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Nietzsche was bowled over by art, perhaps more so than any other
philosopher of comparable stature.1 His first book, The Birth of
Tragedy (1872), is devoted to it, and shows his youthful enthusi-
asm at full flood. Art then features prominently in each of his sub-
sequent books – lit from a variety of angles, playing a variety of
roles in the larger movement of his thought – until, in 1888, the
final year of his productive life, he completed two further books
devoted exclusively to art, The Case of Wagner and Nietzsche
contra Wagner. If we add to this the fact that one of his books –
Thus Spoke Zarathustra – is intended to be a work of art; the fact that
the style and construction of all of his books is self-consciously
artistic to a degree approached only, perhaps, among philosophers,
by Plato and the early Wittgenstein; and the fact that throughout
his life Nietzsche regarded himself as a serious composer, despite
the evidence of his actual compositions to the contrary – and we
have a quick sketch of the most art-fixated of all of the major
philosophers. This sketch also indicates a difficulty in saying what
Nietzsche’s ‘philosophy of art’ might have been. His engagement
with art was multi-dimensional, and it lasted throughout his pro-
ductive life – a relatively brief period, but long enough for his
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thought to have developed in some quite dramatic ways. And this
means that the search for any single position describable as
‘Nietzsche’s philosophy of art’ is more or less doomed to failure. It
is true that he says some things at the beginning of his career that
he also says at the end; it is true, too, that his sense of the signifi-
cance of art barely wavered; but – because of the evolution of his
thought as a whole – the apparent sameness of those ‘things’ and
of that ‘significance’ cannot be taken as a sign that he cleaved
throughout to any settled view. Rather, Nietzsche’s thinking about
art must be seen as standing in a dynamic and reciprocal relation to
his thoughts about everything else; and this means that any
worthwhile attempt at a reconstruction of his ‘philosophy of art’
must be both developmental and contextual – that it must, in
effect, be an attempt to understand Nietzsche’s intellectual biogra-
phy through the prism of art.

I Born in 1844 to Karl Ludwig Nietzsche, a Lutheran pastor who
died when his son was four, and Franziska Nietzsche, who died in
1897, Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche was taught first in Naumberg
and then at Schulpforta, Germany’s leading Protestant boarding
school, from which he received a first class classical education. At the
age of twenty, he entered the University of Bonn as a classics student,
before moving in the following year to the University of Leipzig
(where he first encountered Schopenhauer’s philosophy). He proved
an extremely precocious scholar: he published his first learned essays
in 1867, and was appointed to a professorship in classical philology
at Basel two years later, at the absurdly early age of twenty four.

The speed of his advancement is all the more remarkable when
one notes two further points. First, he lost six months of study in
1867–68 to military service, before injuring himself getting on to a
horse. Second, and more strikingly, he seems very quickly to have
come to doubt the real value of philology as an intellectual pursuit:
a letter of 1868 sees him fretting about the indifference of philolo-
gists to ‘the true and urgent problems of life’.2 And his sense that
philology failed to engage with the big questions was surely exac-
erbated by his first meeting, in the same year, with Richard
Wagner, in whom Nietzsche found someone with a truly gargan-
tuan appetite for the big questions – the bigger the better.
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Certainly he seems not to have committed himself very whole-
heartedly to professorial life: in 1870 he volunteered as a medical
orderly in the Franco-Prussian war, and then spent much of the
following year on sick-leave in the Alps. By the mid-1870s he was
dividing his time between taking cures in spas, travelling in the
mountains, and being in Basel when he had to: he finally resigned
his post, on grounds of ill-health, in 1879.

The remainder of his life was spent on the move. Supported by
a small pension, he took lodgings wherever the climate and envi-
ronment seemed to promise some respite from his steadily wors-
ening physical condition. In 1880, for instance, he stayed in
Bolzano, Venice, Marienbad, Frankfurt, Heidelberg, Locarno, Stresa
and Genoa. Italy became increasingly important to him; and it was
there, in Turin, that his health finally gave out. On January 3rd
1889 he suffered a complete mental and physical breakdown, from
which he never recovered. He died eleven years later, in 1900.3

Nietzsche may have ceased officially to be a classical philologist
in 1879, when he resigned from Basel, but he had stopped being
one in spirit pretty well from the moment of his appointment, ten
years earlier. The books that he published during the period of his
employment – The Birth of Tragedy, Untimely Meditations and
Human, all too Human – are all works of philosophy, and they are
motivated by precisely the sorts of big question for which philol-
ogy, he had come to feel, had no room. Nietzsche began the decade
under the twin spells of Schopenhauer and Wagner, and his early
work took its bearings from them; but by the end of the decade he
had largely broken free of these influences, and had found a voice
and a set of problems that were distinctively his own – a set of
problems glossed rather neatly in the subtitle to his next book,
Daybreak: thoughts on the prejudices of morality (1881).

Nietzsche had become convinced that, in an increasingly secular
era, our right to our accustomed values has become questionable.
Christianity has bequeathed to us a whole style of moral thinking
that we are so used to, and which is so ingrained in the fabric of
our culture, that we take it as read, and continue to regard it as
authoritative despite our loss of faith in the presuppositions that
originally underwrote that authority. We don’t, as modern prod-
ucts of the Enlightenment, believe in God or heaven or hell any
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more, and yet we hang on to the values of selflessness and altruism
as if we did; and we persist in regarding qualities such as happiness,
beauty and luck as, if not quite vices, then at least as thoroughly
irrelevant to a proper understanding of ourselves as ethical beings.
In Nietzsche’s view, this is simply irresponsible. The decline of
Christianity presents us with a remarkable opportunity – alarming
perhaps, and maybe dangerous, but also rich with promise. For the
first time in two millennia we have the chance to take responsibil-
ity for our values, to create them and make them our own, rather
than merely inherit them from the dominant culture. And this is a
chance that we must seize: our future humanity depends upon it,
and there is no more urgent task.

Nietzsche’s later work is thus devoted to various attempts both
to motivate a ‘re-evaluation of values’, as he called it, and to begin
to engage in such a re-evaluation – most notably, perhaps, in On
the Genealogy of Morals (1887). And to these attempts, his
thoughts about art are central. Nietzsche had found his big ques-
tion; and – given his tastes – it is unsurprising that he should have
thought that a proper answer to it must have an aesthetic dimen-
sion, a dimension that it is a large part of the business of the pre-
sent book to explore.

II In a famous unpublished note of 1888, Nietzsche remarks that
‘we possess art lest we perish of the truth‘ (WP 822); and it is pos-
sible to track the development of his aesthetics, in broad outline at
least, through the different senses that might be attached to this
dictum at different periods in Nietzsche’s life.

In The Birth of Tragedy, his first book, there are several truths
at issue, one of which is that individual human lives are not worth
living, and that it would have been better – for any given individ-
ual – not to have been born. For complicated reasons, however, this
is a truth that we need to get at least a glimpse of – but no more
than that: face it head on, Nietzsche tells us, and we would be
destroyed. So in tragedy, which allows us that glimpse, we are also
shielded from its full impact by a variety of aesthetic devices,
including character and plot. Here, then, although we need the
truth – and the art of tragedy makes it available – we are saved
from perishing of it by that very same art. And in performing this
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indispensable double role, Nietzsche holds, tragedy is vital to the
formation and sustenance of a healthy culture.

