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Drei Dinge mufS dev Philologe, wenn er seine Unschuld beweisen will, verstehen,
das Alterthum, die Gegenwart, sich selbst: seine Schuld liegt darin, dafs er
entweder das Alterthum nicht oder die Gegenwart nicht oder sich selbst nicht
verstebt. Evste Frage: verstebt der Philologe das Alterthum?

[The philologist must understand three things, if he is to prove his inno-
cence: antiquity, the present, himself; his guilt lies in the fact he does not
know either antiquity or the present or himself. First question: does the phi-
lologist understand antiquity? ]

Nietzsche, KSA 8, 7[7], 127
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Introduction

Paul Bishop

HIS COLLECTION OF PAPERS arose from the Twelfth Annual Confer-

ence of the Friedrich Nietzsche Society, on the theme of “Nietzsche
and the Classical Tradition,” held at the University of Glasgow in Sep-
tember 2002. The theme of Nietzsche’s reaction and response to the
world of Antiquity and to the concept of classicism—primarily Greek, as
well as German—goes right to the core of his works. Nietzsche may have
been a “modernist”; he may even have been a “postmodernist”; but in
the nineteenth century, as far as the University of Basel was concerned,
he was a “classicist”—or, more precisely, a philologist.

To be even more precise, he was a professor of philology. For in
April 1869 Nietzsche, just twenty-four years old, began his appointment
as Extraordinary Professor of classical philology as Basel University. On
28 May he gave his inaugural lecture, a discussion of the identity of
Homer, which made a favorable impression on his audience. Or at least
so he told his university friend, Erwin Rohde, and his mother, Franziska
Nietzsche, in his letters to them of 29 May and mid-June: “Because of
this inaugural lecture the people here have been convinced about a num-
ber of things, and with it my position, as I can clearly see, has been se-
cured” (KSB 3, 15; cf. 13). Nietzsche’s colleagues at Basel included the
philologists Jacob Mihly and Hermann Usener and the ethnologist Jo-
hann Jakob Bachofen, as well as the historian Jacob Burckhardt and the
theologian Franz Overbeck. To begin with, all seemed well. Writing just
a few months later to Rohde in mid-July 1869, however, Nietzsche
sounded a note of caution:

With my “colleagues” I am having a strange experience: I feel among
them as I used to feel among students: entirely without any need to get
to know them more closely, but also without any envy: in fact, strictly
speaking, I feel a small grain of contempt for them in me, with which
indeed very polite and obliging intercourse goes quite well. [ An meinen
“Collegen” mache ich eine seltsame Evfabrunyg: ich fiible mich unter ib-
nen, wie ich mich ehedem unter Studenten fiibite: im Ganzen obne jedes
BediirfnifS mich mit ihnen niher abzugeben, aber auch ohne allen Neid:
Ja genan genommen, fiihle ich einen kleinen Gran von Verachtung gegen
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sie in mir, mit dem sich ja ein sehr hoflicher und gefiilliger Verkebr ganz
gut vertrage.] (KSB 3, 28)

Ten years later, in 1879, Nietzsche took early retirement, on grounds of
ill-health. And, eventually, Nietzsche would express his dislike of acade-
mia in general, and of his colleagues in classics in particular, with corro-
sive irony when, following his mental collapse, he would tell Burckhardt:
“In the end I would much rather be Professor at Basel than God”
(Zuletzt wive ich sehy viel licber Basler Professor als Gott) (KSB 8, 577).

In the various ways documented and discussed by the papers in this
volume, the classical world remained a reference-point, and a polemical
point, throughout his later philosophical writings. Over a quarter of a
century has passed since the publication of Studies in Nietzsche and the
Classical Tradition, the last major collection of scholarship on the subject
of Nietzsche and classicism.' As recent years have seen a renewal of inter-
est in Nietzsche’s early philological writings, prompted by the publica-
tion of his Friihe Schriften (BAW), it seemed timely to undertake a
reappraisal of Nietzsche’s relationship to the classical tradition, both
Greek and German.® Three particular questions arise when we trytodothis.

First, there is problematic nature of history itself and of thinking his-
torically, a problem to which Nietzsche devoted himself'in the second of
his Untimely Meditations, “On the Uses and Disadvantages of History
for Life.” Writing just over a century later in his Truth and Method
(Wabhrheit und Methode) (1960), Hans-Georg Gadamer states the prob-
lem of thinking historically in the following terms:

Historical consciousness fails to understand its own nature if, in order
to understand, it seeks to exclude that which alone makes understand-
ing possible. To think historically [ Historisch denken] means, in fact, to
perform the transposition that the concepts of the past undergo when
we try to think in them [ die Umsetzuny voliziehen, die den Begriffen der
Vergangenheit geschieht, wenn wir in ihnen zu denken suchen). To think
historically always involves establishing a connection between those
ideas and one’s own thinking.*

The tension between the past and the present; the difficulty, yet the ne-
cessity, of understanding concepts of the past in terms of the concepts of
the present—these problems are. inevitably, inherent in any project to
understand the values of classicism.

Second, there is the question of Nietzsche’s presentation of antiquity
in general and of the classical tradition in particular. It is likely that
Nietzsche visited the site of Paestum, probably during the time of his
stay in Sorrento in the winter of 1876 to the spring of 1877.° Nietzsche
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chose to use the site of Paestum in his first volume of Human, All Too
Human as an example of how “what is perfect [ das vollkommence] is sup-
posed not to have become”:

In the case of everything perfect we are accustomed to abstain from
asking how it became: we rejoice in the present fact as though it came
out of the ground by magic. Here we are probably still standing under
the after-effect of a primeval mythological invention. We still almost teel
(for example in a Greek temple such as that at Paestum) that a god
must one morning have playfully constructed his dwelling out of these
tremendous weights: at other times that a stone suddenly acquired by
magic a soul that is now trying to speak out of it. The artist knows that
his work produces its full effect when it excites belief in an improvisa-
tion, a belief that it came into being with a miraculous suddenness; and
so he may assist this illusion and introduce those elements of rapturous
restlessness, of blindly groping disorder, of attentive reverie that attend
the beginning of creation into his art as a means of deceiving the soul
of the spectator or auditor into a mood in which he believes that the
complete has suddenly emerged instantaneously. —The science of art
has, it goes without saying, most definitely to counter this illusion and
to display the bad habits and false conclusions of the intellect by virtue
of which it allows the artist to ensnare it. (HA I §145).

In this passage we can see some typically Nietzschean themes: the signifi-
cance of the genealogical method; the interest in “illusion”; the fascina-
tion with the persistence of the “primitive” in the “modern,” as well as
the emphasis on the importance of becoming, rather than being, that is
found in Goethe’s thought, t00.° Elsewhere, however, Nietzsche men-
tions Paestum as an example how “the Hellenic [is] very foreign to us”
(das Griechische uns sehr fremd) (D §169). Nietzsche’s focus, then, is on
the difference between the ancient Greek sensibility and our modern sen-
sibility, the difference in the sense of proportion; even if there is implicit,
however, the idea that a return to this sense of proportion is both possi-
ble, and maybe even desirable.

Third, there is the question of the purpose of looking at the world of
antiquity, of examining—and, perhaps, embracing—the values of classi-
cism. In his famous essay “Literarischer Sansculottismus” (1795) Goethe
problematized the concept of classicism, rejecting the term as applicable
to any current German writers, but defining the link between classicism
and national literature in unmistakably programmatic terms. If, in The
Gay Science (§370) and The Will to Power (§846), Nietzsche tried to an-
swer the question “What is Romanticism,” he also tried in his Nachlass
to define classicism in terms that are as personal—“to be classical, one
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must possess 2/l the strong, seemingly contradictory gifts and desires, but
in such a way that they go together beneath one yoke”—as they are poli-
tico-cultural—“arrive at the 74ght time to bring to its climax and high
point a genus of literature or art or politics (not after this has already
happened)”—and concluded that “one must not be a reactive but a con-
cluding and forward leading spirit, saying Yes in all cases, even with one’s
hatred.” Tt is this structured and integrative approach to all senses, in-
stincts, and capacities, that also lay, for example, behind Goethe’s distinc-
tion in Dichtungy und Wahrheit between mere growth and full
development.’

By contrast, what Nietzsche finds most contemptible about the an-
cient Greek figure of Socrates is precisely—whatever Socrates himself
may have claimed—the lack of any real mastery of his instincts, and, in
fact, his hostility towards them. “How did Socrates become master over
bimself?” Nietzsche asked, and answered his own question as follows:
“His case was, at bottom, merely the extreme case, only the most striking
instance of what was then beginning to be a universal distress: no one
was any longer master over himself, the instincts turned against each
other” (TI Problem of Socrates §9). In short, “to have to fight the in-
stincts—that is the formula of decadence: as long as life is ascending, hap-
piness equals instinct” (TI Problem of Socrates §11). Thus it might well
be thought that Nietzsche’s insistence in his writings on the necessity of
suffering (WP §910), and yet the possibility of happiness (AC §1), marks
out, on an existential level, an affinity with classicism, an aftinity under-
lined by his opposition to the anti-classical, or the Christian.

On these three questions of the problematic nature of history,
Nietzsche’s presentation of antiquity, and his purpose in turning our gaze
towards the world of antiquity, the papers presented below take a variety
of stances: this volume seeks to open up a debate that has stalled, not
foreclose the necessary discussion to come, and to set out the numerous
approaches and perspectives that are possible. The papers in the first sec-
tion, The Classical Greeks, examine the theoretical and historical com-
plexities of Nietzsche’s relationship to the classical tradition. In the
second section, Pre-Socratics and Pythagoreans, Cynics and Stoics, his re-
ception of a number of specific traditions of antiquity is treated in more
detail. The papers in the third section, Nietzsche and Plato, ofter a pleth-
ora of perspectives on the question of Nietzsche’s reading of his great
philosophical predecessor. In the fourth section, Contestations, various
problems emerging from Nietzsche’s engagement with antiquity are dis-
cussed. Finally, the fifth section, German Classicism, asks what it means
to speak of classicism in the German tradition, and examines the extent
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to which Nietzsche can be seen to embrace a (German) classical aes-
thetic. So now, it is for the contributors to this volume to speak for
themselves—and for the readers, as did the listeners at the conference, to
judge for themselves.

Notes

' James C. O’Flaherty, Timothy F. Sellner, Robert Meredith Helm (eds), Studies in
Nietzsche and the Classical Tradition (Chapel Hill: U of North Carolina P, 1976).

* Friedrich Nietzsche, Friihe Schriften, 1854-1869 [BAW, 1-5].

* While some contributions touch on Nietzsche’s reception of the Roman culture of
antiquity, his reaction and response to the Roman world requires treatment in a sepa-
rate volume.

* Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, trans. Garrett Barden and John Cum-
ming (London: Sheed and Ward, 1975), 358; Hans-Georg Gadamer, Wahrheit und
Methode: Grundziige einer philosophischen Hermeneutik (Tiibingen: J. C. B. Mohr
[Paul Siebeck], 1960), 374.

* See David Farrell Krell and Donald L. Bates, The Good European: Nietzsche’s Work
Sites in Word and Image (Chicago and London: U of Chicago P, 1997), 100-01.

¢ “Nothing is, nothing has become, everything is always becoming, in the eternal
stream of change there is no rest“ ( Nichts ist, nichts ist geworden, alles ist stets im
Werden, in dem ewigen Strom der Verdnderuny ist kein Stillstand) (WA 5.2, 22), as
Gocethe is recorded as saying in a conversation with Sophie von Schardt of 1805-
1806. This statement is echoed by Nietzsche in Human, All Too Human: “Every-
thing has become [ Alles aber ist geworden]: there are no eternal facts, just as there are
no absolute truths” (HA T §2).

WP §848; KSA 12, 9[166], 433-34; compare WP §849; KSA 13, 11[312], 132.

* Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, From My Life: Poetry and Truth. Parts One to Three,
trans. Robert Heitner [ Goethe Edition, vol. 4] (New York: Suhrkamp Publishers,
1987), 64; WA 1.26, 110-11.



Section 1

The Classical Greeks



Nietzsche, Homer, and the Classical
Tradition

James I. Porter

The fixed point avound which the Greek nation crystallized was its
language. The fixed point avound which its culture crystallized was
Homer. In both cases, then, we are having to do with works of art.
(Nietzsche, 1872/1873) (KSA 7, 19[278], 506)

Why Homer?

T IS SURELY something of a paradox that the I/iad and the Odyssey

have been required reading in Western culture from its first begin-
nings, despite the complete mystery surrounding the circumstances of
their date and authorship, and despite their obvious flaws and blem-
ishes—the repetitions, inconsistencies, and irregularities which have led
to their impeachment as products of a single mind." All the uncertainties
about Homer and his poems notwithstanding, their place in the cultural
imagination in the West has been unrivaled. Indeed, as secular texts with
no pretensions to revealed truth, and yet conferred with nearly Biblical
stature, their status in world literature is almost unique.” How can we ac-
count for their enduring attraction? Whatever the answer, approaching
the question will involve confronting the monumentality of the two po-
ems—Iless their quality as great works of literature than their role as cul-
tural icons, as signifiers of value, and as landmarks in the evolving
relationship between literature and culture. A perspective such as this is
an invitation to study the intellectual and cultural history of value.

For all these reasons, Homer was a natural attraction for Nietzsche in
his early, philological phase and, to a lesser extent, later on. The pages
that Nietzsche devoted to Homer in his philological notebooks, in his
Antrittsrede at Basel in 1869 (published as “Homer and Classical Philol-
ogy”), in parts of The Birth of Tragedy, and in his never-published essay
from 1872 called “Homer’s Contest,” are all concerned with the forma-
tion of Homer as a locus of cultural value: indeed, they are an inquiry
into the value of this value, which is to say of this supreme cultural value
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in the West. Thus, to consider Nietzsche’s assessment of Homer is not
only to examine Nietzsche’s place in the classical tradition; it is also to
realize how Nietzsche looked upon the classical tradition as a fertile
ground for cultural analysis and critique.

The present essay aims to set Nietzsche’s interest in Homer against
this wider background, according to three of the meanings that Homer
held for Nietzsche. First, Homer is for Nietzsche a construct of classi-
cism, which is to say of the idealizing reverence for Greco-Roman antiq-
uity a la Winckelmann and others (this is how he appears, for instance, in
The Birth of Tragedy—as “the dreaming Greek” at the height of his Apol-
lonian powers). Second, Homer represents a foundational crux within
the disciplined study of the classics, its primary axis and its prdton pseundos,
or delusory point of departure (this is how he appears in Nietzsche’s in-
augural lecture on “Homer and Classical Philology”—as the object of
what was then and still is known as the “Homeric Question”). And third,
he presents a window onto the preclassical era of classical antiquity, of an
age prior to that of Pericles and Phidias (Homer lived in the so-called
Dark Age of Greece), but also of an age prior to Homer’s own (Homer
describes what we now call the Mycenaean Bronze-Age past). The up-
shot of this last point is that, in Nietzsche’s eyes, Homer functions as a
potential source of unsettling, unclassical values: these are sometimes hy-
postatized by Nietzsche as “das vor-Homerische,” or “the pre-Homeric”
age or spirit, for instance, in the essay “Homer’s Contest” (1872), or else
they are embodied in the proud figure of “the Greek noble” from On the
Genealogy of Morals, who, in ways Iliadic, is also comparable to “the pre-
Aryan” species of the same essay, with its “hidden core” of violent drives
that, Nietzsche warns, are bound to “erupt from time to time” (GM 1
§11). Taken together, these three elements map out a progression in
Nietzsche’s thought: Homer as a product of classicism discloses an inco-
herence in the very idea of Homer, in his very conception, which idea in
turn protects us against an alternative account of the Greek past, one that
threatens us with its darker opacities (just what these opacities consist in
remains to be seen).

Needless to say, Nietzsche’s Homer is a polemically charged notion,
and whatever sense it makes does so only within a nineteenth-century
context. But in order to do this work of contextualization, I must offer a
brief speculative sketch of Homer’s reception from antiquity into the re-
cent present, much of which will be Nietzschean in spirit—which is not
to say that Nietzsche made or would have made all of the claims that I
do. After all, Nietzsche is as much a symptom of the tradition as he is
one of its most insightful readers and critics.
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Threading through my reflections will be three recurrent themes,
more or less parallel to Nietzsche’s “three Homers,” although here the
reference is transhistorical (ancient and modern): first, the persistent clas-
sicism of Homer; second, the elements of disavowal that go into the con-
struction and sustaining of Homer’s ever-imaginary identity; and third,
the utter mystery of Homer, his unreachability, and above all the znsolu-
bility of his definition. This last point needs to be underscored: Homer is
the product of a particular kind of fascination, and by the same token he
has been a compulsive and productive source of culture in the West since
antiquity. Or at least he has been this until recently, if we believe a small
but vocal minority who claim that contemporary classical scholarship has
itself mystified Homer and killed him in the process, thanks to the waves
of trendy theory, multiculturalism, and cultural nihilism which have fi-
nally swept over classical studies and turned Homer, the one-time foun-
tain of value and meaning—of classically-centered knowledge—into a
meaningless bibliographical citation. Despite this kind of concern, it has
to be acknowledged that Homer was never, in fact, a stable entity from
which a sure base of culture and learning could flow, and this was part of
his attraction. (In Greek, homerizein, “to Homerize,” after all can mean
“to lie.”) Homer’s identity and his meaning were both radically uncer-
tain and widely contested, so much so that we can say that Homer who,
as we shall see, was less a person than an idea, cannot have existed prior
to the debates about him and independently of them. Indeed, one sus-
pects that with Homer the Ancients and Moderns have made a rather
telling choice of object for contention, one that ceaselessly authorizesthe
imaginative work of culture. Culture is not just an arena of contestation.
It is a deviously calculating and self-enabling thing. Homer, we can safely
say, has been “good to think with.” Nor does the fascination with
Homer show any signs of abating.’

Still, there must be a bit more to the fascination with Homer than
this. Surely other relics of antiquity are equally mysterious and unfa-
thomable. So I want to add a further speculation, namely, that Homer is,
and probably always was from his baptismal naming, an idea of some-
thing that remains permanently lost to culture—whether this be a Heroic
Age, an ideal of unattainable poetic excellence, or a vague sense of some
irretrievably lost past. It was only natural that Homer, the narrator of
Troy, should become inseparably linked to the violent destruction of
Troy. That destruction was complete, and its memory was traumatic for
the ancient world—and, in different ways, for the modern world. So let
us first consider briefly how Troy might have functioned as a trauma for
Greece—not in a clinical sense, but in an imaginary sense, one that works
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through the artifices of cultural memory—and then take up Homer’s
connection to this memory, which (all speculations aside) is an integral
element of Homer’s reception. Then we can turn to some of the implica-
tions these questions have had for modernity, and for Nietzsche in par-
ticular, whose three Homer’s are, we might say, three expressions of, and
three responses to, a classical trauma.

Homer in Antiquity

Troy had two connotations in antiquity. It was known either as Homer
had described it—as a vital, flourishing civilization, albeit one pitched on
the brink of disaster—or as it appeared in dim memory and on the
ground, by reference to its aphanismos, or obliteration. Troy’s sacking
was first mythologically and then conventionally the start of Greek his-
tory, the ground zero of relative dating within human time (indeed, it
was directly tied to the end of the Golden Age and to the unrepealable
division between immortal and human time), and so history began,
oddly, but canonically and symbolically, in an obliteration. There is a les-
son to be learned here, and it was frequently drawn. The orator Lycurgus
could warn the Athenians in 331 BCE, in the direst of tones, of a fate
similar to Troy’s, involving brutal betrayal, destruction, and desolation:
“Who has not heard of Troy? Who does not know that Troy—once the
greatest city of its age, and the queen of Asia—has remained for all time
uninhabited, since once for all it was razed by the Greeks?” (In Leocr.
62). The identification of Greece with the Trojan perspective is striking,
but not unparalleled (and it was encouraged by the epics). Troy for Lu-
can, centuries later, was a paradoxical lien de mémoire, a place where
“even the ruins have perished [etiam perieve ruinae]” (Luc. 9.969). In
between stretched a long tradition of literary and pictorial allusions to
the destruction of Troy, but it was Homer, not other poets, whose name
was soldered to the catastrophic memory of Troy. Together they became
a fixed point around which Greece’s idea of itself would take form. (One
need only glance at the northern Parthenon frieze in Athens, with its
decorative motifs from the I/iad.) It is ironic, or simply telling, that the
Greek sense of identity formed itself around a possible fiction.
Representing a loss that could not be confirmed but only imagined,
the historicity of the Trojan War could be doubted, at least in its details
it not as a whole. As if by attraction, Homer was himself felt as a strange
loss, as grand and distant as Troy, and it was only inevitable that he
should assume mythic proportions. One anecdote, probably Hellenistic
in origin, relates how Homer’s poems suffered near-total destruction due
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to fire, floods, and earthquakes, as though Homer were not a text but a
place. No other ancient author—and few places—enjoyed this kind of
catastrophic fame. The survival of Homer’s poems, it was felt, was in
ways too good to be true. How real, in fact, was Homer? The historicity
of Troy could be doubted in antiquity, but we have no direct evidence
that Homer’s historicity ever was. Still, the ancient view of history was
plastic and accommodating in ways we can barely follow. Though never
conceded to be a fiction during antiquity, Homer was in fact treated as
both real and fictional at the same time: his historicity was etched around
the borders with transcendental hues, and consequently Homer became
more than real—he became surreal. Throughout antiquity Homer was a
controversial entity, as much a myth as a person, but always a legend (the
son of a river, of one of the Muses and Apollo, or of divine poets, and
claimed by various places, he died unable to solve a children’s riddle or
from the debility of old-age), and ultimately a potent symbol, an idea,
and a prize. Moreover, if, as is likely, Homer’s name was added to his
poems as an afterthought, possibly once they became fixed as texts, it
seems equally likely that this is when the contests over his identity were
launched. That is, Homer became uncertain—literally lost to memory—
the moment he was named and found. In any event, slowly the Greeks
began the work of framing, and variously laying claim to, a monumental
Homer. In this enterprise they were building on the tendencies to revere,
monumentalize, and idealize the heroic past which were the norm in the
archaic period even prior to the creation of the Homeric poems, as the
Dark Age hero-cults around Bronze Age sites suggest. The modern re-
ception of Homer took its cue from here.

The uncertain question and meaning of “Homer”—Homer’s cultural
location—were the source of anxieties and debates throughout the whole
of antiquity, which gave rise to a veritable Homer-industry not much dif-
ferent from our own. The monstrous, now (thankfully) lost, work in thirty
volumes by Demetrius of Scepsis in the Troad (mid-second century BCE)
is a case in point. Devoted at least in part to establishing the true location
of Troy, this polemical and proudly local work was a commentary on a
mere sixty-two lines from the Catalogue of the Ships in 1/iad 2. The fury
of Demetrius’s historicism is telling (no doubt of different things). But it is
only one exaggerated instance of a widespread tendency with roots in an-
cient legends and lore and in the earliest rationalizations of Homer. From
Hesiod to the Second Sophistic, the Ancients do seem to have generated a
good deal of their culture around what Nietzsche would later call the mere
“hypothesis” of Homer (KGW 2.1, 256).
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The Modern Idea of Homer

The permanent loss that Homer embodied was felt more acutely as time
went on, as Homer came to stand for the lost splendor of antiquity itself.
But it was the particular achievement of modernity to name Homer fi-
nally as the idea that he always had been. The modern problem was pro-
vocatively summed up by Nietzsche in his inaugural lecture from 1869:
in Homer, “has a person been made out of a concept [ Begriff] or a con-
cept out of a person?”* The problem named by Nietzsche was one that
was racking the nineteenth century, both inside and outside of the acad-
emy, and it continues to flourish today. At issue was not the Homeric
Question alone (namely, the questions: who composed the epics, when,
and where? are they by a single author or the product of a tradition, if
not a committee? and so on), but rather something deeper that was driv-
ing the question. What Nietzsche was getting at with his catchy and
shrewd rephrasing of the Homeric Question, was the entire attitude of
modernity to the study of “the so-called ‘classical’ antiquity,” that “bur-
ied ideal world” which Classics was trying to bring to light in the con-
temporary present. The problem of Homer encapsulated this larger
worry.

As powertul a grip as Nietzsche had on the problem of Homer, it
was Giambattista Vico, and not Nietzsche, who first articulated the view,
in 1730, that Homer was not a person but an idea (##’ idea) created by
the Greeks (though believed in by them).’ The denial of Homer’s his-
toricity is for Vico tied to a denial of the historicity of the Trojan War as
one more fiction from antiquity (“it never in the world took place”), but
this does not prevent Homer from being somehow more 7¢a/ than Troy.
Troy after all has vanished, while Homer’s poems have not. But this can-
not be right. Surely the Trojan War was no less “a famous epoch in his-
tory” for its never having happened. And so, in the last analysis both
Homer and Troy have to be equally 7eal. Not willing to let go of Homer
entirely, unlike some of his French predecessors during the Quarrel of
the Ancients and the Moderns (such as d’Aubignac, who dismissed
Homer’s existence altogether), Vico here is playing out the logic of dis-
avowal that would typify Homer’s reception for centuries to come, and
which runs: “He was the best poet ever, but he never existed (and here
are the proofs for both claims—his poems).”® Vico’s simpler hypothesis,
anticipating Friedrich August Wolf by half a century, is better known: it
is that Homer’s poems were the final product of a long tradition of oral
composition and compilation (The New Science, §850-§872). But his
sinuous, uncertain logic is equally an anticipation of Wolf'and of the ana-
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lytical tendency—and very likely of most readers of Homer today. It is
the logic of the McGuffin (an impossible, nonexistent, and empty ob-
ject), which as Hitchcock recognized governs larger parts of our lives
than we are usually prepared to admit: ideas may be false and events may
not occur, but their effects can be real, and at times they can be more
compelling than the truth.” Thomas de Quincey nicely caught this logic
of disavowal in a wry moment of his essay on “Homer and the Homeri-
dae” (1841): “Some say, “There never was such a person as Homer.’—
‘No such person as Homer! On the contrary,” say others, ‘there were

8
scores.””

Homer, Historicity, and Classicism

It is tempting to say that one of the greatest achievements of modern
thinking about Homer was its discovery, during the latter half of the
eighteenth century, of the historicity of Homer’s texts and his world.
But, of course, this is only half of the story. For once it dawned on mod-
ernity that it might be possible to locate Homer in space and time, and
in a way that antiquity never could, it remained to come to grips with
this realization. Locating the by now thoroughly idealized Homer had
innumerable implications, and not all of them were desirable. Archae-
ology eventually held out the promise of a solution, but this in turn cre-
ated further dilemmas and no solutions. Reinserting the encumbered
Homer of tradition into history was an arduous aftair. Much of the pro-
gress (if that is the correct word) was made reluctantly, and often with as
much backtracking as advances. To return to the language from which
we set out, we might say that the traumatic loss that was embodied by
Homer in classical antiquity became the traumatic prospect of Homer’s
possible 7ecovery in the modern world. It was as if modernity suddenly
had awoken from a dream, and was catching itself in the act. Formerly a
comfortable notion, for instance an icon of naive genius of the kind that
Goethe and Schiller could romanticize, Homer—the very idea of him—
suddenly became problematic, threatening, and consequently a source of
fresh anxieties. In this new uncertainty was encapsulated the whole of
modernity’s relationship to the classical past, and so too its own historical
self-image. Nietzsche’s thinking and writing about Homer is focused by
this concern, which he could characterize as “the frightfully beautiful
Gorgon’s head of the classical” (das furchtbar-schone Gorgonenbhanpt des
Klassischen) (KGW 2.1, 251), a Thing that was at once alluring and dis-
turbing, although the most frightening aspect of classical antiquity was
the fact, which Nietzsche is only too happy to underscore, that its ideali-
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zation is of historical manufacture. Nietzsche ceaselessly historicizes the
classical ideal, and this is what makes his philology a form of conceptual
terrorism, in addition to being a symptom of the age in which he lived.
Coming face to face with Homer the historical reality was painful,
because it brought with it a “feeling of estrangement” ( Entfremdungsge-
fiihl) of the sort that Freud experienced when he stood for the first time
among the ruins of the Acropolis: could all this really exist?’ Indeed, as J.
P. Mahatty, author of the widely popular guide, Rambles Through Greece
(1876; 2d ed, 1900), recognized upon going through a similar experi-
ence of his own, no monument in the Western cultural imagination
could “sustain the burden of such greatness,” and disappointment was
bound to ensue.'” Homer in the modern age had much the same status
as the Acropolis—as would, eventually, that other acropolis, Troy. A
monument in his own right, Homer bore an uncomfortable relation to
historical reality. His reality was both affirmed and denied by classicism,
both desired and unwanted, as was the case with all classical ideals. But
Homer was a special case that stretched classicism to its limits. As a con-
sequence, Homer occupied an uneasy place apart in the modern classiciz-
ing paradigm, and the strains showed. He came too early to be compared
with the fully developed classicism of Phidias and Sophocles, but given
his paradigmatic role even in the fifth century Homer’s classicism could
not be denied. In some ways prototypically classical, in others Homer
could be felt to be both more and less classical than the classical authors
of the fifth century—more authentically and more pristinely classical, if
also representing a simpler, more naive, less developed form of classicism.
To the humanist way of thinking, from Winckelmann and Humboldt to
Richard Jebb and beyond, Homer could give a picture of the essence of
the human mind (“for it is here that the seeds of the true Greek charac-
ter actually lie”), while the details of Homeric psychology could be left
unexplored—in part, for fear of what might be discovered there."
Eager to leave Homer standing in the protective haze of noble sim-
plicity, what exponents of classicism were warding off was the opposed
extreme, which finds in Homer a prehistoric childlikeness that is more
naive than even children can be. (A caricature of this view was developed
by Bruno Snell in The Discovery of the Mind [1946].) These are not really
opposed views, but are merely two faces of a single coin (and can be
found in Nietzsche’s various portraits of “the Greeks”)."”” For both ten-
dencies derive from the classicizing Romantic paradigm of Homeric
mentality, which gives rise to two mutually incompatible pictures: the
view of the Homeric individual as something either less or more than a
whole person. That is, the Homeric psyche could represent either an
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early and superseded instance of the universal self (as it were, an imper-
tect and undeveloped version of the self) or a lost ideal of selthood, one
untainted by the ills of civilization and especially of modern life, that may
or—more frequently—may not be reattained in the modern present (the
self that was once, but no longer is). And behind these two views lies the
ambivalent construction of the ancient Greek in relation to the modern
self. The realization of either fantasy promised to bring with it incalcula-
ble terrors. And with the onset of archaeology, thanks to the energies of
Heinrich Schliemann at Mycenae, Tiryns, and above all at the symbolically
laden Troy, that promise finally seemed to be about to be made good.

Troy and the Homeric Past:
Jebb, Schliemann, and Nietzsche

But not if others could stop him first. Richard Claverhouse Jebb, the
leading classicist in the English-speaking world and the future editor of
Sophocles, was one of Schliemann’s fiercest opponents. Various issues
were in play: a boundary dispute between professionals and amateurs; a
contest between disciplines (the study of material culture and physical
remains as opposed to the study of literary culture and ideas); a clash be-
tween idealism and materialism (the new religion of the nineteenth cen-
tury); and finally, after so many millennia, a palpable confrontation with
the Homeric past. Yet there was even more at stake: classicism felt en-
dangered. Which past was, properly speaking, Homer’s? Schliemann’s
digs probed into archaic Greece, pushing the envelope of the modern
contact with classical antiquity into the furthest reaches of the Bronze
Age, well beyond what anyone gazing at the Elgin marbles, which were
hung in the British Museum in 1817, could imagine. In search of
Homer, Schliemann unwittingly pushed past him altogether. Nietzsche’s
resort to a preclassical and at times “pre-Homeric” era, replete with a ter-
rifying psychological profile of its inhabitants, while anything but
straightforward, had much the same effect: the received Homer was too
tame for his tastes, too Apollonian and “cheerful,” and insufficiently
strange, brutal, and threatening—even if the image to which Nietzsche
objects was that of a thoroughly classicized Homer, which is to say more
a product of modernity than of antiquity."* Wilamowitz fiercely attacked
Nietzsche in 1872 for his lack of historicism, but this is to miss the point."

