










xxxvi  |  Introduction

nationalism, or racism.42 Consequently, Auerbach chose the path of neither 
a well disciplined Romance philologist nor a classical or German philologist, 
but rather that of a philologist in a more difficult and radical sense, a philolo-
gist who took as his object the world at large, while waging his own quiet 
campaign against intolerance in the highly politicized and increasingly toxic 
trenches of the contemporary German academy.

A similar question might be asked about Auerbach’s life-long engagement 
with the Christian traditions of the West, and here things are a bit more com-
plex. To begin with, his interest lay not in the Christian tradition per se, but in 
the Judaeo-Christian tradition as a whole, which was multifaceted and above 
all multilayered (as he kept emphatically insisting).43 Second, Auerbach’s in-
terest was historical and historicizing: he was not interested in tracing the 
evolution of Church dogma for its own sake, but in bracketing that dogma 
with its historical determinants (after the fashion of Troeltsch). Indeed, his 
view of historical analysis was premised on “a maximum of freedom from 
preconceptions about the world and all other dogmatic commitments,” as he 
stirringly wrote in 1951, recapping his beliefs of the last three decades (com-
pare Zur Technik 46, where he declares that the mimetic objects he is track-
ing in that study are not “example[s] of a dogma but image[s] of the world”). 
“To be sure,” he resumed, “such freedom is not easy to gain or to keep. . . . 
[It] requires self-criticism and fearlessness far more than a worldview [Welt-
anschauung]. But in historical inquiry, even the greatest and most cherished 
forms with which individuals have sought to express some absolute truth 
become a threat to one’s judgment the moment one subscribes to them.”44 
Third, the Judaeo-Christian heritage afforded Auerbach a far broader cul-

42 See Frank-Rutger Hausmann, “Auch eine nationale Wissenschaft? Die Romanistik unter dem 
Nationalsozialismus,” Romanistische Zeitschrift für Literaturgeschichte 22 (1998) 1–39; 261–313 for 
an excellent account, followed up by his massive study, Vom Strudel der Ereignisse Verschlungen: 
Deutsche Romanistik im “Dritten Reich” (Frankfurt am Main: V. Klostermann, 2000).

43 This has misled some scholars into locating a crypto-Christian or culturally Christian ten-
dency in Auerbach. Contrast Kuhn’s closing remarks in “Literaturgeschichte als Geschichtsphi-
losophie” (n. 22 above) 248, which are spot on: “[Auerbach’s] analysis of style, which he in no 
way thought of in Christian terms, is nevertheless conceived in so Christocentric a fashion that it 
appears to be on the verge of transforming into a Christological literary history. This, however, is 
an illusion.”

44 Vier Untersuchungen (n. 3 above) 10–11, emphasis added. Even here the influence of Troeltsch 
can be felt. See, e.g., Der Historismus und seine Probleme (n. 12 above) 15, contrasting history and 
ethics on the one hand and religious dogma on the other, while the idea of absolute truth recalls 
Troeltsch’s 1912 critique of the same in Die Absolutheit des Christentums und die Religionsgeschichte. 
In the same passage from Vier Untersuchungen, Auerbach defends relativism (perspectival inter-
pretation) as a sine qua non of historical inquiry and as compatible with truth: “Obedience to truth 
does not mean forgetting how very susceptible to interpretation truth’s commands and dictates 
are. Quite the contrary, [recognizing] this [susceptibility] is, I believe, the only form of obedience 
that is commensurate with truth” (11). “Obedience” (Gehorsam) has ominous overtones in the 
aftermath of the Second World War. See also chapter 1,“Vico’s Contribution to Literary Criticism” 
(this volume).
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tural and historical scope than either classical or German philology would 
have afforded him alone. His ultimate object, after all, was nothing less than 
the changing fate and reality of the European subject across the millennia. 
Finally, there is the peculiar way in which Auerbach set about exploring the 
history of this heritage—which is to say, through its deepest underlying para-
doxes and tensions, and the ways in which these were both internalized and 
given literary expression.

