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Nietzsche’s Zarathustra 1

Nietzsche’s Zarathustra: His Breakdown

This discussion of a text from Also Sprach Zarathustra is a
continuation of my earlier study of the second chapter of
Part Three.! To some extent, it requires familiarity with what
I have called in that study Nietzsche’s “ontogenic theory of
time.” But the present essay is a departure from the earlier
work in that I will now attempt to analyze what may be called
Zarathustra’s breakdown, as described by Nietzsche in the
thirteenth section of Part Three, “The Convalescent.”

The work as a whole is divided into two vastly dispropor-
tionate sections: “Zarathustra’s Prologue” and “Zarathustra’s
Speeches.” Of the eighty speeches, “The Convalescent” im-
mediately precedes what Heidegger has called the climax of
the great fable (“On the Great Longing”).® It is a remarkable
chapter in the work, giving as it does a narrative of Zarathus-
tra’s collapse and seven-day estivation in his cave. His “condi-
tion” will be explored psychoanalytically. No “diagnosis” will
be offered, unless that term is understood not as a final
clinical assessment but rather an exposition and description
of what can be discerned in Nietzsche’s account of Zarathus-
tra’s “Wesen.”

'Groth, H. Miles. “Nietzsche’s Ontogenic Theory of Time: The Riddle of the
Laughing Shepherd,” American Imago, 37:4 (Winter, 1980), 351-370.

2The English translation referred to throughout in this paper is by Walter
Kaufmann, in The Portable Nietzsche (PN) New York : Viking Press, 1954. Occa-
sional changes in Kaufmann’s translations have been made, and Nietzsche’s ar-
rangement of lines on the page has been restored. A slash indicates a new para-
graph in the German edition of Nietzsche’s Werke (ed., G. Colli and M. Montinari),
Berlin : de Gruyter (1967- ). Also Sprach Zarathustra (Z) (1883—1885) appeared in
1968 in this edition as volume VI/1. For the complete text, see PN 327-333 (= Z
266—273). The great opening speech quoted below appears in PN 327-328 (= Z
266—267).

*PN 333-336 (= Z 274-277). Cf. Martin Heidegger, “Who Is Nietzsche’s
Zarathustra?” (1954) (Tr., Bernd Magnus), Review of Metaphysics 20, 1967, 411-431
and “The Word of Nietzsche: ‘God Is Dead’ ” (1950) (Tr. William Lovitt), in The
Question Concerning Technology and Other Essays, New York : Harper and Row, 1977,
53-112. See also Heidegger’s anthology of Nietzsche studies, in Nietzsche (Vol-
umes I and II), Pfullingen : Neske, 1961.
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I

Zarathustra has just awakened, startled, from a night’s

sleep. His animal companions are alerted, some frozen in
amazement while others rush off, as Zarathustra cries out
“in a terrible voice.” He sees a figure lying where he had
slept. Nietzsche says that Zarathustra “comported himself as

if one still lay on the resting place,’

b

suggesting that Zara-

thustra is hallucinating. In spite of his terror, Zarathustra
speaks. The utterance is given in its entirety:

Herauf, abgrundlicher Gedanke, aus meiner Tiefe!
Ich bin dein Hahn und Morgen-Grauen, verschlafener
Wurm: auf! auf! Meine Stimme soll dich schon wach
krahen!

Kniipfe die Fessel deiner Ohren los: horche! Denn
ich will dich horen! Auf! Auf! Hier ist Donners
genug, dass auch Graber horchen lernen!

Und wische den Schlaf und alles Blode, Blinde aus
deinen Augen! Hére mich auch mit deinen Augen:
meine Stimme ist ein Heilmittel noch fiir Blindgeborne.

Und bist du erst wach, sollst du mir ewig wach
bleiben. Nicht ist das meine Art, Urgrossmiitter
aus dem Schlafe wecken, dass ich sie heisse—
weiterschlafen!

Du regst dich, dehnst dich, rochelst? Auf! Auf!

Nicht rocheln—reden sollst du mir! Zarathustra
ruft dich, der Gottlose!

Ich, Zarathustra, der Fursprecher des Lebens, der
Fursprecher des Leidens, der Fursprecher des
Kreises—dich rufe ich, meinen abgriindlichsten
Gedanken!

Heil mir! Du kommst—ich hére dich! Mein Abgrund
redet, meine letzte Tiefe habe ich an’s Licht
gestilpt!

Heil mir! Heran! Gieb die Hand—ha! lass!
Haha!—Ekel, Ekel, Ekel———wehe mir!
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In translation:

Up, abysmal thought, out of my depth! I am your cock
and dawn, sleepy worm. Up! Up! My voice shall yet
crow you awake!

Unfasten the fetters of your ears: listen! For I want to
hear you. Up! Up! Here is thunder enough to make
even tombs learn to listen.

And wipe sleep and all that is purblind and blind out of
your eyes! Listen to me even with your eyes: my voice is
a remedy even for those born blind.

