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Martine Prange

Nietzsche’s Artistic Ideal of Europe: 
The Birth of Tragedy in the Spirit of 
Richard Wagner’s Centenary Beethoven-essay

Introduction

In 1886, when Nietzsche was writing new prefaces to his books for the reprint, he also 
wrote a new foreword to The Birth of Tragedy.1 In that foreword, entitled ‚Attempt at 
Self-Criticism‘, he admitted: „I regret […] that I had attached hopes to things where 
there was nothing to hope for, where everything pointed all too clearly to an end. And 
that I should have begun to invent stories about the ‚German character‘, on the basis of 
the latest German music, as if it were about to discover or re-discover itself – and this at 
a time when the German spirit, which had recently shown the will to rule Europe and the 
strength to lead Europe, had abdicated, finally and definitively“ (BT, 10f.) („ich bedauere 
[…] dass ich Hoffnungen anknüpfte, wo Nichts zu hoffen war, wo Alles allzudeutlich 
auf ein Ende hinwies! Dass ich, auf Grund der deutschen letzten Musik, vom ‚deutschen 
Wesen‘ zu fabeln begann […] und das zu einer Zeit, wo der deutsche Geist, der nicht vor 
Langem noch den Willen zur Herrschaft über Europa, die Kraft zur Führung Europa’s 
gehabt hatte, eben letztwillig und endgültig abdankte“, KSA, GT, 1, 20). This fragment 
summarizes in a nutshell the thesis I want to defend in this article: The Birth of Tragedy 
(1872) is motivated by the cultural goal to save Europe from artistic decadence. In that 
book, Friedrich Nietzsche expressed his expectation that Richard Wagner’s music-drama 
would lead Europe out of cultural decadence due to the fact that it was a ‚Greek‘ form of 
art. I shall argue that this cultural expectation forms the directive of The Birth of Tragedy. 
Nietzsche interpreted the fact that a genius like Wagner was born in Germany as a sign 
that Germany had a special vocation with regard to European culture (KSB, 4, 153f.). 
This vocation would be what Wagner classified, in his celebration essay Beethoven of 
1870, to lead Europe out of „the jungle of depraved paradise“2 and, in a letter to Ni-
etzsche, to spawn „the great Renaissance“ (KGB II/2, 145f.). 
1 I thank Marian Counihan for her comments on and corrections of an earlier version of this text.
2 Richard Wagner, Beethoven, in: Dieter Borchmeyer (ed.), Richard Wagner’s Dichtungen und Schrif-

ten. Bd. IX, 38–109 [henceforth: DS IX and page-number]. All English translations from this text 
and from secondary literature are mine. English translations from Nietzsche’s texts are according 
to the translations at hand. English abbreviations and translations of Nietzsche’s works: AOM = 
Assorted Opinions and Maxims (first part of HH II); ASC = Attempt at Self-Criticism (1886 Preface 
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 In the literature, very little notion has been given to Nietzsche’s artistic view of Eu-
rope, although his concern for Europe was preponderantly with European culture and 
art.3 Moreover, whereas studies concerning Nietzsche and Europe generally focus on 
Nietzsche’s later works, especially from Thus Spoke Zarathustra onwards, I concentrate 
on Nietzsche’s cultural ideal for Europe as it comes to the fore in The Birth of Tragedy. 
I therefore concentrate on the relationship between Nietzsche’s (musical) aesthetics and 
his philosophy of culture while interrogating his view of Europe.4 Of this aesthetics and 
philosophy of culture, Wagner was an important source and centre. Therefore, I examine 
in more detail the artistic ideal for Europe upheld jointly by Nietzsche and Wagner, and 
the ‚cultural war‘ (‚Kulturkampf‘) they embarked together. I begin my examination with 
an analysis of Wagner’s philosophy of culture and music as expounded in Beethoven. 
Then, I discuss The Birth of Tragedy, focusing on Nietzsche’s defence of Wagner’s mu-
sic-drama as the saviour of European cultural decadence. Next, in discussing Nietzsche’s 
plea for the aestheticization of culture, I point out the differences in Nietzsche’s and Wag-
ner’s views of the ‚cultural war‘ that must be waged to ‚save‘ Europe out of the deceitful 
hands of France and Italy.

to BT); BGE = Beyond Good and Evil. Prelude to a Philosophy of the Future, ed. by Rolf-Peter 
Horstmann, Judith Norman, transl. by Judith Norman, Cambridge, New York, Melbourne 2002; BT 
= The Birth of Tragedy, ed. by Raymond Geuss, Ronald Speirs, transl. by Ronald Speirs, Cambridge, 
New York, Melbourne 1999; CW = The Case of Wagner. in: Friedrich Nietzsche, The Anti-Christ, 
Ecce Homo, Twilight of the Idols and Other Writings, ed. by Aaron Ridley, Judith Norman, transl. by 
Judith Norman, Cambridge, New York, Melbourne 2005; EH = Ecce Homo in: Friedrich Nietzsche, 
The Anti-Christ, Ecce Homo, Twilight of the Idols and Other Writings, ed. by Aaron Ridley, Judith 
Norman, transl. by Judith Norman, Cambridge, New York, Melbourne 2005; GS = The Gay Science. 
With a Prelude in German Rhymes and an Appendix of Songs, ed. by Bernard Williams, transl. by 
Josefine Nauckhoff, Cambridge, New York, Melbourne 2001; HH I and II = Human all too Human. 
A Book for Free Spirits, transl. by R. J. Hollingdale. Cambridge, New York, Melbourne 1986; WS = 
The Wanderer and his Shadow (second part of HH II).

3 Fritz Krökel, Europas Selbstbesinnung durch Nietzsche. Ihre Vorbereitung bei den französischen 
Moralisten (München 1929); H. L. Visser, De goede Europeaan (Zutphen 1933). Seventy years 
later, the interest in Nietzsche’s view of Europe was stirred again, given the heap of publications 
from the nineties onwards: Elisabeth Kuhn, Friedrich Nietzsches Philosophie des europäischen Ni-
hilismus, Berlin/New York 1992; Manfred Riedel, Die Perspektive Europas, Nietzsche in unserer 
Zeit, in: Volker Gerhardt, Norbert Herold (ed.), Perspektiven des Perspektivismus, Würzburg 1992; 
Nicholas Martin, „We Good Europeans“: Nietzsche’s New Europe in „Beyond Good and Evil“, in: 
History of European Ideas, 20 (1–3) 1995; David Farrell Krell, Donald L. Bates, The Good Euro-
pean: Nietzsche’s Work Sites in Word and Image, Chicago 1997; Harald Seubert, Der schwierige 
Weg zum guten Europäer: Europäische Visionen bei Hegel und Nietzsche, in: Europavisionen im 19. 
Jahrhundert: Vorstellungen von Europa in Literatur und Kunst, Geschichte & Philosophie, Würz-
burg 1999; Ralf Witzler, Europa im Denken Nietzsches, Würzburg 2001; Georges Goedert, Uschi 
Nussbaumer-Benz (ed.), Nietzsche und die Kultur – ein Beitrag zu Europa?, Hildesheim, Zürich, 
New York 2002; Stefan Elbe, Europe. A Nietzschean Perspective, London, New York 2003; Marco 
Brusotti‚ „Europäisch und Über-Europäisch“. Nietzsches Blick aus der Ferne, in: Tijdschrift voor 
Filosofie, 66 (2004). 

4 Only Elisabeth Kuhn, Die Gefährten Zarathustras in Nietzsches gutem Europa and Marco Brusotti, 
Europäisch und Über-Europäisch specifically ask what kind of music would suit Nietzsche’s ideas 
concerning Europe.
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 This will bring me to the conclusion that Wagner and Nietzsche wanted to uplift Eu-
ropean culture by accomplishing the cultural war Johann Wolfgang Goethe and Friedrich 
Schiller had started on the one hand, but also that Wagner, according to Nietzsche’s stan-
dards, was too moralistic or ‚Socratic‘ to accomplish the aestheticization of culture. The 
general view has it that Nietzsche was a one-dimensional Wagner-enthusiast in the early 
seventies, but that the influence of Beethoven on The Birth of Tragedy was not as large as 
Nietzsche claimed.5 My examination leads me to the reversion of this view: Nietzsche’s 
Wagner-enthusiasm was tempered by what I call ‚secret Wagner-scepticism‘, while the 
theoretical influence of Beethoven, especially concerning the diagnosis of modern Euro-
pean culture, was much deeper than realized until today. 

Wagner’s conception of modern information-society as ‚paradise lost‘

Wagner wrote his essay on Ludwig von Beethoven, commemorating the composer’s 
hundredth birthday, while Germany and France were waging the Franco-Prussian War 
(1870/71), and Prussia was close to victory.6 However, on Wagner’s view, there was an-
other war to be waged. Wagner hoped that the military victory would invoke cultural 
supremacy as well. France had been dominating European culture for about two hundred 
years, and that had not done Europe much good, according to him. In fact, Wagner abomi-
nated the dictation of the French, superficial taste in Europe, as it, to him, did not exhibit a 
truly cultural, but rather a pseudo-cultural and weakening influence. A similarly negative 
view of French art and culture had been ruling German aesthetics for decades by then. 
Goethe and Schiller’s ‚cultural war‘ (‚Kulturkampf‘), which they fought in the decade 
of ‚Weimar Classicism‘ (marked by the year they met, 1794, and the year Schiller died, 
in 1805) consisted in the development of a theatrical aesthetics in opposition to French 
naturalistic theatre, and fierce resistance to the subjectivity of Romantic poetry. Both art 
forms never reached the symbolic or general level of the ‚objective‘, according to Goethe 
and Schiller, but remained on the superficial level of the particular and subjective only.7 
In On the Naïve and the Sentimental in Literature (Ueber naive und sentimentalische 
Dichtung), Schiller wrote the French off as the nation „which has gone farthest towards 
unnaturalness“.8 Wagner and Nietzsche adopted this idea and, in agreement with Arthur 
Schopenhauer’s metaphysical division of noumenal ‚Will‘ and phenomenal ‚reality‘, 
supplied it with a metaphysical touch by interpreting the French superficiality as a matter 
5 Roger Hollinrake, Nietzsche, Wagner, and the Philosophy of Pessimism, London 1982, 174. 
6 Richard Wagner, Beethoven, 9ff. Throughout his career, Wagner had reflected on Beethoven’s mu-

sic. The essay discussed here, however, is by far the most important one, as it is not only an essay 
on Beethoven, but also an exposé of Wagner’s own ideas on music and culture, and their intimate 
relation. It discusses the cultural importance of Beethoven’s music to Germany and Europe and in 
this context formulates the musical aesthetics Wagner sees embodied in Beethoven’s œuvre.

7 See for a longer account on the importance of reaching the symbolic level in art to Wagner and 
Nietzsche my article The Symbolization of Culture: Nietzsche in the Footsteps of Goethe, Schiller, 
Schopenhauer, and Wagner, in: Paul Bishop, Roger H. Stephenson (ed.), Cultural Studies and the 
Symbolic 2, Leeds 2006.

