
Introduction

Cosima Wagner's thirty-third birthday, her first since she and Wagner had
married, fell on 25 December 1870. Wagner's present to her was the newly
composed 'Siegfried Idyll'. He secretly arranged for a small group ofmusi
cians to assemble in the morning on the stairs outside her bedroom and
they began to playas she awoke. One of the guests present at this per
formance was the newly appointed 26-year-old Professor of Classical
Philology at the University of Basle, Friedrich Nietzsche. Nietzsche was
an ardent admirer of Wagner's music, and he and Wagner shared an en
thusiasm for the philosophical pessimism of Arthur Schopenhauer. The
world as we know it, Schopenhauer thought, the world ofobjects in space
and time held together by relations of cause and effect, was nothing but a
representation, an illusion generated by the unending play of a meta
physical entity which he called 'the Will'. This Will, the underlying
reality of the world, expressed itself in a variety of ways in the human
world, most keenly in the form of sexual desire; it had each human indi
vidual in its grip and drove each ofus on to forms ofaction that inevitably
ended either in disgusting satiation or in frustration. The very nature of
the universe precluded the possibility ofany continuing human happiness.
The best we could hope for, Schopenhauer argued, was momentary respite
from the continual flux of willing and frustration through the contem
plation of art. Aesthetic experience could have this effect because it is
radically disinterested and thus extracts us from the world of willing.
Music, in particular, is inherently non-representational, and Schopenhauer
draws from this fact the stunning conclusion that music both gives us
virtually direct access to ultimate reality, and is also one of the best ways
available to us ofdistancing ourselves from the relentless throb ofthe Will.
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This heady combination ofextreme pessimism, sexual fantasy presented
as metaphysics and the deification of music was irresistible to Wagner,
the unemployed kapellmeister who had spent a decade of his life in exile
following his participation in the failed revolution of 1849 and who had
experienced some difficulty in controlling the attractions the wives of
various ofhis patrons and associates held for him. He was delighted to find
a young academic who shared so many ofhis own passionate interests and
Nietzsche became a frequent visitor at Wagner's house in Tribschen, near
Lucerne, and an intimate friend ofthe family. On that Christmas morning
he, too, had a present for Cosima, the manuscript of a study entitled 'Die
Entstehung des tragischen Gedankens'. In turn he received a copy of
Wagner's recent essay 'Beethoven' and a piano reduction of the first act of
Siegfried. In the evening there were two further performances of the
'Siegfried Idyll', and Wagner read aloud from the text ofDie Meistersinger.
The next day Nietzsche's manuscript was read aloud and discussed. On
1January 1871 Nietzsche returned to Basle and began work on his first
book, The Birth of Tragedy out ofthe Spirit ofMusic, using some of the
material he had originally elaborated in Cosima's birthday present. He
dedicated the book to Wagner.

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

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

1 Cf Wagner-Handbuch, ed. U. Muller and P. Wapnewski (Stuttgart, Kroner Verlag, 1986), pp. 114f.
2 Thomas Mann, Leiden und GriJfJe Richard Wagners, in Gesammelte 1'Verke in dreizehn Biinden

(Frankfurt-on-Main, Fischer, 1960), vol. IX, p. 373.
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Still, between 1871 and 1886 Nietzsche had clearly changed some ofhis
views very significantly. In the new introduction to the second edition,
Nietzsche does criticize some aspects of his youthful work quite severely,
especially its breathless, hyperbolic style. He does not, however, completely
repudiate it, but rather does his best to integrate some ofits central claims
into the course his thinking was later to take, to find in it the germs ofideas
that he was later to develop more fully. This means that we are invited to
read the text from a double perspective: that ofthe youthful follower ofthe
Master - who, whatever his private reservations might have been, in the
1870S seriously proposed changing his profession to that of travelling
lecturer on Wagnerism and propagandist for 'the idea of Bayreuth' - and
that of the highly, if ambiguously, critical Nietzsche of the late 1880s.