All criticisms notwithstanding, the discoveries of Nietzsche and
Schliemann served to underline two deficiencies. First, the age of
Homer, be this Homer’s own or that of his epic world, had no place in
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the going histories of Greece: it was all wrapped in a timeless gauze, lack-
ing any real definition, and felt to be vaguely “classical.” Second, pre-
classical Greece lacked not only a history but a way of conceiving it at all:
there was no adequate picture of preclassical art available, and none of
religion either. Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy (1872) and later on, in
conscious echo, Walter Pater’s Greek Studies (1895), began the work of
establishing something like a preclassical aesthetics for the age of Homer
and earlier. They also illustrated how difficult it was to wean any aes-
thetic appreciation of the Greek past from the classical models. With
their celebration of “Asiatic” traits (irrationality, cruelty, and violence),
but also of a certain abstractness and intricacy of design, and in their pas-
sage from the physical by way of the tactile to the (classically) sensuous
again—all this wreathed in a penumbra of splendid loss, sublimity, and
waste—both thinkers frequently treaded the line of archaic Romanticism,
which came to be a new vogue and a modern cult of sorts, replacing an
earlier era’s aesthetic paganism, though in many respects indistinguish-
able from it.

But it was Schliemann beyond anyone else who presented to the
modern world the specter of a Homer 7edivivus: now Homer would be
shown to have been not a phantom but a material reality, as solid as the
foundations of a rediscovered Troy. Asiatic by birth, would he even be
recognizably Greek any longer? Forensic (and disturbingly racial) results
aside, what Schliemann unearthed was both excitingly and frighteningly
strange, and Jebb would have none of it. He disputed Schliemann’s
methods and challenged his findings. At the formal center of the dispute
was the location of ancient Troy: Hisarlik according to Schliemann, P1-
narbagi. Mahaffy, backing Schliemann, would align Jebb with “those
who are playing Demetrius’s part,” and by the strangest of inversions the
nineteenth century found itself thrown back into the mid-second century
BCE."" The Saturday Review of 28 January 1882 went a step further and
dubbed the exchange “the new Trojan War.”

Homer and Philology

Parallel developments took place in philology, starting above all with
Friedrich August Wolf, the founder of modern Altertumswissenschaft and
the target of Nietzsche’s criticism in the latter’s inaugural lecture at Basel
in 1869. Applying equal doses of skepticism and historical reasoning,
Wolf set the tone of modern inquiry into the classics with a short and
iconoclastic essay, the Prolegomena ad Homerum (1795), in which he ar-
gued that the Homeric texts had a long history of emergence that had
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yet to be told, and that they were largely not the work of Homer."

Wolf’s slim and never completed study enjoyed a succes de scandale that
lasted well into the next century, not least because of the indecision it
embodied, only some of which was rhetorically staged. Wolf’s hesitations
were genuine, but they were also complex. Homer, Wolf reasoned, must
have been a simple and illiterate bard, but in the end he remains an un-
knowable cipher. Meanwhile, the monumentality of the Homeric poems,
though undeniable, is for Wolf a mirage, the source of which can never
be fully retraced: they are a paradoxical kind of monument, a sublime ob-
ject, about which it can be said, along with Lucan, that “even the ruins
have perished”—they exist only in our minds."” Instantly, the timeless
Homer of popular and literary imagination became an object of scientific
historical analysis and of damning critique, albeit on a somewhat irra-
tional basis (Wolf'was at bottom an intuitionist whose touchstone was his
philological sensus, or “fecling,” while his science was an ars nesciendi, or
an “art of ignorance.”) If the perplexities of Wolf’s stance tended to be
repeated rather than confronted by later generations (Nietzsche’s inau-
gural lecture is a notable exception), it was nonetheless his historicist ap-
proach that swept the field. Henceforth, the Homeric texts themselves
began to appear as something like an archaeological site, with layers of
history built into them in a palpable stratigraphy: the disparate effects of
multiple compositional layers (some, including Jebb, would call these
“strata”) and the intrusive hands of editors could all be felt in the poems.
The temptation was to separate out these layers of accretion—indeed,
just to detect them was already to prise them apart—with the result that
Homer and his texts slowly unraveled, even if there was still something
sublime about this heap of threads. Foucault’s question, “What is an Au-
thor?,” here found an early anticipation.

No longer a unitary author of unified texts, Homer was at the ex-
treme rather a discursive effect, the function of institutional apparatuses
and practices that had developed over time. The “Homer” of the classical
philologists was only the latest transformation in the chain. Indeed, by
the end of the century the “analyzed” Homer was such a commonplace
that it had percolated into popular consciousness. In 1897, the novelist
and essayist Samuel Butler published a strange book called The Authoress
of the Odyssey, in which he argued that the Odyssey was written as a
counter to Homer’s Iliad by a woman who, “young, self-willed, and
unmarried,” had never left her modest home in Sicily and who strongly
disagreed with Homer’s portrayal of the second sex. Butler’s self-styled
“subversive” intervention in the debates of the big boys at Oxbridge,
with his privileging of the tumbledown Odyssey over the manly I/iad and
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his cavalier manipulation of the evidence (while strictly playing by the
rules that sanctioned this very manipulation)—including his skillful de-
ployment of what he referred to as “the Wolfian heresy” (the analytic ap-
proach to Homer’s layered texts)—deserves to be recognized as a
watershed of sorts in the history of classical scholarship, despite the stony
silence his book received, and continues to receive, from professing clas-
sicists. The Authoress of the Odysseyis at the very least an extreme symptom
of the age.

No longer a matter of the historicity of Homer and his world alone,
it was the historicity and the frail contingency of an entire set of disci-
plines that was being brought into the public glare through philological
inquiry and its various spin-offs. As Homer, the new disciplinary object,
was being put to the test (and not least of all to the test of gender-
bending), so too were the disciplines that sought to encompass him. A
certain debasement of Homer was perhaps inevitable. At one extreme,
folding Homer back into history again was felt as a loss: “We can no
longer see the heroic age as the writers of the literary period in Greece
beheld it—a golden distance in the history of their race, a beautiful mys-
terious background of law and religion. Far more remote in point of
time, we yet discern the Homeric epoch more closely and minutely.” So
a wistful Andrew Lang could sigh in 1875, though it might as well have
been Nietzsche writing.'® At another extreme, Homer could be read as
something like the first novelist, as the Assyriologist and classicist A. H.
Sayce declared him to be in 1883: “The Iliad [seems to me to breathe]
the spirit of Aristophanes. [...] To me the general tone of the Iliad
sounds like that of Don Quixote” in its mockery of vanished Greek pie-
ties.”” This seems in retrospect to be just what Butler later set out to
prove; indeed, for Butler humor and Homer were practically one word
(one of his essays is titled “The Humour of Homer”).”* Both kinds of
response doubtless came from a frustration, and exhaustion, with the dry
and fruitless Homeric Question, even if the Homeric problem, properly
speaking, persisted. But above all, as the century wore on one fact was
growing clear: Homer was manifestly becoming part of the modern cul-
ture industry. By now firmly located centuries away from the stories he
sang, Homer had become its alienated witness, and in his alienation he
now stood closer to us. But just how close do we want to get to Homer?

Nietzsche and Homer

Nietzsche’s views of Homer from the late 1860s to the early 1870s, but
also in the final decade of his writings, have to be understood in the light



NIETZSCHE, HOMER, AND THE CLASSICAL TRADITION ¢ 19

of these developments and especially of these worries. Treating Homer
for Nietzsche is a way of getting at the constitutional troubles of a disci-
pline, which in turn stand at the end of a long history in the transmission
and recovery of classical antiquity. As Nietzsche knows, the question as
to whether Homer is in the first instance a person or a concept is in fact
insoluble, and it is meant to stand, somewhat disingenuously, as an apo-
ria: for the idea of Homer can never be thought except through the fic-
tion of a person—he is, in fact, a “personified concept” (ein
personifizivter Begriff).” Nietzsche’s account of the emergence of
Homer, in his various notes and in his lecture, is tortuous to retrace for
this very reason: at any given point in his story Homer can be viewed as
an Idealwesen (ideal entity), as a myth, or as a concept—that is, as an
idea, a symbol, or even a “mask.”” In the lecture on Homer, originally
presented under the title of “On Homer’s Personality” (“Uber die
Personlichkeit Homers”), Nietzsche’s enduring beliefin both the insuffi-
ciency and the ineluctability of the subject (the philosophical category
and fiction of the person) comes out as a reassertion of Homer’s “per-
sonality”—or rather its inescapability—against Wolf’s quasi-demolition of
this entity. But what Nietzsche’s broader history of Homer’s emergence
in antiquity traces is in fact the puzzlement of the Ancients in the face of
a question they could not even coherently frame. The process is one of
vacillation, as puzzlement turns into doubt, disillusionment, and demys-
tification, which leads to the detection of contradictions in earlier tradi-
tions, then to the desperate resolution of these flaws of understanding in
yet a further “error” of understanding, yet another mystification, which
in turn becomes susceptible to further skepticism, and so on, endlessly
into the present.”

Uncertain histories like these are Nietzsche’s most familiar narrative
tactic: in his later terminology, they map out a “genealogy,” which is to
say not a history but a logic of human belief—or rather of credulity, in
the face of massive incredibility.” Genealogies, both in the case of
Homer and in their later, more familiar uses by Nietzsche, map out the
desperations of the human mind in the face of its own products. Nor is
Nietzsche slow to generalize beyond the reach of his inquiry. “Which
names,” beyond those of Homer or Hesiod, he asks in the same note-
books, “turn out to be personified conceptsin the history of literature?”*
A decade on, the same question will be asked of constructions of the will
to power, through the more familiar terminology of anthropomorphism
(Vermenschlichung) and subjectivation.”

The logic of Nietzsche’s position, and of this kind of genealogical
inquiry, is nicely summed up in a notebook entry from 1868 /1869: “As
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one goes about solving the Homeric Question, the tendency is to reject
the tradition”—the sum of ancient traditions about Homer’s life and ac-
complishments—“because the tradition is contradictory. But this contra-
dictoriness,” he immediately adds, “is ézself a problem that demands to be
solved. A history of the tradition explains these contradictions.””” Nietzsche’s
approach to Classics and to its ideals is deeply historicizing. His target,
consistently (indeed, unceasingly), is not the coherence of the classical
tradition and its inheritances, but its contradictoriness. In his later years,
Nietzsche would enlist Homer in other ways, for instance by pitting
“Plato versus Homer” in a fundamental “antagonism” (the one repre-
senting the denial of life, the other representing “the instinctive deifier,
the golden nature”), for instance, in On the Genealogy of Morals (GM 111
§25), or by pitting Homer (made to standing for pagan antiquity)
against Christianity, as in a posthumous note from 1884.” Antiquity is a
supple and ever-useful signifier for Nietzsche, and never fixed to one
end. And yet, as with his other philological findings, Nietzsche never
truly abandoned his youthful interest in the Homeric Question. One
spectacular proof that he never did is a list he compiled in Sils Maria in
August of 1885 while he was contemplating (as often, rather narcissisti-
cally) an edition of his own “Collected Writings.” As its three juvenilia
(“Erstlinge”), the list proposes The Birth of Tragedy, Untimely Medita-
tions, and last but not least his inaugural lecture (“Rede tiber Homer”).
The table of contents then continues down to his most recent publica-
tion, Zarathustra (KSA 11, 41[1], 669). The prominence of the short,
controversial Antrittsrede on Homer from long ago in 1869 among all of
these heavyweights is striking, to say the least.

So far, we have seen how Homer can, for Nietzsche, represent differ-
ent and sometimes conflicting aspects of the transmission and even of the
very conception of classical antiquity. But there is more to Homer than
Homer for Nietzsche, as was also the case for the tradition into which he
was aggressively inserting himself as a scholar. Homer has always been
compelling not only for what he is but also for what came before him.
This is his abyssal attraction. It has, for instance, always recognized (for
the most part reluctantly, when it was not being disavowed), that Homer
opens a window onto a whole world of violence and vengeance and onto
what Nietzsche calls the “abysses [ die Abgriinde] of hatred.” (Achilles’
maltreatment of the corpse of Hector is just one instance; the Iliadic War
as a whole is another.) Commenting on this attraction, Nietzsche asks in
his essay “Homer’s Contest,” “Why did the entire Greek world exult in
the battle-images of the [zad?” (KSA 1, 784). The question, which is
meant to embarrass, implies another, this time about classicism’s ow# de-
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votion to the I/iad, and its attraction to violence. In the same essay
Nietzsche identifies as the fascinating core of Homer a pre-Homeric di-
mension (das Vorbomerische) that lies “ behind the Homeric world” (KSA
1,784). The notion of the “pre-Homeric,” which appears in Nietzsche’s
writings between 1872 and 1875 and thereafter is dropped, is ambiva-
lently logical and temporal in meaning, just as the notion of a world
“behind” stands for both a grounding moment and a moment that un-
grounds what it underlies (nor is the pre-Homeric restricted to preclassi-
cal Greece).” But as always in Nietzsche, the target is not just a reality of
the past, but also its construction in the present: to ask what is pre-
Homeric about Homer is to ask about the repressed fascinations of clas-
sicism itself. And at the limit, it is to ask about the very incoherence of
classicism.

Nietzsche’s point about the violence in and behind the I/iad is per-
fectly well taken. From even before Homer and well into Roman litera-
ture, the Trojan War was, as already mentioned, a myth of destruction
that marked the end of the Golden Age and the painful separation of
mankind from the divine. In some accounts, the Trojan War was pro-
voked by Zeus in order to wipe out the human race, though he failed to
do so—a story that Nietzsche knew well, but also knew how to comment
on in a brief but fantastically conceived fable from 1874 that is worthy of
Kafka, and that reads: “When Zeus created Achilles, Helen, and Homer,
he was shortsighted and he failed to understand the human race. The ac-
tual vesult was not the annibilation of mankind, but the birth of Greek cul-
ture” (KSA 7, 38[7], 837, italics added). Once again, a traumatic act of
violence is felt to ground a classical phenomenon.

In confronting the darker elements of the Homeric background,
Nietzsche was not so much standing athwart his age as he was merely
highlighting a recent trend that would have flourished even in his ab-
sence. Modern interpreters of Homer seem to have been increasingly
drawn into Homer’s past and its opacities. The most obvious instance
comes in the study of Greek mythology and religion. From Grote and
Gladstone to the Cambridge Ritualists and Gilbert Murray, the world of
Homer threw long, dark shadows on a violent prehistory that was felt to
have been more or less purged from the poems but legible in them. It
would take the horrors of two world wars for the darker implications of
these fin de siecle readings of Homer to be realized more immediately in
the poems themselves, above all in the disenchanted readings produced
by Simone Weil (1940-1941) and by Horkheimer and Adorno (1947).*
The Vietnam experience led to a further reinterpretation.’
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The various opacities and repugnancies that Homer represented for
modernity could be figured in different ways. One of the more striking
examples of this is the increasing attention that was paid to the obscurity
of Homer’s meanings at the level of his individual words, often in formu-
laic expressions (such as “swift-footed Achilles”): the most elusive of
these were felt to be fossilized relics of a deeper, pre-Homeric past that
no classical Greek, and possibly not even Homer, could understand. In
the Victorian era, the awareness that Homer was in places literally un-
readable took the form of archaicizing translations that mimicked in their
unintelligibility that of Homer. A later residue of this same phenomenon
is found some sixty years later in Milman Parry’s view of the Homeric
fixed epithet’s essential lack of meaning;; it is also the crux of the more
recent debate between Bernard Williams and Bruno Snell.” At issue in
all of these developments is the question of how we can communicate
with the past. And standing behind this is the question whether Homer’s
Greeks are in any way like ourselves. Pressed to the extreme, these issues
raise the problem of Homer’s intelligibility today: can we even under-
stand the Homeric mind? At stake is nothing less than our own self-
definition.

These worries were always part of the Homeric tradition. But they
took a peculiar form in Nietzsche’s day. Nor was Nietzsche alone. Well
before he went about brandishing his notion of the pre-Homeric and
practicing a kind of conceptual terrorism with it, a shift in research inter-
ests in classics was slowly taking place, from the classical period to the
carlier archaic age (at least in literature and philosophy), while the idea of
prehistory—an archaeology of mankind—was generally coming into
vogue (witness Daniel Wilson’s Prebistoric Annals from 1851 and John
Lubbock’s Prehistoric Timesfrom 1865).% And then there is Schliemann,
who for better or worse put both archaeology and prehistory on the map
in classics with his campaigns in Greece and in Asia Minor. The fates of
Schliemann and Nietzsche are linked—despite Nietzsche’s well-known
absolute indifference to material culture in antiquity and to archaeology
in particular. Let us, finally, consider these two personalities and their
projects briefly.

In 1872, at exactly the time when Nietzsche published The Birth of
Tragedy, Schliemann was making his spectacular discoveries in Troy.
Everyone knows about the grievous accusations that surround Schlie-
mann, but let us not be afraid to name the source of the problem: in try-
ing to locate the historical Homer, in stooping to the level of material
reality, in digging into the earth and laying down trenches in what he
used to call the “ Urboden,” and in turning up dazzling but strange and
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unidentifiable objects—Iet alone in opening up to view the world of
money and material possessions and dispossessions—Schliemann was
something like a classicist’s worst nightmare.” The mere attempt to his-
toricize timeless Homer could on/y have met with resistance and horror.
It was a traumatic move, every bit as much as Nietzsche’s insistence on
the search for a darker “pre-Homeric background” to classical Greece
was. Both projects—Schliemann’s and Nietzsche’s—were radically disori-
enting to going chronologies and value schemes, but no more so than
the project of classicism itself, laden as it was with similar but unac-
counted for incoherencies of all kinds. (Recall the awkwardness with
which classicism dealt with Homer’s pristine position: was he primitive or
perfect?) Paradoxically, neither Nietzsche nor Schliemann was in fact try-
ing to deny the classical ideal. On the contrary, they were obeying it re-
ligiously, and in a sense they were overidentifying with it (strategically in
one case, unwittingly in the other)—and this, more than anything else,
was their undoing. While they were exposing the harsher realities and
contingencies of (or behind) classical Greece, both Schliemann and
Nietzsche were excavating, so to speak, the unconscious and semi-
conscious layers of classicism. And for that they had to pay a heavy price.

We can go further and say that Schliemann was an event—a disas-
ter—waiting to happen. To grasp this, one has to recognize how Schlie-
mann occupied (and perhaps still occupies) a certain representative place
in a larger symbolic economy in the modern world. We might say that he
represented something like a stain or blot on the idealized image of an-
cient Greece and of modernity that the nineteenth century had produced
for itself: he obscured the way Europe would have liked to see itself at
the time, namely as the rightful successor to Greece and as the sole ex-
ecutor of its legacy. But if this is so, then it also is true that Schliemann
could represent this tarnishing of a purer image, could be recognized as a
stain, only if that stain was already in place long before Schliemann ap-
peared on the scene. And it was. He merely occupied a preexisting place
in a fantasy that Europe had long had about its own identity. That
Schliemann boldly stepped into the breach is a sign of incontestable
courage and daring. But he deserves none of the credit for having cre-
ated the breach: that breach was already a constituent element in the fan-
tasy of Europe. Nietzsche knew how to occupy this same breach in his
own inimitable ways, not least of all by embracing and if need be
embodying the multiple dilemmas of the Western classical imagination,
as, for example, in the distinct uses he made of Homer, who was in any
event a highly problematic category for Nietzsche, as we have seen. In
acting as he did, Nietzsche was not setting out to revalue the values of
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the classical tradition. He was merely content to let them run their
course, and in this way betray themselves.
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“Unbhistorical Greeks”: Myth, History,
and the Uses of Antiquity

Neville Movley

‘ ‘ JTERE THE GREEKS “unhistorical”? It depends, of course, on how

that term is understood, but the writings of nineteenth-century
historians—and not only, or even especially, ancient historians—suggest
that they would have found the question absurd. In their eyes, the
Greeks were not only “historically minded,” but the inventors of the
modern idea of history as a critical account of and reflection upon past
events. There was some dispute about the precise dating of this inven-
tion." Friedrich Creuzer, in his 1803 account of The Historical Art of the
Greeks,” traced the origins of Greek historical thought back into the ar-
chaic period, to the epic poetry of Homer and his successors. Most writ-
ers, however, followed Friedrich W. J. Schelling in identifying Herodotus
and Thucydides as the originators of the historiographical tradition. Both
ancient authors emphasized the critical aspect of their enquiries, their at-
tempts at distinguishing “myth” from real events; Thucydides, indeed,
offered not only a model for historiography, but a manifesto, a prototype
for historians’ claims to authority in the face of competing accounts of
the past.’ His ringing declaration that methodology guarantees truth,
even or perhaps especially when presented in a less rhetorically polished
and pleasing form, has been quoted by historians ever since; it did not
take much imagination for Leopold von Ranke and his followers to claim
Thucydides as their forebear, the first “scientific historian.” Jacob Burck-
hardt argued instead that historians like Thucydides were more enlight-
ened than the Rankeans, but shared their assumption that true
civilization begins with the consciousness of history.*

In the nineteenth century, therefore, there was little doubt that the
Greeks were a historically-minded people, both interested in and critical
of accounts of their past; how else could they have produced the first
true historians? Little doubt, that is, except for that expressed by Frie-
drich Nietzsche. At several points in his early writings—in the second
Untimely Meditation, “On the Uses and Disadvantages of History for
Life” (1874), and in the unpublished essay “We Philologists” (1875)—
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he explicitly describes the Greeks as “unhistorical” (UM II §4; KSA 8,
5[70], 60). Moreover, this is presented as a positive attribute, another
reason for envying the Ancients, as they were free from the “consuming
historical fever” that is afflicting the modern world (UM II Foreword).
Indeed, this characterization of the Greeks as unhistorical is vital to
Nietzsche’s pathology of modernity in his essay “On the Uses and Dis-
advantages of History for Life.” Without it, there would be no grounds
for questioning modernity’s own estimation of its level of cultural devel-
opment and its historical practices, and no grounds for hoping that the
situation could ever be transcended.

On the face of it, this is a serious weakness in Nietzsche’s argument:
not only does he want to question and combat what he sees as the mod-
ern over-valuation of history, but, in order to do so, he appears to rely
on a characterization of Greek culture that goes entirely against the con-
ventional interpretation. This seems all the more surprising since
Nietzsche cites both Herodotus and Thucydides in his writings, and the
history of the Peloponnesian War, especially the set-piece speeches, fea-
tured strongly in the nineteenth-century classical curriculum.” Most no-
tably, Thucydides is presented in Twilight of the Idolsas a favorite author
and as a counterweight to Plato:

My recuperation, my predilection, my c#7e from all Platonism was Thu-
cydides every time. Thucydides and, perhaps, Machiavelli’s Prince are
my close kindred because of their absolute determination to pre-judge
nothing and to see reason in reality, not in “reason,” still less in “mo-
rality” [...] Nothing cures us more thoroughly of the wretched habit of
the Greeks of glossing things over in the Ideal, a habit which the “clas-
sically educated” youth carries with him into life as the reward for his
gymnasium training, than Thucydides. One must turn him over line by
line and read his unspoken thoughts as clearly as his words; there is
scarcely another thinker with so many hidden thoughts. In him the
Sophist-culture, I mean the realist-culture, comes to its perfect expres-
sion; this inestimable movement in the midst of the “morality and
idealism” swindle of the Socratic school that was then breaking out
everywhere. Greek philosophy as the décadence of the Greek instinct;
Thucydides as the grand reckoning, the last revelation of that strong,
strict, hard realism that lies in the instincts of the older Hellenes. Cour-
age when confronting reality is what in the end makes the difference
between such natures as Thucydides and Plato: Plato is a coward in the
face of reality, therefore he flees into the Ideal; Thucydides has himself
under control, and so he keeps everything else under control. (TT What
I Owe to the Ancients §2)
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This act of appropriation could bear further analysis.’ For it suggests that
part of the answer to Nietzsche’s idiosyncratic characterization of the
Greeks as unhistorical is due to his reading of Thucydides, whom he re-
gards, quite correctly according to modern thinking, not as a conven-
tional modern historian concerned with the more or less distant past, but
as a commentator on contemporary events. This had of course been
noted by, among others, Hegel, in his characterization of “original” (#7-
spriinglich) history: “Herodotus, Thucydides and other similar writers of
history, who describe the actions, events and situations which they have
experienced for themselves.”” Nietzsche, however, seeks to abandon the
label of “historian” altogether, presenting Thucydides as a student of the
workings of human society—compare his remark in Human, All Too
Human that “Thucydides rightly understood, in the Melian dialogue,
that justice originates among roughly equal powers” (HA1§92). More-
over, Thucydides had intended his work to be “useful,” to make a differ-
ence, to enable his readers to understand human nature so as to
anticipate future events. It could not be more different from the sterile,
passive pursuit of historical knowledge for its own sake that Nietzsche
sees in the modern world: “We need [history] for life and for action, not
for a comfortable turning-away from life and action” (UM II Foreword).
We might conclude that, for Nietzsche, modern historians have mis-
recognized Thucydides as one of their own kind, and so mistakenly re-
gard the Greeks as “historically minded”; he sees the work as something
quite different from modern history, and so irrelevant to the question of
whether the Greeks were “unhistorical.”

It should also be noted that Nietzsche’s particular understanding of
the term unhistorisch does not in any way imply that the Greeks did not
possess history. Historical consciousness is what separates humans from
animals, even if it is sometimes experienced as a burden or a curse. Hu-
mans should not strive to return to the animal state and escape knowl-
edge of the past, but rather learn to combine the historical and the
unhistorical, to forget as well as to remember.

Thus the animal lives unhistorically: for it is wrapped up in the present,
like a number without any odd fraction left over; it does not know how
to play a part, it conceals nothing and appears at every moment wholly
and absolutely as what it is, and so it cannot be anything else but hon-
est. (UM II §1)

But in the smallest and in the greatest happiness there is always one
thing that makes happiness happiness: being able to forget, or, to put it
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in a more scholarly way, the ability to feel unhistorically for its duration.
(UMII §1)

The Greeks would not be human, let alone a model of cultural achieve-
ment, if they did not possess some consciousness of the past; however,
they did not allow this virtue to “hypertrophy” or to dominate their cul-
ture—they had what Nietzsche refers to elsewhere as a “purity of histori-
cal feeling” (KSA 8, 5[36], 50). Nineteenth-century scholars, however,
did not approach the topic in this way. They labeled the Greeks “histori-
cal” on the basis of their development of the genre of historiography,
considered in isolation; Nietzsche labels them “unhistorical” as a result
of considering the place of historiography in its wider social and cultural
context.

In his own terms, therefore, Nietzsche is justified in labeling the
Greeks unhistorical. However, these terms were not widely shared, either
within the academic community or in society at large. The argument
rests on an idiosyncratic reading of a key text, and on a particular set of
assumptions about the nature of Greek society. It is nowhere elaborated
or even stated explicitly; Nietzsche simply refers to the Greeks as “unhis-
torical,” as if the idea was entirely unproblematic. It seems hard to be-
lieve that he was unaware of the provocative nature of his departures
from the conventional account, and more detailed study of the passages
where he uses the phrase suggests that it is deployed deliberately for its
rhetorical effect, precisely because it contradicts widely-held views of antiquity.

The first passage to be considered comes from the second Untimely
Meditation. Here Nietzsche is describing the “chaos” of modern culture
and education, brought about by a surfeit of historical knowledge being
pursued for its own sake rather than for the sake of “life”:

It is in reality not a true culture [ Beldunyg], but only a kind of knowl-
edge about culture; there is in it something of an idea of culture and a
feeling for culture, but it produces none of the proper results of cul-
ture. [...] One imagines for example a Greek observing such a culture;
he would perceive that for modern man “cultivated” and “historically
cultivated” appear so closely associated that it is as if they were syn-
onymous, and distinguished only by the form of the words. He would
then state his proposition: it is possible for someone to be very culti-
vated and yet not historically cultivated—and men of today would think
that they had not heard him correctly, and would shake their heads.
That well-known little people of a not too distant past, I mean precisely
the Greeks, in the period of their greatest strength tenaciously pre-
served their unhistorical sense. If a modern man was sent back into that
world through enchantment, he would presumably find the Greeks very
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“uncultured”—by which of course the secret of modern culture, so
carefully concealed, would be exposed to public ridicule: for we mod-
erns have nothing at all of our own; only by filling and over-filling our-
selves with someone else’s times, customs, art, philosophies, religion
and knowledge do we become anything worthy of notice, namely walk-
ing encyclopedias, as presumably an ancient Greek transported into our
own time would regard us. (UM II §4)

For all that Nietzsche elsewhere in his writings denounces the unwar-
ranted over-valuing of classical antiquity, he has no compunction about
drawing upon such popular prejudices for rhetorical effect.” Greek cul-
ture was widely regarded as a pinnacle of human achievement, perhaps—
an issue which had caused considerable anguish to such writers as
Schiller, Herder, and Marx—a pinnacle impossible to recreate or surpass;
the Greeks were held up as a model of human development and whole-
ness.” Nietzsche here takes this superiority as a given, and seeks to high-
light the differences between Ancient and Modern such that modern
man, because he differs from the Greek, clearly does not and cannot par-
ticipate in a real culture.

Nietzsche claims that one can “understand one’s own age better by
means of antiquity” (KSA 8, 3[62], 31). The ancient world offers a
means of both escaping and highlighting the assumptions and prejudices
of modernity, demonstrating the possibility of alternatives—new ideas
and other ways of thinking, other models of society and of human behav-
ior. “For I did not know what point classical philology has in our age, if
not to work through its untimeliness—that is, to work against the time
and thereby on the time and, one hopes, to the benefit of a time to
come” (UM II Foreword). Most obviously, however, he draws on phi-
lology as a means of criticizing complacent modernity through contrast
with the antiquity that it idealizes and claims to emulate. Numerous ex-
amples could be cited; for example, there is the contrast, in Philosophy in
the Tragic Age of the Greeks, between the role of the philosopher in an-
cient society and his role in the modern one:

There is a steely necessity which shackles the philosopher to a genuine
culture—but what if such a culture does not exist? Then the philoso-
pher is an unpredictable and hence terror-inspiring comet, whereas in
the former case he shines as the chief star in the solar system of culture.
Therefore the Greeks justify the philosopher, because only among them
is he not a comet. (§1; KSA 1, 809)

Nietzsche, on the other hand, clearly is such a comet. Alternatively there
is his redoubling of Homer in the section “Of the Land of Culture” in
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Thus Spoke Zavathustra: in the Odyssey, Achilles would rather be a day-
laborer than a hero in the underworld (Book 11,489-91), but Zarathus-
tra would rather be a day-laborer in the underworld than live among the
men of the present (Z II 14). Marx takes a similar approach in his cri-
tique of modernity; he, too, draws on antiquity as a means of developing
a view of modernity from the outside, as seen in some of his readings of
Aristotle, but above all he exploits bourgeois society’s respect for all
things classical, to undermine its sense of superiority.”’ “The Roman slave
was held by chains; the wage-laborer is bound to his owner by invisible
threads”: modernity’s complacent valuation of antiquity as great but
morally flawed is turned on its head, so that we are seen to be still more
flawed but less honest about it (compare Nietzsche on the modern “con-
ceptual hallucination” of the “dignity of labor”)."

To return to the passage above, the idea that the Greeks were
uniquely unalienated from nature, from one another, and from their cul-
ture and society, was a convention, even a cliché, of classicism.
Nietzsche’s only innovation here is to ascribe this to their “unhistorical
sense.” This seems almost to invite the conventional historian’s response
that this is not an accurate account, that it goes against all the evidence.
Such a response, by missing Nietzsche’s point, precisely makes it: we
moderns have historical knowledge without any sense of how to inte-
grate it into our lives, any sense of what antiquity ought to mean to us.