8 Friedrich Schiller, On the Naïve and Sentimental in Literature, Transl. Helen Watanabe-O’Kelly, 
Manchester 1981, 34.
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of sticking to the empirical world of individuality and, hence, lacking metaphysical depth 
and universal evocation. In order to substantiate his view of French culture as a pseudo-
culture, Wagner points to French fashion and French journalism. They are evidence, he 
contends, that the commercial spirit and ‚the principle of novelty‘ rule French art and 
culture. The French people are guided by the desire for ‚new‘, fashionable, and spectacu-
lar things, hopping from trend to trend. The Frenchman, according to Wagner „is entirely 
‚modern‘ […], totally ‚News‘“ („durch und durch ‚modern‘ […] völlig ‚Journal‘“, DS, 
IX, 101). 
 Wagner traces the French or ‚Roman tendency‘ to superficiality to the huge decline 
in artistic taste that Europe had already been suffering for several centuries. This decline 
originated in the augmenting influence of ‚plasticity‘ in Western art, according to him, 
which had started with the invention of the art of printing (in Western Europe around 1455 
by Johannes Gutenberg). Before this time, human art and culture were based on ‚myth‘ or 
‚poetry‘, Wagner maintains, because humankind reflected on its relationship to the world 
in myths, in the artistic creation of spoken-word stories. Wagner identifies this mythical 
or poetic state with ‚paradise‘, a paradise that went missing with the gradual domination 
of the written word. Printed text, he argues, caused a decrease of poetical powers. Hence, 
poetry increasingly became a matter of rhetoric and dialectics, resulting eventually in 
the fact that contemporary literature is created primarily in favour of the readers. The 
art of printing created a „lexicomania“ („Buchstaben-Krankheit“ DS IX, 99), as Wagner 
marks it, which is currently best experienced in the growth of journalism, particularly in 
France. The increase of daily magazines jeopardizes the human spirit, because, instead 
of narrating poetic myths that convey one deep truth supported by the whole community, 
the magazines are only interested in promoting public opinions, Wagner states. Hence, 
ephemeral and superficial public opinions structure present society. 
 In Wagner’s view, Modernity began when the „shift of the poetic world in a newspa-
per-literary world“ („Umwandlung der poetischen Welt in eine journal-literarische Welt“ 
ibid., 99) took place, thus with the invention of printing. What Wagner tried to say, may 
be paraphrased with the help of Walter Benjamin, who lamented the loss of myth too: 
„Every morning brings us the news of the globe, yet we are poor in noteworthy stories. 
This is because no event any longer comes to us without already being shot through with 
explanation. In other words, by now almost nothing that happens benefits storytelling; 
almost everything benefits information“.9 According to Walter Benjamin and Wagner, 
‚the word‘ must be kept free from its task to inform in order to preserve the ‚poetical 
freedom‘, to use a Schillerian term. However, according to Wagner, the word must also be 
empowered by music in order to gain depth and lasting truth. Benjamin’s and Wagner’s 
plea for the preservation of the poetic realm boils down to a plea for a more imaginati-
ve culture, a culture rich in fantasy. Indeed, information does not leave anything to the 
imagination, because that is exactly the purpose of informing. The overriding aim in the 
process of information is to tell the truth in a manner as detailed and exact as possible, and 
thus to rule out all illusion and whatever may jeopardize the truth. A world as ‚information 
society‘, in which art and the imagination taste defeat against ‚truth‘, and where ‚truth‘ 

9 Walter Benjamin, The Storyteller. Reflections on the Works of Nikolai Leskov, in: Illuminations, 
London 1999, 89.
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moreover is not understood as the essence of all life but as ‚news‘, the latest events, is 
what Wagner feared and fought. This information society is therefore what he must have 
had in mind when he called the modern world „the jungle of paradise lost“ („die Wildnis 
des entarteten Paradieses“ ibid., 109).10 ‚Paradise‘, we may deduce inversely, thus is the 
‚mythical society‘ in which art and the imagination rule, and in which truth, understood 
as the essence of life, forms the centrifugal point of every human expression.

The model of Greek mythical society as paradise

To find a model of the pre-lexicomaniac, mythical world, Wagner harked back to Greek 
Antiquity. Based on myths as the Greek experience of life was, it abounded in spiritual 
depth. In contrast, every kind of spiritual depth is considered to be in danger today. How-
ever, the modern world has become so remote from the ideal Greek world that we have 
hardly any idea of the divine, sublime quality of Greek art, Wagner argues. We do not 
possess any means to measure its magnitude but Italian Renaissance art, Wagner remarks, 
which, due to its Christian and musical spirit, gives some indication of the Greek genius: 
„The Christian spirit revived the spirit of music. She cleared the eye of the Italian painter, 
and inspired his power of observation. […] Almost all these great painters were musi-
cians, and it is the spirit of music, which makes us forget that we are seeing, as we sink 
into the view of their holy men and martyrs“ („Der Geist des Christentums war es, der 
die Seele der Musik neu wiederbelebte. Sie verklärte das Auge des italienischen Malers, 
und begeisterte seine Sehkraft […]. Diese großen Maler waren fast alle Musiker, und der 
Geist der Musik ist es, de runs beim Versenken in den Anblick ihrer Heiligen und Mär-
tyrer vergessen läßt, daß wir sehen“ ibid., 104f.).
 This intimate view of the relationship between music and picture, in which music 
inspires the power of vision, is one of the richest and most convincing ideas of Wagner’s 
lengthy Beethoven-essay. It resurfaces when Wagner sets the ideal for his own music-
drama, in which the drama is so much empowered by music that it renders the ‚idea‘ of 
things in place of the particularity of a feeling, happening, or object. In Greek society, the 
musical spirit and myth pervaded every aspect of society, Wagner says. Therefore, this 
musical and mythical society was ‚paradise‘: „It must seem to us that the music of the 
Greeks permeated the world of appearances intensely, and melted together with the laws 
of her perceptibility. […] the architect built after the rhythmic laws, the sculptor sculpted 
the human body after the laws of harmony, the laws of melody shaped the poet into a 
singer, and the drama projected itself from the chorus onto the stage, everywhere we see 
how the inner law, which is only comprehensible from the spirit of music determines the 
outer law that orders the world of appearances: […] Indeed, the laws of music guided the 
war organization, the battle […]. – But this paradise was lost: the primal source of the 
world’s movement dried up“ („Uns muß es dünken, daß die Musik der Hellenen die Welt 
der Erscheinung selbst innig durchdrang, und mit den Gesetzen ihrer Wahrnehmbarkeit 
sich verschmolz. […] nach den Gesetzen der Eurhythmie baute der Architekt, nach de-

10 In his Schopenhauer-enthusiasm, Wagner also calls this superficial world ‚the world of appear-
ances‘, then equating ‚the world of appearances‘ with ‚paradise lost‘ (DS IX, 73).
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nen der Harmonie erfaßte der Bildner die menschliche Gestalt; die Regeln der Melodik 
machten den Dichter zum Sänger, und aus dem Chorgesange projizierte sich das Drama 
auf die Bühne, wir sehen überall das innere, nur aus dem Geiste der Musik zu verste-
hende Gesetz, das äußere, die Welt der Anschaulichkeit ordnende Gesetz bestimmen; 
[…] ja die Kriegsordnung, die Schlacht, leiteten die Gesetze der Musik […]. – Aber das 
Paradies ging verloren; der Urquell der Bewegung einer Welt versiechte“ ibid., 104). 
This quotation not only indicates that Wagner understood the Greek world as a paradise, 
but also that his aim was to lead modern society out of its unartistic, superficial state of 
‚information‘ back to its original, paradisiacal, mythical state by infusing it with music. 
Wagner’s ideal of a new „great Renaissance“11 rested on the success of reforming music 
by enriching the existing musical culture with metaphysical truth and myth. Wagner saw 
it as his task to fulfil the cultural war started by Goethe and Schiller against superficiality 
by way of continuing Beethoven’s heritage and raise its level by completing it with dra-
ma. Within this scope, Wagner specifically has in mind Beethoven’s Pastoral and Choral 
symphonies, because they return humankind to paradise just as Greek myth did. 

The experience of paradise in Beethoven’s music

In Wagner’s view, the Roman tendency was not only ruling in France, but also in Italian 
music, and, because of the general popularity of French fashion and Italian opera in Eu-
rope, all over Europe. According to him, this had caused a decline of European culture, 
that could only be stopped by a ‚German Reformation‘. German religious and artistic ‚Ref-
ormations‘ had saved Europe from falling even deeper before, he recalls: „We know that it 
was the ‚over the mountains‘ [in Italy, MP] much feared and hated ‚German spirit‘, which 
everywhere, also in the field of art, met the artistically conducted decadence of the spirit 
of European nations, in a redemptive manner“ („Wir wissen, daß der ‚über den Bergen‘ 
so sehr gefürchtete und gehaßte ‚deutsche Geist‘ es war, welcher überall, so auch auf dem 
Gebiete der Kunst, dieser künstlich geleiteten Verderbnis des europäischen Völkergeistes 
erlösend entgegentrat“ DS IX, 63). That Italian music lacks depth, is a matter of natural 
bent, according to Wagner, however fortified by the fact that Italy is a catholic country. 
Wagner argues that Italians due to their Catholicism are ‚sceptical‘, which he strongly 
defines as ‚hostility to the truth‘ rather than as doubting the possibility of a rational foun-
dation of truth. This lack of interest in the truth made Italians ‚frivolous‘, he continues in 
a peculiar reasoning, meaning that their love of decoration and spectacle prevails over 
the content: „on the foundation of a falsified history, a falsified science, and a falsified 
religion [through Catholicism, MP], was a by nature joyful and happy people [the Italians, 
MP] educated to a scepticism, which, because it must undermine the dedication to what is 
true, real, and free in the first place, had to manifest itself as frivolity“ („auf dem Boden 
einer gefälschten Geschichte, einer gefälschten Wissenschaft, einer gefälschten Religion 
[through Catholicism, MP], war eine von der Natur heiter und frohmütig angelegte Bevöl-
kerung [Italians, MP] zu jenem Skeptizismus erzogen worden, welcher, da vor allem das 
Haften am Wahren, Ächten und Freien untergraben werden sollte, als wirkliche Frivolität 

11 Wagner in a letter to Nietzsche of around 12 February 1870, KGB II/2, 145f.
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sich zu erkennen geben mußte“ ibid., 74f.). Scepticism, in Wagner’s view, implies frivol-
ity. Alternatively, this characterization entails that when one is a ‚Protestant‘, one is ‚Ger-
man‘, a searcher after truth, a serious, yet joyful and happy person.
 However, due to German artists such as Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, Goethe, Schiller, 
and, above all, Beethoven’s music, the European decadence was interrupted and Euro-
pean culture took a turn for the better. German art and Beethoven’s music in particular 
showed the way back to the true essence of art, away from Italian amusement and de-
corative beauty. With Beethoven, music returned to its very self, the metaphysical truth 
as its source. This success originated not in the least in Beethoven’s deafness, Wagner 
states, neglecting Beethoven’s personal suffering from his handicap entirely. Due to his 
deafness, Beethoven’s inner world was infinitely rich, Wagner suggests, „undisturbed by 
the noises of life, [he] just listens to his inner harmonies“ („ungestört vom Geräusche des 
Lebens [lauscht er] nun einzig noch den Harmonien seines Inneren“ ibid., 72). Deaf „is 
the genius redeemed from everything outside, totally with and in himself“ („von jedem 
Auβer-sich befreit, ganz bei sich und in sich“, ibid.). Thus reaching the inner truth of 
things, Beethoven was able to express in his music a deep, inner joy. This deep, meta-
physical joy returns to the world its original, paradisiacal, childlike innocence, according 
to Wagner: „Even the lamentation, so intimately and authentically typical for all tone 
setting, calms down: the world regains its childlike innocence. ‚You shall be with me in 
Paradise this day‘ – who would not hear this word of redemption calling to him, if he 
listened to the ‚Pastoral-Symphonie‘?“ („Selbst die Klage, so innig ureigen allem Tönen, 
beschwichtigt sich zum Lächeln: die Welt gewinnt ihre Kindesunschuld wieder. ‚Mit mir 
seid heute im Paradiese‘ – wer hörte sich dieses Erlöserwort nicht zugerufen, wenn er 
der ‚Pastoral-Symphonie‘ lauschte?“ ibid., 72). This deep joy, laughter, and childlike 
innocence are, in Wagner’s view, hallmarks of the genius, who knows (his knowledge 
triumphs over his will), and enjoys his play with the figures of his inner world, the figures 
of his imagination. Simultaneously, he laughs at himself, because he acknowledges the 
illusory, ephemeral character of his own existence.
 These joy and laughter, then, restore the desired ‚innocence‘ (‚Unschuld‘), and also 
redeem the conscience of the beholder of its ‚guilt‘: „The effect of this laughter on the 
beholder is in fact this redemption of all guilt, as is the effect on the long term the feeling 
of paradise lost, by which we return to the world of appearances“ („Die Wirkung hiervon 
auf den Hörer ist eben diese Befreiung von aller Schuld, wie die Nachwirkung das Gefühl 
des verscherzten Paradieses ist, mit welchem wir uns wieder der Welt der Erscheinung 
zukehren“ ibid., 73). Sympathetic hearing plunges the beholder into a dream-like state, in 
which his eyesight is paralyzed by the music to such a degree that he, although his eyes 
are wide open, does not see. The dreamlike state is a state of hypnotic clairvoyance, and 
„it is in this state alone that we immediately belong to the musician’s world“ („es [ist] nur 
dieser Zustand daß wir der Welt des Musikers unmittelbar angehörig werden“ ibid., 53). 
The decrease of visual powers is generated by the ‚magic‘ (‚Zauber‘) of music. It makes 
us, we may say, dream the dream the musician had dreamt in deepest sleep. Under the 
spell of the musical magic, however, we not only find ourselves as in a dream, but also in 
a state of ecstasy. This is the experience of the ‚sublime‘ (ibid., 56).
 There is only one piece of music that tops this joyful and sublime effect of Beethoven’s 
Pastoral: his Choral symphony, because it is the most joyous music Beethoven made. The 
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Ninth Symphony attests to the „most sublime naivety“ („erhabenster Naivetät“, ibid., 78) 
and represents „the good man“ („den guten Menschen“, ibid., 78), the „primordial type 
of innocence“ („Urtypus der Unschuld“, ibid., 79). And in representing the good man, 
it has restored „the melody of this good man“ („die Melodie dieses guten Menschen“, 
ibid., 78), which is a melody of „purest innocence“ („reinste Unschuld“, ibid., 78), which 
was lost in Italian opera, because of its lust for fashionable, frivolous, decorative, and 
amusing tunes. The restoration of melodic and human, „childlike innocence“ („kindliche 
Unschuld“, ibid., 82), in the finale of the Ninth Symphony, fills us with „joy because 
paradise is gained“ („Freude an dem gewonnenen Paradiese“, ibid., 82). Specifically the 
later Beethoven symphonies turned against the ‚impudent fashion‘ (‚freche Mode‘) of 
Italian opera and spread „the new religion, the world-redeeming message of the most 
sublime innocence“ („die neue Religion, die welterlösende Verkündigung der erhaben-
sten Unschuld“, ibid., 109). Beethoven ennobled melody: „melody has been emancipated 
by Beethoven from all influence of the Mode, of shifting taste, and raised to an eternal 
purely-human type“ („die Melodie ist durch Beethoven von dem Einflusse der Mode 
und des wechselnden Geschmackes emanzipiert, zum ewig giltigen, rein menschlichen 
Typus erhoben worden“, ibid., 83). Beethoven achieved the archetype of innocence, the 
purely human, and in the representation of this (in posing his inner vision on the outer 
forms), he made the beholders happy, which is exactly the task of art. Commemorat-
ing Beethoven’s birthday, Wagner concludes, we therefore celebrate the birthday of a 
„pioneer in the jungle of a paradise lost“ („den großen Bahnbrecher in der Wildnis des 
entarteten Paradieses“, ibid., 109).
 The same joyful and sublime effect should Germany have on Europe, in Wagner’s 
view: Europe should shine with deep, German joy and return it to paradise, the experi-
ence of humanity’s original, childlike innocence. In that experience the bond between ge-
nius art and metaphysical truth is restored, and Italian frivolity (its play with outer forms 
instead of inner figures of imagination) ended. The saviour of Europe, in fact, depends 
on the restoration of the innocence of melody. The ‚innocence of melody‘ leads Europe 
to ‚Elysium‘. The question remains as to how to enrich this Elysium with myth, and turn 
information society into a mythical society? For Wagner the answer resided in his own 
‚total artwork‘ of music-drama.

