Read excerpts from Thus Spake Zarathustra (pg. 1) / The Birth of Tragedy
The intro to BoT by Raymond Geuss is optional, but extremely informative.
Be able to answer the following:

Nietzsche — The Birth of Tragedy

What is the principium individuationis? How do Apollo and Dionysus differ in regard to
this?

What is the distinction between the two art worlds of dreams and intoxication?

Which elements in 2001 seem to proceed from the Apollinian, which from the
Dionysian?

2001: A Space Odyssey

Why do you think Kubrick chose pre-existing works for the soundtrack (4lso Sprach
Zarathustra, Lux Aeterna, Blue Danube Waltz)? What effect does the use of this music
give to the film? What social and political statements might this make? Compare this to
the score originally written for the film.

Discuss the varied use of timing/tempo in the film. How is music used to articulate the
structure of the film?

As much as music and sound design, silence can act to create meaning and provide
“added value.” How does Kubrick use silence in this film? What effect does that create?

When discussing Montage technique, Eisenstein mentions the intent to create a sense of
defamiliarization in the viewer — that the “oddness” of technical manipulation should
shock the viewer into a position of critical awareness about what is being viewed. Do you
think Kubrick shares this intention? Why or why not? If so/not, how do his narrative,
visual and sound/music choices support your argument? What might this say about the
film’s attitude toward technological advancement and human/non-human intelligence?



FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE
excerpts from Thus Spake Zarathustra (1891)

Book 1, Zarathustra's Prologue, 3

When Zarathustra came into the next town, which lies on the edge of the forest, he found
many people gathered together in the market place; for it had been promised that there
would be a tightrope walker. And Zarathustra spoke thus to the people: "I teach you the
overman. Man is something that shall be overcome. What have you done to overcome
him? "All beings so far have created something beyond themselves; and do you want to
be the ebb of this great flood and even go back to the beasts rather than overcome man?
What is the ape to man? A laughing stock or a painful embarrassment. And man shall be
just that for the overman: a laughing stock or a painful embarrassment. You have made
your way from worm to man, and much in you is still worm. Once you were apes, and
even now, too, man is more ape than any ape. "Whoever is the wisest among you is also
a mere conflict and cross between plant and ghost But do I bid you become ghosts or
plants? "Behold, I teach you the overman. The overman is the meaning of the earth. Let
your will say: the overman shall be the meaning of the earth! I beseech you, my
brothers, remain faithful to the earth, and do not believe those who speak to you of
otherworldly hopes! Poison-mixers are they, whether they know it or not. Despisers of
life are they, decaying and poisoned themselves, of whom the earth is weary: so let them
go. "Once the sin against God was the greatest sin; but God died, and these sinners died
with him. To sin against the earth is now the most dreadful thing, and to esteem the
entrails of the unknowable higher than the meaning of the earth.”

Book 1, Zarathustra's Prologue, 4

"Zarathustra, however, beheld the people and was amazed. Then he spoke thus: "Man is
a rope, tied between beast and overman - a rope over an abyss. A dangerous across, a
dangerous on-the-way, a dangerous looking-back, a dangerous shuddering and
stopping. "What is great in man is that he is a bridge and not an end: what can be loved
in man is that he is an overture and a going under. "I love those who do not know how
to live, except by going under, for they are those who cross over. "I love the great
despisers because they are the great reverers and arrows of longing for the other
shore. "I love those who do not first seek behind the stars for a reason to go under and
be a sacrifice, but who sacrifice themselves for the earth, that the earth may some day
become the overman's. "I love him who lives to know, and who wants to know so that
the overman may live some day. And thus he wants to go under. "I love him who works
and invents to build a house for the overman and to prepare earth, animal, and plant for
him: for thus he wants to go under. "I love him who loves his virtue, for virtue is the
will to go under and an arrow of longing. "I love him who does not hold back one drop
of spirit for himself, but wants to be entirely the spirit of his virtue: thus he strides over
the bridge as spirit.”
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The Birth of Tragedy and Other Writings

Friedrich Nietzsche

From The Birth of Trgaedy

1

We shall have gained much for the science of aesthetics when we have come
to realize, not just through logical insight but also with the certainty of
something directly apprehended (Anschauung), that the continuous evolu-
tion of art is bound up with the duality of the Apolline and the Dionysiac in
much the same way as reproduction depends on there being two sexes
which co-exist in a state of perpetual conflict interrupted only occasionally
by periods of reconciliation. We have borrowed these names from the
Greeks who reveal the profound mysteries of their view of art to those with
insight, not in concepts, admittedly, but through the penetratingly vivid
figures of their gods. Their two deities of art, Apollo and Dionysos, pro-
vide the starting-point for our recognition that there exists in the world of
the Greeks an enormous opposition, both in origin and goals, between the
Apolline art of the image-maker or sculptor (B:/dner) and the imageless art
of music, which is that of Dionysos. These two very different drives
(Triebe) exist side by side, mostly in open conflict, stimulating and pro-
voking (reizen)?! one another to give birth to ever-new, more vigorous
off spring in whom they perpetuate the conflict inherent in the opposition
between them, an opposition only apparently bridged by the common term
‘art’ — until eventually, by a metaphysical miracle of the Hellenic ‘Will’,
theyappear paired and, in this pairing, finally engender a work of art which
1s Dionysiac and Apolline in equal measure: Attic tragedy.

In order to gain a closer understanding of these two drives, let us think
of them in the first place as the separateart-worlds of dream and intoxication

21 The German term reizenis ambiguous; its basic meaning is ‘to excite’, but the effect can be to delight
or to irritate.
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The Birth of Tragedy

(Rausch). Between these two physiological phenomena an opposition can
be observed which corresponds to that between the Apolline and the
Dionysiac. As Lucretius?2 envisages it, it was in dream that the magnificent
figures of the gods first appeared before the souls of men; in dream the
great image-maker saw the delightfully proportioned bodies of super-
human beings; and the Hellenic poet, if asked about the secrets of poetic
procreation, would likewise have reminded us of dream and would have
given an account much like that given by Hans Sachs in the Meistersinger:

My friend, it is the poet’s task

To mark his dreams, their meaning ask.

Trust me, the truest phantom man doth know
Hath meaning only dreams may show:

The arts of verse and poetry

Tell nought but dreaming’s prophecy.2?

Every human being is fully an artist when creating the worlds of dream,
and the lovely semblance of dream is the precondition of all the arts
of image-making, including, as we shall see, an important half of poetry.
We take pleasure in dreaming, understanding its figures without media-
tion; all forms speak to us; nothing is indifferent or unnecessary. Yet even
while this dream-reality is most alive, we nevertheless retain a pervasive
sense that it is semblance; at least this is my experience, and I could adduce
a good deal of evidence and the statements of poets to attest to the
frequency, indeed normality, of my experience. Philosophical natures
even have a presentiment that hidden beneath the reality in which we
live and have our being there also lies a second, quite different reality; in
other words, this reality too is a semblance. Indeed Schopenhauer actually
states that the mark of a person’s capacity for philosophy is the gift for
feeling occasionally as if people and all things were mere phantoms or
dream-images.2* A person with artistic sensibility relates to the reality of
dream in the same way as a philosopher relates to the reality of existence:
he attends to it closely and with pleasure, using these images to interpret
life, and practising for life with the help of these events. Not that it is
only the pleasant and friendly images which give him this feeling of
complete intelligibility; he also sees passing before him things which
are grave, gloomy, sad, dark, sudden blocks, teasings of chance, anxious

22 De rerumnatura 1169ff. 23 Wagner, Die Meistersinger, act 111, scene 2.
2% Aus Schopenhauers handschriftlichem Nachlafl, ed. J. Frauenstidt (Leipzig 1874), p. 295.
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The Birth of Tragedy and Other Writings

expectations, in short the entire ‘Divine Comedy’ of life, including the
Inferno, but not like some mere shadow-play — for he, too, lives in these
scenes and shares in the suffering — and yet never without that fleeting
sense of its character as semblance. Perhaps others will recall, as I do, shout-
ing out, sometimes successfully, words of encouragement in the midst of
the perils and terrorsof a dream: ‘Itis a dream! I willdream on!’ T have even
heard of people who were capable of continuing the causality of one and the
same dream through three and more successive nights. All of these facts are
clear evidence that our innermost being, the deep ground (Untergrund)
common to all our lives, experiences the state of dreaming with profound
pleasure (Lust) and joyous necessity.

