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VIII

Art and Artists

 
No higher significance could be assigned to art than that which
Nietzsche assigns to it in the opening section of The Birth of
Tragedy: ‘The arts generally’ are said to ‘make life possible and
worth living’ (BT 1). Art is never far from his mind, even when he
is dealing with matters seemingly far removed from it. Thus, for
example, as was earlier observed, he later characterized his ‘view of
the world’ not only as ‘anti-metaphysical’ but also as ‘an artistic
one’ (WP 1048), and suggested the world to be something on the
order of ‘a work of art which gives birth to itself (WP 796). He
also includes a number of artists among the ‘higher men’ whom he
takes to stand out from the greater part of mankind hitherto, and
likens to artists both the ‘philosophers of the future’ he envisions
and the Übermensch he declares to be ‘the meaning of the earth.’
Indeed, he even aspired to art himself, investing much effort and a
good deal of himself in poetic (and, in his early years, also musical)
composition.

His views with respect to art and artists underwent a number of
changes; but he never lost his concern with it, or abandoned the
whole of his initial understanding and estimation of it. It would be
an error to take the position set forth in The Birth of Tragedy to
be ‘Nietzsche’s philosophy of art’; but it is with this book
(purporting in the very first sentence to make a major contribution
to ‘the science of aesthetics’) that his efforts along these lines began.
It amply warrants extended discussion; for while it constitutes his
first word about art rather than his last, it is a most remarkable
one, long recognized as a classic contribution to the philosophical
literature on art. I therefore shall devote the first half of this
chapter to it, and then shall turn to his subsequent modifications of
his views relating to art.
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Art in The Birth of Tragedy

I

In a foreword entitled ‘Attempt at a Self-Criticism’ (BT S-C below),
written some fourteen years after the book’s publication, Nietzsche
shows himself to be his own best critic – both severe and insightful.
He readily acknowledges that ‘this questionable book’ has many
faults, not the least of which is that it is so obviously ‘a first book.’
It would be hard to imagine any fairminded reviewer speaking more
harshly of it than he does, when he writes:
 

today I find it an impossible book: I consider it badly written,
ponderous, embarrassing, image-mad and image-confused,
sentimental, in places saccharine . . ., uneven in tempo, without
the will to logical cleanliness, very convinced and therefore
disdainful of proof (BT S-C:3).

 
He recognizes the seriousness of the defects resulting from his
having been under both the spell of Wagner and the sway of
Schopenhauer, and scornfully brands the book’s author a romantic,
a pessimist and an ‘art-deifier’ (BT S-C:7). Yet he also observes that
the book poses a number of questions of the utmost importance,
and moves at least some distance toward a proper treatment of
them. ‘The problem of science,’ ‘the significance of morality,’ and
indeed ‘the value of existence’ are among the ‘whole cluster of
grave questions with which the book burdened itself (BT S-C:4).
But the question in the foreground of this cluster, which guides and
structures his treatment of these others, concerns the nature of art
and its significance in human life – Greek art in particular, but by
no means exclusively. Thus he refers to ‘the task which this
audacious book dared to tackle for the first time: to look at science
in the perspective of the artist, but at art in that of life’ (BT S-C:2).

Nietzsche’s interest in art was by no means either exclusively
academic or merely personal; and the urgency he felt with respect
to the task to which he refers was not at all simply a function of
his belief that Greek art and art generally had not previously been
adequately understood by his fellow classical philologists and
aestheticians. In his original preface to the book, he speaks
disparagingly of readers who may ‘find it offensive that an
aesthetic problem should be taken so seriously,’ and who are
unable to consider art more than a pleasant sideline, ‘a readily
dispensable tinkling of bells that accompanies the “seriousness of
life”.’ Against them, he advances the startling contention that ‘art
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represents the highest task and the truly metaphysical activity of
this life’ (BT  P). And as has been observed, he goes on to
maintain that ‘the arts generally’ serve to ‘make life possible and
worth living’ (BT 1). It remains to be seen what he has in mind
in so speaking of art. But these remarks provide ample indication
of the centrality of art in his consideration of the set of issues he
deals with here.

Nietzsche makes no attempt to conceal the influence of
Schopenhauer on both his conception of reality and his thinking
about the arts in The Birth of Tragedy. Schopenhauer may fairly be
said to have been Nietzsche’s primary philosophical inspiration, in a
twofold way. On the one hand, he was initially convinced of the
soundness of much of what Schopenhauer had to say about the
world, life and the arts. But on the other, he was deeply unsettled
by Schopenhauer’s grim conclusions with respect to ‘the value of
existence’ and the worth of living. He felt obliged to grant that
Schopenhauer had a prima facie case, and had placed the burden of
proof upon anyone who would make a different assessment of
them. Rather than agreeing with him to the bitter end, however, he
accepted the challenge Schopenhauer had thus posed. Much of his
own thought may be regarded as an attempt to meet this challenge,
and to establish a viable alternative verdict. And both in The Birth
of Tragedy and subsequently, art figures centrally in his efforts to
accomplish this task, as has been seen. Thus it is one of his central
contentions that ‘it is only as an aesthetic phenomenon that
existence and the world are eternally justified’ (BT 5). It is to art
that he turns, in discussing the comparably dangerous predicament
of ‘the profound Hellene’ upon ‘having looked boldly right into the
terrible destructiveness of so-called world history as well as the
cruelty of nature,’ saying: ‘Art saves him, and through art – life’
(BT 7).

The world ‘in itself’ for Schopenhauer, while not in principle
unknowable, is not identical with phenomena as we experience
them; and it neither contains nor consists in matter in motion,
irreducible mental substances, or fundamental rational structures.
Rather, it has the character of a formless, aimless, turbulent
principle he elected to call ‘will.’ He conceived the world as a
profusion of processes, in which this single basic principle manifests
itself in many different ways; and for him the phenomena of nature
as we experience them are appearances of certain instances of it.
Each form of existence (such as man), on his view, is one possible
type (or ‘grade’) of manifestation of this dynamic principle,
analogous to a Platonic ‘Idea’ – a notion taken over by
Schopenhauer and employed in this connection, to designate the
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blue-prints (as it were) followed by his demi-urgic ‘will’ in its
concrete articulation (Schopenhauer, WWI, § 26).

Schopenhauer conceived the plastic arts as having to do
essentially with the discernment and representation of these Ideas;
while music for him had the essentially different function of
reflecting the nature of the underlying ‘will’ itself. To tragedy, on
the other hand, he attributed yet another kind of function – to
reveal the fate inexorably awaiting all specific manifestations of this
‘will,’ and the hopelessness of the plight of even the greatest in this
essentially irrational world of ceaseless strife and destruction. This
recognition was for him the deepest wisdom that either art or
philosophy can yield, rendering insignificant not only the concerns
with which we ordinarily are preoccupied, but also all knowledge –
whether consisting in the cognition of relations among phenomena
attainable through scientific investigation, or in the relatively higher-
order discernment of the Ideas to which all existence conforms, or
in the still higher knowledge of the nature of the ‘world-will.’

Schopenhauer’s basic reason for taking this darkly pessimistic
position was that on his view all existence and life generally are
characterized by ceaseless struggle and striving, inevitably resulting
in destruction, and (among sentient forms of life) involving incessant
suffering of one sort or another. The whole affair, to him, is quite
pointless, since nothing of any value is thereby attained (the
perpetuation of life merely continuing the striving and suffering).
No transcendent purposes are thereby served; no pleasures,
enjoyments or satisfactions attainable can suffice to overbalance the
sufferings life involves, thus excluding a hedonic justification of
living; and so life stands condemned at the bar of evaluative
judgment. It is, in a word, absurd. There is nothing to it but
ceaseless striving, inescapable suffering, inevitable destruction – all
pointless, with no meaning and no justification, no redemption or
afterworldly restitution, and with the only deliverance being that of
death and oblivion (cf. WWI §71). Thus the pre-Christian and
preSocratic apprehension of life attributed by Nietzsche in The Birth
of Tragedy to the early Greeks recurs again in the modern world,
as Christianity enters its death-throes.

Nietzsche does not question the soundness of this picture; and
even though he later rejected the Schopenhauerian metaphysics
which he here accepts, he continued to concur with this general
account of the circumstances attending life in the world. To live is
to struggle, suffer, and die; and while there is more to living than
that, no amount of ‘progress’ in any field of human enterprise can
succeed in altering these basic parameters of individual human
existence. And even more significantly, for Nietzsche as well as for
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Schopenhauer and Nietzsche’s Greeks, it is not possible to discern
any teleological justification of what the individual is thus fated to
undergo, either historically or supernaturally. We can look neither to
a future utopia nor to a life hereafter that might serve to render
endurable and meaningful ‘the terror and horror of existence’ (BT
3).

II

How can one manage to endure life in a world of the sort
described by Schopenhauer, once one recognizes it for what it is –
endure it, and beyond that affirm it as desirable and worth living
despite the terrors and horrors that are inseparable from it?
‘Suppose a human being has thus put his ear, as it were, to the
heart chamber of the world will,’ Nietzsche writes; ‘how could he
fail to break?’ (BT 21). He terms this general recognition of the
world’s nature, and of the fate of the individual within it,
‘Dionysian wisdom’; and he compares the situation of the Greek
who attained it to that of Hamlet – and implicitly, to that of
modern man (with a Schopenhauerian-existentialist world-view) as
well:
 

In this sense the Dionysian man resembles Hamlet: both have
once looked truly into the essence of things, they have gained
knowledge, and nausea inhibits action; for their action could not
change anything in the external nature of things. . . .

Now no comfort avails any more. . . . Conscious of the truth
he has once seen, man now sees everywhere only the horror or
absurdity of existence. . .: he is nauseated (BT 7).

 
Nietzsche desperately wanted to find some sort of solution to this
predicament – though he cloaked his longing in the guise of a more
detached interest in the question of how it has been possible for
‘life’ to manage to ‘detain its creatures in existence’ even when the
erroneous beliefs which commonly shield them are no longer in
operation. For this reason his attention was drawn to a people who
were already very much on his mind owing to his professional
concerns, and who constituted a perfect subject for a case study
along these lines: the early Greeks. They were no brute savages,
mindlessly and insensitively propelled through life by blind
instinctive urges; rather, they were highly intelligent, sensitive, and
cognizant of the ways of the world. And what is more, they were
sustained neither by anything like Judeo-Christian religious belief
nor by any myth of historical progress and human perfectibility. Yet
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they did not succumb to Schopenhauerian pessimism; on the
contrary, they were perhaps the most vigorous, creative, life-
affirming people the world has known. And thus Nietzsche looked
to them, asking of them: How did they do it? What was the secret
of their liberation from the action- and affirmation-inhibiting nausea
which seemingly ought to have been the result of their own
Dionysian wisdom?

The answer, he believed, lay in that which was the most striking
and glorious achievement of their culture: their art. Thus the
passage cited above continues:
 

Here, where the danger to [the] will is greatest, art approaches
as a saving sorceress, expert at healing. She alone knows how to
turn these nauseous thoughts about the horror or absurdity of
existence into notions with which one can live (BT 7).

 
This is the guiding idea of Nietzsche’s whole treatment of art in
general, as well as of tragedy in particular. The main themes of this
work are summarized in the following lines from its concluding
section, which expand upon this idea by making reference to the
key concepts of the ‘Dionysian’ and ‘Apollinian,’ and bring to the
fore the most central and crucial notions in his entire philosophy of
art – the notions of overcoming and transfiguration:
 

Thus the Dionysian is seen to be, compared to the Apollinian,
the eternal and original artistic power that first calls the whole
world of phenomena into existence – and it is only in the midst
of this world that a new transfiguring illusion becomes necessary
in order to keep the animated world of individuation alive.

If we could imagine dissonance became man – and what else
is man? – this dissonance, to be able to live, would need a
splendid illusion that would cover dissonance with a veil of
beauty. This is the true artistic aim of Apollo in whose name we
comprehend all those countless illusions of the beauty of mere
appearance that at every moment make life worth living at all
and prompt the desire to live on in order to experience the next
moment.

Of this foundation of all existence – the Dionysian basic
ground of the world – not one whit more may enter the
consciousness of the human individual than can be overcome
again by this Apollinian power of transfiguration (BT 25).

 
Before turning to a closer consideration of these notions, a
fundamental ambivalence in Nietzsche’s conception of the relation
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between art and life in The Birth of Tragedy must be noted. And
in this connection I shall refer briefly to his thinking about art
after as well as in this work. From first to last, he was deeply
convinced that art requires to be understood not as a self-
contained and self-enclosed sphere of activity and experience
detached from the rest of life, but rather as intimately bound up
with life, and as having the greatest significance in and for it.
This is reflected in his later observation (in his ‘Self-Criticism’)
that art in The Birth of Tragedy is viewed ‘in the perspective of
life’ – a circumstance he regards as one of the signal merits of the
work. And it is one of the most decisive and distinctive features of
his general philosophical position that its development is
characterized by a kind of dialectic between his understanding of
life and the world and his understanding of art – each affecting
the other, and bringing about changes in the other as the other
worked changes upon it.

