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            · A MUSICAL EVENING ·

         

         
            To escape from unbearable pressure you need hashish. Well, then, I need Wagner. Wagner is the antidote to everything German.

            Ecce Homo, ‘Why I am so Clever’, section 6

         

         On 9 November 1868, the twenty-four-year-old Nietzsche recounted a comedy to Erwin Rohde, his friend and fellow-student at Leipzig University.

         ‘The acts,’ he wrote, ‘in my comedy are headed:

         
            1. An evening meeting of the society, or the sub professor.

            2. The Ejected Tailor.

            3. A rendezvous with X.

         

         ‘The cast includes a few old women.

         ‘On Thursday evening Romundt took me to the theatre, for which my feelings are growing very cool … we sat in the gods like enthroned Olympians sitting in judgement on a potboiler called Graf Essex. Naturally I grumbled at my abductor …

         ‘The first Classical Society lecture of the semester had been arranged for the following evening and I had been very courteously asked if I would take this on. I needed to lay in a stock of academic weapons but soon I had prepared myself, and I had the pleasure to find, on entering the room at Zaspel’s, a black mass of forty listeners … I spoke quite freely, helped only by notes on a slip of paper … I think it will be all right, this academic career. When I arrived home I found a note addressed to me, with the few words: “If you want to meet Richard Wagner, come at 3.45 p.m. to the Café Théâtre. Windisch.”

         ‘This surprise put my mind in somewhat of a whirl … naturally I ran out to find our honourable friend Windisch, who gave me more information. Wagner was strictly incognito in Leipzig. The Press knew nothing and the servants had been instructed to stay as quiet as liveried graves. Now, Wagner’s sister, Frau Professor Brockhaus,1 that intelligent woman whom we both know, had introduced her good friend, Frau Professor Ritschl to her brother. In Frau Ritschl’s presence, Wagner plays the Meisterlied [Walther’s Prize Song from Wagner’s most recent opera, Die Meistersinger, premiered a few months earlier] and the good woman tells him that this song is already well known to her. [She had already heard it played and sung by Nietzsche, though its musical score had been published only very recently.] Joy and amazement on Wagner’s part! Announces his supreme will, to meet me incognito; I am to be invited for Sunday evening …

         ‘During the intervening days my mood was like something in a novel: believe me, the preliminaries to this acquaintance, considering how unapproachable this eccentric man is, verged on the realm of fairy tale. Thinking there were many people to be invited, I decided to dress very smartly, and was glad that my tailor had promised my new evening suit for that very Sunday. It was a terrible day of rain and snow. I shuddered at the thought of going out, and so I was content when Roscher2 visited me in the afternoon to tell me a few things about the Eleatics [an early Greek philosophical school, probably sixth-century BC] and about God in philosophy. Eventually the day was darkening, the tailor had not come and it was time for Roscher to leave. I accompanied him so as to continue to visit the tailor in person. There I found his slaves hectically occupied with my suit; they promised to send it in three-quarters of an hour. I left contentedly, dropped in at Kintschy’s [a Leipzig restaurant much frequented by students] and read Kladderadatsch [a satirical illustrated magazine] and found to my pleasure a notice that Wagner was in Switzerland. All the time I knew that I would see him that same evening. I also knew that he had yesterday received a letter from the little king [Ludwig II of Bavaria] bearing the address: “To the great German composer Richard Wagner”.

         ‘At home I found no tailor. Read in a leisurely fashion the dissertation on the Eudocia,3 and was disturbed now and then by a loud but distant ringing. Finally I grew certain that somebody was waiting at the patriarchal wrought-iron gate; it was locked, and so was the front door of the house. I shouted across the garden to the man and told him to come in by the back. It was impossible to make oneself understood through the rain. The whole house was astir. Finally, the gate was opened and a little old man with a package came up to my room. It was six thirty, time to put on my things and get myself ready, for I live rather far out. The man has my things. I try them on; they fit. An ominous moment: he presents the bill. I take it politely; he wants to be paid on receipt of the goods. I am amazed and explain that I will not deal with him, an employee, but only with the tailor himself. The man presses. Time presses. I seize the things and begin to put them on. He seizes the things, stops me from putting them on – force from my side; force from his side. Scene: I am fighting in my shirttails, endeavouring to put on my new trousers.

         ‘A show of dignity, a solemn threat. Cursing my tailor and his assistant, I swear revenge. Meanwhile he is moving off with my things. End of second Act. I brood on my sofa in my shirttails and consider black velvet, whether it is good enough for Richard.

         ‘Outside the rain is pouring down. A quarter to eight. At seven thirty we are to meet in the Café Théâtre. I rush out into the windy, wet night, a little man in black without a dinner jacket.

         ‘We enter the very comfortable drawing room of the Brockhauses; nobody is there apart from the family circle, Richard and the two of us. I am introduced to Richard and address him in a few respectful words. He wants to know exact details of how I became familiar with his music, curses all performances of his operas and makes fun of the conductors who call to their orchestras in a bland voice; “Gentlemen, make it passionate here. My good fellows, a little more passionate!” …

         ‘Before and after dinner, Wagner played all the important parts of the Meistersinger, imitating each voice and with great exuberance. He is indeed a fabulously lively and fiery man, who speaks very rapidly, is very witty and makes a very private party like this one an extremely gay affair. In between, I had a longish conversation with him about Schopenhauer; you will understand how much I enjoyed hearing him speak of Schopenhauer with indescribable warmth, what he owed to him, how he is the only philosopher who has understood the essence of music.’

         Schopenhauer’s writings were at that time little known and less valued. Universities were highly reluctant to recognise him as a philosopher at all, but Nietzsche was swept up in a whirlwind enthusiasm for Schopenhauer, having recently discovered The World as Will and Representation by chance, the same chance or, as he preferred to put it,4 the same chain of fateful coincidences seemingly arranged by the unerring hand of instinct that had led up to this meeting with Wagner in the Brockhauses’ salon.

         The first link in the chain had been forged a month before the meeting, when Nietzsche heard the preludes to Wagner’s two latest operas, Tristan und Isolde and Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg. ‘Every fibre, every nerve in my body quivered,’ he wrote the same day, and he set himself to learning the piano arrangements. Next, Ottilie Brockhaus had heard him play and relayed the news to her brother Wagner. Now the third link: Wagner’s deep attachment to the obscure philosopher whose writings had been Nietzsche’s comfort when he had first arrived in Leipzig, rootless and unhappy, three years previously.

         ‘I [Nietzsche] lived then in a state of helpless indecision, alone with certain painful experiences and disappointments, without fundamental principles, without hope and without a single pleasant memory … One day I found this book in a second-hand bookshop, picked it up as something quite unknown to me and turned the pages. I do not know what demon whispered to me “Take this book home with you.” It was contrary to my usual practice of hesitating over the purchase of books. Once at home, I threw myself onto the sofa with the newly won treasure and began to let that energetic and gloomy genius operate upon me … Here I saw a mirror in which I beheld the world, life and my own nature in a terrifying grandeur … here I saw sickness and health, exile and refuge, Hell and Heaven.’5

         But there was no time, that evening in the Brockhauses’ salon, to speak further of Schopenhauer, for what Nietzsche described as Wagner’s spirals of language, his genius for shaping clouds, his whirling, hurling and twirling through the air, his everywhere and nowhere,6 were hurtling on.

         The letter continues:

         ‘After [dinner] he [Wagner] read an extract from his autobiography which he is now writing, an utterly delightful scene from his Leipzig student days, of which he still cannot think without laughing; he writes too with extraordinary skill and intelligence. Finally, when we were both getting ready to leave, he warmly shook my hand and invited me with great friendliness to visit him, in order to make music and talk philosophy; also, he entrusted to me the task of familiarising his sister and his kinsmen with his music, which I have now solemnly undertaken to do. You will hear more when I can see this evening somewhat more objectively and from a distance. For today, a warm farewell and best wishes for your health. F.N.’

         
            *

         

         When Nietzsche left Professor Brockhaus’s handsomely situated, solid, corner mansion, he was greeted at every corner by gusting wind and sleety snow on his chilly walk down to Lessingstrasse 22, where he rented a large, bare room from Professor Karl Biedermann, editor of the liberal newspaper Deutsche Allgemeine Zeitung. He describes his mood as one of indescribable elation. He had first discovered Wagner when he was at school. ‘All things considered, my youth would have been intolerable without Wagner’s music,’7 he wrote, and the spell that the composer exercised over him would never release him. Wagner is the person who features more often in Nietzsche’s writing than any other, including Christ, Socrates or Goethe.8 His first book was dedicated to Wagner. Two of his fourteen books have Wagner in their title. In his last book, Ecce Homo, Nietzsche wrote that he was still searching vainly in every field of art for work ‘as dangerously fascinating, with as weird and sweet an infinity as “Tristan”’.9

         From an early age, Nietzsche’s ambition had been to become a musician, but as an outstandingly clever pupil at an outstandingly academic school where words counted above music, he had reluctantly abandoned the idea when he was about eighteen. At the moment of this meeting with Wagner, he was not yet a philosopher but merely an undergraduate at Leipzig University studying classical philology, the science of classical languages and linguistics.

