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Introduction:
Nietzsche as Tragic Poet and His Legacy

Mary Ann Frese Witt

HELLENISM, OR THE WEST’S IDEA OF ANCIENT GREECE’S CONTRIBUTION

to its culture and its attempts to appropriate that idea into its own
creations, has been a prime component of European and Euro-
American culture since the Renaissance. With the rediscovery of
Aristotle’s Poetics came the notion that the supreme literary form was
tragedy, and that it was thus incumbent on the ‘‘moderns’’ to write
tragedies on the model of the ‘‘ancients.’’ This form of imitation
and adaptation reached its apogee in seventeenth-century France
with the tragedies of Racine. The theories of the archaeologist Jo-
hann Joachim Winckelmann, often encapsulated in his 1755 de-
scription of Greek statues as works of ‘‘edle Einfalt, stille Grösse’’
[noble simplicity, calm grandeur], helped to define the neoclassical
ideal of Greek classical civilization. In his Laocoön (1766) Gotthold
Lessing, emphasizing the differences more than the similarities be-
tween the arts of language and vision, challenges Winkelmann’s
overarching formula by demonstrating the horror and violence
present in Greek tragedy, as opposed to sculpture.1 Lessing none-
theless remained within the boundaries of neoclassical aesthetics, ul-
timately arguing that even tragedy overcame its representation of
terror to conform to a rational and optimistic Greek view of life. Les-
sing, Goethe, and Schiller all wrote tragedies based to some extent
on this notion of antiquity.

Hellenism did not die with the waning of neoclassicism. If the ro-
mantics preferred Shakespeare to Racine and the mixing of tones
and genres to tragic purity, a longing for the cultural inspiration of
the Greek ‘‘motherland’’ became, if anything, more pronounced. It
was, however, the lyric poetry of such figures as Byron and Hölder-
lin, rather than drama, that most vividly expressed romantic Hellen-
ism. It was only in midcentury Germany that Hellenism became in a
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12 MARY ANN FRESE WITT

sense superseded by tragic theory and the desire to create tragedy
for modernity. The great German philosophers of the nineteenth
century—Schelling, Hegel, and Schopenhauer—considered tragedy
not only as a literary genre, but also as an ontological concept. The
playwright Friedrich Hebbel defined himself as both a realist and a
pessimist, defending in both theory and practice the genre of bour-
geois tragedy, anchored in everyday life. A reaction against this view
of tragedy was to come at the turn of the century, when we witnessed
a widespread reflourishing of interest both in the writing of ‘‘mod-
ern tragedies’’ outside of the boundaries of realism and in a cultural
notion of the tragic, influenced by a new kind of Hellenism. What
accounts for the revival of interest in and rethinking of the theory
and practice of tragedy? The writings and reputation of Friedrich
Nietzsche, along with the music dramatist he first glorified and then
vilified, Richard Wagner.

=

The first publication of Die Geburt der Tragödie aus dem Geiste der Musik
in 1872 was greeted by scorn and contempt from most of the young
philologist’s colleagues and superiors. During his productive years,
Nietzsche was in fact read only by a small, if devoted, elite. Soon
after his breakdown, however, it was as if all of Europe suddenly dis-
covered the philosopher. Nietzsche’s madness seemed to foster the
idea that he had penetrated more deeply than anyone else into the
secret of existence. Nietzscheanism prompted a popular cultural
movement suggestive of the one spawned by Sartrean existentialism
after World War II. Young proponents of what was called Lebensphilo-
sophie affirmed their freedom from convention and their espousal
of ‘‘life’’ in their dress, wild actions, and general revolt against the
bourgeois lifestyle of their parents’ generation. Dionysus had shat-
tered decorum and ‘‘noble stillness,’’ and not only in theory. If Leb-
ensphilosophie attracted even those who had not read Nietzsche, those
who took his thought seriously were those who were implementing
revolutionary cultural changes. All of the major turn-of-the-century
and post–World War I avant-garde literary and artistic movements—
symbolism, decadence, expressionism, futurism, dada, and surreal-
ism—were influenced by Nietzsche. Bergson acknowledged his debt
to his contemporary; Freud certainly felt his impact. In music, Rich-
ard Strauss and Gustav Mahler wrote compositions inspired by Zara-
thustra and ‘‘the spirit of music,’’ and in modern dance Mary
Wigman, in the 1920s, worked out a ‘‘Dionysian’’ style.2
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INTRODUCTION: NIETZSCHE AS TRAGIC POET AND HIS LEGACY 13

Nietzsche’s appropriation by the fascists and the Nazis and his
postwar exculpation—the so-called Nazification and de-Nazification
of Nietzsche—are by now well known.3 So is his significant reception
among postmodern thinkers such as Foucault, Derrida, Deleuze,
and de Man. Nietzsche’s literary following has also received consid-
erable attention, but his dramatic and theatrical descendants much
less. This collection addresses a specific aspect of the Nietzschean
legacy in literature: the presence of his insights on tragedy and the
tragic in the actual writing of modern tragedy, in drama and in
other genres such as lyric poetry, fiction, and film as well as in subse-
quent theories of the tragic. A succession of writers throughout Eu-
rope and elsewhere saw Nietzsche as one of their own, more poet
than philosopher, while reading The Birth of Tragedy as it was in-
tended, as a call for the production of modern tragedy. In some
cases, the philosopher’s later, fragmentary writings on tragedy and
the tragic had an impact equal or superior to that of his first book.
Nietzsche’s interest in the art of Dionysus and Apollo, though never
again systematically discussed, continued throughout his career,
even, in a sense, into his final years, when he signed his letters ‘‘Dio-
nysus.’’

=

Despite the ‘‘self-criticisms,’’ about-faces, contradictions, and later
developments, a certain constancy appears throughout Nietzsche’s
writing on the tragic. This may be defined as his anti-Aristotelian
stance,4 combined with what one can only term inspiration from his
understanding of the significance of the figure of Dionysus. Al-
though it is true that the ‘‘Apollinan’’ principle is equally important
to understanding the formation and nature of Greek tragedy, at
least in The Birth of Tragedy, it is tragedy’s origin in Dionysian ritual
and the fundamental importance of the music of the Dionysian
chorus to the form that serve as the foundation of Nietzsche’s recon-
ceptualizing of the tragic form.5 If tragedy is seen primarily as an aes-
thetic rendering of the sacrificial suffering of a god, then its essence
is more lyrical, more rhapsodic, than what we conventionally call
dramatic: more pathos than praxis, more lyric than mimetic. The
primacy of plot or action apparent in Aristotle’s Poetics becomes, for
Nietzsche, of minimal importance to tragedy, even a degradation of
the tragic. This theme appears as early as 1864 in a paper he wrote as
a student titled ‘‘Primum Oedipodis regis carmen choricum.’’ ‘‘The
Greeks thought differently from us about the tragic effect; it was
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14 MARY ANN FRESE WITT

brought about by way of the great pathos scenes . . . where action
meant little but lyricism everything.’’6 The argument that in true
(Aeschylean) tragedy action and plot exist, as it were, offstage, be-
fore and after what we witness, appears throughout The Birth of Trag-
edy. Nietzsche attributes the introduction of the emphasis of plot in
tragedy to Euripides, under the influence of Socratic dialectics. It is
what he terms ‘‘the optimistic dialectic of dialogue,’’ the stating and
solving of problems, that will eventually lead to the destruction of
tragedy, ‘‘to the death-leap into the bourgeois drama’’ [bis zum
Todessprunge in’s bürgerliche Schauspiel].7 Much later, in 1888,
Nietzsche makes the same point explicitly and philologically in a
footnote in The Case of Wagner. Presumably glossing one of his many
caustic remarks on his former idol and mentor, Nietzsche notes that
it has been unfortunate for aesthetics that the Doric word dran, at
the origin of drama, has been mistranslated as plot or action (Han-
dlung). He reiterates the point that ancient drama consisted of
scenes of pathos, with action relegated to the offstage. The original
meaning of drama is rather ‘‘event’’ or ‘‘story’’ ‘‘in the hieratic sense
. . . not a doing but a happening.’’8 Nietzsche’s thinking on this
point is consistent, although a major transformation has occurred:
Wagner’s music dramas, rather than indicating the rebirth of a form
of tragedy in which plot is secondary and a lyric ‘‘event’’ primary
(something Tristan and Isolde surely does, as Nietzsche demonstrates
in The Birth of Tragedy), now seem relegated to the dustbin of the
bourgeois theater.

Nietzsche himself, in 1859, had attempted to write a lyric tragedy,
Prometheus, in free verse with a chorus. Reflecting on why he chose
Prometheus as his subject, the young man wrote: ‘‘One would like
to re-create the era of Aeschylus, or are there no humans left and
we have to make the Titans appear once again!’’9 His fascination
with the Titans continues in The Birth of Tragedy, where he at one
point equates them with the Dionysian ‘‘divine order of terror’’ and
the Olympians with the Apollinian ‘‘divine order of joy’’ and at an-
other calls the nature of Aeschylus’s Prometheus ‘‘at the same time
Dionysian and Apollinian.’’10 The story of Prometheus, in any case,
exemplifies for him both the ‘‘hieratic’’ mode of drama and the Dio-
nysian pathos of suffering.

The genesis of The Birth of Tragedy has become clearer in recent
years through the publication of some of Nietzsche’s early lectures
and essays: ‘‘Greek Music Drama,’’ January 18, 1870; ‘‘Socrates and
Tragedy,’’ February 1, 1870; and ‘‘The Dionysian Worldview,’’ re-
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INTRODUCTION: NIETZSCHE AS TRAGIC POET AND HIS LEGACY 15

vised as ‘‘The Birth of Tragic Thought,’’ from the summer of 1870.11

Although Nietzsche’s twentieth-century literary descendants could
not have been aware of these writings, they are of great value in un-
derstanding the originality of The Birth of Tragedy and so will receive
some attention here. M. S. Silk and J. P. Stern, Giorgio Colli, Dennis
Sweet, and Rüdiger Safranski, among others, give accounts of this
genesis.12 In ‘‘Greek Music Drama,’’ the young scholar expounded
a thesis that was not in itself original, since it had already been gen-
erally accepted by classical philologists: Greek tragedy originated in
Dionysian festival. It was Nietzsche’s emphasis on the wild, orgiastic
nature of these festivals, along with the suggestion of the loss of indi-
viduality in the primordial unity of the crowd, as opposed to the Aris-
totelian reintegration of the individual into the social mass, that was
already controversial. Here we find as well his insistence that in early
tragedy the music of the chorus dominated the language of the pro-
tagonist. It is another variation on the theme discussed above: the
highest form of tragedy is formed from the sound and the spectacle
of pathos; its demise and decadence begin with an emphasis on
logos. In the second lecture, such decadence finds its embodiment
in the figure of Socrates. The replacement of the original choral
song with dialogue, of instinctual power with rational analysis, of wis-
dom with knowledge—implemented in the wake of Socrates—has
led theater to the impasse in which it finds itself in the contempo-
rary world, although Nietzsche suggests here as well the possibility
of a rebirth of tragedy. In ‘‘The Dionysian Worldview,’’ written just
after the outbreak of the Franco-Prussian war, Nietzsche discusses
the notion that war reveals the elemental, cruel, Dionysian founda-
tion of civilization. He also begins to work out the sublimation that
the tragic form accomplishes. In particular, he introduces his con-
ception of the principle of Apollo and its aesthetic importance in
containing Dionysian rapture through clarity, form, and individual-
ization. Dionysian Rausch is defined in part as ‘‘the drive of spring’’
and identified as Asiatic, controlled by the Hellenic Apollo in ‘‘the
most beautiful brotherly bond.’’ Although Nietzsche uses the word
‘‘birth’’ (‘‘the birth of tragic thought’’) here to describe the result
of the union of Dionysos and Apollo, the metaphor is not at all de-
veloped as it will be in The Birth of Tragedy (Geuss and Speirs, 120,
121, 125). In contrast to that of Nietzsche’s first book, the language
of these early writings remains on the whole academic.

Another lecture by Nietzsche, ‘‘Introduction to the Tragedy of
Sophocles’’ (1870), helps to clarify some of his thinking about both
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16 MARY ANN FRESE WITT

ancient and modern tragedy. In discussing the latter, he refers spe-
cifically to Schiller and Grillparzer, but also mentions French trag-
edy. ‘‘The origin of ancient tragedy is in the lyric, of newer [tragedy]
. . . in the epic. In the former the emphasis is on suffering, in the
latter on doing.’’13 The epic is fundamentally optimistic and imma-
nent in that it wants to live in the world; the lyric is pessimistic and
transcendent in that it expresses the pain felt over the dissonance
between the real world and the world as it should be. Important
themes to be developed in The Birth of Tragedy are mentioned here:
Dionysian tragedy as a dissolution of the individual into a primordial
unity and as a participatory spectacle without ‘‘spectators,’’ and the
evolution of tragedy into an art form through the ‘‘Apollinian’’
Greeks’ transformation of Asiatic Dionysian rites. What is missing in
this academic lecture, as in the others, is the metaphorical language
that will make The Birth of Tragedy such a radical departure.

Although Nietzsche emphasizes, both in his 1886 preface to the
revised edition, titled Die Geburt der Tragödie oder Griechenthum und
Pessimismus (The Birth of Tragedy or Hellenism and Pessimism), and in
Ecce Homo, that his first book was written when he was a medical or-
derly during the Franco-Prussian War, as if the event were important
to its genesis, the war does not figure importantly in the text.14 He
was, according to Ronald Hayman, also writing notes for a play, Em-
pedokles, at the time.15 Certainly his acquaintance with the more grue-
some aspects of war coalesced with his insights into horror, cruelty,
and suffering at the heart of civilization, as well as of nature, viewed
from a post-Darwinian perspective. The most immediate impetus to
the original writing of the book was, of course, his relationship with
Richard Wagner. No doubt seeing some potential benefits of Nietz-
sche’s admiration to the promotion of his own work, Wagner urged
his young friend to develop his brief pieces into what was to become
modern Europe’s first, and most influential, book-length philosoph-
ical meditation on tragedy. The young Nietzsche’s aspirations to be
a tragic poet may be seen as a subtext of his first book. One of the
most original, and at the time of its publication the most shocking,
aspects of The Birth of Tragedy is its highly charged metaphorical,
erotic, and at times violent language. The working title for the first
two-thirds of the manuscript (that is, minus the part on Wagner and
the potential rebirth of tragedy), written in the summer of 1870, was
‘‘Ursprung und Ziel der Tragödie’’ (‘‘The Origin and Purpose of
Tragedy’’).16 (Early French and Italian translations of the work, not
recognizing the importance of the metaphor in the title, were titled
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INTRODUCTION: NIETZSCHE AS TRAGIC POET AND HIS LEGACY 17

Les origines de la tragédie and Le origini della tragedia, respectively.) Al-
ready, however, in developing his concepts of the Dionysian and
Apollinian in this draft, Nietzsche is intrigued by a thought he attri-
butes to Kant, suggested by what he seems to view as an eternal strug-
gle between the sexes. This is the mystery of ‘‘how from two
antagonistic principles something new can develop.’’17 At some
point before the publication of his book, Nietzsche must have real-
ized the importance of the metaphor of birth, with its erotic ramifi-
cations, as opposed to the abstract or historical notion of ‘‘origin,’’
for his purposes. This is indeed clear in the first paragraph of The
Birth of Tragedy. The development of art, Nietzsche argues, depends
upon the duality (Duplicität) of the Apollinian and Dionysian, just as
reproduction (Generation) depends on the duality (Zweiheit) of the
sexes. Nietzsche’s use of a Latinate and then a Germanic word for
‘‘duality’’ stresses the difference between the abstract and concrete
terms of the metaphor. Furthermore, the Dionysian and the Apollin-
ian, called different ‘‘drives,’’ go about ‘‘exciting’’ (reizend) each
other to produce new ‘‘births’’ until at last in their coupling they
generate or give birth to (erzeugen) the only equally Dionysian and
Apollinian art form, tragedy.18 Nietzsche does not specify which god
or poetic principle represents the male and which the female in this
mating, which produces several births before the culminating one,
but it seems clear that Dionysus, the embodiment of orgiastic irratio-
nality whose worship was usually associated with women, must play
the female to Apollo, the god of calm control. Later in the text,
when Dionysus figures more as an eternal principle than as a god,
Dionysian art is said to be ‘‘the primal mother, eternally creative be-
neath the surface of incessantly changing appearances, eternally
forcing life into existence’’ (Geuss and Speirs, 80). (In Nietzsche’s
later writing, some of Dionysus’s feminine attributes will be dis-
placed onto Ariadne.)

Sometimes Nietzsche uses a military metaphor to describe the re-
lationship of Dionysus and Apollo. In section 4, for example, he de-
scribes Doric art as ‘‘a permanent military encampment of the
Apolline . . . in a state of unremitting resistance to the Titanic-
barbaric nature of the Dionysiac’’ (Geuss and Speirs, 28). ‘‘The
struggle between these two hostile principles,’’ however, evolves im-
mediately into an erotic one, at once agonistic and fecundating.
Attic tragedy becomes ‘‘the common goal of both drives whose mys-
terious marriage [geheimnisvolles Ehebündnis], after a long preceding
struggle, was crowned with such a child—who is both Antigone and

PAGE 17................. 16436$ INTR 05-10-07 09:21:05 PS



18 MARY ANN FRESE WITT

Cassandra in one’’ (28). A variation on the military metaphor repre-
sents the agon between the gods as a battle between East and West.
To oriental, barbarian, uncontrolled orgiastic excess, the ‘‘witches’
brew’’ of sensuality and cruelty, the Greek Apollo holds out the head
of the Medusa, thus conquering an otherwise uncontrollable force
by transforming it into art (20). This involves a ‘‘peace treaty,’’ with
borders drawn up and an exchange of gifts. Yet even in this varia-
tion, the metaphor retains its sexual connotation, with Dionysus,
like ‘‘the Orient’’ generally in much of late nineteenth-century dis-
course, displaying traditional female characteristics and Apollo tra-
ditional male ones. Taking the East-West and male-female tropes in
another direction, Nietzsche describes the tragic myth of Prometh-
eus represented by Aeschylus as a form of male, active sacrilege, a
foundational notion for ‘‘Aryan’’ culture, in contrast to the story of
the fall in Genesis, which figures the female, passive sin at the heart
of ‘‘Semitic’’ culture. And yet, Nietzsche reminds us, if Prometheus,
in his demand for justice, reveals ‘‘his paternal descent from
Apollo,’’ the suffering of the Titan reminds us of his (presumably
maternal) descent from Dionysos (50–51). The Hellenic male spirit,
it would seem, did not simply conquer the ‘‘Oriental’’ female one,
but rather incorporated it as a father begets a child on a mother.

The tangle of tropes of sex, birth, gender, and culture in Nietz-
sche’s text is often bewildering. Dionysian man is also a satyr, a phal-
lic symbol of the power of nature. But the chorus of original
Dionysian drama is also composed of satyrs who serve their ‘‘lord
and master Dionysus’’ in feminine fashion, their music and lyrics
now becoming ‘‘the womb’’ that gave birth to . . . drama’’ (Geuss
and Speirs, 44). Dionysus, after all, is the urhero of tragedy, whose
suffering stands behind the words and actions of all the great heroes
of Attic tragedy. (These heroes can also, of course, be named Anti-
gone or Cassandra.) In the final sections of the text, devoted primar-
ily to the rebirth of tragedy, the relationship between Apollo and
Dionysus takes on yet another form. In describing the effect, rather
than the birth, of tragedy, Nietzsche uses the metaphor of a cloth
being woven on the loom: the Apollinian ‘‘veils’’ the Dionysian, but
the Dionysian nonetheless shines through. Erotic and martial strug-
gle appear to have been replaced by a kind of peaceful coexistence
in Nietzsche’s return to an expression used in ‘‘The Dionysian
Worldview’’: ‘‘Thus the difficult relation of the Apolline and the Di-
onysiac in tragedy truly could be symbolized by a bond of brother-
hood between the two deities: Dionysus speaks the language of
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INTRODUCTION: NIETZSCHE AS TRAGIC POET AND HIS LEGACY 19

Apollo, but finally it is Apollo who speaks that of Dionysus. At which
point the supreme goal of tragedy, and indeed of all art, is attained’’
(Geuss and Speirs, 104). A bond of brotherhood? Has a homosexual
embrace or a homosocial partnership made possible a transcen-
dence of the eternal antagonism of the sexes? Has the sublimation
of eros into logos, of music into dialogue, allowed Dionysus to pres-
ent himself as a male whose relation to Apollo is one of equality and
pure friendship? Is Dionysus no longer the mother of tragedy?

As Nietzsche stated in his critique of his youthful work, The Birth of
Tragedy is indeed characterized by ‘‘a rage for imagery’’ and is often
‘‘confused in its imagery’’ (Geuss and Speirs, 5). Yet this particular
confusion might be resolved if we consider Dionysus here as the pro-
totype of a metaphorical creation Nietzsche will introduce in Die fröh-
liche Wissenschaft: Männliche Mütter (The Gay Science: Male Mothers).19

Preoccupied in several of his writings with the nature of pregnancy
and its relationship to creativity, Nietzsche finds in the ‘‘male
mother’’ an image for artistic creativity that does not carry the con-
notation of the passivity he sees as inherent in female pregnancy. We
witness the process in Zarathustra, who famously declares, ‘‘Every-
thing about woman is a riddle and everything about woman has one
solution: that is pregnancy.’’20 So much for women, but Zarathustra
goes on to meditate on his own pregnancy and the birth of his
thoughts. For Nietzsche, creative men as mothers become active
rather than passive agents in producing their spiritual children. In
the last part of The Twilight of the Idols, ‘‘What I Owe to the Ancients,’’
Nietzsche tells us that the mysteries of sex, celebrated in Dionysian
rites, symbols, and myths, hold the key to the mystery of creativity.
He emphasizes a new element as well: the spiritual male mother, like
the physical female one, must also suffer pain in order to create.
‘‘For the eternal joy of creation to exist, for the will to life to affirm
itself eternally, the ‘torment of the woman in labour’ must also exist
eternally. . . . The word ‘Dionysus’ means all of this.’’21

If I have dwelt so long on the birth metaphor and its related erotic
and agonistic imagery in The Birth of Tragedy, and as developed in
Nietzsche’s later works, it is not only because some of those writing
under Nietzsche’s spell take up these motifs in their own way, but
also to emphasize the importance of metaphor, and of metaphorical
thinking, in his understanding of tragedy.22 We have seen how the
abstract vocabulary in some of Nietzsche’s earlier essays evolved into
the birth of tragedy. Perhaps in order to justify his own approach in
the midst of a densely metaphorical passage, Nietzsche remarks,
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20 MARY ANN FRESE WITT

‘‘For a genuine poet, metaphor is no rhetorical figure, but an image
which takes the place of something else, something he can really see
before him as a substitute for a concept’’ (Geuss and Speirs, 43).
Paul de Man’s groundbreaking study in Allegories of Reading of Nietz-
sche’s ‘‘Rhetoric of Tropes’’ discusses the significance of metaphor
for Nietzsche while positioning him as a deconstructionist avant la
lettre. Nietzsche’s definition of language as ‘‘a moving army of meta-
phors, metonymies, and anthropomorphisms’’ in ‘‘On Truth and
Lying in a Non-Moral Sense’’ (an essay written around the same time
as The Birth of Tragedy) shows, for de Man, the philosopher’s aware-
ness of ‘‘the figurality of all language’’ and thus of language’s illu-
sory claim to transmit truth.23 When de Man discusses Nietzsche’s
actual use of what he calls ‘‘parental’’ metaphors in The Birth of Trag-
edy, however, he curiously calls Dionysus ‘‘the father of all art,’’24 ap-
parently overlooking the significance of Dionysus as mother. For de
Man the ‘‘theatricality’’ of Nietzsche’s discourse, its use of two in-
compatible narrators, undercuts and deconstructs not only the ge-
netic narrative it purports to recount, but also the ultimate
‘‘melocentric’’ authority of Dionysus as the ground of truth. Apollo
and Dionysus finally become not only two voices but also two parts
of a metaphor. De Man’s view of Nietzsche as deconstructionist may
be exaggerated—The Birth of Tragedy does, also, give a genetic ac-
count of the origins of tragedy in ancient Greece—but his argument
is highly suggestive for an understanding of the book’s style and
form. Nietzsche’s narration is indeed not primarily historical or
chronological, but rather what he might have called ‘‘hieratic,’’ re-
counting again and again in various ways the mythopoeic encounter
that engenders tragedy.

I submit that this first part of Nietzsche’s text, through the begin-
ning of section 11, may be read as a draft of a tragedy, or an anti-
Aristotelian metatragedy, based on the reiteration of happening, on
an event told several times in different ways, rather than on action.
An agon between two gods, evoked lyrically as a source of both suf-
fering and exaltation, itself produces the form that is the purest ex-
pression of suffering and exaltation. In the tragedy Nietzsche writes,
tragedy, from its birth to its death, recounted synchronically, itself is
the tragic hero. Greek tragedy, he tells us at the beginning of section
11, ‘‘died by suicide, as the result of an irresolvable conflict, which
is to say tragically’’ (Geuss and Speirs, 54). A sound of mourning
(as if sung by a chorus) resonates throughout the Hellenic world.
‘‘Tragedy is dead! And with it we have lost poetry itself!’’ (55). This
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marks the end of the draft of the tragedy that the young philologist-
poet would have wanted to write.25

In the following sections, through 15, which describe tragedy’s de-
mise in the hands of Euripides and Socrates and the direct line that
leads from Euripides’ introduction of mediocre everyday life and
epic suspense onto the stage to nineteenth-century dramatic realism
and naturalism, Nietzsche abruptly changes his style. Abandoning
his metaphorical and emotional language, he writes as if the subject
at hand were no longer worthy of the lyrical voice of a tragic poet.
He becomes, if anything, a satirist with an eye for the realistic or
comic detail. ‘‘Euripides is the actor with the pounding heart, with
his hair standing on end; he draws up his plan as a Socratic thinker;
he executes it as a passionate actor. Neither in the planning nor in
the execution is he a pure artist’’ (Geuss and Speirs, 61).

What is wrong, in Nietzsche’s opinion, with posttragic drama?
Many of the same aspects that ‘‘revolutionary’’ dramatic writers
and critics would come to criticize in the works of their contempo-
raries at the turn of the century. After the harmful interventions of
Euripides, drama became fundamentally epic rather than lyric—
emphasizing action, telling a story, and creating suspense rather
than expressing a primordial suffering. Instead of participating in
a ritual, the spectator, in modern drama, observes himself and his
everyday problems on the stage. Realism leads to an imitation of
‘‘bourgeois mediocrity’’ (Geuss and Speirs, 56); [die bürgerliche
Mittelmässigkeit] (Colli and Montinari, 77). This has political impli-
cations as well: common people, even slaves, come to power, and the
dramatist must court their opinions. Nietzsche never acknowledges
that the high point of Greek tragedy coincided with democracy in
Greece. Or rather, he posits Aeschylean and Sophoclean tragedy as
essentially aristocratic and Euripides as the representative of demo-
cratic decline. Neither does he here, as he does later on, discuss Eu-
ropean aristocratic tragedy, such as that of seventeenth-century
France, but seems to draw a direct filiation between Euripides and
nineteenth-century realist and naturalist drama, a form suitable to
democracy in that it courts the masses. Thus, he asks a question that
will resonate with fin-de-siècle aesthetes: ‘‘Why should the artist be
obliged to accommodate himself to a force which is strong only by
virtue of its numbers?’’ (Geuss and Speirs, 57). Realist drama expels
the Dionysian element with its Rausch, along with the chorus, and
bases itself on words, dialogue, and logic, rather than on lyricism.
The modern world has lost the fundamental connection with myth
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(‘‘the mythical maternal womb’’); its drama replaces the depths of
myth conveyed in shining images with the mere imitation of every-
day life. Finally, realist drama, abandoning ‘‘tragic pessimism,’’ be-
comes fundamentally optimistic. Its worldview is not that of the
suffering god-hero, annihilated and returning to fundamental unity
for our pleasure, but rather that of problems which, through reason-
ing, can be solved. The modern stage, at least in its predominant
bourgeois realism, reflects the limited and barren spiritual land-
scape of modernity.

The hopes for transcending this situation lie in a rebirth of trag-
edy through a reconnection with the spirit of music and with myth.
For modernity, however, the gods have become aesthetic principles,
art having in a sense replaced religion. The provocative and seminal
phrase ‘‘only as an aesthetic phenomenon is the world justified’’
prepares Nietzsche’s argument for the important—indeed, salvific—
function of the rebirth of tragedy in modernity. Unlike Schopen-
hauer, and unlike much fin-de-siècle aestheticism, however, Nietz-
sche envisions tragedy and aesthetic form generally not as a refuge
or flight from life, but rather as an affirmation of life through trage-
dy’s ‘‘pessimism of strength.’’

=

If in the final ten sections of The Birth of Tragedy Nietzsche sees Ger-
man music and, especially, Richard Wagner as the primary catalysts
for this rebirth, he also sees signs of the tragic spirit in other post-
Hellenic tragic dramatists, including Shakespeare, Goethe, and
Schiller. The agenda for and evidence of possibilities for the rebirth
of tragedy are in fact not limited to the final sections, but are opera-
tive throughout The Birth of Tragedy. Nietzsche’s interest in under-
standing the true nature of tragedy through its ‘‘birth’’ was not, to
the horror of his critics, scientifically philological, but rather poetic,
and intimately bound up with his search for the possible spiritual
recovery of the modern world. The Dionysian, Nietzsche insists, did
not completely die; it remains dormant and can resurface. The fig-
ure of Hamlet is comparable to that of the Dionysian man in that
‘‘both have gazed into the true essence of things’’ (Geuss and Speirs,
40), and Shakespeare’s play is comparable to Greek tragedy in that
it reveals a ‘‘deeper wisdom’’ beneath words (81). In order to char-
acterize the Dionysian chorus, Nietzsche quotes from Goethe’s
Faust: ‘‘an eternal sea, a changing, weaving, a glowing life’’ (Geuss
and Speirs, 46). As the ‘‘modern man of culture,’’ Faust is definitely
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un-Greek, but his character also demonstrates the promising evi-
dence ‘‘that modern man is beginning to sense the limits of the So-
cratic lust for knowledge’’ (86). Along with Kant and Schopenhauer,
who have won a philosophical victory over optimism, Goethe and
Schiller stand as precursors to a new tragic culture about to arise
(87, 97). Schiller turns out to be a hero in what Nietzsche views as a
modern struggle against realism, or illusionistic drama. As a poet,
he appears Dionysian in that he writes from a ‘‘musical mood’’ (29).
Nietzsche notes that in his preface to The Bride of Messina, Schiller
fought against the prevailing aesthetic of illusionistic drama, and
naturalism in art generally, by understanding the significance of the
chorus as ‘‘a living wall which tragedy draws about itself in order to
shut itself off in purity from the real world’’ (38).26

Another means of separating art from realistic impurity is through
the creation of symbols. Along with his own figurative language,
Nietzsche frequently uses the words Symbol or Gleichnis and symbolisch
or gleichnishaft—an emphasis that must have delighted the symbol-
ists and their followers. He views the creation of symbols as essential
to poetry and poetic drama, and as both Dionysian and Apollinian.
As a Dionysian phenomenon, music symbolizes the eternal contra-
diction at the heart of the world—the pain and pleasure of destruc-
tion—in ways that transcend language, and to which language is
inadequate. On the other hand, symbol-making, the forming of sen-
sations into artistic images, is an Apollinian function that allows us
to access the Dionysian. Both connotations emphasize the impor-
tance of the symbolic as opposed to the mimetic nature of tragedy,
and of all true art.

The final pages of The Birth of Tragedy, with their praise not only
of Wagner and German music but of the ‘‘rebirth of the German
myth’’ (Geuss and Speirs, 109) and the superiority of German cul-
ture, remain problematic for the modern reader. The revival of Dio-
nysian Rausch in enraptured spectators here seems too close for
comfort to rallies at Nuremberg and the ideology of the will of the
Volk. There is even a call for a Führer to take the Germans back to
their long-lost home. Walter Kaufmann, intent on de-Nazifying
Nietzsche, states in his 1967 translation that The Birth of Tragedy
should have ended after section 15, because the remainder, on the
rebirth of tragedy, weakened it and was criticized by Nietzsche him-
self.27 It is true that in his 1886 preface, ‘‘An Attempt at Self-
Criticism,’’ Nietzsche denounces his invention of ‘‘stories about the
German character’’ and his enthusiasm for German music, in partic-
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ular that of Wagner, which he now sees as romantic and thoroughly
un-Greek (Geuss and Speirs, 10). Yet Nietzsche did not, in his self-
criticism, take back his call for and hope in a rebirth of tragedy in
the modern world. Even when he finds his youthful work ‘‘clumsy’’
and ‘‘embarrassing,’’ he suggests that the problem lies in the fact
that he had not dared to express himself completely as a poet, but
had remained within the framework of a philologist. It is not his dis-
covery of the Dionysian principle that is at fault, but ‘‘it ought to
have sung, this new soul, and not talked!’’ (6; italics in original). The
mature Nietzsche, it seems, understands the young, unfulfilled
tragic poet who created the uneven Birth of Tragedy. He ends his self-
criticism with the words of his poetic creation, the ‘‘Dionysian mon-
ster’’ Zarathustra: ‘‘Lift up your hearts, my brothers, high, higher!’’
(Geuss and Speirs, 12). These words are not far in tone from Nietz-
sche’s impassioned apostrophe to his readers at the end of section
20 of The Birth of Tragedy, a call that resonated with his disciples
throughout Europe and elsewhere as a stimulus to reawaken and re-
create Dionysian tragedy for modernity. ‘‘Yes, my friends, believe as
I do in the Dionysiac life and in the rebirth of tragedy. The time of
Socratic man is past. Put on wreaths of ivy, take up the thyrsus and do
not be surprised if tigers and panthers lie down, purring and curling
round your legs. Now you must only dare to be tragic human beings,
for you will be released and redeemed. You will accompany the fes-
tive procession of Dionysos from India to Greece! Put on your arm-
our for a hard fight, but believe in the miracles of your god!’’ (Geuss
and Speirs, 98).

=

Among the many tangled threads of his text, Nietzsche also indi-
cates a different path toward the creation of modern tragedy. Al-
though his references to Socrates in The Birth of Tragedy are
dominated by a tone of scorn, Nietzsche’s attitude to the founder of
reason, science, and logic is, in the end (as many commentators
have observed), profoundly ambivalent. In two passages shortly be-
fore the one above (Geuss and Speirs, 75, 82), the time of Socrates
seems not to be past, but rather to constitute the very essence of
modernity. The ‘‘hope for a rebirth of tragedy’’ here lies not in over-
throwing the spirit of Socrates but rather in carrying that spirit to its
limits, ultimately fusing it with the spirit of Dionysus. The symbol of
the future cultural form becomes ‘‘the music-making Socrates’’—the
Socratic in a sense replacing the Apollinian as the possible partner
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of the Dionysian. Nietzsche here lays the groundwork for a type of
tragedy and tragic thinking that acknowledges the need to incorpo-
rate modern positivism while moving beyond it.

It could be argued that Nietzsche the tragic poet finally created
the tragedy and the tragic hero he had in mind with Thus Spoke Zara-
thustra. Michael Stern will develop this argument in his essay in this
volume. Before Nietzsche could create his tragedy, however, he had
to rethink his understanding of the possibility of modern tragedy
after his great disappointment with Richard Wagner. His disillusion-
ment with what had been for him the supreme example of modern
musical drama in the spirit of the ancient Greeks seems to have oc-
curred in July 1876 when he attended the first festival at Bayreuth.
His artistic expectations were soon dampened by the mundaneness
and the false grandeur of the event. According to Safranski, Nietz-
sche was ‘‘horrified, annoyed, and even nauseated to witness the os-
tentatious arrival of Kaiser Wilhelm I, Richard Wagner’s fawning
demeanor on the festival hill . . . , the racket made about the mythi-
cal enterprise.’’28 He wrote in his diary that he now viewed the artist
and the enterprise he had once seen as ideal as irreparably medio-
cre.29 The experience was instrumental in Nietzsche’s turning away
from all idealism to focus on the purely human origins of thought
and creativity, a turning away expressed in Human, All Too Human.

What has been called the ‘‘middle period’’ of Nietzsche’s working
life is characterized in part by his rejection of German culture and
his adoption of Mediterranean, in particular French, cultural values,
a development that was not lost on his later French readers. After
attending a performance of Bizet’s Carmen for the first time while
staying in Genoa, in 1881, he claimed to have found an alternative
to the musical, mythical drama of the Ring and of the highly disap-
pointing Parsifal. In one of his last works, The Case of Wagner (1888),
Nietzsche reflects on this experience in contrast to his erstwhile
model for the rebirth of tragedy and on the German spirit generally.
Nietzsche admires in Carmen its ‘‘African’’ cheerfulness and the clar-
ity of the fate that hangs over it. He singles out—and contrasts with
Wagner—its unsentimental, but tragic, portrayal of love: ‘‘love as
fatum, as fatality, cynical, innocent, cruel . . . at bottom the deadly
hatred of the sexes!’’ In order to return to nature, health, and cheer-
fulness, he says, ‘‘Il faut méditerraniser la musique.’’30 Wagner’s mu-
sical drama, on the other hand, remains obscured in northern fog.
Nietzsche characterizes it as ‘‘decadent,’’ as representative of mo-
dernity rather than as the new tragedy that will save modernity with
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the return of Dionysus. Wagner is denigrated, too, as ‘‘theatrical,’’
as a ‘‘man of the theater,’’ epithets by which Nietzsche seems to
mean an emphasis on showmanship and a pandering to, rather than
elevation of, the masses. Whereas Nietzsche had seen Wagner as re-
viving myth, the essential foundation of tragedy, for the modern
stage and the modern world, he now sees that attempt as hollow, a
merely aesthetic attempt to replace religion. Rather than becoming
ecstatic participants in a Dionysian ritual, the spectators at Bayreuth
seemed primarily interested in the show as spectacle, along with so-
cializing and eating.

Nietzsche’s new emphasis on ‘‘cheerfulness’’ may seem at odds
with his admiration for cynical and cruel fate and also to be in direct
opposition to his criticism of interpretations of the Greeks as
‘‘cheerful’’ in The Birth of Tragedy. Yet it may also be viewed as a devel-
opment of the concept of Dionysian rapture and ‘‘joy’’ in his early
work, the result of experiencing the contradictory pleasure and pain
that stand at the heart of the tragic experience. In The Gay Science
and Thus Spoke Zarathustra, joy evolves into laughter, or a new kind
of cheerfulness. The Gay Science ends with, and Zarathustra begins
with, hic incipit tragoedia, but both emphasize the importance of
laughter. Zarathustra, who ‘‘goes down’’ to look into the abyss of
life’s meaninglessness, epitomized in the phrase ‘‘God is dead,’’ is
perhaps both tragic hero and actor, attaining the joyful serenity of
Oedipus at Colonnus and masking the terror of his metaphysical in-
sight with comic play. He also ‘‘gives birth to’’ the idea of the mod-
ern Prometheus, the Übermensch who will transfigure human life
through creation, the transvaluation of all values.

The doctrine of the ‘‘eternal return’’ developed in both of these
works brings another dimension to tragedy and tragic fate. For Hei-
degger, ‘‘by thinking the thought of eternal return, the tragic as
such becomes the basic characteristic of beings.’’31 The thought that
annihilation and suffering are what defines human life and that the
inevitable return of what has already occurred controls our fate is
unbearable. It can only be recuperated aesthetically; it has no moral
significance. As in Greek tragedy, everything has already happened:
it remains for the tragic hero to discover the truth and for the tragic
poet to unite terror and beauty. Nietzsche never abandons his anti-
Aristotelian stance, which privileges suffering over action and the
aesthetic over the moral. His later works, however, tend to place
more emphasis on the hero’s struggle with fate, or the agonistic af-
firmation of his ‘‘will to power.’’ ‘‘The heroic spirits are those who in
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the midst of tragic horror say to themselves, ‘Yes’: they are hard
enough to feel suffering as pleasure.’’32 This is the ‘‘pessimism of
strength,’’ the subtitle Nietzsche gave his youthful book in 1886. The
hero, transcending morality, beyond good and evil, enters into com-
bat with fate knowing that he must ultimately lose. The Übermensch
will presumably bring the combat into a new dimension. Nietzsche
had, however, prefigured this dimension of the tragic hero with his
discussion of Prometheus as lawbreaker (in contrast to the Judeo-
Christian myth of the Fall and sin) in The Birth of Tragedy. He takes
up the point again in The Gay Science, suggesting, with the example
of Sophocles’s Ajax, as well as with Prometheus, that tragedy was in-
vented in order to give value to crime!33 In Beyond Good and Evil
(1886), anticipating Artaud, Nietzsche emphasizes the importance
of cruelty to culture generally and to tragedy specifically: ‘‘Cruelty is
what constitutes the painful sensuality of tragedy.’’34

Nietzsche’s final works also show a return to the figure of Diony-
sus and the Dionysian. The Twilight of the Idols, published, like The
Case of Wagner, The Antichrist, and The Dionysian Dithyrambs, in 1888,
the last year of Nietzsche’s sanity, reiterates the importance of the
heroic in tragedy, but places more emphasis on intoxication
(Rausch), of which ‘‘the oldest and most original form’’ is sexual
(Twilight, trans. Large, 47), and on a feeling of great-spirited gener-
osity and fullness which induces a need to give freely out of one’s
strength. Although the Apollinian now plays a more minor role than
in Nietzsche’s first work, it is not abandoned but rather incorpo-
rated into the notion of Rausch. The aesthetic principles founded
on the two ‘‘art gods’’ retain the basic characteristics given them in
The Birth of Tragedy, but they are less differentiated in that both now
appear as forms of intoxication: the Apollinian ‘‘excites the eye’’
whereas the Dionysian unites the emotions through music, dance,
and lyric poetry. Rausch not only affirms the value of life in the face
of metaphysical terror, it is also the essential precondition for aes-
thetic activity. The overflowing life and energy released by the tragic
feeling were misunderstood by Aristotle, Nietzsche reiterates, as ca-
tharsis (91). But if Aristotle was wrong to privilege the moral over
the aesthetic, this does not mean that art is sufficient unto itself. In-
terestingly, Nietzsche both defends and attacks the doctrine of art
for art’s sake here. Art should indeed divorce itself from moralizing,
but not from purpose: ‘‘Art is the great stimulant to life: how could
one understand it as purposeless, as aimless, as l’art pour l’art?’’ (65).

The last section of The Twilight of the Idols recapitulates the notion
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that the essence of tragedy lies in the sacrifice of Dionysus. It also
reaffirms the belief that the Dionysian spirit can live in modernity,
and that indeed Nietzsche himself carries its flame: ‘‘Saying yes to
life, even in its strangest and hardest problems; the will to life rejoic-
ing in the sacrifice of its highest types to its own inexhaustibility—this
is what I call the Dionysian’’ (80–81). Reiterating one of his bones
of contention with Aristotle, he states his conviction that tragedy
does not result in a release from pity and terror but rather in joy,
‘‘joy which also encompasses the joy of destruction’’ (81; italics in
original). In the final sentence, Nietzsche acknowledges that he is
returning to his first book and signs himself as he wishes to be re-
membered: ‘‘I, the last disciple of the philosopher Dionysus—I, the
teacher of the eternal recurrence’’ (81).

=

Perhaps Nietzsche felt that although he never succeeded in writing
the work of tragic poetry he wished to write, as a teacher he might
plant in his followers the seeds of such creation. Although it is true
that his preoccupation with the tragic and its potential role in the
healing of modern spiritual sickness, as well as the more specific call
for the rebirth of tragedy to cure the ills of the modern theater, ap-
pears only in fragmentary form in his later writings, his thinking on
these matters remains a subtext throughout his work. Still, The Birth
of Tragedy was undoubtedly the primary source for the admirers of
Nietzsche who sought to heed his call for a revival of tragedy in mo-
dernity. One of the first of these admirers was the French symbolist
poet, critic, and occultist Edouard Schuré, who published a history-
cum-manifesto, Le drame musical, in 1875, only four years after the
publication of the (at the time still untranslated) Birth of Tragedy. De-
claring that Apollo and Dionysus are ‘‘the two poles of the Greek
soul,’’ Schuré notes that this thesis is developed ‘‘with originality
and daring’’ in a recent book by M. Nietzsche called Die Geburt der
Tragödie.35 Deploring the state of the modern theater, which pro-
duces nothing but banal ‘‘photographs of present society,’’ Schuré,
in accordance with Nietzsche’s position at the time, proposes
Wagner as the model for the revival of the unity of poetry and music
for modernity. The renewal of great lyrical tragedy in festival will
perform a redemptive function, ‘‘transporting the soul of a people
toward the ideal.’’36

In the wake of Schuré, the French symbolists combined their dis-
covery of Nietzsche and Wagner with an interest in the occult. Le
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drame musical finds aspects of the occult and the theosophical in
Wagner’s operas. In a much later work, Le théâtre initiateur: La genèse
de la tragédie, le drame d’Eleusis, Schuré maintains that Nietzsche’s first
book, which he now calls L’enfantement de la tragédie, was the most
remarkable work he ever wrote. Nietzsche, he claims, understood
that all great theater was born from dithyrambs based on the myth
of Dionysus torn apart by the Titans, and thus on the purification of
the soul through suffering. If Nietzsche had only pushed his ideas a
step further, he would have discovered that the origins of tragedy
also lie in ‘‘the arcane depths of orphic mysteries and the mysteries
of Eleusis.’’ Thus, although Nietzsche’s discovery is ‘‘precious,’’ he
remained on the threshold of truth.37 At the end of the book Schuré
calls for a restoration of ‘‘a synthetic work of art . . . a drama of initia-
tion and salvation’’ as an antidote to ‘‘the materialist chaos’’ in
which culture is plunged.38

The popularity of Wagner’s operas soared in France over the
twenty years following the 1875 publication of Schuré’s Le drame mu-
sical, conflating, in spite of Nietzsche’s break with Wagner, with an
interest in Nietzsche’s theories of tragedy. The major symbolists
published articles and manifestos in La Revue Wagnerienne, founded
by Edouard Dujardin in 1885, two years after Wagner’s death.39 The
symbolist idea of theater, espousing its own version of Wagner’s Ge-
samtkunstwerk, is close to Nietzsche in its advocacy of a more or less
plotless, ‘‘hieratic’’ drama founded on the musicality of the poetic
word combined with a fundamental antitheatricality. Mallarmé’s
three unfinished dramatic works, ‘‘Hérodiade,’’ ‘‘L’après-midi d’un
faune,’’ and ‘‘Igitur,’’ as well as Maeterlinck’s ‘‘Pelléas et Méli-
sande,’’ may serve as examples. The director Lugné Poe, at the Thé-
âtre de l’Œuvre, where Antonin Artaud served his apprenticeship,
created symbolist stagings for dramas by Ibsen and Strindberg.

The symbolists undoubtedly pushed the theater, and other liter-
ary forms, further than Nietzsche would have wanted into a some-
what limited aestheticism. André Gide sensed this when he broke
with symbolism, proclaiming an adherence to Nietzschean vital-
ism.40 Gabriele D’Annunzio, heavily influenced by the symbolists in
his search for a nonrealistic theater based on myth, ritual, and the
poetic word, also wished to infuse his modern tragedies with Diony-
sian ecstasy. It was in reading and translating D’Annunzio that Ar-
thur Symons, who wrote the first review of the French translation of
The Birth of Tragedy in England and became the key figure for spread-
ing Nietzscheanism there, first became interested in Nietzsche.41
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Reading what was available of Nietzsche in French translations,
D’Annunzio became the major advocate of Nietzscheanism in Italy.
It was his understanding of Nietzsche’s ideas on tragedy, along with
the influences of Wagner and the symbolists, that inspired D’An-
nunzio to write for the theater. Yet while attempting to revive Diony-
sian ritual and to replace realist, plot-based drama with poetic
enchantment, D’Annunzio was also aware of the necessity of ground-
ing his tragedies in the contemporary world, of writing plays that
would speak to modernity. My essay in this volume traces D’Annun-
zio’s attempt to fuse these various elements in examples of his
modern tragedies and in his writings on theatrical aesthetics.
D’Annunzio is in a sense a literal reader of Nietzsche, for he applies
the philosopher’s theories both to the stage and to his concurrently
developing political ideology. Perhaps his most original contribu-
tion to the theater, as well as to the novel, is his reading of Nietz-
sche’s sexual and birth metaphors. In D’Annunzio’s rendering, the
Dionysian principle becomes incarnated in a woman, usually an ac-
tress, while the Apollinian inhabits a male poet. Sexual union thus
engenders poetic and tragic creation. It is D’Annunzio’s Dionysian
women, especially as they were interpreted by such divas as Eleonora
Duse and Sarah Bernhardt, who represent his most memorable con-
tributions to the theater. D’Annunzio’s greater rival on the early
twentieth-century Italian stage, Luigi Pirandello, though not so ex-
plicitly inspired by Nietzsche, aspired to write a different kind of
modern tragedy, declaring that his writings ‘‘shook’’ the Apollinian
‘‘white statues’’ to reveal the ‘‘black abyss’’ beneath.42

One of the most important centers of interest in Nietzsche, and
of Nietzsche’s impact on tragic theory and literature, in the late
nineteenth century was Scandinavia. Inspired by Georg Brandes’s
1888 lectures and his subsequent writings on Nietzsche, the major
figures of the new Scandinavian drama, Ibsen and Strindberg, incor-
porated aspects of the German philosopher’s thought into their
plays and other writings. In theorizing and creating his own ‘‘mod-
ern tragedy,’’ Ibsen, it could be argued, followed the line suggested
in The Birth of Tragedy that looks toward the creation of a tragedy
fusing Dionysian ritual with an awareness of modernity. In Hedda Ga-
bler, Ibsen does not fail to have his desperate heroine seek to crown
her lover with ‘‘wreaths of ivy’’ in her hope for a Dionysian escape
from the stultification of modern life. Although Ibsen was touted in
his Parisian productions as a symbolist and an anarchist, his reputa-
tion elsewhere became that of a naturalist opposed to the purified,
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static, antirealist drama practiced by the symbolists and other aes-
thetes. According to David Thatcher, ‘‘The Birth of Tragedy seems to
have provided Arthur Symons with a theoretic basis for his dislike
(shared by Yeats and Synge) of the realist Ibsenite stage.’’ Symons’s
attack on Ibsen in fact resembles Nietzsche’s on Euripides.43

It was Brandes, as Michael Stern explains in his essay on August
Strindberg, who fostered the short but intense relationship between
Nietzsche and Strindberg, based on an exchange of books and let-
ters. As if adopting Nietzsche’s birth metaphor in The Birth of Tragedy
in a more explicit sense, Strindberg wrote: ‘‘Meanwhile, my intellec-
tual life has received a terrible stream of seed from Friedrich Nietz-
sche, so that I fell intoxicated like a bitch in heat.’’44 Strindberg’s
tragedy The Father ‘‘deeply moved’’ Nietzsche, and Strindberg found
a confirmation of his own theatrical aesthetic in the footnote in The
Case of Wagner discussed above that defines the original meaning of
drama as scenes of pathos, rather than action. Rather than concen-
trating on Strindberg’s drama, however, Stern explores the Swedish
author’s experiments with Nietzschean tragic concepts in works
much less well known in the English-speaking world: the autobio-
graphical work Son of a Servant and the novel On the Open Sea. For
Stern, Nietzsche’s approach to genealogy is crucial both to Nietz-
sche’s own later tragic thinking and to Strindberg’s working out of
tragedy in terms of subjectivity. He reads Son of a Servant as an essen-
tially performative work, a genealogy of the self that results in a trag-
edy of the simultaneous affirmation and demise of the individual.
Strindberg’s novel, which its author claimed would ‘‘stage the Nietz-
sche problem,’’ features as its hero a Promethean figure who makes
the decision to replace the Christmas star with that of Hercules, thus
bringing light to the human race. Caught in a constant agon be-
tween modern and mythological concepts of time, or between linear
progression and eternal return, the protagonist finally experiences
a Dionysian loss of individuation that is both tragic and salvific.
Stern’s essay also complements my introductory remarks above in
that it discusses at some length aspects of Nietzsche’s tragic thought
in works not treated here, such as The Gay Science, The Genealogy of
Morals, and The Will to Power.

Through Strindberg, as well as directly, Nietzsche’s tragic thought
had an important impact on German dramatists and other writers
such as Gerhart Hauptmann, Hugo von Hofmannsthal, Franz Wede-
kind, Hermann Hesse, Thomas Mann, and even Bertolt Brecht.45 In
Great Britain, Nietzsche had a significant effect on novelists such as
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D. H. Lawrence and was particularly well received by Irish writers.
George Bernard Shaw gave Nietzschean tragedy a comic twist, Oscar
Wilde took Nietzsche’s insights into tragedy to heart (especially dur-
ing the time of his trial and imprisonment), and William Butler
Yeats and John Synge attempted to create a rebirth of tragedy for
the Irish National Theatre. Yeats’s poetic dramas have been studied
in connection to Nietzsche’s theories of tragedy;46 in this volume,
John Burt Foster examines Nietzschean tragic thinking as rendered
in Yeats’s poetry, and his autobiography, within the context of the
poet’s involvement in the Irish cultural and political scene. Foster
traces the thread throughout Yeats’s poetic career that transforms
the contradictory pain and pleasure that Nietzsche finds at the heart
of Dionysian ecstasy into the poet’s own expression of ‘‘tragic joy.’’
According to Foster, what fascinated Yeats most was the reaction of
the audience—what Nietzsche called the aesthetic spectator—to
tragedy, understood both as Apollinian dramatic form and as cosmic
and historical spectacle. Thus, Yeats rewrites Nietzsche’s Apollinian-
Dionysian image of ‘‘luminous spots to cure eyes damaged by grue-
some night’’ into poetry of ‘‘lidless eyes, stony places, and vibrant
spectators,’’ emphasizing finally the exhilarating and tonic effects of
the tragic experience, both public and private. Yeats transforms
Nietzsche’s vision for the twentieth century, adapting it into a poetic
confrontation with the horror of the Great War and its aftermath.

Nietzsche’s later impact in the English-speaking world was wide-
spread. The other major poet of the early twentieth century, T. S.
Eliot, seemed to respond to Nietzsche’s challenge to re-create trag-
edy for modernity by reviving elements of the Dionysian chorus in
his verse dramas. Eliot, who knew of Nietzsche’s theories primarily
through his readings in the Cambridge School of Anthropologists,
ironically (from a Nietzschean perspective) rewrites ritual drama,
with Dionysian chorus and Apollinian characters, within a Christian
context, most notably in Murder in the Cathedral. The Nietzschean de-
sire to return tragedy to its ritual, sacrificial origins in a modern con-
text also appears in the verse dramas without chorus such as The
Cocktail Party. Mark Pizzato, who has contributed an essay on Thorn-
ton Wilder to this volume, has written extensively on the presence
of Nietzsche in Eliot’s theater elsewhere.47

Another English-speaking writer who adapted Nietzsche’s theo-
ries of tragedy not only in the creation of his plays but also in his
writings on dramatic theory is the Nigerian writer Wole Soyinka. Soy-
inka’s essay ‘‘Morality and Aesthetics in the Ritual Archetype’’ and
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his adaptation of Euripides’ Bacchae make use of Nietzschean read-
ings of Greek mythology and dramaturgy within a traditional and
modern African framework. American dramatists who were moved
to create modern tragedy under the impact of The Birth of Tragedy
include Tennessee Williams, Eugene O’Neill (most explicitly), and
Peter Schaffer. Thornton Wilder is not among those who come im-
mediately to mind as a Nietzschean, but Mark Pizzato here makes a
convincing case for an Apollinian-Dionysian foundation to Our
Town, which he rescues from its quaint, sentimental reputation to
read as a modern and postmodern Nietzschean tragicomedy. Ar-
guing that recent neuroscientific research, with its discoveries of the
contrasting and complementary functions of the left and right sides
of the human brain, has provided a material basis for Nietzsche’s
Apollo-Dionysus dialectic, Pizzato goes on to analyze not only the
text but also modern and postmodern performances of Our Town as
they reveal various configurations of this duality. Whereas the 1940
film of the play tended to suppress Dionysian elements such as the
group of baseball players that, like a satyr chorus, taunts with sexual
innuendos, the 2003 film featuring Paul Newman betrays a post-9/
11 sense of vulnerability, an awareness of the Dionysian ‘‘substratum
of suffering and of knowledge,’’ as formulated by Nietzsche, along
with that of the necessity of Apollinian containment. Nietzsche’s in-
sights into Greek tragedy receive confirmation in twenty-first-cen-
tury science and performance.

The impact of Nietzsche as tragic philosopher was also felt in Rus-
sia and other Slavic nations, in some cases quite early. The Russian
symbolist Viascheslav Ivanov, who like many Russian intellectuals
studied in Germany, discovered and wrote on The Birth of Tragedy in
1891, and symbolist poets such as Aleksandr Blok responded deeply
to their reading of Nietzsche. Edith W. Clowes, in her essay on
‘‘groundlessness,’’ discusses this literary reception but concentrates
on the development of an existentialist type of philosophy con-
ceived as tragedy in the wake of Nietzsche in Russia, primarily in the
work of Lev Shestov. Although he was influenced by Nietzsche’s late
works as well, the Dionysian and Apollinian as portrayed in Nietz-
sche’s first book had particular resonance in Shestov’s concept of
the philosophical enterprise. The encounter with Dionysian horror,
the existential understanding of the reality of the tragic, appear to
him more fundamental to philosophy than the building of logical
argument. Following Shestov, Nicolai Berdiaev called himself a ‘‘Di-
onysian philosopher’’ but attempted to reconcile his Nietzschean
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approach with Christianity. The notion of philosophy as tragedy has
extended even to philosophers of the Soviet and post-Soviet eras,
during which several thinkers have continued to view philosophy as
a kind of Apollinian form-giving to a Dionysian experience of de-
spair.

Readers of this volume will probably be much less familiar with
the reception of Nietzsche in Czechoslovakia, where, according to
Bettina Kaibach, it was poets, novelists, and literary critics who
played a role superior to that of philosophers. Whereas philoso-
phers tended to portray Nietzsche as a ‘‘Teutonic’’ advocate of ruth-
less individualism and, later, as the forerunner of Nazism, creative
writers from the turn of the century through the 1930s and 1940s
were deeply affected by a fuller understanding of Nietzsche. The
novelist Jiřı́ Weil, who remained to some extent a Communist in
spite of being persecuted by the Soviets, nevertheless refused to ac-
cept the official doctrine of Nietzsche as proto-Nazi, reading him in-
stead as a philosopher of tragedy. Drawing on the theories of the
tragic of Walter Benjamin, George Steiner, and Paul Ricoeur, as well
as those of Nietzsche, Kaibach analyzes the role of tragedy and the
tragic in Weil’s Mendelssohn Is On the Roof, set in Nazi-occupied
Prague. In part a critical dialogue with The Birth of Tragedy, echoing
Benjamin’s critique of that book, Weil’s novel also embraces Nietz-
sche’s view of ideal culture as the harmonious existence of the art
drives of sculpture and music manifested in prewar Prague. Still,
Weil, like Benjamin, refuses to accept Nietzsche’s aesthetic justifica-
tion of the tragic view of life, arguing instead for the necessity of
moral outrage against the ‘‘evil Gods’’ who here take the form of
Nazi occupiers. Weil thus develops an understanding of the tragic as
metaphysical insight in a historical framework.

