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The Journey 1840–1841 

 

PROLOGUE: THE DEPARTURE – Copenhagen, 

October 31, 1840 
 
It was not raining over Nyhavn this morning, but the air 

was heavy and gray like wet wool. 

 

The dark water of the canal lay dead still beneath the 

masts of the wooden ships. Inside the modest rented 

room at number 20, the atmosphere was marked by that 

particular, feverish silence that always surrounded Hans 

Christian before an escape. 

 

He was thirty-five years old. His face was marked by 

deeper furrows around the mouth, and his hair had 

grown darker, but in his eyes burned the same wild, 
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restless fire that had driven him out of Odense a whole 

lifetime ago. 

 

In the middle of the carpet stood his leather bag. No 

heavy trunks this time. No pompous quantities of opulent 

clothes. 

 

In his inside pocket he had two hundred rigsdaler — the 

carefully calculated advance he, with trembling hands and 

a stammering voice, had managed to secure from his 

publisher, C.A. Reitzel. In exchange for the money, he had 

sold the skin of a bear that was still running free in the 

woods: he had promised a travelogue. A large, exotic 

book meant to sate the Danes' hunger for the world. 

 

But Hans Christian was not traveling to write. He was 

traveling so he would not perish in his own skin. 

 

Denmark had become a suffocating cabinet of mirrors, 

where he saw only his own failures reflected back. In the 

salons he was "our dear, strange Andersen," the sensitive 

fool patted on the back while people laughed at his latest 
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tragedy. In the newspapers, the critics cut him down with 

cold, bourgeois elegance. And in the home of the Collin 

family in Stormgade, the air was sliced through by an icy 

politeness. 

 

He walked over to his desk. There lay the last letter he 

had written to Edvard Collin. 

 

It was a short, dry sheet, devoid of the desperate 

declarations of love with which he had previously filled 

the paper. He had simply announced his departure plans 

and written his address in Berlin. No pleas. No begging to 

be on intimate terms. He closed the envelope with red 

sealing wax and left it lying in the middle of the bare 

table. 

 

He already knew that Edvard would not reply. 

 

There was no one to carry his bag down the stairs. On the 

quay by the canal, there were no friends, no benefactors, 

no girls with flowers waving goodbye with white 

handkerchiefs. Copenhagen slept on beneath its heavy 
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tile roofs, unconcerned that its strangest poet was about 

to leave it. 

 

Through the cold morning air, Hans Christian walked 

across Kongens Nytorv toward the stagecoach. 

 

Every step his long boots took against the cobbles felt like 

a tear in a chain of fetters. In his pocket, his fingers clung 

to his small notebook. He opened it to the first, blank 

page and dipped his travel pencil. 

 

With large, hasty letters, he wrote the words that the 

whole world would later repeat like a cry of victory: 

 

»To travel is to live! To stay at home is to die a little every 

day.« 

 

He closed the book. 

 

It was a beautiful quote. These were the words that were 

to be printed in gold at Reitzel's. These were the words 
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the readers in warm, bourgeois parlors would nod at 

admiringly while envying the poet his grand, free soul. 

 

It was a lie. 

 

What he did not write in the diary lay deep down in his 

chest like a cold lump of lead. 

 

He did not write about the letter from Sweden that had 

arrived by post the day before. The perfumed letter from 

Jenny Lind, in which she, with mild, lethal words, had once 

again called him her "dear, good brother" and spoken of 

her triumphs in Germany. He did not write about the 

terror that had seized him during the night — the fear 

that the dark madness that had sent his maternal 

grandfather to the asylum in Odense was slowly eating its 

way into his own brain. 

 

He stepped up into the stagecoach. The door slammed 

shut, and the driver's whip cracked in the air above the 

horses' backs. 
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As the carriage rattled out through Vesterport, Hans 

Christian rested his head against the cold wooden seat. 

He did not look back. Ahead lay three thousand 

kilometers of foreign roads, unknown languages, and new 

beds. 

 

He was thirty-five years old. He was famous, he was 

homeless, and the play about his escape had just begun. 

 

PART I: GERMANY – The Orderly Hell 

Chapter 1: Hamburg and Berlin – The Carnival 
 
The jolting of the stagecoach propagated up through 

Hans Christian's long spinal cord like a relentless, dull 

pain. But when the carriage rattled across the 

cobblestones of Hamburg in early November 1840, his 

fatigue vanished in a shock of sensory impressions. 