And once you are awake, you shall remain awake eter-
nally. It is not my way to awaken great-grandmothers
from their sleep to bid them sleep on!

You are stirring, stretching, wheezing? Up! Up! You
shall not wheeze but speak to me. Zarathustra summons
you, the godless one!

I, Zarathustra, the advocate of life, the advocate of suf-
tering, the advocate of the circle; I summon you, my
most abysmal thought!

Hail to me! You are coming, I hear you. My abyss
speaks, 1 have turned my ultimate depth inside out into
the light.

Hail to me! Come here! Give me your hand! Huh! Let
go! Huhhuh! Nausea, nausea, nausea—woe unto me!

Having poured out these exclamations, Zarathustra “fell
down as one dead and long remained as one dead.” Having
recovered from this seizure, he remains in a twilight state
for seven days, unable to eat, drink or sleep. Later, he ex-
plains to his animals: “ ‘How well you know what comfort I
invented for myself in seven days!/ That I must sing again,
this comfort and convalescence I invented for myself.’ ”*
The animals go on to put into his mouth what they believe
Zarathustra has to say about his new insight. He has not,
however, said anything, and when the animals’ discourses

‘PN 332 (= Z 271).
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were over he “did not hear that they were silent. Rather he
lay with his eyes closed, like one sleeping, although he was
not asleep; for he was conversing with his soul.” Only the
serpent and the eagle have said nothing, and having done
so, they leave Zarathustra.

The next section of Part Three brings Zarathustra’s
conversation with himself, “On the Great Longing.” Part
Three concludes with the great “Midnight Song,” which
Mahler set for a movement of his Third Symphony, and “The
Seven Seals (Or: The Yes and Amen Song).”

II

What has happened to Zarathustra? In “On the Vision
and the Riddle,” Nietzsche’s Zarathustra presents the riddle
of the laughing shepherd. He had related there: “A young
shepherd I saw, writhing, gagging, in spasms, his face dis-
torted, and a heavy black snake hung out of his mouth. Had
I ever seen so much nausea and pale dread on one face? He
seemed to have been asleep when the snake crawled into his
throat, and there bit itself fast.”® It is important to note that
the scene with the shepherd follows Zarathustra’s memory
of his childhood. His exhortation to the shepherd then was
to decapitate the snake. “Thus it cried out of me—my
dread, my hatred, my nausea, my pity, all that is good and
wicked in me cried out of me with a single cry.” Just such a
crying out marks Zarathustra’s breakdown in “The Conva-
lescent,” which, during his recovery, he elaborates with
these words: “ ‘How well you know what had to be fulfilled
in seven days,/and how that monster crawled down my
throat and suffocated me. But I bit off its head and spewed
it out.” ”” And later on: “ “The great disgust with man—this
choked me and had crawled into my throat. ...’ "

Before looking closely at his recovery, which amounts
to a philosophical restitution, we must return to the basic
theme of the present discussion: Zarathustra’s breakdown.

SPN 333 (= Z 273).
5PN 271 (= Z 197).
PN 330 (= Z 269).
8PN 331 (= Z 270).
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We will approach it by looking first at his hallucination;
next, at the stream of exhortations which precedes his col-
lapse and is an attempt to verbalize what he believes he has
seen.

The distancing which causes him to “see” himself lying
down, asleep, ultimately occurs so that he is able to address
his own thought (Gedanke) directly, and to embody it. Yet this
is accomplished only at the expense of personal disembodi-
ment and psychological dissociation. How are we to under-
stand Zarathustra’s dissociated state (Wesen)? For this, we
must go to what Nietzsche’s Zarathustra says. Literally stand-
ing up to himself, he exclaims: “Zarathustra summons you,
the godless one!/ I, Zarathustra, the advocate of life, the
advocate of suffering, the advocate of the circle; I summon
you, my most abysmal thought!” This invocation is followed
by the last two utterances which conclude his outburst:

Hail to me! You are coming, I hear -you. My abyss
speaks, 1 have turned my ultimate depth inside out into
the light.

Hail to me! Come here! Give me your hand! Huh! Let
y
go! Huhhuh! Nausea, nausea, nausea—woe unto me!’

Nietzsche emphasizes only two words in this otherwise
ecstatic, if not wild, speech. The first occurs in the line “It is
not my way to awaken great-grandmothers from their sleep
to bid them sleep on!” And, of course, the second occurs in
the first of the concluding utterances just quoted: “My abyss
speaks, 1 have turned my ultimate depth inside out into the
light.” Standing “above” himself, Zarathustra’s thought ad-
dresses his body, as if they were separable. The image of
such a split can be only hallucinatory. Yet the experience of
such an image has distracted Zarathustra from himself and
led to his self-dissociation. His abyss (Abgrund) reaches out
to his own body. “Come here! Give me your hand!” He
laughs at the gesture, and orders his body “Let go!” He
laughs more vigorously. The split is impossible, yet the dis-
sociated state is very real. “Nausea, nausea, nausea,—woe
unto me!” The episode ends with Zarathustra’s loathing and

°PN 328 (= Z 267).
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disgust with his body, and with the recognition of the conse-
quences of this aversion: “wehe mir!” He has grasped his
own hand and found it repulsive and sickening. Like the
psychotic who “discovers” his body, part by part, and cannot
make it a Gestalt, Nietzsche’s Zarathustra is, in this moment
of recognition and denial, completely self-alienated. He
loses consciousness.

