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Late Reading: Erich Auerbach and the 

Spätboot of Comparative Literature 

BEN HUTCHINSON 

Abstract: 

FﾗI┌ゲｷﾐｪ ｷﾐ ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴ ﾗﾐ EヴｷIｴ A┌WヴH;Iｴげゲ ゲWﾏｷﾐ;ﾉ Wゲゲ;┞ けPｴｷﾉﾗﾉﾗｪ┞ ﾗa WﾗヴﾉS 

LｷデWヴ;デ┌ヴWげ ふヱΓヵヲぶが デｴｷゲ Wゲゲ;┞ ヮヴﾗヮﾗゲWゲ デﾗ ヴW-examine the conceptualization of 

comparative literature in the post-WWII period not only from the perspective of 

its philological, but also from that of its historical self-understanding. Its principal 

concern will be to consider what it means to view this comparative philology as 

historical, which is to say in the context of how it emerges from the particular 

けｴｷゲデﾗヴｷI;ﾉ ヮWヴゲヮWIデｷ┗ｷゲﾏげ ﾗa デｴW ｷﾏﾏWSｷ;デW ヮﾗゲデ-war period. The category that best 

characterizes this philology, it will be argued, is that of late reading, a term that 

the essay coins as the hermeneutic counterpart to the artistic concept of late style. 

Characterized by its consciousness of coming at the end of the tradition of European 

high culture, late reading に ;デ ﾉW;ゲデ ｷﾐ A┌WヴH;Iｴげゲ ┌ﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐSｷﾐｪ ﾗa ｷデ にmakes its 

very lateness a constituent element of its hermeneutics. Out of this sense of lateness 

emerges, the essay will argue, a view of comparative literature as defined by its 

distance from the normative maturity of classical European culture に by what one 

might term, in Frank KWヴﾏﾗSWげゲ ヮｴヴ;ゲWが ｷデゲ けゲWﾐゲW ﾗa ;ﾐ WﾐSｷﾐｪげく A┌WヴH;Iｴげゲ 

conception of world philology does not ignore the increasing obsolescence of the 

Eurocentric perspective, but rather makes this obsolescence the basis of its synoptic 

purview. As such, it continues to offer a model for how comparative literature may 

engage with the legacy of high European culture whilst acknowledging the limitations 

of its perspective. 

Keywords: Erich Auerbach; late reading; philology; comparative literature; 

world literature 

It is one of the more mordant ironies of modern intellectual history 

デｴ;デ デｴW N;┣ｷ aWデｷゲｴｷ┣;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa けﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉげ I┌ﾉデ┌ヴW ゲｴﾗ┌ﾉS ｴ;┗W ｪｷ┗Wﾐ ゲ┌Iｴ 

decisive impetus to the development of international modes of criticism. 

The terror of the Third Reich forced a number of the most influential 

European critics に figures of the standing of Theodor Adorno, Erich 



Auerbach, Ernst Robert Curtius, Leo Spitzer and René Wellek に to 

take refuge in exile; as has often been noted,1 this exile proved to 

be the pre-condition for the discipline of Comparative Literature as 

it would emerge after the war.2 The present essay does not intend to 

celebrate once again the heroic status of this generation of Romanisten; 

enough has been written on the achievements and idiosyncracies of 

this remarkable group of German scholars drawn to Romanic に and 

particularly, French に ﾉｷデWヴ;デ┌ヴW ;ゲ ヮ;ヴデ ﾗa デｴW IﾗﾐゲIｷﾗ┌ゲﾉ┞ けE┌ヴﾗヮW;ﾐげ 

climate of the 1920s (a climate in which, at least from a German 

perspective, Romanistik often seemed to function as a kind of shorthand 

for Komparatistik).3 What this essay proposes, rather, is to re-examine 

the conceptualization of comparative literature in this period from the 

perspective not only of its philological, but also of its historical selfunderstanding. 

Indeed, its principal concern will be to consider what 

it means to view this comparative philology as historical, which is to 

ゲ;┞ ｷﾐ デｴW IﾗﾐデW┝デ ﾗa ｴﾗ┘ ｷデ WﾏWヴｪWゲ aヴﾗﾏ デｴW ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴ けｴｷゲデﾗヴｷI;ﾉ 

perspectivｷゲﾏげ ﾗa デｴW ｷﾏﾏWSｷ;デW ヮﾗゲデ-war period. The category that 

best characterizes this philology, it will be argued, is neither close nor 

distant reading, but late reading, a term that I coin as the hermeneutic 

counterpart to the artistic concept of late style. Characterized by its 

consciousness of coming at the end of the tradition of European high 

culture, late reading に ;デ ﾉW;ゲデ ｷﾐ A┌WヴH;Iｴげゲ ┌ﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐSｷﾐｪ ﾗa ｷデ にmakes 

its very lateness a constituent element of its hermeneutics. Out of this 

sense of lateness emerges, this essay will argue, a view of comparative 

literature as defined by its distance from the normative maturity of 

classical European culture に H┞ ┘ｴ;デ ﾗﾐW ﾏｷｪｴデ デWヴﾏが ｷﾐ ゲｴﾗヴデが ｷデゲ けゲWﾐゲW 

ﾗa ;ﾐ WﾐSｷﾐｪげく 

That the leading works of comparative literature in this period are all 

Iｴ;ヴ;IデWヴｷ┣WS H┞ ; ﾆWWﾐ ゲWﾐゲW ﾗa けE┌ヴﾗヮW;ﾐ “ヮｷヴｷデ ｷﾐ D;ﾐｪWヴげ に to adapt 

the terms of Ernst Robert Curtius4 に is immediately apparent to anyone 

familiar with Mimesis or European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages (to 



name merely the two most important studies completed in the 1940s). As 

Hans-Ulrich Gumbrecht has noted, the German Romanisten of the midtwentieth 

IWﾐデ┌ヴ┞ ;ﾉﾉ SｷWS ｷﾐ デｴW ヱΓヴヰゲ ;ﾐS ヱΓヵヰゲ け┘ｷデｴ デｴW aWWﾉｷﾐｪ に more 

or less pronounced, more or less lamented に that their lifetime had seen 

デｴW WﾐS ﾗa デｴW ｪヴW;デ ヮWヴｷﾗS ﾗa WWゲデWヴﾐ I┌ﾉデ┌ヴWげく5 What has not been 

fully discussed, however, is the extent to which this valedictory vision 

of Western culture informs a post-war view of philology as necessarily 

けﾉ;デWげく FﾗI┌ゲｷﾐｪ ｷﾐ ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴ ﾗﾐ デｴW デｴﾗ┌ｪｴデ ﾗa EヴｷIｴ A┌WヴH;Iｴが デｴｷゲ 

essay will thus explore the ways in which comparative literature, as it 

developed in this period, can be understood in these terms as a school of 

ﾉ;デW ヴW;Sｷﾐｪく Tヴｷ;ﾐｪ┌ﾉ;デWS HWデ┘WWﾐ デｴW ;SﾃWIデｷ┗Wゲ けE┌ヴﾗヮW;ﾐげが けWWゲデWヴﾐげが 

;ﾐS けWﾗヴﾉSげが デｴW IﾗﾐIWヮデ ﾗa comparative literature に conspicuous by its 

;HゲWﾐIW ｷﾐ A┌WヴH;Iｴげゲ デｴﾗ┌ｪｴデ にwill emerge as a function not only 

of the historical, but also of the ｴWヴﾏWﾐW┌デｷI ﾉ;デWﾐWゲゲ ﾗa A┌WヴH;Iｴげゲ 

generation. 

I have explored elsewhere the idea that modern European literature 

as a whole can be considered late.6 Ia デｴW ﾐﾗデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa けﾉ;デW ゲデ┞ﾉWげ WﾏWヴｪWS 

as a by-product of the Romantic emphasis on organic metaphors and 

biographical subjectivity に especially, but by no means exclusively, in 

the German-speaking world に it is by the same token coterminous, 

historically speaking, with the literature that we generally understand as 

けﾏﾗSWヴﾐげく Tｴｷゲ ｷゲ a fortiori the case for modernist literature, wherever 

one sets the limits of this term. Modernism as theorized by Germanic 

thinkers on both sides of the political spectrum に including, but not 

limited to, Theodor Adorno, Gottfried Benn, Ernst Bloch, Hermann 

Broch, and Oswald Spengler に a┌ﾐIデｷﾗﾐゲ ;ゲ ;ﾐ けA┗;ﾐデｪ;ヴSｷゲﾏ┌ゲ SWヴ 

GヴWｷゲWげが7 デﾗ IｷデW ; ヮｴヴ;ゲW ﾗa Tｴﾗﾏ;ゲ M;ﾐﾐげゲ ヮｷIﾆWS ┌ヮ H┞ ASﾗヴﾐﾗが デｴ;デ 

ｷゲ デﾗ ゲ;┞ ;ゲ デｴW け;┗;ﾐデ-ｪ;ヴSWげ ﾗa ;ﾐ ;ｪWｷﾐｪ ﾏﾗSWヴﾐｷデ┞く VｷW┘WS aヴﾗﾏ ;ﾐ 

Anglo-“;┝ﾗﾐ ヮWヴゲヮWIデｷ┗Wが デｴW ﾏﾗSWヴﾐｷゲデ ;デデWﾏヮデ デﾗ けﾏ;ﾆW ｷデ ﾐW┘げ SWヴｷ┗Wゲ 

aヴﾗﾏ デｴW ;デデWﾏヮデ デﾗ ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;デW ; け┘W;ヴｷﾐWゲゲ ﾏﾗヴW ｴｷｪｴﾉ┞ WﾐWヴｪｷ┣WSげが デﾗ ゲデ;┞ 