By the later 1870s, when he wrote the first volume of Human,
All Too Human, Nietzsche had changed his mind about all of this.
He now believed that the truth about the world, as progressively
revealed by modern science, is something to be embraced: the truth
may be disconcerting and even painful, but by working with and
through it great things are to be achieved – for instance, the over-
coming of human suffering. And as we come to recognize this, he
holds, our need for the palliative fantasies supplied by art (and reli-
gion) should wither away. But we are cowards: we continue to use
art to soften the impact of the truth, even if we shouldn’t. So we
possess art because we fear, wrongly, that we would perish other-
wise. Art is therefore something that we need to grow out of –
again for the sake of a healthy culture.

This is not a view that Nietzsche cleaved to for long. Partly this
is because he came to think that the world revealed by science is
chaotic, arbitrary and meaningless; and partly it is because he
became convinced that human suffering is not merely not about to
go away, but that it is in fact integral and essential to any fully
human way of living. So the task now is not so much to overcome
the human condition, as he had effectively thought in Human, All
Too Human, as to find ways of making it bearable, of accommodat-
ing oneself to its character; and from this point of view, some
things may be simply impossible to face. By 1882, then, when he
published the first four books of The Gay Science, he regarded the
function of art – its indispensable function – as taking the edge off
realities that we cannot bear, as providing, that is, precisely the
sorts of palliative measure that, just a few years earlier, he had
viewed with such disdain. In a quite ordinary, everyday sense,
therefore, ‘we possess art lest we perish of the truth.’

Nietzsche never moved away from this position. In 1886, for
instance, he says this: ‘the strength of a spirit should be measured
according to how much of the “truth” one could still barely
endure – or to put it more clearly, to what degree one would require
it to be thinned down, shrouded, sweetened, blunted, falsified’
(BGE 39) – which is to say, to what degree one would require art.
And the late aesthetics is largely devoted to exploring the various
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artistic moves that might (in good conscience) be made, given these
facts about ourselves, to render life bearable.

With the exception of a brief period in the late 1870s, then, a con-
stant in Nietzsche’s position is that the truth, or certain truths, are
impossible to face up to squarely, and that they call for aesthetic
counter-measures. Nietzsche may have changed his mind about the
precise character of these truths, but this much at least is fairly stable.
And there is another theme that acquires a degree of stability, first
aired in the second volume of Human, All Too Human, and then
developed in The Gay Science and subsequently. This is the idea that
the exercise of palliative artistry, as it were, is to be focused not so
much on the production of actual works of art, ordinarily so-called,
as on the production of one’s self, on self-creation. The thought, in
other words, is that a central recourse against unmanageable truths,
especially truths about oneself, is to transform them, so that they are
either no longer true or are no longer unmanageable. Nietzsche took
this idea sufficiently seriously as to construct Ecce Homo, his auto-
biography, entirely in its terms, so that he presents his life, in
effect, as an aesthetic masterpiece – and as one that shows, moreover,
how the difficult truths of which he hasn’t perished have, thanks to
his artistry, made him stronger. Nietzsche’s aesthetics thus leeches
increasingly into his ethics; and I have made no effort, in what fol-
lows, to prevent the two from coalescing wherever the texts require.4

III In keeping with the development just outlined, this book is
arranged chronologically. Chapter One is devoted to Nietzsche’s ear-
liest work – primarily The Birth of Tragedy, but also, where relevant,
a couple of his youthful essays. Chapter Two covers Nietzsche’s so-
called ‘positivist’ period – Human, All Too Human (1878–80) first
and foremost, but bits of Untimely Meditations (1873–76) too.
Chapter Three is given over to the first four books of The Gay
Science (1882). Chapter Four investigates that self-alleged artwork,
Thus Spoke Zarathustra (1883–85). And Chapter Five is focussed
on the late writings – from Beyond Good and Evil (1886) through to
Ecce Homo (1888), a series of mostly shortish books that show where
Nietzsche ended up.5 There is then an Appendix devoted to Wagner.

I should say a word about this last decision, which may seem
strange. After all, Nietzsche’s three explicitly art-centred books –
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The Birth of Tragedy, The Case of Wagner and Nietzsche contra
Wagner – are largely or exclusively about Wagner. My reason for
sidelining or postponing him in this way, however, is to prevent the
present book from seeming unduly narrow in focus. It is true that
Wagner was the single most important artistic phenomenon in
Nietzsche’s life. But Nietzsche’s thoughts about art are, or should
be, of interest even to those for whom Wagner is unexplored or
under-appreciated territory; so I don’t propose to make a pointful
acquaintance with Wagner’s work a precondition of following the
things that I want to say here.

The structure of the book is therefore quite similar to that of
Julian Young‘s generally admirable Nietzsche’s Philosophy of Art
(1992): Young has more on Schopenhauer than I do, I have more
on Zarathustra and Wagner. But the basic sense that Nietzsche’s
aesthetics needs to be understood as a story rather than as a posi-
tion is something that we share. We don’t always agree how that
story goes; nor do we agree about what matters most in it. But sig-
nificant parts of this book would not be as they are were it not for
Young’s, and I would urge anyone with a serious interest in
Nietzsche’s thoughts about art to read it – if only to get the other
side of a (sometimes implicit) dialogue. Other things to read,
although I’ve not drawn on them directly, include Alexander
Nehamas‘s Nietzsche: Life as Literature (1985) and Philip Pothen’s
Nietzsche and the Fate of Art (2002) – good books both, but nei-
ther as helpful as Young’s, in my view, in bringing out the main
strands in Nietzsche’s aesthetics.

A word in conclusion about sources. In general, it seems best to
give interpretative priority to those texts that Nietzsche either
published or had prepared for publication by the time of his final
collapse. These, after all, are where Nietzsche himself thought the
real meat was, and they must surely take precedence over his volu-
minous notebooks in any attempt to arrive at an understanding of
his views. The unpublished material does have its uses, however.
For instance, he sometimes said things there more pithily than he
ever did in print – the dictum that ‘We possess art lest we perish of
the truth‘ being a prime case in point. With this exception, though,
I have not, in what follows, drawn on Nietzsche’s notebooks for
their neat encapsulation of his published views. I have drawn on
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them, however, in another context, namely, in my discussion of
Nietzsche’s first published work, The Birth of Tragedy. Here, since
there simply aren’t the surrounding works to appeal to for elucida-
tion, I have tried to shed some light by going to a couple of quite
substantial essays, ‘On Schopenhauer’ and ‘On Truth and Lies in a
Nonmoral Sense’, which, although unpublished, do at least show
the general sort of thing that Nietzsche was thinking at the time.
And this helps to make better sense, I believe, of The Birth of
Tragedy than would be possible through an austere, if perfectly
justifiable, insistence on treating that text as self-sufficient.
Otherwise, though, I have stuck to the letter of what Nietzsche
himself thought worth reading, and have appealed only to the pub-
lished writings.6
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Profound, hostile silence about Christianity throughout the book.
Christianity is neither Apollonian nor Dionysian; it negates all
aesthetic values – the only values recognized in The Birth of Tragedy:
it is nihilistic in the most profound sense, while in the Dionysian
symbol the ultimate limit of affirmation is attained.