Zarathustra has become acrophobic of the distance to
his own body, agoraphobic in the presence of his animals.
Here there is no Sartrean nausée with its metaphysical reve-
lation. The symptom may be the same, but the disorder is
quite different. For Nietzsche’s Zarathustra, the recognition
is entirely physical. The symptom may be psychosomatic,
but the recognition is somatopsychic.

III

Some may find the preceding distinction artificial, but
for a psychoanalytic investigation of Zarathustra’s break-
down it is a meaningful and crucial distinction. Psycho-
somatic disorders are treatable as neurotic phenomena.
They are conversion symptoms of underlying psychological
disorders. Somatopsychic phenomena are like the experi-
ences ascribed to psychotic disorders and are as difficult to
work with therapeutically as the other manifestations of
the psychoses.

Both terms may be considered as pointing to the same
state of affairs, i.e. as belonging to both the psyche and the
body. But is there any human condition which is not both?
This is one of the questions which leads Zarathustra to his
“break” and collapse. For the psychologist, the terms may
be quite useful: psychosomatic phenomena indicating physi-
cal symptoms with psychogenic etiology, and somatopsychic
phenomena pointing to psychological disorders which are
profoundly embedded in the most elemental structures of
human experience. This, it seems, can be the only meaning
of ‘behavior’, at least of human behavior; namely, as human
condition or human state. And what sense does it make to
speak of the human condition in any case? Surely, as the
great ethicists of the teleological tradition knew, the human
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condition (2thos) is changing. It is not fixed, and if one
should see it as fixed, the result is psychological and ethical
“paralysis.” Somatopsychic phenomena would point to ques-
tions about what human behavior is, as acceptable and aver-
age expectable, dissociated and broken off from reality, or
adrift on some indeterminate borderland or shore between
what we have determined to be “normal” and “abnormal.”
In the end, the former signifies only what has been decided
on and determined by consensus, while the latter comprises
the undecidable or ambiguous range of human states
which, by common recognition, are psychosocially proble-
matic. Somatopsychic phenomena, therefore, are here
taken to refer to basic human conditions, while psychoso-
matic phenomena are among the neurotic manifestations of
psychopathology. This usage differs from some psychiatric
diagnostic terminology, but the distinction has been intro-
duced to circumscribe an area of human experience which
is applicable to Zarathustra’s at the time of his breakdown as
dramatized by Nietzsche.

Zarathustra’s somatopsychic dissociation is what Nietz-
sche calls his Wesen (condition or state). In his violent self-
confrontation Zarathustra speaks from his arousing body.
He intimates that his deepest thought, his “verschlafener
Wurm,” is deaf to him and silent. His thought is blind to
him, this ancient thought which he wants to dislodge from
its nest of primal darkness. He addresses his thought:
“Listen to me even with your eyes: my voice is a remedy
even for those born blind.” This speech is a remedy (Heulmai-
tel) for the thought that Zarathustra addresses passionately.
His evocation of the “Abgriindlicher Gedanke” calls for its re-
ply, and it is that response which Zarathustra’s breakdown
invites and, finally, demands.

“Listen to me even with your eyes. ... ” The synaes-
thetic response demanded of his thought by Zarathustra is
stunning, just as Zarathustra’s breakdown strikes him so
powerfully and unexpectedly that he collapses. Is this
merely the common dizziness associated with rising quickly
from a recumbent position? Is it suggestive of an epilepti-
form seizure? Zarathustra’s speech is intact when he stands
up, though he faints after disburdening himself in exclama-
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tions of “Auf! Auf! ... Heil mir! ... ha! ... haha!....” We
must return to this conflation of the visual and acoustic
senses when we turn to the “diagnostic” remarks which will
conclude the present discussion. Hearing with the eyes sug-
gests a confused state, while its poetic evocation is not the
statement of a psychotic.

Near the conclusion of his speech, Zarathustra says: “I,
Zarathustra, the advocate of life, the advocate of suffering,
the advocate of the circle: I summon you, my most abysmal
thought.” After having “regained his senses,” literally, “hav-
ing come to,” and following his week-long recovery, he eluci-
dates indirectly the meaning of the synaesthetic experience:
“Are not words and sounds rainbows and illusive bridges
between things which are eternally apart.” What is seen and
what we name the seen are connected by “Regenboden und
Schein-Briicken zwischen Ewig-Geschiedenem,” which is to say by
nothing at all real. Rather, the names that we give to things
are lusory, playful conventions which pass for connections
between modes of experience that are unapproachable.
These lusory arcs of relation are like Holderlin’s “lines of
life” or the elusive synapses of our neural network. Zarathus-
tra is saying, moreover, that such things as are named are
themselves the “eternally apart.” They include Zarathustra’s
body and his thought.

