thematic headings: Individuality and Materialism; Christianity, Paganism and Coercion; 

Nihilism and Honour; and the Inferiority Complex.  

2.4.1 Individuality and Materialism: 

Earlier in this dissertation I suggested that Kierkegaard’s understanding of true individuality 

had little room for those elements of individuality that are purely pleasurable. If true 

individuality was reflected in the superficialities of what clothes we choose to wear or the 

car we drive, then we all might rightly understand ourselves as unique. Rather, 

Kierkegaard maintained that individuality is a process of becoming that involves 

confronting the painful and dark elements of our existence so that we may experience life 

more fully. Similarly, Vikernes’ idea of individuality is demeaned if we understand it simply 

as the freedom to consume or to amass more status, wealth and power. There are definite 

echoes of Kierkegaardian rhetoric within Vikernes’ denouncement of the modern consumer 

state, in which each person orientates their purpose in life toward aesthetic pleasures and 
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the amassment of money.66 Kierkegaard dedicated a good portion of his own literary 

career to bemoaning the path of self-indulgence and narcissism that he considered the 

inevitable result of living in the age of mass media and insatiable capitalism.67 What true 

individuality requires is risk and commitment. The risk element in such thinking refers to 

the dangers involved in standing alone in truth, and as a distinctive other from the masses 

of people content to let others do their thinking for them. Vikernes sounds distinctly 

Kierkegaardian, therefore, when he writes of the media – and of the internet in particular – 

as a ‘tool of oppression, because it distracts the masses by providing them with 

entertainment that obscures truth.’68 Although truth is conceived of completely differently 

by Kierkegaard and Vikernes, they are nevertheless the same in their understanding that 

truth will always lie in the minority, away from the unthinking and mediocre public sphere.69 

The risk comes as an inevitable consequence of the first step in the process of truth 

seeking, which is to make a commitment to dedicate one’s life to this journey, and to have 

the practical realities of one’s day-to-day life reflect this commitment. This destiny guides 

and shapes the totality of one’s being, so that the alleged dichotomy between belief and 

action is seen not as competing but as complementary. In his retreat from the crowd, 

Vikernes embodies a life set aside in its entirety for the specific purpose of retaining his 

individuality amongst the crushing forces of the modern world.  

2.4.2 Christianity, Paganism and Coercion:  

According to Vikernes, Paganism reflects the individual spirit because it is free from 

compulsion. Paganism does not seek to ‘go out into the world and make disciples’ (Matt. 

28:19). There is no great commission or strategic plan for the expansion of paganism into 

new territories. Vikernes argues that paganism is an elite way of life, in that it doesn’t 

search for people; people are drawn to it instead. This theme emerges as early as 
                                            
66 Vikernes directly links consumerism with the as a natural result of the propagation of the media. See: 
Panagiotis Petropoulos, “Interview with Varg Vikernes,” RockWay Magazine, May 18th 2012, accessed 
December 20th 2017, http://www.burzum.org/eng/library/2012_interview_rockway.shtml 
67 Jasna Koteska has written a fascinating essay on the role of economic rationalism in shaping 
Kierkegaard’s thinking about the nature of the individual. See: Jasna Koteska. Kierkegaard on Consumerism 
(Toronto: Kierkegaard Circle, Trinity College, University of Toronto, 2016).  
68 See: Vladimir Zamansky, “Interview with Varg Vikernes,” MetalKings Magazine, March 2011, accessed 
December 21st 2017, http://www.burzum.org/eng/library/2011_interview_metalkings.shtml 
69 Kierkegaard writes: “Truth always rests with the minority … because the minority is generally formed by 
those who really have an opinion, while the strength of a majority is illusory, formed by the gangs who have 
no opinion.” See: Søren Kierkegaard. The Diary of Søren Kierkegaard. Ed. Peter Rhode (New York: Citadel, 
2000), pt. 5, sct. 3, No.128 (1850)  
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Vargsmål, in which he writes that Pagans ‘don’t wish to inflict our beliefs on all others; we 

wish that our race’s Germanic siblings reject Jewish Christian misanthropy and follow our 

own nature.’70As the Church seeks to grow its numbers and immerse itself in the culture of 

the day, Paganism is content to retreat from the crowd and exist within its own space, 

uncluttered by the trappings of power or the stuffiness of institutional hierarchy which have 

often blemished the history of Christianity. Because Paganism does not actively seek 

adherents or territorial expansion, the motivations of the individuals who seek it are far less 

likely to have been manipulated by an appeal to the existential guilt that drives Christianity. 

