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anes were not waiting for Darwin. Naturalists, liberals, 
intellectuals, atheist, radicals and social reformers were 

£ S all doing well without him - even after the publication 
of the Origin of Species. Eventually, however, Darwinism was 
incorporated in the various scientific, intellectual, cultural and 
political contexts, adjusted to fill the needs of their protagonists. 
But it did not happen overnight. Recent studies in the history 
of science suggest that a grand narrative of the reception of 
Darwinism cannot be maintained. People behaved differently 
in different contexts for different reasons. The Danish case is 
no exception. The first copy of Charles Darwin's the Origin of 
Species arrived in Denmark on January 1 s t 1860 in professor of 
zoology Japetus Steenstrup's study. Darwin had borrowed the 
collection of barnacles from the Zoology Museum in Copen
hagen with the help of Steenstrup. As a compliment Darwin 
sent him a signed copy of the Origin. Steenstrup acknowledged 
Darwin as an important fellow naturalist, but like many of his 
colleagues at the University of Copenhagen he never accepted 
evolutionary theory. The initial scientific reaction to Darwin's 
work on evolution by means of natural selection was respectful, 
but made few converts. In the early 1870s the literary critic 
Georg Brandes started promoting Darwin's ideas as part of 
his liberal ideology and soon Darwinism became the mark of 
a new generation of intellectuals. Both the Steenstrup circle 
and the Brandes circle held Darwin in high esteem, but made 
completely different attributions to his theory. Consequently 
they both decided to raise money separately for the same Darwin 
memorial in 1882. Independently, Darwinism transformed as it 
became part of popular culture. In an 1875 popular short story 
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Darwinism was suggested as a framework for understanding 
the social behaviour of class, fashion, politics and money. By 
then it was too late for university professors to set the agenda. 
Darwinism was up for grabs. Drawing on both scientific and 
popular sources this paper will trace the anything but uniform 
Danish reception of Darwin's theory. 

Darwinism in local contexts 

As an icon of modern science Charles Darwin has received 
almost unprecedented scholarly and popular attention. There 
are few who do not have at least a vague idea of his concepts 
of evolution and natural selection and many who in almost 
any conceivable context have expressed their opinion of Mr 
Darwin's theory since the publication of the Origin of Species 
on November 24 t h 1859. 1 

In the history of science the reception of Darwin's theory has 
mainly been studied in British and North-American contexts. 
This is no coincidence. Charles Darwin was a British naturalist 
and a major player in the Victorian scientific community. After 
his globe-trotting five year voyage with the Beagle 1831-36 

1 Charles Darwin, On the Origin of Species by means of Natural Selection, or the 
Preservation of Favoured Races in the Struggle for Life (London: John Murray, 
1 8 5 9 ) . On the celebration of Charles Darwin as a scientific icon see Janet Browne, 

"Charles Darwin as a Celebrity'', Science in Context 16 ( 2 0 0 3 ) : 1 7 5 - 1 9 4 , Janet 
Browne, "Commemorating Darwin", British Journal for the History of Science 
3 8 (2005) : 2 3 8 - 2 7 4 , Marsha L. Richmond, "The 1 9 0 9 Darwin Celebration: 
Reexamining Evolution in the Light of Mendel, Mutation, and Meiosis", Isis 9 7 
(2006) : 4 4 7 - 4 8 4 and Betty Smocovitis Vassiliki, "The 1 9 5 9 Darwin Centennial 
Celebration in America", Osiris (1999) 1 4 : 2 7 4 - 3 2 3 . Charles Darwin's complete 
publications, including all six editions of the Origin of Species, and many of 
his handwritten manuscripts are available as facsimile digital scans and search
able texts on the internet by the courtesy of The Complete Work of Charles 
Darwin Online, Cambridge University, at http://darwin-online.org.uk. The site 
also contains the Danish translations of Darwin's work. An entry to the Danish 
translations including a comprehensive bibliography of contemporary reactions 
to Darwin and an updated bibliography of historical studies of the Danish recep
tion of Darwin is found at www.darwin.au.dk. 
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Darwin remained in England until his death on April 19 t h 1882. 2 

In North America evolutionary theory became front page news 
in the 1920's as Christian fundamentalists opposed doctrines 
that denied divine creation of man as taught in the Bible. The 
battle of liberal minded adherents of evolutionary theory 
against uncompromising creationists was epitomised by the 
so-called Scopes Trial in July 1925. The high-school teacher 
John T. Scopes admitted to and was found guilty of teaching 
evolutionary theory against the state legislation of Tennessee. 
During the twentieth century creationism or creation science has 
played an important role in American history. Creationism is 
historically not confined to the United States, but nowhere else 
have creationists been so successful in promoting their agenda.3 

Hence it is of little surprise that scholars have paid most atten
tion to Darwinism in British and North-American contexts. 

However, recent studies point to an increasing interest in 
the reception of evoutionary theory in other contexts and even 
in other countries. Although still concentrating on the English 
speaking world Disseminating Darwinism, edited by Ronald 
L. Numbers and John Stenhouse in 1999, focuses on how 
geography, gender, race, and religion influenced responses to 
Darwin in Canada, Australia, New Zealand and the United 
States.4 The various chapters of the book illustrate the impor
tance of local and religious settings for the responses to 

2 The literature covering the life of Charles Darwin and the Beagle voyage is im
mense and too comprehensive to summarise for the present purpose. Hence only 
a few examples are given. For an account of the Beagle voyage see Richard Dar
win Keynes, Fossils, Finches and Fuegans: Darwin's Adventures and Discoveries 
on the Beagle (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2 0 0 3 ) . The most comprehensive 
biography to date is Janet Browne's monumental two volumes Charles Darwin: 
Voyaging (London: Jonathan Cape, 1 9 9 5 ) and Charles Darwin: The Power of 
Place (London: Jonathan Cape, 2 0 0 3 ) . For an overview of the development and 
impact of evolutionary thinking see Peter Bowler, Evolution: The History of an 
Idea, 3 r d ed. (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2 0 0 3 ) . 
3 On creationism in the United States see Ronald L. Numbers, Darwinism comes 
to America (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press , 1 9 9 8 ) . More on the 
origin of creationism including a discussion of contemporary perspectives is 
found in Ronald L. Numbers, The Creationists: From Scientific Creationism to 
Intelligent Design, expanded edition (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 2 0 0 6 ) . 
4 Ronald L. Numbers and John Stenhouse (eds.), Disseminating Darwinism: The 
Role of Place, Race, Religion, and Gender (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1 9 9 9 ) . 
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Darwinism. Furthermore, Darwinism meant different things 
to different people. Images changed when contexts changed. 
There was no uniform "Darwinism" that controlled how people 
were thinking and how they responded to evolutionary theory. 
Neither did religious observation determine standard views 
on evolution and natural selection. Princeton Presbyterians 
were more positively inclined towards Darwinism than Belfast 
Presbyterians, for instance. There also seems to be a difference 
in how scientific communities reacted. In both Canada and 
Australia there were pre-Origin chairs in biology or natural 
history. The scientific adaptation to evolutionary theory in 
those countries was relatively slow. In New Zealand, on the 
other hand, where the first university was founded as late as 
1869 but only twenty-one years after the organised settlement 
by Europeans, chairs were occupied by evolutionists from the 
beginning and Darwinian theory had a head start. 