Dante once again provides a key, as the essays reproduced in this volume 
repeatedly attest. In “Dante and Vergil” (1931) Auerbach examines the am-
biguous attractions that a pagan figure like Vergil could exert on a Christian 
poet like Dante. Vergil occupies the same paradoxical place in Dante’s po-
etry and in the popular imagination as the peculiar “double position” held 
by Rome “as the traditional seat of worldly empire on the one hand, and as 
the seat of the Papacy on the other.” The medieval way of resolving this con-
tradiction was to transform Vergil into “a kind of pagan prophet and crypto-
Christian, or at least an inspired, if unwitting seer of God’s truth”—a figura 
betokening a future fulfillment, in other words—a reputation that Auerbach 
declared was unearned: it was all a “pious error.” A second essay, “The Dis-
covery of Dante by Romanticism” (1929), reaffirms Auerbach’s reading of the 
Divine Comedy in his book of the same year, and refocuses its central para-
dox again: “The all-encompassing crux of the poem’s significance is this: our 
earthly and historical world in its true and eternal form is a manifestation of 
God’s judgment.” Auerbach goes on to quote Hegel, who is one of the inspi-
rations behind this reading, and who observed, in a beautifully poetic way, 
how Dante in essence freezes, in eternal life, the figures of this world in their 
eternal life on the other side of things:

In this way the poem comprises the entirety of objective life: the eter-
nal condition of Hell, Purgatory, and Paradise; and on this indestructible 
foundation the figures of the real world move in their particular char-
acter, or rather they have moved and now in their being and action are 
frozen and are eternal themselves in the arms of eternal justice. While 
the Homeric heroes have been made permanent in our memories by the 
muse, these characters have produced their situation for themselves, as 
individuals, and are eternal in themselves, not in our ideas.

In other words, the Divine Comedy is an “objective,” because objectifying, 
work that “probes deeply and dispassionately into the essence of the secular 
world”—so Auerbach, rephrasing Hegel now.

Once again, Auerbach shows himself to be the consummate student, not 
of philosophy or philology, and not even of the history of mentalities, but 
of something utterly unexpected—the contortions and psychopathology of 
the Western soul, and above all the Christian soul. This is another way of 
describing Auerbach’s vision and the ultimate reach of his project. Each of 
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xxxviii  |  Introduction

his books and essays contributes to this larger design. Each turns on a sin-
gular, irreproducible puzzle about a given author or problem that Auerbach 
sets out to identify, in a quietly provocative way, and then weaves into the 
logic of his analysis. His provocations are always understated, and so one 
has to listen attentively to spot them. Once one does, the depths to which 
Auerbach’s thinking plumbs will consistently surprise a reader. At the end 
of the day, Auerbach will emerge with the distinction he deserves, as one 
of the more consistently profound and breathtaking cultural thinkers of the 
twentieth century. We are only now in a position to begin to appreciate what 
his thought has to offer.

Passionate Subjects

As part of his self-appointed mission to diagnose the psychopathology of 
the modern soul, whether Christian or secular, Auerbach was particularly 
concerned to uncover something like a history of the passions and emotions. 
Indeed, legible in the very emergence of the passions as instruments of affec-
tion and self-affection (including self-communication) is a history, Auerbach 
believes, that says a great deal about the emergence of the person as an au-
tonomous category, responsible for her own inner integrity and well-being, 
and on the basis of which she could, and still can, enter into ethical relations 
with others. A series of essays are devoted to tracing this emergence.

“Passio as Passion” (1941, here Chapter 14) offers the broadest account, 
one that will be familiar to readers of Pierre Hadot and Michel Foucault. 
Auerbach’s insights bear more than a passing resemblance to theirs, not least 
because he was so closely attuned to the formation of subjective habits and 
identities (habitus). As in “Figura,” the 1941 essay is outwardly concerned 
with the vicissitudes of a single term—passio—as it enters into the modern 
lexicon under different guises (feeling, sentiment, passion, emotion). But 
with each stage comes a conceptual transformation and a corresponding be-
havioral transformation. Other essays examine more individuated cases, for 
instance “Racine and the Passions” (1927, here Chapter 18), “Marcel Proust 
and the Novel of Lost Time” (1927, here Chapter 13), and “Montaigne the 
Writer” (1932, here Chapter 16). Rousseau also belongs to this gallery, but he 
represents the special case of someone who, as we have seen, is not so much 
produced by the inner turmoil of social feeling as he is torn apart by it.

