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Thus Spoke Zarathustra: The Prologue





“Now the night of the fight, you may fell a slight sting, that's pride fuckin' wit ya. Fuck pride! Pride only hurts, it never helps. Fight through that shit.” 


Marsellus Wallace in Pulp Fiction





The prologue to Thus Spoke Zarathustra tells an allegorical tale of a protagonist, Zarathustra (named after the Persian prophet Zoroaster)�, who, having grown weary of his solitude, leaves his cave in the mountains and goes into the town below.  What follows is the some of the most intense and dense symbolism and allegory in philosophical literature.  Indeed, in the fourteen pages which comprise the prologue, Nietzsche is able to encapsulate his core philosophical beliefs through Zarathustra and his various encounters with characters such as the old man, the buffoon, the tightrope walker, et al.  Though with all that Nietzsche says in the prologue we are, in true Nietzschean form, left with more questions than answers.  Impossible as it may be to even adequately raise some of these questions, I will attempt to do such - and even answer a couple; and thus begins our “down-going.”


Section one of the prologue wastes no time.  Immediately we are thrown into Zarathustra’s world - one of solitude in the mountains.  We are told that this is where Zarathustra has spent ten years of his life and on this day he awakes and resolves to descend back into society.  This beginning of the tale is an obvious echo of Plato’s telling of the philosopher who leaves the darkness of the cave and returns to bring light (knowledge) to those still inside.  Zarathustra has withdrawn from society for ten years and now wants to return and 


bring “a gift” to humanity.


The darkness and light motifs are played upon throughout the remainder of the prologue - from the sun to the “dark cloud that hangs over mankind” (p. 45).  Zarathustra, when speaking to the sun, says “I must descend into the depths: as you do at evening, when you go behind the sea and bring light to the underworld too…” (p. 39).  This idea of Zarathustra wanting to bring light (or, enlightenment as it were) is also carried throughout the prologue - “Behold, I am a prophet of the lightning and a heavy drop from the cloud: but this lightning is called Superman” (p. 45).  In the first section he refers to his wisdom as “honey” and himself as a bee.  In the second section he refers to what he has learned as “a gift” for mankind.  No matter what he calls the wisdom he has gained in his solitude, it is something which weigh upon him and as such he wants to unload it: “this cup wants to be empty again”…“I should like to give it away and distribute it, until the wise among men have again become happy in their folly and the poor happy in their wealth”…“I need hands outstretched to take it” (p. 39).


	This desire, need, even, for others sounds close to having his glory be dependent upon others - a most un-Nietzschean trait.  Like the sun’s happiness which, Zarathustra points out, is contingent upon those for whom it shines, Zarathustra seems to approach - in this first section - dependency upon others for fulfillment.  This tension is resolved later, for, at the end of the prologue, he reiterates his desire for “fellow-creators, fellow-harvesters, and fellow-rejoicers…” (p. 52).  In reiterating this desire it is made evident that, though he seeks companions, he seeks living, thinking, individual companions “not dead companions and corpses which I carry with me wherever I wish” (p. 51).  This, as well as much of the prologue, can be seen as an attack on Jesus, or Christianity and the Bible in general.  Zarathustra, unlike Jesus, is not dependent upon mindless followers who are carried wherever their master commands.  It is extremely important to notice the difference between the need for companionship and the need for followers.  Zarathustra does not seek to be a “herdsman,” in fact he seeks to be more a “robber” than anything else.  By robber he means to steal away the sheep (you and I) from the herdsman (philosophers, theologians, scientists, etc.) and show them that god (the old way of life - slavery, being bound by morality, convention, etc.) is dead and “therefore (we should) fear nothing any more” (p. 48).  Thus we see the line being drawn between depending on others for worth and needing companionship for higher fulfillment.  


	In section seven we see Zarathustra speaking to his heart and reflecting upon the tightrope walker.  Zarathustra reflects upon the day’s “catch,” again implying that he seeks to turn some to his method of thinking - impose his will-to-power, as it were.  In this case we can see another similarity between Zarathustra and Jesus as a prophet, though Zarathustra is a prophet of an entirely different breed.  Indeed, he later says “I want to teach men the meaning of their existence: which is the Superman, the lightning from the dark cloud man” (p. 49).  His description of the tightrope walker as a corpse is not only literal (he is dead after having fallen), but is also symbolic - the tightrope walker wasn’t ever really alive in Zarathustra’s conception of the word.  After falling the tightrope walker says to Zarathustra: “I’ve known for a long time that the Devil would trip me up.  Now he’s dragging me to Hell: are you trying to prevent him?” (p. 48).  Unlike philosophy, religion, or science Zarathustra does not pretend to have the ability to save the tightrope walker.  


Instead he shows the tightrope walker that there is no devil and no hell and this knowledge should give the tightrope walker true freedom.  However, the tightrope walker sees this belief in nothing metaphysical as a belief in nothing at all, and accordingly questions the reason for existence if there is no being behind the doing.  Zarathustra responds by telling the tightrope walker that this knowledge of an endless potential (thanks to the lack of shackles from above) is liberating because each is free to choose his own fate.  Zarathustra, here addresses a common misconception of Nietzsche - one that leads to nihilism.  The death of god, the rebuking of all conventions, morals, domesticities, etc. leads to freedom for humanity.  It is only the conventional ideas that every journey must have a destination which make the tightrope walker feel that without a metaphysical purpose the journey is worthless.  It is of the utmost importance to realize that just because there isn’t a common goal (money, heaven, the liberal notion of happiness, etc.) that we all aim for doesn’t mean that life is without meaning.  To Nietzsche the process is the point; living life in a certain style is not a means, but rather an end in itself.