Not all studies of local and national receptions of Darwinism 
have been Anglophone. Thomas Glick edited a volume entitled 
The Comparative Reception of Darwinism in 1972. In detailed 
case studies the authors discussed how Darwin's theory was 
received in England, Scotland, Germany, France, the United 
States, Russia, the Netherlands, Spain, Mexico and the Islamic 
world. When thinking about the different reception of his ideas 
in various countries, Darwin himself noted that it was "curious 
how nationality influences opinion".5 Yet, as Glick remarked 
there had been little interest in actually studying in what ways 
these differences influenced the spread of Darwinian theory. 
The contributions to The Comparative Reception of Darwin
ism were based on manuscripts from a conference where each 
participant was asked to consider a number of general ques
tions. First, there was the issue of the diffusion of Darwin's 
own work as well as his various adherents' such as Thomas 
Henry Huxley and Ernst Haeckel. This included translations, 
editions and reviews. Second, the participants were asked to 
give an outline of the sequence of pro- and anti-Darwinian 
arguments in "the main polemical period" 1859-1885 for the 

5 Charles Darwin to J.L.A. de Quatrefages (May 2 8 , 1 8 6 9 or 1869) ; cited in 
Francis Darwin (ed.), The Life and Letters of Charles Darivin, including an Au
tobiographical Chapter, vol. 3 (London: John Murray, 1 8 8 7 ) , 1 1 7 - 1 1 8 . 
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countries in question, and to "discuss the general impact of 
Darwinism in the immediate postpolemical period".6 

There are a number of ways in which the period following 
the publication of the Origin of Species can be regarded polemi
cal. An obvious advantage of focusing on the polemical aspect 
of the reception of Darwin's ideas is that differences are readily 
identified and antagonists easily targeted. Another advantage is 
that it makes history writing perhaps more accessible by creat
ing a more simple rather than complicated narrative. However, 
by emphasizing the polemic sides important aspects might be 
overlooked. Indeed, to let polemic or controversy be the guiding 
principle for understanding the reception of Darwinism could 
distort local histories in an unfortunate way. As we shall see this 
is the case for the scientific reception of evolutionary theory in 
Denmark. Among other questions taken up by the authors of 
The Comparative Reception of Darwinism were those factors 
in society that encouraged or inhibited the reception of evolu
tionary ideas including philosophical and ideological trends, 
the role of national scientific traditions, scientific institutions, 
organised religious and political pressures, in addition to the 
impact of Darwinism on intellectual areas other than the natu
ral sciences. 

Another non-anglocentric attempt to study the reception of 
evolutionary theory is Die Rezeption von Evolutionstheorien 
im 19. Jahrhundert edited by Eve-Marie Engels.7 Comparative 
studies are made of how evolutionary theory was received and 
discussed within different fields such as physics, philosophy, 
psychiatry, anthropology and botany. The focus is on local or 
national contexts in England, France, Germany, England, and 
Russia. The discussions about evolution are not reduced to a 
matter of "Darwin's theory" only, but include several highly 
influential historical actors such as Thomas Henry Huxley, 

6 Thomas F. Glick (ed.), The Comparative Reception of Darwinism (Austin: Uni
versity of Texas Press, 1 9 7 2 ) , viii. 
7 Eve-Marie Engels (ed.), Die Rezeption von Evolutionstheorien im 19. Jahrhun
dert (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp stw, 1 9 9 5 ) . 
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Richard Owen, Karl Ernst von Baer, and Ernst Haeckel.8 This 
is also demonstrated to be the case in recent studies of Hispanic 
receptions of Darwinism.9 Universal frameworks of interpreta
tion are hardly workable, since the way Darwinism was received 
and discussed was influenced by local conditions. Studying these 
local conditions in detail makes it obvious that a grand narra
tive of the reception of Darwinism cannot be maintained.10 

The Early Scientific Reception of Darwinism in Denmark 

"How I wish that you believed in evolution, for I have always 
honoured your many great services in the cause of natural 
history, to which we have both devoted our lives in our own 
ways".1 1 Thus wrote Charles Darwin in his last letter from 1881 
to a fellow naturalist, Japetus Steenstrup, professor of Zoology 
at the University of Copenhagen. Their correspondence began in 
1849 when Darwin asked about the barnacles at the Zoological 
Museum in Copenhagen. Over the years Steenstrup provided 
Darwin with various specimens from the collections. Darwin 
acknowledged Steenstrup's help in the introduction of his 
Monograph on the Fossil Lepadididce and repeated his gratitude 
in the Monograph on the Sub-Class Cirripedia both published 
in 1851. In the Cirripedia he even quoted some of Steenstrup's 

x In Evolutionsbiologie von Darwin bis heute edited by Rainer Bromer, Uwe 
Hossfeld & Nicolaas A. Rupke, the reception of evolutionary theory is broad
ened even further to include, for instance, specialised studies of the reception in 
the German periodical press and the connection between art and evolutionary 
theory. See R. Bromer et. al. (eds.), Evolutionsbiologie von Darwin bis heute 
(Berlin: Verlag fur Wissenschaft und Bildung, 2 0 0 0 ) . 
9 Thomas F. Glick, Miguel Angel Puig-Samper and R. Ruiz (eds.), The Reception 
of Darwinism in the Iberian World: Spain, Spanish America and Brazil, (Boston 
Studies in the Philosophy of Science 2 2 1 ) (New York: Springer, 2 0 0 1 ) . 
1 0 For a critical discussion of the grand narrative in the history of science and 
religion see John H. Brooke and Geoffrey N. Cantor, Reconstructing Nature: 
The Engagement of Science and Religion, (Edinburgh: T8cT Clark, 1 9 9 8 ) ; Peter 
C. Kjaergaard, "Conflict of Science and Religion? The Inadequacy of Simple His
tory" in Niels Henrik Gregersen et al (eds.), Science and Theology: Twin Sisters?, 
(Aarhus: University of Aarhus, 2 0 0 2 ) . 
1 1 Charles Darwin to Japetus Steenstrup (July 2 8 , 1 8 8 1 ) . Facsimile reproduced in 
Johannes Steenstrup, "Darwins Brevveksling med Professor Japetus Steenstrup", 
Tilskueren (1909): 2 1 7 - 2 2 5 , 2 2 4 - 2 2 5 . 
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publications from the original Danish, "translated to me by the 
kindness of a friend", as he put it. 1 2 Darwin continued to make 
reference to Steenstrup's work in On the Origin of Species (1859), 
The variation of animals and plants under domestication (1868) 
and The Descent of Man (1871) 1 3 . Nonetheless, Steenstrup was 
never truly convinced about Darwin's ideas on evolution and 
natural selection. In general, Darwin's theory was taken seri
ously by Danish men of science, but it did not make immediate 
converts. And as Darwin himself was to regret, Steenstrup never 
accepted evolution. However, scientists were not alone in talking 

- or not talking - about Darwinism. Gradually "Mr Darwin's 
ideas" entered intellectual life and popular culture in Denmark. 

