Tracing the Influence of

Jean Paul’s “Dead Christ” Dream-Vision

Document compiled by
Jacob Siefring, April 2021

The question which we would like to be able to answer is: Did Friedrich Niet-
zsche ever read Jean Paul’s influential “Dead Christ” dream-vision, included in
his 1797 novel Siebenkds? And did it influence Friedrich Nietzsche when, circa
1880, he wrote of a madman going to the marketplace to proclaim the death of
God? The short answer to both of these questions is: We do not know. Never-
theless, it seems probable either that Nietzsche did read either Jean Paul’s text,
or that he picked it up indirectly from another writer who may have referred to or
summarized it.

For George Steiner, an accomplished scholar of languages and European
literature, the influence of Jean Paul’s dream-vision on Nietzsche’s own formula-
tion was clear enough to posit it without caution or qualification in a 1987 ad-
dress to The American Academy of Arts and Sciences. In a discussion of the
power of “commanding metaphors” and “compelling images” in the arts and in
philosophy, Steiner asserts that Nietzsche’s madman’s proclamation of God’s
demise originates in Jean Paul’s dream-vision. In Steiner’s formulation, Niet-
zsche “take[s] his celebrated announcement” from a particular passage in Jean
Paul’s dream (p. 17).

However, Steiner offers no evidence in support of the claim that Nietzsche
was familiar with the theological dream-vision. He seems to take it as a given.
This raises the question: what concrete evidence is there that a line of influence,
direct or indirect, extends from Jean Paul to Nietzsche? All that seems certain is
that Nietzsche read Jean Paul as a teenager (see Hanshe; Brobjer). We don’t
know which books. Certainly the death of God is discussed elsewhere in nine-
teenth century literature, and Nietzsche may have arrived at his formulation
without ever reading, or even hearing of, Jean Paul’s dream-text.



Chronology

1796, Jean Paul publishes first volume of his novel Siebenkés, containing the
chapter “Rede des toten Christus vom Weltgebaude herab, dass kein Gott

sel.

1807, Hegel publishes Phdnomenologie des Geistes (The Phenomenology of
Spirit). In this work, Hegel mentions and discusses the death of God.
Hegel’s discussion is often cited as an influence on Nietzsche’s “God is
dead” formulation.

1814, Mme Stael publishes De I'Allemagne, includes a translated and abridged
version of Jean Paul’s “Dead Christ” dream. It omits the return to waking life
and so concludes on a note of despair and annhilation. This abridged, ni-
hilistic version is the one that will be read by a generation of French writers,
including Balzac, Sainte-Beuve, Victor Hugo, Alfred de Vigny, Quinet,
Gérard de Nerval, and Renan.

1859, As a teenager, Nietzsche likely reads works by Jean Paul. It is unclear
which books by Jean Paul he may have read. (See Hanshe, p. 4; and Brob-
jer, p. 167).

1882, Nietzsche’s Die fréhliche Wissenschaft (The Gay Science) is published,
containing section 108, on Buddhism and the death of God, and the famous
section #125 “The Madman.”
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