Tellingly, Auerbach was drawn to the riveting personality of Michel de 
Montaigne, both in his essay of 1932 and in a later chapter of Mimesis entitled 
“L’Humaine condition.” What he found in Montaigne was the pulsating vital-
ity of an individual who seemed in his writings to be still living and breath-
ing, but also a glimpse into the origins of modern (or at least post-Dantean) 
individuality: a subject who was free, autonomous, self-dictating, rooted 
in the present, in himself, his circumstances, and his earthly existence—a  
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subject who was defiantly secular, un-Christian, mundane, and even materi-
alistic. Montaigne is the first modern author because he was the first to write 
for a lay public, a reality that had no prior existence: he created it himself.45 In 
doing so he made himself into the first lay writer of all time, and in this way 
invented a sociological category that would endure into Auerbach’s present 
in the guise of the journalistic writer, the man of letters, and ultimately “the 
voice of the world.”

The worldly character of Montaigne’s writings is everywhere to be felt—in 
his concreteness, which can be frank if not “horrifying,” in his bravery in 
the face of life’s ills and the final prospect of death, in his awareness of his 
body and not only his mind, and above all in his sheer enjoyment of life. 
And so, Auerbach concludes in a memorable phrase, Montaigne’s “Essays 
are a symptom of his existence.” Montaigne’s existence consisted in what was 
“given” to him in at least three ways: in the phenomenological sense of the 
data of experience, in the historical sense of the circumstantial and the con-
tingent, and in the ethical sense of a gift. Finally, “the spirit of the Essays is 
thoroughly un-Christian.” As Montaigne writes in his essay on experience, 
“those transcendental humors frighten me” (a line that is quoted in Mime-
sis, not in the essay). Montaigne, after all, is identified in the very first line 
of the 1932 essay as “the son of a father from the region of Gascony and of 
a mother who was a Spanish Jew.”46 And if Montaigne was the first mod-
ern subject, self-scrutinizing, self-absorbed, and pitched on “the very edge 
of the abyss,” then surely Proust is the last, at least in Auerbach’s survey of 
literary selves: a decadent, stifling, monomaniacal writer who despite his 
self-imposed quarantine—his bedroom is his world, and it opens only onto 
the world of his memories—proves how powerful this human world truly is, 
and who exemplifies what Auerbach in “Marcel Proust and the Novel of Lost 
Time” (written in 1925 and published two years later) calls “the pathos of 
the earthly course of events, a real, ever-flowing, inexhaustible pathos that at 
once oppresses and sustains us without end.” The use of “us” is worth noting. 
Auerbach’s writings are never entirely dispassionate. They merely appear to 
be at times.47

45 The appeal made to the broad public for the first time by Dante through his vernacular, which 
henceforth became the “mainstay” of the new European culture (Dante [n. 5 above] 77; cf. Literary 
Language and Its Public [n. 6 above] e.g., 312–14), was evidently to a different kind of readership 
(it was, inter alia, not distinctively lay). If Montaigne’s achievement could not have been possible 
without Dante’s precedent, as was noted above, Montaigne is in turn effectively completing Dante’s 
project (Mimesis [n. 14 above] 306–308). Cf. also “Racine and the Passions”: “the audience [lit., “the 
public”] emerged as an entirely new sociological category.”

46 A bold remark given the circumstances; cf. n. 54 below. For relevant background and discus-
sion, see Frank-Rutger Hausmann, “Michel de Montaigne, Erich Auerbachs Mimesis und Erich 
Auerbachs literaturwissenschaftliche Methode,” in Wahrnehmen Lesen Deuten (n. 1 above) 224–37.