The interaction of the Nietzschean tragic sense with contempo-
rary history was also operative in France, from before World War I
through World War II. Through their involvement in the Chinese
revolutionary movement, André Malraux’s characters in La condition
humaine (Man’s Fate) confront Dionysian terror to emerge with
tragic affirmation. In his writings on art, Malraux meditates on the
encounters between a Dionysian East and an Apollinian West.48 On
the right, Charles Maurras admitted that the German ‘‘barbarian’’
had not only reinforced his own case against democracy, but might
also give his young French followers the desire to read the tragedies
of Racine again. Thierry Maulnier, who admired the ‘‘tragic spirit’’
of young Nazis, considering them a ‘‘worthy enemy,’’ wrote a book
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on Nietzsche based on his theory of tragedy and a Nietzschean inter-
pretation of Racine that ends by calling for a rebirth of French trag-
edy. Drieu La Rochelle, Robert Brasillach, and other French fascists
interested in reforming French theater used Nietzsche for their own
purposes, claiming that the German thinker had shown tragedy to
be an ‘‘Aryan’’ form and that commercial, popular plays and bour-
geois dramas represented a ‘‘Jewish’’ and ‘‘democratic-capitalist’’
deformation of the theater’s true mission. Their call for a rebirth of
tragedy in the theater, in the wake of Nietzsche, thus fused the aes-
thetic with the political.49 On the other side, The Flies, Sartre’s at-
tempt at writing a modern ‘‘tragedy of liberty’’ and even a tragedy
of resistance, is full of citations from Nietzsche; and Camus, whose
interest in creating a modern tragedy was more developed, and who
wrote a number of essays on Nietzsche, created a protagonist who
encounters Dionysian horror in his Caligula.50

A more generalized conception of ‘‘tragic politics’’ emerges from
Artaud’s The Theater and Its Double when read in tandem with The
Birth of Tragedy, as Geoffrey Baker argues in his contribution here.
Following Adorno, Baker interprets the political here as working at
the level of fundamental changes in both attitudes and aesthetics.
Although Artaud does not acknowledge a debt to Nietzsche, some-
thing resembling the Dionysian-Apollinian opposition permeates
his writings on the theater. The opposition to bourgeois subjectivity,
and to ‘‘Socratic,’’ psychological, text-based, mimetic drama, is cen-
tral to both thinkers. Both Nietzsche and Artaud in a sense write
manifestos calling not only for a radical change in the tradition of
occidental theater, but for change at a deeper cultural level as well.
Artaud develops Nietzsche’s call for a return to the collective and
the Dionysian with his advocacy of mass spectacle and the poetry of
festival, and he fleshes out Nietzsche’s passing remark on the ‘‘epi-
demic’’ nature of theater with his equation of theater and plague.
Although the collectivization and spiritualization of tragedy es-
poused by both thinkers might be (and were) interpreted in terms
consonant with fascist ideology, these can also, Baker argues, open
paths to progressive forms of resistance to bourgeois democracy.
Through Artaud, in any case, Nietzsche’s hopes for the rebirth of
Dionysian tragedy in modernity have been to some extent imple-
mented by later twentieth-century playwrights and directors such as
Jean Genet, Roger Blin, and Peter Brook.

The Nietzschean elements in Artaud’s work resemble other mod-
ernist receptions of The Birth of Tragedy. If modernists tended to look
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toward Nietzsche as the champion of Dionysian ecstasy, and of a re-
foundation in myth as a form of salvation for the materialistic mod-
ern world, postmodernists, in the general opinion, are much more
interested in the later Nietzsche, the skeptical, antireligious, anti-
metaphysical philosopher who proclaimed the nonexistence of
truth as well as the death of God. Yet Nietzsche’s first work figures
among the postmodernists as well. Paul de Man, as we have seen,
and even Michel Foucault also showed interest in The Birth of Trag-
edy.51 Gilles Deleuze, about whom Ronald Bogue has written exten-
sively, bases his theory of the functions of music in sound cinema on
Nietzsche’s concept of ‘‘the spirit of music,’’ according to Bogue’s
essay ‘‘Tragedy, Sight and Sound,’’ which concludes this volume.
Writing on ‘‘the birth of Godard’s Prénom Carmen from the Nietz-
schean spirit of music,’’ Bogue brings the impact of Nietzsche’s
tragic theory and poetry into the cinema. In cinema, according to
Deleuze, music creates immediate, Dionysian images, while visuals
mediate Apollinian images. Yet their relationship is not one of cor-
respondence, ‘‘for the direct expression (music) and the indirect ex-
pression (visual images) of the Whole are incommensurable.’’
Bogue applies this theory to his analysis of Jean-Luc Godard’s film,
showing, for example, how the story, ‘‘a parodic disarticulation of
the Carmen myth,’’ and the visual images function differently from
the musical score, which consists largely of Beethoven quartets
rather than the predictable Bizet opera. Citing in the film a line
from Rilke’s first Duino Elegy, ‘‘You know, beauty is the beginning of
the terror we are capable of enduring,’’ Godard also uses language
to suggest another insight into the relation of the Dionysian and the
Apollinian. Although the playful, parodic aspect of Prénom Carmen
prevents it from being a tragedy, the film is nonetheless, Bogue con-
cludes, born of a Nietzschean spirit of music.

The essays that follow present a sampling of the many legacies of
Nietzsche’s concept of tragedy and his call for a rebirth of the tragic
both in the dramatic form and in culture generally, for these figure
not only in The Birth of Tragedy but also in his later work. The authors
discuss receptions of Nietzsche’s writings on tragedy and the tragic
as they appear in poetry, philosophy, politics, science, prose fiction,
autobiography, theory, and cinema, as well as in drama for the stage,
in diverse languages and cultures. If Nietzsche wearing the mask of
Dionysus hoped himself to be the mother of tragedies reborn, he
may have, in a way he could not have foreseen when he wrote his
first book, given birth to centaurs.
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Pausing before Being:
Nietzsche, Strindberg, and the Idea of Tragedy

Michael Stern

At every point in the hero’s fate, he is met with the unity of salva-
tion and annihilation, a fundamental trait of everything tragic.

—Peter Szondi, An Essay on the Tragic

If a temple is to be erected a temple must be destroyed: that is
the law—let anyone who can show me a case in which it is not
fulfilled.

—Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals

IN HIS ESSAY ON THE TRAGIC, PETER SZONDI REMINDS US OF A DISTINCTION.

He states that we have had a poetics of tragedy since Aristotle, but
‘‘only since Schelling has there been a philosophy of the tragic.’’ For
Szondi, the object of Aristotle’s inquiry is tragedy itself and ‘‘not the
idea of tragedy.’’1 He asserts that while tragedy’s poetics remain
within the shadow of the Aristotelian notions of mimesis and cathar-
sis, the philosophy of tragedy is a much more diverse corpus that
cannot be easily distilled. However, no matter how one draws the
line between the poetics and the idea of tragedy, the distinction be-
tween the issues raised by a theory dependent upon notions of rec-
ognizable representation of action (mimesis) and the audience’s
subsequent collective emotional discharge (Aristotelian catharsis)
and those raised by an idea of tragedy as a theory of the historical
conditions of possibility for subjectivity become grist for the mill of
Nietzsche’s disagreement with Aristotle.

This disagreement is most prominently expressed in The Birth of
Tragedy (1871). In this moment, Nietzsche’s concerns included both
the historical development of tragedy and a tragic philosophy. His
theoretical apparatus, which makes use of the terms Apollinian and
Dionysian both as a conceptual binary and as an explanation for the
development of tragic form, straddles the borderline of Szondi’s di-
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vision between poetics and philosophy. However, with the publica-
tion of The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche’s philological work gave way to
a critical philosophical project wearing the cloak of scholarly and
historical inquiry. Although Nietzsche would never again forward a
sustained analysis of the poetics and origination of tragic art, his
concern with the tragic would never disappear entirely from his
work. One could say that Nietzsche’s concern for tragedy itself
merged performatively with his idea of tragedy. Thus Spoke Zarathus-
tra (1883–85), which begins with Zarathustra’s Untergang and ends
in an inconclusively circular manner with Zarathustra once again
pausing before going down from his mountain, exemplifies this as-
pect of his authorship.2 I will explicate this claim below.

In 1886, Friedrich Nietzsche wrote a series of prefaces for the sec-
ond editions of his work. These prefaces can be seen as a turning
point in the philosopher’s later production. Nietzsche turns in two
ways: he returns to his own thought with these deferred introduc-
tions by reevaluating his own intellectual history, and these intro-
ductions turn as tropes turn—they are a series of self-referential
palinodes. Nietzsche plays with the irony that they both precede and
follow the works they introduce, and certainly this irony sheds light
on the meaningful circularity of the eternal return of the same.

‘‘Attempt at a Self-Criticism,’’ the retrospective introduction to
The Birth of Tragedy that Nietzsche describes as ‘‘this late foreword
(or afterword)’’ [diese späte Vorrede (oder Nachrede])] is rather
atypical and yet quite typical of these prefaces. It is atypical in that
Nietzsche criticizes his work for being ‘‘immature’’ and ‘‘overrich,’’
yet it is typical in that it affirms its principal thesis as being consistent
with a tragic philosophy and refers to Nietzsche’s own tragic poetic
production, Thus Spoke Zarathustra.3

This self-criticism is significant for several reasons. First, after The
Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche abandons any sustained attempt to con-
struct a poetics that functions as a sustained critique of Aristotelian
notions of tragic art. His aesthetic commentary turns more seriously
to processes as opposed to recipes with production values. He is con-
cerned with aesthetics as embodied knowledge and not as autono-
mous art. In the 1886 preface, Nietzsche states clearly that with The
Birth of Tragedy it ‘‘was against morality that my instinct turned,’’ even
if he still lacked an ‘‘individual language’’ of his own. Nietzsche
claims to have found this language after the writing of his Zarathus-
thra, for he has found a name for the ‘‘Anti-Christ—in the name of
a Greek god; I called it Dionysian.’’4 Therefore his quarrel with Aris-
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totle, which had a broad philological and cultural significance when
The Birth of Tragedy was first written, gives way to the valorization of
Zarathustra as a more recent mask for the Dionysian, which for the
older Nietzsche represented the clash between Dionysus and Christ.

For the Nietzsche of 1886, who considers himself to be ‘‘the last
disciple of Dionysus’’ and as such a tragic philosopher,5 the concern
for the decline of tragedy as inspired by Socrates drops away from
the limelight and another polemical stalking horse, namely Chris-
tianity, replaces Socratic rationalism.6 In other words, the thesis that
the productive opposition between Apollo and Dionysus was inter-
rupted by the rise of post-Socratic thinking is no longer Nietzsche’s
primary concern. This shift in concern also marks the return of a
motif raised in The Birth of Tragedy: the opposition between the Pro-
methean and Adamic myths, between a myth of culture-bearing
transgression and a tale of the fall from innocence to a state of sin-
fulness.7 The opposition between the form-giving power of the
dreamworld and the fearsome energy of Dionysian intoxication is
supplanted by a concern for two types of recurrence, and two gods
who recur. The issue becomes Dionysus versus the Crucified. It is for
these reasons that The Gay Science, where the announcement of the
death of God first appears and where the notion of eternal recur-
rence and Zarathustra are introduced will be the entry point for my
inquiry. The issue commutes from a concern with cultural renewal
to the emergence of the individual embedded in the historical mesh
of nihilism. For Nietzsche, this emergence had a tragic valence.

Let us now return to our epigraphs. Szondi, in his analysis of the
tragic, extends the tradition of associating tragedy with subjectivity.
Nietzsche’s understanding of tragedy (from The Birth of Tragedy on-
ward) is based on a notion of the genre as a dramatization of the
emergence of the individual and the collision of the protagonist with
his fate. For Nietzsche, post-Socratic tragedy marginalized the chorus
and undercut the wisdom of Silenus that it is best ‘‘not to be born,
not to be, to be nothing, But the second best for you is—to die soon.’’8

Although Nietzsche was to soon abandon this radical pessimism, it is
no accident that his understanding of tragic collision involved the an-
nihilation of a subject position. The difference in his later stance lies
in his understanding of subject construction itself as agonistic, and as
a result of a process of active forgetting or erasure (Selbstüberwin-
dung).9 For the mature Nietzsche, the subject is a site of competing
narratives, a fiction that is annihilated by its own construction.

However, it is important to remember that Nietzsche never aban-
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doned his skepticism toward the notion of being,10 and that his para-
doxical formulations of endless becoming, nature’s lawlessness, and
amor fati deserve greater consideration than a mere relegation to the
category of contradiction. It is my contention that the Nietzschean
notion of subjectivity can best be understood as a ‘‘genealogy of
self,’’ and that the existential gesture of his text can be understood
as an arrested genealogical moment, a pause before being. In other
words, tragedy for the mature Nietzsche is the collision between in-
herited narratives (narratives of religion, family, and culture) and
the construction of a narrative of self. In an existential gesture, the
Nietzschean narrative stops before it concludes, and, paradoxically,
ends where it begins. Nietzschean tragedy, in the end, is the story of
the ironic subject of modernity.

‘‘Incipit Tragoedia’’

It is the fault of the ugliest man: he has awakened him again.
And if he says that he once killed him: with gods, death is always
only a prejudice.

—Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra

In the aphorism that opens the first book of The Gay Science, entitled
‘‘The Teachers of the Purpose of Existence’’ Nietzsche discusses the
future of laughter and speculates upon a time when it might conjoin
with wisdom. He remarks that while this gay science can arise as the
remainder in an age that has exhausted its fictive notion of purpose,
‘‘[f]or the present, we still live in the age of tragedy, the age of mo-
ralities and religions.’’11 Nietzsche continues by commenting upon
the cyclical aspects of our history, the constant appearance and reap-
pearance of ‘‘these founders of moralities and religions,’’ and upon
the staging of these tragic heroes by poets, ‘‘who were always the
valets of some morality.’’ He goes on to argue that poets, despite
themselves, serve something other than morality: they serve life by
creating a notion of faith or purpose. This purpose is the mask, the
amnesic screen under which lie ‘‘instinct, drive, folly, lack of rea-
son.’’12 Poets created the figure of the ethical teacher and brought
‘‘him on stage in order to give existence a purpose by creating a
second existence’’ and by taking away laughter about a sacred ob-
ject. These tragedies, however, were always part of a cycle, for ‘‘the
short tragedy always gave way again and returned to the eternal com-
edy of existence.’’13 This, according to Nietzsche, necessitated and
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necessitates the reappearance of these teachers, these tragic poets,
again and again. The aphorism ends with a question followed by a
statement: ‘‘Do you not understand this new law of ebb and flow?
There is a time for us too.’’14

Nietzsche’s question calls for an understanding that concerns an
‘‘ebb and flow,’’ a back-and-forth; in other words, the question pre-
supposes a differentiated repetition: the movement of tragedy
toward comedy and back again. Tragedy, the ‘‘dark’’ festival that
grew out of a sacrifice to and the dithyrambic celebration of the
death of Dionysus commutes to comedy, which arose from the phal-
lic dances and songs celebrating the fecundity of the very same
god.15 According to Carl Kerényi, ‘‘Comedy was both younger and
older than tragedy, older in its formless beginnings, younger as a set
form. And it occupied an earlier position in the calendar.’’16 Nietz-
sche suggests that this ‘‘law’’ of the back-and-forth refers to the aes-
thetic form that celebrated the death of the god and the form that
celebrated his reemergence. Perhaps we can go so far as to claim
that Dionysus, a god that dies and returns, who is celebrated origi-
nally in a formless ecstatic activity, is intensified in the aspect of his
destruction, and expands in the re-formation of his origination. In
other words, that which is formless finds its demise in the emer-
gence of its form and its rebirth in the comedy of its dissemination.
Tragedy, from this perspective, is the emergence and the demise of
the individual wearing the mask or persona, while comedy is the cel-
ebration of the reemergence of this ‘‘individuality,’’ this mask, as
movement, as dance. Let us now turn to the historical conditions
for the possibility of tragedy in modernity and thereby try to address
Nietzsche’s question about the ebb and flow between comedy and
tragedy at the end of this aphorism by asking another question:
What are the conditions of possibility for the modern tragic poet?

In aphorism 108, found at the beginning of the third book of The
Gay Science, Nietzsche announces the death of God and asserts that
like the dying Buddha, this deity would project his shadow on the
walls of his cave for centuries to come.17 With this statement comes
the articulation of the historical conditions of possibility for the con-
struction of the tragic narratives. For, certainly, one might ask: With
the absence of a God or gods, what is the status of tragic poetry?
And what can be discerned as a regulating agent of fatedness in the
shadows of the cave?

Our first indication comes when we remember the distinction that
Nietzsche makes both in this text and in The Birth of Tragedy, the dis-
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tinction between competing narratives of what he calls the Judeo-
Christian tradition and of the Greek one. According to Nietzsche,
Judeo-Christian morality and the repression it brings hinge on the
notion of sin and the fall of man, while the Greek notion of tragedy
was a result of ‘‘their desire to invent some dignity for sacrilege and
to incorporate nobility into it.’’18 Certainly the implications of this op-
position are many, and they resound throughout Nietzsche’s author-
ship from the development of his notion of ressentiment to the
oppositional pairing of Dionysus and the Crucified that ends his pro-
ductive life. But to avoid getting ahead of ourselves, let us for the mo-
ment note simply that tragedy contains collisions; in classical form, it
is the collision of a protagonist and his fate. So my preliminary thesis
can read: for Nietzsche, tragedy contains a collision of narrative re-
gimes, the Greek and the Christian, and it involves a repetition.

The first edition of The Gay Science, published in 1882, ends with
two aphorisms. These two aphorisms return and elaborate upon the
volume’s first aphorism by providing a theoretical framework and
an example. Aphorism 341, entitled ‘‘The Greatest Weight,’’ inaugu-
rates Nietzsche’s speculation on the notion of the eternal return of
the same, and aphorism 342, entitled ‘‘Incipit Tragoedia,’’ intro-
duces Zarathustra and depicts the beginning of his ‘‘downgoing,’’
or perhaps his demise—in Nietzsche’s word, his Untergang. The in-
troduction of the eternal return reads as follows:

The Greatest Weight—What if someday or night a demon were to steal after
you into your loneliest loneliness and say to you: ‘‘This life as you live it
and have lived it, you will have to live it once more and innumerable
times more; and there will be nothing new in it, but every pain and every
thought and sigh and everything unutterably small or great in your life
will have to return to you, all in the same succession and sequence—even
this spider and this moonlight between the trees, and even this moment
and myself. This eternal hourglass of existence is turned upside down
again and again, and you with it, speck of dust.’’ Would you not throw
yourself down and gnash your teeth and curse the demon who spoke
thus? Or have you once experienced a tremendous moment when you
have answered him: ‘‘You are a god and never have I heard anything
more divine.’’19

Certainly the eternal return is proposed as a ‘‘what if,’’ an experi-
ment, a dangerous perhaps. We might ask why it is placed next to
the introduction of Zarathustra. There are several reasons for this
juxtaposition, the easiest to discern being that Zarathustra is the
teacher of the ‘‘eternal return.’’ The harder questions come when
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we ask: What is Zarathustra’s status as teacher? For he is a poet and
he says that poets lie, and we know from our previous discussion of
the opening of The Gay Science that poets create tragedy as the hand-
maidens of a morality in an attempt to give life a fictional purpose.
This is further complicated by the labeling of Zarathustra’s intro-
duction as ‘‘Incipit Tragoedia,’’ the beginning of the tragedy. So not
only does Zarathustra represent the authorial power of the poet, the
creator, but he is a character in a tragedy—a tragedy written in the
shadow of the death of God, a tragedy about the tragic teachings
of one who has no pupils, perhaps even the mask of tragedy’s god,
Dionysus, in the form of teaching. This leads to a further question:
How is the necessity of tragic fate to be realized in a world that has
no divine direction? How can one declare amor fati with Nietzsche
and at the same time share his view that the world is lawless, an arena
of chance and becoming?

These questions are amplified when we consider a note dated
spring–fall 1887 in a sketch entitled ‘‘Against Determinism and Tele-
ology,’’ number 552 in the collection called The Will to Power.20 After
a discussion that begins, ‘‘From the fact that something ensues regu-
larly and ensues calculably, it does not follow that it ensues necessar-
ily,’’ Nietzsche forwards a critique of these two forms of preordination
that ends with a statement about how the introduction of the
‘‘doer’’ or subject has obscured the issue. The issue of the doer and
the deed arises time and time again in Nietzsche’s work. In a section
entitled ‘‘Of the Despisers of the Body,’’ Zarathustra opines that the
body ‘‘does not say ‘I’ but performs ‘I.’ ’’21 One year later, in Beyond
Good and Evil, Nietzsche remarks that the body is structured like a
society, implying that its multiplicity was ordered politically, by
rank.22 Two years after that, he again addresses the issue of the sub-
ject in On the Genealogy of Morals, where he connects the designations
of good and evil to what he regards to be a fabling of being. In the
thirteenth section of the first essay he polemicizes: ‘‘[T]here is no
substratum, there is no ‘being’ behind doing, effecting, becoming;
‘the doer’ is merely a fiction added to the deed—the deed is every-
thing.’’23 The German phrasing allows us a more acute insight: it
reads that ‘‘der Thäter’’ is ‘‘zum Thun bloss hinzugedichtet’’;24 in
other words, the doer is merely poeticized back into the deed. The
Kaufmann translation misses part of the point. Subjectivity is inti-
mately tied to poiesis or making, and subjectivity is a retrospective
activity poeticized into experience. This helps to explain the implicit
claim made in note 552 that the fiction of the subject fits hand in
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glove with the fiction of cause and effect. Nietzsche concludes this
entry by stating, ‘‘Necessity is not a fact but an interpretation.’’25 This
complicates the possibility of tragedy, for certainly tragic collisions
involve the necessary under the sign of fate.

In any case, Nietzsche’s claim that necessity is an interpretation
calls for further clarification. One of the second-edition prefaces
(namely, that of 1886) again facilitates our enterprise. Let us turn to
a Nietzschean self-interpretation, in this case in the form of a return
to the subject of Zarathustra. In his retrospective Vorrede or preface
to The Gay Science, Nietzsche again addresses the introduction of Zar-
athustra at the end of this text. Here he claims that although he orig-
inally announced Zarathustra’s Untergang as ‘‘Incipit Tragoedia,’’
perhaps it would have beeen more fitting to exclaim ‘‘incipit paro-
dia.’’26 Tragic necessity is reinterpreted as parody. Parody or the col-
onization (the inhabitation or rewriting) of a preexisting narrative
provides us with the historically contingent form of modern tragedy.

These four aphorisms, this note, and this late-born introduction
lead us to a reframing of our issues. First, Nietzsche announces the
death of God. This leads to the question of what Nietzsche means by
tragedy, and how a notion of fate or inevitability can stand in a world
that is not regulated by metaphysical or mechanistic/deterministic
principles. Second, seeing that the Nietzschean understanding of
tragedy is not dependent on a notion of divinely directed destiny,
and remembering that the beginning of the tragedy of Zarathustra
is both juxtaposed to the introduction of the eternal return, and re-
peated textually,27 a question arises: What role does repetition play
in the Nietzschean notion of tragedy? Next, we have the issue of ‘‘in-
cipit parodia.’’ Parody designates a poem that stands besides an-
other poem, and the marking of Zarathustra as parody comes at a
point of self-interpretation, a preface written after the fact, a dis-
placement of the ‘‘pre’’ with the ‘‘post,’’ the vor with the nach. So
how does repetition function as a form of self-interpretation and
what is the relation of self-description to the notion of tragedy? Let’s
turn to these issues.

Issue the first: For Nietzsche the shadow of the death of God signi-
fies the historical environment of nihilism. It is in this environment
that he posits two seemingly incompatible thoughts: that the world
is lawless, that is, we are subject to the vicissitudes of chance and
becoming; and the notion of amor fati, love of one’s fate. So if neces-
sity is an interpretation, then amor fati is one possible interpretive
position vis-à-vis the eternal return, and a tragic interpretation at
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that. This leads us to issue number two: what could fate be if it is not
fixed by a pantheon or a pantocrator? It is here that the experimen-
tal status of the eternal return congrues. For in the absence of a god
or gods, tragedy necessitates a form of repetitive self-selection, a de-
scription and a redescription enacted in the form of an engagement
with the past. In other words, an agent of this congealing notion of
inevitability, a doer, must be poeticized into the deed (Hinzudich-
tung). For in the absence of an all-knowing creator who has predes-
tined, who has foreknowledge, the tragedian must retrospectate; he
must see his fate as a reconstruction in the present tense. Tragedy
for Nietzsche is the idea of fate as a form of self-selection grounded
by the will to power as an interpreting agency, and ironically as a
pathos.28 This is ironic because pathos, an individual address, sup-
plants the collectivity of an ethos, which had served as the basic
building block in the understanding of tragedy since Aristotle,

However, one problem remains: Nietzsche writes that necessity is
an interpretation, so how can a tragedy begin? For how could fate
be affirmed if there is no guiding principle to shape it? How could
pure contingency create a narrative without falling into the abyss of
infinite regress? I believe the answer can be found in the phrase ‘‘in-
cipit parodia.’’

Note 552, discussed above on page 10 of this essay, indicates that
things that follow cannot be explained through a notion of cause
and effect; even the comedy that follows a tragic teaching is not a
necessity. Perhaps our parody is not a farce, but a poem beside a
poem. How then does parodia, this ode para ode, the poem beside the
poem, work? Nietzsche bares this device in his genealogy of self, Ecce
Homo: Wie man wird, was man ist. It is here that Nietzsche uses parody
to reinterpret the main narrative of Christianity, the Crucifixion.

How is one to regard Ecce Homo? Published posthumously, it is
often read as a sad and puzzling document of Nietzsche’s imminent
mental collapse or as a beautifully written but curiously flawed auto-
biography. If we read Ecce Homo as an autobiography, we are left with
Nietzsche’s hyperbolic claims, little information about his life, some
self-commentary, and a series of paradoxical statements. Read as au-
tobiography, the title smacks of hubris, and the last line as a simple
statement of Nietzsche’s opposition to Christianity. But if we read
this text as a genealogy of self, as a hermeneutic construction based
on retrospection, as the tragedy of the emergence and destruction
of the self, as colliding modes of valuation, and the subsequent Hin-
zudichtung, then the picture changes shape. In order to illustrate my
claims, I will take three points of entry for this text: the title, the last
line, and a riddle.
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The full title translates as Ecce Homo: How One Becomes What One Is.
The title and the subtitle each provide us with a clue. The first part,
Ecce Homo, is a biblical citation. It comes from the Vulgate transla-
tion of John 19:5 and can be translated as ‘‘Behold the man’’ or
‘‘Here is the man.’’ Pilate utters the phrase in the context of Jesus’s
having been beaten and given a crown of thorns to wear. He is ‘‘ar-
rayed in a purple robe’’ and presented to the people. Pilate presents
Jesus and says that he finds ‘‘no crime in him,’’ but the priests cry
out for his crucifixion. After a short discussion, Jesus begins his walk
to Golgotha. In John, the phrase ‘‘Ecce homo’’ signifies Pilate’s pre-
sentation of Christ for judgment. By citing the biblical citation in
his title, Nietzsche presents himself as a substitution for Christ. The
subtitle is of some importance, given Nietzsche’s famous attachment
to the notion of becoming and his hostility to the concept of being.
His statement in On the Genealogy of Morals that the origin of a thing
and its ultimate meaning lack congruence makes the subtitle a bit
problematic. However, a clear parallel is established by the title and
the subtitle: Christ becomes what he is by walking the road to Golgo-
tha. What awaits him at the end of his journey is crucifixion and res-
urrection, demise and return, annihilation merging with salvation.
Nietzsche titles his genealogy of self so as to write himself into the
position of Christ, only to oppose him tragically as Antichrist.29

This textual via dolorosa leads to the last line of the book: ‘‘Have
I been understood—Dionysus versus the Crucified.’’ The standard
reading of this last line is that Nietzsche, the self-proclaimed philoso-
pher of Dionysus, has, as a result of his approaching madness, created
an opposition, where he, now himself Dionysus, in an expression of
megalomania opposes the moral order of the Christian world on his
own. My reading is different. It is my claim that this last line signifies
that Nietzsche has written himself into both positions. As a historical
creature, he is Dionysus and Christ internalized as narrative, and the
story of the self is metaphorically represented by the internalization
of both positions by virtue of their agon. The reenchantment of a
world abandoned by God is performed by the writing of the self into
the position of the dead God in opposition to that which has replaced
him. The self is constructed simultaneously as the death of God is
announced, the Nietzschean variation of Szondi’s tragic unity of sal-
vation and annihilation. But this claim needs further elaboration.

A paradox of dual origins explains the connection between the
title and the last line: ‘‘The fortunateness of my existence, its
uniqueness perhaps, lies in its fatality: to express it in the form of a
riddle, as my father I have already died, as my mother I still live and
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grow old. This twofold origin, as it were, from the highest and lowest
rung of the ladder of life, at once decadent and a beginning.’’30

Nietzsche goes on to write that as a result of this dual origin, he is
both a decadent and its opposite, claiming that this dual origin is
the source of his unique perspective and that it acts as his ‘‘energetic
stimulus to life.’’31 In his ensuing description of the healthy individ-
ual, which is for Nietzsche the opposite of the decadent, he states
that ‘‘he is a principle of selection, he discards much.’’ This princi-
ple of selection implies that the healthy individual is a locus of inter-
pretation where competing principles, internalized elements of his
own inheritance, are transformed by the experience of interpreta-
tion in order to create the self. For if one is both a decadent and a
healthy individual, both alive and dead, in the absence of a stable
foundation of selfhood, how does one overcome the unhealthy ele-
ments that have been internalized? Nietzsche answers: ‘‘Well then, I
am the opposite of a decadent, for I have just described myself.’’32

The self is constructed through agon and a self-affirmative narrative,
through a hermeneutic economy of self-referentiality and internal-
ized historical conditions. The ‘‘death of God’’ is a springboard for
the construction of an identity, which is created through the substi-
tution of the self for the absent God. The nihilistic self overcomes
the vacuum of self-creation ex nihilo by interpreting the text of the
past in a way that makes it contemporary, in a gesture of the eternal
return in which ‘‘I was’’ is interpreted as ‘‘I will it to be such,’’ as
necessity interpreted by the will to power. And so the dead gods are
brought back to life as a conglomeration: Dionysus and Christ
merge to form a compound metaphor for the hermeneutically con-
structed self aware of its own metaphorical status. This metaphorical
status is derived from a textual journey, a narrative genealogy of self,
a pausing before being as the text ends by restating the opposition
between two narrative regimes whose collision begins the tragedy.
The self created by this collision must be overcome time and time
again. Ecce Homo is parody in two moments: it colonizes the narrative
of the Crucifixion, and rewrites the story of a self that stops short of
reconciliation and wholeness. Nietzsche as ‘‘decadent’’ stands be-
side Nietzsche as ‘‘healthy individual,’’ just as Christ stands beside
Dionysus. Once again, the text ends in a genealogical moment, as
agonistic aspects of the self are paused in juxtaposition before the
process of ranking in endless recurrence.

This leads us to a discussion of origination and of Nietzsche’s par-
adox of origins polemically posited, of his genealogical method
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where the oscillation between an evaluative pathos of distance (ge-
nealogy) and a pathos of engagement (polemic) creates a metaphor
of dual origination. This dual origination, of mother and father and
of Dionysus and Christ, acts as a springboard for the activity of Selbs-
tüberwindung. This process is dependent on the internalization of an
opposition between creative and reactive forces.

Selbstüberwindung is a process that utilizes the internal conflict be-
tween forces that have two distinctly different temporal qualities.
Nietzsche believed that these forces are present in the individual si-
multaneously. The textual form of this temporal duality is genealogi-
cal polemic. Nietzsche’s genealogical project, and in this I include
Beyond Good and Evil as the main text that the genealogies explicate,
was a response to the problem of what he saw as the historical domi-
nance of an unhealthy perspective. In On the Genealogy of Morals,
Nietzsche claimed that the social conditions of the Vorzeit were the
result of a problem that ‘‘nature’’ set before man: the breeding of
an animal that could make and keep promises.33 This ‘‘breeding’’
was the cause of much suffering or pathos, and this suffering was
turned inward by the animal that was bred. Thus, another way to
understand Nietzsche’s reconstruction of the origins of morality is
that with the victory of the ‘‘ascetic ideal’’ and the advent of moral
thinking, this originary pathos was obscured by a now prevailing
ethos. In Nietzsche’s performative antidote to the ‘‘sickness’’ that he
attributes to an overabundance of historical thinking, ‘‘the will to
power,’’ as an interpreting pathos, struggles with the prevailing
ethos. For in Nietzsche’s conception of a ‘‘healthy’’ historical sense,
the ethos of shared moral valuation is subordinated to the pathos of
interpretation. This helps to explain Nietzsche’s philosophy of his-
tory: ‘‘the will to power’’ as the interpretive force of both self and
world uses a genealogy as a vehicle for a reversal of the repression
of pathos by ethos. This was his notion of an active nihilism.

Temporally speaking, Nietzsche’s attempted reversal of values
highlights the conflict between two orders, each of which has its own
construction of temporality. From this we can posit the following
about Nietzsche’s conception of time and memory. This conflict oc-
curs to the individual in the moment. First, Nietzsche did not see
time as moving in a circle; instead, he posited two species of time.
The first is a linear historical time that is based on the inability to
actively forget; this time is marked by ressentiment, the inward turn-
ing of suffering, a pathos, and is dominated by the past. The second
species of time is the circular time of the eternal return. This is not
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a metaphysical time, for Nietzsche had abandoned the notion of di-
vine logos with his declaration of the death of God. It is a psychologi-
cal time marked by differentiated repetition and Selbstüberwindung.
This is the time of Zarathustra’s ‘‘Vom Gesicht und Räthsel’’ (Of the
Vision and the Riddle), where the two pathways that stretch on for
eternity come together under a gateway over which is written ‘‘Aug-
enblick.’’34 These two species of time coexist and are in constant op-
position in Nietzsche’s genealogical work. Linear time is the time of
passive ‘‘nihilism’’ or ‘‘decadence.’’ Circular time is valorized as the
time of health. And as the time of Selbstüberwindung, it is the time
when elements of the past are addressed in the moment in order to
create the metaphor of self. It is this copresencing of temporal re-
gimes in collision that activates the Nietzschean idea of tragedy as
the collision between competing narratives.

This formula also informs the Nietzschean conception of mem-
ory. For Nietzsche there are two kinds of memory as well. The first
type of memory is distinguished by an inability to digest experience.
Nietzsche considered this to be an unhealthy state of affairs. This
type of memory posits ‘‘I was, therefore I am.’’ The second type of
memory is a function of ‘‘active forgetting.’’ This entails a discrete
relationship between the ‘‘lordly right to name’’ and the re-creation
of a past dominated by the imperative of the moment. For Nietz-
sche, the dominant perspective that produces this type of interpreta-
tion is ‘‘the will to health.’’ This type of memory says ‘‘It was, because
‘I’ will it to be such.’’ This also helps to explain why Nietzsche’s his-
torical genealogy polemicizes against moral valuation, for in it mem-
ory becomes a site of conflict between pathos and ethos, between
individual reconstruction through internal conflict and a collective
understanding of the past where conflicts in valuation are resolved
through the conventions of an ossified metaphorical system. For
Nietzsche, tragedy begins as the individual emerges from these in-
ternalized conflicts.

For Nietzsche tragedy begins where it ends; it repeats. Its expres-
sion is governed and contained in its repetition, its parody, the
poem that runs parallel to the poem. For Nietzsche tragedy reenacts
the repetition of creation, of poiesis, in the Hinzudichtung of the
doer into the deed. In this poeticization of subjectivity, which I claim
occurs in the creation of perspective through description, lie both
the seed and the fruit of Nietzschean tragedy. And thus we gain
some insight into a series of questions concerning the subject of
Nietzsche’s statements on Zarathustra, at once ‘‘incipit tragoedia’’
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and ‘‘incipit parodia,’’ at once an affirmation of chance and becom-
ing, and a statement pronounced ‘‘amor fati.’’

So where does the tragedy begin? It ends in a genealogical mo-
ment pronounced Dionysius versus the Crucified, in a genealogical
moment accompanied by an existential gesture, a declaration of
amor fati in an unregulated world fixed momentarily through the af-
firmation of a perspective and mediated by the eternal return. The
tragedy begins in a moment of parody, which is simultaneously an
open collision between a god who returns again and again and a
god whose death and return initiates the end of time, an Untergang
in both senses of the word, a going down from the mountain and a
demise. This genealogical moment is Nietzsche’s dangerous per-
haps, which bares the device of perspectivalism, Selbstüberwindung,
the relationship between description and subjectivity seen under the
sign of the eternal return. The work of August Strindberg, the Swed-
ish playwright, poet, novelist, and critic, has a similar genealogical
and tragic imperative. That is to say, his project has an imperative
where the positing of dual origins leads to the construction of a ge-
nealogical moment that arrives at the end of a tragic narrative, that
is to say, in a narrative where the absence of a determining force
necessitates a moment of self-selection in the form of a return.

Nietzsche and Strindberg

Strindberg became acquainted with Nietzsche through Georg
Brandes, the Danish literary critic, who introduced the philosopher
to Scandinavian literary circles through a series of lectures in the
spring of 1888. These presentations were the first public talks de-
voted to Nietzsche’s work, and they caused quite a stir. Strindberg,
who was living in Denmark at the time, ran into Brandes on Copen-
hagen’s main square (Kongens Nytorv) that very same April. Strind-
berg later said that Brandes told him to read Nietzsche, who,
according to Brandes, shared with him a disdain for the masses.
Brandes, who was averse neither to widening his circles nor to
spreading his influence, then wrote Nietzsche informing him of his
meeting with Strindberg, thereby facilitating a book exchange that
preceded a short correspondence between the two.35 Nietzsche sent
Strindberg The Case of Wagner, Beyond Good and Evil, and Twilight of
the Idols. Strindberg sent Nietzsche the collection Getting Married, the
novella Pangs of Conscience, and the drama The Father.
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On November 27, 1888, August Strindberg received his first letter
from Nietzsche, postmarked Torino, via Carlo Alberto 6. It opened:

My esteemed sir,
I believe our postings have crossed? I have read your tragedy two times
and was deeply moved; it has surprised me beyond all measure to dis-
cover a work that expresses my own conception of Love—as a medium
of war, as the deadly hatred of the sexes—brought to expression in such
a grandiose manner.36

The tragedy that Nietzsche refers to is The Father (1887). However,
what informs us about Nietzsche’s ‘‘admiration’’ for the drama is
not his early work on tragedy, but a footnote that he had written a
short time before he wrote the letter to Strindberg. The footnote
can be found in The Case of Wagner: ‘‘It has been a real misfortune
for aesthetics that the word drama has always been translated ‘‘ac-
tion’’ [Handlung]. It is not Wagner alone who errs on this point, the
error is world-wide and extends even to philologists who ought to
know better. Ancient drama aimed at scenes of great pathos—it pre-
cluded action (moving it before the beginning or behind the scene).’’37

Nietzsche’s letter read in light of his comments above clearly indi-
cates that he understood the essential tragic collision in the drama
to have happened offstage. His reading of The Father must have
seemed right on the mark, for Strindberg later made good use of
this Nietzschean perspective on drama. In an article published in
the journal Nya Jord in 1889, ‘‘Modernt Dramat och modern teater,’’
he claimed: ‘‘Drama seems to have meant event in older Greek, not
action [handling], or what we call conscious intrigue. Life does not
actually pass so predictably, like a constructed drama, and conscious
schemers so seldom have the opportunity to set their plans into mo-
tion in detail, so we have lost our belief in these underhanded plot-
ters who can play with human destiny unhindered. We have lost our
belief in the theatrical villain who already with his conscious decep-
tion only awakens our scorn for being untrue.’’38

Although Strindberg wrote The Father a good year and a half
before he read The Case of Wagner and his correspondence with the
philosopher began, he must have felt that Nietzsche’s theoretical
principles applied to his own production. Less than a year after read-
ing The Case of Wagner, Strindberg had rearticulated Nietzsche’s posi-
tion on drama and even reproduced his etymological explanation of
drama’s origination. He began to understand his own production
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retrospectively and Nietzsche became his theorist. As he explained
to Brandes, ‘‘Strange, through Nietzsche I find the system for my
madness in opposing everyone. I reevaluate and place new values on
old things. No one has understood this; I have not even understood
this myself.’’39

Certainly, Strindberg’s comment on the reevaluation of values in-
dicates that he understood his production as having a philosophical
valence. He articulated his concern with the relationship of poetry
and philosophy in a letter to the Swedish poet Ola Hansson, a fellow
reader of Nietzsche. On March 10, 1889, he commented: ‘‘ ‘Misog-
yny’ therefore is not and will never be poetry, but must be philoso-
phy. ‘The Father’ falls under the category of poetry still in that it
contains a worship of women (an overestimation of a woman’s quali-
ties), a mother cult. I cannot for the moment untangle the relation-
ship between poetry and philosophy.’’40

It is clear that Strindberg understood the relationship of poetry to
philosophy refracted through a gendered optic. In like manner, he
saw his encounter with Nietzsche as engendering. As he remarked
to Georg Brandes’s brother Edvard, ‘‘Meanwhile, my intellectual life
has received a terrible stream of seed from Friedrich Nietzsche, so
that I feel intoxicated like a bitch in heat.’’41 For both Nietzsche and
Strindberg, intellectual encounters were productive collisions, and
these collisions were genealogically regulated, tragic in nature, and
metaphorical in valence. For both of these men, epistemological
considerations impregnate possibility, and what is born from the en-
counter is never identical to either one of its parents. Creation is not
a form of cloning, but rather the inflection of random recombina-
tion. This recombination is the stuff of pathos, and the subject of
the great pathos that is tragedy.

Nietzsche addresses this issue himself in The Birth of Tragedy and
Beyond Good and Evil. He opens the former with his opinion ‘‘that
the continuous development of art is bound up with the Apollonian
and Dionysian duality—just as procreation depends on the duality
of the sexes, involving perpetual strife with only periodically inter-
vening reconciliations.’’42 In aphorism 248 of the latter he states that
there are two types of genius, ‘‘the kind which above all begets and
wants to beget, and the kind which likes to be fructified and to give
birth.’’43 He expands his analogy to a classification of national cul-
tures, but my concern is with the ‘‘individual subject.’’ Nietzsche
concludes by stating: ‘‘These two kinds of genius seek one another,
as man and woman do; but they misunderstand each other as man
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and woman do.’’44 If we extend the metaphor here to Strindberg,
we can understand that his encounter with Nietzsche involved a pe-
riod of ‘‘forming, maturing, perfecting.’’45 Strindberg’s pregnancy,
his gestation, involves a fictional enactment of the possibilities of
Nietzsche’s philosophy as it relates to tragic subjectivity, a subjectiv-
ity born from misrecognition.

These misrecognitions have all of the aspects of the Nietzschean
genealogies, with their genealogical moment beginning with the as-
sumption of gender, moving to a metaphorical substitution for the
male and the female, and then stopping before the conclusion of
being. The remainder of this essay will explore the implications of
Strindberg’s understanding of his own work once it was cast in a
Nietzschean light. It is my claim that the salient issue is not whether
Strindberg falls under the sign of Nietzsche’s influence, but how
Nietzsche’s notion of tragedy helps to explain Strindberg’s own
tragic imperative in its relationship to subjectivity. This relationship
revolves around a genealogical understanding in which the philoso-
pher-poet overcomes what he perceives to be his maternal inheri-
tance. Strindberg and Nietzsche both understood the tragedy in The
Father to have occurred offstage, in this genealogical moment. Strind-
berg’s understanding of his tragedy as poetry is brought to light
when we realize that the titular emphasis on the father as protago-
nist is negated by the emergence of the mother as the victor, for the
play ends with the father’s demise and Laura’s assumption of the
role of the head of the household. For if the tragedy occurs offstage,
it occurs before the appearance of the individual.

‘‘Incipit Tragoedia’’: Axel Borg in the Open Sea

There stands the boat—over there is perhaps the great nothing-
ness. But who wants to step into this perhaps.

—Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra

It is characteristic of philosophical writing that it must continu-
ally confront the problem of representation.

—Walter Benjamin, The Origin of German Tragic Drama

Georg Brandes wrote a letter to Strindberg in spring 1890. The let-
ter took the shape of an admonition as Brandes urged Strindberg,
who had recently proselytized on behalf of the now stricken Nietz-
sche, to use his critical sense and realize that there were elements of
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Nietzsche that were useful and others that were seductive, reaction-
ary, and dangerous. Strindberg responded to Brandes with a rather
paranoid tirade about those ‘‘midgets’’ who were trying to have him
committed (ostensibly because of his stance on women’s issues), and
then, suddenly, his letter changes tone. The Nietzsche problem,
wrote the Swede, was to be staged in the form of a novel. This novel,
which would see print by the end of the year, was called I Havsbandet
(By the Open Sea, 1890). Strindberg had previously written two pieces
of prose that he would later designate as being part of his Nietz-
schean period.46 The first piece, the novella Tschandala, welds an au-
tobiographical subplot onto a Nietzschean-inflected understanding
of the Book of Manu. The second and more important work, the pref-
ace to Miss Julie, contains Strindberg’s famous dictum about the
‘‘characterless character,’’ a formulation whose anticipation I ad-
dress in this essay through a reading of Strindberg’s first autobiogra-
phy, Tjänstekvinnans son (Son of a Servant). However, By the Open Sea
remains the most substantial example of the commonality between
Strindberg and Nietzsche, and I will address this novel as it relates
to Nietzsche’s notion of genealogy.

Strindberg would refer to this novel when the fourth volume, The
Author, of his autobiography, Son of a Servant, was published in
1909.47 Strindberg originally wanted to introduce this text with a
schematic overview of his production. In his entry for By the Open Sea
he writes: ‘‘Nietzsche’s philosophy an influence; but the individual
goes under through striving after absolute individualism. Beginning
of the 90s: Übermensch.’’48 The main character of this novel, the
individual who goes under, is named Axel Borg, and it is to his Unter-
gang that our discussion will lead. However, much ground needs to
be covered, for our issue is not mere wordplay, and my method is
not designed to valorize a teleology or a discussion of the connota-
tions of going under. The issue at stake is the relationship between
tragedy and notions of return, between competing notions of
time—in other words, our issue is the idea of modern tragedy as a
theory of subjectivity.

Let us begin with Son of a Servant. Here, as in Nietzsche’s genealog-
ical work, origins are dual and agonistic. The struggle between them
is a war between two types of memory, two species of narrative. This
is the very struggle that Strindberg called his befrielsekriget, his war of
liberation. For it is in Son of a Servant that the struggle between two
orders of understanding experience, the naturalist order of environ-
mental determination and the hyperpresent order of momentary af-
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firmation, come into conflict. These oppositions are thematized as
an opposition between maternal and paternal inheritance.

Son of a Servant is divided into four volumes, each depicting a pe-
riod of time in ‘‘the history of the development of a soul.’’49 Written
between 1885 and 1886, it covers the years between 1849 and 1886,
Strindberg’s entire life up to that point. Strindberg’s conception of
a ‘‘naturalist’’ autobiography is revealed in a fictional interview that
he intended to preface the first volume of Son of a Servant. The fic-
tional interviewee, the author, states in this ‘‘interview’’ that the
book ‘‘is not a novel, but something entirely new.’’50 He then ex-
plains the principle of a project that was to continue beside Strind-
berg’s other literary production for the rest of his life. This project
was a series of cross-referential ‘‘autobiographical’’ works, of which
Son of a Servant was the first installment. At the core of Strindberg’s
conception of this project was the claim that one could only ‘‘know’’
one’s own life. What keeps this claim from degenerating into solip-
sism is the form of these naturalist autobiographies, ‘‘the genealogy
of self,’’ which as such employs the oscillation between distance and
proximity to highlight its self-referential hermeneutic as just that, a
hermeneutic with a weakened truth claim that is dependent upon
the agonistic relationship between internalized elements of neces-
sity and contingency—necessity being, in this case, the linear time
of history, with its collective memory, and contingency being the
process of Selbstüberwindung through description.

In ‘‘Mitt Förhållande till Nietzsche’’ (My Relationship to Nietz-
sche), Strindberg claims to have ‘‘worked myself free of my older
false belief inherited from my youth’’ with the writing of the fourth
volume of Son of a Servant.51 The first chapter of the first volume of
the work alerts us to the source of this ‘‘false belief.’’ In order to
illustrate how these beliefs are overcome, I will compare the descrip-
tion of origins in the first volume of the text with the metanarrative
commentary that closes the book in the fourth volume. I will now
turn to the first volume, entitled simply Son of a Servant.

Son of a Servant is narrated in the third person and opens, in exem-
plary naturalist fashion, by depicting the historical environment into
which the protagonist, Johan, is born. The narration continues with
a description of the class structure, a description that is extended
architectonically, in that the house into which Johan is born is di-
vided along the very same class lines as society, the apartments being
located along the lines of rank and distinction. These class divisions
of the social environment are even mirrored in Johan’s own biologi-
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cal origins. Johan’s father is described as ‘‘an aristocrat by virtue of
his lineage and upbringing.’’ His mother, however, is described in
the same paragraph as ‘‘the daughter of a poor tailor who was sent
out by her stepfather to be a maid and a waitress.’’52 This dichotomy
of Johan’s being the son of an aristocrat and a servant is further de-
veloped as the father’s aristocratic bearing is set in relief against the
mother’s ‘‘democratic instinct.’’ The opening sets in motion a narra-
tive that is informed by the internalization of historical conditions
and hereditary factors. It certainly seems like a naturalist memoir.
The protagonist’s historical environment and heredity disposition
are established as a starting point for an analysis of his development.
He is shaped by his environment, and his experience seems to be
circumscribed by necessity. However, there is more to the story.

There is a split in the textual fabric. The protagonist Johan is an
unveiled pseudonym. Strindberg, a well-known public figure, was
designated as the author of the text. The name August Strindberg is
inscribed upon the title page as the legal authority to which the text
belongs. The narrator attributes the qualities and events that have
marked ‘‘Strindberg’s’’ life to Johan’s.53 The name Johan is con-
nected to a series of predicates that have already been publicly at-
tributed to the name Strindberg. This protocol is observed so strictly
that the texts that have been legally attributed to Strindberg, pub-
lished under his name and copyright, are attributed by the narrator
to Johan within the confines of the text. This act gives Son of a Servant
a dual characteristic. On the one hand, distance is taken through
the use of a pseudonymous protagonist who stands in metaphori-
cally for the name ‘‘Strindberg.’’ On the other hand, the text is so
radically self-referential that the books Strindberg had written are
used to illustrate the development of the ‘‘fictional’’ protagonist.
Such a strategy, at once a distancing through fictionalization and a
making proximate through reference to the public utterances and
legal status of the author, creates an oscillation between the very no-
tions of the fictionality and facticity of the past. This points to the
relationship between the contingency of artistic creation and the ne-
cessity of environmental conditions that are forwarded in the text,
and between the fixed aspects of the proper legal name and the vari-
ability of self-description. One can say that Strindberg assumes the
right to name through the use of a pseudonymous stand-in for him-
self and thereby claims the right for self-definition. He reappro-
priates aspects of his past through a reinscription of his name as the
stand-in, Johan, and thereby as metaphor.
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This relationship is radicalized even further. In The Author’s last
chapter, entitled ‘‘Son of a Servant (1886),’’ the narrative is brought
into the present tense, and a metanarrative commentary is brought
into play. The chapter itself is about the writing of the book of which
it is a part, and can be divided into two sections. The first section, a
commentary on the writing of the text, starts off in the past tense
only to break into a discussion of subjectivity with the verbs in the
present tense. The second part of this chapter is a dialogue between
Johan and a character designated only as X. It is in this chapter that
the radical hermeneutic structure of the text is brought home and
internalized within the text itself as it comments upon itself. The
narrator states that the book was written because of a decision to
‘‘close the books on the old, go through his life’s events from the
beginning to the date, examine his soul’s origination and develop-
mental history, such as it arose under all the preexisting conditions
of inheritance, nature, temperament, under the pressure and in-
fluence of the given historical epoch’s external events and spiritual
movements.’’54

On the surface this appears to be a laundry list of a naturalist’s
understanding of the relationship between a historical environment
and the possibilities for the development of the individual under
those circumstances. Considering that Strindberg radicalized his
own conception of naturalism to the point where only self-under-
standing was deemed possible, it is certainly no surprise that there
should be a conflation of autobiography and history in this text. It
could be argued that Strindberg’s innovation was to give the natural-
ist protagonist a self-conscious understanding of the effect of envi-
ronment on the individual by turning the vivisecting scalpel on
himself, no more and no less. If this is so, then he evidences at best
a weak commonality with Nietzsche, who despite his own predilec-
tion for positing environmental factors as determinant, was certainly
not a naturalist.55

However, despite its ‘‘naturalistic’’ surface, there are two orders of
time and two orders of memory present in Son of a Servant. The first
order of time is the linear time of naturalist depiction. This is partic-
ularly manifest in the first three volumes. It is here that environmen-
tal conditions dominate the individual. The second order of time is
the circular time of differentiated repetition. This is the time of the
last chapter of the fourth volume. It is here that the dual origins of
Johan’s conception are overcome and a hierarchy is established, and
it is here that autobiographical excavation is transformed into a per-
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formative act in the moment. This performative act is initiated in
the metanarrative commentary.

The metanarrative commentary goes on to state that Son of a Ser-
vant is neither a confession nor a memoir.56 This leads us to a ques-
tion: What is this text? My answer is that it is a ‘‘genealogy of self,’’ a
Selbstüberwindung, a performative work that overcomes the dual ori-
gins of its author and establishes an internal hierarchy. In other
words, despite being written in prose, Son of a Servant is a tragic de-
piction of the emergence of the individual and of his demise.

How does Strindberg perform his Selbstüberwindung? The title, Son
of a Servant, is misleading, for it implies that the subject of the book
is defined by his relationship to his mother’s position. Almost imme-
diately, dual origins are posited. The title has three textual valences:
it is an expression of one of the temporal orders in the text, the rep-
resentation of a movement away from a point of origin, and at the
same time a symbol of the retention of a contradictory internal life.
The protagonist is the son of two discrete and agonistic positions, as
his father’s aristocratic nature is sharply contrasted with his moth-
er’s ‘‘lower-class’’ origins.57

These dual origins are not in a stable relationship to each other,
but rather like Nietzsche’s competing perspectives, their relationship
is internalized. They are the raw material with which the narrator
describes Johan (‘‘Strindberg’’) to construct a complex metaphor
that stands in for the self. The process of self-construction that is
dependent on contradiction is brought home in the last chapter.
The title of the chapter, ‘‘Son of a Servant (1886)’’ represents the
circular order of time and is a differentiated repetition. It is here
that the narrative enters the present and becomes a polemic: the
right to name is asserted, and the genealogical exploration of ori-
gins ends with a truth claim that is contingent upon an ‘‘organizing
idea’’ and opposed to a telos.

‘‘Did he get a hold of his ‘I’ during that long and gloomy journey
in memory’s shadow kingdom? Before, an answer of no would have
embarrassed him, for a personal god demands an accountable per-
sonality; but now he cares less, for he knows that the ‘I’ is a very
fragile form of a small movement of an existing quantity of force or
material, if one prefers.58 The narrative changes its verb tenses at the
moment of a discussion of the construction of the ‘‘I.’’ It is in this
moment that the narrative takes on a polemical tone: it both ad-
dresses Johan’s own past as a contemporary and implicitly attacks
the internalization of his mother’s religious position through a de-

PAGE 61................. 16436$ $CH1 05-10-07 09:21:23 PS



62 MICHAEL STERN

nial of the existence of a personal God who would demand responsi-
bility in the form of a stable character. It is in this moment, directly
after the denial of God’s existence, that the tenses change. It is in
this moment as well that the ‘‘I’’ is dismissed as a construction: it
is said to be a quantity of force or material ‘‘if one prefers’’ [man
hellre vill].

The metanarrative then turns to the subject of the book’s conclu-
sion. The narrator addresses an imaginary interlocutor who de-
mands a sammanfattning (summary), a recapitulation or summary
conclusion. The narrator responds to his own question: ‘‘Where
does the summary conclusion that he sought reside? It resides here
and there in the thousand printed pages; look them up, collect
them, and see if they can be summarized or concluded; see if they
are valid longer than a year, five years, think about if they even have
the intention to be valid. And don’t forget that the truth does not
exist, since it finds itself, like everything else, in constant develop-
ment.’’59

There is no recapitulation. There is no summary. There is only a
continuous becoming without a stable truth claim. The imaginary
interlocutor is told to look at the work itself, and to the texts that
are discussed therein, all attributed to one August Strindberg and
not to Johan the protagonist. Any conclusion is of the moment,
which is the time of the recurrence of the past, continually the same
and continually new, always in a state of becoming. There is no truth
to Son of a Servant, only a self-referential narrative that demands an
immanent interpretation of the texts of August Strindberg. The nar-
rator names his ‘‘truth,’’ and it is the ‘‘truth’’ of the fluidity of the
past as it is organized and reorganized under the imperative of the
moment. The narrator implicitly claims the right to name his own
truth, and the name of his truth is Johan, the character who has tex-
tually relived August Strindberg’s life. There is no telos, only a meta-
phorical ‘‘I’’ that stands in for the constant change.

Johan as subject is a split metaphor. He is the Johan who repre-
sents the trajectory of the linear order of time and memory, who is
subjected to the historical conditions that have shaped his environ-
ment and the inheritance of his parents, who, in turn, represent
conflicting aspects that have been internalized. This is the Johan de-
termined by an interpretation called necessity. There is also the
Johan who is merely the proper name that stands in for the perform-
ance of a genealogy of self, the fictional ‘‘doer’’ of the deed of Selbs-
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tüberwindung. This moment is also present in the last chapter, the
chapter of the present tense. This is the Johan of contingency.

As mentioned, the last section of the chapter and the book is a
dialogue between Johan and a young Swedish aristocrat designated
only as X.60 There are several things to note about this exchange.
First is the form, that of a dialogue between an aristocrat and the
‘‘son of a servant.’’ Second is the relationship of form and content.
Third, the dialogue represents the two types of competing tragedies
articulated by Nietzsche in The Gay Science. The two interlocutors dis-
cuss this split in Johan, his internalized guilt, his rise above his class,
the contradictions of self-critique in his production, and the ele-
ments of his birth that he cannot escape. There is a struggle between
the two orders in this dialogue; the necessity of inheritance is con-
fronted by the contradictions created by his overcoming of his ori-
gins. The dialogue is in the form of a debate; X as an element of the
text is the manifestation of the struggle between the son of a servant
and an aristocrat. He plays the role of the ‘‘organizing idea.’’

The text ends with a performative moment. X urges Johan to write
down their conversation if he dares. Johan replies: ‘‘I will do that . . .
and that will be the end of the fourth volume of Son of a Servant.’’61

Considering that Strindberg later called the writing of this volume
his ‘‘war of liberation’’ and in many ways began to assume X’s con-
victions,62 there is a doubleness to this statement. On the one hand,
it draws the text into the moment in a radical temporal shift that
equates the close of the book with the ending of the act of writing.
The performativity of this act resides in the confluence of memory
and of the moment of writing, highlighting the differentiated repeti-
tion that governs the form of the ‘‘genealogy of self.’’ On the other
hand, in this volume this act marks the emergence of Johan, who is
no longer a tjänstekvinnans son, no longer only the son of a servant,
but is indeed an aristocrat by virtue of self-overcoming who subordi-
nates the son of a servant through the tyranny of the organizing
idea. It is as if he were saying what Nietzsche was to say later in Ecce
Homo: ‘‘Well then, I am the opposite of a decadent: for I just de-
scribed myself.’’ In an act of performative irony, Son of a Servant is
no longer a fitting title, and Strindberg has written himself out of
his ‘‘false belief.’’ The problem of overcoming dual origins was for
both writers an aesthetic process in which an internalized social
structure and a hereditary disposition are overcome by a selection
process that creates a fictional ‘‘doer’’ for the ‘‘deed’’ of a polemical
genealogy. In both cases, the act of description enables a re-inscription
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of a momentary metaphor that stands in the place of the subject.
This is the commonality in the two men’s authorial projects, what
Strindberg saw as the systemless system that he had attributed to
Nietzsche, and what Nietzsche himself characterized as creation by
destruction. This is the hallmark of a tragic subjectivity.

Nietzsche and Strindberg’s shared notion of subjectivity has its ex-
istential gesture, a pausing before being in the form of a genealogi-
cal moment. This is exemplified in Strindberg’s Nietzschean novel
By the Open Sea. It is here, as in Ecce Homo, that the genealogical meta-
phors shift from mother and father to an opposition between Chris-
tian and Greek notions of time and recurrence. Johan, in Son of a
Servant, overcame the doubleness of his heredity, but Axel Borg is a
motherless child. He does not carry the burden of a dual inheri-
tance. Instead he carries the expectations of a father who represents
the idea of generational progression that is passed on to his son.
This idea is carried by Borg, and his understanding of it in vulgar
Darwinian terms, as the survival of the fittest, is severely tested as
the novel progresses. There are two other arenas of contention, one
external and the other internal. The prominent external struggle in
this novel plays out through Borg’s efforts to dominate nature. The
internal struggle is between science and desire, or love and knowl-
edge.

The story opens with Borg traveling as a passenger in a rowboat
to the skerry where he is to serve as a fishing inspector. Borg’s ap-
pearance is described in detail. He dresses in the manner of a dandy
and he is wearing ‘‘a thick bracelet in the form of a snake that bit
itself in the tail.’’ Borg bears the symbol of the Uroborous, the snake
biting its own tail. The split in Borg’s appearance signifies his per-
spective: this man of culture is also a figure of the realm of the circu-
lar self-referential cycle represented by his bracelet, a self-enclosed
cycle of birth and death. Borg is described as a confluence of culture
and irrational cyclical repetition.

