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Much has been made of Nietzsche’s esotericism, or the extent to which he tried to hide his true 

teaching. Nietzsche himself is unclear on the subject. As he writes in The Gay Science, “one does 

not only wish to be understood when one writes; one wishes just as surely not to be 

understood.”1 There are countless such quotations. Yet inscribed at the outset of Ecce Homo, his 

intellectual autobiography, is this rather startling statement: “Here me! For I am such and such a 

person. Above all, do not mistake me for someone else.”2 Nietzsche is anything but clear on the 

extent to which he wants to be understood. 

 Before examining the nature of Nietzsche’s esotericism, it is necessary to consider what 

is meant by the term, irrespective of his philosophy. First, it is important to note that I do not 

mean esoteric in the historical sense of Western esotericism—that is, Rosicrucianism, 

Freemasonry, Kabbalah, etc. Nietzsche does not speak of them in any of his writings, and would 

probably be hostile to these mystical traditions. Nevertheless, esotericism has another strain, one 

related to a particular style of writing, and it is from this perspective that we should consider 

him. As a trained philologist, he was a close reader of texts, and consequently, he became a 

careful writer. 
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Strauss, the writer responsible for most of the current discourse on esotericism, has done 

much to detail what it means and the circumstances under which it is practised. Esotericism, or 

“writing between the lines,” occurs in times that are less free, Strauss proposes.3 It is his 

contention that an esoteric book contains two separate and distinct teachings: one obvious, 

popular, and more traditional teaching and the true one, which is hidden to all but the most 

careful readers.4 Since the true teaching is often controversial or even incendiary, it is not 

typically found in obvious places, such as introductions or conclusions.5 

According to Heidegger, Nietzsche’s “grand style” emphasises the will to power, artistry, 

and the necessity of creation. Heidegger’s conclusion that Nietzsche is an esoteric writer, 

however, is less persuasive. “For every great thinker always thinks one jump more originally 

than he directly speaks,” Heidegger writes. “Our interpretation must therefore try to say what is 

unsaid by him.”6 Heidegger’s reading is fairly simple: great writers are esoteric; Nietzsche is a 

great writer; therefore, Nietzsche is an esoteric writer. 

Since Heidegger, Nietzsche’s esotericism has mostly been taken for granted, to the extent 

that Nietzsche might call it a scholarly, if not philosophic, prejudice.7 Nehemas, who wrote one 

of the only book-length treatments of Nietzsche’s manner of philosophising, refers to 

“Nietzsche’s self-aggrandizing, aristocratic, esoteric manner,” without giving an adequate 

explanation as to why he sees him as an esoteric writer.8 The best Nehemas can do is suggest 

that his use of aphorisms is proof of his esotericism. But brevity is not, necessarily, ambiguity or 

obfuscation. 

 Note, however, that although Derrida mostly agrees with Heidegger on Nietzsche’s 

manner of philosophizing he
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whereas Derrida is sceptical about whether any intention exists. Heidegger expects 

interpretations that speak for Nietzsche; Derrida suggests that interpreters speak in place of him, 

because we would be silent or confounded otherwise. Even those who agree on Nietzsche’s 

esotericism disagree as to what it means for readers and would-be interpreters. 

Lampert, a careful reader of Nietzsche (and Strauss), approaches the question more 

directly. Lampert agrees with Strauss’s definition of esotericism,9 but claims that the tradition of 

esotericism ends with Nietzsche. 
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The Birth of the Preface 

The preface to The Birth of Tragedy is a dedication of sorts, in that it names Wagner as its 

recipient. Nietzsche’s excitement at the work is related, at least in part, to Wagner receiving it. 

