
 

 

Instructor: Dr. Matt Pollard 
E-mail: matthewp@uvic.ca  
Telephone: 250 721 6328 
 

Course Description: 

As one of history's most controversial and unconventional thinkers, Friedrich Nietzsche 
exploded the boundaries of philosophical writing and his own historical context to become one 
of the twentieth century's most cited and discussed philosophers. However, this course does 
not offer a reading or an interpretation of his works. Although selections of his writings are part 
of the course material, the primary focus of this course is to examine the construction of the 
Nietzsche legend or myth and to investigate how such a legend played a role in the invention of 
stereotypes: the madman philosopher, the militant German, the amoral intellectual, the artistic 
genius are all functions ascribed to Nietzsche by his admirers, foes and politically motivated 
appropriators in both German and English-speaking contexts.  
 Beginning with the Nietzsche cult in Germany and the use of his concepts of art and 
artistry in Thomas Mann's Death in Venice (1912), we will first move from Nietzsche's initial 
arrival on the European intellectual scene to Mann's pivotal discovery of Nietzsche as one of his 
spiritual mentors as an artist.  



Secondly, Nietzsche's reception in England will be investigated by way of journalism and 
wartime propaganda, the last of which provides an often contradictory but fascinating portrait 
of the intellectual class of Great Britain attempting to come to terms with an elusive but highly 
charismatic "enemy".  

Thirdly, we will look at the spectacle of Nietzsche in America, represented by H.L 
Mencken's pre-war attempts at popularization and the 1924 Leopold-Loeb murder trial, the 
"crime of the century" which brought together elements of Nietzsche, "deviance", amorality 
and intellect. Following our discussion of the Nietzsche legend's impact on American culture, a 
return to Germany is necessary to understand how the widespread appropriation of Nietzsche's 
works by the National Socialists in the thirties affected and still affects the popular 
understanding of Nietzsche's life and works today.  

Finally, we view a selection of post-war movies based in the Leopold-Loeb trial; these 
films illustrate the constantly shifting perspectives on the role of "deviance", intellect and 
degeneration, and demonstrate how Nietzsche -- a legend, myth and pathogen -- is re-
contextualized and rejuvenated through popular culture.  

Proposed assignments:  
Attendance    10%  Participation    10%    
Two short reports   25%  One midterm    20%    
Take-home Examination 35% 

Proposed reading list:  
The readings are largely in excerpt form: Thomas Mann’s novel Death in Venice, Max Nordau’s 
Degeneration, assorted journal articles from Britain and the United States (1890s – 1960s), 
Mencken’s The Philosophy of Friedrich Nietzsche, commentaries by Hollingdale and Kaufmann, 
Ayn Rand’s The Fountainhead, assorted films and film critques, Allan Bloom’s The Closing of the 
American Mind,  and numerous secondary sources. 
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