The descriptions of the ocean in the novel, as focalized through
Borg, play on the notion of science as hubris. The narrative develops
a complex of descriptive events to illustrate this point: ‘‘Inspector
Borg did not worship nature any more than the Indian worshipped
his navel. On the contrary, as a being conscious of himself, and of
standing highest in the chain of terrestrial creations, he entertained
a certain contempt for lower forms of existence.’’ This attitude
emerges from the descriptions of the ocean focalized through
Borg’s perspective through the use of indirect discourse: ‘‘It was not
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with the dreamlike imagination of the poet, or with the vague and
consequently disturbing emotions and confused perceptions that
the beholder enjoyed this great spectacle. No, it was with the calm
eyes of the scholar that he detected the order behind this apparent
disorder.’’63

The description of natural life that follows obeys a progressive line
of development. All living things are described by their position in
a chain of development in a schema that despite its attention to rank
and order is more Darwinian than Nietzschean. Borg goes on to clas-
sify human beings in the same manner. Borg is depicted not as an
Übermensch, but as ‘‘the last man,’’ or the nihilistic scientist of On the
Genealogy of Morals.

The tragic split in Borg’s perspective becomes more apparent as
the novel progresses. He continues to seek nature through a scien-
tific optic, but wears his bracelet as a talisman whenever he needs to
rely upon his instincts. This represents a confluence of rational and
irrational elements in Borg’s person, and the descriptions illustrate
a repression of instinctive elements that accompanies Borg’s con-
scious attempt to subordinate nature to a scientific order of naming.
This is especially apparent in two moments. The first is the creation
of an optical illusion designed to show the inhabitants of the island
the power of science. Borg loses control over his creation as two suns
appear in the sky and the superstitious islanders understand the
scene to portend the coming of the apocalypse. His control is in-
complete, and he learns that nature cannot be controlled by calcula-
tion. His attempt to master nature parallels his attempt to master
the population of the island through science alone. Both end in a
dismal failure, because ‘‘Borg had played with the spirits of nature;
he had conjured up an enemy to help him, as he thought, and now
everything had gone the enemy’s way and he walked alone.’’64

This passage is crucial to an understanding of the novel, for Borg,
forgetting the ocean’s harmonilära, masters neither the natural envi-
ronment nor human relations. He becomes more and more iso-
lated, and eventually he crosses over to madness. His relationship
with his lover, Maria, follows along similar lines. He eventually ‘‘mas-
ters’’ her but winds up alone.

The depiction of Borg’s degeneration has its parallel in the pro-
gression of the dominance of scientific thinking in his descriptions.
The story of Borg’s visit to the island is not a representation of the
failure of an Übermensch to establish control over his environment.
Rather, it is a narrative that leads to a ‘‘genealogical’’ moment at the
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novel’s conclusion. At the end of the novel, Borg once again sets out
to sea. This time he is alone and leaving the island. It is Christmas
Eve and he sees a star in the sky. At first, he thinks that it is the ‘‘lode-
star to Bethlehem,’’ and this occasions a critique of Christianity. He
then realizes that he is mistaken. The star is ‘‘Beta in Herkules.’’
Borg sets his course: ‘‘Out towards Heracles who had freed Prometh-
eus, the bringer of light, himself the son of a God and a human
mother. . . . He had steered his course towards the new Christmas
star, out over the sea, the mother of all, in whose womb the first
spark of life was lit, the inexhaustible well of fertility and love, life’s
source and life’s enemy.’’65

Borg sets his course for the star of Hercules, and the ocean takes
on a new aspect. The description is now poetic, and the ocean be-
comes a source of love, life, and suffering. An opposition is created
in the tension between the description of the star and the descrip-
tion of the ocean. The star, ‘‘den nya julstjärnan’’ [the new Christ-
mas star], becomes a symbol of Borg’s decision to replace the light
of Christianity with Hercules, who enabled Prometheus to bring
light to the human race. If Prometheus can be seen as a bringer of
culture, he is also a symbol of suffering, because he was forced to
endure torture throughout eternity. The ocean becomes a vitalistic
symbol, dark, uncertain, fruitful, a source of love and death. Borg is
traveling toward the beacon of culture creation on a sea of incalcula-
ble and cyclical repetition. He is sailing on a sea that is a union of
the necessity of recurrence and the contingency of possibility. He
has given up his rational evolutionary thinking and now valorizes the
sea as a source, as opposed to a link in a chain of progression. His
previous mode of description, exemplary in its inability to forget
that which has been learned and in its forgetting of the metaphori-
cal nature of its scientific postulations, has now turned to the cre-
ation of a metaphor that transgresses against Christian belief. Borg
has set sail for the open sea, his horizon the opposition between the
Crucified and Dionysus wearing the mask of Hercules, the protector
of Prometheus. So where does Axel Borg’s tragedy, his Untergang,
end? In a pause before decision, a genealogical moment, and a dan-
gerous perhaps. And where does Axel Borg’s tragedy begin? In the
same moment paused before the horizon, located between the pole
stars of two gods who die—one who dies time and time again, eter-
nally recurring, and one who dies once only to return at the end of
the world—these are the two regimes of tragedy and time in internal
opposition, in need of constant ranking, and in constant agon. In
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his salvation is his demise. This is the hallmark of both Nietzsche
and Strindberg’s idea of tragedy.

Conclusion

By the Open Sea does not mark the end of Strindberg’s fictional
enactment of Nietzschean possibilities; it marks the beginning of a
Promethean stage in Strindberg’s understanding that culminated in
his Inferno crisis and the subsequent dramatization of an episode of
this crisis in the first installment of his Damascus cycle. For the post-
Inferno Strindberg,66 the interpretation of necessity will be called the
‘‘powers,’’ and the ideology of remembrance—of narrative—will be
the eternal return of the same. It is my contention that the salient
aspects of Strindberg’s later dramatic production can be found in
embryonic form in his initial autobiographical works and that a dy-
namic notion of subjectivity based on the idea of modern tragedy
came into greater relief for Strindberg during and after his encoun-
ter with Nietzsche. As indicated by the conclusion of our example,
By the Open Sea, Strindberg began to understand that the philosophi-
cal problem with regard to the idea of tragedy had everything to do
with representation, or appearance, and one’s comportment toward
the conditions of cultural possibility. Like Nietzsche, with an aware-
ness of the de-individuated aspect of the Dionysian he constructs a
genealogical metaphor of biological difference and develops this
metaphor as the opposition between the ancient, understood as the
Greek, and the modern, understood as the Christian.

This manifests as the opposition between love and knowledge in
his autobiographical novel, Inferno, and the tension between the
Saul and Paul aspects of the Stranger in To Damascus I. In this last
piece, a station drama that superimposes a bourgeois marriage play
onto an interrupted narrative of religious conversion, the pause
before an ontological decision is highlighted in both form and con-
tent. The theme of transcendence, intimated by the title and sug-
gested as a possibility by the content, is subverted by the structure of
repetition in the text. This structure, which divides the play up into
seventeen scenes of which eight repeat and one remains a center
point, highlights the experimental aspect of Nietzsche’s eternal re-
turn.

The central unrepeated moment, the Augenblick of Zarathustra’s
vision and his riddle, is the point of retrospection and subject forma-
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tion. Here, in To Damascus I, this moment is called the ‘‘asylum.’’
This asylum, a ‘‘refectory in an old Cloister,’’67 is where the protago-
nist’s past confronts him with the conflation of the possibility of reli-
gious transcendence and confinement in a madhouse. This central
moment highlights what Szondi claims to be the hallmark of mod-
ern tragedy, the collision of the possibility of annihilation and salva-
tion for the individual.

But this tragic moment is unrepresentable in Strindberg’s Nietz-
schean-inflected notion of modern tragedy. Instead, the drama
strives for a circularity, one in which the protagonist, the Stranger,
finds himself pausing before the same decision at the play’s opening
and at its conclusion. For the later Strindberg, as for Nietzsche, the
modern tragedy can appear only as a subversion of ontology, paused
before being in a moment of arrested decision, in a moment of
parody—for here, in To Damascus I, the already written story of
Saul’s transformation into Paul is posited as a ‘‘what if.’’ In this way,
the circularity of both Nietzsche and Strindberg’s ‘‘idea of tragedy’’
manifests, and it is this circularity that disallows the favoring of the
individual’s tragic demise or his comic reconciliation. Perhaps this
is the ebb and flow that Nietzsche alludes to in the first aphorism of
The Gay Science. Perhaps.

Notes

1. Peter Szondi, An Essay on the Tragic, trans. Paul Fleming (Stanford: Stanford,
CA: University Press, 2002), 1.
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bears the name of Zarathustra.’’ Friedrich Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy, trans. Wal-
ter Kaufmann (New York: Vintage, 1967), 26.

4. Ibid., 24.
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Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, trans. R. J. Hollingdale (New York: Penguin, 1973),
219–20. ‘‘Meanwhile I have learned too much, all too much more about the philos-
ophy of this god, and, as, I have said, from mouth to mouth—I , the last disciple of
initiate of the god Dionysus.’’
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thut Ich.’’ Friedrich Nietzsche, Also Sprach Zarathustra (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter,
1988), 39. It is this doing I, this performative aspect of subjectivity, that connects
subject construction to the idea of the tragic in Nietzsche’s work.
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ture composed of many souls.’’

23. Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals, 45.
24. Nietzsche, Zur Genealogie der Moral, 279.
25. Nietzsche, Will To Power, 297.
26. Nietzsche, Gay Science, 33.
27. Thus Spoke Zarathustra opens with the exact same passage.
28. See Nietzsche, Will to Power, 339, (note 635, dated March–June 1888), for the

will to power as pathos; and 342, (note 643, dated 1885–1886) for the will to power
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is a textual location, a participant in a split in the narration, an indication of the
struggle of Johan’s emergence from being the son of a servant, and a trope in
Strindberg’s ‘‘befrielse krig.’’
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62. By early 1887, Strindberg had renounced many of his former political views.

He would return to socialism, democracy, and Christianity after his Inferno crisis in
the late 1890s.

63. August Strindberg, By the Open Sea, trans. Mary Sandbach (London: Penguin,
1976), 20, 34.

64. Ibid., 117.
65. Ibid., 283.
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D’Annunzio’s Dionysian Women:
The Rebirth of Tragedy in Italy

Mary Ann Frese Witt

GABRIELE D’ANNUNZIO, ALTHOUGH ACKNOWLEDGED AS THE VOICE WHO

introduced Nietzsche into Italian cultural discourse at the end of
the nineteenth century, has been generally considered to be a popu-
larizing translator of the Übermensch into a superficial superuomo, par-
ticularly in his novels. D’Annunzio’s interest in Nietzsche, however,
was broader and deeper than some of his ‘‘superman’’ characters
would suggest. Though it is true that he did at times simplify the
complexities of Nietzsche’s thought, D’Annunzio was also a
‘‘strong’’ reader. He reads Nietzsche literally and practically, at-
tempting first to apply the philosopher’s aristocratic ethics to a spe-
cific political program and then to implement his call for a rebirth
of tragedy on the stage. D’Annunzio’s understanding of Nietzsche’s
writings on tragedy develops primarily along two lines: a sexual read-
ing of the Dionysian and the Apollinian and a desire to apply Nietz-
sche’s concept of tragedy as aesthetic rather than mimetic to
modern tragedy. In what can be seen as a reification of the sexual
and birth metaphors in The Birth of Tragedy, D’Annunzio’s plays, as
well as his theoretical writings on modern tragedy, tend to attribute
Dionysian powers both to actresses and female characters and Apol-
linian ones to the dramatic poet and the male characters who repre-
sent him. Under the influence of Nietzsche, along with that of
Wagner, the French symbolists, and Eleonora Duse, D’Annunzio
played the major role in effectively destroying the predominance of
bourgeois drama and naturalism (verismo) on the Italian stage. Yet
while attempting to write drama that belongs to the world of art
rather than to everyday reality, the poet remains aware of the neces-
sity to ground his tragedies in modernity, often experimenting with
an incorporation of realist conventions into his apprehension of the
Dionysian and Apollinian.
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D’Annunzio read Nietzsche almost exclusively in French trans-
lation and in French commentaries. His earliest encounter with
Nietzsche’s work occurred during the years he spent in Naples
(1891–93), a city that was at the time at the forefront of Italian intel-
lectual life and that received the latest books and articles from Paris,
where the philosopher had already been ‘‘discovered.’’ The young
poet was familiar with (and in at least one case plagiarized) three
French articles on Nietzsche containing excerpts from Thus Spake
Zarathustra, Beyond Good and Evil, and other works during his time in
Naples. He read excerpts from The Birth of Tragedy and more on trag-
edy in excerpts from The Twilight of the Idols in a French anthology of
Nietzsche’s works published in 1893.1 He may have been familiar
with Edouard Schuré’s 1875 Le drame musical,2 and he probably read
an 1893 article in which Henri Albert summarized the major theses
of The Birth of Tragedy and other works.3 The first work of Nietzsche’s
that he read in its entirety seems to have been Le cas Wagner, trans-
lated by Daniel Halévy and Robert Dreyfus.

Although D’Annunzio’s first explicit reference to Nietzsche ap-
pears in his 1892 article published in Il Mattino di Napoli, ‘‘La bestia
elettiva,’’ a diatribe against parliamentary democracy (the ‘‘elective
beast’’) and a fusion of aesthetics and politics,4 it is in his three-part
discussion of The Case of Wagner, published in La Tribuna in the sum-
mer of 1893, that he first discusses Nietzsche on modern theater,
wrestling with his admiration of both the philosopher and the musi-
cian, and with the former’s critique of the latter.5 D’Annunzio states
that the philosopher criticizes Wagner’s music-drama because it
epitomizes modernity but is wrong to do so, because an artist must
necessarily be of his own time, and Wagner’s music was born from
the depths of modern anguish. He disagrees with Nietzsche’s state-
ment that Wagner’s music has no value outside of the ‘‘tiresome the-
atrical machinery’’ that accompanies it. While arguing that the
music has independent value, he also takes issue with what he sees
as Nietzsche’s deprecation of theater as a coarse, inferior form of
art, suitable only for the masses. D’Annunzio’s project will define
itself under the combined, sometimes contradictory, influences of
Nietzsche on tragedy, Wagnerian music-drama, symbolist poetic the-
ater, and the revival of outdoor popular theater in France.

D’Annunzio’s 1894 novel The Triumph of Death is heavily intertex-
tual, permeated with both Nietzsche and Wagner. In the preface, he
wrote (in accordance with Nietzsche’s anti-Aristotelianism) that he
wanted to liberate his own work ‘‘from the chains of plot.’’6 He did
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so indeed, in his plays as well as in his novels, all of which were ac-
cused of having ‘‘no action.’’ In the text of the novel, the majority
of citations of Nietzsche come from Thus Spoke Zarathustra, but
D’Annunzio also incorporated excerpts on tragedy from The Twilight
of the Idols that he had read in the Lauterbach-Wagnon anthology.7

The neurotic modern protagonist, Giorgio Aurispa, longs to be a
‘‘Dionysian man’’ or a ‘‘Superman’’ but ends his life with a failed
imitation of Tristan und Isolde (whose death scene D’Annunzio de-
scribes passionately) in a suicide with his lover that is far from a Liebe-
stod. In D’Annunzio’s native Abruzzi, Giorgio observes pagan rites
that emerge from a veneer of Christianity, rites that suggest the rural
dionysia in Greece and ‘‘the symbol of sex, the great genital mys-
tery—as in Tragedy which is of Dionysian origin.’’ The ‘‘tragic feel-
ing’’ that Giorgio experiences does not come from ‘‘the aspiration
to liberate himself from terror and pity, the aspiration to final ca-
tharsis, but rather—as Friedrich Nietzsche intuited—the aspiration
to be himself the eternal joy of Becoming . . . not excluding [the joy]
of destruction.’’8 Around the same time, D’Annunzio began to see the
possibility of incorporating the revolutionary Nietzschean view of
tragedy into a genre in which he had not yet written, drama. The
dialogue between ‘‘Gabriele’’ and ‘‘Ariele’’ (D’Annunzio and An-
gelo Conti) in Conti’s Beata riva (Blessed Shore), published in 1900
but incorporating conversations from 1895, represents Gabriele as
saying, ‘‘What struck me in Friedrich Nietzsche was making the ac-
quaintance of a tragic soul, a brother to my soul. From then on, I
felt his poor trembling hand accompany me to the limits of theater,
to show me the way, through the purifying flame that roars in the
violence of drama.’’9

By his own account, it was D’Annunzio’s trip to Greece in August
1895 on board his friend Edoardo Scarfoglio’s yacht La Fantasia that
prompted his determination to create modern tragedy. Rereading
Aeschylus and Sophocles, he conceptualized his first play, La città
morta (The Dead City), in the new genre.10 Was the third member of
the trio of tragedians, Euripides, eliminated because of the judg-
ment on him in The Birth of Tragedy? According to a commentator
writing during D’Annunzio’s lifetime, D’Annunzio ‘‘never hid the
fact that he chose Friedrich Nietzsche as master and guide in his
exploration of the Hellenic world.’’11 The Hellenic influence on the
dream of re-creating tragedy does seem to have taken place under
the spell of Nietzsche, as well as that of Eleonora Duse. So does
D’Annunzio’s formulation of the major thrust of The Dead City. On
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November 22, 1896, he wrote to his translator Georges Hérelle that
he had succeeded in abolishing ‘‘the error of time’’ by writing a trag-
edy set in the present in which Agamemnon and Cassandra also
function as characters. After completing the play and in preparation
for its first performance in Paris as La ville morte, with Sarah Bern-
hardt, he wrote to the actress that ‘‘the goal of his effort’’ was con-
tained in the words on the disappearance of ‘‘the error of time’’ in
the dialogue.12 The phrase ‘‘the error of time,’’ which reappears in
several of his works, appears to be D’Annunzio’s formulation of his
understanding of Nietzsche’s eternal return. In his drama, it ac-
quires the specific significance of the fusion of ancient myth with
modernity.

The impact of Nietzsche on D’Annunzio’s evolving theory of mod-
ern tragedy becomes explicit in two crucial texts: an article pub-
lished in La Tribuna in August 1897, ‘‘La rinascenza della tragedia’’
(The Rebirth of Tragedy), and his novel Il fuoco (The Flame), begun
in 1895 but interrupted by work on The Dead City and not finished
until 1900. In both, we find D’Annunzio moving away from his ear-
lier elitism and toward an interest in dramatic poetry as a medium
for contact with and aesthetic control over crowds, comparable to
political oratory. In this, he seems closer to the Nietzsche of the Twi-
light of the Idols, who puts more emphasis on the festive, popular as-
pect of tragic performance.13 These texts also mark the end of
D’Annunzio’s struggle with Wagner: indeed, Wagner is put to rest at
the end of the novel with a long description of his funeral. Although
the autobiographical main character of The Flame, Stelio Effrena,
continues to admire Wagner’s music and his total theater, with its
‘‘religious’’ bonding of the arts, the stage, and the spectators, he re-
jects the aesthetic of Bayreuth as too Germanic because of its lack of
emphasis on the word, the basis of the Latin tradition. Here D’An-
nunzio seems to align himself with Nietzsche’s pronouncement in
The Case of Wagner: ‘‘Il faut méditerraniser la musique.’’ In D’Annun-
zio’s conception, however, the Mediterranean effect has more to do
with the musicality of words themselves, both in dramatic poetry and
in oratory.

By the late 1890s, D’Annunzio was well aware of an anti-Wagner
movement beginning in France (after years of idolatry) in conjunc-
tion with La Renaissance latine, a cultural movement that was the
precursor of Charles Maurras’s Action française. The Roman the-
ater at Orange, which had recently been restored, became the site
of the production of a series of Greek tragedies, as well as of modern
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plays and operas with classical themes, to revive ‘‘the Mediterranean,
classical spirit, whose Romanism has been set aside by so many bar-
barian currents for a century.’’14 Written in part to praise the initia-
tives at Orange, D’Annunzio’s essay ‘‘The Rebirth of Tragedy’’
makes a clear enough reference. The ‘‘rebirth’’ he envisaged reca-
pitulates Nietzsche’s account of the birth of tragedy in Greece. With
the theater’s rural site and its harmony with nature, ‘‘everything in
it evokes the rural origin of drama, the birth of tragedy from Dithy-
ramb.’’ Interestingly, here D’Annunzio uses the word natività for
birth instead of the usual nascità. (Angelo Conti, speaking of Nietz-
sche’s influence on D’Annunzio, referred to the author of ‘‘la Nati-
vità della tragedia.’’)15 The word choice reveals the religious aura
with which he viewed the notion of the birth and rebirth of tragedy.
Yet D’Annunzio’s goal was not to restage either ancient drama or
modern drama limited to classical themes, as at Orange, but to cre-
ate ‘‘tragedies, in which the absolute modernity of inspiration joins
with a purity of form not unworthy of the temples of Athens.’’16 To-
day’s poets, he argues, must abandon sterile naturalism and bour-
geois drama to restore tragedy, infusing it with religious spirit.
Drama will become a ceremony, a rite. Its ‘‘religion,’’ however, will
be founded on ‘‘the revelation of beauty.’’ Like other fin-de-siècle
aesthetes, D’Annunzio misreads Nietzsche’s celebrated statement
that the world can be justified only as an aesthetic phenomenon by
interpreting it to mean that art must replace religion as the founda-
tion for the rebirth of tragedy.

D’Annunzio’s description of the roles of the poet, the actor, and
the audience imitates religious ceremony. The actor is ‘‘the living
person in whom the word of a Revealer is made incarnate on the
stage’’ while the audience remains ‘‘mute as in the temples.’’ Clearly
the Poet-Revealer, although offstage, is the primary figure in this sce-
nario, with the actor an officiant of his word. D’Annunzio, along
with Eleonora Duse, even devised plans (which ultimately went un-
realized) for building an outdoor ‘‘festival theater’’ on Lake Albano,
south of Rome, specifically for the production of the new modern
tragedy—an Italian version of Orange and Bayreuth.17 It is as if he
were reading Nietzsche’s call in The Birth of Tragedy for the rebirth of
tragedy in modernity through the lens of The Case of Wagner, purging
it of its Germanic content and working it into a Latin aesthetic.

Stelio, in The Flame, also elaborates plans for the creation of mod-
ern tragedy and of an outdoor theater while developing another im-
portant aspect of D’Annunzio’s aesthetic: what we might call the
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erotics of tragic poetry. Stelio compares the dramatic poet not only
to the political orator and the military conqueror, but also to the
lover, more specifically the ‘‘possessor,’’ of woman. The poet’s pos-
session of the actress who will convey his words—in the novel, Fosc-
arina; in real life, Eleonora Duse—both brings him inspiration and
endows the possessed woman with the power to act as mediator.
Thus, sexual desire and the sexual act acquire ritual and mythologi-
cal overtones, and possession implies demonic frenzy as well as phal-
lic power. Stelio desires ‘‘the ardent actress who passed from the
frenzy of the crowd to the force of the male, the Dionysian creature
who with the act of life crowned the mysterious rite as in an orgy.’’18

D’Annunzio thus carries Nietzsche’s feminization of Dionysus a step
further: the Dionysian principle now inhabits actual women. In this
novel, as elsewhere, D’Annunzio creates two types of Dionysian fe-
males: the passionate mature woman and the virgin whose powers
have yet to be awakened. Stelio desires the second type in the singer
Donatella, to whom he gives the name of Dionysus’s wife, Arianna.
The sexual ‘‘possession’’ of women enables the poet to capture Dio-
nysian musicoerotic forces in beautiful Apollinian words—words he
uses to dominate and mold a feminized audience.

Related to this notion of possession are Stelio’s meditations on
tragedy as ‘‘Medusan.’’ They are similar to the passage in The Birth
of Tragedy in which Apollo tames and controls barbarian Dionysian
forces by confronting them with the Medusa’s head, thereby trans-
forming them into art.19 The poet explains to his friend Daniele that
great tragedy resembles the gesture of Perseus, who cuts off the head
of the Medusa and holds it up to the crowd, a ritual of violence that
enacts the ‘‘victory of man’’ over destiny.20 Both woman and audi-
ence could, it seems, petrify—silence and emasculate—the dramatic
poet; in order to defy this threat he must possess them by stripping
them of their power and manipulating the Gorgon’s head. The
tragic poet thus appears as a kind of Apollinian hero—one who, hav-
ing encountered horror, has vanquished it and given it artistic form.

The Flame also contains plans for and a plot outline of the modern
tragedy Stelio intends to write. Titled Il vittorio dell’uomo, the tragedy
was to represent a ‘‘pure act’’ (a sacrificial murder) that was sup-
posed to illustrate the victory of modern man over ancient destiny,
a modern version of the gesture of Perseus. The plot closely resem-
bles the plot of D’Annunzio’s first work for the theater, The Dead City
(1898), but the change in title, as well as the text of the play, radi-
cally transforms the theme expressed by Stelio. In D’Annunzio’s
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modern tragedy, it is not man that is victorious, but rather destiny,
represented by the destructive dead city.

The Dead City does, however, represent D’Annunzio’s at least par-
tial success in realizing his theories of modern tragedy. With its ar-
chaeological subject matter, it is also an archaeological drama,
working by uncovering layers, regressing rather than progressing in
time. The play is set near the ruins of Mycenae, where a young Ital-
ian version of the middle-aged German Heinrich Schliemann is dig-
ging in an attempt to discover the remaining artifacts of the family
of Agamemnon. With the archaeologist Leonardo, living in a villa
represented onstage by Doric columns and fragments of ancient
sculptures, are his sister, Bianca Maria; his friend, the poet Alessan-
dro; and Alessandro’s wife, the blind Anna. Anna’s nurse completes
the cast. In the course of the play we learn that Alessandro and Bi-
anca Maria are in love (although Bianca Maria resists him), that
Anna is prepared to sacrifice herself so that their love may thrive,
and that Leonardo harbors a dark secret, which turns out to be an
incestuous passion for his sister. The only two real actions in the play
are carried out by Leonardo, both offstage. At the end of act 1, he
discovers the tomb of the Atrides, uncovering fifteen corpses cov-
ered with gold and gazing for a moment, he believes, on the faces
of Agamemnon and Cassandra. In between acts 4 and 5 he commits
the sacrificial murder of his sister, drowning her in the fountain of
Perseus, the only living spot in the parched land.

The tragedy’s archaeological structure makes it anti-Aristotelian
in terms of its static plot and lack of catharsis, although classical in
its revelation of hidden truths as well as of previous actions, in accor-
dance with Nietzsche’s aesthetics. In D’Annunzio’s effort to dissolve
‘‘the error of time,’’ the modern characters existing in the present
relive the destinies of the ancients. The play’s text is permeated with
intertextuality: Bianca Maria reads Antigone and Agamemnon aloud,
Leonardo refers to The Oresteia and cites Homer, and references to
classical figures and art objects abound. The atmosphere of stillness,
heat, and drought contributes to a sense that, as Bianca Maria puts
it, everyone seems to be waiting for something. Action is overshad-
owed by lyrical pathos, as Nietzsche would have wished. Although
D’Annunzio uses neither music nor a chorus, both musicality and a
recollection of the chorus permeate the text. The poetic prose and
consistently melancholy tone strive for musical effect. Descriptions
of the sounds of water, birdsong, and a shepherd’s flute playing an
ancient melody give a sense that the characters are attuned to music
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in nature.21 D’Annunzio experiments with a modern chorus later in
his modern tragedies with much larger casts, La Figlia di Jorio (Jorio’s
Daughter) and La nave (The Ship), but at the time he wrote The Dead
City he did not think the chorus could be revived for the modern
stage. The ancient Greek chorus makes its intertextual appearance
as the play opens, with Bianca Maria reading the part of the chorus
in Sophocles’ Antigone: ‘‘Love, never conquered in battle / . . . not
even the deathless gods can flee your onset, / nothing human born
for a day—/ whoever feels your grip is driven mad. Love / you
wrench the minds of the righteous into outrage, swerve them to
their ruin—.’’22 A virgin devoted to her brother and destined for
sacrificial death, Bianca Maria will reveal her affinities with the
daughter of Oedipus. And Love (Eros) will indeed bring about the
catastrophe. D’Annunzio emphasized its pervasive impact with the
epigraph: Eros ankate màchan.

Associated with Iphigenia, Cassandra, and Nike, as well as with
Antigone, Bianca Maria also reveals herself as a Dionysian woman.
Anna is the first to express this, noting that the younger woman’s
loosened hair is perfumed ‘‘like a torrent of flowers’’ and flows like
water (Tutto il teatro, 64). In Pre-Raphaelite style, but also recalling
the return to nature in Dionysian dismemberment, Bianca Maria’s
unbound hair seems to blend with both the natural world and the
water in which her individual form will dissolve. It has an erotic effect
on Alessandro, Leonardo, and even Anna, who constantly praises
the beauty of Bianca Maria’s hair, caresses her at every opportunity,
and kisses her on the mouth. Although in terms of the story Anna’s
pervasive sadness should come from her husband’s having fallen in
love with another woman, she in fact shows no particular affection
for Alessandro. But she shows a great deal for Bianca Maria. The
Dionysian woman, innocent but destined to be sacrificed, thus fig-
ures as the object of both desire and disruption for the other three
characters.

It is Alessandro who announces to Bianca Maria both the D’An-
nunzian version of the eternal return and her own unconscious Dio-
nysian powers. As Bianca Maria arranges artifacts from her brother’s
dig, in particular objects that belonged to Cassandra, he addresses
her: ‘‘Has the error of time not yet disappeared for you? . . . When
your hand takes the diadem that adorned the head of the prophet-
ess, the gesture seems to evoke her ancient soul. . . . There is in you
a reawakening power of which you are yourself unconscious’’ (79).
Bianca Maria’s attempt to contain her flowing hair in a clip that be-
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longed to Cassandra is clearly a symbolic expression of the Diony-
sian overflowing from the Apollinian form. Alessandro, who has
been critically dismissed as a superficial Nietzschean spouting an
egotistical ‘‘beyond good and evil’’ morality,23 is rather the Apollin-
ian poet who needs to possess the Dionysian woman in order to cre-
ate: ‘‘All the power in me would stay closed up . . . if the divine
voluptuousness, which is in you, did not attract it and incite it to
manifest itself in forms and movements of joy . . . I need you!’’ (Tutto
il teatro, 79). In the presence of the Dionysian woman, the poet expe-
riences a ‘‘rebirth’’ (76). However, Alessandro is the least developed
and the least interesting of the characters. Anna, the blind visionary
who recounts her dreams and is compared to a white statue with
blind eyes, with her husband forms an Apollinian faction; the in-
tense, emotional Leonardo, prey of ‘‘monstrous’’ incestuous desire,
forms with his sister a Dionysian faction.

Leonardo understands his sister’s Dionysian powers in their hor-
ror as well as their beauty, parallel to his understanding of what he
finds in his dig. The archaeologist’s discovery of the tombs that con-
tain the gold masks of the Atrides leads to an encounter with Diony-
sian chaos beneath the serene Apollinian forms. When Leonardo
makes his entrance to announce that he has at last discovered the
tombs, his first words (‘‘The gold, the gold!’’) recall the first re-
corded reaction of Schliemann.24 But how to express the vision of
the very faces of Agamemnon and Cassandra that he saw beneath
the gold? Three times he repeats to Alessandro, ‘‘You should have
been there,’’ reminding his friend that he had once loved Cassandra
with the love of Apollo. The archaeologist who experienced a vio-
lent dissolution of individual boundaries needs the Apollinian poet
to give form to the convulsive experience. But perhaps what he has
seen is inexpressible: ‘‘You speak like someone in prey to delirium,’’
Alessandro tells him. ‘‘If you really saw what you say, you are no
longer a man.’’ Indeed Leonardo, a prey to eros-as-incest, has bro-
ken within himself the limits that define the human, just as he has
broken through the ‘‘error of time’’ with his discovery. He has en-
countered not only the violence of the Atrides, but also that of the
house of Thebes. For Leonardo is also, to be sure, Oedipus, uncover-
ing the terrible secret within himself in the course of his search. He
also resembles a more recent discoverer. Like the revolutionary au-
thor of The Birth of Tragedy, Leonardo dares to dis-cover beneath the
serene and beautiful forms of Greek art—the gold masks—the pri-
meval horror and chaos from which they were formed.
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The archaeologist’s moment of glory is his moment of anag-
norisis, literally in the sense of discovery and also in the sense of
tragic turning point. To uncover the Atrides is to share in their des-
tiny. Leonardo is Schliemann, Nietzsche, Oedipus—and also Aga-
memnon, returning in his glory to meet disaster, although it will
come from a loving, motherly sister whom he will kill rather than
from a wife who will kill him. The catastrophe is unleashed, through
a tragic irony that recalls Racine more than classical Greece, by
Anna telling Leonardo that she wishes to sacrifice herself to allow
Alessandro’s and Bianca Maria’s love to flourish, thereby inciting
Leonardo’s jealousy. Eros operates as the force of destiny.

And yet, in the wake of Nietzsche, D’Annunzio permits his hero
to feel a Dionysian joy within the most painful suffering and destruc-
tion. Before the distended corpse of his beloved, at the opening of
the fifth act, Leonardo describes the delirium (Nietzschean Rausch)
in which he killed his victim while explaining how he and his love
for his sister have now become ‘‘pure.’’ Alessandro now bonds with
Leonardo in brotherhood; the poet and the hero fuse before the
sacrifice of the Dionysian creature. D’Annunzio seems to be at-
tempting here to achieve the effect described in the passage from
The Twilight of the Idols that he inserted in The Triumph of Death: ‘‘Say-
ing yes to life even in its strangest and hardest problems; the will to
life rejoicing in the sacrifice of its highest types to its own inexhaust-
ibility—this is what I call the Dionysian.’’25 Tragic joy, along with
tragic horror, is affirmed in the loss of the principium individuationis,
the return of Dionysian energies to nature and oneness, in this case
merging with a fin-de-siècle motif of the immersion of a female
corpse in water.

The play, however, does not end on this affirmative note. D’An-
nunzio must have anticipated the inability of many in his audiences
to accept the beauty of a brother killing an innocent sister, even with
considerable mythological and philosophical overlay. Leonardo and
Alessandro do not finally emerge as triumphant heroes, but rather
end by trembling in fear before the approach of Anna, like common
criminals wondering what to do with the corpse. The presence of
Anna, majestic, pale, and barren like the dead city itself, suggests
that the cycle of vengeance and violence may begin again. Although
the tragic sacrifice of the virgin carries the symbolic weight of the
destruction of a Medusan horror—in this case, incestuous desire—
the hero does not emerge triumphant with the head of the Gorgon.
D’Annunzio in the end seems to cede to the problem endemic in
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modern tragedy: self-consciousness. Modern man simply cannot in-
nocently experience Dionysian destruction and joy. As the play
closes, modernity and antiquity clash in dissonance, rather than
melding in the dissolution of ‘‘the error of time.’’ A lurking bour-
geois drama rears its head within the lyrical tragedy.

The problematic ending, however, should not undermine D’An-
nunzio’s real achievement in the creation of a poetic and ground-
breaking work for the modern stage. The multilayered temporality,
the melancholy lyricism, and the pervasive symbolism recall Maeter-
linck, but D’Annunzio goes much further in envisioning and realiz-
ing the possibilities of modern tragedy. At the same time, The Dead
City is Europe’s first Nietzschean metatragedy: a lyrical meditation
on the encounter between the Apollinian and the Dionysian, a sug-
gestion of the author of The Birth of Tragedy as tragic figure, an an-
swer to the call for the rebirth of tragedy, and an acknowledgment
of the difficulties of realizing tragedy in modernity.

In the plays he calls his tragedies, D’Annunzio continues to write
the tragedy of modernity’s inability to realize fully the rebirth of
tragedy. This may explain his continuous experimentation with
modern tragedy in various genres, from the fusion of modern lives
with ancient destinies in The Dead City, to readaptation of classical
tragedy (Fedra [Phaedra], 1905), to poetic drama in the Abruzzo
making use of native traditions (La figlia di Jorio [Jorio’s Daughter],
1904) and using a subtext from Greek tragedy (La fiaccola sotto il mog-
gio [The Light under the Bushel], 1905), to poetic drama set in medie-
val Italy (Francesca da Rimini, 1902; Parisina [an opera libretto],
1912), to historical extravaganza with music, choruses, and spectacu-
lar scenic effects (La nave [The Ship],[1905), to prose drama close to
the contemporary ‘‘bourgeois’’ theater, set in the present or recent
past (La Gioconda, 1898; La gloria [Glory], 1899; Più che l’amore [More
than Love], 1906; Il ferro [Iron], 1914). All are intertextual, although
in different ways, in attempts to dissolve ‘‘the error of time,’’ or to
underline links between the modern world and mythical, historical,
and literary classical-European tradition seen through D’Annunzio’s
reading of Nietzsche. Here, I will focus not only on D’Annunzio’s
first modern tragedy, but also on an early tragedy that makes use of
‘‘bourgeois’’ theatrical conventions, La Gioconda, and two late plays,
one that blends Greek tragedy, historical drama, and folk traditions,
La fiaccola sotto il moggio, and the other his most self-consciously
Nietzschean drama, Più che l’amore.

The title character of La Gioconda has clear affinities with Leonar-
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do’s enigmatic painting of the same title, known in English as the
Mona Lisa. In a brief epilogue, consisting of a quotation from the
Iliad on the old men of Troy watching Helen, D’Annunzio suggests
a more remote resemblance. Helen is described as wrapped in white
veils; Gioconda appears on stage veiled, as if such mythical, destruc-
tive beauty could not show itself directly. Other references in the
text link Gioconda to the Egyptian sphinx and the Medusa.

La Gioconda’s prose text, which adheres more to realist conven-
tions than does the poetic prose of The Dead City, can also be read as
a modern triangular melodrama: a struggle between the loving and
self-sacrificing wife, Silvia Settala (played in the original production
by Eleonora Duse), and the seductive ‘‘other woman’’ or femme fa-
tale, the model Gioconda Dianti, for the affections of the sculptor
Lucio Settala. Set in modern Tuscany in the spring, the drama opens
with the exposition of a previous violence and a present recovery.
Having attempted suicide as the ‘‘prey’’ of his model and lover,
Lucio now seems ‘‘reborn’’ under the tender care of his wife. Left
alone with his friend Cosimo, however, the sculptor confesses that
he is still under the spell of the fascinating Gioconda, though more
as an artist than as a man. Framing the contrast between the two
women as a struggle between the good and the beautiful—ethics
and aesthetics—and between spirit and flesh, Lucio affirms that he
sculpts bodies, not souls, and that his quest as an artist is for beauty,
not goodness. He defends himself in Nietzschean terms: ‘‘I am in
my own law, even if it is beyond Good’’ (1:137). Between Gioconda’s
flesh and the marble she helps him to choose there is a ‘‘divine af-
finity,’’ and her carnal beauty is always different, capable of generat-
ing ‘‘a thousand statues’’ (138–39). As Cosimo recounts his recent
trip to Egypt, Lucio perceives an affinity between Gioconda’s beauty
and the ‘‘ecstasy of light’’ of the desert and ‘‘the orient’’: the purity
of forms, the violent passions, and the sphinx itself. Silvia, on the
other hand, belongs to the Tuscan spring: gentle, flowering, restful.
Gioconda incarnates the Dionysian force necessary to the creations
of the Apollinian artist Lucio, whose name recalls the god of light.
Although it is Sylvia who helps him to heal after his suicide attempt,
offering him a rebirth into life, Lucio comes to the understanding
that art is more important than life (139). Life, in other words, is
justifiable only as an aesthetic phenomenon. Symbolically, Gio-
conda and Silvia represent the conflict between art and life; dramati-
cally, one between the loyal wife and the femme fatale.

The conflict reaches its climax in the dramatic-symbolic scene be-
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tween the two women in the artist’s studio, a space in which sculp-
tures of Nike, Demeter, Pegasus, and Medusa, D’Annunzio informs
us in the stage directions, ‘‘reveal the aspiration toward a carnal, vic-
torious, and creative life’’ (147). Gioconda reaffirms the difference
between the domestic and the aesthetic spaces to Silvia: ‘‘This is not
a house. Familial affections have no seat here. . . . This is a place
outside of laws’’ (153). Surrounded by a curtain that conceals the
sculpture of a sphinx, inspired by Gioconda, which Lucio was com-
pleting before his demise, the space also suggests a metatheatrical
stage on which the two female leads play their climactic scene. Des-
perate in her attempt to reclaim her husband, Silvia violates her own
moral integrity, lying to her rival that Lucio sent her to tell Gio-
conda to leave. Desire for revenge in turn causes Gioconda to violate
her artistic integrity, and she smashes ‘‘her’’ statue, the work of art
that Lucio created by ‘‘squeezing life’’ out of her (155). This precipi-
tates the catastrophe: behind the curtain, Silvia tries to save the
statue, but the falling marble crushes her hands, ‘‘the hands of kind-
ness and forgiveness’’ (152). The tragic event is caused by unbridled
Dionysian energy destroying the Apollinian aesthetic figuration of
itself.

Gioconda, as Fernando Trebbi argues, is also an androgynous
figure, a warrior woman like Athena, whose veil suggests both Athe-
na’s helmet and a theatrical mask.26 Her androgyny also recalls
Nietzsche’s Dionysus, aggressive and destructive of social bound-
aries, but possessing the sexual energy needed to mate with and bear
the artistic children of the Apollinian force. Lucio does not seem
particularly attentive to his child with Silvia, Beata, but the lure of
continuing to produce more artistic children with the Dionysian
woman is irresistible. The production of art, it seems, is ultimately
destructive of life; it is destructive not only of Lucio’s marriage with
Silvia, but also of Gioconda as a human being and lover. And yet, for
Lucio, at least, life can only be justified aesthetically.

In contrast to The Dead City, D’Annunzio here attempts an affirm-
ative ending to his tragedy. On the domestic level, Silvia’s sacrifice
was in vain: Lucio will remain with Gioconda. The statue is saved,
although its arms are broken; it thus suggests both the ‘‘mutilated’’
Silvia and the sculptures of antiquity as they appear in modernity.
Lucio’s former teacher Lorenzo Gaddi remarks that it retains
‘‘something sacred and tragic, after the divine immolation’’ (164).
Ironically, Silvia has sacrificed herself for art, not for life. It is she
who becomes the protagonist in the final fourth act, with its poetic
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tone and its suggestion of her own healing and rebirth. In accor-
dance with her name, Silvia goes to live in the Tuscan woods, near
the sea, in the company of Beata and ‘‘La Sirenetta,’’ ‘‘a seer who
has the gift of song; a creature of dream and truth, who seems to be
a spirit of the sea’’ (163). She becomes the sacrificial victim, return-
ing to something resembling a Dionysian natural world removed
from civilization and its forms, her mutilation freeing her to some
extent from her suffering as an individual. The bourgeois drama
and its unresolved conflicts seem to have melted away into a timeless
world of imagination and poetry. This new register, as interpreted
by Duse, must have been extremely compelling on stage.

Nonetheless, the ending raises questions that reveal some of the
problems inherent in the coexistence of the symbolic and the do-
mestic, or of poetic tragedy and realist drama. Silvia’s inability to em-
brace her little daughter, as she hides her mutilated arms, is pathetic
rather than tragic. Although Lucio is presumably living the aesthetic
and creative life, the reader or spectator loses interest in him. His
heroic stature as an artist is undermined by his dependence on Silvia
during his convalescence and then his subservience to Gioconda. As
usual in D’Annunzio’s works, it is the women who have the stronger
roles, even though their strength depends on their relationship to a
man.27 Gioconda herself, although she rises to an operatic fury in
her big scene, has become in the end more symbol than character. If
this ambitious attempt to fuse tragedy, symbolism, and Nietzschean
philosophy into the framework of a nineteenth-century domestic
drama does not quite succeed, D’Annunzio did create an original
and at times spectacular play that had considerable popular appeal.
No doubt sensing the difficulties inherent in this particular dramatic
mixture, he began to explore other avenues for the creation of mod-
ern tragedy.

Bianca Maria and Gioconda exemplify the two types of ‘‘Diony-
sian women’’ figured in The Flame: the virgin with ‘‘reawakening
powers’’ and the mature, passionate lover of an artist. In both cases,
forces within the women the artist desires are at once necessary to
the Apollinian creations of the poet and the sculptor and destructive
of domestic tranquility, unleashing tragedy. Bianca Maria is Diony-
sian, too, in that she is sacrificed in a ritual accomplished in delir-
ium, returning to an original oneness in death by water. In La
Gioconda, however, the two Dionysian functions separate. The trag-
edy ends in one sense affirmatively, in that the Dionysian woman
and the Apollinian artist remain united, assuring the triumph of the
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aesthetic. The sacrificial aspect of the Dionysian is transferred to the
‘‘pure’’ woman, Silvia.

Dionysian women appear in several guises in all of D’Annunzio’s
modern tragedies. In the early ‘‘tragic poems,’’ written around the
same time as The Dead City, the female protagonists have gone mad
with love. Isabella, in Sogno d’un mattino di primavera (Dream of a
Spring Morning, 1897), whose lover died in her arms, insists she is
no longer Isabella, but instead ‘‘all green,’’ blending into the forest,
longing to lose her individual form and dissolve in primordial na-
ture. The duchess Gradeniga in Sogno d’un tramonto d’autunno
(Dream of an Autumn Sunset, 1899), frenzied with jealousy and ‘‘mad
with pain and terror’’ because her lover has left her for the sirenlike
prostitute Panthea, carries out the death of her rival by fire, in ‘‘all
the beauty of the tragic vision’’ (1:47). In the later tragedies, D’An-
nunzio experiments with various fusions of myth, history, poetry and
prose, and archaic, literary, and popular language in his search for
modern tragic form and portrayal of Dionysian women. Basiliola in
La Nave (The Ship, 1905), like the earlier Elena Comnema in La Glo-
ria (Glory, 1899) a Byzantine princess, represents the ‘‘oriental’’ ori-
gins of Dionysus, a presence necessary to the creation of the
Occident, represented by (masculine) Rome, yet a force to keep
under control and ultimately to sacrifice. Mila in La figlia di Jorio ( Jor-
io’s Daughter, 1904) is also a ‘‘strange’’ outsider, but she incarnates
the paganism native to Italy—the Dionysian folk traditions (as repre-
sented in Il trionfo della morte) at times subverting and at times blend-
ing with the dominant Roman-Christian culture. Both Basiliola and
Mila sacrifice themselves, burning in ‘‘beautiful’’ flames. Perhaps
the most Dionysian of all D’Annunzio’s female creations is the pro-
tagonist of his Fedra (1908–9), his only attempt to write a new ver-
sion of a Greek tragedy. The text emphasizes Phaedra’s Cretan
origins—the fact that she is more ‘‘primitive’’ and ‘‘barbaric’’ than
the Athenians but (like Dionysus) at the foundation of their culture.
Unlike the guilt-ridden heroines of Euripides and Racine, this Phae-
dra violently declares her passion, causing Hippolytus to define him-
self as the prey of a panther. Phaedra accepts the identification, but
as ‘‘the fascinated panther at the eyes of Dionysus . . . for you are
wild like that god’’ (2:334). If Hippolytus figures the god’s wildness,
Phaedra herself is the prey of Dionysian sexual fury and, finally, of
the desire for ecstatic self-sacrifice. D’Annunzio invents a new char-
acter, the poet Eurito, both as the voice of eternal return (‘‘What
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was, woman, will return’’ [292]) and as the Apollinean artist who
will justify her passion aesthetically, making it ‘‘unforgettable.’’28

=

In the years following the publication of the French translations of
Nietzsche’s complete works (1899–1901), D’Annunzio read widely
in Nietzsche, deepening his understanding of the philosopher’s the-
ories of tragedy, if also misreading them. His collection of Nietz-
sche’s works in the Vittoriale library at Garda, edited and translated
into French by Henri Albert from 1897 to 1903, each volume in-
scribed to him by the translator and containing numerous underlin-
ings and marginal comments in his hand, indicates familiarity with
and probably multiple readings of Nietzsche’s major works. The Vit-
toriale also contains a well-marked copy of L’origine de la tragédie,
translated by Jean Marnold and Jacques Morland and published in
1901, as well as the first major study of Nietzsche to appear in
French, Henri Lichtenberger’s La philosophie de Nietzsche, published
in 1898. Judging from the markings and annotations in these books,
D’Annunzio’s major interests seem to be two: parallels between sex-
uality and tragedy—or artistic creation in general—and Nietzsche’s
emphasis on the aesthetic, rather than the moral, significance of
tragedy. In his copy of Le crépuscule des idoles (The Twilight of the Idols)
he marks a passage on the Greeks’ triumph of life over death
through the importance of the sexual symbol, and a passage on sex-
ual rapture (ivresse sexuelle) as the precondition for all artistic cre-
ation.29 In La volonté de la puissance (The Will to Power), he underlines
passages on the association of both Dionysus and Apollo with ivresse
sexuelle, and on the combination of suffering, combat, and pleasure
in the creation of tragedy.30 In L’origine de la tragédie, he notes the
importance of the struggle of the Apollinian with the ‘‘titanic and
barbarian’’ Dionysian principle and of the incorporation of ‘‘orgias-
tic music’’ into tragic myth.31 He underlines twice Nietzsche’s phrase
on the justification of the world as aesthetic phenomenon.32 He also
marks Nietzsche’s definition of tragedy as ‘‘aesthetic play’’ rather
than imitation of reality and his critique of Aristotle’s catharsis. Per-
haps most important for his own work, he highlights the passage
calling for a rebirth of ‘‘the aesthetic listener’’ along with the rebirth
of tragedy.33

D’Annunzio explores different approaches to the creation of
modern tragedy in late plays written around the same time: Jorio’s
Daughter (1904), The Light under the Bushel (1905), and More than Love
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(1906). Generally considered to be his masterpiece, and certainly
his greatest success, Jorio’s Daughter is a truly original work that
weaves pagan and Christian traditions from the author’s native Ab-
ruzzo into a violent poetic tragedy complete with chorus. Perhaps
more interesting for our purposes here, however, is the lesser-known
play considered by most Italian critics to be D’Annunzio’s best after
Jorio’s Daughter, and his only attempt to superimpose (in the manner
of Eugene O’Neill’s Mourning Becomes Electra) a modern drama on a
Greek myth.

In a letter of 1904 to the actress Irma Gramatica,34 D’Annunzio
wrote that he intended to create a ‘‘modern sister’’ for Electra . The
epigraph to La fiaccola sotto il moggio, a citation in the original Greek
from Aeschylus’s Choephori, reads: ‘‘Chorus: The guilty one must suf-
fer; so says an ancient proverb. Electra: It is necessary to go down
into combat with inexorable furor’’ (D’Annunzio, Tutto il teatro, 2:7).
D’Annunzio attributes to Electra a line actually spoken by the
chorus, thus emphasizing the ‘‘furor’’ in the determination of his
new Electra.35 However, he clearly did not intend to create a replica
of the Electra myth: the parallels with Aeschylus’s tragedy, as well as
with his other sources, the Electras of Sophocles and Euripides, are
far from exact. Basically similar motifs include the theme of the de-
cline of a noble house, the intrusion of illegitimacy on legitimacy,
and a daughter’s desire to avenge a parent’s death. D’Annunzio has,
however, ‘‘feminized’’ the tragedy. A mother, not a father, has been
killed, the usurper to be assassinated is also a woman, and Electra’s
‘‘modern sister,’’ whose brother is younger and ill, assumes the role
of Orestes as well as that of Electra. More than in any of his other
major works, the male characters are weak, ineffective, or base—
symptomatic of the decline of the family line. The protagonist Gigli-
uola, however, is arguably D’Annunzio’s strongest tragic heroine.

The literal translation of La fiaccola sotto il moggio is ‘‘The torch
under the bushel,’’ but those are the words used in the Italian Bible
(Matt. 5:15–16), which reads in the King James version: ‘‘Neither do
men light a candle, and put it under a bushel, but on a candlestick;
and it giveth light unto all that are in the house. Let your light so
shine before men, that they may see your good works, and glorify
your Father which is in heaven.’’ The title thus suggests a possible
Christian theme, as does the time of the action, the eve and morn-
ing of Pentecost. However, D’Annunzio has interwoven and thus
transformed elements from Christianity, Greek tragedy, European
history, native Italic pagan traditions and myths, and contemporary
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naturalism and symbolism. Gigliuola’s torch, which she intends to
bring out from under the bushel, turns out to be the flame of ven-
geance, as carried out by Orestes and Electra—hardly an example
of Christian ‘‘good works.’’ It is echoed visually and verbally by the
torches of the laborers who must work at night to try to repair the
ancient and noble house of the de Sangro family, physically and
morally fast sinking into ruin. Pentecost, as Gigliuola states, is also
the ‘‘feast of the tongues of fire’’ (12), and she awaits the Holy Spirit
to speak in her, not to glorify God, but to break the year’s silence on
the circumstances of her mother’s death. Gigliuola also claims to
burn and bleed with the stigmata she carries, stigmata not from
Christ but ‘‘from that flesh that bore me’’ (13); they are not on her
hands, but on her throat, where her mother was strangled.

It is the heroine’s burning, single-minded desire for vengeance
that constitutes the impetus of the tragedy. Set historically in D’An-
nunzio’s native Abruzzi ‘‘at the time of the Bourbon King Ferdinand
I’’ (7)—the late eighteenth century—the action follows strict classi-
cal conventions, occurring in one place and in less than twenty-four
hours. The setting and the circumstances seem almost timeless: ex-
cept for the fact that the noble family on the verge of collapse is
conscious of its own history, symbolized by the overlapping periods
of the decaying house, the historical period plays no role. In con-
trast to La figlia di Jorio, in which D’Annunzio uses a variety of linguis-
tic registers (including Latin prayers and Abruzzi dialects) in
classical Italian hendecasyllables, the language of La fiaccola is on the
whole clearly modern, although poetic, in free verse.

The action, too, is simpler than that of most of D’Annunzio’s
other modern tragedies. In the rapidly collapsing house, in the af-
ternoon of the eve of Pentecost, Gigliuola reminds her paternal
grandmother, donna Aldegrina, that the year’s anniversary of her
mother’s death will be that night. Her father, Tibaldo, has since mar-
ried Angizia, a woman who was a servant in the house. Gigliuola
breaks her silence to accuse her stepmother, whom she calls a ser-
vant, of the murder of her mother, Monica. Angizia proclaims
proudly that she, indeed, committed the murder, but that her step-
daughter cannot touch her because ‘‘I am covered by your father.
We are two, we were two’’ (31). Tibaldo, who claims to have pre-
viously believed that his first wife died of natural causes, denies the
implication that he was involved in the murder, cursing the woman
and calling her a liar. Angizia does in fact lie frequently; for instance,
she denies that she is having sexual relations with Tibaldo’s half
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brother, that she is in fact poisoning Simonetto, Gigliuola’s sickly
brother, and that the snake charmer who has arrived in search of
her is her father. Repulsed by his daughter, the snake charmer forms
a bond with ‘‘la baronella’’ Gigliuola, who offers him hospitality. It
is he who provides her with the means of vengeance and death. He
gives her a hairpin (a feminine equivalent of Orestes’ sword), with
which she intends to kill Angizia, as well as a basket of asps (recalling
Cleopatra’s heroic suicide), which she will use to kill herself. How-
ever, in between the time she plunges her hands into the nest of asps
and when she goes to stab Angizia, her father has killed his wife.
Tibaldo tells his daughter that he has vindicated her, doing the deed
‘‘so that your hand would not be contaminated.’’ For Gigliuola, how-
ever, ‘‘The vow was mine alone. . . . You took away my holy right . . .
your [hand] was not pure for this sacrifice’’ (67). At the end, Gigliu-
ola asks that the torches be extinguished, for she was not able to
light her own; ‘‘all was in vain’’ (68–69).

As D’Annunzio remarked in The Triumph of Death, the Abruzzi
were for him a ‘‘Dionysian womb’’ in which ancient, pagan rites,
sometimes mingled with Christianity, remained alive. The area was
also a source of his naturalistic observations. Thus, the vulgar An-
gizia and her father are at once characters drawn from peasant life,
their snake-filled region specifically described, and timeless, mythi-
cal figures. As the snake charmer explains to Gigliuola, his art, in
which the music of the flute plays an important role, has a long tra-
dition, each successive charmer being marked by a protective deity,
‘‘il Tutelare’’ (48). He also sees, hears, and predicts what others can-
not, through a spirit within him that inspires his music. He thus
partly resembles Tiresias and partly a more primitive, natural being,
at one with nature and music, a satyr arriving from a mythical wood
to enable the Dionysian fury within the young noblewoman to real-
ize its sacrificial aim. The frequent references to the snakes shed-
ding their skin suggest the possibility of rebirth, a motif echoed by
the Pentacostal fires.

Angizia, who has polluted the noble family by seducing the baron,
murdering his wife, poisoning his son, having sex with his half
brother, lying, cheating, and stealing, is both an evil, base, naturalis-
tic character and a formidable tragic antagonist. Here is part of her
last scene with Gigliuola.

Angizia: What are you thinking about?
Gigliuola: You know. I only think of one thing.
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Angizia: Do you want war? You will have it.
To shame me, you called that man,
And he should have taken you,
And closed you in his sack with your companions,
O livid little serpent,
And taken you with him.
But for what you have done to me
I will have vengeance:
Do not doubt.
Gigliuola: Servant, there is no more time for quarreling. Think
of what the man with nauseating snakes warned you.
Fear the night.

(54–55)

The agon of two women recalls the scene between Silvia and Gio-
conda, but this time the struggle is not over love or passion for a
man, but over another woman. Angizia has previously shown her dis-
dain for Tibaldo, whom she pictures as kneeling and begging, pull-
ing at her skirts in sexual enthrallment, and Gigliuola has by this
time renounced her father. Angizia’s desire is to acquire power by
taking the place of Gigliuola’s mother, while Gigliuola’s desire is to
avenge the usurpation. In her virginal indifference to and apparent
disgust with sexuality, Gigliuola differs from D’Annunzio’s other fe-
male protagonists. Hers is no ‘‘Electra complex,’’ but rather an al-
most pathological identification with her mother. For a year, she has
‘‘seen’’ her mother and heard her calling her. Like Antigone with
her brother, she is certain that the spirit will find no rest until her
act of vengeance is completed. In a long soliloquy in the fourth and
final act, Gigliuola addresses Monica’s spirit:

Give me, Mother,
the strength to come to you
placated, pacified
to you who left in my soul
the vocation for death. . . .
And as your passing was atrocious,
so do I wish mine to be, Mother,
for I was not able to save you.
The more savage my agony,
the more I will seem close to you, to
rejoin you, blend with you,
become one with you, o Mother, as
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when you carried me
in your sacred silence.

(64)

Gigliuola is a Dionysian woman of another order. She is possessed
neither by a lover, nor by sexual desire, nor by an Apollinian artist
(except by the poet D’Annunzio), but rather by an all-consuming
passion for her mother and for revenge. It is she alone, enabled by
the Dionysian powers of the snake charmer, who prepares herself
for an act of heroic self-sacrifice, whose aim is to rid the family of its
pollution and to purify herself of the guilt she feels for not having
been able to save her mother. The desire to return to the maternal
womb also signifies a desire to be spiritually reborn, as announced
by Pentecost. All this would seem to indicate an affirmative, ‘‘Diony-
sian’’ ending to the tragedy. D’Annunzio, however, undercuts this
possibility by having the man she considers most unworthy, her
father, abort her act. Gigliuola’s final words, ‘‘All was in vain,’’ con-
vey a pessimism that reverses her previous single-minded, almost
mad furor of determination and desire.