The history of the reception of Darwinism in Denmark 
has been dominated by at least two grand narratives. First, 
it has been argued that the strong influence of H.C. 0rsted's 
Romantic views on science caused and fuelled the resistance to 
Darwinism until a new generation of positivists around 1870 

"forbid airy speculations and demanded sober empirical think
ing". 1 4 Second, it has been common to assume that there was 
little public debate on the matters of evolution and natural 
selection until the radical literary critic Georg Brandes in 1871 
used Darwinism as the vehicle for an openly atheistic ideology. 
Consequently a sub-narrative of an antagonistic relationship 
between science and religion has been uncritically reproduced. 
Darwinism is here seen as a vehicle of a completely secularised 
world-view opposing dogmatic and anti-scientific movements 

1 2 Charles Darwin, Living Cirripedia: A Monograph on the Sub-Class Cirripedia, 
with Figures of all the Species. The Lepapididce; or, Pedunculated Cirripedes 
(London: The Ray Society,1851), 3 4 6 . 
1 3 See for instance On the Origin of Species by means of Natural Selection, or the 
Preservation of Favoured Races in the Struggle for Life (London: John Murray, 
1 8 5 9 ) , 4 2 4 ; The Variation of Animals and Plants under Domestication (London: 
John Murray 1 8 6 8 ) , vol. 1 , 1 8 and vol. 2 , 5 3 ; The Descent of Man, and Selection 
in Relation to Sex (London: John Murray) , vol. 2 , 2 0 3 . Darwin also correspond
ed with the professor of Geology at the University of Copenhagen, Johannes G. 
Forchhammer; see Adolph Clement (ed.), Breve til og fra J.G. Forchhammer, III: 
J.G. Forchhammer og Charles Darwin 1849-1850 (Copenhagen: Thiele, 1 9 2 6 ) . 

1 4 Mike Robson, "Darwinismens modtagelse i Norden", in Niels Bonde and 
Henrik Stangerup (eds.), Udviklingsideens historic Fra Platon til Darwin (Co
penhagen: GAD, 1 9 8 5 ) , 3 6 5 . 
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orchestrated mainly by people central to religious and national-
romantic circles.15 

The reception of Darwinism in Denmark certainly did entail 
aspects of controversy. There are several examples of Darwin
ism being used in ideological campaigns for a scientific and 
sometimes secularised world-view often connected to social 
and political issues. Indeed, looking back from the 1920s K.K. 
Steincke, a prominent member of Parliament for the Social 
Democrat Party, noted that 

by a peculiar, but still understandable contradiction, it was in 
particular radical persons and parties who made their appear
ances as sworn adherents of Darwinism. Peculiar, because this 
doctrine was seen as the stab of death to the religions; peculiar 
because this doctrine in its consequences matches the economic 
ideas of liberalism and non-intervention of the State, and is in 
direct opposition to the humane and social reforms supported 
by the same radical persons and parties.16 

Steincke's remark exemplifies the secularising effects of Darwin
ism, but also a momentous use of Darwinian metaphors to 
describe social and political issues, seemingly at odds with 
the humanistic concerns of the Darwinian protagonists. In a 
survey of nineteenth-century biology, the botanist and pioneer 

1 5 For recent studies in the Danish reception of Darwinism see Peter C. Kjsergaard, 
"A small Country in an International World of Science" in Helge Kragh, Peter C. 
Kjaergaard, Henry Nielsen and Kristian Hvidtfelt Nielsen, A History of Science 
in Denmark (Aarhus: Aarhus University Press, 2 0 0 7 (forthcoming)); Kaj Sand-
Jensen, "Naturhistorie" in Peter C. Kjsergaard (ed.) Lys over landed Dansk Natur
videnskabs Historie 3 (Aarhus: Aarhus University Press), 1 4 1 - 1 9 2 ; Peter C. Kjaer-
gaard, "Kundskab er magt" in Peter C. Kjaergaard (ed.) Lys over landet, Dansk 
Naturvidenskabs Historie 3 (Aarhus: Aarhus University Press), 1 1 - 4 0 ; Peter C. 
Kjsergaard, "Naturvidenskaben styrkes" in Peter C. Kjaergaard (ed.) Lys over lan
ded Dansk Naturvidenskabs Historie 3 (Aarhus: Aarhus University Press), 4 3 - 5 9 ; 
Michael Sterll, "Naturhistorie i udvikling" in Kragh, Helge (ed.) Natur, Nytte og 
And, Dansk Naturvidenskabs Historie 2 (Aarhus: Aarhus University Press, 2 0 0 5 ) , 
3 2 7 - 3 6 0 . The philosophical and theological reception is treated by Carl Henrik 
Koch, "Filosofi og teologi" in Peter C. Kjsergaard (ed.) Lys over landet, Dansk 
Naturvidenskabs Historie 3 (Aarhus: Aarhus University Press), 3 4 3 - 4 6 1 . 
u Quoted from Wilhelm Johannsen, Biologi: Tra>k af de Biologiske Videnskabers 
Udvikling i Det Nittende Aarhundrede, (K0benhavn: Gyldendalske Boghandel 
Nordisk Forlag, 1 9 2 2 ) , 8 9 - 9 0 . 

158 

in genetics Wilhelm Johannsen used Steincke as an example to 
illustrate how various issues not directly linked to the biological 
sciences were seen "in the light of Darwinism" during the late 
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century.17 In his presentation of 
evolutionary theory, Johannsen was careful to stress the impor
tance of the Darwinian hypotheses for the proliferation of the 
biological sciences, although Johannsen was critical of Darwin's 
initial ideas of inheritance. Not surprisingly as a pioneer in 
genetics he argued that evolution, variation and natural selec
tion needed to be qualified by new results achieved in this field. 
Johannsen's book appeared in 1922 more than sixty years after 
the publication of the Origin of Species. By then Darwinism 
was household knowledge in scientific circles and had been 
disseminated into philosophy, literature, art, politics, and even 
among the educated clergy.18 Use of Darwinism could still be 
controversial in various contexts, but it was not controversial 

1 7 Wilhelm Johannsen, Biologi: Trxk af de Biologiske Videnskabers Udvikling 
i Det Nittende Aarhundrede, (Kobenhavn: Gyldendalske Boghandel Nordisk 
Forlag, 1 9 2 2 ) . 
1 8 One example is the work Christianity and Evolution ( 1 9 0 2 ) by the young 
vicar Eduard Geismar: "What is compelling in the theory of descent consists 
in its capacity to solve riddles". Geismar found it unfair to refer to Darwin's 
theory as "only a hypothesis", Kristendom og Udvikling (Copenhagen: GAD, 
1 9 2 1 [ 1 9 0 2 ] ) , 1 1 . Geismar endorsed Darwin's view of common descent as well 
of his theory of random variation and natural selection. At the same time he 
distanced himself to August Weismann neo-Darwinian notion of the "omnipo
tence of selection". He thus referred to the Lamarckian elements of contemporary 
biology: "Both adaptation and selection transform the living beings slowly under 
the impact of the environments. The milieu is the almighty factor, which shapes 
all living beings" (17) . In this context Geismar took an unusual step for a Kantian 
philosopher of religion by arguing that nature is not only the root of brutality, 
but also "the womb of ideals" (30 ) . The fight for existence is not only fought 
by individuals, for individuals are compelled to cooperate in order to survive, 
whereby compassionate feelings for other beings are developed. There exists an 
instinctive dislike for hurting others as well as "a purely instinctive desire for 
helping others" (32) . Thus, according to Geismar, there is no hiatus between 
nature and morality. Geismar, however, also reminded his readers to distinguish 
carefully between the question of origins (Genesis) and the question of validity 
(Gyldighed). In this sense, ethical deliberations and religious commitments were 
taken to be cultural in character, hence not reducible to the Darwinian principle 
of natural selection. Geismar was in 1921 named chair of systematic theology at 
the University of Copenhagen. See Niels Henrik Gregersen, "Den darwinistiske 
krise", in Niels Henrik Gregersen ed., Naturvidenskab og livssyn (Copenhagen: 
Munksgaard, 1 9 9 2 ) , 5 0 - 6 6 . 
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to talk about it. Darwinism had become a familiar element in 
intellectual and popular culture.19 

