MEN AND IDEAS

The Importance of Nietzsche
On the Modern German Mind

1873, two years after Bismarck’s Prussia
1
had defeated France, a young German who
happened to live in Switzerland, teaching
N

classical philology in the University of Basle,
wrote a treatise concerned with “the German
mind.” It was an inspired diatribe against,
above all, the German notion of Kultur and
against the philistine readiness to believe that
military victory proved cultural superiority.
Then and there, he protested, the opposite was
the case: the civilisation of the vanquished
French was bound to dominate the victorious
German people that had wasted its spirit upon
the chimera of political power.
This national heretic’s name, rather obscure
at the time, was Friedrich Nietzsche. What,
almost a century ago, he wrote about the perverse relationship between military success and
intellectual dominance proved true: not then,
perhaps, but now. Defeated in two wars, Germany appears to have invaded vast territories
of the world’s mind, with Nietzsche himself as
no mean conqueror. For his was the vision of
things to come. Among all the thinkers of the
19th century he is, with the possible exception
of Dostoevsky and Kierkegaard, the only one
who would not be too amazed by the amazing
scene upon which we now move in sad, pathetic,
heroic, stoic, or ludicrous bewilderment. Much,
too much, would strike him as d.+& vu; he had
foreseen it, and he would understand: for the
modern mind speaks German, not always good
German, but fluent German nonetheless. It was,
alas, forced to learn the idiom of Karl Marx,
and was delighted to be introduced to itself in
the language of Sigmund Freud; taught by
Ranke and, later, Max Weber, it acquired its
historical and sociological self-consciousness,
moved out of its tidy Newtonian universe on
the instruction of Einstein. and followed a
design of Oswald Spengler’s in sending from
the depth of its spiritual depression most ingeniously engineered objects higher than the

- By ERICHHELLER

moon. Whether it discovers, with Heidegger,
the true habitation of its Existenz on the
frontiers of Nothing, or meditates, with Sartre
and Camus, le NPant or the Absurd; whetherto pass to its less serious moods-it is nihilisticaily young and profitably angry in London or
rebelliously debauched and buddhistic in San
Franciscc-man spricht detrtsch. It is all part of
a story told by Nietzsche.
As far as modern German literature and
thought are concerned, it is hardly an exaggeration to say that they would not be what they
are if Nietzsche had never lived. Name almost
any poet, man of letters, philosopher, who wrote
in German during the 20th century and attained
to stature and influence; name Rilke, George,
Rafka, Thomas Mann, Ernst Jiinger, Musil,
Benn, Heidegger, or Jaspers-and you name at
the same time Friedrich Nietzsche. He is to them
all-whether or not they know and acknowledge
it (and most of them d o t w h a t St. Thomas
Aquinas was to Dante: the categorical interpreter
of a world which they contemplate poetically or
philosophically without ever radically upsetting
its Nietzschean structure.
died in 1900, after twelve
years of a total eclipse of his intellect, insane
on the threshold of this century. Thinking
and writing to the very edge of insanity, and with
some of his last pages even going over it, he read
and interpreted the temperatures of his own
mind; but by doing so, he has drawn the feverchart of an epoch. Indeed, much of his work
reads iikc the self-diagnosis of a desperate
hysician who, sufferin the disease on our
khalf, comes to prescri5le as a cure that we
should form a new idea of health, and live by it.
He was convinced that it would take at least
fiftv vears before a few men would understand
whit‘he had accomplished; and he feared that
even then his teaching would be misinterpreted
and misapplied. “I am terrified,” he wrote, “by
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the thought of the sort of peopIe who may one
day invoke my authority.” But is this not, he
added, the anguish of every great teacher? He
knows that he may prove a disaster as much as
a blessing. The conviction that he was a great
teacher never left him after he had passed
through that period of sustained inspiration in
which he wrote the first part of Zarathustra.
After this, all his utterances convey the disquieting self-confidence and the terror of a man
who has reached the culmination of that paradox which he embodies, a paradox which we
shall try to name and which ever since has cast
its dangerous spell over some of the finest and
some of the coarsest minds.
Are we then, at the remove of two generations, in a better position to probe Nietzsche’s
mind and to avoid, as he hoped some might,
the misunderstanding that he was merely concerned with the religious, philosophical, or
political controversies fashionable in his day?
And if this be a misinterpretation, can we put
more valid in its place? What is the
knowle ge which he claims to have, raising
him in his own opinion far above the contemporary level of thought? What the discovery
which serves him as a lever to unhinge the
whole fabric of traditional values?
It is the knowledge that God is dead.