As mentioned earlier, the coercive nature of Christianity is enhanced through the use of 

fear – primarily through the idea of hell as a place of eternal punishment for those who 

resist its truths. Such ideas are dismissed by Vikernes as relics of a pre-enlightened age. 

On this topic he writes:  

 

What makes Paganism different from Judeo-Christianity is the fact that Paganism is 
not dogmatic. Judeo-Christianity will eventually disappear because its dogma is 
based on ignorance and misconceptions. Only the deluded will continue to believe 
in "God" when we know that these ideas are based on the beliefs of the Stone Age 
man.71  

 

As Pagans are free of outdated and superstitious dogmas, individuals are able to explore 

their own spiritual leanings without surrendering autonomy and critical thought to 

totalitarian belief systems. In setting forth this idea Vikernes clearly understands Pagan 

religion as more symbolic than metaphysical reality. Instead of a divine being in the sky, 

Vikernes sees the Gods of Paganism as being anthropocentric representations of the 

forces of nature, not literal deities. In this sense Paganism is a continuous, evolving 

concept that encourages affirmation of this life as the proper content of worship. Unlike 

Christianity, there is no single object to which an individual should submit, but rather a 

plethora of symbols and rituals that reflect the diversity of existence.   

2.4.3 Nihilism and Honour: 

Vikernes understands the modern individual existing in a state of unconscious nihilism. 

This, he believes, has been caused by the Christian denigration of the world and the 
                                            
70 Vargsmål.  
71 See: Varg Vikernes, “A Bard’s Tale: Part VIII- Religion or Reason.” Accessed 7th February 2018, 
http://www.burzum.org/eng/library/a_bards_tale08.shtml  



35 
Page:  

 

combined forces of liberalism, capitalism, humanism and internationalism. The combined 

impact of these has served to degrade individuals into a state of powerlessness, weakness 

and mindless consumerism. Vikernes describes capitalism, for example, as ‘destroying all 

ethical values.’ He continues by dismissing nationalism as an attempt to ‘tear down tribal 

identities,’ and by condemning humanism for propagating the myth that ‘all human races 

are equals.’72 The problem, Vikernes maintains, is growing worse with ever increasing 

population numbers. This reality only serves to create more strain on the environment and, 

most importantly, an ever growing ‘spiritual void’ as people frantically pursue the desires of 

their own greed at the expense of everyone else.73 Despite these phenomena being driven 

by largely secular forces in the modern world, Vikernes sees Judeo-Christian influence as 

providing the original motivating force for pursuing such ‘values.’   

 

The degraded individual (which Kierkegaard would have described as one who has been 

‘levelled’ by the forces of the media and the myth of public opinion) remains unaware of 

their true condition. Generally, consumers are ignorant of the fact that they are in fact 

victims of systems that manipulate them into a form of modern slavery, albeit one that 

brings a degree of personal comfort. In spite of this bleak situation, there will always be 

those who criticise and resist such attempts to curtail the power of the individual spirit. 

These individuals seek something more than the drudgery and emptiness of modern life, 

but where can it be found?   