The Birth of Tragedy is more than just an ode, however, for “a seriously German problem is 

faced here.”17 It is not directed at everyone, but to serious readers. The Birth of Tragedy was 

written with Wagner in mind. Wagner is Nietzsche’s principal audience, for he is perhaps the 

only one able to understand the book, Nietzsche suggests; but this does not mean that Nietzsche 

intends to exclude all others. The preface also contains a brief statement on the book’s thesis, 

that “art represents the highest task and the truly metaphysical activity of this life, in the sense of 

that man to whom, as my sublime predecessor on this path, I wish to dedicate this essay.” 18 Here, 

Nietzsche introduces the theme of the text and his debt to Wagner in the same sentence. 

The strikingly traditional nature of the original preface is matched by the peculiarity with 

which Nietzsche amended The Birth of Tragedy. He added to it “An Attempt at a Self-Criticism” 

when it was republished in 1886, the same year in which Beyond Good and Evil first appeared. 

The addition serves, in effect, as a second preface, or, as Nietzsche calls it, a “belated preface (or 

postscript).” 19 Walter Kaufmann writes that new preface “is among the finest things [Nietzsche] 

ever wrote. Perhaps no other great writer has written a comparable preface to one of his own 

works. Certainly this self-criticism is far superior to most of the criticisms others have directed 

against The Birth of Tragedy.” 20 

 Nietzsche uses the first part of “An Attempt at Self-Criticism” to perform two general 

functions. First, it allows him to explain his dissatisfaction with the original text. “Whatever may 

be at the bottom of this questionable book,” he writes, “it must have been an exceedingly 
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significant and fascinating question, and deeply personal at that.” 21 He goes on to describe The 

Birth of Tragedy as a “strange and almost inaccessible” book.22 Nietzsche admits that his first 

book confuses even him.  

 The second, and perhaps more interesting, point concerns the reason why The Birth of 

Tragedy is found so wanting by its author. It appears, Nietzsche confesses, that he was too far 

removed from world events while he was writing it. He calls the Franco-Prussian War (1870-71) 

an “exciting time,” but laments that while it was going on, he had been sitting “somewhere in an 

Alpine nook.”23 The Birth of Tragedy was, he confesses, written “in spite of” its time. Moreover, 

he explains that he finished The Birth of Tragedy only after having recovered from an illness that 

had plagued him throughout the course of the project. The thesis of The Birth of Tragedy and the 

remedy it proposes—namely, Wagner—cannot reflect a concern for the health of a culture, for 

they emerged from a sick and solitary man. Moreover, Nietzsche laments, philosophy is a task 

best left to those with greater experience and a greater perspective from which to work. In sum, 

philosophy is not a proper vocation for the young. 

Nietzsche also uses this occasion to note the relative success of his first book. However 

much he would later find The Birth of Tragedy wanting, “the best minds of the time” found it 

agreeable when it was published.24 If his first book is valuable at all, he suggests, it is its glimpse 

into the minds that find it agreeable—again, Wagner. It is not, however, of much use in 

understanding how Nietzsche thinks, unless we are charting his intellectual development. He has 

surpassed the teaching found in his first book and, with it, the greatest minds of his time. 

Nietzsche ends this section by referring to this change in his philosophy. Where The Birth 

of Tragedy was an attempt to examine science through art, his later philosophy, he suggests, 

treats art with the same suspicion and judges it accordingly.25 Because “the problem of science 
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cannot be recognized in the context of science,” Nietzsche had originally used art to examine it. 

Having discovered, through his familiarity with Wagner, that artists too can be corrupted, 

Nietzsche turned to life as the standard by which science and art—and philosophy, too, for that 

matter—ought to be judged. 

In addition to its message and its style, Nietzsche also disparages The Birth of Tragedy 

for its intended audience. He “sought to exclude right from the beginning,” he admits, “the 

[profane crowd] of ‘the educated’ even more than ‘the mass’ or ‘folk.’”26 Rather than trying to 

court intellectuals or to see them as potential followers, he treated almost everyone, with the 

obvious exception of Wagner, with equal disdain. This strategy, corrected in his later works and 

dramatised in the Prologue to Zarathustra, meant that Nietzsche was able to speak in an elevated 

tone, hone his message, and treat the greatest subjects without fear of being misunderstood. For 

Nietzsche, philosophy means attending to his philosophy, knowing full well that, if done 

properly, an audience would find him. 

