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Abstract:  

With the work of philosophers Arthur Schopenhauer and Martin Heidegger forming the theoretical basis, and 

Ludwig Tieck’s Romantic novel, William Lovell, as the literary source, this paper addresses the following 

questions: What is boredom and what functions does it perform for those who experience it? Is time spent in 

boredom always a waste of time or can it be existentially significant? Can the mood of boredom become habit 

forming or addictive? The argument presented here suggests that the answer is yes, boredom can become an 

addiction, for a number of reasons. Boredom is a distraction from deeper sources of suffering. Boredom can 

function ideologically, providing a rationalization for human behaviors that seem to have no meaning. 

Boredom is similar to nostalgia, since it often functions as a means to escape from the present. Remaining in 

states of shallow boredom can prevent slipping into the more existentially significant form of profound 

boredom. Profound boredom is the type of boredom that can awaken us to our lives and force us to reckon 

with ourselves. This is a challenge, and to avoid that challenge we can become subconsciously addicted to the 

shallower form of boredom 
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Introduction 

“I’m bored!” One hears this expression issuing from the mouths of teenagers and sees it popping 

up on screens in the most affluent nations of the world; nations where leisure time has expanded 

dramatically and the cost of entertainment has declined precipitously. In pedagogical seminars and 

conferences we listen to experts discuss boredom as a predictor of low student engagement and 

performance. Employers are concerned about the effects of boredom on workplace productivity 

(Martin 123). The burgeoning happiness industry and the gurus of positive psychology seek to 

combat boredom by encouraging life engagement in their prescriptions for lifelong flourishing 

(Seligman, 2001). And yet the mantra, “I’m bored,” drones on.  

A substantial amount of psychological research has been devoted to the problem of boredom, 

precisely because boredom is often identified as a cause of a number of addictive behaviors, 

including drug abuse, cigarette smoking, gambling, and addiction to pornography (Farmer and 

Sundberg, 1986). Boredom has even been linked to a variety of seriously destructive behaviors, such 

as vandalism, risky sexual activity, and homicide (Pickhardt, 2013). 

However, some of the most illuminating reflections on boredom and addiction are found in 

philosophy, especially phenomenology and in modern fiction (Bargdill, 2000). In philosophy, Arthur 

Schopenhauer, Soren Kierkegaard, Martin Heidegger, Jean-Paul Sartre, and Albert Camus have 

plumbed the depths of boredom, while writers of fiction such as Samuel Beckett, Knut Hamsun, 

Michel Houellebecq, and Ludwig Tieck have provided us with entire narratives developed around the 

theme of boredom. With the present investigation, I aim to combine philosophy and literature, 

although not forgetting psychology entirely, in order to obtain a fresh perspective on the matter and 

answer the following questions: What is boredom and what functions does it perform for those of us 

who experience it? Is time spent in boredom always a waste of time or can it be existentially 
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significant? This question revolves around the assumption that there are different levels of 

boredom, ranging from dalliance and distraction to despair and angst. The final question is whether 

one can become addicted to boredom. While previous research suggests that being bored can lead 

to addictive behaviors, my question is whether the mood of boredom can become habit forming or 

addictive. I argue that the answer is yes, boredom can become an addiction, for a number of 

reasons. 

First, boredom is a distraction from deeper sources of suffering. Being preoccupied with boredom 

may be a way to protect ourselves from deeper sources of pain. Boredom is predictable and safe. It 

is less painful than many forms of suffering, it can become a routine, and this can provide ontological 

security. Perhaps the routine of boredom, and boring routines, are meaningless, but sometimes 

routines provide order and security without deeper meaning. When a person is habitually bored, 

he/she always knows how to feel, how to react, and how to deal with the radical contingency of the 

future. 

Second, the mood of boredom can function ideologically, providing an individualized explanation 

to questions that emerge from time to time in all of our lives about just why we are pursuing a 

certain set of behaviors. While the oppressive social and economic structures and processes that 

encourage these boring routines might be to blame, those structures and processes are also hard to 

criticize, change, or escape from. If one accepts that large stretches of everyday life are supposed to 

be boring, or that being bored is a psychological problem, rather than a social or economic issue, 

then those who benefit from maintaining the oppressive structures also benefit from the boredom 

of the oppressed. 

If we have entered the end of history and we are now in the era of Friedrich Nietzsche’s Last 

Man, characterized in part by relatively safe and comfortable lives that play out amidst long 

stretches of boredom which are temporarily alleviated by binge drinking, shopping, television, and 

eating, then perhaps boredom functions ideologically in two specific ways. First, boredom is the new 

opiate of the people, the sigh of the oppressed, a void that waits to be filled, a form of suspended 

animation that makes life tolerable in between binges of passive pleasure and the drudgery of work. 

