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Introduction 
 
For the scholar, Friedrich Nietzsche seems embedded between philosophy and literature, neither of 
which terms would have satisfied him. For example think of the figures he establishes of himself as 
creator: ‘a Zarathustra figure who transforms all values, who delves into the meaninglessness of 
existence, in order to emerge from it with a triumphant cry of joy on his lips; or a figure following a 
strangely tempting ideal to which we should not wish to persuade anybody because we do not really 
concede the right to it to anyone; the ideal of a spirit who plays naively…with all that was hitherto called 
holy, good, untouchable, divine…for whom those supreme things that the people naturally accept as their 
value standards, signify danger, decay, debasement…’ (From The Gay Science). It may be imagined, 
from these projected self images, with which Nietzsche was profligate throughout his writing life, that right 
here, in these images, he was writing/creating his autobiography,  and that the hard facts of his vita would 
diverge sharply from the potent torrent of his self-presentation. 
 
The hard facts, that kind of autobiography we put on our resumes, give us this: Nietzsche was born in 
1844, into a ministerial family, and soon (1858-64) found himself a student at the distinguished 
preparatory school of Schulpforta, where the mind of the classical philologist was honed on vast pensa of 
Latin. After graduation he went to the University of Bonn, where his classical studies put him into contact 
with the distinguished scholar Ritschl, whom  then Nietzsche followed to the University of Leipzig. In l868 
Nietzsche made the acquaintance of Richard Wagner, with whom a mutual fascination with 
Schopenhauer opened a lasting and profound friendship. Then at age twenty four, clearly a prodigy, 
young Friedrich was offered a position in Classics at Basel, where he was to continue teaching until l879, 
when his health undermined his ability to continue University work. From that date on Nietzsche would 
face daunting physical illnesses, criticism from the academic establishment—remember he is both a 
philosopher and a literary person, and a volatile strong willed personality to boot—and yet at the same 
time he would launch into a series of powerful books, which brought him attention: his earlier Birth of 
Tragedy (1872) was followed by Thus Spake Zarathustra (1883/85), The Gay Science (1882-87), and 
Ecce Homo (1888); his reputation grew. In 1889 he suffered a total mental collapse, and for the last 
seven years of his life remained essentially a stroke weakened invalid, cared for by this mother. 
 
Nietzsche, then, is surrounded by autobiographies: the luminous personal passionate texts he wrote 
throughout his life, origins as they proved for much of the power in Existentialist thought—Sartre 
especially, then Heidegger—and for the ongoing debates, in our own time, about the meaning of the 
‘presence of God’ in human affairs; and the hard facts of life itself, the so called resume we all carry with 
us. If at any point Nietzsche brings these two kinds of autobiographies together it is in Ecce Homo, our 
reading for this week. For in this book he both recounts the central sequence of his writings and thoughts,  
and characterizes himself with an exquisite mixture of irony and self-praise, which leaves ample room to 
bash the pedants who drove him crazy, and the fundamentally bourgeois Germans whom he abhorred. 
 
Readings: Friedrich Nietzsche, Ecce Homo; trans. Walter Kaufmann.  (New York, l967).  
 
Questions: 
 
Is Nietzsche preoccupied with self-praise? What does he think makes him a great writer? Why does he 
think the Germans are incapable of understanding him? 
 
Is Ecce Homo a philosophical autobiography? Or is it the autobiography of a philosopher?  What kind of 
persona holds the text together? 

 



What does Nietzsche hate about Christianity? Is he drawn to some aspects of that religion? What does 
he think of Jesus? 

 
Is Nietzsche a living force for the thought of our day, when some would say the God is dead theme is 
itself dead, and techne seems to have replaced the old God of the Hebrews? 

 

 


