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NIETZSCHE

Nietzsche’s Ontogenic Theory of Time:
The Riddle of the Laughing Shepherd

Freud once wrote that Nietzsche was a “ philosopher whose
guesses and intuitions often agree in the most astonishing way
with the laborious findings of psychoanalysis.”* He referred to
such insights in Thus Spoke Zarathustra.? This paper does not
aim at a psychoanalytic reading of the text, but examines some
psychodynamically significant themes in an especially evocative
section of Zarathusira, Part III, to which I will add what I
believe are some observations germane to a future study of the
author of Thus Spoke Zarathustra. 1 will proceed by means
of a close reading of the section in Part III entitled ““ On the
Vision and the Riddle.”

I

In the second section of Part 111 of Zarathustra, Nietzsche’s
forerunner of the Ubermensch departs from the Blessed Isles
where he had sojourned after his flight from the mountains and
the many who disgusted him. In this section, he speaks twice
directly to the reader, at least to those readers ‘ drunk with
riddles.” The ship which carries him has, like Zarathustra,
come a long way. A second passenger has alerted the crew
to his presence on board.

Zarathustra is strangely silent the first day out and main-
tains his quiet vigil until the following evening, when he
announces that he will present those on board with a puzzling
vision, ‘‘ the vision of the loneliest,” which he has had “ not

1Sigmund Freud, “ An Autobjographical Study,” St. Ed., 20; 60.

28t. Ed., 12; 54 (n. 4); XIV, 333; XVII, 234 (n.).

3 Walter Kaufmann (ed.), The Portable Nietzsche (1954) New York:
Viking Press (=PN), 267-72. References to the German text cite the Colli-
Montinari edition of Nietzsche’s Werke (1967- ) Berlin: de Gruyter
(VI/1, 193-98: ““ Vom Gesicht und Rdthsel”). This section should be read as
part of the entire fabric of Zarathustra. Special note of the themes dealt
with in this discussion should be taken in collateral readings of Zarathustra II,
“The Child with the Mirror” (PN 195), Zarathustra 1II, “ On the Spirit of
Gravity ” (PN 308), and Zarathustra IV, “ The Drunken Song” (PN 429).
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long ago.” Although the title of the section suggests that the
reader will be given an account of two distinct recollections, it
is soon clear that the vision ¢s the riddle. And at the core
of the vision is a dreamlike childhood memory.

It is not difficult to understand that what is puzzling lies
in the fact that Zarathusra, this man who has long recognized that
he is an Einzelginger among men and a wanderer, has seen
himself in his loneliness as a riddle for others. A fundamental
and surprising dimension of his loneliness confronts Zarathustra
in his vision.

It is worth noting that Nietzsche has chosen the word
Gesicht for naming the vision or hypnagogic fantasy which he
recounts to the sailors and his single, mysterious fellow traveler,
since Gesicht may also mean ‘face’ or ‘countenance’. He
might have chosen the word Traum (‘dream’) to characterize
his experience, though we soon see that a separate psychic
experience in the episode is characterized as a dream proper.*
On the other hand, Zarathustra refers to having had the feeling
that he was asleep and dreaming when he experienced the
vision. The choice of Gesicht, with its overdetermined associa-
tions, is decisive, however, for Zarathustra’s account and our
understanding of Nietzsche’s meaning.

The vision, as just suggested, bears the qualities of those
unusual experiences one sometimes has while going to sleep,®
in the twilight phase between waking life and sleep. We recall
that Zarathustra’s account is directed to those who are “ drunk
wih riddles, glad of the twilight.” Hypnagogic fantasies, in
contrast to similar twilight states of consciousness associated
with the passage from sleep to wakefulness (hypnopompic
fantasies) , are frequently marked by accompanying sensations
in the mouth of the sleeper. They ultimately interfere with
the process of falling asleep and are, therefore, sometimes
remembered. This is significant because of the remarkable oral

4 Cf. PN 195, “ The Child with the Mirror ”; 246, “ The Soothsayer " ; 298,
“On the Three Evils”; and 431, “ The Drunken Song.”

5 Cf. Otto Isakower, “ A Contribution to the Patho-psychology of Phenomena
Associated with Falling Asleep,” in International Journal of Psychoanalysis
XIX, 1938, 331-45; Bertram Lewin, “Sleep, Mouth and the Dream Screen,”
in Selected Writings of Bertram Lewin (1973) New York: The Psychoanalytic
Quarterly, 87-100,
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imagery in Zarathustra’s ghastly tale of the shepherd who,
having fallen asleep, is orally invaded by a snake. I must add
that, for Nietzsche in Thus Spoke Zarathustra, the snake is
explicitly a symbol of wisdom, though it is surely an overdeter-
mined symbol.

The vision had begun as Zarathustra was slowly and with
much difficulty walking up a steep grade, his lips ‘‘ pressed
together.” It was late at night, approaching midnight. But,
he adds, referring to more than the time of day, *“ Not only one
sun had set for me.” Presumably, this is an allusion to the
transformation by which he could now no longer experience
redemption by love but had to realize in his life redemption
from love, as one of the final phases of his *“ going down " and
“going under.” The vision, in the text, begins with the
word Aufwdirts (‘upward’) and ends in the middle of the
second part of the section with the wail of a howling dog.®

Zarathustra’s vision seemingly has occurred during an
episode of somnambulism or reverie, since he is as caught up
in his trudge upward as he is by the accompanying dissociated
state in which he experiences the vision. Though it contains an
account of a dream, the vision or reverie is more properly
understood as a hypnagogic fantasy.