The underlying unity of the notions of art and life in Nietzsche’s
thinking is to be seen in The Birth of Tragedy in his treatment of
the basic impulses operative in art – the ‘Dionysian’ and the
‘Apollinian’ – as manifestations of basic tendencies discernable in
man and nature alike. And the consequences of his conviction of
the existence of this unity are apparent in the subsequent
development of the two notions which gradually moved to the
center of his discussions of man, life and the world in his later
writings: the Übermensch and the ‘will to power.’ For as was
suggested earlier, the latter may be understood as an outgrowth of
the dual notions of the Dionysian and Apollinian ‘art impulses of
nature,’ in which they are transmuted in a manner lending itself to
a further union with Nietzsche’s successor-conception to
Schopenhauer’s ‘world will,’ his world of ‘energy-quanta.’ And the
figure of the Übermensch may likewise be construed as a symbol of
human life raised to the level of art, in which crude self-assertive
struggle is sublimated into creativity that is no longer in thrall to
the demands and limitations associated with the ‘human, all-too-
human.’

The overcoming of the initial meaningless and repugnant
character of existence, through the creative transformation of the
existing, cardinally characterizes both art and life as Nietzsche
ultimately came to understand them. And this means for him both
that life is essentially artistic, and that art is an expression of the
fundamental nature of life. ‘Will to power’ is properly understood
only if it is conceived as a disposition to effect such creatively
transformative overcoming, in nature, human life generally, and art
alike. And the Übermensch is the apotheosis of this fundamental
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disposition – the ultimate incarnation of the basic character of
reality generally to which all existence, life and art are owing.

In The Birth of Tragedy, of course, neither ‘will to power’ nor
Übermensch makes an appearance; and the relation between art and
life is discussed in other terms. One of the most notable features of
the discussion, however, is Nietzsche’s readiness to employ the term
‘art’ not only to refer in a conventional manner to sculpture, music
and the other standard ‘art forms,’ but also in a broader, extended
sense. For example, he suggests that ‘every man is truly an artist’ to
the extent that everyone engages in the ‘creation’ of ‘the beautiful
illusion’ of ‘dream worlds,’ even though no ‘works of art’ in the
usual sense are thereby produced. Furthermore, turning his attention
from such (Apollinian) ‘dreaming’ to the experience of what he calls
‘Dionysian ecstasies,’ he speaks of the Dionysian throng as being
‘works of art’ themselves: here ‘man . . . is no longer an artist, he
has become a work of art. . . . The noblest clay, the costliest
marble, man, is here kneaded and cut’ (BT 1).

Most strikingly of all, Nietzsche refers constantly to ‘nature’
herself as ‘artistic,’ and terms both the ‘Apollinian’ and the
‘Dionysian’ tendencies ‘art-impulses’ of nature. Thus he initially
presents them ‘as artistic energies which burst forth from nature
herself, without the mediation of the human artist,’ and goes on to
say: ‘With reference to these immediate art-states of nature every
artist is an “imitator” ’ (BT 2). And he contends that these two
‘art-states of nature’ are ‘the only two art impulses’ (BT 12). He
even goes so far as to attribute the true authorship of all art to
‘nature’ rather than to human agency considered in its own right.
‘One thing above all must be clear to us. The entire comedy of art
is neither performed for our betterment or education, nor are we
the true authors of this art world.’ The human artist is said to be
merely ‘the medium through which the one truly existent subject
celebrates his release in appearance.’ Artists and the rest of us alike
are ‘merely images and artistic projections for the true author,’
which is the fundamental principle of reality – the ‘world-will’ –
itself; and we ‘have our highest dignity in our significance as works
of art,’ as creations of this ultimate ‘artist’ (BT 5).

Yet Nietzsche also speaks of art very differently, and in a way
that suggests a much less direct and even contrasting relation
between it and the world. Thus, for example, he writes that ‘the
highest, and indeed the truly serious task of art’ is ‘to save the eye
from gazing into the horrors of night and to deliver the subject by
the healing balm of illusion from the spasms of the agitations of the
will’ (BT 19). Art spreads a ‘veil of beauty’ over a harsh reality –
and when Nietzsche speaks of it as a ‘transfiguring mirror’ (BT 3),

: C CN 9D C ? 6D NR C , N 7CD I I C ?DN ? =Q ? 4IH? D C 9I N ? 7 I8 N 2=IIE 0 HN
CNN , =IIE HN I N IG D= HINNDH C G ? N D NDIH.?I 51-

0 N ? A IG HINNDH C G IH   , ,

0
I

Q
D

CN
S

9
I

N
?

/
D

CN
P

?



ART AND ARTISTS

484

the emphasis belongs not on the latter term but rather on the
former, which does away with any accurate reflection. Thus he
writes that ‘art is not merely imitation of the reality of nature but
rather a metaphysical supplement of the reality of nature, placed
beside it for its overcoming’ (BT 24).

Here one should also recall the concluding passage of the entire
work, in which Nietzsche returns to this theme of the necessity of
overcoming whatever consciousness of the world’s nature is attained
by means of an art of ‘transfiguration’ capable of covering over
what has been glimpsed with a ‘splendid illusion’ (BT 25). It was
the ‘terror and horror of existence’ from which the Greeks needed
to be saved; and ‘it was in order to be able to live’ that they
developed their art: ‘all this was again and again overcome by the
Greeks with the aid of the Olympian middle world of art; or at
any rate it was veiled and withdrawn from sight’ (BT 3). And
Nietzsche asserts that ‘the tragic myth too, insofar as it belongs to
art at all, participates fully in this metaphysical intention of art to
transfigure’ (BT 24).

Even while thinking along these lines, however, he supposes there
to be a fundamental link between ‘art’ and ‘life,’ in that the latter
is held to have been the source of the Greek’s salvation from the
desperate situation in which it also placed him: ‘Art saves him, and
through art – life’ (BT 7). ‘Life’ thus is cast in a dual role, with the
consequence that the relation of art to it is also a dual one. It is
difficult to conceive of this dual relation coherently and faithfully to
Nietzsche’s representations of each aspect of it, however, without
the two sides of it falling irreparably apart. Can the world of art in
the narrower sense be thought of as a world ‘supplementing the
reality of nature, placed beside it for its overcoming,’ and therefore
distinct from it and contrasting to it – and at the same time as the
creation of this very nature itself, expressing its own basic ‘artistic
impulses,’ and therefore fundamentally homogeneous and identical
with it? In The Birth of Tragedy Nietzsche tries to have it both
ways; but it is far from clear that it is possible to do so.

Apollinian and Dionysian art

III

In any event, it should by now be clear that Nietzsche thinks of
what art is in terms of what art does and how art does it; and that
for him the answers to these two questions are to be given in terms
of the notions of overcoming (Überwindung) and transfiguration
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(Verklärung). These two notions recur repeatedly throughout the
work, and figure centrally in most of his major pronouncements
about art. It should further be evident that they are to be
understood in relation to certain human needs which he regards as
fundamental and profoundly compelling, thereby endowing art with
an importance transcending that of mere enjoyment or satisfaction
derived from self-expression.

His interpretation of art in terms of the second of these two
notions involves him in a fundamental break with Schopenhauer
and all other cognitivist philosophers of art. For if art is essentially
a matter of transfiguration, its ministrations to our needs will
necessarily proceed otherwise than by heightening our powers of
insight and understanding. Nietzsche’s frequent references to
‘illusions’ in this connection make this obvious; but the point holds
even where he does not consider this term to apply (notably in the
case of music). Otherwise put: even where some sort of ‘truth’
about reality is purported to come through in art, he takes it to be
essential to the artistic character of the expression that a
transfiguration of the ‘true’ content has occurred in its artistic
treatment – and its artistic character and quality attaches entirely to
the element of transfiguration, rather than to this content and its
transmission. (On this point more shall be said below.)

It is important to bear in mind the general applicability of the
notions of overcoming and transfiguration when turning to
Nietzsche’s discussion of the art-impulses and art forms he is intent
upon distinguishing, both in order properly to interpret what he
says about them individually, and in order to avoid the error of
supposing that he takes them to be entirely different phenomena. To
be sure, when he introduces his idea of ‘the Apollinian and
Dionysian duality,’ he asserts that ‘art’ is but a ‘common term’ until
the two are ‘coupled with each other’ (BT 1); and he does go on to
analyze them along very different lines – even to the point of
maintaining that these notions represent ‘two worlds of art differing
in their intrinsic essence and in their highest aims’ (BT 16). These
‘art impulses’ and ‘worlds of art,’ however, while very different for
Nietzsche, are nonetheless both ‘art impulses’ and ‘worlds of art,’
with more than merely this same denomination in common – as the
fact that their ‘coupling’ had a fruitful artistic issue (tragedy) itself
suggests.

Schopenhauer had suggested that music is to be understood in
terms fundamentally different from those appropriate to the plastic
arts – the latter being concerned with the representation of the
Ideas to which the manifestations of ‘will’ in the realm of
appearances conform, and the former mirroring the underlying
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essential nature of this ‘will’ itself. Nietzsche believed that
Schopenhauer had put his finger on an important difference here.
He further accepted the suggestion that the distinction between
these art forms was linked to the distinction between the ‘world-
will’ in itself and the world of appearances. Yet he by no means
simply took over Schopenhauer’s views along these lines, merely
introducing the labels ‘Apollinian’ and ‘Dionysian’ in the course of
restating them. He qualifies his endorsement of the idea that music
‘copies’ the world-will even as he gives it. For he holds that in
music the nature of this ultimate reality is expressed symbolically,
with the consequence that music neither is ‘will’ nor is a ‘true’ copy
of it. Even here, he contends, transfiguration occurs; and it is upon
the nature of this transfiguration, rather than upon the ‘mirroring’
relation as such, that he focusses his attention.

Even more radical is his departure from Schopenhauer with
respect to the plastic arts. Gone is all reference to anything
metaphysically comparable to the latter’s ‘Ideas,’ and with it, any
suggestion that here too a kind of cognitive function is performed.
The forms fashioned by the plastic artist are construed not as
representations of types to which existing particulars do and must
more or less adequately conform, but rather as idealizing
transfigurations of experienced phenomena – ‘beautiful illusions’
making up a ‘dream world’ that departs radically from the ‘real
world’ of ordinary experience, ‘placed alongside it for its
overcoming’ (BT 24).

Thus according to Nietzsche, neither in Apollinian nor in
Dionysian art do we encounter unvarnished representations of the
world, either as it presents itself to us in experience, or as it is in
itself (or as it might be conceived by a thinker concerned with the
natures of the types to which all existing things belong). The
impulses to the creation of art for him are not cognitive impulses
of any sort. Rather, if they stand in any relation at all to
knowledge, he holds that this relation may best be conceived as an
antidotal one. And it is undoubtedly in part to stress the extent of
his departure from any cognitively oriented interpretation of art
that he introduces his discussion of the Apollinian and the
Dionysian by dwelling on their connection with the phenomena of
dreaming and intoxication. Each of these phenomena, he
maintains, manifests a deeply rooted and profoundly important
aspect of our human nature; each answers to a powerful need –
and the strength of the hold art exerts upon us can be understood
only if it is recognized that the different art forms have their
origins in these basic impulses, and emerge in answer to these
strong needs. Nietzsche’s discussion of ‘the Apollinian and
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Dionysian duality’ in The Birth of Tragedy is intended to bring
out both the radical difference between what he thus takes to be
the two basic life-serving and art-generating impulses these names
designate, and also the possibility of their interpenetration – and
further, the great importance (for ‘life’ and art alike) of the results
when this occurs. Thus he asserts that in tragic art ‘Dionysus
speaks the language of Apollo; and Apollo finally the language of
Dionysus; and so the highest goal of tragedy and of all art is
attained’ (BT 21). And again:
 

Where the Apollinian receives wings from the spirit of music and
soars, we [find] the highest intensification of its powers, and in
this fraternal union of Apollo and Dionysus we . . . recognize
the apex of the Apollinian as well as the Dionysian forms of art
(BT 24).

IV

At the outset of his discussion of ‘the Apollinian and Dionysian
duality,’ Nietzsche singles out two art-forms as paradigms of each –
‘the Apollinian art of sculpture and the non-imagistic, Dionysian art
of music’ (BT 1) – but then moves immediately to a consideration
of the more fundamental experiential ‘states’ (also termed
‘Apollinian’ and ‘Dionysian’) to which he takes all such art-forms to
be related: dreaming and intoxication. As has been observed, he
contends that human beings are so constituted as to be impelled to
each by deeply rooted dispositions, and to respond to each with
powerful but differing positive feelings. Thus he suggests that there
is something in ‘our innermost being’ which ‘experiences dreams
with profound delight and joyous necessity’; while it is likewise the
case that ‘paroxysms of intoxication’ are accompanied by a ‘blissful
ecstasy that wells up from the innermost depths of man, indeed of
nature’ (BT 1).

It is these feelings of ‘profound delight’ on the one hand, and of
‘blissful ecstasy’ on the other, which are held to characterize the
experience of the art-forms akin to and developing out of these two
more basic forms of experience, and to render each so engaging.
They touch the same deep chords in our nature, and so produce the
same sort of response; and this is taken to be the key to
understanding how it is that they are able to perform their life-
sustaining functions (to the extent that they manage to do so). Thus
Nietzsche explains his use of the name of Apollo in terms of its
association with ‘all those countless illusions of the beauty of mere
appearances that at every moment make life worth living at all and
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prompt the desire to live on in order to experience the next
moment’ (BT 25) – whether in ‘dreams’ or in the ‘imagistic’ art
which is a refinement and elevation to a higher plane of
development of the ‘creation’ of the ‘beautiful illusion of the dream
worlds’ (BT 1). And he likewise suggests that ‘Dionysian art, too,
wishes to convince us of the eternal joy of existence: only we are to
seek this joy not in phenomena, but behind them,’ through being
ecstatically transported into a state of momentary identification with
‘primordial being itself, feeling its raging desire for existence and
joy in existence; the struggle, the pain, the destruction of
phenomena now appear necessary for us’ (BT 17).