┘ｷデｴ Pﾗ┌ﾐSげゲ ﾗ┘ﾐ デWヴﾏゲく8 



The Adorno/Mann axis provides a pertinent point of entry for 

a methodological consideration of comparative literature, in the midtwentieth 

century, as a philology of lateness. Writing to Mann in 1951 

about his novel The Holy Sinner (Der Erwählteぶが ASﾗヴﾐﾗ ヮヴ;ｷゲWゲ M;ﾐﾐげゲ 

prose in terms that point, beyond the achievement of a single artist, 

towards the conceptualization of lateness as the paradigm for an emerging 

けE┌ヴﾗヮW;ﾐげ ﾉｷデWヴ;デ┌ヴWぎ 

The boldness and modernity of these things is, if we except Joyce, quite 

unparalleled, but no less striking is the careful way in which you have managed to 

ゲ┌ゲヮWﾐS デｴW ┘ｴﾗﾉW けGWヴﾏ;ﾐげ WﾉWﾏWﾐデく Iデ ﾗaデWﾐ ゲﾗ┌ﾐSゲ ;ゲ デｴﾗ┌ｪｴ, at a certain decayed 

level of language, at the level of emigrant German, you had somehow disclosed the 

latent possibility of a truly European language, one which was formerly obstructed 

by national divisions but now, at the end, shines forth as a primordial stratum 

[eine Urschicht] precisely by virtue of its latest character [kraft des Spätesten].9 

If Adorno makes aesthetic modernism に in the form of Mann and 

Joyce に a direct expression of epochal modernity, he does so in terms that 

consciously transcend けﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ Sｷ┗ｷゲｷﾗﾐゲげ ｷﾐ ﾗヴSWヴ デﾗ ヮﾗゲｷデ デｴW ｷSW; ﾗa け; 

デヴ┌ﾉ┞ E┌ヴﾗヮW;ﾐ ﾉ;ﾐｪ┌;ｪWげく TｴW ﾆW┞ ﾏﾗ┗W ｷﾐ ｴｷゲ ;ヴｪ┌ﾏWﾐデ ｷゲ デﾗ ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデ 

that this language emerges explicitly as a function of lateness, indeed of 

latestnessぎ ASﾗヴﾐﾗげs superlative has both syntactical and semantic force; it 

is both grammatical category and aesthetic evaluation. Precisely because 

M;ﾐﾐげゲ ﾐﾗ┗Wﾉ ｷゲが ｴｷゲデﾗヴｷI;ﾉﾉ┞ ゲヮW;ﾆｷﾐｪが ; ﾉ;デW ┘ﾗヴﾆ に a latest work に it 

points towards the possibility of a broader, international language beyond 

ﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ヴWゲデヴｷIデｷﾗﾐゲく けB┌デ ｷデ ｷゲ ケ┌ｷデW ┌ﾐIWヴデ;ｷﾐ ｷﾐ ┘ｴ;デ ﾉ;ﾐｪ┌;ｪW I ┘ヴｷデWげが 

ゲデ;デWゲ デｴW け“ヮｷヴｷデ ﾗa ゲデﾗヴ┞-デWﾉﾉｷﾐｪげ ふGeist der Erzählung) in the opening 

chapter of The Holy Sinnerが け┘ｴWデｴWヴ L;デｷﾐが FヴWﾐIｴが GWヴﾏ;ﾐが ﾗヴ Aﾐｪﾉﾗ- 

Saxon, and iﾐSWWS ｷデ ｷゲ ;ﾉﾉ デｴW ゲ;ﾏWげく10 Lateness emerges, in short, as the 

Latin of modernism, the lingua franca of an international idiom. 

Tｴ;デ ASﾗヴﾐﾗ I;ﾐ SWゲIヴｷHW M;ﾐﾐげゲ けSWI;┞WS ﾉW┗Wﾉ ﾗa ﾉ;ﾐｪ┌;ｪWげ ;ゲ 

けWﾏｷｪヴ;ﾐデ GWヴﾏ;ﾐげ ┌ﾐSWヴﾉｷﾐWゲ デｴW ゲヮWIｷaｷI ヮﾗﾉｷデｷI;ﾉ IﾗﾐデW┝デ ﾗa デheir 

correspondence. Writing to Mann in California in 1951, Adorno makes 



;ﾐ ;WゲデｴWデｷI ┗ｷヴデ┌W ﾗ┌デ ﾗa ｴｷゲ ｴｷゲデﾗヴｷI;ﾉ IﾗﾐデｷﾐｪWﾐI┞き け;デ デｴW WﾐSげ ﾗa デｴW 

European high culture so cherished by the German intelligentsia, the 

broader, supranational perspective becomes possible. One might even go 

so far as to speak of wish-fulfilment: Adorno mobilizes the pathos of the 

けE┌ヴﾗヮW;ﾐげ ｷﾐ ﾗヴSWヴ デﾗ デヴ;ﾐゲIWﾐS デｴW SｷゲIヴWSｷデWS GWヴﾏ;ﾐ ｷSｷﾗﾏく TｴW ﾉ;デW 

sublime, such as he here constructs it,11 represents a way of wresting back 

hermeneutic control from historical circumstance. 

The context of geographical and linguistic exile, as well as the sheer 

デｷﾏｷﾐｪ ﾗa ASﾗヴﾐﾗげゲ ﾉWデデWヴ デﾗ M;ﾐﾐが ﾏ;ﾆWゲ ｷデ ヮﾗゲゲｷHﾉW デﾗ Iﾗﾏヮ;ヴW ｷデ 

to one of the key documents of what one might term にwith reference 

to ASﾗヴﾐﾗげゲ I;デWｪﾗヴ┞ ﾗa けWﾏｷｪヴ;ﾐデ GWヴﾏ;ﾐげ に emigrant philology. 

A┌WヴH;Iｴげゲ Wゲゲ;┞ けTｴW Pｴｷﾉﾗﾉﾗｪ┞ ﾗa WﾗヴﾉS LｷデWヴ;デ┌ヴWげ ┘;ゲ aｷヴゲデ ヮ┌HﾉｷゲｴWS 

in 1952, which means that he was writing it at almost exactly the 

moment in which Adorno was writing to Mann. Mann in fact cites from 

Mimesis in The Holy Sinner (he borrows a few lines from the twelfthcentury 

Christmas play M┞ゲデXヴW SげAS;ﾏ), justifying his citation with 

the statement, in a letter to Auerbach of October 19ヵヱが デｴ;デ け┘ｴ;デ ┘;ゲ 

required was a stammering babble that would be partly or completely 

ｷﾐIﾗﾏヮヴWｴWﾐゲｷHﾉW デﾗ デｴW ;┗Wヴ;ｪW ヴW;SWヴげく12 M;ﾐﾐげゲ ｷﾐゲｷゲデWﾐIW ﾗﾐ デｴW 

ｷﾏヮﾗヴデ;ﾐIW ﾗa けゲデ;ﾏﾏWヴｷﾐｪげ ふGestammelぶ ゲデヴｷﾆｷﾐｪﾉ┞ ヴWI;ﾉﾉゲ ASﾗヴﾐﾗげゲ 

interpretation, in a letter to Mann written just three months earlier 

ｷﾐ A┌ｪ┌ゲデ ヱΓヵヱが ﾗa デｴW IﾗﾐIWヮデ ﾗa けﾏ┌ﾏHﾉｷﾐｪげ ふdas Murmelnde), a 

concept which can be understood, according to the philosopher, as 

け; ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴ ﾉｷﾐｪ┌ｷゲデｷI ゲデヴ;デ┌ﾏ ぷSprachschicht], namely that in which 

linguistic borders ;ヴW Hﾉ┌ヴヴWSげく13 The primordial Urschicht re-emerges, 

from the perspective of late modernity, as a composite Sprachschicht. 

