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      The externals of their lives could not have been more different. One was a celebrated wit and dramatist, the other a reclusive philosopher who, throughout his conscious life, lived and wrote in relative obscurity. Yet to varying extents, and with varying results, both thought of themselves as poets. Both, also in their way, concerned themselves with founding a philosophy grounded in the art of living, turning to antiquity (Ancient Greece) for their ideal, and considering contemporary France the accepted heir to their sensual sophistication. Natural provocateurs, they were incorrigible cultural agitators, and reserved some of their most withering criticism for their ‘so-called countrymen’. Ultimately, both were regarded as the premier stylists of their time (late 1800s) and said as much. Although contemporaries, they were probably unaware of each other, yet came to embody in their flamboyant personae and utterances the tensions and antagonisms of fin de siècle Europe.

      “The two great turning points in my life,” Oscar Wilde wrote in De Profundis, “were when my father sent me to Oxford, and when society sent me to prison.” In between those two great turning points, Wilde’s career was a series of smaller ones. As a brilliant classicist, he graduated with First Class Honors, having won the prestigious Newdigate Prize for Poetry; previous winners included luminaries such as John Ruskin and Matthew Arnold. He later came to be more closely associated with the Aesthetic Movement, whose doctrine ‘Art for Art’s sake’ was espoused by his Oxford professor and art critic, Walter Pater. Wilde then went about making a name for himself through extravagant dress and conversation before he had written a book, fulfilling a prophesy he’d made to one of his Oxford friends: “Somehow or other I’ll be famous and if not famous, I’ll be notorious.”

      Years later, Wilde addressed a question that plagued him early on—‘But what has Mr. Oscar Wilde done?’—in his only novel, The Picture of Dorian Gray, “The mere fact of having published a book of second-rate sonnets makes a man quite irresistible. He lives the poetry that he cannot write.” By then, Wilde had already published his book of second-rate verse. But this controversial novel was preceded by a reputation-establishing lecture tour of North America and followed by a collection of arresting essays, as well as a string of successful plays that best showcased his peculiar comedic genius. By the time of his arrest for homosexual “sodomy”, Wilde was at the peak of his powers, having conquered literary London one dinner table at a time, personifying a witty and amoral philosophy that was, in the astute observation of contemporary Irish playwright Bernard Shaw, ‘Nietzschean…Beyond Good and Evil.’

      The son of a Lutheran minister, Friedrich Nietzsche was a precocious child, nicknamed the “little pastor” for his demeanor and discipline. Yet, by the time he was accepted to a Chair of Philology at the unusual age of 24, and exceptionally awarded a doctorate degree without examination, the brilliant young linguist was already protesting the existence of a Christian God, and would continue protesting for the remainder of his adult life. Moreover, the artist in him was too pronounced to sit well with the academic community. Instead, Nietzsche, a minor composer, came to regard Wagner as his model; and was drawn into intimate contact with the master who, like him, was devoted to the pessimist philosopher Schopenhauer, and a fellow Romantic. Alas, this was not to last. In a life marked by overcoming, Wagner and Schopenhauer were soon overthrown.

      Mounting disenchantment with academia and deteriorating health (persistent migraines and nausea) compelled Nietzsche to resign his professorship. “How useless and arbitrary my whole existence as a philologist appeared in relation to my task. I felt ashamed of this false modesty … crawling scrupulously with bad eyes through ancient metrists,” he says to himself in his astonishing autobiography, Ecce Homo (“Behold the Man”). For the next decade he proceeded to ‘recall and reflect’ on himself, leading a life of solitary wandering, and produced a striking collection of intellectually provocative and stylistically remarkable books that served to establish him as one of the most influential philosophers of the nineteenth century.

      Even though hardly read, Nietzsche seems to have been thoroughly assured of his merits, prophesying that someday professorships would be dedicated exclusively to his philosophy, which would in turn alter the fate of Europe. Referring to himself as a Destiny, he reconciled himself to his lack of renown with his formula, “some are born posthumously.” However, when the universal fame he so craved came, he was cruelly excluded from it, mentally insane for the last decade of his life. The man presented to the world in his works, while certainly less willfully superficial than Wilde, was nevertheless just as rich in masks and contradictions.