Although Nietzsche admits to paying too much attention to his audience, this is one of the 

areas where The Birth of Tragedy succeeded. It had, he claims, “a knack for seeking out fellow-

rhapsodizers and for luring them on to new secret paths and dancing places.” 27 What interested 

readers, he determined, was the fact that there lay underneath the text some “unknown God”—

his Dionysus. It was to this theme that he would return in hI
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 However much Wagner is Nietzsche’s intended target, Nietzsche is by no means angry 

with his friend and former teacher. “When in this essay I assert the proposition that Wagner is 

harmful,” Nietzsche writes, “I wish no less to assert for whom he is nevertheless indispensable—

for the philosopher.” 39 If Wagner is modernity, then a philosopher needs to overcome him. 

Nietzsche is grateful, for Wagner is pure in his decadence and his representation of all that is 

modern. If Wagner is a sickness, then Nietzsche knows the cure, for Nietzsche heals, as he did 

with himself. And Nietzsche could heal us, too, if we let him. Wagner is a placeholder for 

modernity, but Nietzsche is irreplaceable. We should be grateful to Nietzsche, he himself 

suggests, for he has shown us the path from Wagner, from the decadence of modernity, a means 

to escape our own decadence. We “must first become a Wagnerian;” only then can we become 

Nietzschean.40 The difficulty of Nietzsche’s break with his former teacher is indicated by the 

manner in which he concludes The Case of Wagner: he ends it with two postscripts and an 

epilogue. It is a short book, and these pages are nearly half of it. 

 Nietzsche ends the main text of The Case of Wagner with a defense of art and, with it, a 

defence of what he calls philosophy. But Nietzsche does not end here. The Postscript begins with 

him 
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on a repetition of words. In its first and second usage, it is the Germans who have paid for their 

discipleship. Although they had initially resisted Wagner, the Germans, “the delayers par 

excellence in history, are today the most retarded civilized nation in Europe.” 41 If they are to be 

admired at all, it is for their youth, not their overall health or character.  

What of Wagner’s influence on culture?  It too has suffered. Wagner brought forth “the 

presumption of the layman, the art-idiot.” 42 Similarly, Wagner made others view education and 

training as superfluous or even harmful. It was replaced with a “faith in genius or, to speak 

plainly, by impudent dilettantism.”43 Worse yet, Wagnerianism meant “theatrocracy—the 

nonsense of a faith in the 
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Preface. When writing of Wagner’s Parsifal, Nietzsche remarks that he wishes that he had 

written it.45 Nietzsche can be grateful, but everyone else should be angry. That is something that 

should not be forgotten—to the extent that Nietzsche tacks it on to the end of the main text.  
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If two postscripts were not enough, Nietzsche adds an epilogue. Clearly, The Case of 

Wagner finds Nietzsche not knowing how to say farewell. It is an opportunity, he notes, for us to 

“recover our breath” and for him to “wash his hands,” after having dealt with someone such as 

Wagner.51 For Nietzsche, taking a step back from Wagner means first summarising what he 

means by the term modern. Every age embraces the virtues of ascent or decline, he explains; and 

modernity is an age of weakness and decline. Nowhere is this more evident than when examining 

Christianity and its opposite. Wagner’s fault is his inability to appreciate the difference between 

Christianity and master morality. “Noble morality, master morality, conversely, is rooted in a 

triumphant Yes said to oneself—it is self-affirmation, self-f
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to be no doubt that, however much The Birth of Tragedy stood as a testament to Wagner’s 

influence, his own later works break from Wagner in a clear, decisive manner.  