Second, in any imperfect society, there are certain things that we are not supposed to say or think, 

and our words and thoughts must be channelled so that we are not able to say or think these things. 

The ideological structure or system that performs this function has been called an ‘episteme’ or a 

discourse (Michelle Foucault), a ‘problematic’ (Louis Althusser), or a horizon (Martin Heidegger, 

Hans-Georg Gadamer). It is a particular organization of categories, concepts, and expressions that 

forms the limit of what we are able to say at any given moment in history. Within this structure we 

are encouraged to repeat and restate what is already known in a manner that feels natural, 

spontaneous, and free. We are also invited to feel a certain way about the predicaments in our lives 

because the moods that come over us and the language we have available to describe these moods 

are framed by the ideological structure. 

For example, the language and mood of boredom enables us to be dissatisfied, but constrains us 

from changing the circumstances that are responsible for the boredom. In this sense, boredom is 

similar to amnesia or intoxication, allowing us to drift in an unreflective mode. Boredom allows us to 

act without choosing or affirming, and to become aware of the world around us while remaining 

numb. Even those most committed to the work and everyday routines they have chosen occasionally 

become bored. Boredom serves as a temporary rest from the pressure of relentless optimism. For 

others, boredom is a way to deal with a socioeconomic predicament that seems impossible to 

change. As a method of everyday coping, boredom can be habit forming and can, to paraphrase 

Pierre Bourdieu, become part of the human habitus, generating a set of expectations about how 

life’s circumstances are supposed to feel, and reproducing that feeling as a way to keep drifting. 

After all, life is not supposed to be all fun and games. 

Third, boredom is similar to nostalgia, since it often functions as a means to escape from the 

present. This type of boredom also undermines our belief in the future. When we are bored with the 
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present and look back nostalgically, we stop desiring and willing. Failing to engage the present, 

dreaming of an imaginary past, and avoiding the future can become a form of learned helplessness 

that we become addicted to. With no forward momentum, we wait for something to happen to us, 

for someone to entertain us.  

Fourth, remaining in periods of shallow boredom, described above as mere dalliance or 

distraction, can be a way to avoid falling into what Heidegger called profound boredom. Profound 

boredom is the type of boredom that can awaken us to the way we are living our lives and force us 

to reckon with ourselves. This is a challenge, and to avoid that challenge we might be subconsciously 

addicted to the shallower form of boredom, putting things off, ad infinitum. Boredom helps create a 

protective cocoon that shelters us from thinking about or addressing the deeper sources of 

discontent. Life may be dull, but in this sense, boredom is bliss. 

 

Arthur Schopenhauer: Living between Pain, Frustration, and Boredom 

 

“The two foes of human happiness are pain and boredom.” 

(Arthur Schopenhauer, The Wisdom of Life) 

 

Arthur Schopenhauer pointed out that the temporal dimension of human existence makes us all 

vulnerable to dissatisfaction and boredom. This is because striving after happiness is more fulfilling 

than attaining it. Our powers and skills satisfy us in and through their active use, rather than in their 

fulfillment. To live in the constant expectation of happiness is to blind ourselves to the pleasure and 

fulfillment of the present. When we arrive at the destination or achieve the goal, the willful striving 

is terminated, and the pleasure diminishes. As soon as we obtain what we want, our experience 

becomes anticlimactic and we begin to dream of something yet to come or to reminisce about 

something that we once had or did. We look back into the past for the satisfaction we expected to 

find in the future: “The scenes of our life resemble a rough mosaic; they are ineffective from close 

up and have to be viewed from a distance if they are to run beautifully. That is why to attain 

something desired is to discover how vain it is; and why, though we live all our lives in expectation of 

better things, we often at the same time long regretfully for what is past” (Schopenhauer, The 

Wisdom of Life 48). 

How can we escape from this quandary? For Schopenhauer, the existential pessimist par 

excellence, there simply is no escape. Life, for the most part, is tragically painful and tragically boring. 

Schopenhauer did think that artistic contemplation, becoming completely absorbed in the object of 

contemplation, could temporarily suspend the endless striving of the will, allowing us to escape from 

suffering and boredom (Lack 2-15). Yet, it is the “genius” alone who is capable of achieving this level 

of absorption in contemplative activity: 

 

Genius is the capacity to remain in perception, to remove from the service of the will the knowledge 

which originally existed only for this service. In other words, genius is the ability to leave entirely out 

of sight our own interest, our willing, and our aims, and consequently to discard entirely our own 

personality for a time, in order to remain pure knowing subject, the clear eye of the world. 