Tibaldo’s guilt or innocence, his motivations, and even his charac-
ter are somewhat obscure. Certainly his sexual obsession with the
woman the others call la femmina (the female) has put him in a posi-
tion of subservience to her and neglect of his family. D’Annunzio
suggests, here as elsewhere, that the ‘‘pollution’’ of the aristocracy
by the lower classes can only lead to disaster. Tibaldo, unlike his
proud daughter and mother, sometimes acts like a member of a
lower class. The scene (act 1, scene 3) with his half brother—the
most vulgar character in the play—is a naturalistic piece dominated
by base insults and quarrels over money. When Gigliuola questions
him on his knowledge of the circumstances of her mother’s death,
his literary response, ‘‘Was it not evil fate, a blind blow?’’ (27), is
almost comic. When Angizia declares that she killed Monica, Ti-
baldo first insists she is lying. When he becomes convinced of her
guilt, he abjectly apologizes to his daughter, attempting to extricate
himself from ‘‘the female’s’’ insinuation that he, too, was involved.
Though it may be true that Tibaldo was not complicit in the murder,
it seems clear that he has been living for a year in a state of bad faith,
lying to himself about his wife’s death in order to satisfy his lust. Beg-
ging for her help, he tells his mother he does not know the truth
(39). When he learns that Angizia has also been poisoning his son,
his object of desire turns into an object of disgust, a ‘‘wild beast’’
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whom he attacks and insults (46). However, the revelation comes too
late: just as his son is physically corrupted, Tibaldo is morally cor-
rupted. His attempts to win back his mother’s and his daughter’s
favor are pathetic. So, finally, is the act with which he attempts to
vindicate himself, the act that undermines Gigliuola’s tragic purity.

D’Annunzio’s modern version of the Electra myth follows classical
canons in its strict adherence to unities and Nietzschean ones in that
it portrays Dionysian energies in Apollinian form, stressing pathos
and the recuperation of a previous story over action. As in The Dead
City and La Gioconda, however, elements of realist drama clash with
the tragic aesthetic. Tibaldo’s ill-fated intervention confuses and
troubles the ‘‘pure act’’ of sacrifice planned by his daughter. Like a
character from a bourgeois drama, Tibaldo is convinced that he can
win back family favor, save his Gigliuola, and generally make things
right by committing a simple murder, rather than an act of tragic
sacrifice. He simply cannot understand the trajectory and the desire
of his Dionysian daughter. Gigliuola does not live in the modern
world, not even the eighteenth-century world of the play’s ostensible
setting. D’Annunzio here more clearly than in his other tragedies
also writes the tragedy of modernity’s inability to enact a complete
rebirth of tragedy.

Più che l’amore (Beyond Love), D’Annunzio’s most conscious effort
to write a tragedy for ‘‘the third Rome’’—postunification Italy—
resulted in the most spectacular failure of any of his dramas on
stage, marked by shouts from the audience at the opening in Rome
in October 1906 calling for the police to ‘‘arrest the author.’’36 In a
letter to Vincenzo Morello, who had reviewed the performance fa-
vorably, D’Annunzio vigorously defended his play and further devel-
oped his theory of modern tragedy. Eventually published as a
preface to the text, this piece is at times confused by the passions of
the moment and clearly claims more for the tragedy than it can sus-
tain. Still, preface and play deserve attention for the contributions
they make toward understanding D’Annunzio’s attempt to incorpo-
rate his deepening understanding of Nietzsche into the realization
of a new sort of modern tragedy.

In the course of the preface, entitled ‘‘On the Last Faraway Land
and on the White Stone of Pallas,’’ D’Annunzio compares his tragic
protagonist, Corrado Brando, to Aeschylus’s Orestes and Prometh-
eus and to Sophocles’ Ajax. Nietzsche’s name is never mentioned,
but it is clear that by this time his Italian follower had absorbed his
readings in The Birth of Tragedy, The Twilight of the Idols, and elsewhere
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into his own thinking about modern tragedy. As if with a shock of
recognition, D’Annunzio indeed seems to have discovered the sig-
nificance of his modern tragic hero while reading Nietzsche. In his
copy of Henri Albert’s translation of The Birth of Tragedy, he marked
a passage explaining the sense of the myth of Prometheus as ‘‘the
necessity of crime imposed on the individual who wants to raise him-
self up to the Titan’’ and wrote in the margin, ‘‘Corrado Brando.’’37

The phrase is echoed—without attribution—in the preface when
D’Annunzio claims that his play ‘‘interprets with exceptional audac-
ity the myth of Prometheus; the necessity of crime that weighs on
the man determined to raise himself up to the titanic condition’’
(Tutto di teatro, 2:85). Along the same lines, D’Annunzio re-cites a
phrase from The Twilight of the Idols that he used in The Triumph of
Death. In Corrado Brando, it is not crime that is glorified (pace the
insensitive audience) but rather ‘‘the dignity of crime conceived as
Promethean virtue’’ (77).

D’Annunzio envisions Corrado as participating in both the Diony-
sian and the Apollinian by way of a will to power. His modern tragic
hero, he claims, must create and act on his own will, a Zarathustrian
will that legates to his son the possibility of becoming more than
human (80). Its violence, ‘‘similar to Dionysian frenzy,’’ is recogniz-
able, he says, in ‘‘the orgiastic delirium of music’’ (78). With Cor-
rado’s sacrificial death at the end, the tragedy becomes ‘‘the
celebration of a Dionysian agony,’’ a return to ‘‘the original unity’’
(78). Yet shortly before his death, Corrado seems to hear a kind of
internal chorus, the voice of the ‘‘new Erinyes.’’ This new chorus of
Fates, D’Annunzio explains, will not howl and celebrate death like
the ancient ones, but rather will send up an ‘‘Apollinian chant’’ in a
‘‘glorification of life’’ (77). The hero will suffer, not to purify himself
of his crime, but rather, in another reference to The Twilight of the
Idols, ‘‘to be—beyond terror and pity—‘the eternal joy of becom-
ing’ ’’ (77). Thus, in D’Annunzio’s view, the neo-Promethean/Dio-
nysian sacrificial tragic hero will, in the end, be immortalized in the
serenity of an Apollinian form, albeit in a ‘‘chant,’’ the Dionysian art
of music.

The preface also deals briefly with the problem of the differences
between ancient tragedy and the modern form the author is at-
tempting to create. Both the Greek hero and ‘‘the Latin of the third
Rome’’ affront horror with victorious courage while appearing to be
defeated. But the first does not attempt to understand his destiny,
whereas the second, self-conscious, ‘‘does not fear descending into
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his own abyss and illuminating it’’ (81). Transcending the ‘‘sad
times’’ of modernity and the poverty of the modern stage, the trag-
edy ‘‘offers to the third Italy the auspicious vision of her new archi-
tecture considered as the language of power’’ (85). The modern
tragic vision is, in this instance, also political: D’Annunzio clearly
wants to support Italy’s colonialist ventures in Africa, with his coun-
try’s ideology of reclaiming parts of the Roman Empire.38

The decision to make the tragic hero an architect may also have
been inspired by Nietzsche. In his copy of The Twilight of the Idols
D’Annunzio marked a passage on the architect, who represents ‘‘the
delirium of the great will that has the desire for art.’’39 The motiva-
ting force of the tragedy is certainly the ‘‘great will’’ of the architect,
Corrado Costa, who tells his longtime friend the hydraulic engineer
Virginio Vesto of his overwhelming desire to return to his former
explorations in Africa. His ambition has both aesthetic and imperial-
istic overtones, for he hopes to become ‘‘a builder of cities on lands
of conquest and to rediscover the colonial architecture the Romans
built in the Africa of the Scipios’’ (Tutto il teatro, 99). Lacking the
finances for this endeavor, he (as Virginio learns later) has robbed
and killed an old usurer who also runs a gambling house. Virginio
is shocked to learn that Maria, his adored pure and musical sister
(reminiscent of Bianca Maria in The Dead City) has ‘‘given herself
entirely’’ to Corrado and is carrying his child. Maria—perhaps
D’Annunzio’s ideal woman—proves to be more daring than her pro-
totype. In the scene between the two lovers, when she learns that
Corrado will leave her to go to Africa, she makes no sentimental
scene but declares that she is ‘‘freely given’’ and will not hold back
the hero but rather will encourage him to follow his destiny ‘‘be-
yond love.’’ ‘‘For you, living is conquering; for me, living is waiting’’
(125–26).

When Corrado at last confesses his crime to Virginio, his friend
urges him to go to ‘‘purify’’ himself in the desert and then to fulfill
the heroic drives that his life in Rome has smothered. Corrado, how-
ever, realizes that he might not be able to escape, since he may have
left a clue (the list of expenses for his preparations, which he figured
the sum on the gambling table would cover) at the scene of the
crime. Trapped in his room with his Sardinian servant Rudu, he will
await the arrival of the police. In his farewell to Virginio, he imag-
ines Maria great in her solitude, expelled from ‘‘the herd,’’ prepar-
ing a glorious future for their child. He then recalls how, in one of
his African adventures, he and Rudu (a ‘‘natural,’’ satyrlike man
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whom D’Annunzio compares in the preface to a chorus) ‘‘sang and
laughed’’ in the midst of torture and how their courage made them
seem ‘‘immortal.’’ Corrado’s last gesture is to seize ‘‘the arm which
works best at a short distance’’ (147), apparently in preparation to
kill or be killed. In his ‘‘symphonic exode,’’ however, D’Annunzio
imagines his hero burned at the stake—hardly likely in the Italy of
the early 1900s. Corrado’s last words there are, ‘‘Away dogs, to your
chains! My ashes are seeds’’ (148).

D’Annunzio’s pervasive theme of the struggle between a medio-
cre modernity, represented stylistically by realism, and the aspira-
tion toward a transcendent ideal, represented by the aesthetic of
poetic tragedy, takes on a new form here. The modern setting, ac-
tion, and dialogue appear in two ‘‘episodes’’ interspersed with three
lyrical interventions—a ‘‘symphonic’’ prelude, intermezzo, and an
exode—that state the poetic motifs and evoke mythological deities
while suggesting a musical chorus. A squalid and mercantile nine-
teenth-century reality, represented by the descriptions of the gam-
bler-moneylender and of modern Rome, is also juxtaposed with the
new technological and adventurous twentieth century, represented
by the tools of the engineer and the new guns of the architect-
adventurer (both described in some detail in the stage directions)
as well as the dream of neoimperialism. As evoked by Corrado, the
usurer, with his hanging lip, grotesque body, and passion for gain,
seems like he could have been created by of Balzac. Balzacian too is
the root of the hero’s crime: the need for money to accomplish his
ambition. Corrado’s justification for the crime may recall that of
Dostoevsky’s Raskolnikov, but he is more explicit in his disdain for
his victim, who seems to incarnate the rampant, base materialism of
his society: ‘‘That man’s life wasn’t worth the life of a wolf, because
the wolf species is becoming rarer every day, whereas his species is
multiplying every day in ignominy . . . infecting everything it
touches’’ (138). Virginio, on the other hand, does not justify but ex-
plains his friend’s crime in Nietzschean terms: ‘‘Nothing is true; ev-
erything is permitted’’ (118).

One reason that Più che l’amore was such a failure when it was first
staged was the audience’s moral refusal to accept both the crime
and the criminal as anything beyond the individual and the sordid,
far from the ‘‘Promethean’’ hero and transcendent act explained by
D’Annunzio in the preface. Another reason was what they knew of
the source of the play’s inspiration. Nietzsche was far from being a
generally accepted figure on the Italian cultural scene and indeed
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was viewed with much suspicion, in terms of both morality and phi-
lology. One commentator lamented that D’Annunzio’s infatuation
with Nietzsche’s philosophy kept him from turning directly to the
ancient Greeks as models for his tragedy: ‘‘A peculiar theory on
Greek tragedy certainly did not deserve to be treated like a gos-
pel.’’40 The flaw of the tragedy, however, may lie rather in D’Annun-
zio’s ambitious attempt to answer Nietzsche’s call to resurrect
Dionysus and Apollo in events set squarely in modernity. The gap
between the somewhat melodramatic plot and the ‘‘symphonic’’ in-
terludes and that between a character who kills for money and a sac-
rificed Dionysus/Prometheus listening to the voice of Apollinian
new Erinyes is never adequately bridged.

Beyond Love may also be read metatheatrically. The stylistic tension
between realist drama and ‘‘sublime’’ tragic lyricism is recapitulated
in the struggle between the striving and desire of the hero and the
power of money and mediocrity in his environment. By killing the
usurer, the visionary adventurer would not only triumph over that
power, but in a sense ‘‘kill’’ realism and nineteenth-century drama
to soar into a purified modern tragedy. Similarly, and more credibly,
Maria would elevate herself ‘‘beyond love’’ in the sentimental, melo-
dramatic tradition toward sacrifice and sublimity. But these modern
avatars of Titus and Berenice find themselves mere individuals, not
representatives of social forces. The architect’s desire to fuse the
classical-imperialist past with the technological-imperialist future,
both politically and aesthetically, is in dramatic terms defeated by
the reigning bourgeois-mercantilist order. That desire is, however,
recuperated lyrically when D’Annunzio suggests in the end a tragic
transcendence pointing toward a future in which such an ideal
might be realized. For today’s reader, the knowledge of what the fu-
sion of technology and imperialism became under fascism makes it
impossible to follow D’Annunzio’s vision.

The play that D’Annunzio’s audience saw as most Nietzschean is
his only modern tragedy that stages a man instead of a woman as
sacrificial Dionysian hero. Like other D’Annunzian male characters,
however, Corrado acknowledges that his strength comes from a
woman, Maria Vesta. In her interesting reading of D’Annunzio’s the-
ater as ‘‘feminine,’’ Luisetta Elia Chomel makes the point that the
character of Maria represents a new type of woman in D’Annunzio’s
work. Breaking through the stereotypes of the ‘‘vestal virgin’’ that
her name would suggest, the good sister that Virginio sees in her,
and the submissive wife that would normally be her destiny, Maria
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affirms her liberty in a total love, freely chosen and freely given with
no ‘‘chains.’’41 Of course, it is also true that Maria’s liberty exists only
in relation to her utter devotion to a man. Very rarely does D’An-
nunzio represent maternity in his works, although the possible en-
gendering of a ‘‘superman’’ is the major theme of his novel Le
vergini delle rocce and a baby is the title character of L’innocente. Ma-
ria’s pregnancy suggests a Zarathustrian view to the future and the
continuity of life beyond sacrificial death. This attempt at an affirm-
ative tragic ending would explain why the woman could not be the
sacrificial victim here.

Corrado may come close to fulfilling D’Annunzio’s conception of
a modern tragic hero, but in the end he remains, like D’Annunzio’s
other male protagonists, inadequate. It is difficult to reconcile his
Promethean aspirations with his sordid crime and fundamental ego-
ism, just as it is difficult to accept Leonardo’s justification for killing
his sister or Lucio’s for abandoning his mutilated wife. The male
characters in The Light under the Bushel are weak or base, and even
masculine ‘‘heroes,’’ such as Aligi in Jorio’s Daughter or Marco Grat-
ico in The Ship, seem somewhat ineffective, especially when con-
trasted with female characters such as Mila and Basiliola. Perhaps
the lack of a true tragic hero should not surprise us. D’Annunzio,
after all, wrote many of his plays for Eleonora Duse, and the model
that inspires his theory of modern tragedy as outlined in The Flame
emphasizes the relationship between the Apollinian dramatic poet
and the Dionysian actress, a dynamic that leaves little room for a
male character or actor who might upstage the voice of the author.
Thus, if Alessandro the poet and Lucio the sculptor appear as Apol-
linian artists who need the forces in Dionysian women in order to
create, they also function as representatives of the poet who retains
power over them and their women, he who ‘‘possessed’’ the divine,
Dionysian Duse.

D’Annunzio in a sense writes and rewrites in different forms the
metatragedy of the problem of re-creating tragedy for modernity in
the wake of Nietzsche. Like Nietzsche, he believed that ancient
drama represented primarily scenes of pathos rather than mimesis
and that modern tragedy should revive the principle. Like Nietz-
sche, too, he believed that tragedy should privilege the aesthetic
over the moral. And yet D’Annunzio does not go as far as other fin-
de-siècle writers for the stage such as Maeterlinck or Swinburne in
the renunciation of fable in favor of poetic or ‘‘static’’ drama. Al-
though much of what happens in his plays, as in classical tragedy,
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does so in reaction to the uncovering of a prior story, a bourgeois
drama often lurks behind the tragedy, so that elements of suspense
and surprise do occur on stage and the pathos is sometimes under-
cut by characters who are at once rooted in modernity and aspiring
to tragedy. This discordance, however, can also be the source of
D’Annunzio’s originality and accomplishment. The lyricism in his
tragedies, rather than simply imitating antiquity, expresses the mel-
ancholy and anguish of modern men and women attempting, and
ultimately failing, to dispel ‘‘the error of time.’’ So does his creative
use of the chorus as a kind of echo or suggestion.42 Although D’An-
nunzio does stage choruses, in Jorio’s Daughter and particularly in his
realization of outdoor ‘‘popular’’ drama, The Ship, Bianca Maria’s
reading from the chorus of Antigone in The Dead City, musical and
Dionysian figures such as ‘‘La Sirenetta’’ in La Gioconda, the snake
charmer in The Light under the Bushel, and Rudu in More than Love, as
well as the inner voices of ‘‘the new Erinyes’’ that Corrado hears in
that play, are perhaps more effective in their suggestion of a re-
fracted choral voice. So are the many musical allusions and musical
effects, representative of D’Annunzio’s attempt to re-create ‘‘the
spirit of music’’ within the Latin tradition of emphasis on the word.

D’Annunzio thus interprets Nietzsche not slavishly but originally,
eroticizing the Apollinian-Dionysian dyad and attempting to answer
the call for the creation of a modern drama based on an aesthetic
understanding of the tragedy of antiquity. If he did not entirely suc-
ceed in effecting a rebirth of tragedy, he did pose the problem in
new dramatic forms, leaving us with memorable figures of Dionysus
in feminine guise.
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riva (Milan: Treves, 1900), 164: ‘‘Apollo and Dionysus, according to Nietzsche’s for-
tunate intuition, are the two poles of the Greek soul.’’ (All translations from this
and other works are mine unless otherwise indicated.)

3. Henri Albert, ‘‘Friedrich Nietzsche,’’ Mercure de France 7, no. 11 (January
1893): 41–64, and 7, no. 12 (February 1893): 163–73.

4. The text of La bestia elettiva has been edited by Davide Valenti in Su Nietzsche/
Gabriele D’Annunzio (Catania: De Martinis, 1994). Schnapp (‘‘Nietzsche’s Italian
Style’’) translated the text as The Beast Who Wills and argues that D’Annunzio was
the first to make a literalizing political reading of Nietzsche.

5. The texts have been edited and published by Valentina Valentini in La tra-
gedia moderna e mediterranea: Sul teatro di Gabriele D’Annunzio (Milan: FrancoAngeli,
1992), 66–77.

6. ‘‘Un ideal libro di prosa moderno . . . libero dai vincoli della favola.’’ D’An-
nunzio, preface to Il Trionfo della morte (Milan: Mondadori, 1995), 3.
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art?’ ’’

13. The passages at the end of Twilight of the Idols in which Nietzsche extols the
celebration of the Dionysian mysteries, which were founded on the mysteries of
sexuality, are reproduced in the Lauterbach-Wagnon anthology (A travers l’oeuvre de
Friedrich Nietzsche, 90–92) and, translated by D’Annunzio from French into Italian,
appear in Il trionfo della morte in the context of popular festivals in the Abruzzi.
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Provence, 1908), 9. Mariéton gives the history of the revival of the theater through
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Lidless Eyes, Stony Places, Vibrant Spectators:
Nietzschean Tragedy in Yeats’s Lyric Poetry

John Burt Foster

AMONG THE ANGLO-IRISH POET WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS’S LITERARY AND

artistic contemporaries throughout Europe, Nietzsche’s first book
The Birth of Tragedy (1872) often outranked the later ones from the
1880s, which Nietzsche had believed were intellectually more daring
and more vividly expressive. Such was the case in nearby Austria al-
most immediately after the book was published, as William J. Mc-
Grath has shown; and Bernice Rosenthal has described a similar
situation, at a further geographical and cultural distance, in tsarist
Russia of the 1890s.1 Both André Gide in France and Thomas Mann
in Germany have also testified to the inspiring role The Birth of Trag-
edy played in their early careers around the turn of the century.2 The
situation with Yeats, at the far western edge of Europe, was different.
Tragedy did become a crucial element in his plays, as Frances Nes-
bitt Oppel has discussed in detail;3 but in his poetry, which is where
Yeats’s greatest and best-known writing is to be found, Nietzsche’s
impact was less direct and took effect more slowly. In the end, how-
ever, certain of his poems helped to channel one of Nietzsche’s most
arresting theses into the English-speaking world—the contention
that at its core tragedy expresses Dionysian ecstasy or, in a well-
known phrase of Yeats’s, ‘‘tragic joy.’’4

This essay will explore Yeats’s efforts as a poet to come to terms
with the cluster of issues and motifs that surround this influential
vision of tragedy. I will begin with some initial contacts that amount
to lyric ‘‘translations’’ of Nietzsche, then consider an ensuing proc-
ess of elaboration and reconfiguration, and end with a stage of con-
clusive implementation just before Yeats’s death in 1939. What
fascinated Yeats throughout this entire development was the philos-
opher’s focus not just on tragic drama itself, nor even on the tragic
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playwright, but on the audience for tragedy, where tragedy was under-
stood both as an art form and, more broadly, as a historical or a
cosmic-metaphysical spectacle. More specifically, Yeats was deeply
impressed by the psychological paradox at the heart of Nietzsche’s
defense of what can be called a tonic theory of tragedy:5 that trage-
dy’s abrupt and piercing revelation of cosmic terror need not result
in utter misery and hopelessness, but instead can create a compensa-
tory mood of emotional vibrancy or ‘‘fullness of life.’’ Of course, few
choices of word or image in the best poems by a poet of Yeats’s stat-
ure can be traced back unambiguously to a single source; most such
items involve, instead, the confluence of numerous experiences
from many different sources and are thus by nature multifaceted.
Still, it is clear that Nietzsche did hold a central place in the poet’s
intellectual and artistic outlook, to the point that Yeats could give
him the honorific title of ‘‘Forerunner’’ in the psychological-
historical system that he constructed for himself in A Vision.6 Nietz-
schean threads do undeniably run through Yeats’s work, though
they often appear in close connection with other threads that lead
in other directions, such as motifs from the poet’s deep interests in
Irish lore, the occult, or the visual arts.

In disentangling one such Nietzschean thread, this essay will focus
on three key points in Yeats’s career. A first, preliminary moment
involves the growing but initially somewhat hesitant engagement
with The Birth of Tragedy that surfaces in two short poems from the
years just before 1914. Just a few years later, following the Irish Up-
rising of 1916 and then the end of World War I, several bolder and
richer expressions of these attitudes appear in two major poems and
spill over into Yeats’s autobiography. Ultimately, however, Yeats’s re-
sponses to Nietzsche undergo further shifts in emphasis that come
to expression in two major lyrics from right before his death on the
eve of World War II. But before we turn to the poetry, it will be nec-
essary to discuss the nature of the poet’s first encounter with Nietz-
sche’s ideas, especially the question of whether at that point he even
thought of tragedy as a major issue in this striking new philosophy.

I

A mood of intense excitement marked Yeats’s first real experience
of reading Nietzsche. In 1902 he received several of Nietzsche’s
books from John Quinn, an Irish-American lawyer from New York
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City who much later became a patron of James Joyce and T. S. Eliot.
Though the exact date of the letter reporting his reaction to these
readings is uncertain, the enthusiasm with which Yeats wrote to Lady
Augusta Gregory, his own patron and collaborator in founding an
Irish national theater, is unmistakable: ‘‘You have a rival in Nietz-
sche, that strong enchanter. I have read him so much that I have
made my eyes bad again.’’7 Given Yeats’s theater interests at the
time, these words might prompt the assumption that he was already
responding with enthusiasm to Nietzsche’s eloquent calls for a re-
birth of tragedy. This response would go beyond simply identifying
with tragedy as a time-honored dramatic form; instead, it would ac-
knowledge its supreme value as a complete vision or philosophy of
human experience that would presumably be indispensable for any
Irish cultural renaissance. The Birth of Tragedy could thus have been
read as a manifesto lending strong support to Yeats’s and Lady Greg-
ory’s theatrical mission in Ireland.

To evaluate such a recontextualization of The Birth of Tragedy in
the spirit of Edward Said’s notion of ‘‘traveling theory,’’8 we would
need to distinguish Yeats’s situation in Ireland from Nietzsche’s dis-
enchantment with Bismarck’s newly founded German Empire. Liv-
ing after the fall of Charles Stewart Parnell, in an Ireland that was
still British, Yeats read Nietzsche at a time in his country’s history of
bitterness and political demoralization, not of exuberant triumph,
and was convinced that his country could surmount the current im-
passe only by concentrating on cultural creation. Calling for a revival
of dormant artistic potentialities would obviously have to mean
something different on the Irish than on the German side of the vast
divide between turn-of-the-century empires or great powers and the
smaller national groups under their rule or influence.9 Yet, on bal-
ance, it seems unlikely that Nietzsche’s book lay at the heart of
Yeats’s sense of exciting new possibilities during his reading binge
in 1902, which, along with Thus Spoke Zarathustra, A Genealogy of Mor-
als, and The Case of Wagner, included an anthology of selected pas-
sages called Nietzsche as Critic, Philosopher, Poet and Prophet, edited by
Thomas Common. Not only is The Birth of Tragedy missing from this
list, but, when Otto Bohlmann examined Yeats’s heavily marked
copy of the anthology, he found that the annotations avoided any
direct emphasis on drama. Instead, all but one of Yeats’s notes dealt
with Nietzsche’s later thought, with the section devoted to ‘‘ethics’’
receiving special attention.10

Indeed, Yeats’s knowledge of The Birth of Tragedy at this time could
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only have been indirect, since the book—paradoxically, given its
wide popularity elsewhere—was one of Nietzsche’s last to be trans-
lated into English; an English translation did not appear until
1909.11 To be sure, as Yeats’s recent biographer Roy Foster has
pointed out, the poet’s friend and onetime flat mate, the critic Ar-
thur Symons, was the author of a short essay called ‘‘Nietzsche on
Tragedy.’’12 Yet even this source of information appeared only in
1902, being based on the French translation of The Birth of Tragedy
that had been published just the year before. Though we shall see
that Symons did mention a passage that casts light on how Yeats’s
first poems show some familiarity with Nietzsche’s views on tragedy,
on the whole his discussion amounted to little more than an admir-
ing book review.

Yeats’s initial interest in a collection of selected passages is sig-
nificant, though, for it probably encouraged him to read Nietzsche
in a manner that was in any case widespread among writers and art-
ists. Many of these early readers liked to respond to Nietzsche’s ideas
in bits and pieces, with relatively little regard for the aims of any one
book or for major changes in his thought. The nature of this first
encounter does help explain why, as we shall see, Yeats’s poetry
often combines motifs from The Birth of Tragedy with ones from the
much later reflections on tragedy that appear in Twilight of the Idols
(1888).13 The poetry also tends to emulate the explosively con-
densed, aphoristic force that characterizes that work as well as many
others of the 1880s—in Nietzsche’s words, their ‘‘tremendous drive
to bring out the main features’’14—rather than the more discursive
style of The Birth of Tragedy. On the whole, however, it was two other
later books, Beyond Good and Evil (1886) and A Genealogy of Morals
(1887), with their contrast between noble and resentment-laden
states of being, that most impressed Yeats in 1902. At this moment of
intense intellectual contact and transfer between thinker and writer,
when the poet was more committed to the theater than at any other
time in his career, The Birth of Tragedy is conspicuous by its absence.
It seems the book did not make nearly as strong an impression on
Yeats in Ireland in 1902 as it had already had in Austria or Russia,
or that it was having on Gide and Mann, Yeats’s somewhat younger
contemporaries in France and Germany.

Granted, the late Nietzsche’s discussions of noble morality can
provide insight into the Yeatsian tragic hero, a line of inquiry that
has been followed by Alex Zwerdling as well as by Oppel and Bohl-
man.15 But with The Birth of Tragedy, when after a delay some insights
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from that book did start to make themselves felt in the poetry (for
Yeats wrote little poetry in the decade after 1902), it was Nietzsche’s
provocative position on the psychology of tragedy, along with his
vivid way of expressing it, that had the most impressive results. As
translated into Yeats’s poetry, these ideas highlighted one special
moment in the process of creating and staging a tragedy. Despite all
of Yeats’s direct experience with both activities, Nietzsche’s primary
impact did not fall on the tragic dramatist’s act of writing the play,
nor on the emotions projected by the actors. Instead, Yeats re-
sponded to Nietzsche’s emphasis on the powerful feelings that trag-
edy can arouse in its audience, a topic addressed by the Aristotelian
catharsis of pity and fear. With Nietzsche, however, consideration of
the audience’s response yields a different emotional dynamic, one
that involves a figure that he calls, using italics for emphasis, ‘‘der
ästhetische Zuhörer ’’—the ‘‘aesthetic listener.’’

This idea is not fully developed until near the end of The Birth
of Tragedy,16 where the discussion has turned from Greek tragedy to
Wagnerian opera. Since by this point Nietzsche is concerned with
describing the music and libretto of Tristan and Isolde, and not with
visualizing a stage performance, he rightly stresses the act of listen-
ing. It is a notably intense form of listening, moreover, since it re-
sults in the audience’s nearly complete identification and even
fusion with the artwork’s creator, which, in evoking the young Nietz-
sche’s own overwhelming regard for Wagner, seems to give it special
artistic significance. Nietzsche can make a point of stating that ‘‘the
experiences of the truly aesthetic listener . . . bring to mind the
tragic artist himself ’’ (Birth of Tragedy, 132 [22]). But earlier (56–57
[7]), in a passage that intrigued Symons, Nietzsche had ridiculed
August Wilhelm Schlegel’s similarly formulated but sharply contrast-
ing concept of an idealische Zuschauer, which accounted for the
Greek tragic chorus by invoking an ‘‘ideal spectator.’’17 In mounting
this critique Nietzsche relied on his now-famous interpretation of
ancient Greek culture in terms of varied interactions between the
mythic figures of Apollo and Dionysus. Thus, he could view the
chorus as radically Dionysian by virtue both of its forming a group
and of its reacting to the drama with visionary immediacy. The ac-
tual characters in Greek tragedy, however, because they had been so
forcefully individualized, were aligned with the Apollinian tendency.
At this point (Birth of Tragedy, 67 [9]), in order to show how the two
principles can combine to produce great art, Nietzsche coins a meta-
phor that, in yet another application of his interpretive method,
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brings out how the Apollinian clarity and precision of Sophocles’
language are a necessary complement to the Dionysian terror and
destruction in his tragic subject matter.

At one level the passage I am about to cite shows how, in combat-
ing Schlegel’s theory of the chorus, Nietzsche begins to imagine
spectators who share in the tragic artist’s intensely painful cosmic
awareness, for their response to the world portrayed in a tragic play
parallels their alertness to the ‘‘terrors’’ pervading the universe as a
whole. At another, stylistic level, however, the passage shows Nietz-
sche straining for poetic effect in his own writing,18 in the spirit of
his praise for figurative language just one section earlier in The Birth
of Tragedy. For ‘‘a genuine poet,’’ he had remarked at that point, a
metaphor is ‘‘not a rhetorical figure but a vicarious image [stellver-
tretendes Bild] that he actually beholds in place of a concept’’ (Birth
of Tragedy, 63 [8]). In our passage, accordingly, when Nietzsche ex-
plains how the speeches of Sophocles’ characters exert a compensa-
tory psychological effect on their audience, he does so with a vivid
image. This compensatory effect ‘‘is just the opposite of a familiar
optical phenomenon. When after a forceful attempt to gaze on the
sun we turn away blinded, we see dark-colored spots before our eyes,
as a cure, as it were. Conversely, the bright image projections of the
Sophoclean hero . . . are necessary effects of a glance into the inside
and terrors of nature; as it were, luminous spots to cure eyes dam-
aged by gruesome night’’ (67 [9]).19

Since plays appeal to eye and ear alike in performance, the glide
in this passage from the audience for Sophocles’ speeches to a spec-
tator gazing at the sun is not overly important, though it does corre-
spond, within The Birth of Tragedy as whole, to the slippage between
the critique of Schlegel’s ‘‘ideal spectator’’ and Nietzsche’s final em-
phasis on an ‘‘aesthetic listener.’’ Still, the metaphor seems prob-
lematic in several other ways: the initial reliance on a reverse analogy
to make a point that is complicated enough in its own right, the con-
voluted wordiness of an exposition that must then reverse the rever-
sal, the unacknowledged and undefined relationship of these
‘‘damaged eyes’’ to Oedipus’s self-inflicted blindness in Sophocles’
most famous tragedy, and finally the counterintuitiveness of this
closing reference to ‘‘luminous spots to cure eyes damaged by grue-
some night.’’ Nonetheless the image of gazing directly at the sun is
a memorable one. Its paradoxical tone looks ahead to the forceful-
ness of ‘‘pessimism of strength,’’ Nietzsche’s much later slogan for
the psychological state that underlies tragic art.20 In addition, to the
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extent that any image, even one in words, still presupposes some ref-
erence back to vision, an image based, like this one, on pushing the
faculty of sight to its limits and beyond has an undeniable radical
flair.

II

Despite Yeats’s apparent lack of any direct contact with The Birth
of Tragedy in 1902, by 1910 he seems to have begun a process of com-
ing to terms with Nietzsche’s book. It is revealing to place the ‘‘lumi-
nous spots’’ passage in dialogue with ‘‘Upon a House Shaken by the
Land Agitation,’’ a twelve-line poem on Lady Gregory’s country es-
tate at Coole Park that was published in that year (Poems, 95–96).
The topic of a great house has obvious implications for Yeats’s inter-
ests in heroic nobility, but in seeking to disentangle a specifically
tragic strand in his response to Nietzsche, we must concede that the
poem’s final lines, which honor ‘‘a written speech / Wrought of
high laughter, loveliness and ease,’’ suggest an elegant comedy of
manners more than Sophoclean tragedy. Yeats comes much closer
to The Birth of Tragedy in the first of the poem’s three pentameter
quatrains, to the point of undertaking an apparent critical rewriting
of the ‘‘luminous spots’’ metaphor. As a result, Nietzsche acquires,
in the very texture of Yeats’s poetry, that role of rival to Lady Greg-
ory that was mentioned in the letter of 1902. Here is the quatrain:

How should the world be luckier if this house,
Where passion and precision have been one
Time out of mind, became too ruinous
To breed the lidless eye that loves the sun?

In the second line, the union of contrasts in ‘‘passion and preci-
sion have been one’’ could be a well-honed if overly psychologized
epigram summarizing the interaction of Dionysus and Apollo as pre-
sented in The Birth of Tragedy. Certainly the next phrase, ‘‘time out
of mind,’’ makes better sense when applied to Nietzsche’s thoughts
on pre-Socratic culture, with their long retrospective gaze back to
the limits of the historical record, than to the much more recent
and more fully documented issue of Anglo-Irish estates.

A particularly striking figure of speech comes at the end of the
quatrain, with its fear lest the house become too ruinous: ‘‘To breed
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the lidless eye that loves the sun?’’ The verb ‘‘breed’’ raises late
Nietzschean issues related more closely to questions of nobility,21 but
if we pass over the irreverent and overly literal supposition that ‘‘lid-
less eye’’ might simply refer to garden statuary (which does figure in
other Yeats poems on country houses, where the statues clearly have
aristocratic connotations),22 then this image suggests a Yeatsian ver-
sion of the tragic spectator. Indeed, as an image it both sharpens
and intensifies the one that Nietzsche created, in accordance with
his philosopher’s definition of poetic expression in terms of a
‘‘vicarious image’’ that can stand in for a concept. Editing out the
double reversal in Nietzsche’s exposition, Yeats envisions an identi-
fication with cosmic energy so total that he can propose gazing di-
rectly at the sun without even the natural shield of eyelids, the
poem’s equivalent for Nietzsche’s reference to the automatic but fa-
miliar and less willfully exaggerated ‘‘dark spots’’ that supposedly
protect the eyes. In the process, though, Yeats eliminates Nietzsche’s
cautionary sense of a basic disproportion between the cosmos and
human nature, so that in The Birth of Tragedy full tragic awareness
permits insight into an indifferent and indeed threatening universe
while also giving some sense, however illusory, of the tragic artist’s
control over that fearsome subject matter. In this capacity to express
or otherwise give shape to inhuman forces, tragic art can have a
healing and revitalizing impact on its audience. Is Yeats’s formula-
tion in this poem tending toward a direct identification with the in-
human realm that trumps even Nietzsche’s more emphatic attitude
on returning to tragedy as a topic in Twilight of the Idols (530 [‘‘Skir-
mishes,’’ 24]), when he praises its communication of a ‘‘state without
fear in the face of the fearful and questionable’’ (italics in original)?
Perhaps. But Yeats’s position in this poem could also be viewed in
more moderate terms if we interpret ‘‘loving the sun’’ to imply not
an unblinking Zarathustrian gaze that would quickly lead to blind-
ness but simply a preference for the daylight world associated with
Apollo in The Birth of Tragedy. Just two lines earlier, after all, it was
Apollinian precision that had been brought to bear on Dionysian
passion, rather than a reverse movement that would give some prior-
ity to the Dionysian. Nietzsche’s own statements often suggest a full
equivalence between the two powers, but on this issue Yeats tilts
toward the Apollinian; he thus avoids the unqualified endorsement
of the Dionysian that so many literary readers assumed was Nietz-
sche’s basic message.

In the first line of the next quatrain, ‘‘Upon a House’’ goes on to
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link the ‘‘lidless eye’’ to ‘‘sweet laughing eagle thoughts,’’ a phrase
that might foreshadow the later Yeats’s formula of ‘‘tragic joy.’’ Yeats
was to make this paradoxical coinage his own, but of course it was
anticipated by Nietzsche’s sense in The Birth of Tragedy that ‘‘the
highest artistic primal joy’’ (132 [22]) can persist in the face of
tragic mutability. As we have seen, however, the note of laughter that
is introduced at this point actually prepares for the mood of refined
social comedy with which the poem ends. ‘‘Tragic joy’’ still remains
in the deep background, as at most a dimly and fleetingly glimpsed
possibility.

Yeats’s decisive shift to full tragic awareness in Nietzsche’s tonic
sense will come three years later, in another short poem written with
Lady Gregory in mind. This poem has an entirely different tempo:
it has replaced the relative calm of the first poem’s quatrains, with
their alternating rhymes and long pentameter lines, with the breath-
less trimeter rhythm that William Blake had used in certain poems
to convey gnomic wisdom. Blake had been rediscovered by Yeats in
the 1890s, when he helped to edit several of Blake’s so-called pro-
phetic poems, and he eventually came to associate Blake with Nietz-
sche.23 By the time of this poem, the Irish national theater had met
with active hostility in the form of riots against John Millington
Synge’s Playboy of the Western World, and there had also been a public
campaign mounted against a proposed gift of impressionist paint-
ings by Lady Gregory’s nephew Hugh Lane. Yeats responded by be-
coming deeply pessimistic about his dreams of Irish cultural revival.
The prospect of tragedy had now come much closer to home: rather
than envisioning a programmatic Birth of Tragedy–style renewal of
Irish culture through the writing and production of tragedies, Yeats
now had to consider the dismaying possibility that one’s best efforts
to spark cultural revival could be rejected, even vilified. Hence the
poem’s title, ‘‘To a Friend Whose Work Has Come to Nothing’’
(Poems, 109).

It is in the second half of this sixteen-line poem that Yeats evokes
and images forth the tragic response:

Bred to a harder thing
Than Triumph, turn away
And like a laughing string
Whereon mad fingers play
Amid a place of stone,
Be secret and exult,
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Because of all things known
That is most difficult.

Here tragedy is initially characterized as ‘‘a harder thing / Than
Triumph.’’ ‘‘Hard,’’ of course, is a notorious late Nietzschean
word;24 but when used, as in this poem, in the wake of a defeat, it
loses the troubling ambiguities that it could have had in a victorious
German rather than a vanquished Irish context. Not that the word
lacks important ambiguities even so, for as the poem continues,
‘‘hard’’ comes to suggest the world’s harshness after a defeat, a pri-
mal cold indifference on the part of the cosmos, and the difficulty
of summoning up a fitting response to both kinds of hardness. As a
result, the remaining six lines of the poem split into two three-line
units, the first leading up to the image of ‘‘a place of stone,’’ where
the metaphor of stony hardness combines social rejection with meta-
physical homelessness. The second three lines culminate with the
poem’s final, ringing affirmation, ‘‘Because of all things known /
That is most difficult.’’ These words resonate with another of Nietz-
sche’s pointed formulas for tragedy in Twilight of the Idols: ‘‘Saying
Yes to life even in its strangest and hardest problems’’ (562 [‘‘What
I Owe to the Ancients,’’ 5]).

At stake in these final lines is an early expression of Yeatsian tragic
joy. ‘‘To a Friend’’ had begun, in its second line, by offering the ad-
vice to ‘‘Be secret and take defeat,’’ which seemed to advocate a de-
jected acceptance of one’s isolation in failure. But these words have
turned by line 14 into a self-proclaimed and self-empowering ‘‘most
difficult’’ challenge of ‘‘Be secret and exult.’’ This new imperative
transforms dejection into a mood-reversing resurgence of energy.
However, whatever substance this hard-won psychic wisdom gains
from the excited rhythm of the gnomic three-beat line is out-
weighed by the complex image presented in the immediately pre-
ceding lines. This exultation, we are told, has been born from the
spirit of music, for it is rooted in a psychic state that resembles ‘‘a
laughing string / Whereon mad fingers play / Amid a place of
stone.’’ The ‘‘mad fingers,’’ in addition to deepening the harshness
of the ‘‘place of stone’’ by evoking a musician at one with that inhu-
man world, may also allude to Nietzsche himself in his final years,
left hopelessly insane following his breakdown in Turin in 1889.
That this metaphysical madness can be transformed to laughter
through the vibrancy of a stringed instrument not only comes closer
to actually naming tragic joy, but also moves Yeats nearer to Nietz-
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sche’s theory of the healing, even life-enhancing, potential of tragic
art.

Written just a year before World War I, ‘‘To a Friend’’ might leave
the impression of a certain naı̈veté, given the upheavals on the hori-
zon, unless one reads an allusion to Irish history into its return to
the notion of breeding. For could Yeats really mean Lady Gregory
and her environment of genteel leisure when he begins the second
half of the poem with ‘‘Bred to a harder thing / Than triumph’’?
Suggesting more than nobility as a social class, ‘‘bred’’ here would
seem to connote a broad, deeply felt, and committed historical and
cultural identification with one’s own society in its frustrations and
defeats. Such an attitude could see past facile political slogans to
grasp how these ‘‘harder’’ experiences could indeed make one’s
world a ‘‘place of stone.’’ Breeding would thus imply the inbred for-
titude of character that permits one to be a clear-eyed spectator not
of a triumphant but of a tragic history, an attitude that would over-
turn the common saying, ‘‘History is written by the victors.’’ As a
result, ‘‘Be secret and exult’’ can eventually serve not just as a watch-
word for rejected artists or philosophers, as in ‘‘To a Friend,’’ but as
the summons to a potential audience. We are at the threshold of
‘‘We that look on but laugh in tragic joy’’ (293), the attitude of the
implied spectators in ‘‘The Gyres’’ (the Yeats poem of the late 1930s
mentioned in note 4), who are watching not just a play, but also his-
tory and human life itself. The coming events in both Europe and
Ireland would soon furnish a far greater tragic spectacle than the
poet could imagine in 1913.

Yeats probably never read Nietzsche in German, but even so, the
perspectives on The Birth of Tragedy presented in these two poems
have involved three different kinds of translation beyond the purely
linguistic—namely, the movement from a German cultural and po-
litical context in the 1870s and 1880s to a British and Irish one some
three decades later, the shift from a philosophical language of con-
cepts to a literary one of images that was begun to some extent by
Nietzsche but taken much further in Yeats, and a parallel but dis-
tinct shift from the sentence rhythms of prose to more complicated
poetic rhythms involving line, meter, and rhyme scheme as well as
sentence structure. On the basis of these initial indications of Yeats’s
response to The Birth of Tragedy, the rest of this essay will follow sev-
eral paths of reconfiguration and final implementation involving
some of Yeats’s most famous works from during and after World War
I, and then from just before World War II. Discussion will focus on
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the increasingly emphatic replacement of a comic vision by a tragic
one, on the more sharply detailed images of stony places that for
Yeats evoke the cosmic terror at the core of tragedy, and on Yeats’s
further elaboration of the Nietzschean ideal of a spectator capable
of emotional vibrancy in response to terror.

III

‘‘High laughter,’’ we recall, gave way in the two Lady Gregory
poems to ‘‘a harder thing / Than Triumph,’’ and Yeats’s well-known
poem on the Irish insurrection, ‘‘Easter 1916,’’ takes a similar path.
It opens by evoking a thoughtless, farcical world incapable even of
high comedy, one ‘‘where motley is worn.’’ The death, execution,
or imprisonment of the insurrectionists famously instills this obse-
quious court-jester world of comedy with ‘‘terrible beauty,’’ the
phrase that returns refrainlike at the end of three of the poem’s four
parts. Thus, the first part ends as follows, in a trimeter format that
seems to stumble hesitantly in contrast to the rapid, almost manic
pace of ‘‘To a Friend’’:

Being certain that they and I
But lived where motley is worn:
All changed, changed utterly:
A terrible beauty is born.

(Poems, 180)

In their dominant meaning these words show Yeats’s ambivalence
toward the sudden emergence of a soon-to-be compelling patriotic
myth. But surely they gain added force from Nietzsche’s reorienta-
tion of the psychological basis for tragedy, away from the Aristote-
lian combination of pity and fear (Nietzsche’s doubts about pity are
already apparent in The Birth of Tragedy and are later stridently
driven home by his many attacks on this emotional affect) and
toward a focus instead exclusively on terror.25 Terror can then be-
come the metaphysical foundation for an aesthetics in which art
provokes an existential about-face following a confrontation with
this primal negativity. Moreover, the point of view in ‘‘Easter 1916’’
belongs, in a metaphorical sense, to neither actor nor playwright
(Yeats had not been told of plans for the insurrection and only
much later would wonder, recalling one of his Irish revival works,
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‘‘Did that play of mine send out / Certain men the English
shot?’’).26 The poet speaks rather as a startled spectator who can
react to events only after they have occurred. And when in the
fourth stanza this observer of history contemplates the insurrection-
ists’ lives and, in recalling how devotion to conspiratorial politics
might have stunted their humanity, states that ‘‘Too long a sacrifice /
Can make a stone of the heart’’ (Poems, lines 57–58), he has further
qualified the already qualified endorsement of hardness in ‘‘To a
Friend.’’ If the cultural controversies from before the war had sharp-
ened Yeats’s eye for tragedy, the advent of real political violence cut
deeper still, to the point that he had to separate the metaphysical
terror at the origins of tragic art from the psychic consequences of
internalizing such intimations of ruthlessness, which he had seen
could result in political terrorism.

A similar abrupt shift from comic to tragic vision marks the most
elaborate part of Yeats’s Autobiography, called ‘‘The Trembling of the
Veil.’’ This segment covers his young manhood from 1887 to 1896,
or roughly from age twenty-one to thirty. He originally wrote it as a
personal confession, intended for himself alone, in the same year as
‘‘Easter 1916’’27 but then completely rewrote the draft for publica-
tion in the early 1920s. Among many other changes, this later ver-
sion of ‘‘Trembling’’ gives a much greater role to tragedy. It is here,
for example, that Yeats coins his highly Nietzschean maxim on how
insight into life’s harshness can lead to a tonic heightening of vital
energies: ‘‘We have begun to live when we have conceived life as
tragedy.’’28

The fourth of ‘‘Trembling’’ ’s five chapters, significantly called
‘‘The Tragic Generation,’’ opens with a vignette of George Bernard
Shaw as the ultimate comic dramatist. Yeats recalls the successful
premiere of Arms and the Man and his own mixed feelings toward
the play, then remembers his ultimate visionary response: a night-
mare in which he ‘‘was haunted by a sewing machine, that clicked
and shone, but the incredible thing was that the machine smiled,
smiled perpetually.’’29 The chapter’s many other vignettes, however,
chronicle the tragic fates of the poets, artists, and mystical seekers
whom Yeats had known in the 1890s. The most telling portrait is one
of Oscar Wilde amid the libel trials that destroyed him at the height
of his success as a playwright. This scandal epitomized the great shift
in attitude, because if, for Yeats, Wilde resembled his Anglo-Irish
rival George Bernard Shaw in winning great fame as a comedian, he
had now fallen into ‘‘the hands of those dramatists who understand
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nothing but tragedy.’’30 Indeed, when he remembers a meeting with
Wilde at that time, Yeats retells a story of his that seemed to distill
Wilde’s mood; and for Yeats that mood consisted precisely of ‘‘terri-
ble beauty.’’31 The temporal ambiguity of autobiographical writing,
placed between the time being written about and the time of actual
composition, makes it difficult to decide whether Yeats is projecting
back into the 1890s the ideas about tragedy that he only really for-
mulated in ‘‘Easter 1916,’’ or it was those fin-de-siècle experiences
that prepared for the ideas. Whatever the case, around the turn of
the century Wilde and Nietzsche were often linked with each other;
however, they were usually seen as aesthetes, and not (as Yeats was
beginning to understand) as forerunners of a tragic vision that
would abruptly displace a more superficial comic attitude.

Yeats brings home the image of the ‘‘stony place’’ by giving it both
a new eloquence and a more directly personal application in his
elegy for Lady Gregory’s son, an aviator killed near the end of World
War I. Yeats begins this long, twelve-stanza poem with vignettes of
three other dead friends, among them John Synge, whose life can
be considered doubly tragic: not only did he die young of tuberculo-
sis, but he also wrote tragedies for Yeats’s theater. Yeats pays tribute
to Synge in the elaborate eight-line stanza that he developed for this
elegy, which moves adeptly between pentameter and tetrameter
lines while shifting from two initial couplets to the lingering closure
of a CDDC rhyme:

And that enquiring man John Synge comes next,
That dying chose the living world for text
And never could have rested in the tomb
But that, long travelling, he had come
Towards nightfall upon certain set apart
In a most desolate stony place,
Toward nightfall upon a race
Passionate and simple like his heart.

(Poems, 133, lines 25–32)

In evoking Synge’s career as a playwright with the line, ‘‘That
dying chose the living world for text,’’ Yeats has coined another for-
mula in which tragic circumstances and tragic art affirm life in the
spirit of his ‘‘We have begun to live’’ aphorism. The poem then
evokes Synge’s western world on Ireland’s austere Atlantic coast,
which by then had become Yeats’s home as well. The ‘‘stony place’’
as a harsh existential setting chimes with the advancing night of
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Synge’s premature death to call forth, with even greater emphasis, a
compensatory force of ‘‘passionate and simple’’ feeling. Though it is
‘‘most desolate’’ stone that has evoked this attitude, the vitality and
spontaneity of this heartfelt emotion clearly differ from the poten-
tial stonyheartedness that troubled the poet in ‘‘Easter 1916.’’ Com-
pensatory vibrancy is an entirely different psychological process
from a dehumanizing internalization of cosmic terror.

The second half of the elegy, which pays tribute to Gregory him-
self, includes a stanza that presents a more detailed and concrete
image of Ireland’s western world. It does so by addressing its sub-
ject’s activities as a landscape painter while identifying their essential
spirit with Yeats himself:

We dreamed that a great painter had been born
To cold Clare rock and Galway rock and thorn,
To that stern colour and that delicate line
That are our secret discipline
Wherein the gazing heart doubles her might.

(Poems, 134, lines 65–69)

Frank Kermode has praised this poem as ‘‘perhaps the first in
which we hear the full range of the poet’s voice,’’32 and in these lines
that voice addresses the ‘‘secret discipline’’ of tragic fortitude. No-
tice, as a development from ‘‘Upon a House,’’ how the movement
from ‘‘cold’’ and ‘‘stern’’ to ‘‘delicate’’ in the epithets describing the
thorny, rock-strewn landscape sharpens our sense of what is involved
in the transition from passion to precision in the earlier poem. If
the surroundings now are unambiguously harsh, without the former
tinge of exuberance or high spirits, the delicacy of the form-giving
response allows for sensitivity and nuance as well as for a precise
clarity. The phrase ‘‘gazing heart’’ is even more suggestive: not only
does it once again spotlight the tragic spectator, but here the tragic
scene does not merely enhance ‘‘life’’ in the vitalistic spirit of Yeats’s
autobiographical aphorism. Instead, it is the ‘‘heart,’’ with its richer
connotations of courage and emotional integrity, that is strength-
ened—the heart that might have otherwise been hardened by ‘‘terri-
ble beauty.’’

IV

Two late poems, written in an awareness of old age and interna-
tional crisis just before the poet’s death in 1939, elaborate still fur-

PAGE 118................. 16436$ $CH3 05-10-07 09:21:30 PS



LIDLESS EYES, STONY PLACES, VIBRANT SPECTATORS 119

ther on the motifs of stony metaphysical terror and vibrant tragic
spectatorship while revisiting the Nietzschean image of light-bedaz-
zled eyes. ‘‘Man and the Echo’’ places an old man in another ‘‘place
of stone,’’ specifically a rocky ‘‘cleft’’ that at once mocks and enig-
matically echoes the man’s questions about his past life and future
destiny. Even this ‘‘rocky voice’’ falls silent at the end, however, leav-
ing the poem’s closing words to the man:

O rocky voice,
Shall we in that great night rejoice?
What do we know but that we face
One another in this place?
But hush, for I have lost the theme,
Its joy or night seem but a dream;
Up there some hawk or owl has struck
Dropping out of sky or rock,
A stricken rabbit is crying out
And its cry distracts my thought.

(Poems, 346, lines 37–46)

Though the man’s first question—‘‘Shall we in that great night
rejoice?’’—seems to allude to tragic affirmation, whatever reply the
echo might have given is drowned out by a natural event nearby.
The rabbit’s violent death might seem to evoke primal cosmic terror
or, more narrowly, a Darwinian struggle for existence, but the
speaker does not in the end identify with the predatory ‘‘hawk or
owl.’’ Instead, it is the cry of the ‘‘stricken rabbit’’ that distracts his
thought (as well as scrambling the precision of his rhymes, which
connect ‘‘struck’’ with ‘‘rock’’ and ‘‘out’’ with ‘‘thought’’). Does this
distraction signal, in addition to sympathetic care for the victim and
perhaps even a touch of the pity Nietzsche had so vehemently criti-
cized, some final inability to accept the doctrine of tragic joy? We
might recall at this point Nietzsche’s ringing phrase in The Birth of
Tragedy on how Greek tragedy made it possible for audiences to bear
nature’s cruelty: ‘‘[A]rt saves him, and through art—life’’ (59 [7]).
If so, are we meant to feel, with a certain sense of shock, that the
compensatory powers of artistic creativity have stopped dead? Yet we
must also allow for the final and perhaps decisive irony that ‘‘Man
and the Echo’’ is itself a poem.

‘‘Lapis Lazuli,’’ the other late poem, is one of Yeats’s boldest aes-
thetic statements, since it is both interartistic (encompassing poetry,
drama, painting, sculpture, and music) and intercultural, ranging
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from Shakespeare and ancient Greece to premodern China. Two
moments in this complex five-part poem deserve emphasis. One in-
volves the ending, which zooms in on three elderly Chinese men
carved on the piece of lapis lazuli of Yeats’s title. Yeats imagines
them in a scene that is suggested but not actually shown on this new
‘‘place of stone’’:

. . . and I
Delight to imagine them seated there;
There, on the mountain and the sky,
On all the tragic scene they stare.
One asks for mournful melodies;
Accomplished fingers begin to play.
Their eyes mid many wrinkles, their eyes,
Their ancient, glittering eyes, are gay.

(Poems, 295, lines 49–56)

Rather than simply being on their way to a halfway house on a
mountainside, as the carving actually portrays the men, in the poet’s
imagination the men have already reached their goal and are look-
ing out around them: ‘‘There, on the mountain and the sky, / On
all the tragic scene they stare.’’ The poem’s last image—‘‘Their eyes
mid many wrinkles, their eyes / Their ancient, glittering eyes, are
gay’’—with ‘‘eyes’’ appearing three times to include each man as
well as to provide emphasis, ends ‘‘Lapis Lazuli’’ by underlining the
vibrancy of these tragic spectators. Although the poet also imagines
one of the men playing ‘‘mournful music,’’ this detail does not
mean that Yeats has tried to replicate Nietzsche’s final position in
The Birth of Tragedy, with its ‘‘aesthetic listener’’ entranced by Tristan
and Isolde. Yeats’s awareness of the arts of ancient China suggests
broader cultural horizons than Nietzsche’s enthusiasm for Wagner
and ancient Greece or, more fleetingly, for the Indian origins of the
Dionysus cult. As the son of a painter and as someone who had him-
self gone to an art school, moreover, Yeats was more attuned than
Nietzsche to the visual arts. Hence he closes not with listeners, but
with spectators and staring eyes, and with images in both the literal
sense of a stone carving and the figurative one of the imagined pic-
ture that this carving has summoned up.

In the poem’s second section, Yeats treats drama itself as an art
form:

All perform their tragic play,
There struts Hamlet, there is Lear,
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That’s Ophelia, that Cordelia;
Yet they, should the last scene be there,
The great stage curtain about to drop,
If worthy their prominent part in the play,
Do not break up their lines to weep.
They know that Hamlet and Lear are gay;
Gaiety transforming all that dread.
All men have aimed at, found and lost;
Black out; Heaven blazing into the head:
Tragedy wrought to its uttermost.

(Poems, 294, lines 9–20)

In preparation for the culminating ‘‘black out’’ image in this pas-
sage, Yeats has already invoked Shakespearean tragedy’s capacity to
affirm emotional vibrancy in grim circumstances: ‘‘They know that
Hamlet and Lear are gay; / Gaiety transfiguring all that dread.’’
These lines speak explicitly of the actors, the ‘‘they’’ who perform
the Shakespearean roles, then less directly of the playwright who
created Hamlet and Lear as having the capacity to maintain emo-
tional vigor in adversity. But the underlying theatrical perspective in
this part of the poem still lies with the spectator, in the sense of peo-
ple at large, for the speaker at the outset stresses that ‘‘All perform
their tragic play’’ and goes on to anticipate the dropping of a ‘‘great
stage curtain’’ that is generally existential, not just literally theat-
rical.

However, to bring home how tragic gaiety can transfigure dread,
this poet-spectator cuts abruptly and eloquently to a complex set of
juxtaposed images that respond, Guernica-like, to the panicked inti-
mation of aerial bombardment, ‘‘Aeroplane and Zeppelin will come
out’’ (294, line 6), that opened this poem of the late 1930s: ‘‘All men
have aimed at, found and lost; / Black out; Heaven blazing into the
head: / Tragedy wrought to its uttermost.’’ As an intuition of cul-
tural achievements that have ‘‘come to nothing’’ much more drasti-
cally than Yeats’s grand hopes for the Irish National Theatre, the
‘‘black out’’ image resonates on several levels: as a standard precau-
tion against air raids, as the familiar ‘‘lights out’’ in a theater, as
death itself in either cultural or personal terms. At the same time,
moreover, this abruptly alternating dark-light image of tragedy at
‘‘its uttermost’’ replicates, in a telescoped array of settings that are
all less contrived than the corresponding situation in The Birth of
Tragedy, with its spectatorial scenario of ‘‘luminous spots’’ that ap-
pear before the eyes to counter ‘‘gruesome night.’’ In Yeats, how-
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ever, the polysemy of the image also makes it deeply ambiguous, for
if in a theater the ‘‘black out’’ at the end of a tragic play is followed
by an initially dazzling but ultimately reassuring return to well-lit
normal reality, in an air raid it is the darkness that is protective and
the ‘‘blazing heavens’’ of falling bombs that bring terror. Or, in a
third, even more emphatic option, but in a searching spirit of meta-
physical interrogation rather than of affirmation, the ‘‘black out’’ of
an entire culture or of life itself is followed by the blinding advent,
beyond all powers of human vision, of ‘‘Heaven blazing.’’ In this in-
flection of the image, there can be no doubt that the ‘‘lidless eye’’
of ‘‘Upon a House’’ will be gazing directly at a sunlike brilliance. But
to revert to the question left hanging in ‘‘Man and the Echo,’’ would
any eye, in such great light, be capable of anything so humanly
definite as the capacity to rejoice?