anythindg

THEDEATH OF GODhe calls the greatest event
in modern history and the cause of extreme
danger. Note well the paradox contained in
these words. He never said that there was no
God, but that the Eternal had been vanquished
by Time and the Immortal suffered death at
the hands of mortals: God is dead. It is like a
cry mingled of despair and triumph, reducing,
by comparison, the whole story of atheism and
agnosticism before and after him to the level
of respectable mediocrity and making it sound
like a collection of announcements of bankers
who regret they are unable to invest in an unsafe roposition. Nietzsche, for the 19th century, %rings to its pervwse conclusion a line of
religious thought and experience linked with
the names of St. Paul, St. Augustine, Pascal,
Kierkegaard, and Dostoevsky, minds for whom
God was not simply the creator of an order of
nature within which man has his clearly defined
place; but to whom H e came rather in order
to challen e their natural being, making
demands w ich appeared absurd in the light of
natural reason. These men are of the family of
Jacob: having wrestled with God for His blessing, they ever after limp through life with the
framework of Nature incurably out of joint.
Nietzsche is just such a wrestler; except that in
him the shadow of Jacob merges with the
shadow of Prometheus. Like Jacob, Nietzsche

R

too believed that he prevailed against God in
that struggle, and won a new name for himself,
the name of Zarathustra. But the words he spoke
on his mountain to the angel of the Lord were:
“I will not let thee go, except thou curse me.”
Or, in words which Nietzsche did in fact speak:
“I have on purpose devoted my life to exploring
the whole contrast to a truly religious nature.
I know the Devil and all his visions of God.”
“God is dead”-this is the very core of
Nietzsche’s spiritual existence, and what follows
is despair, and hope in a new greatness of man,
visions of catastrophe and glory, the icy brilliance of analytical reason, fathoming with
affected irreverence those depths hitherto hidden
by awe and fear, and, side-by-side with it, the
ecstatic invocations of a ritual healer. Probably
inspired by Holderlin’s dramatic poem Empedocles, the young Nietzsche, who loved what
he knew of Holderlin’s poetry, at the age of
twenty planned to write a drama with Empedocles as its hero. His notes show that he saw
the Greek philosopher as the tragic personification of his age, as a man in whom the latent
conflicts of his epoch attained to consciousness,
as one who suffered and died as the victim of an
unresolvable tension: born with the soul of a
homo religiosus, a seer, a prophet, and poet, he
yet had the mind of a radical sceptic; and defending his soul against his mind and, in turn,
his mind against his soul, he made his soul
lose its spontaneity, and finally his mind its
rationality. Had Nietzsche ever written the
drama Empedocles, it might have become, in
uncanny anticipation, his own tragedy.
It is a passage from Nietzsche’s Frohliche
Wissenschaft, his Cheerful Science, which conveys best the substance and quality of the mind,
indeed the whole spiritual situation, from which
the pronouncement of the death of God sprang.
The passage is prophetically entitled “The Madman,” and might have been called “The ,New
Diogenes” :
Have you not heard of that madman who, in
the broad light of the forenoon, lit a lantern
and ran into the market-place, crying incessantly:
“I am looking for GodI” . . . As it happened,
many were standing there who did not believe
in God, and so he aroused great laughter. . . .
The madman leapt right among them. . . .
“Where is God?” he cried. “Well, I will te11
YOU. W e have murdered him-you
and I. . . .
But how did we do this deed? . . . Who gave us
the sponge with which to wipe out the whole
horizon? How did we set about unchaining our
earth from her s u n ? Whither is it moving now?
Whither are we moving? . . . Are we not falling
incessantly? . . . Is night not approaching, and
more and more night? Must we not light lanterns in the forenoon? Behold the noise of the
grave-diggers, busy to bury God. . . . And we
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have killed him1 What possible comfort is there
for us? . . . Is not the greatness of this deed too
great for us? To appear worthy of it, must not
we ourselves become gods?”-At this point the
madman fell silent and looked once more at
those around him: “Oh,” he said, “I am too
early. My time has not yet come. The news of
this tremendous event is still on its way. . . .
Lightning and thunder take time, the light of
the stars takes time to get to us, deeds take time
to be seen and heard . . . and this deed is still
farther from them than the farthest starsdnd
yet it was tfiey themselves who did it!“
And elsewhere, in a more prosaic mood,
Nietzsche says: “People have no notion yet that
from now onwards they exist on the mere pittance of inherited and decaying values”-soon
to be overtaken by an enormous bankruptcy.
of the Madman, written two
T
years before Zwuthustru and containing in
nuce the whole message of the Superman, shows
HE STORY

the distance that divides Nietzsche from the
conventional attitudes of atheism. He is the
madman, breaking with his sinister news into
the market-place complacency of the pharisees
of unbelief. They have done away with God,
and yet the report of their own deed has not
yet reached them. They know not what they
have done, but H e who could forgive them is
no more. Much of Nietzsche’s work ever after
is the prophecy of their fate: “The waters of
religion,” Nietzsche writes at the time of Zuuathustru, “recede and leave behind morasses and
shallow pools.. .Where we live, soon nobody
will be able to exist.” For men become enemies,
and each his own enemy. From now onwards
they will hate, Nietzsche believes, however
many comforts they will lavish upon themselves, and hate themselves with a new hatred,
unconsciously at work in the depths of their
souls. True, there will be ever better reformers
of society, ever better socialists, and ever better
hospitals, and an ever increasing intolerance of
pain and poverty and suffering and death, and
an ever more fanatical craving for the greatest
happiness of the greatest number. Yet the
deepest impulse informing their striving will
not be love and will not be compassion. Its true
source will be the panic-struck determination
not to have to ask the question “What is the
meaning of our lives?”, the question which
will remind them of the death of God, the uncomfortable question inscribed on the features
of those who are uncomfortable, and asked
above all by pain and poverty and suffering
and death. Rather than have that question
asked, they will do everything to smooth it away
from the face of humanit For they cannot
endure it. And yet they wi 1 despise themselves
for not enduring it, and €or their guilt-ridden
6