(Nietzsche, Ecce Homo, ‘The Birth of Tragedy’)

Introduction

Nietzsche’s first book, The Birth of Tragedy (1872), is a striking
debut and an arresting example of German Romanticism at its
headiest. Tragedy, as an art form, has long captivated the philo-
sophical imagination – not surprisingly, given that tragic works of
art can seem to offer richer and more profound insights into the
human condition than works in any other genre. And Nietzsche’s
early engagement with the topic certainly represents an attempt to
do justice to that fact. Tragedy, in his eyes, tells us the deepest and
most horrifying truths about ourselves, but does so in a way that
makes the news not merely bearable, but welcome, enlivening, and
even intoxicating; so that against the backdrop of a fundamentally

1
REDEMPTION THROUGH ART:

THE BIRTH OF TRAGEDY



pessimistic take on existence (the deepest truths are horrifying),
tragedy offers us a paradoxical form of redemption. This is a very
dramatic thought: to many readers, indeed, it has seemed to encap-
sulate a peculiarly powerful approach not only to tragedy as an art
form, but to a proper understanding of our own most fundamental
needs. The devil, though, is in the detail; and we will see in what
follows that the task of arriving at a sustainable interpretation of
Nietzsche’s position is a vexed – indeed in my view an unfulfillable –
one, however fascinating some of the details might be, and how-
ever much it might be true that there is at least something seduc-
tive about the central vision. But it is an elusive vision; and I don’t
pretend to have put my finger on it here. Instead, I try to clear
some ground, and to identify the kinds of commitment that must
be attributed to Nietzsche if his youthful ideas about tragedy are
to have a chance, at any rate, of making sense.1

The Birth of Tragedy didn’t appeal (even this much) to most of
its earliest readers. It was denounced, ironically, as an exercise in
‘the philology of the future’ (Wagner’s music, which Nietzsche
championed in the book, was at that time referred to as ‘the music
of the future’); it was castigated for its ‘ignorance and lack of love
of truth’, and its author, described as a ‘rotted brain’, was taken to
task for his ‘inanities and wretchednesses’ (Kaufmann 1967: 5–6).
Nietzsche seems not to have been very perturbed by these responses,
but his professional reputation never fully recovered from them;
and this, together with his increasingly bad health, contributed to
his decision to quit academic life seven years later, in 1879.

It is not very surprising that The Birth of Tragedy went down
badly. As a work in classical philology it is, at best, eccentric; and as
an exercise in philosophy it is unfocused, verbose and frequently
obscure. Moreover, it is – in one of its primary motivations – very
blatantly a piece of propaganda, a hailing of Wagner as the saviour
and redeemer of contemporary culture. In it, Nietzsche gives an
account of the origins of Ancient Greek tragedy, and of its death at
the hands of Socratic rationalism – a tendency that led, in the end,
to Christianity; and he suggests that now, in an age over which this
tendency has at last lost its strangle-hold, the possibility of a
rebirth of tragedy has not only become imaginable, but has in fact
been realised, in Wagner’s music dramas. Greek tragedy was the
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expression of, and the sustaining force behind, a healthy, vibrant
culture. In the work of Wagner, therefore, we may hope, he sug-
gests, for a dramatic renewal of our own culture.

When Nietzsche came to reflect on The Birth of Tragedy some
fourteen years later, in the ‘Attempt at a Self-Criticism’ included in
the second edition of the book, he was chiefly concerned to high-
light continuities between his earliest thoughts and his later ones –
to suggest, in other words, that The Birth of Tragedy was already a
premonition of his own mature philosophical position. And it is
certainly true that there are pre-echoes. The later Nietzsche is
much exercised by ‘the problem of science’, for example, by ‘sci-
ence considered . . . as problematic, as questionable’; and The Birth
of Tragedy, in its discussion of Socratic rationalism, undoubtedly
prefigures that concern – ‘for the first time’, as Nietzsche has it
(ASC 2).2 The later Nietzsche is, further, committed to fighting ‘at
any risk whatever the moral interpretation and significance of
existence’, a commitment that he not implausibly claims to detect
in his first book, in which ‘art, and not morality, is presented as the
truly metaphysical activity of man’ (ASC 5). Also, finally, the later
Nietzsche, like the earlier, is wedded to the view that the funda-
mental value of something is to be determined by its value for life:
in The Birth of Tragedy, he says, his ‘instinct . . . aligned itself with
life’, and ‘discovered for itself’ a radically new ‘doctrine and valua-
tion of life – purely artistic and anti-Christian’ (ibid.). Indeed, the
‘task’ of the book was ‘to look at science in the perspective of the
artist, but at art in that of life’, a task to which the later Nietzsche,
as he accurately informs us, ‘has not become a stranger’ (ASC 2).

These continuities are real, even if Nietzsche does occasionally
overstate them. But it is easy to feel that it is the discontinuities
that matter more; and of these, Nietzsche accords most prominence
to three. The first concerns the younger Nietzsche’s metaphysical
commitments. Where the later Nietzsche is generally highly criti-
cal of metaphysics, regarding it as a hang-over of Christianity, in
The Birth of Tragedy he had peddled an ‘artists’ metaphysics’ –
‘arbitrary, idle, fantastic’ (ASC 5) – and had sought to express him-
self ‘by means of Schopenhauerian and Kantian formulas’ (ASC 6).
He had, moreover – and this is the second discontinuity – argued
that it would be ‘necessary’ for a man of a vibrant culture ‘to desire
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a new art, the art of metaphysical comfort’ (ASC 7, BT 18); to
which the Nietzsche of 1886 replies: ‘No, thrice no! . . . it would
not be necessary! But it is highly probable that it will end in that
way – namely, “comforted”, . . . ”comforted metaphysically” – in
sum, as romantics end, as Christians . . . No! You ought to learn
the art of this-worldly comfort first; you ought to learn to laugh’
(ASC 7). Finally, the earlier Nietzsche had ‘spoiled’ his project by
‘append[ing] hopes where there was no ground for hope’, by
‘rav[ing] about “the German spirit”’ and imagining that, through
Wagner, this spirit might redeem contemporary culture – when in
fact ‘the German spirit’ was ‘just [then] making its last testament
and abdicating forever’ (ASC 6). The later Nietzsche no longer
pinned hopes of any sort to Wagner, let alone such grandiose ones;
and in the ‘Attempt’ he reserves his affection exclusively for those
parts of The Birth of Tragedy that have nothing to do with Wagner
at all.

These continuities and contrasts suggest two thoughts. The first
is that the book itself might be divided into two – into those parts
of it that champion Wagner, and those that do not. And the second
thought is that this division might shadow a distinction between
those parts of The Birth of Tragedy that are encumbered with
unnecessary metaphysical commitments and aspirations, and those
that are not. Certainly this is the interpretative stance that the
‘Attempt’ encourages. It encourages one, that is, to read The Birth
of Tragedy as if it consisted of an account of the birth and death of
Attic tragedy – some of it misleadingly, but in the end innocently,
couched in Schopenhauerian ‘formulas’ – onto which has been
grafted a metaphysically compromised, and essentially baseless,
account of the rebirth of tragedy in the works of Wagner. And it is
a reading much like this that has, with the later Nietzsche’s bless-
ing, become, if not perhaps the orthodoxy, then at least a conspicu-
ous (and potentially powerful) interpretative option.3 I shall refer
to this reading as the ‘bipartite’ reading.

It is one of the principal purposes of this chapter to ask whether
such a reading is sustainable – to ask, in other words, whether the
final ten sections of The Birth of Tragedy, which is where the
Wagnerianism is, can be quite so easily pared away, so as to leave
behind a discussion of classical culture that has been purged, in
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effect, not only of Nietzsche’s (subsequently rescinded) commit-
ment to Wagner, but also of his (perhaps only apparent) commit-
ment to Schopenhauerian metaphysics. To this end it will be most
helpful, I think, to begin with a brief outline of the book that is as
neutral as possible between the bipartite reading and any rivals to
it that might emerge, so that the bones of possible contention are
laid as bare as they feasibly can be.

1. An outline

Nietzsche’s central thought about Ancient Greek tragedy has it
shaped a bit like an onion, whose successive layers act as partial
mirrors on their convex sides and as partial filters on their concave
sides. At the heart of the onion is the idea that human
individuality – the separate existence of individual human selves –
is, in some sense, an illusion. Reflected in the outer layer is the (in
some sense) illusory ‘self’ of the spectator. And it is in the inter-
vening layers, some of which are more reflective and/or permeable
than others, that the actual tragedy – the drama – is played out.