The Birth ofTragedy is directed at two slightly different issues: on the
one hand it is an attempt to answer a number of questions about culture
and society: what is a human culture? Why is it important for us to partici
pate in one? Are all human cultures fundamentally of the same type or do
they differ in important ways? Under what circumstances will a human
culture flourish, and under what circumstances will it become 'decadent'
and decay or even 'die'? The highest form of culture we know, Nietzsche
thinks, is that of ancient Greece, and the most perfect expression of that
culture is fifth-century Attic tragedy, but the depredations of time make
our knowledge of that culture at best fragmentary and indirect. Attic
tragedy was a public spectacle in which poetry, music, and dance were
essential constituents, but the tradition of ancient music and dance has
been completely lost, so we cannot know (Attic) tragedy as the ancients
would have known it. The most vital contemporary form of culture is
Wagnerian music-drama, which is also something to which we have full
and immediate access,3 so it makes sense to study the general questions
about the nature ofculture by looking at the origin, the flourishing, and the
decline ofAttic tragedy in the light of our experience ofWagner's music
drama. In this sense The Birth of Tragedy is a specific intervention in a
debate that was conducted during the nineteenth century about what form
modern society and modern culture should take. Roughly speaking, The
Birth of Tragedy asks: how can we remedy the ills of 'modern' society?
Nietzsche's answer is: by constructing a new 'tragic culture' centred on an
idealized version ofWagnerism.

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

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

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

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

The third and final part of the text (§§ 16-25) describes the modern (i.e.
late nineteenth century) state of crisis in which we are being forced to re
alize the limits of our Socratic culture and the high price we have had to
pay for it. History, Nietzsche believes, is about to reverse direction and
move us backward from the Socratic state to one in which tragedy will once
again be possible (§ 19). The main evidence for this is recent (as of 1870)
developments in philosophy and music. Schopenhauer and Kant show the
limits of rationalism, and music, especially the music of Beethoven, has
rediscovered the Dionysiac. Wagner's music-dramas are a first attempt to
marry the Dionysiac power ofthe modern symphony orchestra to Apolline
epic speech and action (in the interests ofa pessimistic philosophy derived
from Schopenhauer). At the end of his life Socrates realized that he had
missed out completely on something and tried to 'write music';4 he failed,
but we can and should adopt the ideal of the musiktreibender Sokrates, ofa
figure who can integrate art and knowledge into cultural forms that will
make our lives tolerable again.

As mentioned above, The Birth ofTragedy was one of the last and most
distinguished contributions to a Central European debate about the ills of
modern society. This was a debate in which many ofthe participants, oddly
enough, were broadly in agreement on a complex diagnosis ofthe problem,
although, of course, they disagreed on the treatment. The diagnosis was
that life in the modern world lacks a kind of unity, coherence, and mean
ingfulness that life in previous societies possessed. Modern individuals
have developed their talents and powers in an overspecialized, one-sided
way; their lives and personalities are fragmented, not integrated, and they
lack the ability to identify with their society in a natural way and play
the role assigned to them in the world wholeheartedly. They cannot see
the lives they lead as meaningful and good. Schiller, Holderlin, Hegel,
Marx, Wagner, Nietzsche (and many other lesser-known figures) all accept

4 Plato, Phaedo 60e Sff.
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versions of this general diagnosis. Theoretical and practical reactions to
this perceived problematic state differ enormously. Some (like the later
Schiller) thought that what was needed was a new elitist classicism; others
(such as Marx) thought that only radical political action directed at chang
ing the basic economic structure of society could deal effectively with the
situation. The strand of response to this perceived problem that is most
important for the genesis of Nietzsche's views is Romanticism. As
Nietzsche himselfpoints out in the introduction to the second edition, The
Birth ofTragedy is a work ofRomanticism. It is concerned with the descrip
tion of a highly idealized past which is analysed so as to highlight its
contrast with and superiority to the 'modern' world, and it ends with a
peroration which calls for the utopian construction ofa form ofsociety and
culture which will break radically with the present and re-embody some of
the positively valued features of this past. Earlier Romantics had been
obsessed with one or the other of two such idealized past societies. Some
gave their allegiance to an idealized antiquity, presenting some version
of the the ancient city-state (especially the Athens of the fifth and fourth
centuries Be) as the model for a harmonious and satisfying human life;
others, and this came to be thought the more characteristically Romantic
option, followed the lead of the poet Novalis in praising the purported all
encompassing unity of the Catholic Middle Ages.5 There are strong
elements ofboth ofthese views in Wagner, whose ideas about the work ofart
are strongly informed by his reading ofAttic tragedy (especially the Oresteia),
but who tends to derive the plot and setting ofhis music-dramas from the
Middle Ages (and who, of course, ends his productive life with the
catholisant Parsifal). Nietzsche belongs firmly in the first ofthe two camps.