(Schopenhauer, The World as Will and Representation 36) 

 

We might consider analogues of the life of the genius as one avenue into the question of how to 

relieve boredom. For example, there is a parallel between Schopenhauer’s idea of becoming 

“absorbed entirely in the object” and mystical experiences, forms of intoxication, and sexual 

intimacy. In these states, suffering and boredom disappear, but only while the ecstasy endures. 

There is also a body of research in positive psychology initiated by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi that 

investigates the experiential state of “flow” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). In a state of flow, mind and 

body are absorbed in the activity, we forget ourselves and gain an intensified awareness of the 
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present. Flow is addictive, and when we consider the characteristic features, we can see why. There 

are clear goals every step of the way. There is immediate feedback to one’s actions. Action and 

awareness are merged. Distractions are excluded from consciousness. There is no worry of failure. 

Self-consciousness disappears. The sense of time becomes distorted. The activity becomes an end in 

itself.
1
 The similarities between “flow,” intoxication, mystical ecstasy, and sexual intimacy are 

obvious. However, achieving a state of flow does not just happen, it requires immersion in an 

activity at a level of intensity and focus that calls forth and challenges our skills and abilities. Getting 

to this level requires knowledge, motivation, technical skill, and constant practice: “The best 

moments in our lives are not the passive, receptive, relaxing times. The best moments usually occur 

if a person’s body or mind is stretched to its limits in a voluntary effort to accomplish something 

difficult and worthwhile” (Csikszentmihalyi, Flow 3).  

These best moments emerge when we are involved in pursuits that activate skills in a manner 

that is neither frustrating nor too easy. For example, on a scale of one to ten, if ten is impossible and 

five is fairly easy, the level of skill engagement in the activity should be about seven. Best moments 

become worthwhile when they are assembled in a meaningful context. The more often we achieve a 

state of flow, the richer and deeper our activities and lives become. Time merges with the activities 

and we become one with our activity. As we repeat this experience and intensify it, our lives begin to 

assume the form of an existential project rather than a series of transient events that we can only 

dream about or hope for. 

However, as we shall see, there are those with mental powers, cultural resources, and ample 

leisure time, such as the Romantic anti-hero William Lovell, who lack the willpower and conviction to 

make their activities significantly difficult and worthwhile. These people become dilettantes and 

their mental gifts eventually produce cynicism and boredom. Without commitment, the 

unconventional genius becomes a rootless bohemian or a nostalgic dreamer. 

 

Martin Heidegger: Falling into Boredom and Passing the Time 

Every experience or encounter or perception necessarily conceals and temporarily closes off 

other experiences and perceptions. In this manner, existence and reality are always partly concealed 

from us. One way of being-in-the-world crowds out other possibilities. The nature of any experience 

is such that it feels and appears in this way and not in other possible ways. Moods are an essential 

part of our experiences, encounters, and perceptions. Being caught up in a mood is a form of 

attunement. The German word for attunement is Befindlichkeit, which means, how do you find 

yourself? We are always attuned, or tuned in, to ourselves, others, and the world around us through 

moods. Heidegger says that moods are disclosive, moods color our world and bring experience to 

light in a certain way. Moods themselves are initially very hard to grasp. They are always with us and 

yet they conceal themselves because they are part of the conditions of possibility for any experience 

at all. We can only describe a mood after it has come over us:  

 

When we master a mood, we do so by way of a counter-mood; we are never free of moods . . . only 

because the “there” has already been disclosed in a state-of-mind can immanent reflection come 

across “experiences” at all. The “bare mood” discloses the “there” more primordially, but 

correspondingly it closes it off more stubbornly than any not-perceiving”. (Heidegger, Being and Time 

175) 

 

A mood such as wonder moods fills us up, enchants our surroundings, and makes time fly, while 

boredom empties us, disenchants our surroundings, and makes time drag. From within the mood of 

boredom, everything comes to light differently. To be bored is to be situated in the world differently 

                                                

1
 For a general introduction to the topic of “flow” and the primary research, see, The Pursuit of Happiness. 

www.pursuit-of-happiness.org/history-of-happiness/mihaly-csikszentmihalyi/ 
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than to be joyful, or hopeful, or anxious. We can become so accustomed to a mood that it becomes 

an unconscious habit, and before we understand it, we are in a predicament of sorts. 

