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“Without music, life would be an error”: Nietzsche’s Musical Philosophy 
Bruce Ellis Benson 

 
 

“Without music, life would be an error,” writes Friedrich Nietzsche in Twilight of the Idols, a 
text written in the summer of 1888. In a letter dated January 15, 1888 (addressed to one of 
his close friends, Heinrich Köselitz, whom Nietzsche nicknames Peter Gast), he makes an 
even stronger statement: “Life without music is simply an error, a strain, an exile” (KSB 
8:231-2). Without music, says Nietzsche, life would simply be too much to bear. For music 
allows us to deal with the tragic nature of human existence. It refreshes us. It gives us 
insight. And it helps us organize our lives. 
 

****** 
Given the role he accords music, it is clear that he holds to a view that was common among 
the German Romantics. As Goehr puts it, for the German Romantics, “the purely musical” 
serves “as a repository for all that which could not be captured by a philosophical theory 
constrained solely by the authority of reason” and also “as a general metaphor symbolizing a 
repository for all that was unknowable by ordinary cognitive or logical means.”  This broader 
sense of “music” leads to a second point, namely that “practicing music” would have been 
broad enough to include any art that required skill and practice. So, when Nietzsche speaks 
of practicing music, we should think much more broadly than someone playing the piano or 
listening to an orchestra. Indeed, we should think of practicing the very kinds of skills that 
are part of living life, since doing so is exactly what constitutes “practicing music” for 
Nietzsche.  
 
 

****** 
Nietzsche thinks that music allows us to face the tragedy of human existence, not so much 
in the sense of a diversion but as a means of “speaking” about life. There are things that can 
be “said” musically—or perhaps sung—that cannot be said philosophically.  
 
 

****** 
 

Since language is always metaphorical—and so never delivers to us the “thing itself”—music 
is all the more significant. For Nietzsche (like the German Romantics) thinks it has a 
directness that is unlike language. When Nietzsche contrasts the value of the words of a 
lyrical poem (and thus the images it conjures up) to the music to which it is set, he makes it 
clear that music has a revelatory power that language and its images simply cannot have. 
 

****** 
 “Nothing has preoccupied me more profoundly than the problem of décadence—I had 
reasons” (CW P). ….Yet what exactly is “decadence”? In its most literal sense, “decadence” 
simply means “to fall down.”  Metaphorically, it denotes decline or decay from a previous 
state of vitality. But one can also interpret decadence musically, as a “de-cadence” in the sense 
of a loss of rhythm. On that read, decadence is the loss of life’s rhythm in which we are out 
of step both with our true selves and with the earth. Nietzsche hopes to escape from the 
logic of soteriology—that is, he wants to be saved from the perceived need for salvation. By 
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its very logic, having a soteriology assumes one needs to be “saved”—that something that 
needs to be made right. Nietzsche wants to move to a position in which he is able to affirm 
all that is, not wish that it be somehow “redeemed.” 
 

****** 
Further, music also proves ecstatic for Nietzsche. It has the power to take us out of 
ourselves, allowing us both to see the world in a different way and also to transform us. 
Personally, Nietzsche experienced this ecstasis in his own improvising at the piano: when he 
improvised, it was often as if a frenzy overcame him. Moreover, Nietzsche is convinced that 
“music liberates the spirit” (CW 1).  
 

****** 
Composing, playing, and listening to music are central to Nietzsche’s askêsis, in the sense of 
being “spiritual exercises” for him. Although Nietzsche felt particularly free while 
improvising at the piano, we noted earlier that he also speaks of music as providing 
liberation of and a catalyst for thought…..It is not merely that music and philosophy complement 
one another but that thinking improves when it becomes musical in nature.  
 

****** 
Music pushes us beyond thought to a place in which we can live. To be caught up in the 
rapture of music’s ecstasy is the ultimate goal. Thus, we are placed “into the flow” of life, 
rather than removed from it (as logical or dialectical thinking would do—at least according 
to Nietzsche). The “thinking” that takes place from that “point of view” is far more able to 
“grasp” (to whatever extent this is truly possible) what is truly “real” about life. It is from 
this ecstatic place that we are able to “see” in a more profound way.  
 

****** 
It is precisely the ability to be cheerful—with grace and exuberance—in the midst of all the 
difficulties life has to offer that means one has finally embraced life, to have said “Yes and 
Amen.” 
 