The Greeks also expressed the joyous necessity of dream-experience in
their Apollo: as the god of all image-making energies, Apollo is also the god
of prophecy. According to the etymological root of his name, he is ‘the
luminous one’ (der Scheinende), the god of light; as such, he also governs
the lovely semblance produced by the inner world of fantasy. The higher
truth, the perfection of these dream-states in contrast to the only partially
intelligible reality of the daylight world, together with the profound con-
sciousness of the helping and healing powers of nature in sleep and dream,
1s simultaneously the symbolic analogue of the ability to prophesy and
indeed of all the arts through which life is made possible and worth living.
But the image of Apollo must also contain that delicate line which the
dream-image may not overstep if its effect is not to become pathological,
so that, in the worst case, the semblance would deceive us as if it were crude
reality; his image (B1/d) must include that measured limitation (maffvolle
Begrenzung), that freedom from wilder impulses, that wise calm of the
image-making god. In accordance with his origin, his eye must be ‘sun-
like’;2> even when its gaze is angry and shows displeasure, it exhibits the
consecrated quality of lovely semblance. Thus, in an eccentric sense, one
could apply to Apollo what Schopenhauer says about human beings
trapped in the veil of maya:

Justas the boatman sits in his small boat, trusting his frail craft in a stormy sea that
is boundless in every direction, rising and falling with the howling, mountainous
waves, so in the midst of a world full of suffering and misery the individual man

%5 In early Greek philosophy it was often held that ‘like’ could be known only by ‘like’ i.e. that for us
to recognize something as, say, ‘water’, there had to be some element of water in our cognitive make-
up, presumably because knowing is identif ying with what is known (¢/. Empedocles, Fragment 109).
For this particular application to the sun ¢f. Plotinus, ‘On the beautiful’1.6.9, cf. also Goethe ‘Zahme
Xenien’ 111.
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The Birth of Tragedy

calmly sits, supported by and trusting in the principium individuationis |. . .J*6
(World as Will and Re presentation, 1, p. 416)

Indeed one could say that Apollo is the most sublime expression of imper-
turbable trust in this principle and of the calm sitting-there of the person
trapped within it; one might even describe Apollo as the magnificentdivine
image (Gatterbild) of the principium individuationis, whose gestures and gaze
speak to us of all the intense pleasure, wisdom and beauty of ‘semblance’.
In the same passage Schopenhauer has described for us the enormous
horror which seizes people when they suddenly become confused and lose
faith in the cognitive forms of the phenomenal world because the principle
of sufficient reason, in one or other of its modes, appears to sustain an
exception. If we add to this horror the blissful ecstasy which arises from the
innermost ground of man, indeed of nature itself, whenever this break-
down of the principium individuationis occurs, we catch a glimpse of the
essence of the Dionysiac, which is best conveyed by the analogy of intoxi-
cation. These Dionysiac stirrings, which, as they grow in intensity, cause
subjectivity to vanish to the point of complete self-forgetting, awaken
either under the influence of narcotic drink, of which all human beings and
peoples who are close to the origin of things speak in their hymns, or at the
approach of spring when the whole of nature is pervaded by lust for life.
In the German Middle Ages, too, ever-growing throngs roamed from place
to place, impelled by the same Dionysiac power, singing and dancing as
they went; in these St John’s and St Vitus’ dancers we recognize the
Bacchic choruses of the Greeks, with their pre-history in Asia Minor,
extending to Babylon and the orgiastic Sacaea.?’ There are those who,

26 Schopenhauer thought that our everyday experience of the world was of separate, distinct empirical
objects (i.e. things subject to the ‘principle of individuation’) and that their distinctness was inherently
connected with the applicability of the ‘principle of sufficient reason’. Roughly speaking, two things are
distinct (individuated) only if we have grounds (suf fiicient reason) to distinguish them and if we have
such grounds they are distinct. However, Schopenhauer also believed that all use of the principle of
sufficient reason (and thus all individuation) was a result of the operation of the mind, and hence the
everyday world of distinct objects of experience was a mere appearance, in fact anillusion. Schopenhauer
was very interested in Indian religion and claimed that his view that the everyday world is an illusion
was just a Western version of the Vedantic doctrine that the world we experience is nothing but the
‘veil of maya’. Although the everyday world is a mere appearance, there is a reality behind it to which
Schopenhauer thinks we sometimes have access. The ‘reality’ of which our empirical world is an
appearance is what Schopenhauer calls ‘the Will’ and we can have non-empirical access to it in our
own willing — we know what we will directly without ‘observing’ anything — and in certain kinds of
aestheticexperience. Since this ‘will’ is by definition outside the realm within which one can speak
of individuation and the distinctness of one ‘thing’ from another, it has a kind of primordial unity.
For Nietzsche’s views about these festivals (about which virtually nothing is known) ¢f. also The
Dionysiac World View § 1.

2
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The Birth of Tragedy and Other Writings

whether from lack of experience or from dullness of spirit, turn away
in scorn or pity from such phenomena, regarding them as ‘popular
diseases’ while believing in their own good health; of course, these poor
creatures have not the slightest inkling of how spectral and deathly
pale their ‘health’ seems when the glowing life of Dionysiac enthusiasts
storms past them.

Not only is the bond?8 between human beings renewed by the magic of
the Dionysiac, but nature, alienated, inimical, or subjugated, celebrates
once more her festival of reconciliation with her lost son, humankind.
Freely the earth offers up her gifts, and the beasts of prey from mountain
and desert approach in peace. The chariot of Dionysos is laden with flow-
ers and wreaths; beneath its yoke stride panther and tiger. If one were to
transform Beethoven’s jubilant ‘Hymn to Joy’?? into a painting and place
no constraints on one’s imagination as the millions sink into the dust,
shiveringin awe, then one could begin to approach the Dionysiac. Now the
slave is a freeman, now all the rigid, hostile barriers, which necessity,
caprice, or ‘impudent fashion”? have established between human beings,
break asunder. Now, hearing this gospel of universal harmony, each person
feels himself to be not simply united, reconciled or merged with his neigh-
bour, but quite literally one with him, as if the veil of maya had been torn
apart, so that mere shreds of it flutter before the mysterious primordial
unity (das Ur-Eine). Singing and dancing, man expresses his sense of
belonging to a higher community; he has forgotten how to walk and talk
and 1s on the brink of flying and dancing, up and away into the air above.
His gestures speak of his enchantment. Just as the animals now talk and the
earth gives milk and honey,3! there now sounds out from within man some-
thing supernatural: he feels himself to be a god, he himself now moves in
such ecstasy and sublimity as once he saw the gods move in his dreams.
Man is no longer an artist, he has become a work of art: all nature’s artistic
power revealsitself here, amidst shivers of intoxication, to the highest, most
blissful satisfaction of the primordial unity. Here man, the noblest clay, the
most precious marble, is kneaded and carved and, to the accompaniment
of the chisel-blows of the Dionysiac world-artist, the call of the Eleusinian

