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NIETZSCHE’S VOICES



Unless you believe in God, you cannot believe God is dead: an entity which never existed cannot die. Not that Nietzsche ever affirmed unequivocally that he believed God to be dead: he was speaking through the mouth of a madman in an 1882 book, The Joyful Wisdom, written, like most of his work, in discontinuous segments. The delicately ambiguous story he titled ‘The Madman’ is virtually self-contained.


Have you not heard of the madman who lit a lantern in broad daylight, ran to the marketplace and kept crying out: ‘Where’s God? Where’s God?’ Because many of the people standing around did not believe in God, there was a good deal of laughter. Has he got lost? asked one. Has he run away like a child? asked another. Or is he hiding? Is he afraid of us? Has he embarked on a ship? Emigrated? There was a good deal of shouting and laughter. The madman rushed into their midst and stared at them. ‘Where has God gone?’ he cried. ‘I will tell you. We have killed him – you and I! We are all his murderers. But how have we done it? How could we swallow the sea? Who gave us the sponge to rub out the entire horizon? What were we doing when we unchained the earth from the sun? Where is it going? Where are we going? Away from all suns? Are we hurtling straight downwards? And backwards, sideways, forwards, in all directions? Is there still an up and a down? Are we not drifting through infinite nothing? Is empty space not breathing on us? Has it not got colder? Is night after night not closing in on us? Do we not need lanterns in the morning? Are we still deaf to the noise of the gravediggers digging God’s grave? Has the smell of divine putrefaction not reached our nostrils? Gods putrefy too. God is dead! God is still dead! We killed him! How are we going to cheer ourselves up, the worst of all murderers? The holiest and mightiest being in the world bled to death under our knives – who is going to wash us clean of this blood? What kind of water would cleanse us? What festivals of atonement, what penitential celebration will we have to invent? Is the greatness of this deed not too great for us? Shall we have to become gods ourselves to seem worthy of it? No greater deed has ever been done, and whoever is born after us will, thanks to this deed, live in a loftier history than there has ever been.’


The madman now fell silent and looked again at the spectators. They were silent too and stared at him, bewildered. Finally he threw his lantern on the ground, so that it shattered and went out. ‘I have come too soon,’ he said. ‘It is not yet time. This tremendous experience is still on its roundabout way – it has not yet reached the ears of men. To be seen and heard, thunder and lightning need time, the light from the stars needs time, deeds need time, even after they are done. This deed is still more distant than the remotest stars – and yet they have done it themselves!’



The Joyful Wisdom, §125


The notion of God’s death may have been borrowed from Heinrich Heine’s 1834 collection On the History of Philosophy and Religion in Germany: ‘Our heart is filled with fearful piety. The old Jehovah is preparing for death … Do you hear the bell tolling? Down on your knees. They are bringing the sacraments to a dying God.’ But Nietzsche produced more than a variation on an unoriginal theme. Before introducing the madman, he declared that the greatest danger confronting humanity was ‘an eruption of madness – an outbreak of arbitrariness in hearing, feeling and seeing; pleasure in mental indiscipline; joy in human unreason’. Like a sleepwalker liable to fall if he wakes, we must go on dreaming there is a reality behind appearances.


For me appearance is what exists and has its effect and mocks itself to such an extent that I feel there is nothing more than appearance, a will o’ the wisp, a dance of the spirits – that among the dreamers, even I, the one who knows, am dancing my dance, and that the one who knows is a means of prolonging the terrestrial dance, and therefore belongs among life’s masters of ceremony. Perhaps the supreme interconnectedness and consistency of all knowledge will remain the best means of preserving the continuation of the dream and the mutual understanding of all dreamers.



The Joyful Wisdom, §54


We could not have survived without our ingrained habit of preferring commitment to uncertainty, error and fiction to doubt, assent to denial, passing judgement to doing justice. Instead of letting scepticism disorient us, we went on clinging to the faith that stabilized us. This is to suggest that only the madman is awake while the sane majority is still dreaming.


The tension in Nietzsche’s prose stops us from dismissing the news about God’s death as nonsensical babbling. Once the man has accused the people – and himself – of murdering the missing deity, his questions cease to be absurd, while the pounding rhythm stops us from brushing them aside. He is not presented like a fictional character – we get no idea how old he is or what he looks like – but his manner of speaking is different from Nietzsche’s.


The prose style is not biblical, while the story is not a parable, but this announcement about the death of the Father could be read as an audacious sequel to the biblical account of the crucifixion. Nietzsche’s story is also an early rehearsal for Thus Spoke Zarathustra, where both the narrative and the pronouncements of the prophet-like hero depend on pastiche of the Bible.


After Zarathustra had said these words, he fell silent, like one who has not spoken his last word; for some time he weighed his staff doubtfully in his hand. Finally he spoke, and his voice had changed.


And now, my disciples, I am going alone. You should go now too, and alone. This is my wish.


Truly, I exhort you: go from me, and resist Zarathustra. And better still, be ashamed of him. Perhaps he deceived you.


The champion of knowledge must not only love his enemies, he must also be able to hate his friends.


You are rewarding a teacher poorly if you always remain a pupil.



Zarathustra, Part One, ‘On the Virtue of Giving’


We hear two voices here, and only one is Zarathustra’s. If both are Nietzsche’s, both are disguised.


Like Kierkegaard, who made copious use of pseudonyms and personae, Nietzsche was exploring his ambivalence, and nothing provoked more ambivalence in Nietzsche than the religion of his childhood – Lutheran Protestantism. Giving the Germans their first translation of the Bible in 1534, Martin Luther was effectively giving them a national language, imbued with reverence for authority, divine and human. Nothing encouraged artificiality of diction more than the prayer-like piety preachers affected in their sermons and grown-ups in the homilies they directed at children. Elisabeth Foerster-Nietzsche’s biography of her brother exemplifies her failure to recover from the linguistic conditioning they both received.


Their father, Karl Ludwig Nietzsche, a Lutheran pastor, died when Friedrich Wilhelm was not yet five, and Elisabeth was three. Seventeen when she married and eighteen when she gave birth to her son, their mother, Franziska Nietzsche, was the daughter of another Lutheran clergyman, while Karl Ludwig’s mother, who lived with them and ran the household, regularly overruling her daughter-in-law, was the daughter of an archdeacon and the widow of a superintendent – the equivalent of a bishop. During early childhood Nietzsche had been surrounded by women who had spent their lives with preachers, cooking and housekeeping for them, carrying on conversations with them (probably listening more than talking), emulating them and trying to please them. The moralizing conversational style of these women was modelled on that of their men, and they enjoyed what they took to be a duty – imposing Christianity on the children. Elisabeth, Nietzsche’s only sibling to survive, was more conformist by nature. In March 1883, two months after starting Zarathustra, he told a friend: ‘I do not like my mother and it is painful for me to hear my sister’s voice. I always became ill when I was with them. We have hardly ever quarrelled … I know how to get on with them, though it does not suit me.’


Throughout his childhood, he had been encouraged by both precept and example to believe that the main function of words was to express reverence. In writing Thus Spoke Zarathustra, he was approximating to the idiom, syntax and cadences of the old reverential style, partly to parody them, and partly to construct an echo chamber that would lend extra resonance to the anti-Christian preaching of his pagan prophet.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/9781780221793_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
RONALD HAYMAN

Nietzsche






OEBPS/9781780221793_oeb_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/9781780221793_oeb_002_r1.jpg
" Y ——