47 Compare Fitzgerald, Enlarging the Change (n. 10 above) 31, who notes both the passion and 
its truest object: “[I]t was part of Auerbach’s passion: ‘to make understandable the immediate 
human thing.’”
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Racine—the subject, or rather analytical object, of “Racine and the Pas-
sions” (1927)—presents another set of symptoms that are uniquely his own. 
One might have thought that with Racine Auerbach had finally touched the 
heart of French Classicism and therefore the epicenter of his field (the French 
having always served as the most ambivalent of rivals to the Germans, at 
least since Goethe). But nothing could be further from Auerbach’s mind, 
who takes an unexpectedly contrarian view of this playwright. Dissenting 
once more from the opinion of his distinguished mentor Karl Vossler, who 
saw in the poet’s extreme Protestantism a rejection of “all earthly concerns 
in favor of the eternal world beyond,” Auerbach argues for a more complex 
reading, one that firmly resituates Racine in the world he inhabited. Racine’s 
theater stages the conflict between Christianity and secular art, a battle that 
is waged over the place, precisely, of the passions—for example, love. Does 
theater incite or subdue the passions? What is its role in spiritual, moral, or 
religious terms? This was the burning question of the day. For Racine’s an-
swer Auerbach looks to the poet’s own dramaturgy and finds a decisive reply: 
there one witnesses “neither a Christian drama nor even a human one,” not 
even a drama in a classicizing vein, but rather “a fierce clash of instinctual 
forces”—no “Protestant greatness of soul,” but a “canniness” and “rashness” 
of decisions taken, a “violence of desires,” a madness and “autonomy” of pas-
sions, and “instincts for life.” The result is an enthralling tragic sublimity, in-
tensified by a good dose of Old Testament terror, as in Racine’s masterpiece 
from 1691, Athalie:

Displaying not even a trace of the traditions of a living essence of Christi-
anity, the play is based on a horrific chapter of the Old Testament that has 
been dragged out of its dark corner into the light, a chapter that becomes 
no more humane just because one of the parties to the struggle is in the 
right. In Athalie, God is Lord not because he is good, but because he is 
sovereign. There is no redemptive moment.

Jewish Philology

Reading these last lines, one cannot help but be reminded of the opening 
chapter of Mimesis, with its terrifying glimpse of the Old Testament Yahweh 
at his most indomitable and formidable. In that essay Auerbach foregrounds 
the binding of Isaac episode as one of the foundational scenes of Western lit-
erary mimesis—a gesture that is both arresting and puzzling in the extreme, 
until one considers the realities with which Auerbach was being confronted at 
the time. Mimesis quite plainly bears the scars of the particular circumstances 
of its composition: it is in more ways than one a book written in the teeth of 
a German nation derailed by fascism, Nazism, and Lutheranism gone rabid. 
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The binding of Isaac was one of several Old Testament scenes that had been 
explicitly banished from schoolrooms across Germany by the fanatical Ger-
man Christian sect of the Protestant Church.48 The episode smacked all too 
much of another sacrifice which it had been held to prefigure at least since 
Tertullian (Against Marcion 3.18), that of Christ by the Jews (see “Figura” and 
“Typological Symbolism”). It recalled too vividly medieval blood libels. And 
in any case, the whole of the Jewish Old Testament was being discredited in 
many of the same quarters as a falsification of spiritual truth. Why, then, did 
Auerbach choose to foreground this one text?

The answer ought to be self-evident. Given this contemporary back-
ground to which several explicit allusions are made throughout Mimesis 
(some of which were muted in the English translation after the War), it is 
legitimate to see another side operating in Auerbach’s much enlarged view 
of philology, both in Mimesis and earlier. Well beyond a love of words, a 
love of history, or even an earthly, worldly philology, Auerbach is press-
ing philology in the direction of something utterly unheard: a new resis-
tant, if implicit, Jewish philology, one that carries out its work in the name 
of everything that the traditions of Vico, Montaigne, the Enlightenment, 
historicism, and the philosophy of life on this earth had to offer.49 Some, 
though not all, of Auerbach’s colleagues risked taking public stances against 
the rising tide of anti-Semitism under the Third Reich, as Vossler did in 
speeches and in an activist Jewish periodical during the mid-1920s (Der 
Morgen),50 or as Curtius did with his strident but rather muddled pamphlet 
of 1932, Deutscher Geist in Gefahr (German Spirit in Danger).51 Even Spitzer 
bravely published a wartime polemic, Anti-Chamberlain: Observations of 
a Linguist on Houston Stewart Chamberlain’s “Kriegsaufsätze” [War Essays 
(1914)] and on the Evaluation of Language in General (1918), which, though 
not specifically directed against anti-Semitism, nevertheless took direct aim 
at Chamberlain’s facile linking of race and language, and eviscerated it from 

48 See Doris L. Bergen, Twisted Cross: The German Christian Movement in the Third Reich (Cha-
pel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996); Susannah Heschel, The Aryan Jesus: Christian 
Theologians and the Bible in Nazi Germany (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008).