Music-drama as the ‚perfect‘ art form and saviour of Europe

Both Beethoven’s and Wagner’s music must be seen in the light of the longer northern 
opposition against the Italian style, which dominated European musical culture. When 
Beethoven composed the Ninth, between 1822 and 1824, Vienna was engrossed by Gio-
acchino Rossini and the Italian opera. Beethoven and the members of the ‚New German 
School‘, Franz Liszt, Franz Brendel, and Wagner, refused to bow to this trend. To them, 
Beethoven had expressed that music should be free to move and not be bound to formal 
laws. Laws such as the da capo (in the aria) or reprise (of the overture) endowed music 
with frills, fulfilled the common expectations, took the road of least resistance, and did 
not add anything to the content of music. By crossing the formal symphonic borders, 
the Ninth symphony in fact ushered in the end of the symphonic form, so at least the 
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musicians of the ‚New German School‘ diagnosed the situation. This inspired Liszt to 
compose ‚symphonic poems‘ and Wagner to create musical dramas with a strong sym-
phonic streak, akin to Christoph Willibald Gluck, Louis Hector Berlioz, and Beethoven. 
Flexibility, movement, melody and (dramatic, emotional, musical) expression replaced 
the tonal laws of measure and harmony, especially in Wagner’s Ring cycle, which, ac-
cording to Wagner, accomplished the development from Beethoven’s symphonies (which 
themselves culminate from the rudimentary Third to a climax of sublime naivety and in-
nocence in the Ninth, in his view), via Liszt’s symphonic poems into the music-drama. 
 However, music-drama not only fulfilled Beethoven’s musical reformation but also 
offered a serious alternative to Italian opera. Wagner’s music-drama was characterized 
by a strong, internal relation between music and drama, he claimed, in which drama was 
the „visible counterpart of the music“ („das Drama, […] sichtbar gewordenes Gegenbild 
der Musik“, ibid., 94). Music and drama both expressed the same metaphysical truth. By 
combining music and poetry in this manner, art’s cultural magnitude would be extremely 
forceful, complete, and perfect. His drama, Wagner asserted (deviating from Opera and 
Drama12), was born from the same musical impulse as music and in this the difference 
with opera rooted. Because Italian opera was all about spectacle sound and scene, it did 
not express a deeper, true thought, according to Wagner. Occupied by both sound and 
scene, opera satisfied neither ear nor eye completely. Thus, music-drama is the perfect 
artistic mirror of truth, because the music mirrors the metaphysical truth that life is Will 
immediately, and the drama, in turn, reflects the music.13 
 Contemporary Europe is in decadence, Wagner argued, because of its lack of ‚depth‘, 
due to the popularity of the ‚Roman tendency‘. This manifested itself in the (Italian) pre-

12 Although both Wagner and Nietzsche claim to base their musical aesthetics on Schopenhauer’s 
philosophy of music, they modify his philosophy from the start. Whereas Schopenhauer holds to a 
hierarchical division of nature, the arts, and music, in which everything is a more or less adequate 
objectification of the Will, Wagner and Nietzsche pass over this hierarchy. They maintain a view of 
the arts, which is much more dualistic than Schopenhauer’s view, claiming that only music expres-
ses the truth of life. Next, they confine this claim very strongly to a certain type of music. Moreover, 
Schopenhauer’s philosophy of music stands or falls with the embrace of the tonal system. Wagner, 
on the other hand, uses Schopenhauer’s metaphysics to justify his annihilation of the tonal system.

13 Further discussion of the similarities and dissimilarities in Schopenhauer’s and Wagner’s philosophy 
of music falls out of the scope of this article. But it is interesting to underline that according to Scho-
penhauer the metaphysical depth of music did not depend on German superiority whatsoever, but 
rather on the ability to keep free from sticking to words (see The World as Will and Representation I, 
translated by E. F. J. Payne, Minneola 1969, § 52, 262, Sämtliche Werke, Wolfgang von Löhneysen 
[ed.], Frankfurt/M. 1986, § 52, 346). Schopenhauer’s favourite composer was Rossini, whose music 
„has a wholly independent, separate […] existence by itself […]; it can therefore be completely 
effective even without the text“ (The World as Will and Representation II, transl. by E. F. J. Payne, 
New York 1958, § 39, 449; „Die Musik einer Oper […] hat eine völlig unabhängige, gesonderte […] 
Existenz für sich […] daher sie auch ohne den Text vollkommen wirksam ist“, Sämtliche Werke, 
Wolfgang von Löhneysen (Hg.), Frankfurt/M. 1986, Bd. II, § 39, 522f.). Schopenhauer disliked 
Wagner’s music, something which Wagner did not mention to Nietzsche during their first meeting, 
although he fulminated against the philosophy professors because they did not understand his music. 
Instead, he praised Schopenhauer for being the only one to understand music (Klaus Kropfinger, 
Wagner and Beethoven. Richard Wagner’s Reception of Beethoven, transl. by Peter Palmer, Cam-
bridge, New York, Melbourne 1991, 130).
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ference for frivolity and formalism, (catholic) scepticism (which Wagner defined as ‚ho-
stility to the truth‘) and the popularity of fashion in France. Journalism, also popularized 
by France, is a threat, because it has a much-deformed concept of the truth: the truth is no 
longer defined as the metaphysical essence of life but rather as what has happened most 
recently, what is new. This occasioned a general inflation of spirituality and the levelling 
down of creative imagination. A lively, productive imagination, however, is the root of „a 
true paradise of productivity by the human mind“ („ein wahres Paradies von Produktiv-
ität des menschlichen Geistes“, ibid., 98), according to Wagner. The cultural task Wagner 
addressed himself was to renew paradise, to return to European culture imagination and 
stories, in his music-dramas. The fight over melody in Italian versus French opera, and 
French and Italian music versus German music forms the surprising core of the discus-
sion about which path Europe had to take in order to find a better future, – the ‚north-
ern‘ road, as Wagner advocated, or the ‚southern‘ road, as Jean Jacques Rousseau had 
defended long before Wagner.14 In The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche chose the ‚southern‘ 
road, arguing in his own typical way of ‚binary synthesis‘ that the ‚southern‘ road is the 
‚northern‘ one.15

The Birth of Tragedy in the spirit of Wagner’s Beethoven-essay

Everyone who is familiar with Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy, which came out slightly 
more than one year after Wagner’s Beethoven, and reads Wagner’s Beethoven-essay must 
be struck by the similarity in ideas one finds. Thus, when Nietzsche expresses his indebt-
edness to Wagner’s theories, particularly in the Foreword to Richard Wagner (Vorwort an 
Richard Wagner), chapter 1 and chapter 16 of The Birth of Tragedy, he is not exaggerat-
ing, on the contrary. In the Foreword, he links his book to Wagner’s celebration essay 
by pointing to the fact that the book was written at the same time as the essay and that it 
only contains thoughts „which were appropriate in your [Wagner’s, MP] presence“ (BT, 
13) („dieser [Wagner’s, MP] Gegenwart Entsprechendes“, KSA, GT, 1, 23). He dedicates 
the book to his friend, and establishes an ideological link with Wagner’s ideas by pre-
senting the problem in the book as a „grave“ („ernsthaft“, ibid., 24) problem of an aes-
thetic nature, thereby alluding to his presentation of Wagner as the person, who resolves 
this aesthetic problem in the last ten chapters of the book. In chapter 1, Nietzsche not 
only introduces the „two artistic deities“ (BT, 76) („beiden künstlerischen Gottheiten“, 
ibid., 103) Apollo and Dionysus, but, in explaining these terms by quoting a phrase from 
14 In his Letter on French Music (Lettre sur la musique française, 1753), Jean-Jacques Rousseau dis-

tinguished between the ‚unmusical‘ French language of northern origin, which cannot easily be 
sung, and the musical, southern, Italian language, which can be easily sung (in: Jean-Jacques Rous-
seau, œuvres complètes, Vol. XI, Paris 1828, 249–312).