The search for a transnational language that underlies this 

hermeneutic triangle of the early 1950s suggests the common concern of 

Auerbach, Adorno, andMann to find ways around a discredited national 

tradition. One way to do this, of course, is to obviate the whole problem 

by returning to themedieval period, at a safe distance from the nationalist 



excesses of modernity. Both Mann, in The Holy Sinner, and Auerbach, 

in Mimesis, consciously take this route to an always already comparative 

Middle Ages に as, of course, did Curtius, who memorably outlined the 

appeal of the period in an unpublished letter of 1944ぎ けｷデ SﾗWゲﾐげデ ゲWWﾏ デﾗ 

have dawned on anyone how nonsensical the modern division of labour is 

between national languages, national literatures, and national philologies. 

What would one think of a medieval historian who only wrote about 

German events and who only made use of German-ﾉ;ﾐｪ┌;ｪW ゲﾗ┌ヴIWゲいげ14 

A┌WヴH;Iｴげゲ Wゲゲ;┞ ﾗa ヱΓヵヲ ヮﾗゲWゲ W┝;Iデﾉ┞ デｴｷゲ ケ┌Wゲデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW ﾏﾗSWヴﾐ 

ヮｴｷﾉﾗﾉﾗｪｷゲデく けWW ﾏ┌ゲデ ﾐﾗ┘ ヴWデ┌ヴﾐが ;ﾉHWｷデ ┌ﾐSWヴ SｷaaWヴWﾐデ IﾗﾐSｷデｷﾗﾐゲが 

to what the pre-nation-state culture of the Middle Ages already 

ヮﾗゲゲWゲゲWSが デﾗ デｴW ﾆﾐﾗ┘ﾉWSｪW デｴ;デ デｴW ｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐ ゲヮｷヴｷデ ｷデゲWﾉa ｷゲ ﾐﾗデ ﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉくげ15 

A┌WヴH;Iｴげゲ ゲWWﾏｷﾐｪﾉ┞ ｷﾐIｷSWﾐデ;ﾉ IﾗﾐIWゲゲｷﾗﾐ ｷﾐ デｴW ﾏｷSSﾉW ﾗa デｴｷゲ 

statement is crucial. The modern critic may strive to return to the 

supranational spirit of the medieval mentality, but it can only be a return, 

け┌ﾐSWヴ SｷaaWヴWﾐデ IﾗﾐSｷデｷﾗﾐゲげき デｴW HWﾉ;デWS ヮWヴゲヮWIデｷ┗W ﾗa ﾏﾗSWヴﾐｷデ┞ ﾏ┌ゲデ 

ヴWﾏ;ｷﾐ ; Iﾗﾐゲデｷデ┌Wﾐデ WﾉWﾏWﾐデ ﾗa デｴWゲW IﾗﾐSｷデｷﾗﾐゲく ASﾗヴﾐﾗげゲ ;ヮヮヴWIｷ;デｷﾗﾐ 

of The Holy Sinner as an expression of the Späteste is based on precisely 

this prWﾏｷゲWが ﾐ;ﾏWﾉ┞ デｴ;デ デｴW ﾏﾗSWヴﾐ ﾐﾗ┗Wﾉｷゲデげゲ ヴWデ┌ヴﾐ デﾗ デｴW デｷﾏW ﾗa 

Pope Gregorius necessarily remains anchored in the (late) modernity 

from which he writes. 

Yet if Adorno sees lateness as the lingua franca of a new European 

language, Auerbach takes the argumenデ ; ゲデWヮ a┌ヴデｴWヴく WｴWヴW ASﾗヴﾐﾗげゲ 

model of comparative literature is Europe, for Auerbach the model に at 

least in this 1952 essay に is the world. For all its current prestige as 

the paradigm for comparative literature in the twenty-first century, 

world literature as Auerbach understands it is a profoundly ambivalent 

concept. A diversity of languages に┘ｴ;デ A┌WヴH;Iｴ デWヴﾏゲ デｴW けfelix 

culpa ﾗa デｴW Sｷ┗ｷゲｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW ｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐ ヴ;IW ｷﾐデﾗ ; ヮヴﾗa┌ゲｷﾗﾐ ﾗa I┌ﾉデ┌ヴWゲげ 

(PWL, 253) に constitutes the precondition for comparative literature; as 

every comparatist knows, there can be no fruitful comparison without 



difference. Yet the post-┘;ヴ IﾗﾐIWヮデ ﾗa デｴW け┘ﾗヴﾉSげが ﾗHゲWヴ┗Wゲ A┌WヴH;Iｴが 

ﾏｷﾉｷデ;デWゲ ;ｪ;ｷﾐゲデ デｴｷゲ SｷaaWヴWﾐIWが ヴWS┌Iｷﾐｪ ｷデ デﾗ ; けゲデ;ﾐS;ヴSｷ┣WSげが16 onesize- 

fits-all model of human culture. As Auerbach astutely remarks, 

ｷa デｴｷゲ ﾏﾗSWﾉ ┘WヴW デ;ﾆWﾐ デﾗ ｷデゲ ﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉ IﾗﾐIﾉ┌ゲｷﾗﾐが けデｴW ｷSW; ﾗa ┘ﾗヴﾉS 

ﾉｷデWヴ;デ┌ヴW ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS ゲｷﾏ┌ﾉデ;ﾐWﾗ┌ゲﾉ┞ HW ヴW;ﾉｷ┣WS ;ﾐS SWゲデヴﾗ┞WSげ ふPWLが ヲヵヴぶく 

What remains, then, of comparative literature? Do the homogenizing 

forces of mid-twentieth-century culture allow for a hermeneutics that 

┘ﾗ┌ﾉS HW ﾐWｷデｴWヴ ヴWゲデヴｷIデｷ┗Wﾉ┞ ﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ﾐﾗヴ ヴWS┌Iデｷ┗Wﾉ┞ ｪﾉﾗH;ﾉい A┌WヴH;Iｴげゲ 

answer to this question is to sketch out (what I am terming) a school 

of late reading, a school that is predicated on the fact that he never 

┌ゲWゲ デｴW デWヴﾏ けIﾗﾏヮ;ヴ;デｷ┗Wげ にwhether vergleichend or komparativ にbut 

ヴ;デｴWヴ ヴWヮW;デWSﾉ┞ ┘ヴｷデWゲ ﾗa デｴW けゲ┞ﾐデｴWゲｷゲげ デｴ;デ ｴｷゲ ﾉ;デW ヮWヴゲヮWIデｷ┗W ﾏ;ﾆWゲ 

possible. Before exploring this conception of late reading in more detail, 

however, it is worth pausing to place his essay back into its original 

publication context. This is almost never done に the essay has long since 

HWIﾗﾏW ; ゲデ;ヮﾉW ﾗa ;ﾐデｴﾗﾉﾗｪｷWゲ ﾗa Hﾗデｴ A┌WヴH;Iｴげゲ ┘ﾗヴﾆ ;ﾐS け┘ﾗヴﾉS 

ﾉｷデWヴ;デ┌ヴWげが ;ﾐS ゲﾗ is rarely read in its initial place of publication に but 

it is surprisingly revealing with regard to the contemporary relevance of 

ｴｷゲ ;ヴｪ┌ﾏWﾐデく けPｴｷﾉﾗﾉﾗｪｷW SWヴ WWﾉデﾉｷデWヴ;デ┌ヴげ aｷヴゲデ ;ヮヮW;ヴWS ｷﾐ ; ┗ﾗﾉ┌ﾏW ﾗa 

essays entitled simply Weltliteratur, edited by Walter Muschg and Emil 

Staiger and published in 1952 as a Festschrift for the Goethe scholar 

Fritz Strich. A number of essays included in the volume に which opens 

┘ｷデｴ デｴW ┘ﾗヴSゲ けTｴW LｷデWヴ;ヴ┞ Hｷゲデﾗヴｷ;ﾐ ;ﾐS TｷﾏW に this should probably 

be the subtitle of this ┗ﾗﾉ┌ﾏWげ17 に respond, either implicitly or explicitly, 

to the perceived lateness of the modern critical perspective. The essay 

ｷﾏﾏWSｷ;デWﾉ┞ aﾗﾉﾉﾗ┘ｷﾐｪ A┌WヴH;Iｴげゲ W┝ヮﾉﾗヴWゲ けデｴW SW┗WﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデ ﾗa WﾗヴﾉS 

LｷデWヴ;デ┌ヴW ;ゲ ; ヮヴﾗIWゲゲげき ｷデゲ ;┌デｴﾗヴが Aﾐﾐｷ C;ヴﾉゲゲﾗﾐが W┝;ﾏｷﾐWゲ the history 

of Weltliteratur ;ゲ け; Iヴﾗゲゲ-section of intellectual and world history more 

ｪWﾐWヴ;ﾉﾉ┞げく18 This historicization of the concept leads to a consideration of 

デｴW ﾏﾗSWヴﾐ ヮﾗWデ ;ゲ けI┌デ ﾗaa aヴﾗﾏ ｴｷゲ ゲﾗ┌ヴIWゲが ;ﾐ WヮｷｪﾗﾐW デ;ﾐｪﾉWS ┌ヮ ｷﾐ ｴｷゲ 

ﾗ┘ﾐ ﾐWデゲげき19 hW I;ﾐ ﾗﾐﾉ┞ HWﾏﾗ;ﾐが ｷﾐ “IｴｷﾉﾉWヴｷ;ﾐ デWヴﾏゲが デｴW ﾉﾗゲデ けﾐ;ｼ┗Wデ┞げ ﾗa 



an earlier phase of history. Yet this epigonal lateness, Carlsson concludes, 

can also be interpreted positively: 