His climb has been arduous, against the ‘ spirit of gravity ” or,
as Nietzsche actually writes, against the Geiste zum Trotz
(defiance) and the Geiste der Schwere (gravity).” He has
defied the force that drew him downward, opposing the spirit
of gravity itself. Why has he been laboring with such great
difficulty? He has often walked the mountains. Zarathustra
soon realizes that the weight of his effort is due to the looming,
ominous presence of a blind gnome, a dwarf, who is resting
on his shoulder. The creature has molish features and is half
blind, led through life by the sensations of its snout, the site
in man of his primitive senses, the olfactory and gustatory. The
description of the creature suggests the Erdgeist, a malevolent
chthonic earth-spirit. It symbolizes the presence of resistance,

8 PN 268-71. (Colli-Montinari 194 (10)-197 (14)).
7L e., against the “spirit of defiance” and “the spirit of gravity.”
Colli-Montinari VI/1, 194. Cf. also PN 303-7.
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the pull of gravity that threatens Zarathustra’s reaching his
highest state.® Zarathustra proceeds against the resistance im-
posed by the dwarf, who threatens to weight Zarathustra down
with thoughts of retreat and regression, a succumbing to the
force of night and the darkening of consciousness.

The dwarf whispers menacingly into Zarathustra’s ear,
referring to him as “you philosopher’s stone.” This is an
allusion to the rock of Sisyphus, rolled upward in the hands of
the methodical, persistent philosopher, which on reaching the
crest of its ascent by “ the wise one’s ” great effort, gives way to
its own weight and the steepness of the incline, and breaks free
from Sisyphus’ grasp, and rolls back to the ground and its
recurrent problematic, yet again to be taken up by “the
wise one ” in the eternally recurring attempt to raise the rock,
the ground problem, to a higher level of understanding. Now
since, for Nietzsche, Zarathustra is his own fundamental or
ground problem, we may better understand the dwarf’s mocking
name for him and his taunt: “ You threw yourself up so high;
but every stone that is thrown must fall.”

Zarathustra’s great effort is to overcome his own resistance,
symbolized in this passage by the dwarf. The spirit of gravity,
the earthly id, that rests upon him as a man, says the dwarf, will
overthrow him and crush him under the pressure of his own
effort to transcend himself. Zarathustra will surely collapse
under the burden of his long-standing effort and his subsequent
weariness. Finally, the dwarf attempts to ridicule Zarathustra
as one who wants to reach sidereal lightness by the thrust of his
own new enlightment, won by a ceaseless self-overcoming.

At this point in the text, Zarathustra is fully under the
spell of his reverie, experiencing the uncanny silence of two
creatures in close proximity to one another who do not speak.
The dwarf has fallen silent and says nothing for “ a long time.”
The scene reminds one of the psychoanalytic situation, though
in this case, the roles are reversed and the one who listens
is on the couch, as it were, unable to see the face of his inter-
locutor. The hypnagogic fantasy continues and Zarathustra
“ imagines ”’ that he is asleep.

His “ dream,” like that of the Wanderer’s in the preceding

8 Cf. PN 266 (“ The Wanderer 7).
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section of Zarathustra 111, is troubling and rivals the earlier
experience in its capacity to disturb Zarathustra. Flowing
deeper into sleep, Zarathustra relates, “ I climbed, I climbed, I
dreamed, I thought....” In his account of the vision, he says
he thinks of himself as a troubled person whose dreams are
even more unsettling than his waking thoughts, whose night-
mares wake him from the uncertain sleep in which he had
hoped to find temporary solace from the distress of his waking
thoughts. Like the Wanderer, his dream eventually leads him
to the sea, but before this phase of the reverie has ended, he
recounts: “ I was like one sick whom his wicked torture makes
weary, and who as he falls asleep is awakened by a still more
wicked dream.” In this statement, Zarathustra gives some con-
firmation of the hypnagogic nature of the experience he has been
relating. But he had resisted the urge to sleep and the hypna-
gogic fantasy continued as Zarathustra’s courage declared the
ultimatum that only one could prevail, the spirit of resistance
and gravity (the dwarf) or the spirit of elevation, Zarathustra
himself. “ Dwarf! Itis you or I!” The id or the ego, we might
add.