         A good-natured, cultured, solemn, rather stiff young man, he was stout but not fat. In photographs it looks as if his clothes are borrowed; the elbows and knees are not in the right places and the jackets strain at the buttons. Short and ordinary in appearance, he was saved from nonentity by peculiarly arresting eyes. One pupil was slightly larger than the other. Some say the irises were brown, some grey-blue. They gazed out on the world with the blurred uncertainty of the extreme myopic but once focused, his glance was described as piercing, penetrating and unsettling; it made lies stick in your throat.

         These days we know him from the photographs, busts and portraits of his later years when the mouth and most of the chin are completely obliterated by the great ram’s horn moustaches, but photographs taken with his fellow students during his Leipzig University days show us that in an age of imposing facial hair, his was comparatively unimpressive. We can see that his lips were full and well shaped, a fact confirmed in later life by Lou Salomé, one of the few women who kissed him, and we can also see that his chin was firm and rounded. Just as preceding intellectual fashion had run to flowing locks and floppy silk bow ties to advertise Romantic credentials, so Nietzsche advertised his post-Romantic rationalism by emphasising the astonishing forehead, seat of the astonishing brain, and concealing the sensuous lips and determined chin.

         Nietzsche was becoming increasingly unhappy as a philologist. In a letter written eleven days after the meeting with Wagner, he describes himself and his fellow-philologists as ‘the seething brood of the philologists of our time, and every day having to observe all their moleish pullulating, the baggy cheeks and the blind eyes, their joy at capturing worms and their indifference to the true problems, the urgent problems of life.’10 A further aggravation to his pessimism was that he was so exceptionally good at the moleish pullulating he despised that he would shortly be offered the Chair of Classical Philology at Basle University, becoming their youngest ever professor, but such glory had not yet arrived on the evening when Wagner treated him as an equal and indicated that he would be pleased to continue the acquaintance. It was an extraordinary honour.

         Simply known as ‘the Master’, the composer was in his mid fifties and enjoying notoriety across Europe. His every move was reported in the press, as Nietzsche had discovered earlier that evening reading Kladderadatsch in the café. If Wagner visited England, Queen Victoria and Prince Albert graciously sought him out. In Paris, Princess Pauline Metternich arranged things. King Ludwig of Bavaria addressed Wagner as ‘my adored and angelic friend’ and was planning completely to remodel the city of Munich in honour of his music.

         Ludwig died before the extravagant scheme could be realised (possibly murdered, to stop his wild building projects bankrupting his country) but we can still see the architect’s plans: a new avenue cutting through the city centre, crossing the River Isar by a noble stone bridge reminiscent of Wotan’s rainbow bridge leading to Valhalla in Wagner’s Ring, and terminating in a huge opera house resembling the Colosseum sliced vertically in half with a couple of wings added either side. Wagner’s music was, for King Ludwig, ‘my most beautiful, supreme and only consolation’, a sentiment often echoed by Nietzsche.

         From his earliest days, Nietzsche was unusually sensitive to music. Family accounts of his childhood suggest that it was more important to him than speech: he was such a delightfully quiet toddler that his was the only presence his father, Pastor Karl Ludwig Nietzsche,11 would allow in his panelled study while he worked on parish business and composed his sermons. Father and son would pass companionable hours and days in smooth monotony but, like many two-and three-year-olds, little Friedrich would sometimes be seized by violent paroxysms of rage, screaming and thrashing his arms and legs furiously. Nothing, then, would pacify him, neither his mother, nor toys, nor food, nor drink, but only his father lifting the lid of the piano and making music. 

         In a musical nation, Pastor Nietzsche was exceptionally accomplished at the keyboard; people would come for miles to hear him play. He was Lutheran pastor of the parish of Röcken, south of Leipzig, where J. S. Bach had held the post of director of music for twenty-seven years until his death. Karl Ludwig was known for his Bach recitals. More unusually, he was celebrated for his exceptional talent at improvisation, a talent that Nietzsche would inherit.

         The Nietzsche ancestors were modest Saxon folk, butchers and cottagers who made their living in the area around the cathedral town of Naumburg. Karl Ludwig’s father, Friedrich August Nietzsche, moved the family up the social scale on taking Holy Orders and he advanced his position further on marrying Erdmuthe Krause, daughter of an archdeacon. A woman of thoroughly Napoleonic sympathies, Erdmuthe gave birth to Nietzsche’s father, Karl Ludwig, on 10 October 1813, a few days before the Battle of Nations, also called the Battle of Leipzig, in the immediate vicinity of the battlefield on which Napoleon was defeated. Nietzsche loved to tell the story. He thought of Napoleon as the last great immoralist, the last wielder of power without a conscience, the synthesis of superman and monster and this rather tenuous connection gave him, he fancied, a prenatal physio-psychological reason for his fascination with the hero. One of the unrealised ambitions of his life was to visit Corsica.

         Karl Ludwig was, naturally, destined to follow his father into the Church. He attended nearby Halle University, which had long been renowned for theology. Here he learned theology, Latin, Greek and French languages, Greek and Hebrew history, classical philology and biblical exegis. He was not an outstanding student, nor was he stupid. He was known as a hard worker and he won a prize for eloquence. On leaving university at twenty-one, he took a tutoring job in the large city of Altenburg, some thirty miles south of Leipzig.

         Karl Ludwig was a conservative and a royalist. These solid qualities brought him to the attention of the reigning Duke Joseph of Saxe-Altenburg, who appointed him to supervise the education of his three daughters, Therese, Elisabeth and Alexandra. Karl Ludwig was still in his twenties but he managed to execute the job admirably, and without a whiff of romantic entanglement.

         After seven years of tutoring, he applied for the post of pastor of the parish of Röcken, on the fertile but treeless plain about fifteen miles southwest of Leipzig. In 1842 he moved into the parsonage with his now-widowed mother Erdmuthe. The parsonage stood cheek by jowl with one of the oldest churches in the province of Saxony, an ancient fortress-church dating from the first half of the twelfth century. Under Frederick Barbarossa, its tall, rectangular tower had doubled as a lookout over the extensive plain defended by the Knights of Kratzsch. Inside the sacristy there stood a larger-than-life stone effigy of one of the knights. It used to terrify Nietzsche as a little boy, when the sun caught its eyes of inlaid ruby glass, making them flash and glow.

         On a visit to the parish of Pobles, the eye of twenty-nine-year-old Pastor Karl Ludwig was caught by the seventeen-year-old daughter of the local priest. Franziska Oehler was without much education but she had a simple and profound Christian faith and she desired no more glorious fate than to support her husband through this mortal vale of tears.

         They married on his thirtieth birthday, 10 October 1843. Karl Ludwig moved his bride into the Röcken parsonage, where the household was dominated by Erdmuthe, now an uncompromising materfamilias of sixty-four who dressed in the forbidding bonnet and false side curls of the previous generation. She doted on her son, controlled the purse strings and further controlled the household by means of her ‘delicate hearing’, which demanded volume permanently be kept at pianissimo.

         The other members of the household were the pastor’s two sickly and neurotic elder stepsisters, Nietzsche’s Aunts Augusta and Rosalie. Aunt Augusta was a martyr to domesticity, who would not allow newly married Franziska to be useful in the kitchen lest she spoil her difficulty. ‘Leave me this one solace,’ Aunt Augusta would say when Franziska offered to help. Aunt Rosalie was of a more intellectual bent; she martyred herself to charitable causes. Both aunts ailed from the widespread contemporary complaint of nerves and were forever five steps away from the medicine cabinet that never could cure them. This triumvirate of older women effectively rendered Franziska, the bride, useless in her own home. Fortunately, a few months after the marriage she found herself pregnant with Friedrich.

         Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche was born on 15 October 1844 and christened in the Röcken church by his father, who named him after the reigning king, Friedrich Wilhelm IV of Prussia. Two years later, on 10 July 1846, a girl was born and named Therese Elisabeth Alexandra after the three Altenburg princesses whom her father had tutored. She was always known as Elisabeth. Two years later, another boy was born in February and named Joseph for the Duke of Altenburg.

         The pastor was both pious and patriotic but he was not free from the nervous disorders that affected his mother and half-sisters. He would shut himself up in his study for hours, refusing to eat, drink or talk. More alarmingly, he was given to mysterious attacks, when his speech would abruptly cease mid-sentence and he would stare into space. Franziska would run over to shake him awake but when he ‘woke’ he would be oblivious to the interruption in his consciousness.

         Franziska consulted Dr Gutjahr, the family doctor, who diagnosed ‘nerves’ and prescribed rest but the symptoms worsened until finally the pastor had to be excused his parish duties. The mysterious paroxysms were diagnosed as ‘softening of the brain’ and for months he was prey to prostration, agonising headaches and fits of vomiting, his eyesight deteriorating drastically into semi-blindness. In the autumn of 1848, aged thirty-five and married only five years, he took to his bed and his active life effectively ceased.

         Franziska’s life was stifling beneath Erdmuthe and the two neurotic aunts and the increasing debility of her husband. Dark frowns and covert signals passed between the adults in the parsonage but somehow Franziska managed to shield her children from the morbid atmosphere. Memoirs of their childhood days written by both Friedrich and Elisabeth each recount the liberty and lightness of being that brother and sister found in their seemingly limitless playground, encompassing the great church tower, the farmyard, the orchard and the flower garden. There were ponds overhung with willows into whose green caves they could creep to listen to the birds and watch the quick fish dart beneath the water’s glossy surface. They felt that the grassy graveyard at the back of the house was ‘friendly’, but they did not play among its ancient stones on account of the three slitted dormer windows that were let into the roof on that side of the house and seemed to glare down like the all-seeing eyes of God.