The effect of the drama upon the spectator is, essentially, to
allow him a glimpse of the (alleged) truth that lies at the heart of
it – that human individuality is an illusion – while also shielding
him from the full impact that, without the filtering and mirroring,
this truth would have upon him. Unshielded, Nietzsche holds, the
spectator would be destroyed. So the drama conceals and softens
the truth even as it reveals it. Nietzsche associates the truth at the
heart of the tragedy with the god Dionysus – who, in Greek
mythology, was dismembered by the Titans – and calls the state
induced in the spectator by his glimpse of that truth ‘Dionysian’, a
state of intoxicated ecstasy. The other aspect of tragedy, which is
responsible for shielding the spectator from the full impact of the
truth, Nietzsche associates with the god Apollo. Apollo sustains the
illusion of individuality – of the intelligibility and, indeed, the
beauty of things, including human beings – and induces in the
spectator the ‘Apollonian’ state that Nietzsche often describes as
‘dream-like’. Both the Dionysian and the Apollonian principles are
therefore essential to tragedy as Nietzsche conceives it. Without
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Dionysus, the drama would merely sustain and reinforce the illu-
sion of human individuality. Without Apollo, the drama would
destroy (i.e. dismember) its spectators, at any rate psychologically.

But why, on this model, might tragedy be thought to be worth
having at all?4 And still more: why might it be held to be necessary
to the sustenance of a healthy culture? If the truth at the heart of
tragedy – that human individuality is in some way illusory – is
fundamentally destructive, after all, it might seem better not to get
even a glimpse of it. Whereas if, on the other hand, that truth
really is worth knowing, why wouldn’t dream-like illusions – illu-
sions that obscure precisely what the heart of tragedy reveals – be
better done without, and the truth faced?

Convincing answers to these questions are extremely difficult –
perhaps impossible – to give, although I’ll canvas some suggestions
presently. For the moment, though, and sticking at the level of
generality that an outline of this sort requires, the story is this.
Man requires (the illusion of) individuality in order to act and
function in the world. He must experience himself not only as
numerically distinct from others (I am I, you are you), but as qual-
itatively distinct: I, but not you, am father of this child, have
responsibility for milking the cows, need to distinguish myself at
darts, am giving a lecture first thing in the morning, etc. And for
these things to be possible, he must experience the world in which
he acts and functions as relevantly orderly, as patterned in the var-
ious ways that those actions and functions presuppose, so that the
world is experienced as intelligible and, at least in principle, as
amenable to his purposes. The world, that is, together with the
overlapping and interlocking endeavours of its ‘individual’ inhabi-
tants, must appear capable of sustaining a rational interpretation.
And this is an appearance that Apollo holds in place.

It is, however, only an appearance. The world is, in some sense,
not really like that, and to live in it as if it were is to range over a
merely artificial surface. It is, moreover, to lose touch with some-
thing deeper and more primordial about life, and from which life
itself draws its most fundamental energies – above all, as it turns
out, the energy to go on living. The Apollonian world is orderly
and beautiful, but ultimately quite pointless: individual success is
transient, happiness rare and fragile, suffering and death unavoid-
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able. The ‘wisdom of Silenus’ – that ‘What is best of all is . . . not to
be born, not to be, to be nothing. But the second best . . . is – to die
soon’5 – exerts a powerfully seductive influence. And to offset this
influence, life must touch base with an energy that is blind to such
thoughts, that is oblivious to the final futility of human living and
that glories, simply (and, as it might be, irrationally), in itself. This
is the energy of Dionysus. It lies at a level that is somehow beneath
that at which we exist as distinct selves, and so undercuts the kinds
of pessimistic reflection about individual lives that lend Silenus’s
wisdom its seductive force. Borne neat, this energy would destroy
us. But (just) touching base with it refreshes our appetite for life,
and returns us reinvigorated to the world of Apollo.

So life itself, on this picture, requires both the Apollonian prin-
ciple (if we are to be able to act or function at all) and the
Dionysian (if we are to bother to do either). And Greek tragedy, or
so Nietzsche tells us, sustained the culture that produced it pre-
cisely because it answered to this requirement in a peculiarly ade-
quate way.

The mechanics by which it is supposed to have done this, how-
ever, are complicated, and Nietzsche doesn’t always offer a lot of
help in sorting them out. But the following, at least, can be haz-
arded without too much violence to the text. The outer layers of
the onion, to pick up on that image, consist of character and plot.
The spectator recognizes the protagonist of the drama as an ‘indi-
vidual’ like himself, and understands the unfolding of his or her
story as an intelligible account of what might happen to someone
like this under circumstances like these. Here, we are firmly in the
realm of Apollo. Another layer down, however, and we encounter
the chorus, which chants in unison. The chorus sets up a sort of
hyper-reality – equivalent in kind to the world of the Olympian
gods – which has the effect of nullifying the ordinary world of
everyday experience (‘as lamplight is nullified by the light of day’
[BT 7]), and hence of undermining the spectator’s easy identifica-
tion with the events and characters portrayed on stage.6 And then
we meet the music. Music – or so Nietzsche follows Schopenhauer
in insisting – is the primordial art. It operates beneath the level of
‘individual’ human selves, and articulates directly the irrational
energy that is (in some sense) at the heart of things. It therefore
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brings the spectator not merely to see himself as an epiphe-
nomenon of what humanity collectively is, but to recognize that
collective as itself no more than an epiphenomenon of the energy
of Dionysus. And the dénouement – the destruction (the dismem-
berment) of the tragic hero – is as close to the middle of the onion
as one can intelligibly get. Here, the hero is simply ripped apart –
or is finally revealed as having always been no more than ripped
apart, as no more than the froth on a wave that has everything to
do with life, but nothing – in the end – to do with him. And this is
the news – the paradoxically energizing news – that the spectator
intuits through the workings of music, chorus and plot, and – ulti-
mately – the central character, in whom, illusory (i.e. dismem-
bered) though he may have turned out to be, the spectator finds
himself reflected.

This, then, for better or for worse, is Nietzsche’s account of
Greek tragedy; and the historical coming together of the various
elements it comprises constitutes its birth, as he originally had it,
‘from the spirit of music’.7 But tragedy was soon to meet its death,
also at Greek hands. And what killed it, in effect, was the hypertro-
phy of one aspect of the Apollonian, the aspect that gives the world
the appearance of being rationally ordered. In the person of
Socrates, the Greeks came to understand and value life solely in
terms of reason and order, to the exclusion not only of the darker,
irrational side of things symbolized by the dismembered god, but
also of every other (i.e. every non-rational) aspect of the
Apollonian.8 And life in this newly ‘real’ Socratic world was made
liveable – was inoculated against the seduction of Silenus – by a
new equation of reason with goodness, so that the rational life
could be held to be valuable in itself, without recourse to intoxicat-
ing supplements. And tragedy, which had been the expression of
and an antidote to a fundamentally pessimistic take on existence,
was thereby displaced by what Nietzsche terms ‘Socratic opti-
mism’, a tendency that is neither Dionysian nor (properly)
Apollonian, and which – in its rejection of some fundamental (i.e.
Dionysian) truths about life – eventually produced Christianity.