There follow a series of powerful apothegms: “ Man is the
most courageous animal ” ; “ human pain is the deepest pain " ;
“ courage is the best slayer.” Like the medieval knightly hero,
Zarathustra wishes to slay the dragon—in this case, the dragon of
pity—and to charge into death like Don Quixote parrying with
the windmill of his fantasy. The presentation of the dialectic of
courage and pain which follows (concluding the first part of
the section “ On the Vision and the Riddle ") reaches its climax
in Zarathustra’s surge against the spirit of gravity, his own
resistance, in the powerful exclamation into the face of death:
“Was that life?  Well then! Once more! ”

With that utterance, the dwarf falls to the ground in front
of Zarathustra, where Zarathustra is able to see the creature for
the first time. Yet he has one significant reservation about his
apparent victory over the dwarf’s temporary advantage. Like
the knightly swordsman, Zarathustra is wary, not motivated by
fear but, rather, by cunning and the “knight’s” keen eye for
impending danger. He retains his defensive posture, realizing
that there is an inherent danger even in his affirmation.
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For the herald of the “ Overman,” ‘the highest thought
is also the abysmal thought (abgrundlichen Gedanken).” We
have some insight into this paradox when we consider the
continuation of the narrative. It seems that the dwarf has not
had its last word. It has now moved solidly into Zarathustra’s
view, out of curiosity, to get a better look at its opponent. Why
is the dwarf curious? It should have been insulted. Its move
places Zarathustra face to face with the dwarf for the first time.
In a parallel image, they are represented as standing in front of a
gate where two paths meet which cannot face each other.
Nietzsche writes, *“ They offend each other face to face; and it
is here at this gateway that they come together.” And Zara-
thustra exclaims, ‘“ Behold this gateway, dwarf!...it has two
faces.” The image of the gateway is not a scenic detail. It
is the focal image of this section of Zarathustra 111 and a key
to understanding Zarathustra’s extraordinary personality.

Given the declaration that “ they offend each other face
to face,” I believe one may visualize the gateway as representing
two faces looking in opposite directions. The original German
text (which seems to be somewhat misrepresented in the English
translation) bears out this interpretation. The text reads:
“ Zwei Wege kommen hier zusammen ('Two paths come together
here).” And “no one has yet followed either to its end”
(returning to Kaufmann’s translation). I will call this the
Janus-gate of Zarathustra’s vision, after the two-faced Roman
god, Janus, a later version of the two-headed dog in Greek
mythology, Orthrus.

Orthrus guarded Geryon’s “shambling red cattle, beasts
of marvellous beauty,” assisting the shepherd Eurytion.®* He
has a delightfully incestuous history. His progenitors include
Erchidne, one of the daughters of the sea, and Typhon, the
“ hot breath ”’ of the god Set. Among other accomplishments,
Orthrus fathered two children of interest to us: the Lion (sym-
bolic of the Athenian summer) and the Serpent (symbolizing
the winter half of the year).** Orthrus looked forward to the

9 Robert Graves: The Greek Myths II (1955) London: Penguin Books,

Section 132a.
10 The Lion, we recall, says “No” to all values while Serpant is
symbolic of wisdom, in Nietzsche’s Zarathustrian mythology. Cf. Zarathustra

Copyright (¢) 2003 ProQuest Information and Learning Company
Copyright (c¢) Johns Hopkins University Press



GROTH, H. MILES, Nietzsche's Ontogenic Theory of Time: The Riddle of the Laughing
Shepherd , American Imago, 37:4 (1980:Winter) p.351

Nietzsche’s Ontogenic Theory of Time 357

new year and backward to the old, and this in two senses: first,
the “ old year ” of the antiquated three-season calendar and the
year just passed chronologically; and, secondly, the “ new year ”
of the revised two-phase Athenian calendar year, initiated by
the birth of the Lion and the Serpent, and the new, upcoming
chronological year. Orthrus’s name means “the early one,”
reflected in Zarathustra’s own identity as the one who has come
too soon.

The gate at which the dwarf and Zarathustra stopped and
met, then, refers us to Zarathustra’s two symbolic animals, the
serpent and the lion, which in turn point back to Zarathustra’s
legendary wisdom (which he must renounce) and forward
to his saying “ No! ” to all values, respectively. The gate, as an
image of two faces pointing away from each other, emphasizes
the antithesis in Zarathustra of reason or wisdom and the force
of gravity, the earth. At this point in the narrative, Zarathustra
is still unable to negate the most powerful value of all, the
truth of reason, in favor of the thought of eternal recurrence.
We will see that the thought of eternal recurrence and that of the
overman are contradictory, the former referring to the instinc-
tual, and the latter to the rational. But for now, it is a question
for Zarathustra of the lion of spring superseding the serpent of
dead winter, of will dominating reason.

In front of the gate, Zarathustra’s meditation on time
begins with an eerie reference to the spider, Nietzsche’s symbolic
animal for the truth of reason (alluded to above), the serpent’s
dangerous partner.

And this slow spider, which crawls in the moonlight,
and this moonlight itself, and I and you in the gateway,
whispering together, whispering of eternal things—must not
all of us have been there before? And return and walk in
that other lane, out there, before us, in this long dreadful
lane—must we not eternally return?

I, PN 139ff. See also Graves, ibidem, Sections 75.2 and 128.1. We may note
that Dionysius, a central figure in Nietzsche’s philosophy, from The Birth of
Tragedy to the Dionysius Dithyrambs, was “born in winter as a serpent ” and
“became a lion in the spring.” Graves, ibidem, Section 27.4.

11 PN 270. Cf. also the later section, “ Before Sunrise,” where the spider is
again referred to (PN 278).
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In the midst of this “lovers’ dialogue,” the dwarf vanishes.
Zarathustra is wakened from his reverie by the howling of a
dog. This would seem to be without doubt an indirect reference
to the two-headed dog Orthrus. Given Nietzsche’s profound
knowledge of the classics, the suggestion seems even more
plausible.