“My abyss speaks, 1 have turned my ultimate depth in-
side out into the light.” The dissociation of inner and outer
experience, of thought and corporeality, is marked by this
statement. That Zarathustra speaks saves him from a silence
that would have forced us to conclude that he was psy-
chotic. It would seem that what he sees lying on his resting
place is Zarathustra himself “turned inside out into the
light.” “The advocate of life, the advocate of suffering, the
advocate of the circle” experiences his own extraversion in
an agitated state. His breakdown, like the well-known “cre-
ative illnesses” of some great thinkers (including Freud), is
“repaired” by the realization that “For me—how should
there be any outside-myself (ein Ausser-mir)? There is no
outside.”!’ This is because there is no “inside” with which to

'YPN 329 (= Z 268), for this and the next two quotations.
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contrast such an externality. It is language that allows us to
assert, mistakenly, such a split. Yet, Zarathustra has had to
experience the split himself, to actually “see” it himself, in
order to plumb the depths of its illusion.

“But all sounds make us forget this; how lovely it is
that we forget.” Language is the culprit, yet language has
been “given to things that man might find things refresh-
ing,” and to allow Zarathustra to recover from his own
collapse. “Speaking is a beautiful folly: with that man
dances over all things.” It is the ecstatic play of words,
freely expressive of what lies most deeply hidden in a man,
that allows for his recovery of the human condition in all
its changeability. This is the function of language in the
psychoanalytic situation. Zarathustra looks down at the fig-
ure lying on the Lage (resting place) and says: “Listen to
me even with your eyes.... ” Zarathustra’s thought, the
figure reclining, is like the analysand who is heard, even
visually, by the analyst who is out of visual contact with the
recumbent analysand.

Later, speaking to his animals, he again evokes the ana-
lytic situation: “But now I lie here, still weary of this biting
and spewing, still sick from my own redemption./And you
watched all this?” Such suggestions of what later came to be
called the negative transference and negative therapeutic
reaction in the psychoanalytic situation encourage looking
for something pathological in Zarathustra’s nature, but not
without acknowledging Nietzsche’s insight a short time later
in the text, an insight which psychoanalysis has shown to be
an essential part of psychoanalytic healing: “man needs
what i1s most evil in him for what is best in him—/ that
whatever is most evil is his best power and the hardest stone
for the highest creator: and that man must become better
and more evil.”'' Yet, the negativity is powerful.

Returning to Zarathustra’s Wesen, in which he experi-
ences the breakdown, we find Zarathustra saying: “ ‘The
great disgust with man—this choked me and had crawled
into my throat . .../ Man’s earth (die Menschen-Erde) turned
into a cave for me, its chest (Brust) sunken; all that is living

''PN 330-331 (= Z 270).
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became human mold and bones and musty past to me.”
And shortly thereafter, he concludes:

And the eternal return of the smallest—that was my
disgust (Uberdruss) with all existence (Dasein)!

Alas! Nausea! Nausea! Nausea!”—Thus spoke Zara-
thustra and sighed and shuddered, for he remembered
his sickness."'?

What is this Krankheit which Nietzsche’s Zarathustra experi-
ences and confronts as both “analyst” and “analysand?” We
have deliberately passed over the animals’ formulations,
which intrude throughout the second subsection of “Der
Genesende,” and which Zarathustra rebuffs over and over
again, calling his philosophical “therapists” “buffoons and
barrel organs.” One last quotation, Zarthustra’s own words,
will provide us with the materials for discussion. Having
told what had invaded him orally (“the great disgust with
man”), he says:

Naked I had once seen both, the greatest man and the
smallest man: all-too-similar to each other, even the
greatest all-too-human!

All-too-small, the greatest!—that was my disgust with
man."

In the discussion to follow, several related themes fa-
miliar to psychoanalysts will emerge: (1) the young boy’s
phallic awe for his father’s penis, (2) identification of the
body with the phallus, and (3) the generativity of the male
organ, in its pseudopodic relation to the invaginating organ
of the woman.