As Nietzsche views them, dreaming and intoxication are not
merely analogs to art, or pre-forms of art, or even experiential
sources of artistic activity. Rather, there is an important sense in
which they themselves are artistic phenomena – only the ‘artist’ in
these cases is no human being, but rather ‘nature,’ working in the
medium of human life. It is his contention that human artistic
activities are to be regarded as of a piece with these more basic life-
processes. They represent developments of them, to be sure, but are
outgrowths sufficiently linked to them to warrant regarding ‘every
artist as an “imitator” ’ in relation to ‘these immediate art-states of
nature’ (BT 2). It is in this respect alone, for Nietzsche, that art may
properly be conceived as involving ‘the imitation of nature.’ That is,
art imitates nature in that the same sort of thing goes on in the
former instance as goes on (among other things) in the latter. But
precisely because creative transformation is involved in the former no
less than in the latter (as part of the very ‘imitation’ in question),
true art no more involves the attempt exactly to represent nature as
it confronts us, than dreaming and intoxication faithfully record it;
nor yet again does true art merely give expression to the contents of
experiences had while in these states.

This last point is of particular importance. It is true that
Nietzsche takes these states to be the point of departure and
inspiration for artistic creation; and he does consider it appropriate
to speak of ‘every artist’ as ‘either an Apollinian artist in dreams,
or a Dionysian artist in ecstasies,’ or both at once (BT 2). But here
the terms ‘dreams’ and ‘ecstasies’ are being used metaphorically; for
it is no less central to his analysis of both types of (human) art
that they involve the further transfiguration of what is experienced
in these ‘art-states of nature.’ And what is more, they transfigure
the already dissimilar contents of the visions associated with the
two kinds of state in quite different ways.

It is with this difference in mind that Nietzsche speaks of the
emergence of ‘two worlds of art differing in their intrinsic essence’
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(BT 16). The basic contrast between them may be expressed in
terms of the distinction between images and symbols; and the
difference just mentioned bears importantly upon it. In the case of
Apollinian art, the chaotic play of crude and ephemeral appearances
associated with such basic Apollinian experiential states as dreaming
and imagination undergoes a transformative process, issuing in the
creation of enduring, idealized images. They are ‘beautiful illusions’
– illusory because nothing either in the flux of appearance or
beyond it corresponds to them, and of greater beauty than the
haphazardly constituted contents of this flux. Transfigurations of
appearances, they are images akin to the stuff of dreams, but also
contrasting markedly with them.

In the case of Dionysian art, on the other hand, the
transformation from which it issues is of the experience of the
inexhaustible, dynamic ‘primal unity’ that is ‘beyond all phenomena
and despite all annihilation,’ associated with such basic Dionysian
states as intoxication and orgiastic revelry. What this transformation
gives rise to is ‘a new world of symbols,’ in which ‘the essence of
nature is now . . . expressed symbolically’ (BT 2); and it is the
resulting symbolic forms in which Dionysian art consists. These
symbolic forms are transfigurations of ecstatic states – expressions
akin to immediate Dionysian ecstasy, but again, differing
significantly from it, no less than from the underlying reality
glimpsed in it. Thus Nietzsche holds that ‘Dionysian art . . . gives
expression to the will in its omnipotence, as it were, behind the
principium individuationis’ (BT 16) – and yet insists that even so
paradigmatic a case of such art as music is not to be thought of as
identical with this ‘will.’ ‘Music,’ he writes, ‘according to its
essence, cannot possibly be will. To be will it would have to be
wholly banished from the realm of art’ (BT 6). For were it the
same as ‘will,’ it would lack the transfigured character constitutive
of all art.

It is in terms of the difference between the kinds of
transfiguration involved, rather than in terms of a division of the
various art-forms into the ‘plastic arts’ on the one hand and the
‘musical arts’ on the other, that Nietzsche’s ‘Apollinian-Dionysian
duality’ in art is to be understood. In one sort of art the works
produced have a symbolically expressive character; while in another
they do not, having instead the character of idealized images. And
it is one of the seemingly curious but important points of his
analysis that the kinds of art generally regarded as most clearly
‘representational’ fall largely into the latter category, while those
generally thought of as primarily ‘non-representational’ belong in
the former. The idealized images of Apollinian art are not to be
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thought of as having the function either of faithfully representing or
of symbolically expressing anything at all. They are rather to be
thought of as ‘beautiful illusions’ to be contemplated simply for
what they are in themselves, and to be enjoyed solely on account of
their intrinsic beauty. They are, as Nietzsche says, a ‘supplement of
the reality of nature, placed beside it for its overcoming’ (BT 24).

If there is any significant relation between them and this ‘reality,’
on his view, it does not consist in their linkage to the experiential
phenomena of which they are transfigurations, but rather in their
ability to lead us to think better of the world of ordinary
experience by regarding it in the ‘transfiguring mirror’ they
constitute, ‘surrounded with a higher glory’ (BT 3). Through
Apollinian art, the world of ordinary experience is not actually
transformed and its harshness eliminated. But to the extent that the
idealized images created through the transformative activity of the
Apollinian artist admit of association with what we encounter in
this world, our attitude toward the latter benefits from this
association, as our delight in these images carries over into our
general disposition toward anything resembling them. Once again,
however, it is not knowledge that we thereby attain, but rather only
an altered state of mind, brought about by ‘recourse to the most
forceful and pleasurable illusions,’ and ‘seducing one to a
continuation of life’ (BT 3). Those works of art he terms
‘Apollinian’ are creations which neither represent nor symbolize, but
rather delight precisely by virtue of the transfiguration accomplished
in their production.

V

In the case of Dionysian art, matters stand quite differently. The
Dionysian artist too is creative, and not merely someone with
insight and the ability to communicate it. It may be that there is a
kind of ‘re-echoing’ of the fundamental nature of reality in instances
of Dionysian art. In terms of this metaphor, however, such art is no
less a ‘transfiguring echo-chamber’ than Apollinian art is a
‘transfiguring mirror.’ For the artistic ‘re-echoing’ does not stand in
the same near-immediate relation of identity to this ‘primal unity’ as
does the more basic Dionysian phenomenon of intoxication. It
rather comes back in an altered form, the creative production of
which involves ‘the greatest exaltation of all [man’s] symbolic
faculties.’ Thus, Nietzsche continues, ‘the essence of nature is now
to be expressed symbolically; we need a new world of symbols’ (BT
2); and it is this ‘new world of symbols’ which constitutes both the
language and the substance of Dionysian art.
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The symbolism of which he speaks here, however, is of a rather
special sort. At least in its origins, it is neither conventional nor
intentional, and is far removed from the use of words to formulate
and express thoughts. So, in discussing the ‘Dionysian dithyramb’
(which he takes to be the proto-form of Dionysian art), he writes
that, in order to develop the ‘new world of symbols’ needed to be
able to express ‘the essence of nature’ symbolically,
 

the entire symbolism of the body is called into play . . ., the
whole pantomime of dancing, forcing every member into
rhythmic movement. Then the other symbolic powers suddenly
press forward, particularly those of music, in rhythmics,
dynamics, and harmony (BT 5).

 
Nietzsche regards the ‘symbolic powers’ involved in such music and
dancing as sublimations of deeper and darker natural impulses, and
considers the symbolism to which they give rise to be natural in a
significant sense; even though he also conceives it to be more than
merely natural. The latter point is important: we have to do here
with a transformation in which ‘nature for the first time attains her
artistic jubilee,’ and ‘days of transfiguration’ supplant the nights of
the ‘horrible “witches’ brew” of sensuality and cruelty’ of pre-
Dionysian savagery (BT 2). But the former point is no less important:
the expressions in which such music and dancing consist, while
symbolic, have a natural affinity with the reality they symbolize. And
this reality is deeper than that of all individual thought, all social
conventions and all ‘appearance’; for its expression involves ‘the
destruction of the principium individuationis’ (ibid.), and the ‘height
of self-abnegation’ on the part of those through whom this expression
is achieved. The Dionysian artist does not employ symbols to express
some specific thought or emotion he happens to have had, or some
particular feature of the cultural life and experience he shares with
other members of his society. ‘He has identified himself with the
primal unity,’ in all its ‘pain and contradiction’ and also its
inexhaustible and indestructible vitality – and, thus ‘released from his
individual will,’ he gives symbolic expression to the nature of the
fundamental reality with which he identifies (BT 5). Some sorts and
even some instances of (Dionysian) music and dance may be superior
to others in terms of the adequacy with which they perform this
expressive function; but it is essentially the character of these art-
forms itself that accounts for their symbolic significance and their
ability to perform this function.

In these arts the world’s nature is expressed in a form that
attracts rather than repels us – a symbolic form, the attractiveness
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of which is bound up with the transfiguration involved in this
symbolization and made possible by the character of the ‘new world
of symbols’ under consideration. Dionysian art does not have the
character of a ‘veil of illusion’ radically different from the reality of
nature and ‘placed alongside it for its overcoming,’ as does
Apollinian art for Nietzsche. Yet it does have a somewhat
analogous character and function, in that it expresses the reality of
nature in a manner enabling us to overcome our abhorrence of it
and to derive ‘joy in existence’ from identification with it, by means
of a quasi-‘illusory’ medium of transfiguring symbolic forms.

VI

Nietzsche does not take the notions of transfiguration and illusion
to apply only to works of Apollinian and Dionysian art conceived
as object of aesthetic experience, but rather also to the subjects of
such experience insofar as they become absorbed in them. This
point is of great importance in connection with his treatment of
tragic art, as well as in his analysis of these two art-forms, and so
warrants close attention. The entire significance of art is missed, for
him, if one does not recognize that the consciousness of those
experiencing these art-forms undergoes a transformation analogous
to that occurring in their creation; and that the experiencing
subject’s very psychological identity thereby is in a sense
transfigured, even if only temporarily and in a way that does not
alter the basic reality of the subject’s human nature and existence in
the world. This happens in very different ways in the two general
sorts of cases under consideration, however, representing what
Nietzsche takes to be two fundamentally distinct stratagems by
means of which ‘the insatiable will’ at the heart of nature conspires
to ‘detain its creatures in life and compel them to live on’ (BT 18).
He discusses them in terms of what occurs in the case of the
‘Dionysian man’ and in the case of the ‘Apollinian man’ (these
expressions referring primarly to contrasting psychological
possibilities rather than to distinct groups of human beings).

That an inward transformation occurs in the course of the kind
of experience appropriate to Dionysian art is a point which has
already been intimated, in Nietzsche’s observation that one in the
grip of the ‘paroxysms of intoxication’ in which the Dionysian
impulse primordially manifests itself ‘has become a work of art’ (BT
1). And it has further been suggested in noting that he takes
Dionysian art to mediate an identification of the individual with the
reality underlying appearances. It is a common observation that art
has the remarkable power to transport us out of our ordinary selves
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and everyday lives. Nietzsche seizes upon this idea and elaborates it,
in a manner influenced significantly by Schopenhauer.

Schopenhauer had contrasted our normal condition as creatures
and captives of ‘will,’ absorbed in the constant struggle for
existence characterizing all life in the world, with a radically
different condition purported to be temporarily attainable through
aesthetic experience. ‘He who is sunk in this perception is no
longer individual,’ Schopenhauer had written, but rather ‘is pure,
will-less, painless, timeless subject of knowledge’ (WWI §34).
Nietzsche modifies this suggestion, and expands it so that it
applies both to the contemplation of idealized images that elevates
one above the world of ordinary experience and action, and to the
experience of enrapturing symbolic expressions of the reality
underlying this phenomenal world that carries one beyond it. Yet
in either event, he agrees with Schopenhauer that one so affected
is ‘no longer individual,’ or at any rate ceases for the moment to
have the psychological identity associated with his ordinary
individual existence. The transformation undergone by the
Apollinian man (which is most akin to that indicated by
Schopenhauer) will be considered shortly. That undergone by the
Dionysian man was not envisioned by Schopenhauer, at least in
connection with art; for it involves not the attainment of
contemplative will-lessness, but rather the effecting of a deeper
psychological union with the ‘world-will.’

The Dionysian man does not exchange his physiological and
sociocultural identity and situation in the world for another, or
escape them altogether in the course of the ‘destruction of the
principium individuationis’ of which Nietzsche speaks. As an
experiental phenomenon, however, this destruction is very real: the
Dionysian man is psychologically transformed into one for whom
the only reality of which he is aware – and therefore that with
which he himself identifies – is that which is expressed in the
movements, tonalities or other symbolic forms in which he is
immersed. Thus Nietzsche contends that, through the experience of
Dionysian art, ‘we are really for a brief moment primordial being
itself (BT 16). As one in a state of intoxication may be said not to
‘be himself,’ one immersed in the surge and flow of an instance of
this type of aesthetic experience ‘loses himself’ in it. His
consciousness is caught up in it, and his self-consciousness is altered
accordingly – whether this transformation manifests itself
behaviorally in an enraptured cessation of ordinary activity
(outward inaction masking inward tumult), or in entrance into overt
participation in the event as well. Such experience is fundamentally
ecstatic, not only in the now ordinary but derivative sense of being
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blissful, but also in the original and literal sense of the term
ekstasis, which denotes a displacement of oneself.