It is well known that in Being and Time Heidegger identified Angst or anxiety as the fundamental 

mood that reveals the way we encounter the finitude of existence, death, as our ultimate possibility. 

In this sense, nothingness is the ultimate human truth. However, in The Fundamental Concepts of 

Metaphysics: World, Finitude, Solitude, Heidegger identified and analyzed boredom as a 

fundamental mood. In this text, which was given as a lecture course in 1929-30, Heidegger claimed 

that boredom is the concealed destination of the modern scientific era. Boredom is the mood that 

reveals the essence of the technological age and its tendency toward trivia, tedium, repetition, and 

recombination. 

In boredom, our existence is made manifest as being left empty and held in limbo. Being left 

empty “means to be offered nothing by what is at hand” (Heidegger, The Fundamental Concepts 

103). Everything around us is closed off, or refused. When we are held in limbo we are painfully 

aware of time dragging on. The duration of actual time does not matter, what matters is that we feel 

time as an oppressive weight, bearing down on us. In boredom, the world is drained of meaning 

because meaning requires an engagement with our surroundings and a sense of where we are going 

in time. When time drags, our experience is like being bound by time itself. The German word for 

boredom is Langeweile, a long while. Boredom is a mood in which we are neither active nor passive 

but simply held captive by time and by our surroundings. In this indistinct fog we are unable to gain 

a sense of direction or purpose. It is hard for us to say precisely why we feel this way, because when 

boredom pervades our world we become identical with what bores us. The power, and perhaps the 

appeal of boredom, is its capacity to blur distinctions and its refusal to show itself. Boredom is a 

form of escapism, suspending and numbing our interaction with the world. We cannot affirm or 

reject anything, or give it value or priority. Therefore, we cannot be responsible for anything or 

committed to anything.  

Contrast the mood of boredom and its empty, dragging temporality with what it feels like to be 

engaged in an active pursuit, to be happily in the zone. We do not sense time at all. We become fully 

immersed in our activity and in the time of our activity. Our commitment to our activity and to the 

meaning of it do not have to be chosen or seized. Instead, we are bound and committed in-and-

through our action: “Being occupied gives our dealings with things a certain manifoldness, direction, 

fullness. But not only that: we are also taken by things, if not altogether lost in them, and often 

captivated by them . . . when we get hold of something that occupies us, we scarcely have time for 

anything else” (Heidegger, The Fundamental Concepts 101). 

Conversely, in boredom we become aware of time dragging and try to make it move faster by 

‘killing time.’ We often try to kill time by counting it and watching it, as if each minute we take note 

of has been devoured, shortening the duration of time that we have yet to endure. Or we try to kill 

time by ‘filling it up’ with distractions. But this often just reinforces the boredom. We cannot really 

consume time and the more we try to do so the more apparent time’s burden becomes. When we 

seek escape from boredom through distraction we can fall prey to other modes of existing that 

pervade everyday life, which Heidegger identified as "idle talk, curiosity, ambiguity, and 

tranquilization” (Heidegger, Being and Time 203-220). He claimed, “Idle talk is constituted by just 

such gossipping and passing the word along - a process by which its initial lack of grounds to stand 

on becomes aggravated to complete groundlessness” (Being and Time 211).  

In average everyday social interaction, idle talk is often unavoidable. It becomes a problem when 

it goes unrecognized to the extent that it “develops an undifferentiated kind of intelligibility” and 

“releases one from the task of genuinely understanding” (Heidegger, Being and Time 214). When 

this occurs we can float in a groundlessness in which “the uncanniness of this floating remains 

hidden” (Heidegger, Being and Time 214).  

Similar to idle talk, “curiosity” is just a concern to see, to look, to know, perhaps even to possess, 

without really grasping the meaning of anything or even caring to: “It seeks novelty only in order to 
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leap from it anew to another novelty. It seeks restlessness and the excitement of continual novelty 

and changing encounters. In not tarrying, curiosity is concerned with the possibility of distraction” 

(Heidegger, Being and Time 216). 

Heidegger suggested that when idle talk and curiosity come to predominate, everything becomes 

ambiguous. From within the mood of ambiguity, who can tell what is true and what is false? Who 

can tell what is good and what is bad? Who can tell what is right and what is wrong when everything 

becomes a matter of idle talk and curiosity? Everything becomes indeterminate, everything a matter 

for the bored shoulder shrug. 