IV

We may conjecture that Zarathustra’s somatopsychic dis-
sociation is a living out (Erlebnis)—not only an experiencing
(Erfahrung)—of a confrontation with someone other than
himself, but with whom he has made a fundamental identifi-

2PN 331 (= Z 270-271).
3PN 331 (= Z 270).
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cation. The roaring voice which accompanies Zarathustra’s
wakening is not typical of him. It is not the expostulatory or
declamatory voice of his powerful speeches and exclama-
tions. The “terrifying (furchtbar) voice” belongs to a figure
in the dream from which he is wakened by his anxiety. The
voice with which he terrifyingly addresses the figure he
claims to see lying on his resting place is not his own. If we
suggest that it is his father’s voice, there is a great deal of
textual evidence to support the assumption. To read the
opening speech as his father’s commanding exhortation to
the forty-year-old Zarathustra requires that we now see the
figure on the couch as Zarathustra himself. He had left his
home when he was thirty years old and spent ten years in
solitude." His first encounter with another person had
been with an old man, a “saint,” who recognizes the man
Zarathustra. In “Zarathustra’s Prologue” the two speak
briefly, but when Zarathustra departs it is with the famous
words: “ ‘Could it be possible? This old saint in the forest
has not yet heard anything of this, that God is dead!” "> Now
there is no laughter and Zarathustra is not prepared to wait
until he is alone to think out loud, as he had waited when
he finally “spoke to his heart” what he had wanted to tell
the saint. There is no more saint, but there is a voice which
has never left him. This voice exclaims: “I am your cock
and dawn, sleepy worm.”'® It is the superego.

The figure on the couch is accused of being inattentive,
weak-sighted and only “half-awake.” The upright Zarathus-
tra, the upstanding father, challenges the recumbent Zara-
thustra. Nietzsche writes: “Zarathustra ruft dich, der Gottlose!”"’
Does this not mean something other than the otherwise su-
perb translations available to us would have us read? J. R.
Hollingdale: “Zarathustra the Godless calls you!”'* And
Kaufmann: “Zarathustra, the godless, summons you!”" It is

"PN 121 (= Z 5). Nietzsche was forty when he wrote Part Three.

PN 124 (= Z 8). Nietzsche’s father, a Lutheran minister, died when Nietz-
sche was four years old. Cf. PN 20.

1PN 327 (= Z 266).

"PN 327-328 (= Z 267).

" Nietzsche, Friedrich. Thus Spoke Zarathustra (Tr. R.J. Hollingdale), Balti-
more : Penguin Books, 1961, 233.

9PN 327-328 (= Z 267, which is divided at lines 2 to 3).
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rather clear that Nietzsche has his Zarathustra say to the
hallucinated figure “Zarathustra summons you, the godless
one!” The text pauses, changes paragraph, and begins
again: “I, Zarathustra, the advocate of life, the advocate of
suffering, the advocate of the circle; you 1 summon, my
most abysmal thought!” The sense of the line in question
would have it that the erect Zarathustra, the father, raves at
the godless Zarathustra, rousing from him his deepest
thought. In this pause (which Nietzsche indicates in the way
he has written the speech) the split is made adamantly clear.
The father’s powerful voice is transformed into Zarathus-
tra’s own voice, but the break between the two figures is
final and eventuates in Zarathustra’s collapse. The rift be-
tween the powerful father and the “stirring, stretching,
wheezing” Zarathustra is opened. The voice of the superego
overpowers the ego’s voice.

This confrontation between the man Zarathustra and
his father is even more plausible if we suppose that Nietz-
sche introduces the face-off just at that moment when Zara-
thustra’s ownmost thought, his most daring thought, is put
forward: advocacy of life, of suffering and of the circle.
This trinity is, however, too much for the awakening Zara-
thustra and his recognition of the final break between
father and son (Z 267, lines 6—7 and lines 8-9), expressed
first as an event of extraversion to the light and then as an
attempt to reach out to the father. For now the roles have
been reversed, turned inside out or upside down (gestiilpt),
and it is Zarathustra who makes the mature man’s attempt
to grasp his father’s hand, but cannot. The gesture fails and
ends with Zarathustra’s revulsion and lamentation, punctu-
ated with maddened laughter.

We may understand the collapse described by Nietzsche
as a consequence of Zarathustra’s having encountered the
father of his youth, the oedipal father who is brought into
relief later in “The Convalescent,” when Zarathustra speaks
of “the greatest man and the smallest man.”® Zarathustra
comes to understand his breakdown in terms of phallic awe
in relation to the oedipal father, while denying the grown-

20PN 331 (= Z 270).
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man’s inferiority to the father. Yet the father remains un-
reconciled with the mature Zarathustra.

\Y%

“Naked I had once seen both, the greatest man and
the smallest man: all-too-similar to each other, even the
greatest all-too-human.” The phrase “all-too-human (all-
zumenschlich)” is undoubtedly drawn from the earlier book
of aphorisms Nietzsche published in 1878, Menschliches, All-
zumenschliches. What he wrote then in aphorism #5 will
shed some light on how Nietzsche understood the dream
and on the untold dream he awakens from at the begin-
ning of “The Convalescent.” In Human, All-Too-Human he
had written: “Without the dream one would have found
no occasion for a division of the world. The separation of
body and soul, too, is related to the most ancient concep-
tion of the dream; also the assumption of a quasi-body of
the soul, which is the origin of all belief in spirits and
probably also of the belief in gods. ‘“The dead live on; for
they appear to the living in dreams.’ ”*' The dead father of
Zarathustra we may guess to have been a part of the mani-
fest content of Zarathustra’s dream prior to wakening. His
later thought of having once seen “the greatest man and
the smallest man” would refer to both the father and the
young Zarathustra, but also to the father’s large penis,
compared to the boy’s smaller organ, when the boy had
witnessed the father naked.