         Karl Ludwig’s sufferings grew worse; he lost the power of speech, and finally his eyesight deteriorated into total blindness. On 30 July 1849, he died, aged only thirty-five.

         ‘The parish had prepared a crypt of stone for him … Oh, never will the deep-throated sound of those bells quit my ear; never will I forget the gloomily surging melody of the hymn “Jesus, My Consolation”! Through the empty spaces of the church the sounds of the organ roared,’ wrote the thirteen-year-old Nietzsche in a memoir of his childhood.12

         ‘At that time, I once dreamt that I heard organ music in the church, the music I had heard during my father’s funeral. When I perceived what lay behind these sounds, a gravemound suddenly opened and my father, wrapped in a linen shroud, emerged from it. He hurried into the church and returned a moment later with a child in his arms. The tomb yawned again, he entered it, and the cover closed over the opening. The stertorous sounds of the organ ceased instantly, and I woke. On the day that followed this night, Little Joseph suddenly fell ill, seized by severe cramps, and after a few hours he died. Our grief knew no bounds. My dream had been fulfilled completely. The tiny corpse was laid to rest in his father’s arms.’13

         The cause of Pastor Nietzsche’s decline into death has been extensively investigated. Whether the pastor died insane is a question of considerable importance to posterity because Nietzsche himself suffered from symptoms similar to his father’s, before he suddenly and dramatically went mad in 1888, when he was forty-four years old, remaining insane until his death in 1900. The considerable literature on the subject continues to grow but the first book, Über das Pathologische bei Nietzsche, was published in 1902, just two years after Nietzsche’s death. Its author, Dr Paul Julius Möbius,14 was a distinguished pioneering neurologist who had been specialising in hereditary nervous diseases from the 1870s onwards. Möbius was named by Freud as one of the fathers of psychotherapy and, importantly, he worked directly from Pastor Nietzsche’s post-mortem report which revealed Gehirnerweichung, softening of the brain, a term commonly used in the nineteenth century for a variety of degenerative brain diseases.

         The modern interpretation includes general degeneration, a brain tumour, tuberculoma of the brain or even slow bleeding into the brain caused by some head injury. Unlike his father, no post-mortem was performed on Nietzsche and so it was impossible for Möbius or any later investigators to produce anything like a post-mortem comparison of the two brains, but Möbius, looking wider, revealed a tendency to mental problems on the maternal side of the family. One uncle committed suicide, apparently preferring death to being shut up in the Irrenhaus, the lunatic asylum. On the paternal side, a number of Nietzsche’s grandmother Erdmuthe’s siblings were described as ‘mentally abnormal’. One committed suicide and two others developed some sort of mental illness, one requiring psychiatric care.15

         Before leaving this area of speculation altogether, the death of Nietzsche’s baby brother must be touched upon. Joseph suffered from seizures before dying of a terminal stroke. One can come to no definite conclusion but there can be no doubt that the Nietzsche family was indeed affected by a strong tendency to mental or neurological instability.

         Karl Ludwig Nietzsche was thirty-five when he died. Franziska was twenty-three, Nietzsche was four and Elisabeth three. The family was required to move out of the parsonage to make way for the new incumbent. Grandmother Erdmuthe decided to go back to Naumburg, where she had excellent connections. Her brother had been a preacher at the cathedral. She rented a ground-floor flat in Neugasse, a modest but respectable street of semi-detached houses. Erdmuthe took the front room for herself and installed Aunt Rosalie and Aunt Augusta in the room next door.

         Franziska had a widow’s pension of ninety thalers a year, plus eight per child. This was augmented by a small pension from the Altenburg Court but even taken together this was not sufficient for independence. She and the children were moved into the two worst rooms at the back of the house, where Nietzsche and his sister shared a bedroom.

         ‘It was terrible for us to live in the city, after we had been living in the country for so long,’ Nietzsche wrote; ‘we avoided the gloomy streets and looked for the open spaces, like birds trying to escape from a cage … the huge churches and buildings of the market place, with its Rathaus [town hall] and fountain, the throngs of people to which I was unaccustomed … I was astonished by the fact that often these people did not know one another … among the most disturbing things to me were the long paved streets.’16

         With a population of fifteen thousand, Naumburg was indeed an intimidating place for the children from the tiny hamlet of Röcken. Nowadays we know Naumburg as picture-book romantic, an illumination taken from a medieval Book of Hours, a cluster of pale towers rising from a meander in the River Saale, but when the Nietzsche family took up residence the Saale was no play-moat but a real defensive tool bristling with fortifications.

         Two years before the family had come to live in Naumburg, the revolutions of 1848–9 had convulsed Europe in spasms of libertarian uprisings that had been abhorred by Nietzsche’s dying monarchist father. Richard Wagner, on the other hand, had wholeheartedly supported the revolutionary era, which he expected to bring about a complete rebirth of art, society and religion. Wagner fought beside the Russian anarchist Mikhail Bakunin at the barricades in the Dresden uprising of May 1849. He financed the rebels’ supply of hand grenades. When this was discovered he was exiled, which explains why he was living in Switzerland when the meeting with Nietzsche took place.

         The Germany of the 1850s was the Germany of the Bund (1815–66), the confederation of states formed when the map of Europe was redrawn at the Congress of Vienna, following Napoleon’s defeat. The Bund comprised thirty-nine autonomous German states governed by Princes, Dukes, Bishops, Electors and so on. This fragmentation into small, and small-minded, states meant that there was no national army, no common tax structure, no overarching economic policy and no real political authority. Despot jockeyed against despot, too short-sighted to see the advantages of unification. As an additional complication, the Bund also contained Czechs in Bohemia, Danes in Holstein and Italians in the Tyrol. Hanover was governed by the King of England until 1837, Holstein by the King of Denmark and Luxembourg was under the Dutch King. In 1815, when the Deutscher Bund was formed, Austria had been the dominant member of the confederation but as the century progressed and Austrian Chancellor Metternich’s power waned, the large, mineral-rich state of Prussia became increasingly prosperous and bellicose under Chancellor Otto von Bismarck.

         The city of Naumburg, in the province of Saxony, belonged to the King of Prussia. The fortress character of the city that Nietzsche remembers is not only down to frictions within the Bund but also from the days when it was threatened by France. Five heavy gates sealed the town at night. Only by dint of ringing loudly and presenting the night watch with a bribe could a citizen be readmitted. Nietzsche and his sister enjoyed expeditions in ‘the fair mountains, river valleys, halls and castles’ round about but they had to listen for the Watch Bell (which later he put into Zarathustra as ‘the bell which has seen more than any man, which counted the painful heartbeats of our fathers’17) lest they experience the Hansel and Gretel horror of spending the night shut out.

         Round Naumburg pressed the black Thüringer Wald, the Thuringian forest: Germany’s ur-forest with its tombs of ancient heroes, dragon caves, dolmens and dark abysses that from the earliest days of German myths symbolised the irrationality and uncontrollability of the German subconscious. Wagner would appropriate it for Wotan’s mental journey towards embracing chaos, resulting in the destruction of the old order through the death of the gods and the cancellation of all the old contracts. Nietzsche would characterise it first as daemonic and later as Dionysian.

         Nothing could be more Apollonian, more necessary and logical, than the city of Naumburg itself. Down the River Saale flowed reason, prosperity and an impulse towards romantic conservatism. It had begun as a trading centre, a vital place of peace between ancient warring tribes. Over the years, this had developed into a medieval centre for German crafts and guild trade. Since the founding of the cathedral in 1028, Church and State had grown together harmoniously and reasonably throughout the centuries, particularly the Protestant centuries, so that when Nietzsche came to live in Naumburg it was a grand city of bourgeois solidity, a place of clean living. Its twin architectural marvels in the shape of the cathedral and the equally magnificent town hall demonstrated how prosperously Church and State could flourish if religious and civic virtue were allowed to become indistinguishable through harmonious cooperation within a materially comfortable, backward-looking society.

         During the time that Grandmother Erdmuthe had been growing up in Naumburg, its religious circle had been governed by the plain Lutheran ideals of duty, modesty, simplicity and restraint, but her return to the city coincided with the Awakening movement, which valued fervency and sublime revelation over rational belief. People declared themselves born again. They denounced themselves in public as desperate sinners. This new-fangled behaviour did not suit the Nietzsche ladies, and while there was not the smallest deviation from the intention that Friedrich was to follow his father and his grandfather into the Church, there was no question of the family becoming part of such an unbuttoned ecclesiastical circle. Instead, they found their friends among the wives of Court functionaries and the wives of Justices of the High Court, a wealthy and powerful section of provincial society untroubled by new ideas.