      “Questions are never indiscreet,” quipped Wilde in An Ideal Husband, “answers sometimes are.” In such matters, a small curiosity is petty, while a great curiosity is philosophic. Both Wilde and Nietzsche were profoundly inquisitive spirits, intrepid seekers, asking deep and difficult questions of their time and culture. Nietzsche termed this: Revaluation of all Values, a concept and practice Wilde was not at all unfamiliar with, one that entailed a relentless interrogation of moral prejudices, revealing weaknesses where others alleged strength, with vice posing as virtue. Again, Nietzsche in The Antichrist, may as well be speaking for Wilde when he says: “We free spirits are already a revaluation of values, an incarnate declaration of war against the old concepts of ‘true’ and ‘untrue’. This declaration of war, ‘without powder and smoke…without pathos and strained limbs’, as Nietzsche wrote in his autobiography, was waged on two millennia of humanity, or Western Civilization, no less.

      As artist-thinkers they were revolutionary and subversive in their distrust of prejudices, smashing idols and tablets of unexamined convictions, in the belief that creators of new values must also be destroyers of old ones. In the The Case of Wagner, Nietzsche defines the philosopher as “the evil consciousness of his age”. Both he and Wilde made it their self-appointed task to disclose to their own age its hypocrisies. In his essay “The Soul of Man under Socialism”, Wilde had written: “As one reads history…one is absolutely sickened, not by the crimes that the wicked have committed, but by the punishments that the good have inflicted.” And, in the preface of Dorian Gray, Wilde drives the point home: “The nineteenth century dislike of realism is the rage of Caliban [Shakespeare’s bestial man in The Tempest] seeing his own face in a glass.” In doing so, throughout their different careers, both thinkers launched scathing attacks on their respective homelands, Germany and England, employing comedy and contempt for their weapons and armor.

      Considering himself “condemned to Germans” Nietzsche coined the term “cultural philistines” to describe the Fatherland that he felt contaminated every culture it touched, and had on its conscience every crime against culture committed in the last four centuries. Increasingly, in his mouth, the word “German” became a term of abuse. And, in the final equation, there was simply ‘too much beer in the German intellect’. Wilde used a similar put-down with regard toEngland. In Dorian Gray (termed “the first French novel to be written in the English language”) Lord Henry posing as Oscar Wilde, wickedly remarks: “Beer, the Bible, and the seven deadly virtues have made our England what she is.” “Beer” is shorthand for what is crude and unrefined. The antidote to mediocrity or vulgarity lay in France. For Nietzsche, whose conceit was that he was a ‘good European’ and that he conceived his work in French, Germans were ‘clumsy and rectangular’ versus Parisian ‘nuance and mosaic.’ Wilde, who railed against the morally stifling atmosphere of Victorian England, threatened to renounce his British nationality in favor of becoming a naturalized French citizen when his attempt to stage in London his Symbolist play Salome (translated from the French) was thwarted by censorship.

      In literature, content dictates form, and it is not without significance that Wilde and Nietzsche both expressed themselves in similar forms–aphorisms, epigrams and maxims. These were forms practically invented by the Greek pre-Socratic philosophers, and mastered by the French moralists. Vast thoughts condensed could be transmitted through these deceptively slight vessels which relied on the culture of the reader to release them. Moreover, their pithy phrasing ensured they were memorable. Nietzsche writes in Thus Spoke Zarathustra: “Whoever writes in blood and aphorisms does not want to be read but to be learned by heart. In the mountains the shortest way is from peak to peak: but for that one must have long legs. Aphorisms should be peaks—and those who are addressed, tall and lofty.” Whoever writes in aphorisms, then, must be possessed of great ambition and economy of style. Elsewhere, in Twilight of the Idols, Nietzsche puts it this way: “Aphorisms in which I am the first master among Germans, are the forms of “eternity”; my ambition is to say in ten sentences what everyone else says in a book—what everyone else does not say in a book.” As a stylist, Nietzsche felt he was so good he spoiled the tastes of his readers, since they could enjoy no one after him, and that along with the poet Heine, he would be regarded as the greatest stylist in the German language; he later added Goethe to this exclusive list.