To the extent that one’s own existence is discovered to be a
moment of the reality expressed in Dionysian art, with which one
thus comes to feel at one through the mediation of the latter, this
transformation may be said to have the significance of a dispelling
of the illusion involved in one’s ordinary consciousness of oneself as
something distinct from it and to be characterized in other terms.
But to the extent that such experience leads one to identify oneself
so completely with this reality that one takes oneself to have even
those of its features that actually characterize it only as a whole,
with which one is not truly identical, this transformation may also
be said to have the significance of the fostering of another, different
illusion. Thus Nietzsche suggests that, here no less than in the case
of Apollinian art, we are dealing with a way in which, ‘by means
of an illusion,’ life conspires ‘to detain its creatures in existence’
despite the harshness of the conditions it imposes upon them: in this
instance, through ‘the metaphysical comfort that beneath the whirl
of phenomena eternal life flows on indestructibly’ (BT 18).

The illusion in question is not that ‘life flows on indestructibly’
despite the ephemerality of all phenomena – for it does. We may be
‘comforted’ (and more) through the transformation of our
psychological identity enabling us to achieve a sense of unity with
this indestructible and inexhaustible underlying reality, of which we
are truly manifestations. But while such comfort may be termed
‘metaphysical,’ this transfiguration is not; for it leaves our actual
status in the world unchanged, and the basic conditions of our
human existence unaltered. This we discover when the moment
passes, the Dionysian aesthetic experience comes to an end, and we
‘return to ourselves,’ our psychological identities being transformed
back again into their mundane non-Dionysian state. The only
enduring ‘comfort’ is the recollection of the rapture of the
Dionysian experience, and the knowledge that it remains available
to us. But a profound danger attends this kind of ‘overcoming,’ of
which Nietzsche is acutely aware. For the let-down may be great,
the disparity between Dionysian states and ordinary life distressing,
the illusion discerned, and its recognition found disconcerting; and
thus the long-term effect of such experience may be detrimental
rather than conducive to life (BT 7). It is for this reason, more
than any other, that he has reservations about Dionysian art and
experience generally, despite the evident fascination they have for
him.

Nietzsche’s Apollinian man constitutes a very different case, being
the product of quite another kind of psychological transformation.
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As has already been observed, he conceives of this type in terms
rather similar to those employed by Schopenhauer. For Nietzsche,
one cannot appropriately speak here of ‘knowledge,’ since that with
which we are confronted in the ‘images’ of Apollinian art are not
representations of anything like Schopenhauer’s ‘Ideas,’ but rather
‘beautiful illusions.’ Yet he does conceive of the subject of
Apollinian aesthetic experience as transformed (through the
contemplation of these idealized images) from an individual caught
in the web of the world, into something like Schopenhauer’s pure
subject of knowledge – transcending time and will, and his own
particular individuality and circumstances along with them. As in
the previous case, however, this transcendence is held to be not only
merely temporary but also fundamentally illusory, and the resulting
transformation only psychological rather than genuinely ontological.
And here too Nietzsche sees the cunning hand of nature at work, in
this instance ‘detaining its creatures in life’ through ‘ensnaring’ the
Apollinian man ‘by art’s seductive veil of beauty fluttering before
his eyes’ (BT 18).

The realm of Apollinian art is a kind of ‘dream world, an
Olympian middle world of art’ (BT 3). It is neither the ‘everyday
world’ nor the underlying world of ‘will,’ but rather a created
world by means of which the latter is ‘veiled and withdrawn from
sight,’ and the former is supplanted as the focus of concern. And
entrance into this world is possible, Nietzsche holds, only for a kind
of dreamer, or Olympian spectator, detached from the kinds of
involvements and concerns that both characterize the everyday
world and endow us with our ordinary psychological identities.
Indeed, it requires that one become such a ‘pure spectator’ – or
rather, the images presented are such that they induce a kind of
contemplative consciousness through which one’s psychological
identity is transformed into that of such a subject. They stand
outside of time and change, need and strife; and to become
absorbed in them is for Nietzsche to have one’s consciousness
comparably transformed. If in the experience of Dionysian art one
is enraptured, one may be said here to be entranced; and in a state
of such entrancement, it is as if one had become a part of this
world of images – not as one of them, but as a placeless,
disembodied center of awareness, a subject fit for such objects and
answering to their nature.

Schopenhauer had spoken of the occurrence of a significant
release and liberation from the ‘world of will’ (however temporary
and incomplete it might be) in aesthetic experience of this sort, as a
result of which one effectively ceases to be a creature and captive
of this ‘will’ for its duration. And for Nietzsche too, while
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Apollinian art involves ‘the arousing of delight in beautiful forms,’
it serves to effect an overcoming of the distress associated with our
human condition through what is felt to be a kind of redemption
from it. ‘Here Apollo overcomes the suffering of the individual by
the radiant glorification of the eternity of the phenomenon; here
beauty triumphs over the suffering inherent in life’ (BT 16). For one
‘is absorbed in the pure contemplation of images’ (BT 5), and
seemingly becomes nothing but the delighted awareness of them.
This psychological transformation is real – even though on a more
fundamental level both the objects of such consciousness and this
self-consciousness are merely two aspects of the ‘Apollinian illusion,’
which is but ‘one of those illusions which nature so frequently
employs to achieve her own ends’ (BT 3).

If it is the case, however, that Apollinian art is thus ‘called into
being as the complement and consummation of existence’ (ibid.), it
follows that we have here to do with no mere illusion which leaves
the reality of human life unaffected. It may not fundamentally alter
the human condition; but if it is in some significant sense the
‘consummation of existence,’ it may be truly said to effect a
significant transformation of ‘existence,’ or at least that portion of
it which is the reality of human life. Art may be created by man,
but man is also recreated or transfigured by art. This kind of
experience and spirituality which become attainable in relation to
the idealized images of Apollinian art may not constitute an
elevation of those who attain to them entirely beyond the reach of
the entanglements of ordinary life, and beyond the deeper harsh
realities of existence in this world. Yet they do render the existence
of those attaining to them qualitatively different from that of those
who remain entirely immersed in the former, or who further succeed
only in finding occasional respite through Dionysian experience. It is
Nietzsche’s appreciation of the magnitude of this qualitative
difference that accounts for his celebration of the achievement of
the archaic Greeks in their creation of Apollinian art.

Life cannot in the end be lived merely on the plane of Apollinian
aesthetic experience, or even simply in the radiation of the reflected
glory with which Apollinian art is capable of lighting the world of
ordinary experience. The human condition is too recalcitrant, and
the undercurrent of the ‘Dionysian ground of existence’ too strong,
for the psychological transformation involved in the ascent into the
realm of Apollinian art to prevail indefinitely. Absorbing and
delightful as such experience is, it suffers from the fatal weakness of
failing to come to terms with basic aspects of human life in the
world that do not disappear when veiled. Yet Nietzsche is by no
means disposed to conclude that what might be termed ‘the
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Apollinian experiment’ is to be regarded as a mere blind alley, to be
abandoned in favor of the Dionysian alternative. There remains
another, which he associates with the phenomenon of tragic art.
And the kind of transfiguration Apollinian art involves – both of
the objects and the subjects of experience – is of the utmost
importance in the emergence alike of tragic art and of the more
viable form of human existence he associates with it.

Tragic art

VII

So, notwithstanding the full original title: The Birth of Tragedy,
Out of the Spirit of Music, Nietzsche conceives tragic art to be no
less Apollinian than Dionysian in origin and nature. At a certain
point in Greek art the tendencies associated with each are said to
‘appear coupled with each other, and through this coupling
ultimately generate an equally Dionysian and Apollinian form of art
– Attic tragedy’ (BT 1). The burden of his entire discussion of it is
that its emergence presupposed not only the prior development of
the art of Dionysian transfiguration, but also the retransfiguration
of the latter under the influence of the likewise previously developed
art of Apollinian transfiguration.

The birth of tragedy for Nietzsche was an event of the greatest
significance; for it did not merely involve the appearance of a new
art-form, thus opening another chapter in the development of art. It
also made possible a further transformation of human life, which he
conceives to have been and to be of far greater moment than is
generally recognized. He does not regard tragic art as a
phenomenon the significance of which is confined to but a single
sphere of human experience and cultural life. Rather, he views it as
the potential foundation and guiding force of an entire form of
culture and human existence, which alone is capable of filling the
void left by the collapse of ‘optimistic’ life-sustaining myths (both
religious and philosophical-scientific). And he looks to it to assume
anew the function of ‘making life possible and worth living,’ which
neither Apollinian nor Dionysian art as such is capable any longer
of performing. The former may still entrance and delight us, and
the latter enrapture and excite us; and both may continue to
transport and transform us in their respective fashions. But the
power of the illusions they involve to sustain us has been lost.

In light of some of Nietzsche’s remarks, one could be forgiven
for supposing that his understanding of the psychological effect of
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tragedy is not very different from Aristotle’s. Aristotle had
maintained that this effect is basically one of catharsis; the
tragedian constructs a dramatic means of enabling us to be purged
of the feelings of fear and pity arising in connection with our
recognition of our own plight in this world and threatening to
paralyze us, by arousing such feelings directed toward a tragic
figure and discharging them upon this figure. In this way, our
capacity to feel them for ourselves is held to be diminished (at least
for a time), thus enabling us to return to the world of action
temporarily unimpaired by them.

Nietzsche says something of a similar nature. One who ‘sees
everywhere only the horror or absurdity of existence’ may be
beyond the reach of the consolations of lesser art-forms; but art can
take other forms, in which it is able to ‘turn these nauseous
thoughts . . . into notions with which one can live: These are the
sublime as the artistic taming of the horrible, and the comic as the
artistic discharge of absurdity.’ And Nietzsche is close to Aristotle
when he concludes that the effect of this ‘saving deed of Greek art’
was that ‘the feelings described here exhausted themselves’ (BT 7).

However, to say this much is not to say enough. For if one
confines one’s attention to this aspect of the experience of tragic art
alone, one misses something of even greater significance than the
discharge or exhaustion of such negative feelings: namely, the
powerful positive feelings generated at the same time, which are
akin to those associated with Dionysian aesthetic experience. In a
word, what is absent from the above account is reference to the
exhilaration tragic art serves to inspire, notwithstanding the
distressing fate of the central tragic figures. This exhilaration is
much more than a mere feeling of relief from the torment
occasioned by the negative feelings of which one is purged. And it
is also different in both magnitude and kind from the delight
associated with Apollinian aesthetic experience. Thus Nietzsche
contends that ‘the drama . . . attains as a whole an effect that
transcends all Apollinian effects’ (BT 21). There may be those
whom tragedy does not affect in this way (Schopenhauer would
appear to have been one); but that, for him, says something about
them rather than about the nature of tragic art. Exhilaration is on
his view an essential feature of the proper effect such art should
have; and this phenomenon both renders comprehensible why he
attaches such great significance to tragic art, and guides his
interpretation of it.

In tragedy, according to Nietzsche, we find elements of both
Apollinian and Dionysian art – not, however, merely externally
combined, but rather employed in a subtle interplay. Moreover,
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these elements do not retain their entire original character; for here
‘Dionysus speaks the language of Apollo; and Apollo, finally, the
language of Dionysus’ (BT 21). Thus Nietzsche suggests that ‘in this
fraternal union of Apollo and Dionysus,’ we find that ‘an
Apollinian illusion’ is employed to admit the Dionysian ‘spirit of
music’ into our experience, while at the same time protecting
against an ‘immediate unity with Dionysian music’ by requiring it
to be expressed ‘in an Apollinian field.’ And we also find that ‘the
Apollinian receives wings from the spirit and soars,’ surpassing all
‘weaker degrees of Apollinian art’ by being ‘illuminated from the
inside by music’ to an extent that ‘in all other Apollinian art
remains unattained’ (BT 24).

In this connection it is both crucial and illuminating to bear in
mind the passage cited earlier from the last section of the book, in
which Nietzsche contends – clearly with tragic art specifically in
mind – that, with respect to the underlying nature and character of
the world and existence in it, ‘not one whit more may enter the
consciousness of the human individual than can be overcome again
by [the] Apollinian power of transfiguration’ (BT 25). To be able to
endure the consciousness of them of which we are capable and
which cannot in the long run be prevented from emerging, and to
be able further to embrace and affirm life despite the attainment of
such an awareness, a transformation of this consciousness is
necessary. For in its starkest, simplest and most vivid form it would
be overwhelmingly horrible, ‘nauseating,’ paralyzing and
unendurable.

Tragic art alone, for Nietzsche in The Birth of Tragedy, is truly
equal to this task. It enables us to experience the terrible not as
merely terrible, but rather as sublime; and it achieves something
akin to a Dionysian effect upon us, which however is not identical
with it. For it does not take the kind of life-endangering toll
Dionysian intoxication does, rather inducing an experiential state
that differs as significantly from such intoxication as it does from
Apollinian dreaming. In the long run it has the character of a tonic
rather than a depressant; its aftermath is held to be exhilaration,
rather than either the overall exhaustion which follows upon
Dionysian excitement, or the exasperation which Apollinian
exaltation leaves in its train. And considered more immediately, it
might be said to enthrall, rather than to entrance or enrapture.