15 Paul Bishop and Roger H. Stephenson define ‚binary synthesis‘ as follows: „In binary synthesis, the 
name of one element in a pair of antitheses is also applied to the synthesis, which thus represents 
both a richer concept, but one that tends towards on of the original antitheses in an ascending hier-
archy“ (Nietzsche and Weimar Classicism, New York 2005, 34). They show that ‚binary synthesis‘ 
is a typically Weimarian mode of argumentation and that Nietzsche installs this especially in his use 
of the term ‚semblance‘ (‚Schein‘) in The Birth of Tragedy (Nietzsche and Weimar Classicism, New 
York 2005, 33f.).
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Wagner’s Mastersingers (Die Meistersinger) that asserts that poetry (and art in general) 
comes down to „dreaming’s prophecy“ (BT, 15) („Wahrtraumdeuterei“, ibid., 26)16, he 
also reveals that Wagner’s dream-theory is the key source of his understanding of these 
concepts and their (agonal and/or playful) interrelation. In chapter 16, in which the ma-
jor turn from historical analysis of ancient Greek culture to the diagnosis of modern 
culture is made, Nietzsche explicitly and in assent refers to Wagner’s Beethoven-essay 
(BT, 77) (ibid., 104), underlining Wagner’s paramount importance for aesthetic theory, 
because the composer (in the footsteps of Schopenhauer) divided the arts into music on 
the one hand and visual arts on the other, explaining that they had to be judged accord-
ing to different principles. Those principles, then, are ‚Apollo‘, the god and principle 
of plasticity, and ‚Dionysus‘, the god of music. Wagner’s unique achievement resided 
in having applied the theory in his music-dramas, and in so doing having restored the 
balance between Dionysian „stream of melody“ (BT, 21) („Strom des Melos“, ibid., 33) 
and Apollonian „redemption in semblance“ (BT, 76) („Erlösung im Scheine“, ibid., 103; 
ibid., 39)17. Wagner had already pointed out that music raises the drama to a symbolical 
level, in which we witness „the destruction of the individual“ (BT, 80) („die Vernichtung 
des Individuums“, ibid., 108). To Nietzsche, this is „the prime demand we make of every 
kind and level of art […] the conquest of subjectivity, release and redemption from the 
‚I‘“ (BT, 29) („in jeder Art und Höhe der Kunst vor allem und zuerst [fordern wir] Besie-
gung des Subjectiven, Erlösung vom ‚Ich‘“, ibid., 43). This task coincides with the aim to 
evoke joy, because overcoming subjectivity gives this deep joy. In Nietzsche’s terms, the 
joyful, sublime experience is the symbolic expression and materialization of the Silenian 
wisdom that „the very best thing is […] to be nothing“ (BT, 23) („das Allerbeste ist […] 
nichts zu sein“, ibid., 35). 
 Nietzsche wrote Wagner that he had found „the philosophy of music“ in the Beethoven-
essay, but he could have added to this: „and the philosophy of culture“ (KSB, 3, 156f.). 
In fact, Nietzsche had some problems with Wagner’s musical aesthetics, in particular be-
cause Wagner did not nearly as much care about the chorus as Nietzsche.18 Nevertheless, 
in the last ten chapters of The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche portrays Wagner as the saviour 
of European culture, because his ‚German‘ music-dramas would revive the tragic, Greek 
spirit. In The Birth of Tragedy, thus, Nietzsche’s cultural hope is localized in Wagner’s 
music. His cultural hope amounts to the hope „that music will have a Dionysian future“ 
16 The English translation does not reflect the ‚truth‘ which is revealed by the dream as matter of ‚illu-

sion‘.
17 More information on the importance of ‚semblance‘ in The Birth of Tragedy and its roots in Goethe 

and Schiller’s ‚perennial aesthetics‘: Paul Bishop, Roger H. Stephenson, Nietzsche and Weimar 
Classicism, New York 2005 (chapter 1).

18 Despite Wagner’s awareness that Greek tragedy had emerged from the chorus, he perceived the 
chorus a ‚false‘ instrument by which the opera pretended to be Greek tragedy. Wagner made the 
orchestra the musical centre of his music-drama: Dieter Borchmeyer, Das Theater Richard Wagners. 
Idee-Dichtung-Wirkungm, Stuttgart 1982, 156f.: „The application of the chorus in opera perform-
ance was rejected by Wagner as false analogy with Greek Tragedy […] Wagner never gave up the 
idea that the orchestra was the inheritor of the antique chorus“ („Die Verwendung des Chors auf der 
Opernbühne hat Wagner in seinen Reformschriften als falsche Analogie zur griechischen Tragödie 
verworfen […] Die Idee, daß das Orchester der Nachfolger des antiken Chors sei, hat Wagner nie 
aufgegeben“); Also KSA, NF, 7, 273f., 277.
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(BT, 110) („eine dionysische Zukunft der Musik“ KSA, GT, 1, 313) in order for a ‚tragic 
age‘ to come: „tragedy, the highest art of saying yes to life, will be reborn“ (ibid.) („die 
höchste Kunst im Jagagen zum Leben, die Tragödie, wird wiedergeboren werden“, ibid.). 
Wagner’s music, to Nietzsche, was Dionysian music, and that made Wagner a ‚dithyram-
bic artist‘, a producer of choir-songs, procession-songs, and director of artistic-religious 
events, of feasts for a selected group of people, who crowned themselves followers of 
Dionysus during those celebrations.19 As followers of Dionysus, they were an aesthetic 
public of „counter-Alexanders“ ( („Gegen-Alexander“, KSA, WB, 1, 447) who retied the 
Gordian knot of Greek culture instead of untying it, as Alexander had done due to his 
Oriental orientation.20 Wagner set the ideal of rejuvenating paradise, childlike innocence, 
and mythical society and understood the cultural war as a war against the ‚Roman‘ ten-
dency towards superficiality and information society as the outcome of the dissolution of 
the metaphysical bond between art and truth. Nietzsche set the ideal of rejuvenating the 
‚tragic‘ age with the help of ‚Dionysian‘ music. Is this only a difference in terminology 
or is there a conceptual difference in Nietzsche’s view of music and culture?

The transition from Socratic to tragic-aesthetic culture

The coming of the tragic age is discussed most poignantly in Chapter 18 of The Birth 
of Tragedy. To Nietzsche, Modernity is the age in which the Gordian knot of Greek 
culture is untied, and Modernity should indeed be overcome. However, rather than the 
printing machine, Socrates untied the Gordian knot of Greek culture, according to Nietz-
sche. Modernity began already with Socrates’s trust in human reason and rejection of art 
as communicator of truth. Thus, rather than equating Modernity with the emergence of 
information society, Nietzsche understands Modernity as the moment that three things 
happened; first, art and knowledge were separated; second, the truth become a matter of 
logical deduction; third, art was judged morally. To Nietzsche, Socrates personalizes this 
moment where the tragic age of the Greeks ended, and he therefore baptizes ‚Modernity‘ 
as ‚Socratism‘. Inversely we may deduce that the ‚tragic‘ age was the age in which art and 
truth were united, and the truth was not something obtainable by logical deduction, but 
only by artistic or aesthetic revelation. Moreover, in the tragic age, art was judged purely 
aesthetically. Information society, to Nietzsche, is the last convulsion of the long reign of 
‚Socratic‘ culture.21 But in agreement with Wagner, he sees signs that a new artistic age is 
coming. According to Nietzsche, the first signs to overcome Socratism are found in Im-
manuel Kant’s Kritik der reinen Vernunft, because it tried to nail down the limits of rea-
son, in Goethe’s Faust, because it is the poetical expression of the idea that human reason 
and conceptual knowledge are limited, and Schopenhauer, who put the genius perception 

19 This to indicate that Nietzsche’s expectation of the Bayreuther Festspiele was very different from 
what he encountered there, in the summer of 1876.

20 ‚Alexander‘ refers to Alexander the Great who, in order to „hellenize the world“ („Hellenisierung 
der Welt“) „orientalized“ („Orientalisirung“) (KSA, WB, 1, 446) Greece.

21 This is ‚Socratic‘ serenity, the serenity of the ‚theoretical‘ person that threatens all true art. The 
present state of Socratism is in fact „simply the red flush across the evening sky“ (BT, 4) („eine 
Abendröthe“ KSA, GT, 1, 12).
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and art above the intellectual perception and theoretical knowledge in his World as Will 
and Representation books (Die Welt als Wille und Vorstellung I, 1818 and II, 1841). In so 
doing, he continued and fulfilled the ‚tragic‘ tendencies of Kant and Goethe. 
 Hence, Modernity (Wagner) and ‚Socratism‘ (Nietzsche) stand for „the discordance 
of art and truth“22. The characteristic of Modernity then is ‚aesthetic alienation‘, mean-
ing the dismissal of art from the centre to the borders of society and the forbiddance for 
art(ists) to participate in the truth. ‚Socratism‘, more specifically, starts with Plato’s Re-
public, in which the truth is installed as fundament of society, while at the same time this 
truth is made the domain of philosophical (dialectical) reason, and artists are considered 
‚strangers‘. Thus, when Nietzsche searches for a culture in which the genius is no longer 
a stranger, he searches for an anti-Platonic Republic, a ‚tragic‘ culture, in which art and 
truth, imagination and reason are re-united. – Nietzsche derives his trust that a tragic age 
will come also from Socrates self. Interestingly, he sees a tragic tendency in Socrates, alt-
hough he is the counter-example of the tragic-aesthetic. Nietzsche argues that, eventually, 
there will always come a moment when even the theoretical optimist feels ‚the need for 
art‘, and starts perceiving life with a ‚tragic perception‘. He considers Socrates’s attempt 
to put Aesop’s fables to rhyme, after being ordered to do so by a dream, as metaphor for 
the scientific need for art: „The words spoken by the figure who appeared to Socrates in 
dream are the only hint of any scruples in him about the limits of logical nature; perhaps, 
he must have told himself, things which I do not understand are not automatically unre-
asonable. Perhaps there is a kingdom of wisdom from which the logician is banished? 
Perhaps art may even be a necessary correlative and supplement of science?“ (BT, 71) 
(„Jenes Wort der sokratischen Traumerscheinung ist das einzige Zeichen einer Bedenk-
lichkeit über die Grenzen der logischen Natur: vielleicht – so musste er sich fragen – ist 
das mir Nichtverständliche doch nicht auch sofort das Unverständliche? Vielleicht giebt 
es ein Reich der Weisheit, aus dem der Logiker verbannt ist? Vielleicht ist die Kunst sogar 
ein nothwendiges Correlativum und Supplement der Wissenschaft?“, KSA, GT, 1, 96). 
This famous story from Plato’s Phaedo even becomes an allegory of modern culture to 
Nietzsche. Nietzsche takes on the role of the demon of contemporary culture: he is the 
voice that orders modern Man to ‚aestheticize‘, to interchange his logical understanding 
and moral view of life with aesthetic perception and the need for art. 
 Both Wagner and Nietzsche thus advocated the union of art and truth as cultural fun-
dament, whereby truth should not be understood as logical, scientific truth, but rather 
as wisdom, as insight into the metaphysical essence of life. Moreover, both Wagner and 
Nietzsche claimed that the redemption of modern culture depended on Wagner’s music-
dramas. However, while Wagner understood his music-dramas as typically and natural 
‚German‘ art works, Nietzsche venerated them because of their ‚Greek‘ spirit. According 
to him, Germany could only fulfil its European task by becoming Greek and thus heigh-
ten the artistic value of the music-drama. This was also how Italian opera and German 
Classicism had viewed the matter, however they failed in their attempts to rejuvenate the 
Greek spirit, according to Nietzsche, as we shall see below.

22 J. M. Bernstein, The Fate of Art. Aesthetic Alienation from Kant to Derrida and Adorno. Cambridge 
1992, 1. Bernstein explains Modernity as constituted by the ‚aesthetic alienation‘ too.
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The failure of German Classicism