 

Paganism responds to this situation by asking individuals to consider the forces of life and 

the natural world as a way of orienting oneself in the cosmos. Yet this also poses a 

problem. Given that the Gods of Paganism are not literal but symbolic representations, 

what grounding should the individual appeal to in order to escape the nihilism that so 

marks our age? It is one thing to remember and worship the spiritual forces of the world, 

but how should an individual then live? Vikernes suggests that what distinguished the 

Pagan individual from all others is their commitment to a life of honour, which he describes 

                                            
72 See: Varg Vikernes, “The Lord of Lies: Part XI- Under Friendly Fire,” Accessed 8th February 2018, 
http://www.burzum.org/eng/library/the_lords_of_lies11.shtml 
73 See: Chris Mitchell, “Interview with Varg Vikernes,” accessed February 8th, 2018, 
http://www.burzum.org/eng/library/2005_interview_metalcrypt.shtml 
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as the foundation of all Pagan belief systems.74 Interestingly, Vikernes here outlines some 

examples of honourable virtues that at times appear strangely similar to the Ten 

Commandments given to Moses on Mt. Sinai: 

 

It is not honourable to lie, to commit adultery, to cheat, to steal, to intoxicate 
yourself, to have sex outside of marriage, to use violence against or in any other 
way harm a woman or a child, to flee in the face of danger, or to tolerate any form of 
mistreatment by or against anyone. It is not honourable to be disrespectful towards 
your parents, it is not honourable to profit from the misfortune of others, it is not 
honourable to give false testimony, and so forth. No threats or physical boundaries 
are needed if you have a society with a strong sense of honour.75  

 

An ethical life based on the concept of honour is, for Vikernes, foreign to the Judeo-

Christian worldview. This is true not so much in respect of the concept themselves, but 

because of the inability of the Church and individual Christians to practice what they 

preach. Vikernes refers to the story of David and Goliath as evidence that the 

dishonourable elements of Judeo-Christianity find their origins in Holy Scripture itself. 

David, argues Vikernes, won the fight not through fair means but simply because he 

cheated by using a slingshot. The honourable fighter would have faced Goliath on equal 

terms using the same weapon and would not have relied on sneakiness to gain the 

advantage: ‘The objection any Pagan should have in relation to Christianity is not its 

morals, but its rejection of honour.’76   

2.4.4 Inferiority Complex: 

For Vikernes, the Christian suppression of individuality is also the result of its latent 

inferiority complex, which in part drives its proselytization tendencies. Vikernes writes that 

Christianity ‘offered one single symbol, one single deity and one single saviour, and was 

comprehensible to even the most intellectually inferior individuals.’77 Christianity, then, 

made the concept of religion far too easy to grasp. It reduced the totality of existence into 

easy to ingest propositional statements that function as the spiritual equivalent of junk 

                                            
74 See: Varg Vikernes, “Paganism: Part XX- Pagan Honour,” accessed 8th February 2018, 
http://www.burzum.org/eng/library/paganism20.shtml 
75 Ibid.  
76 Ibid.  
77 Varg Vikernes, “Paganism: Part VII-Why Did Paganism Fail?” Accessed 7th February 2018, 
http://www.burzum.org/eng/library/paganism07.shtml  
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food; mass produced, cheap and destructive to one’s health. Vikernes draws a link 

between the lowest common denominator nature of Christianity and its ongoing appeal to 

the masses. Vikernes suggests that human nature resembles that of cattle; we blindly 

follow what is directly in front of us even though it will lead us into the abyss.78 The 

Christian religion capitalizes on this reality to create a generic belief structure, accessible 

to all, in which the masses willingly allow themselves to ‘lie beneath’ its rule.79 On this point 

Vikernes goes further, and suggests that the inferiority complex of Christianity is also 

manifest in its tendency to appropriate the symbols and rituals of Paganism in order to 

achieve its end of total control. This is done because Christianity lacks a distinct identity of 

its own. As evidence of this, Vikernes cites as an example the very heart of Christian 

identity: the cross. The cross, according to Vikernes, is a ‘heathen Mediterranean symbol 

of mankind that stands with outstretched arms and praises mother earth for the gifts she 

gives us.’80 Additional examples are listed throughout Vargsmål as evidence of the stealing 

of Pagan symbols, including those which refer to rituals and the Christian hijacking of the 

Pagan calendar. The most tragic manifestation of Christianity's arrogant appropriation of 

Paganism is still seen in Norway today, by way of the aesthetically beautiful but religiously 

controversial Stave Churches. According to Vikernes, many of these Churches were built 

on sites of Pagan significance,81 further testament to the fact that Christianity, due to its 

own insecurities, could tolerate no diversity of belief. Vikernes sees part of his own task, 

then, as reminding Norwegians that its official state religion is actually based on theft. The 

Church burnings for which he was convicted were not mere acts of arson, but public 

statements designed to shock and provoke Norwegians into action against the Church. 

