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Nietzsche’s Use of Music as a Literary Device

Most of you are already familiar with the unique tone and style of Friedrich Nietzsche’s writings.  His texts are filled with exhortations, exaggerations, polemical attacks, metaphors and wild comparisons.  Let me give just one brief example from The Gay Science.  The following is a poem from the introductory “Prelude of Rhymes”:

Nothing tastes good to you, my friend?

I’m tired of your belly-aching.

You spit, rage, slander without end;

My patience and my heart are breaking.

I have a remedy; just follow

My good advice and rest assured:

A toad is what you need to swallow,

And your dyspepsia will be cured.

Passages like these represent a decisive and remarkable break from the previous 2000 years of philosophical writings.  Some scholars have approached this difference as if it were merely a stylistic one, and moved on to examine the content of the work, as if Nietzsche and Kant differed only in their “style.”  Much to the contrary, Nietzsche’s writing is characterized by his “multifarious use of styles” (to borrow a phrase from Alexander Nehemas) rather than a consistent adherence to one style.  Furthermore, Nietzsche uses these varying styles as literary devices to convey his message and involve the reader.  In short, Nietzsche’s styles are not a vapid surface superimposed over a philosophical skeleton; they are simultaneously form and content.


Considering Nietzsche’s focus on style, it is not surprising to learn that he was also deeply interested in music.  Amongst all the arts, music is the most abstract and least descriptive, and therefore the best medium in which to engage with style qua substance. Nietzsche’s interest in music went far beyond mere appreciation, and he was in fact a talented amateur composer and pianist.  In his teenage years he aspired to become a professional musician, and it was only during college that he decided to pursue philology instead.  As these new studies began to play a larger role in his life, he was forced to concentrate less on music and, consequently, most of Nietzsche’s musical output comes from his late teenage years, although he continued to compose periodically throughout his life.  Letters dating to his final years attest to the fact that he always saw himself as a composer, and his musical works were important enough to him to warrant inclusion in his final published work, Ecce Homo.  Given Nietzsche’s surprisingly extensive musical output and his literary emphasis on style, a close reading of his music akin to the many readings of his literary works appears justified. 


Although the considerable size of Nietzsche’s musical output allows for numerous opportunities to investigate his rhetorical use of style, I have chosen four musical works to focus this evening.  Think of these as “case studies” that, hopefully, will provide a glimpse into a new, fertile, and relatively untouched area of Nietzsche scholarship.  In all likelihood, not everyone here tonight will agree with my interpretation of these works, but I hope that everyone will see the value of engaging with Nietzsche’s musical compositions.  

I will begin with a piece written when Nietzsche was just 16.  In 1862, he composed a set of piano pieces entitled “Two Polish Dances.”  These pieces were written with the intention of performing them for the musical-literary club he and his teenaged friends had formed—Germania.  The purpose of this group was to discuss aesthetic theories, evaluate and critique musical and literary works, and create their own artistic works.  Nietzsche led the group, and according to the scrupulous minutes he took, Nietzsche also contributed a majority of the discussion material and original artistic works.  I mention the club here because it is important to realize that these compositions were intended for a critical and aesthetically aware audience. There needs to be an important distinction drawn between Nietzsche’s published works and his private notes, and this distinction must be applied to his musical works as well.  The two categories reflect differing purposes for their creation; the works for public consumption are performative in nature—that is, they put on a show and produce an intended effect, while he wrote the private texts (both literary and musical) for a variety of personal uses: simple communication, internal dialogue, rhetorical practice, etc.  

The titles of these pieces themselves present a fertile ground for interpretation and grant us insight into Nietzsche’s use of rhetoric and style.  The complete title is as follows:  Two Polish Dances: Mazurka, Aus der Czarda.   On the surface, this is completely straightforward.  A Mazurka is a type of Polish dance, and the Czarda is a river in Poland.  It is odd, however, that his mode of titling the works is inconsistent.  The term “Mazurka” applies to the form and style of the dance, while “Aus der Czarda” is a descriptive phrase meaning “On the Czarda.”  Composers usually choose one method for their nomenclature, such as tempo designation or programmatic description, and apply that consistently through a set of pieces.  For example, Schumann’s Fantasiestücke for clarinet and piano are all named for their tempo markings, while all the pieces in the Carnival collection contain programmatic titles. Therefore we must assume that Nietzsche was using this discrepancy to achieve some end.  To gain some insight into his possible intentions, we must look to his literary works and their subsequent interpretations with an eye to analogous rhetorical devices.  Within this context, let us first examine the unusual use of titles before examining the music itself.

By changing descriptive categories, Nietzsche is changing perspectives; a modus operandi frequently found in his literary works. It is so pervasive in fact, that many scholars point to perspectivism as a central tenet of the entirety of Nietzsche’s thought.  According to this theory, objectivity is impossible.  All we can do is approach the object (conceptual or physical) from different perspectives, slowly accumulating more and more angles of perception.  Although an increase in perspectives provides a more thorough understanding, there is no ultimate accumulation of perspectives that will provide anything related to objective knowledge.  Furthermore, Nietzsche’s perspectivism differs from relativism because he claims a hierarchy of perspectives.  In other words, not all perspectives are created equal.  He frequently writes of gaining higher perspectives, and criticizes others for clinging to “frog perspectives.” (BGE, I:2)  It is therefore in the individual’s best interest to acquire numerous effective perspectives when attempting to gain knowledge of some object, be it physical or mental.  