At no other time in history, Johannsen argued, had natural 
history had such a momentous impact. The reason was to be 
found in the vague terms in which it was originally formulated. 
The generality of "evolution" allowed almost anything to fit 
into this concept and to be interpreted - and even explained 

- within this framework. Evolutionary ideas changed the way 
of looking at things, shifted the focus and scope of people's 
interests, and presented an entirely new way of understanding 
nature. Although the idea of fundamental connections between 
the evolution of flora and fauna was not a new one, Darwinism 
facilitated such speculations. Darwin himself had been instru
mental in this development by personally making important 
discoveries and contributions to further support evolutionary 
theory. However, Darwin was not alone in this game. Evolu
tionary theory was gaining an increasing empirical support, 
and although Johannsen rightly pointed out that the prevalent 
statistical theory of heredity had to be substituted by genetics, 
he emphasised the value and basic veracity of Darwinism.20 

1 9 For the Danish reception of Darwinism in popular contexts see Casper Ander
sen and Hans Henrik Hjermitslev, "Videnskab pa landet n in Peter C. Kjsergaard 
(ed.) Lys over landet, Dansk Naturvidenskabs Historie 3 (Aarhus: Aarhus Uni
versity Press), 2 5 1 - 2 6 0 ; Hans Henrik Hjermitslev, Casper Andersen and Peter C. 
Kjaergaard, "Populaervidenskab og folkeoplysning" in Peter C. Kjaergaard (ed.) 
Lys over landet, Dansk Naturvidenskabs Historie 3 (Aarhus: Aarhus University 
Press), 3 4 5 - 3 7 4 ; Rikke Schmidt Kjaergaard, "Videnskabens offentlige rum" in 
Peter C. Kjaergaard (ed.) Lys over landet, Dansk Naturvidenskabs Historie 3 
(Aarhus: Aarhus University Press), 3 7 5 - 3 9 8 ; Poul Duedahl, "Det videnskabelige 
menneske" in Peter C. Kjaergaard (ed.) Lys over landet, Dansk Naturvidenskabs 
Historie 3 (Aarhus: Aarhus University Press), 4 3 1 - 4 4 2 . 
2 0 The geneticists scepticism was also apparent in the six columns entry from 
1 9 1 6 on Charles Darwin in the monumental second edition of Salmonsens store 
illustrerede Konversationsleksikon. On Johannsen's opposition to Darwinism see 
Peter C. Kjaergaard, "A small Country in an International World of Science" in 
Helge Kragh, Peter C. Kjaergaard, Henry Nielsen and Kristian Hvidtfelt Nielsen, 
A History of Science in Denmark (Aarhus: Aarhus University Press, 2 0 0 7 (forth
coming)). Eugenics played an important part in Danish legislation in the 1920's 
and 1930's. However, reference to Darwinism remained at a popular level. It goes 
beyond the scope of the present study to go into the details of theses debates. For 
further information see Lene Koch, Racehygiejne i Danmark 1920-1956 (Copen
hagen: Gyldendal, 1996) . 
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Wilhelm Johannsen did not characterise the reception of 
Darwinism in terms of a revolution, but rather as a gradual 
acceptance of a new theory that still needed to be qualified and 
investigated. From this perspective he assessed the reception 
among Danish scientists in the decades following the publica
tion of the Origin of Species. As a third generation biologist 
having to deal with Darwinism, Johannsen's views reflect both 
a distance, but also a direct lineage to earlier generations of 
Danish naturalists. 

Prior to the publication of the Origin of Species Darwin 
was a well-known and respected naturalist in Danish scientific 
circles. As already mentioned he was corresponding with the 
professors of geology and zoology, Johannes G. Forchham
mer and Japetus Steenstrup, at the University of Copenhagen. 
Most of his books could be found in the original English first 
editions at the Royal Library and the University Library. The 
library holdings included several editions of the various books 
of the Beagle voyage from the original 1839 editions and the 
first German translation in 1844 to several copies of the work 
on the structure and distribution of coral reefs. Darwin had 
gained a reputation among Danish naturalists as a meticulous 
and conscientious English colleague and his results were taken 
seriously. In the general public, however, his works were still 
quite unknown. 

The first copies of the Origin of Species arrived in Denmark 
in 1860. Japetus Steenstrup was the first to receive a copy and 
even with the personal compliments of Darwin himself. The 
Royal Library in Copenhagen acquired a copy and the Univer
sity Library followed by buying the German translation for their 
collections. During the first decade following the publication, 
however, the number of registered readers was quite modest.21 

In 1872 the book was translated into Danish by the young 
botanist J , R Jacobsen. He was soon to become a celebrated 
novelist famous for Marie Grubbe - A Lady of the Seventeenth 
Century (1876) and Niels Lyhne (1880). In the early 1870's, 
however, he was still dedicated to science. In 1873 he received 

2 1 For loan statistics see B. S Hansen and K. R. Olsen, Darwinism: en tekstsamling 
til belysning af sammenhamgen mellem naturvidenskab og samfundsopfattelse 
(Copenhagen: Gyldendal, 1 9 8 0 ) , 6 5 , and M. Robson, "Darwinismen i Danmark: 
debatten i offentlig sammenhseng", Naturens Verden ( 1982) : 2 2 4 - 2 3 6 . 
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the University of Copenhagen's Gold Medal for his work on 
desmids, single-celled green freshwater algae. The Descent of 
Man was also translated by Jacobsen and appeared in 1874-75. 
Extracts from Voyage of the Beagle had been published in 1870 
by the Committee for the Advancement of Public Enlighten
ment. It was later translated in full by Emil Christian Hansen 
and A. Jorgensen, and published in 1876. 2 2 The Danish public 
was first informed of Darwin's ideas in a brief review of the 
Origin of Species in the popular journal lllustreret Tidende 
[Illustrated Times] on the 5 t h of February 1860. 