In this same passage, however, Zarathustra pronounces
the father as “all-too-human” as the boy, “all-too-similar to
each other (allzuihnlich einander).” The father is reduced to
being no one special among men: “All-too-small, the great-
est!—that was my disgust with man.” Disappointment at
this realization is generalized to a philosophical restitution
of the theme of eternal recurrence: “And the eternal recur-
rence even of the smallest!—that was my disgust with all
existence. Alas! Nausea! Nausea! Nausea!”

Here we see the grown man’s adolescent disappoint-

2PN 52.
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ment with the oedipal “omnipotent” father relived, con-
flated with the revival of the sense of phallic inferiority. But
we may also read Zarathustra’s reference to “the small man”
as referring to the paternal phallus and Zarathustra’s identi-
fication with his own penis: “. .. my sighing and question-
ing croaked and gagged and gnawed and wailed by day and
night: ‘Alas, man recurs eternally! The small man recurs
eternally.’ ” And this following shortly after having recalled
“a long twilight” which spoke to him: “ ‘Eternally recurs the
man of whom you are weary, the small man’—thus yawned
my sadness and dragged its feet and could not go to sleep.”
Everything human has become a disappointment to Zara-
thustra, and the disappointment is a direct consequence of
the phallic-oedipal hopelessness which he has relived. The
“long twilight” which calls out to him may be understood as
Zarathustra’s forgotten early past. We had read earlier that
“Speaking is a beautiful folly: with that man dances over all
things.”* But “how lovely it is that we forget,” he had just
said. Words can mask the feelings and experiences to which
they attempt to give expression, as psychoanalysts well
know. But remembering, too, is not enough; nor is inter-
pretation sufficient for genuine insight. The latter comes,
rather, from the revival in a carefully moderated situation
of early conflicts as they are reconstituted in the transfer-
ence relationship with the analyst. Zarathustra knew no
such situation, but Nietzsche foresaw such a situation and
relationship in the encounter between Zarathustra and his
body, as described at the beginning of “The Convalescent.”
The “quasi-body of the soul” to which Nietzsche refers in
Menschliches, Allzumenschliches may be construed as a model
for what Zarathustra sees lying on his couch.

Speech fails Zarathustra and he collapses, reduced to
the regressed state which lasts for seven days. Such a condi-
tion of recumbent, partially regressed awareness, in which
he recovers, may be taken as one of Nietzsche’s envisionings
of a feature of the analytic situation, but where the roles are
reversed, insofar as the figure in the “analyst’s” position
speaks, even exhorts, attempting to draw out comments

2PN 329 (= Z 268).
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from the “analysand.” Later, of course, the appropriate
roles are restored, when the standing Zarathustra falls into
his place on the couch. At that time there is, of course, no
figure corresponding to an analyst and otherwise mute ani-
mals are his only interlocutors. It is notable, however, that
only the eagle and the serpent, Nietzsche’s continuing sym-
bolic figures for pride and wisdom, respectively, remain si-
lent while the other animals talk on and on.** It is of some
interest that Also Sprach Zarathustra may be studied as a pos-
sible example of “self-analysis.” But we are concerned here
with Zarathustra, not Nietzsche.

Returning to the phallic content of Zarathustra’s break-
down, we recall that the standing Zarathustra calls the figure
he sees a “sleepy worm (verschlafener Wurm),” a flaccid penis,
which is commanded: “Up! Up!” The generative thought is
identified with the generative organ in this image. Only
when the observing Zarathustra, standing over the reclining
figure of himself, proclaims himself “the advocate of life, the
advocate of suffering, the advocate of the circle” is the recog-
nition complete; namely, Zarathustra’s alienation from his
body and from the paternal figure he alludes to after his
recovery. The triad—life, suffering, the circle—contains
what we need to study in order to understand more fully
Zarathustra’s breakdown and convalescence.

That Zarathustra brings together these three notions in
the single summoning of his “most abysmal thought” is quite
remarkable. How do these notions belong together? They
are not resolved in this chapter of Zarathustra. This occurs in
the rhapsodic following chapter, “On the Great Longing,” in
“The Other Dancing Song,” and in “The Seven Seals (Or:
The Yes and Amen Song).” In these concluding chapters of
Zarathustra 111, the longing for life, the great expression of
despair of the “Midnight Song,” and the final invocation of
Eungkeit, eternity and eternal recurrence are taken up. The
central term, suffering, will provide us with some means of
understanding the three themes taken together.

The “Midnight Song” (my designation, not Nietzsche’s)
runs as follows:**

BPN 137 (= Z 21).
2PN 339-340 (= Z 281-282).
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Oh Mensch! Gieb Acht!