His version of the story begins by distinguishing his view from what he
takes to be the assumptions of prevailing humanist accounts of antiquity.
The 'ancient world' was not itself a single unitary phenomenon which
deserves unqualified and indiscriminate admiration. Rather there is a
robust, creative, and admirable part, 'archaic Greece', the period from
Homer to some time in the middle of the fifth century, and then a period
ofdecadence and decline. It is 'archaic Greece' that we should study if we
wish to see a model of the best kind ofsociety humans can aspire to.

Archaic Greek society, Nietzsche claims, is different from and superior
to the modern world because archaic Greece was an artistic culture,

; Cf Novalis, 'Christianity or Europe' in The Early Political Writings ofthe German Romantics, ed. F
Beiser (Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp. 59ff.
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whereas modern culture is centred on cognition ('science') and 'morality'.
The culture of archaic Greece, Nietzsche claims, was not just 'artistic' in
that it produced a lot ofexcellent art, but it was in some sense fundamen
tally based on and oriented to art, not theoretical science or a formally
codified morality. Art was pervasively integrated into all aspects oflife and
was perceived to be of fundamental significance. Art told the archaic
Greeks who they were and how it was best for them to act. Children were
taught not biology, geography, mathematics, and a catechism of rules for
behaviour (based either on Revelation or on rational argumentation), but
athletics, music, dancing, and poetry. The final standards ofevaluation and
approbation in more or less any area of life were aesthetic. As adults the
basic way people argued about what to do was by citing not statistics or
scientific theories, but chunks ofHomer, Simonides, or Pindar. Homer, in
particular, it was thought, must be the universal expert and authority on
everything because he was the best poet, i.e. was aesthetically superior to all
other poets. Plato's Socrates has an uphill battle in many of the dialogues
trying to wean his contemporaries from this habit. As Wagner had empha
sized, Attic 'tragedy', the most characteristic form of this ancient artistic
culture, was not originally a mere 'aesthetic phenomenon' confined to one
rather marginal sphere of life, but was rather a highly public event at the
very centre of the political, religious, and social life of Athens. The pro
duction oftragedies was publicly funded and attendance at the theatre was
such an important part ofwhat it was to be an Athenian citizen, in fact, that
indigent citizens eventually would have their tickets paid for them, just as
they would eventually be paid to attend the Asserrlbly or to serve on juries.
The period of greatest dramatic creativity in Athens was also the period
during which Athens held hegemony over the so-called 'Delian League'.
The League was a military alliance originally directed against the Persian
empire, which, however, eventually became in effect an Athenian empire.
Most of the 'allied' members of the League were forced to pay assessed
contributions which were used for the upkeep ofthe Athenian fleet and for
public works (such as building the Parthenon) in Athens. The poet
Sophocles, we know; in addition to writing tragedies, also served on the
board ofgenerals and was one ofthe overseers entrusted with collecting the
contributions from the allies. On the day on which the main dramatic
festival began, then, all the citizens (ideally) and representatives of the
'allies' assembled in the theatre in front of the altar to Dionysos which
stood in the centre of the theatre and observed the sacrifices which were
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offered to the god, including a sacrifice by the generals. Then the 'tribute'
from the 'allies' was carried across the stage to be stored in the Athenian
temples that served as treasuries. Finally the dramatic competition proper
could begin.