For two thousand-and-something years this tendency held
sway. But in modernity, Nietzsche suggests, it has begun to lose its
grip, and the conditions are once again present for Dionysus to
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take the stage, and for the irrational, primordial forces associated
with him to make their potency felt. The rebirth of tragedy is now
possible. And in Wagner’s work it has been achieved – in the re-
entwining of the Apollonian and Dionysian principles through
music, character and plot. The greatness of the Greeks had been
sustained by such a synthesis: they turned their underlying pes-
simism to paradoxical account. And now the kind of vibrancy and
creativity that they exemplified beckons again. We stand on the
threshold of a new golden age.

2. Dionysus

Everything in this story swings on Dionysus. Nietzsche takes him-
self, together with Wagner and the pre-Socratic Greeks, to be seri-
ous about what Dionysus stands for, and to be serious, too, in
rejecting the rationalistic optimism that supplanted him. But what,
exactly, does Dionysus stand for?

Two rather different answers immediately suggest themselves.
The first, which is metaphysically humdrum, one might term the
‘psychological’ thesis. This is the thought that our felt separateness
from one another is ultimately quite superficial, and that certain
experiences reveal that the apparent barriers between us are easily
broken down. So, for example, immersing oneself in a crowd – at a
football match, a political rally, a pageant – and finding oneself
swept up in the common enthusiasm, as it might be, or the
common anger, can lead to the sense that one’s individuality,
together with everyone else’s, has been merged with (or swallowed
up by) the collective, perhaps to the point of mass hysteria. One’s
inhibitions, which ordinarily function as a sort of bulwark between
oneself and the wider social world, are overcome; one’s habitual
judgements about others, which operate as another sort of bul-
wark, are forgotten; one’s identification with projects that are
essentially one’s own is suspended; rationality loosens its grip. And
in losing oneself in this way there can be a tremendous – if also
rather terrifying – feeling of liberation, of liberation from the self,
a feeling that might quite aptly be described in terms of ecstatic
intoxication. And there can be the sense that, in this state, one has
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somehow penetrated to a level that underlies one’s individuality,
and that makes it seem trivial or irrelevant by contrast. Everyday
cares, hopes, plans, habits, tastes – all of them seem suddenly local
and unimportant; and one feels as if one has, as it were, tapped into
an energy much vaster than one’s own.

Or, still more obviously, take sexual love. Inhibitions, judge-
ments, projects, rationality go by the wayside; ordinary cares,
hopes, plans, habits and tastes seem transcendently piffling, and
the loss of the sense of self is or can be more or less total. One can
feel oneself, moreover, the agent of forces wholly unpeculiar to
oneself – in the grip, as one might be tempted to put it, not of this
or that surge of personal energy, but of the energy of life itself,
caught up in a current far more fundamental and primordial than
any to which one could confidently attach the label ‘me’. And
‘ecstatic intoxication’, surely, is just right here, pre-eminently so.
Utterly absorbed in the other person, the ordinary limits of feeling
seem swiftly transgressed, and something larger, more intense,
more extreme moves centre-stage. Nietzsche’s favourite work of
Wagner’s was Tristan und Isolde, its central characters exemplary
of the power of sexual love. And Wagner, to music of incomparable
potency, has them eventually – as the climax nears – addressing
one another by one another’s names: Tristan calls Isolde ‘Tristan’;
she calls him ‘Isolde’.9 The two have overcome, or feel themselves
to have overcome, their numerical distinctness, and have merged
and been sublimated into a force greater than either of them. And
in doing so, according to the psychological thesis, they have
grasped a fundamental truth: that the barriers that make us who
we take ourselves to be, and that everyday life fosters and presup-
poses, are thin, superficial and – ultimately – trivial.10

On this reading of Dionysus, then, there is a level of
experience – attainable, perhaps, in several ways – that undercuts
our ordinary self-understandings, so that our sense of separate
self-hood is undermined and shown up as altogether less deep and
less foundational than we are accustomed to think. On this read-
ing, therefore, Attic tragedy exploits and expresses a potentially
extremely disruptive fact about us – a fact which, if acknowledge-
ment of it were allowed to have the field to itself, would render
ordinary life impossible – while softening its impact by presenting
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it through the Apollonian appurtenances of (individual) character
and (intelligible) plot. We are invigorated by contact with a force
that we recognize as raw, irrational, large, and also – crucially – as
fundamental to what, at a deep level, we are really all about; and,
enlivened by the contact, we return to everyday living with our
appetite for it refreshed.

The other obvious answer to the question ‘What does Dionysus
stand for?’ is the more traditional one, and it might be termed the
‘metaphysical’ thesis. It holds that Dionysus stands for the noumenal
will of Schopenhauerian philosophy. Schopenhauer, about whom
the young Nietzsche, like Wagner, was tremendously enthusiastic,
held that the world, in its innermost nature, consisted of a blind,
endless, meaningless turmoil and striving that he called the will, a
reality whose refracted appearances make up the world of human
experience. The world of experience is constituted by the forms of
the ‘principle of sufficient reason’ – by space, time and causation –
and as such it is populated by individual things, including people.
All of this, however, is mere appearance. The principle of sufficient
reason – or, as Schopenhauer also calls it, the ‘principium individu-
ationis’ (the principle of individuation) – does not operate at the
level of the will, so that neither causes nor spatio-temporal
things – such as people – are ultimately real. From our perspective
within the world of experience, this is of course very difficult to
accept. But we can gain an intimation of the truth of it, according
to Schopenhauer, through music, which is somehow supposed to be
(capable of being) a ‘copy’ of the will itself (1969: Vol. 1: 256–263).

Making sense of Schopenhauer on music is a task that thank-
fully lies beyond the scope of this book, and I will do no more here
than note that the metaphysically glamorous role that he assigned
to music did much to recommend his thought to Wagner, and that
Nietzsche, similarly impressed, certainly took over from him the
idea that music goes peculiarly deep. Whether, however, he also
took over the idea that it goes metaphysically deep – as opposed to
psychologically deep, say – it is too early to determine.

Schopenhauer’s general philosophical position is thus, in effect,
a metaphysical radicalization of elements of the psychological
thesis. Where the psychological thesis holds that our felt (psycho-
logical) separateness from one another is ultimately superficial,

redemption through art 19



and that at a deeper (but still psychological) level we are all shot to
the core with an energy that is larger than any of us,
Schopenhauer holds that our separate individual existences are
(metaphysically) wholly illusory, and that the only reality is the
endless striving of the metaphysical will that underlies everything.
But the psychological thesis also holds that touching base with the
deeper energies that are fundamental to us restores our appetite
for ordinary individual living. And this, in its metaphysically radi-
calized version, Schopenhauer flatly denies. Instead, he holds that
recognition of the innermost nature of the world reveals the whole
show – both appearance and reality – to be irremediably vile and
ghastly: for him, the wisdom of Silenus is not to be gainsaid. So
the ‘metaphysical’ thesis, as it might plausibly be attributed to
Nietzsche, must be unSchopenhauerian in at least this respect. If
Dionysus stands for the will in Schopenhauer’s sense, then in
Nietzsche, touching base with Dionysus is not the crowning con-
firmation of pessimism, as it is in Schopenhauer, but rather its
revitalizing antidote. And in Greek tragedy, on this reading, that
antidote is not only made available; it is also made just about safe
to take by the Apollonian appearances – construed metaphysically –
with which it is hedged about.

So there would seem to be two main ways of interpreting
Dionysus – as standing for something psychologically fundamen-
tal, or as standing for something metaphysically fundamental. And
with the distinctions between these that I have tried to sketch out
in mind, we can now offer a more perspicuous characterization of
what the ‘bipartite’ reading of The Birth of Tragedy might amount
to – namely, that the account of the birth and death of Attic
tragedy (sections 1–15) presupposes the psychological thesis, while
the allegations about the rebirth of tragedy in the work of Wagner
(sections 16–25) presuppose the metaphysical thesis. And this, in
turn, suggests that, if we wish to assess the adequacy of the bipar-
tite reading, we should now start to look properly at the text and
see whether these shifting presuppositions are indeed in play.
But this, unfortunately, would be to get ahead of ourselves. For
there are reasons to doubt that Nietzsche could possibly have
accepted or defended the metaphysical thesis, at least in the form
described so far. And this, if true, would clearly scupper the
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bipartite reading (certainly as I characterized it a moment ago)
from the start.