A childhood recollection follows, terminating the vision
which forms the core of this section of Zarathustra II1.

My thoughts raced back. Yes, when I was a child,
in the most distant childhood: then I heard a dog howl
like this. And I saw him, too, bristling, his head up,
trembling, in the stillest midnight when even dogs believe
in ghosts—and I took pity: for just then the full moon,
silent as death, passed over the house; just then it stood
still, a round glow—still on the flat roof, as if on another’s
property—that was why the dog was terrified, for dogs be-
lieve in thieves and ghosts. And when I heard such howling
again I took pity again.

And then, in the brief following paragraph: ‘“ Was I dreaming,
then? Was I waking up? ”

In this remarkable passage, we find reason to confirm the
centrality of Nietzsche’s association of primal time, the Janus-
gate, and the howling dog, Orthrus. Its symbolic content is
extremely rich, and if we allow the suggested link between
Janus and Orthrus, this uncanny reverie in the form of a
hypnagogic fantasy and a brief dreamlike childhood memory
conveys in an image some of the fundamental themes of Zara-
thustra’s philosophical “ vision.”

Orthrus, the Janus-gate of time, stands alone, like Zara-
thustra (and Nietzsche), “ bristling, his head up, trembling, in
the stillest midnight.” The frozen image, suffused with moon-
light, had arrested the gaze of the young observer recollected by
Zarathustra in his account of the final phase of the vision.
Transfixed in the moonlight, what had the young Zarathustra
seen?

Around the timeless moment, late at night, alarmed by
the wailing dog, Zarathustra’s pity was elicited. The image of
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time, Orthrus, is crystallized in the affective ambience of pity.
Zarathustra had seen this image, but beside the immobile dog,
the dreamy, rounded imprint of the moonlight took on even
more significance. Like a spotlight, the moon’s image rested
on the observer’s house “as if on another’s property.” The
onlooker’s sense of isolation (projected into the pity he feels
for the dog) and the primal scene quality of the entire picture
Nietzsche has created are prognostic of Zarathustra’s mythic
personality. The hints are powerful for a detailed psycho-
analytic interpretation of preoedipal and oedipal configurations
in Zarathustra’s vision.

As he came to his senses, Zarathustra was standing at the
summit of his long trek, overlooking “ wild cliffs ” and the sea.
The riddle of the Janus-gate has been told to the sailors. (We
are, after all, still onboard ship, now far from the Blessed Isles) .
But there remains one further episode to be told to complete
Zarathustra’s narrative.

On his hike up the mountain, time had passed, he recalls.
When he reached the top, it was midnight. He was alone and
“bleak, in the bleakest moonlight.” There, in front of him,
were a young shepherd (who suggests Eurytion of the Orthrus
myth) and his howling dog (Orthrus). While sleeping, the
herdsman’s mouth had been invaded by a snake, and he was
nearly strangling. (We recall Zarathustra’s tightly closed mouth
when he began his climb up the mountainside). Caught off
guard, “the snake crawled into his throat, and there it bit
itself fast.”” With the truth (the snake) in his mouth, the
shepherd is strangling, gagging on all that the truth of reason
stands for: pity, the good, evil, dread, i.e., all that refers to
values in the tradition of western ethics and its implied meta-
physics.

Zarathustra’s cry, ““ Bite! Bite its head off! Bite! ” is the
exclamation that Zarathustra hopes will announce his own
disavowal of all that he sees is strangling the shepherd (who, as
Eurytion, would by his name symbolize one who is “ widely
honored ). As Nietzsche suggested, to “ stand on their head ”
the entire range of western values would be to set them right-
side up again. But to do so would require the most violent
gesture.
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“ Off with its head! ” Zarathustra’s cry might be expanded
to mean ‘‘ Off with all that is of the head alone, values which
have been invented reactively, defensively, by those who guard
the herd. And, above all, away with the so-called ‘ pure ego.” ”
It is at first puzzling why Zarathustra does not let the shepherd
die. But, as becomes clear in the following section of Zarathustra
III (* On Involuntary Bliss ), he is not yet redeemed from
love and, consequently, is unable as yet to fully affirm the
thought of eternal recurrence. The vision is a riddle, therefore,
because Zarathustra is still a riddle to himself. He is still
ambivalent, rocking between his effort to be redeemed from
infantile love and the effort to make full affirmation of the
eternal recurrence. And this requires a kind of thinking quite
different from that of the western metaphysical tradition of
wisdom and the truth of reason. Could Nietzsche have had in
mind the famous assertion of Pascal, that “‘ the heart has reasons
of which the reason knows nothing? "’

In his second aside to the reader, ostensibly speaking to
the audience on board ship, Zarathustra pleads:

Guess me this riddle that I saw then, interpret me the
vision of the loneliest. . .. What did I see then in a parable?
And who is it who must yet come one day? Who is the
shepherd into whose throat the snake crawled thus? Who
is the man into whose throat all that is heaviest and
blackest will crawl thus?

Zarathustra thus remains a questioner about his own identity,
suggesting that the shepherd is somehow to be likened to him-
self, perhaps as his predecessor (as he is the forerunner of the
Ubermensch) .