During the 1860's reference to Darwinian theory occurred 
occasionally in weeklies, magazines and professional jour
nals. In 1863 the young zoologist, Christian Frederik Liitken, 
anonymously published a 100 pages summary in Tidsskrift 
for Populcere Fremstillinger af Naturvidenskaben [Journal 
for Popular Accounts of Science]. The journal was founded in 
1855 with Liitken as one of the editors. Standards were high 
and the content at an advanced level. Even so the journal found 
its audience both among naturalists as well as among general 
readers. In his presentation Liitken laid out arguments pro et 
contra natural theology and Darwinism. Although it was diffi
cult to decide what was correct based on the present state of 
the evidence, he welcomed a scientific theory that did not have 
to call upon the Creator and his actions every once in a while. 
Liitken was sympathetic towards Darwin's ideas, but did not 
feel at present that there was adequate scientific support to 
accept the theory without reservation. "Darwin's theory was 
cleverly thought and brilliantly carried out", Liitken concluded, 

"but it has not yet stepped out of the misty realm of hypotheses 
and into the bright light of reality".2 3 

The cautiousness that Liitken expressed was representative 
of a number of Danish naturalists. Even though Steenstrup 

2 2 Charles Darwin, Om Arternes Oprindelse ved Kvalitetsvalg eller ved de heldigst 
stillede Formers Sejr i Kampen for Tilvcerelsen (Copenhagen: Gyldendal 1 8 7 2 ) ; 
Menneskets Afstamning og Parringsvalget (Copenhagen: Gyldendal 1 8 7 4 - 7 5 ) ; 
Rejseiagttagelser ( 1 8 3 5 - 3 6 ) : Tahiti, Ny-Seland, Ny-Holland, Van Diemens Land, 
Kiling-0erne (Copenhagen: Udvalget for Folkeoplysningens Fremme, 1 8 7 0 ) ; 
Rejse om Jorden: Populate Skildringer (Copenhagen: 1 8 7 6 ) . For introductions 
to the various translations see www.darwin.au.dk. 
2 3 C. Liitken, "Darwin's Theorie om Arternes Oprindelse", Tidsskrift for Popu
lcere Fremstillinger af Naturvidenskaben ( 1 8 6 3 ) : l - 3 3 , 1 3 1 - 6 2 , 2 1 7 - 4 3 , 2 4 3 . 
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never fully accepted the Darwinian hypotheses, he nonetheless 
taught his students about evolution and had the greatest respect 
for Darwin as a man of science. Steenstrup's colleague at the 
University of Copenhagen, Johannes Theodor Reinhardt was 
more receptive to Darwinism and openly announced his views to 
students at the university and in popular lectures. In other words, 
the new generation of naturalists was well-informed of Darwin's 
theory of evolution and thus primed to take it into account while 
working in their various fields over the following decades.24 

Outside the Circles of Science: Darwin as a Public Notability 

Following the first mention of the Origin of Species in lllustreret 
Tidende February 1860 references to Darwin occurred with 
increasing regularity in popular media, books and lectures, and 
thus provided the Danish public with a general knowledge of his 
ideas during the 1860's. However, apart from a few exceptions 
little debate was generated. Among the outspoken Darwinian 
protagonists was the journalist and politician Rudolf Varberg, 
a law graduate from the University of Copenhagen. In lectures 
and as a columnist for the liberal newspaper Folkets Avis [The 
Public's Paper] launched in 1860 he advocated Darwinism as 
a support for atheism. Critical of the general state of Danish 
science Varberg in 1865 entered a public scientific discussion. 
On this occasion he used Darwin to challenge Japetus Steen
strup's inability to give a satisfactory explanation of why the eye 
migrated in flatfish. Curiously, in The Variation of Animals and 
Plants under Domestication published in 1868, Darwin cited 
Steenstrup's explanation as correct.2 5 By taking the discussion 
of Darwin, science and atheism to the newspapers, Varberg was 
instrumental in making Darwinism commonly known. Charles 
Darwin was gradually entering the Danish public sphere. 

2 4 Heidi Funder argues convincingly against the prevalent conception that there 
was a late arrival of Darwinism in Denmark owing to a matter of generations; 
see Heidi Funder, "Evolutionsteorien i Danmark - en historie om foranderlighed", 
Historisk Tidsskrift 1 0 2 ( 2 0 0 2 ) : 3 0 6 - 3 3 7 . 
2 5 Rudolf Varberg, "Om skaevheden hos Flynderne", Fcedrelandet (July 1 s t , 1 8 6 5 ) ; 
Charles Darwin, The Variation of Animals and Plants under Domestication 
(London: John Murray 1 8 6 8 ) , vol. 2 , 5 3 . 
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The Danish translations of the Origin of Species and Descent of Man stimulated 
numerous "Darwinisms" to appear in the media covering the entire spectrum 
from the conservative press to the new socialist newspapers and periodicals. They 
often misunderstood and misrepresented Darwin's ideas, but very few cared about 
correcting any errors. "Darwinism" had now become a rhetorical device in Danish 
debates concerning anything but science. This example is from the satirical social
ist periodical Ravnen [The Raven] in April 1876 . Under the heading "From a 
Strong Government's Zoological Garden" the text explains: "The Orang-utan. A 
beautiful specimen, caught in the gutters of Elsinor. It is a most difficult question 
whether Darwin or the Bible is correct in the explanation of the descent of man. 
Darwin says that we descend from Orang-utans, - by strange coincidence we have 
always thought this to be the case when talking to the Chief of Police." 

In June 1871 the weekly lllustreret Tidende ran an exceptional 
front page portrait of Darwin. The article was divided into 
three sections of his life, works and science. "In the nineteenth 
century", the article began, "no scientific work has produced 
such a splendid commotion, such a lasting effect and such a 
thorough upheaval of centuries old scientific views as Darwin's 
work on the origin of the organic forms". Indeed a man that 
had caused such "a scientific revolution" deserved to be 
known in Denmark.2 6 However, on the few pages available for 
the presentation it was not possible to supply any substantial 
evidence for the claims of the evolutionary hypothesis. For the 
same reason, the reviewer pleaded, he could but merely present 
the monumental importance for the changing world view. 

Nonetheless, it was argued that by making the claim of the 
origin and evolution of all organic things from the simplest cell 
to man, Darwin's theory did not restrict itself to concern only 
zoology, botany, comparative anatomy, and embryology, but 
also anthropology, ethnography, and philosophy. It was also 
declared that especially psychology as well as theology could 
not escape the revolutionising effects of the new science. It had 
been claimed that Darwinism had nothing to offer regarding 
the first origin of things - the ultima ratio. However, this should 
not be taken as a weakness. At the present state of the biological 
sciences there was no alternative to agnosticism, the anonymous 
was maintained. Darwin's theory was all one could hope for. 
There was no doubt that it had taken the human understanding 
to the second origin of things. However, it could not be ruled 
out that a future species growing from homo sapiens would 
one day be able to detect the very first origin of things. 