3. The metaphysical position

Nietzsche published The Birth of Tragedy in 1872. Four years ear-
lier, however, and despite his general enthusiasm for Schopenhauer,
his notebooks show that he already harboured doubts about the
details of his predecessor’s system. In particular, an unpublished
essay, ‘On Schopenhauer’, constitutes a critique of some of the cen-
tral elements of that system; and it would be odd, to put it no
higher, if Nietzsche had simply put aside or forgotten his reserva-
tions when he came to write The Birth of Tragedy. So we need,
first, to investigate how far his early critique of Schopenhauer
went – where what is at issue is not the quality of that critique (it
doesn’t very much matter, that is, whether Nietzsche’s criticisms of
Schopenhauer are fair or well-directed) but, rather, how much of
Schopenhauer’s system Nietzsche took himself to have reason for
rejecting. And viewed in that light, the answer is: quite a lot.

Schopenhauer’s main mistake, according to Nietzsche, was to
have remained too much of a Kantian. Kant had argued that there
is an absolute metaphysical distinction between the world as it is
‘in itself’ (the noumenal world) and the world as it features in
human experience (the phenomenal world). The phenomenal world
presents itself through categories – space, time, causation – that we
ourselves bring to it, so that our experience is of a world whose
character reflects the structures of human thought. And of the
world as it is or might be independently of those structures – the
noumenal world, the world as it is ‘in itself’ – we can know nothing
whatever: it is a mere ‘X’, forever and in principle inaccessible to us
(OS 2). Schopenhauer takes over from Kant the distinction
between noumenal and phenomenal worlds: the title of his main
work, The World as Will and Representation, precisely shadows
that distinction, and his claim that the world of representation is
governed by the principle of sufficient reason recapitulates Kant’s
thought that the phenomenal world is structured by the categories
of space, time and causation. But Schopenhauer, or so Nietzsche
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objects, turns out to know rather more about the noumenal world
than he should. He turns out to know, for instance, that it consists
of a blind, endless, meaningless striving and turmoil – of will –
when all that anyone is really entitled to say is that it consists
of . . . X, of we know not what. It is of course possible, Nietzsche
concedes, that the noumenal world should be as Schopenhauer says
it is. But, if so, that would be the merest lucky (and uncheckable)
guess, and not the product of ‘[a]ny decent way of thinking’ (OS
2).

In fact, Nietzsche seems sceptical whether there even is a
noumenal world – Schopenhauer followed Kant on a ‘dangerous
path’ in this respect, he says. And even if the possibility of such a
world cannot be decisively ruled out, it survives, he suggests,
‘only in the sense that in the region of transcendence everything
is possible that ever was hatched in a philosopher’s brain’ (OS 2). A
little later, however, he says this: ‘it is completely correct of
[Schopenhauer] to say, in WWR I: “that we can never get at the
essence of things from outside. However much we may investigate,
we obtain nothing but images and names”’ (OS 3) – which, at any
rate on the face of it, would seem to concede the existence of a
noumenal world to Schopenhauer after all, even while underlining
the objection that we can know or say nothing whatever about it.

Perhaps Nietzsche is simply confused here, or doesn’t know
what to think. But whether or not that is so, it is clear that he is
convinced of at least one thing: that the noumenal world, if there is
one, is wholly beyond our epistemic reach, and so cannot pointfully
be said to consist of Schopenhauer’s metaphysical will. And this is
enough to make it extremely unlikely that the metaphysical thesis,
as characterized in the previous section, can possibly be attributed to
Nietzsche. If there neither is nor could be any reason to believe in
a noumenal will, there can be no reason, either, to diagnose the power
of (nascent or renascent) tragedy as residing in its capacity to put
us in touch with such a thing. So the metaphysical thesis should
not, I think, be taken to be Nietzsche’s.11 And this means, of course,
that the bipartite reading of The Birth of Tragedy, at least as I set it
up at the end of section 2, must be pretty much a non-starter.

So are we left only with a unipartite reading, as it were, that
construes the whole of The Birth of Tragedy as presupposing just
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the psychological thesis? Perhaps not. I have argued against
attributing the metaphysical thesis to Nietzsche by appealing to an
essay that he wrote a little before The Birth of Tragedy. I now want
to enlist an essay that he wrote very shortly after The Birth of
Tragedy to suggest that, although the metaphysical thesis cannot
be attributed to him in the strong, explicitly Schopenhauerian
form considered so far, it is nevertheless plausible to think that he
might have subscribed to a weaker thesis – still just about worth
calling ‘metaphysical’ – that is quite different from the psychologi-
cal thesis, and that might yet warrant a suitably adjusted bipartite
reading of Nietzsche’s first book. The essay in question is ‘On
Truth and Lies in a Nonmoral Sense’ (1873), also unpublished by
Nietzsche, but – like ‘On Schopenhauer’ – showing every sign of
having been thought about quite hard.

‘Truth and Lies’ is entirely continuous with the Schopenhauer
essay in one important respect: in it, Nietzsche repeatedly insists
that, of the ‘in-itself’ of things (the noumenal world), we can know
nothing at all (TL: 82–83) – a fact that would make it still more
surprising had he identified the noumenal world with
Schopenhauer’s will in The Birth of Tragedy. But the later essay
also does something more: it opens up, albeit in a fitful, inconclu-
sive way, the prospect that there might be a half-way house, as it
were, between the noumenal and the phenomenal – that there
might be a metaphysical level which, while largely opaque to expe-
rience, is nevertheless not merely an unknowable X. And this, if so,
would encourage the thought that the Nietzsche of The Birth of
Tragedy might indeed have subscribed to a ‘weak’ version of the
metaphysical thesis, of the sort alluded to a moment ago.

I won’t pretend that the interpretation of the relevant aspects of
‘Truth and Lies’ that I am about to offer is definitive or water-
tight. The essay is horribly confused, both internally and (or since
or hence) philosophically, and it is very difficult to get anything
out of it that is either stable or minimally believable. But we can
make a start, at least, with the following passage, which needs to be
quoted at length:

Only by means of the petrification and coagulation of a mass of
images that originally streamed from the primal faculty of the human
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imagination like a fiery liquid, only in the invincible faith that this sun,
this window, this table is a truth in itself, in short, only by forgetting
that he himself is an artistically creating subject, does man live with
any repose, security, and consistency. If but for an instant he could
escape from the prison walls of this faith, his ‘self-consciousness’
would immediately be destroyed. It is even a difficult thing for him to
admit to himself that the insect or the bird perceives an entirely differ-
ent world from the one that man does, and that the question of which
of these perceptions of the world is the more correct one is quite
meaningless, for this would have to be decided previously in accor-
dance with the criterion of the correct perception, which means, in
accordance with a criterion which is not available. But in any case it
seems to me that ‘the correct perception’ – which would mean ‘the
adequate expression of an object in the subject’ – is a contradictory
impossibility. For between two absolutely different spheres, as
between subject and object, there is no causality, no correctness, and
no expression; there is, at most, an aesthetic relation: I mean, a sug-
gestive transference, a stammering translation into a completely for-
eign tongue – for which there is required, in any case, a freely
inventive intermediate sphere and mediating force. ‘Appearance’ is a
word that contains many temptations, which is I why I avoid it as
much as possible. For it is not true that the essence of things
‘appears’ in the empirical [i.e. the phenomenal] world. A painter with-
out hands who wished to express in song the picture before his mind
would, by means of this substitution of spheres, still reveal more
about the essence of things than does the empirical world.