Heidegger construed idle talk, curiosity, and ambiguity as inherently tempting, because they 

allow us to tranquilize ourselves as we seek the comfort of the familiar, however boring it may be. 

The tranquility of boredom allows us to hide from our own possibilities, and from the future that is 

coming toward us, which ends in death. It is important to point out that Heidegger described several 

different forms of boredom. The shallow form of boredom that we all fall prey to, which is related to 

idle talk, curiosity, and ambiguity, has a tendency to conceal a deeper form of boredom. This deeper 

form of boredom, which Heidegger calls profound boredom, plays a role similar to that which Angst 

plays in Heidegger’s other writings. In its shallow form, boredom is simply a way to kill time as time 

drags along. We exist by dawdling with one thing or another, “seeking to be occupied in a particular 

way with something arbitrary” (Heidegger, The Fundamental Concepts 131). Conversely, profound 

boredom produces a different relation to time and to the world around us. We find ourselves in a 

mood of “floating dissipation” and in a “realm of power over which the individual person, the public 

individual subject, no longer has any power” (Heidegger, The Fundamental Concepts 131). In the 

same way that Angst comes over us suddenly, from nowhere, and brings our finitude to light, 

profound boredom “makes everything of equally great and equally little worth” (Heidegger, The 

Fundamental Concepts 137). No particular thing or experience can satisfy our desires. In the shallow 

form of boredom, our desire still remains, albeit in a muted form, and it propels us forward slowly in 

time, from one meaningless thing to another, holding us in limbo. This is a blasé attitude to be sure, 

but one where we are still involved with time and with the world. In profound boredom we have no 

desire and we have nothing to do to pass the time. Time does not drag along, it simply halts and we 

are turned back upon ourselves. We experience a “telling refusal” of the meaning and value of 

everything
2
: “In this boredom the beings that surround us offer us no possibility of acting and no 

further possibility of doing anything” (Heidegger, The Fundamental Concepts 139). 

Yet by closing off all desiring and willing, profound boredom offers a moment of clear vision, out 

of which a new range of possibilities might eventually present themselves to us. At the still point 

where there is no desire, no time, no meaning, and no way to distract ourselves from our existential 

guilt, we might awaken to the silent call of conscience and resolve to define and choose our own 

possibilities. We might retrieve our past in light of a future that we open ourselves to and allow to 

come toward us. Needless to say, allowing profound boredom to overpower us, even for a moment, 

is frightening and difficult, which is why we can become addicted to the shallower form of boredom. 

We prefer an “uneasy fidgeting that is directed outward” (Heidegger, The Fundamental Concepts 

128) because it displaces our guilt and protects us from confronting the radical contingency of our 

lives. 

 

Boredom in William Lovell 

The novel, William Lovell was written in the early years of the Romantic era (1793), yet it is 

surprisingly relevant. We might want to refer to our era as “Neo-Romantic” rather than 

“postmodern” because the central themes in Romanticism, re-invigorated and intensified by 

consumer capitalism and global digital media, have returned (Campbell, 1987). Consider, for 

example, the current emphasis on self-expression, transgressing boundaries, reinventing personal 

                                                

2
Nausea, by Jean Paul Sartre contains an extended analysis of precisely this mood and its effects.  
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and cultural identity, as well as the centrality of what Freud termed the narcissism of small 

differences. In Romantic and Neo-Romantic eras, we see a need to discover, invent, exaggerate, and 

celebrate differences in order to preserve a feeling of uniqueness. Consumer culture, a big part of 

the contemporary Neo-Romantic landscape, thrives on and reproduces the narcissism of small 

differences and promotes strategies of status distinction and branding that conceal the underlying 

monotony of everyday life, providing us with things to think about, evaluate, and purchase while 

avoiding a confrontation with more substantial issues. 

In both Romanticism and Neo-Romanticism, history becomes heritage. In the nineteenth century, 

largely under the influence of Johann Gottfried Herder, the value of local customs, traditions, 

language, and ethnic background was discovered, invented, and celebrated. Today, we can add 

gender and sexual identity, music-based subcultures, people who love and hate meat, and any 

number of groups structured around niche lifestyles to this quest for self-identity, self-expression, 

and self-determination. The fetishization of each and every minor difference and the proliferating 

demand that every form of self-expression is to be celebrated has produced cynicism and boredom. 