 

Copenhagen was a provincial town by comparison. 

Hamburg smelled of coal, baking powder, sweat, and a 

mighty German industriousness. The streets were wide, 
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the buildings rose to dizzying heights, and public life 

surged with a noise that stunned him. 

 

And then there was the carnival. 

 

It was as if all of Germany had cast off its bourgeois mask 

and broken out into a collective madness. Every street 

was filled with music, drum rolls, and men and women 

dressed up in the most fantastic costumes. 

 

Hans Christian stood on the street corner with his small 

travel bag. He wore his usual dark cloak and his travel 

hat, but in this throng, for the first time in a decade, he 

did not feel abnormal. 

 

No one turned around to look at him with a mocking 

smile. No one whispered: »There goes that strange, tall 

Andersen.« In Hamburg, everyone wore a role. One was 

dressed as a tattered beggar, another as a gilded king, a 

third as a horned demon. All players were equal before 

the law of the carnival. 
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Something loosened in Hans Christian's chest. Why on 

earth have I feared standing out? he thought. Here, among 

the masks, I am merely one actor among others. 

 

The escape continued toward Berlin. In the German 

capital, the reception was entirely different, but no less 

stunning for the Danish titular councillor. 

 

Berlin was the center of culture and intellect. And here, in 

the fine, tobacco-smoke-filled literary salons of the 

publisher Brockhaus and the poet Bettina von Arnim, H.C. 

Andersen was received like a messiah. 

 

The German poets and intellectuals — men with deep 

furrows on their brows, wild beards, and undeniable 

refinement — worshipped him. They spoke of his fairy 

tales with a reverence he had never encountered in 

Copenhagen. They called him »the genius from the 

North,« »the poet of children and the soul.« 

 

At the long dinner tables, Hans Christian sat in the 

middle. He was not placed at the bottom with the tutors. 
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Bettina von Arnim, Goethe's old friend, placed her hand 

on his arm and looked into his eyes with a gaze 

completely devoid of contempt. 

 

For the first time in his life, he did not feel like the ugly 

duckling that had unlawfully trespassed into the swans' 

pond. He was a swan. He was one of the chosen, a 

spiritual equal. 

 

Fame did not taste of ashes here; it tasted of good red 

wine and intellectual recognition. 

 

But Hans Christian quickly learned that the mask only 

covered the face, not the soul. 

 

After dinner at Bettina's, after the applause and the 

refined conversations, he returned to his cold guest room 

in a cheap hotel on Friedrichstrasse. 

 

Here, in the dark, where the noise of the carnival fell 

silent, his anxiety returned with renewed strength. He 

looked at the unfamiliar bed — the stiff, white sheets 
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looked like a shroud. He felt the draft from the window, 

and every creak in the floorboards turned into an 

intruding murderer or a flaring fire. 

 

He lay down, but sleep would not come. He felt the 

jealousy toward Jenny Lind eating into his web of 

thoughts. Why was all of Berlin applauding him when the 

only voice he thirsted to hear remained silent toward 

him? 

 

The fear of the dark became so paralyzing that he could 

not bear it. He stood up, lit a candle, and went down to 

the hotel reception. He woke the young night porter, a 

pale German lad who looked up confused from his desk. 

 

Hans Christian handed him a silver mark. 

 

»You... You must sit with me,« Hans Christian stammered 

in German, his voice stripped of the refinement he had 

just displayed in the salon. »Just a couple of hours. Just 

until it gets light. I... I am afraid of being alone.« 
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The boy looked at him with a gaze containing both 

wonder and a deep, instinctive pity. He took the money, 

closed the reception door, and followed the tall, famous 

Danish poet up the stairs. 

 

There they sat, in the dim light of the lit candle. The great 

poet, who had received applause from the city's brilliant 

minds, and the simple German boy. The boy sat silently 

on a chair in the corner, watching Hans Christian, who lay 

restlessly under the sheet while the demons of his own 

mind slowly danced on behind his closed eyelids, 

untouched by both carnival and salon praise. 

 

Chapter 2: Dresden, Prague, Vienna – The 

Music That Rejects Him 
 
The escape continued southeast, deeper into the heart of 

German culture. The wheels of the post carriage rolled 

through Dresden, Prague, and Vienna — cities that served 

as mighty cathedrals of music. Here, in these stony works 

of splendor, the notes of Mozart, Beethoven, and 

Schubert still resonated between the walls. 
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For Hans Christian, these cities were not merely stops on 

a journey. They were stages for a new dream, a desperate 

hope he carried just as surely as his travel bag: the dream 

of the opera. 