(Nietzsche, TL 86–87)

We might distinguish three main sorts of thought in this passage:
first, a thought about the ordinary perception of objects as some-
how to be understood ‘artistically’; second, a thought about the
unavailability of a ‘criterion of correct perception’; and third, a
thought about an ‘intermediate sphere’ that makes it possible for
perception to get at the world at all. I will try to say something
about each of these thoughts in turn.

Nietzsche’s expression of the first thought is very difficult to
read without being put in mind of The Birth of Tragedy. The world
of individual objects (the sun, windows, chairs), which man
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requires if he is to live ‘with any repose, security, and consistency’,
is in fact the illusory product of his own artistry. Man is, as it were,
his own unwitting Apollo; and if he were to see through this illu-
sion, and become aware of the ‘mass of images’ streaming from his
most ‘primal faculty’ like ‘a fiery liquid’, ‘his “self-consciousness”
would be immediately destroyed’. So we have in place much of the
basic pattern familiar from the outline given in section 1, above.
But here Nietzsche is talking about perception; and his claim would
appear to be that, from the raw stuff of sensation, we artistically
create (through the ‘petrification and coagulation’ of the original
‘mass of images’) a world of stable objects, a world whose construc-
tion is constrained, in the interests of self-preservation, by the
need ‘to exist socially and with the herd’ (TL: 81). So although each
individual is in some sense the creator of the world that he per-
ceives, that world is at the same time common to man as such, in
virtue of shared needs, predicaments and dangers.12

Nevertheless, and this is the second thought, the human world
is, in a sense, arbitrary – ‘the insect or the bird’ perceive ‘an
entirely different world from the one that man does’, in virtue,
presumably, of facing different pressures and encountering differ-
ent threats to their survival. Other species, we must assume, pet-
rify and coagulate the original ‘fiery liquid’ of images into
different configurations, according to their needs. And a ‘criterion
of correct perception’ for adjudicating between these configura-
tions is simply ‘not available’, Nietzsche says: the primal ‘mass of
images’ doesn’t come complete with instructions for how to read it,
and so it can in principle be coagulated in an indefinitely wide vari-
ety of ways.

Up to this point, nothing that Nietzsche claims requires us to
understand him as making a distinction between noumenal and
phenomenal worlds. Everything that he refers to seems quite
clearly to belong to the world of experience – including, impor-
tantly, the original ‘fiery liquid’ of images: if these were noumenal,
after all, Nietzsche could not, on his own insistence, know any-
thing (i.e. even this much) about them. But then there is a slide: ‘it
seems to me’, Nietzsche says, ‘that “the correct perception” . . . is a
contradictory impossibility’ – a remark that only makes sense if
Nietzsche has suddenly, and seemingly without noticing, started to
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talk about things ‘in-themselves’, about the noumenal world. For
only of that world, which is by definition and of necessity inacces-
sible to us, would the thought that there might be a criterion of
correct perception be not merely false (because no such criterion is
in fact available), but a ‘contradictory impossibility’. And with this
slide, Nietzsche finds himself in danger of denying that perception
is possible at all – ‘for between two absolutely different spheres’, as
he puts it, ‘there is no causality, no correctness, and no expression’.

The third thought offers to rectify this difficulty, by positing an
‘intermediate sphere’ between the noumenal and phenomenal
worlds. What Nietzsche means by this, exactly, is rather hard to
say. But we may note, first, that he introduces a new metaphysical
category – the ‘essence of things’ – in his efforts to explain himself.
This category is not straightforwardly phenomenal: ‘it is not true’,
he says, ‘that the essence of things “appears” in the empirical
world’ (i.e. in the world of stable objects, of windows and chairs).
Yet nor is it noumenal: the handless painter (somehow) manages
to ‘reveal’ at least something ‘about the essence of things’, which if
that essence were noumenal would be a ‘contradictory impossibil-
ity’. So we do seem to have a new metaphysical level here.13 And
the sorts of things that go on there, said to be ‘freely inventive’ and
to be the site of an ‘aesthetic relation’ between the noumena and
the phenomena, strongly suggest that Nietzsche has returned (or
takes himself to have returned) to the first thought, about percep-
tion having to be understood ‘artistically’. The best guess, then, is
that the ‘essence of things’ must refer to Nietzsche’s original ‘fiery
liquid’ of images, or perhaps to what these are images of (although
it is far from clear what sense might be attached to this latter
thought).14

The passage we’ve been considering, like the essay as a whole, is
undeniably a vexed one, as I’ve remarked.15 But it does at least
seem reasonably clear that, with whatever warrant, Nietzsche
commits himself in it to a metaphysical level intermediate between
the noumenal and phenomenal worlds, and that this level – com-
prising the ‘essence of things’ – is logically prior to any sort of
world of stable, coagulated objects (chairs, windows, and whatever
might be perceived by insects or birds). So it is a level that under-
cuts individuality as we would normally understand it (even if it
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may not, strictly speaking, undercut Schopenhauer’s principium
individuationis: the principium individuationis goes together
with the principle of sufficient reason, and if that principle were
undercut we would be in the realm of the noumena). It is, in
other words, a level that Nietzsche might quite plausibly have
thought of as ‘Dionysian’, and have had in mind, given the strong
continuities between ‘On Schopenhauer’ and ‘Truth and Lies’,
when writing The Birth of Tragedy. And, if so, this makes a weak
version of the metaphysical thesis a genuine interpretative possi-
bility – a thesis that is more ambitious, if altogether less credible,
than the psychological thesis, but which still stops short of the
full-blown Schopenhauerianism of the strong version of the meta-
physical thesis, a thesis that Nietzsche can safely be assumed to
have rejected. And with this possibility on the table, the prospects
for a bipartite reading of The Birth of Tragedy look suddenly
brighter.

4. Between psychology and metaphysics

The question for us now, then, is whether there is any reason to
think that the Wagner sections of The Birth of Tragedy do, and that
the first fifteen sections do not, presuppose the weak metaphysical
thesis – the thesis that tragedy, by putting us (guardedly) in touch
with the Dionysian ‘essence of things’, returns us to ordinary indi-
vidual living with our appetite for it refreshed, the wisdom of
Silenus notwithstanding.

The most powerful discussion of the bipartite reading is Henry
Staten’s.16 ‘Nietzsche apparently tried’, Staten says, ‘to write the
metaphysical will out of The Birth of Tragedy but found, on arriv-
ing at section 16, that he could not do it’; and as evidence for this,
he remarks that prior to that section

Nietzsche avoids using the term ‘will’ in its metaphysical sense, pre-
ferring instead terms such as ‘primal unity’ and ‘ground of being’. I
notice only one use of ‘will’ in what looks like its universal, metaphysi-
cal sense (in section 3), and it comes with quotation marks, so that it
looks like a metaphorical usage. Furthermore, in at least three places
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in the early sections Nietzsche has removed the word ‘will’ which he
had used in the corresponding passages of an early draft called The
Dionysian Worldview.

(Staten 1990: 192)

The point is then reinforced when Staten notes that Nietzsche,
having found that he couldn’t do without the will, follows
Schopenhauer in claiming that music is ‘an immediate copy of the
will itself’ and so represents ‘what is metaphysical, the thing in
itself’ (BT 16) – which would seem to put us squarely back into the
territory of the strong metaphysical thesis (ibid.: 193).