The next passage I want to consider is from the unpublished essay
“We Philologists™:

Greeks the geniuses amongst the peoples. Child-nature. Credulous.
Passionate. Unconsciously they live for the creation of genius. Enemies
of diffidence and gloominess. Pain. Unselfconscious behaviour. Their
kind of intuitive insight into misery, despite their golden and brilliantly
happy temperament. Profundity in their grasping and glorifying of
things close at hand (fire, agriculture). Untruthful. Unhistorical. (KSA
8, 5[70], 60)

We might add to this passage the similar one in which Nietzsche remarks
upon the Ancients’ “purity of historical sense,” referring surely to their
ability to balance the historical and unhistorical and, where necessary, to
forget:

Selected points from antiquity: for example the power, fire and mo-
mentum in the ancient feeling for music (through the first Pythian
Ode), the purity in their historical feeling, their gratitude for the bless-
ing of culture, fire feasts, grain feasts. The refining of jealousy, the
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Greeks the most jealous people. Suicide, hatred of old age e.g. of pen-
ury. Empedocles on sexual love. (KSA 8, 5[36], 50)

As James Porter has argued, the disparity and incoherence of such lists of
allegedly Greek characteristics—and, indeed, their humor—reflect their
ultimate source: not antiquity, although some textual support might be
found for all of them, but the conceits of scholars. “Models of historical
projection, Nietzsche’s Greeks betray the blemishes of their own
construction”: inconsistency, and even implausibility, is precisely the
point.”” Nietzsche does not seck to offer an alternative view of antiquity;
rather, he seeks to expose the bad faith of all attempts at describing the
ancient world that try to conceal their absolute dependence on modern
conceptions and their hidden motives. Again, perhaps in these passages
he is inviting the scholar’s knee-jerk objections to reinforce his point:
would it actually be any more or less misleading to describe the Greeks in
precisely opposite terms, for example, as mature, dispassionate, truth-
loving, and historical? The fact that ancient evidence could be adduced
to support entirely contradictory positions exposes the fact that, in either
case, the scholar generalizes from a particular reading of selected texts
and chooses to highlight particular characteristics for his or her own pur-
poses, from his or her own preoccupations and concerns. Why does it
matter whether or not the Greeks are described as “historically minded,”
or Thucydides hailed as the founder of history?

One of the major concerns of Nietzsche’s second Untimely Medita-
tion is the question of the importance of the past, and stories about the
past, for the present. Like Marx in The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis
Bonaparte, Nietzsche presents the past as a problem: as an impediment
to change, a disincentive to action, a source of ennui and despair. The
language of both writers is remarkably similar: they talk of the past in
terms of nightmares, burdens, ghosts, the dead, the grave. They share an
interest in the way that “historical actors” adopt the masks and slogans of
the past as a spur towards action in the present, and a concern that this
may, in the end, prove counterproductive, as the following illustrative
extracts show:

The tradition of all the dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the
brain of the living."
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Man, however, braces himself against the great and every greater
weight of the past: this presses him down or bends him sideways, this
burdens his step as a dark and invisible load. (UM II §1)

The social revolution of the nineteenth century cannot draw its poetry
from the past, but only from the future. It cannot begin with itself be-
fore it has stripped off all superstition in regard to the past. Earlier revo-
lutions required recollections of past world history in order to drug
themselves concerning their own content. In order to arrive at its own
content, the revolution of the nineteenth century must let the dead
bury their dead."

[...] the border at which the past must be left behind if it is not to be-
come the gravedigger of the present [...] (UM II §1)

They anxiously conjure up the spirits of the past to their service and
borrow from them names, battle-cries and costumes. [ ... ] In the classi-
cally austere traditions of the Roman Republic, its gladiators [i.e., the
French revolutionaries] found the ideals and the art forms, the self-
deceptions that they needed in order to conceal from themselves the
bourgeois limitations of the content of their struggles and to maintain
their passion on the high plane of great historical tragedy."

He who no longer dares to trust himself but instinctively, instead of
feeling, asks history for advice on how he should feel, gradually
through timorousness becomes an actor and plays a role, and more of-
ten than not many roles, and so plays each poorly and shallowly.
Gradually all congruence between the man and his historical domain is
lost; we see impertinent little fellows going about with the Romans as if
they were people of the same sort; and they burrow and dig in the re-
mains of the Greek poets, just as if these corpora lay ready for their dis-
section and were as vz/ia as their own literary corpora must be. (UMII§5)

In many other respects, however, the interests and ideas of Marx and
Nietzsche quickly diverge. Although Marx’s analysis in the Eighteenth
Brumaire does consider aspects of what one might term the psychology
of history—the way in which it fulfills the needs and desires of those who
turn to it—his main concern, here and elsewhere, is with ideology, the
way that history is used to legitimize present institutions and customs
and to present them as universal. He aims, above all, to establish the
fundamental difference between ancient and modern societies, rejecting
the attempts of political economists and historians to describe antiquity
in the language of modern economics."® References to “ancient capital-
ism” are shown to be ideological statements, occluding differences and
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presenting capitalism as a universal and eternal law of human nature. The
pre-capitalist nature of antiquity—which Marx believes he has established
by describing the past in accurate, non-ideological terms—shows that
capitalism has not always existed, and raises the possibility that it will not
always exist.

Nietzsche, on the other hand, though he certainly has an interest in
the ideological function of historical narratives, is far more interested in
the psychological aspects of historiography; indeed, he is one of very few
writers to have considered this subject. All three of his types of history—
the monumental, the antiquarian, and the critical—serve to meet difter-
ent emotional and spiritual needs, and are described in terms of those
needs. Although the main thrust of his essay is to contrast these “lim-
ited” approaches to the past, where history serves life, with the unbridled
historical activity of the modern world, it is clear that the latter is equally
determined by emotional drives concealed behind its ostensible concern
with knowledge for its own sake. Historiography, like science and the
modern faith in reason, functions as myth; it reassures us about our hon-
ored place in history as the heirs of the Greeks, and confirms that exis-
tence is meaningful. Part of Nietzsche’s project is to expose such self-
serving stories, whether the small illusion that historians are the faithful
followers of Thucydides (and hence that their activity is legitimized by
classical precedent) or the great illusion that History has direction or
meaning. In “We Philologists” he writes:

To know history now means: to recognize how all men have taken
things too lightly who believe in a paradise. There is none. If human af-
fairs proceed in an unruly and disordered way, do not think that a god
intends this or that he is permitting it. (KSA 8, 5[16], 44)

All history is up until now written from the standpoint of success and
indeed with the assumption of a reason in that success. Also Greek his-
tory: we have as yet none. [...] Whoever does not understand how bru-
tal and senseless history is will never understand the drive to make
history intelligible. (KSA 8, 5[58], 56)

We project meaning onto history, we discern a direction in the course of
events and hence interpret them as meaningful: “Greek history has al-
ways until now been written optimistically” (KSA 8, 5[12], 43). We
cling to the illusion that this is true knowledge, that we are now free
from myths, but this is bad faith: we deny the reality of the past as a
meaningless parade of suffering by offering a spurious justification for it
as the working-out of God’s will or the triumph of reason in history or
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the inevitable dialectics of class struggle.'” Nietzsche criticizes all history,
even those forms that do work in the interests of life, for detracting from
and disguising the true nature of the past.

At the same time, however, he recognizes the necessity of these illu-
sions, the fact that it is difficult to face reality without some kind of
myth. The danger of the unrestrained historical sense is precisely that it
destroys illusions and takes away the “atmosphere” that makes existence
possible (UM I1 §7). We need myths, as The Birth of Tragedyargues (BT
§23); but we must not accept them blindly and unquestioningly. At the
end of his second Untimely Meditation, Nietzsche calls for modern youth
to be educated in a necessary truth (in contrast to Plato’s necessary lie in
the foundation of his Republic): we have no culture, history is a sickness,
we are being overwhelmed by the past. This generation must swallow the
antidote of the historical and supra-historical, a painful but necessary cure:

I turn in conclusion to the company of the hopeful, to recount to them
through a parable [ Gleichniss] the course and end of their healing, of
their deliverance from the historical sickness, and with it their own his-
tory up to the point in time when they will again be sufficiently healthy
to pursue history once more |[...]. And how do we come to this goal?
you will ask. The God of Delphi, right at the beginning of your jour-
ney towards that goal, calls out to you his saying “Know thyself!” Itisa
hard saying: for that God “conceals not and explains not, but only
shows,” as Heraclitus has said. What does he show you? There were
centuries in which the Greeks found themselves in a danger similar to
that in which we find ourselves, of being overwhelmed by the foreign
and the past, and of running aground through “history.” They never
lived in proud isolation; their “education” was rather for a long time a
chaos of foreign, Semitic, Babylonian, Lydian and Egyptian forms and
concepts and their religion was a battleground of all the gods of the
East—just as “German education” and religion is a chaos of every for-
cign thing and of the whole past, struggling with itself. Nevertheless,
Hellenic culture did not become an aggregate, thanks to that Apollon-
ian saying. The Greeks learned gradually to organize the chaos, because
in accordance with the Delphic teaching they thought back to them-
selves, that is to say to their real needs, and they left the false needs to
die out. So they again seized possession of themselves; they did not re-
main for long the overwhelmed heirs and epigones of the whole East;
through the practical interpretation of that saying they became, after
arduous struggle with themselves, the happiest enrichers and augment-
ers of the inherited treasure and the first-born and models of all cul-
tured peoples to come. Thisis a parable for each one of us: he must organize
the chaos within him, by thinking back to his real needs. (UM 1II §10)
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This “parable” is reminiscent of Nietzsche’s characterization of the
“monumental history” that deceives by analogies and seductive similari-
ties (UM II §2). It rests on what was at the time a radical view, and cer-
tainly a minority view, of Greek culture as having been heavily influenced
by foreign elements, rather than being the product of autochthonous
genius.'” Even more awkwardly, he diagnoses the Greeks as suffering
from a surfeit of history at a time when most contemporary scholars,
Creuzer excepted, would have labeled them a “pre-historical” culture.

As history, this is implausible; but the account is offered explicitly as
a parable, a new myth. If] as Nietzsche argues, we can never gain a true
knowledge of the past, if our stories about it are always determined by
our present concerns, then the main criterion for judging between difter-
ent versions must be their “usefulness.” One can idealize the Greeks as
the first historians, a myth that serves to legitimize us and our activity as
their heirs and as the culmination of what they began. It is no less
misleading—since it is labeled as a parable, not as history—to idealize the
Greeks as the exemplary unhistorical men, whose example stirs up dissat-
isfaction with the present and offers hope that the present state of affairs
is not inevitable or inescapable. As in Marx’s insistence on the differences
between Ancient and Modern, classical antiquity is deployed both to dis-
rupt and to reassure; it is reclaimed from those who stand accused of us-
ing it to reinforce the status quo and to defend their own interests, and
used instead to inspire hope for the future. The difference is that Marx
insists on the reality of his version of antiquity, whereas Nietzsche makes
no such claim for his Greeks, and even goes out of his way to highlight
their fictional status. The question remains: if a myth is known to be a
myth, can it still work? “The images of myth must be the unnoticed,
ubiquitous, demonic guards, under whose protection the young soul
grows up, by whose signs the man interprets his life and struggles” (BT
§23). Is the idea of the Greeks sufficiently powerful that it can be simul-
taneously turned upside-down and exposed as a fantasy, and still serve
this purpose?
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Breeding Greeks: Nietzsche, Gobineau,
and Classical Theories of Race

Nicholas Martin

N A SECTION of Daybreak (1881), entitled “Purification of Race,”
Nietzsche writes:

—There are probably no pure races, only races that have become pure,
and these are very rare. The norm is crossed races [...]. Crossed races
are also always crossed cultures, crossed moralities: they are in the main
nastier, crueller and more agitated. Purity is the final result of countless
adaptations, suckings-in and excretions, and the progress towards
purity shows itselfin the way the strength present in a race increasingly
limats itself to certain selected functions [...]. The Greeks provide us
with the model of a race and culture that has become pure: and hopefully
one day a pure European race and culture will come about. (D §272)'

In view of later bastardizations of Nietzsche’s thought, the most damag-
ing of which were carried out by National Socialists, it is important to
establish where his theory of cultural development, insofar as it relies on
aracial theory, stands in relation to racial or racialist theories in late nine-
teenth-century Europe.” The most influential of these was Gobineau’s.
Joseph Arthur, Comte de Gobineau, who has been dubbed the “Father
of Racism,” lived from 1816 to 1882 and was therefore an almost exact
contemporary of Richard Wagner. In their later years the two men be-
came acquainted and to some extent allied, despite their differences over
Wagner’s Parsifal, though it was primarily after their deaths, and princi-
pally through the Bayreuth circle of Wagner’s hard-line successors and
disciples that Gobineau’s theory of race and racial degeneration became
more widely known.’

Gobineau wrote the bulk of his works between 1849 and 1872,
while serving as a diplomat. His best-known, or most notorious, work,
the four-volume Essay on the Inequality of the Human Races ( Essai sur
Pinégalité des vaces humaines), appeared between 1853 and 1855, while
Gobineau was evidently an under-employed First Secretary at the French
Legation in Berne. In the 1983 Pléiade edition of Gobineau’s complete
works, the Essai fills over one thousand densely printed pages.” It was
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largely ignored in France but found a receptive audience in Germany,
though not until the mid-1870s. While not swallowing Gobineau’s thesis
whole, Wagner was among those favorably impressed. Gobineau’s ideas
were heavily modified by the Bayreuth circle and other biological racists,
and in this form they eventually found their way into National Socialist
theories of so-called “racial hygiene” (Rassenhygiene).

The main ideas of Gobineau’s Essay on the Inequality of the Human
Races can be summarized in one sentence: the unsubstantiated notion is
advanced that races are physically, intellectually, and spiritually distinct;
the Germanic, or Aryan, race is declared supreme—it is “called upon” to
dominate other races, Gobineau asserts—and racial interbreeding is
diagnosed as the root cause of the terminal cultural decline gripping
nineteenth-century Europe.® The entry in the Encyclopaedia Judaica
neatly summarizes the received view of Gobineau and his influence. Its
account of Gobineau’s own views is accurate enough, yet it perpetuates
some improbable assumptions about how ideas are transmitted, though
in the case of the demonic figure of Wagner anything is possible, it seems:

Of his abundant literary efforts, only his Essaz sur Pinégalit¢ des races
bhumaines (1853-55) is now remembered. In this essay Gobineau
simplified to the extreme current opinions on the “racial factor” in
history and the hierarchy of races, white, yellow, and black. According
to him, only the white or “Aryan” race, the creator of civilization,
possessed the supreme human virtues: honor, love of freedom, etc.,
qualities which could be perpetuated only if the race remained pure.
Though he held the Jews in no particular aversion, Gobineau believed
that the Latin and Semitic peoples had degenerated in the course of
history through various racial intermixtures. Only the Germans had
preserved their “Aryan purity,” but the evolution of the modern world
condemned them, too, to crossbreeding and degeneracy. Western
civilization must be resigned to its fate. The success of the Essai was
posthumous and, predictably, assured by Gobineau’s German admirers.
Chief of these was Richard Wagner, who shared his cultural pessimism,
and the literary society of Bayreuth, followed by a group of authors and
anthropologists who founded the Gobinean-Vereinigung [ Gobineau
Society] in 1894. Gobineau’s influence on recent history, and especially
on anti-Semitic ideology, was due less to his dilettante philosophy of
history than to the construction given it by German and other fanatics.”

Bryan Magee presents a more nuanced perspective in his recent
discussion of the nature and extent of Wagner’s anti-Semitism: “Many
writers [ ...] allege that while working on Parsifal Wagner came under the
influence of the most notorious racial theorist of the nineteenth century,
Gobineau, and that this corroborates the [supposedly] racist character of
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the opera. But in fact,” Magee continues, “Wagner did no more than toy
with Gobineau’s ideas. As Barry Millington accurately tells us in his
biography of Wagner: ‘Gobineau became a regular and favoured visitor
at Wahnfried [Wagner’s mansion in Bayreuth], yet the better acquainted
he and Wagner became, the more they realized that their views
diverged.”” Magee concludes that “in any case Wagner had put on paper
a detailed scenario for Parsifal before he knew anything at all about
Gobineau.”

A number of questions present themselves: was Nietzsche influenced
by Gobineau’s theory, was he in any way responsible for perpetuating it,
or should Nietzsche’s name not be mentioned in the same breath as the
propagators of biological racism? Was Nietzsche a racist in the sense that
we now understand the term? As I hope to demonstrate, he was not, but
Nietzsche’s theory of cultural development is no less problematic for
that. It entails ethical, social, and political consequences as unpalatable as
any arguments based on race. One way of explicating Nietzsche’s theory
of cultural development is to examine his view of Gobineau, such as it
was, and to attempt a comparison of their respective views of “race.”

There is little agreement, even in recent criticism, concerning the na-
ture and extent of Gobineau’s influence on Nietzsche. Claims range from
Romer’s assertion that Nietzsche’s theory of race owes “everything”
(alles) to Gobineau, through Ottmann’s contention that Nietzsche’s
“racist vocabulary” (rassistisches Vokabular) owes something to the
Frenchman (as well opening the way to much misunderstanding),"’ down
to Schank’s recent statement that “Nietzsche and Gobineau are worlds
apart” ( Nietzsche und Gobineau sind doch durch Welten getrennt)."
Nietzsche appears to have read little, if anything, of Gobineau’s work.
He certainly did not possess the Essaz or any other work by Gobineau,
and the only references to his possible interest in the Gallic count are in
his sister’s Das Leben Friedrich Nietzsches, references which must be han-
dled with some care." As for Nietzsche’s texts, Gobineau is mentioned
just twice, once in a letter of December 1865 (KSB 2, 101), requesting
the Essas for Christmas (because Schopenhauer mentions it), and again,
but only in passing, in a letter to Heinrich Koselitz (Peter Gast) of 10
December 1888, praising the latter’s article on Nietzsche and Wagner for
the journal Kunstwart, in which Gobineau and French “noblesse” are
cited as correctives to Wagner’s “German-ness” (KSB 8, 516)."

Leaving the insoluble problem of “influence” to one side, it can be
stated unequivocally that Nietzsche does not share either Gobineau’s
theory of race or his pessimistic conclusions regarding the future devel-
opment of mankind. Gobineau believes that what he calls the white, yel-
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low, and black races have fixed, biological characteristics. Through inter-
breeding the distinct characteristics of these races have become diluted,
with disastrous consequences, he believes, for the “noblest” of the three,
the white (Aryan, Germanic) race. Nietzsche’s understanding of race is
very different. Surprisingly, perhaps, for such an unsystematic thinker,
Nietzsche provides his own definition in a Nachlass fragment from the
spring of 1884:

Because we are the heirs of generations which have lived under the most
diverse conditions [ Existenz-Bedingungen) we contain in ourselves a
multiplicity of instincts. Whoever claims to be “authentic” is most likely
an ass or a con man.

The variety of animal characters: on average a characteris the con-
sequence of o milieu—a firmly imprinted vole, by virtue of which certain
facts [ Facta] are emphasized and stremngthened over and over again. In
the long run, there arises in this way race: i.e. provided that the
surroundings do not change.

With a change of milieu the #néversally most useful and applicable
qualities come to the fore—or they die. This shows itself'as a power of as-
similation, even in unfavourable situations, but at the same time as ten-
sion, caution; the form lacks beauty.

The European as such a Super-Race [ Uber-Rasse]. The Jew like-
wise; it is ultimately a dominant type, though very different from the
simple, ancient dominant races, which had not changed surroundings.

(KSA 11, 25[462], 136)

Unlike Gobineau, Nietzsche understands “race” to be the product pri-
marily of social and environmental, rather than biological factors. Hu-
mans are not fixed biological specimens, in Nietzsche’s view, but
mutable and adaptable types; the mutations or adaptations may be for
the worse, but they have the potential to be turned to the good. Here
lies the most significant diftference between Gobineau and Nietzsche.
While Gobineau’s Essaz amounts to an elegy for the “white race” and its
nobility, which is dying if not already dead, Nietzsche never tires of
stressing the possibility that nobility ( Vornebmbeit), understood as an ac-
quired rather than a biological characteristic, can be bred, educated and
mobilized in the service of an—admittedly ill-defined—future.
Nietzsche’s view of race unconsciously opposes Gobineau’s pessimism
(the “pessimism of weakness,” in Nietzsche’s terminology) with his own
“pessimism of strength.”

Further evidence of Nietzsche’s distance from Gobineau lies in his
theory of cultural development, where Nietzsche’s understanding of race
comes into its own. The centrality of ancient Greece in Nietzsche’s
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outlook is crucial to any discussion of his theory of culture and its
position relative to the racial discourse of his time. In his preparatory
notes of 1875 to an essay entitled We Philologists (Wir Philologen), which
Nietzsche hoped would become the fifth Untimely Meditation (it never
appeared), he attacks once again the principal targets of his early cultural
criticism: first, the shortcomings of the German education system,
principally its production of classically educated epigones rather than
classically educated creators; second, his fellow philologists’ alleged view
of antiquity as a corpus of dead material fit only for dissection; and,
finally, the complacency of what passed for German culture in the 1870s,
which Nietzsche believed had been bordering on arrogance since the
Prussian victory over France in 1871 and the subsequent unification of
Germany."* More important, these preparatory notes to We Philologists
(KSA 8, 11-127) also contain a great deal of material on the exemplary
nature of Greece. Nietzsche’s preoccupation with the Greek cultural
achievement began very early in his life and continued until the end.
According to Nietzsche, the Greeks are the people touched by genius,
they are naive (in Schiller’s sense of possessing childlike spontaneity and
creativity), and they are inquisitive and passionate.”” The conquerors of
what would eventually be Greece had preserved their aggressive energy
and mysterious mythology. The conquered were, in turn, able to redirect
and channel the dark, aggressive energies of their new masters without
stemming them altogether. This, Nietzsche asserts, underlies the
creativity and cultural glory of pre-Socratic Greece, in other words of
sixth-century Greece, not the later and, in Nietzsche’s eyes, already
decadent “Golden Age.”

The importance of antiquity to theories of culture is nothing new, of
course, but Nietzsche’s conception of ancient Greece was genuinely
original and immediately establishes a gulf between him and the majority
of German Hellenists before him. Nietzsche accepts that Greeks of the
Golden Age were serene (beiter). Unlike earlier Hellenists, however, with
the important exception of Holderlin, Nietzsche does not accept this se-
renity at face value.'® He does not doubt that the Greek character was se-
rene, but he disputes that this serenity was of untroubled origin. He
emphatically rejects the received view that the ancient Greeks were a race
of carefree Olympians. Their serenity, he claims, was in truth an Apollon-
ian veil drawn over the dark, Dionysian depths of the Greek spirit. It was
a hard-fought victory over despair and, in overlooking this storm before
the calm, earlier Philhellenes, notably Goethe and Schiller and Winckel-
mann, had “failed to penetrate to the core of Hellenism and forge a last-
ing bond of love between German and Greek culture” (BT §20). This
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core or essence of the Greek experience, which Nietzsche believed had
been distilled in Aeschylean and Sophoclean tragedy, was a stark and
desperate pessimism, veiled and made triumphantly bearable by Apollon-
ian illusion.

The Greek achievement, according to Nietzsche, had been to con-
front and then overcome the dark wisdom of Silenus, as he explains early
in The Birth of Tragedy. Silenus, Dionysus’s companion, is eventually cap-
tured by King Midas who asks him what is the best and most desirable
thing for man. With a hideous cackle Silenus retorts: ““The best of all
things is something entirely beyond your grasp: not to be born, not to
be, to be nothing. But the second-best thing for you—is to die soon’”
(BT §3). By means of Apollonian art, Nietzsche asserts, the Greeks had
been able to stand this desperate wisdom on its feet and say, “‘the worst
thing of all would be to die soon, the second-worst to die at all’” (BT
§3) This speculative insight—that the Greek character was based on the
ordering of chaos—informs Nietzsche’s account of Greek cultural
development and provides him with a model for the future racial and
cultural development of Europe. As he writes in Human, All Too
Human, “we must desire that life retain its violent character, that wild
[ Dionysian ] power and energy be called forth” (HA I §235); and in an
earlier note he comments that “the judgment concerning the worth of
existence is the supreme result of the most powertul zension in chaos”
(KSA 8, 5[188], 93; my emphasis).

This chaos of races and cultures, which was resolved by a more
highly developed synthesis, is evident in Nietzsche’s picture of early
Greek history, where he speculates about events in the ninth and eighth
centuries BCE, for which there is hardly any historical evidence.
Deliberately challenging the by now clichéd view of the pure-bred,
marbled Greeks’ “noble simplicity and quiet grandeur,”” Nietzsche
characterizes the “original inhabitants of Greek soil” as being

of Mongolian extraction with tree and snake cult. The coast [was]
garnished with a Semitic strip. Here and there Thracians. The Greeks
took all these components into their blood—including all the gods and
myths (in the Odysseus legends, some [are] Mongolian). The Doric
migration is a follow-up, for everything had already been gradually
inundated earlier. What are “pure-bred Greeks”? Is it not enough to
assume that Italian peoples, coupled with Thracian and Semitic
clements, became Greeks? (KSA 8, 5[198], 96)

This racial history of Greece is itself a synthesis, an amalgam of many
sources.'® As his own personal library and the borrowing records of the
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Basel University library reveal, Nietzsche was an avid reader of
contemporary works in the fields of ethnology, anthropology, and the
history of religion.”” He may well have borrowed some of Gobineau’s
ideas for his racial history of Greece, though Nietzsche’s interpretation
of, and extrapolation from, that history differs markedly from the
Frenchman’s culturally pessimistic outlook. Nietzsche’s claim that there
were “Mongolian” elements in Greece is consonant with Gobineau’s
assertion that there were eight racial components in the Greek
population, which in turn derived from the three fundamental elements
of the human race, namely, the white, the yellow, and the black.”
Nietzsche’s formulation that “the coast [of Greece was] garnished with a
Semitic strip” also seems to echo Gobineau’s statement in the Essaz that
Semites settled “along the coast of Greece.””!

According to Nietzsche’s hypothesis, the migrants who came to the
land that was to become Greece were not “pure-bred Greeks” or fully-
fledged Hellenes. Greek ethnic and cultural identity developed in Greece
itself through a fortuitous, but also fortunate, mixing of races. This
hypothesis rules out any explanation for the Greek achievement along
the lines of fixed Indo-Germanic racial characteristics. In other words,
Nietzsche explicitly rejects the notion that Greek culture was possible
because the Greeks shared Indo-Germanic (that is, nineteenth-century
European) bloodlines. This “Indo-Germanic” theory was widespread by
the late nineteenth century and lent a spurious racial underpinning to the
notion that “the Greeks were like us, only better at it.” Nietzsche had no
time for this smug and mistaken belief.

So far, so good, from a liberal twenty-first century perspective.
Nietzsche’s theory of culture—based on his Greek model—becomes
somewhat murkier, however, when he turns his attention to the political
organization of the Greek state as he construed it. This is most clearly
articulated in his brief, unpublished essay “The Greek State” of 1872
(KSA 1, 764-77). Here Nietzsche posits a state, in which that conquer-
ing Dionysian energy is allied or married to the form-giving, Apollonian
impulse of the conquered. The energy was fundamental, however, not
least to keep in check the enormous number of slaves required for the
production of great culture. Freed from daily toil, a small number of
Greeks (approximately one-fifth of the population) was driven by this
same energy to rivalry with one another and to the highest cultural
achievements. In this manner, Nietzsche says quite openly, slavery was
justified aesthetically, by the cultural products of the slave state.”” The
cultural producers had themselves been bred through a process of
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cultivation, and at times in his early writings Nietzsche appears to present
this as a viable template for Europe’s future development.

The production of genius and, by extension, great culture is
Nietzsche’s touchstone and in turn provides a yardstick for what he later
desired: the Ubermensch (man conceived as a self-generating and self-
renewing work of art), and the “Transvaluation of all Values”
(Umwertung aller Werte). Peace, general prosperity, socialism, the
modern state, democracy, and short-term educational reform do not
satisfy Nietzsche’s criteria for the production of genius. The reverse is
true, he argues, because these leveling conditions tend to deaden the
instincts of the exceptional, the culturally productive few. Genius can
only arise, Nietzsche suggests, on the back of conditions as harsh and
ruthless as those obtaining in nature itself. Yet, however questionable
Nietzsche’s vision of the Greek state may be, both as history and as a
model for a political theory, it is not racist and nor is his study of
anthropology, ethnology, and folklore. What needs to be faced now is
the charge that Nietzsche makes political use of his anthropological and
philological findings in order to propagate destructive caricatures or
stereotypes of ethnic groups, with the aim of inciting fear and loathing.

Traditionally, a happy hunting-ground for Nietzsche’s critics has
been the first essay of his 1887 work On the Genealogy of Morals (Zur
Genealogie der Moral). The most notorious passage in the Genealogy is
Nietzsche’s discussion of the “blond beast” in section 11 of that first
essay, and is the one most often cited as “proof” that Nietzsche is an
advocate of Aryan supremacy.” In fact, the blond beast is a metaphor—it
is a lion—and does not refer to the physical characteristics of any
particular race. (It is intriguing to contemplate the interpretations that
might have resulted, had Nietzsche chosen a black panther as his
metaphor instead of a lion.) The historical examples cited by Nietzsche
of leonine men include Homeric heroes, Vikings, but also Roman, Arab,
Germanic, and Japanese nobles (GM I §11). The offending passage
comes a few lines later, though the inconvenient parenthesis is usually
omitted:

The deep and icy mistrust which the German [ der Germane] arouses as
soon as he comes to power, which we see again even today—is still the
aftermath of that inextinguishable horror with which Europe viewed
the raging of the blond Germanic beast for centuries (although between
the old Germanic peoples and us Germans there is scarcely an idea in
common, let alone a blood relationship). (GM I §11; my emphasis)
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The difficulty here is that Nietzsche has driven a coach and horses
through his own image by interpolating “Germanic” between “blond”
and “beast,” turning a metaphorical “Germanic lion” (a noble human
being, who happens to be Germanic) into a literal description, or a racial
stereotype, of a blond-haired Germanic man who has naturally bestial
qualities. Nowhere else does Nietzsche argue for Germanic racial
supremacy, so it is perhaps a slip of the pen. Taken out of context,
however, it has proved a powerful weapon for both Nietzsche’s critics
and racially motivated adherents.**

In this first essay Nietzsche argues—or rather states—that, before the
advent of Judeo-Christian values, humanity was composed of the strong
and the weak, as it is now, but that before this watershed the strong
naturally dominated the weak. Alluding to the slave revolt led by
Spartacus in 73 BCE, Nietzsche asserts that in the Roman period this
natural hierarchy was inverted and the weak came to dominate the strong
by outwitting them. In the seventh section he calls this “the slave
uprising in morality” (der Skinvenaufstand in der Moral). Judeo-
Christian values are an invention, Nietzsche claims, to justify the
dominion of the weak and the meek. The weak now dub themselves
“good” and their former masters, the strong, are labeled “evil,” whereas
before the strong were “the good” and the weak simply “the bad.”
Nonsense, perhaps, but at least Nietzsche recognizes that the status quo
ante of “good” and “bad” cannot be restored. Even if it were possible to
reverse historical processes, Nietzsche would not desire a return to the
age of marauding Huns and Vandals. He admires their brute strength
and raw energy but is simultaneously aware, as careful reading of that
first essay shows, that these noble conquerors are also barbarians and
therefore, by definition, uncultured.