 

He had always loved music with a manic intensity. He had 

sung soprano in Odense Cathedral, he had pleaded with 

Siboni, and he had written opera librettos back home in 

Copenhagen that Heiberg and the theater had 

consistently rejected as "childish." 

 

But here, in the true homelands of music, he believed 

that his great, lyrical soul would be recognized. 

 

He sought out conductors and composers. He bowed 

deeply, his back bent at the rehearsed, humble angle, as 

he handed them his manuscripts — papers filled with 

words created to be lifted by the mighty wings of the 

orchestra. He told them of Danish folk songs, of the 

silence of the night, and of the heart's deepest pain. 
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The German masters received him politely. They drank 

tea with him, they praised his fairy tales — those cursed 

fairy tales! — but when the conversation turned to his 

music dramas, their gazes cooled. 

 

They spoke of German thoroughness, of counterpoint, of 

the need for a musical education he had never received. 

They said: »You are a great poet, Herr Andersen. But 

opera... opera demands a master, not a lover.« 

 

In Vienna, after yet another polite rejection, he snuck into 

the Musikverein during a rehearsal. He sat alone in the 

grand, empty golden hall. The orchestra began to play. 

The sound surged toward him, mighty, perfect, and 

absolutely invincible. 

 

He collapsed onto the cold plush seat. 

 

He was not good enough. The notes would not obey him. 

He could not create the perfect harmony capable of 

carrying his words. Music was like a powerful, capricious 

woman who danced with the rich and learned masters, 

13 



but slammed the door in the face of the tall, outcast 

Dane. 

 

That same night, in his guest room, while the German 

words »Keine Forstand« still rang in his ears, he sat down 

at the table. He took his pencil. He would not write an 

opera. He would not ask masters for permission. 

 

In his notebook, he began to sketch the story of an 

emperor and a nightingale. 

 

He wrote about the Emperor of China, who wants to own 

the nightingale's song. He captures it, puts it in a golden 

cage, and only allows it to sing in rhythm. But when the 

emperor receives an artificial nightingale, a mechanical 

contrivance that always sings the same melody without 

fault, the real nightingale escapes back to the forest. 

 

»I cannot live in the palace,« Hans Christian wrote, his pen 

cutting through the paper. »I must sing for rich and poor 

when I myself wish to! My song cannot be owned!« 
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The German masters and the Copenhagen salons wanted 

to own art. They wanted to squeeze it into rules and 

measure. They wanted an artificial bird that said what the 

score permitted. But he... he was the real nightingale. His 

song was free, born of pain and truth, and even if they 

turned him away from the opera stage, his voice would 

one day reach further than all their scores. 

 

PART II: ITALY – The Burning Light 

Chapter 3: Venice – The Drowning City 
 
The post carriage had been replaced by a black, gliding 

coffin. At least, that was how Hans Christian felt when he 

stepped down into a Venetian gondola for the first time. 

The year was 1841, and he had finally arrived in Venice, 

the wondrous queen of the Adriatic Sea. 

 

But Venice was not like the German cathedral cities. It did 

not smell of coal and industriousness, but of salt, rot, 

ancient grandeur, and stagnant water. Palaces rose 

marble-white and magnificent from the canals, but their 

foundations were decaying, and their facades cracked 
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under centuries of moisture. It was a city balancing on the 

brink of its own demise, a beauty slowly allowing itself to 

be swallowed by the deep. 

 

Venice was a drowning city. Exactly as Hans Christian felt 

he was doing himself. 

 

The theater in Germany had rejected him. The masters of 

music had closed the door. In Copenhagen, Edvard's cold 

letters and Jenny Lind's paralyzing friendship awaited. 

Everything he dreamed of, everything he believed he was 

meant to be — a great actor, a celebrated opera 

composer, a beloved husband — seemed to sink away 

beneath him, turned to foam upon the sea of memory. 

 

He spent his days gliding through the narrow canals. Here 

there was no noise from horses' hooves or carriage 

wheels, only the gondolier's deep, rhythmic calls and the 

splashing of the oar in the greenish water. 