The task, as Vikernes sees is, is to reclaim lost territory: ‘For each Churchyard that is 

totally destroyed, a Heathen grave is avenged.’82  

                                            
78 Varg Vikernes, “A Burzum Story: Part VIII- On Overgrown Paths,” accessed 6th January 2018, 
http://www.burzum.org/eng/library/a_burzum_story08.shtml 
79 Vargsmål.   
80 Ibid, 3.  
81 This view is supported in the relevant academic literature. See: Michael F. Freed, “Norwegian Stave 
Churches and their Pagan Antecedents,” Canadian Art Review, Vol. 24/2 (1997): 3-13.  
82 Vargsmål.  
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2.5 Vikernes: The Nietzsche Connection 

No analysis of Vikernes’ understanding of Christianity, the Church and individuality is 

complete with acknowledging the towering figure of Nietzsche. The influence of the great 

German philosopher is evident throughout Vikernes’ writing, and it is to Nietzsche that he 

refers more than any other thinker. It is clear from his written work that Vikernes feels a 

certain kinship with Nietzsche, who also endured ridicule and isolation from the 

establishment of his day. As an example, Nietzsche’s unpopular views on the nature of 

Christianity ensured that the possibility of an academic career within a German University 

was greatly limited. The cost of intellectual honesty for Nietzsche naturally resulted in 

feelings of rage, and in a letter to friend Heinrich Köselitz (to whom Nietzsche ascribed the 

pseudonym Peter Gast), he complained of feelings of deep resentment and humiliation at 

having been ostracised and misunderstood by academia.83 Vikernes, too, continues to feel 

the sting of misrepresentation and isolation, and this is particularly the case in terms of his 

relationship to the heavy metal scene in Europe. Writing in response to a book that 

Vikernes alleges adversely sensationalised his role in the notoriety of the early black metal 

scene, he asks: ‘Why do the authors let all my worst enemies give their side of the story 

while not a single friend of mine is interviewed? Why do they let my enemies viciously lie 

about me without even giving me the opportunity to defend myself?’84 He continues by 

quoting an aphorism from Nietzsche’s Beyond Good and Evil that complains of the 

impotence of Christian love being the only reason that dissenters from the faith are no 

longer burned at the stake.85 The suggestion is that the relentless crushing of individual 

identity is an ever-present feature of our earthly existence, and that he was a victim of this 

unstoppable drive. His crime? Daring to speak and act on his convictions. If one’s 

convictions are different from the crowd, one can expect to endure loneliness, caricature 

and mockery as a result. Given a shared experience of exclusion and misrepresentation, it 

seems quite natural that Vikernes strongly identifies with the life of Nietzsche.  

                                            
83 As cited in Eva Cybulska, “Nietzsche's Übermensch: A Glance behind the Mask of Hardness,” Indo-Pacific 
Journal of Phenomenology 15:1 (2015): 1-13.   
84 See: Varg Vikernes, “A review of M. Moynihan & D. Søderlind's "Lords of Chaos: The Bloody Rise Of The 
Satanic Metal Underground" (New Edition), accessed Monday 7th January 2018, 
http://www.burzum.org/eng/library/lords_of_chaos_review.shtml 
85 ‘It is not the human considerations of the Christians, but the impotence of their human considerations that 
prevent them from burning the rest of us at the stake.’ See: Friedrich Nietzsche. Beyond Good and Evil 
(London: Penguin, 2004), 4:104 
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The influence of Nietzsche extends beyond shared biographical experience. Two important 