         Within the slow momentum of a conservative society moving at a slug-like pace, the two clergymen’s widows Erdmuthe and Franziska, with their settled, though not particularly prosperous circumstances, fitted acceptably into the position of gentlewomen who could be useful to the establishment old guard, in exchange for discreet patronage. Nietzsche was far from chafing at priggish convention, a fact he ruefully acknowledges when he describes his childish Naumburg self as always behaving with the dignity of a thorough little philistine. But if the account he wrote describing the King’s visit to Naumburg when he was ten years old shows no precocity of political thought, it certainly shows precocious literary talent:

         ‘Our dear King honoured Naumburg with a visit. Great preparations were made for the occasion. All the school children were decked with black-and-white favours and stood in the market place from eleven o’clock in the morning awaiting the arrival of the Father of his People. Gradually the sky became overcast, rain poured down on us all – the King would not come! Twelve o’clock struck – the King did not come. Many of the children began to feel hungry. A fresh downpour occurred, all the streets were covered with mud; one o’clock struck – the impatience grew intense. Suddenly, about two o’clock, the bells began to ring and the sky smiled through its tears upon the joyously swaying crowd. Then we heard the rattle of the carriage; a boisterous cheer burst through the city; we waved our caps in exultation and roared at the tops of our voices. A fresh breeze set flying the myriad flags which hung from the roofs, all the bells of the town rang out and the vast crowd shouted, raved, and literally pushed the carriage in the direction of the cathedral. In the recesses of the sacred edifice a bevy of little girls in white dresses with garlands of flowers on their heads were arranged in the form of a pyramid. Here the King alighted …’18 In the same year, 1854, Nietzsche became passionately interested in

         the Crimean War. For centuries, the strategically important Crimean peninsula sticking out into the Black Sea had been a bone of contention between Russia and Turkey. It was currently in Russia’s possession and now the troops of Tsar Nicholas I were fighting the forces of the Ottoman Empire and its allies, England and France. It was the first war to be covered by photographers. Thanks to the electric telegraph, reports were received from the front almost as they happened. Nietzsche and his school friends Wilhelm Pinder and Gustav Krug followed the campaigns avidly. Their pocket money went on lead soldiers, they pored over maps and built models of the battlefields, they shaped a pool to represent the harbour of Sebastopol and they made navies of paper boats. To simulate bombardments, they rolled pellets of wax and saltpetre, set them alight and threw them onto their models. It was tremendously exciting to see the fiery balls whizz through the air, hit a target and start a blaze. But one day, Gustav turned up at the toy battlefield with a long face. Sebastopol had fallen, he told them; the war was over. The furious boys vented their rage on their model Crimea, and the game was abandoned, but it was not long before they took up fighting the Trojan Wars instead.

         Graecophilia was then running high in Germany, whose numerous little states were imagining a future and a greatness for themselves similar to the ancient Greek city-states. ‘We became such passionate little Greeks,’ Elisabeth wrote, ‘that we threw lances and discs (wooden plates), practised the high jump and ran races.’ Nietzsche wrote two plays, The Gods on Olympus and The Taking of Troy, which he performed before his family, persuading his playmates Wilhelm Pinder, Gustav Krug and his sister Elisabeth to take the other parts.

         His mother had taught him to read and write when he was five years old. Boys’ education started when they were six and in 1850 he was put into the Municipal School, attended by the children of the poor. His status-conscious sister Elisabeth states in her biography of her brother that this was because Grandmother Erdmuthe had a theory that ‘Up to the age of eight or ten all children, even of very different social positions should be taught together; the children who came from the higher classes would thus acquire a better understanding of the attitude of mind peculiar to the lower orders.’19 But this, according to their mother, was nonsense. He was there because they were poor.

         Nietzsche’s precocity, his solemnity, his precision of thought and utterance, together with his extremely myopic eyes which were constantly foundering in their effort to focus on physical objects, placed him firmly outside the pack. He was nicknamed ‘the little Minister’, and teased.

         At Easter 1854, when he was nine, he was transferred to a school with the laborious title ‘Institute with the Goal of a Thorough Preparation for the Gymnasium and other Higher Learning Institutions’, a private crammer attended by the collective brood of sons of his own aspirational class. He felt much more comfortable here socially but the school was plainly overselling on its longwinded academic promises. At the age of ten he, together with Wilhelm Pinder and Gustav Krug, moved to the Dom Gymnasium, the cathedral school. Here he had to work so hard to make up for lost time that his studies permitted him no more than five or six hours’ sleep a night. His descriptions of this time, like many other self-analytical passages, characteristically hark back to the death of his father. Again and again in Nietzsche’s autobiographical accounts, whether he is writing as a child or even in the very last year of his sane life, he returns to the death of his father.

         ‘By the time we went to Naumburg, my character began to show itself. I had already experienced considerable sadness and grief in my young life, and was therefore not as carefree and wild as children usually are. My schoolmates were accustomed to teasing me on account of my seriousness. This happened not only in the public school but also later at the institute and in my secondary school. From childhood on, I sought solitude, and I felt best whenever I could give myself over to myself undisturbed. And this was usually in the open-air temple of nature, which was my true joy. Thunder storms always made the most powerful impression on me: the thunder rolling in from afar and the lightning bolts flashing only increased my fear of the Lord.’20

         
            *

         

         During his four years at the Dom Gymnasium he distinguished himself in the subjects that interested him: German versification, Hebrew, Latin and eventually Greek, which at first he had found very difficult. Mathematics bored him. In his spare time he began a novel entitled Death and Destruction, composed numerous pieces of music, wrote at least forty-six poems and took lessons in the noble art of fencing that was so unsuited to his physical make-up but necessary to a position in society.

         ‘I wrote poems and tragedies, blood-curdling and unbelievably boring, tormented myself with the composition of orchestral scores, and had grown so obsessed with the idea of appropriating universal knowledge and universal capability that I was in danger of becoming a complete muddle-head and fantasist.’21

         But here the fourteen-year-old underestimates himself as he sums up his life to date, for he continues in that same piece of writing with a sharply critical analysis of his own poetry which he had started to write in his ninth year. The critique of his own juvenilia goes on interestingly to foretell the mood of Symbolist poetry, which he could not possibly have known about as it was just starting to be written in Paris by Baudelaire.

         ‘I tried to express myself in more ornate and striking language. Unfortunately this attempt at gracefulness degenerated into affectation, and the iridescent language into sententious obscurity while every one of my poems lacked the chief thing of all – ideas … A poem which is empty of ideas and overladen with phrases and metaphors is like a rosy apple in the core of which a maggot lies hid … In the writing of any work one must pay the greatest attention to the ideas themselves. One can forgive any fault of style, but not a fault of thought. Youth, which lacks original ideas, naturally seeks to conceal this void beneath a brilliant and iridescent style; but does not poetry resemble modern music in this respect? It is on these lines that the poetry of the future will soon develop. Poets will express themselves in the strangest imagery, confused thoughts will be propounded with obscure but exceedingly high-falutin’ and euphonious arguments. In short, works resembling the second part of Faust will be written, save that the ideas of this production will be entirely lacking. Dixi.’22

         His quest to appropriate universal knowledge and universal capability was undoubtedly inspired by the example of Faust, as well as by polymaths like Goethe and Alexander von Humboldt. Like them, he studied natural history. 

         ‘Lizzie,’ he said one day to his sister when he was nine years old, ‘don’t talk such rubbish about the stork. Man is a mammal, and brings his young into the world alive.’23

         His natural history book had also taught him that ‘The llama is a remarkable animal; it willingly carries the heaviest burdens, but when a llama does not want to go on, it turns its head round and discharges its saliva, which has an unpleasant odour, into the rider’s face. If coerced or treated badly, it refuses to take any nourishment and lies down in the dust to die.’ He felt that this description suited his sister Elisabeth completely, and for the rest of his life, both in letters and in conversation, he addressed her as ‘Llama’ or sometimes ‘faithful Llama’. For her part, Elisabeth adored the intimate nickname and quoted its origin at every opportunity, though she omitted the bit about spitting malodorous saliva.

         Gustav Krug’s father owned ‘a wonderful grand piano’ that exercised a fascination over Nietzsche. Franziska bought a piano for him and taught herself to play so that she could teach him. Krug was a close friend of the composer Felix Mendelssohn. Whatever distinguished musicians were in town would collect in his house to play. Music floated out through the windows onto the street, where Nietzsche could stand and listen for as long as he liked. And so, as a boy, he became acquainted with the Romantic music of the time, the music that Wagner was rebelling against. These through-the-window-concerts raised Beethoven up to become Nietzsche’s first musical hero but it was Handel who inspired him to his first musical composition. When he was nine years old, he composed an oratorio inspired by hearing Handel’s ‘Hallelujah Chorus’. ‘I thought it was like an angelic song of jubilation, and that it was to this sound that Jesus ascended. I immediately resolved to compose something similar.’

         Much of his childhood music survives, thanks to his mother and sister who preserved every scrap from the pen of their idolised boy. The purpose of his musical compositions was to express the passionate love of God that permeated the emotionally intense household, a love that could not be untwined from the morbid memory of his father whose spirit, they believed, watched over them. This was inseparable from the expectation that he himself would become ‘just my father once again, and, as it were, a continuation of his life after his all-too-early death’.24

         His women doted on him; he was everything to them. Elisabeth was extremely intelligent but, being a girl, her education was not a matter of scholarship but of learning accomplishments. She was taught reading and writing, a little arithmetic, enough French to be polite, dancing, drawing and a great deal of deportment. Every submission of the feminine to the superior sex caused her and her mother to rejoice in their inferiority. And he repaid them with becoming the superior little man they wished him to be. At home, if not at school, he had a high sense of his own importance. When Elisabeth was not ‘the Llama’ or ‘the faithful Llama’, she was ‘the little girl’ whom it was his duty to defend and protect. When he went walking with his mother or his sister he would walk five paces in front, to shield them from ‘perils’ such as mud or puddles, and from ‘monsters’ such as horses and dogs, of which they purported to be frightened.

