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Introduction


For all his later skepticism of religion, Friedrich Nietzsche was the son of an itinerant preacher. His father, Carl Ludwig Nietzsche, had been made a designated pastor for a group of Prussian villages—Bothfeld, Michlitz, and Rocken—which were situated some 15 miles to the southwest of the city of Leipzig. It was while en route to one of his familiar religious ports of call that Ludwig met Friedrich’s mother Franziska.

Franziska was the daughter of a local preacher by the name of David Ernst Oehler. Ludwig arrived on the scene to visit David, but it wasn’t long before the then 17-year-old daughter Franziska caught his eye. Ludwig, who was 29 years old at the time, cut quite a dashing figure, and his charm was magnified by his musical ability. While at the Oehler farm, he was sure to play piano for the family, at which time Ludwig was also made aware of Franziska’s own musical talents.

Franziska was apparently an accomplished singer, and it was their shared love of music coupled with an obvious physical attraction that rendered the pair inseparable. The couple wed on October 10, 1843, and a little over a year later, Friedrich was born on October 15, 1844. This day also just so happened to be the birthday of the Prussian king, Friedrich Wilhelm IV. It was for this reason that the couple decided to commemorate the occasion by naming the infant Friedrich. Two years after Friedrich was born, he was accompanied by a sister named Elisabeth.

Friedrich was said to be a quiet child, who from the very beginning was reflective and seemingly fixed in his own little world. The only thing that seemed to break through little Nietzsche’s daydreams, in fact, was when his father’s melodious fingers graced the piano. These few fleeting years of early life were in many ways the happiest Friedrich Nietzsche would ever be. Soon enough, he would learn to experience the full tragic potential of life firsthand, and the glorious melodic strains of his youth would be silenced for good.


Chapter One

First Taste of Tragedy

“To live is to suffer, to survive is to find some meaning in the suffering.”

—Friedrich Nietzsche

During Ludwig Nietzsche’s last year of life, he had become gripped with an intense fear of what the future might bring. The year 1848 had been rocked by intense revolutionary protests all across Europe. Germany, which at this point was a string of principalities, had yet to become a united nation. Witnessing this political upheaval, Ludwig seemed to become intensely fearful that chaos and discord would erupt at any moment. He and his wife had just had what would be their last child—Ludwig Joseph Nietzsche—who was born that year. Perhaps this only compounded the worried father’s doubts and fears for the future.

This anxiety seemed to manifest itself in Ludwig’s physical form as he was beset with nervous fits that sometimes led to all-out seizures, many of which his young son Friedrich would witness. Things then took a turn for the worse when, in August of 1848, Ludwig tripped down some stone steps, fell, and hit his head. It remains unclear how badly he was injured from this event, but Ludwig’s health continued to deteriorate until, on July 29, 1849, he lost consciousness. Just a few days later, he was gone.

This tragedy would be followed shortly thereafter by the passing of Friedrich’s younger brother Joseph—an incident that Friedrich himself almost seemed to have a prophetic vision of. The day before his brother passed, during that cold and harsh January winter of 1850, little Friedrich had a disturbing dream.

In the dream, he looked out his bedroom window and upon the local graveyard. Here, he clearly saw a ghostly form rise from the grave and head into the nearby church. The ghost then went back into the grave, but before its return, Friedrich realized that the specter was carrying something in its arms. It was the following day that Friedrich’s sibling—baby Joseph—abruptly perished. Did Friedrich dream of his father’s ghost coming back to retrieve his baby brother? Whatever it was, this strange vision would come to haunt Friedrich for the rest of his life.

After the loss of both her husband and her youngest son, Friedrich’s mother Franziska decided it would be best for the family to move to the town of Naumburg for a change of scenery. The decision was made in part by Friedrich’s grandmother, who convinced Franziska that her many connections in Naumburg would be of assistance to them. Friedrich, however, would always remember this move with regret.

Despite his young age, he had already created some rather fond memories of Rocken, as he would recall several years later, “How painful it was to tear oneself from a village where one had enjoyed happiness and sorrow, where there were the graves of one’s father and tiny brother, and where the local inhabitants always greeted one with love and friendliness. As the first light of dawn spread out over the fields, the carriage rolled out on the highway and took us to Naumburg, where a new home awaited us. Farewell, farewell, dear Father’s house!”