Tragic art too, for him, may be said to constitute a kind of
‘transfiguring mirror.’ It is a mirror, however, in which we see
reflected neither ‘appearances’ idealizingly transfigured, nor the
character of the reality underlying them symbolically expressed. We
are confronted instead with ‘images of life’ – reflections of the (and
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our) human condition, highlighting both the individuation it involves
and the fate bound up with the latter. What we encounter, however,
is not a stark and brutally ‘realistic’ portrayal of this condition as
such. We see it in transfigured form – even though this
transfiguration of it does not consist in its radical transmutation
into a merely imaginary, idealized condition contrasting with the
actual human condition on these counts. And it likewise does not
involve the effective obliteration of the salient features of human life
through the diversion of attention from the entire domain of
individuation to the collective, the impersonal, the merely vital and
the enduring aspects of life underlying it. The kind of
transfiguration occurring here is rather one which pertains to our
perception of individual human existence – as existence that is
individual rather than merely a part of an inexhaustible and
indestructible flow of life, and that is human rather than above and
beyond the conditions to which man is subject.

This transfiguration pertains first of all to the character of the
dramatic figures with which we are confronted – or rather it comes
about first in the context of our confrontation with them. Yet it
does not remain confined to this encounter; for it further serves to
alter our apprehension of the human condition more generally. It is
in this sense above all that tragic art may be said to function as a
transfiguring mirror: it works a transformation upon our
consciousness of the human reality that is also our own, at the
same time as it reflects that reality for us to behold. The fate of the
tragic figure takes on the aspect of something sublime rather than
merely horrible; and thus, without being denied or glossed over, it
ceases to inspire mere ‘nausea’ and moves us instead to fascination
and awe. The life of the tragic figure is endowed with a significance
that entirely alters its aspect; and what might seem from a simple
recitation of the brute facts of the matter to be a merely wretched
and distressing tale emerges as an enthralling and moving spectacle.

Tragic art presents us neither with an ideal to be admired and
emulated, nor with an avenue by means of which to escape all
thought of the hard realities of life. The latter are very much in
evidence; and the tragic figure caught up in them is one with
whom, as an individual, we empathize, but with whom as a
character we do not identify. Yet the manner of presentation of
such figures, which renders them tragic and not merely pathetic,
does much more than merely purge us of our self-directed feelings
of fear and pity through an empathic discharge. It can have a
powerful positive impact upon the way in which we perceive our
human condition and experience the reality of our own lives, by
revealing them to us in a very different light from that in which we
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would otherwise tend to view them. The point might be put by
saying that the tragic artist, not through the persona of the tragic
figure per se but rather in the larger structure of the tragic drama,
interposes a medium between us and the reality of human existence
which does more than simply give expression to this reality. For this
medium further shapes and colors our consciousness of it, and is
able to help us attain an affirmative attitude toward it precisely by
virtue of doing so.

In short, tragic art provides us with a way of apprehending this
reality that enables us to come to terms with it – and not only to
endure but also to affirm what we see, as we thereby learn to see
it. In this way it resembles Dionysian art; and for Nietzsche this
similarity of tragic art to the Dionysian arts is by no means merely
fortuitous. In tragic myth, as in music and dance, something
transcending mere appearances is symbolically expressed – and in
being so expressed, is transformed for our consciousness. Here,
however, the symbolic forms employed are not primarily those
characteristic of these Dionysian art-forms, but rather are drawn
from the initially non-symbolic domain of Apollinian art.

VIII

In tragic art attention is focused upon individual figures who are no
mere ordinary human beings, but rather ‘great and sublime forms.’
By means of them it both ‘satisfies our sense of beauty’ which
delights in such images, and also ‘incites us to comprehend in
thought the core of life they contain’ (BT 21). In the former respect
it has an ‘Apollinian artistic effect’; yet its effect is by no means
simply Apollinian. For to the extent that it does the latter, these
images have the significance of symbols, whose interest for us is
further in part a matter of what they convey about the ‘life’ they
symbolize, in which both they and we participate.

It is a basic feature of tragic art, according to Nietzsche, that ‘at
the most essential point this Apollinian illusion is broken and
annihilated.’ The central figures are destroyed, succumbing to forces
which shatter their individual existence and give the lie to the
appearance of self-contained and impervious reality of these ‘great
and sublime forms.’ And yet the impact of tragic art upon us is by
no means merely that of depression and despair, for we respond to
the dramatic expression of the inexhaustible and indestructible
power of the forces of life in relation to which all individual
existence is merely ephemeral. What Nietzsche calls ‘the spirit of
music’ speaks above the relation of what befalls the tragic figures,
with the result that ‘in the total effect of the tragedy, the Dionysian
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predominates once again,’ and we are exhilarated rather than
merely mortified (BT 21).

This ‘total effect,’ however, is not a purely Dionysian one. And
the difference is crucial both with respect to the understanding of
tragic art and where its ‘value for life’ is concerned. A discernment
of and identification with the larger and deeper reality transcending
the existence of the tragic figures and all individuals is attained –
but not through an enraptured ascent into a state of consciousness
in which the former alone absorbs us. Rather, this occurs in a
manner which at the same time not only leaves us very much aware
of individuals and the conditions of their existence, but moreover
actually heightens this awareness. And the attendant exhilaration,
while akin to Dionysian excitement, neither depends upon the
attainment of such Dionysian transport, nor endures only as long as
our consciousness remains thus transformed. On the contrary, it is
wedded to a vivid recognition of the plight of particular individuals,
and carries over after the event when our own lives once again
come to the fore. A fundamentally Dionysian chord is sounded, and
our responsiveness to it is tapped; but this is done to an
importantly different effect. For what occurs, Nietzsche suggests, is
not a transformation of our consciousness along lines rendering us
oblivious to our individual existence, but rather a transfiguration of
the character of our consciousness with respect to such existence.

Life regarded as tragic is no longer life seen as merely wretched
and pathetic; and the ‘displeasure’ associated with ‘the weight and
burden of existence’ is overshadowed and forgotten when the latter
takes on the aspect of tragic fate rather than mere senseless
suffering and annihilation. The fate of the tragic figure, when nobly
met rather than basely suffered, enhances rather than detracts from
his stature; and this figure serves as a symbolic medium through
which individual existence more generally is dignified for us. The
apparent oddity of the idea that exhilaration attends the attainment
of a tragic sense of life disappears once it is recognized that this
view of life is not a grim pessimism to which one is driven once
the tenability of all forms of religious and secular ‘optimism’ is
discerned. For it is no mere stark and unavoidable conclusion, but
rather a signal accomplishment; and Nietzsche takes it to contrast
in an incomparably more appealing and satisfying way with the
much starker, utterly bleak conception of individual existence as the
unmitigated and unadorned tale of mere ceaseless striving, senseless
suffering and inevitable destruction it was proclaimed to be by
Schopenhauer and ancient wisdom alike.

As has been noted, Nietzsche contends that tragic art
‘participates fully in [the] metaphysical intention of art to
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transfigure.’ He further maintains, however, that it does so
differently from both Apollinian and Dionysian art. Thus he writes:
‘But what does it transfigure when it presents the world of
appearance in the image of the suffering hero? Least of all the
“reality” of this world of appearance’ (BT 24). It has to do with
human existence in this world; and in the tragic figure we
encounter a personified transfiguration of human existence, in which
such existence is neither transmuted into idealized imagery purged
of all conflict, pain, blemish, and vulnerability, nor reduced to the
status of anonymous and individually insignificant instantiations of
life. In contrast to what occurs in both of these cases, it is here
ennobled within the very conditions imposed upon it. And it is by
means of this transfiguration that tragic art works its distinctive
transformation of our consciousness of ourselves. Thus Nietzsche
goes on to contend that ‘it is precisely the tragic myth that has to
convince us that even the ugly and disharmonic are part of an
artistic game that the will in the eternal amplitude of its pleasure
plays with itself’ (BT 24).

The unique achievement of tragic art is thus held to be that it
fundamentally alters our apprehension of human existence and the
circumstances associated with it, which result in the suffering and
destruction of even the most extraordinary individuals. Through it
these circumstances cease to stand as objections to human life and
its worth, and emerge instead as features of it which – as part of
the larger whole human lives are and can be – actually contribute
to its overall significance and attractiveness. And thus, Nietzsche
suggests, it serves to bring it about that ‘existence’ can ‘seem
justified’ aesthetically – ‘only as an aesthetic phenomenon’ (BT 24).
Nietzsche’s use of the term ‘only’ here is highly important; for his
general point is that it is only in this way, in the last analysis, that
it is possible for us to find human life and our own existence
endurable and worth while, without recourse to illusions which
radically misrepresent the actual nature of our human reality and
the world more generally.

IX

At the same time, however, Nietzsche maintains that this
transfiguration of our consciousness of ourselves itself involves a
kind of illusion. Thus he considers it appropriate to refer to it and
the tragic art which brings it about as one of ‘the stages of illusion’
– albeit one ‘designed . . . for the more nobly formed natures.’ And
given that this is so, one might well wonder why he considers it to
be at all superior to ‘the more vulgar and almost more powerful
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illusions which the will always has at hand’ (BT 18), and how he
can suppose it to be any less subject in the long run than they are
to the disillusionment which eventually undermines the latter and
renders them ineffective.

Nietzsche contends that ‘it is precisely the tragic myth that has
to convince us that even the ugly and the disharmonic are part of
an artistic game’ (BT 24) in terms of which reality in general is to
be conceived, and human life along with it. Dionysian art is held to
convey to us a sense that things of this sort do not fatally flaw this
macrocosmic ‘game’ as a whole, but rather contribute to its
fundamentally positive ‘artistic’ character. But here it is suggested
that tragic art goes a step further, persuading us that they likewise
may be accepted and affirmed as features of our own human lives,
which even on the microcosmic scale of individual existence can
thus be experienced as having an ‘aesthetic’ justification. And, very
importantly for Nietzsche, this alteration of their aspect is not
achieved by means of a resort to religious or metaphysical fictions.
It is instead accomplished through their artistic incorporation into
an aesthetically appealing and satisfying vision of life. If this
involves no resort to any such fiction, however, wherein lies the
‘illusion’?

This ‘illusion’ has to do with the status of the ‘image of life’
with which Nietzsche takes us to be confronted in the tragic figure
(BT 21). While such figures are neither simply realistically drawn,
fictitious but true-to-life individuals, nor representatives of the
elemental characteristics of ‘Dionysian universality’ (as is the
chorus), they are no mere Apollinian ‘beautiful illusions’ either. Like
Apollinian idealized images, however, they constitute something on
the order of a ‘supplement of the reality of nature,’ and of that of
ordinary human existence along with it. The ‘core of life they
contain’ is the same as our own (ibid.); but this core is artistically
transformed into ‘images of life’ expressing possibilities which differ
markedly from the commonplace, in ways moreover answering to
no predetermined human essence or foreordained human ideal. They
thus can in no sense be said to confront us with the ‘truth’ of
human existence. And since what they confront us with is
something other than ‘truth,’ they may be said to present us with a
kind of ‘illusion.’ It is in this way that Nietzsche’s remarks to this
effect are to be understood.

Yet this illusion is no mere illusion; and the transformed
consciousness of ourselves which emerges, when we view our own
lives in the light of the manner of those of these tragic figures, is
not merely illusory. For the creations in which they consist are not
distorted or erroneous representations of something that has a fixed
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and immutable character and cannot be otherwise. And they also
are not simply imaginary substitutes temporarily usurping a position
in our consciousness that is normally and more properly occupied
by our ordinary conception of our own mundane reality. Rather,
they are symbols of human possibility. And as such they serve to
carry us beyond the mere acknowledgment of intractable aspects of
the human condition, enabling us to discern ways in which the
latter may be confronted and transformed into occasions for the
endowment of life with grandeur and dignity.

By means of these symbols, human life thus may come to take
on an aesthetic significance sufficing to overcome the distressing
character of its harsh basic features. It stands revealed as a
potentially aesthetic phenomenon, ‘justifiable’ accordingly in our
estimation even in the face of its hardest circumstances. And of
paramount importance for Nietzsche is the fact that tragic art
does not confine this perception to the tragic figures themselves,
while precluding its application to our lives. For these figures
stand as symbols serving to facilitate our apprehension of the
possibilities they express (together with ‘the core of life they
contain’) as our own – and so to alter the aspect of our own
lives. To say that this is all ‘illusion,’ as Nietzsche does, is neither
to deny the reality of this alteration nor to downplay its
significance. It is rather to make the point that our lives thus
acquire an experiential character which is no part of their
fundamental objective nature; and that this occurs through the
transforming mediation of created images enabling us to discern
aesthetic significance in human existence, notwithstanding that its
basic circumstances as such warrant the attribution to our
existence of no significance whatsoever.

X

In the attainment of a tragic sense of life the ‘terror and horror of
existence’ are surmounted, through the remarkable alchemy of tragic
art which transmutes the terrible and horrible into the sublime and
magnificent. And the key to this transmutation is not the quickening
of that sense of ‘metaphysical comfort’ that ‘beneath the whirl of
phenomena eternal life flows on indestructibly’ – though this too
occurs. It is rather the ‘Apollinian power of transfiguration,’ which
alone enables us to endure and affirm the existence that is ours as
parts of this ‘whirl’ – not only in moments of Dionysian rapture,
self-abnegation and obliviousness to the human condition, but also
when we acknowledge our individuality and confront the
circumstances of human life.
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Nietzsche may often seem to be more concerned with what
might be termed the ecstatic component of the experience of tragic
art than with this companion feature of it. Yet it is the latter that
he finally stresses, when he concludes his discussion by
emphasizing that ‘of this foundation of all existence – the
Dionysian basic ground of the world – not one whit more may
enter the consciousness of the human individual than can be
overcome again by this Apollinian power of transfiguration’ (BT
25). This power must be brought to bear upon our consciousness
of our existence as ‘human individuals,’ and not merely upon our
awareness of ‘the Dionysian basic ground of the world’ as such, if
we are to be able to find our lives ‘endurable and worth living.’ It
would avail us little to regard ‘the world’ generally as ‘justified’ if
no comparable ‘justification’ were discernable when we turned to a
consideration of our own existence. And for Nietzsche in The
Birth of Tragedy this is something which tragic myth alone can
provide. It transforms what might otherwise be taken to be life at
its worst into life at its best, endowing even suffering and
destruction with aesthetic quality – not as such, to be sure, but as
central elements of an aesthetically charged whole, into which are
interwoven the tragic figure’s life, circumstances, flaws, strivings,
sufferings and destruction.