 

It was here, in this quiet, floating world, that he met 

Giuseppe. 

16 



 

Giuseppe was a gondolier. He was young, with dark curls, 

an open shirt, and strong arms that effortlessly guided 

the heavy boat through the darkness. Hans Christian did 

not hire him merely for an hour; he hired him for several 

days. He sat in the dark cabin of the gondola, covered in 

blankets, watching Giuseppe. He saw the strength in his 

body, the gentle smile, and the effortless tranquility that 

he himself so desperately lacked. 

 

For three nights they glided through the canals of Venice. 

Giuseppe sang for him — old Venetian songs about love 

and the sea. He called Hans Christian »il poeta danese«. It 

was the first time since the laughing boys at the ballet 

school in Copenhagen that a man looked at him without 

seeing his crooked nose or his long, strange limbs. 

 

In a small side canal, sheltered by the darkness of a 

cracked palace facade, Giuseppe placed his large, rough 

hand upon Hans Christian's long, pale palm. 
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It was a moment of singular, forbidden intimacy. A touch 

devoid of charity, devoid of literary admiration, and above 

all: devoid of rejection. Giuseppe did not ask for a score 

or a certificate of refined upbringing. He simply touched 

the man beneath the poet's cloak. 

 

But Hans Christian heard reality when it whispered, even 

as he dreamed in the dark. 

 

Venice was the drowning city. And their encounter was 

like the city itself: a beautiful illusion built on a decaying 

foundation. Giuseppe belonged to the canals, the 

darkness, and the raw Venetian reality. Hans Christian 

belonged to the salons, the words, and an eternal life of 

flight. The engagement in Copenhagen, Collin's cold eyes, 

and Heiberg's mocking smile were already standing 

waiting for him on the shore. 

 

When he left Venice a few days later in a carriage bound 

for Rome, he took out his notebook. 
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He wrote a beautiful, picturesque chapter about Venice. 

He described the silence of the gondolas at sunset, the 

grandeur of St. Mark's Square, and the canals that 

resembled floating streets of gold and demons. 

 

»An indescribable silence reigns in this city,« he wrote, his 

pen moving with an elegant, controlled swiftness. 

»Everything here is gliding, everything is like a dream 

born of water and death.« 

 

But he did not write Giuseppe's name. He did not write 

about those three nights in the dark gondola. He did not 

write about the hand that had touched his own without 

contempt. 

 

Venice was drowning, and with it, Giuseppe drowned too. 

 

He took out the small, folded card containing Riborg's 

rejection from the leather pouch around his neck and 

read it again: »I can only care for you as a brother.« 

 

19 



He felt the coldness from the closed door of the German 

opera house. He felt the muteness at Collin's dinner table. 

He had lost his voice on stage, and now, in Venice, he had 

lost the chance to speak the language of love. 

 

He folded the card, closed the leather pouch, and placed 

it back against his bare chest. He could not live in a 

drowning city. He had to move on, always onward, 

transformed into an eternal passenger who collected 

beautiful, fleeting moments, but who must never step 

ashore to build a home. 

 

Chapter 4: Rome, Naples – The Cities of the Dead 
 
The journey continued southward, deeper into promised 

Italy, but to Hans Christian it felt like a descent into a vast, 

sun-drenched mausoleum. In early 1841 he arrived in 

Rome, and later he continued to Naples. It was here, in 

these cities where the breath of history hung heavy and 

dusty over the streets, that he truly understood the real 

nature of travel: he was a guest in the realm of the dead. 
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Rome was no longer the pulsing heart of emperors or 

papal life. To Hans Christian, Rome was a city of ruins. He 

spent days wandering alone through the Colosseum, the 

Roman Forum, and the ancient catacombs beneath the 

earth. He touched the cracked marble columns lying 

fallen in the grass like the bones of a fallen giant. He 

looked into the empty eye sockets of ancient statues and 

thought of all the generations who had wept, laughed, 

and loved between these walls, and who were now 

nothing more than white dust. 

 

Everything great turned to ruins. Even Rome. Even the 

Eternal City. 

 

And in the dark, feverish chamber of his own chest, a 

voice whispered: What about you, Hans Christian? What 

about your fame? What about your fairy tales, your novels, 

and your opera dreams? 

 

The critics in Copenhagen were already hacking away at 

him. Edvard Collin's letters had fallen silent. In Germany 

and Venice he had been rejected. How long would the 
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world remember the tall, awkward Dane? Was his art 

merely a fleeting shadow, a paper-cut figure that would 

crumble and disappear, just like the Roman marble? 