Nietzsche understood Wagner’s art as the attempt to ‚aestheticize‘ culture, to make 
art the centre of knowledge and culture again, to accomplish the preliminary work of 
Goethe, Kant, and Schopenhauer. Crucial, however neglected in the secondary litera-
ture, is Nietzsche’s discussion of Italian opera and German Classicism as failing at-
tempts to ‚Graecize‘ art and culture. In my view, Nietzsche discusses this not only with 
the intention to make Wagner come out better, but also, and perhaps in the first place, 
to point out what must be done and what not when a modern art form or culture turns to 
the Greeks. By this, I mean that he wants to range what can be learned from the Greeks 
and how this lesson should be put into practice. It is obvious that Nietzsche highly 
estimated the fact that people had seriously tried to interact with the past and to come 
closer to the high artistic moments of human history. In this perspective, Nietzsche’s 
reflections on Italian opera and German Classicism should be seen as his own attempt 
to learn from the past. At the same time they function as imperative for Wagner (‚learn 
from the past!‘). Therefore, when I speak of ‚failing‘, I should relativize that, referring to 
an aphorism of Nietzsche about Goethe. In Assorted Opinions and Maxims (Vermischte 
Meinungen und Sprüche) Aph. 227, a long aphorism called Goethe’s errors (Goethe’s 
Irrungen), he regards Goethe as a Greek, because he was a true searcher, a searcher who 
in order to learn about himself changed himself, or ‚experimented‘ with his life (GS, 
179f.) (KSA, FW, 3, 550f.). This search, however, was always directed at attaining a 
new norm. Goethe’s search had always been a matter of self-overcoming as self-educa-
tion: „Without this digression through error he would not have become Goethe: that is 
to say, the only German literary artist who has not yet become antiquated“ (AOM, 271) 
(„Ohne die Umschweife des Irrthums wäre er nicht Goethe geworden: das heisst, der 
einzige deutsche Künstler der Schrift, der jetzt noch nicht veraltet ist“, KSA, VM , 2, 
483). In brief, we can still learn from Goethe, because he was always busy learning. This 
is relevant for our case because in Nietzsche’s view, a ‚cultural war‘ is not just a matter 
of fighting Italian opera and ‚word-drama‘. A cultural war distinguishes itself from, for 
example, a military campaign because it involves ‚learning‘. In that sense, a cultural war 
is also always a war against the self, because ‚learning‘ means that the self is put to the 
test in competition with the other. The ‚war‘ is waged to strengthen the self, and so did 
Nietzsche want to relate to Wagner, as his challenger and teacher, who could teach him 
how to become more Greek.
 This agonal perception of relations between friends and of learning is perhaps more 
palpable in the works after The Birth of Tragedy, but nevertheless an important point of 
perception in Nietzsche’s début-book too. For example, let us have a look at the begin-
ning of chapter 20, a relatively longer fragment, which confirms that we can still learn 
from German Classicism, despite its failure: „Some day the attempt might be made 
to weigh up, under the gaze of an impartial judge, at what period and through which 
men the German spirit had striven most vigorously to learn from the Greeks; and if we 
may confidently assume that this unique praise must be accorded to the noblest strug-
gles for self-cultivation of Goethe, Schiller, and Winckelmann, we would also have 
to add that, since those days and the immediate effects of their struggle, the striving 
to reach the Greeks and to achieve self-cultivation by the same route has become, for 
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incomprehensible reasons, weaker and weaker“ (BT, 95f.) („Es möchte einmal, unter 
den Augen eines unbestochenen Richters, abgewogen werden, in welcher Zeit und in 
welchen Männern bisher der deutsche Geist von den Griechen zu lernen am kräftigsten 
gerungen hat; und wenn wir mit Zuversicht annehmen, dass dem edelsten Bildungs-
kampfe Goethe’s, Schiller’s und Winckelmann’s dieses einzige Lob zugesprochen wer-
den müsste, so wäre jedenfalls hinzuzufügen, dass seit jener Zeit und den nächsten 
Einwirkungen jenes Kampfes, das Streben auf einer gleichen Bahn zur Bildung und zu 
den Griechen zu kommen, in unbegreiflicher Weise schwächer und schwächer gewor-
den ist“, KSA, GT, 1, 129). Nietzsche obviously values the Classicist openness to learn 
from the Greeks and the fact that Johann Joachim Winckelmann, Goethe and Schiller 
took the ‚Greek‘ road, noting that the will to learn from the Greeks was never as high 
in German culture as in the Classical Age of Winckelmann, Goethe, and Schiller. This 
implies, importantly, that, ‚before‘ learning from the Greeks, current German culture 
(artists, philosophers) must learn that they must make a ‚Greek‘ turn, and what they 
should learn from the Greeks in order to fulfil the aestheticization of Europe. To put it 
differently: Wagner must become a really, good student of the Greeks in order to rejuve-
nate Greek tragedy. This is precondition to his cultural success. However, it is not just 
about rejuvenating, but also about going into competition with the great examples of 
the past, trying to make even more striking, wonderful, beautiful things. The problem 
with German Classicism thus was not the fact that it turned to the Greeks, but that it 
misinterpreted the Greeks, and thus learned something from the Greeks, which was not 
entirely Greek. There had been too much projection and wishful thinking in Winckel-
mann’s ‚idyllic‘ and ‚humanistic-optimistic‘ perception of the Greeks. Despite its will 
to learn from the Greeks, German Classicism failed „to penetrate to the essential core of 
Hellenism“ (BT, 96) („in den Kern des hellenischen Wesens einzudringen“, ibid., 129), 
Nietzsche underlines, arguing that Winckelmann’s sunny, optimistic, noble view of the 
Greeks is not in accordance with the monstrous worlds that the Greeks called to life in 
many of their myths. Instead of being optimistic, elegant, and ‚cheerful‘, the Greeks 
were pessimists, Nietzsche avers. 
 Nietzsche turned to Goethe’s and Schiller’s aesthetics to understand Wagner’s ae-
sthetics, but he also criticized their moralism and optimism, implicitly advancing that 
Wagner, because of his musicality and tragic insight in the Greeks, will overcome this 
moralism. In a note of 1871, Nietzsche wrote that only the end of Goethe’s Faust I and 
Egmont came close to his artistic ideal. (KSA, NF, 7, 328) However, it was the idyllic 
tendency in Goethe, which drove him away from his musical lyricism and to producing 
works like Tarquato Tasso and Iphigenie auf Tauris. In one of the most striking passages 
of The Birth of Tragedy, and what may be considered the axis of its last ten chapters, 
Nietzsche nota bene uses a scene from Goethe’s Iphigenie to show the failure of German 
Classicism in rejuvenating the Greek spirit: „If such heroes as Goethe and Schiller were 
not granted the ability to break open the enchanted gateway leading into the Hellenic 
magic mountain, if the furthest reach of their most courageous struggle was that wistful 
gaze which Goethe’s Iphigeneia sends homewards across the sea from the barbaric land 
of the Taurians23, what was left to the epigones of such heroes to hope for, if the gate did 

23 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Iphigenie auf Tauris, Act I, scene I.
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not open of its own accord, suddenly, in a quite different place, as yet untouched by all the 
previous exertions of culture, to the mystical sound of the re-awakened music of tragedy? 
Let no one seek to diminish our belief in the impending rebirth of Hellenic Antiquity, for 
this alone allows us to hope for a renewal and purification of the German spirit through 
the fire-magic of music“24 (BT, 97) („Wenn es solchen Helden, wie Schiller und Goethe, 
nicht gelingen durfte, jene verzauberte Pforte zu erbrechen, die in den hellenischen Zau-
berberg führt, wenn es bei ihrem muthigsten Ringen nicht weiter gekommen ist als bis zu 
jenem sehnsüchtigen Blick, den die Goethische Iphigenie vom barbarischen Tauris aus 
nach der Heimat über das Meer hin sendet, was bliebe den Epigonen solcher Helden zu 
hoffen, wenn sich ihnen nicht plötzlich, an einer ganz anderen, von allen Bemühungen 
der bisherigen Cultur unberührten Seite die Pforte von selbst aufthäte – unter dem mysti-
schen Klange der wiedererweckten Tragödienmusik. Möge uns Niemand unsern Glauben 
an eine noch bevorstehende Wiedergeburt des hellenischen Alterthums zu verkümmern 
suchen; denn in ihm finden wir allein unsre Hoffnung für eine Erneuerung und Läute-
rung, des deutschen Geistes durch den Feuerzauber der Musik“, KSA, GT, 1, 131).
 Although all signs in modern culture25 point towards the opposite direction, Nietzsche 
nevertheless believes in a rebirth of old times. Wagner’s Valkyrie and Tristan beat Goethe’s 
Iphigeneia, Faust and Egmont in effectiveness. Goethe had made frantic efforts to ‚the 
gateway leading into the Hellenic magic mountain‘, but did not surpass the ‚atrium‘, as 
he would express it himself. A ‚lack of music‘ and ‚idyllic tendencies‘ obstructed Goethe 
and Schiller to bridge the gap between perfect (not in the static sense of having reached 
perfection, because it was a dynamic culture, constantly busy overcoming itself via a kind 
of agonal dialectics, if I may call it so) Greece and imitative, ‚epigone‘ Germany. Schiller 
and Goethe may have possessed some kind of ‚musical drive‘ (‚musikalische[n] An-
trieb‘), but they never produced (true) music. In the end, both Weimarians suffered from 
what Nietzsche dubbed in his literary remains a „lack of music“ („Mangel an Musik“, 
KSA, NF, 7, 241), and „idyllic sheep-breeding“ („idyllische Schäferei“, ibid., 287), let 
alone that they were able to pass on the ‚Dionysian magic‘ that the magic fire music of 
The Valkyrie contaminates, and in which the impudent fashion‘ (BT, 18) (‚freche Mode‘) 
is resisted (KSA, GT, 1, 29). 

24 Here Nietzsche alludes to the ‚magic fire music‘ in act III of Wagner’s Valkyrie (Die Walküre).
25 Nietzsche speaks of „the growing sterility and exhaustion of present-day culture“ (BT, 97) („Verö-

dung und Ermattung der jetzigen Cultur“) and „the wilderness of our tired culture“ („Wildniss un-
serer ermüdeten Cultur“, KSA, GT, 1, 131) The term ‚wilderness‘ gives an indication of the meaning 
Nietzsche’s definition of culture as ‚unity of style‘ might have: „Culture is unity of artistic style in 
all expressions in life of a people“ („Kultur ist vor allem Einheit des künstlerischen Stiles in allen 
Lebensäusserungen eines Volkes“, KSA, DS, 1, 163). Viewed in this context, ‚Wilderness‘ suggests 
that stylization is needed in order to tame the fragmented, chaotic life into a unity of style. This (ar-
tistic) style, in turn, is called forward by the dominant perception of life shared by all members of a 
community (eg. the ‚tragic‘ view of life).
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The failure of Italian opera

One expression of this impudent fashion‘ is Italian opera. As discussed above, Wagner 
strongly opposed the Italian musical style by continuing Beethoven’s symphonic work 
and stretching the harmonic laws as much as possible. In so doing, he hoped to bring the 
cycle Beethoven – Liszt – Wagner, and thus the creation of what can be round-heartedly 
called a German type of music to a close and definitely overthrow the Italian dominance 
in European musical culture. With a hostility quite similar to Wagner’s, Nietzsche discus-
ses Italian opera as a ‚typically‘ modern art form, which is interested in text and form 
play rather than in music and truth. In fact, he starts this chapter by claiming that „nothing 
can define the innermost substance of this Socratic culture more sharply than the culture 
of opera“ (BT, 89) („Man kann den innersten Gehalt dieser sokratischen Cultur nicht 
schärfer bezeichnen, als wenn man sie die Cultur der Oper nennt“, ibid., 120). Nietz-
sche particularly objects to the recitative and the stilo rappresentivo as „externalized“ 
(„veräusserlichte“, ibid.) elements, which the Italians nevertheless regarded as the key 
to unlock Greek tragedy. Such reasoning, according to Nietzsche, reveals that the Italian 
‚humanistic optimists‘ had an „extra-artistic“ („ausserkünstlerisch“, ibid.) motiv for re-
turning to Greek culture. The motiv resides in „the longing for the idyll“ ( ibid. 90) („die 
Sehnsucht zum Idyll“, ibid., 122), according to Nietzsche. Jacopo Peri and his Florentine 
circle imagined that the stilo rappresentativo and the recitative paved the way back to 
the paradisiacal, original state of humankind, the ‚magic mountain‘ of Hellenism, which 
they located in the Homeric world (KSA, NF, 7, 271f.). Their humanity would encounter 
its original state of „innocence“ (ibid.) („Unschuld“, KSA, GT, 1, 122), understood in its 
moral sense of „the good human being“ (ibid.) („guten Menschen“, ibid.): „Recitative 
was thought to be the rediscovered language of those original humans, and opera to be 
the rediscovered land of that idyllic or heroic good being who follows a natural artistic 
drive in all his actions; who, whenever he speaks, at least sings a little; and who promptly 
bursts into full song at the slightest stirring of emotion“ (ibid.) („Das Recitativ galt als die 
wiederentdeckte Sprache jenes Urmenschen; die Oper als das wiederaufgefundene Land 
jenes idyllisch oder heroisch guten Wesens, das zugleich in allen seinen Handlungen ei-
nem natürlichen Kunsttriebe folgt, das bei allem, was es zu sagen hat, wenigstens etwas 
singt, um, bei der leisesten Gefühlserregung, sofort mit voller Stimme zu singen“, ibid.). 
The attraction of opera, therefore, resided in the optimistic picture it drew of human-
kind. In fact, it is the product of the „unartistic man per se“ (ibid.) („kunstohnmächtige 
Mensch“, ibid., 123), founded on the belief that every person is, because he has feelings, 
fundamentally artistic. According to Nietzsche, Italian opera departed from the idea of 
an idyllic reality, in which nature and ideal (think of Schiller’s ‚real‘ and ‚ideal‘) come 
together, a primordial moment in which humanity ‚lay at the heart of nature‘, a state of 
paradise and an ultimately artistic state at the same time. Opera reintroduced this idyllic 
image in history, by means of the singing herdsman, who expresses „the cheerfulness 
of eternal re-discovery“ (BT, 92) („Heiterkeit des ewigen Wiederfindens“, ibid., 125) 
against the elegiac suffering on account of an eternal loss. Nietzsche identifies this kind 
of ‚serenity‘ (‚Heiterkeit‘) as ‚Alexandrian‘. Nietzsche resists the Alexandrian serenity of 
opera, saying expressly: „Anyone who wants to destroy opera must take up arms against 
that Alexandrian cheerfulness“ (BT, 23) („Wer die Oper vernichten will, muss den Kampf 
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gegen jene alexandrinische Heiterkeit aufnehmen“, ibid., 125), alluding to Schiller’s ex-
pression that ‚war‘ was needed to conquer Naturalism in art. What art should do, Nietz-
sche argues, is redeem us from the agitations of the will in aesthetic semblance, in ‚schö-
ner Schein‘. This important task of art, however, is threatened under the influences of 
the idyllic temptations of merely Apollonian, or even Socratic, art forms, in which music 
has been completely excluded in its true nature as the mirror of truth. – The ‚war‘ that 
Nietzsche declares against the ‚typical music of modern, unartistic man‘, opera, is also a 
call to Wagner to fight the idyllic tendencies of his historic examples, thus the belief that 
‚man is good‘, an „eternally singing or flute-playing shepherd“ (BT, 92) („ewig flötende 
oder singende Schäfer“, ibid.). This entails, however, that Wagner must also fight his own 
idyllic tendencies. I come back to this further on in this article.