Nietzsche’s ambivalent forays into the racial history of both ancient
Greece and the Dark Ages were aimed at reshaping what he took to be
an endangered present. In the social and political programs of democrats,
anarchists, and socialists he detected the leveling, anti-cultural instincts of
“slaves,” of the “weak,” re-emerging in different guises. He links the
historical “slave revolt in morality” to Jews but does not construct an
anti-Semitic myth from this. On the contrary, in Nietzsche’s Greek-
inspired model for Europe’s future, Jews have a vital role to play. He
despised anti-Semites, though it has to be admitted that his contempt
was on a sliding scale determined by the relative vulgarity or
sophistication of the anti-Semitic remarks in question. For example,
Nietzsche became acquainted as early as 1868 with the works of the
polymath, self-publicist and anti-Semite Eugen Diihring (he of Friedrich
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Engels’s Anti-Diihring of 1877). At the same time as preparing We
Philologists in 1875 Nietzsche wrote scathing notes on anti-Semitic
passages in Diihring’s book On the Value of Life (Der Wert des Lebens)
(1865). Diihring argues that there is a necessary correspondence of race,
character, and religion, claims that Christ was not a full-blooded Jew,
and conducts arguments over the extent to which Europe has already
been “Judaized.” In his extensive notes on Diihring’s book Nietzsche
goes to some lengths to distance himself from such views.”

Nietzsche blames Judeo-Christianity for bringing about an
unhealthy, “life-denying” inversion of human values. He distances
himself from both religions and fashions his own secular, “life-affirming”
counter-framework, in which Dionysus, Zarathustra, and the Ubermensch
are the chief emblems. Nietzsche’s fundamental quarrel, though, was
with Christianity rather than Judaism. There is nothing directed against
Jews in his writings to match the ferocity of the work he wrote almost as
his epitaph, The Antichrist, which is subtitled “A Curse on Christianity”
and ends with a piece of Nietzschean “legislation,” subtitled “War to the
Death against Vice: Vice is Christianity” (KSA 6, 254 ). Nevertheless, he
tends to treat Christianity as an extension of Judaism, or even as its last
stage (AC §24-§27). Christian anti-Semitism is therefore doubly
repugnant to him. Anti-Jewish remarks in Nietzsche’s writings are
usually but not always associated with attacks on Christianity. He
undoubtedly shared some of the anti-Semitic prejudices of his time,
notably the idea that Jews controlled both the press and the financial
system, though not all of Nietzsche’s remarks on Jews and money are
anti-Semitic.”

Positive comments on Jews in Nietzsche’s writings are less hard to
find. In a Nachlass note from 1885, for example, he declares the
distinction between “Aryan” and “Semitic” races to be false and empty;
the source of great culture, he says, is to be found precisely where races
mix;” and, in Beyond Good and Evil, he begins a discussion by
paraphrasing the anti-Semites of his day (and, indeed, our own) before
demolishing their position:

About the Jews, for example: listen.— I have never met a German who
was favourably inclined towards the Jews; and however unconditionally
all cautious and politic men may have repudiated real anti-Semitism,
even this caution and policy is not directed against this class of feeling
itself but only against its dangerous immoderation, and especially
against the distasteful and shameful way in which this immoderate
feeling is expressed—one must not deceive oneself about that. [...] The
Jews, however, are beyond all doubt the strongest toughest and purest
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race at present living in Europe; they know how to prevail even under
the worst conditions (better even than under favourable ones), by
means of virtues which one would like to stamp as vices—thanks above
all to a resolute faith which does not need to be ashamed before
“modern ideas” [...]. A thinker who has the future of Europe on his
conscience will, in all the designs he makes for this future, take the Jews
into account as he will take the Russians, as the immediately surest and
most probable factors in the great game and struggle of forces. [...] It
would perhaps be a good idea to ¢ject the anti-Semitic ranters from the
country. (BGE §251)

However welcome or even surprising these remarks may be, they are a
long way from the liberal embrace of other cultures and beliefs. Jews
have a function to perform in creating Nietzsche’s new Europe, which is
to breed with other “healthy” Europeans so that their “best” elements or
features may combine to form a new aristocratic caste.

Itis clear that Nietzsche had a comparatively thorough knowledge of
contemporary biology, evolutionary theory, and Darwinism (which he
despised),” as well of racial doctrines and commonplaces in the
humanities, comparative linguistics, the comparative history of religion,
and ethnology. His own encyclopedic knowledge of ancient Greek texts
and recorded history, whether he chose to adhere to it or not, should
also not be overlooked. Nietzsche’s beliet that acguired characteristics
could be passed on, and the related claim that the “purity” of a race was
a late, hard-fought achievement rather than an innate quality, are central
to his racial and cultural theory.

Nietzsche’s Greek model makes it easier to see the place of Jews and
Slavs in his racial history and posited future of Europe. Just as “pure-bred
Greeks,” the greatest cultural producers yet seen, were the result of a
lengthy process, so Jews and Slavs would have to be “digested” or
“ingested” in Europe by careful, intelligent crossing that would serve to
“breed in” their good characteristics. It should be noted that,
characteristically, Nietzsche never discusses the practical modalities of
this process. Anti-Semitic propaganda and strident nationalism, as well as
being fatuous, are inimical to this process, Nietzsche maintains, as they
tend to drive their targets into isolation and resistance. Nietzsche was
never philo-Semitic, the most that can be said is that he was an anti-anti-
Semite.” Yet Jews, and indeed all Europeans, remain subservient to
Nietzsche’s vision of breeding a new aristocratic caste in Europe in line
with his understanding of how the glory of Greece came about.
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Ecce Philologus: Nietzsche and Pindar’s
Second Pythian Ode

John Hamilton

T HAS BEEN FREQUENTLY demonstrated that the catastrophe of the
First World War left German classical studies in a precarious position.'
University philologists, who had been trained in the methods of histori-
cal research institutionalized by Ulrich von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff,
invariably found themselves embroiled in a national Bildungskrise. Here
the current demands of academic inquiry, restraining itself to a remark-
able level of particularity and specialization, were divorced from the is-
sues of moral and philosophical education formerly associated with the
classical tradition. As a result classicists could expect attacks from two dis-
tinct angles among Weimar intellectuals. On the one side, there were
voices such as Oswald Spengler’s, heard already before the war—for ex-
ample, in the youth movement and the debates over school reform—that
denounced the Gymnasium’s emphasis on Greek and Latin as elitist and
irrelevant.” Now, given the academy’s excessive concentration on the
minute historical details of Greco-Roman Antiquity, the discipline had
been definitively cut off from the aims of society at large. Consequently,
in the view of some devout anti-humanists, classical studies should be
abandoned altogether. On the other side, there were those who still at-
tached themselves to the philhellenic circle around the poet Stefan
George. Although they also rejected the strictly historicist approach of
Wilamowitz, they never relinquished a Greek ideal. Antiquity was not to
be discarded, but re-vitalized—eroticized. In anticipation of the trends
that would coalesce beneath the banner of Lebensphilosophie, George
prophesied the redemption of the German Spirit in the hope of restoring
the life that had been lost through decades of bookwormishness.’
Within the George Kreisthe conflict was popularly allegorized by the
feud between Schulpforta’s famous rivals—Wilamowitz and Nietzsche.
And among the figures summoned to fight for a counter-tradition and
against the positivism of the academy were Pindar and his Romantic ava-
tar, the poet who shared Nietzsche’s thunderstruck fate—Friedrich
Holderlin.
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The Holderlin-Pindar renaissance, it should be remembered, began
with the work of Norbert von Hellingrath, a twenty-one-year-old doc-
toral candidate at Munich, who in 1910 published the first edition of
Holderlin’s Pindar translations in George’s own Veriag der Blitter fiir
die Kunst." Hellingrath’s subsequent Prolegomena to the translations
readily demonstrated an affinity for current representations of Nietzsche
and would, in fact, prove influential for the most significant trends in
German thought, from the translation theories of Walter Benjamin to the
poetological musings of Martin Heidegger. In tone, Hellingrath’s char-
acterization of the Theban lyricist is explicitly anti-academic:

In the last years of Holderlin’s creativity, Pindar was first and foremost
in his Hellenistic world. The translations are a testament ( Denkmal) to
this. They emerged from his need to capture in the living words of his
own language, what vaguely spoke to him from antiquity, words diffi-
cult to animate. Thus, these experiments do not have the intention to
convey something, least of all a story, not even the possibility of what a
story concerns. For the poet, to whom more than any other the genius
of the Greek language revealed itself, definitely did not grow in the
Greek classes and lectures in our schools; there error upon error heaped
up regarding the meaning of the words. What was hidden in them is
truly born again with Hélderlin: the particular Pindaric shudder, the
type of verbal movement, the peculiar rolling and storming of the
words. Whoever can sense the difficulty of Holderlin’s success will
hardly wonder when all the pieces cannot hold on to the same height
and here and there exhaust his power.

For the scholars who would gather under Werner Jaeger’s so-called
“Third Humanism,” this vitalist counter-tradition anchored itself in
Nietzsche’s alternate philology, which could be deployed as a critique
against many critiques.’ It could fight against Wilamowitz’s historical
method that naively strove to reconstruct a past in some “pure” condi-
tion (as it had “really” been); against a Romantic aestheticization of an-
tiquity along Winckelmannian lines; and against a new, Spenglerian
skepticism that would reject the past altogether.” In the simplest of
terms, these various versions of discontinuity with the past was to be
supplanted by a vision of utter continuity, by what Nietzsche once called,
in an explicit reference to Pindar’s poetics, “the intensification of the pre-
sent into the monstrous and the eternal” (KSA 8, 5[85], 63).

For Nietzsche this intensification was constituted by a certain ##n-
timeliness. In the foreword to the second of his Untimely Meditations,
“On the Uses and Disadvantages of History for Life” (1874), Nietzsche
had written:
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It is only to the extent that I am a pupil of earlier times, especially the
Greek, that though a child of the present time I was able to acquire
such untimely experiences. That much, however, I must concede to
myself on account of my profession as a classicist: for I do not know
what meaning classical philology could have for our time if it was not
untimely—that is to say, acting counter to our time and thereby acting
on our time and, let us hope, for the benefit of a time to come.

The untimely experience that Nietzsche had through philology argues
against both the positivist classicist and the skeptic. It reveals that both
positions are premised on the same notion of the past as some kind of
totality disjoined from the present. If the classical scholar would offer us
the past as an objectively separate entity—something to be found in a
museum, for example—and if the skeptic would persuade us that, be-
cause it is separate, the past should be relinquished once and for all,
Nietzsche would insist that we can never be free from the past.”
Nietzsche’s “untimely” (unzeitgemdifs) vision, therefore, would be a non-
timely one, collapsing time into a timelessness, an eternity of sorts, that
would never cease to be a power for the times. As he formulates it in the
notes planned for the essay, “We Philologists,” which would have been
his fifth “untimely meditation” and the official, professional response to
Willamowitz: “Give the philologist the job to understand /4is age by
means of antiquity and his job will be an eternal one” (KSA 8, 3[62], 31).

Throughout Nietzsche’s career, Pindar would serve as a privileged
poet to express this kind of eternity. On the opening page of The Anti-
christ, for example, we read:

Let us look at each other in the face. We are Hyperboreans—we know
well enough how far off we live. “Neither by land nor by sea will you
find the way to the Hyperboreans”—Pindar already knew this about us.
Beyond the north, ice and death—our life, our happiness. We have dis-
covered happiness, we know the way, we have found the exit out of the
labyrinth of thousands of years. Who e/se has found it? —Modern man
perhaps? “I don’t know my way, I am everything that doesn’t know its
way,” sighs modern man. (AC §1)

In one sense, the labyrinth could be the external design that normative
classicism has foisted upon Western culture. This is the South that
Spengler, an intensive reader of Nietzsche, would blame for victimizing
the cold North. By marking out a path to be followed, this maze histori-
cally has caused modern man to proceed under the direction of another’s
design, another’s will.” But, as Nietzsche goes on to suggest, modern
happiness is not necessarily grounded in finding one’s own way. By
means of a Pindar citation from the Tenth Pythian,' a distinction is made
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between losing one’s way and being lost in the way of another—between
an autonomouserrancy and a beteronomons errancy, it you will. The point
is that the discovery of “our happiness”—and I would underline the
Liicke or “gap” in Gliick—lies precisely in finding the way to get lost.

What Nietzsche is essentially doing in this passage is intensifying the
present by means of Pindar’s verse. The same could be said of the subti-
tle Nietzsche uses for his autobiography: Ecce Homo: How One Becomes
what One Is| Wie man wird, was man ist]. The line is a loose adaptation
of a gnomic statement from the second Pythian Ode:
yévo', olog oot pabcov (“Be the sort of man you learn to be,” 72). In
Nietzsche’s appropriation, the line evokes Pindar’s notorious “dithyram-
bic” spirit—first ascribed to the poet by Horace’s famous ode and repre-
sented in the German tradition at least as far back as the work of Johann
Gottlieb Willamov. This tradition sanctions the characterization of Pin-
dar as a poet of getting lost, as the model for lyric digressiveness."" The
impersonal form of the Ecce Homo subtitle (“How One becomes what
One Is”) further distinguishes this tradition from the “Ionic-Attic” heri-
tage of lucidity and comprehensibility. Consider the following gloss from
Ecce Homo, in the chapter “Why I am so Clever”:

That one becomes what one is presupposes that one does not have the
remotest idea what one is. From the point of view even the dlunders of
life—the temporary side-paths and wrong turnings [ Nebenwege und
Abwege], the delays, the “modesties,” the seriousness squandered on
tasks which lie outside the task—have their own meaning and value.
Where nosce te ipsum would be the recipe for destruction, self-
forgetfulness, self-misunderstanding, self-diminution, -narrowing,
-mediocratizing becomes reason itself. (EH Clever §9)

Pindar’s gnomic imperative, transformed by Nietzsche into a program-
matic description, is decidedly not the Delphic-Socratic maxim pro-
claimed in the second person: “Know Thyself.” Pindar’s verse, as
solicited by Nietzsche, has nothing to do with rationality or legibility. It
does not rest on some introspective, transparent concept of self. For
Nietzsche, the value of Pindar’s line lies precisely in the very textual de-
tours it incites—the Nebenwege und Abwege.

I would like to take Nietzsche’s subtitle as an invitation to re-read,
however briefly, Pindar’s second Pythian Ode in relation to the text of
Ecce Homo. What immediately emerges is an association of this kind of
errancy with the concept of “thankfulness” or Dankbarkeit. As I would
like to suggest, this thematic connection between thankfulness and er-
rancy underwrites an alternative relation to classical antiquity. In a word,
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gratitude names the possibility for enjoying a continuous velation to the past
by means of velinguishing the calculability of the present. A philology that
thus abandons the idea of the past as a definable and defined object, be it
an object for historical research (Wilamowitz) or for aesthetic contempla-
tion (Winckelmann), is a philology that can teach us how to be un-
timely. That is, it demonstrates how to dissolve the discontinuities en-
forced by time—or again, how to “intensify the present into the mon-
strous and the eternal.”

In the pages of “We Philologists,” classical scholars are depicted as
fundamentally out of touch with the times—interested solely in the past
as an object available for scrutiny, the edifying applicability of which is
entirely questionable. “If the public came to know what an untimely
thing antiquity is, philologists would no longer be hired as teachers”
(KSA 8, 5[55], 55). And Nietzsche, who held his position in Classical
Philology at Basel from 1869 to 1879, never would cease from identify-
ing himself'accordingly. One finds a type of professional “exploitation”—
which again is grounded in philology’s untimeliness—that will allow
Nietzsche to transform his discipline into a critical practice aimed at re-
introducing a fiery vitalism. As I have begun to argue, the meansis a turn
to Pindar. Another note from the Philologen essay confirms this motiva-
tion: “Points selected from antiquity: e.g. the power, the fire, and the
soaring in the ancients’ feeling for music (through the first Pythian
Ode)” (KSA 8, 5[36], 50). To speak in the language of The Birth of
Tragedy, this spirit—the Schopenhauerian spirit of music—is also heard
in the impersonal expression: “How one becomes what one is.” It is a
spirit that is prior to representations of the individual, as described in
Ecce Homo: “That one becomes what one is presupposes that one does
not have the remotest idea what one is.” As the continuation to this pas-
sage suggests, the Pindaric errancy expresses not only a fundamental #7-
calculability, but also, more specifically, colors Nietzsche’s own entrance
into a career of classical philology. That is to say, Nietzsche’s relation to
antiquity is framed by a kind of unpredictability. Thus he suggests in the
following, allowing Schopenhauer to speak against himself:

To “want” something, to “strive” after something, to have a “goal,” a
“wish” in view—I know none of this from experience. Even at this
moment I look out upon my future—a distant tuture—as upon a
smooth sea: it is ruffled by no desire. I do not want in the slightest that
anything should become other than it is; I do not want myself to be-
come other than I am. (EH Why I am so Clever §9)
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Clearly, then, Nietzsche takes the yévol', olos éool nabcov (“Be the sort
of man you learn to be”) as an imperative to renounce the will to foresee.
He shakes Pindar’s line out of its context—which becomes a citation in
the strongest sense—and has it signify a program of incalculability. But
what happens if this hermeneutic manipulation is applied back to the
original context, back to Pindar’s poem? Although the poem’s interpre-
tive tradition, beginning with the Hellenistic scholiasts, is far from
unanimous, the differences of opinion generally concern topical details in
the text. That is to say, most readings agree that the poem’s central issue
is the theme of gratitude, taking the gnome at line 72 to refer to the
kind of public behavior one should adopt—*“Show yourself in your ac-
tion as the sort of man you have learned that you are.”"” In this respect,
Nietzsche’s push toward an idea of umpredictability not only distin-
guishes him from conventional interpretations, but also may elicit
charges of misunderstanding and ungrammaticality. Indeed, his transla-
tion, “Be who you are” ( Werde der du bist), which sets up an element of
the unforeseeable, has been attacked as a flagrant abuse of what the
Greek is saying."

Has Nietzsche simply decontextualized and misread the line to suit
his own philosophical exposition? Or is there a possibility that his re-
peated emphasis on the idea of incalculability might disclose something
essential in Pindar’s poem? It is important to note first that Nietzsche is
not replacing the theme of gratitude with one of incalculability. On the
contrary, the entire autobiographical project of Ecce Homo apparently sits
beneath the rubric of thankfulness, as is clear from the brief prose-poem
inserted between the book’s Foreword and the narrative proper:

On this perfect day, when everything has become ripe and not only the
grapes are growing brown, a ray of sunlight has fallen on to my life: I
looked behind me, I looked before me, never have I seen so many and
such good things all at once [ aufeinmal]. Not in vain have I buried my
forty-fourth year today, I was entitied to bury it—what there was of life
in it is redeemed, is immortal. The Revaluation of all Values, the Dio-
nysus Dithyrambs, and to recover, the Twilight of the Idols—all of them
gifts of this year, of its last quarter even! How should I not be grateful to
my whole life? —And so I tell myself my life.

As we shall see, the gratitude is at once perfectly Pindaric and unmistaka-
bly Nietzschean. It rests in a recognition of timelessness (or, untimeli-
ness): looking behind and before, to the past and the present, only to
collapse the two poles into a single vision of simultaneity—auf einmal.
The lifeless past has been interred, so that the life in the past can enjoy
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immortality in the present. Already it is evident that Nietzsche’s appro-
priation of Pindar will touch upon both the philosopher’s relation to the
classical tradition as well as the idea of tradition tout court. To put the
leading question in somewhat provocative terms: What happens to the past
when the present is intensified by that past?

For centuries of Pindar scholars, the second Pythian Ode, composed
for Hieron of Syracuse, has been considered one of the most difficult
odes in the corpus. In his definitive Pindar edition of 1811-21, August
Boeckh sets the tone that has provoked an inexhaustible chain of inter-
pretations: “I will consider him a great Apollo, whoever will be able to
take this poem covered in thick fog (crassa caligine) and place itin a clear
light.”"* Basil Gildersleeve, for example, comments: “It is a strange
poem, one in which divination and sympathy can accomplish little.”"" Tt
is hardly a surprise that Nietzsche, with an ear for a Dionysian strand
within the history of archaic Greek poetry, would choose to refer his
readers to one of the darkest points in the tradition.

By far, the most troubling aspect of the ode is the excessive attention
paid to negative exempla, specifically on the themes of ingratitude and
slander. In addition to the lengthy story about the fate of the ungracious
criminal Ixion, mention is made of Archilochus, the notorious lyric slan-
derer, which occasions extended reflection on the topic of blame. Rather
than providing foil for the brilliance of Hieron’s thankfulness and good
will, the disproportionate weight of such darkness arguably would
threaten the encomiastic project, burying the laudandus in—to use
Boeckh’s phrase—*“a thick fog.” Nietzsche no doubt enters this caligo
crassa, certainly not to play the role of the Apollonian hermeneut, but to
allow his autobiographical intentions to be pulled deeper into some Dio-
nysian experience.

The poem can be divided into two main sections of unequal length.
The caesura is quite emphatic, both syntactically and semantically: In the
third epode at line 67 there appears the strongly punctuating word Xipe
(“farewell”)—a literal Abschied, conspicuously marked by asyndeton,
which cuts the poem in two. When the text is so divided, it immediately
becomes apparent that the ode’s first part (1-67) is cluttered with the
presence of the Olympian gods, while the latter part (67-96) fails to
make a single mention of any god whatsoever.'® Although it is typical of
Pindar to address a divinity at the start of each song, no other epinician
includes so many gods in so few lines. Here, within the space of the first
two strophic systems one encounters “deep-battling Ares,” “Artemis of
the Rivers,” “Hermes of the Games,” “trident-lifting Poseidon,”
“golden-haired Apollo,” “Aphrodite,” “Zeus,” and “Hera.” Similarly, in
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the latter half, no other epinician seems to suffer such a blatant evacua-
tion of the divine. If the ostentatious presence of the gods in the first
part expresses Hieron’s mortal dependence on and his gratitude for di-
vine help, the gods’ send-oft and the subsequent turn to the topic of
slander express something different.

Before discussing the issue of slander and its place in the poem, it is
important to foreground the notion of gratitude, represented by the
word Xapis—a word cognate with the divisive Xa1pe. The term is central
to the poem, having been introduced at the head of the first epode:
“And reverent gratitude (X&p1s) goes forth in some way in exchange for
someone’s friendly deeds” (17). Pindar further illustrates the idea with
the figure of a Locrian maiden, who is said to cheer Hieron for having
liberated her people from the incapacitating troubles of war
(TroAepicov KaudTwv €f apaxavawv, 19).

It is in the myth-section that immediately follows, however, where
the theme of gratitude is most fully developed. This is accomplished by
means of the negative example of Ixion: a paradigm of thanklessness. The
narrative begins at the story’s end, where Ixion is seen bound to his
winged wheel, repeating for eternity the lesson that has been so harshly
learned: “Always pay a benefactor with gentle recompense”
(TOV evepyeTav &dyavais Guoipalis émorxouévous TiveoBal, 24). The
poem then goes back to relate in quick sketches the story of this man,
who happens to be the first to have spilled kindred blood. When his new
father-in-law comes to collect the appropriate marriage gifts, Ixion kills
him, in order to marry the daughter without paying the expected price.
The consequence for this crime, however, disrupts all our expectations.
Instead of punishing Ixion for this cold murder, Zeus purifies him and
bears him up to Olympus. In effect, Zeus has rewarded Ixion—a man
who certainly does not merit such treatment. Among the gods, however,
Ixion is quick to plan yet another act of ingratitude, to make a sexual ad-
vance on Hera. Having discerned Ixion’s intentions, the father of the
gods creates a “sweet lie” (WeUdos yAukU, 37)—a beautiful cloud fash-
ioned in the form of the divine queen. Like his sister Coronis, Ixion falls
into a deep “delusion” (Gu&Tav, 28; cf. Pyth. 3.25). He sleeps with this
phantasm of'a goddess and thereby fathers a monster, whose name, Ken-
tauros (“cloud-poke”) forever recalls its fantastic origin. The child will
grow up to mate with “Magnesian mares” and thereby engender an as-
tonishing race, half-man, half-horse—the Centaurs. Now for ks second
act of Ixion, raping but an image of Hera, our expectations again are
confused. Even though the transgression this time is entirely hallucina-
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tory, Zeus punishes Ixion, crucifying him upon a wheel that will spin for-
evermore in the darkness of the underworld.

Throughout his criminal career, Ixion had no gratitude for ¢ros. In
the case of his earthly marriage, he wanted something for nothing. He
refused to give recompense to the bride’s father, choosing to take his life
instead. Upon Olympus, he falsely believed that Zeus’s grace, his Xapis,
would always be available. He counted on the recurrence of the divine
gift, which once miraculously absolved him of kin-murder and granted
him immortality to boot. He was convinced that, once forgiven, he
would always be forgiven. In this way, Ixion is a radically perverse, yet
prototypical, Christian. His overriding faith in infinite grace results from
a false conception of the gods and their ways. For this reason, Pindar al-
legorizes such a faith as a love for an illusion, a “sweet lie,” which is
nothing less than an infatuation with a fantasy. It is a love, furthermore,
that has serious consequences for mankind—the violent race of Centaurs,
oftspring of ingratitude, having been born literally without the atten-
dance of the Graces (&veu ... Xapitwv, 42).

As it turns out, the figure of Ixion the cloud-chaser comes very close
to Nietzsche’s portrayal of the academic philologist. The use of the first
person is telling:

The veneration of classical antiquity [ ...] is all a magnificent example of
Don Quixotism: and perhaps that is what Philology is, at its best. [ ... ]
We imitate chimera, and chase after a world of wonders that never
really existed. (KSA 8, 7[1], 121)

In this characterization, Nietzsche refers to the classical objects of con-
templation—both the objects of historical philology and the objects of
aesthetic philhellenism—as imaginative constructs, not dissimilar to the
“sweet lie” that seduced Ixion. When we continue through the Second
Pythian, so Il would argue, we learn that this kind of veneration turns not
only on a perverse understanding of grace, but also, as the movement of
Pindar’s ode seems to suggest, is indicative of a desire for calculability.
Ingratitude lies at the heart of false representations as well as a perverse
belief in one’s powers of expectation.

To demonstrate what I mean by “calculability,” I move to the
poem’s next major topic—*“slander.” Upon giving an extended descrip-
tion of ingratitude in the story of Ixion, Pindar must make a transition to
more direct praise of Hieron. The third triad therefore begins:

Beds Gmrav émi eAmideool Tékpap avleTtal,

Beds, O kail TTepOEVT aieToOV Kixe, kal Balac-

oaiov TapaueiBeTat
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SeAgiva, kal Uyippoveov T Ekapye BpoTdov,
£Tépolol Bt kUBos aynpaov Tapédwk’. Eue BE xpecov
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BouAai 8¢ mpeoPuTepal

akivduvov épot émos <o&> TToTl Tavta Adyov
ETTAVETY TTAPEXOVTL XAl- *

pe

(Pythian 2.49-56; 65-67)

The god accomplishes his goal upon hoping for it,
the god, who reaches the winged eagle and moves
past the dolphin
at sea, and takes down any one of the haughty mortals,
but to others grants ageless glory. But I must
flee the vehement bite of slander,
for I have seen from a distance the blamer
Archilochus getting fat with offensive
hatred. And to have wealth obtained by fate
is the best subject for poetic skill.
You [Hieron] clearly have it to display with liberal mind.

And your mature counsels
allow me to praise you without risk up to the full account. Fare-
well.

The precise function of these lines has always been very difficult to de-
termine. What is the “slander” (kakayopia) that Pindar is denouncing?
The ancient scholia would like to see a hidden reference to Bacchylides,
who was considered to be Pindar’s arch-rival (Schol. ad P. 2.97). If, to
argue with more recent scholars, the strophe rejects the slanderous
treatment of Ixion in order to praise Hieron, then we would have to ad-
mit that Pindar’s censure of ingratitude is unjustified, which assuredly it
is not."” Hieron is grateful for the gods’ intercession on behalf of his vic-
tory, while Ixion is not thankful at all: to renounce the story of Ixion as
some kind of mistreatment would be to repudiate the role of the gods in
mortals’ lives.
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Of course, as a poet of praise, Pindar must distinguish himself from
Archilochus, the paradigmatic poet of blame. But still, what exactly con-
stitutes the slander to be rejected?

Nietzsche can help. If we take the subtitle of his autobiography as a
direct invitation to read Pythian 2 as the intertext, that is, if we impose
the theme of incalculability on to Pindar’s expressions of gratitude and
ingratitude, a strange possibility unfolds for the interpretation of this pas-
sage. To begin with, I reiterate the bold caesura at line 67—the
XA1pg[ khaire], which not only lexically perpetuates the idea of thankful-
ness (XQPIS [ kharis]), but also effectively divides the poem in two. Since,
in comparison with the first part of the ode, the second part is tellingly
free of the divine, then the send-off can mean that it is the pantheon itself
that has been dispatched. Pindar is not saying “farewell” to slander as
much as he is bidding the gods good-bye. On this basis, the representa-
tion of divine power in lines 49-52 can be understood as a parody of jus-
tice and therefore as the real object of Pindar’s repudiation. That is to
say, it is this particular portrayal of the gods that is the “slander” to be
renounced. A number of details may support this interpretation. To be-
gin, as Wilamowitz himself observed, these lines allude to the famous
prelude to Hesiod’s Works and Days:"

Motoai TTepinbev doidijor kAeiovoat,
BelTe, A’ evvéTreTe, opéTepov TTaTép’ Upveiovoat.
SvTe Biax BpoTol &udpes OUds dpaToi Te paTol T,
pnToi T &ppnToi Te Atds peydAolo EknTi.
péa utv yap Bpidet, péa 8t Bpiaovta XaAémTel,
peia & apilnAov pvibel kai &dniov &éel,
peia 8¢ T 1BUvel okoAdY kal dyrjvopa kK&pPet
ZeUs Uy1BpepéTns, Os UépTaTa ScdpaTta vaiet.
(Hesiod, Works and Days, 1-8)

Muses from Pieria who glorify in songs,

come, tell of Zeus, hymning your father,

through whom mortal men are both famous and unknown,
sung and unsung, by the will of great Zeus.

For ecasily he makes strong, while easily he crushes the strong,
casily he humbles the distinguished one and fosters one obscure,
easily he straightens the crooked and withers the courageous
Zeus who thunders above and lives in a dwelling most high.

The unfortunate aspect of this theology is that, in granting omnipotence
to Zeus, it sets the stage for moral expectations on the part of mortals. It
leads to a parody of justice that would demand that distinguished men
are alwayshumbled, that the obscure are alwaysfostered, and so on. This
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idea of theology, in other words, renders the acts of the gods as perfectly
calculable. And Pindar’s version of this thinking underscores the exag-
gerated and therefore problematic nature of this view. First, he sup-
presses the important Hesiodic qualification—“by the will of great Zeus”
(A165 peydaMoto EknTl, 4). With this parenthesis, Zeus’s will is exposed as
being entirely arbitrary. Sometimes the crooked remain crooked; some-
times the courageous stay fearless. Mortals have no access to this knowl-
edge; and Archilochus’s “hatred” is therefore exemplary, grounded
precisely in the events that upset simplistic views of justice. Archilochus
suffers from an incurable ressentiment.

Pindar’s version of Olympian theology is a parody, first because it
does not include the important Hesiodic limitation, “by the will of great
Zeus.” It overlooks the fact of theodicy. But one can further recognize
the parodic nature of Pindar’s version by considering the move toward
abstraction. In the place of the specifically named Zeus, Pindar gives only
the general term 6eds (“the god”). It is repeated twice in initial position,
implying that we are dealing with an ontological determination of the
divine at best and a gross simplification (that is, rationalization) at worst.
Pindar’s brilliant trichotomy, universal in covering air, sea, and land
(“eagle,” “dolphin,” and “mortal man”), only adds to the sense of ab-
straction. Finally, there is the 8¢ at line 52, which given the semantics of
EME ... XPEOV PEUYEW (“I must flee”) should be taken as strongly adver-
sative and most immediate, applying to what directly precedes. In other
words, what the poet must flee, what the poet must renounce ov say farewell
to, 15 the false conception of the divine as perfectly just.