Hence, even as tragic joy keeps its vibrancy in Yeats’s later poems
despite the deepening crises of Western history and the afflictions
of old age, it is clouded by wisps of uncertainty and caution. No such
second thoughts were apparent in Nietzsche, who unlike Yeats was
never forced to submit his doctrines to the tests of mortality and his-
torical catastrophe. Indeed, in the wake of his harshest challenge,
the madness that struck him at age forty-four shortly after he re-
turned to the topic of tragedy in Twilight of the Idols, Nietzsche was
no longer in a position to inform anyone whether he still considered
tragedy to be a ‘‘Yes to life,’’ even in its ‘‘hardest problems.’’ Yeats,
in starting to respond to this doctrine in his own mid-forties, had
sought to make good on this silence by affirming that even ‘‘mad
fingers’’ could create the ‘‘laughing string’’ of compensatory art.
But after 1914, as Irish and European history turned tragic with a
vengeance, and as Yeats came to feel more deeply both his own and
his culture’s mortality, he modified this stance. If Nietzsche, in dis-
puting Aristotle’s analysis of the tragic spectator’s emotions, had
sharpened fear into terror and banished pity, then Yeats, as he faced
stony hardness and blinding light with a Nietzschean ecstasy in dis-
tress, put new emphasis on conscientious self-examination and full-
ness of heart. Even while he transmitted this vision of tragedy to the
English-speaking world with memorable poetic intensity, Yeats went
beyond Nietzsche by bearing witness to the harshness both of the
poet’s much harsher age and of old age itself, and also by affirming
the values of personal warmth and self-scrutiny.
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Groundlessness: Nietzsche and Russian
Concepts of Tragic Philosophy

Edith W. Clowes

We who have yet to find our place, who are eternally seeking, full
of anxiety [trevoga], who understand the meaning of trag-
edy—we must take account of the questions that [Shestov] has
articulated so pointedly.

—Berdiaev, ‘‘Tragedy and the Everyday’’

AN ‘‘EXISTENTIALIST’’ CONCEPT OF PHILOSOPHY AS TRAGEDY EMERGED IN

early twentieth-century Russian philosophy, in part through a cre-
ative interaction with Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy. The first philo-
sophical work to define the concept was Lev Shestov’s pathbreaking
Dostoevsky and Nietzsche: A Philosophy of Tragedy (1902). Although
Shestov (1866–1938) is Russia’s most important tragic philosopher,
this approach reverberated in the works of the Christian existential-
ist Nikolai Berdiaev (1874–1948) and in the works from the 1920s
and 1930s of Aleksei Losev, the last philosopher of the Russian Re-
naissance; and, surprisingly, they echoed faintly in the 1980s in the
lectures of the most original and magnetic of late-Soviet-era philoso-
phers, Merab Mamardashvili. This essay examines the tragic aspect
of Russian philosophy as it developed in the twentieth century, par-
ticularly in its relationship to Nietzsche’s founding concept of the
Dionysian, developed in his first work, The Birth of Tragedy.

Shestov generated his concept of ‘‘philosophy as tragedy’’ in re-
sponse to writers and speculative philosophers—Shakespeare, Dos-
toevsky, and Nietzsche—and through his ongoing critique of Kant.
This kind of philosophy was oriented toward a personal quest for, in
some cases, self-knowledge, and in others, ‘‘self-creation.’’ Rejecting
post-Kantian metaphysics, it criticizes systematic knowledge. In-
spired to a great extent by Nietzsche’s style of philosophizing, Shes-
tov’s philosophy as tragedy was not meant to teach or to certify truth,
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but to probe and articulate the most personal, difficult, and para-
doxical human experiences of the good and the true. The tragic as-
pect of tragic philosophy could be found in the image of the
philosopher as seeker after wisdom and risk taker, an adventurer
willing to confront horrifying aspects of human nature that do not
fit into a neat order. This ‘‘Dionysian’’ figure Shestov depicted as
the boldest, most deeply truthful and spiritually penetrating sort of
person, who walks the edge of the existential abyss, probing first and
final questions about the meaning and purpose of life, questions
that in the end cannot be answered.

The Russian reception of The Birth of Tragedy started in the 1890s
with the older symbolist, Dmitry Merezhkovsky, who in his historical
novels Julian the Apostate (1895) and Leonardo da Vinci (1900) and his
pathbreaking study Tolstoi and Dostoevsky (1900) responded to Nietz-
sche’s hope for cultural rebirth. Viacheslav Ivanov, the major theo-
rist of the younger generation of Russian symbolists, and the two
most famous symbolists, Andrei Belyi and Aleksandr Blok, offered a
much deeper response to The Birth of Tragedy. Ivanov, who had stud-
ied in Europe for long years under the famous historian of antiquity
Theodore Mommsen, discovered The Birth of Tragedy in 1891 and
gradually in response to Nietzsche developed an original study in
which he drew parallels between ancient cults of Dionysus and the
Passion of Christ. He made a stunning debut in Paris and St. Peters-
burg in 1903 with a series of lectures entitled ‘‘On the Hellenic Reli-
gion of the Suffering God.’’1 Another essential introduction to
concepts from Nietzsche’s first work was Shestov’s third book, Dos-
toevsky and Nietzsche: A Philosophy of Tragedy, published in 1902.

All these intellectuals first read The Birth of Tragedy in German, typ-
ically while traveling in Europe in the 1890s.2 The first Russian trans-
lation, by N. N. Polilov, titled Proiskhozhdenie tragedii (The Origin of
Tragedy), appeared in 1899. It was followed by others repeating the
same inaccurate title in 1900 and 1902, and a reprint of the first was
issued in 1903. A serious and accurate translation appeared only in
1912 as part of a planned collected works of Nietzsche, edited by the
famous classicist F. F. Zelinsky and the philosopher Semyon Frank.3

For philosophers, the later works of Nietzsche have typically been
of greater importance than The Birth of Tragedy, particularly the con-
cept of the superman in Thus Spoke Zarathustra and Nietzsche’s cri-
tique of moral value in On the Genealogy of Morals and Beyond Good
and Evil.4 Nevertheless, for the important line of development in
Russian philosophy, which Shestov called ‘‘tragic philosophy,’’ The
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Birth of Tragedy was a crucial text. Nietzschean concepts of the Apol-
linian and particularly the Dionysian gained widespread currency in
both Shestov’s and Berdiaev’s writing. In Losev’s work the close link
between philosophical seeking and music that underpins Nietz-
sche’s work would find further emphasis. And the conceptual in-
clusion of tragedy in the philosophical economy was apparent
throughout in a number of ways. We see it in the image and voice
of the philosopher as those of a wise man rather than a scientist, in
the chronotope of philosophy as consciousness on the edge of the
unknowable, and in the master plot of philosophy as vital, existential
risk-taking. Together with a concurrent reception of Dostoevsky,
Shakespeare, and Ibsen, Nietzsche would prove to be a strong stim-
ulus.

Shestov first discovered Nietzsche in the mid-1890s while living in
Germany. The young economist turned literary critic read Nietzsche
first in 1895 and more intensely in 1896.5 What exactly he read and
when we do not know, although the textual evidence from his own
first writings gives ample evidence that he was familiar with The Birth
of Tragedy as well as with Nietzsche’s middle and late works, particu-
larly Thus Spoke Zarathustra. Shestov’s second and third books, Tol-
stoi’s and Nietzsche’s Concept of the Good: Philosophy and Proselytizing
(1899) and Dostoevsky and Nietzsche, respectively, attest to the fact that
Nietzsche occupied center stage in Shestov’s thinking of this time.
Although Nietzsche presented Shestov with serious challenges, Shes-
tov’s efforts to work through Nietzsche’s thought produced brilliant
results and instantly put Shestov in great demand as a critic and a
thinker.6 Almost a decade later, in 1908, no less a critic than Ivanov-
Razumnik claimed that Shestov’s interpretation of Nietzsche was
still the best to be had. The young student of Hüsserl, Gustav Shpet,
writing to an acquaintance in 1912, recommended Shestov’s
thought as ‘‘exceptionally outstanding.’’ Shpet added that Shestov
‘‘is very difficult to understand, not because he writes badly but be-
cause of his special way of drawing negative conclusions, which most
people take for skepticism and pessimism.’’ Meanwhile, Shpet con-
cluded, there is ‘‘no person more in search of or more desirous of
the truth’’ than Shestov.7

Shestov uses ideas from The Birth of Tragedy in a number of places
and links them directly to his idea of philosophy as tragedy. In Nietz-
sche, he wrote in Dostoevsky and Nietzsche, art is understood as a ‘‘de-
liberate [umyshlennyi] falsification of reality, [and] the same devices
are recommended for philosophy. Otherwise, it is impossible to
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bear the horror and coldness of isolation’’ (Izbrannye, 265).8 Shestov
brackets this conceptualization, doubting that falsification really
helps in the long run. Still, Nietzsche remains central to the task of
defining philosophy as tragedy: ‘‘Nietzsche not only does not try to
purge life of what is mystifying, difficult, and tormenting, but he
seeks these things. In the laws of nature, in order, in science, positiv-
ism, and idealism are the guarantee of unhappiness; in the horrors
of life is the guarantee of the future. Such is the ground for the phi-
losophy of tragedy; it is the result of the skepticism and pessimism
that so scared Kant in his time and which everyone, each in a differ-
ent way, avoids like the plague’’ (Izbrannye, 316).

Tragedy held a particular attraction for Shestov from the very be-
ginning of his philosophical career. Even in the late 1880s and early
1890s, when he was immersed in his first book, a study of Shake-
speare and Kant, he called Shakespeare the tragedian ‘‘my first phi-
losophy teacher.’’9 Shakespeare’s view of human existence, Shestov
argued, was much more profound than that of Kant, who ‘‘tried and
succeeded in caulking up the chinks of existence for centuries to
come.’’10

The real defining moment for Shestov’s concept of tragic philoso-
phy comes, of course, in Dostoevsky and Nietzsche. He views Dostoevsky
and Nietzsche as an attempt to explore what will become his particular
approach to philosophy, ‘‘tragic philosophy.’’ Philosophy as tragedy
focuses on those issues in life that philosophers traditionally avoid
confronting. In contrast to systematic philosophy, tragic philosophy
is based on an acknowledgment of the actual horror and chaos of
life. Shestov argues that ‘‘laws—all of them—have a regulatory
meaning and are useful to a person who is in search of rest and sup-
port. But the first and vital condition of life is lawlessness. Laws are
sleep that fortifies. Lawlessness is creative activity’’ (Izbrannye, 404).
Although metaphysicians, system builders, and scientists try to artic-
ulate axioms, rules, and laws, deeper philosophical experience has
to do with phenomena and feelings that are not ‘‘average’’ or ‘‘typi-
cal,’’ that do not lend themselves to regularization and normaliza-
tion.

In his departure from established philosophical norms Shestov re-
lies heavily upon the experiences of Dostoevsky and Nietzsche,
whose approach to speculative thought he views as pathbreaking.
Their visions are ‘‘underground’’ visions that acknowledge the role
in thought played by suffering, illness, and life on the edge of the
normal. Responding to personal illness—and in Dostoevsky’s case,
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the experience of prison—they both counter the normative views
of metaphysicians, materialists, and empirical scientists with frank
insight into the horror of life: ‘‘The wisdom of official wise men has
always viewed suffering as something absurd, meaningless, and es-
sentially unnecessary, that one should avoid at all costs’’ (Izbrannye,
320). For both Dostoevsky and Nietzsche the gateway into philoso-
phy is metaphysical hopelessness.

Indeed, confronting despair is the key strength of the Dionysian
tragic philosopher. As Shestov writes in Great Vigils (1911), the phi-
losopher is attracted ‘‘to what is unsolved, to mystery—not because
we want to resolve . . . to comprehend mystery, or in a word, to un-
derstand, to order life. We need to turn away from understanding
and to fall in love with horror and disorder.’’11 Implied here is a jux-
taposition of something akin to the concepts of the form-making
Apollinian and the chaotic, suffering Dionysian that lie at the heart
of Nietzsche’s concept of tragedy. What is more, the tragic philoso-
pher has to accept ridicule from the people around him. In his most
famous and original prerevolutionary work, The Apotheosis of Ground-
lessness (1905), Shestov generalizes: ‘‘A philosopher is compelled to
doubt, doubt, doubt and only then to ask, when no one else is ask-
ing, running the risk of becoming the laughingstock of the crowd’’
(Izbrannye, 464). He must doubt even when doubting and confront-
ing horror seems absurd and foolish to everyone around him.

Tragic philosophy offers Shestov a basis for tearing down what are
in his view the utterly false cloud palaces of systematic metaphysics.
This claim to philosophical ‘‘truth,’’ Shestov writes, is ‘‘just called
‘truth’ to make it seem more binding’’ (Izbrannye, 373). Philosophi-
cal ‘‘logic,’’ the building blocks of persuasive argument, Shestov be-
lieves, should never be celebrated as a goal in itself (Izbrannye, 398).
He asserts and reasserts the greater ‘‘reality’’ and ‘‘vitality’’ of disor-
derly thought: ‘‘Unfinished, disorderly, chaotic thoughts that do not
lead to goals already posited by reason, contradictory as life itself—
aren’t these closer to our heart than systems . . . the creators of
which were less concerned with apprehending reality than with ‘un-
derstanding’ it?’’ (Izbrannye, 331–32).

In Apotheosis of Groundlessness Shestov beautifully summarizes his
project of philosophy as tragedy, and specifically the crucial meta-
physical concept of ‘‘groundlessness’’:

Risking the wrath of readers and particularly critics who, it stands to rea-
son, want to see in the violation of traditional form nothing more than
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a strange whimsy, [I decided] to put forth my work in the form of a series
of externally unconnected thoughts. . . . There is no idea, there are no
ideas, there is no consistency, there are contradictions, but that is pre-
cisely what I was after, as the reader may have already guessed from the
title. Groundlessness, even the apotheosis of groundlessness, . . . my
whole purpose was once and for all to get rid of all kinds of beginnings
and ends that had been forced on us with such unfathomable tenacity
by all possible founders of philosophical systems, both great and small.
(Izbrannye, 330–31)

In a discussion of Dostoevsky and Nietzsche and The Apotheosis of
Groundlessness, Nikolai Berdiaev called Shestov a ‘‘very significant
symptom of the split character [dvoistvennost] of contemporary cul-
ture.’’ He suggested that Shestov had articulated the anxieties of the
time, something that other thinkers had avoided: ‘‘[W]e, who have
yet to find our place, who are eternally seeking, full of anxiety [trev-
oga], who understand the meaning of tragedy—we must take ac-
count of the questions that [Shestov] has articulated so pointedly.’’12

Berdiaev and others would echo aspects of tragic philosophy that
Shestov had first explored.

In contrast to Shestov, Berdiaev’s philosophical style was epic in
its breadth and in its concern with establishing a more secure socio-
cultural position for and the historical legacy of speculative philoso-
phy.13 Although Berdiaev started his intellectual career as a Marxist,
at the end of his life he called himself a ‘‘Dionysian philosopher.’’
He claimed that this epithet derived not so much from Nietzsche as
from an innate quality of his own character. Like the god Dionysus,
he claimed in his autobiography, Knowing Myself, he could ‘‘experi-
ence moments of ecstasy.’’14 Already this choice of emphasis on ec-
stasy rather than horror shows Berdiaev’s relative unwillingness to
ponder the unresolved spiritual and psychological paradoxes of
human existence.

Berdiaev’s discovery of Nietzsche started with reading Shestov’s
books.15 In Paris in 1938, a long way from and many years after the
philosophical disputes in St. Petersburg and Moscow, Berdiaev ad-
mitted privately to Shestov that ‘‘Dostoevsky and Nietzsche played a
much larger role in my life than Schelling and German idealism.’’16

And in Knowing Myself Berdiaev said that he felt very close to Shes-
tov’s themes of ‘‘existential communion [obshchenie] [and] the
search for the meaning of life.’’17

In the heat of the moment, in the early 1900s, although he was
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loath directly to acknowledge such indebtedness, he did embrace
the concept of tragedy as a legitimate part of philosophy. In ‘‘Trag-
edy and the Everyday,’’ a review of The Apotheosis of Groundlessness,
Berdiaev immediately bracketed Shestov’s work as an ‘‘idiosyncratic
gnoseological utopia.’’18 On one hand, in contrast to Shestov, he
held to the quite untragic idea of philosophy as the process of im-
posing harmony and order on existence (Filosofia tvorchestva, 2:236).
On the other, he went to some length to redefine tragedy in a way
that could fit his own concept of philosophizing as a creative act:
tragedy, he wrote, ‘‘can . . . arise from an excess of creative powers
and from too great risk taking, and the positive thirst of the superhu-
man and supernatural’’ (228). Berdiaev summoned his readers to
‘‘revaluate all moral values on the basis of the philosophy of tragedy
(238). The difference between his own use of tragedy and Shestov’s
was Berdiaev’s belief in a (rather Apollinian) form of ‘‘transcendent
individualism.’’ Berdiaev challenged Shestov to find the ‘‘link be-
tween tragedy as he [Shestov] understands it, and the transcendent
existence [bytie] of the individual self ’’ (241). It is in moral torment,
Berdiaev argued, that a person seeks his higher self. For Berdiaev
there was a chance for the ‘‘happy ending’’ of actually finding that
transcendent self and of experiencing ecstasy, of knowing ‘‘one’s in-
dividual predestination [prednaznachenie] in the world,’’ while for
Shestov there was only endless seeking without the guarantee of ab-
solute truth (239).

During his philosophical career of more than forty years Berdiaev
redefined philosophy as an epic project, not personal, intense, and
tormented in tone but broad in scope, oriented outward toward his-
tory and society. In the arena of Russian social debate, and most
pointedly in the philosophical compendium Landmarks (Vekhi,
1909), Berdiaev systematically took on other, better established po-
litically active thinkers—first the populist Nikolai Mikhailovsky, then
Marxist radicals of all sorts. Later he wrote a trenchant philosophical
critique of the whole radical tradition in The Origin of Russian Com-
munism (1937). Berdiaev was concerned to unseat what he felt to be
narrow-minded radical ideologues from their place at the head of
the table of Russian public discourse. Through a series of critical
philosophical biographies of nineteenth-century Russian thinkers
and an important history of Russian philosophy, The Russian Idea,
he situated Russian philosophy in its own idiosyncratic tradition. In
contrast to Shestov’s, Berdiaev’s philosophizing was marked by a
strongly utopian sensibility. Berdiaev believed that Russia was mov-
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ing toward a new social order, and he wanted to be sure that specula-
tive philosophy left a significant imprint on the moral outlook of the
new society (245).

Despite his strongly epic philosophizing, Berdiaev still found a
place for tragedy in philosophy. This concept of tragedy lacked that
edgy sense of taking philosophical risks before one’s readers and
oneself that one senses in both Nietzsche and Shestov. In a number
of places Berdiaev used the term ‘‘Dionysian’’ without really clarify-
ing what he meant. In what he considered his first real philosophical
work, The Meaning of the Creative Act (1914), Berdiaev developed the
idea that the world was about to enter a new phase of monumental
human creativity in which new heights of self-transfiguration could
be reached. Humanity had experienced an ancient epoch of ‘‘law,’’
during which values were imposed on people, followed by an epoch
of ‘‘grace,’’ when people internalized the value of duty to society.
Now, Berdiaev argued, humanity was entering a modern period of
creative transfiguration symbolized by some combination of Chris-
tian and Dionysian passions: ‘‘Creative Dionysism is Dionysism trans-
figured, which has gone through law and redemption and joined
with Apollinism’’ (256). Berdiaev was ever concerned in his philo-
sophical writings to stress the final ‘‘beautiful’’ form, not the tor-
mented process of searching and probing.

There were two notable Soviet-era echoes of the idea of tragic phi-
losophy. The first was the philosophy of Aleksei Losev. First openly
during the relatively permissive atmosphere of the 1920s and then
in his private writings during the darkly murderous Stalin years of
the 1930s, Losev probed the tragic confrontation of philosophical
ratiocination and musical expression. Educated as a classicist and
philosopher, Losev saw music and philosophy in what might best be
called a mystical-gnostic framework. Music expressed the ‘‘meon’’
or lowest, most chaotic (and also sensual) aspect of cosmic essence.
In this frame the philosopher seeks to impose order and meaning
on the elemental chaos of the world and is destroyed in the process.
This concept of the philosopher emerged first in Losev’s study on
the philosophy of music, Music as a Subject for Logic (1927) and then,
once his philosophical activities had been silenced by a stint in a
labor camp in the early 1930s, in unpublished novellas such as ‘‘The
Chaikovsky Trio’’ and ‘‘The Woman Thinker.’’

In all these works, whether philosophical or artistic, music be-
comes the greatest challenge to philosophical thought, because it
expresses depths of being that are inaccessible to the rational mind.
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Musical performance ends up being much more powerful than phil-
osophical, logical performance, and the philosopher succumbs to
the force of the musician. His logical faculties are overwhelmed by
music’s emotional power. Losev follows the lead of Schopenhauer
and Nietzsche, both of whom viewed music as the most profound
art. In Music as a Subject for Logic, Losev describes music as an
‘‘ocean’’ and says it is from the ‘‘alogical musical element’’ that
‘‘logos and myth are born.’’19

In his writing Losev tried, and failed, to resolve the tension be-
tween music and philosophy that Nietzsche confronts in The Birth of
Tragedy. Dionysian tragedy, founded on music, fosters a pessimistic
form of wisdom, crushing the hubris of human logic. Socrates opens
an optimistic, scientific form of thinking while repressing in himself
the power of music. For both Nietzsche and Losev music is an ex-
pression of something primal and subrational. While for Nietzsche
music expresses primal suffering and terror, for Losev it communi-
cates a cosmic level of chaotic being that suppresses verbal, logical
articulation.

For Nietzsche music is the powerful generator of the tragic text,
which itself conveys the deepest values of a culture. Analytical philos-
ophy, in Nietzsche’s view, is deeply inimical to the tragic spirit of
music. During Socrates’ time, he argues, the dramatist Euripides
shifted the focus of tragedy from Dionysian horror, transgression,
and the subsequent shattering of the illusion of the integral moral
self to mere melodrama. Nietzsche holds Socrates responsible.

The result in Losev’s works is quite the opposite. Philosophical
discourse acknowledges its own inability to penetrate the profound
suffering and chaos at the heart of great music. Just as the philoso-
pher is incapable of apprehending more than the technician in the
pianist—is incapable of seeing the complex, suffering human
spirit—so the tools of philosophy can help only to analyze form and
cannot penetrate the deeper essence of that dark, chaotic being that
informs music. With Losev, Nietzsche’s hope for a new tragic culture
after the failure of scientific optimism finds new expression, but no
resolution of conflicting elements. If anything, Losev, whose style of
philosophizing is very technical, sharpens the contrasts.

The idea of tragic philosophy has enjoyed greater longevity in
Russian thought than might be expected, given that during the So-
viet era all speculative thought was, in the words of one contempo-
rary thinker, ‘‘murdered.’’20 In the 1980s the lectures and writings
of the academic philosopher Merab Mamardashvili, best known for
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reopening the philosophical dialogue about Descartes in Russia,
show some late-Soviet echoes of Shestov and Berdiaev. Mamardash-
vili, somewhat like his predecessors three generations removed,
attached high value to literary fiction as an important location of
philosophical insight. Although a semiofficial philosopher with a
turgid writing style, when speaking he could electrify his audiences.
During the free years of perestroika in the 1980s he moved to his
hometown of Tbilisi, Georgia, and engaged in a lecture project of
rethinking philosophy from the ground up. His lectures, colorlessly
titled ‘‘Introduction to Philosophy,’’ threw out the old Marxist-
Leninist dogma and, drawing in part on a newly rediscovered prerevo-
lutionary body of philosophy, presented philosophy as an intensely
personal process. Here we find some distant echoes of a tragic view
of philosophy. For example, in a lecture entitled ‘‘Philosophy and
Freedom’’ (1987), Mamardashvili remarks that because the lan-
guage of philosophy is ‘‘paradoxical, [in that] it relates to what we
cannot in principle know,’’ it follows that philosophy is rather a form
of ‘‘wisdom [mudrost’]’’ than of ‘‘knowledge [znanie].’’21 In other
lectures from this course, he repeats the idea that philosophy is pos-
sible only after one has ‘‘crossed the edge of despair’’; only then
does a ‘‘tragic process of making sense [osmyslenie] begin.’’22

What ideas presented here interact significantly with the funda-
mental ideas of The Birth of Tragedy? First, with Shestov we find an
image of the philosopher wholly opposed to the figure of Socrates
that Nietzsche criticizes for the first of many times in The Birth of
Tragedy. Genuine philosophizing is informed by a sense of existential
horror and hopelessness at the consciousness that one’s most deeply
cherished truths are probably groundless (Izbrannye, 171, 219). This
attitude fits better with the tragedies of Oedipus or Prometheus and
their arrival at wisdom than with the rationalizing project of Socra-
tes. And it was this approach that stuck with a number of gifted phil-
osophical minds of the early twentieth century. In a letter from July
1912, the young philosopher Gustav Shpet wrote: ‘‘When a person
starts to fear whether her philosophy is deeply true [istinna]—that
is the moment when the genuine search for truth starts, and her life
. . . becomes the life of a philosopher.’’23

Although neither Shestov nor Berdiaev mentioned the notion of
transgression of moral norms as part of the new insight tragedy
brings (in fact, Shestov was careful to argue with this aspect of Nietz-
sche’s thought—largely because he was sure that his younger read-
ers would rebel and try something inappropriate), Shestov in
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particular stressed the idea that genuine philosophy is predicated
upon extraordinary experience and upon existence on the periph-
ery of the ‘‘city’’ of normal human life. As he writes in Dostoevsky and
Nietzsche: ‘‘Everyday life among everyday people produces everyday
philosophy! And who can guarantee that people need precisely that
philosophy? Maybe, in order to acquire truth, you need to free your-
self of the everyday? So that penal servitude not only does not over-
turn ‘convictions’ but justifies them; and real, true philosophy is a
philosophy of penal servitude’’ (Izbrannye, 222; italics in original).
Certainly the image of penal servitude comes from Dostoevsky, but
the sentiment also works well with Nietzsche.

It should be said that Shestov’s chief inspirations in his project of
tragic philosophy were the Dostoevsky who emerged from the camps
and the older Nietzsche who struggled with illness. On the whole,
his work is less inspired by the early Nietzsche than by the late works.
Nonetheless, his and Berdiaev’s terminology and their concepts of
tragedy certainly have roots in The Birth of Tragedy. Finally, for Shes-
tov, as to a degree for Losev, philosophizing involves a process of
peeling away the conventions of systematic thought to contemplate
the inexplicable chaos of human experience. Here, finally, is the
strongest parallel to Nietzsche’s concept of the Dionysian and its ef-
fect of imparting greater spiritual and psychological depth to the
more clearly perceptible ‘‘masks,’’ the forms and fictions of the
Apollinian.
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‘‘The Gods Are Evil’’: Tragedy and the
Holocaust in Weil’s Mendelssohn Is On the Roof

Bettina Kaibach

IF ONE TAKES A CLOSE LOOK AT THE CZECH RECEPTION OF NIETZSCHE, ONE

can see that for some time literature played a far more crucial role
than academic philosophy in conveying the complexities of Nietz-
sche’s thinking to the Czech public. Although university philoso-
phers tended to take a somewhat superficial view on Nietzsche, based
on popular prejudice rather than sound analysis, it is in the work of
poets, novelists, and literary critics that we find a deeper, more ade-
quate understanding of Nietzsche’s philosophy. Thus, even a level-
headed thinker such as Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk (1850–1937),
founding father of Czechoslovakia and professor of philosophy, de-
nounced Nietzsche not only as a propagator of antidemocratic and
antihumanitarian ideas, but also as a German nationalist who alleg-
edly helped prepare the ground for the vicious pan-German ‘‘racial
mysticism’’ of later decades. Masaryk’s view was by no means excep-
tional. On the contrary, it was representative of contemporary
opinion, which saw Nietzsche primarily as an advocate of ruthless
individualism and founder of a superman cult, and which liked to
emphasize the ‘‘Teutonic’’ nature of his thinking.1

One of the first writers to offer a more subtle reading of Nietzsche
was the symbolist poet Otokar Březina (1868–1929). The life-affirming
Zarathustra became an essential source of inspiration for Březina’s
own struggle to overcome decadence. But while Březina welcomed
Zarathustra’s unconditional affirmation of life, he repudiated the
idea that was at the core of Nietzsche’s tragic thinking—his model
of the eternal return of the same.2 It was the influential literary critic
František Xaver Šalda (1867–1937) who not only recognized the
fundamental importance of the tragic for Nietzsche’s philosophy,
but also based his own critical activity on a tragic outlook on life that
was deeply influenced by Nietzsche.3 Not least because of Šalda’s
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Nietzscheanism, the impact of Nietzsche’s thinking on Czech litera-
ture was felt long after the Nietzsche reception among the Czechs
had reached its peak in the works of fin-de-siècle writers such as Oto-
kar Březina, Josef Svatopluk Machar, and Ladislav Klı́ma, as well as
in those of their successors S. K. Neumann and Fráňa Šrámek, who
around 1910 began to propagate a cult of life strongly indebted to
Nietzsche. Nietzschean themes and motifs can be found well into
the 1930s and 1940s in the works of poets as different as Vı́tězslav
Nezval (1900–1958), Jan Zahradnı́ček (1905–60), or Vladimı́r Holan
(1905–80).4 With the communist takeover in February 1948, how-
ever, the differentiated Nietzsche reception initiated by Březina and
Šalda was cut off abruptly. In postwar Czechoslovakia, as elsewhere
in Stalinist Eastern Europe, Nietzsche was officially labeled a reac-
tionary thinker and a forerunner of Nazism.5

One would expect that a communist writer such as Jiřı́ Weil
(1900–1959) would take just such an ideological, simplistic ap-
proach to Nietzsche’s thinking. Weil started out as an ardent be-
liever in the Russian Revolution and was the editor of a Czech
anthology of Soviet revolutionary poetry. In 1933, he went to work
as a translator in Moscow, where for reasons yet to be cleared up he
was expelled from the party and exiled to Central Asia. His novel
Moskva—Hranice (Moscow: The Border, 1937) was one of the first liter-
ary accounts of Stalinist terror.6 It was not forgotten by the Czech
Communist Party. In 1949, after Weil had published his novel Život
s hvězdou (Life with a Star), he became persona non grata in commu-
nist Czechoslovakia and for seven years was banned from publishing.

Despite these experiences, Weil remained true to his communist
ideals. He does not, however, seem to have adopted the distorted
view of Nietzsche as ‘‘prophet of base power’’ and ‘‘father . . . of
German fascism’’ prescribed by Stalinist critics such as Zdeněk
Nejedlý or Georg Lukács, who presented Nietzsche as a direct fore-
runner of Nazism.7 In his response to Nietzsche’s thought, Weil
proved to be a pupil of his university teacher Šalda rather than of
Lukács or Nejedlý.8 Like Šalda, Weil reads Nietzsche primarily as a
philosopher of tragedy. This will be shown in the analysis here of
Weil’s last novel, Na střeše je Mendelssohn (Mendelssohn Is On the Roof)
(published posthumously in 1960), which is set in Prague during the
German occupation and, like most of Weil’s postwar works, deals
with the suffering of the Czech Jews under the Nazi regime.9 (Weil
himself barely escaped the Holocaust; all other members of his fam-
ily were killed.)
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Mendelssohn Is On the Roof is an intricate web of interwoven epi-
sodes that render an almost panoramic view of life in occupied
Prague. Most of the novel’s characters and events are fictional: pious
Dr. Rabinovich and young Richard Reisinger, who are both threat-
ened by deportation to Terezı́n, as well as the two Jewish children
who try to survive the war in a hideout, to give but a few examples.
There are, however, some fictionalized characterizations of histori-
cal figures, such as the Reichsprotektor Reinhard Heydrich, whose
assassination by Czech resistance fighters in spring 1942 is of central
importance in the novel, or the chief elder of the Jews in Terezı́n.
The numerous strands of the plot center around an episode from
which the title of the book is taken: a high-ranking Nazi official takes
offense at the statue of the composer Felix Mendelssohn on the roof
of the Rudolfinum, Prague’s concert hall, because Mendelssohn
came from a Jewish family. His decision to have the statue removed
affects the lives of most major characters of the novel.

Weil’s novel abounds with allusions to Nietzsche’s The Birth of
Tragedy, a fact that has been curiously overlooked by scholars. The
novel constitutes in part a critical dialogue with Nietzsche’s book on
tragedy. Indeed, the imagery of Mendelssohn Is On the Roof suggests
that Weil’s concept of a tragic culture is based on the dichotomy of
Dionysian versus Apollinian so essential to Nietzsche’s understand-
ing of tragedy. Nietzsche’s opposition of the arts of sculpture and
music, joined in tragedy, is essential to an understanding of Weil’s
novel. However, Weil does not merely adopt Nietzsche’s solution to
the problem of tragedy, but under the impact of the Holocaust sub-
mits it to an implicit criticism, reminiscent of Walter Benjamin’s ob-
jections to The Birth of Tragedy.

Like The Birth of Tragedy Weil’s novel is an attempt to come to
terms with the moral outrageousness or skandalon that the Greek
concept of the tragic presents to a morality based on Platonic-
Christian ideals. At the core of Weil’s understanding of the tragic
lies the diabolical mechanism by which the Nazis forced their Jewish
victims to organize their own extermination, thus becoming guilty
while innocent. Weil himself had firsthand experience of the Jews’
involuntary involvement in the Nazis’ politics of annihilation. In oc-
cupied Prague, he was forced to catalog stolen Jewish artifacts for
the Nazis until he was summoned to register for his transport to Ter-
ezı́n. Weil escaped by faking suicide and had to spend the rest of the
war in hiding.
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Weil’s novel contains an intricate phenomenology of this ‘‘guilt of
the guiltless,’’ with conspicuous parallels to the ‘‘theology of wicked-
ness,’’10 which, according to Paul Ricoeur, lies at the very basis of
the Greek concept of tragedy. Weil had long been familiar with this
concept. In 1937, he used a passage from Sophocles’ tragedy Philoc-
tetes as the epigraph for his novel The Wooden Spoon, which is based
on Weil’s experience of exile in Central Asia. The passage ends with
the phrase ‘‘the gods are evil.’’11

Guilty while Innocent: The Tragic
as an Ethical Dilemma

‘‘When the wrath of the daemons attacks a man, . . . it begins by
taking away his understanding and inclining him to the worse judge-
ment, so that he is not aware of his own errors.’’12 Lycurgus’s famous
dictum maintains that the tragic concept of guilt is based on a ‘‘the-
ology of wickedness’’ (Ricoeur) fundamentally opposed to later no-
tions of justice. Guilt in the tragic sense is synonymous with divine
temptation, a temporary insanity or blindness caused by the gods
(ate).13 The tragic hero does not fail of his own volition; he is
prompted by a demonic deity who deliberately and under false pre-
tenses deceives him into seeking his own ruin. He is therefore pun-
ished for something that at least to our minds is not at all his fault.
The tragic concept of guilt acknowledges neither mitigating circum-
stances nor diminished responsibility: the modern criminal who
seeks remission of punishment by claiming to have committed his
deed at Satan’s command is conceivable only within the frame of a
later, nontragic concept of guilt. The tragic hero does eventually
grasp that he has been hoodwinked; he is able to see himself as a
victim of divine malice. This does not mean, however, that he feels
in any way exonerated. His guilt may have been inflicted on him ex-
ternally, but it is still his own guilt, and he accepts death as appro-
priate.14

Although the tragic concept of guilt runs counter to an ethos that
cares less for the act than for motive or intent, tragic fate proves
highly repugnant to a self-image based on the assertion of free will.
A ‘‘necessity that more or less rules out freedom [of will] is no
longer compatible with our sentiments,’’ writes Goethe about an-
cient tragedy.15 As Walter Otto pointed out, free will is indeed a no-
tion utterly foreign to the tragic.16 The tragic permits only necessity,
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whether as personified force or as blind agency. It is founded on a
theology ‘‘of predestination to evil’’ from which freedom has been
largely eliminated.17

A merely passive endurance of fate cannot be called tragic in the
strict sense of the word, as Paul Ricoeur rightly observes.18 The abso-
lutely tragic, as it appears in tragedy, generates tension from the col-
lision of necessity with a hero who, at least temporarily, dares to
resist this necessity. Without these ‘‘dialectics of fate and freedom’’
there would be neither action nor tragedy.19 They are at the same
time the essential precondition for tragic pity. These dialectics also
imply, however, that, at least temporarily, divine and human guilt
are disentangled from each other instead of being knotted up into
one inseparable whole. For a time, the human being bears sole re-
sponsibility for his or her deeds, before this momentary freedom is
again crushed by fate.20

It has become evident that the problem of the tragic is ultimately
of a religious nature.21 Human beings, as presented in tragedy, find
themselves in the clutches of a fundamentally evil transcendency;
they become sport to a malevolent power seeking to annihilate
them. According to George Steiner, absolute tragedy is the ‘‘per-
formative mode of despair’’: ‘‘[I]ts declaratory terms are ‘nothing’
and ‘never.’ ’’ The absolutely tragic is a deeply ‘‘negative ontology,’’
according to which we are guilty a priori—that is, guilty merely be-
cause we exist: our ‘‘generation and birth are nothing but idiotic
provocations to pain and betrayal.’’22

Ricoeur emphasizes that the theology that lies at the basis of trag-
edy itself categorically precludes any kind of redemption. Whenever
redemption does emerge in a tragedy, ‘‘it always proceeds by substi-
tuting some other religious schema and not by resolving the internal
tensions that issue from the tragic schema itself.’’23 If we reverse this
argument, it leads us to the conclusion that absolute tragedy can
never take root in the soil of Judaeo-Christian eschatology, nor in a
modern secular utopia.24 Where there is hope and promise, the
tragic has been overcome ‘‘from the outside,’’ its internal contradic-
tions remaining unsolved.

The tragic resists moral interpretation. The common assumption
that the tragic hero sins on account of his hubris misses the essence
of tragedy. It posits a later notion of justice in which tragic fate is no
longer the result of vicious attacks by a malevolent deity but is in-
stead seen as rightful punishment for the hero’s undue presump-
tion. With respect to ancient tragedy the reverse is true, as Ricoeur
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emphasizes: by no means does human hubris arouse divine jealousy
(phtonos). On the contrary, hubris is originally evoked by phtonos,
since it provides the gods with a pretext for striking against their
mortal foes.25 Similarly, in an attempt to rescue the notion of free
will, the philosophy of tragedy for a long time interpreted tragic
conflict in moral terms. It was not divine malice that set off the tragic
conflict, but a collision of two equally justified ethics.26 If we adopt
this view, however, we abandon the sphere of the tragic. It makes the
tragic more palatable but inevitably distorts it past recognition.

For the psychoanalyst Léon Wurmser, tragedy teaches us precisely
that human existence is inevitably based on conflict.27 However hard
we try, there is no way of escaping guilt. Fate is never just. We can at
best only endeavor to fathom its underlying laws; our quest for jus-
tice will always remain futile. This modern perception of the tragic
does not attempt to evade the contradictions inherent in the tragic
by submitting them to a nontragic perspective, nor does it try to
solve these contradictions. One has to face up to the unbearable as-
pects of tragedy, to endure and even welcome them. This view has
its roots in Nietzsche’s philosophy. Nietzsche’s concept of tragedy
proceeds precisely from his insight into how utterly unacceptable
the tragic must appear to our moral consciousness. The world of
tragedy is a world of scandalous injustice. Morality fails in the pres-
ence of the tragic. From this Nietzsche draws his famous conclusion
that ‘‘only as aesthetic phenomenon are existence and the world
eternally justified.’’28 This oft-quoted statement does not mean that
in art the world is justified, whereas otherwise it is not. What Nietz-
sche has in mind is that in art—namely in Attic tragedy—the funda-
mentally tragic character of the world reveals itself in a manner that
makes the unbearable appear worthwhile and even desirable. Hence
art makes us fit for life, which without it would only lead us to utter
despair.

The fact that Nietzsche submits the entire world and life in gen-
eral to this aesthetic point of view could easily suggest that cruelty
and suffering, too, are reduced to merely aesthetic phenomena.
Does this not imply a downright invitation to sadism and atrocity,
which are fully justified by their aesthetic appeal, not only on the
stage, but in life itself? This difficult question of whether Nietzsche’s
concept of tragedy does indeed permit such a conclusion cannot be
answered here. It should be pointed out, however, that The Birth of
Tragedy deals primarily not with suffering inflicted by human beings,
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but with the fundamental cruelty of nature itself, which eventually
destroys whatever it has previously produced.

Walter Benjamin’s criticism of Nietzsche focuses on a different as-
pect of his thinking. Benjamin concedes that it was Nietzsche who
finally freed tragedy from the stereotyped morality that for a long
enough time had obscured the true nature of the tragic.29 He ar-
gues, however, that by approaching the issue from a purely aesthetic
angle, Nietzsche not only ignored the historical condition of Greek
tragedy, he also neglected the moral problem that lies at the core of
this particular genre, namely the problem of guilt.30 In Benjamin’s
view, Greek tragedy marks the transition from pagan to moral exis-
tence. The tragic fate of the hero, who bears his ruin silently and
without resistance, is in fact a mute but nonetheless powerful accusa-
tion against the gods, for it is they who in the end prove to be the
true culprits. The hero’s death is a sacrificial death: by bringing to
light the gods’ injustice it prepares the ground for their final over-
throw. It is thus one last tribute to a power whose days are already
numbered.31 For Benjamin, Greek tragedy is therefore a genre of
prophecy: by portraying the tragic, it foretells its downfall.32 The
power of the evil gods is indeed affirmed by the outcome of tragedy,
but there is a note of protest in this affirmation, a call for justice,
that clearly transcends the domain of the tragic.

Justice and the Judgment of Paris: Elements of the
Tragic in Mendelssohn Is On the Roof

The problem of justice is the central issue of Greek tragedy.33 It is
also central to Weil’s novel, although here it appears at first in an
utterly nontragic sense. The prologue to Mendelssohn Is On the Roof
recounts the myth of Deucalion and Pyrrha; ‘‘because they were
just,’’ they were the only human beings who survived a deluge sent
by Zeus. In their despair the old couple, no longer able to ‘‘people
the earth,’’ turn to Themida, the goddess of justice. Their appeal is
heard: from stones, which they are told to cast behind themselves, a
new human generation is brought to life.34 The prologue of Weil’s
novel thus leads us into a world where there is no room for the
tragic. It is a world ruled by gods not always benevolent, yet fair and
reliable in their actions. In this world, it pays to act in a manner
pleasing to the gods, while sins are inevitably punished. The relation
between crime and punishment is absolutely transparent and there-
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fore reasonable. Not accidentally, however, this world is limited to
the mythical sphere of the prologue, clearly set off from the actual
plot of the novel. In the first chapter, we are confronted with a real-
ity of an altogether different kind: that of Prague under German oc-
cupation. The reign of the new rulers is founded not on justice, but
on arbitrary power. The disaster that befalls the citizens of Prague
follows laws totally inscrutable; it seems in fact devoid of any causal-
ity at all. This holds particularly true for the Jews. Weil depicts their
situation as a gruesome enactment of the absolutely tragic, as
Steiner and Ricoeur described it.

Although in the prologue catastrophe comes as punishment for
an actual crime or general depravity, the Jews of Prague are prose-
cuted for merely existing.35 Theirs is an offense for which there is
only one penalty: they must be annihilated. As in ancient tragedy,
here, too, the ‘‘tragic counterforce’’ has two faces.36 In Mendelssohn
Is On the Roof it appears both as a personified power and as imper-
sonal, blind necessity. On the one hand, fate operates in the shape
of the Nazis, who persecute their victims with a destructive energy
worthy of the Greek gods. On the other hand, it manifests itself in
the ‘‘anonymous’’ resolutions of the Wannsee Conference, the infa-
mous meeting of high-ranking Nazi officials in January 1942 that of-
ficially informed the German bureaucracy of the regime’s plans to
exterminate all of European Jewry. Its diagrams, statistics, quotas,
and figures form a quasi-abstract necessity that with seeming inevita-
bility leads the Jews to their doom. Of course, Weil was aware of the
fact that the ‘‘final solution’’ was a ‘‘human’’ plan carried out by
human beings. It is significant, however, that in Mendelssohn Is On the
Roof he never actually calls the Wannsee Conference by name. It is
always the ‘‘secret conference’’ or simply ‘‘the conference.’’37 With
this Kafkaesque technique Weil creates the impression that what is
at work here is in fact some kind of impersonal, supernatural force.
In Mendelssohn Is On the Roof even Reinhard Heydrich, one of the key
figures in planning the genocide of the Jews, sees himself as but a
temporary agent of this eerie power. His last thought after the suc-
cessful attempt on his life is for the briefcase with the plan of the
‘‘final solution’’ in it, which he always carries with him. His own
death is irrelevant so long the briefcase can be handed on to some-
one who will continue its work of destruction. This bizarre ‘‘relay
race’’ illustrates more than anything the seemingly impersonal na-
ture of the ‘‘great plan,’’ which is carried out with unyielding conse-
quence to the very end.
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In Weil’s book, we are confronted with the problem of tragic guilt,
the consequence of which is capital punishment, despite the fact
that the ‘‘defendant’s’’ crime has been imposed by a superior power.
The Jews in Mendelssohn Is On the Roof are victims of an insidious de-
lusion clearly reminiscent of tragic blindness (ate). The plan of the
final solution is a matter of absolute secrecy. Its victims are deliber-
ately left in the dark about their destiny. While desperately trying to
make sense of the disturbing rumors, to detect a hidden meaning
behind the harassing laws, they fail to see that all this means only
one thing: they are all going to die. Blind to the fact that their fate
has long been sealed, they remain trapped in a roller coaster of
hope and despair.38 Weil makes it clear that though this confusion
seems absurd and pointless, there is method to it. The Nazis per-
form their stratagems with perfidious calculation. As long as there is
the slightest flicker of hope, their victims will do anything to sur-
vive—even if they themselves become involved in the diabolic ma-
chinery of destruction.39 Registering confiscated Jewish property,
assigning Jews to forced labor, setting up a Jewish museum designed
to document for posterity the culture of those to be extinguished,
even choosing a ‘‘suitable’’ site for a ghetto—all of this is carried out
by an army of desperate Jewish accessories. Tricked into hoping they
can save their own lives and those of their families, they become ac-
complices to a crime aimed at their own destruction.

In the hermetic world of the ghetto, behind the walls of Terezı́n,
the tragic can unfold in its absolute form. Here, the victims become
inextricably entangled in the guilt of their persecutors. It is a pris-
oner who designs Terezı́n’s gallows. Prisoners build a railroad line
for the transports to the East. Prisoners compile the lists of those to
be deported. Nobody is as deeply involved in this mechanism of evil
as the head of the Council of Elders. Weil presents this old man as
someone who is guilty while innocent, his guilt being the result of a
tragic blindness deliberately brought about by the ‘‘superior’’
power, that is, the Nazis. With the best of intentions, the chief elder
of Terezı́n becomes a willing tool for the murderers, who mislead
him about the true nature of their game:

[He] fulfilled all their wishes: he expedited the transports to the East
and established an eighty-hour workweek that applied even to children
over fourteen. He was an accomplice in all the deceptions blinding the
eyes of neutral countries abroad. He didn’t do it to save his own life. He
had no doubt that he, too, was condemned to death. He had an idea of
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what was hiding behind the ghetto commandant’s chance innuendos.
And still he believed it was possible to misdirect, to delude, to hoodwink.
He believed it was necessary to give the appearance of following without
question every order he received, even if it meant the death of tens of
thousands, in order to have a chance to save the lives of children—
children, the only hope of the future. . . . He thought he could make a
pact with the devil, he thought he could give the devil a great deal in
order to save at least something. He couldn’t have known of the folder
with the strictly designated deadlines. He couldn’t have known that that
very folder contained a resolution made at a secret conference which
established that children, biologically the most valuable, must be exter-
minated above all others.40

The strategy works for the Nazis: in the end their victims virtually
deport themselves. A ghastly scene, highly reminiscent of Kafka, il-
lustrates the final overthrow of justice. In Terezı́n, a group of prison-
ers is sentenced to be hanged: ‘‘They hadn’t had a trial, they hadn’t
been sentenced by any court. The verdict was final.’’41

Of course, what Weil describes here is based on historical facts.
He does, however, endow these facts with an allegorical meaning
that leads us beyond the historical events into the realm of the
tragic. This can be demonstrated by two seemingly haphazard epi-
sodes, which on closer examination turn out to be connected. Be-
fore being deported to Terezı́n, Richard Reisinger, a Jew from
Prague, is forced to work in a warehouse used by the Nazis to store
stolen Jewish property, including a statue of the figure of Justice that
instills a superstitious fear in the warehouse’s German manager.
Eventually, she orders Reisinger to smash the statue to pieces. Thus,
the victim has to cooperate in destroying a world founded on laws
equally valid for all.42 A statue is at the center of another event, and
again it is confiscated Jewish property. The head of the Central Bu-
reau in Prague, a division of the German Security Police responsible
for the ‘‘solution’’ of the Jewish question in the Czech and Moravian
protectorate, needs a birthday gift for his aged mother. Fiedler, his
subordinate, has orders to choose the most beautiful piece from the
Meissen porcelain taken from wealthy Jewish families. He surprises
his superior with a precious figurine representing the Judgment of
Paris. The piece, which for the two Nazis exudes an almost sacred
aura, turns out to be a valuable rarity. The only other extant copy is
kept in the Meissen Museum. It is by no means accidental that Weil
has chosen this particular motif. The Judgment of Paris set off the
Trojan War. The figurine thus implicitly points to the Homeric
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world, a world where for the first time the elements of the tragic
manifested themselves in their entirety.43 Taken together, the two
episodes make literally manifest how the tragic world order has been
released from its museum showcase to topple justice.

The Tragedy of Dr. Rabinovich: Mendelssohn
Is On the Roof as Anti-Tragic Prophecy

Among the elements that constitute ancient tragedy are, besides
blindness sent by the gods and guiltless guilt, a dialectics of fate and
freedom. In their confrontation with fate, human beings will always
come off worst. Yet by resisting destiny the tragic hero can temporar-
ily maintain a semblance of freedom. For some time at least, the in-
evitable seems avertible. It is this delusive contingency that allows
us to feel pity for the hero. Watching it being thwarted by a malign
transcendency causes us anguish (phobos).44

But does Weil in his novel employ this tension between necessity
and freedom, so essential to ancient tragedy? At first sight, the con-
trary seems true. The narrator in Mendelssohn Is On the Roof makes
it quite plain that his Jewish protagonists have no scope of action
whatsoever. They are determined by an inexorable necessity. Fate
cannot be outwitted, and any such attempt only makes things worse.
By trying to outsmart his tormentors, the chief elder in Terezı́n ends
up assisting them in their evildoing instead of preventing it. More-
over, most of the novel’s characters are stylized to an extent that
hardly allows for tragic pity. There is, however, one exception. The
pious and learned Dr. Rabinovich is one of the few characters in
Weil’s novel endowed with individual features. To be sure, he, too,
succumbs to his fate. Rabinovich is among the very last Jews in
Prague to be deported to the death camps. Until then, however, we
anxiously observe his struggle for survival, which involves him more
and more deeply in the crimes of his persecutors, yet for some time
grants him a semblance of freedom.

Rabinovich makes himself guilty in two respects: by working with
the Nazis and by sinning against the commandments of Judaism. In
order to survive he cooperates with the murderers, a tiny cog in the
gigantic machinery of destruction, yet one that helps to keep it run-
ning. Moreover, he, who has always led a life of impeccable pious-
ness, ends up having to entertain the Nazis with blasphemous acts:
not only does he disregard the Second Commandment (‘‘Thou
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shalt not make graven images’’) by arranging a Passover celebration
with papier-mâché figures for a museum designed to mock the soon-
to-be-extinct Jewish people. At the request of a Nazi official, he even
blows the shofar, the ram’s horn used to announce the Day of Atone-
ment on the Jewish New Year, thereby desecrating one of the highest
religious holidays.

Nevertheless, the old man cannot be condemned easily. Rabino-
vich’s motives are selfless. It is not for his own life that he makes
himself guilty, but for the sake of his wife and children. More impor-
tantly, Rabinovich, too, acts in a state of blindness sent from above
and therefore cannot properly be called guilty. His German supe-
rior makes him believe that in return for his services his entire family
will be saved, while secretly the Nazi gloats over this successful de-
ception.45

Rabinovich’s tragic error consists in attributing to the new regime
his own way of thinking, which has been shaped by his religion. He
still believes the world to be governed by a kind of justice that mani-
fests itself in a well-ordered system of rewards and punishment. He
even goes so far as to interpret the Holocaust as God’s punishment
for his own religious offenses. It is significant that Rabinovich’s
‘‘sins’’ culminate in his having to blow the shofar for a Nazi visitor.
The shofar announces ‘‘the beginning of the Day of Judgement, the
Day of Atonement, the highest and most terrible of the Jewish
holidays, the day when one thinks about one’s sins, repents of them,
and begs for forgiveness.’’ It thus illustrates Rabinovich’s belief in
a divine justice that judges people according to their misdeeds or
merits.46

For a long time Rabinovich refuses to see that by actively cooperat-
ing with the Nazi murderers he makes himself guilty of a crime far
more serious than those sins against Jewish law committed under
pressure. The same concept of justice leads him to believe that even-
tually he will be rewarded for his obedience to the new rulers. Again,
he fails to see that the Nazis long ago wrote a law of their own, which
for Jews—regardless of their merits or offenses—issues only one ver-
dict: death.

Weil carefully arranges the sad tale of Dr. Rabinovich so that it
follows the pattern of ancient tragedy. Right before catastrophe sets
in, he lets his protagonist have a flash of insight or anagnorisis. For
some time Rabinovich is able to close his eyes to the fact that his fate
has already taken its decisive turn (perepeteia). Even when he and his
family are actually being deported to the east, he still alternates be-
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tween a fatalistic acceptance of the impending disaster as punish-
ment for his blasphemy and the desperate hope of being saved at
the very last minute as a reward for his cooperation with the Nazis:
‘‘They had all been in touch with . . . important people. Surely these
people wouldn’t abandon them after they had been provided with
so many valuables, surely they would save them at the last moment;
surely a fancy limousine would appear any minute now and a gen-
eral would step out, all covered with medals and decorations, and
say, ‘This person performed good services for the Reich. I demand
that he and his entire family be released.’ ’’47

Only when the door of the railroad car suddenly opens and in-
stead of the longed-for deus ex machina in his ‘‘fancy limousine’’
there appears just another prisoner—the only one among those
cooped up together who not only refused to work for the murderers
but even fought them—does it dawn on Rabinovich that his case is
lost. Only now is he beginning to grasp the true nature of those who
cruelly tricked him into complicity only to ruin him in the end.

In his downfall, Rabinovich—up to this point not an altogether
pleasant character—achieves a certain tragic grandeur. Not unlike
the hero in ancient tragedy, he, too, comes to accept his actual
human guilt and eventually bows to his fate. It is his encounter with
a ‘‘just man,’’ one who resisted complicity with the Nazis, that finally
opens Rabinovich’s eyes. Now he understands that his sin consisted
not in breaking religious commandments, but in making himself an
accessory to crimes against his fellow Jews.48 Rabinovich does not ex-
onerate himself by telling himself he did not act on his own initia-
tive. In the end, he takes full responsibility for his deeds, thus
gaining the stature of a tragic hero.

The fact that the hero accepts his guilt does not justify the deeds
of the ‘‘evil gods.’’ On the contrary, in Weil’s novel we observe a
deep indignation at the very maliciousness of fate that constitutes
the basis of tragic action. This, according to Walter Benjamin, is
characteristic of ancient tragedy. He argues that though it may in-
deed seem as if in tragedy the hero is put on trial, it is the gods who
in the end find themselves in the dock while the hero takes the wit-
ness stand.49

Similarly, in Mendelssohn Is On the Roof, Weil ultimately shifts the
emphasis from Rabinovich’s transgressions to the far more serious
depravity of those who provoked these transgressions in the first
place. When on his way to death Rabinovich finds himself accompa-
nied by a ‘‘just man,’’ he realizes that without exception all Jews are
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doomed, those who worked for the Nazis as well as those who re-
sisted them. Only now does Rabinovich take the Holocaust for what
it is: not a God-given, well-deserved punishment for some sin, but an
outrageous crime on the part of those who set themselves up as ‘‘evil
gods.’’ Paradoxically, it is precisely by accepting his guilt that, in a
sense, Rabinovich finally denies the Nazis obedience. They may have
power over life and death, but his deeds, the old man now firmly
believes, will be judged not by them, but after his death, by the Su-
preme Judge.50 By referring to a divine justice superior to the ‘‘evil
gods,’’ Weil eventually transcends the tragic schema. The tragedy of
Dr. Rabinovich thus ends with the kind of ‘‘anti-Olympic prophecy’’
Walter Benjamin perceives in all of ancient tragedy.51

Sculpture versus Music: Weil’s Response
to The Birth of Tragedy

Outwardly, when confronted with his own tragic guilt, Rabinovich
submits to his fate. Inwardly, however, he refuses to accept it as ulti-
mate reality. From a moral point of view, he rebels against the tragic.
Rabinovich’s inner development captures in miniature the general
development of thought underlying Weil’s novel. Weil implicitly ar-
gues that only the tragic provides us with a pattern that helps us to
adequately comprehend the situation of the Jews under the rule of
the Nazis, especially their involuntary complicity in a crime directed
against themselves. This insight leads, however, to a deep indigna-
tion against the tragic itself, an indignation that eventually manifests
itself in a kind of antitragic utopia.

Like Rabinovich, Richard Reisinger, the young Jew who at the com-
mand of the Nazis has to destroy the statue of Justice, seems to be
totally at the mercy of the evil gods. He, too, is forced to cooperate
with the Germans. As a member of the Terezı́n ghetto guard he is
made at once prison warder and prisoner, victim and culprit. Unlike
Rabinovich, however, Reisinger is not blinded for even a moment. He
has no illusions as to the nature of a regime that dupes its victims into
complicity and then annihilates them, regardless of their ‘‘merits.’’ It
is precisely this clairvoyance that ultimately prompts him to stand up
to his fate. In the end, Reisinger manages to escape from Terezı́n,
whereupon he joins the Communist resistance. Again Weil demon-
strates that a world outside the seemingly hermetic realm of the
tragic does exist. Although in Rabinovich’s case the tragic is tran-
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scended in an otherworldly sphere to be reached only in the life to
come, Reisinger’s sanctuary is altogether of this world. Instead of di-
vine justice, a worldly, social justice is now invoked as a utopian coun-
terforce to the tragic. In both instances, however, leaving the bounds
of the tragic takes a terrible toll. While Rabinovich can overcome the
tragic only at the expense of his own life, others have to pay the price
for Reisinger’s rebellion: as a punishment for his escape from Ter-
ezı́n, all remaining members of the ghetto guard are sent to certain
death in the eastern concentration camps.52

The experiences of Rabinovich and Reisinger are significant in
that they express Weil’s view of the problems of Jewish resistance
and Jewish collaboration during the Holocaust. Weil makes it clear
that there is no moral solution to either of these equally sensitive
issues. Morally, Jews in the position of either Reisinger or Rabinov-
ich could not do the right thing. Their situation is tragic: whatever
they do, whether they bow to their fate or resist it, they will make
themselves guilty. With the destruction of the ‘‘Judgment of Paris,’’
the emblem of the tragic world order, during the bombardment of
Berlin, Weil symbolically anticipates the final downfall of the tragic.
The last extant copy of the figurine is now kept in a museum. Once
more, the tragic is but a phenomenon of the past, to be marveled at
from a safe distance. In the last chapter of Mendelssohn Is On the Roof
Weil returns to the world of the prologue. The ‘‘evil gods’’ are pun-
ished for their deeds. Their empire collapses in a tremendous cata-
clysm, and the world is ruled by justice again. For the victims of the
tragic, however, it is too late. Tragedy does not allow for a happy end
or redemption. Mendelssohn Is On the Roof ends with a dreadful scene,
one that adds a taste of bitterness to the triumph of justice. In its
downfall the tragic once more reveals its true face. The end of the
war is at hand when two Jewish children—the most innocent of the
innocent—are found in their hiding place and tortured to death by
the Gestapo.

I have shown that Mendelssohn Is On the Roof deals extensively with
the problem of the tragic. But to what extent does the novel respond
to Nietzsche’s particular concept of the tragic? One of the central
motifs in Mendelssohn Is On the Roof is the opposition of sculpture
and music, which for Nietzsche epitomize the two Kunsttriebe—
Apollinian and Dionysian—that in their dynamic interplay consti-
tute the tragic nature of the world. Weil depicts prewar Prague as an
ideal model of what Nietzsche in The Birth of Tragedy described as
true culture. The ever flowing, ever changing Vltava river, ‘‘tamed’’
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by sleuces and weirs, the famous bridge with its statues, and the
widely acclaimed ‘‘musicality’’ of the historic buildings are all char-
acteristics of a living culture based on the dynamic and precarious
balance of the two antagonistic Kunsttriebe.53 The eternal flow of the
Dionysian is hemmed in by statues, while Apollinian architecture
pulsates with a musical rhythm. The Rudolfinum, with its concert
hall and its roof crowned with statues, is an appropriate landmark
of this culture.