By changing the perspective from which the pieces are titled—from a formal mode to a descriptive mode—Nietzsche is approaching his “Two Polish Dances” from multiple perspectives.  This interpretation of Nietzsche’s intent is supported not only by his later writings on perspectivism, but also by pragmatic considerations.  Nietzsche’s letters suggest that he decided to write a set of Polish dances before embarking upon the individual pieces.  Once he chose the title of the set, it would be easiest to think within one category; i.e., two Polish dances (Polonaise, Mazurka, March, etc.) or two descriptive phrases (Evening in Warsaw, The Cold Plains, etc.).  Going beyond straightforward categories seems to imply a specific intent, and given the rich context of Nietzsche’s writings on perspective, such an assumption, albeit without direct written corroboration, appears justified.

Now let us take a closer look at the music itself, particularly the mazurka.  If you were to sit down at the piano to play this piece, the first thing you would notice is that it is misnamed, for it does not contain the characteristics traditionally applied to the form.  A mazurka is traditionally defined as a lively Polish peasant dance in 3/4 time with an emphasis on the second beat.  Nietzsche’s mazurka is in 2/4 – the proper time signature for a march, but not a mazurka!  To illustrate this discrepancy, allow me to play for you two short musical examples.  The first is a mazurka by Frederic Chopin—the famous Polish composer who introduced the Mazurka into the western musical vocabulary and standardized its form and characteristics.  Listen for the triple meter and the emphasis on the second beat.  Play Chopin.  Now I will play Nietzsche’s Mazurka – again listen for the time signature.  Play Nietzsche.  
How can we explain this discrepancy?  We cannot attribute it to ignorance—any culturally-aware middle class German would be familiar with Chopin’s mazurkas and their defining characteristics, even more so for one as musically inquisitive as Nietzsche.  And we cannot attribute it to apathy, for it was composed for a highly critical and well-read audience: the members of Germania.   Taking a cue from his literary works, it is reasonable to assume that he chose this apparent error in order to do something with this musical text.  Just as his hyperbole and aphorism impact the reader in a way that lends strength to the text, this musical malaprop must provide some rhetorical value.  Given the rich vocabulary of literary devices Nietzsche uses throughout his written works, there is no shortage of ways to approach this particular case study.  Today I will investigate two possible rhetorical schemes that might shed light on the Mazurka. 

The first is related to the paradox of nomenclature that occurs when Nietzsche composes a work that is and is not its title.  The title Mazurka, although usually considered a formal indication, in this case is simultaneously a descriptive and formal title.  It is a formal title insofar as the piece’s structure matches the form of a typical mazurka.  For example, the formal title “Sonata” applies to pieces that have a very specific form, but says nothing about the music’s non-formal attributes.  In this case, the term mazurka has a formal component whereby it refers to pieces that display a certain structure.  It is comprised of a primary theme alternating with contrasting sections in unexpected key areas.  It has a playful tone that suggests humor through its prolonged avoidance of expected resolutions.  Ironically, the title also has a descriptive component, because it describes the overall sound of the piece without defining its relation to similar pieces.  As I demonstrated previously, strictly speaking the piece is not a Mazurka.  Yet if the meter is ignored, it sounds as much like a mazurka as most of Chopin’s works by the same name.  In this way, Nietzsche is describing the piece without classifying the piece.  To put it another way, he is using the title to describe the piece as Mazurka-esque!  By effectively creating a Mazurka while blatantly ignoring the supposedly fundamental characteristic Nietzsche shows remarkable ability for someone so young and without formal musical training.  He accomplishes this by identifying and exaggerating other important characteristics to compensate for the obvious alteration.  The dotted figures on the first beat lead to the second beat, creating a stress that is unusual in a duple meter.  While most marches (the most typical style for duple meters) stress the first beat, Nietzsche takes great pains to deflect the accent to the second.  Secondly, Nietzsche exploits an unusual characteristic of Chopin’s own mazurkas—their unusual rubato.  Rubato refers to the performance practice of subtly slowing and speeding the tempo for expressive purposes.  Chopin was famous for his rubato, which far exceeded the norms of his day.  In fact, several respected pianists of his day, including Meyerbeer and Halle, reported that Chopin’s mazurkas in particular sounded as if they were in 4/4 time because of the extensive rubato on the third beat.  Play Example. After establishing Nietzsche’s willful and effective creation of a paradox, the questions arises:  What does he mean to do with his musical paradox? 

This question provides a wonderful opportunity to engage with one of Nietzsche’s most unique issues—that of genealogical investigation.  Genealogy rises to prominence in Nietzsche’s writings largely due to his dismissal of absolute truths and falsities.  This rejection itself has inspired countless books, and for issues of time I will not address this issue now, and will dare to posit it as a accepted tenet of Nietzschean thought.  In the epistemological void created by the movement “beyond good and evil,” genealogy steps in to provide an evaluative framework for conceptual knowledge.  In a process later refined and popularized by Foucault, Nietzsche approaches “truths” and “facts” as conventions agreed upon by a population that constantly refines and adjusts these truths as society changes.  Therefore a genealogical study of a concept allows the investigator to highlight its conditional nature, as well as identifying the specific contexts that generated the decisions leading to the concept’s ossification as “fact.”  Nietzsche’s writings are filled with case studies in which he uses this method to deconstruct concepts, from romanticism to good and evil to morality to metaphysics.  