concepts emerge throughout Vikernes’ writing that owe an intellectual debt to the 

pioneering work of Nietzsche. Given the conviction of Vikernes that most people exist in a 

state of subconscious slavery, how is the self-aware individual to rise above the mediocrity 

enforced on them? The answer for Vikernes is multifaceted, and draws on Nietzschean 

concepts of the Übermensch and a pantheistic interpretation of the Will to Power.86 The 

concept of the Übermensch is nuanced, and often misrepresented as referring merely to 

those aspects of Nietzschean thought dealing with the mastery of individual potential and 

the exercise of strength.87 Of interest to the study of Vikernes is that element within the 

Übermensch relating to the death of God,88 and the subsequent need to create a new 

order of things in the present age, particularly in relation to morality. In this respect 

Vikernes challenges his readers to create a world for themselves free from the restricting 

influence of the crowd, in which they are free to assert their own power and autonomy 

within the world. The only limiting factor here is to live honourably.  

  

                                            
86 See: Nicholas Goodrick-Clark. Black Sun: Aryan Cults, Esoteric Nazism, and the Politics of Identity (New 
York: New York University Press, 2003), 205.   
87 Rudiger Safranski reviews this aspect of the Übermensch in detail. See Rudiger Safranski. Nietzsche: A 
Philosophical Biography. Trans. Shelley Frisch (New York: W.W. Norton, 2002),365.  
88 ‘Dead are all the Gods: Now we desire the Overman to live. ’See: Friedrich Nietzsche. Thus Spoke 
Zarathustra. Trans. Thomas Common (San Bernadino: Mockingbird Classics, 2015), 1.22.3  
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Conclusion 
What I have attempted to show throughout this dissertation are the clear links between two 

thinkers who, despite differing greatly in their conclusions about Christianity broadly, share 

similar views about the tendency of institutional Christianity to suppress individuality. In the 

concluding remarks that follow I will provide a summary of these points of similarity and a 

consideration of how the questions raised by Kierkegaard and Vikernes are of ongoing 

relevance to the Christian Church today. 

 

The most obvious parallel between Kierkegaard and Vikernes is their shared experience of 

opposition to the legacy of Scandinavian Christianity. The confluence of Church and State 

within Denmark and Norway had resulted in eliminating the essence of the former in order 

to strengthen the power of the latter. The idea of a Christian nation by default had 

emerged, and this was interpreted as a disaster by both Kierkegaard and Vikernes. For 

Kierkegaard, the impotence and blandness of a faith in which everyone was Christian by 

the mere fact of their birth was something that could only be countered by emphasising the 

call to an individual reckoning with Christ. Anything less was a betrayal of the heart of the 

Gospel. From a Pagan perspective, Vikernes laments the relationship between Christianity 

and state power for slightly different reasons. In the Norwegian context, the expansion of 

Christianity was a violent one, and the tragedy of this was the eradication of local religion 

and culture: proof that intolerance and the abuse of power is entailed by Christian belief.     

 

A second point of similarity is the shared experience of being outsiders of the traditions 

most commonly associated with them. In the case of Kierkegaard, there is a certain irony 

in the fact that his writings have become an entire theological industry, despite the fact that 

he remained largely ignored by the Church of his time. In the preface to The Controversial 

Kierkegaard, Gregor Malantschuk attributes Kierkegaard’s social and religious isolation to 

his insistence on the spiritual as the source of ultimate existential meaning.89 Against a 

cultural backdrop that pursued materialism as the motivating force of earthly existence, 

Kierkegaard’s call to renounce such vanities was unlikely to grant him popularity. Vikernes, 

too, remains ostracised from the heavy metal community from which he emerged. In a 
                                            
89 See: Gregor Malantschuk. The Controversial Kierkegaard. Trans. Howard V. Hong & Edna H. Hong 
(Ontario: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 1980) 
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recent article for Newsweek magazine, journalists Michael Edison Hayden and Zach 

Schonfeld profile issues of radical politics within black metal music. Acknowledging that the 

black metal scene has lost the dangerous edge of its early years, the article describes 