.
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inability to answer it: and their self-hatred will
betray them behind the back of their apparent
charity and humanitarian concern. For there
they will assiduously construct the tools for the
annihilation of human kind. “There will be
wars,” Nietzsche writes, “such as have never
been waged on earth.” And he says: “I foresee
something terrible. Chaos ever where. Nothing
left which is of any value; not ing which commands: Thou shalt!” This would have been the
inspiration of the final work Nietzsche often
said he would write and never wrote: The Will
to Power, or, as he sometimes wanted to call
it, The Transualtiation of All Vulues. It might
have given his full diagnosis of what he termed
nihilism, the state of human beings and societies
faced with a total eclipse of all values, and
finally with a breakdown of all established categories of thought: for these too have, as
Nietzsche knew, their foundation in the faith
in a transcendent nationality. With this faith
gone, not only will everything be permissible,
but also everything thintuble-even the absurd
thought that we live in a metaphysically absurd
world.

yh

IT

IS IN DEFINING and examining the (for him
histouical) phenomenon of nihilism that
Nietzsche’s attack on Christianity sets in (and
it has remained the only truly subtle point
which, within the whole range of his more and
more unrestrained argumentativeness, this AntiChrist makes against Christianity). For it is at
this point that Nietzsche asks, and asks the
same question in countless variations throughout his works: What are the specific qualities
which the Christian tradition has instilled and
cultivated in the minds of men?
They are, he thinks, twofold: on the one
hand, a more refined Sense of truth than any
other civilisation has known, an almost uncontrollable desire for absolute spiritual and intellectual certainties; and, on the other hand, the
ever-present suspicion that life on this earth is
not in itself a supreme value, but in need of a
higher, a transcendental justification. This,
Nietzsche believes, is a destructive, and even
self-destructive alliance, which is bound finally
to corrode the very Christian beliefs on which it
rests. For the mind, exercised and guided in its
search for knowledge by the most sophisticated
and comprehensive theology the world has ever
known-a theology which through St. Thomas
Aquinas has assimilated into its grand system
the genius of Aristotle-was at the same time
fashioned and directed by the indelible Christian
distrust of the ways of the world. Thus it had
to follow, with the utmost logical precision
and determination, a course of systematical1
“devaluing” the knowably real. This mind:
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Nietzsche predicts, Hill eventually, in a fnnzy
of indlectual honesty, unmask as humbug and
“meaningless” that whrch it began by regardin
as the finer things in life, The boundless fai
in truth, the joint IC acy of Christ and Greece,
will in the end disodge every possible belief
in the truth of any faith. Souls, Iong disciplined
in a school of unworldliness and humitity, will
insist upon knowing the worst about themselves,
indeed will only be able to grasp what is
humiliating. Psychology will denigrate the
creations of beauty, laying bare the tangle of
unworthy desires of which they are “mere”
sublimations. History will undermine the
accumulated reputation of the human race by
exhuming from berreath the splendid monuments the dead body of the
, revealing
everywhere the spuriousness o motives, the
human, all-too-human; and science itself will
rejoice in exposing this longsuspected world as
a mechanical contraptioh of calculable pulls and
pushes, as a self-siifficient agglomeration of
snsdess energy, until finally, in a surfeit of
knowledge, the scientific mind will perform
the somersault of self-annihilation.

t

P

past

consequences of our
“T
natural sciences”-this is one of Nietzxhe’s
fragmentary jottings-“from
its pursuits there
HE NINIL~STIC

folIows ultimately a self-decomposition, a turning against itself,” which, he was convinced,
would first show as the impossibility, within
science itself, of comprehending the very object
of its enquiry within one logically coherent
system, and would lead to atreme scientific
pessimism, to an inclination to embrace a kind
a€ anatyticat, abstxa~t
in which inan
would shift himsejf and his world where,
Nietzsche thinks, t h q were driving “ever since
Copernicus: from the centre towards ah unknown X,”
It is the weemendous paradox of Nietzsche
that he himself follows, and indeed consciously
wishes to hasten, this course of “devaluatioa”-particularly as a psychologist: and at the onset of
megalomania he called himself “the first psychologist of Euro e,” a self-compliment which
Sigmund Freu aU bur endorsed when, surprisingly late in his life, he came to know
Nietzsche‘s writings, He had good reason to do
so. Consider, for imtance, the following passage from Nietzsche’s Beyond Good and Evil:

B

The world of historical values is dominated
by forgery. The* great poets, lie Byron,
Musset, Pue, Leopardi, Kleisr, Gogol (I
dare not
mention greater names, but I mean them)-all
endowed with soul# wishing to conceal a break;
often avenging themselves with their works
upon Some inner desecration, often seeking
oblivion in their lofty flights from their all-too-

faithful memories, often lost in mud and alm
in love with it untis they become ’ikz ~ % - o ’ &
wisps of the morasses and simulate the S~XS..
Oh what a torture are all these great artis
and altogether these higher beings, what a tor
ture to him who has guessed their true nature.
This does indeed anticipate many a more
recent speculation on traumata and compensations, an lusts and sublimations, on wounds
and bows. Yet the extraordinary Nietzscheincomprehensible in his contradictions except as
the common strategist of two opposing armies
who plans for the victory of a mysterious third
-a few pages later rakes back the guessing, not
without insulting himself in the process: “From
which foIlows that it is the sign of a h e
humanit to respect ‘the mask’ and not, in the
wrong p aces, induige in ychology and psychol a g i ohtissity.” And sthemare: ‘‘He who
does not wish to see what is great in a man, has
the sharpest eye for that which is low and superficial in him, and so gives away-himself.”

1

!c

IF NIETZSCHE
IS NOT the first

psychologist of
Europe, he is certainly a great psychologistand perhaps really the first who comprehended
what his more methodical successors, “strictly
scientific” in their approach, did not see: the
psycAology and zhe ethics of knowledge itself;
and both the psychology and the ethics of knowledge are of particular relevaoce when the knowledge in question purports to be knowledge of
the human psyche. It was, strangely enough,
Niettscbe’s a-moral metaphysics, his doubtful
but immensely fruitful intuition of the Will ZQ
Power being the ultimate reality of the world,
madst a# +fmw<has.mas!& him i%% tr,
ledge in his century and long after. While all
his scientific and scholarly contemporariesthrove
on the comfortable assumptions that, firstly,
there was such a thing as “objective,” and
therefore morally neutral, krtowledge, and that,
secondly, everything that cafi bt: known “objecrively” is therefore also u ~ t hknom-ttg, he
realised that knowledge, or $t Ieasr the mode of
knowled e predominant at his time and ours,
is the su tiest guise of the W i l to Power; and
rhat us a manijesfation of d e will it is lid& to
be judged morally.
For him, there can be no knowledge without
a corn lling urge to acquire it; and he knew
that t e knowledge thus $IC uired invariably
reflects the nature of the impu se by which the
mind was prompted. Ir is this impulse which
cr&dy
par&
ia the making a€ thri kwwledge, and its share in it is truly immeasurable
when the knowledge is about the very source
of the impulse: the soul, This is why all interpretations of the soul must ro a hjgh degree be

t
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self-interpreutions: the sick interpret the sick,
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and the dreamers interpret dreams. Or, as the
Viennese satirist Karl Kraus-with that calculated injustice which is the prerogative of satire
--once said of a certain psychological theory:
“Ps choanalysis is the disease of which it preten C Js to be the cure.”
S Y C H O L O G Y is bad psychology if it disP r e g a r d s its own psychology. Nietzsche knew
this. He was, as we have seen from his passage
about “those great men,” a most suspicious
psychologist, but he was at the same time
suspicious of the impulse of suspicion which
was the father of his thought.
Homer, to be sure, did not suspect his heroes,
but Stendhal did. Does this mean that Homer
knew less about the heroic than Stendhal? Does
it make sense to say Flaubert’s Emma Bovary is
the product of an imagination more profoundly
initiated into the psychology of women than
that which created Dante’s Beatrice? Was
Benjamin Constant, who created the dubious
lover Adolphe, on more intimate terms with the
nature of a young man’s erotic passion than was
Shakespeare, the begetter of Romeo? Certainly,
Homer’s Achilles and Stendhal’s Julien Sore1
are different heroes, Dante’s Beatrice and Flaubert’s Emma Bovary are different women,
Shakespeare’s Romeo and Constant’s Adolphe
are different lovers, but it would be na’ive to
believe that they simply differ “in actual fact.”
Actual facts hardly exist in either art or psychology: both interpret and both claim universality
for the meticulously particular. Those creatures
made by creative imaginations can indeed not
be compared; yet if they differ as, in life, one
unique person differs from another, at the same
time, because they have their existence not “in
life” but in art, they are incommensurable above
at1 by virtue of their makers’ incommensurable
wills to know the human person, to know the
hero, the woman, the lover. It is not better and
more knowing minds that have created the
suspect hero, the unlovable woman, the disingenuous lover, but minds possessed by different affections for a different knowledge,
affections other than the wonder and pride
which know Achilles, the love which knows
Beatrice, the passion and compassion which
know Romeo. When Hamlet comes to know
the frailty of woman, he knows Ophelia not
better than when he was “unknowingly” in
love with her; he knows her differently and he
knows her worse.
All new knowledge about the soul is knowledge about a diflerent soul. For can it ever
n that the freely discovering mind says
soul: “This is what you are!”? Is it not
rather as if the mind said to the soul: “This is
how I wish you to see! This is the image after

Ex

which I create you! This is my secret about
you: I shock you with it and, shockingly, at
once wrest it from ou.” And worse: having
received and reveale its secret, the sod is no
longer what it was when it lived in secrecy.
For there are secrets which are created in the
process of their revelation. And worse still:
having been told its secrets, it may cease to be
a soul. The step from modern psycholo
to
soullessness is as imperceptible as that q o m
modern physics to the dissolution of matter.