In my interpretation, the vision is a three-part reverie, in
which the spirit of gravity (the dwarf) , the spirit of Zarathustra’s
resistance against his own self-overcoming, disappears in the face
of Zarathustra’s will, his self-assertion or courage. In this section
of Nietzsche’s great fable, we find a parable with likely antece-
dents in Greek classical mythology (by way of James to Orthrus,
the two-headed dog). In attempting to resolve the opposition
between the highest value (truth as demanded by the superego)
and the thought of eternal recurrence, Zarathustra speaks, in the
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sequel to his recollection of the vision, of a dream-like image of
the shepherd whose own wisdom chokes him. The shepherd
embodies the riddle which Zarathustra’s vision has conjured
up. But in the sequel, the shepherd triumphs.

The shepherd, however, bit as my cry counseled him;
he bit with a good bite. Far away he spewed the head of
the snake—and he jumped up. No longer shepherd, no
longer human—one changed, radiant, laughing! Never on
earth has a human being laughed as he laughed!... My
longing for this laughter gnaws at me; oh, how do I bear
to go on living! And how could I bear to die now!

The resolution of the shepherd’s act is a convulsion of manic
laughter. Zarathustra is reduced to despair.

Here we are not only concerned with the philosophical issue
of time, raised by the episode in question, but also with the
nature of the vision.

Nietzsche calls the Janus-gate Augenblick, a glance, a flutter-
ing of the eyes which catches sight of something and immediately
lets go of it. It is translated by Kaufmann as ‘ Moment’ (per-
sonified by capitalization in the text). In this passage, Nietzsche
seems to be playing on the word ‘ before’. Everything happens
before the glance, both in the sense of “in front of ” it and
“prior to” it. Similarly, the dual meaning of ‘after’ is an
integral part of the imagery and message of the passage.

The Janus-gate is clearly a metaphor of time. The double-
faced Janus glances simultaneously into the future and into the
past, constituting the presence of the moment (Augenblick,
glance) . Indeed, this is the novel insight of Nietzsche’s theory
of time in Zarathustra I1II. One face looks into the past and,
simultaneously, the other faces the future. Gesicht (face and
vision) , facing the past, does not look out of the past, with its
back to it, so to speak. The glance of time is to be, rather, a
simultaneous looking into both the future and the past. This
glance is the moment of the presence of time, characterized by
Nietzsche as an Augenblick. Similarly, die Gleichen (the
‘Same’) , in Nietzsche’s formulation of eternal recurrence of the
same, is such a simultaneity of temporal dimensions. The glance
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of the Janus-gate, the Moment, surrounds all time past and time
future.** It encircles time like the horizon seen from the
heights or on the open sea, where the vision is recollected.

The “early one,” Zarathustra as Orthrus, has affirmed
historical time, embedded in the today, in order to see the
eternal gathered in the presence of a glance. Zarathustra has
looked into the face of this eternity and has seen his own face.
This remarkable illumination required the dream-like setting
of the episode of the laughing shepherd which culminates in
Zarathustra’s vision (Gesicht, face). And this episode, in
turn, prepares Zarathustra for his crucial first attempt to
enunciate a thought of the eternal recurrence.

Returning to the encounter between the dwarf and Zara-
thustra, we recall that Zarathustra asks if the dwarf believes that
the two faces of the Janus-gate contradict each other. For a
brief moment, it seems that the dwarf will seduce Zarathustra
with its insights. But the lame dwarf, like Oedipus, cannot
really see what he stands for, there at the gate and in front
of Zarathustra. But Zarathustra does see what he stands for and
what he sees is his own resistance to the thought of eternal
recurrence. He has had both in view for the first time, “in a
moment, in the blinking of an eye,” vis-d-vis the Janus-gate.

The vision and recollection end with ironic laughter. The
riddle remains in the irony of unfulfillment, as when one knows
how one could be fulfilled while there is no prospect for that
realization. This ironic knowledge, which is the source of
Zarathustra’s suffering in Zarathustra 111, the riddle of “ the
vision and the riddle,” is foreshadowed in Nietzsche’s epigraph

12 Here one recalls Eliot’s illumination of the moment of time in one of the

Four Quartets, “ Burnt Norton ™ :

Time present and time past

Are both perhaps present in time future,

And time future contained in time past.

If all time is eternally present

All time is unredeemable.

What might have been is an abstraction

Remaining a perpetual possibility

Only in a world of speculation.

What might have been and what has been

Point to one end, which is always present.
T. 8. Eliot, The Complete Poems and Plays (1952) New York: Harcourt,
Brace, 117.
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to Part III, taken from Part I of the work (“ On Reading and
Writing ” %) : “ Who among you can laugh and be elevated at
the same time? ”

II

What sort of “ guesses and intuitions” do we find in the
section of Zarathustra I1I under discussion? In fact, we find only
questions and a great puzzle or riddle, which Nietzsche himself
was unable to fathom entirely.