TｴW WヮｷｪﾗﾐW I;ﾐﾐﾗデ ヴWIヴW;デW デｴW ｪﾗSゲ ﾗa ﾏ;ﾐﾆｷﾐSげゲ IｴｷﾉSｴﾗﾗSが aﾗヴ ｴｷゲ ┘ﾗヴﾉS 

view has changed. Yet this does not mean that the energy that once created 

gods has been lost to him. [. . . ] The conscious underwater perspective [bewusste 

Unterwasserperspektive], which illuminates the tides and deposits of history in every 

event, teaches literature a corresponding force of perspective.20 

The modern conception of world literature, then, gains as much from 

its belated epistemology as it loses, since it is thickened by the accrued 

ゲWSｷﾏWﾐデ ﾗa デｴW ヮ;ゲデく Tｴｷゲ け┌ﾐSWヴ┘;デWヴ ヮWヴゲヮWIデｷ┗Wげが Iヴ┌Iｷ;lly, is fully 

conscious ふけHW┘┌ゲゲデげぶぎ ゲｷﾐIW デｴW ゲWﾐデｷﾏWﾐデ;ﾉ ヮﾗWデ に デﾗ ┌ゲW C;ヴﾉゲゲﾗﾐげゲ 

Schillerian terms に cannot undo his sentimentality, he must embrace it 

and turn it to his advantage. 

A ゲデヴｷﾆｷﾐｪ ┗;ヴｷ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa C;ヴﾉゲゲﾗﾐげゲ ﾏ;ヴｷne metaphor recurs in one 

ﾗa デｴW WSｷデﾗヴゲげ ﾗ┘ﾐ IﾗﾐデヴｷH┌デｷﾗﾐゲ デﾗ デｴW ┗ﾗﾉ┌ﾏWく Eﾏｷﾉ “デ;ｷｪWヴげゲ Wゲゲ;┞ 

けD;ゲ “ヮ@デHﾗﾗデげ ふけTｴW L;デW Bﾗ;デげぶ ｷゲ ﾐﾗデ W┝ヮﾉｷIｷデﾉ┞ ;Hﾗ┌デ デｴW IﾗﾐIWヮデ 

of Weltliteratur, but rather the poetry of Conrad Ferdinand Meyer, or 

more specifically a particular cluster of poems by Meyer, all centred 

on the image of a boat floating out across the water by night. The key 

ヮﾗWﾏ デｴ;デ ｪｷ┗Wゲ “デ;ｷｪWヴげゲ Wゲゲ;┞ ｷデゲ ﾏWﾏﾗヴ;HﾉW デｷデﾉW ｷゲ けIﾏ “ヮ@デHﾗﾗデげが 

;ﾐ ;ﾉﾉWｪﾗヴｷI;ﾉ ゲﾗﾐﾐWデ SWゲIヴｷHｷﾐｪ デｴW ヮﾗWデげゲ ゲ┞ﾏHﾗﾉｷI WﾐIﾗ┌ﾐデWヴ ┘ｷデh 

SW;デｴ ふけ“ヮ@デHﾗﾗデげ ┘;ゲ ;ﾉゲﾗ デｴW ﾗヴｷｪｷﾐ;ﾉ デｷデﾉW ﾗa ;ﾐﾗデｴWヴ ヮﾗWﾏ H┞ MW┞Wヴ 

ゲ┌HゲWケ┌Wﾐデﾉ┞ ヴWﾐ;ﾏWS けTﾗデW FヴW┌ﾐSWげ ぷけDW;S FヴｷWﾐSゲげへぶく “デ;ｷｪWヴ ヮ;ヴゲWゲ 

デｴW ヮﾗWﾏ ｷﾐ デｴW aﾗﾉﾉﾗ┘ｷﾐｪ デWヴﾏゲぎ けWｴWﾐ デｴW ヮﾗWデ Hﾗ;ヴSゲ デｴW ﾉ;デW Hﾗ;デ 

and the black smoke billows from the stacks, and when the boat turns 

towards the darkness, he begins a journey unto death [Todesfahrtへくげ21 

Cヴ┌Iｷ;ﾉﾉ┞が ｴﾗ┘W┗Wヴが ﾐWｷデｴWヴ けIﾏ “ヮ@デHﾗﾗデげ ﾐﾗヴ けTﾗデW FヴW┌ﾐSWげ SWゲIヴｷHWゲ 

デｴW ﾉ;ﾐSｷﾐｪ ﾗa デｴW Hﾗ;デが ﾐﾗヴ ｷﾐSWWS ｷデゲ ┘ヴWIﾆ;ｪWぎ けTﾗ ﾉ;ﾐS ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS HW デﾗ 

return to recalcitrant reality, where people and things are too clear, too 

palpable and frighteningly close. To go under would be to die in death, 

┘ｴｷIｴ ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS ┌ﾐSWヴﾏｷﾐW デｴW ┘ｴﾗﾉW ゲ┞ﾏHﾗﾉｷゲﾏげく22 MW┞Wヴげゲ ﾉ;デW Hﾗ;デ ｷゲ 



captured, in other words, in the moment of its final journey, in the pathos 

of departure. 

Wｴ;デ I;ﾐ ┘W ｷﾐaWヴ aヴﾗﾏ デｴWゲW Wゲゲ;┞ゲ ┘ｷデｴ ヴWｪ;ヴS デﾗ A┌WヴH;Iｴげゲ 

ﾗ┘ﾐ ┌ﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐSｷﾐｪ ﾗa ヮｴｷﾉﾗﾉﾗｪ┞い C;ヴﾉゲゲﾗﾐげゲ ┌ﾐSWヴ┘;デWヴ WヮｷｪﾗﾐW ;ﾐS 

“デ;ｷｪWヴげゲ Spätboot mark out the hermeneutic coordinates within which 

┘W I;ﾐ ﾉﾗI;デW A┌WヴH;Iｴげゲ Wゲゲ;┞く Wｴ;デ Iｴ;ヴ;IデWヴｷ┣Wゲ Hﾗデｴ ﾏﾗSWﾉゲ ｷゲ デｴW 

modulation from an ostensibly negative interpretation of lateness に as 

epigonal or dying に to a positive inflection of lateness as plenitude 

and poise. Staiger concludes his essay with the reflection that 

けMW┞Wヴゲ Spätboot might one day emerge as the herald of new poetic 

ヮﾗゲゲｷHｷﾉｷデｷWゲげが23 ;ﾐS ｷデ ｷゲ ｴWヴW デｴ;デ A┌WヴH;Iｴげゲ IﾗﾐデヴｷH┌デｷﾗﾐ aｷﾐSゲ ｷデゲ I┌Wく 

Indeed, the opening sentence of the essay immediately following these 

┘ﾗヴSゲが K;ヴﾉ Vｷ¥デﾗヴげゲ けGWヴﾏ;ﾐ LｷデWヴ;デ┌ヴW ;ﾐS デｴW Cヴｷゲｷゲ ﾗa E┌ヴﾗヮW;ﾐ 

C┌ﾉデ┌ヴWげが ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデゲ に albeit in what we would now consider dated, 

colonial language に the juxtaposition with the post-war perspective that 

Iｴ;ヴ;IデWヴｷ┣Wゲ A┌WヴH;Iｴげゲ デｴﾗ┌ｪｴデゲぎ けTｴW W┗Wﾐts that have been unfolding 

before our eyes for some thirty years now, the vast tragedy in the 

motherlands of white civilization [im Mutterkontinent der Zivilisation der 

weissen Völker], what else is it than the decline of the last great cultural 

achievemeﾐデが ﾗa デｴW I┌ﾉデ┌ヴW ﾗa デｴW デｴｷヴS Wゲデ;デWが デｴW Hﾗ┌ヴｪWﾗｷゲｷWいげ24 Out 

of the editorial context of the volume emerges, then, a composite sense 

of lateness as the precondition for world literature に both its undertaking 

and its understanding に in mid-twentieth-century Europe. 