“What is great in man is that he is a bridge and not a goal; what can be love in man is that he is a going-across and a down-going.  I love those who do not know how to live except their lives be a down-going, for they are those who are going across” (p. 44).  Nietzsche might say it is more venerable to not know what life holds.  Those who think they know are most likely fooling themselves or - worse - being fooled.  The true aristocrat has the Dionysian knowledge and does not fear, and in fact embraces, his down-going.  This is an idea which basically claims that as soon as you are born you start dying - Nietzsche does not want us to forget or shun this thought - otherwise we will be life-denying.  The Dionysian appears in section three as well when Zarathustra warns the crowd “do not believe those who speak to you of superterrestrial hopes!  They are poisoners, whether they know it or not.  They are despisers of life, atrophying and self-poisoned men, of whom the earth is weary: so let them be gone!” (p. 42).


Of course the worst offenders of this kind of life-denying, the worst seekers of permanence in a chaotic world, are priests and philosophers, “but they call themselves the faithful of the true faith” (p. 51).  In section two, after descending from the mountains and into the forest, Zarathustra encounters an old man, a saint, who has “left his holy hut to look for roots in the forest” (p. 40).  The old man says to Zarathustra “will you today carry your fire into the valleys?  Do you not fear an incendiary’s punishment?” (p. 40).  This refers to a) the story of Prometheus and b) the existence of a devil.  The first question posed to Zarathustra is whether he bears fire.  This echoes the story of the god Prometheus who brought to his creations the secret of fire because he loved them so much.  In the second question we see that the old man is not like Zarathustra because he believes in a the devil; this is made more evident later when Zarathustra reflects upon the old man’s ignorance of god’s death.  


The old man most likely represents the ascetic ideal, the monastic way of life in Nietzsche’s eyes.  Depending upon one’s reading he could appear as Plato or Socrates or any priest/philosopher/scientist in general, perhaps even Nietzsche’s conception of Jesus.  The saint claims Zarathustra is borne of the sea - this is remarkably similar to Plato’s Republic wherein all the subjects are borne of the earth in order to suggest a brotherhood or equality.  It is this liberal notion of equality which Nietzsche seeks to denounce throughout his works.  It also seems that the old man is in some way (at least in his eyes) aligned with Zarathustra.  We see this manifested when he says “They (mankind) are mistrustful of hermits, and do not believe that we come to give.  Our steps ring too lonely through their streets…” (p. 41; italics added).  This seeking alignment would indicate that the old man represents a philosopher, thus Socrates and Plato would be considered as possibilities for who the old man symbolizes.  We know that Socrates was considered an outcast, a hermit, like most great scientists and philosophers.  We also know that Nietzsche has made the point before that it is no coincidence that of all the great philosophers only Socrates was married - though that was likely just to spite the hermit notion (oh ironic Socrates!).  Nietzsche points this fact out to show us just how separated from society most philosophers are.  When Zarathustra sees the that the old man’s existence consists of “singing, weeping, laughing, and muttering” in praise of god, he politely departs.  Later Zarathustra remarks on the old man’s ignorance of god’s death as if to pity him.


One of the most telling sections is section five for it is here that Nietzsche confronts his conception of humanity as manifested by the townspeople.  After presenting the superman Zarathustra is met with laughter and misunderstanding.  Thus he decides to appeal to their pride and speaks of the ultimate man.  He regards the “ultimate” man as the last man, but they take the other meaning and view him as the greatest man.  


Just before presenting the “ultimate” man, Zarathustra refers to the necessity of the Dionysian - “one must have chaos in one…I tell you: you still have chaos in you” (p. 46).  Without the Dionysian Zarathustra sees man as no longer being able to “despise himself.”  What he means is that man’s hubris has caused him to think himself so capable and great as to be nearly infallible, and thus unworthy of any contempt or disdain.  Zarathustra also addresses the conception of a Dionysiac in current culture in his discussion of “poison:”  “a little poison now and then: that produces pleasant dreams.  And a lot of poison at last for a pleasant death” (p. 46).  This is a perverted and disfigured conception of the true Dionysian in Zarathustra’s eyes.  Firstly poison is referred to as drugs, or maybe even pop music.  This is what produces pleasant dreams in our aesthetic creation of “reality.”  Of course, to Nietzsche, this creation of reality for the masses is life-denying because it doesn’t recognize the existence of the true chaos in the world.  Drugs are a false Dionysian, a single serving shot of the Dionysian, if you will, and this is directly opposed to the chaotic nature of the real Dionysian.  Secondly the poison might be seen as an alternate description of religion or science - the Apollonian veneer we place over the chaos of the world.  It is this last conception of poison which allows for “a pleasant death.”  


Thoroughly fed up with the townspeople, Zarathustra goes on to describe the “ultimate” men as a herd which all want and think the 