 

His fame suddenly felt like a thin, fragile varnish over an 

abyss of oblivion. He walked among the dead, feeling as 

though his own name was already being carved into a 

forgotten tombstone. 

 

The flight continued to Naples. Here, beneath the 

scorching sun, life in the streets was raw, noisy, and 

brutal. But looming over it all was Vesuvius. 

 

One evening, Hans Christian stood on his balcony looking 

up at the volcano. The sky was black, but Vesuvius was 

erupting. A red, glowing stream of lava flowed slowly 

down the mountainside like a river of liquid blood. From 

deep within the earth came a dull, rolling thunder, and 

ash fell like silent, gray snow over the city. 

 

A tightness gripped his throat. 
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It was not the mountain he was seeing. It was himself. 

Vesuvius was the image of his own inner chaos. He might 

look like a cold, bourgeois councillor on the surface — the 

man who bowed in salons and cut paper figures for 

children. But inside, a volcano raged. Inside flowed a red 

stream of forbidden love for men, a desperate jealousy 

toward Jenny Lind, and a furious, manic ambition that 

threatened to blow him apart. 

 

»I am Vesuvius,« he whispered to the dark night. »I am 

the mountain that burns, and the ash will cover all my 

work until no one can see who I was.« 

 

When he left Naples the next day in a carriage bound for 

Malta, he took out his notebook. 

 

He described the arches of the Colosseum and the 

eruption of Vesuvius. »It is a terrible, wonderful sight,« he 

wrote, his pen slicing through the paper. »One feels one's 

own insignificance before these mighty forces breaking 

forth from the deep.« 
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But he did not write about his own fear of being 

forgotten. He did not write about the coldness spreading 

in his heart every time he saw a broken marble column. 

He did not write that the ash from Vesuvius tasted of 

Riborg's rejection, Edvard's dismissal, and music's closed 

door. 

 

Venice had drowned his love. Now Rome and Naples had 

buried his ambition. He traveled onward, always onward, 

a professional stranger in a world of ruins, followed 

through the cities of the dead by nothing but the shadow 

of his own failed life. 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 5: Malta – The Quarantine 
 
The journey toward the Orient was abruptly interrupted 

in Malta. It was May 1841. The ship from Naples docked in 

Valletta's harbor, but the passengers were not allowed to 

step ashore into the sun-warmed city. The fear of plague, 
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the Black Death from the East, still hung over the 

Mediterranean. The entire cargo of human lives — rich 

travelers, poor sailors, and a Danish poet — was taken to 

the Lazzaretto, the massive, isolated quarantine house on 

an island in the middle of the harbor. 

 

Here they were to spend fourteen days. Confined. 

 

For Hans Christian, it was a descent into a living 

nightmare. The Lazzaretto was built of raw, yellow 

sandstone that absorbed the day's heat and breathed it 

out like feverish breath at night. He was assigned a small, 

bare room with an iron bed and a single barred window 

facing an enclosed courtyard. 

 

The rules were merciless: no one was allowed to touch 

him. No one was allowed to come near him. Food was 

pushed in to him on a board, and if he reached out his 

hand to take it, the guards jumped back in terror of 

infection. He was a pestilence, a pariah, a man 

untouched. 
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He was alone with himself. Without Giuseppe to sing for 

him, without the friendly hosts of the country estates to 

listen to his poems, and without the applause of the 

salons. He was merely Hans Christian, a man locked in a 

stone house on a foreign island. 

 

The coldness from the closed door of the German 

theater. The silence at Collin's dinner table. Riborg's 

rejection and Jenny Lind's paralyzing friendship. In 

quarantine, all these rejections turned into a terrible, 

pent-up energy. He felt Vesuvius's lava flowing inside him, 

but now he had no balcony to escape onto. 

 

His pen became his only weapon against madness. 

 

He wrote like a man possessed. With feverish hands, he 

filled page after page with words born of the pain of 

confinement. He described the yellow walls of the 

Lazzaretto, the prisoners talking to one another through 

iron bars, and the guards' panic-stricken fear of touch. 
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It was here, in this stony prison, that he understood the 

title of his book. A Poet's Bazaar. 

