Richard Schacht  Nietzsche (New York, 1983)  Chapter VIII  Art and Artists
476  “No higher significance could be assigned to art than that which Nietzsche assigns to it in the  opening section of” BT:  the arts make life worth living.

BT  5  “it is only as an aesthetic phenomenon that existence and the world are eternally justified”   This contrasts with Schopenhauer’s pessimism.  

482  the figure of the Ubermensch may…be construed as a symbol of human life raised to the level of art, in which crude self-assertive struggle is sublimated into creativity that is no longer in thrall to the demands and limitations associated with the ‘human, all-too-human.’
The overcoming of the initial meaningless and repugnant character of existence, through the creative transformation of the existing, cardinally characterizes both art and life as Nietzsche ultimately came to understand them.  And this means for him both that life is essentially artistic, and that art is an expression of the fundamental nature of life.  ‘Will to power’ is properly understood only if it is conceived as a disposition to effect such creatively transformative overcoming, in nature, human life generally, and art alike.   And the Ubermensch is the apotheosis of this fundamental disposition-  the ultimate incarnation of the basic character of reality generally to which all existence, life and art are owing.

484  Can the world of art in the narrower sense be thought of as a world ‘supplementing the reality of nature, placed beside it for its overcoming,’ and therefore distinct from it and contrasting to it – and at the same time as the creation of this very nature itself , expressing its own basic ‘artistic impulses,’ and therefore fundamentally homogeneous and identical with it?  In The Birth of Tragedy Nietzsche tries to have it both ways; but it is far from clear that it is possible.

Nietzsche thinks of what art is in terms of what art does and how art does it…for him the answers to these two questions are to be given in terms of the notions of overcoming …and transfiguration…”  
485  His interpretation of art in terms of the second of these two notions involves him in a fundamental break with Schopenhauer and all other cognitivist philosopher of art.  For if art is essentially a matter of transfiguration, its ministrations to our needs will necessarily proceed otherwise than by heightening our powers of insight and understanding….even where some sort of ‘truth’ about reality is purported to come through in art, he takes it to be essential to the artistic character of the expression that a transfiguration of the ‘true’ content has occurred in its artistic treatment – and its artistic character and quality attaches entirely to the element of transfiguration, rather than to this content and its transmission.

486  He (vs. S) holds that in music the nature of this ultimate reality is expressed symbolically, with the consequence that music neither is ‘will’ nor is a ‘true’ copy of it.  Even here, he contends, transfiguration occurs….

486  with respect to plastic arts he does not mention S.s “Ideas” or any cognitive function.  “The forms fashioned by the plastic arts are construed not as representations of types to which existing particulars do and must …conform, but rather as idealizing transfigurations of experienced phenomena – ‘beautiful illusions’…”  

486  it is undoubtedly in part to stress the extent of his departure from any cognitively oriented interpretation of art that he introduces his discussion of the Apollinian and the Dionysian by dwelling on their connection with the phenomena of dreaming and intoxication.

488  As Nietzsche views them, dreaming and intoxication are not merely analogs to art, or pre-forms of art, or even experimental sources of artistic activity.  Rather, there is an important sense in which they themselves are artistic phenomena – only the ‘artist’ in these cases is no human being, but rather ‘nature,’ working in the medium of human life.

488  The basic contrast between the two worlds of art is “may be expressed in terms of the distinction between images and symbols…the chaotic play of crude and ephemeral appearances associated with such basic Apollinian experiential states as dreaming and imagination undergoes a transformative process, issuing in the creation of enduring, idealized images.”
489  “In the case of Dionysian art, on the other hand, the transformation from which it issues is of the …primal unity…this transformation gives rise to … ‘a new world of symbols,’ in which ‘the essence of nature is now…expressed symbolically’ (BT 2); and it is the resulting symbolic forms in which Dionysian art consists.

492  Nietzsche does not take the notions of transfiguration and illusion to apply only to works of Apollinian and Dionysian art conceived as object of aesthetic experience, but rather also to the subjects of such experience insofar as they become absorbed in them.

497  N. views tragic art “as the potential foundation and guiding force of an entire form of culture and human existence, which alone is capable of filling the void left by the collapse of ‘optimistic’ life-sustaining myths (both religious and philosophical-scientific).  And he looks to it to assume anew the function of ‘making life possible and worth living,’ which neither Apollinian nor Dionysian art as such is capable any longer of performing.”  

498  if one confines one’s attention to [the catharsis] aspect of the experience of tragic art alone, one misses something of even greater significance than the discharge or exhaustion of …negative feelings; namely, the powerful positive feelings generated at the same time, which are akin to those associated with Dionysian aesthetic experience.  In a word, what is absent from the [catharsis] account is the exhilaration tragic art serves to inspire…

499  Tragic art…enables us to experience the terrible not as merely terrible, but rather as sublime; and it achieves something akin to a Dionysian effect upon us…[but] it does not take the kind of life-endangering toll Dionysian intoxication does….In the long run it has the character of a tonic rather than a depressant…the exhaustion which follows the Dionysian excitement

502  The fate of the tragic figure, when nobly met rather than basely suffered, enhances rather than detracts from his stature; and this figure serves as a symbolic medium through which individual existence more generally is dignified for us.  

503  it is only in this way [through tragic art, for N.] “that it is possible for us to find human life and our own existence endurable and worth while, without recourse to illusions which radically misrepresent the actual nature of our human reality…”

503  At the same time, however, Nietzsche maintains that this transfiguration of our consciousness of ourselves itself involves a kind of illusion.”  Tragic art is one of the stages of illusions, designed for more nobly formed natures.  

504  the illusion “is no mere illusion; and the transformed consciousness of ourselves which emerges, when we view our own lives in the light of the manner of…these tragic figures, is not merely illusory.  For the creations in which they consist are not distorted or erroneous representations of something that has a fixed and immutable character and cannot be otherwise….Rather, they are symbols of human possibility.”

505  tragic art transmutes the terrible into the sublime.  They key to this transmutation is not the metaphysical comfort, though this occurs, but the power of transfiguration which allows us to endure and affirm our existence.  

506  BT 25  he stresses the Apollinian power of transfiguration  “This power must be brought to bear upon our consciousness of our existence as ‘human individuals,’ and not merely upon our awareness of ‘the Dionysian basic ground of the world’ as such, if we are to be able to find our lives ‘endurable and worth living.’  It would avail us little to regard ‘the world’ generally as ‘justified’ if no comparable ‘justification’ were discernable when we turned to a consideration of our own existence.”
507  In the Birth of Tragedy Nietzsche places his hope for a revitalization of Western civilization, in the face of the collapse of both other-worldly religiousness and rationalistic-scientific optimism, in a re-emergence of a tragic sense of life.”  

508  however unsatisfactory, questionable and excessive some of what Nietzsche says in The Birth of Tragedy may be, he is to be credited with a  number of extremely valuable insights in this early effort, concerning such things as the relation between art and life, the transfigurative character of art, the nature of artistic creation, the distinction between imagistic and symbolically expressive art forms, and the distinctive character and impact of tragic art.  
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