A┌WヴH;Iｴげゲ ヮｴｷﾉﾗﾉﾗｪ┞ ﾗa ┘ﾗヴﾉS ﾉｷデWヴ;デ┌ヴW に to return now to his own 

essay に engages with this school of late reading through its determination 

to make a hermeneutic virtue out of historical necessity. Historical selfawareness 

becomes the crucial pre-condition for any meaningful cultural 

IヴｷデｷIｷゲﾏく けWW ;ヮヮW;ヴ デﾗ HW ﾉｷ┗ｷﾐｪ ぷく く く へ ;デ ; SWIｷゲｷ┗W ﾏﾗﾏWﾐデ ｷﾐ デｴW 

W┗ﾗﾉ┌デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ｴWヴﾏWﾐW┌デｷI;ﾉ ｴｷゲデﾗヴ┞ ┘ヴｷデｷﾐｪげが ﾗHゲWヴ┗Wゲ A┌WヴH;Iｴ ｷﾐ ; ﾆW┞ 

ヮ;ゲゲ;ｪWき け┘ｴ;デ ┘W ;ヴW ┘W ｴ;┗W HWIﾗﾏW ｷﾐ デｴW Iﾗ┌ヴゲe of our history, and 

ｷデ ｷゲ ﾗﾐﾉ┞ ｷﾐ ｴｷゲデﾗヴ┞ デｴ;デ ┘W I;ﾐ ヴWﾏ;ｷﾐ ┘ｴ;デ ┘W ;ヴWが ;ﾐS SW┗Wﾉﾗヮげ ふPWLが 



ヲヵヶぶく A┌WヴH;Iｴげゲ ヮヴWIｷゲW ┌ﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐSｷﾐｪ ﾗa ｴｷゲ ｴｷゲデﾗヴｷI;ﾉ ヮﾗゲｷデｷﾗﾐ に and of 

デｴW IﾗﾐIﾗﾏｷデ;ﾐデ けデ;ゲﾆ ﾗa デｴW ヮｴｷﾉﾗﾉﾗｪｷゲデゲ ﾗa デｴW ┘ﾗヴﾉSげ に emerges out of 

the interplay between his terminology and his sources. In the original 

GWヴﾏ;ﾐが ｴｷゲ ┘ﾗヴS aﾗヴ けSWIｷゲｷ┗W ﾏﾗﾏWﾐデげ ｷゲ ゲｷﾏヮﾉ┞ けﾆ;ｷヴﾗゲげ に Wir leben 

in einem Kairos der verstehenden Geschichtsschreibung25 に an ancient-Greek 

term signifying the sacred time of revelation understood as a pivotal, 

punctual instant, in contrast to the chronos of everyday, unfulfilled time. 

The term was notably brought into modern conceptual currency by 

HWヴﾏ;ﾐﾐ Fヴ@ﾐﾆWﾉげゲ Wゲゲ;┞ ﾗa ヱΓンヱが けDｷW )Wｷデ;┌aa;ゲゲ┌ﾐｪ ｷﾐ SWヴ ;ヴIｴ@ｷゲIｴWn 

ｪヴｷWIｴｷゲIｴWﾐ LｷデWヴ;デ┌ヴげが26 ;ﾐS ヴWI┌ヴゲ WﾉゲW┘ｴWヴW ｷﾐ A┌WヴH;Iｴげゲ ┘ﾗヴﾆ ｷﾐ 

ｴｷゲ ｷﾐ┗Wゲデｷｪ;デｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗa D;ﾐデWが ｷﾐ デｴW デヴﾗヮW ﾗa けaｷｪ┌ヴ;げが ;ﾐS ｷﾐ デｴW ﾐﾗデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa 

けa┌ﾉaｷﾉﾉﾏWﾐデげ ふErfüllung) in Mimesis. Within English-language criticism, 

perhaps the most influential invocation of the term is to be found in 

Fヴ;ﾐﾆ KWヴﾏﾗSWげゲ The Sense of an Ending (1967), where Kermode defines 

kairos ;ゲ けIｴ;ヴｪWS ┘ｷデｴ ; ﾏW;ﾐｷﾐｪ SWヴｷ┗WS aヴﾗﾏ ｷデゲ ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐ デﾗ デｴW WﾐSげく27 

A┌WヴH;Iｴげゲ けSWIｷゲｷ┗W ﾏﾗﾏWﾐデげ ｷﾐ デｴW ｴｷゲデﾗヴ┞ ﾗa ｴWヴﾏWﾐW┌デｷIゲが ｷﾐ ﾗデｴWヴ 

words, echoes with eschatology.28 

Indeed, given the context of The Holy Sinner explored above, one 

ﾏｷｪｴデ ┌ゲWa┌ﾉﾉ┞ Iﾗﾏヮ;ヴW A┌WヴH;Iｴげゲ ｷﾐ┗ﾗI;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa kairos デﾗ M;ﾐﾐげゲ 

reduction of languages to language, where Sprache as a hypostasised 

concept assumes a plenitude comヮ;ヴ;HﾉW ﾗﾐﾉ┞ デﾗ GﾗSぎ けデｴW デﾗﾐｪ┌Wゲ 

[. . . ] run all together in my writing and become one に in other words, 

language [. . . ] language itself, which sets itself as absolute and does not 

greatly care about idioms and national linguistic gods. [. . . ] God is spirit 

[Geistへが ;ﾐS ;Hﾗ┗W ﾉ;ﾐｪ┌;ｪWゲ ｷゲ ﾉ;ﾐｪ┌;ｪWくげ29 Ia A┌WヴH;Iｴげゲ ヮｴｷﾉﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉ 

kairos ヴWゲWﾏHﾉWゲ M;ﾐﾐげゲ ﾉｷﾐｪ┌ｷゲデｷI Geist, it is striking for our purposes 

that Auerbach immediately links the philological possibilities of kairos 

デﾗ AS;ﾉHWヴデ “デｷaデWヴげゲ ﾐﾗ┗Wﾉ Der Nachsommer (1857), citing a sentence 

aヴﾗﾏ デｴｷゲ ﾐﾗ┗Wﾉ デｴ;デ ｷゲ デ┞ヮｷI;ﾉ ﾗa “デｷaデWヴげゲ に highly ambivalent に poetics 

ﾗa ﾉ;デWﾐWゲゲぎ けIデ ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS a┌ﾉaｷﾉ ﾏ┞ ｴｷｪｴWst desire if after we leave this 

mortal sphere our spirit could survey and embrace the entire artistic 



W┝ヮヴWゲゲｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW ｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐ ヴ;IW aヴﾗﾏ ｷデゲ HWｪｷﾐﾐｷﾐｪゲ デﾗ ｷデゲ WﾐSげ ふPWLが ヲヵヶぶく 

Auerbach makes the philological apprehension of his post-war kairos, 

then, contiﾐｪWﾐデ ﾗﾐ ; ┗Wヴ┞ ゲヮWIｷaｷI ゲW;ゲﾗﾐが ﾐ;ﾏWﾉ┞ デｴW けIﾐSｷ;ﾐ ゲ┌ﾏﾏWヴげ 

of Biedermeier aesthetics (such is the English title of Der Nachsommer). 

“デｷaデWヴげゲ ﾐﾗ┗Wﾉ Iﾗﾐゲデｷデ┌デWゲ ﾗﾐW ﾗa デｴW ｪヴW;デ SﾗI┌ﾏWﾐデゲ ﾗa I┌ﾉデ┌ヴ;ﾉ ﾉ;デWﾐWゲゲ 

ｷﾐ デｴW ﾐｷﾐWデWWﾐデｴ IWﾐデ┌ヴ┞が け; I;デ;ﾉﾗｪ┌W ﾗa ﾉ;ゲデ デｴｷﾐｪゲげ ふｷﾐ デｴW ┘ﾗヴSゲ ﾗa 

W.G. Sebald)30 Iﾗﾏヮ;ヴ;HﾉW デﾗ K;ヴﾉ IﾏﾏWヴﾏ;ﾐﾐげゲ Die Epigonen (1836) 

of a generation earlier, and a text pointedly commended by Nietzsche, 

the major theorist of modern lateness, as one of the few German prose 

works worthy of attention.31 Stifterian lateness, crucially, is ambivalent: 

デｴW ﾐﾗ┗Wﾉげゲ ;WゲデｴWデｷI ﾏ;┞ HW デｴ;デ ﾗa ; SｷﾏｷﾐｷゲｴWSが HWﾉ;デWS Wヴ; に after the 

summer ofWeimar Classicism, the late summer of the Biedermeier に but 

precisely this belated perspective makes possible a synopticが けゲ┞ﾐデｴWデｷIげ 

┗ｷW┘く IﾐSWWSが A┌WヴH;Iｴげゲ IｴﾗｷIW ﾗa W┝デヴ;Iデ SWゲｷSWヴ;デWゲ ; ヮWヴゲヮWIデｷ┗W デｴ;デ 

is almost sub specie aeternitatis; in combination with his use of the term 

kairosが A┌WヴH;Iｴげゲ ヴWaWヴWﾐIW デﾗ “デｷaデWヴ ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデゲ ;ﾐ ;デデWﾏヮデ デﾗ IﾗﾐaWヴ 

metaphysical pathos on historical contingency に to create, in short, a late 

sublime. 