But does it? Staten doesn’t believe so, and nor, I think, should
we. I have already registered Nietzsche’s tendency to slide between
the ‘essence of things’ and things ‘in-themselves’; and Staten, too,
is fully alive to Nietzsche’s slipperiness in this vicinity, as also to
his (unpublished) denials that anything whatever could be known
about the noumenal ‘thing-in-itself’. So what Staten goes on to
argue, in effect, is that from section 16 onwards, and despite his slip
there into something stronger, Nietzsche should be understood as
defending the weak version of the metaphysical thesis. Staten’s
reasons for attributing this position to Nietzsche are complex, and
refer not to the ‘essence of things’ but to what he calls the ‘univer-
sal form’ of appearance (ibid.: 208). But I think that his reasons are
at least consistent with those adduced in the previous section, and
my position and his seem to me to be very close to one another.
Staten’s summation of what this version of the metaphysical thesis
amounts to would be difficult to better:

The will is the name of the receptiveness to the world of an embodied
being, the name of the way in general in which the world registers on
a being capable of sensation . . . Transcendent being . . . is so to speak
off the scale; it does not register on our sensorium. But even if it is
not directly knowable, there is one thing we can know about it: it is
the limit of individuation, the totality or nothingness out of which
individuals come and which swallows them up again.

This limit of individuation, which is the only irreducible kernel of
Nietzsche’s allegory in The Birth of Tragedy, is not itself capable of
being represented, yet there is, phenomenologically or aesthesiologi-
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cally, something that corresponds to it as its effect or affect: it is the
passage to the limit of sensation, its extreme, ultimate intensification
along both dimensions to the point that pleasure and displeasure
cease to be distinguishable and a rupture of the scale occurs. This is
the excess of nature (BT 4), the Dionysian Rausch [ecstasy] . . . 

(Staten 1990: 208)

– it is, in the terms that we have been using, the (as Nietzsche
insists ecstatic) experience of the original ‘fiery liquid’ of images,
the primal stuff out of which individuals are formed by ‘petrifica-
tion and coagulation’. So Staten’s view is that the Wagner sections
of The Birth of Tragedy presuppose the weak metaphysical thesis
in this sense, while the earlier ones don’t, or at least don’t necessarily.

Let’s have a quick look at the Wagner sections first. These are
undeniably metaphysically charged: in Dionysian art, Nietzsche
says, we ‘are really for a brief moment primordial being itself . . . ;
the struggle, the pain, the destruction of phenomena, now appear
necessary to us, in view . . . of the exuberant fertility of the univer-
sal will’ (BT 17); ‘Dionysian art’, moreover, ‘gives expression to the
will in its omnipotence, as it were, behind the principium individu-
ationis, the eternal life behind all phenomena’ (BT 16); while ‘truly
Dionysian music presents itself as . . . a general mirror of the uni-
versal will’ (BT 17). This is all heady stuff, and it is impossible to
read it as presupposing anything less than the weak metaphysical
thesis (indeed, quite hard not to read it as presupposing something
stronger than that). So the later stages of the book are very much
as the bipartite reading would lead one to expect.

But what about the first fifteen sections? As Staten notes, the
word ‘will’ is less conspicuous in these – even if we do get quite a
good deal about ‘primal unity’ and the ‘ground of being’ (in, e.g.,
BT 1, 5, 6). But the relative absence of the word ‘will’ doesn’t by
itself tell us all that much. For what is at issue here is whether, in
these sections, Nietzsche is committed to the possibility of a meta-
physical level (rather than a psychological one, say) that, first,
underlies the ordinary existence of individual objects, and, second,
amounts to something more than an unknowable ‘X’. And looked
at in this way, the answer must be yes, Nietzsche is certainly com-
mitted to the possibility of such a level, whatever label he might
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attach to it. In ‘the Dionysian orgies of the Greeks’, he tells us, ‘ . . .
nature for the first time attains her artistic jubilee; it is with them
that the destruction of the principium individuationis for the first
time becomes an artistic phenomenon’ (BT 2) (the principium indi-
viduationis is also said to be susceptible to ‘collapse’ [BT 1]). And
in perhaps the most striking of the many passages that might be
appealed to in this context, Nietzsche claims that music ‘appears as
will’, that it ‘stands in symbolic relation to the primordial contra-
diction and primordial pain in the heart of the primal unity, and
therefore symbolizes a sphere which is beyond and prior to all
phenomena’ (BT 6), a claim that makes no sense whatever except
on the assumption that there is a level – perhaps even a noumenal
one, although I don’t think that Nietzsche can have meant that –
which underlies the ordinary world of experience. And this is pre-
cisely what the metaphysical thesis, in either of its versions,
asserts.

My own view, then, is that there is no reason to accept a bipar-
tite reading of The Birth of Tragedy. The Wagner sections clearly
presuppose (at least) the weak version of the metaphysical thesis,
and there are no obvious grounds to think that the first fifteen sec-
tions are any different.17 This is not to deny, of course, that
Nietzsche may have held the psychological thesis too – indeed,
there is every sign that he did (in, e.g., BT 1). But the relation
between that thesis and the weak metaphysical one is not, it seems
to me, one of succession, with the former giving way to the latter.
Rather, in some admittedly hazy manner, I suspect that Nietzsche
regarded the truth of many of the considerations informing the
psychological thesis as evidence for the truth of the corresponding
elements of the weak metaphysical thesis: our capacity, in certain
intense and important-seeming experiences, to lose our sense of
individuality, of self, gives us reason to think that individuality and
self-hood must, at some sort of metaphysical level, be illusory. This
may not be a very compelling line of thought. But it does lend a
certain degree of intelligibility to what Nietzsche appears to be up
to in The Birth of Tragedy; and it lends a lot more intelligibility to
it than the bipartite reading does – the main motivation for which,
it seems to me, must be to rescue the book from its avowed
Wagnerianism. For if – with the later Nietzsche’s blessing – the
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Wagner sections can be seen as radically discontinuous with the
earlier discussion of classical culture, the way is clear, for non- or
anti-Wagnerians, to take that discussion seriously without having
to take Wagner seriously too. But that, for the reasons I have
given, is just a dodge. The truth is that The Birth of Tragedy is a
piece of propaganda throughout, and that there is no wishing the
Wagner sections away. However much he may later have come to
regret it, in other words, Nietzsche’s first book is not merely meta-
physically compromised (as he admits in the ‘Attempt at a Self-
Criticism’); it is also, from beginning to end, by far the most
ambitious defence of an individual artist ever mounted by a
philosopher.

5. Child’s play

It is tempting to think that the best way to read The Birth of
Tragedy might be simply to bracket its questionable metaphysical
commitments, and to treat it (all of it) as if it traded only on the
psychological thesis, which would at least leave one with an inter-
nally consistent, and perhaps an insightful, discussion of the topics
that Nietzsche set out to address. And in many ways I think that
this temptation is probably worth giving in to. The book has some
intriguing things to say, and this sort of reading would certainly
allow them to come out with a minimum of distraction. But it
would be a mistake, even so, to underestimate the amount that
would need to be bracketed.

In a notorious passage towards the end of the book, Nietzsche
remarks, first, that the ‘Dionysian, with its primordial joy experi-
enced even in pain, is the common source of music and tragic
myth’, and then goes on:

we desire to hear and at the same time long to get beyond all hearing.
That striving for the infinite, the wing-beat of longing that accompa-
nies the highest delight in clearly perceived reality, reminds us that in
both states we must recognize a Dionysian phenomenon: again and
again it reveals to us the playful construction and destruction of the
individual world as the overflow of a primordial delight. Thus the dark
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