Goethe’s Faust, Beethoven’s Ode to Joy 
and Wagner’s Tristan and Isolde

As noted above, Kant’s criticism and Schopenhauer’s pessimism marked „the beginning 
of a culture“ (BT, 87) („eine Cultur [ist] eingeleitet“, ibid., 118) which Nietzsche de-
scribed „as a tragic culture“ („als eine tragische [Cultur]“, ibid.), while Goethe’s Faust 
expressed the despair humanity experienced because of his limited Reason. However, 
the despair of Faust apparently missed something. Somehow, it was not ‚Greek‘ enough. 
Winckelmann, Goethe, nor Schiller, including Goethe’s Faust, had not thrived to „pen-
etrate to the essential core of Hellenism and to create a lasting bond of love between Ger-
man and Greek culture“ (BT, 96) („in den Kern des hellenischen Wesens einzudringen 
und einen dauernden Liebesbund zwischen der deutschen und der griechischen Cultur 
herzustellen“, ibid., 129). It did not create the „aesthetic public“ (BT, 38) („aesthetisches 
Publicum“, ibid., 53)26 that could grasp the tragic situation of humanity: its finitude and 
therefore utter powerlessness. What would create an ‚aesthetic public‘?
 Wagner suggested in Beethoven, referring to Faust, that the ‚infinite nature‘ was 
grasped by Beethoven’s music and that this was the intrinsic and unique merit of music 
(DS IX, 49). Especially the finale of Beethoven’s Ode to Joy had been successful in re-
storing humanity’s unity with nature. Nietzsche talks of a similar restoration, suggesting 
that the „rebirth of tragedy“ (BT, 95) („Wiedergeburt der Tragödie“, KSA, GT, 1, 129) 
will accomplish the „blissfull reunion with its own being“ (ibid.) („ein seliges Sichw-
iederfinden“, ibid.), yet „provided, of course, that the German spirit goes on learning, 
unceasingly, from the Greeks, for the ability to learn from this people is in itself a matter 
of lofty fame and distinguishing rarity“ (ibid.) („wenn er nur von einem Volke unentwegt 
zu lernen versteht, von dem überhaupt lernen zu können schon ein hoher Ruhm und 
eine auszeichnende Seltenheit ist, von den Griechen“, ibid.). Here we encounter again 
the important Nietzschean idea that the creation and accomplishment of tragic culture 
is a matter of incessantly learning from the Greeks. Obviously, one must assent to such 
dedication, in order to fulfil the artistic task of creating a culture in which one is actually 
26 See also „aesthetic listener“ (BT, 105) („ästhetische Zuhörer“, KSA, GT, 1, 141), who Nietzsche 

opposes to the Socratic- critical audience, that judges the moral qualities and not the aesthetic merits 
of art.
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„capable of conversing about Beethoven and Shakespeare“ (BT, 107) („im Stande […], 
sich über Beethoven und Shakespeare zu unterhalten“, ibid., 144). This Graecization has 
to continue.
 Here lies a task for German music, because it has a „Dionysiac ground“ (BT, 94) („di-
onysischen Grund“, ibid., 127). In a note, Nietzsche had remarked that Schiller’s poem 
Ode to Joy was testimony to a specifically German talent for the Dionysian, but only 
Beethoven’s musical setting perfected the Ode to Joy (KSA, NF, 7, 275).27 In The Birth 
of Tragedy, the Ode to Joy is considered a part of the „mighty, brilliant course“ (BT, 94) 
(„mächtigen Sonnenlaufe“, KSA, GT, 1, 127) that runs from Johann Sebastian Bach to 
Beethoven and from Beethoven to Wagner. Nietzsche also reviews the Pastoral Sympho-
ny, positing that „even when a musician speaks in images about a composition, as when he 
describes a symphony as pastoral, calling one movement a ‚scene by a stream‘ and another 
a ‚merry gathering of country folk‘, these too are merely symbolic representations born 
out of the music“ (BT, 35) („Ja selbst wenn der Tondichter in Bildern über eine Composi-
tion geredet hat, etwa wenn er eine Symphonie als pastorale und einen Satz als ‚Scene am 
Bach‘, einen anderen als ‚lustiges Zusammensein der Landleute‘ bezeichnet, so sind das 
ebenfalls nur gleichnissartige, aus der Musik geborne Vorstellungen“ ibid., 50). This is 
the case, because Beethoven’s words are the result of the discharge of music in images. 
The relation between music and text or image is not one of mere imitative expression or 
analogous representation, but is ‚symbolic‘. This means, I think, that the image or word 
‚speaks music‘, as Wagner said of the Italian Renaissance painters in Beethoven. 
 Despite these textual descriptions, there is one thing that lacks in Beethoven’s music, 
though. It contains the ‚Dionysian magic‘, but it does not contain ‚Apollonian semblance‘. 
It mirrors Dionysus, but its music still seeks fulfilment and expression in semblance too. 
It exactly misses the discharge of music in image. As Nietzsche pointed out by referring 
to Raphael’s painting Transfiguration, Apollo and Dionysus are in a mutually dependent 
relationship (ibid., 39). ‚Release and redemption‘ is what ‚the primordial unity‘ (which 
is ‚eternal suffering and contradictory‘) aims at (ibid., 38f.). „If one were to transform 
Beethoven’s jubilant ‚Hymn to Joy‘ into a painting and place no constraints on one’s im-
agination as the millions sink into the dust, shivering in awe, then one could begin to ap-
proach the Dionysiac“, Nietzsche writes (BT, 18) („Man verwandele das Beethoven’sche 
Jubellied der ‚Freude‘ in ein Gemälde und bleibe mit seiner Einbildungskraft nicht zurück, 
wenn die Millionen schauervoll in den Staub sinken: so kann man sich dem Dionysischen 
nähern“, ibid., 29). Wagner’s music-drama therefore indeed tried to ‚transform‘ musical 
melody in textual and dramatic motives and characters in order to employ fully the pow-
ers of imagination of both artist and beholders. In so doing, Wagner comes closer to true 
„health“ (ibid.) („Gesundheit“ ibid.), the „universal harmony“ (ibid.) („Evangelium der 
Weltenharmonie“, ibid.) than Beethoven, while Beethoven came closer to ‚health‘ than 
Goethe’s Faust. ‚Health‘ stands for the experience that Wagner called ‚paradise‘. It is the 
renewal of „the bond between human beings“ (ibid.) („der Bund zwischen Mensch und 
Mensch“, ibid.), and the „festival of reconciliation“ (ibid.) („Versöhnungsfest“, ibid.) of na-
ture „with her lost son, humankind“ (ibid.) („mit ihrem verlorenen Sohne, dem Menschen“, 

27 Compare chapter 5 of The Birth of Tragedy, where Nietzsche defends Schiller’s lyrical strength, 
pointing to his avowal that he wrote poetry inspired by a „musical mood“ (ibid., 43).
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ibid.). True health is only gained in tragedy or music-drama, because the aesthetic people 
can only be created by truly ‚aesthetic play‘. Nietzsche stated that a tragic culture needed an 
art, which provided ‚metaphysical comfort‘. This now can only be supplied by the ‚Apol-
lonian semblance‘, thus: by drama, ‚aesthetic play‘. Wagner’s music-drama, specifically 
Tristan and Isolde as we shall see next, therefore is the ideal art form for a tragic-aesthetic 
culture. Nietzsche regarded it as the fulfilment of the cycle starting with Bach, and ending 
in Wagner, but also as the fulfilment of Goethe’s Faust and Beethoven’s Ode to Joy. 
 Although Nietzsche calls the finale of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony the „gospel of 
universal harmony“ (BT, 18) („Evangelium der Weltenharmonie“, ibid.), only Tristan 
and Isolde nears or perhaps even fulfils Nietzsche’s ideal. In The Birth of Tragedy, Tristan 
and Isolde is portrayed as the perfect marriage of Dionysus and Apollo, in which „Dio-
nysus speaks the language of Apollo, but finally it is Apollo who speaks the language of 
Dionysos“ (BT, 104) („Dionysus redet die Sprache des Apollo, Apollo aber schliesslich 
die Sprache des Dionysus“, ibid., 140).28 Hence, Tristan and Isolde ‚repairs‘ the damage 
done by the „impudent fashion“ (BT, 18) („freche Mode“, ibid., 29). Wagner’s music-dra-
mas, Nietzsche argues, cause the ‚rebirth‘ of the aesthetic in culture, in which the public 
(including the critical journalist) does not judge art from a moral (Aristotelian or Schill-
erian) point of view, nor from a political one („similar to […] times of patriotic or martial 
sentiment“ (BT, 107); „wie in patriotischen oder kriegerischen Momenten“, ibid., 143), 
but in a purely aesthetic way. The aesthetic public does not want the return of an „universal 
moral order“ (ibid.) („sittlichen Weltordnung“, ibid.). – Wagner’s „musical tragedy“ (BT, 
106) („musikalische Tragödie“, ibid., 142) brings about the same effect of Greek tragedy, 
when it transforms the tragic into joy, or rather vindicates modern „dullness of spirit“ 
(BT, 17) („Stumpfsinn“, ibid., 29) with Dionysian energy and ‚magic‘. This transforma-
tion turns the public into a healthy, and aesthetic public. Nietzsche seeks this experience 
in the Wagnerian theatre, the experience in which „the bond between human beings [is] 
renewed by the magic of the Dionysiac“ (BT, 18) („unter dem Zauber des Dionysischen 
schließt sich […] der Bund zwischen Mensch und Mensch wieder zusammen“, ibid.), and 
„nature, alienated, inimical, or subjugated, celebrates once more her festival of reconcili-
ation with her lost son, humankind“ (ibid.) („die entfremdete, feindlich oder unterjochte 
Natur feiert wieder ihr Versöhnungsfest mit ihrem verlorenen Sohne, dem Menschen“, 
ibid.). As „a restorative draught“ (BT, 98) („nothwendige Genesungstrank“, ibid., 132), 
Tristan and Isolde distinguishes itself from ‚textual drama‘, because its music clarifies 
the drama from within, thus supplying it with metaphysical meaning. Moreover, because 
of its content (that is, the Dionysian wisdom) and the perfect, balanced manner in which 
this wisdom is brought forward (so that its effect on the public is not only painful but also 
comforting, meaning that both the pain for the lost unity with Dionysus as the regained 
unity is being commemorated and celebrated in tragedy), Tristan and Isolde (ideally) ele-
vates itself to the kernel of human identity. This means that the theatre is the place where 

28 Nietzsche attended a performance of Tristan and Isolde, conducted by Hans von Bülow, for the first 
time at the end of June 1872 in Munich. The only other work of Wagner Nietzsche had heard fully 
until then was The Mastersingers, which he had heard at the music festival in 1868, in Dresden in 
January 1869 and in Karlsruhe in April 1869. Thus, when he wrote his extolling passages for The 
Birth of Tragedy, he knew Tristan mainly from the score, from some piano-play with his friend Krug 
ten years earlier, and from hearing the prelude at the Euterpe concert in October 1868.
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humanity gains self-awareness. And this is, I think, the core of Nietzsche’s Wagner-hope: 
Nietzsche expects Wagner’s Bayreuth theatre to be the place where people look into the 
mirror and see their Dionysian inner core.