B

Ir

IS THIS DISTURBING state of affairs which
made Nietzsche deplore “the torture” of
psychologically guessing “the true nature of
those higher beings” and, at the same time,
recommend “respect for the mask” as a condition of “finer humanity.” (A great pity that
those parts of Nietzsche’s Transvaluation of All
Values which, if we are to trust his notes, would
have been concerned with the literature of the
19th century never came to be written. For no
literary critic of the age had a more penetrating
insight into the “nihilistic” character of that
“absolute restheticism” that, from Baudelaire
onwards, has been the dominant inspiration of
European poetry, an restheticism the negative
side of which Nietzsche saw in the utterly
pessimistic picture of reality provided by the
realistic and psychological novel of that epoch;
and how intimately he knew those resthetic
Furies, or furious Muses, that possessed
the mind of Flaubert, inspiring him to produce
an aeuvre in which absolute pessimism, radical
psychology, and extreme restheticism are so intriguingly fused.)
For Nietzsche, however, all the activities of
human consciousness share the predicament of
psychology. There can be, for him, no “pure”
knowledge, only satisfactions, however sophisticated, of the ever-varying intellectual needs of
the will to know. He therefore demands that
man should accept moral responsibility for the
kind of questions he asks, and that he should
realise what values are implied in the answers
he seeks-and in this he was more Christian
than all our post-Faustian Fausts of truth
and scholarship. “The desire for truth,” he says,
“is itself in need of critique. Let this be the
definition of m philosophical task. By way of
experiment, I s all question for once the value
of truth.” And does he not! And he protests
that, in an age which is as uncertain of its
values as is his and ours, the search for truth
will issue in either trivialities or-catastrophe.
We may well wonder how he would react to
the pious hopes of our day that the intelligence
and moral conscience of politicians will save
the world from the disastrous products of our
scientific explorations and engineering skills. It

b
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is perhaps not too difficult to guess; for he knew
that there was a fatal link between the moral
resolution of scientists to follow the scientific
search wherever, by its own momentum, it will
take us, and the moral debility of societies not
altogether disinclined to “apply” the results,
however catastrophic. Believing that there was
a hidden identity between all the expressions
of the Will to Power, he saw the element of
moral nihilism in the ethics of our science: its
determination not to have “higher values” interfere with its highest value-Truth (as it conceives it). Thus he said of the kind of knowledge which the age pursues with furious
passion that it was “the most handsome instrument of perdition.”
is dead”-and
man, in his heart of
“G
hearts, is incapable of forgiving himself
for having done away with Him: he is bent
OD

upon punishing himself for this, his “greatest
deed.” For the time being, however, he will
take refuge in many an evasive action. With the
instinct of a born hunter Nietzsche pursues him
into all his hiding-places, cornering him in each
of them. Morality without religion? Indeed not:
“All purely moral demands without their religious basis,” he says, “must needs end in
nihilism.” What is there left? Intoxication. “Intoxication with music, with cruelty, with heroSome sort of mystiworship, or with hatred..
cism.. .Art for Art’s sake, Truth for Truth’s
sake, as a narcotic against self-disgust; some
kind of routine, any silly little fanaticism.. . .”
But none of these drugs can have any lasting
effect. The time, Nietzsche predicts, is fast
approaching when secular crusaders, tools of
man’s collective suicide, will devastate the world
with their rival claims to compensate for the
lost Kingdom of Heaven by setting up on earth
the ideological rules of Love and Justice which,
by the very force of the spiritual deran ement
involved, will issue into the rules of crue ty and
slavery; and he prophesies that the war for
global domination will be fought on behalf of
ideological doctrines.
I n one of his notes written a t the time of
Zarafhustra Nietzsche says: “He who no longer
finds what is great in God, will find it nowhere;
he must either deny or create it.” These words
take us to the heart of that paradox that enwraps Nietzsche’s whole existence. He is, by the
very texture of his soul and mind, one of the
most radically religious natures that the 19th
century brought forth, but endowed with an
intellect which guards, with the aggressive
jealousy of a watch-dog, all the approaches to
the tem le. For such a man, what, after the
denial o God, is there left to create? Souls, not
only strong enough to endure Hell, but to trans-
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mute its agonies into superhuman delight-in
fact: the Superman. Nothing short of the transvaluation of all values can save us. Man has to
be made immune from the effects of his second
Fall and final separation from God: he must
learn to see in his second expulsion the promise
of a new paradise. For “the Devil may become
envious of him who suffers so deeply, and throw
him out-into Heaven.”