Pindar’s argument, so construed, rests on the theme of grace, pre-
cisely because grace, by definition, cannot subsist in a perfectly just sys-
tem. Recall that Ixion betrays a complete misunderstanding of grace
when he expects it to be infinitely or absolutely inexhaustible. To believe
that grace is always forthcoming is analogous to thinking that the
wrongdoer is always punished. Accordingly, the crime of Ixion may be
correlated to the offense of slander. Ixion’s fantasy in heaven (falling in
love with a cloud) corresponds to Archilochus’s fantasy on earth (there is
either perfect justice or no justice at all). The conviction of the gods’
boundless power necessarily leads to dissatisfaction, resentment, and—as
Pindar goes on to suggest—a tendency to slander. Slander is linked to
ingratitude, insofar as both faults goad mankind into thinking that things
should be otherwise. And both are implicitly anti-aristocratic. The slan-
derer and the ingrate, in their extreme view of justice, will not warrant
privilege—either grace should be indiscriminate (for everyone at every
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time) or it should not exist at all (everything must be earned). In this
way, the slanderer has misread the story of Ixion. Zeus did not punish the
crime of kin-murder, he cleansed it by divine fiat, even though in this
case Ixion justly deserved punishment. The truth of Zeus’s justice over-
whelms the calculability of mortal expectation. By the same token, the
punishment that Ixion did receive was for no crime at all, but rather for
an ¢llusory crime—the man, after all, seduced a mere cloud. A real crime
is acquitted and a non-crime is sentenced.

Nonetheless, Ixion is chastised for something justifiable, namely his
ingratitude. In the extended sense, this fault consists in a conception of
grace so exaggerated that it became the very denial of grace. For if grace
were infinite, there would be no such thing as grace. Ixion, then, is on a
par with the slanderer. With stunning alacrity, Pindar demonstrates how
the hubristic belief that all men deserve everything gives birth to the en-
vious, hateful belief that no one should get anything.

Hieron is especially praiseworthy because he does not participate in
these perversions of justice and divine benevolence. Pindar can therefore
praise him, “without risk” (&xivduvov, 66). In a way, Pindar sends
Hieron off as well with the imperative Xa1p€ that abandons all the false
theology. In place of the gods, it is the poet himselt who plays the
prominent role. Pindar distances himself from the slanderers and the en-
vious who wrongly posit a lex talionis and believe in just gods with infi-
nite power. Instead of preaching an eye for an eye—a mechanism
doomed to cause dissatisfaction—Pindar offers a much simpler com-
mand, both memorable and quotable:

Yévor, olos oot pabeov.

KaASs Tol mibeov Tapd Taioiv, adel
kaAds. 6 8t ‘Padauavbus €U mémpaye, 8TI ppeviov
gEhaxe KapTTOV AUCOUNTOY, oUd’ aTaTalot Bu-
Hov TépmeTal Evdobev,
ola WiBUpcov maAduais EMeT aiel BpoTd.
&uaxov Kakov GupoTepols SiaBoAid&v UToPATIES.
(Pythian 2.72-76)

Become the sort of man you learn to be.

A monkey is beautiful, you know, to children, always
beautiful. But Rhadamanthys has fared well, because he was
allotted the blameless fruit of good sense, and within his heart

he does not delight in deceptions,
the sort that always attend a mortal through the devices

of whisperers.
Those who slander are an unconquerable evil to both.
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Gone are the gods and the misguided conceptions of them. They have
been given a “farewell”—a cut-oft, an Abschied. The xaipe that Pindar
pronounces, in causing the gods’ departure, banishes the absolute sys-
tem—the invariable “deceptions” (&maTaiol, 74)—that so many ascribe
to them like children. “Those who whisper slander are an unconquerable
evil to both the slanderers themselves and to those who believe them.”
Pindar, however, knows that every one should be what he is. Teleology
(if I do this, I shall get that) is delusional. To seek perfect satisfaction, to
demand absolute justice, is to fall in love with clouds. Ixion’s Dantesque
punishment reminds us to accept grace for what it is, to be gracious for
what happens, unexpectedly, unpredictably. Hence, Nietzsche’s gloss: “I
do not want in the slightest that anything should become other than it is;
I do not want myself to become other than I am.”

The figure of Ixion is a relic from a world where gods once ruled by
deception, where misreading was rampant. In Nietzsche’s anti-Christian
vision, Ixion’s outstretched limbs bound to a four-spoked wheel cannot
fail to recall Golgotha. Despite German philology’s near-Christian steril-
ity, despite its notorious asceticism, Nietzsche is committed to it. He
continues to trust in what he sees as the discipline’s most worthwhile as-
pect: “the art of reading well.” By contrast, the mark of the theologian,
as he writes in The Antichrist, “is his incapacity for philology” (AC §52).
Accordingly, with Ecce Homo, the autobiographical project begins with a
commitment to the words of others, where the Pindaric subtitle glosses
Dilate’s own fatal envoi. Nietzsche’s commitment, too, is an act of grati-
tude, a gesture of friendship, like the philologist’s philia that loves words.
Herein lies Nietzsche’s own dispatch, one that may serve as a corrective
to the phantasmatic totalities pursued by historical classicists and human-
ists alike. For the man who has buried his forty-fourth year (and with it
his career in a philological tradition too much in thrall to the effects of
time), life is a gracious and untimely gift: “How should I not be grateful
for my whole life? —And so I tell myself my life.”
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Nietzsche, Aristotle, and
Propositional Discourse

Peter Yates

The ascertaining of “truth” and “untruth,” the ascertaining of
Suctsin general, is fundamentally diffevent from creative positing,
[from forming, shaping, overcoming, willing, such as is of the essence

of philosophy. (WP §605)

N THIS ARTICLE I attempt to demonstrate that Nietzsche effectively

criticizes Aristotle’s championing of the primacy of “propositional dis-
course” as expounded in Book 4 of his Metaphysics. I take the primacy of
propositional discourse to be the notion that the “proper” mode of phi-
losophizing aims to establish true propositions about existence, knowl-
edge, and the human being, through the application of rule-based
procedures. The characteristic concern with rules, propriety, and neces-
sity means that propositional discourse has a policing relationship with
other modes of enquiry, arrogating to itself the power to decide which of
them, if any, are “legitimate.”

Nietzsche’s criticism bites in several places, all of which are crucial to
the conceptual architectonic of propositional discourse, but the treat-
ment of them all is beyond the scope of this short article. I shall therefore
focus on three instances where the relationship to Aristotle’s version of
propositional discourse is relatively clear. First, I treat Nietzsche’s
questioning of the willingness to halt the regress of questioning that is
likely to accompany any quest for foundations for “proper” discourse
which will guarantee its propriety. (In Aristotle’s case, questioning stops
at the law of contradiction, a law which Nietzsche does not always feel
obliged to obey.) Second, I discuss Nietzsche’s criticism of the notion
that the truth /falsehood dichotomy is based on the correspondence, or
lack of it, between propositional statements and “reality,” focusing
particularly here on the propositional statements which are the “truths”
of logic. Nietzsche does this, I suggest, by attempting to consider the
human being in her condition of embeddedness in both nature and
culture. Third, he criticizes Aristotle’s reliance on the being,/non-being
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he criticizes Aristotle’s reliance on the being,/non-being duality by coun-
tering it with a Heraclitean (and oxymoronic) metaphysics of becoming.

This article goes on to outline (with the broadest brush strokes)
some of the ramifications of Nietzsche’s attempt to displace the domi-
nance of propositional discourse for the understanding of his wider con-
versation with the Greeks. Finally, I would like to offer the suggestion
that contemporary debates about the proper mode of philosophizing
resonate strongly with Nietzsche’s meeting with Aristotle in a way that
ought to make us suspicious of attempts to mine Nietzsche’s oeuvre for
puzzles to “analyze.”

Aristotle as Propositionalist

To begin with, it is necessary to show that Aristotle is indeed a champion
of propositional discourse, or what I shall call a “propositionalist.” In
Part 1 of Metaphysics 4, Aristotle tells us that philosophy is “the science
which investigates being as being and the attributes which belong to this
in virtue of its own nature.” In Part 2 he produces a taxonomy of dis-
courses which might possibly be properly philosophical and goes on to
claim primacy for his own science of “being as being” against the other
candidates: “Dialectic is merely critical where philosophy claims to kzow,
and sophistic is what appears to be philosophy but is not” ( Metaphysics, 4
§2; my italics). Philosophy as the science of being as being, then, can es-
tablish “knowledge” as a result of its enquiry, whereas dialectic can only
proceed negatively and expose the pretensions of many, if not all, claims
to knowledge, and sophistry only persuades without any regard for
knowledge at all, even suggesting that there is no such thing as objective
knowledge. In setting up this taxonomy of discourses, Aristotle implicitly
raises the question of which discourse (if any) is to legitimate the others.
Reading between the lines: that which produces “knowledge” is clearly
superior to the others on the basis that it can, at least potentially, be cer-
tain about zheir scope and limits, that is, it can produce knowledge about
them. Dialectic might seem to be able to do this, perhaps more effec-
tively in view of its critical intent. But since, on Aristotle’s view, it cannot
offer true propositions about or in place of that which it criticizes, it only
destroys doctrines, leaving uncertainty in their place. That which can
produce knowledge will naturally supersede its somewhat violent and in-
discriminate policing activity. For Aristotle, it is clearly better to end up
with something rather than nothing.

But what is this knowledge that is so worthy of possession? Aristotle
is not explicit here on this matter, but it is clear that we are to under-
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stand it through an unproblematic relation it supposedly has to “truth.”
This is seen when the philosopher’s task is rephrased a little further on in
terms of the quest for truth: “There are certain properties peculiar to be-
ing as such, and it is about these that the philosopher has to investigate
the truth” (4 §2; my italics). “Knowledge” on Aristotle’s view, then, is
the possession of true propositions. So what is the nature of the “truths”
which will make us knowledgeable when we possess them? More gener-
ally, what are “truth” and “falsehood”?

In Part 7 Aristotle tells us: “To say of what is that it is not, or of
what is not that it is, is false, while to say of what is that it is, and of what
is not that it is not, is true” (4 §7). The first thing to note in unpacking
this statement is that truth and falsehood are spoken. They seem to be
properties of statements. Second, criteria are given for establishing the
truth or falsechood of particular statements: true statements correspond
with “what is” whilst false ones fail to do so. Third, true statements may
correspond with facts about other statements, reasserting their truth, if
indeed they are true, and denying their truth if they are i fact false. Fur-
ther, it should be noted in this definition that the being/non-being bi-
nary is presupposed even whilst its nature is what is at issue.

The binaries truth /falsehood and being/non-being are clearly crucial
to the architectonic of Aristotle’s science of being. But there is more: the
science of being proceeds through the application of “rules of argu-
ment”: “It belongs to the philosopher, i.e., to him who is studying the
nature of all substance, to enquire also into the principles of syllogism”
(4 §3). The first principle of syllogism that Aristotle arrives at is the law
about which “it is impossible to be mistaken,” the law of contradiction:
“It is, that the same attribute cannot at the same time belong and not
belong to the same subject and in the same respect” (4 §3).

Interestingly, a little further on the law is phrased differently in terms
of what is possible for the thinking human subject: “It is impossible for
the same man at the same time to believe the same thing to be and not
to be.” And in Part 6, Aristotle draws these two expressions of the law of
contradiction together: “If, then, it is impossible to affirm and deny truly
at the same time, it is also impossible that contraries should belong to a
substance at the same time.” Again, this amounts to saying that there is a
correspondence between true propositional statements and “what is” in
the “real” world, and specifically here, between a particular proposition
oflogic and the “real” world. In Part 8, Aristotle arrives at another prin-
ciple of syllogism through a criticism of Heraclitus and Anaxagoras on
truth. This is the law of excluded middle, but, to keep matters simple, I
am going to restrict my treatment to the law of contradiction.
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Clearly then, on Aristotle’s view, the business of “proper” philoso-
phy is to establish true propositions about being as being. This involves
the groundwork of arriving at definitions of truth and falschood and es-
tablishing the rules of argument.

Nietzsche Against Foundations

Invoking the metaphor of philosophy as building, Nietzsche speaks of
this philosophical groundwork in section 289 of Beyond Good and Evil. At
what depth, he asks, can the philosopher stop his trench-digging in the
full confidence that his foundations will be unshakeable, rendering his
final edifice secure? Nietzsche taunts those who would give a definitive
answer:

“There is something arbitrary in his stopping 4ere to look back and
look around, in his not digging deeper Aere but laying his spade aside;
there is also something suspicious about it.” (BGE §289)

Aristotle disagrees. As far as he is concerned, there is a definite point at
which the metaphorical spade is justifiably laid down as we attempt to
secure our mode of enquiry into being. We cannot go on digging for-
ever: the infinite regress of questioning must be halted or else we fall into
irrationalism. The philosopher of being must be able to state “the most
certain principles of all things” (Metaphysics, 4 §3), the first of which is
the law of contradiction. But what justification is there for this laying
aside of the philosophical spade? We stop digging here, according to Ar-
istotle, because about this matter “it is impossible to be mistaken” (4
§3).

At this point Nietzsche (at least in some moods) might counter:
“Can we ever be anything fut mistaken?” The seeming impossibility of
being mistaken about the law of contradiction might well be something
that serves our interest, Nietzsche suggests repeatedly, rather than an ime-
possibility, the assertion of which inscribes the law of contradiction onto
being itself (see, for example, WP §410, §487, §493, and §494; GM 111
§13 and §18). This counter, which very reasonably suggests that we are
ineluctably interested creatures, necessarily embedded in the conditions
of our lives, does make Aristotle’s halting of the regress of justifications
at the law of contradiction on the grounds that contesting this law is im-
possible indeed look suspicious.

And this is the point to which Nietzsche’s suspicion draws our atten-
tion: if we are to think of ourselves as embedded in the world and cul-
ture, then we must at least countenance the possibility that what we take
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to be the laws of argument are more to do with what we ourselves will
permit than the world. Why this matters to Nietzsche, and why it might
matter to us, is because the need for secure foundations sends us on a
chase after that which is free of interest and which is somehow not a per-
spective. And why this, in its turn, matters, is because it is an attempted
flight from our humanity, a piece of ascetic life-negation (see, for example,
AC §54).

Nietzsche Against the Truths of Logic as
Correspondence with Reality

Nietzsche elaborates his suspicion against propositional philosophy, this
time with specific reference to Aristotle, in section 516 of The Will to
Power:

If, according to Aristotle, the law of contradiction is the most certain of
all principles, ifit is the ultimate and most basic, upon which every de-
monstrative proof rests, if the principle of every axiom lies in it; then
one should consider all the more rigorously what presuppositionsalready
lie at the bottom of it. Either it asserts something about actuality,
about being, as if one already knew this from another source; that is, as
if opposite attributes cou/d not be ascribed to it. Or the proposition
means: opposite attributes shonld not be ascribed to it. In that case,
logic would be an imperative, not to know the true, but to posit and
arrange a world that shall be called true by us.

In short, the question remains open: are the axioms of logic adequate
to reality or are they a means and measure for us to create reality, the
concept “reality,” for ourselves:—To affirm the former one would, as
already said, have to have a previous knowledge of being—which is cer-
tainly not the case. The proposition therefore contains no criterion of
truth, but an imperative concerning what should count as true. (WP

§516)

Here Nietzsche anticipates Wittgenstein’s insight of the Tractatus
Logico-Philosophicus that the propositions of logic do not correspond to
anything in the world.” Aristotle’s belief that the law of contradiction
tells us that it is “impossible that contraries should belong to a substance
at the same time” (Metaphysics, 4 §6), that is, his belief that it tells us
something about being, is upbraided for its question-begging. In Aris-
totle’s enquiry being gua being is at issue, yet, when he considers the law
of contradiction, it is assumed that something is already known about it.
If this flaw in the argument rules out the law of contradiction as some-
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how corresponding to the world, what, then, is the nature of the law of
contradiction? Nietzsche’s answer once again embeds the human being
in the world as an interested creature. Looked at in this way, the law of
contradiction is indeed 2 /aw, not of nature, but of behavior, an impera-
tive that would police our thinking and speaking and banish, at least be-
yond the pale of “proper” philosophy, the kind of discourse that might
say “Nature is war and peace” or even “one may doubt [...] whether
there are any opposites at all” (BGE §2).

Against this regulation, Nietzsche claims for himself the right not to
be “denied the stimulus of the enigmatic” (WP §470), the right to be
contradictory which surely he avails himself of, and the right to write like
a poet. Why does this matter? Again, the need for “something regula-
tory” (AC §54)is the sign of a personality or a culture in the grip oflife-negation.

Nietzsche against Being/Non-being

Aristotle attempts to meet possible objections to his propositionalist
stance which question the presupposition of the being,/non-being binary
underpinning Metaphysics4. Of particular relevance here is the objection
he perceives to be implicit in Heraclitus’s doctrine of eternal flux. The
main feature of this objection is the notion that “all this world of nature
is in movement and that about that which changes no true statement can
be made” (Metaphysics, 4 §5). Aristotle’s initial response is to concur that
the doctrine of universal flux would, iftrue, indeed undermine the unity
of substances with the result that propositional statements would be
meaningless, but then to insist that it is zot true. In reality, he argues,
only the small portion of the universe in our immediate vicinity changes.
His task, then, is to persuade the objectors to the propositionalist stance
that “there is something whose nature is changeless,” and that this is the
proper concern of the science of being gua being. Later on in Metaphysics
4 he argues differently that both rest and change affect most if not all
things, which means that many true propositional statements are true for
a limited period of time only (4 §8). That Socrates is a man, for example,
is no longer true: now we must say that Socrates was a man. The “un-
moved mover,” however, does not change and is therefore that about
which eternally true propositions can be stated; and on the basis that its
eternal nature endows it with the maximum of being, the implication is,
it is the proper object of the science of being. And, as “the highest
cause” referred to in Metaphysics4 §1 which the science of being must
seek out, it clearly also has the maximum of value.
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This overall tendency to deny flux, either as to its reality or its value,
is attacked by Nietzsche on numerous occasions. Moreover, he takes the
Heraclitean line that universal flux undermines the compulsions of logic
and therefore the right to dominance of propositional discourse. For ex-
ample: “In order to think and infer it is necessary to assume beings: logic
handles only formulas for what remains the same. That is why this as-
sumption would not be proof of reality: ‘beings’ are part of our perspec-
tive” (WP §517). Not only would logic be undermined if universal flux
obtained, it is hard to deny that it does obtain. In Twilight of the Idols,
Nietzsche develops this Heraclitean idea. The senses do not lie, he sug-
gests, in that they present us with a world of stasis, that is, a world of be-
ing, as Heraclitus thought. Rather they present a world of becoming. It
is our interpretive faculty driven by a near necessity which imposes being
on the becoming of the world to make it manageable for us. Heraclitus
was right about becoming but wrong about the cause of our falsification
of'it (TI “Reason” in Philosophy §2).

This championing of becoming over and against being is central to
Nietzsche’s project of reorienting Western culture on the basis of an
evaluation. The Will to Power makes this clear: “One must admit nothing
that has being—because then becoming would lose its value and actually
appear meaningless and superfluous” (WP §708). But why then is
Nietzsche hostile to the concept of being when it enables inference and
hence all manner of pragmatic goods? A little further on in the same
aphorism he tells us:

Here one realizes that this hypothesis of beings is the source of all
world-defamation (—the “better world,” the “true world,” the “world
beyond,” the “thing-in-itself”). (WP §708)

Against being, then, as a value and as a metaphysical principle, Nietzsche
counterpoises becoming. This he sees as a necessary move in the struggle
against life-negating culture. But being is a central part of the proposi-
tional architectonic. Without it, the rules of propositional discourse fal-
ter, and propositional statements become unsatisfactorily provisional, if
not impossible. Propositional dominance is thereby undermined and si-
multaneously implicated in life-negation.

* * %
Nietzsche is often specific about his antipathy towards Socrates and

Plato, but he mentions Aristotle far less. However, he can usefully be
understood as being in opposition to Aristotle taken as the arch-
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propositionalist. The dependence of propositional discourse for its pri-
macy over other discourses on the concepts of truth as correspondence
and falsehood as its lack, on the presupposition of the being,/non-being
binary, and on the necessity of rules of argument, is outlined in many
places in Nietzsche’s work, and each of these dependencies is questioned
and countered. Often, in these engagements, Aristotle’s presence can be
detected, even if Nietzsche is not explicit about it. Furthermore,
Nietzsche taunts the propositionalists over their need for secure founda-
tions which are unobtainable without question-begging, by their own
lights a transgression. Still less can they obtain them, if they are going to
think about the human being as a being with interests arising out of her
embeddedness in nature and culture, both of which are understood as in
a state of flux. The meeting of Aristotle and Nietzsche confronts us with
two mutually exclusive but equally “self-evident” propositions (I should
say pseudo-propositions), that contradiction is somehow wrong and that
everything changes. Each can form the starting point for creating a distinct
mode of discourse, and each is enmeshed with an orientation toward life.

Now taking up a much broader brush, I want to outline some rami-
fications of the above discussion. In their ludic, contradictory, poetic,
and metaphoric character, Nietzsche’s writings clearly exemplify a mode
of discourse utterly at odds with the propositional discourse of Aristotle.
In their content, they often attempt to undermine crucial aspects of the
propositional architectonic by pouring suspicion on them. In this,
Nietzsche is indeed the disciple of Dionysus as which he characterizes
himself (for example, in the 1886 “Preface” to The Birth of Tragedy), for
the tendency to dissolve the categories of reason through which
Nietzsche conducts one of his lines of attack on propositional discourse
has, at its heart, the dissolution of identity into the eternal flux—
particularly that of the ego, understood as a kind of proto-identity which
is projected outwards to make a world of “things.” By contrast, Aris-
totle’s propositional discourse depends on individuation—both of the en-
quiring subject and of substances in general. Thus far it is Apollonian.
But we should not think that Nietzsche versus Aristotle is Dionysus ver-
sus Apollo. Apollo is, after all, the useful brother of Dionysus, allowing
ludic philosophers such as Nietzsche and Heraclitus to give form, how-
ever provisional, to the expression of their enthusiasm, to their poetry.
The opposition here is not that between Apollo and Dionysus, which is
an agon, rather than a gladiatorial contest heading towards the annihila-
tion of one or other contestant. Aristotle’s “sin” is not so much his Apol-
lonianism, as rather his attempt to banish Dionysus, once and for all,
through an intensification and refinement of Socratic logicism. The rele-
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vant opposition here, then, is that between Dionysus and Socra-
tes/Plato/Christianity, and it parallels that between Nietzsche’s ludic
philosophy and propositional philosophy. It also corresponds to the ten-
sion between the poles of the life-affirmation/life-negation binary by
means of which Nietzsche conducts his evaluations.

Ifit is right that Nietzsche’s opposition to propositional discourse is
a part of his effort to disrupt the long tradition of life-negation he de-
scries at the heart of our culture and to inscribe life-affirmation in its
place, one wonders why commentators are still trying to strip Nietzsche’s
texts of their poetry, metaphor, and contradiction, in search of hidden
“truth claims,” as though the former were accidental and the latter essen-
tial. This still common maneuver, it seems to me, makes of Nietzsche the
kind of propositional philosopher he is, in all phases of his work, trying
to undermine.

Notes

"In this paper I refer to the following edition: Aristotle, Metaphysics, trans. William
David Ross (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1924).

*Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, trans. David Francis Pears and
Brian McGuinness) (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1971), sections 4.462,
6.1, and 6.11. See also Twilight of the Idols, “Reason” in Philosophy, §3.



Politein 1871: Young Nietzsche on the
Greek State

Martin A. Ruehl

N THE WEEKS leading up to the publication of his first major philoso-

phical work, Friedrich Nietzsche seems to have been less concerned
about the reception ofits controversial arguments than about the design
of the title page.' This was adorned by a vignette showing not an ivy-
crowned Dionysus, as one might have expected, but the unbound Pro-
metheus, or rather—Prometheus at the moment of his liberation. At the
Titan’s feet, there lies an eagle, rather clumsily drawn, whose curiously
long neck has obviously just been pierced by one of Hercules’ arrows. It
is an ambiguous image that perhaps deserves more attention than it has
hitherto received in Nietzsche scholarship.”

At first sight, the Prometheus vignette seems to be a more or less
straightforward reference to Wagner’s program of cultural emancipation
and renewal, which Nietzsche propagated quite blatantly in the final
chapters of his book. Aeschylus’s Promethens was Wagner’s favorite
Greek tragedy and a model for his Gesamthunstwerk or “total artwork.”’
The figure of the unbound Prometheus, thus, evidently represents the
deliverance of art from its humiliating fetters in modern, industrial soci-
ety, which Wagner had heralded in his essay “Art and Revolution”
(1849). Likewise, Nietzsche’s comment, in section 10 of The Birth of
Tragedy, that Prometheus was liberated by “the Herculean power of mu-
sic” (BT §9), seems to be alluding to Wagner as a kind of Hercules redi-
vivus whose musical drama would once again emancipate contemporary
European Kultur.

But then, for Wagner, who had been deeply influenced by the ideas
of Left Hegelianism and Anarcho-Socialism, the redemptive promise of
the Prometheus myth clearly included the social sphere. In his 1841 doc-
toral thesis, the young Marx, who shared many of Wagner’s early Left
Hegelian views, had invoked Prometheus as “the foremost saint and mar-
tyr in the philosopher’s calendar” and juxtaposed him and Hermes, the
servile god of commerce.* Similarly, Wagner denounced Hermes as the
fateful symbol of the modern industrial spirit that had enslaved German
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art.” The cultural revolution that Wagner imagined in his “Aesthetic
Writings” (“Kunstschriften”) of the Zurich period was also a social revo-
lution directed against a capitalist economy and an oppressive state.

The Birth of Tragedy, on the other hand, was almost completely silent
on socio-political matters. Or was it? There are, in fact, two passages in
the book, where Nietzsche briefly interrupts his lofty “Artistenmeta-
physik” (artists’ metaphysics) to issue a very topical warning of the perils
of'a proletarian revolution. The liberal slogans concerning the “dignity of
work” and the “dignity of man,” he writes, will provoke the contempo-
rary “slave class” of workers to question their ordained fate and to
avenge their (in Nietzsche’s eyes, necessary) exploitation in a “terrible”
revolt (BT §18). Nietzsche elaborated the thoughts expressed here in a
short essay (not published until after his death) entitled “Der griechische
Staat” (“The Greek State”). Composed early in 1871, this essay offered a
quite different interpretation of the Prometheus myth, identifying the
“vulture gnawing at the liver of the Promethean patron of culture” with
the egalitarian rhetoric of socialists and liberals who refused to accept the
“cruel-sounding truth that slavery belongs to the essence of a culture”
(KSA 1, 767-68).

Suddenly the iconography of the title vignette appears in a different
light. For one thing, Nietzsche referred to the bird at Prometheus’s feet
as a vulture—contrary to almost all versions of the myth. The vulture,
however, was a prominent symbol in the family coat of arms of Wagner,
who liked to see himself as the son of his more artistically inclined stepfa-
ther, the theatre actor Ludwig Geyer (“Geier” being the German word
for “vulture”).’ The vulture-eagle of Nietzsche’s vignette bears a striking
resemblance to the bird on the title-page of Wagner’s memoirs, which
Nietzsche was proof-reading in the final months of 1870. Like a picture
puzzle, the vignette of The Birth of Tragedy, seen from this different an-
gle, all of a sudden reveals the contours of another famous Greek myth.
In order to liberate culture, Nietzsche has to liberate himself from his
Uber-father Wagner and the anti-capitalist, egalitarian ideas that the lat-
ter continued to embrace twenty-three years after the failed revolutions
of 1848-1849.

The ambiguities discernible in the iconography of the title vignette
emblematize the larger ideological contradictions and conflicts going on
beneath the seemingly apolitical surface of The Birth of Tragedy, with its
Schopenhauerian metaphysics and its eulogies on Wagner. These contra-
dictions will be explored below in close examination of what one might
call the political “subtext” of Nietzsche’s first book: the little essay on
“The Greek State” mentioned above. A careful, contextualized reading
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of this essay throws new light not only on The Birth of Tragedy, but also
on Nietzsche’s larger intellectual formation in the early 1870s.

First of all, “The Greek State” marks an early—and hitherto unno-
ticed—rupture in Nietzsche’s relation to Wagner. Already during his
“Tribschen honeymoon” with the composer, as we shall see, Nietzsche
called into question the neo-humanist, emancipatory image of the Greek
polisthat formed such a central reference-point in Wagner’s anti-capitalist
aesthetics. This qualifies the chronology of Nietzsche’s break with Wag-
ner and, at the same time, emphasizes the ideological aspects of their fall-
out, which have hitherto been largely neglected, even by such authorities
in the field as Dieter Borchmeyer and Jorg Salaquarda.”

The Nietzsche-Wagner break has traditionally been explained in the
context of Nietzsche’s disillusionment with Bayreuth at the Ring re-
hearsals in 1876; his distaste of Wagner’s “genuflection before the
Cross” in Parsifal; and quite simply, but most convincingly perhaps, his
inability to accept Wagner’s tutelage any longer as he came “into his
own” philosophically. A little less traditional and much less convincing is
Martin Gregor-Dellin’s recent claim that the break was the consequence
of Wagner’s “mortally insulting” suggestion, in 1877, that Nietzsche’s
physical frailty, especially his bad eyesight, was due to excessive onanism.’
What an analysis of “The Greek State” shows is that beyond the bio-
graphical and the boudoir, Nietzsche’s break with Wagner had an impor-
tant political component.

Second, the ideas—about the state, warfare, transgression, culture,
the individual—that Nietzsche formulated in “The Greek State” betray
the increasing influence of a new, important figure in Nietzsche’s intel-
lectual vicinity, one who soon came to rival Wagner: Jacob Burckhardt.
Nietzsche scholars, so far, have either prettified or neglected Burck-
hardt’s impact on Nietzsche’s political thought. When he is mentioned at
all in the relevant literature, he is usually credited with bringing about
Nietzsche’s critical re-assessment, after 1870, of the German state, in-
deed of the state as such,” and his transformation into a largely anti-
political cosmopolitan free spirit—“the good European.” This role as-
signed to Burckhardt as the guardian angel saving Nietzsche’s soul from
the nationalist fiends of Tribschen and Bayreuth needs to be re-
considered."’ “The Greek State” suggests that Burckhardt’s impact on
Nietzsche’s thinking was deeply ambiguous and in many ways radicalized
his anti-democratic, anti-modern views.

Third, there are important continuities between the political views
Nietzsche expressed in “The Greek State” and the positions he took in
his later writings. These continuities call into doubt the image of
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Nietzsche as an essentially a-political thinker, concerned primarily with
“self-fashioning”—an image projected by, inter alin, Walter Kaufmann,
Alexander Nehamas, and Martha Nussbaum.'' They also call into doubt
the “indeterminate,” endlessly malleable Nietzsche, the ironic Proteus
and playful debunker of meta-narratives, presented by such postmodern-
ist critics as Jacques Derrida and Gilles Deleuze." As will be shown be-
low, Nietzsche, in the different phases of his philosophical development,
consistently upheld a number of deeply anti-egalitarian, illiberal views—
views that he first voiced in “The Greek State.” These anti-egalitarian
continuities in his thought also make it very difficult, in my eyes, to ap-
propriate him—as such political theorists as Mark Warren and Bonnie
Honig have recently done'’—as the prophet of a new “agonal,” radical
form of democracy.

Even though it contains the clearest and most elaborate statement of
Nietzsche’s political thinking in the early 1870s, the essay on “The
Greek State” remains a little-known text,'* so a brief summary of its cen-
tral arguments seems in order. Drawing on Plato’s Republic, Nietzsche
glorifies the ancient Greek polis as an anti-socialist, anti-liberal archetype:
a hierarchically structured, cruelly oppressive society, whose cultural ex-
cellence rested on the relentless exploitation of slave labor. Nietzsche
leaves little doubt that he considers similar forms of oppression and ex-
ploitation to be necessary preconditions for the cultural regeneration of
contemporary Europe: “In order for there to be a broad, deep fertile soil
for the development of art,” he writes, “the overwhelming majority has
to be slavishly subjected to life’s necessity in the service of the minority”
(KSA 1, 767). Nietzsche identifies this minority as a tiny elite of great
individuals endowed with artistic genius. To produce and protect such
individuals in a caste-like society is the task of the state.