I believe that it is reasonable to approach this mazurka as a musical case study in genealogical deconstruction.   Nietzsche goes beyond the textbook definition of a mazurka—the one that dares to provide a step-by-step instruction manual for the replication of a typical mazurka—to ascertain the qualities that describe the diverse musical works that comprise the genre of mazurkas.  His musical acumen is revealed by his ability to omit one of the qualities while retaining its overall likeness.  His philosophical acumen is revealed by his ability to bring into question the necessity of certain identifying traits, namely a triple time signature.  If he had chosen other characteristics to omit, it is likely that even his handpicked critical audience would have overlooked the discrepancy.  By choosing the most obviously verifiable trait (after all, it is hard to ignore a time signature!) he forces his listeners to doubt and question accepted definitions.  It is this interaction between reader and text that Nietzsche evinces that is a hallmark of his literary works.  Readers are not allowed to sit back and passively imbibe knowledge, rather they are challenged, goaded, and insulted into creating their own truths and reevaluating accepted wisdom.   

The other possible theory to account for Nietzsche’s unusual mazurka is to view it as a parody, a rhetorical device he uses generously in his published writings.  Thomas Mann, in his book Doctor Faustus, (a work with considerable Nietzschean influences) defines parody as the creation of an artwork through scrupulous adherence to an accepted, although bankrupt, formula.  Although the author realizes that the resulting creation will be flawed, this knowledge is cloaked behind a charade of good faith.  The most famous instances of parody in Nietzsche’s works are his poems “Songs of Prince Vogelfrei “ (Prince Free-as-a-bird) which parody Goethe and others, and passages in Thus Spoke Zarathustra, in which several stock characters are made to appear ridiculous for their adherence to traditional moralities.  Likewise, Nietzsche’s Mazurka can be seen as the creation of a simple-minded but trusting musician who forgets which time signature a mazurka employs.  The fact that Nietzsche does know the typical characteristics of a mazurka but makes no allusion to it raises the work to parody.  He presents the work behind the mask of good faith and dares us to discover his parodic intent.  

Nietzsche’s parody here and elsewhere goes beyond mere rhetoric.  Although his use of this device succeeds in drawing the reader or listener into his discussion and is an effective mode of convincing others to accept Nietzsche’s views, its most important role lies in the simple act of drawing attention to his authorship.  When Nietzsche calls people worms or dismisses whole groups as decrepit or weak, when he suddenly shifts from parable to logical demonstration, when he presents a parable from an unusual point of view, or when he willfully alters an accepted musical genre; all of these events force the audience to focus on the author.  He uses bombastic rhetoric to powerfully interject the author between the text and the reader.  It is this interjection of Nietzsche, the fictional character, at which Nietzsche, the historical figure, excels.  But to what purpose?  The perspectivist theory that Nietzsche puts forward precludes logical argumentation, so when Nietzsche seeks to discredit the concept of “truth” in the objective sense, he faces a dilemma: the very process of discreditation requires the concept of truth.  Simply put, he seems forced to say “You cannot know anything objectively, including this.”  The way around this paradox is to stress the specificity of the individual and the subjective quality of his views.  Nietzsche does not say “You cannot know anything objectively, and I realize that this means that my statement has no absolute truth, but you should still believe me.”  This would undermine his effectiveness.  Rather, he uses rhetoric to demonstrate the individual nature of his own “truths.”  The views included in Nietzsche’s writings result from the perspectives of a very specific individual.  As he states in Beyond Good and Evil, “My judgement is my judgement—no one else is easily entitled to it—that is what such philosophers of the future may perhaps say of themselves.”  In fact, it is the claims of other philosophers’ (those not of “the future”) that they have discovered objective truth that so infuriate him.  In his words, “All philosophers are wily spokesman for their prejudices which they baptize ‘truths’… and very far from having the good taste or the courage which also lets this be known, whether to warn an enemy or friend, or, from exuberance, to mock itself.”(BGE5)

Let us now move on to some of Nietzsche’s songs, another area of his musical output that is rich in rhetorical material. By the mid-nineteenth century, the lied had become one of the most respected musical genres in Europe, and its formal structure had become well established.  Originating from the da capo arias of eighteenth century opera,
 virtually all lieder had some variation of ternary form. (Show Slide 1)  Although Nietzsche adopted many of these accepted formal constraints, his use of keys represented a radical departure from accepted custom.  All western music at this time was expected to begin and end in the same key, with very few exceptions.
  Of Nietzsche’s lieder however, more than half end in a different key from that in which they begin. As Nietzsche’s first completed lied, “Mein Platz vor der Tür,” provides an excellent example of this tonal experimentation.  Completed in the fall of 1861 and first published in the 1924 collection of Nietzsche lieder by Göhler, “Mein Platz” most closely resembles a ternary form, although significant departures from aspects traditionally associated with the form make its application here conditional at best.  It begins in the key of G with an eight-bar phrase comprised of two highly similar four-bar melodies.  Another eight-bar phrase follows and begins in the relative minor (e).  After reaching a half-cadence on the dominant, the original melody returns and an authentic cadence ends the section.  Play first section Track 1   This opening section is remarkable for its adherence to late eighteenth century and early nineteenth century forms and harmonies.  In fact, it could easily be mistaken for an early Schumann lied and it possesses a degree of charm and grace rarely found in Nietzsche’s works. 