         The reports from the Dom Gymnasium showed that he was a diligent scholar. His mother had no doubt he had the capacity to fulfil her dreams and ambitions to follow his father into the Church. His devotion to theology made for excellent marks in the subject. Aged twelve and fervently religious, he beheld a vision of God in all His glory. It decided him to dedicate his life to God.

         ‘In everything,’ he wrote, ‘God has safely led me as a father leads his weak little child … I have firmly resolved within me to dedicate myself forever to His service. May the dear Lord give me strength and power to carry out my intention and protect me on my life’s way. Like a child I trust in His grace: He will preserve us all, that no misfortune may befall us. But His holy will be done! All He gives I will joyfully accept: happiness and unhappiness, poverty and wealth, and boldly look even death in the face, which shall one day unite us all in eternal joy and bliss. Yes, dear Lord, let Thy face shine upon us forever! Amen!’25 But even in the grip of this rather conventional religious enthusiasm he was concealing an extraordinary heresy in his private thoughts.

         It is a basic tenet of the Christian faith that the Holy Trinity consists of God the Father, God the Son (Jesus Christ) and God the Holy Spirit. But twelve-year-old Nietzsche could not stand the irrationality of this construction. His reasoning pushed up a different Holy Trinity.

         ‘When I was twelve years old I conjured up for myself a marvellous trinity: God the Father, God the Son, and God the Devil. My deduction was that God, thinking himself, created the second person of the godhead, but that to be able to think himself he had to think his opposite, and thus had to create it. – That is how I began to philosophise.’26
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            · OUR GERMAN ATHENS ·

         

         
            One repays a teacher badly if one remains only a pupil.

            Ecce Homo, Foreword, Section 4

         

         When Nietzsche was eleven, his grandmother died, and at last his mother was free to set up her own household. After a few false starts, in 1858 Franziska and the two children settled in a corner house on Weingarten, a respectable, unremarkable Naumburg street. Nietzsche now had his own bedroom. He quickly fell into the habit of working till around midnight and getting up at five in the morning to resume. It was the beginning of a lifetime of what he called selbstüberwindung, self-overcoming, an important principle that he would develop further metaphysically, but for now what he was overcoming was devastatingly bad health. Harrowing episodes of headaches with vomiting and extreme eye ache might last as long as a whole week during which he had to lie in a darkened room with the curtains drawn. The slightest light hurt his eyes. Reading, writing and even sustained coherent thought were out of the question. Between Easter 1854 and Easter 1855, for example, he was absent from school for six weeks and five days. When he was in health, he pressed what he called ‘the lofty majesty of the will’ to push himself ahead of his classmates. Naumburg’s Dom Gymnasium was no educational backwater but Nietzsche harboured the tremendous ambition somehow to attend Schulpforta, the foremost classical school in the German Bund.

         ‘Pforta, Pforta, I dream only of Pforta,’ he wrote when he was ten years old. Pforta was the insiders’ slang for Schulpforta and his presumptuous use of the nickname conveys the depth of his yearning.

         Pforta educated two hundred boys between the ages of fourteen and twenty, favouring boys whose fathers, like Nietzsche’s, had died in the service of the Prussian Church or State. The entry selection process was not unlike the Prince’s envoys travelling the length and breadth of the land looking to see whose foot would fit Cinderella’s slipper. They arrived in Naumburg when Nietzsche was thirteen and were sufficiently impressed, despite his shaky maths, to offer him a place the following autumn.

         ‘I, the poor Llama,’ wrote Elisabeth with her customary drama, ‘felt myself exceedingly badly used by Fate. I refused to take any food, and laid myself down in the dust to die.’ Her decline was not due to envying her brother his first-class educational prospects but lamenting that he would be away from home for months at a time. Nietzsche himself was not without apprehension. As the day approached, his mother reported pillowcases wet with tears but during the daytime he maintained a masculine bravado.

         ‘It was a Tuesday morning when I drove out through Naumburg’s city gates … the terrors of a fraught night besieged me still, and the future ahead of me lay wrapped in an ominous grey veil. For the very first time I was to leave my parental home for a long, long period … My farewell had left me forlorn; I trembled at the thought of my future … the thought that from now on I could never give myself over to my own thoughts, that my schoolmates would drag me away from my most beloved preoccupations – this thought oppressed me terribly … every minute became more terrifying to me; indeed as I saw Pforta shimmering in the distance, it looked more like a prison house than an alma mater … Then my heart overflowed with holy sensations. I was lifted up to God in silent prayer, and a profound tranquillity came over my spirit. Yea, Lord, bless my entry and protect me too, in body and in spirit, in this nursery of the Holy Spirit. Send your angel, that he may lead me victorious through the battles I go to fight … this I beseech Thee, O Lord! Amen.’1

         Pforta’s prison-like appearance was due to its origin as a Cistercian monastery. Occupying a secluded valley on a branch of the River Saale about four miles south of Naumburg, it was surrounded by walls twelve foot high and two and a half foot thick, enclosing seventy productive acres drizzled with the usual monastic accessories: carp pond, brew house, vineyard, hay meadows, arable fields and pasture, barns, dairy, stables, smithy, stone cloisters and any number of magnificent Gothic buildings. Like a blown-up version of his childhood home at Röcken, Pforta was an ecclesiastical fortress designed to withstand political buffetings, the most important of which, for Pforta, had been the religious wars of the 1500s and 1600s. When the struggle ceased and Roman Catholicism was flung out, the Prince-Elector of Saxony who had supported Martin Luther declared Pforta a Prinzenschule. It was one of the important Latin schools established in 1528 by Schwarzerd,2 who had assisted Luther in translating the Old Testament into German. Schwarzerd added the teaching of Hebrew to the Latin and Greek that was already the basis for higher education, thus enabling scholars to read the great Hebrew texts first-hand rather than in translations that were so often politically or theologically skewed, a bold step against centuries of Church censorship, giving every scholar the means of independent analysis.

         By the time Nietzsche entered the educational system it had been modified slightly by Wilhelm von Humboldt,3 brother of the famous explorer, geographer and scientist Alexander. A friend of Schiller and Goethe, von Humboldt had been influenced politically by arriving in Paris shortly after the storming of the Bastille. ‘I am now rather tired of Paris and France,’ he wrote with surprising maturity for a young man of twenty-two, and concluded level-headedly that he was witnessing the necessary labour pains towards a new rationality. ‘Mankind has suffered from an extreme and is obliged to seek salvation in another extreme.’

         In charge of the reordering of German education between 1809 and 1812, von Humboldt combined exemplary rationality concerning contemporary events with first-hand experience of the classical heritage during a stint as Prussia’s Ambassador to the Holy See. He envisioned a future for the German Bund modelled on the structure of ancient Greece: a system of small states existing diversely and creatively within artistic and intellectual unity. His theory is outlined in Ideas Towards an Attempt to Determine the Limits of State Action, a book that influenced John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty. Von Humboldt’s guiding principle was that maximum freedom in education and religion should exist within a minimal State. Within that State the individual was everything, ergo education was everything. The final goal of education was ‘a complete training for the human personality … the highest and most proportional development of the individual’s powers to a complete and consistent whole’.4 This complete and consistent whole combined two peculiarly German ideals: Wissenschaft and Bildung. Wissenschaft was the idea of learning as a dynamic process constantly renewed and enriched by scientific research and independent thought, so that each student contributed to the endlessly advancing sum of knowledge. It was the very opposite of learning by rote. Knowledge was evolutionary, and with it came Bildung, the evolution of the scholar himself: a process of spiritual growth through the acquisition of knowledge which von Humboldt described as an harmonious interaction between the student’s own personality and nature, resulting in a state of inner freedom and wholeness within the greater context.

         The question of wholeness and social morality was addressing the urgent contemporary problem of religious faith, as scientific progress wobbled the age-old certainties. Whatever stage the school pupil or university student had reached on the journey between Darwin and doubt, there was no denying the almost divine sanction bestowed on life by the canon of Western knowledge, from which a consistent version of truth, beauty, intellectual clarity and purpose had flowed through the centuries, regardless of what god was being worshipped at the time.

         
            *

         

         The sustaining force underlying civilisation was language, without which probably we cannot think and certainly we cannot communicate complicated ideas. Von Humboldt was himself a philologist and a philosopher of language. At Pforta, as at the other schools and universities under von Humboldt’s reform, the highest disciplines were classical languages and classical philology, arts of scrupulous, backward-looking precision. Philologists were gods of impossibly small things, ‘narrow-minded, frog-blooded micrologists’ Nietzsche once called them,5 and classical philologists were the gods of the education system, delving into Greek, Hebrew and Latin linguistics.