The publication of the Danish translation of the Origin of 
Species received considerable public notice, not least because of 
the rising intellectual elite centred around the charismatic liter
ary critic Georg Brandes.2 7 As a dr.phil. graduating from the 
University of Copenhagen he was entitled to access a lecture 

2 6 R-r , 'Charles Darwin', lllustreret Tidende (June 1 8 , 1 8 7 1 ) , 3 4 1 - 3 4 3 and (June 
2 5 , 1 8 7 1 ) , 3 5 7 . 
2 7 For more on Brandes see Hans Hertel and Sven Moller Kristensen (eds.), The 
Activist Critic: A Symposium on the Political Ideas, Literary Methods, and In
ternational Reception of Georg Brandes (Copenhagen: Munksgaard, 1 9 8 0 ) and 
Doris R. Asmundsson, Georg Brandes: Aristocratic Radical (New York: New 
York University Press, 1 9 8 1 ) . 
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hall in which he could lecture on whatever topic he wanted. 
Much to the dismay of several professors he advocated the 
use of realism in literature instead of fantasy and the prevalent 
romantic idealism. Writers should present nature, the world 
and the people in it as they were and through that work in 
the service of progressive ideas and social reform. His lectures 
were published as Main Currents in the Nineteenth Century 
Literature and immediately reached a large audience.28 

Darwin was celebrated in Brandes' circles as founder of an 
entirely new - and correct - view of nature. Jens Peter Jacobsen 
was soon to appreciate Darwin's ideas and used his scientific 
background to advertise them for the Danish public in the peri
odical Nyt dansk Maanedsskrift [New Danish Monthly] and thus 
gain access to the inner circles of the Brandes club. He did this 
convincingly and was later included in Brandes' book Men of the 
Modern Breakthrough of 1883 (a series of portraits on the most 
influential contemporary and radical intellectuals, i.e. Brandes' 
own followers).29 Jacobsen's introduced the Origin of Species 
early in 1871 in Nyt dansk Maanedsskrift and the following year 
the translation was published in its entirety. It first appeared in 
nine separate volumes under the title Naturlivets Grundlove 
[The Laws of Nature]. This title did not go well with the audi
ence, so when the translation was collected into a single volume 
and published as a book in the autumn of 1872 the title had 
been changed to an almost literal translation of the original.30 

The publisher Vilhelm Moller had launched the new peri
odical Nyt dansk Maanedsskrift in 1870. Already in the first 
issue of October 1870 did Jacobsen get a chance to advertise 
scientific knowledge. Although there was still a long road to 
travel, there was no doubt in the young naturalist's mind that 
science was on the right track. "The natural sciences know 
little, it progresses only at a slow pace", he claimed, "but they 
take no step backwards". The thousands of individual battles 
that men of science fight in silence gradually paVed the way 

"to the top of that mountain now overshadowing the clear 

2 8 First English edition: Georg Brandes, Main Currents in Nineteenth Century 
Literature (London: William Heinemann, 1 9 0 1 - 1 9 0 5 ) 
2 9 First English edition: Georg Brandes, Eminent Authors of the Nineteenth Cen
tury (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell 8c Co. , 1 8 8 6 ) . 
3 0 See for instance the review in lllustreret Tidende (July 1 2 , 1 8 7 2 ) , 3 1 1 . 
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sunlight of knowledge".31 Other scientific topics were taken 
up by the journal such as the solar eclipse of December 22, 
1870 and the geology of the earth's surface, but none were 
used with the same effectiveness to promote a scientific ideol
ogy as evolutionary theory. 

In the fourth and fifth issue Jacobsen ran a lengthy article on 
Darwin's theory, and over the next couple of years the journal 
was regularly used to promote evolutionary thinking in general 
and Darwin's work in particular. Although the well-known 
liberal politician and drafter of the Danish Constitution 1849, 
bishop D.G. Monrad was allowed to react against Jacobson's 
Darwin articles, the pro-Darwinian tone of the periodical did 
not fade.3 2 Nyt dansk Maanedsskrift had become the voice of 
a rising intellectual elite. Scientific issues along with ideas of 
social and cultural change, including women's suffrage, were 
discussed freely in the spirit that Brandes had introduced, 
but failed to promote at the university. When Nyt dansk 
Maanedsskrift went out of print in 1874, Brandes founded his 
own journal Det nittende Aarhundrede [Nineteenth Century] 
along with his brother Edvard. The liberal scientifically minded 
ideology was still broadly admitted. 

The reviews in the Danish press of the translation of the 
Origin of Species were mainly positive. Although not everyone 
accepted Darwin's ideas and conclusions there was a wide
spread consensus that Darwin was a man of science who had to 
be taken seriously if modern science was to be taken seriously. 
Having already given a thorough introduction to Darwin's life 
and work, the reviewer in lllustreret Tidende did not think it 
necessary to speak much about the book, but restricted himself 
to warmly recommending it to the Danish public in the hope 
that it would attract a considerable audience. The best way to 
learn about Darwin, he argued, was to read the master himself, 
this "brilliant, truthful, serious and sober man of science". 

The translation was an important step in the education of 
the public. Without the book in Danish the public was easily 

3 1 J.P. Jacobsen, "Om Bevaegelsen i Planteriget", Nyt dansk Maanedsskrift 1 
(1870) : 7 - 1 6 , 1 6 . 
3 2 For the exhange between Monrad and Jacobsen see D.G. Monrad, M E t Par 
Bemaerkninger om Darwinismen", Nyt dansk Maanedsskrift 3 ( 1 8 7 1 ) : 2 2 8 - 2 3 6 
and J.P. Jacobsen, a E t Brev om Darwinismen", Nyt dansk Maanedsskrift 3 
(1872) : 3 9 4 - 3 9 6 . 
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misled by the voices of immature adherents. Being able to 
read the original work, they could now witness themselves 

"Darwinism's own struggle for life and the possible victory of 
life as a result of its gradual completion".3 3 That the public 
needed to be educated was illustrated by the reviewer's visit 
to the Zoological Museum in Copenhagen. He had taken his 
children to the museum and was pointing to a certain specimen 
that allegedly presented a link between two species when he 
was interrupted by a curator who exclaimed "Darwin is not to 
be spoken of here". Now it was no longer possible to ignore 
Darwinism by silencing it. People could finally make up their 
own minds on this matter and were no longer referred to more 
or less arbitrary outbursts from either scholars, clergymen or 
anyone else who felt they had a say on the matter.34 

The review ends on a pro-scientific note. The occasion was 
the debate between Jacobsen and Monrad going on in Nyt 
dansk Maanedsskrift. This debate has been presented by some 
historians as an echo of the Huxley-Wilberforce exchange. 
Although harsh remarks were indeed made on both sides, it 
is difficult to support an image of a symbolic duel between 
science and religion in the Jacobsen-Monrad exchange.3 5 