49 See James I. Porter, “Erich Auerbach and the Judaizing of Philology,” Critical Inquiry 35 (Au-
tumn 2008) 115–47; and “Auerbach, Homer, and the Jews,” in Classics and National Culture, Susan 
Stephens and Phiroze Vasunia, eds. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010) 235–57.

50 Vossler, “Reine Sprache—reine Rasse” [Pure Language—Pure Race], Der Morgen 1.5 (De-
cember 1925) 574–77; “Jüdische Herkunft und Literaturwissenschaft” [Jewish Origins and Literary 
Study] Der Morgen 2.5 (December 1926) 427–30; for some of his speeches, see Vossler’s Politik und 
Geistesleben: Rede zur Reichsgründungsfeier im Januar 1927 und drei weitere Ansprachen (Munich: 
Hueber, 1927).

51 Curtius’s pamphlet is muddled not least for its wavering stances toward the Jewish question 
and toward German nationalism.
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the detached perspective of a trained linguist.52 On the other hand, simply 
to insist on the probity of humane and humanistic study carried a polemical 
charge in these sensitive times, when the mere choice of a research agenda 
could no longer be innocent.53 As an acculturated Jew, and more of a scholar 
than a public intellectual, Auerbach was bound to address the turbulences 
of his day in less demonstrative ways than Spitzer, Vossler, and Curtius did, 
but he was never uninvolved.54

Once this historical background is grasped, statements like the follow-
ing from “Figura” (here Chapter 7) fall into place: “It was in this struggle 
with those who despised the Old Testament and wanted to drain it of its 
meaning—namely, “those who wanted either to eliminate the Old Testament 
entirely or to interpret it in a strictly abstract and allegorical way”—that the 
method of historically real prophecy [i.e., the figural method] again proved 
itself.” Auerbach’s resistance to Christianity, or, if one prefers, his tracking 
of Christianity’s resistance to itself and to its own mission in the world—
its de-Christianization from within—is evident wherever he discusses the 
Judaeo-Christian heritage (his preferred phrase in Mimesis is in fact “Jewish-
Christian”: jüdisch-christlich),55 which upon closer inspection presents an 

52 A peculiarity of Spitzer’s analysis is that in disconnecting race and language he indirectly sup-
ported arguments for Jewish assimilation (Anti-Chamberlain: Betrachtungen eines Linguisten über 
Houston Stewart Chamberlains “Kriegsaufsätze” und die Sprachbewertung im allgemeinen [Leipzig: 
O. R. Reisland] 31), a position he adopted in his own life in response to the stigma of Judaism he 
too had to endure (for biographical details, see Gumbrecht, Vom Leben und Sterben der großen 
Romanisten [n. 7 above] 72–151). A further example of resistant philology is Victor Klemperer’s 
LTI [Lingua Tertii Imperii]: Notizbuch eines Philologen, which could not appear until after the war 
(1947). See further Emily Apter, “Global Translatio: The ‘Invention’ of Comparative Literature, Is-
tanbul, 1933,” Critical Inquiry 29 (Winter 2003) 253-81; here 273–74.

53 Compare the contrasting ways in which Gothic architecture, the visual counterpart in stone 
of Dante’s poem (cf. Dante [n. 5 above] 20), was approached by German-Jewish and compromised 
non-Jewish German scholars during the same period, each following radically different agendas 
(Jaś Elsner, “A Golden Age of Gothic,” in Architecture, Liturgy and Identity: Liber Amicorum Paul 
Crossley, Zoë Opačić and Achim Timmermann, eds. [Turnhout: Brepols, 2011] 7–15).