To the contemporary reader it seems odd that Nietzsche, who, follow
ing Wagner, emphasizes so strongly the role tragedy played in unifying
_\thenian culture, has nothing to say about any possible connection
between artistic achievement and that archetypically Athenian institution,
democracy. Apoliticism was not a necessary part of Romanticism. Indeed
some ofthe early Romantics (the two Schlegels) had been keen republicans
- ~ietzsche criticizes them on just this account in The Birth ofTragedy (see
below pp. 36-7). The Wagnerian Gesamtkunstwerk, modelled on Wagner's
ideas about Attic tragedy, was to be an institution of spiritual and political
regeneration. It was, ofcourse, not uncommon in the humanistic tradition
at the end of which Nietzsche stands to admire Athens despite its 'demo
cratic' institutions (and in earlier and more pervasively Christian periods,
also despite its paganism). Nietzsche's utter contempt for 'democracy'
seems to be one of the most basic features of his intellectual and psycho
logical make-up. It certainly antedated the development of any of his
characteristic philosophic views. He is said to have resigned from a student
fraternity because he disapproved ofits excessively democratic admissions
policies. It is true that virtually no one in the nineteenth century would
have thought of 'democracy' in the way that has become customary here in
\Vestern Europe at the end of the twentieth century, as self-evidently the
only justifiable form of political organization,6 but even by the standards
of his period Nietzsche's political views were not enlightened. Wagner's
political reputation has been tarnished by his anti-Semitism, by his later
accommodation to the political powers-that-be in Germany - he would do
almost anything, even kowtow to Bismarck (not to mention King Ludwig
ofBavaria), to get his Festspielhaus built - and by the attractiveness ofhis
aesthetics to the National Socialists. He was also first and foremost a
creative artist who, although intellectually extremely active and sometimes
insightful, was not always terribly clear or consistent in the general ideas
he held. Left Hegelian, anarchist, republican, pacifist, 'communist',
nationalist, and various other kinds ofpolitical ideas jostled one another in
his mind without apparently disturbing him too much. Still, he remained

I) Cf John Dunn, 'Conclusion' to Democracy: The Unfinished Journey, ed. John Dunn (Oxford
University Press, 1992).
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committed until the end of his life to the idea of a total revolution (i.e. a
cultural and political revolution) which would abolish the state and intro
duce a form of radical social egalitarianism. The Festspielhaus itself in
Bayreuth embodies Wagner's egalitarian ideal architecturally in the com
plete absence ofseparate boxes or special loges where members ofan elite
could segregate themselves from the other members of the audience: as in
an ancient theatre, there are just plain rows of identical benches with each
member ofthe audience the equal ofeach other, just as (ideally) among the
citizens of the ancient democracies. This is the direct architectural denial
ofone ofNietzsche's central ideas, that ofRangordnung, of'rank-ordering'.

Although politics is absent from the text as we now have it (apart from
the odd obiter dictum), a sustained discussion ofpolitics was an integral part
of the original series of overlapping projects that eventually became The
Birth ofTragedy. Thus the essay that has come to be known as The Greek
State was originally part of an early draft of The Birth ofTragedy,7 and
Nietzsche must have made a conscious decision to exclude it from the pub
lished version. In this essay Nietzsche expresses his early political views
with great clarity and force. In contrast to Wagner's view (as expressed in
his Das Kunstwerk der Zukunfi) that the artistic culture of ancient Greece
could not be revived because it deserved to perish - founded as it was on
slavery - and that a fully satisfactory work ofart 'ofthefuture' could belong
only to a society that had abolished not only chattel-slavery but its modern
equivalent, the wage-slavery characteristic ofcapitalist societies, Nietzsche
asserts that slavery is an essential feature ofany society that aspires to high
cultural attainments. He does seem to think it is rather a shame that this is
the case, but he never suggests that the price is not worth paying.

'Modern culture', in the sense of that term Nietzsche insists on using,
starts in mid-fifth-century Athens with Socrates. It is essentially theoret
ical or scientific in that it assumes that knowledge (not custom or the most
aesthetically pleasing words of the best poets) should be our guide in life.
The good man (and, on Socrates' reading of it, this means the man who
was leading a good life) was the man who had a certain kind ofknowledge.
To be sure, the 'knowledge' the real historical Socrates sought (as far as we
can tell, which is not very far, since the historical Socrates notoriously
wrote nothing) is not exactly scientific knowledge, certainly not in the sense
that term had come to have by the end ofthe nineteenth century; it is a kind

7 Reprinted in Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morality, ed. by K. Ansell-Pearson (Cambridge
University Press, 1994), pp. I 76ff.
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of'moral knowledge', but Nietzsche assumes that there is a distinct, impor
tant, historically continuous line of development from the Socratic quest
to the nineteenth-century ideal ofthe pursuit ofobjective, scientific know
ledge for its own sake. This part ofhis view is not worked out in any great
detail, but Nietzsche clearly holds that it is appropriate to call 'modern'
nineteenth-century culture 'Socratic' in the wider sense ofbeing essentially
devoted to the pursuit and application of propositionally articulated
"theoretical knowledge' and incapable of conceiving that anything else
could be an appropriate guide for how to live. Such Socratism, Nietzsche
argues, is a fundamentally optimistic view, and that brings us to the second
of the two sets of issues The Birth of Tragedy addresses, the question
whether life is worth living (and if so for what reasons).