It is not until the B section begins that Nietzsche’s individualism asserts itself in the form of several unexpected harmonic shifts.  Show Slide2 (Ending of Mein Platz).  After several surprising harmonies, enharmonic shifts and a series of applied dominants, a D7 chord appears suddenly on the antepenultimate word, and establishes a perfect authentic cadence to end the vocal line.  To this point, other than an unusual cadenza-like section in the middle, the song still fits into the nineteenth century paradigm.  The final five measures however, rather then reaffirming the original tonality and predictably concluding the piece, instead present a considerable interpretive and evaluative challenge to the listener.  Nietzsche calls for the ending to be played “presto” and ceases to write within the time signature, indicating (it can be assumed) a rhythmically free interpretation.  The unison line differs little from the opening phrase except for the substitution of sixteenths for the original eighths in the pick up notes.  The adoption of opening material for use in a conclusion is hardly unusual, but here Nietzsche adopts only half of the phrase, therefore ending on the dominant (D).  The uncertainty of this ending is further emphasized by the marking of PPP  “pianississimo.”  I will now play the remainder of the piece.  Listen for the unusual harmonies in the middle of this section and the highly unusual ending with its non-tonic conclusion. Play remainder of piece-Track 2
Nietzsche’s intentions in writing this unusual ending are entirely left to the listener as none of his existing letters directly address his strange choice.  It is inconceivable that he merely forgot in which key the piece began – his circuitous harmonic journey through the “cadenza” could not have accidentally led back to G major, rather it implies a conscious choice to return to the tonic.  It is also illogical to wonder if Nietzsche knew pieces generally began and ended in the same key – his training and exposure to music would have surely taught him that.  The only choice left us is that he chose to abandon the tonic and end the piece with an impression of uncertainty.  To begin looking for reasons for this choice, the text of the song—a poem by Klaus Groth—presents a logical point of departure.  Show slide3.
The path along our fence, how wonderful it was.  

Early mornings I would walk through grass up to my knee, 

Then I would play at building a dam out of rocks and sand 

Until grandfather came in the evening and took me by the hand.  

I wished to be taller to see over the fence.  

Grandfather said, “Let it be!  It will come soon enough!”  

Eventually the time came and I saw the world outside, 

But it was not half as beautiful as my time at the gate.

The poem itself has a pleasing symmetry in which the opening description of the fence is recalled in the final line.  The development occurs in the grandfather’s advice to enjoy life now and not be too quick to enter adulthood.  Nietzsche embellishes the line by setting it to the adagio section that is ripe with unusual harmonies and minor tonalities.  Specific emphasis is given to the line “Let it be!” through three held notes in octave doublings.  Through the distinct change in mood present in the adagio section, Nietzsche distinguishes between the narrator and the grandfather.  In light of this interpretation, it follows that the grandfather’s words and the adult reality they reflect had an effect on the narrator, making a simple, happy ending impossible. In as much as “Mein Platz” describes an awakening to the harsh reality of the world, Nietzsche rhetorically ends the piece differently than it began.


The claim to rhetorical motivation is further strengthened when one considers his other lieder.  Dynamic texts that relate an evolution from initial to final conditions consistently begin and end in different keys (e.g. “Mein Platz,” and “Gern und gerner,”) while texts portraying static situations such as “So lach doch mal” and “Nachspiel” observe traditional key relationships. His extreme application of musical rhetoric allows the songs to manifest and realize ideas only hinted at in the original text.  In this particular case, his distaste for hypocrisy does not allow him to return to the opening tonality in light of such a fundamental shift in perspective portrayed in the text.  

The possible parallels between these early musical works and his later literary and philosophical contributions are intriguing.  His mature views toward Christianity in particular illustrate a similar reaction against hypocrisy, and the fact that many of his writings contemporaneous with “Mein Platz” begin to address certain problems of Christianity brings up fascinating questions concerning the relationship of these two strong influences.  In April of 1862, only a few months after he began his lieder, Nietzsche wrote a letter to Krug and Pinder as well as several journal entries concerning Christianity’s irreconcilability with reason (HKB I, 180-181; HK II, 63-65). At this early date he was unwilling or unable to present his criticisms of Christianity with the fervor of later works such as The Gay Science, On the Genealogy of Morals, and Thus Spoke Zarathustra, and merely hints at what conclusions might be drawn.  The depth of his doubts at this time, however, is certain, as the following excerpt shows:  “Through difficult doubts [concerning God’s human incarnation] and battles, humanity becomes masculine: it recognizes in itself ‘the beginning, the middle, the end of religion.’” (HKB I, 181).  Although this remark foreshadows his later views, he has yet to explicate its full ramifications.  It is fitting therefore, that these same documents address music and its ability to manifest Christianity’s unique characteristics.  In a fragment entitled, “Heathenism and Christianity” he depicts a musical battle between the two forces that ends with a peaceful calm, “…whose source is the endless, world-embracing love of God.”  (HK II, 63).  Whether Nietzsche considered this ending a reason for joy or for sorrow can be debated – especially in light of his letter to Krug and Pinder – but his use of music to extrapolate issues is evident.  It can be reasoned that while the problems he saw in Christianity remained largely internal as he awaited the degree of intellectual and emotional freedom necessary to authentically address the issues, music presented him a venue in which to address analogous conflicts more explicitly. His application of rhetoric to dismantle established structures – so evident in his writings from the 1870’s and 1880’s, was here evident in his musical output from the 1860’s