Time without Being

The section “ On the Vision and the Riddle” is a pre-
sentation of Nietzsche’s theory of time in Thus Spoke Zara-
thustra. 'The “ Moment” of presence which constitutes the
“ present tense ” of experience is itself constituted by a vision
of the past and of the future which holds both the anterior and
posterior dimensions of time in a unifying glance. Time is not
a continuum for Nietzsche’s Zarathustra, though the image of two
paths reaching off in opposite directions is linear. The “ Mo-
ment ” is on the line of opposition between the past and the
future, but it does not locate the line, as it were, geometrically.
Rather, the “ Moment ” pushes the past and future away from
each other. From the perspective of the encompassing dimen-
sions of the past and the future, we may characterize the
“ Moment ” differently: The past and the future open a breach
which is the present. In spatial terms, the “ Moment” is
instantiated: the nunc stans. Temporality, as the unity of the
three dimensions of time, is frozen in eternity. It is as encom-
passing and “ brief ” as a glance, taking in everything but unable
to clearly perceive and ““ make out ” what is there to be seen.

We may suggest that it is the infant’s experience of time:
astonishment, mystery. The infant blinks and sees only itself
reflected in the objects around it. Looking into its mother’s
face, it sees its own face. Deceived by the mirror, even as an
adult, one never quite believes that it is “ I whom one sees as a
reflection on the sur-face of the mirror. In effect one can
never see one’s own face directly. Similarly, one can never

13 PN 152-3.
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know and understand time, because time cannot see itself, as
Nietzsche’s image of the Janus-gate makes clear. Time is like
Plato’s androgynon, with its “ one head to the two faces, which
looked in opposite ways.” ** The image is all the more apt in
both Plato and Nietzsche, given the relation of Plato’s androgy-
non and Nietzsche’s ““ Janus-gate ” to the moon. The androgy-
non “ was born of the moon, for the moon also partakes of both
(sexes).” But, unlike the androgynon, which when split in
half by Apollo sought reunion, the two faces of the Janus-gate
“ offend each other face to face.”

Time is the androgynous feature par excellence of human
experience. In the section of Zarathustra III “ On the Vision
and the Riddle,” we “see” time in an image recalled from a
vision, a fantasy of approaching sleep. Certainly sleep is the
most common human experience of eternity. Sleep surrounds
conscious waking experience, but its apparent brevity (though
hours pass) is like the “ Moment” of instantiated time, the
glance or Augenblick in the midst of perception. The face of
time, for Nietzsche, is the Gesicht itself, the face of the androgy-
nous mother. Though there is no textual evidence in this
section of Zarathustra III to justify such an identification of the
face, the Ewigkeit of the concluding sections of Zarathustra
II1,»> where life dreams itself out of Zarathustra’s existence,
surely suggests the maternal imago invested in the symbols of
midnight, the moon and longing.

Zarathustra longs to see his time, the original experience
of time, which remains only a vision, and the time of his apotheo-
sis in the form of the Ubermensch.

All of Zarathustra is an awakening, culminating in “ The
Drunken Song " of Zarathustra IV. “ How it laughs in a dream!
Do you not hear how it speaks secretly, terribly, cordially to
you—the old deep, deep midnight? ”* “All joy wants the
eternity of all things. ... it wants itself, it bites into itself, the

14 Plato, Symposium (Loeb Classical Library) (1939) London: Heinemann,
184-4 (tr. W. R. M. Lamb).

15 PN 339-43 (“ The Other Dancing Song” (3) and “ The Seven Seals
(Or: The Yes and Amen Song).”) Cf. Zarathustra 1I, “ The Dancing Song,”
PN 220, and Part III, “ On the Great Longing,” PN 333-36.

16 PN 431-32.
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ring’s will strives in it.” ** The awakening is a self-recovery and
a newly recovered experience of time. We conclude that
Zarathustra has identified himself with time, which he * meets ”’
in the reverie he recounts to us fellow travelers. But such an
identification is beyond ordinary experience governed by the
reality principle. It is of time, not in time; like the infant’s
experience of time, it is caught in a tidal intensity as much felt as
“thought.” The question remains whether such an identifi-
cation can be thought, much less described. Nietzsche chose the
vehicle of a grand fabula of awakening through wandering.
When Zarathustra “ faces ” time in the image of the Janus-gate,
the elements of the fable are for the first time focussed in one
frozen vision. The details of this landscape are discerned with
difficulty, coming to rest on an unheimlich (uncanny) patch
of moonlight and the cry of a solitary shepherd’s dog. All the
same, the shepherd has the last laugh.

Above all, I believe Nietzsche attempts in this presentation
a theory of time without being, that is to say, not an ontological
theory of time, but rather a theory of time that knows nothing of
spatial co-ordinates and metaphors. Is this possible? Indeed it
belongs to the experience of everyone in his infancy and early
childhood. I would call Nietzsche’s theory of time ontogenic,
one which wants to articulate in temporal terms (of past, present
and future) an experience of time which is pretemporal, i. e.
time-constituting. There can be nothing without time, therefore
it would not be proper to speak of pretemporal experience
in ontological terms; but, on the other hand, there is no ex-
perience which does not require the ontological givens of an
agent and the object of his experience. Yet we know that the
child experiences time in nontemporal ways, according to the
temporal understanding which reflection assigns to any experi-
ence. The problem is that adultomorphic temporal experience
is qualitatively different from pedomorphic pretemporal ex-
perience.’®* I think we can imagine an experience of time with-

17 PN 435.

18 The terms * adultomorphic” and “ pedomorphic” are convenient short-
hand for experience which is tempered by reflection and experience which
is uninterrupted by reflection, respectively. In the present discussion, the
outstanding feature of adultomorphic experience is its temporal or time-
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out being as the basic feature of infantile experience. The
infant “ merely” makes time: functional pleasure in doing,
without regard for precedents or consequences.