Plato's Socrates explicitly holds that no ill can befall a good man, a man
with the appropriate kind ofknowledge, and that this knowledge is access
ible to humans (through 'dialectic', the give-and-take of argument in the
attempt to discover formal definitions ofhuman 'excellence'), and the nine
teenth century is unreflectively convinced that the accumulation ofscien
tific knowledge will lead to increased human happiness. Christianity too
can be seen as contributing a separate strand to the genesis of the charac
teristically modern form of optimism:8 the world is finally created by an
omnipotent and all-benevolent God who will take care that in the larger
scheme of things all is for the best. It is one ofNietzsche's major claims in
The Birth ofTragedy that archaic Greece did not share this optimism about
knowledge, the Christian metaphysical optimism about the final nature of
the universe, or indeed optimism in any form. The archaic equivalent of
the biblical claim that God looked on the world and saw that it was good
(or the Socratic claim that no harm can ever befall the good man) is the
wisdom ofSilenus that never to have been is the best state ofall for humans.
This 'wisdom' was not necessarily expressed in propositional form - it was
a kind of non-theoretical, non-discursive knowledge, as Aeschylus puts

! In the Preface to the second edition of The Birth ofTragedy Nietzsche claims that the absence ofany
extended discussion of Christianity in the first edition is a sign that even then he was a committed
anti-Christian. This is pretty clearly another instance ofNietzsche's attempt to project views he later
developed back on to his early work. To the extent to which there is any reference at all to Christianity
in The Birth ofTragedy it takes the form ofa discussion ofthe Dionysiac standing ofat least one strand
ofChristianity (§ 23, c( §17 very end, §12). In later writings Nietzsche goes out ofhis way to empha
size that Christianity is a historically composite phenomenon comprising a number of different
strands. So there may be a Dionysiac Christian religiosity (speaking in tongues in the early church),
and also a more rationalist version ofChristianity (Leibniz). In the following discussion 'Christianity'
means the kind ofChristianity of the roughly 'rationalist' theological tradition (including Aquinas).
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it in Agamemnon (line 177) a 'pathei mathos', a knowing in and through
experiencing/suffering, a knowing embodied perhaps tacitly in one's atti
tudes and behaviour even if one never formulated it clearly (although, as
we have seen, various archaic thinkers did formulate it explicitly). The very
fact that the Athenians organized so much of their political, social, and
religious life around a ritualized representation ofcatastrophic destruction
(i.e. tragedy) shows that they must in some sense have been metaphysical
pessimists. How else, Nietzsche argues, could one explain the keen, addic
tive pleasure the Athenians and, following them, many others through the
ages have taken in watching a basically admirable, heroic individual destroy
himself in the pursuit of truth and knowledge, as Oedipus does?

One possibility, of course, is to attribute to the Athenians (and to us)
some kind of deep-seated sadism - we just, in fact, take such pleasure in
making other people suffer that we even enjoy artistic representations of
other people's sufferings. The later Nietzsche does propose versions ofthis
view,9 but in The Birth ofTragedy he gives a rather more complex account.
People enjoy watching tragedy because they in some sense understand that
in watching this ritual self-destruction they are gaining insight into the
fundamental human condition (perhaps into the very nature ofreality), i.e.
because they recognize that Oedipus' fate is the human fate, and in par
ticular in some sense their own fate. People in some sense take pleasure in
knowing this truth. Since, however, this kind of knowledge of the truth is
useless in helping them avoid their inevitable fate (death and dissolution),
this is a masochistic form of knowledge. The situation, however, is even
more complex, because while dissolution ofour identity and individuality
is in one sense what we fear most, it is also potentially the highest and most
intense kind ofpleasure (Isolde's 'unbewuBt / hochste Luse). Presumably
the pleasure results from the fact that in losing our individuality we are (if
Schopenhauer is right) returning to our original state, a state which is
metaphysically speaking what we always really were. Getting back to that
fundamentally natural state, after the briefsojourn in the illusory world of
'individuality', is experienced as pleasurable. We take pleasure in watching
Oedipus' demise because deep down we know we would experience our
own dissolution as deeply pleasurable (and also horrible). The pleasure we
experience in various mundane orgiastic experiences when the sense of
separate, differentiated self is lost is a vague analogue of the real pleasure
(and horror) of genuine self-dissolution. Finally, just as dissolution of