Another example of Nietzsche’s musical sculpting can be found a few years later while he was studying in Leipzig.  Having dropped his theology studies to concentrate fully on philology, he threw himself into the subject and developed a keen interest in Greek and Roman conceptions of rhythm and meter.
  In fact, he would write an article a few years later on the Danae fragment by Simonides and attribute the beginnings of his interest in the subject back to his time in Bonn (HKB II, 102-103). What he discovered was a system of rhythm (both spoken and musical) completely alien to western tradition.  Western rhythm is organized around uniform collections of temporal units, with an internal hierarchy of emphasis within each collection.  Specifically, western rhythm is composed of measures of equal length, each of which contains the same number of beats.  Depending on the number of beats per measure (the time signature) certain beats will be accented, enabling the listener to anticipate rhythms throughout the piece.  The Greek system differs through its lack of metric emphasis.  Instead of indicating an organizational hierarchy through volume or timbre, it is indicated by duration.  Certain notes are held longer than other notes (frequently associated with spoken habit), and all the tones represent various integer accumulations of an underlying pulse or chrono.  For example, Schubert might give emphasis to a word by placing it on a strong beat (the first or third in common time) which the performer would give a slight stress.  In this setting, the duration of the note is not nearly as important as its location within the metric scheme.  In ancient Greek music however, a composer would create emphasis by giving a word a proportionally longer duration.  In contrast to western music, the placement of the stressed word is secondary to its length as measured by an accumulation of chronoi.  Aristoxenus describes this “atomistic” system as follows: “…chronoi are the minima of rhythmical synthesis, or composition, that get thrown into complex interrelations, the perceptual effect of which is rhythm.  They are, in effect, atoms of rhythm.”
  Therefore while modern western rhythm is metric, ancient Greek rhythm was quantitative.


In the midst of his rhythmic studies, Nietzsche composed two short works setting texts by Lord Byron.  Nietzsche’s “Sonne des Schlaflosen” and “O weint um sie” were composed in December of 1865 and January of 1866; both unfinished, the former was scored for voice and piano, and the latter for accompanied choir.  Though incomplete, both pieces exhibit enough continuity and detail to establish certain unique traits; in fact, the second of these was deemed complete enough for performance at Concordia University in Montreal in 1992-1993 under the watchful eye of Mr. Janz.  Both pieces display an unusual rhythmic pattern in which a persistent eighth note pulse appears and reappears throughout the works.  In itself, an eighth note ostinato is not unusual and can be found in many of Schubert’s lieder and Beethoven’s piano sonatas.  Two aspects of this application, however, make it worthy of note: the unusual juxtaposition of the ostinato with the melodic material, and its odd, inconsistent appearance.  In both cases, they represent significant departures from Nietzsche’s earlier works that - although also employing eighth note ostinati – do so in a highly conventional, if not clichéd, manner.  Compare, for example, any measure in “Ständchen.” (54, 1st 6 bars) with measures 10-12 of “Sonne des Schlaflosen.” (MN, 76) Play these excerpts  
In the former song, the eighth notes are used to create an accompanimental pattern and have a rhythmic and harmonic shape that emphasizes the meter.  In the latter, the eighth notes do little to establish the harmony and frequently change their metric alignment.  


The melodies of both pieces exhibit a rhythmic complexity that weakens the meter. The opening of “Sonne des Schlaflosen” presents a metric challenge to the listener with its pentuplet, overlapping quarter and dotted quarter notes, and tie across the bar line.  Show Slide4 In “O weint um sie,” the opening pick-up notes and frequent syncopations make any identification of a triple meter difficult and imply, if anything, a sort of alternating meter between duple and quadruple.Allow me to now play “O weint um sie” in Nietzsche’s own piano arrangement. Play whole piece.  Throughout both this work and “Sonne des Schlaflosen” conventionally emphasized beats are de-emphasized and flourishes are placed on conventionally weak beats.  After such rhythmically ambiguous introductions, the intermittent eighth note pulse acts as a measure of durations and provides proportions between melodic notes. Traditionally, a note with a duration of one and a half beats is most frequently notated as a quarter note tied to an eighth note.  Show Slide5.  The implication of this is that a syncopation is involved and that the eighth note is either a rhythmic anticipation or suspension.  The quarter note usually appears on the beat and the eighth note represents the syncopation of that beat.  When the system of metric emphases is weakened however, so are the implications of rhythmic notation. In this unique setting, traditional notational implications are deconstructed and shown in a new light.  It is difficult to say if Nietzsche explicitly depicts such a deconstruction through his note-writing because the Janz edition favored a layout most conducive to performance.  In this example however, Nietzsche inconsistently notatesthe above-mentioned situation, in one instance writing it as an eighth note tied to a quarter note (indicating the metric placement) and in another instance as a dotted quarter note.  Show Slide6.  Another detail that seems to point to an experiment with quantitative rhythm can be found in the individually flagged eighth notes. While eighth notes within a measure are usually barred together in relation to the prominent subdivisions of the meter, the Janz notation tempts us to see an intentional use of chronoi in the un-barred eighth notes. Show Slide7.  It should be noted, however that this is most likely in deference to traditional choral writing in which different syllables are not barred together. Examination of the original manuscripts could tell us much about Nietzsche’s intent.  Without more specific notational instruction, the performer may still react to such nomenclature by stressing notes as if a syncopation existed, but the framework of expectation that creates the surprise and rhythmic interest inherent in syncopation is absent.   In short, the overall context favors a non-syncopated, quantitative structure. 


In both Byron fragments, Nietzsche repaints individual rhythmic values as durations, rather than metric indicators.  The half note tied to an eighth note is therefore reduced to a note lasting the equivalent of five eighth note pulses.  The rhythmic emphasis of placement is here replaced with an emphasis of duration.  In the short phrase, “ihr Tempel wüst, ein Traum ihr Land,” “Traum” and “Land” are emphasized by having the longest durations (8 pulses) despite their appearances on the second beat and the third beat, respectively.  (MN, 77: mm 17-22).  Highly unusual for mid-eighteenth century composition, Nietzsche’s use of quantitative rhythm is comparable to that of Steve Reich’s.   Although Reich utilizes consistent pulses to create phase shifts that operate over extended temporal distances, Nietzsche’s application of the technique in miniature is remarkable for its originality.  The probability of a connection between this unusual musical experiment and his simultaneous study of ancient Greek and Roman texts on meter and rhythm is difficult to refute and provides another example of musical prototyping.