      Wilde shared this incredibly high estimate of himself and ambition, declaring his genius to all who would listen (once famously to a US customs official in answer to the standard question: ‘do you have anything to declare’) “I have nothing to declare but my genius,”. “Our proverbs want rewriting,” he had written in Dorian Gray, and he set about doing so over the span of his career in oft-repeated epigrams and maxims (with titles like: “A Few Maxims for the Instruction of the Overeducated, or Phrases and Philosophies for the Use of the Young”). In his long prison letter, De Profundis, he surveyed his lifework, approvingly: “I had summed up all systems in a sentence and existence in an epigram.” But, braggadocio aside, it is astounding how nearly indistinguishable some of their aphorisms are, almost interchangeable in form and substance. For example:

      What fire does not destroy, it hardens.

      — Wilde

      What does not kill me makes me stronger.

      — Nietzsche

      The simple truth, is that not a double lie?

      — Nietzsche

      The truth is rarely pure and never simple.

      — Wilde

      Public opinion exists only where there are no ideas.

      — Wilde

      To say it again, Public opinions, private laziness.

      — Nietzsche

      We possess art lest we perish of the truth.

      — Nietzsche

      The telling of beautiful untrue things is the proper aim of art.

      — Wilde

      Conscience and cowardice are really the same thing.

      — Wilde

      Not to perpetrate cowardice against one’s own acts! …The bite of conscience is indecent.

      — Nietzsche

      Discontent is the first step in the progress of a man or nation.

      — Wilde

      Every great progress must be preceded by a partial weakening.

      — Nietzsche

      These are heavy words lightly thrown, intended not so much to reveal the writer/speaker, as to establish a persona. Interestingly, the etymology of persona—per meaning through and sona meaning sound—literally means to sound through, because Greek actors sounded through “a mask” (which is what a persona is). ‘Give a man a mask and he shall tell you the truth,’ agrees Oscar Wilde in his Platonic dialogue: The Critic as Artist. Nietzsche, too, admits: “Every profound spirit needs a mask” and “talking much about oneself can also be a means to conceal oneself.”

      One would think it near impossible to navigate such a moral universe that is without constants or compass, yet this is not so. Surprising but inevitably, the seemingly disparate personas Wilde and Nietzsche created and sent out into the world, came to spell out a coherent (albeit fluid) philosophy. What’s more, these crowded personas shared many key features.
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      One of the central tenets that both Nietzsche and Wilde’s philosophies pivoted upon was the importance of style. In an aphorism titled, One Thing Is Needful, Nietzsche states his strategy. “To give style” to one’s character—a great and rare art! He exercises it who surveys all that his nature presents in strength and weakness and then molds it to an artistic plan until everything appears as art and reason, and even the weaknesses delight the eye. Elsewhere, Nietzsche writes: “improving our style means improving our ideas, and nothing else.”

      For Wilde, too, style and substance were inseparable, and in matters of great or slight importance, style was paramount. Moreover, Wilde innately understood this art of being and becoming; ‘giving style to one’s character’ or self-fashioning was for him second nature. In “Phrases and Philosophies for the Use of the Young”, Wilde writes: “One should either be a work of art, or wear a work of art.” Whichever the case proved to be, he and Nietzsche presented themselves with great flair and wore their learning lightly; their deep erudition and delineation of perceptions seamlessly transformed into something quite poetic.

      To accommodate their multidimensional personalities, both employed a multidimensional style, prompting their detractors to refer to them as the most ‘uneven of great writers’. As antinomians, opposed to the obligatoriness of the moral law, it was thus for “stylistic” reasons that both borrowed Biblical thunder and cadences—Nietzsche for his Zarathustra, Wilde in Salome—adapting scriptural phraseology to
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