Monrad, for instance, did not oppose Darwinism by claim-

lllustreret Tidende (July 12, 1 8 7 2 ) , 3 1 1 . 
3 4 Not everybody was too happy about this description of the museum. The zoo
logist Christian Frederik Liitken who worked at the museum himself did not re
cognise this picture. In an unpublished note that was intended for the daily news
paper Fcedrelandet [Fatherland] he reacted against the claim that the teachers at 
Copenhagen University wished to silence Darwin to death. It was a well-known 
fact, he argued, that of the four professors of natural history at the university, 
two of them were outspoken Darwinians. From Liitken's perspective, students as 
well as the Danish public have had plenty of opportunity to become acquainted 
with Darwin's works. See P.H. Jespersen, "Nedstamningstankens gennembrud i 
Danmark", Naturens Verden ( 1982 , written around 1 9 4 8 ) , 1 6 1 - 1 7 5 , 1 6 6 - 6 7 . 
•M See J . F. Moller, "Teologiske reaktioner pa darwinismen i Danmark 1 8 6 0 - 1 9 0 0 " , 
Historisk Tidsskrift 100 (2000): 6 9 - 9 2 . The exchange on Darwin's theory between the 
biologist Thomas Henry Huxley and the bishop Samuel Wilberforce at the meeting of 
the British Association for the Advancement of Science in Oxford 1860 has been one 
of the most popular stories in the myth about the eternally antagonistic relationship 
between science and religion. However, as is the case with most legends in the history 
of science, the Huxley-Wilberforce story is far more complex. For a discussion of the 
complexity and references see Peter C. Kjaergaard, "Conflict of Science and Religion? 
The Inadequacy of Simple History" in Niels Henrik Gregersen et al (eds.), Science 
and Theology: Twin Sisters?, (Aarhus: University of Aarhus, 2002) . 
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ing it wrong, but argued that the evidence in support for the 
theory was still too inadequate to vote in its favour. However, 
the reviewer in lllustreret Tidende, was soon to denounce 
Monrad as a clergyman who might have a good grasp on 
Scripture, but certainly not on the contemporary attempts to 
unveil revelation in Nature herself. On the basis of modern 
science, it was claimed, the "official theory of creation" had to 
be abandoned. Science was about exploring the laws of nature 
that connect past, present and future and as Newton and Lyell 
had handed us the laws that govern the heavens and inorganic 

' matter, so Darwin had done for the laws that govern organic 
matter. Accordingly, modern science denied that organic and 
inorganic matter should be a result of the Creator's whims 
and their development a product of mere coincidence. To 
work against the influence of Monrad and others who took 
advantage of the public's scientific illiteracy, the translation of 
Origin was welcomed. 

Georg Brandes' lectures on the main currents in nineteenth 
century literature beginning in 1871 did not go well with 
the conservative press. He had been a regular columnist for 
Dagbladet [Daily News] and served as lllustreret Tidende's 
theatre critic. From the beginning of 1872 he was thought 
too controversial for the weekly and his writings thereafter 
banned. The conservative press had become more careful. For 
radical writers it was still possible to be critical of the establish
ment, but it had to be done in a more subtle way. Once again 
lllustreret Tidende came to serve as a mouth-piece for evolu
tionary theory; this time combined with a criticism of class 
and society but now concealed in a literary dress. In two conse
cutive weeks in January 1875 a short story entitled 'Darwinism' 
was published. The weekly had specialised in feeding the public 
information about high-end cultural life such as the Royal 
Theatre's new foyer and the new opera in Paris. The short story 
hit the well-established middle-class between the eyes. 

A man of good standing had recommended a young 
academic to educate the young daughters of a deceased state 
official in natural history. Much to the alarm of the widow, 
the young man now began to instruct his two female students 
in Darwinism. He was immediately sacked and the gentleman 
who had originally recommended him was brought in to clear 
things up. The young girls both wanted to know more about 
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Darwinism, but their mother forbade it on the grounds that 
it was dangerous. What exactly it was that made it danger
ous she was unable to say. On these grounds she asked the 
gentleman if he could help her understand just the basic ideas. 
With a splendid satirical wit the anonymous writer took that 
as an opportunity to make Darwinism a vehicle for social and 
cultural criticism. In nature, it was claimed, it takes a very long 
time to observe variation, but in human life as we know it, it 
happens all the time. 

Four examples were given that a Darwinian basis could 
explain social behaviour: class, fashion, politics and money. The 
author painted a picture of a conservative upper middle-class 
that dismissed Darwinism as dangerous, vulgar and altogether 
despicable. There was no scientific argument against it. When 
the two maidens' knowledge was tested - they were both fierce 
defenders of Darwinism - it proved rather shallow. "What is 
it?", one exclaimed, "It is the time when humans were apes, 
naturally".36 The gentleman felt that much needed to be done 
in order to remedy the knowledge of the two young women. 
But as 'natural selection' went, the two maidens at high society 
parties had already proven themselves to be naturals. When it 
came time to 'darwinise' they were second to none. 

The author was teasing and educating the upper middle-
classes using Darwinism to fit his own ideas of social and 
cultural reform. Regardless of any evidence or argument the 
establishment subscribed to whatever scientific theories suited 
their moods and purposes. On this account Darwinism was 
reduced to absurdity. When an easily digested version was 
ordered and even given by a fellow member of the establish
ment, Darwinism suddenly turned everything upside down and 
exposed the shallowness and spuriousness of the upper middle-
classes. The author appropriated the scientific foundation of 
Darwinism for his social Darwinian programme to undermine 
the pseudo-arguments against contemporary natural history 
and the need for cultural and social reforms. 

3 6 B.C., 'Darwinisme', lllustreret Tidende (January 3 , 1 8 7 5 ) 1 5 6 - 5 7 and (January 
1 0 , 1 8 7 5 ) 1 6 8 - 7 2 , 1 5 7 . 
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Commemorating "The Hero of our Time" 

Darwin's death in 1882 generated a certain attention in the 
Danish public. Obituaries celebrated Darwin as a most 
important naturalist and in 1883 no less than two com
mittees were assigned to collect money for a "Darwin 
Memorial". The official Danish committee consisted of well-
established university people representing zoology, geology, 
botany and philosophy. Although they granted that some of 
Darwin's ideas were still controversial they nevertheless stressed 
that his name and achievements inside as well as outside the 
circles of science were indeed outstanding. The other com
mittee counted medical doctors, novelists, poets, philosophers 
and industrialists; a far more diverse group who emphasised 
the wider consequences of Darwinism. Thanks to Darwin "a 
coherent scientific world-view and a new view of life has been 
secured a better foundation", they claimed. Therefore the cele
bration of Darwin should not be something reserved exclusively 
for naturalists and men of science in general. On the contrary 
it was the right of every human being capable of independent 
thought "to honour the Memory of the great Deceased". 3 7 

On the list of public dignitaries signing the unofficial com
mittee's petition was the pro-Darwinian author Karl Gjellerup 
who was later to receive the Nobel Prize in literature. Shortly 
after Darwin's death Gjellerup had composed a lengthy ode to 
honour the memory of Darwin. It was written as a classic Greek 
play in a poetic and allegorical style. Among the choruses there 
are a few of particular interest with regard to the alleged new 
world-view and the problems it caused for the previous ones. 
Israel's God Yahweh was portrayed as a sidelined old-timer 
who could not understand what had happened to the earth he 
once created. Everything seemed to make sense in the old days. 
Man was created in his image as a caretaker of the earth, but 
eventually God realised that his arms were too short to control 
everything in the world. Gjellerup painted a picture of a once 

3 7 Mike Robson, "Darwinismens modtagelse i Norden", in Niels Bonde and Hen
rik Stangerup, Udviklingsideens historie. Fra Platon til Darwin, Copenhagen: 
GAD 1 9 8 5 , 3 6 5 - 3 8 2 , 3 6 5 . 'Darwin Memorial' and 'Den internationale Indsam-
ling til Mindesmaerket over Darwin' reprinted in M. Robson, "Darwinismen i 
Danmark: debatten i offentlig sammenhaeng", 2 3 4 . 
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powerful God that had the world to depend on him. But now 
God depended on a world that did not even care: 