         The Rector of Nietzsche’s day described Pforta as a school-state: Athens in the morning, Sparta in the afternoon. It was a semi-monastic, semi-military regime, tough both mentally and physically. Nietzsche, who when he was at home had so treasured his own bedroom in which he could work to his own timetable, now slept in a dormitory of thirty boys. The day began at four in the morning with a simultaneous click of the unlocking of the dormitory doors that had been locked at precisely nine o’clock the night before (the parallel one can think of today is the loud, simultaneous clicking of the doors in the Bayreuth Opera House imprisoning the audience at the start of the performance and releasing them at the end). One hundred and eighty boys released, they rushed towards fifteen basins and a communal trough into which to spit after brushing their teeth. The day continued as Nietzsche set it down:
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         It was the most rigorous school day in Europe, as Madame de Staël approvingly observed; ‘What is called study in Germany is truly admirable, fifteen hours a day of solitude and labour for years on end seem to them a normal mode of existence.’6

         At first, Nietzsche was overwhelmingly homesick. ‘The wind blew fitfully through the high trees, their branches groaned and swayed. My heart was in a similar condition.’7 He confided in his tutor, Professor Buddensieg, who advised losing himself in his work and if that did not help he must simply throw himself upon the mercy of God.

         He could see his mother and his sister once a week but only for a tantalisingly short period of time on Sundays after the school had been marched to and from church. Then he would hasten northward on the road winding between high, dark fir woods and leading to the village of Almrich. Meanwhile Franziska and Elisabeth would be scurrying southward towards him on the road from Naumburg. The family would have an hour together over a drink at the Almrich inn before he had to hurry back. Otherwise the Pforta boys’ freedom consisted of the evening hour between seven thirty and eight thirty in the garden where scholarly debates in Greek or Latin over a gentle game such as bowls might develop into verbal duels fought in improvised Latin hexameters.

         The boys were encouraged to speak to each other in Latin and Greek at all times. Nietzsche typically took things further, setting himself to think in Latin, and he probably succeeded because he did not complain of failing. They were not allowed newspapers. Politics, the outside world and the present were excluded as far as possible. The main body of the curriculum consisted of the literature, history and philosophy of ancient Greece and Rome and the German classics such as Goethe and Schiller. While excelling at these, he struggled with Hebrew, which he needed to take up Holy Orders; he found its grammar peculiarly difficult. He would never master English and, while he loved Shakespeare and Byron, particularly Manfred, he read both authors in German translation. The boys had eleven hours of Latin lessons a week, and six of Greek. He was an excellent student; sometimes, but not always, top of the class at the end of the school year. His average was regularly dragged down by paltry marks for mathematics, in which his interest remained faint, apart from a brief period when he became fascinated by the properties of the circle.

         Sometimes the boys were taken on outings into the countryside. Then they dressed up in sports uniforms designed by Friedrich Ludwig Jahn, the rabid nationalist and father of the gymnastics movement, which was meant to foster a military esprit de corps among young men, whose coordinated wholesomeness would make a fine foundation for the emergent nation. Jahn coined the famous four Fs: Frisch, fromm, fröhlich, frei (brisk, devout, joyful, free), in which spirit expeditions were undertaken in military style. The boys were lined up to conquer the mountains with a marching band, singing, cheering, waving the school flag and giving three cheers for the King (now mad following a stroke), the Prince of Prussia and the school, before marching back home.

         Swimming instruction was equally structured:

         ‘The swimming trip finally took place yesterday. It was terrific. We lined up in rows and played cheering music as we marched through the gates. We all wore our red swim caps, which made a very pretty sight. But we young swimmers were very surprised when we were taken a long stretch down the river Saale to begin our swim, and all of us were afraid. However, when we saw the big swimmers approaching from a distance, and heard the music, we all jumped into the river. We swam in the very same order in which we had marched from school. In general, things went quite well; I tried my very best; but I was always in over my head. I also swam a lot on my back. When we finally got there, we were given our clothes, which had been brought along in a boat. We dressed in a hurry and marched in the very same order back to Pforta. It was really terrific!’8 

         Remarkably, in the light of such a beginning, swimming was to become a lifelong recreational delight. Not so acrobatics, which he undertook in a spirit of humorous desperation. His school friend Paul Deussen described his only acrobatic trick, to which he jokingly attributed great importance. It consisted in pushing his body legs-first between parallel bars and coming down on the other side. What other schoolmates accomplished in minutes, sometimes without even touching the poles, was hard work for Nietzsche, turning his face dark red, making him breathless and sweaty.9

         Sweaty, unathletic, awkward, over-clever, Nietzsche was not universally popular. One of his classmates cut up a photograph of him and made it into a puppet that said and did ridiculous things but it was a characteristic of Nietzsche’s personality that his vulnerability would always throw up devoted friends who took it upon themselves to protect him from the blows and buffets of an unkind world. His little circle of Pforta friends saw to it that the mocking marionette disappeared without its original being any the wiser.

         His passion for music continued. He joined the school choir, which gave endless opportunities for group joy and military marching, but it is within this discipline of music that we can trace more easily than in his other school subjects – all based on the idea of self-realisation through submission to the group ethic – that he was succeeding in hanging onto the freedom of thought he had been so concerned he might lose when he was about to join Pforta. His teachers and fellow-pupils greatly admired his straightforward conventional skills on the piano and his proficiency at sight-reading, which was outstanding, but it was his dazzling keyboard improvisations that astounded them. While his father had been alive, people had journeyed far to hear him play. Now Nietzsche’s schoolmates admired the same gift in him. When he embarked on one of his long, impassioned, free-flowing streams of melodic invention, they would cluster round the stocky boy with the thick spectacles and eccentrically long, swept-back hair, plumped ungracefully on the piano stool. Even those who found him insufferable were mesmerised by his virtuosity, as by a stage magician. Stormy weather brought out the strongest inspiration in him and when thunder was rolling around, his friend Carl von Gersdorff thought that even Beethoven would have failed to reach such improvisational heights.

         His religious devotion remained passionate and he did not swerve from the idea that he would follow his father into the Church. His confirmation took place in a maelstrom of religious fervour.

         Confirmation day on Laetare Sunday of the year 1861 set a new bond between him and Paul Deussen, the school friend who had described Nietzsche’s acrobatics. The confirmands walked to the altar in pairs to receive the consecration on their knees. Deussen and Nietzsche knelt side by side. They were filled with a holy, ecstatic mood and declared themselves quite ready to die immediately for Christ.

         When the high-octane religious rapture subsided, it gave way to the same impartial examination of Christian texts that Nietzsche was used to apply to his Greek or Roman studies. He expressed his ideas in a couple of long essays entitled Fate and History and Freedom of Will and Fate, both showing his interest in the contemporary American thinker Ralph Waldo Emerson, who wrote extensively on the problem of free will and fate. Nietzsche concluded Freedom of Will and Fate neatly with one of his earliest aphorisms: ‘Absolute freedom of will would make man into a god; the fatalistic principle would make him into an automaton.’ He sets the same thought out rather more fully in Fate and History: ‘Free will without fate is just as unthinkable as spirit without reality, good without evil … Only antithesis creates the quality … There will be great revolutions once the masses finally realise that the totality of Christianity is grounded in presuppositions: the existence of God, immortality, Biblical authority, inspiration and other doctrines that will always be problematic … we scarcely know whether humanity itself is but a stage or period in universal history, or … Is the human being perhaps no more than the development of stone through plant or animal? … Has this eternal becoming no end?’

         Darwin’s heretical theory of evolution leaps out in this speculation but for Nietzsche these thoughts were inspired by his reading of three thinkers who would preoccupy his creative thought for many years: Emerson, the Greek philosopher-poet Empedocles, and the German philosopher-poet Friedrich Hölderlin.

         In 1861, he wrote a school essay entitled ‘Letter to my friend, in which I recommend to him my favourite poet’. The favourite poet was Friedrich Hölderlin, who was then neglected and virtually unknown, though now he sits high in the pantheon of German literature. Nietzsche was given a low grade for the essay and advised by his teacher to ‘stick to poets who are healthier, more lucid and more German’.10 In fact, Hölderlin could hardly have been more thoroughly German but he did heartily dislike über alles nationalism. It was an attitude shared by seventeen-year-old Nietzsche and his essay points out that Hölderlin ‘tells the Germans bitter truths which are, unfortunately, only too firmly grounded … Hölderlin flings sharp and cutting words at German barbarism. Yet this abhorrence of reality is compatible with the greatest love of his country, and this love Hölderlin did have in high degree. But he hated in Germans the mere specialist, the philistine.’11

         Nietzsche’s teachers disliked Hölderlin for what they regarded as his mental and moral unhealthiness. Hölderlin lost his mind towards the end of his life and this made him an unhealthy choice of subject matter. Combined with Nietzsche’s delight in questioning the authority of reason, his teachers suspected in the boy a dangerous pessimism that was completely antithetical to Pforta’s three guiding principles of Wissenschaft, Bildung and Lutheranism. Those three sacred principles ought to have provided adequate defence against any young Pforta student such as Nietzsche being attracted to the soul-shaking, godforsaken internal territory that Hölderlin explores:

         ‘Oh, you wretches who feel all this, who, even as I, cannot allow yourselves to speak of man’s being here for a purpose, who, even as I, are so utterly in the clutch of the Nothing that governs us, so profoundly aware that we are born for nothing, that we love a nothing, believe in nothing, work ourselves to death for nothing only that little by little we may pass over into nothing – how can I help it if your knees collapse when you think of it seriously? Many a time have I, too, sunk into these bottomless thoughts, and cried out; Why do you lay the axe to my root, pitiless spirit? – and still I am here.’12

         During Hölderlin’s last years he was occasionally, though erratically, capable of producing a startling insight, an oracular flash or a peculiarly disturbing phrase. He took up residence in a tower in Tübingen, where he became a tourist attraction, a stop on the Grand Tour of the Romantic age that loved nothing better than a ruinous tower full of owls inhabited by a human lightning rod for divine inspiration.