The Nazis in Mendelssohn Is On the Roof are in fact quite susceptible
to the Dionysian-Apollinian ideal of culture, wherever they find it, but
they prove incapable of ever producing such a culture themselves.
They admire Prague, with its successful amalgamation of Dionysian
dynamism and Apollinian statics.54 Yet in trying to monopolize this
culture, they end up destroying it. Prague under German rule is
eerily silent; everything seems paralyzed and petrified—a nightmare
of Apollinian rigidity, peopled by somber statues. In the end, music
appears almost only in its most Apollinian form, as military marches.
Occupied Prague is ‘‘silenced and subjugated.’’ After Heydrich’s
death the ‘‘strangled city [falls] silent’’—it is ‘‘a lifeless city, disinteg-
rating and silent.’’ Heydrich himself is associated with music of fife
and drum, which Weil frequently employs as a symbol of death.
Toward the end of the German regime, classical music is replaced
by ‘‘noisy’’ and ‘‘raucous’’ patriotic songs about military victory.
When, on a rare occasion, popular music is played, it is disrupted by
the Nazis’ anti-Semitic ‘‘rowdy and sentimental songs.’’55

Near the end of their rule, the leading Nazis in Weil’s novel de-
velop an increasing aversion to music.56 In doing so, however, they
only go from one extreme to another. In Mendelssohn Is On the Roof,
Heydrich begins his career with downright Dionysian excesses, a kill-
ing frenzy accompanied by music. It is in fact music that makes these
excesses at all possible, for it provides an inexhaustible source of
power for the worn-out murderer.57 This barbaric tyranny of the Dio-
nysian is finally followed by an Apollinian terror no less outrageous
than its counterpart. Weil thus demonstrates that the Nazis’ at-
tempts at culture always result in the absolute power of either one
or the other Kunsttrieb, but never in their vital synthesis.

The Nazis’ incapacity for culture is ironically reflected in the title
episode of Weil’s novel. Heydrich commands that Mendelssohn’s
statue be removed from the roof of the Rudolfinum. But the attempt
to ‘‘Aryanize’’ the symbol of true culture takes a somewhat grotesque
turn. Instead of Mendelssohn, the Czech workmen almost tear down

PAGE 153................. 16436$ $CH5 05-10-07 09:21:46 PS



154 BETTINA KAIBACH

Richard Wagner, the man whose art was to become the main source
of inspiration for Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy. (Of all the statues he
has the biggest nose, thus it is assumed he is the Jew.)

Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy is indeed a major source of Weil’s
novel. Weil, too, understands ideal culture as the interplay of the
Dionysian and the Apollinian, where neither of the two Kunsttriebe
may break away from their mutual interdependence. Furthermore,
Weil shares with Nietzsche the opinion that from a moral point of
view the tragic cannot be justified. In Mendelssohn Is On the Roof Weil
describes the situation of the Jews during the Holocaust as tragic,
thus pointing out that it, too, cannot be grasped with moral catego-
ries. This holds particularly true for the delicate issue of Jewish coop-
eration with the Nazis and the equally problematic question of to
what extent Jewish resistance was both possible and useful. For Weil
there is only one way to ‘‘do justice’’ to the dilemma of people like
Rabinovich or Reisinger, and that is to see it in the light of the tragic.

Weil does not, however, approve of Nietzsche’s conclusion that an
essentially tragic world is justified in an aesthetic way. If the tragic
cannot be justified morally, it cannot be justified at all. A world de-
void of justice, where the innocent are made guilty through the in-
tervention of ‘‘evil gods,’’ has to be rejected and eventually
overcome. At the end of Mendelssohn Is On the Roof a clear distinction
is again made between those responsible for the Holocaust and their
victims. It is not Rabinovich or Reisinger who made themselves
guilty, but the Nazis, who like ancient ‘‘evil gods’’ cunningly de-
ceived them into complicity. It is therefore only right that the novel
end with the prophecy of the final downfall of these gods. For the
early Nietzsche the tragic reveals a metaphysical truth only tempo-
rarily concealed by moral misinterpretations. Weil, on the other
hand, presents the tragic as a historical phenomenon that, precisely
by arousing our moral indignation, sows the seeds of a new world
based on justice. His view thus shows a certain affinity to Walter Ben-
jamin’s theory of ancient tragedy.

Weil tries to show that by acting as ‘‘evil gods’’ and annulling jus-
tice, the Nazis also destroyed the delicate balance between the Dio-
nysian and the Apollinian that is characteristic of all true culture. A
society where human relations lack a moral basis will never produce
culture, but will lead to either Dionysian excess or Apollinian petri-
fication. More than that: true culture is never nationalistic or racially
‘‘pure.’’ Both Mendelssohn and Wagner belong on the roof of the
Rudolfinum. Here, however, Weil is much closer to Nietzsche than
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he himself might have guessed. Nietzsche’s posthumously published
fragments, which Weil could not have had access to during his life-
time, contain the following note: ‘‘Against Aryan and Semitic.
Where races are mixed, [there is a] source of great culture.’’58
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im Wald and Prag, 2000), 78. For Vladimı́r Holan’s literary response to Nietzsche,
see the afterword in Vladimı́r Holan, Gesammelte Werke, vol. 1: Lyrik I (Das Wehen; Der
Bogen; Stein, kommst du . . .), ed. Urs Heftrich and Michael Špirit (Köln: Mutabene,
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Nietzsche, Artaud, and Tragic Politics
Geoffrey Baker

In countries under the rule of fear, the theatre is the form the
dictators watch closely and dread the most.

—Peter Brook, The Open Door

The Right, unfortunately, is practically ignored here, although
the theater can surely be geared to reactionary purposes as well.

—Reinhold Grimm, ‘‘Dionysus and Socrates’’

IN HIS BOOK ON WHAT HE TERMS ‘‘NIETZSCHE’S TRAGIC REGIME,’’ THOMAS

Heilke contextualizes anecdotally the inception of Nietzsche’s The
Birth of Tragedy (Die Geburt der Tragödie, 1872), positing that ‘‘the criti-
cal experience that showed him the need for aesthetic horizons and
induced him to create them appears to have been the rumored
burning of the Louvre in 1870.’’1 Nietzsche himself, in the ‘‘Attempt
at a Self-Criticism’’ (Versuch einer Selbstkritik) that accompanied a
later edition of his essay in 1886, similarly situates his first work in
that historical moment, ‘‘the exciting time of the Franco-Prussian
War of 1870–71. As the thunder of the Battle of Wörth was rolling
over Europe, the muser and riddle-friend who was to be the father
of this book sat somewhere in an Alpine nook, very bemused and
beriddled, hence very concerned and yet unconcerned, and wrote
down his thoughts on the Greeks.’’2 The other thinker about theater
on whom this essay will focus, Antonin Artaud,3 commences his The
Theater and Its Double (Le théâtre et son double, 1938) in a related vein,
with an appeal to a historically documented world exterior to his
book: ‘‘The archives of the little town of Cagliari, in Sardinia, con-
tain the account of an astonishing historical fact.’’4 Why the opening
gesture toward practical history in two texts whose destination is os-
tensibly a theorization of the tragic? If there is a handy, seemingly
binarized organizational motif to this essay, it is this undefined
dance of the theoretical and practical; the texts to be discussed treat
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the nature of an aesthetic genre and therefore must, by extension,
reveal something of the interaction between that aesthetic realm
and the real, physical world in which it lives and breathes, from
which it draws its breath. Yet perhaps the framework itself uphold-
ing the distinctions between the aesthetic/theoretical and the prac-
tical will prove unstable and lead us onto other ground.

This approach may already sound predictably deconstructive, but,
on the contrary, I intend to argue in favor of the preservation of
such distinctions as will permit Nietzsche’s and Artaud’s formula-
tions on the theater to serve as models of politically transformative
art that works through metaphysical and epistemological channels
toward tangible political change. Ultimately not concerned with de-
ducing the political orientation of Nietzsche or Artaud, this essay
will concern itself with (and critically evaluate) the mechanisms
whereby their versions of the theater pretend to operate in the polit-
ical sphere. Theodor Adorno’s pithy discussion of politically effec-
tive art will help to situate my reading; Adorno refers repeatedly to
Brecht and Sartre as examples of misguided dramatists (and, it
should not be forgotten, as theorists of drama) who intended their
work to open avenues of engagement. Following Adorno’s cue, I will
demonstrate that both Nietzsche and Artaud can be read in a man-
ner supportive of Adorno’s notions of—bluntly and crudely put—
what works and what fails in a politically committed theater.
Alongside those of Adorno, Nietzsche’s and Artaud’s blueprints for
drama contribute to a transformative tragic politics that seeks to
overcome unpalatable social regimes by disabling them, by interro-
gating the epistemological formations and structures of representa-
tion from which they spring. However, perhaps diverging from
Adorno, this version of political aesthetics is firmly grounded in
what can only be categorized as a spiritual or metaphysical collectiv-
ization. This emphasis on the collective as against the interests of the
subject raises its own set of issues, addressed by way of a conclusion.

I

Two concerns before proceeding: First, it will quickly become evi-
dent that I do not intend to invest much in Nietzsche’s philosophi-
cal development away from his early declarations in The Birth of
Tragedy. Such readings usually demean Nietzsche’s historiography of
the theater, which is too often passed over as a mere stage on the
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life’s way of his intellectual development. This is certainly an aspect
of Julian Young’s argument in Nietzsche’s Philosophy of Art, which
treats The Birth merely as the first of four phases in Nietzsche’s
thought, and which occupies itself more with what Young calls
‘‘Nietzsche’s philosophy’’ than with his ‘‘philosophy of art.’’5 By con-
trast, Tracy Strong’s argument in his seminal book on Nietzsche as
a political thinker—on which I will lean later—refuses to proceed in
such a chronological fashion, but also forcibly embeds The Birth in
the huge context of Nietzsche’s evolving thought, as if that thought
were one synchronous, always-present entity. It is true that The Birth
of Tragedy can be located within the discursive arc (following Young)
or totality (following Strong) of Nietzschean thought, but it also be-
longs, by itself and outside of Nietzsche’s oeuvre and oblivious to his
later clarifications and qualifications, to a tradition of theater theory
and aesthetics, and to the question of art and the world outside of
it. It is in this context that I wish to consider the book, along with
Artaud’s The Theater and Its Double. For if the argument here engages
the question of aesthetic theoria and political praxis in the thought of
two men in particular, it also hopes to consider the nature and
power of effective art in general.

Second, it may be useful at this point briefly to characterize my
use of the term ‘‘political,’’ which will be central to this argument.
Heilke commences an article on Nietzschean politics by reminding
his reader that ‘‘the everyday problems of our time have come to
include not merely the typical problems of political rule, but large-
scale alienation, displacement, and even genocide on a grand
scale.’’6 He seems to insist that this knowledge ought to lead us to
broaden our understanding of politics to a scope commensurate
with the ubiquity of our political problems. Elsewhere, he has spo-
ken specifically of Nietzsche’s own quite broad understanding of the
political: ‘‘Nietzsche does not offer us an analysis of politics for the
use of practitioners. How states are obtained, how they are kept, and
how they are lost, for example, are not items of interest in his analy-
sis of politics; neither are world-historical panoramas of political
purposes in the tradition of Hegel and his intellectual progeny. Nor
are his books public policy manuals for modern legislators or admin-
istrators.’’7 Nicola Chiaromonte opines similarly in an essay on Ar-
taud and political theater: ‘‘ ‘Politics,’ for the Greeks, meant ‘what
concerns the polis,’ and the polis was not only the place of everyone,
a free space protected by sacred laws, but also the place of everything,
that is of all that concerns man as a human being, and not just his
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private affairs; and, by the same token, not only the public affairs of
the moment.’’8 Both Heilke and Chiaromonte support a conception
of politics capacious enough to include what was once labeled the
social, and in this they reflect a certain trend within the discourse of
our discipline. Joan Scott, for example, from within a debate over
the English working class, enforces a distinction between broad poli-
tics, or ‘‘any contest for power within which identities . . . are cre-
ated,’’ and narrow politics, or ‘‘formal participation in government
or the state.’’9 It is precisely this conceptual separation that Nietz-
sche, Artaud, and Adorno might contest; at the very least, they
would maintain a role for the social in the political, just as Strong,
Heilke, and Chiaromonte do, and—on a level more germane to the
subject of this paper—a role for theory in practice.

Indeed, the role of the theoretical in the realm of praxis is the
watermark of Adorno’s articulations on properly political art, and
especially theater:10 ‘‘Committed art in the proper sense is not in-
tended to generate ameliorative measures, legislative acts or practi-
cal institutions—like earlier propaganda plays against syphilis, duels,
abortion laws or borstals—but to work at the level of fundamental
attitudes [Haltung].’’11 Adorno never offers a specific methodology
for this ‘‘work at the level of fundamental attitudes,’’ but one can
infer from another passage in ‘‘Commitment’’ (as well as from the
whole of Aesthetic Theory) the shape that it might assume: ‘‘Eulogists
of ‘relevance’ are more likely to find Sartre’s Huis Clos profound,
than to listen patiently to a text whose language challenges signifi-
cation and by its very distance from meaning revolts in advance
against positivist subordination of meaning.’’12 The goal, then, is a
transformation that first manifests itself as an epistemological duel,
interfering with the fixedness in structures of meaning that enables,
at its worst, catastrophic political formations and historical events.
In an essay on Hölderlin, Adorno’s most succinct engagement with
this question, he pinpoints the paratactical textual moments that
mold this variety of theoretical resistance, these ‘‘artificial distur-
bances that evade the logical hierarchy of a subordinating syntax.’’13

It is in Hölderlin’s works, Adorno claims, that the ‘‘poetic move-
ment’’ [dichterische Bewegung] first disrupts ‘‘the category of
meaning.’’14 The transposition of this disruption into the register of
political action merely expresses the practical ramifications of an
epistemological shift, brought on by what Adorno calls the Schock des
Unverständlichen, ‘‘the shock of the unintelligible.’’15 This position is
cogently summarized by Herbert Marcuse in the preface to his The
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Aesthetic Dimension: ‘‘Literature can be called revolutionary in a
meaningful sense only with reference to itself, as content having be-
come form. The political potential of art lies only in its own aesthetic
dimension. Its relation to praxis is inexorably indirect, mediated,
frustrating. The more immediately political the work of art, the
more it reduces the power of estrangement and the radical, tran-
scendent goals of change. In this sense, there may be more subver-
sive potential in the poetry of Baudelaire and Rimbaud than in the
didactic plays of Brecht.’’16 Marcuse’s unqualified pairing of the rad-
ical and the transcendent foreshadows my examination of Nietz-
sche’s and Artaud’s essays that will, in this Adornian spirit,
necessarily focus on the tangled relations between theoria and praxis;
anyone who can envision, as Nietzsche does, philosophizing with
something so solid as a hammer surely bears such relations in mind.

The somewhat uncomfortable simultaneity of theoretical and
practical desires in Nietzsche and Artaud is readily noticed in a
glance at the reception of The Birth of Tragedy and The Theater and Its
Double. There is a sort of unexpressed critical controversy over The
Birth of Tragedy that takes the form of an occasional silence in the
discourse on Nietzsche’s essay; in short, critics who engage the polit-
ical aspects of Nietzsche are split when it comes to this first book.
David Owen’s book-length study of Nietzsche’s politics barely de-
votes four pages in passing to Nietzsche’s work on tragedy, and Ike
Okonta and Mark Blitz decline to mention it at all, ignoring any
broader influence of the aesthetic and implying that the Nietz-
schean tragic has no significant political bearing. Contrast these crit-
ics with Bruce Detwiler, who incorporates readings of The Birth’s
Dionysian principle into his Nietzsche and the Politics of Aristocratic Rad-
icalism; with Silk and Stern, who laud The Birth of Tragedy as ‘‘Nietz-
sche’s most sustained attempt at a theory of art’’; and with Peter
Sloterdijk’s triumphal declaration that it is one of the ‘‘most funda-
mental texts of modernity.’’17 Any effort at critical consensus be-
comes murky. Nietzsche himself points out later, in Twilight of the
Idols (Götzen-Dämmerung, 1889), that The Birth of Tragedy was the first
site of his ongoing transvaluation of all values, a project rife, as crit-
ics such as Tracy Strong have noted, with political implications.

Strong’s attention to the political import of Nietzsche’s greater
project has had groundbreaking influence on political exegeses of
Nietzsche, but The Birth of Tragedy is an indeterminate entity in his
study. His reading of Nietzsche’s predilection for pre-Socratic think-
ers ends with the assertion that ‘‘the pre-Socratics make possible a
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dialogue between philosophy, science, and politics,’’ a key conten-
tion on which Strong will build an entire assessment of Nietzsche’s
historiography of Greek tragedy.18 What is missing in this triumvirate
of philosophy, science, and politics, however—and what must be ele-
mental to a discussion of Nietzsche’s aesthetics—is the aesthetic.
This omission, which takes the reins from the moment Strong de-
clares that The Birth of Tragedy is not about tragedy but rather ‘‘con-
cerned with the self-definition of Greek culture,’’ reverberates
throughout the readings of Greek literature and Nietzsche on the
Greeks offered in Friedrich Nietzsche and the Politics of Transfiguration;
whether treating Homer, Hesiod, Aeschylus, or Euripides, Strong
renders the texts as positively lesson-conveying ethical or political
statements.19 Though Strong will elsewhere cite the ‘‘turn toward
aesthetics as the basis for the political realm’’ in Nietzsche, his em-
phasis on what the plays seem explicitly to say ignores what one per-
haps ought to bring to the fore: that is, what Nietzsche’s favored
version of tragic theater either does not say explicitly or does not say
at all, what is communicated through the Adornian ‘‘shock of the
unintelligible.’’20 Strong does in fact recognize this penchant in
Nietzsche—indeed, ‘‘Nietzsche would argue,’’ he writes, ‘‘that some
forms of acceptance or understanding, what I have called the un-
questioned, simply do not admit of being didactically taught. Either they
are presented in such a way that they penetrate below conscious as-
sessing, or else they are simply unmeaningful.’’21 However, he does
not elaborate on the enormous potential of this unconscious mo-
ment, and certainly not in relation to the potential of tragedy. Thus
must Strong finally argue that, for Nietzsche, ‘‘myth is a consciously
held illusion,’’ while the passage of The Birth of Tragedy being expli-
cated says, to the contrary, that ‘‘the images of myth are unnoticed
[unbemerkt].’’22 In spite of this, though, the summation of the polit-
ical Nietzsche in Strong’s work is invaluable, and I hope here merely
to flesh out the political aspects of Nietzsche’s tragic aesthetics and
the potency of its negativity.

Criticism of Artaud, by contrast, is split within itself. Chiaromonte,
for example, tries to grasp the big picture: ‘‘What is one to conclude,
then? I think we must recognize the fact that his idea of the theater
is not merely ambiguous but self-contradictory to the point of
schizophrenia. On the one hand, his theater must strive for internal
effectiveness and the purity of poetry. On the other, it must cling
furiously to the corporeal, to the physical evidence, to the brutal and
exterior effect.’’23 Most Artaud scholars concede, like Chiaromonte,

PAGE 164................. 16436$ $CH6 05-10-07 09:21:41 PS



NIETZSCHE, ARTAUD, AND TRAGIC POLITICS 165

that Artaud fails to achieve any logical, systemic unity—also one of
the claims held in Ulrich Wilamowitz-Moellendorf ’s early diatribe
against Nietzsche’s Birth—but they are quick to recall that Artaud’s
widespread and powerful influence over contemporary theater
pointedly establishes the importance of The Theater and Its Double.
Establishing the essays’ importance by recourse to their real-world
influence, these pronouncements on Artaud return us to the theory-
versus-practice opposition, and, interestingly enough, Chiaromonte
sends his reader finally back to ‘‘Friedrich Nietzsche’s The Birth of
Tragedy, where the two opposed principles so at odds in Artaud are
defined with considerably greater clarity.’’24 Clearly, Chiaromonte
sees Nietzsche as being in collusion with Artaud’s cultivation of ‘‘in-
ternal effectiveness’’ to produce ‘‘the brutal and exterior effect.’’

At the risk of appearing to digress, I want briefly to mention here
the writings from the early 1980s of the German Green Party found-
ing member and political thinker Rudolf Bahro on rescuing a radi-
cal politics in decline; Bahro’s thoughts, in addition, open a window
through which notions of subjectivity (a theme crucial to the politi-
cal aesthetics of Nietzsche and Artaud) and its role in political trans-
formation can enter the discussion.25 Bahro invigorates what would
otherwise be an argument from the theorists’ corner, for, coming
from a political activist, Bahro’s voice is an intriguing one in a de-
bate over the roads to real, measurable political change. In an edito-
rial called ‘‘Dare to Form Communes’’ (first published in the
journal Befreiung, in 1983), Bahro castigates the Left for ‘‘reacting
superficially—in a merely political way.’’26 He calls instead, else-
where, for a ‘‘spiritualization of politics,’’ in a manner one cannot
but relate to Chiaromonte’s assessment of Artaud and Nietzsche, the
interior metamorphosis that will culminate in the outward effect.27

Of course, for Bahro, such a spiritualization entails a communitari-
anism centered on almost Benedictine strategies of retreat and a
meditative mode of life—yet, oddly, this centripetal urgency tethers
him to the general theoretical scaffolding this essay will employ to
read Nietzsche and Artaud. Herbert Marcuse, in the above-
mentioned essay on politically effective art, posits the retreat of the
subject into itself, into a state of ‘‘inwardness,’’ as a politically valu-
able and viable ‘‘counter-force against aggressive and exploitative so-
cialization’’ once that subject returns to the world outside.28 Peter
Sloterdijk goes even further than Marcuse: ‘‘All ‘inner paths,’ even
when they appear awfully unrealistic, flow together in the single ten-
dency that furthers real pacification. . . . Meditation and disarma-
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ment discover a strategic common interest.’’29 Marcuse’s and
Sloterdijk’s versions of attention to subjectivity as a means of politi-
cal action resonant within a collectivity deserve space, as does the
hinted-at role of Eastern meditative modes. The pertinence of the
issue of subjectivity itself will be clearer when Nietzsche and Artaud
begin to speak on it and against it.

Where in Adorno’s rubric for political theater, tacitly recon-
structed above, can The Birth of Tragedy and The Theater and Its Double
come in? For both Nietzsche and Artaud, the underlying problem
with which we are confronted is an elemental one, a problem of
knowledge. Jacques Derrida, in a very Nietzschean mode in his first
essay on Emmanuel Levinas, remarks that such problems of knowl-
edge are, ‘‘by right of birth, and for one time at least, . . . problems
put to philosophy as problems philosophy cannot resolve’’—
problems philosophy cannot resolve, that is, because it figures in
them.30 Nietzsche anticipates this dilemma in his ‘‘Attempt at a Self-
Criticism,’’ in a moment of apologia for art (and specifically for the-
ater), which he has chosen as the forum for engaging the ‘‘problem
of science’’ [das Problem der Wissenschaft], a problem that ‘‘cannot
be recognized in the context of science’’ [kann nicht auf dem
Boden der Wissenschaft erkannt werden]; (Birth of Tragedy, 18/
1:13]. He calls one’s attention to it again, much later, in The Geneal-
ogy of Morals (Zur Genealogie der Moral, 1887): ‘‘Science conceived of
as a problem; what does science mean? Consult the preface to The
Birth of Tragedy.’’31 (5:403; translation mine). Science and scientism
cannot be employed to interrogate science and scientism, Nietzsche
would argue; our Socratic, positivistic, and objectivity-geared strate-
gies of knowing, with their attendant impulse to realism and their
naive aesthetic faith in the Schein des Scheins, cannot be brandished
against the problem of such knowledge. As aware of this as was his
later theoretical heir Artaud and their later reader Derrida, Nietz-
sche responds to this epistemological problem with a formulation of
tragedy that revolts against unshaken faith in systems of representa-
tion, against naı̈veté. It is this epistemological and metaphysical up-
rising against the evil spirits of Socrates, mimesis, and the principium
individuationis that organizes Nietzsche’s and Artaud’s efforts at po-
litical transformation.32 The locus of resistance must reside outside
of Socratic logic, and Nietzsche and Artaud choose as their weapon
an anti-Socratic aesthetics.
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II

It may help to begin by ascertaining exactly how Nietzsche and
Artaud know their enemy—that is, how these two thinkers under-
stand the reigning epistemological modes they intend to counter.
For Nietzsche, one begins with his strident critique of Euripides’ So-
cratism and its deleterious effects on what was once a vibrant Greek
tragic culture: ‘‘The deity that spoke through [Euripides] was nei-
ther Dionysus nor Apollo, but an altogether newborn demon, called
Socrates,’’ the forebear of a ‘‘Socratic tendency with which Euripides
combated and vanquished Aeschylean tragedy’’ (Birth of Tragedy, 82,
emphases Kaufmann/1:83). Nietzsche labels this trend aesthetic So-
cratism and accuses Socrates himself of acting as the ‘‘opponent of
tragic art’’ (87/1:89). One of Nietzsche’s concrete problematiz-
ations of aesthetic Socratism as it relates to Greek tragedy will serve
to illustrate his protest: the advent of the expositional prologue. As
Nietzsche relates the history, before Sophocles and Aeschylus the
audience sat in bewilderment, confused at the play’s start, until
characters’ roles were clarified by the action, and this prolonged
confusion interfered with the sympathic aims of the plays: ‘‘So long
as the spectator has to figure out the meaning of this or that person,
or the presuppositions of this or that conflict of inclinations and
purposes, he cannot become completely absorbed in the activities
and sufferings of the chief characters or feel breathless pity and
fear’’ (84/1:86). Sophocles and Aeschylus alter this by innovation,
by inventing the ‘‘most ingenious’’ (geistreichsten) artistic means for
more natural and less interfering exposition. Euripides throws any
residual uncertainty on the part of the spectators right out the win-
dow by inserting a prologue directly into the mouth of a trustworthy
character. From that godlike fount of expositional truth, Nietzsche
argues, it was just a short step further to the implementation of the
deus ex machina, the end of all theatrical negativity. His emphasis
on the prologue as a means of banishing the discomfort of narrative
uncertainty from the stage speaks to a tenet of Socratic theater: ‘‘to
be beautiful everything must be intelligible’’ [alles muss verständig
sein, um schön zu sein], a parallel to the Socratic ‘‘only knowledge is
virtue’’ [nur der Wissende ist tugendhaft] (83–84/1:85). (Nietzsche
likes this particular point well enough to reiterate it, barely a page
later: ‘‘to be beautiful everything must be conscious,’’ an aesthetic
warping of the Socratic ‘‘to be good everything must be conscious’’
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[86/1:87].) Contrast this with Adorno’s notion of politically polyva-
lent theater, effective through its unintelligibility, and it is clear that
aesthetic Socratism runs counter to any brand of theater that hopes
to effect change at the most fundamental levels.33

Artaud similarly targets the demystifying mind-set, a penchant for
psychologizing that has dominated occidental theater since, he as-
serts, the Renaissance. His essay ‘‘No More Masterpieces’’ (En finir
avec les chefs-d’œuvre) says: ‘‘We have been accustomed for four
hundred years, that is since the Renaissance, to a purely descriptive
and narrative theater—storytelling psychology. . . . Psychology,
which works relentlessly to reduce the unknown to the known, to
the quotidian and ordinary, is the cause of theater’s abasement and
its fearful loss of energy’’ (Theater and Its Double, 76–77/119). Setting
his conception of real theater against the Socratic heritage of West-
ern thought, Artaud opposes philosophy to the true theatrical proj-
ect, le théâtre alchimique, proposing that ‘‘to analyze such a drama
philosophically is impossible’’ (50/77). He convincingly places him-
self within the early Nietzschean aesthetic tradition when he de-
mands, ‘‘This empiricism, randomness, individualism and anarchy
must cease’’ (79/122). The distrust of empiricism and individualism
squares readily with Nietzsche’s critique of Socratism, but Artaud’s
inclusion of anarchie on his hit list might be surprising; I would sug-
gest that Artaud here understands the word in its etymological shad-
ing toward ‘‘without origin’’ or ‘‘without beginning’’ rather than its
more political context of ‘‘without rule,’’ a reading that agrees with
the stated desire of both Nietzsche and Artaud to return to what
they perceive as the roots of tragedy, the purer and pre-Socratic or-
igin.

Derrida’s essay on Artaud, ‘‘The Theater of Cruelty and the Clo-
sure of Representation’’ (Le théâtre de la cruauté et la clôture de
la représentation), helps both to open and to temper the rebellion
against representation in The Birth of Tragedy and The Theater and Its
Double. Derrida concludes in the essay that, following Artaud, ‘‘To
think the closure of representation is to think the tragic: not as the
representation of fate [destin], but as the fate of representation.’’34

Derrida’s reading of Artaud correlates fairly closely with Adorno’s
reading of absurdist theater. If Derrida ends dramatically, though,
he begins no less so:

If throughout the world today—and so many examples bear witness to
this in the most striking fashion—all theatrical audacity declares its fi-
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delity to Artaud (correctly or incorrectly, but with increasing insistency),
then the question of the theater of cruelty, of its present inexistence and
its implacable necessity, has the value of a historic question. A historic
question not only because it could be inscribed within what is called the
history of theater, not because it would be epoch-making within the be-
coming of theatrical forms, or because it would occupy a position within
the succession of models of theatrical representation. This question is
historic in an absolute and radical sense. It announces the limit of repre-
sentation.35

In other words, Artaud is the originator of a theater that histori-
cally (because first) brings emphatically to attention—and tackles as
one of its primary subjects—the problem of representation. Unlike
Adorno, Derrida has remembered to look to Artaud to ground a
reading of the ‘‘shock of the unintelligible,’’ even if he does not at-
tempt to unravel its full practical implications; yet, like Adorno, Der-
rida has overlooked Nietzsche in this equation.36 Although Derrida’s
essay stops short of fully engaging all that is at stake in Artaud’s and
Nietzsche’s politics of tragedy, however, he undoubtedly frames Ar-
taud in a manner that will help similarly to illuminate The Birth of
Tragedy.

Derrida holds that Artaud’s ‘‘theater of cruelty is not a representa-
tion. It is life itself, in the extent to which life is unrepresentable.’’37

Michael Hinden has likewise reminded us that the Nietzschean Dio-
nysian state is ‘‘unrepresentable,’’ and one recalls that the Dionysian
stands confidently at the center of Nietzsche’s construction of the
tragic.38 However, for the most concise articulation of representation
and its role in Nietzsche’s vision of tragedy, one must turn toward
his description of the role of music in the (re)birth of the tragic
state. Nietzsche invokes Schopenhauer’s belief that music appears as
Will and goes on to employ a tempered Schopenhauerism, carefully
differentiating between the idea of music-as-Will (an idea that, fol-
lowing Nietzsche’s reading of Schopenhauer, is impossible, since the
Will and the aesthetic—to which music belongs—are antithetical to
each other) and that of music-as-appearance (Erscheinung)-of-the-
Will (Birth of Tragedy, 55/1:50–51). He retreads this claim later in
The Birth, glossing a long citation of Schopenhauer (103/1:107).
The difference between music and its less perfect outgrowth, trag-
edy, becomes clear in surprisingly Platonic terms toward the essay’s
end, when Nietzsche declares that ‘‘music is the real idea of the
world, drama is but the reflection of this idea, a single silhouette of

PAGE 169................. 16436$ $CH6 05-10-07 09:21:43 PS



170 GEOFFREY BAKER

it’’ (129/1:138). Nietzsche ascribes this distinction between music
and drama—and hence his implied verdict on the limitations of
tragedy as opposed to music—to the poverty of the symbolic order
operational in the theater: language. ‘‘Language can never ade-
quately render the cosmic symbolism of music, because music stands
in symbolic relation to the primordial contradiction and primordial
pain in the heart of the primal unity, and therefore symbolizes a
sphere which is beyond and prior to all phenomena [Erscheinung].
Rather, all phenomena, compared with it, are merely symbols:
hence language [Sprache], as the organ and symbol of phenomena,
can never by any means disclose the innermost heart [das tiefste In-
nere] of music’’ (55, Kaufmann’s emphasis/1:51).

This is not the first time in the essay that Nietzsche raises the lin-
guistic issue; earlier in the same chapter, in a philological move of
which Derrida would be envious, Nietzsche gestures to a cleft be-
tween the language of Erscheinung and the language of Musik in clas-
sical Greek: ‘‘In this sense we may discriminate between two main
currents in the history of the language of the Greek people, accord-
ing to whether their language imitated the world of image and phe-
nomenon or the world of music’’ (54/1:49). The presence here of
the notion of Nachahmung, imitation in the vein of mimesis, is cru-
cial, for it conceptually links language itself, and linguistic represen-
tation, to the mimetic act—which becomes, at its extreme, the
Socrates-inspired penchant for vraisemblant realism in tragedy.

The emphatic shift toward mimesis in Greek tragedy belongs to
the intellectual lineage of Socratism, according to Nietzsche; it is
part and parcel of the paradigm that must banish myth and mystery,
that must know something in order to consider it good or beautiful.
Thus arrives the moment at which ‘‘the spectator is no longer con-
scious of the myth, but of the vigorous truth to nature and the art-
ist’s imitative power. Here also we observe the victory of the
phenomenon over the universal, and the delight in a unique, almost
anatomical preparation; we are already in the atmosphere of a theo-
retical world, which values scientific knowledge more highly than
the artistic reflection of a universal law’’ (108/1:113).

Against the mimetic tendencies of aesthetic Socratism, Nietzsche
calls for an abolishment not just of representation in the form of
theatrical Naturwahrheit, but of linguistic representation as well: ‘‘We
need a new world of symbols, the entire bodily symbolism, not the
mere symbolism of the lips, face, and speech but the whole panto-
mime of dancing, forcing every member into rhythmic movement
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[Tanzgebärde]’’ (40/1.33–34). The terms used to describe this new
symbolic order are clearly meant to suggest the force of music and
its ‘‘trembling violence of the tone.’’ When one recalls that Nietz-
sche broaches music as the ideal conduit for the appearance of the
Schopenhauerian Will—as opposed to conventional dramatic struc-
tures, which can only be a ‘‘reflection of this idea’’—then what
Nietzsche demands in this new symbolic order approaches some-
thing like what Derrida refers to in his essay on Artaud as présence
pure.39 Camille Dumoulié, comparing cruelty in Artaud and Nietz-
sche, seems to have seized on Derrida’s reading of Artaud and the
notion of pure presence; he describes it as an effort toward ‘‘l’intro-
duction du réel dans le symbolique.’’40 Indeed, Artaud explicitly as-
cribes the problems of the times to the space between signifier and
referent: ‘‘If confusion is the sign of the times, I see at the root of
this confusion a rupture between things and words, between things
and the ideas and signs that are their representation’’ (Theater and
Its Double, 7/12). On an important short list of artists Dumoulié feels
have made this epistemological demand for the union of signifier
and referent alongside Artaud are Hölderlin and Nietzsche.41 Nietz-
sche’s role here is of course the scope of this essay, while Hölderlin’s
will remind the reader of Adorno’s notion of paratactical resistance
against subordinating structures of linguistic representation. In
what seems to be the Nietzschean take on pure presence, Speech
(Mund), expression (Gesicht), and language (Wort) give way to the
musicality of rhythm and dance, to the already mentioned ‘‘cosmic
symbolism of music’’ [Weltsymbolik der Musik], the ‘‘real idea of
the world’’ [eigentliche Idee der Welt].

If Nietzsche envisions the new symbolic order and mode of repre-
sentation in musical terms, he also expresses them in quite physical
ones, in dancing limbs. This vocabulary of gesture creates an inter-
esting point of contact with The Theater and Its Double, where Artaud
proffers a similar alternative to linguistic representation: a symbolic
order of the gesture to replace that of spoken language. Artaud goes
so far as specifically to oppose the gestured to the spoken or written,
and he intimates that it is through the gesture that the theater will
stand against categories of linguistic representation: ‘‘What is essen-
tial now, it seems to me, is to determine what this physical language
consists of, this solidified, materialized language by means of which
theater is able to differentiate itself from speech [parole]’’ (Theater
and Its Double, 38/56). The goal of the théâtre pur is to ‘‘élimine[r]
les mots,’’ a move surely related to Artaud’s dictum against written
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scripts in his Theater of Cruelty (82). This ‘‘langage solide et maté-
riel’’ of which he speaks implies a pure presence—as Derrida asserts,
not representation. This is reinforced by Artaud’s second manifesto on
the Theater of Cruelty, in which he directly relates the espace of the
stage with the esprit of the spectator (195). There is no intervening
separation; as implied by the notion of pure communicative pres-
ence, what happens on the stage in Artaud’s conception of the the-
ater happens as well and simultaneously in the minds of its intended
audience. Nietzsche comes again into the picture here, not merely
in his reiterating Schopenhauer’s consideration of music-as-Will-
itself, but in his examination of the tragic chorus. He opens the dis-
cussion with a mention of the role of metaphor in the Greek poetry
of antiquity. His understanding of the poetic use of metaphor de-
parts from the realm of representation and veers toward that of pres-
ence: ‘‘For the genuine poet, metaphor is not a rhetorical figure but
a vicarious image that he actually beholds in place of a concept. A
character is for him not a whole he has composed out of particular
traits, picked up here and there, but an obtrusively alive person be-
fore his very eyes’’ (Birth of Tragedy, 63/1:60). Nietzsche’s judgment
of properly tragic theater as a less perfect descendant of music and
his emphasis on the physicality of a newly conceived symbolic order
draw him near to Artaud’s novel vocabulary of gesture and to Derri-
da’s tethering of the Theater of Cruelty to a desire for pure pres-
ence. This is the antidote for the abstraction and mythlessness of a
scientism inherited from Socrates, the destroyer of myth, Nietzsche
claims; the rebirth of tragedy, like Artaud’s projection of the theater,
is an attempt to reverse the Socratic epistemological development
and its echoes within the practical world.

Once again, one confronts the question of the relationship of the-
ory to practice, the manner in which Nietzsche and Artaud both
hope to effect tangible social or political change via a recalibration
of our theatrical impulses. As mentioned above, Derrida astutely ob-
serves the strategy (the revolt against representation) that Artaud’s
Theater of Cruelty plans to employ to this political end but ignores
the political end itself, the broader practical implications, readily ap-
parent in Artaud’s essays, of this mode of tragic action. This over-
sight is certainly at play in a blatantly self-contradictory passage from
Derrida’s treatment of Artaud: ‘‘These simultaneously technical and
‘metaphysical’ questions (metaphysical in the sense understood by
Artaud), arise spontaneously from the reading of all texts in The The-
ater and Its Double, for these texts are more solicitations than a sum of
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precepts, more a system of critiques shaking the entirety of Occidental
history than a treatise on theatrical practice.’’42 Derrida himself
points to the ‘‘technical’’ issues raised by The Theater and Its Double
but then locates Artaud’s work away from the area of ‘‘theatrical
practice’’; surely, though, questions of technē are analogous to ques-
tions of praxis—especially within the theater, and especially in light
of the reading of Artaud’s thought that I have offered here.43 Der-
rida appears to want to make more connections here, but he re-
stricts himself to a tiny throwaway clause early in ‘‘The Theater of
Cruelty and the Closure of Representation’’: ‘‘For Artaud, the future
of the theater—thus, the future in general . . .’’44 What explodes in
the Theater of Cruelty thus resounds everywhere else. Richard
White has made a remarkably similar claim with respect to the trans-
formative desire that undergirds Nietzsche’s articulation of the the-
ater: ‘‘In The Birth of Tragedy Nietzsche recovers the mythical origins
of Greek drama not as an exercise in historical scholarship but in
order to force the hand of the future.’’45 Nietzsche and Artaud seek
change at a deeper cultural level, the ‘‘soil of a different culture’’ of
which Bahro writes.46

Given the clear desire to be effective and the prescriptive tone of
both The Birth of Tragedy and The Theater and Its Double, Derrida’s
statement that Artaud’s collection of essays is not really a treatise
might merit further analysis, as does the imagined readership of
these texts. Derrida opposes the ubiquity of critiques aimed at the
foundations of Western culture in The Theater and Its Double to the
text’s potential as a cogent system. Derrida is convincing when he
suggests that one might wish to exclude The Theater and Its Double
from the category of systematic treatise, and if one focuses on what
he terms ‘‘solicitations’’ in Artaud, then perhaps the essays should
be viewed as a manifesto. Artaud himself labels several of the chap-
ters as such, and the sermonic tone of The Birth of Tragedy’s final
chapters certainly bear the mark of a collective call to arms, in the
style and rushed rhetorical breath of a manifesto. One question that
arises from the consideration of tone and genre in these two works
concerns their intended destination: Whether treatise or manifesto,
for whom were these lengthy compositions on the theater written?
Who is to ignite the groundswell of cultural transformation to which
Nietzsche and Artaud tend? At least one of Nietzsche’s early defend-
ers, Richard Wagner, saw Nietzsche’s intended audience as a broad
one indeed, and he applauded Nietzsche for ‘‘speaking to us and
not to [other] scholars.’’47 (As Silk and Stern point out, Wagner’s
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defense of Nietzsche was really a self-defense, because attacks on
Nietzsche’s unabashedly pro-Wagner essay were easily reducible to
attacks on Wagner himself.) Nietzsche himself does not appear to
have been so optimistic when discussing the readership of The Birth
in his later ‘‘Attempt at a Self-Criticism,’’ which he begins by refer-
ring to The Birth as ‘‘almost inaccessible’’ [schlecht zugänglich]
(Birth of Tragedy, 17/1:11). More specific later, he wryly considers it
‘‘a book perhaps for artists who also have an analytic and retrospec-
tive penchant (in other words, an exceptional type of artist for
whom one might have to look far and wide and really would not
care to look)’’ (18/1:13). The Nietzsche who authored the ‘‘Self-
Criticism’’ in 1886 clearly believes he intended to target a crowd of
creators, those capable of bringing to fruition precisely the brand of
theater he champions, if such exceptional artists exist. Artaud, on
the other hand, makes no overt mention of his intended readership,
but one can gather that it was fairly broad; the vast majority of the
chapters contained in The Theater and Its Double were published by
André Gide’s institutional Nouvelle revue française, while others were
presented at academic conferences at the Sorbonne.48 So, although
one can guess with some confidence—based on the text itself and
the fact that it was published in an important and fairly widely dis-
tributed academic journal—that Artaud, like Nietzsche, targeted
readers in a position to implement his suggested theatrical strate-
gies, no hypotheses are required to compile a quick list of those in
whom Artaud’s influence has been perceived: Jean Genet, Jean-Paul
Sartre, Peter Weiss, Peter Brook, Jerzy Grotowski, Peter Shaffer, and
Richard Schechner.49 Michael Hinden’s roll call of those influenced
by Nietzsche in his article on The Birth of Tragedy contains, perhaps
not surprisingly, many of the same names: Genet, Shaffer, Brook,
Schechner, Grotowski, and, of course, Artaud himself.50 Not only did
Artaud’s text influence many of the same people Hinden sees influ-
enced by Nietzsche, but both texts appear to have reverberated
among the very writers and directors with the potential to shape or
reshape the Western theater and thus Western culture.

III

It is tempting here to follow a Derridean and perhaps Adornian
line of reasoning to its most logically extreme end. That is, after ar-
guing that Nietzsche and Artaud select as their weapon against the
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destructive governing Western epistemology of Socratism a form of
theater that attempts to disrupt the structures of representation, and
as this essay moves into a discussion of their focus on collectivity (as
against individualism), it is tempting to see the collapse of the sub-
ject as a necessary result—to say, for example, that when one asserts
pure presence one abolishes the difference that maintains ordered
systems of representation as well as the conceptual separation re-
quired to demarcate one subject from other subjects, to uphold in-
dividuation. I submit this line of reasoning here for consideration,
although I am neither entirely convinced that one can push the ar-
gument this far without parting ways with or at least drastically im-
posing upon Artaud and Nietzsche, nor am I convinced that one
must go to such an extreme. The move from the individuated sub-
ject to the unified collective is simply both an immediate effect of
the theater that the two thinkers propose and a radical first step
toward practical change. If the birth of tragedy is the death of the
principium individuationis and the Theater of Cruelty is the theater
of collectivity, they are so because thus have Artaud and Nietzsche
elected to articulate the shift in register from epistemological and
theoretical transformation to practical and political change. That
Artaud and Nietzsche resort to couching this shift in the very un-
pragmatic language of mystery, magic, and spirituality shows both
the influence of Eastern spiritual thought and a reification of their
commitment (akin to that elucidated by Adorno and Bahro) to
eventually tangible progress through paradigmatic and epistemolog-
ical adjustment. In the interest of adducing complexities, I will add
to my discussion of collectivization and the spiritualization of the
collective a brief examination of precisely why both these themes
prove so continually problematic for critics of Nietzsche and Artaud.

Though a close approximation could have been said about The
Theater and Its Double, Peter Sloterdijk roughly summarizes The Birth
of Tragedy as ‘‘a theory of the drama that then expands into a proto-
history [Urgeschichte] of subjectivity.’’51 Pursuing this further, one
sees in sharper relief Nietzsche’s treatment of the subject; from the
collectivizing tendencies of early Greek tragedy, the scene shifts to
the meddling insertion of Socratic individualism and the separation
of subjects, and then, finally and triumphantly, the collective is re-
born as tragedy itself is resurrected. For Nietzsche, acknowledging
his debt to Schopenhauer, the subjective opposes itself to the world
of Kunst. He goes so far as to affirm that ‘‘the subject, the willing
individual that furthers his own egoistic ends, can be conceived of
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only as the antagonist, not as the origin of art’’ (Birth of Tragedy, 52/
1:47). Such distinctions as those between individuals are ultimately
dissolved by proper art, even in its early stages of composition: the
artist ‘‘is at once subject and object, at once poet, actor, and specta-
tor’’ (52/1:48). Nietzsche views individuation as the source of all suf-
fering, a notion borrowed, he claims, from Dionysian mysteries, and
he counters this source of suffering with die Kunst, ‘‘the joyous hope
that the spell of individuation may be broken in augury of a restored
oneness’’ (74/1:73). Nietzsche prescribes an abandonment on the
pathway to true sociopolitical change of the illusory needs and de-
terminations of the subject in favor of the united polis. The ‘‘joy in-
volved in the annihilation of the individual’’ is the openness to
being part of a unified whole (104/1:108); in its last gestures, Nietz-
sche’s essay even mirrors this tragic process, as his voice shifts dra-
matically from the first-person singular to the more embracing and
inclusive plural, wir (120–22/1:128–30, for example) and the con-
cept of Volk is upgraded to the level of a disturbing recurrent motif
(124–25/1:132–33). These final chapters of The Birth of Tragedy con-
firm Nietzsche’s belief that although a Führer can point the way, the
Heimat to be reclaimed will be taken not by a Subject but by a collec-
tive Volk.

Artaud’s insistence on the collective as against the individual can
be classed in terms related to those used by Nietzsche—though con-
spicuously lacking in nationalism—and so one must briefly broach
a couple of the essays in The Theater and Its Double. In ‘‘The Theater
of Cruelty,’’ Artaud claims that ‘‘the Theater of Cruelty proposes to
resort to a mass spectacle; to seek in the agitation of tremendous
masses, convulsed and hurled against each other, a little of that
poetry of festivals and crowds, the days, all too rare today, when the
people pour out into the streets’’ (Theater and Its Double, 85/132).
Theatrical collaboration in Artaud’s model of tragedy oversees the
dissolution of individuality, as it does in Nietzsche’s, even at the level
of composition or performance; it is in this theater that ‘‘the old
duality between author and director will be dissolved, replaced by a
sort of unique Creator upon whom will devolve the double responsi-
bility of the spectacle and the plot’’ (94/144). Of course, in true ef-
fectively political fashion, the aim of theater’s effect on its
audience—an effect compared to the randomness and totality of a
plague—is an entirely practical one: ‘‘For if the theater is like the
plague, it is not only because it affects important collectivities and
upsets them in an identical way’’ (27/39). The notion of theater as
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plague is another point at which Artaud would have to admit to
Nietzschean influence, and specifically to the influence of The Birth
of Tragedy, although Artaud certainly makes more of it than does
Nietzsche. Nietzsche refers once in passing to the pestilential nature
of his conception of tragedy: ‘‘And this phenomenon is encoun-
tered epidemically: a whole throng experiences the magic of this
transformation [fühlt sich in dieser Weise verzaubert]’’ (Birth of
Tragedy, 64/1:61).52 Artaud, in contrast, devotes an entire chapter to
it, elaborating on the ways in which the plague strikes regardless of
social standing and other differentiating factors. The thematization
of a theater that behaves like an epidemic outbreak emphasizes the
extent to which both Artaud and Nietzsche see the stratum of trage-
dy’s activity as a fundamental one, at the Adornian level of ‘‘funda-
mental attitudes’’ (Haltung).

As is evident from the passage of Nietzsche’s just cited, the theater
swells over its audience like an epidemic, and ‘‘a whole throng expe-
riences the magic of this transformation.’’ The vocabulary of magic,
metaphysics, and spirituality seems to enter Nietzsche’s lexicon in
The Birth of Tragedy most insistently at moments where his discursive
focus is the collectivization of an audience of illusorily separate sub-
jects. To an extent, one can attribute this to Nietzsche’s confidence
in quasi-spiritualistic metanarratives such as myth: ‘‘The myth,’’ he
contends, ‘‘wants to be experienced vividly as a unique example of
a universality and truth that gaze into the infinite’’ (107/1:112).
Nietzsche’s faith in the culturally and socially redemptive power of
mythography cannot totally account for his incorporation of reli-
gious tropes in his revisionary tragic aesthetics, though, and there
are a few instances in The Birth that attest perhaps to another motive
for the attention to the spirit. For example, despite Nietzsche’s deri-
sion of theater that plays to its audience’s more moralisch-religiöser
side, Nietzsche himself employs certain Judeo-Christian motifs
(133/1:143). He refers to his sponsorship of the collective as an
‘‘Evangelium der Weltharmonie’’ and enfolds his agenda for socio-
political transfiguration in occasionally biblical terms, lifting a refer-
ence to ‘‘Milch und Honig’’ from Exodus (37/1:29–30). The
presence of Exodus in what I have tried to situate as a text devoutly
interested in radical political change should not surprise, perhaps,
if one recalls Michael Walzer’s study of the Hebrew exodus as an
authoritative historical blueprint for political transformation. But
Nietzsche is often, whether correctly or not, associated with the dis-
course of secularization and desacralization that also lays claim to
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Darwin, Marx, and Freud, despite the fact that he denigrates, in
later works, the German embracing of hypersecular positivism and
empiricism and mercilessly attacks the naturalists. Thus, what may
startle some readers is the way Nietzsche deploys these religious
tropes in The Birth of Tragedy. They do not appear to be even so much
as tinged with irony; they are not the Habermasian ‘‘diabolical inver-
sions’’ that run rampant in later works from Thus Spoke Zarathustra
to The Antichrist and Ecce Homo.53 Perhaps Nietzsche’s use of such im-
agery in his writing on tragedy represents an early attempt to tap
into available cultural resources, a rhetorical strategy that recalls
both the self-consciously forward-looking visionariness and the sense
of returning to lost origins that dominate the final chapters of the
essay.

Julia Kristeva has argued that modern literature—and she explic-
itly mentions Artaud—‘‘becomes a substitute for the role formerly
played by the sacred.’’54 This would seem to be truer, though, of
Nietzsche than of Artaud. The mysticism of Artaud’s articulation of
the collectivity seems far less calculated and coherent. His explana-
tion for his use of spiritual and metaphysical metaphors most often
runs in a tautology that goes something like this: To be properly ef-
fective, theater must target the spirit, and spiritualized theater is the
optimal variety because it is properly effective. There is one moment
of great clarity in The Theater and Its Double that treats this specific
topic, however, and it speaks eloquently to Artaud’s reversion to
‘‘primitive’’ (his word) models of spirituality as a means of express-
ing a need for political reformation: describing the costuming and
symbolism of the Balinese theater, he writes that ‘‘these spiritual
signs have a precise meaning which strikes us only intuitively but
with enough violence to make useless any translation into logical dis-
cursive language’’ (Theater and Its Double, 54/83). This careful di-
chotomization of the spiritual and the logical recalls one to the very
impetus behind the Theater of Cruelty, the dismantling of subordi-
nating epistemological structures—the sort that Nietzsche attributes
directly to Socrates and aesthetic Socratism—en route to a wider cul-
tural renewal. Artaud’s spiritualization of the theater is, like Nietz-
sche’s, a deliberate contestation of an inherited and damaging
logical tradition.

=

Both the collectivization and the spiritualization of tragedy es-
poused by Nietzsche and Artaud raise questions that revolve around
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issues of political orientation. Although I have already given assur-
ance that this essay would steer clear of attempting to assess or reas-
sess these thinkers’ ideological bent, I would be remiss if I were to
neglect to give at least a cursory invocation of the debate. Nietzsche
and Artaud articulate the spiritual and mystical sides of their aesthet-
ics as a sort of progressive regression, a reversion to long-abandoned
but, in their view, positively valorized cultural paradigms. Anyone es-
saying to reach backward in history to recover such a lost moment
runs the risk of being branded reactionary; indeed, during the re-
cent furor over the opening of the new Reichstag, Hans Stimmann
gestured toward this tendency, which has, in almost knee-jerk fash-
ion, instantly ‘‘associated nostalgia with conservatives.’’55 Bahro sub-
mitted himself to similar criticism when he declared the necessity of
a return to Benedictine models of communitarianism in order to
breathe life into the flagging Left. Coupled with the general histori-
cal circumstances that flowered in Europe soon after Nietzsche’s
passing and that seemed uncomfortably prefigured in The Birth of
Tragedy’s insistence on the primacy of the unthinking and unindivi-
duated mass, a call for a return to the roots of anything was to be
shadowed later by considerable critical suspicion. Artaud escapes
the most scathing attacks by a defense of anachronism, for Musso-
lini, Franco, and Hitler were well ensconced in power before the
Theater of Cruelty gained any sort of widespread currency.56 Nietz-
sche, however, was not so fortunate, either in his historical posi-
tion—he cannot be said to postdate fascism and National
Socialism—or in certain of his posthumous editors, who slanted his
words in a manner that would reflect him unfavorably for decades
and make the final Volk-filled passages of The Birth of Tragedy an even
more chilling read.57 Luminaries led the tsunami-like charge of ac-
cusations against Nietzsche—scholars such as Georg Lukács, in his
The Destruction of Reason (Die Zerstörung der Vernunft), and Georges
Bataille, in an essay titled ‘‘Nietzsche et les fascistes.’’ M.-P. Nicolas,
in his book From Nietzsche Down to Hitler, continues the trend, as has
Howard Williams more recently. Maurizio Serra, treating Nietzsche
and the extreme Right in France in ‘‘Nietzsche und die franzö-
sischen Rechten,’’ is far more cynical toward the possibility of read-
ing Nietzsche into fascism, or, for that matter, of reading fascism
into Nietzsche; Serra does seem to me, though, unhealthily skeptical
in his certainty of the apoliticality—or at least the absolute political
neutrality—of The Birth of Tragedy.58 One major aim of this essay has
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been to establish the political importance and engagement of Nietz-
sche’s aesthetics.

Rather than function contentedly as theories on the state or ori-
gin of the theater, Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy and Artaud’s The
Theater and Its Double occupy a space within a tradition of aesthetics
that openly confesses its practical goals. In prescient accordance
with Adorno’s model for properly political art, which works initially
not at the surface of governmental policies and legislative action but
rather at far more fundamental levels, Nietzsche’s and Artaud’s for-
mulations of an effective tragic theater seek political change
through a remolding of the foundational structures of culture that
enable and determine political formations. The deeply embedded
nature of this change is emphasized by their focus on collectivities
and broadly spiritual effects, and it is precisely this bearing that gives
today’s readers of Nietzsche and Artaud such tremendous pause.
However, lest one feel compelled unreflectively to discount this stra-
tegic turn to the collective, it might be best to recall here that Nietz-
sche is not the only thinker to inscribe change in such collectivizing
terms. Consider this passage, from Fredric Jameson: ‘‘For Marxism,
indeed, only the emergence of a post-individualistic social world,
only the reinvention of the collective and the associative, can con-
cretely achieve the ‘decentering’ of the individual subject called for
by such diagnoses; only a new and original form of collective social
life can overcome the isolation and monadic autonomy of the older
bourgeois subjects.’’59 Delete the conditioning, introductory phrase,
‘‘For Marxism,’’ and Jameson—a critic whom one would be at pains
even hypothetically to situate within the fascist or totalitarian
camp—sounds here quite Nietzschean.

It is toward a different hypothetical that one could turn in conclu-
sion. What would have happened if, rather than departing from the
destructive subject-centered ontology of the Western tradition—the
Socratism that has burrowed its way into occidental consciousness
via Descartes and others—by moving toward the collective, Nietz-
sche and Artaud had attempted instead a move from the subject to
the object, from the same to the other, in the way that more recent
thinkers such as Levinas, Jean-François Lyotard, and Derrida have
done? Levinas, disturbed by what he terms the ‘‘egology’’ of Western
philosophy and the sociopolitical apparatuses erected upon and
around it, certainly starts on the same ground as Nietzsche and Ar-
taud, but he intriguingly chooses a different remedy. There is not
space here to tease out the fuller implications of this hypothesis, to
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theorize exactly how this otherness might have registered itself in
visual terms (be they theatrical or cinematic); concentrating the
necessary theoretical acumen to undertake such a project, however,
could lead to productive new territories.

Notes
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Nietzschean Neurotheater:
Apollinian and Dionysian Spirits in the

Brain Matters of Our Town
Mark Pizzato

IN 1871, NIETZSCHE DESCRIBED THE APOLLINIAN AND DIONYSIAN ASPECTS

of ancient Greek theater, arguing that they applied to modern cul-
ture as well. Today, neuroscientific research on the human brain’s
left and right hemispheres provides a material basis for Nietzsche’s
theory of these distinctive aspects in ancient and modern perfor-
mance. The classic American ghost drama Our Town, by Thornton
Wilder, written midway between Nietzsche’s time and ours, ex-
presses the Apollinian and Dionysian spirits of the brain in various
ways through productions onscreen that show changes in the social
constructions of a ghostly Self and reality from the modern to the
postmodern.1

Nietzsche theorized that the ‘‘symbolical dream image’’ of tran-
scendent Apollinian beauty could arise only, in either ancient or
modern times, through its opposite: the intoxicating music and
movement of Dionysian ritual ecstasy, as in the festival context of
Greek theater, where ‘‘savage natural instincts were unleashed.’’2

Nietzsche found a creative dialectic between the Dionysian and
Apollinian, between communal and individual forces of ancient the-
ater: the ecstatic chorus in the orchestra evoked in the audience a
dreamlike vision of the heroic actor onstage.3 Nietzsche valued the
chaotic, disruptive power of the Dionysian chorus. Yet, he also de-
fined the Apollinian communal order that emerged in the sculp-
tural ideal of the mask and figure of the individual performer,
transformed by choral energies and passions. Today, we can see both
the chaotic, savage, instinctual passions of the Dionysian chorus and
the formal, civilized, communal ordering of the Apollinian hero as
they arise not only through the architectural and ritual heritage of
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ancient theater, but also from the anatomical and evolutionary struc-
tures of the human brain.