28 The term Bund can mean a ‘bond’ and a ‘covenant’, as in the biblical sense of the Old and the New
Covenant.

29 Beethoven used a version of Schiller’s ode 7o Joy for the choral Finale of his Symphony in D minor,
opus 125.

30 Quotation from Schiller’s 7o Joy.

31 Conflation of Euripides Bacchae lines 142f and 704-11 with Exodus 3.8.
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Mysteries32 rings out: ‘Fall ye to the ground, ye millions? Feelst thou thy
Creator, world?’33

32 Mystery-religion celebrated in Eleusis, a small village in southwest Attica. Initiates were given a
vision of Demeter and promised a form of life after death.
3 To Joy, lines 33—4. 3 Poetics 1447a16.
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9

Everything that rises to the surface in dialogue, the Apolline part of Greek
tragedy, appears simple, transparent, beautiful. In this sense the dialogue
is a copy of the Hellene, whose nature is expressed in dance, because in
dance the greatest strength is still only potential, although it is betrayed by
the suppleness and luxuriance of movement. Thus the language of
Sophocles’ heroes surprises us by its Apolline definiteness and clarity, so
that we feel as if we are looking straight into the innermost ground of its
being, and are somewhat astonished that the road to this ground is so short.
But if we once divert our gaze from the character of the hero as it rises to
the surface and becomes visible — fundamentally, it 1s no more than an
image of light (Lichthild) projected on to a dark wall, 1e. appearance
(Erscheinung) through and througho8 — if, rather, we penetrate to the myth
which projects itself in these bright reflections, we suddenly experience a
phenomenon which inverts a familiar optical one. When we turn away
blinded after a strenuous attempt to look directly at the sun, we have dark,
coloured patches before our eyes, as if their purpose were to heal them;
conversely, those appearances of the Sophoclean hero in images of light, in
other words, the Apolline quality of the mask, are the necessary result of
gazing into the inner, terrible depths of nature —radiant patches, as it were,
to heal a gaze seared by gruesome night. Only in this sense may we believe
that we have grasped the serious and significant concept of ‘Greek seren-
ity’ (Heiterkeit) correctly; admittedly, wherever one looks at present one
67 Goethe, Faust1, 505ff. 68 Plato, Republic 514a et seq.
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comes across a misunderstood notion of this as ‘cheerfulness’, something
identified with a condition of unendangered ease and comfort.

The most suffering figure of the Greek stage, the unfortunate Oedipus,
was understood by Sophocles as the noble human being who 1s destined for
error and misery despite his wisdom, but who in the end, through his enor-
mous suffering, exerts on the world around him a magical, beneficent force
which remains effective even after his death. The noble human being does
not sin, so this profound poet wants to tell us; every law, all natural order,
indeed the moral world, may be destroyed by his actions, yet by these very
actions a higher, magical circle of effects is drawn which found a new world
on the ruins of the old one that has been overthrown. This 1s what the
poet, inasmuch as he is also a religious thinker, wishes to tell us; as a poet
he first shows us a wonderfully tied trial-knot which the judge slowly
undoes, strand by strand, to bring great harm upon himself; the genuinely
Hellenic delight in this dialectical solution is so great that an air of
sovereign serenity pervades the whole work, blunting all the sharp, horri-
fying preconditions of that trial. We encounter this same serenity in
Oedipus at Colonus, but here it 1s elevated into infinite transfiguration; in
this play the old man, stricken with an excess of suffering, and exposed,
purely as a suffering being, to all that affects him, i1s contrasted with the
unearthly serenity which comes down from the sphere of the gods as a sign
to us that in his purely passive behaviour the hero achieves the highest form
of activity, which has consequences reaching far beyond his own life,
whereas all his conscious words and actions in his life hitherto have merely
led to his passivity. Thus the trial-knot of the story of Oedipus, which
strikes the mortal eye as inextricably tangled, 1s slowly unravelled —and we
are overcome by the most profound human delight at this matching piece
of divine dialectic. If our explanation has done justice to the poet, the ques-
tion remains whether the content of the myth has been exhausted thereby;
at this point it becomes plain that the poet’s whole interpretation of the
story is nothing other than one of those images of light held out to us by
healing nature after we have gazed into the abyss. Oedipus, murderer of his
father, husband of his mother, Oedipus the solver of the Sphinx’s riddle!
What does this trinity of fateful deeds tell us? There is an ancient popular
belief, particularly in Persia, that a wise magician can only be born out of
incest; the riddle-solving Oedipus who woos his mother immediately leads
us to interpret this as meaning that some enormous offence against nature
(such as incest in this case) must first have occurred to supply the cause
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whenever prophetic and magical energies break the spell of present and
future, the rigid law of individuation, and indeed the actual magic of
nature. How else could nature be forced to reveal its secrets, other than by
victorious resistance to her, i.e. by some unnatural event? I see this insight
expressed in that terrible trinity of Oedipus’ fates: the same man who solves
the riddle of nature — that of the double-natured sphinx — must also destroy
the most sacred orders of nature by murdering his father and becoming his
mother’s husband. Wisdom, the myth seems to whisper to us, and
Dionysiac wisdom in particular, is an unnatural abomination: whoever
plunges nature into the abyss of destruction by what he knows must in turn
experience the dissolution of nature in his own person. “The sharp point
of wisdom turns against the wise man; wisdom is an offence against
nature’: such are the terrible words the myth calls out to us. But, like a shaft
of sunlight, the Hellenic poet touches the sublime and terrible Memnon’s
Column of myth®? so that it suddenly begins to sound — in Sophoclean
melodies!

I'shall now contrast the glory of passivity with the glory of activity which
shines around the Prometheus of Aeschylus. What the thinker Aeschylus
had to tell us here, but what his symbolic poetic image only hints at, has
been revealed to us by the youthful Goethe in the reckless words of his
Prometheus:

Here I sit, forming men
In my own image,

A race to be like me,

To suffer and to weep,
Toknow delight and joy
And heed you not,

Like me!7

Raising himself to Titanic heights, man fights for and achieves his own
culture, and he compels the gods to ally themselves with him because,
in his very own wisdom, he holds existence and its limits in his hands.”
But the most wonderful thing in that poem about Prometheus (which,
in terms of its basic thought, is the true hymn of impiety) is its pro-
found, Aeschylean tendency to justice: the limitless suffering of the bold

% The remnants of a monumental statue in Egypt weresaid to produce a musical tone when illumin-
ated by the rays of the rising sun. CfPausanias, 1.42.3; Tacitus, Annals 2.61.

70 Goethe, Prometheus, lines 51ff.

71 The German is ambiguous here. The last part of this sentence could also mean: ‘he holds the exist-
ence of the gods and its — or their — limits in his hands’.
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‘individual’ on the one hand, and the extreme plight of the gods, indeed a
premonition of the twilight of the gods, on the other; the power of both
these worlds of suffering to enforce reconciliation, metaphysical oneness —
all this recalls in the strongest possible way the centre and principal tenet
of the Aeschylean view of the world, which sees moira, as eternal justice,
throned above gods and men. If the boldness of Aeschylus in placing the
world of the Olympians on his scales of justice seems astonishing, we must
remember that the deep-thinking Greek had an unshakably firm foun-
dation for metaphysical thought in his Mysteries, so that all attacks of
scepticism could be discharged on the Olympians. The Greek artist in par-
ticular had an obscure feeling that he and these gods were mutually depen-
dent, a feeling symbolized precisely in Aeschylus’ Prometheus. The
Titanic artist found within himself the defiant belief that he could create
human beings and destroy the Olympian gods at least, and that his higher
wisdom enabled him to do so, for which, admittedly, he was forced to do
penance by suffering eternally. The magnificent ‘ability’ (Konnen) of the
great genius, for which even eternal suffering is too small a price to pay, the
bitter pride of the artisz: this is the content and the soul of Aeschylus’ play,
whereas Sophocles, in his Oedipus, begins the prelude to the victory-hymn
of the saint. But even Aeschylus’s interpretation of the myth does not
plumb its astonishing, terrible depths; rather, the artist’s delight in
Becoming, the serenity of artistic creation in defiance of all catastrophes, is
merely a bright image of clouds and sky reflected in a dark sea of sadness.
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24

We had cause to draw attention to one of the peculiar artistic effects of the
musical tragedy, namely an Apolline dece ption, by means of which we are to
be saved from direct oneness with Dionysiac music, while our musical
160 The forest-bird in Wagner’s Siegfried leads Siegfried to the rock on which Briinnhilde is sleeping.
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excitement can discharge itself in an Apolline realm and in response to an
interposed, visible, middle world. At the same time we believe we have
observed how this discharge causes the middle world of events on stage,
indeed the drama generally, to become visible and comprehensible from
within to a degree that is unattainable in all other forms of Apolline art;
consequently we were obliged to recognize this moment when the Apolline
soars upward, as it were, borne on the wings of music, as the supreme
intensification of its energies, and thus to see in the brotherly bond between
Apollo and Dionysos the pinnacle of both the Apolline and the Dionysiac
artistic intentions.