 

The whole world was a bazaar. The journey, the fame, the 

love, the art — all of it was colorful merchandise laid out 

on a counter. You could look at it, you could long for it, 

you could even buy it for a time with your words and your 

suffering. But nothing belonged to anyone forever. All 

goods were borrowed, and the merchant reclaimed them 

in the end. 

 

He was not an emperor who owned a nightingale. He was 

the nightingale itself, locked inside someone else's golden 

cage. He had believed that he owned his fame, his voice, 

and his heart. But in the Lazzaretto, he understood that 

he owned nothing. He was merely an eternal tenant, a 

passenger who must always be ready to pack his bag and 

travel on when the guard shouted that time was up. 

 

Fourteen days later, the heavy iron gate of the Lazzaretto 

slammed shut behind him. He was free. The guards 
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touched him as they checked his papers, and he felt a 

terrible, virginal dread at the contact. 

 

He boarded a new ship, a steamer bound for Greece and 

Athens. 

 

Standing on the deck the next day, watching Malta 

disappear on the horizon, he pulled out his notebook. 

 

He described the Lazzaretto with picturesque, terrifying 

precision. »It is a dark and mournful confinement,« he 

wrote, his pen slicing through the paper with a dry, 

crackling sound. »One feels cut off from the world and 

from humanity, as though one were already dead.« 

 

But he did not write about his fear of losing his mind. He 

did not write that the true plague was not the plague in 

Greece, but the plague he carried in his own heart: the 

dread of never being loved, the fear of always being 

alone. 
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The Lazzaretto had taught him that the whole world was 

a bazaar. He had lost his voice on stage, his love in 

Venice, and his ambition in Rome. Now, on Malta, he had 

also lost the right to touch. He traveled onward, always 

onward, a professional stranger, an eternal quarantine 

passenger collecting beautiful, floating moments, but 

never again permitted to step ashore to build a home. 

 

PART III: THE ORIENT – The Place Where 

Nobody Knows Him 

 
Chapter 6: Athens – Shame 
 
The steamship plowed through the crystal-clear Aegean 

Sea, bringing Hans Christian to Piraeus in late May 1841. 

He had stepped out of Malta's quarantine, but his chest 

remained constricted. Greece — the cradle of gods, 

heroes, and classical beauty — lay ahead. 

 

Throughout his youth, Hans Christian had heard the 

learned gentlemen in Copenhagen speak of ancient 
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Greece with religious awe. Rector Meisling had beaten 

Greek grammar into his back in Slagelse, and the sculptor 

Thorvaldsen had raised classical ideals as the only true 

goal for art. 

 

Hans Christian expected a revelation. He expected that 

meeting perfection would heal his wounds, wash away his 

humiliations, and give his tormented soul peace. 

 

Athens met him as a shock of dust, poverty, and shame. 

 

The new Greek capital was a chaotic, half-finished town of 

muddy roads, miserable wooden shacks, and aggressive 

dogs. Yet above this squalor loomed the Acropolis. 

 

Early one morning, just as the scorching sun rose over the 

mountains of Attica, Hans Christian walked alone up the 

stony path toward the Acropolis. His long legs carried him 

up through the Propylaea and over to the Parthenon. 
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He stood in the middle of the ancient temple. He touched 

the massive, fluted marble columns glowing golden in the 

morning light. 

 

But no revelation came. 

 

There was no divine presence. The old gods were dead, 

and the Parthenon was nothing more than a disfigured 

ruin — blown apart by Turkish gunpowder, picked apart 

by English lords, and left to goats and dust. Classical 

harmony was a lie, a fabricated dream for Copenhagen 

theorists. 

 

A deep, burning shame spread through his chest. 

 

Shame that he had once again been seduced by an 

illusion. Shame at discovering that perfection did not exist 

— neither in the theater, nor in love, nor in the cathedrals 

of history. If even the gods and the grandest temples 

ended as scattered stones in the dust of a impoverished 

land, what hope remained for him? 

 

31 



He sat down on a broken marble block beneath the 

baking sun. He buried his head in his hands. 

Encountering ancient Greece did not heal him; it merely 

exposed his own nakedness. He was a modern, broken 

man trying to reflect his own wounds in the ruins of the 

past. 

 

That evening, sitting in his modest hotel room in Athens, 

he took out his notebook. 

 

He described the view from the Acropolis with his usual 

imagery-rich poetry. He wrote of the dazzling light, the 

mountains, and the rustle of history's wings over the 

ancient marble stones. 