In the vast time scheme of evolution, a few thousand years is a
very short period. Thus, we (and Nietzsche) share our basic brain
anatomy with the ancient Greeks. But we have much greater scien-
tific tools today with which to explore specific brain areas and their
functions. The ‘‘reptilian brain’’ (the brain stem and basal ganglia),
the oldest region of the human brain, serves as the foundation of
our instinctual reactions to the environment and our body’s internal
regulatory mechanism. The ‘‘paleomammalian’’ limbic system, the
second of the human brain regions to evolve, produces emotional
communications between the body and brain regarding internal
drives and external perceptions. The last brain region to evolve in
humans was the ‘‘neomammalian’’ neocortex, which controls
higher-order consciousness in the left and right hemispheres.4 The
left hemisphere (the dominant one in most people) specializes in
prosocial identity, executive controls, verbal language functions,
narrative linear processes, and formal analysis.5 It thus corresponds
in certain ways to Nietzsche’s definition of the Apollinian—the sym-
bolic, civilized, and formal aspect of performance. The right hemi-
sphere bears further connections to the natural emotions and
instincts of the limbic system and brain stem while specializing in
spatial awareness, poetic prosody, holistic intuition, and skeptical
disruptive anxieties. This ‘‘devil’s advocate’’ of the neocortex relates
to the ‘‘savage,’’ kinetic, musical, choral, rebellious, Dionysian pas-
sions that Nietzsche valued in ancient Greece and that evolved in
various ways throughout Western theater history.6 The right brain
matures before the left in the human, just as the Dionysian ritual
chorus preceded the ‘‘birth’’ of theater and its individual Apollinian
actors. The foundation of a ‘‘social brain between 18 and 24 months
is driven by the [emotional] attunement between the right hemi-
sphere of the parent and the right hemisphere of the child. . . . It is
through this process that the unconscious of the mother is trans-
ferred to the unconscious of the child.’’7 Thus, a Kristevan maternal
chora or Nietzschean choral ‘‘womb’’ becomes the repressed, abject,
yet potentially disruptive foundation of the ideal, symbolic, social-
ized, Apollinian self.8 The left brain eventually becomes more opti-
mistic and ‘‘prosocial’’ as it helps the dreamlike ideal of self
‘‘connect with others and decrease anxiety,’’ while the right brain’s
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‘‘bias toward anxiety, suspiciousness, and negativity keeps the body
alert to danger.’’9

Such parallels between Nietzsche’s theater gods and current neu-
roscience are not just a matter of left- or right-brained artistry, de-
spite the popular tendency to oversimplify these terms. The two
hemispheres do operate somewhat independently, especially in
men,10 with perceptions and ideas processed separately in each,
until their unconscious communications combine to form conscious
realizations.11 But there are no left- or right-brained people. Except
for those individuals in whom a stroke or surgery has disabled one
of the hemispheres or cut the connection between them, all of us
use both sides in varying degrees all the time. (For example, as you
read this, you might experience right-brain skepticism about my use
of binary,12 scientific, and historical categories while using your left-
brain verbal skills to analyze them.) And yet, the human brain’s
basic evolutionary structures of the brain stem and limbic system, in
relation to the asymmetrical specializations of the neocortex, reveal
significant motives for the mind’s inner theater to produce and
value different styles of performance outside. The brain’s evolution-
ary structures and their expression by a Dionysian-Apollinian dialec-
tic may even show the primal reasons, from nature to culture, why
humans create theater in the first place.

Humans continue to bear certain remnant instincts of the animal
kingdom, such as the four Fs of fighting, fleeing, feeding, and forni-
cating—driven by the genetic goals of survival and reproduction.
These natural instincts are produced by cortico-limbic pathways of
rage, fear, and panic within the human brain. But our huge success
as a species through the evolution of higher-order consciousness,
mind-sharing language, and environment-transforming technolo-
gies came with a tragic flaw: a self-awareness of mortality that vastly
extends nature’s creativity and destructiveness. Unlike other ani-
mals, which exist in the narrow range of recent past and present,
guided mostly by instinctual patterns of perception, thought, and
action, humans evolved tremendous variability in their long-term
and short-term memories, their internal theaters of imagination,
and their collective orders of symbolic analysis and control. The in-
stinctual brain stem drives of survival and reproduction, expressed
through the emotions of the four Fs in the limbic system, became
transformed in humans as illusory ego desires and selective social
demands far beyond the body’s needs.

Ancient cultures projected their ego desires and social demands
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beyond mortality into ghosts and gods as extensions of the right and
left brain’s different interpretations of primal instincts and emo-
tions. Theater arose in ancient Greece, Nietzsche emphasized, with
the transcendent Apollinian mask of character as the heroic ego-
ghost onstage.13 Yet theater also involved the ‘‘shattering’’ of that
principium individuationis in the ‘‘mysterious primal unity’’ of the Di-
onysian chorus.14 Ever since then, theater artists have stressed either
a more Apollinian, left-brain, formal transcendence or a more Dio-
nysian, right-brain, intuitive communion.15 Both hemispheres are in-
volved through the various artists and spectators of each cultural
period, exploring the puzzle of a species that knows itself and feels
its mortal vulnerability, yet strives to survive and reproduce in fic-
tional ways.

Specific modern and postmodern permutations of Apollinian and
Dionysian spirits, from brain matter to drama and performance, are
exemplified by Thornton Wilder’s Our Town (1938) in its initial film
version of 1940 and subsequent screen productions of 1977, 1989,
and 2003.16 Our Town shows not only spirits from the grave, but also
the living, as phantoms, exposing the mortal angst and metaphysical
yearning of the human limbic system and neocortex, with many con-
scious and unconscious mechanisms operating to produce the
ghostly fiction of an individual self in the brain. For this reason, as
well for as its small-town nostalgia and minimal staging require-
ments, Our Town has long been one of the most frequently produced
plays in America, especially in schools and community theaters.17

This essay will investigate the theatrical devices and metaphysical
ideas of Wilder’s drama in relation to its various screen versions to
consider how each work displays a confrontation with particular
ghosts, involving Apollinian and Dionysian structures within the
human brain that produce ideologically diverse yet interrelated vi-
sions of life and death.18 The pages ahead will show that Our Town is
not just a quaint parochial classic, but a (post)modern, Nietzschean
tragicomedy, and the different screen versions demonstrate to vary-
ing extents its transcendent Apollinian ideals and disruptive Diony-
sian edges.

Choral and Individual Ghosts

Various specters populate Our Town. In the play’s final act, a
chorus of mourners gives birth to the ghost of the dead Emily, who
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then joins a separate community of the dead in their graves. They
are being ‘‘weaned away from earth,’’ and their connections to this
life,19 in a gradual Dionysian shattering of individuality and at the
same time an Apollinian purifying of their transcendent souls. An
invisible chorus of prior ancestors haunts the town through the
names on the earliest tombstones. The Stage Manager mentions this
in the first act while presenting an Apollinian, prosocial, left-brain
history of the community (with the help of Professor Willard and
Editor Webb). He is a theatrical ghost as well, moving inside the pro-
scenium to walk through the town or to play certain roles (Mr. Mor-
gan and the Minister), yet standing outside the frame to narrate.
Through his lead, the audience becomes a chorus of future ghosts
haunting the town. The spectators become specters, like Emily visit-
ing her home after death, as they project their personal memories,
fantasies, and ideals onto the empty stage and mimed actions of the
past.

The Stage Manager also uses the choral audience to conjure Dr.
Gibbs, Mrs. Gibbs, and Joe Crowell as heroic ghosts onstage. They
are dead in the Stage Manager’s time, in 1938 or later, as he ad-
dresses the audience outside the frame, but they materialize onstage
as he speaks. Later in the play, Mrs. Gibbs appears as the Apollinian
leader of the dead, despite her unfulfilled dream of an identity be-
yond ‘‘our town.’’ During the first act, while she is still alive, Mrs.
Gibbs confesses to Mrs. Webb (as the actresses mime the trimming
of beans) that she always wanted to see Paris and might have the
money soon because an antique dealer offered a large sum for a
piece of her furniture (Three Plays, 13). But in the last act we learn
that she gave the money as a ‘‘legacy’’ to George and Emily, her son
and daughter-in-law (56). The ghost of what might have been,
through the vector of Mrs. Gibbs’s desire to go to Paris, appears at
the edge of the stage—as with Joe Crowell’s education coming to
‘‘nothing’’ because he was killed in World War I (8).

Where do the ghosts in Our Town exist? Like Pirandello’s six char-
acters, Wilder’s are seeking an author who will give significance to
their existence. But they meet alien spectators from the future,
rather than a troupe of actors. Even the Stage Manager must insist
on something eternal that is known in his and the spectators’ bones,
holding onto the ideal of Apollinian transcendence and communal
order in a world of increasing fragmentation, diversity, and individ-
ual alienation. The main character, Emily, also benefits from a
strongly social brain, through the Dionysian, right-hemisphere, cho-
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ral foundation of her Apollinian, left-hemisphere, prosocial identity.
She is not shown meeting death alone. Instead, she emerges in the
last act from the black umbrellas of the living in their funeral proces-
sion, wearing a white dress of purity, her hair tied ‘‘like [that of] a
little girl,’’ as she joins the other ghosts in their grave chairs onstage,
moving immediately from one group to another (55).

Earlier in the play Emily demonstrates both rebellious Dionysian
impulses and her right-brain anxiety about being alienated from the
community when she aspires to more independence of mind than
will fit into her small town and limited time period. She likes high
school and discovers she has a talent for public speaking. She tells
her mother (who is still stringing beans in the afternoon) that she
made a speech in class that day and performed ‘‘like silk off a spool’’
(20). As a sixteen-year-old girl, Emily decides: ‘‘I’m going to make
speeches all my life.’’ But then her concerns turn back to the con-
ventional; she asks her mother whether the beans she is helping her
trim are ‘‘long enough’’ and whether she is ‘‘pretty.’’ Instead of
spinning off the spool as a distinctive public performer with a silky
voice, Emily will remain bound by the familial and communal de-
sires that have already pruned the neural talents in her brain.20

Growing up in a small town at the start of the twentieth century,
when women still vote ‘‘indirect,’’ as her father explained earlier
(Three Plays, 16), Emily Webb will use her prettiness to attract a good
husband—her next-door neighbor, the young George Gibbs—and
settle down to farm life with him. She will not address a future public
audience like her Apollinian father, Editor Webb (who also ad-
dresses the theater audience). She will die in childbirth and then
wait with the other dead in the cemetery for her earthly aspirations
and her mortal body to burn away.

Emily leaves behind the ghost of what she might have been, like
her mother abandoning the dream of being in Paris. Emily’s drama
reveals the downside to her idyllic, communal identity in a small,
conservative town: the terror of alienation engendered by deviating
from the norm. Likewise, George shows talent as a baseball player
and plans to go to college to study agriculture. But instead he mar-
ries Emily right out of high school and works on his uncle’s farm,
which he then inherits, without expanding his mind in college or
finding individual fame beyond his hometown team. As someone
who does not plan on higher education herself, though she likes the
classroom more than George, Emily warns him that he might ‘‘get
out of touch with things’’ if he goes away to college (42). Hearing
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this, George changes his mind: ‘‘I don’t need to go and meet the
people in other towns’’ (43). Here Wilder presents not only the opti-
mistic, prosocial, left-brain bias of small-town life, but also its right-
brain anxiety as ideals of communal order conflict with Dionysian
passions of ‘‘excess’’21 that seek an alternative heroic identity
through a different community elsewhere.

Simon Stimson, the church organist and choir director in Gro-
ver’s Corners, finds his communal significance through the hymns
he conducts, such as ‘‘Blessed Be the Tie That Binds,’’ as well as
through the gossip of others about his drinking problem (Three
Plays, 21). He is bound by the ties of his job and by the group mind
interpreting his personal rebellion—as Wilder shows with Mrs.
Gibbs, Mrs. Webb, and Mrs. Soames arguing after choir practice
about whether Simon’s drinking is getting better or worse (25). The
gossip of Mr. Webb and Constable Warren also grooms Simon’s way-
ward late-night walks (27).22 The Apollinian order of a dreamlike
community attempts to control this eccentric, intoxicated villain lest
he demonstrate that some people ‘‘ain’t made for small town life,’’
as Dr. Gibbs warns (Three Plays, 26).

Simon is the most rebellious of the dead in the afterlife of grave-
stones, Mrs. Gibbs the most sanguine. Together they (along with
other voices of the recently dead) form something like the split
hemispheres of the group mind, between Mrs. Gibbs’s optimistic,
cognitive, left-brain authority and Simon’s pessimistic, angry, right-
brain anxiety—a Dionysian devil’s advocate to her Apollinian lead-
ership. ‘‘I’m always uncomfortable when they’re around,’’ he says
about the living in the funeral procession (53). Mrs. Gibbs silences
him by saying his name. But he is right to be uncomfortable, for a
visitor looking at his gravestone then begins to gossip about his
drinking problem and suicide (54).

Mrs. Gibbs already knows, somehow, that the funeral is for her
daughter-in-law, who died in childbirth, and calmly reports this to
the others in the graveyard’s group mind (55). Mrs. Soames, who
exists between the right-brain cynicism of Simon and the left-brain
confidence of Mrs. Gibbs, responds, ‘‘My, wasn’t life awful . . . and
wonderful.’’ ‘‘Wonderful, was it?’’ Simon retorts—with a ‘‘sideways
glance,’’ according to the stage directions. But Mrs. Gibbs, as Apol-
linian executive officer, again controls Simon, snapping at him,
‘‘Simon! Now remember!’’ Mrs. Soames then relates her memories
of Emily’s wedding and farm and of Emily ‘‘reading the class poem
at Graduation Exercise.’’ Emily has continuing significance to the
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spectral group and its selection of memories. However, if the Stage
Manager is correct, the community of the dead must gradually give
up such identifications: ‘‘lose hold of the earth . . . and the ambi-
tions they had . . . and the pleasures they had . . . and the things they
suffered . . . and the people they loved’’ (52). These recently dead
in the cemetery, though they form a collective mind like their coun-
terparts in life, are evolving beyond those living brains and experi-
ences, beyond the ties to loved ones, beyond the memory traces of
pain and pleasure, beyond the ghosts of what might have been as
their ‘‘eternal’’ parts become even higher orders of advanced corti-
cal consciousness, transcending the animal brain and decaying
body. Yet this Apollinian vision of the dead in their graves as human
minds evolving in the afterlife toward pure left-brain transcendence
is also contradicted by the right-brain reminders of Simon Stimson’s
anxiety and by the newly deceased Emily’s divergent desires.

When Emily joins the dead, she still feels strong ties to the living
community through the limbic emotions of her animal brain. She
has not yet reached the higher-order consciousness that Wilder
shows in the ghosts who have been in their graves longer, the earthly
part of them burning away. The Stage Manager calls this process
‘‘get[ting] weaned away from earth’’ (52). Some in the audience
might see a Christian parallel here: the dead souls are gradually pu-
rified as they wait for the Final Judgment before they go to heaven
or elsewhere. Yet, the weaning can also be seen as a cyclical process
throughout life, shown from the beginning of the play. The verbal
gossip and mimed habitual actions in various scenes of daily life re-
veal the gradual communal sculpting and grooming of individual
brains through the nurturing rewards or pruning punishments of
the ‘‘ties that bind,’’ making a significant place for each person in
the group mind and its social behaviors. Wilder allows his audience
to see Emily’s death as a rebirth, to see the movement of her soul
away from the Dionysian womb of our town and Mother Earth
despite her (and Simon’s) abject, wayward, choral desires. This met-
aphor of weaning, from infancy to the afterlife, idealizes an increas-
ingly independent Self, beyond the mother’s body and one’s own
corpse. However, parts of Wilder’s play also undermine the ideal of
transcendent identity, showing the natural Dionysian emotions of
living brains and their ghosts. The degree of Apollinian order or Di-
onysian revolt, in individual and choral ghosts, depends upon differ-
ent historical interpretations of this drama.

In Our Town characters are weaned throughout life, in various
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stages of growth and independence. But they continue to be part of
the cultural womb, even in the afterlife, nurtured again and again
for further weaning. A flashback scene in the second act shows
George and Emily as young adults falling in love, idealizing each
other through the phantom ideals they have of their parents. Dur-
ing the wedding, though, they fear being weaned away from their
original families to marry and form another one (47–48). Emily
balks at the ceremony, wanting to stay her father’s girl by eloping
with him: ‘‘There must be lots of places we can go to. I’ll work for
you. I can keep house’’ (48). Still, she goes through with the mar-
riage, as demanded by the communal mind. After her death, Emily
discovers that those who have died before her form a new commu-
nity—a group mind extending from the living toward ‘‘the Mind of
God,’’ as Rebecca Gibbs expressed it earlier (28). The dead of Our
Town are also, in a postmodern sense, being weaned away from
earth, from their own time period, through the grooming gossip
and mimed repetitions of the drama, until the evolution of their
group consciousness (in various generations of artists producing the
play) meets the future ghosts of the audience.

Some spectators might believe, like the Stage Manager, in some-
thing eternal about human beings: a ghost or soul surviving beyond
the mortal machine of brain and body. Others today might take a
neuroscientific view that the ghosts in Wilder’s play need to inhabit
living brains in order to survive. The community of ghosts at the end
of Our Town is, in that sense, a projection from the minds of still
living characters mourning at Emily’s funeral and of the Stage Man-
ager as surrogate author when he involves the brains of the audience
members and their personal interpretations. Either way, the wean-
ing of those graveyard ghosts away from earth engages the Dionysian
terror of loss and transformation that all humans experience in spe-
cific ways, from the primal traumas of infancy through later life-
changing events such as marriage to the final threshold of death.
Emily shares with the audience, in her return as a ghost to her
twelfth birthday, a paradoxical discovery: the intense cherishing of
life as something that is always being lost and the ultimate accep-
tance of mortal change. She thus shows an inherent contradiction
(or further Nietzschean dialectic) in the modernist ideal of an in-
creasingly independent self or soul as the highest order of human
consciousness, a self dominating the environment and moving away
from the earth toward a purified, divine Mind, weaned free from the
animal brain yet still bound to community, place, and time—like the
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transcendent Apollinian actor tied to the passionate Dionysian
chorus.

Emily’s journey in the play’s last act evokes tragicomic terror and
hope in the audience members if they share her desire to meet lost
friends and family in the afterlife or to revisit the living through
memories of the past. Emily’s intrepid ghost demonstrates the sur-
vival instincts of the (Dionysian) animal brain, projecting an ideal
(Apollinian) self beyond the mortal body to enter a different, inter-
subjective environment in the cemetery chairs. She is uncertain of
her place in this new community even though she recognizes some
of its members, including her mother-in-law, Mrs. Gibbs, and Simon
Stimson. As she speaks with naive enthusiasm to the transcendent,
linear left brain of Mrs. Gibbs (who does not remember the legacy
she left behind), Emily gains a new perspective through her rem-
nant limbic ties to the living with an anxious, holistic, right-brain
view more like Simon’s. ‘‘Live people don’t understand,’’ Emily real-
izes. ‘‘They’re sort of shut up in little boxes’’ (56). Mother Gibbs
agrees, but, when Emily asks how long her sympathies with the living
will last, tells her to ‘‘wait and be patient’’ (56–57). Emily has be-
come a spectator at the play, a ghost watching the living drama, like
the theater audience. But she cannot simply wait in her grave for the
gradual weaning of her soul away from earth, letting go of those
boxes in ‘‘our town,’’ of brain and body habits, of neural and social
attachments. In order for her higher-order consciousness to evolve
and join the graveyard’s group mind, she acts out one more scene
from the past, creating a climax for the living ghosts in future audi-
ences.

The other dead warn Emily not to go back in time (57). But she
sees only the joy in nostalgia and its ties of memory. ‘‘I won’t live
over a sad day. I’ll choose a happy one—I’ll choose the day I first
knew that I loved George.’’ The Stage Manager cautions her that she
will not only live it again, but watch herself living it and ‘‘see the
thing that they—down there—never know . . . the future’’ (58). This
is precisely the view he has offered to the theater audience from the
beginning of the play, to the degree that spectators project their per-
sonal, nostalgic ghosts onto the characters and the stage’s absent
scenery. But the Dionysian choral audience will experience the pain
of nostalgic joy more deeply in the final act through Emily’s view of
being dead, all of life lost. As the act begins, the Stage Manager also
warns the audience, ‘‘The dead don’t stay interested in us living peo-
ple for very long. . . . Some of the things they’re gonna say maybe’ll
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hurt your feelings—but that’s the way it is.’’ (52). He then addresses
the spectators more directly: ‘‘And what’s left when memory’s gone,
and your identity, Mrs. Smith?’’ A double horror is evoked by this
final act through its depiction of the disinterested dead in their
graves and Emily’s naive decision to go back in time. The audience
knows that in life, through Alzheimer’s or other diseases of memory,
people may lose their ties to the past, also undermining their pres-
ent, intersubjective identity. But Our Town shows that all of us lose
the earthly Self in the end, whether we have an eternal soul that is
weaned away from earth or we just come to nothing, like Joe Cro-
well’s education. The play shows us yet another Dionysian horror in
the present: our dead loved ones, whose ghosts we carry in us as neu-
ral models of identity, are already moving away, changing, becoming
disinterested, and turning into eternal, Apollinian others—except
through the characterizations of them that we invent in life, using
aspects of their spirits, in the mortal theater of our brain matter.

Emily dares the choral audience to follow her, to fully sympathize
with her fearless enthusiasm to revisit the past and reconnect with
limbic emotions and memory traces against the higher-order disin-
terest of others in the cemetery. Mrs. Gibbs tells her not to pick a
happy day, lest she be overwhelmed by its emotions in memoriam:
‘‘Choose the least important day in your life. It will be important
enough’’ (58). But Emily’s rebellious, right-brain spirit insists on a
birthday return—to her twelfth, half a lifetime before her death at
twenty-six. Emily is amazed at how young her mother, Mrs. Webb,
looks (59). This may remind the audience that each of us recon-
structs memories of the past as we live, recasting more familiar
ghosts in prior roles (unless these are contradicted by photographs
and home videos). It also begins to show Emily’s changing perspec-
tive as a phantom spectator returning, at the end of life, to act her
past role as twelve-year-old birthday girl.

After watching and participating a bit in her birthday encore,
Emily exclaims, ‘‘I can’t bear it. They’re so young and beautiful.
Why did they ever have to grow old?’’ (61). But Emily must encoun-
ter more of the death drive in her mortal past before she can fully
let go of life and join the disinterested survival instinct of her eternal
community in Wilder’s vision of the afterlife. Emily struggles to cross
the threshold of the imaginary kitchen onstage and return to the
physical embrace of her mother in the past. While playing the role
of her self as twelve-year-old, she says, in an aside to the Stage Man-
ager and audience, ‘‘I can’t—I can’t,’’ casting him an ‘‘anguished
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glance.’’ She discovers in her unconscious, postmortem memory
traces of some things she had ‘‘forgotten,’’ such as the present
George left on the doorstep for her birthday. But the Dionysian cho-
ral audience also participates in making those gifts of the past be-
come present by imagining the props in the empty space onstage.

Breaking character, Emily as a ghost tries to explain her self to her
mother: ‘‘Oh, Mama, just look at me one minute as though you
really saw me. Mama, fourteen years have gone by. I’m dead’’ (61–
62). But her mother does not hear or see Emily as a ghost of the
future—as an actor, impostor, trickster, and spectator (even though
Mrs. Webb herself moved briefly outside the proscenium frame in
act 1). Her mother goes on with the daily mime of cooking breakfast
and what was said about Emily’s gifts fourteen years before she died
(62). When her father calls from offstage, ‘‘Where’s my birthday
girl?’’ Emily again tells the Stage Manager, ‘‘I can’t.’’ Her earthly de-
sire to return to those conscious and unconscious memories has
been broken by a new Dionysian view of her entire life as transient,
her past individuality shattered: ‘‘It goes so fast. We don’t have time
to look at one another.’’ She says good-bye to the world, her town,
her parents, and many little things: sunflowers, food, coffee, dresses,
baths, sleeping, and waking up. She calls earth ‘‘too wonderful for
anybody to realize you.’’ When she asks the Stage Manager whether
any human beings fully realize life while they live it, he answers with
both right- and left-brain awareness, plus some degree of limbic
compassion: ‘‘The saints and poets, maybe—they do some.’’

Our Town gives the still-living audience a chance to value ordinary
life, in each moment, through the nostalgic wonder and pain of hav-
ing lost it all. Imagining the present through a future postmortem
nostalgia gives a great richness to every detail of life, a gift in each
breath, miraculously returning just when it seemed lost forever.
That mystical experience of saints and poets, or of some spectators,
evolved along with language and theater as a function of the human
brain.23 It can become an overwhelming ecstasy, though, so it is
often masked by the formal orders of Apollinian left-brain normal-
ity. In Wilder’s play, the poetic Stage Manager helps the audience to
see that the further evolution of human consciousness requires both
a full appreciation of the past and acceptance of unending change.
Even in this life, being fully aware of each moment can bring the
joyful ecstasy of mindfulness, with a multitude of otherwise uncon-
scious sensations flooding the conscious brain, along with powerful
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emotions of loss as the self magnifies and shatters, in Nietzsche’s Di-
onysian sense.

Mrs. Gibbs’s aloof Apollinian mask is countered by Emily’s Diony-
sian desire to return to the wonder of earth, embracing the full heri-
tage of the human brain instead of being weaned away from it
toward eternal disinterest. Each human life contributes in some
small way to the evolution of consciousness here on earth, through
the drama of self and other in various areas of the brain. As Emily
remarks about her loved ones, before her trip back in time, ‘‘From
morning till night, that’s all they are—troubled’’ (Three Plays, 57).
After she experiences the wonders of earth that the living ignore,
she realizes how limited their troubled minds are: ‘‘That’s all human
beings are! Just blind people’’ (63). Mr. Stimson agrees, with his Di-
onysian, right-brain sensitivity to human tragedy: ‘‘That’s what it was
to be alive. To move about in a cloud of ignorance; to go up and
down trampling on the feelings of those . . . of those about you. To
spend and waste time as though you had a million years. To be al-
ways at the mercy of one self-centered passion, or another.’’ But Mrs.
Gibbs reprimands Simon with her left-brain idealism: ‘‘That ain’t
the whole truth and you know it. Emily, look at that star.’’

The Apollinian Mrs. Gibbs leads the other ghosts toward the stars,
urging them to let go of all the memories, regrets, and remorse
about human failings on earth. As she told Emily earlier, ‘‘Our life
here is to forget all that, and to think only of what’s ahead’’ (58).
After Simon’s declaration about the destructive ignorance of human
self-centered passions that we retain despite millions of years of evo-
lution, Mrs. Gibbs and others among the dead turn their perspective
toward the stars, whose light takes ‘‘millions of years . . . to git to the
earth’’ (63). But Emily continues her concern for humanity as she
watches her mournful husband, George, sink to his knees at her
grave: ‘‘They don’t understand, do they?’’ Eventually she may lose
her right-brain awe and limbic passion for life, becoming like the
other dead, who wait patiently in their graveyard ‘‘for the eternal
part in them to come out clear,’’ as the Stage Manager puts it (52).
But the audience of Our Town will not stay in their chairs when the
play ends. They are left with the task of understanding their trou-
bled lives more fully, with both starbound Apollinian idealism and
earthly Dionysian wariness, if they want to evolve further in this life.
They must work out the particular legacy of genes and ghosts, of
memories and hopes, in their brains and towns to find the signifi-
cance in each moment of daily life as it makes specific contributions
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to a higher order of human consciousness, one shared with others
whether the self survives in the end or not. In this material way, the
ghosts of Our Town wait for their eternal parts to come out clear
through their future audiences and actors. But various screen pro-
ductions of Wilder’s play also demonstrate that Dionysian and Apol-
linian right- and left-brain choices must be made in this evolutionary
process in order to reintegrate the natural and supernatural ele-
ments of the human brain.

Dionysian Passions in Apollinian Dreams

In 1940, just two years after the Pulitzer Prize–winning success of
Wilder’s drama on Broadway, Our Town appeared onscreen as a fea-
ture film starring the same actor, Frank Craven, who had created the
role of the Stage Manager on Broadway. (Wilder himself had also
played the Stage Manager for two weeks on Broadway while Craven
was sick.) Although Wilder was involved in translating the play to
the screen, many changes were made. The film version of Our Town,
directed by Sam Wood and with a screenplay by Harry Chandlee and
Frank Craven, did achieve popular audience success, garnering an
Oscar nomination for best picture in 1941. But the changes made
for this black-and-white screen adaptation masked the play’s existen-
tial Dionysian anxieties, filling in the open stage with a formal Main
Street, with realistic fenced and landscaped two-story houses for the
Gibbs and Webb families, a real horse and cart for Howie Newsome
to deliver actual milk, a drugstore for the Stage Manager as ‘‘Mr.
Morgan,’’ a church interior with full organ for the choir rehearsal
and wedding, and many real-life props in all settings. The end of the
film was changed to make Emily’s death, her graveyard communion
with other ghosts, and her spectral visit to the past just a dream that
she wakes from to hold her newborn baby—a happier ending for
the mass American audience in 1940, about to enter the Second
World War.

The published correspondence between Thornton Wilder and
the film’s producer, Sol Lesser, shows their debate about these Apol-
linian changes toward a dreamlike realism.24 Wilder argues against a
planned opening of the film with ‘‘Mr. Morgan appearing at the
door of his drugstore,’’ favoring instead a jigsaw puzzle behind him,
‘‘setting the background against the whole United States, [with] that
constant allusion to larger dimensions of time and place, which is
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one of the principal elements of the play’’ (Three Plays, 815). Wil-
der’s Dionysian, right-brain, holistic intuition also favors the possi-
bility of beginning with a ‘‘model town,’’ putting Mr. Morgan in the
audience time frame of 1940, as long as the movie can avoid an im-
pression of ‘‘Giant Man looking upon Toy Village’’ (818). However,
in the finished film, Craven’s Mr. Morgan simply walks along a
wooden fence on a hilltop overlooking Grover’s Corners—probably
the cemetery hill of the play’s final act. He does not speak about the
oldest tombstones, as in the play’s first act, nor are any graves shown.
He just describes the town, pointing with his pipe at the tiny lights
in the darkness below. Then he calls to an offscreen ‘‘operator,’’ and
the town is fully lit from above. Mr. Morgan tells the audience that
we have moved back in time, from 1940 to 1901, and that it is dawn,
with the townspeople waking below. The film shows Joe Crowell
walking along a fully pictorial street on his newspaper delivery route
as Dr. Gibbs walks home from delivering twins and Mrs. Gibbs comes
downstairs, seen through the window of their home.

The end of the film returns to the hilltop fence, which has a gate
that Mr. Morgan opens to pass through as he begins the cemetery
scene, speaking about the tombstones and telling the audience
about Emily’s illness. We then see her at home in bed, falling asleep,
with her concerned parents around her. Through Apollinian film
magic, the photos of family members on Emily’s bedroom wall fade
into gravestones as the voice-over dialogue of the dead begins. The
quilt on her bed also transforms into a distant view of the funeral
procession crossing the hill to get up to the cemetery. Emily then
stands with the dead in the cemetery and later floats through her
dreamlike flashback to her birthday.

The film never shows a jigsaw puzzle or a theater stage. The Stage
Manager, as the avuncular Mr. Morgan, addresses the audience di-
rectly from the screen. But some of his harshly ironic, more Diony-
sian lines are cut, such as his comment that loving life to have it and
having life to love it is a ‘‘vicious circle’’ (Three Plays, 31). Our Town
becomes softer in the film version, protecting its mass audience
from the emptiness of the stage and the vast spaces between the stars
in the eternity of the disinterested dead. Wilder eventually agreed
to the ‘‘new opening’’ and marveled at the producer’s willingness to
‘‘spare no expense’’ with actual fences and trees in the studio sets, as
well as convincingly painted villages and clouds in the background
(‘‘Correspondence,’’ 823). He also agreed to let Emily wake up from
a dream in the end: ‘‘Insofar as it’s a concrete happening [in the
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movie] it’s not important that she die; it’s even disproportionately
cruel that she die’’ (824). While they were developing the final
screenplay, Lesser’s Christmas gift to Wilder of a new car, a Chrysler
convertible with a rumble seat, may have helped make such changes
seem to the playwright less ‘‘cruel’’ (821). But the changes also show
Wilder’s recognition of the different medium and audience for his
small-town ghosts, as he and Lesser discussed the Apollinian dream
of ‘‘40 millions’’ who would watch the play as a movie (816).

Wilder argued with Lesser (prior to the Christmas gift) that a
more ‘‘realistically done’’ wedding scene would not be ‘‘interesting
enough’’ (816). He recognized that there ‘‘may be an audience-risk
to be[ing] bold’’ with the mass medium of cinema. But he saw an
even greater risk in making his play more realistic onscreen and thus
‘‘dwindling to the conventional.’’ Wilder stated that the innovative
staging techniques in his original script were an ‘‘almost indispens-
able reinforcement and refreshment of a play that was never in-
tended to be interesting for its story alone.’’ However, the left-brain,
linear-narrative expectations of the movie producer and mass audi-
ence eventually dominated the playwright’s right-brain, provocative,
Dionysian creativity. The movie became less innovative than the play
onstage, giving the audience complete Apollinian scenes onscreen
that required the spectators to provide less in the way of personal
associations to create the details of ordinary life, the wedding, and
the afterlife that the actors in the play had evoked through mime
and imagination.

Rather than the Stage Manager, an actor playing the minister is
heard in voice-over speaking about the wedding scene directly to the
audience: ‘‘Once in a thousand times it’s interesting’’ (Three Plays,
49).25 Mrs. Webb’s voice-over is heard, too, as she sits in church and
wipes away her tears. But her internal dialogue expresses only the
loss of Emily from her home, not her Dionysian aside to the stage
audience: ‘‘You know, there’s something downright cruel about
sending our girls out into marriage this way. . . . I went into it blind
as a bat myself ’’ (Three Plays, 46). The sexual dimension of marriage
is repressed even more in the 1940 film than in the original play.
Emily’s voice-over presents her wedding confusion in a quiet tone,
expressing alienation and a desire to stay with her father, but not
her sudden, passionate hatred of George and herself, as she says in
the play: ‘‘I hate him. I wish I were dead’’ (47; italics in the original).
George’s voice-over reveals his doubts about the ceremony and his
fear that he is growing old by getting married. In the film, however,
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there is no Dionysian chorus of baseball pals as in the play, taunting
George about the rite’s sexual implications: ‘‘We know what you’re
thinking. Don’t disgrace the team, big boy’’ (46). In the original
drama, the Apollinian Stage Manager represses the boys’ erotic dis-
ruption: ‘‘That’s enough of that.’’ Yet, he connects this perverse
choral display to ‘‘weddings in the old days,—Rome, and later.
We’re more civilized now.’’ In the film, Mr. Morgan stays out of the
wedding, and so do the baseball satyrs.

The movie still includes the Stage Manager’s direct address to the
audience and his Apollinian control of the drama as framer of the
first act’s ‘‘daily life’’ scenes. Mr. Morgan stops the conversation be-
tween Mrs. Gibbs and Mrs. Webb about a desire to see more of the
world beyond their town (‘‘That’ll do, ladies’’) and then introduces
Professor Willard, who meets him in front of the drugstore. After
the professor’s lecture, which Mr. Morgan also abbreviates, Editor
Webb gives the political and social report from his open upstairs
window—without the Dionysian delay of his mortal body’s being in-
jured while eating an apple, as in the play. Mr. Webb then fields
questions from unseen voices in the ‘‘audience.’’ But the Belligerent
Man’s inquiry is moved from the middle to the end and cut short by
Mr. Morgan, who says, ‘‘We haven’t time for any more questions. We
must be getting on with the picture.’’ Mr. Morgan embodies the mo-
tion picture’s repression of more Dionysian elements in the original
script, with his left-brain, superegoistic control of how the cinema
audience experiences the town in its three-dimensional depiction
onscreen, in what characters are allowed to say, and in the initial
lighting and time travel from the mountaintop above. The film takes
some risks in surprising its mass audience with things beyond the
conventional but calls for fewer right-brain sensitivities and personal
associations by the spectators to fill in the gaps.

There is not much ‘‘culture or love of beauty’’ in Grover’s Cor-
ners, as Editor Webb explains in both the stage and screen versions;
he lists a few famous works of literature, music, and painting that the
townspeople know, but no dramas (17). They do have ‘‘pleasures of
a kind,’’ Editor Webb says, including the sun coming over the moun-
tain at dawn, the birds, and the change of seasons. In moving from
act 1 to act 2, the film shows Mr. Morgan catching a fly in his drug-
store, then letting it go outside—an added detail that demonstrates
his Apollinian mastery over the Dionysian disruptions of nature. To
introduce the flashback scene of George and Emily realizing ‘‘they
were meant for one another’’ (39), Mr. Morgan also shows his mas-
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tery, putting his hand over the camera to end the previous scene
in a blackout. Then he pulls back his hand to reveal his jovial, yet
controlling countenance. Likewise, darkness is used in the first act,
albeit briefly, to indicate a wilder Dionysian alternative to Mr. Mor-
gan’s Apollinian authorship over lighting and cuts. A large, gesticu-
lating shadow appears on the wall of the church loft, as a drunken
Simon Stimson conducts the choir rehearsal with one hand and
plays the organ with the other. The women gossip about him after
rehearsal, as in the stage drama. He then walks down the street in a
drunken haze (under the full moon), ignoring the offer of Editor
Webb to walk him home, while the Constable looks on. Thus, the
communal attempt to regroom Simon’s Dionysian behavior is
shown onscreen. But his bitter alienation in act 3 is not. He still
greets Emily in the graveyard scene. In her Apollinian dream, how-
ever, Simon’s right-brain sensitivity and limbic anger about the cru-
elty, selfishness, and ignorance of the living is omitted. The gossip
by the living in the graveyard about Simon’s suicide is also cut from
the film. Mr. Morgan mentions the information instead, as he points
to Simon’s gravestone and its Dionysian epitaph—which no one un-
derstands, according to the play, because ‘‘it’s just some notes of
music’’ (54).

The movie of Our Town in 1940, made for the ‘‘40 millions’’ of a
current mass audience, rather than the time-capsule archaeologists
of theater’s future, increases the Apollinian left-brain censorship al-
ready in the play, showing less of the rebellious, right-brain passions
in the script’s Dionysian characters and chora. Emily does not die in
childbirth. She merely has a bad dream that makes her say, at its
beginning and end: ‘‘I want to live.’’ While a ghost in that dream,
she sees her father, kneeling at the grave, as ‘‘troubled.’’ But she
does not view all the living as shut up in boxes, blind to the wonders
of life, like she says onstage (56, 63). She goes back to her sixteenth,
not her twelfth birthday, and meets her younger self there (played
by the same actress, Martha Scott, in a different costume), while
floating as a translucent phantom through the scene. She sees her
parents and her other self mostly ignoring one another. The ghostly
Emily does not move into the role of the living Emily; she just ob-
serves the past. Like the Apollinian movie viewers, she hovers at the
edges of the scene, with her glowing form overlapping other charac-
ters, while she remains unseen and unheard by them.

Our Town as a film reflects the phantom spectatorship of movie
viewers: watching lifelike dramas from an immortal, controlling,
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Apollinian position—like Mr. Morgan who returns after Emily’s
dream to narrate the happy ending. The film masks the darker side
of that Apollinian dream: Simon’s Dionysian rage at the communal
ideal of ties that bind and Emily’s painful alienation from the living.
In the original script, she cannot reach the living world onstage with
her right-brain message of holistic awe at the earth’s ordinary won-
der. She can only convey that to the spectral spectators. But the film
lets Emily live again, rejoining her parents, George, and the new
baby. It does not offer Emily’s question to the Stage Manager about
whether humans can fully appreciate life while living it and his an-
swer that some, like saints or poets, do, thus suggesting that the audi-
ence might (62). Instead of giving this Dionysian and Apollinian
challenge to spectators, evoking their limbic emotions and personal
memories to value the beauty of what is always being lost in the pres-
ent, the film gives an idyllic closure to this small-town drama. The
characters live happily ever after in the past, rather than moving
toward a higher consciousness of human mortality—in the future,
living minds of the mass audience.

Phantom Rebellions

The 1977 NBC television production of Our Town was directed by
George Schaefer. It starred Hal Holbrook as a charming, Apollinian,
Mark Twain–like storyteller, with just a wink of Dionysian mischief.26

This commercial-television version of Wilder’s drama opens with a
vast stage on which a Dionysian community of actors in contempo-
rary clothes greet one another as Holbrook walks through their
midst, kissing cheeks and shaking hands. When he reaches a desk
near one wall, there is a brief blackout, then the play begins. Hol-
brook wears reading glasses as the Stage Manager, consulting the
script in a large promptbook on his desk, while addressing the TV
audience. He uses a model of the town to describe it, as Wilder had
wanted for the 1940 film. A high-angle view shows that the stage
floor, which was all white during the actors’ initial meeting, is now
painted with overhead illustrations of the street and the Gibbs and
Webb homes, including the floor plan of the kitchen and one other
room in each house, with bushes and lawns outside. Tables and
chairs are in the kitchen spaces, and there is a translucent roof over
each house. The Stage Manager’s face and upper body are superim-
posed over the Apollinian god’s-eye view of the two homes.
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This TV version of the play, presented after the Dionysian cultural
turmoil of the 1960s and during the folksy presidency in the late
1970s of Jimmy Carter, a Georgia peanut farmer, takes a bigger risk
with its mass audience than did the 1940 film, evoking spectators’
imaginations to complete the picture onscreen. Yet, it reassures the
watching public with an Apollinian overview of the town model,
street, and floor plans in a simpler, nostalgic, communal time. The
pseudocommunion of television encourages the mass audience to
fill in the emptiness of the Webb and Gibbs homes, using the domes-
tic spaces in spectators’ personal memories and in the home theater
through which they watch. The numerous experiences in particular
family environments, stored in millions of mass-audience skulls, join
imaginatively with the stage maps, mimed actions, and communal
ghosts onscreen to interpret the Apollinian mapping and grooming
of wayward Dionysian impulses and individuals in ‘‘our town.’’

Sound effects and mimed actions help to evoke the lost life of the
town on an empty stage, as in the original play’s stage directions.
A cock crowing, Howie Newsome’s horse and milk bottles, kitchen
utensils clattering, and cooking sounds are heard. This TV version
does not have the soothing melodies of the film’s Aaron Copland
soundtrack; it evokes the silences of the stage instead. But the play’s
various Dionysian eruptions are minimized for television. The Bel-
ligerent Man, with his concerns about social injustice, and the
women who question Editor Webb as spectators are kept offscreen.
Only their voices are heard. Simon Stimson’s church has its own
rooftop and pews as stage furniture. He mimes the organ playing,
with no ominous shadow (or wall for it) while he conducts the choir.

This screen version does include certain Dionysian moments.
Simon delivers his bitter lines in the final graveyard scene—lines cut
from the film version of the scene. Mrs. Webb expresses her doubts
about the cruelty of sending Emily into marriage without any sexual
education, initially as her voice-over, then spoken out loud to the
TV audience during the wedding. George’s baseball buddies briefly
interrupt with their Dionysian taunts. The Apollinian Holbrook
soon controls them with his comments about being more ‘‘civilized’’
now, but a close-up shows him smiling mischievously as he asks the
mass audience to remember being young, in love, and ‘‘just a little
bit crazy’’ while they watch the beginning of George and Emily’s
plan to be together (Three Plays, 39).

George performs a brief Dionysian rebellion against the selective
fate of marriage, as in the original script. But this TV version shows
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a phantom double of George, who says ‘‘Why’s everybody pushing
me so?’’ while stepping away from the George and Emily figures
standing with the Stage Manager as Minister (47). A double of his
mother replies, ‘‘I’m ashamed of you.’’ Then there is an added line
spoken by George: ‘‘What’s the matter? I’m dreaming.’’ His Apollin-
ian confidence is reawakening from the Dionysian nightmare, even
if it is shamed by his internalized mother (or chora) as right-brain
social foundation. George’s dream mother and paranoid phantom
self disappear when he finds himself standing again next to Emily,
his left-brain executive ego completing the matrimonial union.

Emily also rebels and in this television version expresses her right-
brain, holistic glimpse of the romantic marriage trap with a phan-
tom double, who steps away from her coupling at the altar and says,
with limbic panic and rage, that she hates George and wants to die.
Her internalized father appears as another dream ghost to reform
her, bringing over the Apollinian George to promise he will take
good care of her and love her, as she demands love from him: ‘‘For
ever and ever’’ (48). Emily’s spectral double then rejoins her proper
self in the communal rite. Yet, near the end of the ceremony, the
Stage Manager expresses his doubts about believing in marriage
(49) as still images are shown of him and others at the ritual’s end
for the TV audience to ponder in a more complex future.

In the final act, the dead are not parallel to the stage edge, as is
called for in Wilder’s script (50). Instead, the grave-chairs point hap-
hazardly in various directions, suggesting diverse, postmodern views
of the afterlife. Points of light are visible in the background, signify-
ing the stars where Mrs. Gibbs focuses her Apollinian interest as well
as the Dionysian darkness between them. George expresses a Diony-
sian chora of physical passion and loss when he kneels and clutches
Emily’s legs at the end of the drama instead of falling to the floor as
the script directs (64). In Wilder’s play, Emily is merely a gravestone
to George, as her soul is weaned away from earth toward a higher-
order, left-brain clarity. This Emily, however, defies the Apollinian
dream of becoming a disinterested, eternal soul, showing that she
feels George’s head on her lap.

Coming Out Clear On-screen

More of that earthy Dionysian materiality appears in the 1989 PBS
television version of Our Town directed by Kirk Browning, a film of
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the 1988 stage production directed by Gregory Mosher at Lincoln
Center that was billed as the fiftieth-anniversary celebration of Wil-
der’s classic. A half century after Frank Craven premiered the Stage
Manager role on Broadway, Spalding Gray gave a postmodern spin
to the author’s stand-in. Gray was a cast member in the Wooster
Group’s 1981 deconstruction of the play and in other productions
by that company before gaining fame as a monologist, performing
the character of himself, with various neurotic and paranoid symp-
toms, talking directly to the audience while alone onstage.27 For
those in the New York theater audience who knew Gray’s prior
avant-garde work, Mosher’s casting of this actor as the Stage Man-
ager exemplified his attempt to bring out ‘‘the darker side’’ of the
play.28 But many reviewers attacked Gray’s performance, while oth-
erwise praising the production, because his celebrity persona
clashed with the classic drama.29 As Frank Rich put it in the New
York Times, ‘‘Gray’s flip stage manager constantly disrupts the frag-
ile text . . . [with his] smart-aleck attitude and lapsed preppie
outfit.’’30

Yet Gray continued to play with the criticism, and the pain it
caused him, by quoting from the reviews in his subsequent self-
scripted one-man show Monster in a Box, which eventually became a
film directed by Nick Broomfield in 1992. Gray’s smart-aleck flipness
in that film, as in the PBS presentation of Our Town, shows his Apol-
linian sculpting of a playfully transcendent Self.31 But both works
also demonstrate the Dionysian vulnerability of any performer’s
identity—to viewers and critics who may shatter the ego through the
mirrors of self onstage and onscreen.

Even for those in the television audience who did not know Gray’s
monologist persona, his interpretation of the Stage Manager ‘‘sub-
stantially alters traditional readings of the text.’’32 So does the rest of
the production. It begins with a high-angle shot of Gray walking out
alone onstage, not placing table and chairs there as in the script
(Three Plays, 5), or taking a commanding view of the town from the
cemetery mountaintop as in the 1940 film, or greeting other actors
communally as in the 1977 NBC version. This 1989 PBS production
emphasizes the mortal Dionysian echoes of ‘‘our town’’ onstage
against the patriotic media slickness of the Reagan-Bush era and the
play’s folksy, sentimental tradition. Gray points to various areas of
the empty stage and to what the audience might imagine in describ-
ing the town and cemetery—without hills and houses being shown
or a model and floor plan, as in the earlier screen productions. Here
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just a trellis, a table, and several chairs suggest each of the two
homes in the first act, along with the roving, alienated Stage Manag-
er’s verbal descriptions and the theater’s permanent pipes, visible in
obscure geometric patterns on the backstage wall.

Like Gray, the other adult actors in this production speak rapidly
and dryly while hurrying through their mimed routines of daily life.
Yet, they also reveal Dionysian cracks of despair and terror in their
Apollinian facade of resigned persistence. Howie Newsome, sud-
denly alarmed by Bessie, backs away and yells at her, as if the primal
fear and rage in his animal brain, and in the imaginary horse, were
playing phantom tricks at a certain point in the empty stage space.
(He yells at Bessie again in the second act, when the imaginary horse
starts to pull away as he talks with Si Crowell.) George wrestles bois-
terously with Emily’s younger brother, Wally, as they all run to
school after a rushed breakfast in their homes. Gray as Stage Man-
ager hurries the Professor through his speech about Grover’s Cor-
ners, stressing the point that ‘‘our time is limited’’ (15). He reads
the women’s questions for Mr. Webb from cards he pulls out of his
pocket, but the Belligerent Man shouts his question from offstage.
Gray asks him to come forward, and a bitter young man appears on
the stage with them (not in the auditorium as the script indicates),
like a workman from backstage, nearly spitting his question about
social injustice, then shouting his follow-up: ‘‘Well, why don’t they
do something about it?’’ (17). Editor Webb shouts back: ‘‘Well, I
don’t know.’’

Applying the ‘‘poor theater’’ and ‘‘empty stage’’ styles of the ex-
perimental theater artists Jerzy Grotowski and Peter Brooks, as well
as Wilder’s original directions, Mosher puts George and Emily at the
top of bare, very tall, precarious-looking A-frame ladders to repre-
sent the windowsills of their homes—unlike the full house of the
1940 film or the solid platform ledges of the 1977 TV show. George
fights with his little sister, Rebecca, pushing her head down as she
tries to climb the ladder, making their Dionysian competition for a
view of the moon seem dangerous as well as childish. A board over
the backs of two chairs creates the drugstore counter, and Gray plays
Mr. Morgan with no change in costume or demeanor. Simon Stim-
son appears with his choir in the side balcony of the empty theater
where the play is being performed. Other seats in the auditorium
and balcony are covered with white sheets, as if only ghosts were
watching the play in this screen version. Simon looks drunk as he
conducts the choir; this makes the subsequent gossip about him
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seem crueler as communal grooming. Likewise, Dr. Gibbs points a
stern finger at George as he criticizes his son’s failure to chop wood
for the hardworking Mrs. Gibbs. Dr. Gibbs also snaps at his wife an-
grily and puts his hand to his neck in quotidian pain when she ad-
vises him to get some rest and perhaps take a vacation with her,
using her legacy.

Gray as Stage Manager stresses the ‘‘vicious’’ Dionysian circle of
having and loving life, and Mrs. Webb shouts a forceful ‘‘Good-by’’
at George to make him leave her home and not break the supersti-
tion about a groom seeing the bride before the wedding. The actors
playing her and her husband (Roberta Maxwell and Peter Maloney,
respectively) also reveal how both characters are afraid to talk with
their future son-in-law about conjugal matters, giving him no advice
on marriage and hiding their daughter from him at breakfast. After
a close-up of Mrs. Webb in the wedding congregation as she laments
the fact that Emily will enter marriage as ‘‘blind as a bat’’ about sex,
as she herself did (46), George’s baseball buddies taunt him from
the theater balcony, where one boy raises a bat between his legs,
holding the phallus high, even after the Stage Manager dismisses
them. When Mrs. Soames gives her comments on the wedding, she
pops onto the screen from outside the frame. The Stage Manager
grabs her and pulls her back as she tries to continue at the scene’s
end. As the minister for the wedding, Gray holds a copy of Our Town
instead of a prayer book. These brief disruptions expose the Diony-
sian cracks in this production’s hurried Apollinian surface, revealing
perverse, postmodern edges and echoes of the unsaid.

In act 3, Gray as Stage Manager emphasizes the line about ‘‘layers
and layers of nonsense’’ (51). He mentions the ‘‘something eternal’’
about human beings in a speculative, rather than adamant, tone
(52). During her trip back in time, the ghostly Emily holds her
mother’s shoulders while standing behind her and playing the role
of the twelve-year-old. Yet, she is taller than Mrs. Webb. Emily strokes
her mother’s neck in mature, nostalgic pain while grasping her
shoulders in childlike reassurance. The actress (Penelope Ann
Miller) also shows on her face, with tears flowing, that Emily is expe-
riencing that touch both as her child self and as the ghost of self
from the afterlife. She is now a twenty-six-year-old mother who has
died in childbirth, touching her mother of fourteen years ago with
childlike wonder, adult pain, and fatal nostalgia—looking back and
reconnecting to the past from the end point of life, then letting go.
The Mosher-Browning production of Our Town illustrates not only
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the Apollinian dream of a simpler, communal time in America’s
past, but also the Dionysian horror of mortal awareness as the
human brain and its various cultures continue to evolve. In this ver-
sion, Emily screams her line: ‘‘It goes so fast. We don’t have time to
look at one another’’ (62). We have seen this desperation through-
out the drama in the hurried words and mimed actions of her par-
ents and other adults, words and deeds that quickly suture and
repress the Dionysian cracks and erotic disruptions of their town’s
communal bonds. This postmodern production, with darkness (no
stars) behind the Stage Manager at the drama’s end and someone
offscreen whistling the tune ‘‘These Are the Ties That Bind’’ during
the final credits, reveals a further evolution in the survival struggle
of communal and individual identities through mortal attachments
and immortal yearnings in the Dionysian and Apollinian parts of the
human brain.

In his Monster in a Box monologue, Spalding Gray describes a
‘‘unifying accident’’ during one particular performance of Mosher’s
Our Town onstage—a strange occurrence that unified the actors and
spectators in the realization of theatrical uniqueness, showing the
spontaneous creativity of ordinary mortal life. As Emily desires in
the play’s last act, the cast and audience suddenly realized the full-
ness of life while they lived it (according to Gray), ‘‘that they are
only here for this one moment together. It’s not a film. It’s not tele-
vision. And because of the nature of the accident, we all know it
probably will never be repeated again in the same way.’’ As Gray is
telling the story, he reperforms the Stage Manager talking about the
dead in the final act: ‘‘They’re waitin’ for something that they feel is
comin’. Something important, and great’’ (52). Moving his hand
away from his mouth, Gray recounts how the eleven-year-old boy
playing the dead Wally Webb in his tombstone-chair ‘‘projectile’’
vomited. ‘‘Like a hydrant it comes, hitting one of the dead in the
shoulder. The other dead levitate out of their seats in fear and drop
back down.’’ Not knowing how to improvise upon that spontaneous,
earthy creativity from the living actor’s mortal body while he is play-
ing an immortal soul, Gray simply continued with his next line:
‘‘Aren’t they waitin’ for the eternal part of them to come out clear?’’

Of course, that particular performance is not included in the
Browning television version of Mosher’s stage show. But those in the
mass audience who see the film Monster in a Box and watch the 1989
video of Our Town might project even more of a Dionysian spirit
upon the play’s last act onscreen.33 Viewers who are aware of Spal-
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ding Gray’s suicide in January 2004 may find further ghostly dimen-
sions in both shows. These works demonstrate that the best dramas
of film and video, as well as of theater, may help performers and
spectators to reintegrate their visceral brain stem, emotional limbic
system, anxious right brain, and executive left brain, clarifying the
mortal and transcendent, the Dionysian and Apollinian elements of
the mind, as in Gray’s tale of a unifying accident onstage involving
projectile vomit, fearfully levitating dead, and a new twist on a classic
American play.

Millennial Mortality

The whimsical, prosocial charm in traditional productions of Our
Town returned to the screen with the 2003 Showtime/PBS version
directed by James Naughton. It starred Paul Newman, an even more
popular celebrity than Holbrook or Gray. The mass audience not
only knows Newman through his long movie career, but also from
the Newman’s Own brand of salad dressing, every bottle of which
bears a picture of his face. Americans have been consuming Paul
Newman, onscreen and in salads, for many decades. But the 2003
TV version of Our Town showed a different, mortal, changing New-
man—aged considerably from his prior characters onscreen and on
the salad dressing label, which stay eternally young. It also came at a
crucial turning point for American culture, maturing as a super-
power, yet traumatized by 9/11, and tempted toward the neomod-
ernist idealism of ‘‘spreading democracy’’ through preemptive
strikes against terrorism in the oil-based global economy of the new
millennium.

In that context, the sentimental charm of Our Town, set in a small-
town democracy before cars, planes, and skyscrapers, became ap-
pealing once again. Joanne Woodward, as artistic director of the
Westport County Playhouse where this production began, wanted to
do the play because of 9/11.34 She planned it for the following sum-
mer season of 2002 and asked her husband, Newman, who had not
acted onstage for fifteen years, to play the lead. (Newman had also
played the sixteen-year-old George in a musical version of Our Town
when in his thirties, nearly a half century before.) With the seventy-
eight-year-old Newman as the Stage Manager, the ‘‘fragile text’’ that
Gray had exposed in 1988 (according to the New York Times critic
Frank Rich) became refocused through a fragile, elderly, yet com-
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pelling figure onstage. As a movie star and older actor, Newman
seemed alienated from others in the community of ‘‘our town’’ on-
stage. But he was also more connected to that era a century ago—
Newman was actually born just a decade after Emily’s death in the
play. Thus, many lines of the Stage Manager gained a new Dionysian
meaning through Newman’s aging body and gestures onscreen,
such as, ‘‘The morning star always gets wonderful bright the minute
before it has to go—doesn’t it?’’ (Three Plays, 6).

Broadcast first on cable television and then again on PBS, the
2003 Our Town reached an even greater mass audience with its time-
capsule drama than had prior screen productions. But it begins
more humbly, with the star as Stage Manager helping stagehands to
move a few set pieces on wheels around the stage while the initial
credits roll. Newman wears a gray vest, his tie is crooked, and his
reading glasses perch on the tip of his nose. He points with his cane
to a sketch of the town on a green chalkboard and again at various
empty spaces onstage while detailing the town and the two homes of
the first act. Newman pulls a small notepad out of his vest pocket
and checks it several times during his initial introductions, taking a
long pause to get ‘‘the facts’’ right about Julia Gibbs as Hersey be-
fore she was married, when he mentions her grave in the cemetery,
‘‘with a whole mess of Gibbses and Herseys’’ (7). The Stage Manag-
er’s reassuring Apollinian control in setting the simple town life of
Grover’s Corners onstage for a post-9/11 TV audience is undercut
by the Dionysian vulnerability of Newman’s elderly body and its
props: the reading glasses, the cane, the erasable chalkboard, and
the reporter’s notepad to help with communication and memory as
his voice rises in pitch and falters, then recovers with firm gestures
on the open stage.

Various Dionysian reminders of limbic passion arise in this pro-
duction, through the Stage Manager’s Apollinian narrative, other
characters’ explanations, and the imaginary scenery, props, and ges-
tures. Simon Stimson explodes with anger at his choir for singing
too loud. Later he puts his hand on his face and bends over, with
abject self-disgust, after Constable Warren and Editor Webb gossip
about him and then offer to walk him home. As Mr. Morgan, New-
man also loses his former Apollinian cool when responding to
George’s story about Emily almost getting run over by a hardware
store wagon, a lie offered to excuse her tears after their fight. New-
man rages about the dangers of traffic on Main Street getting
‘‘worse every year’’ and continues to rail against coming changes
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with ‘‘auto-mo-biles’’ as he mimes making ice-cream sodas for his
customers (41–42). This primal rage at loss through change reso-
nates with the Stage Manager’s lines a little earlier in the play when
he introduces the flashback scene of George and Emily planning
their married fate. ‘‘You know how it is: you’re twenty-one or twenty-
two and you make some decisions; then whisssh! You’re seventy’’
(38). Newman as the Stage Manager says ‘‘wham,’’ instead of
‘‘whissh,’’ and slaps his seventy-eight-year-old fist into his hand,
evoking bodily memories and primal fears as the play moves toward
its final, postmortem act.

Newman adds a cynical post-9/11 spin to the line, ‘‘We’re more
civilized now,—so they say,’’ when he reprimands the Dionysian
chorus of baseball buddies who playfully terrorize George at the
wedding (46). Likewise, at the start of act 3, his tone seems to em-
brace current world events when he describes the tombs of Civil War
veterans who only knew the symbolic name of our country, not its
full geography or place in the world, and then ‘‘went and died about
it’’ (51). This production emphasizes the passage of time and yet
certain lingering ghosts at the end of the wedding scene, as figures
in the congregation wave while church bells ring, then fade on-
screen. After a blackout, the dead walk back into the frame at a more
intimate angle to take their seats in the final act’s graveyard even
before Newman explains the scene. He pumps his hands vigorously
when insisting there is something eternal in human beings, as ‘‘the
greatest people ever lived have been telling us . . . for five thousand
years’’ (52). Thus, both transcendent Apollinian conviction and vul-
nerable Dionysian mortality are expressed by this aging star as Stage
Manager, in an afterlife scene for a new century’s audience, haunted
by the ghosts of 9/11 and global terrorism.

The director, James Naughton, gives us close-ups of Mr. Webb and
others mourning around Emily’s burial site as she emerges from
their black umbrellas, yet remains near ground zero, unseen by
them. Seated later in her gravestone chair, the initial joy of realizing
she can travel back in time having faded, Emily shows visceral pain
by pressing her fist against her womb in the sorrow of remembering
‘‘the day I first knew that I loved George’’ (57). Her subsequent
question is given not as a naive rebellion against the warnings of the
other dead, but in wonder at the painful joy of memory’s right-brain
fullness, beyond left-brain linear distinctions of happy and sad
events: ‘‘Why should that be painful?’’ (58). As she returns to her
twelfth birthday, the television audience floats with her into the inti-
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mate joy and pain of her memory onstage, with hand-held camera
work and close-up shots of Emily, her mother, and her father. Mrs.
Webb looks at her for a moment, as if hearing the ghost of her
daughter, when Emily demands, ‘‘Let’s look at one another’’ (62; italics
in original). Then the mother in the past continues with her ordi-
nary birthday talk about presents. In these ways, Our Town onscreen
in 2003 tries to ‘‘come out clear’’ once more—for a mass audience
now haunted by family, friends, or fellow citizens lost on September
11, 2001, or at other points in time. Yet, the spectral selves watching
the television screen still have time to look at one another in their
own home theaters and towns—to realize life together as they live—
despite the vast changes of a new century and a new millennium.