Of course, the Apolline light-image, particularly when illuminated from
within by music, did not achieve the peculiar effect produced by the weaker
degrees of Apolline art; although imbued with greater soulfulness and
clarity, the drama could not rival the ability of epic poetry or animated
marble to compel the contemplating eye to take such calm delight in the
world of individuatio. We looked at drama and penetrated with piercing
gaze into the inner movements of its world of motives —and yet it seemed
as1f only a symbolic image were passing before our eyes, the deepest mean-
ing of which we thought we could almost grasp, and which we wanted to
pull aside, like a curtain, in order to gaze on the primal image behind it.
Even the brightest clarity of the image was not enough for us, for this
seemed to conceal something as much as it revealed it; and while its sym-
bolic revelation seemed to invite us to tear the veil, to uncover the secrets
in the background, its very illumination and complete visibility cast a spell
on the eye, barring it from penetrating further.

Anyone who has not had this experience of being compelled to look and,
at thesame time, of being filled with a desire to go beyondlooking, will have
difficulty in imagining how clearly and definitely these two processes are
felt to coexist when one is contemplating the tragic myth; on the other
hand, the truly aesthetic spectator will confirm my observation that the co-
existence of these two things is the most remarkable of the peculiar effects
of tragedy. If one translates this phenomenon of the aesthetic spectator into
an analogous process in the tragic artist, one will have understood the
genesis of the tragic myth. This shares with the Apolline sphere of art the
same utter delight in semblance and in looking at it, and at the same time
it negates this delight and finds yet higher satisfaction in the destruction of
the visible world of semblance. In the first instance, the content of the tragic
myth is an epic event with its glorification of the fighting hero; yet from

112
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what source does that inherently mysterious feature of tragedy come
(particularly when a people is full of the most youthful, vigorous life) — its
preference for presenting ever anew and in countless forms the suffering
in the hero’s fate, the most painful, repeated overcoming of obstacles, the
most agonizing conflicts of motives, in short, the illustration of Silenus’
wisdom or, to put it in aesthetic terms, the ugly and disharmonious — if not
from the perception of some higher delight in all these things?

For the fact that such tragic things really do happen in life would in no
way explain the origins of a form of art, unless art did not simply imitate
the reality of nature but rather supplied a metaphysical supplement to the
reality of nature, and was set alongside the latter as a way of overcoming it.
Inasmuch as it belongs toartat all, the tragic myth participates fully in the
aim of all art, which is to effect a metaphysical transfiguration; but what
does it transfigure when it presents the world of appearances in the image
of the suffering hero? Certainly not the ‘reality’ of this world of appear-
ances, for it says to us: “T'akea look! Take a close look! This is your life! This
is the hour-hand on the clock of your existence!’

And we are supposed to believe that myth shows us this life in order
thereby to transfigure it before our eyes? But if this is not the case, what
gives rise to our aesthetic delight when we let even these images pass before
our eyes? My question concerns aesthetic delight, but I am fully aware that
many of these images can sometimes also generate moral pleasure, in the
form of pity, say, or ethical triumph. Anyone seeking to derive the effect of
the tragic from these moral sources alone, however, as was the normal prac-
tice in aesthetics for far too long, should not believe that this does anything
to benefit art, since the first demand of art must be for purity in its own
realm. In order to explain tragic myth, the very first requirement is to seek
the kind of delight that is peculiar to it in the purely aesthetic sphere, with-
out reaching across into the territory of pity, fear, or the morally sublime.
How can things which are ugly and disharmonious, the content of tragic
myth, induce aesthetic delight?

At this point we need to take a bold run-up and vault into a metaphysics
of art, as I repeat my earlier sentence that only as an aesthetic phenomenon
do existence and the world appear justified; which means that tragic myth
in particular must convince us that even the ugly and disharmonious is an
artistic game which the Will, in the eternal fullness of its delight, plays with
itself. Yet this difficult, primal phenomenon of Dionysiac art can be grasped
in a uniquely intelligible and direct way in the wonderful significance of
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musical dissonance; as indeed music generally is the only thing which, when
set alongside the world, can illustrate what is meant by the justification of
the world as an aesthetic phenomenon. The pleasure engendered by the
tragicmyth comes from the same homeland as our pleasurable sensation of
dissonance in music. The Dionysiac, with the primal pleasure it perceives
even in pain, is the common womb from which both music and the tragic
myth are born.

Could it not be that, with the assistance of musical dissonance, we have
eased significantly the difficult problem of the effect of tragedy? After all,
we do now understand the meaning of our desire to look, and yet to long to
go beyond looking when we are watching tragedy; when applied to our
response to the artistic use of dissonance, this state of mind would have to
be described in similar terms: we want to listen, but at the same time we
long to go beyond listening. That striving towards infinity, that wing-beat
of longing even as we feel supreme delight in a clearly perceived reality,
these things indicate that in both these states of mind we are to recognize
a Dionysiac phenomenon, one which reveals to us the playful construction
and demolition of the world of individuality as an outpouring of primal
pleasure and delight, a process quite similar to Heraclitus the Obscure’s
comparison of the force that shapes the world to a playing child who sets
down stones here, there, and the next place, and who builds up piles of sand
only to knock them down again.16!

Thus, in order to judge the Dionysiac capacity of a people correctly, it is
necessary for us to consider the evidence not simply of their music butalso
of their tragic myth. Given the intimate relationship between music and
myth, one would expect that the atrophy of the one would be connected to
the degeneration and depravation of the other, if indeed it is true that any
weakening of myth generally expresses a waning of the capacity for the
Dionysiac. One only needs to glance at the development of the German
character to be left in no doubt on both counts: we saw that the nature of
Socratic optimism, something which is as unartisticas it is parasiticon life,
was revealed in equal measure both in opera and in the abstract character
of our mythless existence, in an art which had sunk to the level of mere
entertainment as much as in a life guided by concepts. We took some com-
fort, however, from certain signs that, despite all this, the German spirit
has remained whole, in magnificent health, depth, and Dionysiac strength,
resting and dreaming in an inaccessible abyss like a knight who has sunk

161 This is fragment 52 in the standard numbering (that of the Diels—Kranz edition).
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into slumber; now the Dionysiac song rises from this abyss to tell us that,
at this very moment, this German knight still dreams his ancient Dionysiac
myth in blissfully grave visions. Let no one believe that the German spirit
has lost its mythical home for ever, if it can still understand so clearly the
voices of the birds which tell of its homeland. One day it will find itself
awake, with all the morning freshness that comes from a vast sleep; then it
will slay dragons, destroy the treacherous dwarfs, and awaken Briinnhilde
—and not even Wotan’s spear itself will be able to bar its path!162

My friends, you who believe in the music of Dionysos, you also know
what tragedy means for us. In it we have the tragic myth, reborn from
music — and in this you may hope for all things and forget that which is
most painful! But for all of us the most painful thing is that long period of
indignity when the German genius lived in the service of treacherous
dwarfs, estranged from hearth and home. You understand what my words
mean — just as you will also understand, finally, my hopes.