Nothing is interesting when everything is equally significant, and when one thing is as good as any of 

the many other things, we tend to observe with indifference, as Heidegger seems to have predicted 

through his angst. Neo-Romantic culture also produces an expectation that we have a right to be 

entertained by someone or something as well as a duty to be offended by boring people, places, and 

things. So we are never entertained for long and always predisposed to boredom. As Balder, a friend 

of William’s, exclaimed, “The spirit thirsts for the new, one object must replace another . . .  and 

what does it turn out to be except the boring repetition of one and the same thing?” (Tieck, Pt. III 

21). 

The novel exhibits all of the elements of Romanticism; powerful emotions, interiority, projected 

flights of fancy, sublime and pseudo-sublime experiences, worship of nature, rejection of reason and 

social conventions, an emphasis on childlike wonder, and a rejection of the wisdom of the elders. 

The epistolary form is especially conducive to highlighting the sudden, extreme, shifts in mood and 

sensibility which simply “overcome” many of the characters, especially young William Lovell. 

The novel is developed around a series of letters exchanged between complementary 

personalities. The young Romantics are William Lovell and his friend Edward Burton. Their letters 

reflect and reinforce their narcissism, cynicism, and boredom. Another pair, Charles Wilmont and his 

friend Mortimer, are well adjusted, balanced, and pragmatic. Although William Lovell and Edward 

Burton view them as conventional sellouts, Charles and Mortimer are just realistic and reflective 

about social life. They have measured the world’s possibilities and they face life realistically, taking 

their pleasures in the proper doses while remaining wary of the dangers of unbounded enthusiasm. 

They maintain a sense of balanced fulfillment and avoid the pitfalls of cynicism and boredom. 

Mortimer to Charles Wilmont: 

 

There is something inherently superficial in the so-called pleasure seeking way of life, a certain 

prosiness, that often puts me quite vividly in the mind of the boredom of Tantalus. I am therefore at 

present keeping myself more withdrawn from such company; I am more often alone and - you will 

perhaps laugh - I have often begun to recommence my studies and to recollect what I have learned in 

the course of my travels. (Tieck, Pt. I 14).  

 

Mortimer realizes that the passive consumption of pleasure is superficial and invariably leads to 

boredom. So he pursues active leisure, study, and recollection, going back over his experiences and 

savouring them in Proustian reflection, as idealized pictures of the most meaningful aspects of his 

life.  

The reference to Tantalus is important as it relates directly to Schopenhauer’s position on 

boredom. Tantalus was cast by Zeus into eternal punishment in Tartarus, the bottom of the 

Underworld, for stealing nectar and ambrosia from the gods, for revealing their secrets, and for 
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chopping up Zeus’s grandson, Pelops, boiling him, and trying to serve him to the gods at banquet. In 

one rendition of the myth, Tantalus was cursed with eternal deprivation. He was forced to stand in a 

pool of cool refreshing water beneath a fruit tree whose low hanging branches were full of ripe fruit. 

When he reached for the fruit, the branches raised and placed it just beyond his grasp. When he 

bent down to get a drink, the water receded. Looming over his head was a giant stone like the one 

that Sisyphus was consigned to push up a mountain, only to watch it roll back down, striving to 

repeat the same meaningless task, forever.
3
 

Mortimer has been retained by William Lovell’s father to serve as William’s governor, 

accompanying him on his Grand Tour of Europe. Young William Lovell is also connected to 

Mortimer’s friend Charles Wilmont, because, in a fit of spontaneous passion and self indulgence, he 

has convinced himself that he is in love with Wilmont’s sister, Amalie. 

Another complementary pair of correspondents, Willy the Butler and his brother Tom the 

Gardener, are naive realists. They view the world in a genuinely childlike manner, as opposed to the 

childishness of William Lovell and Edward Burton. Their subordinate social position, combined with a 

genuine affection for the masters they serve, has made them honest and appreciative. As they grow 

old and infirm, they focus on how they might support each other: 

 

Speak no more to me of money. You are if nothing else my brother, we are old men; if I could secure 

your life with the whole of my miserable pittance, do not ask me whether I’d do it. Come to Bondly, or 

let yourself be brought here; for at your age feet are no longer made for walking. My money is yours; 

you have been ill for a long time and my master gives me more than I need. How can one brother be 

guilty in the eyes of another? In God’s eyes we are all guilty and may he accordingly protect you. Willy 

your brother for ever. (Tieck, Pt. I 9) 

 

With these sketches as a brief contrasting backdrop, the focus is on William Lovell’s boredom. He 

is the typical Romantic anti-hero. A young man from the lesser English nobility, he has had all the 

benefits of a classical education provided in financially comfortable and aesthetically pleasing 

surroundings. He is an indulgent, narcissistic person whose passionate temperament is tolerated 

because he is handsome and charismatic. 