Iデ ｷゲ ;デ デｴｷゲ ヮﾗｷﾐデが デｴWﾐが デｴ;デ A┌WヴH;Iｴげゲ SWaWﾐゲｷ┗W ヮﾗゲデ┌ヴW HWｪｷﾐゲ デﾗ 

pivot into productive potential. His consciously late historical position 

offers a new horizon ﾗa ヮｴｷﾉﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉ ヮﾗゲゲｷHｷﾉｷデｷWゲぎ け┘W ｴ;┗W ヴW;IｴWS 

an end point that is also a turning point, one from which we will 

nevertheless also be permitted an overview [Überschau] that has never 

HWWﾐ ヮﾗゲゲｷHﾉW HWaﾗヴWげ ふPWLが ヲヵヶぶく Tｴｷゲ ﾗ┗Wヴ┗ｷW┘が ｷﾐ ; ┘ﾗヴSが ｷゲ 

Auerbachげゲ IﾗﾐIWヮデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa Iﾗﾏヮ;ヴ;デｷ┗W ﾉｷデWヴ;デ┌ヴWく Iデ I;ヮデ┌ヴWゲ ; SｷゲIｷヮﾉｷﾐW 

ｷﾐ ｷデゲ けﾉ;ゲデ ヮヴﾗS┌Iデｷ┗W ﾏﾗﾏWﾐデゲ ﾗa ┗;ヴｷWデ┞ ;ﾐS SｷaaWヴWﾐIWげ ふim Endstadium 

einer fruchtbaren Mannigfaltigkeit), the very lastness of which is what 

makes it philologically productive. To paraphrase Adorno, it is as though, 

at the level of emigrant German, Auerbach had somehow disclosed the 

latent possibility of a truly world language, one which was formerly 

obstructed by national divisions but now, at the end, shines forth as a 



primordial stratum precisely by virtue of its latest character. Perhaps at 

this point, indeed, one might even speak of latest reading. 

YWデ デﾗ Iﾗﾏヮ;ヴW ASﾗヴﾐﾗげゲ ﾏﾗSWﾉ ﾗa ﾉ;デWﾐWゲゲ ｷﾐ ヱΓヵヱ ┘ｷデｴ デｴ;デ ﾗa 

Auerbach in 1952 is to raise the question of the relationship between 

the aﾗヴﾏWヴげゲ けE┌ヴﾗヮW;ﾐ ﾉ;ﾐｪ┌;ｪWげ ;ﾐS デｴW ﾉ;デデWヴげゲ けWﾗヴﾉS ﾉｷデWヴ;デ┌ヴWげく 

A┌WヴH;Iｴげゲ ヴWﾏ;ヴﾆゲ ｷﾐ デｴW ｷﾐデヴﾗS┌Iデｷﾗﾐ デﾗ Literary Language and its 

Public in Late Latin Antiquity and in the Middle Ages,32 posthumously 

published (in German) in 1958, give an unambiguous sense of his 

ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐゲｴｷヮ デﾗ けE┌ヴﾗヮW;ﾐげ I┌ﾉデ┌ヴWぎ 

At an early date, and from then on with increasing urgency, I ceased to look upon the 

European possibilities of Romance philology as mere possibilities and came to regard 

them as a task specific to our time に a task which could not have been envisaged 

yesterday and will no longer be conceivable tomorrow. European civilization is 

approaching the term of its existence; its history as a distinct entity would seem to be 

at an end, for already it is beginning to be engulfed in another, more comprehensive 

unity.33 

Ia けE┌ヴﾗヮW;ﾐげ ヮｴｷﾉﾗﾉﾗｪ┞ ｷゲ ; デ;ゲﾆ ゲヮWIｷaｷI デﾗ デｴW ;ｪWが デｴWﾐが ｷデ ｷゲ HWI;┌ゲW 

the age is a Kultur im Spätstadium;34 from here and only from here 

I;ﾐ ゲ┌Iｴ ; ﾏWデｴﾗSﾗﾉﾗｪ┞ HW Wﾐ┗ｷゲ;ｪWSく TｴW WﾏWヴｪWﾐIW ﾗa ; けﾏﾗヴW 

IﾗﾏヮヴWｴWﾐゲｷ┗W ┌ﾐｷデ┞げ に namely, world literature に ゲｴ;ヴヮWﾐゲ A┌WヴH;Iｴげゲ 

IﾗﾐゲIｷﾗ┌ゲﾐWゲゲ ﾗa デｴW けE┌ヴﾗヮW;ﾐ ヮﾗゲゲｷHｷﾉｷデｷWゲげが H┌デ ｷデ SﾗWゲ ﾐﾗデ ゲ┌ヮWヴゲWSW 

them, since the logic of Weltliteratur as theorized in the 1952 essay tends 

to homogenization, not to the celebration of productive difference. This, 

then, is the task of comparative literature as late reading: the exploration 

ﾗa Sｷ┗Wヴゲｷデ┞ ┘ｷデｴｷﾐ ; Iﾗﾏﾏﾗﾐ aヴ;ﾏW┘ﾗヴﾆ ふデｴW けE┌ヴﾗヮW;ﾐげ ﾏﾗSWﾉぶが ヴ;デｴWヴ 

than of coﾏﾏﾗﾐ;ﾉｷデ┞ ┘ｷデｴｷﾐ ; Sｷ┗WヴゲW aヴ;ﾏW┘ﾗヴﾆ ふデｴW けWﾗヴﾉSげ ﾏﾗSWﾉぶく 

A┌WヴH;Iｴげゲ ┗ｷW┘ ﾗa ┘ﾗヴﾉS ﾉｷデWヴ;デ┌ヴW ;ゲ ｷデ WﾏWヴｪWゲ aヴﾗﾏ ｴｷゲ ﾉ;デWヴ 

┘ﾗヴﾆ HW;ヴゲ Iﾗﾏヮ;ヴｷゲﾗﾐ ┘ｷデｴ Eヴﾐゲデ TヴﾗWﾉデゲIｴげゲ ┗ｷW┘ ﾗa ┘ﾗヴﾉS ｴｷゲデﾗヴ┞く 

In language that uncannily anticipates twenty-first-century debates 

;Hﾗ┌デ E┌ヴﾗIWﾐデヴｷゲﾏ ;ﾐS デｴW ヮﾗゲゲｷHｷﾉｷデ┞ ﾗa ; け┘ﾗヴﾉSげ ヮWヴゲヮWIデｷ┗Wが デｴW 

historian Troeltsch にwith whom Auerbach studied in Heidelberg and 



Berlin に argues in the third volume of Der Historismus und seine 

Probleme ふヱΓヲヲぶ デｴ;デ デｴW ヮ;ヴ;Sｷｪﾏ ﾗa け┘ﾗヴﾉS ｴｷゲデﾗヴ┞げ is so ambitious, 

so all-encompassing, as to be meaningless. In its place, European 

scholars would do better to concentrate on a more modest sphere of 

Iﾗﾏヮ;ヴｷゲﾗﾐぎ けFﾗヴ ┌ゲ デｴWヴW ｷゲ ﾗﾐﾉ┞ デｴW ┘ﾗヴﾉS ｴｷゲデﾗヴ┞ ﾗa デｴW E┌ヴﾗヮW;ﾐ 

[eine Weltgeschichte des Europäertums]. The old idea of world history 

must take on new and more modest forms. We must renounce the 

oppressive monism of a way of thinking that forces everything into a 

single perspective; we must renounce the exaggerations of the European 

Wｪﾗくげ35 TヴﾗWﾉデゲIｴげゲ ┘;ヴﾐｷﾐｪ ;ｪ;ｷﾐゲデ デｴW けﾏﾗﾐｷゲﾏげ ﾗa ┘ﾗヴﾉS ｴｷゲデﾗヴ┞ 

;ﾐデｷIｷヮ;デWゲ A┌WヴH;Iｴげゲ aW;ヴゲ ;Hﾗ┌デ デｴW ｴﾗﾏﾗｪWﾐｷ┣ｷﾐｪ WaaWIデ ﾗa ┘ﾗヴﾉS 

literature; to suppose that European scholars can command the whole 

of world history is in fact hubris, Troeltsch suggests, a subtler に because 

displaced に version of what he terms Europäerhochmut.36 Intriguingly, 

Troeltsch also emphasizes how modern にwhich is to say, how late に the 

┘ｴﾗﾉW ｷSW; ﾗa ; け┘ﾗヴﾉS ｴｷゲデﾗヴ┞ ﾗa ﾏﾗSWヴﾐｷデ┞げ ｷゲが けｴﾗ┘ ｷﾐ デヴ┌デｴ デｴW 

expansion of the さE┌ヴﾗヮW;ﾐざ ;Iヴﾗゲゲ デｴW ヮﾉ;ﾐWデ ﾗﾐﾉ┞ ﾗII┌ヴヴWS ゲ┌ヴヮヴｷゲｷﾐｪﾉ┞ 

ﾉ;デWげく37 The aspiration to a comparative perspective に whether European 

ﾗヴ けWﾗヴﾉSげ に itself represents, in other words, a manifestation of lateness. 