9 Cf Beyond Good and Evil § 229f; Genealogy ofMorality, II. § 7.
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identity is both horrible and pleasurable, so equally knowledge that our
identity is an illusion doomed imminently to be dissolved is both attractive
- which explains partly the appeal of tragedy - and repulsive. In fact,
Nietzsche claims, full, undiluted knowledge of the metaphysical truth
about the world would be strictly intolerable to humans; it would produce
in us a nausea in the face ofexistence that would literally kill us. The para
doxical duality in tragedy (pain and pleasure:'unbewuBt / hochste Lust')
mirrors an underlying metaphysical paradox: what we take to be most real
about ourselves, our very individuation as separate beings, is nothing but
an illusory appearance generated by a non-individuated metaphysical
entity (the Will). This is what makes tragedy the highest form ofart, and,
as such, 'the true metaphysical activity' ('An attempt at self-criticism' § 5;
cf also 'Foreword to Richard Wagner').

Oedipus' fate, then, is a paradigm instance of what it is to be human
and a good artistic representation of a basic metaphysical feature of the
universe. First ofall, the social identity which Oedipus believes is his and
which he takes to be robust and firmly founded - that he is the all
knowing, omnicompetent saviour ofThebes - shows itselfin the course of
the drama to have been an illusion which gradually is dissolved. This is an
artistic expression of the basic metaphysical truth that our prized indi
viduality, even our very spatio-temporal distinctness itself, is only a
momentary illusion. Second, Oedipus is shown to be untiring in his
attempts to discover the truth, but discovery of that truth does him (and
Thebes) ultimately no good at all. By answering the riddle of the Sphinx,
he frees the city from her depredations, but the end result of this is the
plague with which the tragedy opens. Application of human intelligence
has merely replaced one evil with another. The truth about himself, which
Oedipus pursues so keenly throughout most of the play, is utterly intoler
able to him when he attains it - that is why he blinds himself. That know
ledge itself is, as Nietzsche puts it, an 'enormous offence against nature'
(§ 9) which nature itselfwill avenge is the basic mythic truth which tragedy
transmits and Oedipus instantiates. This is what makes tragedy literally
incomprehensible to the optimistic Socrates with his faith in 'knowledge'.

Even if, however, this cognitive account of tragedy explains why the
Athenians were addicted to it, it does not answer the further question. If
the knowledge ofreality is really so terrible that no one can tolerate it, how
can the audience in a tragedy survive a performance? The answer is that
tragedy transmits the basic pessimistic truth about the world and human
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life while at the same time enveloping it with an illusory appearance which
makes it (just barely) tolerable.

Tragedy originally arises, Nietzsche claims, from the dancing and
music-making ofa frenzied chorus in the grip ofa Dionysiac 'intoxication'
(Rausch). Collective music-making is the form ofart that brings us as close
as it is possible for us to come to the experience of the basic truth that our
individual identity is an illusion. Pure, unadulterated Dionysiac music,
however, is so close to the basic reality ofthe world that it is dangerous. No
one, Nietzsche suggests (falsely, no doubt, but that is another matter),
could really survive a simple listening to (the Dionysiac truth embodied in)
the music to the third act of Tristan without the words and staging.

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

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

In a second sense, the words and action in tragedy generate a Schein in
that they seem to individuate what is happening and give the audience
distance from it. What is actually happening in the performance of a
tragedy is that each member of the audience is being confronted with a
general, but existentially pertinent, truth about what human life is and
must be (namely one form of catastrophe or another), but the appearance
is created that what is happening on stage is happening to some particular
other individual, to Oedipus, or Tristan (not to you, the individual member
of the audience).