Vikernes as a lonely voice, albeit one who commands a degree of influence amongst 

socially isolated political groups.90 In the case of both Kierkegaard and Vikernes, the extent 

to which the experience of social isolation is self-induced is contested. However, what 

remains irrefutable is that both offer their readers an outsider's perspective on the question 

of religion and individuality. Additionally, it is not an insignificant fact that Kierkegaard and 

Vikernes largely funded and self-published their own work. For all its benefits, the absence 

of editorial oversight does provide an undiluted insight into the inner workings of two 

distinct, eccentric minds. The lack of tempering voices only enhances the passion and 

directness of their writing. Furthermore, the shared experience of a trial by media also 

unites Kierkegaard and Vikernes. Whether this has been justified by their provocations is 

again contested, but the trauma and frustration caused by these experiences has clearly 

enhanced the feeling of being lonely, misunderstood voices operating from outside societal 

norms.  

  

With this background in mind, the reasons why Kierkegaard and Vikernes place such a 

high emphasis on individuality are easier to grasp. Both understand the idea of spirituality 

as a matter that is first and foremost a matter for individuals. Reconciliation with the 

ultimate meaning and purpose of life is not to be found through an association with the like-

minded, but through an individual journey of transformation. As inheritors of the legacy of 

state-based Christianity, Kierkegaard and Vikernes interpreted this phenomenon as saying 

two important things about the dangers of merging transcendent ideologies with temporal 

power. First, Kierkegaard felt that the relationship between the state and Church meant 

that Christianity had lost its dangerous, radical essence. In its place lie a marriage of 

convenience, in which the state could use the Church as a way of keeping civic peace 

while ensuring its own power remained unchallenged. Second, Vikernes saw in Norway’s 

Christian history the reality of religious violence, and that this violence was a natural 

outcome of the philosophy of monotheism, which has the necessity for conformity at its 

                                            
90 See: Michael Edison Hayden & Zach Schonfeld, “‘Antifa’ Protests Derail Taake, a Norwegian Black Metal 
Band Accused of Neo-Nazi Sympathies,” Newsweek, February 20th, 2018, http://www.newsweek.com/antifa-
protests-taake-norwegian-black-metal-band-accused-neo-nazi-sympathies-810159 
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core. It is for this reason that both Kierkegaard and Vikernes commit themselves, albeit in 

different ways, to recovering the centrality of individuality as a form of preventing the 

religious distortions that they observed in their own experience.  

 

An additional point needs to be made here. Kierkegaard’s and Vikernes’ focus on the 

individual does not negate the importance of connectedness with others, even if their own 

lives reflect experiences of personal loneliness and separation from wider society. To form 

the conclusion that both writers were diametrically opposed to community and 

interpersonal relationships would be a significant misinterpretation of their arguments. 

Whilst both assume the centrality of the individual in relation to existential questions, there 

is nevertheless a desire present, particularly in Kierkegaard, to recapture the spirit of 

genuine community that’s free from the distorting influence of cultural homogenisation and 

the abuse of power. It is clear from interviews that Vikernes deeply values the traditional 

community structures of Paganism. He writes, for example, of the ‘healthy’ community of 

the Pagans, who each live in harmony with one another and with nature.91 The key 

differences between a Pagan and Christian community are that the Pagan is in no way 

coerced, and that Paganism by nature is not missional. This means that there is little 

emphasis on conquest and expansion. The absence of a binding, overarching dogma, 

therefore, means that the possibilities for retaining individual identity and local customs are 

far greater. For his part, Kierkegaard remained a regular attender of Church throughout his 

life, and his anti-Church writings should be seen in the context of one who felt that its 

corruptions ought to be exposed in the hope of some sort of reform.92     

     

The thought of Kierkegaard and Vikernes can be said to be offer a corrective to the 

tendency of Christianity, as evidenced in the history of the Scandinavian Church, to 

devalue individuality either to pursue or maintain its institutional power. However, it is 