Subject and object are not clearly distinguished in the phase
of dominance by the “ Moment.” Gradually, the past and the
future are forced apart from each other as an instantiated present
is opened up by one’s experiences. The past is represented as the
subject or agent, while the future is signified by the world of
objects. The intermediate dimension (according to the custom-
ary linear image of time) of the present is neither subjective
nor objective in the sense just outlined.

Ontogenic time makes present experience while instituting
the personal past and future. The androgynous quality of
ontogenic time may be characterized along similar lines: The
past remains the gyné of the ambient present, while the future
dimension of the andros comes to be distinguished in the other
extreme of that same ambience. Developmentally, Man moves
from the mother out to the father, while never leaving behind
the former. The maternal and paternal principles co-operate
throughout the genesis of Man.?

Leaving aside the gender equivalents of the past and the
future, there remains the oppositional nature of the past and the
future. And this is represented quite well in Nietzsche’s image
of what I have called the Janus-gate of time. This attempt to
present a theory of time without being can only refer to time
within experience, but to an order of experience which does not

invested quality, while pedomorphic experience (that of the infant and young
child) is pretemporal in the sense described, i.e. experience which is not
construed by the agent of the experience as differentiated according to the
concepts of past, present and future. The artist recovers pretemporal
experience by reverting to ways of seeing and hearing which defy the linearity
of history, his given tradition, and the techniques for expression which he has
mastered. Perhaps it would be better to characterize his experience as supra-
temporal, since the artist cannot fully recover the unreflective experience of
the child. Finally, it would seem that the psychotic’s experience of time, in
his regressed states, is similar to what I have characterized as pedomorphic.
19 In Greek, the past was thought of as that which was before one, i. e.
that which one faced, while the future was that which was out of sight and,
therefore, behind one. In Latin, the future (futura) is neuter, as is the past
(tempus praeteritum). English usage preserves the affiliation with the Latin
in both ‘past’ and ‘future’. The only striking characteristic to emerge from
these reflections is to be found in the singularity of the past (literally, a step
from place to place) and the plurality of the future (all of the events to come) .
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recognize objects with ontological status. Such time can occur
only in the preontological world of the infant and young child.
Indeed, the image of a child (the young Zarathustra) standing
by the moonlight listening to the sound of a howling dog, whose
figure he can see outlined in that same moonlight, is indicative of
the preontological dream world which Nietzsche may have had
in mind. It is the world without time which Freud characterized
as the domain of the unconscious, where all time-values are
equivalent.? There are only images juxtaposed according to
affective laws of association and formal laws of symbolism im-
posed by the psychodynamics of human mental life.

This characterization of time-experience without being,
1. e. without ontological status and logical coherence, is plainly
of the prelogical world of the infant, whose coenesthetic and
synesthetic experience of the mother’s body, above all the
mother’s face and breasts, is the outside equivalent of the
infant’s internal experience of undifferentiated sensation, pro-
prioceptive ambience, and the diffuse perception of body and
world boundaries retrospectively recovered in the reconstruc-
tions of analysts and in the recollections of analysands.

It is a difficult philosophical problem to consider the issue
of what I will call preontological temporality or time without
being. Whether there is a genuine philosophical position to be
articulated along the lines suggested by the present reading of
Nietzsche’s theory of time as presented in Zarathustra 111 re-
mains for future work, but the indication of such a structure is
unmistakable, especially given the infant’s ontogenic experience
of time, which analysts have attempted to describe.

Orality and Speaking the Truth

The oral imagery in “ On the Vision and the Riddle ” and
other sections of Zarathustra is striking. As suggested, truth
is seen by Zarathustra as invasive. The truth of reason alone is a
threat to the one who speaks it. Closely associated with the act
of speaking is the visual perception of the speaker’s face. The
classic configuration of the face as ““all mouth ” is evident in
Zarathustra 111. There is clearly an early experience of oral

20 Freud, St. Ed., IV, 187-88 (“ The Unconscious "),
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rage and great oral pleasure recorded in these lines of Nietzsche’s
fable. To speak the truth is to open the mouth and lose the
pleasurable union with the source of that pleasure in a fulfilling
reverie at the primary sites of the maternal caretaker’s body.
But once speech is possible, the earlier experience of passive
enjoyment is no longer possible, and further attempts to recover
that pleasure by similar experiences can only cause anxiety.
Nietzsche’s apparent association of that anxiety with the truth
of reason leads him, in his fable of Zarathustra, to wish to deny
the truth of reason in an attempt to experience again the pre-
verbal bliss he can only vaguely remember. For the adult
Zarathustra, the verbal life of the mind (of the head alone),
in isolation from the experience of the body and, above all, of the
will, is to be overcome by going “under” or “behind” the
experiences of verbal articulation. Underlying the experience
of thinking is the experience of willing.*

For Nietzsche, the will is the source of that power which
drives thinking. We may consider that the will is in some
ways like the underlying force of the id as Freud described it,
while the ego is that modification of the will (the id) which, in
part, drives the thought processes and the designs of valuing.
We recall that the revaluing of all values could take place only
after a renewal and revival of the will in its full exertion. It is
also clear that Freud remains close to Nietzsche in describing
the ego as a modification of the id and in attributing the formal
thought processes to a part of the ego’s overall functioning.
Thinking is not the only work of the ego. And, following
Nietzsche’s lead, we would add: there is also valuing in the
realm of the ego’s functions.