It is the state, according to Nietzsche, which overcomes the natural
bellum omnium contra omnes (Nietzsche actually uses the Hobbesian
phrase here) and “forces huge masses into such a strong cohesion that
the chemical separation of society, with its pyramidal structure, has to
take place” (KSA 1, 769). The state, with its “iron clamps,” as Nietzsche
puts it, both restrains and externalizes the violent instincts of its subjects,
thereby establishing domestic peace, while perpetuating military conflict
with other states. The latter, in Nietzsche’s eyes, is not less important for
cultural production than the former. Only out of a “war-like society,”
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Nietzsche argues, will “the radiant blossoms of genius sprout forth”
(KSA 1, 772).

Nietzsche concludes his essay by paying homage—and this is a rare
moment indeed in his oeuvre—to Plato, who “through poetic intuition”
grasped the “actual aim of the state” in his Republic, “the Olympian exis-
tence and constantly renewed creation and preparation of genius” (KSA
1, 776). Nietzsche explains the fact that Plato actually conceived this
genius, not in terms of artistic excellence, but of wisdom and knowledge,
by ascribing these judgments to Socrates, whose rejection of art Plato,
“struggling against himself,” adopted as his own (KSA 1, 776-77).

These somewhat idiosyncratic reflections on the Greek polis belonged
to an early draft version, about a hundred and twenty pages long, of The
Birth of Tragedy, entitled “The Origin and Aim of Tragedy” (“Ursprung
und Ziel der Tragodie”) (KGW 3.5, 142-55). On his return from a long
vacation in Lugano (12 February-2 April 1871), Nietzsche stopped at
Tribschen, Wagner’s Swiss exile near Lucerne (3-8 April 1871), where
“The Origin and Aim of Tragedy” was read and discussed with Cosima
and Richard. Nothing is known about the content of these discussions and
their impact on Nietzsche’s subsequent revisions of the manuscript. But
when he reworked “The Origin and Aim” for publication in April /May of
that year, Nietzsche excluded the sections on the socio-political back-
ground to Greek tragedy in their entirety. This purged version of the
manuscript was subsequently incorporated into The Birth of Tragedy,
where political context, as we have seen, played but a marginal role."

We can only guess why Nietzsche excluded these “political” sections
from the manuscript, but it seems highly likely that he did so at the re-
quest of Wagner. The Master (as Wagner liked to be called) was the only
figure in Nietzsche’s intellectual vicinity at the time who was powerful
enough to override his authorial intentions in such a way. That Nietzsche
had intended the socio-political sphere to be an integral part of his analy-
sis of ancient Greek civilization is evidenced by a number of notes in
Nietzsche’s unpublished papers, the Nachlass. Between the winter of
1869 and the spring of 1871, Nietzsche jotted down dozens of outlines
tor his planned book on Greek tragedy, which consistently included
chapter headings on slavery and the state.'® The importance he attached
to this part of the book is further underlined by the fact that he carefully
excerpted the relevant passages from “The Origin and Aim” in April
1871, labeling the new excerpt a “Fragment of an extended version of
The Birth of Tragedy.”" This fragment was almost identical with the essay
on “The Greek State” that Nietzsche offered as a present to Cosima
Wagner in December 1872, as the third of the “Five Prefaces to Five
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Unwritten Books”: a luxurious, leather-bound manuscript in Nietzsche’s
best hand-writing."*

Nicely packaged though it was, Nietzsche’s present did not go down
well in Tribschen. On 1 January 1873 an irritated Cosima noted in her
diary that Nietzsche’s manuscript was “not amusing at all” and revealed a
“clumsy abrasiveness” (ungeschickte Schroffheit).” There followed a three-
week hiatus in the correspondence between the Master and his selt-
proclaimed disciple—something quite unusual during the halcyon days of
their friendship in the early 1870s.

What exactly was so “abrasive” about this essay in Wagner’s eyes?
First, and perhaps foremost, “The Greek State” drew the composer’s at-
tention to the fundamental differences between his own conception of
the polis and that of his supposed devotee and mouthpiece, Nietzsche.
Despite his turn to Schopenhauerian pessimism in the 1850s, Wagner
never really abandoned the idealized image of classical Greece projected
by Winckelmann, Schiller, and Humboldt. Like these earlier neo-
humanists, Wagner regarded the republican city-state of the fifth-century
BCE as the necessary background to the moral and cultural perfection of
Greek antiquity: a model of complete, harmonious social integration, a
“free association of artistic individuals” (freie kiinstlerische Genossen-
schaft), as he called it in his essay on “The Artwork of the Future”
(1849).”° Much more emphatically than the neo-humanists, however,
Wagner associated this cultural and moral perfection with the system of
direct democracy practiced (as he saw it) in Periclean Athens. The princi-
pal means by which democratic Athens had achieved its high level of so-
cial integration, however, was cultural, not political: through the public
performance of tragedy. In “Art and Revolution,” Wagner described
such a performance. “The Athenians,” he wrote, “came together from
the state assembly, from the courts of law, from the countryside, from
the ships, from the camps of war [...] and filled the amphitheatre with
thirty thousand men, to watch the performance of the most profound
tragedy, the Prometheus, to gather before this mightiest artwork, to
comprehend themselves and their own activity, to form the closest unity
with their own essence, their corporation, their god.”*' Like the young
Hegel in the early 1790s, Wagner conceived Greek tragedy as a popular
testival ( Volksfest) and an essentially democratic institution.

In all of these respects, then, Greek civilization represented an ideal
for Wagner, a model and a potential remedy for the fragmented, alien-
ated, and oppressed people of contemporary Europe. It only had one
flaw in his eyes: the institution of slavery. The division between free man
and slave, according to Wagner, was the reason for the decline of Athens
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and—as he put it in decidedly Left Hegelian fashion—“the fateful hinge
of world history.”*

As we have seen, Nietzsche begged to differ. In fact, the conception
of the polisas set outin “The Greek State” was almost the exact opposite
of Wagner’s. Wagner’s ideal poliswas classical Athens; Nietzsche, by con-
trast, praised Sparta and the military ethos expressed in its Lycurgian
constitution. For Wagner, the polis functioned according to Aristotle’s
model republic, where citizens rule and are being ruled in turn; for
Nietzsche, the model was Plato’s aristocratic, coercive state. The cultural
activities within the polss, according to Wagner, aimed at social integra-
tion and the creation of harmonious, ethical (sittlich) citizens; according
to Nietzsche, the marvel of Greek culture depended on strict social seg-
regation and the preservation of aggressive, competitive instincts within
the population. Wagner considered slavery as a profoundly disturbing,
but ultimately contingent, aspect of Athenian culture; Nietzsche re-
garded slavery as an essential feature of Greek civilization: the clearest
expression of its inhuman, oppressive character, and the sine qua non of
its artistic achievements.

The arguments developed in “The Greek State,” then, possessed a
considerable anti-Wagnerian force. For Nietzsche knew exactly where
Wagner stood on the polis, from the early “Aesthetic Writings” of the
Zurich period (which he had studied in 1870,/1871) as well as from his
conversations with the Wagners at Tribschen. The partial transcripts of
these conversations in Cosima’s diaries reveal the extent to which Wag-
ner, in the 1860s and 1870s, continued to cherish the old philhellenist
image of the polis he had expressed in 1849. Nietzsche, therefore, was
taking issue with positions that were still central to Wagner’s thinking.

However, “The Greek State” called into question not only Wagner’s
conception of the polis, but his politics as such. Nietzsche had interlarded
his eulogy on Greek slavery with polemical attacks on socialism and its—
in his eyes—preposterous insistence on the “dignity of work.” He labeled
the socialists “accursed tempters,” because they had, as he put it, “de-
stroyed the prelapsarian innocence of the slaves by handing them the
fruit of the tree of knowledge” (KSA 1, 765-66). As proof-reader of
Wagner’s memoirs and copyist of the 1848 Ur-text of Siegfried,”
Nietzsche was, of course, well aware of the composer’s early anarcho-
socialist leanings, his indebtedness, since the Paris years (1839-1842) to
the thought of Saint-Simon, Fourier, and especially Proudhon, his par-
ticipation in the Dresden riots of 1849, and his lasting friendship with
the radical democrat and revolutionary August Rockel. In this respect,
too, Wagner’s thinking was characterized by a much higher degree of
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continuity than some of his more conservative biographers, such as Curt
von Westernhagen, would allow.** Despite various official retractions, es-
pecially for the sake of his royal patron Ludwig II, Wagner remained
faithful to the basics of his early revolutionary thought, especially the
ideal of a non-oppressive, non-exploitative society.”” His early Rous-
seauian notion, first expressed in “The Artwork of the Future,” that “we
are all human beings and therefore equal,”* still permeated the later, the
so-called “Regenerational Writings” of the early 1880s.”” The Ring, be-
gun in 1848 and completed in 1874, stands as a powerful testimony to
his continuing anti-capitalist stance. The Festspiele at Bayreuth were con-
ceived in a similar spirit: as popular festivals, “Volksfeste”; and the
“Volk” Wagner defined as “all those who experience hardship [ No##].”**
The proletariat, for him, evidently belonged to the alienated masses that
were to be redeemed by the Gesamtkunstwerk.

Nietzsche’s “Greek State,” by contrast, explicitly denounced the
egalitarian ideas of the French Enlightenment and the French Revolution
as “completely un-Germanic” and “Romanically flat” (KSA 1,773). In-
stead, it called for a radicalized form of capitalist exploitation, that is, a
capitalism without the comforting rhetoric of “human rights.” Since he
depicted the slaves as quasi-ontologically different from the mas-
ters/artists, there was no sense—even though Nietzsche did not spell it
out—that the former would in any way profit from, let alone participate
in, the cultural productions of the latter. Indeed, as subjective agents, the
slaves mattered only insofar as they posed a threat to the artistic achieve-
ments of that “small number of Olympian men”: “If culture were left to
the discretion of the people,” Nietzsche speculated, the result would be
“iconoclastic destruction”—“the cry of pity” of the oppressed masses, as
he put it, would “tear down the walls of culture” (KSA 1, 768).

With this last image, Nietzsche was probably alluding to the rising of
the Paris Commune, an event that strikingly brought to the fore the po-
litical differences between himself and Wagner.”’At the end of May 1871,
as Thiers’s government troops were quelling the rising of the Commune
in the infamous “Week of Blood,” bourgeois newspapers around Europe
published (greatly exaggerated) reports about acts of vandalism and ar-
son attacks by the fédérés. The—as it turned out, spurious—news that the
retreating Communards had set the Louvre on fire, and thus destroyed
its precious artworks, threw Nietzsche in an almost existential crisis. In
his letter of 27 May 1871 to his fatherly friend and academic superior in
Basel, Wilhelm Vischer-Bilfinger, he explained why he had to cancel his
lectures at the university the previous day: “The news of the past few
days,” he wrote, “was so terrible that I was in an unbearable mood. What
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is one’s significance as a scholar in face of such earthquakes of culture!
[...] This is the worst day of my life” (KSB 3, 195).”

Arriving in Tribschen on 28 May, he told Wagner, in similar terms,
that his entire existence as a student of classical culture had been ren-
dered worthless by this act of proletarian iconoclasm.” Wagner listened
with dry eyes. An old associate of Bakunin (who was rumored to be
amongst the arsonists), he made it quite clear to his youthful friend that
his own sympathies lay with the Communards.* As for the preservation
of Europe’s great cultural legacy: “If you are unable to paint pictures
again,” Wagner declared, “you do not deserve to possess them.”*

Read against the backdrop of the Paris Commune and in the context
of Wagner’s Zurich Writings, Nietzsche’s Christmas gift emerges as a
veiled gesture of self-assertion, an oblique declaration of independence
from his Master. And this, at a time when he supposedly still worked as a
“camel” (to use an image from Zarathustra) in the service of Wagner.
“The Greek State” thus qualifies the traditional chronologies of the
Nietzsche-Wagner relationship, which posit the first rifts between both
men around 1874,/1875. But “The Greek State” also shows that
Nietzsche’s fall-out with Wagner had a political dimension. In most of
the critical literature on the break, politics only come into play insofar as
Wagner’s anti-Semitism and nationalism are concerned. Nietzsche’s cri-
tique of Wagner in the mid-1870s, accordingly, appears as that of a pro-
gressivist, cosmopolitan free spirit. As our reading of “The Greek State”
suggests, however, this critique also contained a decidedly anti-modern,
reactionary element.

Finally, “The Greek State” provides an important new interpretive
perspective on The Birth of Tragedy, by highlighting the political implica-
tions of Nietzsche’s Schopenhauerian terms, most notably his call for a
rebirth of the tragic, pessimistic world-view of the Greeks.™ For the lat-
ter-day industrial slaves in contemporary Europe, Greek pessimism obvi-
ously means acquiescence in their lot and renunciation of all “optimistic”
attempts to change their social being. Perhaps the best way to under-
stand Nietzsche’s “tragic” message to the workers is to read it as an in-
version of Marx’s description of the emancipatory purpose of criticism in
the Critique of Hegel’s “Philosophy of Right” (1844 ). The purpose of criti-
cism, Marx argued here, was to pluck “the imaginary flowers from the
chain—not in order that man shall bear the chain without caprice or con-
solation, but so that he shall cast off the chain and pluck the living flow-
ers.”” Nietzsche evidently wanted to see the chain borne without
consolation. For the masters, on the other hand, Nietzsche’s tragic
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world-view means the “heroic” determination not to succumb to pity or
weakness in face of the “terrifying” facts of an exploitative society.

In the new foreword to the 1886 re-edition of the book, Nietzsche
defined the central argument of The Birth of Tragedy as a repudiation of
“all the known prejudices of our democratic age,” an attack on “the
great optimistic-rationalist-utilitarian victory” and on “democracy, its po-
litical contemporary” (BT Attempt at a Self-Criticism §4). Nietzsche’s
retrospective self-interpretations are generally to be taken with a grain of
salt, but “The Greek State” reveals that there was indeed a profoundly
anti-democratic message inscribed in The Birth of Tragedy, which was
quite at odds with Wagner’s egalitarian, communitarian ideals. While of-
ficially propagating Wagner’s cause, Nietzsche had in fact already begun
to tread new paths that would soon lead him away from Bayreuth and
the artwork of the future.

His principal guide on these paths was Jacob Burckhardt. The central
new concepts that Nietzsche developed in “The Greek State”—
concerning the masses as a threat to Western civilization, the state as pro-
tector of “Kultur,” the relationship between culture and violence, and
the great individual—were Burckhardtian concepts. Let us consider these
concepts in turn, and examine how Burckhardt’s impact on Nietzsche’s
political thinking made itself felt in this early essay.

The threat of a proletarian revolution was, as we have seen, only
hinted at in The Birth of Tragedy, but played a prominent role in “The
Greek State.” As a student in Leipzig (1865-1867), Nietzsche had ob-
served the emergence of the German workers’ movement with critical
interest.” Once he moved to Basel, however, this critical interest turned
into outright rejection and anxiety, an almost paranoid fear of the “great
slave and rabble rebellion,” as Zarathustra put it (Z IV 8; ct. BGE §46).
Basel was a city rife with social conflict. Throughout 1869 and 1870,
there were massive strikes in the local textile factories, and the small rul-
ing clite of the city felt increasingly besieged by a rapidly growing and
more and more politicized working population. In September 1869, four
months after Nietzsche had given his inaugural lecture, the First Interna-
tional held its Fourth Congress in Basel. Amongst the attendants was
Mikhail Bakunin.

Nietzsche came to see these events through the eyes of the Basel pa-
tricians, with whom he liked to associate: Wilhelm Vischer-Bilfinger, Jo-
hann Jacob Bachofen, and, most importantly, Jacob Burckhardt, whom
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Nietzsche greatly admired and to whom he quickly developed a strong
attachment.” Nietzsche, it seems, quickly embraced Burckhardt’s apoca-
lyptic visions of an impending proletarian revolution and his concerns
about the process of become a mass society as a permanent threat to
Bildung and Kultur. His responses to the social question as it posed itself
in Basel in the early 1870s, and his views on the politics of the day were
remarkably similar to Burckhardt’s, as his published and unpublished
writings as well as his correspondence during the Basel years (that is,
1869-1879) reveal. Like Burckhardt, Nietzsche rejected universal suf-
frage, the shortening of working hours (in Basel from twelve to eleven
hours per day), the abolition of child labor, and the broadening of hu-
manistic education, in particular the establishment of “educational asso-
ciations” ( Bildungsvereine) for workers.™ As he put it in the notes for his
lectures On the Future of Our Educational Institutions, given in 1872,
“universal education is the stage prior to communism [ ...] the condition
for communism” (KSA 7, 8[57], 243). Pauperization he regarded as a
problem only insofar as it would prevent the worker “and his descen-
dants” from continuing to work “for our descendants” (HA II Wanderer
and his Shadow §286).

More important than these specific political issues, perhaps, were the
larger concerns about “culture and anarchy” which Nietzsche gradually
adopted from Burckhardt and which appear as a leitmotiv, for the first
time, in “The Greek State.” Again, the Paris Commune appears to have
played a role in this process. The experience of the Commune, which had
highlighted, as we have seen, Nietzsche’s growing political estrangement
from Wagner, brought him closer to Burckhardt. Elisabeth Forster-
Nietzsche recalls that on 27 May 1871, when the news of the Louvre fire
reached Basel, Nietzsche immediately went looking for Burckhardt in St.
Alban Vorstadt, to share his grief with the older colleague. Burckhardt,
however, had already left his home to visit Nietzsche in Schiitzengraben.
Eventually they met in Nietzsche’s house where, as Elisabeth tells us,
they discussed the fate of European culture—for about an hour or so,
pausing from time to time to heave deep sighs.”

Whatever we make of Elisabeth’s report, it seems that both men were
united in their reaction to the Commune, and that Nietzsche followed
Burckhardt in interpreting this event as an onslaught on the cultural con-
tinuity of Alteuropa, another manifestation of the destructive energies
first unleashed by the French Revolution. In a letter of 2 July 1871,
Burckhardt recalled “the terrible days [...] a month behind us [...] Yes,
petroleum in the cellars of the Louvre and the flames in other palaces are
an expression of what the Philosopher [i.e., Schopenhauer] calls ‘the will
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to live’; it is the last will and testament of mad fiends desiring to make a
great impression on the world [ ... ] The great harm was begun in the last
century, mainly through Rousseau, with his doctrine of the goodness of
human nature.”* This association of Rousseau with the revolutionary
movements of the nineteenth century became crucial for Nietzsche’s
later discussions of socialism and anarchism. It was in “The Greek State”
that he made this connection for the first time.

That the state should function as a protector of culture was another
central thought in “The Greek State.” At first sight, it does not seem
clear how Burckhardt, the great critic of state power, should have influ-
enced Nietzsche in this respect. However, at a central point in his discus-
sion of the polis, Nietzsche himself indicates his indebtedness to
Burckhardt. Following his defense of slavery, Nietzsche states that vio-
lence belongs to the essence of culture as much as to the essence of
power, which is “always evil” (KSA 1, 768). This was an allusion to
Burckhardt’s dictum, in the lectures On the Study of History, that “power
is in itself evil.”*' We know that Nietzsche attended these lectures in the
winter semester of 1870,/1871, that is, just before he left for Lugano in
February, and that he was deeply impressed by them (see his letter to
Carl von Gersdorff of 7 November 1870 [KSB 3, 155]). But how does
Burckhardt’s thesis about state power as inherently “evil” fit into
Nietzsche’s essay, which calls for an all-powerful, coercive state?

To answer this question, we have to look a little more closely at
Burckhardt’s views on the state, which are, in fact, hardly as negative as
they are often made out to be. When Burckhardt says that power is al-
ways evil, he is not rejecting political domination as such, but the Hege-
lian notion of the state as an embodiment of Sitzlichkeit or morality. For
Burckhardt, the origins of the State do not lie in any contractual agree-
ment. “As far as we can see,” he observes in his lectures, “violence is al-
ways first.” There is but one relative justification for state power in
Burckhardt’s eyes—and that is “the necessity of achieving great objectives
in foreign affairs, the preservation and protection of cultures which
would otherwise perish and the promotion of certain sections of the
people, themselves given to passivity.”*

Burckhardt conceived this passive section of the people as a tiny elite
of scholars and artists, whose cultural productivity depended on their
elevated, privileged status vis-a-vis the great mass of common people.
Such a hierarchical structure of society could only be upheld by state au-
thority. Hence Burckhardt’s claim that “under a durable tyranny, the arts
and sciences thrive as well as or even better than in a republic; Greek cul-
ture would hardly have reached its full height without such [...] institu-
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tions; even Athens needed its Peisistratean age.” The parallels to
Nietzsche’s essay on “The Greek State” are obvious and need not be
spelled out. Burckhardt’s comment on the cultural debt of Athens to the
tyrant Peisistratos re-appears almost verbatim in Nietzsche’s (never com-
pleted) fifth Untimely Meditation, “We Philologists.” “Without the ty-
rant Peisistratos,” Nietzsche muses here, “the Athenians would have
never had tragedies” (KSA 8, 6[29], 109). This nexus between cultural
excellence and political domination was a central thought in the essay on
“The Greek State.”

A third way in which the arguments in “The Greek State” reflect
Burckhardt’s influence concerns the agonal conception of Greek civiliza-
tion, and the idea that war functions as a stimulus for culture. These were
two important arguments in Burckhardt’s lectures on “Greek Cultural
History,” which he first held in 1872, but the content of which he had
already discussed at length with Nietzsche in 1871.* These discussions
with Burckhardt were, again, reflected in “The Greek State,” where
Nietzsche described, with obvious relish, the Greek agon as “the bloody
jealousy of one town for another, one party for another, this murderous
greed of those petty wars, the tiger-like triumph over the corpse of the
slain enemy” (KSA 1, 771). For Nietzsche, as for Burckhardt, these vio-
lent, destructive conflicts were catalysts for great cultural production,
preparing the soil for the growth of genius. The exact connection be-
tween the dangerous, destructive forces of war and the creation of great
art remains a little obscure, both in Burckhardt and in Nietzsche.
Nietzsche, significantly, speaks of a “mysterious connection between
state and art, political greed and artistic creation, battlefield and work of
art” in “The Greek State” (KSA 1, 772).

Ten years earlier, Burckhardt, in his Civilization of the Renaissance in
Italy (1860), had detected a similar mysterious connection between the
violent power struggles of the small tyrannical states of Northern Italy
and the great cultural flowering of the Renaissance. Raphael’s Stanza
A’Eliodoro, he speculated, was inspired by the bloody street fighting be-
tween two warring aristocratic factions in Perugia in 1497.* Nietzsche
studied (and plagiarized) Burckhardt’s book on the Renaissance early in
1871, in other words: just at the time that he was writing the first draft
of “The Greek State.” His idea of a causal relation between “artwork and
battlefield” echoes Burckhardt’s speculations in the Civilization.

Just as Nietzsche had acknowledged his debt to Burckhardt’s lectures
On the Study of History by quoting his dictum to the effect that “power is
always evil,” he paid homage to Burckhardt’s book on the Renaissance
by comparing the extreme agonal urge of the Greeks to that of “the men
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of the Renaissance in Italy” (KSA 1, 771). This is important because the
latter work, alongside the lectures On Historical Greatness (which
Nietzsche also attended in the winter of 1870,/1871), provided a crucial
historiographical reference-point for Nietzsche’s positive revaluation of
the individual.

The second section of Burckhardt’s Civilization of the Renaissance in
Italy, entitled “The Development of the Individual,” was a paean to the
emancipation of the individual from the various collective fetters that had
restrained him in the Middle Ages. This, as it turns out, was the most
heavily marked section in Nietzsche’s copy of the book.”

It The Birth of Tragedy seemed predominantly concerned with the
communitarian aspects of the Dionysian and depicted the individualizing
force of the Apollonian as a mere illusion, “The Greek State” eulogized
the great individual, both as artistic and as military genius. In this re-
spect, Nietzsche’s essay points to the “monumentalizing” (to use a con-
cept of the second Untimely Meditation) representations of great
historical figures (for example, Schopenhauer, Goethe, Napoleon, Frie-
drich II) in the later writings. Such concepts as “the great man” or “the
great historical individual” quickly replaced Schopenhauer’s metaphysical
notions of will and representation, which lay at the heart of The Birth of
Tragedy. It seems no exaggeration, therefore, to say that it was Burck-
hardt who awoke Nietzsche from his Schopenhauerian slumber.

A closer examination of these four themes in “The Greek State”—the
tear of the masses, the notion of the state as protector of culture, the glo-
rification of contest and war, the emphasis on the great individual—
shows how powerful, how revolutionary Burckhardt’s impact was on
Nietzsche’s thinking in the early 1870s. It also shows, however, that
Burckhardt was not just—as he is often depicted—the Goethean father
figure who helped Nietzsche to liberate himself from the neo-Romantic
mythologies of Wagnerism. More than anyone else, it seems, Burckhardt
led the young Nietzsche away from the emancipatory, humanist legacy of
German philhellenism and towards a new kind of “aesthetic immoralism”
as well as a fundamentally anti-democratic conception of politics and cul-
ture. If; to return to the iconography of the title vignette one more time,
we want to credit Burckhardt with handing Nietzsche-Hercules the con-
ceptual weapons to slay the Wagner-Vulture, we should acknowledge
that these weapons were essentially double-edged.

* % %
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So “The Greek State” was a transitional text with regard to Nietzsche’s
intellectual re-alignment in the early 1870s “from Wagner to Burck-
hardt,” But it was also a seminal text. There were important continuities
between the politics laid out in the early essay on “The Greek State” and
those of his later writings. The glorification of war and the warrior ethos,
the belief in the necessity of slavery for culture, and the notion of the
creative genius as the product of a hierarchically structured society—these
were ideas, first formulated in “The Greek State,” that Nietzsche consis-
tently upheld in his subsequent works. Let us briefly consider the place
of these ideas in Nietzsche’s ocuvre, one after the other.

First, war. On a purely rhetorical level, “war” is central motif in
Nietzsche’s writings. Military metaphors abound, especially in his last
books. There Nietzsche describes himself'as “dynamite” (EH Why [ am
a Destiny §1) and compares his philosophizing to his alleged activity as a
gunner during the Franco-Prussian War (in fact, he was a medical or-
derly). On a more philosophical level, there is Nietzsche’s fascination
with Heraclitus’s fragment that “war is the father of all things,” which he
invokes as a motto in The Gay Science (GS §92).* The warrior ethos is a
defining characteristic of the “noble men” in On the Genealogy of Morals
(GM I §5). In the Genealogy, Nietzsche also describes the birth of the
state as an act of violent conquest—in terms strongly reminiscent of the
relevant passage in “The Greek State”: the “blond beasts of prey,” in-
voked, notoriously, in the second part of the Genealogy (GM 11 §17),
seem to be relatives of the “tiger-like warriors” of the earlier essay.

Second, the necessity of slavery. Again, this is a view that Nietzsche
continues to embrace right up to 1888."” Even when he makes a tempo-
rary—and, it would seem, superficial—truce with socialism in Human, All
Too Human (1878), he continues to envision a form of slavery, contem-
plating a “massive import of barbarian people from Asia and Africa” so
that, as he puts it, “the uncivilized world continually serves the civilized
world” (KSA 8, 25[1],482). In Daybreak, he singles out China as a par-
ticularly well-suited source of immigrant workers, because of its great
supply of “industrious ants” (D §206). He bewails the end of slavery in
the United States after the Civil War and depicts the author of Uncle
Tom’s Cabin as a misguided disciple of Rousseau (KSA 11,25[178],61).
In Beyond Good and Evil, he argues that exploitation belongs to the es-
sence of every society: it is an “ Ur-fact of history” and “a basic organic
function” (BGE §259).

Third, finally, and most important: “Rangordnung” (hierarchy or
rank-ordering). This notion informs Nietzsche’s radically inegalitarian
plans for educational reform in 1872, as laid out in the lectures On the
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Future of Our Educational Institutions. It is intimately connected with
his belief, expressed in the second and third Untimely Meditations, that
“the goal of humanity lies in its highest specimens” (KSA 1 §6). To
achieve this goal, society has to be hierarchically structured, like the
caste-society described in the Laws of Manu, which he holds up as an ex-
ample for European civilization in The Antichrist. “A high culture,” he
remarks there, “is a pyramid”—an image that he had already used in
“The Greek State” (AC §57; cf. KSA 1, 769). The notion of rank-
ordering also informs Nietzsche’s ethical doctrines: for instance, the
claim, made in Beyond Good and Evil, that there are different moralities
for different types of human beings (BGE §221). In a fragment of 1888,
Nietzsche even goes so far as to identify his entire philosophical project
with the notion of rank-ordering: “My philosophy,” he writes, “aims at
an ordering of rank, not at an individualistic morality” (WD §287; KSA
12,7[6], 280).

Thus “The Greek State” not only shows Nietzsche at an important
ideological crossroads, but also highlights a considerable continuity in his
political thinking. It draws attention to a normative base underlying his
ethico-political teachings, and thereby qualifies recent claims about the
irreducibly protean character of his thought. In writing about the
Greeks, Nietzsche formulated some of his most central—and some of his
most disturbing—ideas.
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Nietzsche and Democritus:
The Origins of Ethical Eudaimonism

Jessica N. Berry

HE CENTRAL IDEA of this article emerges from my recent work on

what a more thorough appreciation of Greek skepticism can con-
tribute to our understanding of Nietzsche’s views on truth and knowl-
edge. There I examine, among other things, Nietzsche’s campaign
against philosophical dogmatism and argue that in general Nietzsche
counsels us toward a suspension of judgment, or epocké, particularly with
respect to questions of metaphysics. I propose that the best way to char-
acterize Nietzsche’s attitude toward metaphysical problems is on the
model of skepticism in antiquity—particularly Pyrrhonian skepticism. My
reading, if correct, has significant consequences for the interpretation of
some of Nietzsche’s best-recognized doctrines, for it will undermine ar-
guments, current in the literature, that Nietzsche vigorously advances the
kind of metaphysical theses ascribed to him under the headings of, say,
“perspectivism” or the “will to power.” Such theses, I maintain, are
dogmas Nietzsche would disregard as (epistemically) unsustainable and
even (psychologically) undesirable. Insofar as it adopts this posture, I ar-
gue, Nietzsche’s work echoes a lengthy and robust tradition of skepti-
cism in antiquity.

On further reflection, however, one might wonder how deeply
Nietzsche could possibly have been impressed by this tradition, since he
would apparently repudiate what the Greek skeptics describe as the very
goal of their skeptical practice: namely, ataraxia, commonly understood
as “freedom from disturbance” or “peace of mind.” Nietzsche, as we
know, has little patience for those who place the highest value on the
avoidance of suffering. “One is frustful,” he proclaims in Twilight of the
Idols, “only at the cost of being rich in contradictions; one remains young
only on condition the soul does not relax, does not long for peace [...]
Nothing arouses less envy in us than the moral cow and the fat content-
ment of the good conscience” (TI Morality as Anti-Nature §3). Few
people have examined the issue of Nietzsche’s relationship to the ancient
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skeptics in any detail, but of those who have, all have noticed this poten-
tial objection. For example, even Conway and Ward, who make perhaps
the boldest claim for the tightness of the philosophical connection be-
tween Nietzsche and Sextus Empiricus (the chief source and best-known
proponent of Pyrrhonian skepticism), feel compelled to treat this as a
point of departure between the two. They attempt to present both fig-
ures as “misunderstood skeptics” who employ peritropé (self-refuting ar-
gument) as part of a rhetorical strategy for defeating dogmatism in
philosophy, and they think both Nietzsche and Sextus do so for thera-
peutic ends: dogmatism, they argue, is in Nietzschean terms “life-
denying,” and the cause of tarachai (troubles) in Sextus’s terms.' Yet
they conclude with the caveat that “[Nietzsche] does not agree [with
Sextus] that tranquillity (ataraxia) constitutes psychic health. According
to Nietzsche, the Pyrrhonian identification of the good life with quietude
and tranquility is emblematic of nihilism. Ever the pathologist, Nietzsche
contends that the desire for tranquility is symptomatic of decadence.” A
similar chord is struck by Richard Bett, who makes more conservative
claims about Nietzsche’s indebtedness to the skeptics in his more recent
(and more careful) look at the relationship between them. Citing Raoul
Richter, whose 1904-1908 volumes on the history of skepticism begin
with the Greeks and end with Nietzsche, he says, “Richter sees, of
course, that temperamentally, or in terms of the practical attitudes and
ways of life that they recommend, Nietzsche and the Greek skeptics are
poles apart; the Greek skeptics, or at least the Pyrrhonian skeptics, rec-
ommend skepticism for the ataraxia, the untroubled existence, it sup-
posedly promotes, whereas for Nietzsche the avoidance of trouble and
strife is decidedly not a priority.”