 Moreover, Nietzsche illustrates that his break with Wagner was anything but recent, 

noting that it began shortly after the initial publication of The Birth of Tragedy. As R. J. 

Hollingdale points out, this would have marked 1878 as the year of the break, five years before 

Wagner died, instead of five years after his death.56 In the Preface to Nietzsche Contra Wagner, 

Nietzsche writes: “All of the following chapters have been selected, not without caution, from 

my older writings—some go back all the way to 1877—perhaps clarified here and there, above 

all shortened. Read one after another, they will leave no doubt either about Richard Wagner or 

about myself: we are antipodes.” 57 

 The Epilogue to Nietzsche Contra Wagner is also rather revealing. In the first part, he 

details that his philosophy is the result of amor fati, his “inmost nature.” 58 It is this nature, 

Nietzsche lauds, that has taught him. He suggests that, although he has heralded Wagner as his 

teacher, he alone is responsible for his “higher health” and indeed his philosophy.59 Wagner was 

his teacher only insofar as he brought with him sickness and pain. The second part of the 

Epilogue begins as a reflection on the first. For Nietzsche, Wagner is the abyss out of which he 

must emerge.60 In the next part, Nietzsche attacks modernity and its reliance on reason. Here we 

find Wagner as modernity incarnate. In contrast, it concludes in praise of the Greeks. If Wagner 

is modernity, then the Greeks are the cure.61 Nietzsche Contra Wagner is as much a break with 

Wagner as it is a turn to the Greeks, a lesson not to be lost on Nietzsche’s audience. 

 

Zarathustra’s Frame 
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As Nietzsche makes clear, all of his books are mere footnotes to Zarathustra. This is especially 

true of The Gay Science, for it was the book Nietzsche completed before beginning his magnum 

opus. It was reworked and republished following Beyond Good and Evil. Consequently, The Gay 

Science has the distinction of being the prelude and postlude to Zarathustra, and it serves as an 

indispensable frame to understanding Nietzsche’s most important, and most difficult, work. 

The original publication of The Gay Science included an epigram on its title page, which 

Nietzsche had adopted from Emerson: “To the poet, the sage, all things are friendly and 

hallowed, all experiences profitable, all days holy, all men divine.”62 Nietzsche had elsewhere 

remarked of his fondness for Emerson, so this passage hardly seems out of place, particularly 

since it is quite Nietzschean.63 What is noteworthy, however, is that Emerson himself had used 

the term “joyful science” in his writings and lectures—a fact that Nietzsche never acknowledged. 

It is quite possible that Nietzsche did know of Emerson’s use of this phrase. “The Tomb Song” 

from Zarathustra contains a paragraph with reference to “gay wisdom” and another paraphrase 

of Emerson—“All days shall be holy to me.” It is not proof that Nietzsche took the “gay science” 

from Emerson, but it would be a great coincidence. If Nietzsche had lifted Emerson’s concept for 

his own book, it is fitting that Emerson should be placed at the outset. Perhaps more interesting 

is that the epigram is removed for the second publication of The Gay Science and replaced with 

something from Nietzsche, also in German:  

 
I live in my own place, 
have never copied nobody even half, 
and at any master who lacks the grace 
to laugh at himself—I laugh. 

Over the door to my house.64 
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Lines 3 and 4 reiterate the theme of the book, but that can be said only incidentally of the first 

two. Regardless of whether Nietzsche borrowed “joyful science” from Emerson, he defiantly 

claims ownership of it on the title page when the book is revised. The last half of the new 

epigram may be philosophical, but the first half is territorial. 

The original version of The Gay Science did not include a preface. In addition to the nod 

to Emerson, it included a “Prelude in German Rhymes,” which Nietzsche called “Joke, Cunning, 

and Revenge.” It is a collection of sixty-three poetic aphorisms. It is assuredly the only book 

with “science” in its title to begin like this. This is especially true because none of the verses 

seem to take science or knowledge as their theme. Whatever his intention, Nietzsche’s fröhliche 

Wissenschaft does not begin with science. 