Nietzsche’s call for aestheticization and his secret Wagner-scepticism

According to Wagner, the reign of ‚impudent fashion‘, Modernity or ‚information soci-
ety‘ began with the art of printing and culminated in the increasing power of journalism 
in his day. Wagner considered Beethoven’s ‚sublime innocence‘ exposed in the Ode to 
Joy a banner of triumph, which heralded a new ‚mythical‘ era. In a letter to Nietzsche, 
Wagner described this as ‚the great Renaissance‘ in which „Plato embraces Homer and 
Homer, filled with Plato’s Ideas, only now truly becomes the greatest Homer“ („Platon 
den Homer umarmt, und Homer, von Platons Ideen erfüllt, nun erst recht der allergrößte 
Homer wird“ KGB II/2, 145f.). Nietzsche indeed regarded Wagner as the artist who 
would bring about a ‚great Renaissance‘, on the condition that he would not attempt to 
unite Homer and Plato, but follow Aeschylus, champion of the tragic chorus. Moreover, 
Nietzsche regarded Wagner as the successor of Goethe and Schiller because he continued 
their project to raise a national theatre and in so doing interrupt European decadence, by 
turning to and learning from the Greeks: „Wagner fulfils, what was initiated by Schiller 
and Goethe“ („Wagner vollendet was Schiller und Goethe begonnen haben“ KSA, NF, 
7, 280).
 Despite Nietzsche’s high expectations of Wagner’s musical theatre, and despite 
Wagner’s penetrating influence on Nietzsche’s musical aesthetics and philosophy of cul-
ture, Nietzsche was much more critical of Wagner’s aesthetics than The Birth of Tragedy 
at first sight suggests. This entails that Nietzsche’s trust in Wagner’s cultural project was 
more ambiguous than realized until today. Although he tried to obscure his concern with 
an ardent and hyperbolic defence of music-drama, Nietzsche was to a certain extent scep-
tical of Wagner already during his work on The Birth of Tragedy. As I suggest below, 
Nietzsche’s explicit Wagner-enthusiasm went together with what I call a ‚secret Wagner-
scepticism‘. The Birth of Tragedy therefore has a strange, double, and even contradictory 
nature, as it both defends Wagner as the renewer of the Greek spirit and criticizes Wagner 
for a lack of Greek spirit. As Nietzsche confessed many years later, he wrote The Birth 
of Tragedy because he was concerned about Wagner’s ‚Graecization‘ and ‚southerniza-
tion‘: „While the thunders of the Battle of Wörth rolled away over baffled Europe – I, 
in some corner of the Alps, wrote down this book’s [The Birth of Tragedy, MP] decisive 
thoughts: in essence not so much for me as for Richard Wagner, for whose Graecizati-
on and southernization until then no one had really cared“ („Während die Donner der 
Schlacht von Wörth über das erstaunte Europa weggiengen – schrieb ich in irgend einem 
Winkel der Alpen die entscheidenden Gedanken dieses Buches nieder: im Grunde nicht 
viel für mich, sondern für Richard Wagner, um dessen Gräcisierung und Versüdlichung 
sich bis dahin Niemand sonderlich Mühe gegeben hatte“ KSA, NF, 14, 45).29 
29 In the first version of the „Attempt at Self-Criticism“ (KSA, NF, 14, 45). In the definitive version, 

Nietzsche left his concern about Wagner’s ‚Graecization‘ and ‚southernization‘ out and replaced it 
with more ‚Zarathustrian‘ language: „While the thunder of the Battle of Wörth rolled across Europe, 
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 The ‚Graecization‘ and ‚southernization‘ consisted in the development of one’s aes-
thetic capabilities, the aesthetic view of the world, and the aesthetic translation of the 
metaphysical, pessimistic truth, together with the development of the ‚eye for depth‘ or 
the insight into the tragic nature of life. Nietzsche shared Wagner’s plea for more cultural 
depth. But whereas Wagner put all his money on German music as the provider of cultural 
depth (or ‚height‘), Nietzsche took a roundabout road, via Greece. Moreover, the ‚Greek‘ 
road served as a touchstone for the contemporary attempt to bring about a cultural ren-
aissance, in short, for Wagner’s music-drama. While Wagner’s norm was the ‚German‘ 
character of an artwork (i.e. Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony), Nietzsche’s criterion was 
Wagner’s ‚Greek‘ or ‚southern‘ spirit. Therefore, The Birth of Tragedy contains a crucial 
difference in respect of Wagner’s Beethoven-essay. While Wagner extolled Germany’s 
unique qualifications and ability to dominate and save European culture, Nietzsche built 
a Germany-critical, thus self-critical attitude into his account. Contrary to Wagner, who 
made a strict opposition between the ‚bad‘ cultural influences of France and Italy and the 
‚good‘ cultural influence of Germany, Nietzsche criticized Germany in the first place, 
especially for accommodating cultural power to military-political power.30 In Nietzsche’s 
view, art only might establish and preserve a culture and its ‚unity of style‘. Equalizing 
spirit and state, on the other hand, is clear-cut expression of the ‚philistinism‘, the cultural 
decadence, Nietzsche claims to fight. ‚Philistinism‘ in the Nietzschean sense is „the ab-
solute negation of the aesthetic“.31 However, Nietzsche’s cultural war is not only directed 
against the philistine idea that ‚state‘ and ‚culture‘ are taken together, but also against the 
moral interpretation of art. The clash between moral and aesthetic value forms the apex of 
The Birth of Tragedy.32 This, in turn, implies that the rebirth of aesthetic culture can only 

the brooder and lover of riddles who fathered the book was sitting in some corner of the Alps, ut-
terly preoccupied with his ponderings and riddles and consequently very troubled and untroubled 
at one and the same time, writing down his thoughts about the Greeks – the core of this odd and 
rather inaccessible book […]“ (BT, 3) („Während die Donner der Schlacht von Wörth über Europa 
weggiengen, sass der Grübler und Räthselfreund, dem die Vaterschaft dieses Buches zu Theil ward, 
irgendwo in einem Winkel der Alpen, sehr vergrübelt and verräthselt, folglich sehr bekümmert und 
unbekümmert zugleich, und schrieb seine Gedanken über die Griechen nieder, – den Kern des wun-
derlichen und schlecht zugänglichen Buches“ KSA, GT, 1, 11).

30 In the first Untimely Meditation about anti-Wagnerite David Strauss, Nietzsche emphasized that 
the military victory of Germany over France should certainly not be regarded as a cultural vic-
tory: ‚Geist‘ and ‚Reich‘, spirit and state, should not be mistaken for one and the same thing. See 
especially KSA, DS, 1, 159ff. This self-critical turn is traceable to a letter to Carl von Gersdorff, in 
which Nietzsche admitted: „My worries about the current state of culture are big […]; In confidence, 
I regard current Prussia as an enormous powerful threat for culture“ („Vor dem bevorstehenden Cul-
turzustande habe ich die größten Besorgnisse […] Im Vertrauen: ich halte das jetzige Preußen für 
eine der Cultur höchst gefährliche Macht“ (KSB, 3, 155).

31 Malcolm Bull, The Ecstacy of Philistinism, in: Dave Beech, John Roberts, The Philistine Contro-
versy, London 2002, 51.

32 Daniel Came, Nietzsche’s Attempt at a Self-Criticism: Art and Morality in The Birth of Tragedy, in: 
Nietzsche-Studien, 33 (2004). This was also what Malcolm Bull implied, when he claimed: „read in 
the light of Nietzsche’s subsequent attack on Strauss’, The Birth of Tragedy emerges as an account 
not just of the birth of tragedy from the spirit of music, but also of the birth of philistinism from the 
spirit of rationality“ (in: The Ecstacy of Philistinism, 62).
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happen from the musical spirit (as in ‚of the muses‘, thus artistic spirit). This is indeed 
Nietzsche’s central claim. 
 What exactly does Nietzsche’s ‚aestheticism‘ or ‚aestheticist claim‘ precisely come 
down to? Is it the positive formulation of the ‚anti-moralistic‘ or the ‚immoral‘ view 
of life, or is there more to it? Taking the above into account, it occurs to me that the 
aesthetic view Nietzsche proposes is not only a view ‚beyond good and evil‘. For such 
an interpretation, his ‚immorality‘ is too closely related to art as the sole creator of cul-
ture and the promoter of life. Indeed, in stating famously and somewhat enigmatically 
that „art ist the highest task and the true metaphysical activity of this life“ (BT, 14) 
(„Kunst d[ie] höchste[…] Aufgabe und d[ie] eigentlich metaphysische[…] Thätigkeit 
dieses Lebens [ist]“ KSA, GT, 1, 24), Nietzsche posits the field of aesthetics as the only 
field in which humanity can reach its innermost core and full growth. For Nietzsche, this 
entails the task „to look at science through the prism of the artist, but also to look at art 
through the prism of life“ ( BT, 5) („die Wissenschaft unter der Optik des Künstlers zu 
sehn, die Kunst aber unter der des Lebens“, ibid., 14). Nietzsche makes it humanity’s 
task to spread art and the aesthetic view to all directions of life and thereby affirming 
life and creating culture. Only art may establish and preserve a culture and its ‚unity of 
style‘ (KSA, DS, 1, 163). Nietzsche maintained what we may call a broad conception 
of aestheticism, one which not only transcended the realm of morality, but also those of 
art and the experience of beauty: it sought to bridge and penetrate all domains of life.33 
However, we may add to this that Nietzsche’s aestheticism also implies the protection of 
the aesthetic sphere against non-aesthetic (moral, dialectical, and political) intrusion and 
pollution. Moreover, we must consider that it implies the (Kantian and Schillerian) idea 
that our faculty of aesthetic judgement must be cultivated. In brief, the aesthetic realm 
must be protected from non-aesthetic influences, while the non-aesthetic must be viewed 
from an aesthetic perspective. Both positions are and must remain innocent, meaning not 
polluted by moral views. The aesthetic realm to Nietzsche is the realm of innocence, the 
realm in which humanity regains its ‚childlike innocence‘. This seems to be confirmed 
by Chapter 22 of The Birth of Tragedy, where Nietzsche describes the childlike inno-
cence in the Schopenhauerian way of ‚will-less‘, which implies the Kantian ‚without 
interest‘. The child (and the genius is childlike in its play and conception too) plays 
as it is ordered to by its fantasy, by the figures and voices of its imagination. It plays 
with dwarfs, dragons, giants, in brief, with mythical figures. The child creates myths. 
Moreover, the child is ‚at home‘ in the world, it does not experience any differentiation 
with nature and other children, they are all united in the play. Nietzsche describes this 
experience as a „supreme, artistic, primal joy in the womb of the Primordial Unity“ (BT, 
105) („künstlerische Urfreude im Schoosse des Ur-Einen“ KSA, GT, 1, 141), a „return 
to home and origin“ („Rückkehr zur Urheimat“, ibid.). The child is the Mythical Man of 
the future, on whom the future of Europe depends. What Europe need is more fantasy: 
„Without myth […] all culture loose their healthy, creative, natural energy; only a hori-
zon surrounded by myths encloses and unifies a cultural movement. Only by myth can 
33 As Rebecca Bamford expressed: „Nietzsche’s own version of aestheticism is constituted in the de-