         Nietzsche wrote that Hölderlin’s ‘grave of long madness’, throughout which the poet’s mind wrestled with the advancing night of insanity before finally expiring in dark mysterious funeral songs, ate into his own consciousness like the wave-beat of a troubled sea. His writing on Hölderlin reads hintingly as though he might already be almost half in love with the idea of surrendering his mind, if the consequence was the opening of the doors of revelation.

         Hölderlin certainly did not strike the right note at Pforta. But despite his teacher’s criticism and disapproval Nietzsche did not give up his interest in the poet.

         Hölderlin had written a play about Empedocles (c.492–432 BC), and Nietzsche went on to do the same. According to legend, Empedocles ended his life by jumping into Mount Etna in the sure and certain expectation of emerging as a god, an expectation which brings to mind both Zarathustra emerging from the cave and Nietzsche losing his mind and believing himself translated into the god Dionysus. The theme of nascent godhood and god-touched insanity as a passport to godhood runs through the lives and thinking of Nietzsche, Hölderlin and Empedocles. By the age of seventeen, then, a pupil at the foremost German school devoted to the civilised cult of Olympic reason and clarity, Nietzsche was exploring the idea of emancipatory insanity and the validity of the irrational.

         ‘To be alone, and without gods, this – this it is, is Death,’ Hölderlin puts into Empedocles’ mouth in the play and maybe in this we can trace the first whisper of the gigantic tragedy that Nietzsche would articulate in the death of God. 

         Little has survived of Empedocles’ writings. The fragments that remain are shards of two epic philosophical poems, On Nature and The Purifications. On Nature is a beautiful creation poem reminiscent of Ovid’s pastorals and of Paradise Lost but Empedocles was not merely a word-conjuror who reminds us of Ovid and Milton. He is important for being the first writer to name the four elements:

         
            
               Come! I will name the like-primeval Four,

               Whence rose to sight all things we now behold –

               Earth, many-billowed Sea, and the moist air,

               And Aether, the Titan, who binds the globe about.

               But come now, hear how ’twas the sundered fire

               Led life into the germs …13

            

         

         Empedocles posits a universal round of things in which there is no creation and no annihilation. There is one form of matter which in its sum is unalterable and eternal, due to the mixing and unmixing of the two eternal, and eternally opposed, powers: Love and Hate. The tension between their opposition created the energy of the primal vortex, which Empedocles pictures as a Hieronymus Bosch-like nightmare whirlpool in which human body parts, ‘heads, arms, eyes, roaming ghastly through space’ are all looking for each other as they seek to become ‘knit in all forms and wonderful to see’. Today these lines are interpreted as the first glimmering beginning of the theory of evolution.

         From the fragmentary nature of Empedocles’ literary survivals, Nietzsche learned brevity. He also learned how fragments free the mind to set off on endless journeys of speculation. It was to become an increasingly valuable power as the creative intervals between his bouts of illness became shorter, leaving him with the problem of how to communicate his thoughts speedily and to maximum effect before the next attack.

         Another piece of work from this year following Nietzsche’s confirmation is what he gleefully called his ‘repulsive novelette’ Euphorion, a transgressive piece of teenage overwriting that flirts with sex and sin.

         ‘When I wrote it, a burst of diabolical laughter exploded from me,’ he boasts in a letter to a friend that he signs ‘FWvNietzky (alias Muck) homme étudié en lettres (votre ami sans lettres)’.14

         In the legend of Faust, Euphorion was the name given to the son born to Faust and Helen of Troy. In Nietzsche’s Germany, Byron was popularly looked on as a modern-day Euphorion. So in writing in the first person as Euphorion, Nietzsche is striking a Faustian, as well as a Byronic, pose.

         Only the first page of the novel survives. It opens with Euphorion in his study:

         ‘“The crimson dawn plays in multichrome upon the sky, fizzling fireworks, how boring … Before me an inkwell in which to drown my black heart; a pair of scissors that I may grow accustomed to cutting my own throat: manuscripts for to wipe myself, and a chamber pot.

         ‘“If only the Torturer will aim his micturition upon my grave – a Forget-me-not … methinks it is more pleasant to decompose in the moist earth than to vegetate under the blue sky, to scrabble as a fat worm is far sweeter than to be a human being – a walking question mark …

         ‘“Across from me dwells a nun, whom I visit now and then in order to take joy in her excellent behaviour … Earlier, she was a nun, thin and fragile; I was her doctor and saw to it that she soon put on some weight. With her dwells her brother in common-law marriage; to me he seemed too fat and flourishing – I thinned him down – to a corpse …” At this point Euphorion leaned back a bit and moaned, for he suffered from a condition that affected the marrow of his spine.’15

         Here, fortunately, ends the only surviving page of the manuscript.

         There is another fragment that should not be omitted from the juvenilia. As a piece of writing it is usually regarded as a report on some sort of real experience, a vision or a sinister ghostly visitation, or even a preview of his insanity. As such, it is rightly treated as important but, given Euphorion, it might just as easily be another try-out in creepy experimental writing. 

         ‘What I am afraid of’, he wrote, ‘is not the terrible shape behind my chair but its voice; also not the words but the horribly unarticulated and inhuman tone of that shape. Yes, if only it spoke as human beings do.’16

         
            *

         

         At Pforta they were treating Nietzsche’s ghastly episodes of chronic illness, his blinding headaches, suppurating ears, ‘stomach catarrh’, vomiting and nausea with humiliating remedies. He was put to bed in a darkened room with leeches fastened to his earlobes to suck blood from his head. Sometimes they were also applied to his neck. He hated the treatment. He felt it did him no good at all. Between 1859 and 1864 there are twenty entries in the sickness register lasting, on average, a week.

         ‘I must learn to get used to it,’ he wrote.

         He was wearing smoked glasses to shield his sensitive eyes from the pain of light and there was not much cause for optimism from the school doctor, who predicted total blindness.

         Spurred on by physical limitations and gloomy prognostications, he seized each productive moment. His appetite for work was prodigious. He added to his school workload by forming a literary brotherhood with his two childhood friends Gustav Krug and Wilhelm Pinder, who were still at the Dom Gymnasium in Naumburg, not having been selected for the Pforta elite. The three boys named their literary society ‘Germania’, probably in honour of Tacitus.17 They held the inaugural meeting during the summer holidays of 1860, in a tower overlooking the Saale River. They swore many brotherly oaths and emptied a cheap bottle of red wine in toasts before flinging it down into the river below. Each swore to produce a piece of work every month: a poem or an essay, a musical composition or an architectural design. The others would then criticise it ‘in a friendly spirit of mutual correction’.

         Over three years, Nietzsche contributed some thirty-four pieces of work that varied from a Christmas Oratorio to ‘Kriemhild’s character according to the Nibelungen’, to ‘Concerning the Demoniacal Element in Music’. Nietzsche continued producing pieces of work long after the others had stopped. ‘By what means may we be spurred to eager activity?’ he wrote rather desperately in the Society’s minutes of 1862.

         The following year he became interested in a girl. Anna Redtel was the sister of a schoolmate. She had joined her brother on an outing to the mountains where she caught Nietzsche’s eye by dancing prettily in a clearing. They danced together. She was a small, ethereal girl from Berlin, by all accounts charming, good-natured, cultured and musical. By her side, Nietzsche appeared big, broad-shouldered, vigorous, rather solemn and stiff. She played the piano well and their intimacy advanced on the piano stool as they played duets together. He sent her poems and he dedicated a musical rhapsody to her. When the time came for Anna to return to Berlin, he gave her a portfolio containing a number of his own compositions for piano. She thanked him in a graceful note and with that his first, gentle, introduction to love was over.

         1864 was his last year at school. There was less extra-curricular activity. He must concentrate on producing an original and significant piece of work, a Valediktionsarbeit, in order to pass the Abitur exam, the entrance exam for university.

         ‘So it came about that in the last years of my Schulpforta life I was working independently on two philological papers. In one, I aimed to give an account, from the sources (Jordanes, Edda, etc.), of the sagas of the East Gothic King Ermanarich, in their various ramifications; in the other, to sketch a special type of Greek tyrant, the Megarian … as I worked on it, it became a portrait of the Megarian Theognis.’18

         Fewer than 1,400 lines survive by the sixth-century BC Greek poet Theognis of Megara. This gives Theognis something in common with Nietzsche’s other subjects, Empedocles and Diogenes Laertius. It gave him great freedom. ‘I have involved myself in a great deal of surmise and guesswork,’ Nietzsche wrote of his work on Theognis, ‘but I plan to complete the work with proper philological thoroughness, and as scientifically as I can.’ Philological science and thoroughness did indeed triumph in De Theognide Megarensi (On Theognis of Megara). He wrote it in just a week at the start of the summer holiday. It comprised forty-two pages closely written in Latin and its brilliance astounded the philological pedagogues of Pforta. He ought to have devoted the rest of the summer holiday to mathematics but he couldn’t be bothered and when he got back to school his exasperated maths teacher Professor Buchbinder wanted him to be refused the Abitur.