What is thus transformed is not tragedy; for the accomplishment
of tragic art is not the transformation of tragedy into something
else. Tragedy rather is the issue of this artistic transformation,
through which existence comes to be experienced as tragic. This is
indeed an artistic accomplishment, since tragedy no less than beauty
may be said to exist only in the eye of the beholder, whose
sensibility has been formed and cultivated by art. It is no brute fact
of human existence, but rather an acquired aspect it may come to
bear through the transfiguring agency of the tragic artist.

There is ‘illusion’ in the apprehension of existence as bearing the
aspect of tragedy, since its tragic character is a matter of the
imposition of significant form upon its given sundry features, rather
than of the intrinsic nature of any or all of the latter. And there is
a further ‘illusion’ involved in what Nietzsche terms the ‘noble
deception’ generated to the effect that something more than this is
encountered here. For tragic art does not merely transform our
manner of regarding existence by means of its elaboration of ‘a
sublime parable, the myth.’ It also ‘deceives the listener into feeling
that the music’ – that is, the symbolic expression of the
undercurrent of life that is manifested both in the tragic figure and
in the forces to which this figure succumbs – ‘is merely the highest
means to bring life into the vivid world of myth’ (BT 21).
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It is in this way that the tragic myth comes to be endowed with
what Nietzsche terms its ‘intense and convincing metaphysical
significance’ (ibid.) – and also its most profoundly ‘illusory’
character. For it leads us to feel something to be the deepest and
highest ‘truth’ of human existence – the tragic character it is
capable of coming to bear, with all the sublimity and majesty
devolving upon it therefrom – which is no part of its fundamental
nature. Yet according to Nietzsche, tragic art requires ultimately to
be conceived as working in the service of life. Here too, what we
are said to be dealing with is simply another means (even if also
the most exalted one) through which ‘the insatiable will’ manages
to ‘detain its creatures in life and compel them to live on’ – in this
case, by employing tragic myth to lend human existence an aspect
endowing it with an aesthetic justifiability. But it does this in such a
way that we are led to view life as though it were a means to the
end of actualizing the aesthetic values associated with human
experience as it is revealed in the transfiguring mirror of tragic
myth.

In The Birth of Tragedy Nietzsche places his hope for a
revitalization of Western civilization, in the face of the collapse of
both other-worldly religiousness and rationalistic-scientific optimism,
in a re-emergence of a tragic sense of life. But as he readily
acknowledges, such a view of life cannot be sustained in the
absence of tragic myth and an acceptance of the understanding of
human existence associated with some instance of it. It is for this
reason that he devotes so much discussion in this work to the
importance of myth and to the need for a new and compelling form
of tragic myth in the modern Western world. He ventures to hope
that the ground for a ‘rebirth of tragedy’ and a new ‘tragic culture’
is being prepared by science itself, as it ‘speeds irresistibly toward
its limits where its optimism, concealed in the essence of logic,
suffers shipwreck’ (BT 15). But he recognizes that the ‘shipwreck’
of which he speaks, consisting in the collapse of the belief that
scientific or other rational modes of inquiry will lead to the
discovery of truths establishing the meaning and justifiability of
existence, is only a negative condition of such a rebirth and
renewal, and by no means suffices to accomplish it. Tragic myth
alone is held to be capable of doing this, by means of tragic art. It
is for this reason that he speaks of art as ‘even a necessary
correlative of and supplement for science’ (BT 14).

Nietzsche obviously thought, when he wrote this book, that
Wagner was well on the way to accomplishing the task he thus
conceived. The details of his discussion of this and related matters,
however, are of relatively little intrinsic interest – especially since he
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soon after both lost his enthusiasm for Wagner and abandoned his
commitment to the ultimacy and indispensability of that form of art
he associates here with tragic myth. He further came to be
convinced that art generally has a significance in relation to life,
and also a variety of features, to which his analysis of it in The
Birth of Tragedy does not do justice. And indeed there are a
number of respects in which his later thinking concerning it is
clearly superior to his early treatment of it (owing both to his self-
emancipation from Schopenhauer and Wagner, and to his stylistic
and philosophical maturation).

Yet however unsatisfactory, questionable and excessive some of
what Nietzsche says in The Birth of Tragedy may be, he is to be
credited with a number of extremely valuable insights in this early
effort, concerning such things as the relation between art and life,
the transfigurative character of art, the nature of artistic creation,
the distinction between imagistic and symbolically expressive art
forms, and the distinctive character and impact of tragic art. It may
be that few classics in the literature of the philosophy of art are as
flawed in as many particular respects as is this; but it is also the
case that few so richly reward patience with their flaws and close
attention to their substance.

Second thoughts about art

XI

Nietzsche’s enthusiasm for art in The Birth of Tragedy was so
great that further reflection could only have tempered it – as it in
fact did. The Nietzsche of the subsequently attached ‘Self-
Criticism’ is no longer the ardent ‘art-deifier’ he sees himself as
having been at that time, as his self-critical remarks make clear.
And as he indicates in a note from the same later period
concerning ‘Art in The Birth of Tragedy,’ he likewise ceased to
embrace the gospel of ‘Art and nothing but art!’ according to
which art is ‘the only superior counterforce to all will to denial of
life’ (WP 853). Something of this attitude endures in his later
thinking, but only in considerably modified form, as shall be seen.
Moreover, obviously thinking of this early work, he writes in the
contemporaneous Fifth Book of The Gay Science that ‘initially I
approached the modern world with a few crude errors and
overestimations’ (GS 370), the latter most especially applying to
Wagner, and the former at least including certain of his views with
respect to art generally.
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Nietzsche remained persuaded, however, of the validity and
usefulness of ‘the conceptual opposites which I have introduced into
aesthetics, Apollinian and Dionysian’ (TI IX:10). He makes use of
these notions on a number of occasions in his later writings, and
explicates them in language differing little from that which he
initially employed (at least when pairing them). Thus he observes
that they are to be understood as referring to ‘two conditions in
which art appears in man like a force of nature,’ both of which
‘release artistic powers in us, but different ones’ (WP 799). And in
another late note, in which he makes clear their enduring centrality
in his understanding of art, he writes:
 

The word ‘Dionysian’ means: an urge to unity, a reaching out
beyond personality, the everyday, society, reality, across the abyss
of transitoriness: a passionate-painful overflowing into darker,
fuller, more floating states. . . .

The word ‘Apollinian’ means: the urge to perfect self-
sufficiency, to the typical ‘individual,’ to all that simplifies,
distinguishes, makes strong, clear, unambiguous, typical: freedom
under law.

The further development of art is as necessarily tied to these
two natural artistic powers as the further development of man is
to that between the sexes. Plenitude of power and moderation
(WP 1050).

 
He also continued to view art, as he observes in his ‘Self-Criticism,’
‘in the perspective of life.’ Thus in his subsequent writings he gives
considerable attention to the sources of art in human nature, and to
certain general human tendencies which frequently manifest
themselves in it; and he likewise is very much concerned with the
various functions art can and does perform in human life, and with
the light it sheds upon our human nature and possibilities. If he
modified his thinking along these lines, he did so by deepening and
elaborating his account of the character of these forces, giving
greater prominence, e.g., to sexuality and its sublimation; and by
broadening his analysis to take into consideration the influence of
such secondary, social rather than ‘natural’ factors as prevailing
forms of moral and religious conviction. So he argues that, in
dealing with art, ‘one must examine the artist himself, and his
psychology,’ and consider not only the products of his efforts but
‘what drives he sublimates’ (WP 677). And he contends that ‘the
phenomenon “artist,” ’ when so approached, is ‘the most
transparent: – to see through it to the basic instincts of power,
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nature, etc.!’ (WP 797). (I shall have more to say along these lines
subsequently.)

Nietzsche likewise continued to echo – even if not simply to
reiterate without qualification – a central theme of this early work,
to the effect that art performs the signal function of rendering life
endurable and worth living, by sufficiently transfiguring its aspect or
supplementing its basic character that we are enabled to endure and
affirm it. He does not consider it to be the only means of achieving
this result, either in The Birth of Tragedy or subsequently; but the
manner in which art achieves it seems to him to have much to
recommend it. And this leads him to accord it a much larger role
in human life throughout his writings than most philosophers and
people generally seem prepared to do. ‘It is the great means of
making life possible, the great seduction to life, the great stimulant
of life’: so Nietzsche retrospectively sees himself as having
maintained in that book (WP 853). And this idea recurs in various
forms throughout his later writings.

To be sure, he also came to have reservations about art on this
point. Thus, for example, he observes that such ‘means of easing
life’ have certain defects: ‘they soothe and heal only temporarily,
only for the moment; they even deter men from working toward a
genuine improvement in their conditions, in that they eliminate and
palliatively discharge the very passion of the discontented which
impels to action’ (HH I:148). Moreover, he sees a danger in the
growth of a dependence upon the products of the artist’s idealizing
transfigurations of reality, and of an increasing preference of them
to real life and the real world. This may lead to adherence to the
‘dangerous principle’ of ‘art for art’s sake,’ and to a divorce of art
from life which ‘introduces a false principle into things’; and the
tendency in this direction he discerns is held to ‘culminate in a
defamation of reality,’ at which point art ceases to be a ‘means’
serving ‘the aim of enhancing life,’ and instead becomes anti-thetical
and detrimental to it. And this is something to which he objects in
the strongest terms.

Further, in his later writings Nietzsche becomes increasingly less
solicitous of those who require much protection from any clear
awareness of the actual character of life and the world in order to
find existence endurable and worth while, and who are incapable of
finding anything to be of value that is not pleasing to them. Thus,
while making much of the point that ‘we possess art lest we perish
of the truth,’ which is ‘ugly’ (WP 822), it is clearly with derisive
intent that he remarks that ‘an artist cannot endure reality, he looks
away from it’ (WP 572). And only somewhat more charitably, he
terms artists ‘an intermediary species,’ in that while they ‘actually
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alter and transform,’ they merely ‘fix an image of that which ought
to be,’ and so are still relatively lacking in ‘will and strength’ of the
sort necessary to be able to ‘endure to live in a meaningless world
because one organizes a small portion of it oneself’ (WP 585A).

XII

Nietzsche does not, however, abandon the non-cognitivism which
found expression in The Birth of Tragedy in his insistence upon the
centrality of ‘illusion’ in the various forms art takes. Indeed, in his
later writings this theme becomes if anything even more strongly
pronounced, most notably in his frequent association of art with
‘lying.’ Thus in a relatively early aphorism with the heading ‘The
Muses as Liars’ he states: ‘If one for once conceives of the artist as
deceiver, this leads to fundamental discoveries’ (HH II:188).

His employment of such language invites misunderstanding, and
care must be taken in interpreting his meaning. This is an instance
of something one encounters time and again in Nietzsche’s
discussions of many different matters – his provisional adoption of
language used by philosophers with whom he is in radical
disagreement, as he takes up the gauntlet they have thrown down.
In the present case he elects to concur with Plato’s characterization
of the poets as ‘liars,’ and of art as a kind of ‘lying,’ but with an
intent that runs directly counter to Plato’s. For while he is prepared
to insist, with Plato, that art stands at a considerable remove from
‘truth,’ he urges against Plato that this is by no means a telling
objection against it.

The burden of what Nietzsche has to say along these lines is
twofold. First, he argues that art is not to be thought of as having
to do basically with the revelation of fundamental truths about
reality. And second, he maintains that this is to its credit rather
than discredit, since what it does involve is not only to be
conceived in other terms altogether, but also is of the utmost
importance. He concedes that it is commonly supposed, both by
many artists and by others who hold art in high esteem, that in
artistic vision ‘the true essence of the world’ is approached; but he
denies that this is actually the case. The arts, he writes,
 

are to be sure flowers of the world, but are certainly not closer
to the root of the world than the stalk: one can by no means
understand the nature of things better through them, although
this is believed by almost everyone. Error has made man so deep,
sensitive and inventive that he has produced such flowers as
religions and arts (HH I:29).
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It is necessary to rid ourselves of the idea that art can and does
have major cognitive significance, and that both its nature and its
importance are to be conceived accordingly, he argues, if we are to
be able to proceed to a reconsideration of it that will do justice to
it. And for the later as well as for the early Nietzsche, this does
not mean shifting attention merely to the pleasure art is capable of
affording to those possessing a sensibility attuned to it. Rather, it
involves recognizing the transfiguring character of artistic creativity,
and the role it is thereby capable of performing in the service of
human life. In The Birth of Tragedy, in which he later observed he
took the position that ‘man must be a liar by nature, he must
above all be an artist,’ since ‘we have need of lies in order to
conquer this reality, this “truth,” that is, in order to live’ (WP 853),
he had achieved this recognition, but in a form he subsequently
found to be too narrow.