The final piece I would like to discuss today is fundamentally different than the previous examples.  It is significantly longer, it was written several years later, it portrays a fundamental shift in Nietzsche’s approach to composing, and it is qualitatively far inferior.  “Hymnus an die Freundschaft” was written over the course of several years from 1872 to the end of 1874, and went through several different incarnations before the final solo piano version was completed. But before I catalog Nietzsche’s musical missteps, let me provide you the context in which they occur by playing excerpts of the Hymnus.  The piece is composed of six distinct sections entitled: Introduction, Hymn – 1st strophe, 1st Intermezzo, Hymn – 2nd strophe, 2nd Intermezzo, Hymn – 3rd strophe.  Each section comes to a full stop and could be seen as self-contained.  Let me now provide you the musical context before discussing the piece further.  For interests of time, and in order to focus more fully on certain characteristics, I will only be playing and discussing the introduction, the first strophe of the hymn, the second intermezzo and the closing hymn strophe.  Play Hymnus. 

Although it is occasionally effective and moving, this is a deeply flawed piece of music.  Before examining the nature of Nietzsche’s musical missteps—an important task if we are to understand Nietzsche’s motivation in writing this piece—I would first like to examine a possible instance of musical sculpting in the spirit of the previous case studies.  Throughout “Hymnus,” as well as “Sylversternacht” and “Monodie a Deux”—two other compositions written around this same time—he repeatedly writes almost comically long pedal tones juxtaposed with high, relatively unsupported melodic material.  Play example  Although these passages have the practical effect of disrupting the musical continuity, taken by themselves the contrast between unmoving bass note and the drifting upper voices suggest vast spaces or depths.  Furthermore, the harmonic ambiguity in the upper-voices suggest create a vertiginous quality as if being suspended over a chasm.  Is this imagery intentional?  If it is, then it clearly foreshadows Nietzsche’s frequent use of bridge and chasm metaphors in his discussion of the übermensch in Also Sprach Zarathustra.  The years 1872-1876—the period in which much of this music was written—were a period of rich intellectual growth in which indications of Nietzsche’s impending break with Wagner and the establishment of his mature philosophy began to appear in such works as “On Truth and Lies in a Nonmoral Sense” and “Richard Wagner in Bayreuth.”   It is surely conceivable that his preoccupation with these metaphors were first realized in his music from this time, but it is also dangerous to assert this with any degree of certainty.  The use of a pedal tone is a standard musical device in which an important harmonic note (usually the dominant) is held in the bass to build tension as the listeners increasingly anticipate its resolution to the dominant.  It was frequently used in organ music where the bass was held in the pedal, from which it received its name.  The difference in Nietzsche’s application is that instead of building anticipation by increasingly establishing the dominant, he gradually weakens the dominant harmony through his wandering upper-voices.  So we are left to guess as to Nietzsche’s intentions.  Did he intend this effect to create a proto-übermenschian bridge, or did he simply mishandle a pedal tone?  

In either case, the overall effect is largely unsuccessful because the continuity of the piece is compromised by the passage.  This musical error is indicative of a larger problem in Nietzsche’s later works: his difficulties with counterpoint.  Many of his critics have thrown about this objection without commenting on specifics, and I suspect that many in the philosophical world (and a few even in the musical world) do not fully understand what this charge entails.  Counterpoint is the technique of combining two or more melodic lines in such a way that they establish a harmonic relationship while retaining their linear individuality.  Some of the world’s best counterpoint can be found in the work of J.S. Bach, and I will play a very short excerpt to illustrate what can be accomplished with this technique. Play short Bach excerpt (b minor prelude).  Some scholars may take umbrage at my comparison of Nietzsche and Bach given the former’s critique of Baroque music in general and counterpoint in particular for its “…arithmetical counting board of fugue and contrapuntal dialectic.”  (BT 19)   Despite his professed distaste for this “dialectical” technique, Nietzsche undeniably uses the contrapuntal style in “Hymnus.”  This is supported by note values that imply a multi-voiced texture and examples of imitation amongst the different voices.  Unfortunately, Nietzsche’s counterpoint fails because the melodic lines do not retain their linear cohesion.  They contain huge leaps that confuse the ear, they are constantly moved from register to register, and the number of voices constantly fluctuates. One of Nietzsche’s particularly irritating habits is his placement of long notes in the upper-voice while simultaneously moving the middle parts into the same register with shorter notes, effectively negating several voices and creating the impression of one misguided part.   Play short example of bad counterpoint (mm259-262, 275-76 Hymnus).  
Ideally, counterpoint allows the composer to combine melody and harmony to create a whole greater than the sum of its parts.  Nietzsche’s counterpoint is characterized by harmonies that strangle the melodies, and melodies that force the harmonies into ridiculous voicings.  This poor counterpoint is so pervasive that it demands a reckoning.  How can we explain it?  A true Nietzsche apologist might venture a guess that it is meant in the spirit of parody.  As I discussed earlier, Nietzsche uses parody to great effect in his literary works and it is conceivable that he uses it here as well.  The problem, however, lies in Nietzsche’s failure to establish his contrapuntal facility.  One must be adept at a technique before one can parody it, and throughout all my research I have not been able to find any significant examples of successful counterpoint in Nietzsche’s music.  There are isolated measures or even short phrases where the voices retain their independence and compliment each other, but nothing extensive enough to give me any confidence in his contrapuntal abilities.  The possibility of parodic intent exists in the Mazurka because Nietzsche is able to effectively write in the style of a mazurka.  That relationship does not exist in this situation.  Could Nietzsche be rejecting the rules of counterpoint in a daring musical experiment?  If so, then this daring experiment is carried out in every large-scale work he wrote—the exact type of piece, strangely enough, that would most benefit from counterpoint.  If it is a musical experiment, then it must be judged a failure when one considers the poor musical results.  If it is a rhetorical experiment, then it also fails because of the poor musical results.  In the end, the only acceptable explanation is simply that Nietzsche lacked the musical genius needed to overcome a complete lack of contrapuntal training.  