25

Music and tragic myth both express, in the same way, the Dionysiac capac-
ity of a people, and they cannot be separated from one another. Both
originate in an artistic realm which lies beyond the Apolline; both trans-
figure a region where dissonance and the terrible image of the world fade
away in chords of delight; both play with the goad of disinclination, trust-
ing to their immeasurably powerful arts of magic; both justify by their play
the existence of even the ‘worst of all worlds’. Here the Dionysiac shows
itself, in comparison with the Apolline, to be the eternal and original power
of art which summons the entire world of appearances into existence, in
the midst of which a new, transfiguring semblance is needed to hold fast
within life the animated world of individuation. If you could imagine
dissonance assuming human form — and what else is man? — this dis-
sonance would need, to be able to live, a magnificent illusion which would
spread a veil of beauty over its own nature. This is the true artistic aim of
Apollo, in whose name we gather together all those countless illusions of
beautiful semblance which, at every moment, make existence at all worth
living at every moment and thereby urge us on to experience the next.

At the same time, only as much of that foundation of all existence,
that Dionysiac underground of the world, can be permitted to enter an

162 Cf. Wagner’s Siegfried.

115



The Birth of Tragedy and Other Writings

individual’s consciousness as can be overcome, in its turn, by the Apolline
power of transfiguration, so that both of these artistic drives are required
to unfold their energies in strict, reciprocal proportion, according to the
law of eternal justice. Where the Dionysiac powers rise up with such
unbounded vigour as we are seeing at present, Apollo, too, must already
have descended amongst us, concealed in a cloud, and his most abundant
effects of beauty will surely be seen by a generation which comes after us.
That there is a need for this effect is a feeling which each of us would
grasp intuitively, if he were ever to feel himself translated, even just in
dream, back into the life of an ancient Hellene. As he wandered beneath
rows of high, Ionic columns, gazing upwards to a horizon cut off by pure
and noble lines, seeing beside him reflections of his own, transfigured form
in luminous marble, surrounded by human beings who walk solemnly or
move delicately, with harmonious sounds and a rhythmical language of
gestures — would such a person, with all this beauty streaming in on him
from all sides, not be bound to call out, as he raised a hand to Apollo:
‘Blessed people of Hellas! How great must Dionysos be amongst you, if the
God of Delos considers such acts of magic are needed to heal your dithy-
rambic madness!’ It is likely, however, that an aged Athenian would reply
to a visitor in this mood, looking up at him with the sublime eye of
Aeschylus: ‘But say also this, curious stranger: how much did this people
have to suffer in order that it might become so beautiful! But now follow
me to the tragedy and sacrifice along with me in the temple of both deities!’
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Cosima Wagner’s thirty-third birthday, her first since she and Wagner had
married, fell on 25 December 1870. Wagner’s present to her was the newly
composed ‘Siegfried Idyll’. He secretly arranged for a small group of musi-
cians to assemble in the morning on the stairs outside her bedroom and
they began to play as she awoke. One of the guests present at this per-
formance was the newly appointed 26-year-old Professor of Classical
Philology at the University of Basle, Friedrich Nietzsche. Nietzsche was
an ardent admirer of Wagner’s music, and he and Wagner shared an en-
thusiasm for the philosophical pessimism of Arthur Schopenhauer. The
world as we know it, Schopenhauer thought, the world of objects in space
and time held together by relations of cause and effect, was nothing but a
representation, an illusion generated by the unending play of a meta-
physical entity which he called ‘the Will’. This Will, the underlying
reality of the world, expressed itself in a variety of ways in the human
world, most keenly in the form of sexual desire; it had each human indi-
vidual in its grip and drove each of us on to forms of action that inevitably
ended either in disgusting satiation or in frustration. The very nature of
the universe precluded the possibility of any continuing human happiness.
The best we could hope for, Schopenhauer argued, was momentary respite
from the continual flux of willing and frustration through the contem-
plation of art. Aesthetic experience could have this effect because it is
radically disinterested and thus extracts us from the world of willing.
Music, in particular, is inherently non-representational, and Schopenhauer
draws from this fact the stunning conclusion that music both gives us
virtually direct access to ultimate reality, and is also one of the best ways
available to us of distancing ourselves from the relentless throb of the Will.
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This heady combination of extreme pessimism, sexual fantasy presented
as metaphysics and the deification of music was irresistible to Wagner,
the unemployed kapellmeister who had spent a decade of his life in exile
following his participation in the failed revolution of 1849 and who had
experienced some difficulty in controlling the attractions the wives of
various of his patrons and associates held for him. He was delighted to find
a young academic who shared so many of his own passionate interests and
Nietzsche became a frequent visitor at Wagner’s house in Tribschen, near
Lucerne, and an intimate friend of the family. On that Christmas morning
he, too, had a present for Cosima, the manuscript of a study entitled ‘Die
Entstehung des tragischen Gedankens’. In turn he received a copy of
Wagner’s recent essay ‘Beethoven’ and a piano reduction of the first act of
Siegfried. In the evening there were two further performances of the
‘Siegfried Idyll’, and Wagner read aloud from the text of Die Meistersinger.
The next day Nietzsche’s manuscript was read aloud and discussed. On
I January 1871 Nietzsche returned to Basle and began work on his first
book, The Birth of Tragedy out of the Spirit of Music, using some of the
material he had originally elaborated in Cosima’s birthday present. He
dedicated the book to Wagner.

By 1886, when he was preparing a second edition of the work, Nietzsche
claimed to have long since changed his mind about Wagner (and about
Schopenhauer). As he would later put it, he had eventually overcome these
two youthful enthusiasms, exchanging Schopenhauerian pessimism for
a fully affirmative attitude towards life and coming to see Wagner as a
décadent and the embodiment of everything that was to be rejected in
modern culture. So the view has sometimes been expressed that the
‘mature’ Nietzsche became just as committed an anti-Wagnerian as his
younger self had been pro-Wagner. This in turn has been taken to mean
that one should read the main text of The Birth of Tragedy through the eyes
of the 1886 Preface in which the mature anti-Wagnerian corrects the errors
of his youth. Although the later Nietzsche did doubtless occasionally write
things that could be interpreted as putting the matter in these simple terms
— that he outgrew a deluded, early admiration for Wagner and his music
and moved to a position of clear-sighted, unconditional rejection — it would
be a mistake to take passages in which Nietzsche makes claims like this
simply at face value. After all, Nietzsche prided himself on his ability to see
things from a variety of different perspectives, even (and especially) when
that resulted in holding views that to lesser minds would have seemed
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inconsistent, and he also prided himself on his ability to adopt a variety of
different disguises or masks for his own deeper and more considered views.
The later anti-Wagnerian pose is one such mask, a particular form of self-
dramatization adopted at a certain time for particular reasons, and it must
be treated with the same suspicion Nietzsche uses in analysing the self-
interpretations of others.