Was spricht die tiefe Mitternacht?
‘Ich schlief, ich schlief—,

‘Aus tiefem Traum bin ich erwacht:—
‘Die Welt ist tief,

‘Und tiefer als der Tag gedacht.
‘Tief ist ihr Weh—,

‘Lust—tiefer noch als Herzlied:
‘Weh spricht: Vergeh!

‘Doch alle Lust will Ewigkeit—,
‘—will tiefe, tiefe Ewigkeit!’

In the present author’s translation:

O man! Take heed!

What does deep midnight declare?
‘I slept, I slept—,

‘From a deep dream I was wakened:—
‘The world is deep,

‘And deeper than day had thought.
‘Deep is its woe—,

‘Joy—deeper yet than heartache:
‘Woe declares: Away!

‘For all joy wants eternity—,
‘—wants deep, deep eternity.’

The key word in the “Midnight Song” is Lust, the joy of
desire: longing and thirsting for depth. The Indo-European
root, -las, means to long for. From this root come the Ger-
man ‘Lust’, the English ‘lust’, the Greek lilaiomai, meaning to
long or crave for. As Liddell and Scott have it, as applied to a
lance, such craving is for blood. The Greek senses include
thirsting for and yearning.

The phallic imagery is unmistakable in this text. And,
throughout, the word tief appears, applied to midnight, a
dream, the world, woe, heartache and, underlying all the
others, eternity. An analysis of this great poem belongs else-
where, but it has been treated at this point in the present
discussion because it is the finale of the chapter on suffer-
ing among the last chapters of Part Three of Zarathustra.

In the text, “deep midnight” wakens to declaim that
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longing is eternal, timeless. It is the unconscious driving of
phallic eroticism, coming out of the dreamy world of fore-
pleasure to orgasmic fulfillment, in which quotidian con-
cerns and anxieties momentarily vanish—but only momen-
tarily. Experience wishes the feeling could last forever, since
it brings with it temporary forgetfulness and the fleeting
conviction that the rest of life is “but a dream.” Experience
suffers as a result of this knowledge that Lust cannot be
maintained, as little as its climax can. Philosophical consid-
erations aside, Zarathustra is expressing the Freudian idea
of sexuality in the overall context of life. He says to life,
earlier in “The Other Dancing Song,”* “I fear you, Near-
ness; I love you, Farness; your flight lures me, your seeking
cures me: I suffer, but what would I not gladly sufter for
you?” We might add: ... for the glimpse of eternity that
occasionally occurs to you in sexual fulfillment.
Zarathustra’s suffering is also due, to a great extent, to
his longing for death, the concurrent theme of “Das andere
Tanzlied.” Love and death are not a fresh couple in literature,
of course, and the general reader is well aware of Nietzsche’s
ambivalent relationship with Richard Wagner and the Tris-
tan figure in Anglo-Germanic mythologies. In any case, they
combine to produce suffering: love and death, realized in
the same moment, give eternity a grave cast. Longing and
death, thought together, evoke an even more sorrowfully
powerful experience of the human condition. It is the latter
which Zarathustra beats out in his Totentanz, punctuated by
the striking bells of midnight. Longing, then, is the suffering
of which Zarathustra speaks along with “life” and “the
circle.” The other two themes for which Zarathustra is the
spokesman, following the reversal of roles in the outburst
marking his breakdown, are brought together more clearly
when we consider that against the suffering of which he
speaks there is only one antidote: life. Their relation lies in
what is given, life, and what occurs in return for that gift, its
cyclic perdurance. Resolution of the doris (what is given) and

2PN 337 (= Z 278-279). This varies Kaufmann’s translation. The Tanzlied is
the companion text to chapter 10 of Part Two of Zarathustra, PN 219-222 (= Z
135—137), in which Zarathustra says: “ ‘Alas, my friends, it is the evening that asks
thus through me. Forgive me my sadness. / Evening has come; forgive me that
evening has come (PN 222 (= Z 137)."” And then midnight.

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



GROTH, H. MILES, Nietzsche's Zarathustra: His Breakdown , American Imago, 39:1
(1982:Spring) p.1

18 H. Miles Groth

its prepositional anti Nietzsche called amor fati. The philo-
sophical meaning of this resolution rests on understanding
the cyclicity as antecedent to life itself in the order of things.
In experience, however, there is no such resolution. Con-
cretely experienced, the order of things for Nietzsche’s Zara-
thustra, in the condition of being human, is suffering. If we
apply what has been said about the phallic issues revealed by
Zarathustra’s speeches, we may conclude that the experience
of phallic generativity, i.e. genitality in the mature man, was
highly conflicted for Zarathustra. Generativity, in the sense
Erikson uses the term in his psychosocial developmental
schema, is forsaken, and in its place is only despair or, to use
Nietzsche’s term, suffering.