54 A case in point is a still unpublished letter of 1932, in which Auerbach resolves henceforth 
to boycott the prominent academic journal Deutsche Vierteljahrsschrift für Literaturwissenschaft 
und Geistesgeschichte after its editor, Erich Rothacker, had “so openly declared his allegiance to the 
Nazis” by affirming that Jews should be removed from their posts at German universities (letter to 
Ludwig Binswanger, October 28, 1932; quoted in German in Peter Jehle, Werner Krauss und die 
Romanistik im NS-Staat (Hamburg: Argument-Verlag, 1996) 237, n. 39, and in English in “Schol-
arship in Times of Extremes: Letters of Erich Auerbach (1933–46), on the Fiftieth Anniversary 
of His Death,” Martin Elsky, Martin Vialon, and Robert Stein, eds. and trans., Proceedings of the 
Modern Language Association 122.3 [2007] 758 n. 7). It was a painful decision, for as Auerbach 
adds, “I am admittedly doing more harm to myself than to him, for there is no other journal of the 
same caliber.” The publication of his essay on Vico, submitted a year and a half earlier, was already 
underway at the time, and Auerbach broke off communication with Rothacker the next year, once 
Rothacker’s wish came true.

55 Cf. “Fortunata,” in Mimesis (n. 14 above): the mingling of styles that is found in Peter’s de-
nial of Christ (Auerbach here follows the Gospel of Mark) “was rooted from the beginning in the 
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unstable hyphenation of two religious traditions. It is this, first of all because 
Christianity turns out to be, as it were, inwardly hyphenated, torn by its at-
tachments to both the Here and the Beyond, to the flesh and the spirit, to the 
historical evidence of its own events and the promise of a future salvation, 
but above all because Christianity cannot rid itself of its Jewish origins.

Figural interpretation is a case in point: the key to this method, according 
to Auerbach, is the oddity of its logic—that in order to ground its fulfill-
ment in the redemptive future it must anchor itself in the actual historical 
past. Figural interpretation is thus forever doomed to be self-erasing in its 
aspirations, because it marks everything that it touches with indelible ink, 
and above all what it most wishes to efface. The Old Testament was ironically 
secured, not erased, by the figural reading of it, as was earthly, worldly his-
tory itself. It is allegory, not figural interpretation, that seeks to eliminate the 
Old Testament through the work of abstraction and mystification. Figural 
reading grounds the Old Testament again in historical reality. And so, Au-
erbach’s favoring of figural reading over allegorical interpretation has to be 
understood in this same light: as an insistence on the historical relevance of 
the Old Testament, which was being erased at the very moment that he was 
writing his essay.

All this is perfectly intelligible in the shadow of the catastrophes leading 
up to “Figura,” which was composed in 1936–37 and published in 1938, and 
then Mimesis, composed between 1942 (the date of the first, foundational 
chapter on Homer and the Old Testament) and 1945. But what about an essay 
like that on Racine, which dates from 1927? Or Auerbach’s 1921 dissertation, 
On the Technique of the Early Renaissance Novella in Italy and France? This 
last work displays all the themes we have witnessed so far, whether in their 
full or embryonic form: this-worldliness, earthliness, historicity, life lived in 
its rich and sensuous panoply, “passionate observation of earthly [and “secu-
lar”] life,” mimesis (understood as the riveting image of the foregoing in all 
their throbbing actuality), and so on. Indeed, Auerbach’s very choice of his 
dissertation theme was designed to exhibit these features in their purest form.

The operating thesis of that work, announced in its opening paragraph, is 
that “the subject of the novella is invariably society itself, and for that reason 
its object is the form that life here on earth [lit., this-worldliness] assumes 
as a whole. .  .  . The novella stands unremittingly in the very midst of time 
and place; it is a piece of history itself.” From this premise follows, of neces-
sity, the novella’s formal realism: “it must be realistic, inasmuch as it accepts 
the foundations of empirical reality as a given, [and is] not founded upon 
metaphysics”—in other words, theological notions (1). Put all this together 

character of Jewish-Christian literature,” etc. Auerbach in fact grounds his theory of tragic realism 
and stylistic fusion in the Old Testament (ibid. 18–19, 22), not in the New Testament, as is widely 
assumed.
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with the telltale phrase “Western reality” (39) and you have Auerbach’s future 
masterpiece, Mimesis, with its thesis of realism as a symptom of this-worldly 
consciousness in the West, effectively preempted here in 1921. Moreover, the 
object of this early study is a world that has already undergone the work 
of “de-Christianization,”56 arguably the most prevalent theme in Auerbach’s 
writings, whether it is named or merely implied. Its most explicit occurrences 
happen to coincide with the twilight years of Auerbach’s career as a professor 
at Marburg (“Rousseau” [1932] and Das französische Publikum [1933] 46–
53), when his chair was increasingly endangered.