         ‘As he has never shown any regular industry in mathematics, he has always gone backwards, so to speak, both in his written and in his oral work in this connection; so that he cannot even be called satisfactory in this subject,’ scolded Buchbinder. But his grumbling was quashed by his fellow pedagogues, who asked, ‘Perhaps you would like us to plough the most gifted pupil that Pforta has ever had?’19

         ‘Got happily through,’ cried Nietzsche on 4 September. ‘Oh, the glorious days of freedom have come!’ and he left Pforta in the school’s customary flamboyant tradition, waving from the window of a garlanded carriage drawn by horses and attended by brightly uniformed postilions.

         The school doctor’s leaving report read: ‘Nietzsche is a robust, compact human being with a noticeably fixed look in his eyes, short-sighted and often troubled by shifting headache. His father died young, of brain-softening, and was born to elderly parents; the son was born at a time when the father was already unwell. No bad symptoms yet, but the antecedents should be taken into account.’

         Nietzsche’s valedictory comment on Pforta was hardly more flattering:

         ‘I lived a secret cult of certain arts … I rescued my private inclinations and endeavours from the uniform law; I tried to break the rigidity of schedules and timetables laid down by rules, by indulging an overexcited passion for universal knowledge and enjoyment … What I wanted was some counterweight to my changeable and restless inclinations, a science which could be pursued with cool impartiality, with cold logic, with regular work, without its results touching me at all deeply … How well taught but how badly educated such a student from a princely foundation is.’20
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            · BECOME WHAT YOU ARE ·

         

         
            There are a hundred ways to listen to your conscience … But that you feel something to be right may have its cause in your never having thought much about yourself and having blindly accepted what has been labelled right since your childhood.

            The Gay Science, Section 335

         

         Nietzsche was to call 1864 his wasted year. In October he enrolled as a student at the University of Bonn. Playing the dutiful son, he entered the theological faculty, though his greater interest was in classical philology. His choice of Bonn had been decided by two celebrated classical philologists on the teaching staff, Friedrich Ritschl and Otto Jahn. He found the theology course boring and he missed his mother and his sister. Bonn was some three hundred miles from Naumburg. For the first time in his life, they were not within walking distance. But even while missing them he was able to put the distance between them to good, if dishonest, use. They still believed that he intended to join the Church and he failed to disabuse them.

         He decided that his life up till now had been parochial. The way to rectify his ignorance of the world was to join a Burschenschaft, a student fraternity. It was a movement that became horribly tainted by later association with the Hitler Youth. But when it was founded, in 1815, its purpose was to give shared, liberal cultural values to the generation of German students across the aggregation of the Bund, though the federation kept such a tight curb on the intellectual activity of the Burschenschaften, in case the societies turned political and subversive, that they didn’t do much more than go for mountain hikes, sing songs, fight duels and drink beer. Nietzsche joined the exclusive Franconia fraternity expecting learned discussions and parliamentary debate but found himself, instead, raising his tankard and roaring out fraternity drinking songs. Striving to fit in, he muddled himself into what he described as a strange imbroglio of bewildering movement and feverish excitability.

         ‘After bowing in all directions in the most courteous way possible, I introduce myself to you as a member of the German Students’ Association named the Franconia,’ he wrote to his dear Mamma and Llama. Even they must have grown weary of his many letters describing the Franconia’s outings which invariably started with a marching parade, all done up in their fraternity sashes and caps and singing lustily. Marching behind a hussar band (‘attracted great attention’) they usually ended in becoming extraordinarily merry at an inn or the hovel of some peasant whose hospitality and strong drink they condescendingly accepted. An unlikely new friend appears: Gassmann, editor of the Beer Journal.

         A duelling scar was an essential badge of honour and Nietzsche took an unconventional approach to acquiring one. When he felt his swordsmanship was up to it, he went for a delightful walk with a certain Herr D., who belonged to an association that was on duelling terms with the Franconia. Nietzsche was struck by what a pleasant adversary Herr D. would make. He said to him, ‘You are a man after my own heart, could we not have a duel together? Let us waive all the usual preliminaries.’ This was hardly in accordance with the duelling code but Herr D. agreed in the most obliging way. Paul Deussen acted as witness. He reported the glistening blades dancing around their unprotected heads for about three minutes, before Herr D.’s blade hit the bridge of Nietzsche’s nose. Blood trickled; honour was satisfied. Deussen bandaged up his friend, bundled him into a carriage, took him home and put him to bed. A couple of days and he was fully recovered.1

         The scar is so small you cannot see it in photographs but it was a cause of enormous satisfaction to Nietzsche. He had no inkling how Herr D.’s friends laughed when he told them the story.

         The Franconians frequented the brothels of Cologne. Nietzsche visited the city in February 1865, engaging a guide to show him the cathedral and other famous sights. He asked to be taken to a restaurant and maybe the guide thought he was too shy to ask for what he really wanted because he took him to a brothel instead. ‘Suddenly I found myself surrounded by half a dozen creatures in tinsel and gauze who gazed at me expectantly. For a moment I stood absolutely dumbfounded in front of them; then, as if driven by instinct I went to the piano as the only thing with a soul in the whole company and I struck one or two chords. The music quickened my limbs and in an instant I was out in the open.’2

         This is all we know of the incident but it resounds down Nietzschean literature and legend. Some believe that he didn’t just play a few chords on the piano and leave it at that, but lingered for the usual purpose whereupon he contracted syphilis, from which his later mental and physical health problems stemmed. One reason for this is that in 1889, after he had lost his mind and was in the asylum, he said that he had ‘infected himself twice’. The doctors assumed he was talking about syphilis. Had they looked at his medical records, they would have discovered that he had gonorrhoea twice, a fact he admitted to doctors while still in his right mind.

         Thomas Mann makes the brothel incident pivotal in his enormous novel Doctor Faustus, in which Mann retells the Faust legend, reimagining Nietzsche in the title role. Mann takes the night in the brothel as the night that Nietzsche/Faustus sells his soul to the devil for the woman he desires. She becomes his obsession and his succubus. In earlier versions of Faustus, Helen of Troy customarily takes this role but Mann bizarrely replaces Helen with Hans Christian Andersen’s Little Mermaid, a poor creature who in order to consummate human love must undergo terrible tortures: her tongue is cut out as the price of turning her fishtail into a human cleft and each step she walks on human feet cuts her like sharp-edged swords. Maybe this tells us more about Mann than it does about Nietzsche.

         During the two terms Nietzsche spent at Bonn, music and musical composition remained his great passion. He wrote a full-length parody of Offenbach’s Orpheus in the Underworld which won him the nickname ‘Gluck’ among the Franconia fraternity. He visited Robert Schumann’s grave to lay a wreath and he became so indebted by the purchase of a piano that he could not afford the journey home to his mother and sister at Christmas. Observing that his money always ran out fast, ‘probably because it was so round’,3 he sent in his place a volume of eight of his musical compositions (very Schubertian at this stage) expensively bound in lavender morocco and accompanied by wearisomely detailed instructions as to how his dear Llama was to play and sing them: seriously, mournfully, with energy, with a little flourish, or sometimes with great passion. Even in absentia he did not relinquish control over his doting women.

         The Easter following the brothel incident, he was at home and he refused to take the sacrament of communion in church. Easter is an occasion of obligation for practising Christians and this was no faint gesture but a cause of fundamental terror to Mamma and Llama, for whom Nietzsche’s apostasy was negating what they felt was the only real goal of this life on earth: the eventual reunification of them all with beloved Pastor Nietzsche in Heaven.

         Nietzsche was not yet suffering a full-blown loss of faith, but he was harbouring grave doubts. As he sat in his student study, a shrine to his dead father whose photograph stood on the piano beneath an oil painting of Christ’s deposition from the Cross, he was reading a book by David Strauss, The Life of Jesus Critically Examined, and making a list of twenty-seven scientific books he intended to read.

         Along with his whole generation he was negotiating the shaky ground between science and faith, a problem in need of a solution. It seemed to be moving towards transferring blind faith in God to equally blind faith in scientists, who claimed to have discovered the mysterious nature of matter in something called ‘the biological force’, which accounted for the amazing diversity of the natural world.

         A contemporary encyclopaedia explained the formation of the universe in an account that was not dissimilar from Empedocles:

         ‘An eternal rain of diverse corpuscles which fall in manifold motion, consume themselves in falling, creating a vortex,’ existing within the ether, which was ‘a luminiferous medium with the nature of an elastic solid medium filling all space, through which light and heat are transferred in waves’. Light ‘could not be explained in any other way’, though it remained a puzzle ‘how the earth could move through the ether at the rate of nearly a million miles a day. But if we consider that the shoemaker’s wax is so brittle that it splinters under the blow of a hammer and that it yet flows like a liquid into the crevices of a vessel in which it is placed, and that bullets sink slowly down through it and corks float slowly up through it, the motion of the earth through the ether does not seem so incomprehensible.’4

         The universe explained through shoemaker’s wax; faith in science was becoming as irrational as faith in God. Strauss’s book examined Jesus’s life ‘scientifically’. Nietzsche compared Strauss to a young philological lion stripping off the theological bearskin. If Christianity meant belief in an historical event or an historical person, then he would have none of it.
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