liberate application of aesthetic concerns to nonaesthetic situations and arenas“, in: Nietzsche’s Aes-
theticism and the Value of Suffering, in: Paul Bishop, Roger H. Stephenson (ed.), Cultural Studies 
and the Symbolic 1, Leeds 2003, 66. 
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all the energies of fantasy and Apolline dream be saved from aimless meandering“ (BT, 
108) („Ohne Mythus aber geht jede Cultur ihrer gesunden schöpferischen Naturkraft 
verlustig: erst ein mit Mythen umstellter Horizont schliesst eine ganze Culturbewegung 
zur Einheit ab. Alle Kräfte der Phantasie und des apollinischen Traumes werden erst 
durch den Mythus aus ihrem wahllosen Herumschweifen gerettet“, ibid., 145). Society 
needs „the mythical fundament“ (ibid.) („das mythische Fundament“, ibid.). A humanity 
without myths is ‚homeless‘, ‚heimatlos‘. According to Nietzsche, culture is a tragic and 
a healthy culture. Such a culture offers humanity a home, a mythical and healthy home. 
True culture, according to Nietzsche, offer humanity a „mythical home“ (ibid.) („mythi-
schen Heimat“, ibid., 146).
 Both Wagner’s and Nietzsche’s philosophy of culture comes down to two basic ideas. 
The first is that Italian and French influences are responsible for the current cultural deca-
dence in Europe. The second is that Germany will interrupt this process of decay by rein-
stalling myth and thus returning humankind to its original home, its childlike innocence, 
and imagination. However, while Wagner described this as a ‚paradise‘, Nietzsche avoids 
this term, associating it with the ‚idyllic‘ tendency of Italian opera and Rousseau. Instead 
he uses terms like ‚health‘ and ‚Urheimat‘. Although this seems like a harmless, trivial 
difference of terms rather than of concepts, it may indicate that Nietzsche had some dif-
ficulty with Wagner. Wagner’s theoretical influence on and parallelism with Nietzsche is 
obvious. So is the fact that Nietzsche was a Wagner-enthusiast, regarding the composer as 
the saviour of European culture. However, it may be that Nietzsche’s Wagner-enthusiasm 
was accompanied by an undertone of Wagner-scepticism. When Nietzsche wrote that he 
had written his book out of concern for Wagner’s ‚Graecization‘ and ‚southernization‘, 
he meant in fact that Wagner was not ‚tragic‘ enough, because he was too moralistic and 
optimistic in describing his ideal Beethoven. Nietzsche does not explicitly point to Wag-
ner’s description of Beethoven’s music as expression of „sublime naivety“ („erhabenster 
Naivetät“ DS IX, 78) because of his belief that ‚man is good after all‘, this man being 
the „primordial type of innocence“ („Urtypus der Unschuld“, ibid., 79). However, he 
criticizes the socialist-utilitarian translation of paradise into the goal to gain happiness 
for as many as possible (BT, 24; KSA, GT, 1, 117), Italian opera, German classicism, and 
Rousseau (ibid., 37) precisely for their ‚idyllic‘ and ‚moral‘ belief in ‚the good man‘. In 
so doing, Nietzsche implicitly criticizes exactly the point that Wagner venerated most 
in his forerunner Beethoven: his rejuvenation of paradise, in which humankind would 
experience its original innocence, and primordial ‚good man‘34, that is Wagner’s moral 
and idyllic tendency. – However, we can raise the question if it is Wagner or Nietzsche 
who should be blamed for a too idyllic view of things? Despite his criticism of German 
Classicism and of the current German inclination to mix up military and cultural powers, 

34 The idea that Wagner might indeed have been too ‚idyllic‘ for Nietzsche’s aestheticist standards 
is confirmed in several Nachlass notes of 1871. There Nietzsche described Wagner as a ‚radical 
idyllist‘ and a composer of ‚tragic idylls‘, of which Tristan and Isolde is regarded a typical example 
(KSA, NF, 7, 287, 306f., 313f., 324). See for more information on Nietzsche’s apprehension of 
Wagner as composer of ‚tragic idylls‘: Martine Prange, Valuation and Revaluation of the Idyll: 
Schillerian Traces in Nietzsche’s Early Musical Aesthetics, in: Volker Gerhardt, Renate Reschke 
(ed.), Friedrich Nietzsche. Zwischen Musik, Philosophie und Ressentiment (Nietzscheforschung 13), 
Berlin 2006.
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Nietzsche is perhaps not self-critical enough. By hiding his Wagner-scepticism behind a 
critique of Rousseau, the socialist-utilitarian translation of paradise into the goal to gain 
happiness for as many as possible (ibid., 117), Schiller’s concept of the idyll, and Italian 
opera’s idyllic humanism, he drew a too idyllic picture of Wagner as purely tragic coun-
terpoint of Modernity.

Conclusion

The Birth of Tragedy (1872) is motivated by the cultural goal to save Europe from artistic 
decadence. There, Friedrich Nietzsche expressed his expectation that Richard Wagner’s 
music-drama would lead Europe out of cultural decadence due to the fact that it was a 
‚Greek‘ form of art. Richard Wagner would conduct Europe out of ‚the jungle of paradise 
lost‘ and spawn ‚the great Renaissance‘. This cultural expectation formed the directive of 
The Birth of Tragedy, just as it was the directive of Wagner’s celebratory essay Beetho-
ven.
 Wagner and Nietzsche wanted to accomplish Goethe and Schiller’s ‚cultural war‘ 
(‚Kulturkampf‘) by way of a ‚musicalization‘ and ‚mythologicization‘ of art and culture, 
and, in Nietzsche’s case, the general ‚aestheticization‘ of the moral, political, and mili-
tary view of life. According to Nietzsche, Wagner’s Greek, tragic insight in life and his 
musical genius enabled him to mirror this wisdom in musical symbolism which would 
transform the public into an ‚aesthetic‘ public. In so doing, he would ‚redeem‘ German 
culture and, in spreading his ‚deep joy‘ ‚over the mountains‘ alike, European culture. 
Nietzsche’s task in this ‚aestheticization of culture‘ was not only to explain Wagner’s 
cultural importance to a broader, academic, public, but also to educate Wagner in the 
Greek way of life, because, in order to accomplish Goethe and Schiller’s ‚cultural war‘ 
successfully, Wagner had to ‚Graecize‘ first. Nietzsche took it as his most important task 
(as a specialist in ancient Greek art and culture – to teach Wagner as to how to complete 
his personal ‚Graecization‘. Therefore, the analysis Nietzsche gave in the first fifteen 
chapters of The Birth of Tragedy were not only meant as informing his colleagues in phi-
lology, but also, and I would even say in the first place, to instruct Wagner. Without this 
instruction, Wagner would never find the firm footing the ‚great Renaissance‘ needed, 
according to Nietzsche. This entails, however, that Nietzsche’s explicit Wagner-defence 
in the book has an undertone of ‚secret scepticism‘ regarding Wagner’s moral and idyllic, 
‚sick‘ inclinations. The Birth of Tragedy is therefore indeed written out of Nietzsche’s 
concern for Wagner’s ‚Graecization‘ and ‚Southernization‘, as Nietzsche had written 
himself in retrospect. 
 However, Nietzsche’s concern for Wagner’s ,Graecization‘ and ‚southernization‘ arose 
from his concern for Europe’s ‚Graecization‘ and ‚southernization‘. This concern formed 
the core of Nietzsche’s philosophical anthropology and philosophy of culture. Man and 
culture, Europeans and Europe, had to return to their Greek roots, guided in their journey 
by Germany, so Nietzsche maintained. In The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche was involved 
with forging a „lasting love“ (BT, 97) („dauerende Liebesbund“ KSA, GT, 1, 131) be-
tween Greek and German culture, which would, in the end, purify Europe as a whole 
from its modern, ‚Socratic‘ deviation from the truth. – Despite his doubts, thus, Nietzsche 
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defended Wagner in The Birth of Tragedy insofar he was ‚Greek‘, „as a foreign country“ 
(„als Ausland“), as he declared in Ecce Homo (KSA, EH, 6, 288), and even as „European 
event“ (BGE, 148ff.) („Europäisches Ereigniss“ KSA, JGB, 5, 201ff.).35 Indeed, had Wag-
ner not written in ‚Art and Revolution‘ (‚Kunst und Revolution‘): „Greek art spanned the 
mind of a beautiful nation; in like manner should the artwork of the future span the minds 
of a free humanity, exceeding all borders of nationalities; his national soul should not be 
more than a stain, an incentive of individual multiplicity, not a hemming limit“ („Umfaßte 
das griechische Kunstwerk den Geist einer schönen Nation, so soll das Kunstwerk der 
Zukunft den Geist einer freien Menschheit über aller Schranken der Nationalitäten hinaus 
umfassen; das nationale Wesen in ihm darf nur ein Schmuck, ein Reiz individueller Man-
nigfaltigkeit, nicht eine hemmende Schranke sein“).36 And when he was only twenty-one 
years old, Wagner had noted, in his address „On German opera“ („Die deutsche Oper“, 
1834): „We must grasp our time and attempt to express its new forms; and the master 
of this will be the one who writes neither Italian nor French – neither German“ („Wir 
müssen die Zeit packen und ihre neuen Formen auszubilden suchen; und der wird der 
Meister sein, der weder italienisch, französisch – noch aber auch deutsch schreibt“).37 
These expressions are testimony to Wagner’s early Europeanism and cosmopolitan spirit, 
characteristics which are traded for a dubious form of nationalism in Beethoven. How-
ever, the young Wagner propagated what Nietzsche later, during his ‚free spirit‘ period of 
anti-Wagnerism, designated as the need to ‚de-Germanize‘ (‚entdeutschen‘) (WA, 236)38, 
and to „become Mediterranean“ („méditerraniser“, KSA, WA, 6, 16).
 Remarkably, around 1885, when Nietzsche rewrote the Human all too Human books, 
the ‚will for Renaissance‘ still formed the hope of Nietzsche’s philosophy. Then, howev-
er, he considered the Renaissance to consist in the ‚abolition‘ (‚Vernichtung‘) or ‚amalga-
mation‘ (‚Verschmelzung‘) of the European nations into one, united Europe which would 
be inhibited by a „mixed race“ of „good Europeans“ (HH-1, 174f.) (KSA, MA-1, 2, 309). 
This is a Europe for „free spirits“ (HH-1, 6) (ibid., 15), who keep remote from politics 
(KSA, NF, 8, 348) and dedicate themselves to the old, German task of making European 
culture the „continuation of the Greek“ (HH-1, 174f.) („Fortsetzung der griechischen“ 
KSA, MA-1, 2, 311). In this will to create the ‚lasting love‘ with the Greeks, in this 
process of ‚Graecization‘, Nietzsche declared in a Nachlass note‚ „resided (and always 
resided) my hope for the German soul!“ („liegt [und lag von jeher] meine Hoffnung für 
das deutsche Wesen!“ KSA, NF, 11, 679). Although at that time Nietzsche considered his 
former Wagnerism a matter of youthful „self-blinding“ (BGE, 31f.) („Selbst-Verblend-
ung“ KSA, JGB, 5, 49), because, in a typically German way, he had mistaken Wagner’s 

35 Dieter Borchmeyer, „Ein Dreigestirn ewig verbundener Geister“, Wagner, Nietzsche, Thomas Mann 
und das Konzept einer übernationalen Kultur, in: Heinz Gockel (ed.), Wagner – Nietzsche – Tho-
mas Mann, Frankfurt/M. 1993, 4. Also: KSA, JGB, 5, 198ff. Borchmeyer writes that to Nietzsche, 
Wagner was „the medium of de-provencialisation and becoming European“ („das Medium der Ent-
provinzialisierung und Europäisierung“, 7) and remarks that the move to Bayreuth was interpreted 
by Nietzsche as a fall back into provencialism. 

36 Cited after Dieter Borchmeyer’s quotation (Ein Dreigestirn ewig verbundener Geister, 10).
37 Ibid.
38 The desire to de-Germanize may be considered as a typically German-Romantic desire, though.



117Nietzsche’s Artistic Ideal of Europe

„obscurity“ („Unklarheit“) for „depth“ („Tiefe“ KSA, NF, 11, 674)39, he still assigned a 
special role to the Germans in the achievement of this renaissance, as „people of the mid-
dle“ („Volk der Mitte“, ibid., 703). He still hoped that the Germans would be the pioneers 
of a new European Renaissance. However, this time they would be pioneers not because 
of Germany’s unique ‚metaphysical‘, ‚aesthetic‘, and ‚tragic talent‘, but rather due to 
their talent for ‚de-Germanization‘ (‚Entdeutschung‘, ibid., 702) and ‚Mediterraniza-
tion‘40. The renaissance, Nietzsche then understood the matter, had to be generated not so 
much by closing off from French taste and Italian formalism as with the help of „our good 
will, our patience, our fair-mindedness and gentleness with what is strange“ (GS, 186) 
(„unsere guten Willen, unsere Geduld, Billigkeit, Sanftmüthigkeit gegen das Fremde“ 
KSA, FW, 3, 560). The cultural redemption had to be established by ‚borrowing‘ (‚en-
tlehnen‘) ‚forms […] from abroad‘ (‚die Formen aus der Fremde‘) in order to ‚transform 
them into the fairest appearance of beauty‘ (‚zum schönsten Scheine umbilden‘), yet still 
for the reason that „that [my underlining, MP] is Greek“ (AOM, 266) („das [my underlin-
ing, MP] ist griechisch“, KSA, VM, 2, 474).

39 At that time, Nietzsche underlines that Wagner used to be a ‚free spirit‘, an atheist and immoralist. 
Of course Nietzsche hints at the pre-Parsifalian Wagner (KSA, NF, 11, 592).

40 See for more information on Nietzsche’s philosophy as a plea for ‚Mediterranization‘: Martine Pran-
ge, Lof der Méditerranée, Nietzsches vrolijke wetenschap tussen noord en zuid, Kampen 2005.