 When The Gay Science was republished in 1887, Nietzsche added a new frame. The 

book, he admitted, “may need more than one preface.” 65 “And in the end,” Nietzsche continues, 

“there would still remain room for doubt whether anyone who had never lived through similar 

experiences could be brought closer to the experience of the book by means of prefaces.” 66 The 

language, and perhaps the theme, of The Gay Science is such that it will have to be lived if it is to 

be understood. In effect, the new preface serves as a guide to those not needing one. 
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convalescence.”
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It is only in the concluding part of the new preface that Nietzsche introduces the subject 

of the book. “No, this bad taste, this will to truth, to ‘truth at any price,’ this youthful madness in 

the love of truth, have lost their charm for us: for that we are too experienced, too serious, too 

merry, too burned, too profound,” he writes. “Today we consider it a matter of decency not to 

wish to see everything naked, or to be present at everything, or to understand and ‘know’ 

everything.” 73 Nietzsche ends the preface by offering the Greeks as an example of his teaching. 

 Nietzsche did more than tweak The Gay Science for its second publication; he returned to 

it in a substantive way, adding an entire chapter. It is certainly the longest of his revisions, 

dwarfing even the weighty “An Attempt at a Self-Criticism.”  The original ending of The Gay 

Science, section 342 of Book IV, entitled “Incipit tragoedia,” parallels the beginning of 

Zarathustra. It is, with one minor change, the first section of what would become “Zarathustra’s 

Prologue.”  Nietzsche clearly intended The Gay Science to frame Zarathustra. 

His revision only emphasises this fact. Added to it was Book V, entitled “We Fearless 

Ones.”74 The epigram for the addition is a quotation from Turenne, a great French general: “You 

tremble, carcass? You would tremble a lot more if you knew where I am taking you.” The 

epigram introduces the major theme of Book V: courage. Nietzsche returns to this theme often in 

the book, most notably in section 355. “Is it not the instinct of fear that bids us to know?” 

Nietzsche asks.75 His gay science demands, above all, fearless practitioners—that is, 

philosophers or “free spirits”—with courage enough to live in an uncertain world. To follow 

Nietzsche requires bravery of a military sort.  

 The first aphorism of Book V details Nietzsche’s “cheerfulness” at the fact that “the 

belief in the Christian god has become unbelievable.” 76 The “greatest recent event,” 77 the reason 

that Zarathustra fled into solitude,78 
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Ecce Homo 

The prefaces of 1886-87 are not the final word that Nietzsche had on his books; they all reappear 

in Ecce Homo, where Nietzsche reviews, and indeed critiques, his previous books. H
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 The reference to “Wagner in Bayreuth” foreshadows what comes next: Nietzsche’s 

treatment of Untimely Meditations, of which the Wagner essay was a part. The first section of 

this chapter merely summarises the arguments contained in the four “warlike” essays. In the 

middle section Nietzsche remarks that only the essay on David Strauss had any success.90 For 

Nietzsche, success meant strong sales and developing a reputation as an intellectual force. In 

sum, it gave Nietzsche the freedom to develop as a thinker. 

 In the concluding section, however, Nietzsche returns to the theme he initiated in the 

essay on 
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 Nietzsche’s earlier, quasi-academic works should be contrasted with his later books, 

particularly Thus Spoke Zarathustra. Nietzsche reveals here that The Gay Science was written in 

the time between his discovery of eternal recurrence and composing Zarathustra. Nietzsche then 

quotes at length from an aphorism entitled “The great health,” from Book V of The Gay Science, 

the chapter added after Zarathustra had been completed. Nietzsche presents Zarathustra as the 
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make them perfect, for that is an impossible and undesirable goal. Instead, Nietzsche reframed 

them to reflect the new perspective he had acquired by having gone past them. 
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