Friedrich would always sentimentally long for what he remembered as his “father’s house.” Not so much the actual house in Rocken, but rather the simple feeling of comfort and security that he ever so briefly knew when his father was still alive and with him. It was with these feelings of despair and uncertainty lingering within him that little Nietzsche was hustled off to the city of Naumburg.

The architecture of Naumburg, which dated back to the days of the Holy Roman Empire—that loose confederation of Central and Western European states which came to an end in 1806—presented itself as an alien landscape to Nietzsche. One of the most remarkable features was that all of Naumburg was encircled by medieval-styled city walls. These walls were entered by five separate gates, which were routinely closed between 10 pm to 5 am.

Frederick’s sister Elisabeth would later recall just how impressive this feat was. Remembering the fate of those who found themselves locked out, she described, “It was only by dint of loud ringing, and the gift of a small donation, that the gatekeeper could be induced, often after a prolonged wait, to allow those standing outside to enter, so that anyone who spent the evenings outside the city in the vineyards on the hills would hasten his footsteps when he heard the little bell ring from the tower of the town-hall, giving warning, a few minutes beforehand, of the closing of the gates.”

The town itself was full of elaborate, cobbled streets and steep-roofed burgher houses. It was just such a home that Nietzsche and his family moved into upon their arrival. The home belonged to one Mr. Otto, a wealthy citizen of the town, and was split between other tenants, including a cartwright, who lived directly above the Nietzsche family. Friedrich would later fondly remember how he would visit the cartwright’s studio, in which he fashioned all manner of spoked wheels and metal rims for wagons.

Besides going upstairs to visit his neighbor, young Friedrich would also regularly go with his mother to see his Aunt Fredericke and Aunt Line. These were the two sisters of Nietzsche’s deceased father.

It was with the encouragement of his extended family that Nietzsche was enrolled in a prestigious elementary school called Knaben-Burgerschule (roughly translated as Burgher Boys’ School). At this time, Friedrich would meet his first real confidants in life—fellow classmates Gustav Krug and Wilhelm Pinder. It wasn’t long after this meeting that Friedrich, along with his two newfound friends, transferred to a private school, in which they were instructed by a man of the cloth, whose name comes down to us simply as simply Mr. Weber.

Friedrich remained under Weber’s tutelage all the way until 1854, when he and his comrades gained admission to the prestigious Domgymnasium. This was a cathedral high school, which was linked with a church cathedral. Here, Nietzsche was known as a serious and dedicated student, who would stay up late into the night studying only to wake up early the next day to start it all over again. His studying paid off, and he was soon one of the best students at the school. His success would be marred by tragedy, however, when his Aunt Auguste died in 1855, followed by the passing of his grandmother, Erdmuthe, in the spring of 1856.

These tragic events led Franziska to move out of the home she had been sharing with her in-laws and into the home of a widowed woman she had become acquainted with. This house proved much more spacious, and the now 11-year-old Friedrich managed to get a room of his own. It was from this little corner of young Nietzsche’s world that some of his first inquisitive thoughts would flow.


Chapter Two

Nietzsche in School

“Hope in reality is the worst of all evils because it prolongs the torments of man.”

—Friedrich Nietzsche

In 1858, Friedrich Nietzsche’s time at Domgymnasium had come to an end, and following a restful summer break, it was made known that his grades were good enough for him to receive a scholarship to attend the prestigious Pforta boarding school. This was more than welcome news for Nietzsche’s cash-strapped mother, who otherwise had no way of paying for her son’s additional schooling.

The school of Pforta was located just a few miles from Naumburg, and Nietzsche arrived at his new home away from home in October. Upon his arrival, Friedrich was initially not too happy with his surroundings, likening the place to a “prison.” The ivory tower that held him bound promised endless hours of study and strict adherence to the rules. Nietzsche was no stranger to intense study, but even for him, the settings seemed especially stern and austere. Here, from the moment he woke up in the early morning hours to when he went to sleep at night was all part of a rigid routine.

It is said that while at Pforta, Nietzsche’s only real break from his studying routine was on Sunday afternoons. During this window of time, he was allowed to have visitors from the outside come see him. The visitors usually consisted of his sister, mother, and perhaps an old friend or two. It wasn’t much, but for Nietzsche, this brief reprieve did wonders.

He was further relieved in July of 1859 when he headed back to Naumburg for what was
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