In an essay in which he cites Troeltsch by name, Auerbach makes 

; ゲｷﾏｷﾉ;ヴ ﾗHゲWヴ┗;デｷﾗﾐ ;Hﾗ┌デ ｴｷゲデﾗヴｷI;ﾉ ヮWヴゲヮWIデｷ┗W ﾏﾗヴW ｪWﾐWヴ;ﾉﾉ┞く けOﾐW 

might easily pose the question why the West に indeed, why the human 

race in general, so far as I can tell に came so late to a recognition of genetic 

ヮWヴゲヮWIデｷ┗ｷゲﾏくげ38 The ﾏWデｴﾗSﾗﾉﾗｪ┞ ﾗa けｴｷゲデﾗヴｷI;ﾉ ヮWヴゲヮWIデｷ┗ｷゲﾏげ にwhich 

A┌WヴH;Iｴ ;ﾉゲﾗ I;ﾉﾉゲ けｴWヴﾏWﾐW┌デｷI;ﾉ ヮWヴゲヮWIデｷ┗ｷゲﾏげ に emerged out of 

デｴW ｷSW; ﾗa デｴW けﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ゲヮｷヴｷデげ ぷVolksgeistgedanke] developed by the 

Romantics, an idea that serves, for Auerbach, as the precondition 

for ｷﾐデWヴﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ Iﾗﾏヮ;ヴｷゲﾗﾐが ゲｷﾐIW ｷデ け;ﾉﾉﾗ┘WS ┌ゲ デﾗ Wﾐﾉ;ヴｪW ﾗ┌ヴ 

understanding of how to orient ourselves in the historical world in ways 

ﾐﾗデ ┌ﾐﾉｷﾆW デｴﾗゲW ｷﾐ ┘ｴｷIｴ CﾗヮWヴﾐｷI┌ゲげゲ SｷゲIﾗ┗Wヴ┞ ;ﾉﾉﾗ┘WS ┌ゲ デﾗ aｷﾐS ﾗ┌ヴ 

ヮﾉ;IW ｷﾐ デｴW ;ゲデヴﾗヮｴ┞ゲｷI;ﾉ ┘ﾗヴﾉSげく39 The comparison to the Copernican 



revolution implies the same repositioning of the European, humanist 

ヮWヴゲヮWIデｷ┗W ;ゲ ｷﾐ TヴﾗWﾉデゲIｴげゲ ;ヴｪ┌ﾏWﾐデ ふA┌WヴH;Iｴ ﾏWﾐデｷﾗﾐゲ TヴﾗWﾉデゲIｴ H┞ 

name in the following sentence, along with Croce and Meinecke): what 

seems like anthropocentric ambition is in fact modesty, since it places the 

modern scholar at the end of history, orbiting an all-powerful past. 

Moreover, just as Carlsson argues, with Schiller, that the modern 

けWヮｷｪﾗﾐWげ ﾏ┌ゲデ WﾏHヴ;IW ｴｷゲ ﾉ;デW ヮWヴゲヮWIデｷ┗W に since there can be no 

return に so Auerbach insists that there is no going back to a preperspectival 

ﾏWﾐデ;ﾉｷデ┞く TｴW ﾏﾗSWヴﾐ ゲIｴﾗﾉ;ヴげゲ デ;ゲﾆ ｷゲ デﾗ HWIﾗﾏW ;ゲ 

conscious as possible of his historical contingency, not to seek to 

ﾗ┗WヴIﾗﾏW ｷデき けｷデ ｷゲ HWデデWヴ デﾗ HW IﾗﾐゲIｷﾗ┌ゲﾉ┞ デｴ;ﾐ ┌ﾐIﾗﾐゲIｷﾗ┌ゲﾉ┞ デｷﾏWHﾗ┌ﾐSげが 

40 observes Auerbach in his remarks in defence of Mimesis. 

Despite the vertiginous historical scope of Mimesis in particular, 

A┌WヴH;Iｴげゲ ┌ﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐSｷﾐｪ ﾗa ヮｴｷﾉﾗﾉﾗｪ┞ ｷゲ デｴ┌ゲ ;ﾐ┞デｴｷﾐｪ H┌デ デｷﾏWﾉWゲゲく HW 

holds, rather, that the critic can only survey the past from a very specific 

Ansatzpunkt にwhich in his case, as we have seen, is the late European. 

His understanding of the necessary historicity of philology derives in 

large part from his reading of Giambattista Vico, undoubtedly the 

most important influence on his historical thinking. In essay after essay 

A┌WヴH;Iｴ W┝ヮﾉﾗヴWゲ デｴW ヴWゲﾗﾐ;ﾐIW ﾗa VｷIﾗげゲ デｴWﾗヴ┞ ﾗa ｴｷゲデﾗヴｷI;ﾉ ﾆﾐﾗ┘ﾉWSｪW 

for the development of modern criticism, and indeed his Nachlass 

(held in the Deutsches Literaturarchiv Marbach) attests to the enduring 

importance of the Neapolitan philosopher for his work. From an early 

notebook in which he has scribbled detailed comments on La Scienza 

nuova に けaｷヴゲデ デｴW ;ヴデゲが デｴWﾐ ヮｴｷﾉﾗゲﾗヮｴ┞ぎ ;ﾐS ﾗﾐﾉ┞ デｴWﾐ デｴW “Wﾐゲ┌;ﾉ に later 

criticisﾏげ41 に to a late typescript version of the introduction to 

Literary Language and its Public WﾐデｷデﾉWS けVｷIﾗげゲ CﾗﾐデヴｷH┌デｷﾗﾐ デﾗ 

LｷデWヴ;ヴ┞ CヴｷデｷIｷゲﾏげが42 A┌WヴH;Iｴ ヴWデ┌ヴﾐゲ デｷﾏW ;ﾐS ;ｪ;ｷﾐ デﾗ VｷIﾗげゲ 

IﾗﾐIWヮデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa けヮｴｷﾉﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉ ヮｴｷﾉﾗゲﾗヮｴ┞ ﾗヴ ヮｴｷﾉﾗゲﾗヮｴｷI;ﾉ ヮｴｷﾉﾗﾉﾗｪ┞げ 

ふLLが ヱヶぶく VｷIﾗげゲ ｷSW; ﾗa il mondo delle nazioni provides the basis for an 

historical understanding of differing epochs and traditions, articulating 



┘ｴ;デ A┌WヴH;Iｴ I;ﾉﾉゲ ; けヴ;SｷI;ﾉ ヴWﾉ;デｷ┗ｷゲﾏげ デｴ;デ ｷゲが Iヴ┌Iｷ;ﾉﾉ┞が けヴWﾉ;デｷ┗W ｷﾐ デ┘ﾗ 

respects に of the material ;ﾐS ﾗa デｴﾗゲW ┘ｴﾗ ;ヴW ゲデヴｷ┗ｷﾐｪ デﾗ ┌ﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐS ｷデげ 

(LL, 12).43 The philologist, in other words, is beholden to the perspective 

of his own time, however much he may look back to earlier eras. For 

unlike the philosopher, who deals with timeless truth or verum, the 

philologist investigates the certumが ┘ｴｷIｴ ｷゲ けゲ┌HﾃWIデ デﾗ ｴｷゲデﾗヴｷI;ﾉ Iｴ;ﾐｪWげ 

ふLLが ヱヶぶく Iﾐ VｷIﾗげゲ デWヴﾏゲが デｴｷゲ IﾗｷﾐIｷSWゲ ┘ｷデｴ デｴW Sｷ┗ｷゲｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ｴｷゲデﾗヴ┞ ｷﾐデﾗ 

the three stages of gods, heroes, and men:44 where true poetry, in his 

view, is limited to the earl┞ ﾗヴ けヮヴｷﾏﾗヴSｷ;ﾉげ ヮWヴｷﾗS に a view that anticipates 

Herder and the Romantics に けﾉ;デW ヮWヴｷﾗSゲ ;ヴW ﾗ┗Wヴ┘ｴWﾉﾏｷﾐｪﾉ┞ Sﾗﾏｷﾐ;デWS 

H┞ ;ﾐ ┌ﾐヮﾗWデｷI ヴ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉｷゲﾏげ ふデｴW デ┞ヮWゲIヴｷヮデ ｴ;ゲ け;ﾐデｷヮﾗWデｷI ヴ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉｷゲﾏげぶ 

(LL, 15).45 The conception of philology that Auerbach learns from Vico 

is the natural task, then, of a late period. 