If this view is correct, then Nietzsche would break with the Pyrrho-
nian tradition over an utterly indispensable component of their skeptical
practice.” Sextus Empiricus calls azaraxia the “causal principle” of Pyr-
rhonism,’ in the sense that the desire for this untroubled state of mind is
what motivates people to study natural philosophy in the first place.
Moreover, Sextus takes ataraxia to be the final aim of the skeptical way
oflife, where an aim is “that for the sake of which everything else is done
or considered, while it is not itself done or considered for the sake of
anything else” (PH 1.25). That Nietzsche parts company with the skep-
tics on the issue of the value of ataraxia, so this objection goes, makes it
less likely that his skepticism (if such can be ascribed to him) is of this
Greek variety—perhaps it is Humean or reflects a mixture of various
types of skepticism.’
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In my reply to this objection, I concede that Nietzsche does indeed
reject many conceptions of “peace of mind.” But the concept itselfis an
expansive one, and though Nietzsche will certainly reject some interpre-
tations of it, he need not reject them all. As he reminds us in the same
passage of Twilight of the Idols, what is commonly called “peace of soul”
may be “in many cases [ ... ] merely a misunderstanding—something else
that simply does not know how to give itself a more honest name.”
“Peace of soul,” he says, might be taken to stand for anything from “the
beginning of weariness” to our “unconscious gratification for a good di-
gestion,” to “the quiescence of the convalescent for whom all things
have a new taste and who waits,” to “the decrepitude of our will, our de-
sires, our vices. Or laziness persuaded by vanity to deck itself out as mo-
rality.” But there is no reason why “peace of soul” may not as well
indicate “the expression of ripeness and mastery in the midst of action,
creation, endeavor, volition” (TT Morality as Anti-Nature §3).” If some
variety of “peace of soul” can be shown to be compatible with a
Nietzschean analysis of health and the good, then it is open to Nietzsche
to embrace some version of skeptical endaimonia, connecting his rec-
ommendations for our epistemic practice, as the skeptics do theirs, with
his own account of our ultimate aim or end.

There is, however, little evidence to suggest that the Hellenistic phi-
losophers, who nearly unanimously embraced ataraxia as the ideal state,’
would have conceived of it in such positive, active terms as “ripeness”
and “mastery in the midst of action [or] creation.” Skeptical ataraxia, in
particular, is most often cast in terms that emphasize its “calm and de-
tachment,” and the skeptic’s life is as frequently described as one free of
risk—and consequently, free of the excitement that accompanies risk.
The skeptic pursues the study of natural philosophy not passionately but
“quietly,” on this received view. Rather than losing sleep over the riddle
of nature’s mysteries, the Pyrrhonian skeptic will “potter gently along
doing a little mild investigating.” Then, with the achievement of
ataraxia the skeptic experiences “a withdrawal from truth and real exis-
tence [that] becomes, in a certain sense, a detachment from oneself.”
Once he has attained ataraxin—according to this anesthetic characteri-
zation of that state—the skeptic’s dispassionate life “will be a hollow shell
of the existence he enjoyed, and was troubled by, prior to his skeptical
enlightenment. Such is the price of peace and tranquility, however,”
concludes Burnyeat, “and the skeptic is willing to pay it to the full.”"" A
Skeptical (or even a Stoic or Epicurean) sage of Hellenistic provenance
maintains his tranquility and calm, it seems, at the cost of denying his
passionate nature and by renouncing care and concern—precisely the
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things that are prerequisite, we might suppose, for living the richest pos-
sible life and for taking on (to say nothing of succeeding in) great tasks.
In short, ataraxia appears to be a thoroughly un-Nietzschean ideal.

But is there any precedent, among the predecessors of this view, for
characterizing such a state in the positive terms Nietzsche sets out in the
passage cited above from Twilight of the Idols, that is, for thinking of
“peace of soul” in a way that is compatible with “ripeness” and “mas-
tery”? There is, I believe, once we recognize that ataraxia has a more
complex conceptual lineage than is sometimes appreciated. Its roots,
from both the Epicurean and the Pyrrhonian branches, can be traced
back directly to the pre-Platonic atomist philosopher Democritus of Ab-
dera, who was thought to have argued for a conception of the ultimate
good for human beings that is in many respects, as we will see, very like
Nietzsche’s own."" For all the fact that Democritus is recognized primar-
ily as the innovator of ancient atomism (of course he impressed
Nietzsche on account of this as well), the majority of the extant frag-
ments (roughly two-thirds of those we have reason to regard as authen-
tic)'? are concerned with matters of ethics and moral psychology. These
some two hundred fragments of Democritus have been said to “consti-
tute the most important body of material for the history of philosophical
ethics and psychology before the dialogues of Plato.”"* A contemporary
of Socrates, Democritus shares the familiar Socratic concern for the care
of the individual soul'* and “is the earliest thinker reported as having ex-
plicitly posited a supreme good or goal, which he called ‘cheerfulness’ or
‘well-being,” and which he appears to have identified with the untrou-
bled enjoyment of life.”"* This position establishes Democritus’s place at
the head of a robust tradition of ancient ethical thought, namely ethical
eudaimonism.

Eudaimonism is a position most people associate, not with Democri-
tus, but primarily with Aristotle. He is the first figure in antiquity from
whom we have whole surviving treatises devoted exclusively to ethics as
an independent science, and who establishes at the beginning of his Nz-
comachean Ethics that the activity of every human life aims at some ulti-
mate good. As far as the name of this good goes, he says, “most people
generally agree; for both the many and the cultivated call it happiness
[eundaimonia], and suppose that living well and doing well are the same
as being happy.”"® Further developments of this view came to include,
perhaps most famously, the atomistic hedonism of Epicurus and his fol-
lowers, who make pleasure (and the absence of pain) the end of all hu-
man activity, and who motivate their physical theory by claiming that, if
we subscribe to their atomistic picture of things, we shall be free from
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the unhappiness attendant on the fear of death (and meddling gods), and
live a more pleasant life as a result.

Despite many subtle, yet important, differences in their views, these
philosophers and others who can rightly be called eudaimonists have in
common three central claims. First, that there is some end (#elos) or aim
(skopos) to the activity that makes up an individual human life, specifically
the attainment of some particular state of well-being; second, that this
final end, however it is specified, operates as a normative constraint on
our other activities—that is, the value of the projects we undertake is to
be determined by their promotion of our progress toward our final end;
and, third, that reflection on our final end or aim is the starting point for
ethics proper.

Our actions and projects, according to this way of thinking about
them, are to be evaluated by the contribution each makes toward shaping
our life and character. What shape those things ought to take and the
best methods for shaping them came to be described variously by the
various schools of ethics in antiquity. (More recently, eudaimonism and
its ancient proponents have benefited from renewed interest in them, as
the popularity of contemporary Virtue Ethics has grown.)"”

Now, one of Nietzsche’s enduring preoccupations, and (as we know)
a concern that spans his entire productive career, is with the “health” of
human beings and with what constitutes their success or failure. It is in
these strongly eudaimonistic terms that Nietzsche describes, in the Pref-
ace to the On the Genenlogy of Moralshow “the problem of the origin of
evil haunted [him],” and how eventually it was transformed into a differ-
ent problem, one about the nature of human flourishing and what con-
tributes to or detracts from it: “under what conditions did man invent
those value judgments good and evil? and what value do they themselves
have Have they inhibited or furthered human flourishing [das
menschliche Gedeihen] up until now? Are they a sign of distress, of im-
poverishment, of the degeneration of life? Or, conversely, do they betray
the fullness, the power, the will of life, its courage, its confidence, its fu-
ture?” (GM Preface §3)." Nietzsche’s project, in short, is to diagnose the
condition of human beings—that is, whether they are “flourishing” or
not—>by treating their value systems as symptoms or signs of that condition.

In the Preface to the second edition of The Gay Science, Nietzsche
puts the same point a slightly different way. Stating that “a psychologist
knows few questions as attractive as the one concerning the relation of
health and philosophy,” he proposes to treat philosophical systems as
symptoms of psychological health and disease. Whether one intends it or
not, he reminds the reader, one’s philosophy is a sign of the state of
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one’s health: “For assuming that one is a person, one necessarily also has
the philosophy that belongs to that person [ ...]. In some it is their depri-
vations that philosophize; in others, their riches and strengths” (GS Pref-
ace §2). Under Nietzsche’s unyielding scrutiny, thinkers are classified
into the categories “healthy” and “sick.” His reflections on the issue of
what constitutes their health or sickness, strength or weakness, are of
particular importance here, since they are what make the notion of a
scholarly practice or Wissenschaft’s having such a character as “gaiety”
(Erihlichkeit or Heiterkeit) make sense at all."” A frohliche Wissenschaft is
the irrepressible outward expression of a fundamentally “cheerful”—that
is also to say, “healthy”—nature.

The expression of the ultimate good or flourishing of a human being
in terms of the health of the soul and the identification of that state of
health also as a state of “cheerfulness” both find a strong historical
precedent in the writings of Democritus. In what remains of Democri-
tus’s reflections on ethics, the bulk of which we find preserved in the col-
lections of the fifth-century CE anthologist Stobacus (John of Stobi),
Democritus posits as his conception of the ultimate good for human be-
ings euthumin, which is most often translated as ‘cheerfulness’ (although
its meaning is difficult to capture in a one-word translation). It might be
rendered more literally by the phrase “being in good spirits,” which ac-
cords well with other terms Democritus uses (though apparently with
less frequency) to refer to the ultimate good, including enesto (“well-
being”) (D121; DK B257) and eudaimonia (“happiness”) (D24; DK
B170; and D25; DK B171). In their interpretations of Democritean
cheerfulness later doxographers, notably Cicero and Stobaeus, chose the
terms tranguillitas and its Greek equivalent ataraxia to summarize the
condition of euthumin.

This doxographical maneuver, however, threatens to obscure the po-
tentially important differences between euthumin, Democritus’s pre-
ferred term for the ultimate good, and the ataraxia that the Hellenistic
schools (the Stoics, Skeptics, and Epicureans) claimed their philosophical
agendas would promote. While there may be a legitimate ancestry be-
tween the two concepts, it is important not simply to conflate ataraxia, a
passive state that seems to be plainly incompatible with suffering, dis-
comfort, and perhaps even strong feelings of any kind, with its more ro-
bust and, I want to argue, potentially more positive predecessor,
Democritean euthumin. In what follows, I attempt to limn the bounda-
ries of Democritus’s conception of well-being and emphasize its com-
mon contours with Nietzsche’s view. I begin by quoting Fragment
191—the longest extant fragment from Democritus on ethics—
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somewhat at length, since it gives the fullest succinct account of what
leads to euthumin, and what life is like for those who do not attain it:

For men achieve cheerfulness by moderation in pleasure [ zerpsios| and
by proportion [ summetria] in their life; excess and deficiency are apt to
fluctuate and cause great changes in the soul. And souls which change
over great intervals are neither stable nor cheerful. So one should set
one’s mind on what is possible and be content with what one has, tak-
ing little account of those who are admired and envied, and not dwell-
ing on them in thought, but one should consider the lives of those who
are in distress, thinking of their grievous sufferings, so that what one
has and possesses will seem great and enviable, and one will cease to
suffer in one’s soul through the desire for more. [...] Therefore one
should not seek those things [e.g., wealth, fame ], but should be cheer-
ful at the thought of the others, comparing one’s own life with that of
those who are faring worse, and should congratulate oneself when one
thinks of what they are suffering, and how much better one is doing
and living than they are. For by maintaining that frame of mind one
will live more cheerfully and will avert not a few evils in one’s life, jeal-
ousy and envy and malice. (D55; DK B191)

Bracketing for the time being Democritus’s advice to engage in what
looks like a little therapeutic Schadenfrende,” we should note first that
the achievement of enthumin is described as the achievement of a state
of balance or symmetry (summetria) in the soul. A psuche that admits of
such symmetry will be one not given to undergoing great changes or
movements ( megalas kinésias); it will have stability. The concept of a soul
that “does not move around” but “remains stable” is a curious one, and
it is not impossible that is intended in a purely metaphorical sense. But
since we know that Democritus has a materialist conception of the soul
(like everything else it is comprised of atoms),”" it is most reasonable to
assume that he is speaking in terms of the soul’s physical constitution and
condition.” In any case, the use of physical language to describe the soul
here is not out of place. Itis also important to note that the Democritean
psuche is not a closed system (it is neither detached nor insulated from
external influences); as we know from Democritus’s theory of perception,
the psucheis constantly assailed by impressions which threaten to change
its constitution and disrupt its harmonious state. Its ideal condition,
therefore, will not be one of 7est or stasis—Democritean psychophysics
do not allow for such a state.”

So I submit that, for Democritus, the ideally conditioned soul is the
one that demonstrates the greatest resilience or shock-resistance, and
that this is how we should understand Democritus’s requirement that the
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cheerful psuche also be eustathés (stable). Most generally, enstathés carries
the meaning of “well-based” or “well-built”; metaphorically, it conveys
the sense “steady,” “steadfast,” or “firm.” It might even be rendered by
“firmly planted,” and as a requirement of character it resonates deeply
with Nietzsche’s demand of “the lives of the best and most fruitful peo-
ple and peoples” that they be first of all able to weather misfortune:
“Examine the lives of [such people] and ask yourselves whether a tree
that is supposed to grow to a proud height can dispense with bad
weather and storms” (GS §19). Both thinkers recognize the sort of con-
nection between “body” and “soul” that makes it natural to refer to the
latter in terms that might at first seem appropriate only to the former.
According to Nietzsche, the most admirable individuals demonstrate a
quality of thought best captured by analogy not only to physical
strength, but also grace or poise; for example, “by certain manners of the
spirit even great spirits betray that they come from the mob or the semi-
mob; it is above all the gait and stride of their thoughts that betrays them;
they cannot walk” (GS §282; my emphasis). In thought just as in
movement, one can be poised, graceful and confident, or else cumber-
some, halting, lame, or weighed down by the “spirit of gravity.”** For
both these thinkers, the resilient psuche stands the best chance of main-
taining lasting cheerfulness and health, insofar as balance or stability is
the chief feature of that ideal condition.

The notion of characterizing “violent organic motion” in the soul as
anathema to one’s (mental) health is common in Greek medical treatises,
according to Vlastos, who supports this reading of stability of the soul
“not as a passive state but as a dynamic quality, able to withstand exter-
nal shock without losing its inner balance.” He is picking up here, surely,
on an alternate meaning of eustathés, which in physiological contexts re-
fers to a ‘sound’ or ‘healthy’ state of the body (as does euthumin). On
the basis of further reports of Democritean physiology (mainly via Theo-
phrastus), Vlastos cautions us “against defining the physiological opti-
mum in terms of absolute rest. The opposite to the ‘great movements’ of
[Fragment] B. 191 [quoted above | would therefore be a dynamic equi-
Librium|...].”" Ataraxin, by contrast, conveys none of this dynamic ten-
sion; it has the sense of a passive, resting state.

Moreover, euthumina (unlike ataraxia) needs to be understood as
something like a dispositional property of psuchai, much as we would say
“brittleness” is a dispositional property of glass. That is to say, there are
certain conditions that will be prerequisite for the property’s exhibiting
itself—more specifically perhaps, certain adverse conditions. For
Nietzsche, who constantly emphasizes that strength of character is devel-
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oped and revealed under duress (even by suffering), the difference is cru-
cial. Some people, Nietzsche asserts, “need open enemies if they are to
rise to the level of their own virtue, virility, and cheerfulness
[ Heiterkeit]” (GS §169).”° Such conditions are necessary to both the de-
velopment and the demonstration of ‘spiritual’ strength. Similarly, it is
not clear that the spirit who is euthumos (cheerful) could dispense with
those conditions of adversity under which its resilience develops. De-
mocritus thinks that, “case is the worst of all teachers for the young,”
and that “thrift and hunger are useful” at the right time (D43; DK
B178).” In that sense, a life entirely without suffering or difficulty may
not be preferable from the standpoint of achieving cheerfulness and sta-
bility, although it is clearly preferable from the standpoint of ataraxia.
The life of the Stoic sage or the Epicurean is compatible with suffering,
as Lucretius is at pains to convey. But their feats of self-mastery, while
impressive on some level, are accomplished primarily through the disas-
sociation of the self from its circumstances. Pain can be managed or
made tolerable, but all in all it is unwelcome: the Hellenistics are offering
strategies for managing whatever cannot be avoided.

That attitude informs Nietzsche’s view of the Stoics, at least, as as-
cetic figures and his rejection of their ideals: “Is our life really painful
and burdensome enough to make it advantageous to exchange it for a
Stoic way of life and petrification? We are not so badly off that we have to
be as badly off'as Stoics” (GS §326; cf. GS §306). Although Democritus
describes “moderation of pleasure” as the route to euthumia in fragment
191, he should not be taken as advocating asceticism or what Nietzsche
describes as “negative virtues,” “virtues whose very essence it is to negate
and deny oneself something,” whether pleasant or difficult (GS §304).
While ataraxin, a close relative of apathein (“free from passions,” “unaf-
tected”), is frequently read as tranquility at the price of regrettable im-
poverishment, Democritus’s euthumia conveys an openness to life with
its full measure of pleasures and pains. “Moderation” in his sense means
increased selectivity with respect to pleasure: “One should choose, not
every pleasure,” he says, “but pleasure in what is fine [ ka/in]” (D71; DK
B207).” The individual who chooses wisely, the cheerful soul, “rejoices
[ chairei] sleeping and waking, and is strong [ errotai] and free from care
[anakédés],” while “the unwise live without delighting in their life”
(D39; DK B174, and D64; DK B200, and see also D94; DK B230: “A
life without feasts is like a long road without an inn”). For all these rea-
sons, it is philologically imprudent to read too much of Stoic asceticism,
Epicurean hedonism, or even Pyrrhonian apatheia back into the concept
of euthumin offered by Democritus.
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That Nietzsche found a wealth of intriguing material in the writings
of this Greek atomist is clear. Democritus was a thinker of encyclopedic
interests and he wrote on a wide range of subjects, as Nietzsche observes
admiringly in his lecture on Democritus when he compares him to “a
pentathlete in ethics, physics, mathematics, music and the arts.”” As a
young scholar, Nietzsche had recognized already the contribution of
Democritus’s rigorous system—which sought to banish religious and
mystical explanation—to the “de-deification” of nature he would later
encourage.” His thorough familiarity with the fragments of Democritus
was the result of a number of years in the late 1860°s spent poring over
the issue of their authenticity and planning a (sadly unfinished) recon-
struction of the atomist’s philosophical system. Nietzsche’s discovery of
Democritus dovetailed fortuitously with his discovery of Friedrich
Lange’s History of Materialism, in which Democritus plays a central role,
and his enthusiasm may have been inspired by Democritus’s rigorous
materialism though it was not confined to that arena: he attended care-
fully to Democritus’s thoughts on music and rhythm, and to what De-
mocritus had to say about ethics.” Among a series of notes on
Democritus from 1867 /1868, Nietzsche claims that the writings on eth-
ics demonstrate the “core” of Democritus’s thought.*

To return, then, to the objection I sketched at the beginning of this
chapter: I hope here to have removed one of the central obstacles to ac-
cepting the influence of the ancient skeptics on Nietzsche’s own episte-
mological attitudes. Though Nietzsche would clearly not accept ataraxia
as an ethical ideal (at least not on the received interpretation of the role
that concept played for the Hellenistic philosophers), he was free to
adopt its immediate ancestor euthumin, which is significantly less bur-
dened by the nihilistic overtones of its offspring. I have not had the op-
portunity here to discuss Nietzsche’s reading of Democritus as a skeptic
or Democritus’s place within the Pyrrhonian tradition, but let me at least
note Democritus’s appearance in the ninth book of Diogenes Laertius’s
Lives of the Philosophers, which Nietzsche knew particularly well.” The
succession described there establishes Democritus’s historical ties to the
tradition, by claiming for him an influence on Protagoras (directly), and
on Pyrrho (via Metrodorus and Anaxarchus), who Diogenes says “used
to refer to Democritus above all [...]”.*

Late in his career, Nietzsche would still describe his “current way of
thinking [as] to a high degree Heraclitean, Democritean, and Protago-
rean” (WP §428). We should note that what these three figures have in
common is, first, that they contribute more than any other thinkers of
whom we have record to the landscape of ethical thought and psychol-
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ogy prior to Plato; and second, that all three figures play a pivotal role in
the development of the skeptical traditions that arose after them (many
founded by their students). While some have, in the case of Democritus,
tried to deny any connection between the epistemological views, the at-
omism, and the ethics,” it is not difficult to draw the necessary connec-
tions (between the beliefs to which one assents and the quality of his or
her life, where that quality is in large part determined by the condition of
the psuche). Indeed, it is often difficult to resist doing so. While for the
later Pyrrhonists skeptical practice is a route to ataraxia—understood in
the anesthetic sense, so, for earlier figures in and around the same tradi-
tion (and Democritus has important connections in his own right to the
skeptical tradition), the proper intellectual perspective on the world is at
least a necessary part of our well-being. Whatever difficulty Nietzsche
may have in accepting the Hellenistics’ ataraxia as an ethical ideal, its
immediate ancestor euthumin lends itself to a greater range of interpre-
tive possibilities for understanding “the great health”—a sort of cheer-
fulness—toward which Nietzsche works in The Gay Science. He is,
especially in his early work, clearly enamored of the Democritean world-
view, and we see his time spent with the ethical fragments pay its divi-
dends later, as the notion of “cheerfulness” grows up alongside the no-
tion of ephexis in interpretation—both integral components of an
“honest” and robust intellectual (or “spiritual”) life.
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**This position reveals a further difference with Epicurus, who says that he spits upon
what is fine (kalon) when it does not bring him pleasure, and thus brings out more
clearly that Democritus is no Epicurean hedonist; see Tim O’Keefe, “The Ontologi-
cal Status of Sensible Qualities for Democritus and Epicurus,” Ancient Philosophy,17
(1997): 119-34.

* Friedrich Nietzsche, The Pre-Platonic Philosophers, ed. and trans. Greg Whitlock
(Urbana: U of Illinois P, 2001), 123.

* «Of all the more ancient systems,” he writes, “the Democritean is of the greatest
consequence. The most rigorous necessity is presupposed in all things. [ ... ] Now, for
the first time the collective, anthropomorphic, mythic view of the world has been
overcome” (The Pre-Platonic Philosophers, 125).

*' As work by James Porter has demonstrated; see, in particular, chapter 2 (“The Po-
etry of Atomism and the Fictions of Philology”) of his Nietzsche and the Philology of
the Future for a well-rounded account of Nietzsche’s multi-faceted interest in De-
mocritus, though especially in the critical potential of atomism.

* “Die ethischen Schriften also zeigen, wic in der ethischen Seite der Kern sein<ers
Philosophie liegt” (BAW 3, 350).

* The Democritus presented in Diogenes Laertius is in some sense the most skeptical
Democritus we have, and this is the Democritus of Nietzsche’s seminars, as his
source material indicates (The Pre-Platonic Philosophers, 120-30).
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* Diogenes Laertius (9.67); see also Eusebius, who says, “Pyrrho started from De-
mocritus in a sense” (Pracparatio Evangelica, 14.6.4). In Against the Mathematicians
(7.53), Sextus records Democritus’s claim “that everything is false, and every appear-
ance and opinion is false,” which contributed significantly to the acquisition of De-
mocritus’s skeptical reputation. Aristotle presents a fairly straightforwardly skeptical
view he attributes to Democritus at Metaphysics 1009b 7, for the same reasons that
Sextus reports that “the philosophy of Democritus is also said to have something in
common with Scepticism, since it is thought to make use of the same materials as we
do. For from the fact that honey appears sweet to some and better to others, they say
that Democritus deduces that it is neither sweet nor bitter, and for this reason utters
the phrase ‘no more’ [ ou mallon], which is Sceptical” (PH, 1.213-14). But the frag-
ment that has more than any other invited the skeptical readings of Democritus (both
ancient and modern) is a bit of testimonia from Diogenes Laertius: “Democritus,
getting rid of the qualities, where he says ‘By convention hot, by convention cold,
but in reality atoms and void’ and again ‘In reality we know nothing, for truth is in
the depths’” (9.72).

*See in particular Julian Barnes, The Presocratic Philosophers (London: Routledge,
1979) as well as Cyril Bailey, The Greek Atomists and Epicurus (Oxford: Oxford UP,

1928), against whom Vlastos argues in “Ethics and Physics in Democritus (Part
Two),” Philosophical Review 55 (1946): 53-64.



“Full of Gods”: Nietzsche on Greek
Polytheism and Culture

Albert Henvichs

RIEDRICH NIETZSCHE DIED in Weimar on 25 August 1900, after a

long and arduous mental illness. For almost twelve years, the once
dashing professor and restless thinker had been reduced to a passive,
mindless, and almost invisible existence, first behind the walls of mental
wards, then in the house of his mother, and during the last three years of
his life in a private villa at Weimar under the care of his sister. Physically
robust but progressively demented, he was a stranger to himself and to
others, largely oblivious to his own identity as well as to his past. His
once so powerful mind had been put on hold, as it were, unable to think
straight, to recollect, or even to read. Tragically, he did remember that
he had written “nice books” and “many nice things.”" Even in his dark-
est hours he continued to be deeply affected by music. During his last
years, he slept much of the time and lived in unmitigated apathy. Apart
from a small circle of family members and friends, he had next to no visi-
tors and rarely recognized anybody. His connection with his environ-
ment was tenuous, amounting to a vague sense of familiarity at best. He
was but a shadow of his former self when he died. Still, his death was
widely noticed and reported. Who was Nietzsche at the time of his
death, and how was he remembered by the rest of the world?

A Flawed Obituary

One of many possible answers emerged on the other side of the Atlantic
in the form of the obituary of Nietzsche in The New York Times, which
appeared just one day after his passing under the title “Prof. Nietzsche
Dead.” The anonymous author was writing from Weimar. As would any
obituarist worth his salt, he attempts to do two things: to characterize
the merits of the deceased, and to give a biographical sketch of his life.
The published product is a treasure trove of clichés, platitudes, and false
statements that will either humor or irritate the reader:
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Weimar, Aug[ust] 25.—Prof. Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche, the phi-
losopher, died here today of apoplexy.

Prof]essor] Nietzsche was one of the most prominent of modern Ger-
man philosophers, and he is considered the apostle of extreme modern
rationalism and one of the founders of the socialistic school, whose
ideas have had such a profound influence on the growth of political and
social life throughout the civilized world. Nietzsche was largely influ-
enced by the pessimism of Schopenhauer and his writings, full of revo-
lutionary opinions, were fired with a fearless iconoclasm which
surpassed the wildest dreams of contemporary free thought. His doc-
trines however, were inspired by lofty aspirations, while the brilliancy of
his thought and diction and the epigrammatic force of his writings
commanded even the admiration of his most pronounced enemies, of
which he had many.

Of Slavonic ancestry, Nietzsche was born in 1844 in the village of
Rocken, on the historic battlefield of Lutzen. He lost his parents early
in life, but received a fine education at the Latin School at Pforta, con-
cluding his studies at Bonn and Leipsic. Although educated for the
ministry, Nietzsche soon renounced all faith and Christianity on the
ground that it impeded the free expansion of life. He then devoted his
attention to the study of Oriental languages and accepted in 1869 a
professorship at the University of Basel, Switzerland.

This position he held until 1876, when overwork induced an affec-
tion of the brain and eyes, and he had to travel for his health. During
these years of suffering and while in distressed circumstances he wrote
most of his works. Since 1889 Nietzsche had been hopelessly insane,
living in Weimar, at the home of his sister, Elizabeth Forster-Nietzsche,
who has edited his works. For many years he was a close friend of Rich-
ard Wagner, the composer. His principal publications are “The Old
Faith and the New,” “The Overman,” “The Dawn of Day,” “Twilight
of the Gods,” and “So Spake Zarathustra,” which is perhaps the most
remarkable of his works.””

Nietzsche would have turned in his grave had he been able to see this
obituary, which combines truths, semi-truths, and blatant falsehoods. It
is true, of course, that Nietzsche was a prominent German philosopher,
that he was influenced by Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1860), that he
was brilliant, and that epigrammatic force is one of the most conspicuous
features of his aphoristic prose style. But the truth must have deserted
our obituarist as soon as he turned from Nietzsche’s philosophy to his
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life. He could not have known that the alleged Polish name (“Nietzky”)
and ancestry of the Nietzsche clan was a family myth, foisted on
Nietzsche in his childhood and still endorsed by him when he was in his
twenties. It was not until 1938 that this fantasy tale was debunked in a
carefully documented monograph by Max Ochler, one of Nietzsche’s
cousins.’

But the obituarist could—and should—have known that Nietzsche
lost his father, but not his mother, when he was four years old.
Nietzsche’s mother died in April 1897, a few years before Nietzsche’s
own death. The obituary condescendingly describes the elite boarding
school that Nietzsche attended as a “Latin School,” unaware that its stu-
dents were steeped in Greek as well as Latin, and in other languages too.
As for Nietzsche’s declining years, it is simply inaccurate to suggest that
he lived in Weimar at his sister’s house for the duration of his illness; he
was moved there from Naumburg only after the death of his mother. But
what about Nietzsche’s philosophical oeuvre? His works were already so
well-known a hundred years ago that it is remarkable to find them mis-
represented in his obituary. Its list of Nietzsche’s “principal publications”
includes three of his main works, but the so-called “Overman,”
Nietzsche’s “Ubermensch,” is not a work but a concept. Yet it gets
worse. The list is headed by The Old Faith and the New, a work not by
Nietzsche but by David Friedrich Strauss (1808-1874), which Nietzsche
attacked immediately after its publication in the first of his Untimely
Meditations (1873).

Given the obituarist’s negligence, it is hardly surprising that he as-
cribes to Nietzsche an academic career he never pursued. It is perfectly
true that his family expected Nietzsche to become a minister. After all, he
came from a long line of Protestant pastors both on his father’s and on
his mother’s side. It is also true that Nietzsche abandoned theology
along with his Christian faith while he was a student in Bonn. But what
did he study instead? According to the obituary, he “devoted his atten-
tion to the study of Oriental languages and accepted in 1869 a professor-
ship at the University of Basel, Switzerland.” We are thus told that after
studying Orzentalistik Nietzsche became a professor of oriental languages
in Basel. Nothing could be further from the truth. For Nietzsche had lit-
tle talent for languages. He learned Greek and Latin well, but not with-
out difficulty, and, apart from his native tongue, he did not speak any
modern language fluently. At Schulpforta he learned Old Testament He-
brew on the side, but his teachers observed on his graduating diploma
that “given his inadequate mastery of the grammar, [his Hebrew] ap-
pears at this point still immature.””
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Philology With a Vengeance

Nietzsche lacked the predisposition as well as the training to be an orien-
talist. In reality, he studied Classics at Bonn and Leipzig, and was ap-
pointed a full professor of Classics at the University of Basel in April
1869 when he was twenty-four years old. To this day he remains one of
the youngest tenured Classics professors on record. For that reason alone
he would be entitled to a permanent place in the annals of scholarship.
During his Basel years he was a colleague of the eminent cultural and art
historian Jacob Burckhardt (1818-1897), with whom he regularly shared
walks and conversation. He became a close and lifelong friend of the
radical historicist theologian Franz Overbeck (1837-1905), who re-
nounced his church affiliation some three years into his own Basel profes-
sorship. He was also fortunate enough to teach such highly gifted
students as Jakob Wackernagel (1853-1938), who was destined to be-
come one of the greatest Indo-European linguists of his time.
Nietzsche’s tenure at Basel lasted for ten unhappy years, and was often
interrupted by extended leaves of absence due to his fragile health, inner
restlessness, and dissatisfaction with his role as a professional classicist.
Less than two years after his appointment Nietzsche was ready for a
change. When the philosophy chair at Basel fell vacant in 1871, he ap-
plied for the position, eager to abandon Classics and to profess philoso-
phy, even though he had no formal training in philosophy himself. One
can only wonder which course Nietzsche’s career and indeed his entire
life might have taken had he been successful in his bid.’ But the chair
went to the German high school teacher and Aristotelian Rudolf Eucken
(1846-1926), who resigned it in 1874 to go to Jena and who won the
Nobel Prize for Literature in 1908 for his philosophical work.