Is THERE, THEN, any cure? Yes, says Nietzsche:
a new kind of psychic health. And what is
Nietzsche’s conception of it? How is it to be
brought about? By erfect self-knowledge and
perfect self-transcen c ence.
r
But to explain this,
we should have to adopt an idiom disturbingly
com ounded of the language of Freudian
psyc ology and tragic heroism. For the selfknowledge which Nietzsche expects all but requires a course in depth-analysis; but the
self-transcendence he means lies not in the
practice of virtue as a sublimation of natural
meanness; it can only be found in a
kind of unconditional and almost supranatural
sublimity. If there were a Christian virtue, be
it oodness, innocence, chastity, saintliness, or
sel -sacrifice, that could not, however much he
tried, be interpreted as a compensatory
manceuvre of the mind to “transvalue” weakness and frustration, Nietzsche might affirm it
(as he is constantly tempted to praise Pascal).
The trouble is that there cannot be such a
virtue. For virtues are reflected upon by minds;
and even the purest virtue will be suspect to a
mind filled with suspicion. T o think thoughts
so immaculate that they must command the
trust of even the most untrusting imagination,
and to act from motives so pure that they are
out of reach of even the most cunning psychology, this is the unattainable ideal, it would
seem, of this first psychologist of Europe.
“Czsar-with the heart of Christ 1” he once exclaimed in the secrecy of his diary. Was this
perhaps a definition of the Superman, this
darling child of his imagination? It may well
be; but this lofty idea meant, alas, that he had
to think the meanest thought: he saw in the real
Christ an illegitimate son of the Will to Power,
a frustrated rabbi who set out to save himself
and the underdog humanity from the intolerable
strain of impotently resentin the Czsars: not
to be Carsar was now proc aimed a spiritual
distinction-a
newly invented form of power,
the power of the powerless.

K

B
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had to fail, and fail tragically,
N
in his determination to create a new man
from the clay of negation. Almost with the
I ET2s c H E

same breath with which he gave the life of his
imagination to the Superman, he blew the flame
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out again. For Zarathustra who preaches the
Superman also teaches the doctrine of the
Eternal Recurrence of All Things; and according to this doctrine nothing can ever come into
being that had not existed at some time before.
Thus the expectation of the Superman, this
majestic new departure of life, indeed the possibility of any novel development, seems frustrated from the outset, and the world, caught
forever in a cycle of gloomily repeated constellations of energy, stands condemned to a most
dismal eternity.
Yet the metaphysical nonsense of these contradictory doctrines is not entirely lacking in
poetic and didactic method. The Eternal Recurrence of All Things is Nietzsche’s mythic
formula of a meaningless world, the universe of
nihilism, and the Superman stands for its uanscendence, for the miraculous resurrection of
meaning from its total negation. All Nietzsche’s
miracles are paradoxes designed to jerk man
out of his false beliefs-in time, before they
bring about his spiritual destruction in a n
ecstasy of disillusionment and frustration. The
Eternal Recurrence is the high school to teach
strength through despair. The Superman
graduates from it m m m a cum laude et glor-ia.
H e is the prototype of health, the man who has
learned to live without belief and without truth,
and, superhumanly delighting in life “as such,”
actually wills the Eternal Recurrence: “Live in
such a way that you desire nothing more than
to live this very same life again and again!”
The Superman, having attained to this manner
of existence which is exemplary and alluring
into all eternity, despises his former self for
craving moral sanctions, for satisfying his will
to power in neurotic sublimation, for deceiving
himself about the “meaning” of life.
What will he be then, this man who at last
knows what life really is? Recalling Nietzsche’s
own accounts of all-toc-human nature, and his
analysis of the threadbare fabric of traditional
values and truths, may he not be the very monster of nihilism, a barbarian, not necessarily
blond, but perhaps a conqueror of the world,
shrieking bad German from under his dark
moustache? Yes, Nietzsche feared his approach
in history: the vulgar caricature of the Superman. And because he also feared that the
liberally decadent and agnostically disbelieving
heirs to Christian morality would be too feeble
to meet the challenge, having enfeebled the idea
of civilized existence and rendered powerless
the good, he sent forth from his imagination the
Superman to defeat the defeat of man.