What Nietzsche here and elsewhere calls the ‘lying’ in which art
traffics is actually only the aspect borne by artistic creations when
they are viewed in terms of their cognitive import. They cease to
bear this aspect when that perspective of assessment is abandoned,
and art comes to be construed in terms of the creativity it involves,
rather than the (failing) attempt to apprehend the nature of reality
and the way things actually (and merely) happen to be. The
cognitivist interpretation of art seemed to him to be so deeply
entrenched, however, that it could not simply be ignored in favor of
an immediate modification of the terms in which it is conceived
along these a-cognitive lines. And so he employs the language of a
defiant anti-cognitivism on many occasions, even though the entire
preoccupation with the issue of the cognitive status of art is
something he is ultimately concerned to lay to rest.

A further strand of continuity is to be found in Nietzsche’s
frequent recurrence throughout his writings to art as a basic
metaphor in his characterizations of human life at its fullest, life
more generally, and even the world itself. Or rather, both in The
Birth of Tragedy and subsequently, he takes the former and latter to
be intimately related, and frequently draws upon his understanding
of each in discussing the character of the other. So, as was earlier
observed, he characterizes ‘the world as a work of art that gives
birth to itself.’ He goes on to suggest that both biological organisms
and social systems may be conceived along these lines, speaking of
‘the work of art where it appears without an artist, e.g., as body,
as organization’ (WP 796). And in a similar vein he writes: ‘One
must understand the artistic basic phenomenon that is called “life”
– the building spirit that builds under the most unfavorable
conditions’ (WP 1046).
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He also often avails himself of the image of art in his
characterizations of many aspects of human life, not only as it
might be and occasionally is lived by exceptional human beings, but
also as it commonly proceeds. For example, he holds that ‘one is
much more of an artist than one knows’ even with respect to the
events which constitute our ordinary experience (BGE 192). Further,
he observes that when people are constrained to immerse themselves
completely in some ‘particular role’ in society, ‘the role has actually
become character; and art, nature.’ On the other hand, he
continues, when one is freed from such constraint, discovers that
one ‘can manage almost any role,’ and ‘experiments with himself,
improvises, makes new experiments,’ one becomes something quite
different, and ‘all nature ceases and becomes art’ (GS 356). This
latter possibility points to the new ‘ideal’ Nietzsche goes on to
formulate, of a type of human being capable of ‘playing,’ out of an
‘overflowing power and abundance’ and on a plane of high
spirituality, with all those things which once were solemnly ‘called
holy, good, untouchable, divine’ (GS 382). And this form of higher
humanity which he envisions is the new ‘artistic humanity’ of which
his Übermensch is the symbol. In these and a variety of other ways
he thus continued to find it appropriate and illuminating to extend
the employment of the notion of art beyond the context to which it
is customarily restricted.

One other matter warrants comment in this general connection.
In Nietzsche’s discussion of art in The Birth of Tragedy, tragic art
not only receives more attention by far than any other art form (as
might be considered quite reasonable), but also is elevated above all
others in terms of its significance. In his subsequent writings he
continued to give it a special place. So, for example, he remarks:
 

The profundity of the tragic artist lies in this, that his aesthetic
instinct surveys the more remote consequences, that he does not
halt shortsightedly at what is closest at hand, that he affirms the
large-scale economy which justifies the terrifying, the evil, the
questionable – and more than merely justifies them (WP 852).

 
As this passage itself shows, however, Nietzsche’s understanding of
the nature of tragic art underwent certain modifications – most
notably, perhaps, with respect to the matter of ‘illusion.’ No
reference is made to anything of the sort here; his emphasis is
instead upon the idea of ‘strength’ sufficient to enable one to do
without it (ibid.). Similarly, he links an ‘over-fullness of life’ with ‘a
tragic view of life, a tragic insight,’ in that those possessed of the
former can ‘afford the sight of the terrible and questionable.’ To
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them, he continues, ‘what is evil, absurd, and ugly seems, as it
were, permissible, owing to an excess of procreating, fertilizing
energies that can turn any desert into lush farmland’ (GS 370).

Notwithstanding the special place tragic art continued to have in
Nietzsche’s thinking, however, it ceased to preoccupy him. The other
arts loom much larger and receive much more attention in his later
writings. It is perhaps only to be expected that they would, once he
turned from the Greeks (and away from Wagner) and began to take
a broader view of art in its historical and contemporary reality. But
there was more to the change than this. Tragic art is a very special
case; and he would appear to have come to recognize that to view
the various arts from the perspective of this special case, as he had in
The Birth of Tragedy, is both to distort one’s understanding of their
actual character, and to impoverish one’s appreciation of art’s place
and promise in human life.

Types of art and life

XIII

Perhaps the most glaring departure of the later Nietzsche from the
Nietzsche of The Birth of Tragedy with respect to art is the
complete turnabout he makes in his assessment of Wagner, whom
he criticizes at first indirectly and cautiously and then directly and
with ever greater vehemence, culminating in the scathing
denunciation of him, his art and his effect upon art in The Case of
Wagner. There he depicts Wagner as the supreme ‘artist of
decadence’ – and only as such as ‘the modern artist par excellence.’
He is ‘decadent,’ and more than that a virulent and contagious
‘sickness,’ who ‘makes sick whatever he touches’; he not only ‘has
made music sick,’ but also ‘increases exhaustion’ (CW 5). His entire
art is ‘sick’; it represents and promotes ‘a decay of art; a decay of
the artist as well.’ And it is notable that Nietzsche characterizes this
‘sickness’ not only in terms of ‘the over-all change of art into
histrionics,’ but also in terms of the development of art ‘more and
more as a talent to lie’ (CW 7).

In making the ‘demand’ that ‘music should not become an art of
lying’ (CW 12), he evinces a very different appraisal (or at least a
far more restricted endorsement) of that in art which might be
characterized as ‘lying’ and illusion than he had initially proposed.
Art for him might still be properly and importantly contrasted to
‘truth’; but he now insists that there is or should be more to it
than the sort of ‘lying’ – and also more than the ‘over-excitement
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of the nervous mechanism’ – paradigmatically exemplified for him
in Wagnerian art. Neither, he argues, contributes to any real
enhancement of life. On the contrary, they work in the opposite
direction; and he takes the need for them to be symptomatic of a
dangerous weakness. Thus he goes on to invoke his basic distinction
between ‘ascending life’ and ‘declining life’; and he employs it to
distinguish between an art and ‘an aesthetics of decadence’ (to
which he sets himself in opposition) and another, which he links to
the ‘self-affirmation, self-glorification of life.’ Neither ‘lies’ nor
artificial ‘stimulants’ have any place in it; for it proceeds and
‘justifies itself solely out of abundance, out of the overflowing riches
of strength.’ And he adds: ‘All of beautiful, all of great art belongs
here: the essence of both is gratitude (CW Epilogue).

What is much more important than Nietzsche’s change of heart
with reference to Wagner and his art in their own right, however, is
the fundamental modification in his view of the relation of art to
life which underlies it, and the distinctions between different types
of art or artistic tendencies (cutting across the recognition of
different art forms and the Dionysian–Apollinian contrast) which he
comes to make in conjunction with it. The character of this
modification is suggested by his emphatic repudiation of the
desirability of anything on the order of an ‘art of metaphysical
comfort,’ and his advocacy instead of an ‘art of this-worldly
comfort,’ which might enable one ‘some day [to] dispatch all
metaphysical comforts to the devil’ (BT S-C:7).

The true ‘sense of art,’ for the later Nietzsche, is ‘life.’ ‘Art is the
great stimulus to life’ (TI IX:24). It is fundamentally not merely a
‘means of easing life’ (HH I:148), but rather a ‘means’ with ‘the
aim of enhancing life’ (WP 298). He recognizes that art may be ‘a
consequence of dissatisfaction with reality,’ and often has been; but
it may also be ‘an expression of gratitude for happiness enjoyed’
(WP 845). And it further can establish the conditions sufficing to
elicit that gratitude and occasion that happiness, through the
transformation of the aspect of the reality that concerns us. ‘What
is essential in art remains its perfection of existence, its production
of perfection and plenitude; art is essentially affirmation, blessing,
deification of existence’ (WP 821). Existence so transformed ceases
to be something ‘the truth’ of which would be so unendurable that
we would perish of its apprehension. Its ‘truth’ can be affirmed;
and ‘art affirms’ – affirms its ‘perfection and plenitude,’ and
therewith also the life of which it is the issue. Its role in the
‘enhancement of life’ thus extends beyond the preservation of life’s
endangered children, to the alteration of the character of their
existence.
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This leads to a basic distinction figuring importantly in
Nietzsche’s later thought, mentioned previously but warranting
further attention. ‘Every art,’ he writes, ‘may be viewed as a
remedy and an aid in the service of growing and struggling life.’
But it performs different services in the case of ‘those who suffer
from the over-fullness of life,’ and in the case of ‘those who suffer
from the impoverishment of life.’ So he goes on to say: ‘Regarding
all aesthetic values I now avail myself of this main distinction: I ask
in every instance, “is it hunger or super-abundance that has here
become creative?” ’ (GS 370). And he considers this distinction to
be crucial to the understanding and assessment of certain artistic
phenomena which can be and often are confused and mistakenly
identified. Indeed, this would appear to be one of the ‘crude errors’
of which he here speaks of himself as having initially been guilty. It
might be thought that the basic distinction requiring to be drawn is
that between cases in which ‘the desire for being prompted creation’
(leading to the attempt ‘to fix, to immortalize’), and those in which
the desire for ‘becoming’ (embracing ‘destruction’ and ‘change’) is
predominant. In fact, however, Nietzsche argues that ‘both of these
kinds of desire are seen to be ambiguous when one considers them
more closely,’ and views them in the light of the foregoing
distinction.

Thus he contends that the latter desire may be ‘an expression of
an overflowing energy that is pregnant with a future’; but it may
instead be merely an expression of ‘hatred’ on the part of ‘the ill-
constituted,’ who seek to ‘destroy, because what exists, indeed all
existence . . ., outrages and provokes them.’ And similarly, he
observes, the former desire ‘can be prompted . . . by gratitude and
love; art with this origin will always be an art of apotheosis.’ But it
may on the other hand be only an expression of ‘the tyrannic will’
of one who is ‘tormented,’ and seeks to turn ‘the idiosyncrasy of
his suffering into a binding law and compulsion’ (GS 370). In this
way Nietzsche seeks to give a more discriminating answer to the
question ‘What is romanticism?’ than it commonly receives; and he
also draws attention to an ambiguity he sees in art more generally,
owing to which his later discussions of it are marked by an
ambivalence not to be found in The Birth of Tragedy.

It should be observed that, as the above passage itself suggests,
the distinction upon which Nietzsche there insists does not obliterate
the differentiation of those basic artistic tendencies he initially
baptized and on occasion continued to refer to as ‘Apollinian’ and
‘Dionysian.’ And it would be an error to suppose that he means to
identify the latter alone with ‘super-abundance that has become
creative,’ and to relegate the former to the status of ‘hunger’ that
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has taken this creative turn in its desperation. He does expressly
state, of the ‘overflowing energy’ which expresses itself as ‘the
desire for destruction, change and becoming,’ that ‘my term for this
is, as is known, “Dionysian.” ’ But in this passage the (Apollinian)
‘desire for being’ and ‘will to immortalize’ is also, in its affirmative
form, linked to this same ‘super-abundance,’ by which the ‘gratitude
and love’ characteristic of it are ‘prompted’ and which makes them
possible.

In short, the healthy forms of both of these ‘desires’ are here
suggested to be alternative – different but each estimable –
expressions of the same ‘over-fullness of life,’ and are the proper
referents of the two denominations. ‘Art affirms’ in both cases; both
involve the ‘self-affirmation, self-glorification of life’ to which, as
has been remarked, Nietzsche holds that ‘all of great art belongs’
(CW Epilogue). Only they manifest it in different ways – one might
say, in different moods. And the importance of this is not only that
it enables one to understand his celebration of ‘art of apotheosis,’
nor yet again simply that it shows that he accords ‘Apollinian’ art a
much higher status than one might think in view of his revision of
the interpretive framework within which he initially identified it.
For it further serves to indicate that the idea of a fundamental
diversity of forms of artistic expression carries over into his view of
what art at its best is and would be.

The art-forms to which Nietzsche here draws attention are those
he somewhat earlier had characterized as ‘the genuine species of art,
those of great repose and great movement,’ both of which he
contrasts with its ‘degenerate types – tired, blasé art and agitated
art’ (HH II:115). The first pair, he insists, should not be confused
with the second; and he is particularly concerned that one should
not stop after marking the difference between the latter two types.
Of these, he is utterly disdainful of the first, and somewhat more
appreciative of the second, referring to it as ‘that barbaric, if also
still so charming, outpouring of hot and colorful things from an
untamed chaotic soul.’ This is ‘an art of overstrain, of excitement,
of aversion to the orderly,’ for which there may indeed be a need
‘which artists must meet,’ for the sake of those who suffer from it,
and also for the sake of others who might otherwise suffer from
them. But he contrasts it with ‘the true art,’ which represents ‘the
overflow of a wise and harmonious manner of life’ (HH III:173).

Art of this sort is characterized by the achievement of what
Nietzsche calls ‘the grand style,’ of which he writes: ‘The grand
style emerges when the beautiful is victorious over the monstrous’
(WS 96). Much of what now passes for ‘great art’ surpasses ‘petty
art, the art of recreation, of delightful diversion’ only in that it
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employs ‘the most powerful excitants,’ by means of which it
manages to ‘overwhelm the exhausted and bring them into a night’s
overanimation’ (WS 170). But this, he contends, is merely ‘aping the
high tide of the soul,’ and should by no means be confused with
attaining it (GS 86). Such art is at the furthest remove from an art
of the ‘grand style.’ And it also is anything but conducive to the
emergence of an enhanced form of human existence to which this
character could likewise be attributed. It is in these terms, however,
that Nietzsche conceives of ‘the hardest and final task of the artist,’
even though he recognizes that the achievement of such style in art
is difficult and rare (HH II:177).