Matters must from the very start have been slightly complicated at least
on a personal level for the youthful Wagnerite in Tribschen, if only because
Wagner in his own way was just as much an egocentric megalomaniac as
Nietzsche was. At the time Cosima noted in her diary that for all his pro-
fessed admiration of and devotion to Wagner the man and his music,
Nietzsche seemed to be making a concerted effort to ‘defend himself’
against the overwhelming direct impact of Wagner’s personality, and she
suspected that he was preparing in some way to take revenge (sich rachen)
for having been thus assaulted.! In addition, Nietzsche was in love with
Cosima, and if the ageing Wagner had been able to detach her from her
husband (the conductor Hans von Biilow), why could not the mustachioed
young Professor of Philology and former artillerist, in turn, play Tristan to
Wagner’s Marke? Finally, Nietzsche fancied himself a composer, going so
far as to make presents of various of his compositions to Cosima and to play
some of them in the presence of ‘the Master’ (as he called Wagner, follow-
ing Cosima’s usage). These compositions caused Wagner much amuse-
ment, and while Cosima seems to have been well bred enough to confine her
slighting comments about them to her diaries, Wagner let no opportunity
pass to remind Nietzsche that he was a dilettant, whose ‘music’ deserved
no serious attention. Correspondingly, throughout his life, even when he 1s
writing in his most explicitly anti-Wagnerian mode, there 1s ample evidence
of Nietzsche’s continuing love of Wagner’s music which clearly had a very
powerful hold over him to the very end. Thomas Mann seems to me to get
the matter right when he says that even Nietzsche’s criticism of Wagner is
‘inverted panegyric ... another form of glorification’ (‘Panegyrikus mit
umgekehrtem Vorzeichen ... eine andere Form der Verherrlichung’), an
expression of one of the major experiences of Nietzsche’s life, his deep
love—hate of Wagner and his music.2 The love was there virtually from the
beginning, as was the hate; both lasted to the very end.

U Cf Wagner-Handbuch, ed. U. Miiller and P. Wapnewski (Stuttgart, Kroner Verlag, 1986), pp. 114f.
2 Thomas Mann, Leiden und Grofle Richard Wagners, in Gesammelte Werke in dreizehn Binden
(Frankfurt-on-Main, Fischer, 1960), vol. 1x, p. 373.
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The Birth of Tragedy is directed at two slightly different issues: on the
one hand it is an attempt to answer a number of questions about culture
and society: what is a human culture? Why is it important for us to partici-
pate in one? Are all human cultures fundamentally of the same type or do
they differ in important ways? Under what circumstances will a human
culture flourish, and under what circumstances will it become ‘decadent’
and decay or even ‘die’? The highest form of culture we know, Nietzsche
thinks, is that of ancient Greece, and the most perfect expression of that
culture is fifth-century Attic tragedy, but the depredations of time make
our knowledge of that culture at best fragmentary and indirect. Attic
tragedy was a public spectacle in which poetry, music, and dance were
essential constituents, but the tradition of ancient music and dance has
been completely lost, so we cannot know (Attic) tragedy as the ancients
would have known it. The most vital contemporary form of culture is
Wagnerian music-drama, which is also something to which we have full
and immediate access,? so it makes sense to study the general questions
about the nature of culture by looking at the origin, the flourishing, and the
decline of Attic tragedy in the light of our experience of Wagner’s music-
drama. In this sense The Birth of Tragedy is a specific intervention in a
debate that was conducted during the nineteenth century about what form
modern society and modern culture should take. Roughly speaking, The
Birth of Tragedy asks: how can we remedy the ills of ‘modern’ society?
Nietzsche’s answer is: by constructing a new ‘tragic culture’ centred on an
idealized version of Wagnerism.

3 Although when The Birth of Tragedy was written most of Wagner’s music-dramas had never been
staged and Nietzsche will have known them through piano reductions of the scores.
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The second set of issues with which The Birth of Tragedy is concerned
derives from the tradition of Western philosophical theology. The second
basic question is: ‘Is life worth living?’ Nietzsche’s answer is (roughly): ‘No
(but 1n a tragic culture one can learn to tolerate the knowledge that it is
not).” Obviously the two questions are intimately connected.

The argument in the text falls into roughly three parts. The first part
(8§ 1—10) describes the origin of tragedy in ancient Greece as the outcome
of a struggle between two forces, principles, or drives. Nietzsche names
each of these principles after an ancient Greek deity (Apollo, Dionysos) who
can be thought of as imaginatively representing the drive in question in an
especially intense and pure way. ‘Apollo’ embodies the drive toward dis-
tinction, discreteness and individuality, toward the drawing and respecting
of boundaries and limits; he teaches an ethic of moderation and self-
control. The Apolline artist glorifies individuality by presenting attractive
images of individual persons, things, and events. In literature the purest
and most intense expression of the Apolline is Greek epic poetry (especially
Homer). The other contestant in the struggle for the soul of ancient Greece
was Dionysos. The Dionysiac is the drive towards the transgression of
limits, the dissolution of boundaries, the destruction of individuality,
and excess. The purest artistic expression of the Dionysiac was quasi-
orgiastic forms of music, especially of choral singing and dancing.

Although these two impulses are in some sense opposed to each other,
they generally coexist in any given human soul, institution, work of art, etc.
(although one will usually also be dominant). It is precisely the tension
between the two of them that is particularly creative. The task is to get them
into a productive relation to each other. This happens, for instance, when
the Dionysiac singing and dancing of a chorus is joined with the more
restrained and ordered speech and action of individual players on a stage,
as in Attic tragedy. The synthesis of Apollo and Dionysos in tragedy (in
which the musical, Dionysiac element, Nietzsche claims, has a certain
dominance)is part of a complex defence against the pessimism and despair
which is the natural existential lot of humans.

Tragedy consoles us and seduces us to continue to live, but the synthesis
it represents is a fragile one, and the second part of Nietzsche’s text (§§
11-15) describes how the balance is upset by the arrival of a new force,
principle, or drive, which Nietzsche associated with Socrates. Socrates
does not try to attain metaphysical consolation through the dissolution of
boundaries (Dionysos) or glory in the loving cultivation of individual
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appearance (Apollo); rather, his life is devoted to the creation of abstract
generalizations and the attainment of theoretical knowledge, and he firmly
believes that the use of reason will lead to human happiness. Socratic ratio-
nalism upsets the delicate balance on which tragedy depends, by encour-
aging people not to strive for wisdom in the face of the necessary unsatis-
factoriness of human life, but to attempt to use knowledge to get control of
their fate. ‘Modern culture’ arises in direct continuity out of such
Socratism.

The third and final part of the text (§§ 16--25) describes the modern (i.e.
late nineteenth century) state of crisis in which we are being forced to re-
alize the limits of our Socratic culture and the high price we have had to
pay for it. History, Nietzsche believes, is about to reverse direction and
move us backward from the Socratic state to one in which tragedy will once
again be possible (§ 19). The main evidence for this is recent (as of 1870)
developments in philosophy and music. Schopenhauer and Kant show the
limits of rationalism, and music, especially the music of Beethoven, has
rediscovered the Dionysiac. Wagner’s music-dramas are a first attempt to
marry the Dionysiac power of the modern symphony orchestra to Apolline
epic speech and action (in the interests of a pessimistic philosophy derived
from Schopenhauer). At the end of his life Socrates realized that he had
missed out completely on something and tried to ‘write music’;* he failed,
but we can and should adopt the 1deal of the musiktreibender Sokrates, of a
figure who can integrate art and knowledge into cultural forms that will
make our lives tolerable again.

4 Plato, Phaedo 60e sft.
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Nietzsche assumes that there is a distinct, impor-
tant, historically continuous line of development from the Socratic quest
to the nineteenth-century ideal of the pursuit of objective, scientific know-
ledge for its own sake. This part of his view is not worked out in any great
detail, but Nietzsche clearly holds that it is appropriate to call ‘modern’
nineteenth-century culture ‘Socratic’ in the wider sense of being essentially
devoted to the pursuit and application of propositionally articulated
‘theoretical knowledge’ and incapable of conceiving that anything else
could be an appropriate guide for how to live. Such Socratism, Nietzsche
argues, is a fundamentally optimistic view, and that brings us to the second
of the two sets of issues The Birth of Tragedy addresses, the question
whether life 1s worth living (and if so for what reasons).

