Book Club Handout | Rudiger Safranski and Nietzsche
Rudiger Safranski
Author of Nietzsche: A Philosophical Biography

Quick book-club lens: Safranski presents Nietzsche not merely as a thinker with doctrines,
but as a dramatic, self-inventing figure whose ideas emerged from temperament, crisis,
friendship, illness, style, and cultural disillusionment.

Basic identity

e Full name: Rudiger Safranski

¢ Born: January 1, 1945

e Birthplace: Rottweil, Germany, in what is
now Baden-Wiirttemberg.

e Nationality: German

e Main identity: Philosopher, literary critic,

essayist, public intellectual, and biographer
of major German thinkers and writers.

e Safranski was born in Rottweil, a town in
southwestern Germany.

e Rottweil is an old German town with Roman
origins and a strong regional identity in
Baden-Wirttemberg.

¢ His intellectual formation, however, was
mainly shaped later in Frankfurt am Main
and Berlin, where he studied and worked.

e Safranski studied:
¢ Philosophy
e German literature
e History
e Art history
¢ He studied at:

e Goethe University Frankfurt
¢ Free University of Berlin

* One of his teachers was Theodor W. Adorno,
a major figure of the Frankfurt School.

e He earned a Ph.D. from the Free University
of Berlin in 1976.

e His dissertation dealt with the development
of working-class literature in the Federal
Republic of Germany.

Career

e Safranski worked as:

e an assistant lecturer in German literature
at the Free University of Berlin

e editor and co-publisher of the literary
journal Berliner Hefte

¢ adult-education lecturer

e freelance writer beginning in the late
1980s

¢ He became widely known for writing
intellectually serious but readable
biographies of major German cultural
figures.

e From 2002 to 2012, he co-hosted the
German television philosophy program Das
Philosophische Quartett with Peter
Sloterdijk.

hat Safranski wrote

e Safranski is especially known for
biographies that combine life story,
philosophy, psychology, and cultural
history.

e Major works include:
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e E.T.A. Hoffmann: The Life of a Skeptical
Fantast — A biography of the Romantic
writer E.T.A. Hoffmann.

e Schopenhauer and the Wild Years of
Philosophy — A major biography of
Arthur Schopenhauer.

e Martin Heidegger: Between Good and Evil
— A major study of Heidegger’s
philosophy and his relationship to
Nazism.

e Nietzsche: A Philosophical Biography —
The book you are reading.

¢ Original German title: Nietzsche:
Biographie seines Denkens.

e Published in German in 2000 and in
English translation in 2002.

e Friedrich Schiller, or The Invention of
German Idealism — A celebrated
biography of Schiller.

e Romanticism: A German Affair — A
cultural history of German Romanticism.

e Goethe and Schiller: The Story of a
Friendship — A study of one of the great
literary friendships.

e Goethe: Life as a Work of Art — A major
biography of Goethe.

e Time: What It Does to Us and What We
Make of It — A philosophical reflection on
time.

e Being an Individual: A Philosophical
Challenge — A later philosophical work
on individuality.

Honors and reputation

e Safranski has won a number of German and
international literary prizes.

* His awards include the Friedrich Nietzsche
Prize, the Leipzig Book Fair Prize in
nonfiction/essay, the Welt Literature Prize,
and the Thomas Mann Prize.

e He is often described as one of Germany'’s
leading writers of philosophical biography.

Safranski’'s family background

e This is one area where public information
appears limited.

e I found reliable information on:
¢ his birthplace
e education
e academic career
¢ publications
e awards
e later residence
* marriage

e I did not find reliable public details about:
e his parents’ names
e their occupations
e siblings
e childhood household
e children, if any

e What is publicly reported is that Safranski
married Gisela Nicklaus in 2005, after a long
relationship, and that he has lived in Berlin
and Badenweiler.

Why Safranski is a good guide to Nietzsche

e Safranski writes biography as intellectual
drama.

¢ He is interested in how a thinker’s ideas
emerge from:

e temperament

e personal crisis

e friendships

e literary style

e historical setting

e cultural disillusionment

¢ In Nietzsche, he does not simply ask, “What
did Nietzsche believe?”
e He asks something closer to:

¢ How did Nietzsche become Nietzsche?

e How did he invent himself?

e How did his philosophical ideas grow out
of his attempts to overcome suffering,
loneliness, disappointment, and cultural
collapse?
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e That makes Safranski especially useful for

readers who want to understand Nietzsche

as both a man and a maker of ideas.
Discussion prompt: As you read Safranski’s
Nietzsche, watch for the difference between
biography as “what happened” and biography
as “how a mind came into being.”
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