This brings us to the next criticism—a breakdown of formal structure.  This is especially important for music since it is inherently non-representational.  Without the similitudes of the plastic arts, music relies on the communication of form to maintain the impression of a work’s unity.  The success of Nietzsche’s early pieces largely stemmed from his facile use and manipulation of standard forms.  It is also important to point out that these successful musical works utilized small forms such as lieder and character pieces.  The term “character piece” refers to a style of solo piano composition popular in the romantic era.  They were characterized by their short length, light style and a predominance of ternary form.  Previous to the romantic period, the sonata was the dominant musical form (Show Slide8), and was characterized by a complex arrangement of melodic ideas, melodic development, and a formal key arrangement.  In part as a reaction to the sophisticated sonata form, the far simpler ternary form came into vogue and was composed of two contrasting melodic ideas, followed by a reprise of the original idea, as you will recall from our earlier discussion. Show Slide1(Ternary)   As you can see, both of these utilize the repetition of musical ideas to maintain the formal integrity of the musical work.  And as the scale of the musical work grows larger, the need for coherent form grows even more important.  

Hymnus an die Freundschaft fails to hold together because Nietzsche either does not understand how to maintain a large-scale form, or because he willfully denies its necessity.  Superficially, the piece adopts aspects of cantata form—a baroque genre that repeatedly alternates a chorale with other pieces based on the chorale theme.  Although its similarity to this form is made explicit through the names given to each section, the similarity ends there as the most obvious aspect of the Baroque cantata—the vocal text—is missing from Nietzsche’s Hymnus.  Nietzsche and Peter Gast both write about a poem that accompanied the music, but no record of it survives.  Surprisingly, the music appears to predate the poem, as Nietzsche wrote to Rohde asking him to contribute verses to the completed piece.  Apart from the almost exact reproduction of the hymn in each of its incarnations, there is no sense of unity in the remainder of the piece.  The intermezzos are especially formless and incoherent.  There are frequent breaks, discontinuities and sudden shifts, mixed with confused references to rhythmic aspects of the hymn theme. The resulting work sounds like the musical equivalent of an author jotting down ideas for a great novel—but not like the great novel itself.  If Nietzsche is willfully discarding the idea of form, then there is an obvious analog to his use of aphorisms in his literary works.  There is a great deal of controversy over the concept of “unity” in Nietzsche’s writings.  While several great Nietzsche scholars such as Heidegger, Kaufmann, and Magnus have argued that his work can be organized around a central tenet, several others, including Foucault, Derrida and Kofman (Sarah Kofman) have argued that Nietzsche intentionally and effectively refutes systemization through his aphoristic style.  I do not wish to come down on one side or the other of this argument, but I would like to suggest that there exists some level of unity in his writings that makes them all uncontrovertibly Nietzschean.  Whether you describe it as a distinct style, a distinct multiplicity of styles, or a distinct theme, there is no mistaking a Nietzschean text for any other author’s work.  In this sense, Nietzsche has unified his literary output, even if it is only at the level of his individual personality.  What accounts for this ready recognition of anything Nietzschean?  I tend to think that it results from Nietzsche’s mastery of language and rhetoric, and his keen ability to communicate that unique tone that can simultaneously exalt, bemuse, bewilder and enrage.  The commonality of these characteristics, however, is a mastery of the medium.  As T.S. Eliot wrote, “Nietzsche is one of those writers whose philosophy evaporates when detached from its literary qualities, and whose literature owes its charm … to a claim to scientific truth.”  Nietzsche overcomes the danger of a formless chaos of ideas through his mastery of language and rhetoric—effectively casting himself as a guru.  

In Hymnus, a departure from traditional forms (be it intentional or accidental) leads to a music that crumbles in the absence of compositional mastery.  A multitude of musical ideas turn into confusing and disjunct piles of gestures that alone cannot hold together a medium or large-scale work.  In stark comparison, Wagner’s genius was to delve into apparent formlessness and emerge with coherent four-hour operas that hinge on his ability to consistently communicate his overarching idea.  Although he also discards traditional forms, he discovers new ways to develop and repeat melodic material to unify his compositions.  Hymnus, on the other hand, is hopelessly discontinuous.  