Is this a mere coincidence? I doubt that it is. Auerbach self-identified as 
a Jew throughout his career. One need only consider the curriculum vitae 
in narrative form (Lebenslauf) that he appended to his 1921 dissertation, in 
which he named the fateful paradox of his origins: “I am Prussian and of the 
Jewish faith.” Whenever Auerbach stepped into a department of Romance 
Philology, he knew exactly on which side of the religious divide anyone stood 
(his correspondence amply testifies to this). And religion was a matter of ra-
cial extraction, of Herkunft and Abkunft, as everyone around him was all too 
painfully aware at the time.57 Auerbach was indeed an exilic scholar, but not 
only when he emigrated to Istanbul and then the States. On the contrary, he 
led a life of internal exile from his earliest studies onward during one of the 
most turbulent eras in modern history.

Auerbach was a Jewish philologist who happened to be German. But he 
was also a practitioner of a special kind of philology, one that could be called 
earthly, inner, worldly, and even Jewish: it is a philology that celebrates the 
richness of this-worldly life at the expense of otherworldly abstractions, his-
tory over eschatology, lived experience over what has never passed before 
the senses. He thought in the largest possible terms, but in a subtle and sup-
ple way, and with a modest, unassuming, and generally understated voice 

56 Cf. Zur Technik (n. 8 above) 38: “The world [together with its “wealth of sensual events” and of 
“life”], so long neglected, had turned away from men just as they had turned away from it”—until 
the Renaissance novella rediscovered this world once again. That is why the novella can be said to 
offer up not “dogma,” but an “image of the world” (46). Tellingly, Auerbach abruptly dismisses ac-
counts of literary history based on “racial theory” in the same work (50).

57 Compare Vossler’s monitory lecture of 1926, “Jüdische Herkunft und Literaturwissenschaft” 
[Jewish Origins and Literary Study], n. 50 above. For some of the relevant biographical evidence 
pertaining to Auerbach, including his correspondence, see Porter, “Erich Auerbach and the Juda-
izing of Philology” (n. 49 above), for example the following: “At Marburg [sc., the university] I am 
completely surrounded by people who are not of our origin (unserer Herkunft)” (letter to W. Benja-
min of October 1935 in Karlheinz Barck, “Fünf Briefe Erich Auerbachs,” Zeitschrift für Germanistik 
6 [1988] 689–90). To this one may now add certain details from Auerbach’s asylum papers men-
tioned in n. 18 above, not least his answer to a questionnaire concerning, inter alia, his religious 
affiliations, to which he replied, “Ich gehöre der jüdischen Religionsgemeinschaft an” [I belong to 
the Jewish religious community]. A fateful document, it is dated September 1935 (one month prior 
to his removal from the university) and lists his permanent address as Marburg.

Auerbach_Time_crc.indb   44 9/6/13   2:06 PM

© Copyright, Princeton University Press. No part of this book may be 
distributed, posted, or reproduced in any form by digital or mechanical 
means without prior written permission of the publisher. 

For general queries, contact webmaster@press.princeton.edu



Introduction  |  xlv

(though he was also a master of the muted crescendo).58 Auerbach’s view of 
historical reality, with its plunging verticalities and relentless horizontal for-
ward motions, is full of terror, and of beautiful potential as well. It is hoped 
that the essays gathered together here, brought to life in new translations and 
largely for the first time, will help to win readers over to the diverse charms 
of Auerbach’s generous view of the world—to his philology not of the word 
but of the world—and propel future generations on to similar quests of their 
own.59

58 Compare the climactic final lines of “The Idea of the National Spirit as the Source of the 
Modern Humanities.”

59 For invaluable comments on earlier drafts, I wish to thank the following: Karlheinz Barck†, 
Matthias Bormuth, Eric Downing, Jaś Elsner, Tony Grafton, Miriam Leonard, Jane Newman, Maria 
Pantelia, Stephen Nichols, Martin Treml, Martin Vialon, and Avihu Zakhai, as well as an audience 
at Johns Hopkins University in September of 2012.
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