When Pentheus in Euripides' Bacchae is torn limb from limb by his
mother and her friends, presumbly this is already a version ad usum delphini
ofDionysiac experiences that were even more savage and pleasurable, but
which few ofthe participants survived. This is not yet the deepest form of
Dionysiac experience because it is 'already' corrupted and distorted by the
principle of individuation, i.e. the pleasure and pain are represented as
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distributed to diffirent individuals at diffirent times: physical pain to Pentheus,
physical pleasure at one point in time to his mother, but then at a later time
distress. The genuine aboriginal Dionysiac experience would be most
intense pleasure and most intense pain at the same time and in the same
person (or rather in the same collectivity with no distinction ofperson). So
again the best example would be if Isolde at the end of Tristan were to sing
her part without words, as a kind of vocalise, in a performance without
a separate audience, apart from the musicians, and the collectivity com
posed of Isolde and the members of the orchestra expired at the end in a
paroxysm ofself-inflicted intolerable pleasure-and-pain.

The production of individuated Schein is the work of 'Apollo'and it is
this work that allows the spectators to survive. Tragedy requires the co
operation of Dionysos with Apollo, of music and words. Pure or absolute
Dionysiac music (which would have to be purely instrumental music with
no accompanying words) would be too direct an expression of this truth;
we survive a Wagnerian music-drama (as the ancient Athenians had sur
vived an Aeschylean tragedy) only because of the illusions Apollo creates.
Success in tragedy consists in combining appropriately the most deeply
Dionysiac music with the most highly articulated and pleasing Apolline
illusions. Great tragedy can be a central part of a culture only if the
members ofthat culture are psychically vital and robust enough to tolerate
engagement with the truth which tragedy transmits.

Socrates correctly diagnoses tragedy as a purveyor of Schein, but fails
utterly to see the point of this Schein. Part of the reason for this, Nietzsche
thinks, is that Socrates is a deeply abnormal, unhealthy man, a man of
stunted and perverted instincts and a diseased intellect that has run wild.
His abnormality take the form of a kind of hyperintellectualized simple
mindedness. When he looks at tragedy, he fails to see it as an instance of a
kind of self-sufficient Schein which confronts us with a deep truth about
life, and thinks it is just a simple lie/illusion. That is not to say that
Socratism is not itselfa tissue ofillusions. 'On Truth and Lying in a Non
Moral Sense' is precisely an extended analysis of the various 'illusions'
Nietzsche thinks inherently constitutive of the Socratic way of life.
Socrates, Nietzsche thinks, is committed not just to the self-evidently false
beliefs that no harm can befall the good man, and that no one does 'wrong'
willingly, but also to the equally false view that concepts can tell us some
thing about the essence ofthe world, that the world is composed ofidenti
cal cases that can be correctly subsumed under general concepts, and so on.
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The human situation, then, is dire indeed if tragedy is an illusion, and
the only alternatives to it - Socratism or Christianity - are equally illusions.
In fact, according to Nietzsche, the only choice we have is (one or another
kind of) illusion or death. That is one way of expressing ~hat it means to
say that Nietzsche's view is pessimistic. If this is the case, though, what
reason can we have to prefer the illusions ofa tragic culture to the illusions
of Socratism? Why should we bother actively to seek tragedies out?
Why should we (late-nineteenth-century Central Europeans) try to build
theatres to expose ourselves to these illusions? Why should we try to con
struct a new 'tragic' culture?

There are several interconnected reasons for preferring tragic to
Socratic illusions. First, Socratic illusions and the form of life associated
with them are not finally stable. In the end even Socrates himself felt the
need for 'music',10 and this will be the fate of every Socratic culture. The
history of philosophy also shows a natural development from Socrates to
the insight attained in Kant (according to Nietzsche) and Schopenhauer
that the everyday world investigated by the scientific optimist is a mere illu
sion and that one must look beyond it (to Kantian 'faith' or Schopenhauer's
pessimism) for any final human meaning. Second, although both tragedy
and Socratism are 'illusions', Schein (in one sense of that highly equivocal
term), Nietzsche believes that some kinds of Schein can be closer to the
truth than others. This is one of Nietzsche's more interesting ideas and it
is a shame that he never develops it in any detail. Tragedy, in any case,
Nietzsche clearly thinks, is closer to the truth than Socratic 'illusions' are.
Finally, Socratic illusions just are not as inherently satisfying as the illu
sions ofa full tragic culture.