Rather than explain the formlessness by attributing it to musical experimentation, I believe a far more likely reason is that Nietzsche approached Hymnus as an artistic expression of emotion.  Earlier I highlighted the important distinction between his personal and professional writings, both musical and literary.  It is even more important in reference to “Hymnus” and his other late works.  While the lieder and his character pieces for piano were intended for Germania and were written when Nietzsche still entertained ideas of becoming a professional musician, his later pieces were written as gifts for friends.  The “Hymnus” was most likely written in dedication to his friendship with Franz Overbeck.  I say “most likely” because it was in fact dedicated several times to several different people in a singularly ironic homage to the intimacy of friendship.  In 1874 Nietzsche had presented copies to Krug and Pinder before presenting Overbeck’s dedicated copy in 1875.  It is interesting to note the differences between Nietzsche’s descriptions of his pieces for Germania (such as his Two Polish Pieces or his lieder) and these later pieces.  Even though they were presented to the same people—Krug and Pinder comprised the other two thirds of Germania—his later works depart from academic detachment and are filled with expressions of emotion.  At one point he describes the Hymnus as being “…sung for all of you, and it sounds courageous and sincere; I think we will be able to survive a good while longer in the world with this sentiment.” (HKB IV, Nr. 780)  And in another, even more telling quotation, “I am very satisfied with it.  I only wish to God that another person were as satisfied, above all my friends!” (HKB IV, Nr. 826)  Similarly, the other pieces from this period onward include flowery dedications and sentimental statements of friendship.  While the Germania pieces lack explicit evidence of rhetorical motivation, the substance of the works and records of the club’s critical activities strongly suggest intentional experimentation with rhetorical devices.  These later works however, were written as gifts and are accompanied by letters in Nietzsche’s own hand attesting to their expressive nature.  The resulting shift away from formal structures and literary analogs seems to have left Nietzsche in a musical wilderness that his insufficient training left him ill-prepared for.  


It is ironic that the thinker known for his attacks on metaphysics would experience one of his greatest failings—his later musical works—as a result of his misplaced confidence in musical metaphysics, for that is exactly what happened in these works.  Nietzsche moved away from formal restraints confident in music’s inherent ability to communicate that which is most primal and pure.  As Nietzsche writes in Birth of Tragedy only a few years before, through music, “man is incited … to tear asunder  the  veil of Maya, to sink back into the  original oneness of nature; the desire to express  the very essence of nature symbolically.”  (BT 2)  Although Nietzsche is able and willing to shed the majority of his metaphysical baggage, his association between music and direct expression remained with him to some extent his entire life.  In the case of his musical compositions it was a serious flaw for, as we can hear, music’s metaphysical preeminence did not swoop down to catch him as he leapt from the grounding of musical form.  It is perhaps reassuring then, that there is some small indication that Nietzsche realized his music’s inability to express that “very essence of nature.”  All of his later, expressive works are filled with tempo and interpretive indications that go far beyond the standard “dolce’s” and “maestoso’s,” as you can see from these examples.  Show Slide9.  In Nietzsche’s defense, some of the indications—such as “a glance in the distance” or “like a premonition of the future”—are evocative, pertinent, and have analogues in Schumann’s imaginatively titled Scenes from Childhood and Carnival.  Many of the others, however, seem to be an admission of the music’s very lack of that quality, as in his pleas for the performer to play with firmness and power.  These are adverbial phrases that have neither a performative application nor an atmospheric evocation.  They end up being apologies for ineffective musical composition.

Conclusion

Whether we are addressing Nietzsche’s musical works or his literary works, it is important to ask what Nietzsche was doing with his artistic creation.  His output is the product of an individual actively practicing his philosophy, and he preferred providing examples over axioms.  This method of inquiry has long been practiced with his literary works, and a great deal of important scholarship and insight into Nietzsche’s thought has resulted.  It is now time to take the same approach to his musical output, and I hope that by providing these case studies I have provided a starting point from which this line of investigation can progress.  His early works are filled with rhetorical experiments and provide the scholar with ample opportunity to examine Nietzsche’s first forays into his new way of thinking.  They are especially important for their inclusion of thought experiments that do not have a literary analog, such as his investigations into Greek rhythm.  

I also hope that I have pointed out hazards that could be encountered along this path.  The scope of his later music gives the listener ample time to realize the shallow scope of Nietzsche’s musical training, and provides less opportunity to find those instances of musical sculpting.  Perhaps this later music should not be held to the same standards as his earlier works, and should be seen simply as Nietzsche’s very personal application of the “will to power.”  After all, should the overflowing abundance of strength that characterizes the übermensch be limited to the production of effective creations?  If we are to accept this shift in compositional motivation, it becomes all the more ironic that this period would witness musical compositions that seems to epitomize all those things Nietzsche despised as sick and overindulgent.  After listening to Hymnus, one would be likely to characterize it as “ponderous, viscous, and solemnly dusty; all long-winded and boring types of style are developed in profuse variety among the Germans.” (BGE I:28)  Even the kindest critic would be forced to admit that it falls far short of Nietzsche’s calls for music to “approache(s) lightly, supplely, politely.  It is pleasant, it does not sweat.  “What is good is light, whatever is divine moves on tender feet”: first principle of my aesthetics. (CW 1)  Yet within the context of Nietzsche’s output as a whole, even this music contributes to the creation of the Nietzsche persona.  For the creation of a persona—an exemplar of this “new man”—is an integral part of Nietzsche’s new style of philosophy after he tears down philosophy’s claims to methodological purity.  

Given such an unusual challenge – that of addressing philosophical issues while simultaneously discrediting philosophical language – Nietzsche resorts to the entire spectrum of communicative means.  He uses poetry, literature, essays and music to accrete a mass of musical-literary personality.  After creating this platform—adequately quarantined against the concept of objectivity—Nietzsche preaches his perspective to the world.  Nietzsche’s project is so dependent upon different genres and rhetorical tools, that any investigation into his works must take into consideration his creative output as a whole.  It is antithetical to think that the Nietzsche of Also Sprach Zarathustra and Beyond Good and Evil would suddenly adopt an entirely traditional approach to music, while simultaneously undermining the foundations of western thought in all his other pursuits.  When scholars begin approaching his music with the same thirst for knowledge that they have brought to his literary works, the area of Nietzsche scholarship will greatly benefit.
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