Plato’s Socrates explicitly holds that no 1ll can befall a good man, a man
with the appropriate kind of knowledge, and that this knowledge is access-
ible to humans (through ‘dialectic’, the give-and-take of argument in the
attempt to discover formal definitions of human ‘excellence’), and the nine-
teenth century is unreflectively convinced that the accumulation of scien-
afic knowledge will lead to increased human happiness. Christianity too
can be seen as contributing a separate strand to the genesis of the charac-
teristically modern form of optimism:? the world is finally created by an
omnipotent and all-benevolent God who will take care that in the larger
scheme of things all is for the best. It is one of Nietzsche’s major claims in
The Birth of Tragedy that archaic Greece did not share this optimism about
knowledge, the Christian metaphysical optimism about the final nature of
the universe, or indeed optimism in any form. The archaic equivalent of
the biblical claim that God looked on the world and saw that it was good
(or the Socratic claim that no harm can ever befall the good man) is the
wisdom of Silenus that never to have been is the best state of all for humans.
This ‘wisdom’ was not necessarily expressed in propositional form —it was
a kind of non-theoretical, non-discursive knowledge, as Aeschylus puts

3 In the Preface to the second edition of The Birthof Tragedy Nietzsche claims that the absence of any
extended discussion of Christianity in the first edition is a sign that even then he was a committed
anti-Christian. This is pretty clearly another instance of Nietzsche’s attempt to project views he later
developed back on to his early work. To the extent to which there is any reference at all to Christianity
in The Birthof Tragedy it takes the form of a discussion of the Dion ysiac standing of at least one strand
of Christianity (§ 23, cf. § 17 very end, § 12). In later writings Nietzsche goes out of his way to empha-
size that Christianity is a historically composite phenomenon comprising a number of different
strands. So there may be a Dionysiac Christian religiosity (speaking in tongues in the early church),
andalsoamorerationalist version of Christianity (Leibniz). In the following discussion ‘Christianity’
means the kind of Christianity of the roughly ‘rationalist’ theological tradition ( including Aquinas).
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it in Agamemnon (line 177) a ‘pathei mathos’, a knowing in and through
experiencing/suffering, a knowing embodied perhaps tacitly in one’s atti-
tudes and behaviour even if one never formulated it clearly (although, as
we have seen, various archaic thinkers 4id formulate it explicitly). The very
fact that the Athenians organized so much of their political, social, and
religious life around a ritualized representation of catastrophic destruction
(1.e. tragedy) shows that they must in some sense have been metaphysical
pessimists.
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Tragedy originally arises, Nietzsche claims, from the dancing and
music-making of a frenzied chorus in the grip of a Dionysiac ‘intoxication’
(Rausch). Collective music-making is the form of art that brings us as close
as 1t 1s possible for us to come to the experience of the basic truth that our
individual identity is an illusion. Pure, unadulterated Dionysiac music,
however, is so close to the basic reality of the world that it is dangerous. No
one, Nietzsche suggests (falsely, no doubt, but that is another matter),
could really survive a simple /istening to (the Dionysiac truth embodied in)
the music to the third act of 7ristan without the words and staging.

Fully formed tragedy has come into existence when words and stage-
action are added to the collective, orgiastic music-making of the chorus.
The words and the stage-action as it were deflect and dilute the impact of
that reality, making it tolerable to humans. They do this by constructing a
realm of what Nietzsche calls Schein, 1.e. of appearance or semblance.

Tragedy is a constructed realm of Schein in two senses. First, the actor
on stage is not really the mythic king of Thebes, Oedipus (although he in
some sense ‘seems’ to be), but some Athenian citizen in a mask. One has
failed to experience the tragedy if one sees only one’s friend and fellow
actor up there on the stage parading around in an odd mask. One has
also failed 1if one thinks that it rea/ly is Oedipus up there, that the blood
dripping down from his eyes is real blood, etc.

In a second sense, the words and action in tragedy generate a Schein in
that they seem to individuate what i1s happening and give the audience
distance from it. What is actually happening in the performance of a
tragedy 1s that each member of the audience 1s being confronted with a
general, but existentially pertinent, truth about what human life is and
must be (namely one form of catastrophe or another), but the appearance
1s created that what is happening on stage is happening to some particular
other individual, to Oedipus, or Tristan (not to you, the individual member
of the audience).
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The production of individuated Schein is the work of ‘Apollo’and it is
this work that allows the spectators to survive. Tragedy requires the co-
operation of Dionysos with Apollo, of music and words. Pure or absolute
Dionysiac music (which would have to be purely instrumental music with
no accompanying words) would be too direct an expression of this truth;
we survive a Wagnerian music-drama (as the ancient Athenians had sur-
vived an Aeschylean tragedy) only because of the illusions Apollo creates.
Success in tragedy consists in combining appropriately the most deeply
Dionysiac music with the most highly articulated and pleasing Apolline
illusions. Great tragedy can be a central part of a culture only if the
members of that culture are psychically vital and robust enough to tolerate
engagement with the truth which tragedy transmits.

Socrates correctly diagnoses tragedy as a purveyor of Schein, but fails
utterly to see the point of this Schein. Part of the reason for this, Nietzsche
thinks, is that Socrates is a deeply abnormal, unhealthy man, a man of
stunted and perverted instincts and a diseased intellect that has run wild.
His abnormality take the form of a kind of hyperintellectualized simple-
mindedness. When he looks at tragedy, he fails to see it as an instance of a
kind of self-sufficient Schein which confronts us with a deep truth about
life, and thinks it 1s just a simple lie/illusion. That is not to say that
Socratism is not itself a tissue of illusions. ‘On Truth and Lying in a Non-
Moral Sense’ is precisely an extended analysis of the various ‘illusions’
Nietzsche thinks inherently constitutive of the Socratic way of life.
Socrates, Nietzsche thinks, is committed not just to the self-evidently false
beliefs that no harm can befall the good man, and that no one does ‘wrong’
willingly, but also to the equally false view that concepts can tell us some-
thing about the essence of the world, that the world 1s composed of identi-
cal cases that can be correctly subsumed under general concepts, and so on.
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That brings us to the second of the two main topics of The Birth of
Tragedy. Clearly the book is intended as a contribution to philosophical
theodicy. The text states several times that ‘only as an aesthetic phenom-
enon can the world be justified’.!! The task of giving a theodicy in the
Western theological tradition was that of trying to show argumentatively
that the world, despite appearances to the contrary, really was in essence
good, and not just ‘good’ in some very abstract sense, but good for us. By
showing this, philosophers thought they could vindicate the claim that
human life was potentially worthwhile for those living it, and thus that
it was rational for us to adopt a fundamentally optimistic attitude toward
our respective lives and toward the world as a whole. The history of

10 Cf above, footnote 4. ! § 5, ¢f 3, ‘An attempt at self—criticism’ § 5.
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philosophical theodicies in the West is long and convoluted, and I will men-
tion only two of the various approaches that have been taken. One histori-
cally important strand of argument depends on the claim that the existence
of evil 1s a logically necessary concomitant of the existence of free human
choice, and the existence of such free choice is an overriding good. Since
whatever evil exists in the world 1s there for the sake of the realization of
the overwhelming good of human freedom, it makes sense to see the world
as a whole as good. Another approach claims that the world as a whole was
created by a rational god attempting to maximize the number and variety
of created beings in the most parsimonious way. This project, it is claimed,
is inherently rational and good, and what we call ‘evil’ can be shown to be
a necessary, but subordinate, or merely local aspect of it.