DID NIETZSCHE
HIMSELF believe in the truth of
his doctrines of the Superman and the Eternal
Recurrence? In one of his posthumously pub
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lished notes he says of the Eternal Recurrence:
“We have produced the hardest possible thought
-the Eternal Recurrence of AI1 Things-now
let us create the creature who will accept it
lightheartedly and joyfully !” Clearly, there
must have been times when he thought of the
Eternal Recurrence not as a “Truth” but as a
kind of spiritual Darwinian test to select for
survival the spiritually fittest. There is a note
of his which suggests precisely this: “I perform
the great experiment: who can bear the idea of
the Eternal Recurrence?” This is a measure of
Nietzsche’s own unhappiness: the nightmare of
nightmares was to him the idea that he might
have to live his identical life again and again;
and an ever deeper insight into the anatomy of
despair we gain from this note: “Let us consider this idea in its most terrifying form:
existence, as it is, without meaning or goal, but
inescapably recurrent, without a finale into
nothingness. . . .Those who cannot bear the sentence, There is no salvation, orrght to perish!”
Indeed, Nietzsche’s Superman is the creature
strong enough to live forever a cursed existence
and even to transmute it into the Dionysian
rapture of tragic acceptance. Schopenhauer
called man the animal metaphysicunt. It is certainly true of Nietzsche, the renegade hotno
zligzosus. Therefore, if God was dead, then for
Nietzsche man was an eternally cheated misfit,
the diseased animal, as he called him, plagued
by a metaphysical hunger to feed which all the
Heavens may be ransacked without result. Such
a creature was doomed: he had to die out,
giving way to the Superman who would miraculously feed on barren fields and finally conquer
the metaphysical hunger itself without any
detriment to the glory of life.
himself believe in the
D
Superman? In the manner in which a poet
believes in the truth of his creations. Did
ID NIETZSCHE

Nietzsche believe in the truth of poetic creations? Once upon a time when, as a young
man, he wrote The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche
did believe in the power of art to transfigure
life by creating lasting images of true beauty
out of the meaningless chaos. It had seemed
credible enough as long as his gaze was enraptured by the distant prospect of classical
Greece and the enthusiastic vicinity of Richard
Wagner’s Tribschen. Soon, however, his deeply
romantic belief in art turned to scepticism and
scorn; and his unphilosophical anger was provoked by those “metaphysical counterfeiters,” as
he called them, who enthroned the trinity of
beauty, goodness, and truth. “One should beat
them,” he said. Poetic beauty and truth? No,
says Zarathustra, “poets lie too much”-and

PRODUCED 2003 BY UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED

66

Erich Heller

adds dejectedly: “But Zarathustra too is a poet.
. We lie too much.” And he did: while Zarathustra preached the Eternal Recurrence, his
author confided to his diary: “I do not wish to
live ugain. How have I borne life? By creating.
What has made me endure? The vision of the
Su rman who affirms life. I have tried to
&m
life myself-but ah!”
Was he, having lost God, capable of truly
believing in anything? “He who no longer finds
what is great in God will find it nowhere; he
must either deny it or create it.” Only the “eitheror” does not apply. All his life Nietzsche tried
to do both. H e had the passion for truth and no
belief in it. This is the stuff from which demons
3re made-perhaps the most powerful secret
demon eating the heart out of the modern mind.
To have written and enacted the greater story
of this mind-a German mind-is Nietzsche’s
true claim to greatness. “The Don Juan of the
Mind” he once called, in a “fable” he wrote, a
figure whose identity is hardly in doubt:
The Don Juan oE the Mind: no philosopher
or poet has yet discovered him. What he lacks
is the love of the things he knows, what he
possesses is esprit, the itch and delight in the
chase and intrigue of knowledge-knowledge as
far and high as the most distant stars. Until in
the end there is nothing left for him to chase
except the knowledge which hurts most, just as
a drunkard in the end drinks absinth and
methylated spirits. And in the very end he craves
for Hell-it is the only knowledge which can
still seduce him. Perhaps it too will disappoint,
as everything that he knows. And if so, he will
have to stand transfixed through all eternity,
nailed to disillusion, havin himself become the
Guest of Stone, longing or a last supper of
knowled e which he will never receive. For in
the whofe world of things there is nothing left
to feed his hunger.
It is a German Don Juan, this Don Juan of
the Mind; and it is amazing that Nietzsche
should not have recognised his features: the
features of Goethe’s Faust at the point at which
he has succeeded at last in defeating the plan of
salvation.
AND YET Nietzsche’s work, wrapped in paradox
after paradox, taking us to the limits of what
is still comprehensible and often beyond, carries
elements which issue from a centre of sanity.
No doubt, this core is in perpetual danger of
being crushed, and was in fact destro ed in the
end. But it is there, and is made o the stuff
of which goodness is made. Nietzsche once said
that he had spent all his da s in philosophically
rating sides against himsell Why? Because he
was terrified by the prospect that all the better
things in life, all honesty of mind, integrity of
character, generosity of heart, fineness of zsthetic
perception, would be corrupted and finally cast
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away by the new barbarians, unless the mildest
and gentlest hardened themselves for the war
which was about to be waged against them:
“Czsar with the heart of Christ !”
I M E and again we come to a point in
TNietzsche’s writin s when the shrill tones
of the rebel are hushe by the still voice of the
autumn of a world waiting in calm serenity for
the storms to break. Then this tormented mind
relaxes in what he once called the Rosengwuch
des Unwiederbringlichen-an
untranslatably
beautiful lyricism of which the closest equivalent in English is perhaps Yeats’
Men is in love and loves what vanishes.
What more is there to say?
In such moments the music of Bach brings
tears to his eyes and he brushes aside the noise
and turmoil of Wagner; or he is, having
deserted Zarathustra’s cave in the mountains,
enchanted by the gentle grace of a Mediterranean coastline. Conteniplatin
the quiet
lucidity of Claude Lorrain, or see ing the company of Goethe in conversation with Eckermann, or comforted by the composure of
Sifter’s Nachsommer, a Nietzsche emerges,
very different from that who used to inhabit
the fancies of Teutonic schoolboys and, alas,
schoolmasters, a Nietzsche who is a traditionalist at heart, a desperate lover who castigates what he loves because he knows it will
abandon him and the world. It is the Nietzsche
who can with one sentence cross out all the
dissonances of his apocalyptic voices: “I once
saw a storm raging over the sea, and a clear
blue sky above it; it was then that I came to
dislike all sunless, cloudy passions which know
no light, except the lightning.”
In these regions of his mind dwells the terror
that he may have helped to bring about the very
opposite of what he desired. Then he is much
afraid of the consequences of his teaching. Perhaps the best will be driven to despair by it,
the very worst accept it? And once he put into
the mouth of some imaginary titanic genius
what is his most terrible prophetic utterance:
“Oh grant madness, you heavenly powers!
Madness, that at last I may believe in myself.. .
I am consumed by doubts, for I have killed the
Law
if I am not more than the Law, then
I am the most abject of all.”
What, then, is the final importance of
Nietzsche? For one of his readers it lies in his
exam le which is so strange, profound, confounLd, alluring, and forbidding that it can
hardly be looked upon as exemplary. But it
cannot be ignored either. For it has something
to do with lucidly living in the dark age of
which he so creatively despaired.
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THEATRE
The Opulent Culture
Does the “German System” Really Work? - By SIEGFRIED
MELCHINGER
during one of those
1
perennial discussions here about “problems
of present-day German theatre,” of a recent visit
WAS