 

»The Acropolis is a temple that even in its ruin displays 

the grandeur of the human spirit,« he wrote, his pen 

moving with an elegant, controlled swiftness. 

 

But he did not write about the shame. He did not write 

about the emptiness that had struck him in the middle of 
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the Parthenon's ruins. He did not write that classical 

beauty had left him colder and more alone than before. 

 

Athens had shown him that nothing perfect could save 

him. He had to go further, even farther away — beyond 

the borders of Europe, to a place where neither 

education, nor gods, nor old ideals could demand 

anything of him anymore. 

 

Chapter 7: Smyrna and Constantinople – 

Foreign at Last 
 
The steamship Ferdinando I plowed through the bluish 

waters of the Sea of Marmara, bringing Hans Christian 

toward the absolute zero point of his journey: 

Constantinople. The year was 1841. He had left Europe 

behind, with its refinement, its closed theater doors, and 

its suffocating bourgeois expectations. 

 

The journey through Germany, Italy, and Greece had 

been a series of failed attempts to fit in. In the salons he 

had been patted on the head like a strange fool; by the 
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masters of music he had been rejected as an inept 

amateur. Even love in Venice and the ancient gods in 

Athens had turned out to be fleeting illusions built on 

decaying foundations. Wherever he went, the shadow of 

»That strange H.C. Andersen« followed him, and he 

constantly had to play the role of the poet bowing and 

thanking everyone for crumbs. 

 

Constantinople met him with a shock of chaos, color, and 

a wondrous, indifferent peace. It was not a city of refined 

intellect; it was a vast, noisy bazaar for the senses. It was 

here, in this turmoil of muezzin calls, spice scents, narrow 

alleys, and turbans, that Hans Christian found his true 

freedom for the first time in a lifetime. 

 

A freedom born of total and absolute foreignness. 

 

Nobody knew him in Constantinople. Nobody had read 

The Tinderbox or The Princess and the Pea. Nobody judged 

his Funen accent or his long, awkward limbs. To the 

Turks, Armenians, Jews, and Greeks in the bazaar, he was 
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merely another giaour, an infidel stranger from the cold 

lands, an anonymous passenger in life's great caravan. 

 

It was a liberation. He did not need to bow. He did not 

need to explain his poems or beg to be on intimate terms. 

He could walk through the bazaar, enveloped in the scent 

of dust, coffee, leather, and mint, and simply exist. 

 

He sought out a small, smoke-filled coffeehouse in the 

Galata quarter where men sat on low stools smoking 

water pipes. Hans Christian sat down among them. He 

ordered a cup of coffee, black as night and sweet as sin, 

and accepted the mouthpiece of the water pipe. As he 

smoked, the dry tobacco smoke filling his lungs, he 

observed the unfamiliar faces around him. The refined 

men in Berlin and the learned masters in Vienna would 

have despised this place. But here, among the silent, 

smoking Turks, Hans Christian felt for the first time that 

he was not an ugly duckling among swans. He was simply 

a stranger among strangers. 
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He felt the coldness from the European doors slowly 

release his heart. He did not need to cling to iron bars to 

be touched. He was in the bazaar, and he was one of the 

goods, but for the first time he could set the price himself. 

 

Yet Hans Christian was a poet, and he had to gather 

stories for Reitzel. 

 

A few days later, he met a Danish consul in the Pera 

quarter. The man served him tea and spoke of trade 

agreements and political intrigues. When they discussed 

Andersen's upcoming travel book, the consul nodded 

approvingly. 

 

»You must go home and write about this, Andersen,« he 

said, taking a sip of tea. »The Danes will love reading 

about how exotic you've been. A travelogue from 

Constantinople... that is a commodity that will sell well in 

the Copenhagen salons.« 

 

It was here, in the middle of the Orient's bazaar, that 

Hans Christian understood the truth. He was not traveling 
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to find a home. He was traveling so he could travel home 

and tell about it. He could never fit in; he could never 

become a true swan in the duck yard. But he could be the 

swan that flew away and returned with strange songs in 

its beak. 

 

The whole world was a bazaar. He had lost his voice in the 

theater, his love in Venice, and his illusion of classical 

refinement in Athens. Now, in Constantinople, he had lost 

his fear of being a stranger. He traveled onward, always 

onward, a professional stranger, an eternal passenger 

collecting beautiful, floating moments, but now 

understanding that he could make a living by being the 

one who did not belong. That was to be his business. 