Most of these traditional arguments presuppose the existence of an
omnipotent god who created the world as a whole according to a rational
plan and who cares for the good of each individual person, and they argue
from that to the view that the existence of evil in the world is compatible
with having an optimistic attitude toward the world as a whole and human
life. So ‘theodicy’ can be a useful exercise for people who already have the
appropriate religious belief in the existence of an omnipotent, benevolent
creator of the world, but Nietzsche in The Birth of Tragedy is adopting a
post-Christian view which does not assume such a religious belief.

The claim that the world can be justified only as an aesthetic phenom-
enon is to be read in two ways, negatively and positively. First of all it
asserts that none of the traditional ways of justifying existence by reference
to formal rationality, the exigencies of freedom of the will, or principles
such as parsimony, efficiency, plenitude of being etc. works. Second, it
asserts positively that one way of justifying the world (or ‘life’ or whatever)
does work, namely contemplation of the world as an aesthetic phenomenon.
This presumably means that each feature of the world is justified because
that feature 1s one the world must have if it is to present an aesthetically
pleasing spectacle (or perhaps, the most aesthetically pleasing spectacle) to
an appropriately sophisticated observer. The first thing to notice is that the
very term  justification’ (Rechtfertigung) might be thought to belong to the
Socratic sphere which it is purportedly the whole intention of The Birth of
Tragedy to undercut, because the most normal way (at least now) to take it
1s as a request for some kind of general theoretically based discursive struc-
ture. One could, of course, use ‘justify’ in a more general sense to mean
simply ‘to cause to seem to be worthwhile or good’. One must be careful
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not to go too far down this road, because getting drunk or taking various
drugs can be a very effective way for me to be caused to come to see the
world as good or various activities as ‘worthwhile’, but it is not clear that
this 1s a model for ‘justification’ in any interesting sense. The question 1s
whether there is something between sheer Rausch on the one hand, and
Socratic argumentation on the other. Nietzsche claims that art is located
precisely there and that may well be right, but it is not clear how we can get
clarity about where this ‘there’ is. To give too discursive an account would
be self-defeating. Perhaps that is part of the reason for the dithyrambic
style of The Birth of Tragedy, and Nietzsche’s comment in the Preface to
the second edition (‘An attempt at self-criticism’ § 3) that he ought to have
expressed himself by singing rather than by speaking in prose is perhaps
more than just a joke (although, given what we know about Nietzsche’s
abilities as a composer, we should probably be very pleased we have the text
we do).
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The important difference between Nietzsche’s ‘theodicy’ and previous
Christian ones is that 4e will come increasingly to distinguish three separ-
ate things which views like traditional Christianity connect: theodicy (‘the
world 1s justified’), optimism (‘our life can be worth living’) and affirm-
ation. Affirmation is not exactly the same thing as optimism (at least as
traditionally understood), if only because it is usually assumed that an
‘optimistic’ position is one that claims that we can see our lives as they
reallyare, without illusions, and still find them worthwhile. Nietzsche, how-
ever, thinks that this is not possible for us. However beautiful the play from
the point of view of das Ur-Eine, we are momentary illusory shapes doomed
to the ineluctable frustration of the desires we necessarily have, and we can-
not even tolerate the knowledge that this is our situation. Metaphysically,
then, pessimism i1s true; what Nietzsche wishes to investigate is whether
affirmation in any sense is possible under these circumstances, and he
seems to find that possibility embodied in tragedy.

Paradoxically, if Dionysos and Apollo are successfully brought into
alliancein a given tragedy, the result will be a transformation of ‘pessimism’
— not into optimism, to be sure, but into a kind of affirmation; that is, the
Schein that arises will not sap the audience’s strength, paralyse its will or
lead to demoralization, but rather will energize the members of the audi-
ence to go on living. To be more exact, it requires great strength to produce
and appreciate tragedy because it takes us so close to the basic horror of
things, but if one can tolerate this, the result is an increase rather than a
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decrease in one’s ability to live vividly (and create further great art —
Nietzsche seems sometimes rather to confuse these two).

Thattragedy can have this life-enhancing effect is one of the things that
permits Nietzsche later (in the 1880s when he writes the Preface to the
second edition) to claim that in The Birth of Tragedy he had already moved
beyond Schopenhauer and away from pessimism in the strict sense. It is
not hard to see how Nietzsche could have thought this. To admit the exist-
ence of a life-enhancing form of pessimism (if such a form did exist) would
seem to mean at least that ‘pessimism’ must be a much more highly
ambiguous phenomenon than had previously been thought.

Nietzsche’s views on pessimism and its modalities shifted significantly
from the early 1870s to the mid-1880s. In the earlier period he is still
attempting to assimilate archaic Greece more or less straightforwardly to
Schopenhauer, and is satisfied to point out that both Schopenhauer and
Aeschylus (purportedly) are ‘pessimistic’ (compared with the optimism of
Christianity and the modern belief in science, progress etc.). Later (for
instance, in Human, All Too Human) he comes to claim that the whole dis-
cussion of optimism or pessimism as basic attitudes towards the world
makes sense only if one assumes an outmoded theological view of the
world. So presumably we should try to adopt a form of life that was ‘beyond
optimism and pessimism’, one which we did not find it necessary to inter-
pret in terms of either of these two concepts. Still later (in the Preface to
the second edition of The Birth of Tragedy and other writings) he seems to
find his way back again to a more complex understanding of the problems
associated with ‘pessimism’. He claims to find the unitary notion of
‘pessimism’ (which he had used in the main text of The Birth of Tragedy)
over-simple, and he distinguishes between different types of pessimism —
a pessimism of weakness (Schopenhauer), and a pessimism of strength
(archaic Greece). The archaic Greeks are ‘pessimists’, but ‘pessimists of
strength’, not, as Nietzsche claims in the main body of The Birthof Tragedy,
pessimists in the sense in which Schopenhauer is a pessimist (and what
Nietzsche now calls ‘pessimism of weakness’). That is, he seems to think
that what is finally significant in a philosophy is whether or not it
contributes to an affirmation of this world, and that one can in some sense
distinguish issues of pessimism/optimism from issues concerning affirm-
ation or negation of this world, our world of everyday life. Since both
Schopenhauer and Christianity agree that tAss world 1s not to be affirmed,
they are really instances of the same kind of weakness, and the difference
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in their metaphysical views (that the Christian thinks the underlying
reality of the world, God, is to be affirmed while Schopenhauer thinks this
underlying reality, the Will, is to be negated) is irrelevant.

How exactly are we to construct a new tragic culture? Obviously part of
the project will be to get rid of the various forms of optimism that cloud
our vision, primarily Chrissanity and the nineteenth-century ‘scientific
world view’. The image of the musiktreibender Sokrates that dominates the
latter parts of The Birth of Tragedy might be taken as suggesting that the
new tragic world view will not just turn its back completely on the existing
‘theoretical culture’, but will pass through it, assimilate it completely, and
emerge, as it were, beyond on the other side of it. How exactly Wagner and
Ranke can be brought together, though, is not completely clear.12 Perhaps
in the new tragic culture people will know theoretically, in the way
Schopenhauer claims to ‘know’, that our situation in the world is ulti-
mately hopeless. We will £7ow in a grounded way that our choice is illusion
or deathand will still choose life-invigorating illusions. In this we will differ
from the ancients. Apolline art in the ancient world was not a reasoned and
theoretically grounded response to the inherent worthlessness of our lives,
but an instinctive reaction of exceptionally vital people. We will be able to
choose Schein knowing in the fullest sense that it is Schein.

Raymond Geuss

12 Tn one of the fragmentary notes Nietzsche wrote while working on the preliminary sketches of 7e
Birth o f Tragedy he claims that Shakespeare is the ‘musiktreibender Sokrates’ (Samtliche Werke:
Kritische Gesamtausgabe, ed. G. Colli and M. Montinari (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1967ff. 7(131)), but,
apart from half a dozen other fragments, he never develops this line of thought any further.
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