During his Basel period Nietzsche struggled to perform his professo-
rial duties, which he did not like, and to maintain his reputation as a clas-
sicist, which had been badly tarnished early on by the adverse reaction to
his The Birth of Tragedy, published in January 1872. In retrospect, the
carly controversy over The Birth of Tragedy did no harm to the book’s
long-term reception; on the contrary, it bolstered its reputation outside
the field. Despite its problematic argument, The Birth of Tragedy remains
Nietzsche’s most enduring and most influential contribution to classical
studies. As an academic teacher he lectured on an impressive range of
topics that included not only Greek tragedy, Greek lyric poetry, and the
history of Greek literature, but also Greek philosophy, the Presocratics,
Plato, Greek and Roman rhetoric, Greek religion, and Latin grammar.
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But his lecture courses attracted very few students—between two and
nineteen, with an average of eight—and several never took place because
nobody showed up.’

As a student at Leipzig, and again in his early Basel years, Nietzsche
did highly respectable work on a number of conventional topics, includ-
ing Homeric criticism, the ancient biography of Homer, and the sources
of Diogenes Laertius, who wrote lives of the Greek philosophers.” When
he was offered the Basel chair in February 1869, Nietzsche had no doc-
torate, let alone the habilitation. In other words, he lacked the two tradi-
tional prerequisites for an appointment to an academic chair. His own
teacher and mentor, the eminent Latinist Friedrich Ritschl (1806-1876),
intervened and persuaded his colleagues at the University of Leipzig to
invoke a rarely used statute and to award Nietzsche the doctorate with-
out a dissertation or oral defense, merely on the basis of his published
work, which amounted to half'a dozen articles in professional journals.
By the end of March Nietzsche finally had his doctorate. Judged by his
publications, Nietzsche was an expert on the ancient reception of Homer
and on Greek philosophical biography. Except for Ritschl and a few close
academic friends such as Erwin Rohde (1845-1898), nobody knew how
gifted and how exceptional Nietzsche really was.

It did not help his standing as a classicist that most of the books and
essays he published while teaching at Basel were not intended for a pro-
fessional audience but aimed at the educated public. Apart from The
Birth of Tragedy and related essays, Nietzsche’s work during the Basel
decade consisted mainly of a series of critical reflections known as Un-
timely Meditations (1873-1876), or if you prefer, Unfashionable Observa-
tions, in which he attacked the liberal theologian David Friedrich Strauss
as a cultural philistine; expressed his anti-Hegelian and anti-teleological
views on history and culture; and eulogized Schopenhauer as the ideal
philosopher, and Richard Wagner as the great musical innovator, while
recommending both of them as antidotes against the cultural malaise of
his time.

Nobody who reads the four published pamphlets would come to the
conclusion that its author was a classicist. Taken together, these medita-
tions reveal a painful identity-crisis that transformed Nietzsche, who was
distinctly unhappy academically and unfulfilled intellectually. While keep-
ing up a respectable front as a classicist, he gradually discovered his true
intellectual and moral selfand turned almost imperceptibly into a cultural
critic of the bourgeois establishment and its values. As early as 1873 he
described the role of the philosopher as that of a physician who would
cure the diseased German culture of his time (der Philosoph als Arzt der
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Cultur) (KSA 7,23[15], 545-46).° Was he thinking of Schopenhauer, or
of himself? It is significant that his earliest philosophical work ( Human,
All Too Human) was first published in May 1878, shortly after he had
dissolved his large Basel household and moved into a small apartment.
Exactly one year later he submitted his resignation as Professor of Clas-
sics to the Basel authorities and began a new life as a restless traveler, in-
dependent spirit, and itinerant philosopher; this is the Nietzsche most
people recognize.

A fifth meditation, originally conceived as the fourth in 1875 but
never finished, bears the telling title We Classicists (Wir Philologen).” Suc-
cessive draft versions survive in the form of notebooks. In them
Nietzsche takes a devastatingly critical look at his own profession and
disparages the mentality, mannerisms, and self-absorbed drudgery of the
professional classicists of his time. Many of Nietzsche’s acute observa-
tions on the unbridgeable gulf that separates the ancient Greeks from
their modern interpreters remain true to this day. Classicists still recog-
nize themselves in the mirror that Nietzsche held up to them and their
discipline one-and-a-quarter centuries ago. In one of the most provoca-
tive of these aphorisms, Nietzsche addresses the relationship between a
classicist’s personal life and his work: “Hence personal experience is
clearly an unconditional prerequisite for a classicist. Which means: the
classicist must be a human being first in order to become productive as a
classicist” (So ist freilich das Evlebniss die unbedingte Voraussetzunyg fiir
einen Philologen—ias heisst doch: evst Mensch sein, dann wird man erst als
Philolog fruchtbar sein) (KSA 8, 3[62], 31). Nietzsche’s postulate of an
essential link between life and scholarship, between Wissenschaft und
Leben, was anathema to the classicists of his time.

Greek Polytheism

Several of the aphorisms in We Classicists consist of pithy observations on
the nature of the Greek gods and on how Greek religion differed from,
and converged with, Christianity in both its ancient and modern varie-
ties. In Nietzsche’s eyes, religion was a fundamental, but problematic,
psychological concomitant of the human condition. A pastor’s son
turned agnostic, he was fascinated by religion in all its historical manifes-
tations, and recognized it as an integral historical component of any cul-
ture.'’ Like some of the most progressive and anticlerical thinkers of his
time, Nietzsche did not regard the Christian god or any other gods as
autonomous supernatural beings, but as creations of the human psyche
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and products of historical processes. “The gods were invented for the
convenience of humans,” Nietzsche says, “to lighten their heavy con-
science” (KSA 8, 5[150], 81). The Greek gods were no exception: “Al-
most all the Greek gods are accumulations, layer upon layer, some firmly
fused, others barely glued together. It does not seem possible to me to
sort this out in a scholarly manner because no good method for such a
procedure exists” (KSA 8,5[113],70). Nietzsche’s views on the histori-
cal origins of the Greek pantheon are not substantially different from the
views held today by historians of Greek religion such as Walter Burkert,
who differentiates between Greek, Anatolian, and Near Eastern compo-
nents in the makeup of the majority of Greek divinities."

The Greek were polytheists who did not worship one god, but many,
potentially an infinite number of them. In their eyes “everything is full
of gods” (Tr&vta TARPN Bedv)."” Nietzsche was thrilled by the polythe-
ism of the Greeks because it set their religion drastically apart from the
Christian monotheism he detested. In another fragment from We Classi-
cists he takes aim at one of the greatest Hellenists of the nineteenth cen-
tury, Friedrich Gottlieb Welcker (1784-1868). The author of a massive
work on the Greek gods titled Griechische Gitterlehre (“Greek Theol-
ogy”), Welcker died in his eighties when Nietzsche was twenty-four years
old and still a student at the University of Leipzig. After years of con-
templation, Welcker had come to the fanciful conclusion that the earliest
Greeks had worshipped the sky-god Zeus as their only divinity. The mere
thought of a monotheistic stage in primitive Greek culture—an Urmono-
theismus—irritated Nietzsche and made him lash out at the deceased
Welcker: “How far removed from the Greeks you have to be to attribute
to them the narrow-minded autochthony of O[tfried] Miiller! How
Christian, to maintain with Welcker that the Greeks were originally
monotheists” (KSA 8,5 [114], 70). Nietzsche was right. The discovery
of Linear-B tablets from the second millennium BCE during the last fifty
years has confirmed that the Minoan and Mycenaean Greeks of the
Bronze Age worshipped a whole pantheon of gods that included Zeus,
Hera, and Dionysos. Although neither the name nor the existence of a
single Greek god can be traced beyond 1500 BCE, it is inconceivable that
the earliest Greeks were anything but polytheists.

Nietzsche was intellectually attracted to the polytheism of the Greeks
because it provided him with a viable historical and emotional alternative
to Christianity."* Indeed, explicit comparisons between Greek paganism
and Christianity, with emphasis on the dichotomy polytheism/ mono-
theism, can be found in several of his works, starting with a section on
“The Religious Life” in Human, All Too Human of 1878 (HA 1 §108-
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§144). Invariably, Nietzsche uses Greek polytheism to put Christianity
in its place. He argues that the Greeks felt ennobled and elevated because
they conceived and represented their gods as ideal mirror-images of
themselves. Almost imperceptibly, he reverses the condemnation of the
Olympian gods by such philosophers as Xenophanes and Plato, putting a
decidedly positive spin on Greek anthropomorphism. By contrast, he
considers Christianity “in the deepest sense barbaric, Asiatic, ignoble and
un-Greek” because, unlike Greek polytheism, it oppresses and humiliates
its followers by predicating their spiritual well-being on the intervention
of a divine savior (HAT §114)."

He was convinced that the polytheism of the Greeks reflected well
on them because it showed how imaginative and intelligent they were:
“QGreek polytheism requires much intelligence [ Geist]. Naturally you save
on intelligence if you have only one god” (KSA 8, 5[103], 67). One
wonders how Nietzsche could have countenanced an argument that pos-
tulates a correlation between human intelligence and the number of gods
worshipped by a given group and ascribes a scaled-down intelligence to
all monotheists. Nietzsche evidently started a trend. A quarter of a cen-
tury ago the German philosopher Odo Marquard published an essay
Praise of Polytheism in which he emulates Nietzsche’s tendency to play
games with the concept of polytheism. Unlike Nietzsche, however,
Marquard confuses polytheism with mythology and associates it with lit-
erature rather than religion."”

Olympian versus Chthonian

Nietzsche recognized polytheism as a defining feature of Greek culture.
In fact he argues in Human, All Too Human that the “recession” of the
gods would cast a dark cloud over the lives of the Greeks: “Wherever the
Olympian gods receded into the background, Greek life was more som-
ber and more anxious” ( Wo die olympischen Gotter zuriicktraten, da war
auch das griechische Leben diisterer und dngstlicher) (HA 1 §114). As
usual, Nietzsche has chosen his words carefully. The German antonyms
of diister and dngstlich are hell and heiter, that is “bright” and “serene.”
Gods that fit this description are indeed familiar. Hell and hester are two
of the buzzwords used in German classicism of the late eighteenth and
early nineteenth century to characterize the radiance and serenity that
Winckelmann, Goethe and Schiller associated with the supposedly care-
free existence of the Olympian gods.'® Despite his tendency to separate
himself from the classicism that continued to rule at his time, Nietzsche
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echoes the classicizing view of the Greek gods in The Birth of Tragedy
when he characterizes Apollo as the “god of light” (Lichtgottheit) (BT
§1) and identifies the Apollonian stages of Greek culture with the “serene
Olympians” (die beiteren Olympier) (BT §4) and their “bright sunshine”
(heller Sonnenschein) (BT §3)."

The gods maintained a ubiquitous presence throughout the long his-
tory of Greek civilization. It is inconceivable that Nietzsche would have
thought of them as vanishing from sight even temporarily. His claim that
Greek life lost its radiance and vigor when the Olympian gods receded
makes sense only if he is drawing a tacit distinction between the Olympi-
ans and another category of gods known as “chthonian” and associated
with the powers of the earth and with the underworld."* Was Nietzsche
contemplating a time when the dominance of the Olympian gods gave
way to the chthonian gods whose presence cast a shadow of anxiety over
the emotional lives of the Greeks? Exactly such an evolution from an
Olympian to a chthonian divine order is envisaged in his lectures on the
“Encyclopedia of Classical Philology,” which were given during the
summer of 1871, that is shortly before the publication of The Birth of
Tragedy (KGW 2.3, 341-437)."” In an extensive footnote on consistency
and change in the Greek conception of the gods he makes this amazing
claim:

The divine world of beauty generates as its supplement the chthonian
gods [ Die Gotterwelt der Schonbheit erzeugt zu ihrer Erginzung die
chthonischen Gottheiten]. More formless in themselves and more closely
akin to the [underlying] concept, they become increasingly dominant
and cause the entire Olympian world along with the heroes to dissipate
into symbols of their own [that is, the chthonian gods’] secrets [ Diese
.. verfliichtigen die ganze olympische Welt samt den Heroen zu Symbolen
threr Geheimnisse]. (KGW 2.3, 415, n.37)

The distinction Olympian/chthonian appealed to Nietzsche because it
corresponded to his own tendency to interpret Greek polytheism as a
dynamic process involving complementary concepts and polar opposites.
The polarity of Apollo and Dionysos in The Birth of Tragedyis the most
spectacular instance of this tendency.”” As James 1. Porter has pointed
out, the evolution from Olympian to chthonian divinities in the lectures
of 1871 reverses the pattern found only months later in The Birth of
Tragedy, where the “primeval divine order of terror” associated with the
pre-Olympian Titans evolves into the Olympian “order of joy” generated
by the Apollonian “impulse toward beauty” (BT §3).”' Nietzsche’s vacil-
lation is understandable. To this day the origins of the Greek gods are
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shrouded in prehistoric darkness. Romantic scholars such as Friedrich
Creuzer (1771-1858), Karl Otfried Miiller (1797-1840), and Johann Ja-
kob Bachofen (1815-87) (from whom Nietzsche inherited the Olym-
pian/chthonian dichotomy), agreed on the importance of the chthonian
gods as a separate category distinct from the Olympians but disagreed on
the nature and composition of the earliest Greek pantheon.” Speculation
reigned supreme, which explains why Nietzsche produced his own theory
and modified it in the course of 1871. He finally resolved the problem
of the relative order of the Olympian and chthonian realms to his own
satisfaction, not by insisting on the priority of one over the other, as his
predecessors had done, nor by sublimating the two divine realms into a
single metaphysical entity,” but by tacitly substituting “Titanic” for
“chthonian” and by merging the Olympian/Titanic polarity with the
Apollonian/Dionysian and with his scheme of an alternation of Diony-
sian and Apollonian stages in Greek culture. For the author of The Birth
of Tragedy, both the Apollonian and the Dionysian constituted a begin-
ning as well as an end, with the one succeeding the other in alternating
cycles, until both joined forces to generate the age of tragedy (BT §4).

Nietzsche is ambivalent about the term “chthonian.” Of paramount
importance in his 1871 lectures on Classical Philology (KGW 2.3, 413-
16;2.5,512), the term is used sparingly in his lectures on Greek religion
ot 1875 /1876 (see below) and avoided altogether in The Birth of Trag-
edy. Of the analogous terms in The Birth of Tragedy, Titanic and Diony-
sian along with their antonyms are neither synonymous nor completely
interchangeable. As used in The Birth of Tragedy, “Titanic” and “Olym-
pian” describe two successive and antagonistic generations of divinities in
the historical evolution of the Greek pantheon which correspond to
deeply rooted human aspirations. By contrast, Dionysian /Apollonian are
key concepts in Nietzsche’s aesthetic theory and refer to two antithetical
and yet complementary “artistic forces” (BT §2).

For and Against Polytheism

Nietzsche’s fascination with polytheism reached its climax in The Gay Sci-
ence (1882). In a section titled “The Greatest Advantage of Polytheism,”
polytheism in general is praised as “the wonderful art and ability to create
gods.” As Nietzsche sees it, polytheism was invented to justify each hu-
man individual’s right to self-assertion:
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The invention of gods, heroes, and overmen [ Ubermenschen] of all
kinds, as well as near-men and undermen [ Neben- und Untermenschen],
dwarfs, fairies, centaurs, satyrs, demons, and devils was the inestimable
preliminary exercise for the justification of the egoism and sovereignty
of the individual: the freedom that one conceded to a god in his rela-
tion to other gods one eventually granted to oneself'in relation to laws,
customs, and neighbors. (GS §143)

With a bold sleight of hand Nietzsche has thus managed to de-deify
polytheism and to transform it into a divine metaphor for human self-
assertion and individualism. In the conclusion of his argument Nietzsche
turns from polytheism to monotheism and holds the latter responsible
for uniform norms imposed on gods and humans alike. These norms re-
sulted in the arbitrary “doctrine of one normal human type” (die Lehre
von einem Normalmenschen) and the equally arbitrary “faith in one nor-
mal god” (der Glanbe an einen Normalgott). At this point Nietzsche’s
pro-Greek bias and anti-Christian sentiments are once again obvious.
And finally, in the crescendo of his peroration, Nietzsche associates poly-
theism with freethinking ( Freigeisteres) and pluralistic thinking ( Vielgeis-
teres).”* As far as T know this is Nietzsche’s last word on polytheism. The
year is 1882, a decade after the publication of The Birth of Tragedy.

Nietzsche uses the term polytheism sparingly in his work, and always
as a conscious antonym of monotheism. Ironically, the word polytheism
is a product of the monotheistic tradition, both ancient and modern.”
Its application to Greek religion by Nietzsche is all the more remarkable.
To this day it remains the exception rather than the rule among histori-
ans of Greek religion to call the Greek polytheistic belief system by its
true name. No book on the Greek gods or Greek religion exists that in-
corporates the term polytheism in its title. This is not an accident but a
case of deliberate avoidance. One can only speculate on the reasons for
the continuing antipathy to the term, which is after all a perfectly good
Greek word. During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the word
polytheism was applied predominantly to non-western religions, which
were considered unconscionably primitive and heathen from a Christian
point of view.” Because of its negative connotations, the term came to
be regarded as tainted and therefore inappropriate for the classical Greeks
and their equally classical gods. Seen in this context, actual book titles
such as “The Faith of the Hellenes” (Der Glaube der Hellenen), “The
Greeks and their Gods,” and “Greek Religion” turn out to be conven-
tional euphemisms designed to mitigate a truth that Nietzsche con-
fronted with relentless missionary zeal.
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Nietzsche’s flirtation with the idea of polytheism was perhaps the
most charming weapon in his personal crusade against the arbitrariness
and arrogance of monotheism in its Christian form. Because of the gen-
eral, indeed metaphorical, nature of much of Nietzsche’s argument, spe-
cific Greek gods are rarely mentioned. Yet Nietzsche had an intimate
knowledge of Greek religion, both on an antiquarian and a conceptual
level. He dealt with the antiquarian aspects in two lecture courses on
Greek religion, to which we shall return. These lectures are systematic,
informative, and factual. With rare exceptions, they abstain from specula-
tion, hypothesis, and conceptualization. The opposite holds true for The
Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche’s most conspicuous and most controversial
attempt to reinterpret and reconceptualize two of the most prominent
Greek gods. Published in 1872, it created an immediate stir. The book
recovered from the ensuing scandal and its aftermath, whereas
Nietzsche’s reputation as a classicist never did.

The Polytheistic Program of The Birth of Tragedy

Undeniably a work of genius, The Birth of Tragedy has serious defects
when judged on its scholarly merits. But it would be very unfair to hold
it to such a standard. It is obvious that The Birth of Tragedy was never
intended as a work of scholarship by its author. It lacks all the hallmarks
of a scholarly book or article—it has no footnotes or references; the views
of other scholars are never discussed; opinions of unprecedented temerity
are presented without supporting evidence or argument; and misrepre-
sentations bordering on deliberate falschoods are common. As is well
known, very few of the basic assumptions that underlie Nietzsche’s ar-
gument stand up to scrutiny. It would amount to overkill to make
Nietzsche once again the whipping boy of a narrow historicist criticism.
Instead, we shall look at a single issue, Nietzsche’s interpretation of
Apollo and Dionysos, as an example of his creative and conceptually bold
appreciation of Greek polytheism.

In retracing once again this central aspect of his argument, I will fo-
cus as far as possible focus on his positive contribution and ignore his
mistakes. To be frank, I do not believe that anything Nietzsche says
about the origins of tragedy, about Apollo and Dionysos as polar oppo-
sites and cultural icons, or about the identity of the suffering Dionysos
with the tragic hero, stands up to scrutiny. These reservations do not
prevent me from appreciating The Birth of Tragedy, but I read it as an in-
genious piece of fiction that develops and exploits several imaginary sce-
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narios and vividly dramatizes matters of great importance and equally
great obscurity: the origins of tragedy; the inner dynamics of Greek cul-
ture in the archaic and classical periods; the status of literature and art in
an early society; the nature of Dionysos; and most importantly for our
purposes, the cultural significance of polytheism as seen by Nietzsche and
its pivotal role in Nietzsche’s construct.

The brand of polytheism that sets the tone for The Birth of Tragedyis
not a product of the Greek imagination but of Nietzsche’s own mind.
He skillfully combines authentic Greek material with his own flights of
fancy. For anybody interested in the modern reception of the Greeks, the
hybrid produced by this meeting of the minds is almost more revealing
than the real thing. I propose to take Nietzsche the would-be polytheist
to task and to find out how well he practices in The Birth of Tragedywhat
he preaches in the more academic discussions of polytheism found in his
lectures.

The key to an understanding of Nietzsche’s polytheistic argument
lies in sections 1-10 of The Birth of Tragedy, where three interrelated
Dionysian scenarios are imbedded within a general polytheistic frame-
work or matrix. The general framework is a highly condensed and abbre-
viated mirror image of Greek polytheism that consists of occasional
references to cult or ritual, to dramatic performances in honor of Diony-
s0s, and to the collective presence of the Olympian gods. Apart from the
ubiquitous references to Apollo and Dionysos, only two Olympian di-
vinities are mentioned by name, Zeus and Demeter (BT §10). The pecu-
liar role Nietzsche assigns to Demeter paints a decidedly un-Olympian
picture of her: “She rejoices again for the first time when told that she
may give birth to Dionysos once more.” According to an obscure Orphic
myth, Zeus and Demeter were the parents of the so-called “third Diony-
sos” or Dionysos Zagreus who was torn apart by the Titans and restored
to life when Demeter reconstituted his scattered limbs.” In a breathtak-
ing synthesis that is indebted to Friedrich Wilhelm Schelling’s symbolic
understanding of the myth of Demeter and Dionysos, to Friedrich Hold-
erlin’s notion of Dionysos as the god who comes (der kommende Gott),
and to Schopenhauer’s principium individuationis, Nietzsche takes the
rejoicing Demeter as a universal existential symbol and interprets the
“rebirth” of “this coming third Dionysos” (diesem kommenden dritten
Dionysus) as the “end of individuation” and as a “premonition of a re-
stored unity” (die Ahmung einer wiederbergestellten Einheit) (BT §10).*

By banishing two-thirds of the Olympians, that is, the vast majority
of the gods in the Greek pantheon, from the pages of The Birth of Trag-
edy and from his polytheistic construct, Nietzsche privileges and high-
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lights the two divinities that matter most to him, Apollo and Dionysos.
Some ancient sources exclude Dionysos from the august circle of the
twelve Olympian gods.” Nietzsche took advantage of this ambiguity
when he classified Dionysos emphatically as “chthonian” in the lectures
of 1871 but left his status deliberately vague in The Birth of Tragedy,
where the Olympian/chthonian classification does not occur. Neither
“Titanic” like other pre-Olympian gods nor “Olympian” like Apollo, the
Dionysos of The Birth of Tragedyis sui generis. In the section on the Za-
greus myth, Nietzsche playfully invents a new role for “the suffering
Dionysos of the mysteries” by making him the procreator of gods and
mortals: “From the smile of this Dionysos originated the Olympian gods,
and from his tears the human race” (Awus dem Licheln dieses Dionysus sind
die olympischen Gotter, ausseinen Thriinen die Menschen entstanden) (BT §10).%
In keeping with his reductionist strategy, Nietzsche does not allow
non-Olympian gods to clutter up his dualistic Apollonian/Dionysian
plot. Of the numerous divinities that did not enjoy Olympian status,
only Hades, Moira, Pan, and the Titans are mentioned. Hades (BT §11)
and Moira (§3 and §9) are the two Greek gods most prominently con-
nected with death and mortality, yet their role in The Birth of Tragedyis
merely ornamental. Pan is equally irrelevant to Nietzsche’s overall argu-
ment. The paradigmatic dictum “The great Pan is dead” (BT §11),
quoted by Nietzsche from Plutarch, is not a true evocation of Pan as a
pre-Hellenistic divinity and a member of the Dionysiac circle.”" The
death of Pan is adduced as a rhetorical flourish and a symbolic analogy to
give weight to Nietzsche’s own claim that “tragedy is dead!” (BT §11).
The Titans appear repeatedly in their mythical roles as representatives of
the pre-Olympian “order of terror” (§3-§4, §9) and as the murderers of
Dionysos Zagreus (§10). Prometheus, the benefactor of humankind, is
the only Titan who has an individual identity (§3-§4, §7, §9-§10).
Apollo and Dionysos are the only divinities that count in The Birth of
Tragedy, they are the true protagonists. Nietzsche deliberately created a
minimal version of polytheism that makes do with the smallest possible
number of divinities, namely two. Needless to say, a polytheism that
barely avoids the appearance of monotheism is an artificial construct and
does not correspond to the actual cultic patterns of Greek religion.”” T am
using the word “protagonist” deliberately because it reflects my belief
that Nietzsche’s choice of two divinities rather than three or four as the
driving forces in the unfolding drama of cultural tensions, antinomies,
and opposites may have been consciously or unconsciously influenced by
the polar patterns of Euripidean tragedy and by Euripides’ tendency to
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juxtapose or oppose two divinities in several of his extant plays. His Hip-
polytos, in which Aphrodite and Artemis function as polar opposites and
divine personifications of sex and virginity, is a prime example. Without
going into too much speculative detail, I venture to suggest that The
Birth of Tragedy could be imagined as a tragedy with a cast of characters
that includes three playwrights, two divinities, and one philosopher. Aes-
chylus and Sophocles play the good guys and Euripides the bad guy,
while Socrates appears in a very ambivalent role. Apollo and Dionysos are
“beyond good and evil,” like true tragic gods. As stage-gods they make
their respective epiphanies at the beginning and /or end of the play, the
standard convention in Euripides.” In the successive episodes of the play,
Apollo and Dionysos alternate their stage epiphanies, thus replicating the
pattern of alternating Dionysian and Apollonian stages in Greek culture
(BT §4). I am fully aware of the double irony of reconceptualizing The
Birth of Tragedy as a drama with characters and a plot, and of recasting
Nietzsche’s Dionysian scenarios in the manner of Euripides. But what I
just did to The Birth of Tragedy is hardly more inconceivable or far-
fetched than what Nietzsche does in The Birth of Tragedy with Greek
tragedy, myth, or polytheism.

Three Dionysian Scenarios

The narrative core of the argument of sections 1-10 of The Birth of
Tragedy consists of three overlapping scenarios in which Dionysos is the
key figure. In the first of his Dionysian scenarios, Nietzsche reconceptu-
alizes Apollo and Dionysos as polar opposites and as “art deities”
( Kunstgitter), that is, divine personifications or incarnations of two dif-
ferent art forms (BT §1-§3). His scheme makes for innovative aesthetic
theory, but it finds no support in Greek religion. The gods of Greek cult
were often arranged in pairs, triads, or larger groups of ten or twelve.
Thus Apollo could be paired with Artemis, or Demeter with Dionysos.
While the divine brothers Apollo and Dionysos were worshipped as a pair
of interconnected divinities at Delphi, they were never perceived as abso-
lute conceptual opposites in antiquity. Nietzsche recognizes as much
when he speaks of the Delphic “reconciliation of the two antagonists”
(BT §2).** But there is ample precedent for such an opposition in the
Romantic scholarship of the nineteenth century, which imagined Apollo
as joyful and radiant and Dionysos as sad and somber.” Here and else-
where, Nietzsche sees the Greeks through the filter of traditional inter-
pretations that he inherited.
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In his second Dionysian scenario Nietzsche takes the polarity of
Apollo and Dionysos out of its synchronic isolation and applies it dia-
chronically to a sweeping vision of Greek cultural history from the
Bronze Age to the time of the tragedians. He perceives Greek culture as
an alternating pattern of successive Dionysian and Apollonian periods
(BT §4). Thus the Dionysian “Age of Bronze” precedes the “Homeric
world,” which is the product of the Apollonian aesthetic impulse. The
age of the earliest lyric poets belongs to Dionysos, whereas the Doric art
and world view of the sixth century marks a return of the Apollonian. As
the highest art form achieved by the Greeks, tragedy represents the cul-
mination of Apollonian and Dionysian synergies by combining both.
There is no precedent, ancient or modern, for this breathtakingly bold
revision of the myth of the ages in which cultural theory and literary his-
tory are combined under a thin layer of an almost allegorical polytheism
whose deities have been transformed into abstract concepts, aesthetic
icons, and eponymous cultural heroes.

Nietzsche’s third Dionysian scenario is radically different, in part be-
cause it adopts an esoteric mythical construct that excludes Apollo. Its
core consists of the Nietzschean version of the myth of the suffering
Dionysos Zagreus who was dismembered by the Titans and restored to
life again with divine help (BT §10).*° According to Nietzsche, the
suffering Dionysos reappears incarnate in every hero of tragedy because
the tragic heroes “are mere masks of this original hero Dionysos” (§10).
The tragic pattern of death and suffering is thus sublimated into a myth
of eternal return and renewal. The existential symbolism of the Zagreus
myth is transparent and echoed in one of the so-called Orphic gold tab-
lets from Thessaly. Dating from the late fourth century BCE and buried
with a dead woman, its opening verse reads, “Now you have died and
now vyou have been born, thrice-blessed, on this day.”
(viv €6avec kai viv éyévou, TpicOABie, duaTt TAxde.” A related after-
life text from the same period confirms that the boundaries between hu-
man and divine were always more fluid on the outer and more esoteric
margins of Greek religion: “You have become a god from a human”
(Bedc Eyévou €€ avBpadou).®

Polymorphous himself, Dionysos has become the signal deity of
Nietzsche’s polytheism. Does Nietzsche’s preoccupation with Dionysos
mean that he abandoned his polytheistic agenda and substituted a kind
of “Dionysian monotheism” for it?* T do not think so. The suffering
Dionysos of The Birth of Tragedyis defined through his conceptual anto-
nym, Apollo. Another polytheistic feature of Nietzsche’s Dionysos is his
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tendency to multiply himself. If followed to its logical conclusion,
Nietzsche’s equation of Dionysos with every tragic hero implies that the
suffering Dionysos is perpetuated and multiplied in his numerous human
surrogates on the tragic stage. Instead of one Dionysos, there are now
many, albeit in human disguise. Indeed, multiforms of the same deity are
a hallmark of polytheism, and Greek and Roman mythographers differen-
tiate between five divine bearers of the name Dionysos.” Nietzsche’s
own experience of Dionysos changed over the years, and so did his image
of the god, from his first academic encounters with the Greek Dionysos
or Dionysoses to the Dionysos of The Birth of Tragedy (1872), to the
“unknown god” of the Dionysos-Dithyramben (1888), and to Nietzsche’s
ultimate delusionary self-identification with Dionysos (1889 )—“among
Indians I was Buddha, in Greece Dionysos” (Ich bin unter Indern Bud-
dha, in Griechenland Dionysos gewesen)."

The Immortal Mortal

I have argued that, in The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche paints a highly
imaginative and dynamic picture of polytheism which would revolution-
ize our understanding of Greek religion if it actually corresponded to any
historical reality. Indeed, an enormous gulf separates Nietzsche’s own
play with polytheism from the actual manifestations of polytheism that
existed in the real world of Greek religion as practiced. How conscious
was Nietzsche of this discrepancy? The answer lies in Nietzsche’s Basel
lectures on Greek religion.” A preliminary and highly condensed treat-
ment of this vast topic can be found in Nietzsche’s 1871 lecture course
on the “Encyclopedia of Classical Philology and Introduction to the
Stu