けB┌デ ｴﾗ┘が ｷﾐ ヮヴ;IデｷIWが I;ﾐ デｴｷゲ デ;ゲﾆ ﾗa ゲ┞ﾐデｴWゲｷゲ HW ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏWSいげ 

asks Auerbach. If it can readily be seen, as he himself claims, 

how well his Vico-ｷﾐaﾉWIデWS ┌ﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐSｷﾐｪ ﾗa ヮｴｷﾉﾗﾉﾗｪ┞ けa;ﾉﾉゲ ｷﾐ 

with thW E┌ヴﾗヮW;ﾐ さﾏｷゲゲｷﾗﾐざげ ふLLが ヱヶぶ ﾗa デｴW ヮﾗゲデ-war kairos, this 

understanding is nonetheless not without its practical difficulties. In 

attempting to articulate the hermeneutic position of the mid-twentiethcentury 

philologist に as opposed to his Viconian counterpart in the 

early eighteenth century にAuerbach identifies the principal hermeneutic 

challenges facing him as the profusion of material and the proliferation 

of methodologies. Late reading implies problems, in other words, as well 

as privileges; the sheer mass of material at the disposal of the modern 

critic に spät, in German, being the precipitate of that which has been 

aufgespart or stored up46 に risks being overwhelming. But problematic 

ｷゲ W┝;Iデﾉ┞ ┘ｴ;デ け┘ﾗヴﾉS ﾉｷデWヴ;デ┌ヴWげ ゲｴﾗ┌ﾉS HWが ｷﾐ デｴW デ┘WﾐデｷWデｴ IWﾐデury as 

in the twenty-first. As Franco Moretti noted when proposing his model 

ﾗa Sｷゲデ;ﾐデ ヴW;Sｷﾐｪぎ けWﾗヴﾉS ﾉｷデWヴ;デ┌ヴW ｷゲ ﾐﾗデ ;ﾐ ﾗHﾃWIデが ｷデげゲ ; problem, and 

a problem that asks for a new critical method; and no one has ever 

found a method by just reading more デW┝デゲくげ47 Piling ever more books 



into the Spätboot of world literature will only make it sink; what would 

HW ヴWケ┌ｷヴWS ｷゲ ヴ;デｴWヴ ; けﾉｷｪｴデWﾐWSげ ヮｴｷﾉﾗﾉﾗｪ┞ に not in the sense in which 

Emily Apter48 ｴ;ゲ LWﾗ “ヮｷデ┣Wヴ SWヮﾉﾗ┞ デｴW デWヴﾏ ｷﾐ ｴｷゲ Iヴｷデｷケ┌W ﾗa C┌ヴデｷ┌ゲげゲ 

 けゲﾗﾉｷS ヮｴｷﾉﾗﾉﾗｪ┞げが49 H┌デ ｷﾐ A┌WヴH;Iｴげゲ “デｷaデWヴｷ;ﾐ ゲWﾐゲW ﾗa ﾉ;デW ﾉW┗ｷデ;デｷﾗﾐが ﾗa 

; けゲヮｷヴｷデ ぷデｴ;デへ Iﾗ┌ﾉS ゲ┌ヴ┗W┞ ;ﾐS WﾏHヴ;IW デｴW WﾐデｷヴW ;ヴデｷゲデｷI W┝ヮヴWゲゲｷﾗﾐ 

ﾗa デｴW ｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐ ヴ;IW aヴﾗﾏ ｷデゲ HWｪｷﾐﾐｷﾐｪゲ デﾗ ｷデゲ WﾐSげく Tｴｷゲ ;ゲヮｷヴ;デｷﾗﾐ デﾗ 

totality に or rather, to its discerning distillation に must, of course, remain 

a mirage; no such encyclopaedic mind exists. But in theory に in both the 

metaphorical and literal senses of this phrase に it would represent the true 

manifestation of world literature as seen from its vanishing point, the 

Ansatzpunkt that emerges from the lateness of European culture in the 

post-war period. 

What the notion of late reading offers, finally, is a multi-dimensional 

model of comparative literature, one that exploits its privileged 

hermeneutic position in order to construct comparisons not only 

synchronically, across nations, but also diachronically, across time. The 

key difference from themodels of close or distant reading, in other words, 

is that the force of late reading is chronological, not geographical; this 

means that it is in a position to practise both close and distant criticism, 

since it is not beholden to either. Mimesisが ┘ｷデｴ ｷデゲ ｷﾐ┗Wゲデｷｪ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa けデｴW 

ヴWヮヴWゲWﾐデ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ヴW;ﾉｷデ┞ ｷﾐ WWゲデWヴﾐ ﾉｷデWヴ;デ┌ヴWげが ヮヴﾗ┗ｷSWゲ an apposite 

example of this late reading in action, since the comparative insights 

that it offers are contingent on the belated perspective from which it 

is written に in historical terms, the Nazi bonfire of European culture; 

in stylistic terms, the supersession of realism by modernism. In the 

final chapter of Mimesisが A┌WヴH;Iｴ W┗ﾗﾆWゲ デｴW け;デﾏﾗゲヮｴWヴW ﾗa ┌ﾐｷ┗Wヴゲ;ﾉ 

Sﾗﾗﾏげ デｴ;デ ヮWヴ┗;SWゲ デｴW ﾏ;ﾃﾗヴ ﾏﾗSWヴﾐｷゲデ ┘ﾗヴﾆゲく HW ｷﾐゲｷゲデゲが ｴﾗ┘W┗Wヴが 

デｴ;デ ｴｷゲ ヮｴｷﾉﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉ ﾏWデｴﾗS ｷゲ けﾐﾗデ ﾗﾐﾉ┞ ; ﾏｷヴヴﾗヴ ﾗa デｴW SWIﾉｷﾐW ﾗa ﾗ┌ヴ 

worldげが50 since に the modern philologist being mutatis mutandis akin to 

the modernist author, as Auerbach himself remarks に it seeks to disclose 

a plenitude of meaning within any given textual instance. Late reading, 



in other words, is in a position to combine the advantages of both close 

and distant reading. 

OﾐW ﾏｷｪｴデ IﾗﾐIﾉ┌SWが デｴWﾐが H┞ ;S;ヮデｷﾐｪ NｷWデ┣ゲIｴWげゲ IWﾉWHヴ;デWS ヮヴWa;IW 

ﾗﾐ デｴW ;ヴデ ﾗa けゲﾉﾗ┘ ヴW;Sｷﾐｪげぎ ｷa A┌WヴH;Iｴ ｷゲ ; ヮｴｷﾉﾗﾉﾗｪｷゲデ ゲデｷﾉﾉが ｴW ｷゲ 

a teacher of late reading. His approach to comparative literature, like 

NｷWデ┣ゲIｴWげゲ ヮヴWa;IWが ｷゲ けﾉ;デW H┌デ ﾐﾗデ デﾗﾗ ﾉ;デWげき51 ヮﾗｷゲWS ﾉｷﾆW MW┞Wヴげゲ 

Spätbootが A┌WヴH;Iｴげゲ IヴｷデｷI;ﾉ ヮWヴゲヮWIデｷ┗W ｷゲ ヮヴWSｷI;デWS ﾗﾐ デｴW ヮ;デｴﾗゲ ﾗa 

departure, not arrival. Such an understanding of philology can only 

function in these terms as late, however, if the critic is prepared to include 

both his geographical and historical perspectives as constituent elements 

ﾗa デｴW Iﾗﾏヮ;ヴ;デｷ┗W ヮヴﾗﾃWIデく けぷIへﾐ デｴW WﾐS I ;ゲﾆWSぎ Hﾗ┘ Sﾗ ﾏ;デデWヴゲ 

look in the European context? No one today can see such a context 

aヴﾗﾏ ;ﾐ┞┘ｴWヴW WﾉゲW デﾗS;┞ デｴ;ﾐ ヮヴWIｷゲWﾉ┞ aヴﾗﾏ デｴW ヮヴWゲWﾐデくげ52 A┌WヴH;Iｴげゲ 

conception of world philology, in short, does not ignore the obsolescence 

of the Eurocentric perspective, but rather makes this obsolescence the 

basis of its synoptic purview. It seeks to recuperate (negative) cultural 

lateness as (positive) critical licence, as the prerequisite for pursuing 

; けゲ┞ﾐデｴWデｷI ｴｷゲデﾗヴｷI;ﾉ ヮｴｷﾉﾗﾉﾗｪ┞ ;ゲヮｷヴｷﾐｪ デﾗ WﾐIﾗﾏヮ;ゲゲ デｴW I┌ﾉデ┌ヴ;ﾉ 

SWゲデｷﾐｷWゲ ﾗa E┌ヴﾗヮWげ ふPWLが ヱΑぶく Aゲ ゲ┌Iｴが ｷデ Iﾗﾐデｷﾐ┌Wゲ デﾗ ﾗaaWヴ ; ﾏﾗSel for 

how comparative literature may engage with the legacy of high European 

culture whilst acknowledging the limitations of its perspective. 

* I would like to express my thanks to the DLA Marbach, and to the 

MWW Forschungsverbund, for the Visiting Fellowship which made this 

article possible. 
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