That brings us to the second of the two main topics of The Birth of
Tragedy. Clearly the book is intended as a contribution to philosophical
theodicy. The text states several times that 'only as an aesthetic phenom
enon can the world be justified'.!! The task of giving a theodicy in the
Western theological tradition was that of trying to show argumentatively
that the world, despite appearances to the contrary, really was in essence
good, and not just 'good' in some very abstract sense, but goodjOr us. By
showing this, philosophers thought they could vindicate the claim that
human life was potentially worthwhile for those living it, and thus that
it was rational for us to adopt a fundamentally optimistic attitude toward
our respective lives and toward the world as a whole. The history of

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

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

The claim that the world can be justified only as an aesthetic phenom
enon is to be read in two ways, negatively and positively. First of all it
asserts that none ofthe traditional ways ofjustifying existence by reference
to formal rationality, the exigencies of freedom of the will, or principles
such as parsimony, efficiency, plenitude of being etc. works. Second, it
asserts positively that one way of justifying the world (or 'life' or whatever)
does work, namely contemplation ofthe world as an aesthetic phenomenon.
This presumably means that each feature of the world is justified because
that feature is one the world must have if it is to present an aesthetically
pleasing spectacle (or perhaps, the most aesthetically pleasing spectacle) to
an appropriately sophisticated observer. The first thing to notice is that the
very term' justification' (Rechtfertigung) might be thought to belong to the
Socratic sphere which it is purportedly the whole intention of The Birth of
Tragedy to undercut, because the most normal way (at least now) to take it
is as a request for some kind ofgeneral theoretically based discursive struc
ture. One could, of course, use 'justify' in a more general sense to mean
simply 'to cause to seem to be worthwhile or good'. One must be careful
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not to go too far down this road, because getting drunk or taking various
drugs can be a very effective way for me to be caused to come to see the
world as good or various activities as 'worthwhile', but it is not clear that
this is a model for 'justification' in any interesting sense. The question is
whether there is something between sheer Rausch on the one hand, and
Socratic argumentation on the other. Nietzsche claims that art is located
precisely there and that may well be right, but it is not clear how we can get
clarity about where this 'there' is. To give too discursive an account would
be self-defeating. Perhaps that is part of the reason for the dithyrambic
style of The Birth ofTragedy, and Nietzsche's comment in the Preface to
the second edition ('An attempt at self-criticism' §3) that he ought to have
expressed himself by singing rather than by speaking in prose is perhaps
more than just a joke (although, given what we know about Nietzsche's
abilities as a composer, we should probably be very pleased we have the text
we do).

In addition, if The Birth ofTragedy is to be a satisfactory aesthetic theo
dicy we need to know who is making the basic aesthetic judgment on which
the theodicy rests. The answer to this question is not as obvious as it might
seem, because in the main text Nietzsche uses as his example ofan aesthetic
theodicy the 'Homeric' view that the world is justified because it presents
an engaging aesthetic spectacle to the Olympian gods (§ 5). When
Nietzsche later refers to The Birth of Tragedy as containing an 'artiste's
metaphysics' ('Attempt at self-criticism' §2) I think he has in mind a meta
physics which is a secularized descendant of this 'Homeric' view. The
non-individuated reality behind all appearances, what Nietzsche calls das
Ur-Eine ('the primordially One') (passim), is itself a kind of artist. In an
image taken over from Heraclitus (fragment 52 [Diels-Kranz]; The Birth
ofTragedy §24; GM II. I 6) Nietzsche writes that this primordial unity is like
a child playing in the sand on the beach, wantonly and haphazardly cre
ating individuated shapes and forms and then destroying them, taking
equal pleasure in both parts of the process, in both creation (Apollo) and
destruction (Dionysos). Our world is nothing but a momentary configur
ation of shapes in the sand. The child's play does not in any significant
sense follow 'rational' principles and has no purpose beyond itself It is
'innocent' and' beyond good and evil' (to use Nietzsche's own later expres
sion). The only sense that can be made of the whole activity is whatever
aesthetic sense it makes for the child to create or erase one form rather than
another. From the fact, though, that the world presents a pleasing aesthetic
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