His life consists of fantasies that serve to remove him from reality, social conventions, and the 

present moment. He is either projecting himself into the future or idealizing the past. As he says, 

without a trace of irony or regret, “I am simply wandering among dreams of the future and the past” 

(Tieck, Pt. VI 23). 

He creates his own incessant boredom and world weariness by falling into a dream world where 

everything is better. Despite his enthusiasm and his perception of himself as a Romantic hero who 

drinks deeply from the wellsprings of worldly joys and sorrows, his existence actually consists of 

passive expectation. He waits for some new thing, a new person or place, to move him, in a 

Schopenhauerian sense. For example, in passive, ambiguous, language that denotes an experiential 

realm that is not under his control, he exclaims, “At many moments I seem to myself like a child that 

cries without even knowing why he is crying . . . If this ardent little heart of mine little by little grows 

cold, this spark of divinity within me burns away to ashes and the world perchance terms me more 

reasonable, what will take the place of that tender love with which I should now wish to encompass 

the world?” (Tieck, Pt. I, 6). 

A grandiose vision, couched in fatalistic language, “if . . . perchance I seem . . . without knowing 

why.” What will happen to the little child! He is not in control and does not want to be, for that 

would be too rational, too conventional. He is free to the extent that he is a child of passion who 

contains a divine spark, but he is not autonomous. The price for his heteronomous abandon is that 

the meaning and significance of his life, as a totality, a project, is entirely outside of him, beyond his 

                                                

3
Tantalus is also the Greek source of the English word tantalise. 
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grasp. William apparently sees this as an immersion in the rich pageant of authentic human 

existence, but it is a rejection of the commitment that makes a life meaningful. He has become 

addicted to oscillating between exuberance and boredom as a way to avoid commitment.  

William’s father is busy orchestrating his son’s future. He has invested his own resources, 

energies, and hopes in his son, and his happiness depends upon it. William rejects this future, 

ducking the obligation that comes along with being the recipient of his father’s lavish outlay. William 

does not want to commit to his father’s plan and make him happy, instead he wishes his father could 

become a version of himself: 

 

But I fear my father regards my happiness from an entirely different point of view; he is older and that 

fair dawn of fancy has fled his quarter of the horizon, he measures the dimensions of the palace with 

the yardstick of reason; whereas the younger fanatic gazes at it in enraptured astonishment - ah, 

Edward, he perhaps estimates my happiness, while I would rather that he felt it; he perhaps seeks to 

prepare a bright future for me and imputes his sentiments to me; he is forming intimacies with others 

in order to make my reputation, in order to hoist me aloft in the great wide world, little realizing that I 

prefer the bucolic shadows of the forest and behold in this great wide world nothing but an infinite 

chaos of misery. (Tieck, Pt. I, 11) 

 

William wishes his father could be identical with him, a mystical notion based upon an ecstatic 

union that fuses one to the other, bypassing rational reflection. Rather than attempting to make 

sense out of the world, William prefers the bucolic shadows, a blissful ignorance that will allow him 

to put off the existential commitment to forge a meaningful life in the infinite chaos of the great 

wide world. 

William is bored on his Grand Tour, and why not, since nothing in the here and now can satisfy 

him. In Paris, the city of lights, the center of intellectual illumination, he broods in darkness and 

hides in the bucolic shadows of his self-induced boredom. And what does he do with his present-day 

experience? He rejects it in favor of a Golden Age reverie, in Heideggerian terms: 

 

The architecture is bombastic and over-ornamented to the point of pedantry; one encounters no 

work of art that reflects a sublimity of spirit; the mirthful goddesses of whim and whit have debased 

all greatness into winsomeness; and accordingly the mighty, manly archetypes of Greece and Rome 

have been transformed into foppish and monstrous hermaphrodites . . . How everything here disgusts 

me! One talks and chatters all day long without even once saying what one actually thinks . . . Out of 

boredom I have gone to the theater a few times. Tragedies full of epigrams, without incident or 

emotion . . . And then there are the cold, tedious, comedies! . . . in the great, world famous Paris 

Opera I have fallen asleep. (Tieck, Pt. I, 25) 

 

It is hard to tell whether he is homesick, longing for some heavenly realm like the displaced angel 

in Magritte’s Le mal du Pays, or if he is simply denying the beauty of eighteenth-century Paris by 

evaluating it in terms which he never experienced, the manly archetypes of Greece and Rome. Either 

way, the fantasy that there could have been a Golden Age in the past or that there will be one in the 

future is a sign of an ongoing personal crisis which William revels in and has become addicted to. 