REMINDED

to London where I had gone to see Hamlet at
Olivier’s new National Theatre. What a sense
of excitement one had each time one went to
the theatre in London ! I listened to my British
friends’ eager questions, their praise of our own
German theatre system (certain fundamental
principles of which seemed to have been taken
over by the National Theatre). Then, on my
return home, what inertia suddenly surrounded
me-an
inertia which seems to point to a
chronic, if not hopeless, sickness in the German
theatre.
Why is there in the London theatre this atmosphere of excitement? How and why does it
communicate itself to audiences even on not
very successful nights? And wh , on the other
hand, do so many of our per ormances seem
to drag and flag, perfunctorily acclaimed by
audiences who have come to expect nothing
better?
These questions, I think, are not difficult to
answer. Your actors in London try, as it were,
to give the performance of their lives every ni ht
of the week; whereas ours, whom the system as
turned into civil servants, don’t exert themselves
unduly. They have a year’s contract; they have
paid holidays; many of them can look forward
to a pension; none can be dismissed. Of course,
this oversimplifies the case for and against our
theatre system. One hardly ever appreciates the
things one has; one envies others for their
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is a Professor at the
Hochschule, Stuttgart, of that tintranslatable
thing called “tkeaterwissenschaft.” He is the
author of many books-“Theatev der Gegenwart” (Fischer Biicherez), “Modernes Welttheater” (Schiinemann V e r l a g b n d of a new
“Encyclopaedia of Modern Drama” which
will be published this year in English translation (Horizon, New Yot-8.
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blessings. I think I know the advantages of the
German theatre and the disadvantages of the
AngleAmerican theatre fairly well. But it will
not, I hope, be held against an admirer of
London theatre if he expresses the view that
the disadvantages of the German theatre system,
if adopted in England, might one day affect the
London theatre too.
The most important difference between the
two systems is also the obvious one: the continuous run on the one hand and the repertory
programme on the other. Most German theatres
run several plays in series during one season,
which obliges theatres to keep together an ensemble on long-term contracts. Each actor has
a part in several ays in the repertory. Leading
theatres have a irst night every three or four
weeks. As a rule, the director is given between
three and five weeks for rehearsals. Clearly,
this expenditure cannot be met without subsidies. According to statistics, annual theatre
subsidies from public money in medium-sized
towns amount to 21s. per head. The grand total
is very large indeed: total subsidies amounted to
roughly ~25,000,000during the last season. The
sum increases every year. Since 1945,more than
a hundred theatres have been rebuilt, many
Our government,
costing more than LI,OOO,OOO.
evidently, takes an extraordinarily keen interest
in theatre. Even the peasant in a remote village
makes his contribution-so that the nearest
town (which he rarely, if ever, visits) can maintain a theatre with an ensemble and full repertory programme. The recovery cf all costs
through the box office would be possible only
in cities with more than a million inhabitants.
But even there, with the high cost of material
and heavy social-service contributions, tickets
would actually cost far more than the public
is willing to pay.

P1

A REALISTIC ASSESSMENTof our system is possible
only if one takes into account the reasons for it,
and considers the situation arising therefrom.
The most important reason is historical: the
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