 

 

EPILOGUE: THE HOMECOMING – 

Copenhagen, July 1841 
 
The steamship Christian VIII docked at Toldboden on a 

rain-soaked afternoon in July 1841. 
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After eight months, three thousand kilometers, and an 

endless number of foreign beds, Hans Christian stepped 

back onto the cobblestones of Copenhagen. His skin had 

grown darker from the Mediterranean sun, but in his 

chest burned a familiar, dull fever. He was marked by the 

exhausting hardships of travel, but most of all, he was 

marked by the relentless truth that the end of a journey 

always demands its price: confronting what you fled from. 

 

He walked through the narrow streets toward Nyhavn. 

The city looked impeccably like itself. The same bourgeois 

faces leaned over window sills, the same horse carriages 

rattled over the cobbles, and the same Copenhagen air of 

starched damask tablecloths, rigid morality, and 

narrow-mindedness surrounded him like a heavy, wet 

blanket. 

 

He unlocked the door to his modest room at Nyhavn 20. 

 

The room stood exactly as he had left it nine months 

earlier. Dust lay like a fine gray layer over the bare desk 

where the letter to Edvard Collin had once rested. No one 
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had moved a thing. The world back home had not 

changed a single comma, while he himself had been torn 

apart and stitched back together in Venice, Malta, and 

Constantinople. 

 

He opened his leather bag. 

 

Without a word, he pulled out the carpet he had bought 

in the bazaar in Galata. It was woven of dark, heavy wool 

in patterns of deep red and gold. As he unfolded it, the 

small, dusty room immediately filled with an intense, 

foreign aroma — a blend of dry tobacco smoke, mint, 

spices, and the salt-sprayed air of the Bosphorus. 

 

He spread the carpet in the middle of the cold wooden 

floor and lay down upon it. 

 

He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. There, on the 

carpet from Constantinople, he was not the outcast 

creature of the Danish salons. There, he was once again 

the anonymous giaour sitting in the coffeehouse, letting 

the world pass by without asking permission to exist. 
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The pen was dipped in ink. C.A. Reitzel received his 

manuscript for A Poet's Bazaar, and the publisher paid the 

promised five hundred rigsdaler. The book was an 

immediate success. The critics, who had previously 

trampled on his poetry, praised his ability to paint the 

world in vibrant colors. They wrote enthusiastically that 

Andersen had finally found his proper niche: he was the 

travel writer, the exotic observer. 

 

But while the money rolled in and the salons once again 

applauded the returned poet, Hans Christian sat down at 

his desk to write the true full stop to his journey. 

 

He wrote the fairy tale of The Fir Tree. 

 

He wrote about the young tree in the forest that could 

never enjoy the sunshine, the gentle breezes, or the 

sweet young girls walking past. The tree wanted only one 

thing: it wanted to be tall, it wanted to get away, it wanted 

to go out into the world. It longed for distant shores and 

grand festivities. 
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But when the fir tree was finally cut down, adorned with 

gold and candles for Christmas Eve, and later thrown into 

the dark attic to die, it understood the truth of its own 

life. 

 

»Past! Past!« said the poor tree. »If only I had enjoyed 

myself when I could! Past! Past!« 

 

Hans Christian set his quill down and looked out over the 

masts of Nyhavn. 

 

He was like a fir tree. He had spent his entire youth 

longing to get away from Odense, longing to enter the 

theater, longing for Edvard's love, and longing to go out 

into the world. And when he finally reached the world, he 

had used the journey only to long for home or to count 

the wounds life had dealt him. 

 

He bent down and touched the wool carpet from 

Constantinople. 
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He knew it now. He would never have a real home. He 

would never have a wife, a husband, or a family 

welcoming him home in the evening. He would always be 

the guest sitting on the edge of his chair; the traveler who 

always had his bag packed; the professional stranger. 

 

But he was no longer afraid. 

 

He had discovered his greatest secret: that one can 

transform one's own homelessness into gold. That one 

can take the pain of never belonging and weave it into 

fairy tales that the whole world will read until time stands 

still. 

 

He rose from his desk, smoothed down his fine tailcoat, 

and stepped out into the Copenhagen rain. The bazaar 

was open, and the role of H.C. Andersen was ready to be 

played once more. 
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