The evolution of American consciousness toward increasing dem-
ocratic freedoms and virtual realities involves higher degrees of inse-
curity, anxiety, sensory stimulation, decision making, dispersion of
meaning, and thus nostalgia for a simpler, safer, and tighter commu-
nity. Movies and television, as well as Web sites and online chat
rooms, give us the illusion today of more community, yet also alien-
ate individuals toward fixed seats opposite a screen, like the dead in
Our Town’s final act, waiting in their graves and watching the stars.
Wilder’s play is not just a folksy American classic with sentimental
nostalgia for small-town life a century ago. This drama of mortal
awareness and immortal desires, of communal and yet transcendent
identity in the evolving human brain, gains a new relevance from
the modern to the postmodern through its distinctive 1940, 1977,
1989, and 2003 productions onscreen—and through further associ-
ations in the minds of audiences as the play’s future ghosts. Like-
wise, Nietzsche’s theory about tragedy’s ancient Apollinian heroes,
born from a Dionysian choral womb, acquires a new significance
through current neuroscience—shown by the left- and right-brain,
neocortical, and limbic dimensions of Wilder’s drama in various
screen versions.

Our Town demonstrates the communal pressures on characters to
align their social brains toward Apollinian ideals or to rebel with Di-
onysian passions. Both sides of the brain involve intersubjective
ghosts. Wilder’s play values Apollinian ‘‘phantoms or dream im-
ages,’’35 with transcendent graveyard souls being weaned away from
earth through communal order and strength. As the Stage Manager
puts it: ‘‘[E]verybody knows in their bones that something is eternal
. . . something way down deep . . .’’ (Three Plays, 52; italics in the
original). Yet the play also shows the Dionysian ‘‘substratum of suf-
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fering and of knowledge . . . [as an] eternal self . . . at the basis of
things.’’36—through right-brain, disruptive passions in certain char-
acters and their choral longing for earthly reunions, involving sym-
pathetic minds in the audience. Nietzsche expressed enthusiasm for
a primordial unity, which he saw in the ‘‘higher community’’ of an-
cient Dionysian trances, where animals talked, men felt like gods,
and ‘‘the most savage natural instincts were unleashed, including . . .
[a] horrible mixture of sensuality and cruelty.’’37 But this also points
to the modern dangers of social Darwinism, such as the cruelties of
racial and political domination in Nazi Germany, Cambodia, and
Rwanda showing a ‘‘survival of the fittest’’ through brute force and
collective intoxicating savagery. Our Town offers a simpler nostalgic
view of Darwinian forces, the small-town ‘‘pruning’’ of individuals
shaping the growth and death of neurons in their brains toward
Apollinian dreams of afterlife transcendence through left-brain, ex-
ecutive, communal controls. Yet both Wilder’s play and Nietzsche’s
theory demonstrate the godlike powers of remnant natural instincts
when transformed by specific cultural evolutions of the passionate
limbic system, anxious right brain, and prosocial left—in humans as
talking animals—through the Dionysian ecstasy of ‘‘oneness as the
soul of the race and of nature itself.’’38 The combination of Nietz-
sche, Wilder, and neuroscience presented in this essay only begins to
suggest the tremendous creativity and destructiveness of the human
social animal, which is continuing to evolve, for better or worse,
through today’s mass-media stages and screens, and our spiritual
choices in that brain matter.
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Tragedy, Sight, and Sound:
The Birth of Godard’s Prénom Carmen from the

Nietzschean Spirit of Music
Ronald Bogue

WHAT NIETZSCHE MEANS BY HIS 1872 TITLE ‘‘THE BIRTH OF TRAGEDY OUT

of the Spirit of Music’’ is perhaps nowhere more clearly indicated
than in sections 16 and 17 of The Birth of Tragedy. Here Nietzsche
cites at length a passage from Schopenhauer in which music is de-
scribed as the direct expression of the will (by which Schopenhauer
means something like ‘‘universal force’’). Music is ‘‘an expression of
the world,’’ a ‘‘universal language’’ in some regards like the lan-
guage of concepts, yet one that is not abstract.1 Music ‘‘resembles
geometrical figures and numbers, which are universal forms of all
possible experience . . . and yet are not abstract but perceptible and
thoroughly determinate’’ (qtd. in Birth of Tragedy, 101). Music ex-
presses the ‘‘inmost soul’’ of phenomena, for it is ‘‘an immediate
copy of the will itself, and therefore complements everything physi-
cal in the world and every phenomenon by representing what is
metaphysical, the thing in itself.’’ For this reason, says Schopen-
hauer, ‘‘we might just as well call the world embodied music as em-
bodied will’’ (qtd. in Birth of Tragedy, 102). Melodies, like concepts,
are to a certain extent abstractions of the actual, but whereas con-
cepts are universals derived from experience, and hence abstrac-
tions that come after phenomena, melodies give us the universal
before phenomena, ‘‘the inmost kernel which precedes all forms, or
the heart of things’’ (qtd. in Birth of Tragedy, 102).

According to Schopenhauer, then, will is the universal, undiffer-
entiated force that expresses itself in the embodied, individuated
forms of phenomena, and music is the direct representation of that
universal will. Nietzsche concludes from this that music not only ex-
presses ‘‘the immediate language of the will’’ (Birth of Tragedy, 103)
but also stimulates the creative faculties to fashion individuated con-
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cepts and images that embody the will. The Dionysian medium of
music stimulates the Apollonian creation of individuated forms, just
as the universal will generates and plays through the individuated
things of the phenomenal world. The highest Apollonian manifesta-
tion of the Dionysian will is in the tragic myth of the annihilation of
the hero. Music gives birth to tragic myth, ‘‘the myth which ex-
presses Dionysian knowledge in symbols’’ (103). Hence, ‘‘it is only
through the spirit of music that we can understand the joy involved
in the annihilation of the individual. . . . The metaphysical joy in the
tragic is a translation of the instinctive unconscious Dionysian wis-
dom into the language of images: the hero, the highest manifesta-
tion of the will, is negated for our pleasure, because he is only
phenomenon, and because the eternal life of the will is not affected
by his annihilation’’ (104). Through tragedy, ‘‘we are forced to look
into the terrors [in die Schrecken] of the individual existence—yet
we are not to become rigid with fear,’’ for by way of the drama ‘‘we
are really for a brief moment primordial being itself ’’ (104).

In Cinema 2: The Time-Image, Gilles Deleuze argues that Nietzsche’s
Schopenhauerian approach to music holds the key to an under-
standing of music’s function in classic sound cinema. Deleuze notes
that some cinema critics treat music as a component of a ‘‘sonic con-
tinuum’’ made up of sounds, words, and music that is interfused
with and inseparable from visual images, whereas others regard
music as a kind of ‘‘ ‘foreign body’ in the visual image, a little like
dust in the eye.’’2 Deleuze argues that both views are true but are
often imperfectly articulated. For Deleuze, the ‘‘moving pictures’’
or ‘‘movement-images’’ on the screen are merely mobile ‘‘slices’’ or
‘‘chunks’’ of a moving, open whole of fluctuating, metamorphosing
time-space. Each actual movement-image on the screen extends into
an offscreen world continuous with the onscreen space (e.g., the
character looks off camera to his or her interlocutor across the
room), and that continuous offscreen world Deleuze calls a ‘‘relative
out of frame.’’ But each onscreen movement-image also is part of
the open Whole, which in classic cinema is never directly presented,
but only indirectly expressed through the images on the screen. Un-
like the space of the ‘‘relative out of frame,’’ which may be revealed
in the next shot, what Deleuze calls the ‘‘absolute out of frame’’ of
the open Whole remains undisclosed on the screen in any direct
fashion. Sounds, words, and music may be part of the relative out of
frame, as when the off-camera noise of a breaking glass, the curse of
an angry sailor, or the strum of a guitar is shown in the next shot to
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issue from an actual glass, sailor, or guitar inhabiting the same space
as the preceding shot. But words may also issue from some unspeci-
fied realm outside the screen space, as in the case of a voice-over
narration or a character’s flashback reminiscence. Likewise, music
may accompany images without ever being ‘‘justified’’ by an offs-
creen source that belongs to the screen world. In these cases, words
and music are part of the absolute out of frame, inhabiting the fluc-
tuating time-space of the open Whole. Within the relative out-of-
frame space, music is part of a sonic continuum. Music may also
remain within a sonic continuum in the absolute out-of-frame space
(such as in a voice-over with accompanying music), yet music has
the capacity as well to function as a ‘‘foreign body’’ within the visual
image. Eisenstein argues that music and visual images should ex-
press a harmonious totality, but Eisner and others object that music
often is most effective when it contrasts with the screen images, as
when a soft lullaby accompanies a battle scene. Deleuze argues that
the range of musical effects, from a unifying reinforcement and
‘‘echoing’’ of visual images to a disruptive contrast and ‘‘irritation’’
of images, is made possible by music’s relation to the open Whole.
In classic cinema, music is capable of presenting a direct image of
the open Whole, what Deleuze calls a direct ‘‘time-image,’’ which is
incommensurable with the open Whole indirectly expressed by the
visual images. Just as Nietzsche regards music as the immediate ex-
pression of the Dionysian will, so Deleuze treats it as the immediate
expression of the open Whole. ‘‘In [Nietzschean] tragedy,’’ says De-
leuze, ‘‘the immediate musical image is like the kernel of fire that
surrounds the Apollonian visual images, and that cannot do without
their unfolding parade. In the case of cinema, which is first a visual
art, one may say that music adds the immediate image to the medi-
ate images that represent the Whole indirectly.’’3 (311). There is a
relation between music and visual images, but it is not one of corre-
spondence, for the direct expression (music) and the indirect expres-
sion (visual images) of the Whole are incommensurable.

With the advent of modern cinema, however, Deleuze sees music
taking on a different role. Modern directors create direct visual im-
ages of the open Whole—‘‘time-images’’—by disrupting the coordi-
nates of commonsense time-space. Our experience is organized by
a ‘‘sensorimotor schema’’ that allows us to function in a predictable,
manageable world, yet that schema hides from us the paradoxical
reality of the universe as an open time-space flux.4 Modern directors
create images of ‘‘sheets of the past,’’ in which pasts coexist in a sin-
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gle, virtual plane; images of ‘‘peaks of the present,’’ in which incom-
mensurable present moments simultaneously occur; and images of
‘‘series of time,’’ in which past, present, and future interpenetrate
in single images of becoming by disarticulating and disconnecting
the continuities and regularities of the commonsense world and re-
articulating and reconnecting images in nonrational assemblages,
such that the gap between images, the difference between images,
serves as the principle of their connection. The sequences of images
in modern films force viewers to comprehend the relations pro-
duced by the nonrational juxtaposition of images. In this fashion,
viewers encounter images unassimilated within conventional codes,
standard narratives, or commonsense coordinates and are thereby
able to see direct images of time. As part of their effort to undo the
sensorimotor schema, modern directors tend to emphasize the dif-
ference between sound and sight. They approach the sonic contin-
uum and the visual continuum as autonomous materials, which they
juxtapose in nonrational configurations within each continuum and
in nonrational relations between the two continuums. Hence, music
in the modern cinema, though still capable of directly expressing
the open Whole as it did in classic cinema, takes on new associations
with other elements of the sonic continuum as well as the images of
the visual continuum.

Jean-Luc Godard is among the modern directors Deleuze most ad-
mires, and Godard’s Prénom Carmen (1983) is perhaps his most ex-
tended meditation on music and its role in film.5 Prénom Carmen also
provides an apt occasion for a reflection on Nietzschean tragedy in
modern cinema, for in many ways the film is a parodic disarticula-
tion of the Carmen myth and the tragedy of fate. We recall, of
course, that when Nietzsche renounces his early Wagnerism in The
Case of Wagner (1888), it is Georges Bizet’s Carmen he salutes as the
antidote to the ‘‘damp north’’ and ‘‘the steam of the Wagnerian
ideal’’ (Case of Wagner, 158; italics in original). Of Bizet’s opera,
Nietzsche remarks, ‘‘I know no case where the tragic joke that con-
stitutes the essence of love is expressed so strictly, translated with
equal terror into a formula, as in Don José’s last cry, which con-
cludes the work: ‘Yes, I have killed her, / I—my adored Carmen!’’’ (159).
Godard’s film mocks the terror and tragedy of fatal love, but
through its handling of images and sounds, I believe, it ultimately
creates a certain terror and ecstatic joy that accords in some ways
with the Nietzschean ideal of The Birth of Tragedy.

If for the Nietzsche of The Birth of Tragedy it is myth that is missing
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from modern art (indeed, in art from Euripides on), for Godard
myth is all too present in the world around us. Early in Prénom Car-
men, Godard, in the role of Carmen’s Uncle Jean, a washed-up film
director, types the words ‘‘mal vu mal dit’’ (AS, 22) on his asylum
typewriter, these Beckettian phrases succinctly summing up the
modern filmmaker’s problem. The world is ‘‘ill seen’’ and ‘‘ill said,’’
saturated with visual and verbal clichés, with ready-made, prepack-
aged images and formulas that structure and organize experience in
ideological patterns. And the world is often ‘‘ill seen’’ because it is
‘‘ill said’’: visual clichés arise from the narrative myths that script
daily life. Godard undermines the Carmen myth of tragic love and
the femme fatale through various parodic alienation effects, includ-
ing multiple visual and verbal citations, sudden shifts from high seri-
ousness to pop informality or blunt profanity, a deliberately
amateurish handling of action sequences, incongruous elements
within scenes (such as unperturbed bank customers surrounded by
a raging gun battle), derealizing references to the filmmaking proc-
ess itself, and so on. Godard’s object, however, is not simply to par-
ody myth, but also to create something new. As Godard is wont to
say, he seeks not ‘‘une image juste,’’ but ‘‘juste une image,’’ an
image cut off from myth and cliché, one granted a certain elemental
nakedness and purity. At one point Carmen asks Joseph, ‘‘[W]hat
comes before the name [le nom]?’’ to which he responds, ‘‘The first
name [prénom].’’ ‘‘No, before,’’ she replies, ‘‘before you are called
anything [avant qu’on vous appelle]’’ (AS, 56). Beyond the disman-
tling of the Carmen myth, Prénom Carmen is above all an effort to
extract simple, direct images from a coded network of ‘‘ill-seen’’ and
‘‘ill-said’’ visual clichés, to fashion images before names, pré-noms.

Yet Prénom Carmen is also a film about sight and sound, about vi-
sual images and their relationship to what might loosely be called
‘‘sonic images’’ or discrete sonic elements. One might expect Go-
dard’s parody of Carmen to focus on Bizet’s score, but aside from
two fleeting citations of the ‘‘Habañera,’’ whistled and hummed by
minor characters, the opera’s music is absent from the film. Instead,
Godard uses portions of Beethoven’s Ninth, Tenth, Fourteenth, Fif-
teenth, and Sixteenth String Quartets as the primary musical ele-
ments of his sound track. In a broad sense, Prénom Carmen is two
films—a film of the Carmen story and a film of a string quartet re-
hearsing several passages from Beethoven. The fiction that holds the
two plots together is that Carmen’s lover Joseph is also the boyfriend
of Claire, a member of the quartet. The film intercuts between the
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quartet’s rehearsals and the Carmen plot, with an early scene after a
rehearsal establishing the relationship between Claire and Joseph.
The two plots converge when the quartet performs in the same In-
tercontinental Hotel restaurant in which Carmen’s gang attempts its
ill-fated kidnapping of a Polish ambassador. With only one excep-
tion, the visual images of the quartet match up with the sound track
of the Beethoven quartets.6 The musicians onscreen, save Claire, are
professional musicians (members of the Prat Quartet, as the open-
ing credits of the film indicate) actually performing the quartets,
and the sound track is a live recording of their performance.
(Claire’s bowing is obviously the unskilled imitation of a violinist’s
actions typical of a nonmusician actor playing the role of a musician.
Godard calls attention to this fact by having the first violinist chide
Claire for making too many mistakes during the rehearsals.) The
music, however, also accompanies the Carmen plot images for ex-
tended stretches of the film. Clearly, Godard is playing with the no-
tion of ‘‘sound on’’ and ‘‘sound off ’’ camera, Beethoven now
functioning as ‘‘sound in’’ when the quartet is seen playing, now as
‘‘sound off ’’ when, for example, the music accompanies the bank
heist. The ambiguity of the ‘‘sound off ’’ element emerges in the in-
terplay of the images of the rehearsal and the images of the Carmen
plot, the Beethoven accompaniment to the bank heist functioning
both as a constituent of the absolute out of field of a standard cine-
matic score and as a sonic element of the relative out of field of the
rehearsal space improbably ‘‘leaking’’ into the space of the bank
heist.

Why Beethoven? one might ask. Pure chance, Godard suggests in
one interview, since the story takes place by the sea and it was ‘‘at
the seashore that I discovered, at age twenty, the quartets of Beetho-
ven’’ (AS, 5). But he also says that he sought ‘‘a fundamental music,
a music that had marked the history of music. A music that is both
practice and theory of music. That was the case of Beethoven.’’7 In
this regard, the Beethoven quartets provide Godard with instances
of ‘‘Music’’ writ large, paradigmatic compositions fit for an explora-
tion of the theoretical relationship between visual images and music
in general. The quartets are also quintessential chamber pieces, and
one might argue that Prénom Carmen is itself a kind of cinematic
chamber music, a work made up of a limited set of materials—
created, as the film’s closing title card states, ‘‘in memoriam small
movies’’ (AS, 64). Yet perhaps the primary reason the Beethoven
quartets are chosen is that they are not associated with the Carmen
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story. And most important, they lack any relation to Bizet’s musical
blending of exoticism and eroticism, instead exploiting a strictly
Western art music idiom largely devoid of extramusical associa-
tions.8 Hence, the juxtaposition of the Beethoven quartets and the
Carmen images forces a confrontation of differences, creating unex-
pected resonances and frequent incongruities between sound and
sight while instigating a reflection on the relation between ‘‘pure,’’
self-referential, nonprogrammatic art music and the realm of the vi-
sual.

Still, if there is no preexisting relation between the Beethoven
quartets and the Carmen story, such a relation may be created after
the fact, as it were, and Godard not only proceeds to fashion such a
relation between sounds and images but also offers a verbal com-
mentary on the process of that formation through the remarks of
Claire and the other musicians. The quartet leader’s first comment,
as the group begins its rehearsal, is ‘‘With the body’’ [Avec le corps]
(AS, 21), which suggests that the body is the medium through which
image and music may be related. Shortly after the leader asks that
the music be performed ‘‘avec le corps,’’ ‘‘Uncle Jean’’ Godard ap-
pears on the screen, tapping the window of his room, the metal bars
of his bed, the table, the walls, the keys of his typewriter, his own
chest, his head, the table again, the bars of the bed, and the mat-
tress. With each distinctly audible tap, Godard demonstrates the cor-
poreal dimension of sound, indicating that it is from bodies that
sounds issue, and that it is with and from the body that music is pro-
duced. To underline the relationship between bodies, sounds, and
music, Godard repeats the tapping movements near the close of the
film, this time lightly striking four wine glasses with a fork in the
hotel dining room.9 The first violinist also makes musical comments
that have relevance for the action unfolding in the Carmen plot. At
one point, for example, he tells the other players, ‘‘It has to be more
violent’’ (AS, 26), and in the ensuing shots the bank heist escalates
into a gun battle. At another, he calls for more passion, exhorting
the quartet, ‘‘Push . . . one, two . . . rise . . . nothing more . . . pull
. . . and vibrate’’ (AS, 31)—i.e., play with vibrato, but also literally,
‘‘vibrate’’—and in the following sequences the sensual relationship
between Carmen and Joseph intensifies.

But perhaps the most complex verbal links between the music and
the Carmen plot issue from Beethoven’s Tagebuch of 1812–18, which
Godard cites seven times in the film (see appendix). One such cita-
tion is the rather innocuous interjection of the first violinist as he
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stops the rehearsal: ‘‘No, no. Take the best phrase built on the har-
mony’’ (AS, 29, notebook entry no. 37). Other citations, however,
are more significant, and all but one are delivered by Claire (the
obvious counterpart to Bizet’s Micaëla, the virginal opposite of the
femme fatale Carmen). The film’s first citation from the Tagebuch
occurs after the leader observes that ‘‘Claire makes too many mis-
takes’’ [Claire fait trop de fautes], to which she responds, ‘‘This I
know well. I recognize it clearly. Life is not the supreme good.
Among evils, the supreme evil is the mistake [la faute]’’ (AS, 25,
notebook entry no. 118). Here, Godard playfully emphasizes the im-
portance of art, as Claire indirectly suggests that artistic perfection
is the supreme good and hence superior to life.10 Yet Claire’s obser-
vation also bears on the Carmen story, for the supreme evil, as we
shall see later, may be said to be ‘‘guilt,’’ or ‘‘culpability,’’ both possi-
ble translations of faute (and closer to the Tagebuch’s original
Schuld).11

Claire’s next Tagebuch citation comes from an obscure 1802 ‘‘fate
tragedy’’ by Zacharias Werner in which one character implores an-
other to act and fulfill his being. Claire’s interjection, ‘‘Act instead
of asking,’’ cleverly meshes with the rehearsal discussion of a passage
from the Tenth Quartet, and her continuation of the Werner cita-
tion functions neatly as a comment on the marvels of the creative
imagination and its centrality in the artist’s life: ‘‘Do miracles first, if
you want to unveil them, thus alone will you fulfill all your destiny’’
(AS, 27).12 Claire’s most extended citation reiterates the theme of
destiny, in this case with a comment that enunciates the traditional
theme of the Carmen myth: ‘‘Show your power, Destiny. We are not
masters of ourselves. That which has been decided . . . let it be so’’
(AS, 31–32). Here Godard suggests that Beethoven, at least in his
Tagebuch, shares Bizet’s and Prosper Merimée’s sentiments about
fate, and to the extent that the quartets express Beethoven’s sense of
the power of destiny, articulated in this phrase is a direct connection
between the film’s music and its central plot.

Claire’s final two citations are pronounced in close succession as
she pencils notations into her part. She first intones the Tagebuch’s
cryptic fourth entry, ‘‘Verify all in the evening’’ (AS, 32), and as she
finishes the phrase a shot of the ocean shore at night comes on the
screen. In the following shot, Claire is seen writing in her part, as
she comments to herself, ‘‘And the clouds . . . the clouds, would they
reveal torrents of life [feraient-ils voir des torrents de vie]?’’ (AS, 32,
notebook entry no. 6). Here Godard is playfully mapping a line of
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association that proceeds from Beethoven’s quartets to the film’s vi-
sual motifs. Godard inserts two shots of a cloud-filled sky in the film
(shots 8 and 116), in both cases in close proximity to a shot of the
ocean shore. The first sky shot follows the opening shot of the sea,
itself preceded by Carmen’s voice-over comment (accompanied by
the sound of waves and gulls), ‘‘It’s in me, in you that it produces
terrible waves [des vagues terribles]’’ (AS, 21). A complex of verbal
and visual associations, it would seem, brings together ‘‘torrents of
life,’’ ‘‘terrible waves,’’ and images of the ocean and the sky, with the
implication that Beethoven’s musical nighttime clouds motivate the
appearance of the visual clouds. Implicit as well is that the torrents
of life in Beethoven’s quartets communicate with the terrible waves
of passion that course through Carmen and Joseph—Joseph tells
Claire midway through the film that ‘‘there is something taboo, a
sort of force that pushes me . . . the tide swells [la marée monte]’’
(AS, 53)—those waves taking on literal embodiment in the film’s
twenty shots of the sea.

For the most part, Godard does not directly tamper with Beetho-
ven’s music. He does briefly allow the Beethoven score to play over
Tom Waits’s ballad ‘‘Ruby’s Arms,’’ and at the moment that the
Claire plot and the Carmen plot converge, for a few seconds two
dissonant passages from the Sixteenth Quartet are superimposed
(the opening of the fourth movement overlaps the close of the
third). Occasionally, there are shifts in the volume levels of the re-
cording, which also affect Beethoven’s music. Otherwise, however,
the quartets are presented as if they were being played by a conven-
tional ensemble in rehearsal. The quartet selections proceed in
chronological order, from the Ninth to the Tenth Quartet, and then
from the Fourteenth through the Sixteenth. Changes in lighting in
the shots of the musicians suggest that we are viewing a series of re-
hearsals in which the players work their way through the corpus of
the quartets, movement by movement. The continuities in the musi-
cal passages tend to unify sections of the film, and the changes from
one quartet to another coincide with the broad structural divisions
of the plot.13

But often the musical accompaniment to the Carmen story
abruptly stops and then resumes without clear motivation from the
plot, such discontinuities in the score calling attention to the music
as an arbitrary ‘‘foreign body’’ intervening in the visual image. At
the same time, the frequent intermingling of the quartets and sound
effects forces recognition of music’s participation in a sonic contin-
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uum. The primary nonmusical sound effects—ocean waves, traffic
noises, and seagull cries—are themselves treated like elements of a
musical composition, ocean and traffic sounds occasionally merg-
ing; ocean waves now surging over the music, now subsiding to form
a background motif; seagull cries appearing sporadically, sometimes
along with wave sounds, sometimes with traffic sounds, sometimes
alone.14 Visual images of waves and cars occasionally occupy the
screen, but the sounds of the ocean, traffic, and gulls often are not
aligned with their standard visual counterparts—indeed, in the case
of the gull cries, perhaps the most intrusive of the film’s sound ef-
fects, no visual images of seagulls ever appear on screen.15 As a re-
sult, one becomes aware of the sound track as an autonomous sonic
milieu whose compositional elements are ocean, traffic and gull
sounds, dialogue sounds, ambient sounds of various settings, and
passages from the Beethoven quartets.16

The ocean, traffic, and gull sounds serve as aural punctuation
marks, discrete elements with little relationship to the plot, that
draw attention to the formal patterning of the sonic continuum. In
a similar fashion, a discrete set of recurring images punctuates the
visual continuum—images of the ocean, of the sky, of the headlight
patterns of cars on a freeway, of the lighted windows of two metro
trains as they cross one another over the Pont d’Austerlitz, of chan-
deliers in the Intercontinental Hotel. These visual punctuation
marks, like their aural counterparts, have a limited relationship to
the plot, and the extended duration of the shots of the waves,
clouds, car headlights, and metro window lights emphasizes their
status as abstract geometrical forms. Such extranarrative, geometri-
cally patterned images, when interjected at unpredictable intervals
into the stream of narrative images, emphasize the formal nature of
the visual continuum as a composition in images, a composition in
the process of divesting itself of conventional coding and narrative
organization while becoming a patterning of images ‘‘before
names.’’

What has all this to do with tragedy? Late in the film, Godard cites
(without attribution) a line from Rilke’s first Duino Elegy: ‘‘You know,
beauty is the beginning of the terror we are capable of enduring’’
[Vous savez, la beauté, c’est le commencement de la terreur que
nous sommes capables de supporter] (AS, 61).17 As he delivers this
line, a close-up of Carmen’s face fills the screen. This shot is one of
eighteen close-ups of Carmen that appear regularly throughout the
film, some for a few seconds, others for extended periods, ranging
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from thirty to ninety-six seconds. (The Carmen close-ups comprise
a little over eight of the film’s eighty-four minutes of running time,
or about 10 percent of the film.) Several of these close-ups mark key
meditative moments in the film, some of them accompanied by slow,
lyrical passages from the quartets. By following the verbal associa-
tions that are aligned with the close-ups, one can see what relation-
ship terror has to beauty, and what relationship that terror might
have to the terror traditionally associated with tragedy.

During her initial meeting with her Uncle Jean in the asylum, Car-
men is shown in close-up for thirty-seven seconds (shot 28) as Go-
dard speaks off camera of her mother: ‘‘The shore of the sea [Le
bord de la mer], with your mother [avec ta mère], like little Electra.
You’re the one who doesn’t remember. I’ve always said that you had
a talent for misfortune [que tu étais douée pour le malheur]. How
did that end, ‘when there’s,’ you know, ‘all the guilty [les coupables]
in one corner, and then, and then, the innocent [les innocents] in
another’?’’ (AS, 24). The reference to Electra, besides adding a sec-
ond sexual and mythic dimension to the figure of Carmen,18 proves
primarily to be an allusion to Jean Giraudoux’s Electre, a fact that
becomes evident in the film’s closing shots when the final lines of
Giraudoux’s play are quoted. The pun on mer and mère might invite
psychoanalytic associations of the mother and primal oceanic forces
(the linking of the mother and the feminine here complicated by
the murderous hostility Electra exhibits toward Clytemnestra in the
myth), but the pun’s main purpose is to bring together Carmen, the
sea, and Uncle Jean’s reference to the apocalyptic judgment of
the guilty and the innocent. Uncle Jean’s words also recall Carmen’s
opening voice-over, when she speaks of ‘‘terrible waves’’ within (fol-
lowed by a shot of the sea) and then adds, ‘‘I haven’t been to col-
lege, but I also know that the world doesn’t belong to the innocent’’
[le monde n’appartient pas aux innocents] (AS, 21). The world she
inhabits is not the beatific realm of the Sermon on the Mount, she
suggests, but as we shall see, she is not necessarily implying that the
guilty or those with a talent for le malheur, in the sense of ‘‘evil,’’ will
inherit the earth.

Midway through the film, Carmen recalls her Uncle Jean’s apoca-
lyptic reference. For fifty-four seconds her face is shown in close-up
(shot 119) as the Molto adagio strains of the Fifteenth Quartet ac-
company her question to Joseph: ‘‘What is it called? [Comment ça
s’appelle?] . . . There’s something about innocents there . . . and
then the guilty, over there’’ (AS, 33). Later, during a forty-second
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close-up (shot 151), she asks Joseph what comes before the name,
‘‘avant qu’on vous appelle’’ (AS, 56). At this point, an association of
the motifs of the prénom and the division of guilty and innocent is
suggested through the verb appeler, an association whose full signifi-
cance only emerges at the close of the film. There, as Carmen is
dying, she asks a waiter, ‘‘What is it called [Comment ça s’appelle]
when there are the innocents in one corner and the guilty ones in
the other?’’ (AS, 63). The waiter answers, ‘‘Je ne sais pas, mademoi-
selle’’ (AS, 63). She then elaborates on her question, citing portions
of the penultimate lines of Giraudoux’s Électre: ‘‘But if when every-
one has ruined everything, and everything is lost, but the day rises,
and the air nonetheless breathes,’’ to which the waiter responds with
Giraudoux’s final line (and the final line of Prénom Carmen), ‘‘That’s
called dawn, Mademoiselle’’ [Cela s’appelle l’aurore, Mademoi-
selle] (AS, 64).

Giraudoux’s play is about a judgmental Électre, an idealist who
refuses to compromise. For her, the world consists of the guilty and
the innocent, and she refuses to taint herself by allowing the crime
of Clytemnestre and Égisthe to go unpunished, even though the cir-
cumstances of the murder are uncertain and the future of Thebes
depends on Égisthe’s leadership in the impending battle with the
city’s enemies. But the world is not so neatly divided into guilty and
innocent, as La Femme Narsès implies in the lines Carmen partially
cites: ‘‘What is it called, when the day rises, like today, and every-
thing is ruined, everything is pillaged, and nonetheless the air
breathes, and one has lost everything, the city burns, the innocents
kill each other [les innocents s’entre-tuent], but the guilty are in
agony [les coupables agonisent], in a corner of the day that is ris-
ing?’’17 When Le Mendiant replies, ‘‘That has a very pretty name
[Cela a un très beau nom], Femme Narsès. It’s called dawn,’’ he sug-
gests that ‘‘dawn’’ is the name of a world beyond simplistic judg-
ments, a name for possibilities in the face of universal destruction
and ruin. The innocent and guilty alike suffer in such a world, yet
still the day rises, the air breathes, and something new begins.

Unlike Électre, Carmen is no idealist, but she does reinforce the
distinct categories of ‘‘innocent’’ and ‘‘guilty’’ in her discourse. She
knows that the world does not belong to the innocent, and she is
obsessed by an apocalyptic separation of sheep and goats, the inno-
cent in one corner, the guilty in another. Hers is the milieu of crime,
of course, and the cops-and-robbers drama of bank heists and kid-
nappings is all about verdicts of innocence and guilt. Indeed, the
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question of verdicts and judgments is directly raised in the film’s pa-
rodic tribunal section, in which Joseph stands trial for his participa-
tion in the bank heist. His lawyer indicts capitalism as the true
criminal, stating that his offense is against not la société, but la Sociéte
Générale, large corporations and ‘‘the money of the big banks’’ (AS,
34). The police, the prosecutor, and the judge all support their ac-
tions with supposed aphorisms from Proverbs, and even Joseph
counters by citing a reputed passage from Proverbs. (None of the
film’s references to chapter and verse is accurate, and in fact, the
aphorisms are not from Proverbs at all.) The judgments of law and
the judgments of religion coincide, and the question of a Last Judg-
ment raises the issue of justice and categorization in general. The
division of the world into neat compartments brings with it an ideo-
logical classification of reality, in sum, one that masks the relation-
ship between la société and la Société Générale and supports a simplistic
differentiation of the innocent from the guilty.

Carmen asks two questions: what does one call the separation of
the innocent and guilty, and what comes before the name? The two
are related, but they are not the same question. When she is dying,
she initially asks the Valet the first question, which he cannot answer.
She then rephrases her query, and in so doing she transforms the
first question into the second. When all is ruined, when categories of
innocence and guilt have been abandoned, when all the judgmental
categorizations of the world have been left behind, then something
before categories becomes possible, an unnamed, unclassified, stark
image. The Valet’s answer, ‘‘Cela s’appele l’aurore,’’ is a response to
the question ‘‘What comes before the name?’’ The prename given
it is ‘‘dawn,’’ but its name is merely a designation for the space be-
tween, the gap between night and day, the undecidable moment be-
tween dark and light. It is a name for that which cannot be named.
And it is this unnamed, uncategorized world that is the source of the
terrifying beauty Rainer Maria Rilke speaks of, beauty that is ‘‘the
beginning of the terror we are capable of enduring’’ (AS, 61).

It is important to note that in the film ‘‘terror’’ is not the same as
‘‘fear.’’ In her opening voice-over, Carmen says, ‘‘I’m not afraid [Je
n’ai pas peur], but that’s because I have never been able to, known
how to, become attached [je n’ai jamais pu, su, m’attacher]’’ (AS,
21). Throughout the script, there is a play on the words attacher and
detacher, Joseph’s literal tying and untying of Carmen being related
to his emotional attachment to her and her refusal to be perma-
nently attached to anything. (A parallel play on the phrases attirez-
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moi [attract me] and tirez-vous [go away] reinforces this motif.20 Car-
men has no fear, for she has no attachments. Joseph, by contrast,
does have fear, as Carmen insists. He claims that the reason he took
so long in returning to her after his trial was shame: ‘‘I was
ashamed’’ [J’avais honte]. But Carmen counters, ‘‘Fear, not shame,
fear’’ [Peur, pas honte, peur]. She then asks the Valet, ‘‘Are you
afraid at times?’’ [Vous avez peur des fois, vous?], to which he re-
plies, ‘‘Never, Mademoiselle’’ (AS, 58). This same Valet who knows
no fear is the one who answers Carmen’s question at the end of the
film. He, like her, it seems, forms no attachments. He can detach
himself from the codes of the world and name the unnamable. He
can free himself from fear and thereby open himself to the terror of
beauty.

The unnamable is called aurore, but in a sense its name is also
‘‘Carmen.’’ At the end of her initial voice-over, Carmen adds the
phrases, ‘‘Got to hurry. Later. The one who should not be called
Carmen’’ [Celle qui ne devrait pas s’appeler Carmen] (AS, 21).
When Godard says that ‘‘beauty is the beginning of the terror we are
capable of enduring,’’ Carmen’s face is in close-up on the screen.
She is the unattached and unattachable, that which cannot be con-
trolled or possessed, but also that which cannot be categorized. The
eighteen close-ups of Carmen spaced throughout the film are im-
ages assimilable within cinematic codes, as well as within cultural
codes of feminine beauty and desirability. The slightly hazy filters
and soft lighting of the close-ups echo faintly the conventions of
fashion photography, but finally Godard’s aim is to detach these im-
ages from their conventional moorings while at the same time de-
taching the narrative figure of Carmen from her mythical
coordinates, and to make visible on the screen the pure image of
her face. The pure image in its terrifying beauty ‘‘should not be
called Carmen’’ or anything else, but if it must be given a name, a
name before the name, its prename would be Carmen.

One way of detaching an image from its codes is to strip it of its
name, to divest it of its associated words, but Godard suggests as well
that sounds in general impinge on images and hence must be sepa-
rated from them in order to render them pure images. In Carmen’s
initial meeting with Uncle Jean in the asylum, he offers to lend her
his ‘‘new camera’’ (AS, 24), which turns out to be a boom box. He
holds the boom box on his shoulder as if it were a camera and plays
a tape recording of ‘‘Frère Jacques’’ and ‘‘Au clair de la lune,’’ ac-
companied by background sounds of breaking crockery and then
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of an aerial bombardment. The nursery songs are performed in a
primitive fashion, the melody alone pecked out spasmodically in
shifting registers on an out-of-tune piano. The erratic sounds of the
piano keyboard and Godard’s punching of the boom box’s play and
stop buttons recall Godard’s earlier strokes on the typewriter keys,
which spell out ‘‘mal vu, mal dit’’ at the bottom of a page of garbled
random letters and symbols. When Carmen asks Uncle Jean if he
would like to start making films again, he replies, ‘‘Il faut fermer les
yeux au lieu de les ouvrir’’ [You must close the eyes rather than
open them] (AS, 24). As the sounds of aerial bombardment increas-
ingly dominate the sound track, the boom box on Godard’s shoul-
der comes to resemble both a camera and a rocket launcher, and his
haggard, scruffy face resembles that of a shell-shocked victim who
has seen too much and needs to learn to close his eyes. The implica-
tion is that the camera can be a weapon, as can the tape recorder,
and that the violence of visual representation is reinforced by sonic
representations. The world is mal vu, mal dit, a page of meaningless
babble, but it is also mal entendu, ill heard and ill understood, a tape
of disintegrating nursery songs, breaking dishes, and dive-bombing
planes. To create juste une image, the image must be detached not
only from visual clichés and verbal codes, but also from its sonic
counterparts, and sounds themselves need to be detached from
their conventional associations if they are no longer to be mal en-
tendus.

Godard does indeed separate sight and sound in Prénom Carmen,
thereby creating what Deleuze would call a truly audiovisual modern
film. But the status of music in the film is not simply that of a constit-
uent of the sonic continuum. The sounds of waves, traffic, and sea-
gulls; the ambient noises of the hospital, gas station, and hotel; the
dialogue on camera and off—all are treated as elements of a musical
composition. But if noises and sounds attain to the level of music
within a single continuum, the Beethoven quartets are not thereby
rendered mere noise within an undifferentiated sonic mix. Godard
plays with the conventions of film scores, often undercutting the
narrative by providing the action with incongruent accompaniment
from the quartets. The juxtaposition of the ebullient allegro of the
Tenth Quartet and the bank heist, for instance, heightens the absur-
dity of the sequence, and the intensely dramatic cadences of the
third movement of the Fifteenth Quartet render melodramatic Car-
men and Joseph’s reunion in the garage (shots 147 and 148). Yet in
neither of these nor in any of the other instances of an ironic pairing
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of music and action is the music mocked. Rather, it is always the
image that is not adequate to the music. Godard clearly has deep
affection for the Beethoven quartets, and though he interrupts the
ensemble’s performance at several points, he also allows the music
to continue undisturbed for extended stretches of time.

There are also a number of sequences in which the music and
the images are not ironically juxtaposed. Throughout the film, when
music accompanies shots of the ocean or close-ups of Carmen, lyri-
cal, slow, highly emotive passages from the quartets are used, and at
no point does the music undercut the image. Particularly striking is
the use of the third movement of the Fifteenth Quartet during Car-
men and Joseph’s romantic interlude at the beach apartment (shots
92–122). The beginning of the third movement coincides with the
cut to shot 92, a thirty-eight-second view of sea swells shot from
above, the calm ebb and flow of the foam-flecked water gently wash-
ing over a small rock as the serene strains of the Molto adagio move-
ment unfold. Passages from this movement accompany nearly half
of the fourteen minutes of images set at the beach. Three-fourths of
the time the score is matched with shots of the ocean or close-ups
of Carmen. Godard is certainly exploiting conventional associations
of the feminine and the ocean—be it as a figure of the maternal
womb or as a symbol of erotic passion—but the conjunction of Car-
men’s face and the sea to the accompaniment of Beethoven is meant
to undo those associations. Godard is engaged in a pedagogy of im-
ages, teaching us to see the images for themselves, and the score
guides us in that lesson. Beethoven entitled the opening section of
the third movement ‘‘Heiliger Dankgesang eines Genesenen an die
Gottheit, in der lydischen Tonart’’ [Sacred Song of Thanksgiving to
the Godhead on a Convalescence, in the Lydian Mode], and its
mood of quiet, meditative tranquility suffuses the entire beach se-
quence. Its modal tonality, as one commentator observes, produces
‘‘an atmosphere of mysterious and other-worldly remoteness,’’ an
‘‘atmosphere of Olympian contemplation’’ as well as an ‘‘extraordi-
nary feeling of timelessness.’’21 For the thirty-eight seconds of shot
92, we watch the wash of waves and listen to the quartet, as if we were
being instructed ‘‘learn to see this image itself, learn to see it with
the calm, serenity and harmony of the music that accompanies it.’’
When Carmen’s face comes onscreen, the same score reinforces a
similar lesson: ‘‘Learn to see this face as you saw the ocean, not as a
maternal or an erotic object but as a simple image.’’ The music does
not illustrate or represent the images, but it establishes a mood and
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imbues the images with an affective intensity. The music’s slow
tempo and the extended duration of the shots of Carmen and the
ocean—shots in which visually nothing happens—together encour-
age contemplation. Narrative is suspended, and a timeless time
allows images to emerge as forms of a visual music.

To render visible the image itself requires a detachment of the
image from its usual coordinates and an invention of new relation-
ships with other images. The principle of this practice is indirectly
suggested by Godard toward the close of the film, when Uncle Jean’s
nurse reads to him a phrase from Beethoven’s Tagebuch: ‘‘The per-
fect union of several voices entirely impedes the progess of one
toward the other’’ (AS, 62, notebook entry no. 2). In music as in
cinema, the strict unison of elements impedes the movement of ele-
ments toward one another. Only by undoing the unities and unifor-
mities of conventional relations can new relations be forged. The
separation and recombination of voices is a principle governing im-
ages, words, sounds, and music in Prénom Carmen, one that makes of
the film a stratigraphic layering of visual and sonic elements. Yet
music still has a privileged position within these elements. What
Schopenhauer finds in music is a strange sensual abstraction, a di-
rect presentation of an affective geometry of forms immanent within
things. A similar intuition informs Nietzsche’s approach to tragedy
as the outgrowth of the spirit of music. And Deleuze’s sense of music
in classic cinema as the direct presentation of the open Whole like-
wise springs from this intuition. For Deleuze, the modern cinema
gives sound a new function as the visual and the sonic are detached
from one another and recombined in new relations, but it seems
that music—even traditional tonal art music—already has within it a
force of affective detachment and rearticulation present in the most
conventional of films. Godard subverts codes and narratives and un-
dermines visual and sonic conventions, but he accepts Beethoven
and allows the quartets to serve as the milieu within which the film
takes shape. If there is a dominant spirit to Prénom Carmen, it is that
of the Beethoven score.

In Nietzsche’s view, tragedy makes bearable our terror at the de-
struction and dissolution of all material forms. In music we are able
to embrace the incessant forces of creation that give rise to forms,
break them apart, and then refashion them in new configurations.
Ultimately, the spirit of music for Nietzsche is the spirit of the artist-
god, the ‘‘world-child Zeus’’ at play in his world-making, now build-
ing, now destroying, with an equally serene joy in his activity.22 It is
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difficult to decide whether Godard finally subscribes to Rilke’s view
that beauty is the commencement of the terror we can endure, since
little in Godard is offered without ironic distance and qualification.
I have argued that the revelation of the pure image brings with it
the terror of disequilibrium and disorientation, but one might argue
as well that Godard’s Rilkean reference is to the terroristic violence
of conventional aesthetic codes. The creative spirit of the artist-god,
however, seems to me to be undeniably present in Prénom Carmen.
The Olympian serenity of the Fifteenth Quartet’s Molto adagio
movement suffuses the film, as does the poised playfulness that sur-
faces from time to time in the late quartets. The coda of Beethoven’s
last quartet, with its pizzicato chords and light, gay tune, brings Go-
dard’s film to its conclusion, as a final shot of the sea comes on the
screen. The cheerful seriousness of the playful creator, that expan-
sive spirit of deep feeling and distant reflection so evident in the late
quartets (as in The Tempest, I would argue), is ultimately the control-
ling mood of Godard’s film. Prénom Carmen is no tragedy, but if
Nietzsche’s spirit of tragedy is that of the artist-creator, and if that
spirit is also the spirit of music, then this film, like tragedy, is born
of the spirit of music.

Appendix: Prénom Carmen Citations from Beethoven’s
Tagebuch of 1812–18

Claire: Ceci, je le sens bien. Je le reconnais clairement. La vie n’est
pas le bien suprême. Parmi les maux, le mal suprême c’est la faute.

Tagebuch, no. 118:

Dieß Eine fühl’ ich und erkenn’ es klar:
Das Leben ist der Güter höchstes nicht,
Der Uibel größtes aber ist die Schuld.

[This one thing I feel and clearly perceive:
Life is not the sovereign good,
But the greatest evil is guilt.]

—Schiller, Die Braut von Messina, closing lines

Claire: Agis au lieu de demander.
Claire: Fais d’abord des miracles, si tu veux les dévoiler, ainsi seule-
ment tu accompliras toute ta destinée.
Tagebuch, no. 60:
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Robert Nicht Fragen, Thaten sollst du spenden, [;] dich selber opf-
ern[,] ohne Ruhm und Lohn? [!]—Erst übe Wunder, willst du sie
enthüllen; und [nur] so kannst du dein Daseyn nur [ganz] erfüllen.

[Robert: You shall dispense not questions but deeds,
Sacrifice yourself without fame and reward!
If you wish to unveil miracles, first practice them;
Only thus can you fulfill your existence.]
—Excerpt from Zacharias Werner, Die Söhne des Thals, part 1: Die
Templer auf Cypern (Berlin, 1802), act 4, scene 1

First Violinist: Prendre la première phrase venue construite sur l’har-
monie.
Tagebuch, no. 37: Den ersten besten Satz in Canons erfunden auf
Harmonie gebaut.
The words ‘‘in Canons’’ are crossed out, with dots underneath to signify
‘‘stet.’’
[The best opening phrases in canons are built around harmonies.]

Claire: Montre ta puissance, Destin. Nous ne sommes pas nos pro-
pres maı̂tres. Ce qui est décidé . . . qu’il en soit ainsi.
Tagebuch, no. 73: Zeige deine Gewalt Schicksal! Wir sind nicht Herrn
über uns selbst; was beschlossen ist, muß seyn, und so sey es dann
[?denn]!——
[Show your power, Fate! We are not masters of ourselves; what has
been decided must be, and so be it!]
—Possibly a quotation (source unknown)

Claire: Tout vérifier le soir.
Tagebuch, no. 4: alle Abends durchsehn.
[Look through them all in the evening.]

Claire: Et les nuages . . . les nuages feraient-ils voir des torrents de
vie?
Tagebuch, No. 6: Und regneten die Wolken Lebensbäche, nie wird
der Weidenbaum dir Datteln tragen.
[And even if the clouds were to rain rivers of life
Never will the willow tree bear dates.]
—Herder, ‘‘Verschwendete Mühe,’’ in Zerstreute Blätter, 4th ed.
(Gotha, 1792), p. 27.
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Godard’s Nurse: L’union parfaite de plusieurs voix empêche somme
toute le progrès de l’une vers l’autre.
Tagebuch, no. 2: Die genaue Zusammenhaltung mehrerer Stimmen
hindert im Großen das Fortschreiten einer zur andern—
[The precise coinciding of several musical voices generally hinders
the progression from one to the other.]

German citations of the Tagebuch from Maynard Solomon, ‘‘Beetho-
ven’s Tagebuch of 1812–1818,’’ in Beethoven Studies 3, ed. Alan Tyson
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), 193–293. English
translations and commentary by Solomon.

Notes

1. Schopenheuer, qtd. in Friedrich Nietzsche, ‘‘The Birth of Tragedy’’ and ‘‘The
Case of Wagner,’’ trans. Walter Kauffman (New York: Vintage, 1967), 102. Subse-
quent references to either The Birth of Tragedy or The Case of Wagner will be to this
translation.

2. Gilles Deleuze, Cinéma 2: L’image-temps (Paris: Minuit, 1985), 311. All transla-
tions are mine unless otherwise noted.

3. Ibid.
4. Ibid.
5. A splendid shot-by-shot description of the film, prepared by Marc Cerisuelo,

is available in a special 1984 issue of L’Avant-scène Cinéma 323–24 (March 1984):
19–64. All citations, abbreviated as AS, are from this edition (translations my own);
subsequent references will be given in the text. Although I speak of the film as es-
sentially a work by Godard, it is important to note that the ‘‘scenario and adapta-
tion’’ are credited to Anne-Marie Mieville, his collaborator on a number of
important films. This fact, I believe, is especially important if one is to consider the
implications of gender in the film, an issue that I do not address directly. For discus-
sions of this question, see Phil Powrie, ‘‘Godard’s Prénom: Carmen (1984), Masoch-
ism, and the Male Gaze,’’ Forum for Modern Language Studies 31 (January 1995):
64–73; and Verena Andermatt Conley, ‘‘A Fraying of Voices: Jean-Luc Godard’s Pré-
nom Carmen,’’ L’Esprit Créateur 30 (Summer 1990): 68–80.

6. The exception occurs midway through the film, when for eight seconds the
sound track is dead while images of the performing quartet fill the screen. The
effect is jarring, whereas at other points in the film when the visual ambient sound
is missing and music accompanies the images, the effect is unremarkable because
normalized within cinematic conventions. Clearly, Godard in this eight-second se-
quence is calling attention to the arbitrary nature of these sonic conventions in rep-
resentational narrative cinema.

7. Jean-Luc Godard, Jean-Luc Godard par Jean-Luc Godard, ed. Alain Bergala
(Paris: Editions de L’Etoile/Cahiers du Cinéma, 1985), 576.

8. The only exception might be the third movement of the Fifteenth Quartet,
the ‘‘Song of Thanksgiving to the Godhead on a Convalescence, in the Lydian
Mode.’’ Although the movement is decidedly modal, I doubt that few listeners
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would describe it as exotic or non-Western. At most, listeners might possibly charac-
terize it as monastic and typically Renaissance in its handling of harmony.

9. Deleuze argues that there is a strictly visual link between the bodies of the
musicians and the bodies of the Carmen plot actors. Indeed, he claims that the film
repeatedly forces viewers to ask such questions as, what is the relation between the
violinist’s bowing and Joseph’s embrace of Carmen, the arch of the cellist’s fingers
and the posture of the banks guard, etc.? See Deleuze, Cinéma 2: 253–54.

10. In several entries that Godard does not cite, Beethoven expresses his devo-
tion to his art and laments the sacrifices his art demands of his personal life. ‘‘You
must not be a human being, not for yourself, but only for others: for you there is no
longer any happiness except within yourself, in your art’’ (no. 1; italics in original).
‘‘Everything that is called life should be sacrificed to the sublime and be a sanctuary
of art’’ (no. 40). ‘‘Sacrifice once and for all the trivialities of social life to your art’’
(no. 169). All citations of Beethoven’s Tagebuch are from Maynard Solomon’s trans-
lation. Solomon, ‘‘Beethoven’s Tagebuch of 1812–1818,’’ in Beethoven Studies 3, ed.
Alan Tyson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), 193–293.

11. Actually, the lines Godard cites from Tagebuch entry no. 118 are Beethoven’s
transcription of the closing lines of Schiller’s The Bride of Messina. In the context of
the play, Schuld clearly means ‘‘guilt’’ rather than ‘‘mistake.’’

12. It is worth noting that in Werner (and in the Tagebuch citation), the character
is implored to fulfill his Daseyn, his ‘‘existence,’’ not his ‘‘destiny,’’ as the French
translation has it. Claire’s reference here to ‘‘toute ta destinée’’ echoes her pro-
nouncement later from entry no. 73, ‘‘Montre ta puissance, Destin [Zeige deine
Gewalt Schicksal!]’’ [Show your power, Fate!], a significant echo, given the stan-
dard reading of the Carmen story as a tragedy of fate and destiny.

13. The sequence of quartet passages and corresponding plot elements is as fol-
lows: Ninth Quartet, second movement (Andante con molto quasi allegretto):
opening rehearsal, hospital scenes with Godard and Carmen; Ninth Quartet, fourth
movement (Trio) coda, moving directly into the fifth movement (Allegro molto):
transitional scenes, conclusion of Godard-Carmen conversation and Carmen leav-
ing the hospital; Tenth Quartet, first movement, second section (Allegro): bank
heist (up to the first embrace of Carmen and Joseph); Tenth Quartet, second move-
ment (Adagio ma non troppo): Carmen and Joseph embrace on bank floor, scenes
in the getaway car; Fourteenth Quartet, fifth movement (Presto), final three notes:
brief punctuation of restroom scene; Fourteenth Quartet, sixth movement (Adagio
quasi un poco andante): Carmen and Joseph on the way to the beach apartment;
Fifteenth Quartet, third movement (Heiliger Dankgesang eines Genesenen an die
Gottheit, in der lydischen Tonart / Neue kraft fühlend): Carmen and Joseph’s ro-
mance in the beach apartment, with a reprise of the movement when the two meet
again in Paris; Sixteenth Quartet, first movement (Allegretto): brief passages dur-
ing hotel room quarrel (over Waits ballad); Sixteenth Quartet, second movement
(Vivace): Joseph pursuing Carmen, shower scene; Sixteenth Quartet, third move-
ment (Lento assai, cantante e tranquillo): quartet performance in hotel dining
room; Sixteenth Quartet, fourth movement (Grave ma non troppo tratto—
dramatic tremolo chords): Carmen’s death; Sixteenth Quartet, fourth movement
(Grave ma non troppo tratto): Valet’s closing lines, ocean shot, final credits.

14. Shortly following the last burst of seagull cries, which abruptly and improba-
bly is heard during a scene in the gang’s Paris hotel room, Joseph transgresses the
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narrative frame as he comments, ‘‘There wasn’t any sea sound with it’’ [il y avait
pas le bruit de la mer avec]; (AS, 60).

15. In an intriguing interview, ‘‘Les mouettes du Pont d’Austerlitz: Entretien
avec François Musy,’’ Cahiers du Cinéma 355 (January 1984): 12–17, François Musy,
the sound engineer for Prénom Carmen, says that the seagull sounds were recorded
two years before the film was made. He notes that seagulls cry most distinctly when
they are near cliffs, and there was no provision for sea cliffs in Prénom Carmen. Fortu-
nately, he already had a recording of gulls near sea cliffs, which he used in the film.
Of the film’s sound track in general, he remarks, ‘‘[I]t’s a musical score in which
all the sounds intervene on the same level, like instruments: the dialogue, a sea
ambience, the music. . . . The seagulls, moreover, there it’s already a composition
of songs: you have some that cry louder, you have a sort of movement. The sea as
well, even if it’s a little more linear. The seagulls are already more musical, closer
to dialogue’’ (14).

16. A full analysis of the sonic elements of the film would require an inventory of
the ambient sounds of the various milieus, which are treated in a very self-conscious
fashion. Especially noteworthy are the exaggerated clankings, thunks, and echoing
conversations of the asylum, as well as the traffic sounds outside the Intercontinen-
tal Hotel room. In both cases, ambient sounds appear, disappear, swell, and subside
in improbable fashion.

17. In her insightful essay on Prénom Carmen, ‘‘A Fraying of Voices,’’ Conley ob-
serves that Godard’s citation of Rilke should read ‘‘La beauté n’est que le com-
mencement de la terreur que nous sommes encore capables de supporter,’’ given
that Rilke’s original reads: ‘‘Denn das Schöne ist nichts / als des Schrecklichen An-
fang, den wir noch gerade ertragen.’’ She comments that ‘‘the quotation is ‘ill said,’
since through suppression of the ‘encore’ the sentence insists less on a limit, be-
comes more declarative, but is also stripped of its possibility of contemplative value
by being introduced in a lower mimetic mode. In Rilke, it refers to the world of
absolute beauty or to angels, contrasted with earthen beauty. Terror in Rilke is of a
more absolute kind, that belongs to something celestial. . . . In Godard, the same
values are taken out of context and reversed. The quotation may seem funny, even
pompous in the final, operatic—but also parodic—scene at the Hotel Interconti-
nental. The terror of beauty is attributed to the dark, hence diabolical Carmen—
who, somewhat comically, is also said to have been working at a Prisunic—rather
than to the angelic Claire (Myriem Roussel) who rightfully bears her name’’ (77–
78). I concur that Godard’s citation makes Rilke’s pronouncement more absolute,
but I read the reference differently. Carmen, I argue, is no longer diabolical when
divested of her narrative encoding. I might add that the Carmen-Claire opposition,
while clearly modeled on the Micaëla-Carmen opposition of Bizet, and hence assim-
ilable within codes of dark/diabolical and light/angelic (reinforced by Godard by
the names of the two women and the association of Carmen with a red rose and
Claire with a white rose), is not reinforced particularly in the visual presentation of
the two women, both of whom have fair skin and dark hair.

18. Powrie, in ‘‘Godard’s Prénom,’’ sees the Electra allusion as a means whereby
Carmen is ‘‘remythified twice over’’ (72). He gives a Lacanian reading to the sexual
dimension of this allusion, interpreting the Giraudoux citation at the film’s close
both as a distancing theatricalization of the action and a confirmation of the iden-
tity of the mother with dawn and the prelinguistic Imaginary.
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19. Jean Giraudoux, Théâtre complet, ed. Jacques Body (Paris: Gallimard, 1982),
685.

20. Conley, ‘‘Fraying of Voices,’’ 70.
21. Philip Radcliffe, Beethoven’s String Quartets (London: Hutchinson University

Library, 1965), 116–17.
22. I take this phrase from Nietzsche’s account of Heraclitus’s cosmos in Philoso-

phy in the Tragic Age of the Greeks, trans. Marianne Cowan (Chicago: Henry Regnery,
1962), 67. In Heraclitus’s view of the universe, ‘‘only play, play as artists and chil-
dren engage in it, exhibits coming-to-be and passing away, structuring and destroy-
ing, without any moral additive, in forever equal innocence. And as children and
artists play, so plays the ever-living fire. . . . Such is the game that the aeon plays
with itself. Transforming itself into water and earth, it builds towers of sand like a
child at the seashore, piles them up and tramples them down. . . . The child throws
its toys away from time to time—and starts again, in innocent caprice. But when it
does build, it combines and joins and forms its structures regularly, conforming to
inner laws’’ (62).
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no. 522 (1990): 945–58.
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In Das Theater und sein Double, by Antonin Artaud translated by Gerd Henniger.
Munich: Matthes und Seitz, 1996.

McGrath, William J. Dionysian Art and Populist Politics. New Haven, CT: Yale Univer-
sity Press, 1974.

Mestan, Antonin. ‘‘Die erste Nietzsche-Rezeption bei den Polen und Tschechen.’’
In vol. 5 of Nietzsche-kontrovers, edited by Rudolph Berlinger and Wiebke
Schrader. Würzburg: Königshausen und Neumann, 1985.
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literárnı́ch vztahú 19. a 20. stoletı́. Prague: Votobia, 1998.

Musy, François. ‘‘Les Mouettes du Pont d’Austerlitz: Entretien avec François Musy.’’
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———. Kritische Studienausgabe in 15 Bänden. Edited by Giorgio Colli and Mazzino
Montinari. New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1980.

———. Philosophy in the Tragic Age of the Greeks. Translated by Marianne Cowan. Chi-
cago: Henry Regnery, 1962.
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