By placing his discussion of the truth of reason in a context
of oral imagery, Nietzsche is foreshadowing Freud’s later articu-
lation of the structural principle in the genetic frame. It is
during the early months of life that the ego emerges as a
separate group of functions from an undifferentiated id-ego mat-
rix. Pure willing at binth, the infant begins to speak, signaling
and promoting the differentiation of ego structure. The onto-
genic situation of this development is primarily oral.

21 Hannah Arendt, The Life of the Mind 11 (Willing) (1979) New York:
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Inc., 34-39, 158-171.
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Overcoming the Ego, and Recurrence

But Zarathustra is committed to overcoming this dominance
by the ego. He describes a regressive experience of dedifferen-
tiation into pure orality and a subsequent reintegration of ego
structure in which the will (or id) is given its own prominence
in the economy of the individual’s experience. The one for
whom such a restructured ego is possible is what Nietzsche calls
the UJbermensch, that type of man for which Zarathustra is the
predecessor or father and mother.

It would seem that Nietzsche thought that the recurrent
possibility of such a type was assured by the possibility of re-
covering the integration of id and ego, of laughter and enlighten-
ment, of will and thought. Nietzsche does not believe that a
kind of primal or natural Man is to be somehow reinvented or
revived. The Ubermensch is a new type.?” Such a type is
“above ” men and women as we know and are them, because the
Ubermensch has gone “ beneath ™ the traditional types which
biological science and tradition have identified and defended
by that same tradition of values and rationalizations.

This discussion will close with one further speculation
about Nietzsche’s Ubermensch. The Ubermensch, the “ ex-
travagant ’ man, would be polymorphous in his sexuality. What
is now customarily a remainder of impulses (usually suppressed,
if brought to awareness, and thoroughly repressed by custom
and acculturation) is for chthonic Man—human beings truly
imbued with the earth as home—the highest form of expression:
polyvalent sexuality, independence of thought, freedom to act
in a fresh expression of his will and to begin things anew. This
requires that the * higher man,” truly mortal and not given to
illusions about his place on the earth, become as at home in
what his unconscious has to show of itself to him as he is
accustomed to accede to the requirements of his acculturation.
His radicalism is earth-bound; his transcendence is finite. For
Nietzsche, I believe, this new type of man would be the first

22 Cf. Herbert Marcuse,Eros and Civilization (1969) London: Sphere Books,
161-178, and Norman O. Brown, Love’s Body (1966) New York: Vintage Books,
Chs. IV, VIII, X1V, XV, XVI, and Life Against Death (1959) New York:
Vintage Books, Ch. XVI.

Copyright (¢) 2003 ProQuest Information and Learning Company
Copyright (c¢) Johns Hopkins University Press



GROTH, H. MILES, Nietzsche's Ontogenic Theory of Time: The Riddle of the Laughing
Shepherd , American Imago, 37:4 (1980:Winter) p.351

370 H. Miles Groth

truly Awinan individual, and this means fully human. Such
humanity would be capable of renewed astonishment; reflective,
energetic by self-renewal. He would be as capable of saying
“No! ” as saying “Yes!” He would be capable of regression
in the service of the ego, much as the artist allows himself to
confront the sometimes terrifying mixture of images which
he brings to expression. Finally (though not lastly), the
Ubermensch would be capable of “ letting himself go,” as well
as concentrating his faculties in order to achieve insight.
The requirements of such development would include, as
Nietzsche expected of Zarathustra, becoming capable of being as
a child once again, of using the mirror as a child does. Above
all, it is to be able to say “ Yes! "’ to one’s “ I will,” as the child
does.?* This would be the “the will to truth,” in the genuine
sense of truth, as that which means * that everything be changed
into what is thinkable for man, visible for man, feelable by
man.” ¢ This speaks of the freedom of creative possibilities.
This is the child’s wisdom, which Zarathustra tries to

recover. He begins his quest for the child in himself regres-
sively, as is only appropriate, in recalling a vision and the riddle
it proposes. The vision ends with the image of a child staring
at the gaping maw of the laughing shepherd’s howling dog. The
child’s experience of time has been indicated by these images,
and the image of the gate, as a means of understanding the
nature of time, which philosophers have sought to fathom.
Nietzsche’s ““ ontogenic ”’ theory of time presupposes an under-
standing of the human experience of time which we have all had,
but which we have presumably surpassed and tried to replace
with an ontological understanding of time. We seem to be no
further along in clarifying the puzzle of time than Zarathustra
(if we have gotten that far), even though, with reference to
psychoanalytic theory, we may understand something about the
origin of its puzzle.

H. Miles Groth
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