The ‘grand style,’ as he understands it, relates to a combination
of elements, among which are the greatest strength, the strictest
discipline, and the highest cultivation; and it answers to a type of
spirituality that is ‘neither a Dionysian nor an Apollinian state,’ but
rather transcends both, incorporating features of each even as it
supersedes them.
 

The highest feeling of power and sureness finds expression in a
grand style. The power which no longer needs any proof, which
spurns pleasing, which does not answer lightly, which feels no
witness near, which lives oblivious of all opposition to it, which
reposes within itself, fatalistically, a law among laws – that
speaks of itself as a grand style (TI IX:11).

 
In passing, it may be noted that, through his reference here to
obliviousness to any ‘witness,’ Nietzsche links his distinction
between art in which the ‘grand style’ is and is not attained to
what he elsewhere terms ‘the first distinction to be made regarding
works of art’: namely, that between ‘monological art’ and ‘art
before witnesses.’ ‘I do not know of any more profound difference
in the whole orientation of an artist than this,’ he writes, ‘whether
he looks at his work in progress (at “himself”) from the point of
view of the witness, or whether he has “forgotten the world,” ’ and
is concerned only with what he is doing (GS 367). Not all
‘monological art’ is as such possessed of ‘grand style,’ of course; but
it would appear that for Nietzsche all art in which this style is
achieved is essentially ‘monological’ in its creation.

‘Art as the will to overcome becoming’ finds its highest
expression in art of ‘grand style,’ which transcends the flux of
becoming by introducing order into it. Thus it manifests what
Nietzsche terms ‘the supreme will to power,’ which is ‘to impose
upon becoming the character of being.’ In ‘the new desert’ that has
been made by ‘the destruction of ideals,’ it is to it above all that he
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looks in speaking of ‘new arts by means of which we can endure it,
we amphibians’ (WP 617). Much more is at stake here than mere
‘artistic formulas,’ according to Nietzsche. It will not be easy for us
to be able to carry on in this altered landscape of human life; and
such art is taken by him to prefigure a new manner of existence
appropriate to it: ‘one should remodel life so that afterward it has
to remodel itself’ (WP 849). The great significance of art possessed
of such style is that it foreshadows this development and awakens
us to its possibility.

It is undoubtedly in no small measure for this reason that
Nietzsche returns repeatedly to the idea of such art, and esteems it
so highly. Thus the terms in which he characterizes it also point
beyond it, and show him to be thinking beyond it as well. ‘The
greatness of an artist,’ he writes, ‘cannot be measured by the
“beautiful feelings” he arouses,’ but rather only ‘according to the
degree to which he approaches to the grand style, to which he is
capable of the grand style.’ And here, he continues, one ‘disdains to
please’ and ‘forgets to persuade.’ Instead, one ‘commands’ and
‘wills,’ in the following sense: ‘To become master of the chaos one
is; to compel one’s chaos to become form’ is the fundamental
nature of ‘the grand ambition here’ (WP 842). This style is what he
sees as the ultimate artistic issue of the ‘antagonism of [the] two
natural artistic powers’ he calls by the names ‘Apollinian’ and
‘Dionysian,’ when they interact most felicitously. It incorporates
‘plenitude of power and moderation, the highest form of self-
affirmation in a cool, noble, severe beauty,’ which ‘the further
development of art’ can do no more than amplify, and human life
can do no better than to emulate (WP 1050).

XIV

But Nietzsche is acutely aware that arts and artists for the most
part fall far short of this sort of excellence and greatness; and to
balance the picture it is well worth pausing to consider briefly what
he regards as some of their typical limitations and shortcomings.
Even when they transcend the mediocrity and avoid the decadence
he discerns and laments, they are held often to exhibit certain ‘all-
too-human’ tendencies, owing to which he finds them wanting. In
particular, he writes, they
 

do not stand nearly independently enough in the world and
against the world for their changing valuations to deserve
attention in themselves! They have at all times been valets of
some morality, philosophy, or religion: quite apart from the fact
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that they have unfortunately often been all-too-pliable courtiers
of their own followers and patrons, and winning flatterers of
ancient or newly arrived powers. They always need at the very
least protection, a prop, and established authority: artists never
stand apart; standing alone is contrary to their deepest instincts
(GM III:5).

 
In the same work, Nietzsche goes on to observe that ‘nothing is
more easily corrupted than an artist’ – even though, in the very
same section, he also presents art in a very favorable light, saying
that it ‘is much more fundamentally opposed to the ascetic ideal
than is science,’ and implying that it is the closest thing to a
‘natural antagonist of the ascetic ideal’ to be found (GM III:25).
The artist is thus regarded as typically constituting a mixed case.
On the one hand, if he is an artist at all, then at least to some
extent Nietzsche’s answer to the question ‘What does all art do?’
applies to him: ‘Does it not praise? glorify? choose? prefer? With all
this it strengthens or weakens certain valuations,’ and so enhances
‘the desirability of life’ (TI IX:24). But on the other, the direction
his efforts take is suspect: ‘An artist cannot endure reality,’ and
‘seriously believes that the value of a thing lies in that shadowy
residue one derives from colors, form, sound, ideas,’ in effect
subscribing to the principle: ‘the less real, the more valuable’ (WP
572).

A different perspective on the artist and artistic activity is
developed by Nietzsche through his attempt to understand the more
elemental facets of human nature of which art is a manifestation
and development. Here he might be thought of as carrying his
demythologizing of them a step further. He does so, however, not
merely with a view to stripping them of their unwarranted aura of
sublimity, but also (and more importantly) in order to enhance our
appreciation of the intimate relation between the phenomenon of art
and human life. In artistic activity and experience, he contends, we
do not transcend and leave behind our human nature, escaping the
human condition and temporarily attaining a status contrasting with
that of human life in the world. The phenomenon of art may
constitute a special case in relation to many other phenomena
which commonly or occasionally characterize human life; but it by
no means involves the sort of radical departure from it that certain
advocates and interpreters of it have suggested. Thus he denounces
the idea of ‘art for art’s sake’ not only as a ‘dangerous principle’
owing to the ‘defamation of reality’ implicit in it (WP 298), but
also as involving a fundamentally erroneous understanding of the
very nature of art: it ignores its basic character ‘as an organic
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function,’ in which, euphemistically speaking, ‘the most angelic
instinct, “love” ’ is operative. ‘If we subtracted all traces of this
intestinal fever from lyricism in sound and work, what would be
left of lyrical poetry and music?’ Nothing, Nietzsche answers, save
‘the virtuoso croaking of shivering frogs, despairing in their swamp.’
To this the notion of ‘l’art pour l’art’ might perhaps be applicable;
but ‘all the rest was created by love (WP 808).

Nietzsche inveighs equally strongly against the idea of
‘disinterestedness’ as definitively characteristic of aesthetic experience
and the pleasure appropriate to it, of which both Kant and
Schopenhauer had made much. He discerns a ‘fat worm of error’ at
the core of the Kantian characterization of ‘the aesthetic condition’
in terms of the ‘disinterestedness’ of the pleasure appropriate to it
and afforded by it. Here, he contends, Kant compounded the
common philosopher’s ‘mistake’ he made when, ‘instead of
envisaging the aesthetic problem from the point of view of the artist
(the creator), [he] considered art and the beautiful purely from that
of a “spectator” ’ (GM III:6). No one who has known ‘an
abundance of vivid aesthetic experiences, desires, surprises, and
delights from the realm of the beautiful,’ he remarks, could possibly
arrive at anything like ‘Kant’s famous definition of the beautiful’ as
that which ‘gives us pleasure without interest.’ Thus he juxtaposes
to it another definition, ‘framed by a genuine “spectator” and artist
– Stendhal,’ of the beautiful as ‘une promesse de bonheur.’ This
definition is held to be a much more appropriate one; and it runs
directly counter to Kant’s dictum. Nietzsche subjects Schopenhauer
to similar criticism, for having followed Kant on this point despire
the fact that he ‘stood much closer to the arts than Kant’ (GM
III:6).

He takes Kant and Schopenhauer to have gone most
fundamentally astray, however, in making the first mistake indicated.
It is what led them to give insufficient attention to the creative side
of art, and to ignore the sorts of ‘interest’ – the basic human states
and drives – to which it answers and of which it is the sublimated
expression. And he contends that one of the most salient of these
drives is the very one against which Schopenhauer conceives the
experience of art to work: human sexuality. ‘If there is to be art,’ he
writes, ‘if there is to be any aesthetic doing and seeing, one
physiological condition is indispensable: frenzy.’ And the ‘most ancient
and original form of frenzy’ is ‘the frenzy of sexual excitement’;
although there are others as well, which may likewise perform the
indispensable function of enhancing ‘the excitability of the whole
machine.’ Such ‘excitation,’ according to Nietzsche, engenders a
‘feeling of increased strength and fullness,’ out of which ‘one lends to
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things, one forces them to accept from us, one violates them,’ in a
manner essential to the phenomenon of art (TI IX:8). ‘In this state
one enriches everything out of one’s own fullness,’ he writes, and
‘transforms things until they mirror his power – until they are
reflections of his perfection. This having to transform into perfection
is – art’ (TI IX:9). Art for him is thus to be conceived as the
transforming expression of ‘a fever that has good reason to
transfigure itself.’ For ‘one is more perfect’ when it does so; ‘we
should do wrong if we stopped at its power to lie; it does more than
merely imagine; it even transposes values’ (WP 808).

It is not only in the instance of the sort of art Nietzsche terms
‘Dionysian’ that he takes this sublimation of erotic impulses to be
at work, but in others as well. ‘In the Dionysian intoxication there
is sexuality and voluptuousness: they are not lacking in the
Apollinian.’ What distinguishes them in this respect is a certain
‘difference of tempo,’ which is reflected in different forms of their
expression (WP 799). He repeatedly returns to this conception of
‘art as the “embellishing” power,’ as ‘sensuality’ in one of ‘its
disguises’ (WP 806). So, for example, in a note ‘On the Genesis of
Art,’ he contends that ‘the demand for art and beauty is an indirect
demand for the ecstasies of sexuality’ in a spiritualized form. ‘That
making perfect, seeing as perfect, which characterizes the cerebral
system bursting with sexual energy,’ may manifest itself not only
immediately and directly, but also in artistic activity; while, ‘on the
other hand, everything perfect and beautiful works as an
unconscious reminder of that enamored condition and its way of
seeing’ (WP 805). Thus art
 

is on the one hand an excess and overflow of blooming
physicality into the world of images and desires: on the other, an
excitation of the animal functions through the images and desires
of intensified life (WP 802).

 
It is not sexuality per se, however, but rather the sexually charged
state as a cardinal instance of a human state in which a high level
of vitality and strength are attained, to which Nietzsche attaches
importance here. And he supposes this state neither to be the only
one satisfying this description, nor the primordial one of which all
others are derivative. Thus he cites ‘three elements principally:
sexuality, intoxication, cruelty – all belonging to the oldest festal
joys of mankind, all also preponderate in the early “artist.” ’ This
precursor of the artist proper is suggested to have been possessed of
those ‘states in which we infuse a transfiguration and fullness into
things and poetize about them until they reflect back our fullness
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and joy in life,’ while not yet sublimating them to the degree and
in the manner of his more recognizably artistic offspring.
‘Conversely,’ Nietzsche continues, ‘when we encounter things that
display this transfiguration and fullness, the animal responds with
an excitation of those spheres in which all these pleasurable states
are situated.’ And it is a refinement of this basic phenomenon in
which aesthetic experience fundamentally consists: ‘a blending of
these very delicate nuances of animal well-being and desires
constitutes the aesthetic state’ (WP 801).

Sexuality for Nietzsche is thus but one of the ‘states of animal
vigor’ (albeit an important one) which spill over into the ‘world of
images,’ and also are stimulated by the images thus produced, in art
and aesthetic experience (WP 802). In art, however, this occurs in a
manner mediated and so rendered subtler by the employment of a
variety of established forms of expression: ‘Every mature art has a
host of conventions as its basis.’ Thus he disassociates himself from
those who regard conventions as impediments to artistic creativity.
‘Convention is the condition of great art, not an obstacle’ (WP
809); and thus the distinction between art proper and these proto-
artistic processes and states is not to be collapsed.

The significance of art

XV

A subject upon which Nietzsche dwells at much greater length, and
which is in the final analysis of much greater importance to him, is
what might be called our debt to art. He considers this debt to be
very great indeed, even though quite different from what most of its
admirers and philosophical interpreters have supposed it to be. And
his mature assessment of it also differs from that which he initially
gave of it in The Birth of Tragedy. One might put the latter
difference in terms of a shift from an emphasis upon the life-
sustaining function of art to an emphasis upon its contributions to
the enhancement of life. These contributions, on his view, are
several.

One of them has already been touched upon briefly above. It
relates to the metamorphosis of the basic impulses Nietzsche
considers to underlie and figure crucially in artistic activity and
experience. These proto-artistic forces not only are naturally
transfiguring, he holds, but moreover themselves become increasingly
transfigured as they learn artistic employment. Art manifests them
and further stimulates them; but it also involves their sublimation and
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