William’s expression of disgust is also interesting in this context. Disgust is one of the primal 

human emotions and it serves to protect us from disease, infection, and contamination (Haidt 224-

228).
4
 Evolutionary psychologists argue that boredom is a derivative of the more basic emotion of 

disgust. It protects us from being drawn into situations or experiences that we deem unsafe or 

undesirable. For William, everything except for his imagination is undesirable, and his boredom 

protects him from opening into the world. He is addicted to boredom, and it allows him to remain a 

dilettante and dreamer, floating above the world. His life makes no sense because he has made it 

                                                

4
 Several other studies with similar findings are, Gerald L. Clore, Jonathan Haidt, Alexander Jordan, Simone 

Schnall, and Alison George. For ready reference, consult, people.stern.nyu.edu/jhaidt/disgustscale.html 
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into a series of random events, and he rides his own peaks and valleys. This leads him to embrace 

chance and fate: 

 

There are times in life, Rosa, in which contingencies string themselves together so childishly that for a 

moment we are positively obliged to regard the world around us as a mental chimera. I plunge anew 

into this state of mind each time I think back on it all; oftentimes nothing in the world seems stranger 

to me than the notion that any event whatsoever should be connected to a preceding one, such that 

we are often actually compelled to accept the idea that human beings are accustomed to fate. (Tieck, 

Pt. V, 53, emphasis in original) 

 

If the world is contingent and chaotic, then one either succumbs to fate or decides for oneself 

what things will mean and why they will have purpose. William decides not to decide: “I do not know 

why in the world I am still here. I ought at long last to return. My continuing absence from Rome is a 

manifestation of inconceivable indolence on my part. How can one be so entirely forsaken by all 

one’s strength, by all one’s inner forces?” (Tieck, Pt. VI, 14). 

His question is merely rhetorical, and serves as a justification for his romantic refusal to act, his 

desire to once again be swept away and enchanted by the world itself. Toward the end of the novel, 

he feels his age and realizes death is not far. He begins to reflect on time, but he has no perspective, 

and gets nowhere, swooning in abstraction, in a rather Heideggerain sense:  

 

The concept of time terrifies me. If I have a day ahead of me and do not know what I am supposed to 

start doing in it, to say nothing - oh! - of the sight of a tedious wasteland of inertia stretching ahead 

for week after week! And on top of that to go begging Time for one hour after another, cowering 

before the thought of death!” (Tieck, Pt. VI, 14). 

 

As he ages and his passions subside, his feelings of reverence and awe are replaced by sublime 

terror which eventually devolves into a terrifying fear. His youthful desire to merge with almighty 

nature and absorb its power has developed into fear of disintegration: 

 

I do not know why everything terrifies me; why the heavens with their stars are hovering over me so 

lugubriously. In solitude there dwells a kind of disquietude that constricts our entire soul; we are 

terrified in the presence of nature in her colossal monstrosity when no sunshine illuminates the 

mighty scene and directs our attention to isolated sections of it; darkness in contrast unites 

everything into a single, unsurveyable chaos. Then we sink without a trace into the savage and 

colossal ocean, wherein waves write against waves and everything flows amorphously and 

haphazardly into everything else. Nowhere can anyone maintain a hold on anything; our world 

consequently bears the aspect of a formerly coherent terrestrial realm that has lately fallen into the 

maw of disintegration, and we are being gobbled up in there along with it. (Tieck, Pt. VI, 29) 

 

Notice how he speaks for all of humanity. For William Lovell, unsurveyable chaos is simply the 

human condition. This may be true, but he has no way to respond to it except to essentialize his 

existence and neutralize his freedom. It is too late to find his way, having abandoned himself long 

ago to the winds of fate. 

 

Conclusion: Addiction to Boredom - Only an Apparent Paradox 

I have argued that we can become addicted to boredom. William Lovell’s life is a literary example 

of a fairly common problem in the modern world. First, it should be reiterated that boredom may 

have a positive function. In its relationship to stronger emotions like disgust and contempt, boredom 

can protect us from getting too involved with or enthused about situations or people that can harm 

us. However, boredom can also come over us and hold us hostage. When boredom becomes an all-

too-frequent distraction from suffering, when it becomes an ideology, or when it becomes a way to 

escape from the present, it does more harm than good.  The deepest problem is that remaining in 
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shallow boredom can shelter us from an existentially important confrontation with the truly boring 

truth, that life has no meaning except what we make of it. 
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