Look, the world has become its own Goda strange God, with
out head and limbs 
I cannot hit him with my lighteningand he is everywhere, 
where I try to hide 
He strangles me in his invisible embracel drown in the waves 
of the aether 
And the planets pass me as ships that neglect my cries for help.38 

In The Antagonists Gjellerup initially let the church celebrate 
Darwin's death as a sign that their worst fear had now come 
to rest. But voices of concern were aired and the chorus ended 
by self-consciously declaring men of the church as mosquitoes 
that only shine brightly red when they suck the blood of much 
bigger creatures. They had hoped to smash the head of Darwin 
and stop his way, but now upon his death they realised that they 
could not even hope to sting his heel. Although presented in a 
somewhat convoluted form, Gjellerup's graphic style did not 
leave much open to debate. Darwin was used as a vehicle for 
intellectual reform that included a mainly atheistic world-view 
leaving no room for the spirits of the past that previously held 
patent to the secrets of nature. Apollo and Athena realised they 
were but silver that now had to be changed to gold. Yahweh 
saw that there was not even the tiniest rift left in the world for 
him to put his finger, and Jesus begged to be "Jesus the man" 
and not "Christ the divine". 

For many Darwin was indeed "the hero of our time", as 
Gjellerup put it. During the 1880's and -90's this view was 
shared by a growing number of people who helped by the writ
ings of Herbert Spencer and Ernst Haeckel saw the potential in 
Darwinian theory for intellectual, cultural and social reforms. 
Naturalists were gradually including more and more evolu
tionary theory into their teaching and research, and in other 

3 H Karl Gjellerup, Aander og Tider: Et Rekviem over Charles Darwin (Copenha
gen: Andr. Schous Forlag, 1 8 8 2 ) , 5 4 - 5 5 . Extracts of the requiem were initially 
published in lllustreret Tidende in May, less than three weeks after Darwin's 
death. However these extracts were not of such an obvious atheistic character as 
the ones later to be published in the book. See Karl Gjellerup, "Ildens, Vandets 
og Isens Genier", lllustreret Tidende (May 7, 1 8 8 2 ) , 3 9 0 . 
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segments of society Darwin became a household name. Several 
books and articles appeared on Darwin and his fellow adver
saries of evolutionary theory. The scientific patent to comment, 
support or dismiss Darwinism had long been lost. 

In 1889 the professor of philosophy at the University of 
Copenhagen, Harald Hoffding, published a short biography 
on Darwin. H0ffding insisted that Darwin's work should be 
of great concern for philosophers. This view was further sup
ported in A History of Modern Philosophy published in 1 8 9 4 -
95. Allegedly Darwin once stated that his theory would lead to 
a complete philosophy. Hoffding concurred. In fact, Darwin 
produced more than a just turning-point in scientific inquiry. 
He had changed our entire mode of conceiving nature and 

"turned the word 'Natural History' into reality". 3 9 However, 
Darwin's theory also raised psychological and ethical questions, 
and expressed opinions on the limits of human knowledge, 
Hoffding claimed. These issues were of fundamental interest to 
philosophy and hence could not be ignored by philosophers. 

Hoffding also defended Darwin's reluctance to talk about 
the first origin of things. Although people had been criticising 
Darwin for not doing so, H0ffding argued that it was not neces
sary to take that step. Darwin's hypothesis concerned the effects 
of natural selection between variations, not with the origin 
of variations. Although these were thought to have natural 
causes, their discovery was not necessary for the acceptance of 
his theory. "Every hypothesis must rest on a certain foundation 
which cannot be included in the proof", H0ffding instructed 
the reader.40 Hence, there was no contradiction involved when 
Darwin simply accepted variations as given. The same could 
be said about the origin of life. It was left as an insoluble riddle, 
but this did not disqualify the scientific theory. On the contrary 
it strengthened it, since it demonstrated a willingness only to 
speak of things that could be known. The origin of species did 
not mean the origin of life. Agnosticism was a mark of good 
science and sound philosophy. 

3 9 Harald Hoffding, A History of Modern Philosophy - A Sketch of the History 
of Philosophy front the Close of the Renaissance to Our Own Day (London: 
MacMillan and Co , 1 9 0 8 ) , vol. II, 4 4 3 . The English edition was translated from 
the German edition. See also Harald Hoffding, Charles Darwin (Copenhagen: 
Hoffenberg og Trap's Etabl., 1 8 8 9 ) . 
4 0 Harald Hoffding, A History of Modern Philosophy, 4 4 5 . 
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Even though Danish naturalists taught evolutionary theory at 
the university in the 1860s, with a very few exceptions they did 
not enter public debate on the matter. Nonetheless, the Danish 
public was well informed about Darwin's ideas in newspapers 
and periodicals around the country, but again little debate 
was provoked. When the new cultural and intellectual elite 
surrounding Georg Brandes in the early 1870's used Darwin as 
a vehicle to promote a liberal scientific ideology students and 
the public were well-prepared. Darwinism turned into 'Darwin
isms' when it was applied to anything from natural history to 
class, fashion, politics and money.41 By then it was too late for 
professional naturalists to take charge of the debate, now equally 
open for poets, novelists, teachers, columnists and philosophers. 
Darwinism had become the property of the Danish intellectual 
and popular culture - and, as in the case of the two committees 
collecting money for the "Darwin Memorial" in 1882, there 
was nothing the university professors could do about it. 

As anywhere else, Darwin and evolution have been appro
priated in countless contexts. In Denmark Darwinism received 
a great deal of attention in cultural and intellectual life before it 
manifested itself on the scientific agenda and became an integral 
part of the scientific world-view. More and more Darwinists 
appeared in the ranks of science, but by then Darwinism was 
already familiar to the Danish public. 

4 1 We use the plural 'Darwinisms' to account for non-scientific uses of Darwin's 
ideas. It mirrors Morse Peckham's original distinction between 'Darwinian' and 

'Darwinistic', or 'Darwinism' and 'Darwinisticism' in "Darwinism and Darwinis-
ticism", Victorian Studies 3 (1959) : 1 9 - 4 0 . The distinction between 'Darwinism' 
and 'Darwiniscism' is also employed by James R. Moore in The Post-Darwinian 
Controversies: A study of the Protestant struggle to come to terms with Darwin in 
Great Britain and America 1870-1900 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1 9 7 9 ) , 2 3 6 - 2 4 5 and passim. While 'Darwinism' signifies Darwin's own theory 
as a biological theory aware of its own explanatory limits, 'Darwinicism' is the 
theory that the principles of variation, selection and adaptation apply universally 
and without exception for the cultural evolution as well as for cosmic evolution, 
thus lending support for ideas of universal progressivism. This view, as shown by 
Moore, was prevalent among many liberal or "progressive" theologians around 
the end of the 1 9 , h century. The same strategy, however, can be found among the 
protagonists of the ideologically anti-religious receptions of Darwin's theory by 
the end of the nineteenth century. 
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