Zarathustra has no children. His offspring are his
thoughts. The thought, his “most abysmal thought,” his most
prized son, is his own thinking. In this way, in an act of
prolonged intellectualization, Zarathustra defends his oth-
erwise strong ego. But the thought of his ownmost thought,
the recognition of his longing and its nonfulfillment, leads
Zarathustra to collapse. His generativity produces only the
thought of life, not another living being. His recognition of
this reality reaches only philosophical resolution in the
fable. Zarathustra’s ambivalence, in the psychological sense,
is nevertheless preserved in the text, perhaps most evoca-
tively in his account of an internal dialogue with life, which
occurs roughly at the midpoint of “The Convalescent,”
where the theme of phallic inferiority (“the small man”) is
first introduced:*°

The small man, especially the poet—how eagerly he
accuses life with words! Hear him, but do not fail to
hear the delight that is in all accusation.

Such accusers of life—life overcomes with a wink. ‘Do
you love me?’ says the insolent one (die Freche). ‘Wait a
little while, I have no time for you just yet.’

Zarathustra had much more to say, and sing. What I have
called the “Midnight Song” he asks the readers of the book
“for all and none” to sing, “the song whose name is ‘Once

PN 330 (= Z 269). This varies Kaufmann’s translation.
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More (‘Noch ein Mal’y and whose meaning is ‘into all eter-
nity’ (‘in alle Ewigkeit’).”®” We may take this “Once More” as
the repetitive core of a masturbatory fantasy which Zara-
thustra perceives as returning “into all eternity,” for want of
a human relationship in which sexuality could be expressed.
The fantasy is alluded to in Zarathustra’s identification with
his phallus, which is in turn identified with his recurrent
thought. The passage, already quoted, runs: “. .. my sigh-
ing and questioning croaked and gagged and gnawed and
wailed by day and night: ‘Alas, man recurs eternally. The
small man recurs eternally.’ ”*® The fantasy has kept Zara-
thustra anxious and sleep has been filled with anxiety
dreams, from one of which he awakens at the beginning of
“The Convalescent.” We may see in this fantasy the features
of adolescent sexuality, especially in the male whose days
and nights are preoccupied with phallic fantasies, pseudo-
sexuality and nearly omnipresent (and ever-returning) erec-
tions which mark this period in early adolescent develop-
ment. “Hearing with the eyes” is yet another aspect of the
adolescent’s and the forty-year-old Zarathustra’s experi-
ence. Synaesthetic experiences, based primarily on visual
stimuli, are also characteristic of the adolescent’s mixed fan-
tasies and ruminations. The earlier reference to Zarathus-
tra’s paternal command to look and “hear me even with
your eyes” may now further suggest the deeply phallic-
oedipal content of Zarathustra’s conflicts and the etiology of
his breakdown. The “quasi-body” seen by the standing
Zarathustra (the paternal superego) produces the “vision”
which Zarathustra is called upon to “hear.” He hears the
sounds of his own body, and is eventually repulsed. In the
wake of this experience, he collapses.

The oral elements of Zarthustra’s Wesen have not been
overlooked. Oral incorporation of the fantasized penis of
the father is sugested in the reference to the black snake. It
is a longed-for experience, but one which Zarathustra finds
impossible to entertain without immediately ensuing feel-
ings of disgust and nausea.

Z’PN 436 (= Z 399). This occurs in the penultimate chapter of Also Sprach
Zarathustra: “The Drunken Song.”
B PN 331 (= Z 270).
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VI

Are we now in a position to make some diagnostic de-
terminations about Zarathustra’s condition (Wesen)? I do not
think so, even though I have found it possible to discern in
Nietzsche’s account of Zarathustra’s breakdown a central
conflict known well to psychoanalysts. Yet one is advised
best, I think, to avoid easy generalizations about Nietzsche’s
Zarathustra. The incident treated in this discussion: is
unique, however, in the extraordinary fable Nietzsche has
given us about the historical Zoroaster. The connections
between the historical figure and Nietzsche’s Zarathustra
are difficult to make, although the publication of Nietz-
sche’s many notes during the past decade will perhaps bring
to light some of these. Of greater interest may be the identi-
fication between Zarathustra and Nietzsche as the latter
dramatized it in his fable. What Nietzsche reveals to us
about his own inner life in his account of Zarathustra’s will
be most difficult to establish. The issue is this: How are we
to understand Thus Spoke Zarathustra? As literature? As phi-
losophy? As a psychological study? A religious work, or one
of social criticism? Is it one of the first attempts at self-
analysis, couched as is Freud’s Traumdeutung in a theoretical
framework and context?

In any case, at this point in intellectual history and Nietz-
sche studies the text of Zarathustra provides a rich source of
material for the psychoanalytically oriented student of a man
whom Frued referred to as a “philosopher whose guesses
and intuitions often agree in the most astonishing way with
the laborious findings of psychoanalysis.”*

H. Miles Groth
228 West 13th Street
New York, New York 10011

» Freud, Sigmund. “An Autobiographical Study.” St. Ed., 20; 60.
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