Kierkegaard in particular who offers the more powerful indictment of this trend within 

Christianity. In the first instance, Kierkegaard’s critique of the Church is incorporated into a 

broader discussion on cultural shifts occurring in wider society. Put simply, Kierkegaard 

                                            
91 Varg Vikernes, “Paganism Part VII- Why Did Paganism Fail?.” accessed 20th December 2017, 
http://www.burzum.org/eng/library/paganism07.shtml 
92 See: Anders Holm, “Kierkegaard and the Church,” in The Oxford Handbook of Kierkegaard. Ed. John 
Lippitt & George Pattison (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 112-28.  
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saw that the cultural emphasis on materialism and consumerism were negatively impacting 

the Church’s teaching. The Church, therefore, was a recipient of values and ideas that 

negated individuality. Vikernes touches on this idea but fails fully to appreciate the way in 

which the Church reflects culture, as opposed to shaping it.  

 

Kierkegaard also demonstrates a more well-rounded and nuanced understanding of 

individuality than the portrait painted by Vikernes. For Kierkegaard, the interior life is one of 

reckoning with the eternal. Its purpose is not self-obsession, but contemplation of the 

divine. The value of consciously living as an individual is that it orients one towards this 

task, and through a renunciation of the world aims to prevent the meaningless distraction 

and comfort to be found in immersing oneself in the crowd. Pursuing individuality in this 

way does not, as I have indicated, mean that Kierkegaard dismissed the need for 

community and interpersonal relationships. Instead, he sought to ensure that the Church 

regained its distinctly Christian edge, as opposed to the illusion of faith that arose within 

the context of a shared cultural experience. Kierkegaard’s understanding of individuality is 

therefore better able to maintain the integrity of the individual person but also to remain 

free from dismissing the necessity of relationships and co-dependency. In contrast, 

Vikernes’ depiction of individuality remains thoroughly Nietzschean. The responsibility of 

individuality is to assert the will to power throughout the course of life, and to resist the 

totalitarian forces of institutional religion. As such, the self-orientated individual as depicted 

within Vikernes’ writing faces the difficult task of remaining self-sufficient in a world in 

which connectedness and external authority are inescapable, and not limited to religion. An 

additional deficit in Vikernes’ account of individuality is that it offers no requirement for self-

reflection. Kierkegaard consistently maintained that individual life was both subject to 

external limits and also marked by sin. In this sense it is a form of humble individuality. It 

means that each individual who follows Christ is aware that they too are contributors to the 

evil in the world, and not just victims of it. For all his emphasis on the self-limiting, 

homogenising tendencies of religion, Vikernes fails to see how his own exercise of 

individual power has restricted the autonomy of those around him, particularly those who 

have been impacted by his criminal past. In spite of these shortcomings, Vikernes serves 

as a reminder that becoming an individual is not automatic. The process of becoming truly 

individual requires one to consider the forces that seek to shape and mould our identity, 

and to consider whether these forces are ultimately harmful.    
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The accounts of the relationship between individuality and the Church offered by 

Kierkegaard and Vikernes provide fresh and important perspectives for our own time. In an 

increasingly connected world, it is all too easy to assume that the development of 

community is a virtue and is always a good thing to pursue. This is particularly the case in 

relation to Christianity, which was founded on the notion that the risen Christ is 

experienced through the gathering of believers. Kierkegaard and Vikernes remind us that 

the Christian community has at times been prone to abusing its position as a witness to the 

resurrected Christ. It should always be remembered that the gathering of people, no matter 

what the context may be, inevitably gives rise to power dynamics and the formation of 

shared culture. As has been seen throughout this dissertation, both of these have the 

potential to restrict individual identity and to see uniqueness as a threat that needs to be 

neutralised. Even though in much of the Western world the Church and State exist as 

separate entities, the problem is not just limited to government intrusion into the Church’s 

mission. Instead, we are prompted by Kierkegaard and Vikernes to consider the many 

ways in which religion can damage the individual spirit through its false demands for 

homogeneity and subservience.    
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