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1Northrop Frye, Fables of Identity: Studies in Poetic Mythology (New York: Harcourt Brace and
World, 1963), p. 1.

Northrop Frye
1912–1991

In his native Canada, Northrop Frye’s intellectual stature made him something of a
national oracle and celebrity. In the world of literary theory and criticism, he was
also a formidable and revered figure. Herman Northrop Frye was born in
Sherbrooke, Quebec, received his B.A. from the University of Toronto in 1933,
studied theology there at Emmanuel College, and was ordained a minister in 1936.
He received an M.A. from Merton College, Oxford, in 1940. In 1948 he became a
professor of English at Victoria College, Toronto; in 1959 principal of the college;
and in 1967 he became the first University Professor at the University of Toronto.
He wrote more than forty books, including Fearful Symmetry (1947), Fables of
Identity (1963), The Modern Century (1967), The Stubborn Structure (1970), The
Critical Path (1971), The Secular Scripture (1976), The Great Code (1982), and his
last book, Words with Power (1990), which might be known as The Great Code II.
His most celebrated work is Anatomy of Criticism (1957). “The Archetypes of
Literature,” first published in the Kenyon Review (vol. 8, 1951) and later reprinted in
Fables of Identity, is, in Frye’s words, “to some extent a summarized statement of
the critical program” later expanded in Anatomy of Criticism.1

What is most distinctive about Northrop Frye’s criticism is its metaphorical rela-
tionship to Jungian psychology. Frye was careful to disclaim any belief in a collective
unconscious or racial memory, or the dependence of his literary theories upon any such
belief. Indeed, Frye reads Jung only as one who has provided “a grammar of literary
symbolism,” as a textual critic rather than as a psychologist. Nevertheless, for Frye as
for Jung, the power of literature comes out of its evocation of archetypes that have a
permanent place in human life: the hero and the virgin, the witch and the magus, the
quest and the journey, the open green world of the forest and the walled-off city.

But Frye sees mere mystification in Jung’s notion that literature originates in a
“collective unconscious” stored as racial memory within each individual. For Frye,
literature originates in other literature, as stories are broken down into bits and
reshaped into other stories. Many of these kernel structures of story arise naturally
out of the cyclical patterns of life on a planet that spins circling the sun: The dualis-
tic cycle of day and night, the sense of beginnings, maturation, ripeness, and death
that come from the cycle of the agricultural seasons, and the slower parallel cycle
that imitates the longer journey from birth to death that each individual and genera-
tion must follow. Each generation rewrites the stories of the past in ways that make
sense for it, recycling a vast tradition over the ages. The great myths of the gods, cre-
ated in the vast dream of mankind in an almost prehistoric past, are converted into
legends of semidivine heroes, then into stories of people very much like ourselves.

Frye’s “The Archetypes of Literature” (1951) promises in effect to go beyond
the Jungian criticism of precursors such as Maud Bodkin by presenting not just
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fragmentary insights but the “ground plan of a systematic and comprehensive devel-
opment of criticism.” What Frye eventually delivered was the encyclopaedic and
highly influential study Anatomy of Criticism (1957), in which the schema of arche-
typal criticism is elaborated much further into an exhaustive mapping of the possi-
bilities of literary form and content. Frye begins with a theory of modes, describing
five levels of narrative (myth, legend, high mimetic, low mimetic, and ironic), which
correspond to the stature and degree of freedom of action of the protagonist. For
example, the tragic myth of the dying god of nature might descend to a legend in
Malory’s Morte d’Arthur, a high mimetic epic in Tennyson’s Idylls of the King, a
low mimetic novel in T. H. White’s The Once and Future King, and an ironic par-
ody in the film Monty Python and the Holy Grail.

A second theory of symbols differentiates five methods of symbolic interpreta-
tion, not unlike Dante’s theory of polysemy: (1) In the literal approach to the sym-
bol, the very shape of the signifier becomes important; (2) in the descriptive phase,
the signifier is related to its signified — its usual meaning; (3) in the formal phase,
the signifier is related to other similar signifiers in patterns of imagery; (4) in the
archetypal phase, the signifier is related to its ritual significance; and (5) in the ana-
gogic phase, the signifier becomes a monad, a symbolic universe in itself, a function
of the total dream of mankind.

A third theory of myth elaborates on the relationships between comedy, romance,
tragedy, and irony discussed in “The Archetypes of Literature,” and categorizes
them as twenty-four distinct variants on the monomyth of the quest. And finally, the
theory of genres creates a schema for locating the various forms of presentation —
lyric, drama, epos, and fiction — and divides the category of fiction into the forms
of novel, romance, confession, and anatomy. Taken together, the four essays that
constitute Anatomy of Criticism construct a multidimensional space in which one
may locate the position of any work of literature and its relationship to any other.

Frye’s Anatomy of Criticism comes close to fleshing out T. S. Eliot’s remark that
“the works of literature form an ideal order among themselves.” In this direction,
Frye seems to reach out toward the Structuralists, who were just beginning work on
the Continent. Nevertheless, what is most original about Frye is the practical use he
made of the theories of Jung, which is evident in “The Archetypes of Literature.”
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The Archetypes of Literature

are edited scientifically. Prosody is scientific in
structure; so is phonetics; so is philology. And yet
in studying this kind of critical science the student
becomes aware of a centrifugal movement carry-
ing him away from literature. He finds that litera-
ture is the central division of the “humanities,”
flanked on one side by history and on the other by
philosophy. Criticism so far ranks only as a subdi-
vision of literature; and hence, for the systematic
mental organization of the subject, the student has
to turn to the conceptual framework of the histo-
rian for events, and to that of the philosopher for
ideas. Even the more centrally placed critical sci-
ences, such as textual editing, seem to be part of a
“background” that recedes into history or some
other nonliterary field. The thought suggests itself
that the ancillary critical disciplines may be related
to a central expanding pattern of systematic com-
prehension which has not yet been established, but
which, if it were established, would prevent them
from being centrifugal. If such a pattern exists,
then criticism would be to art what philosophy is to
wisdom and history to action.

Most of the central area of criticism is at present,
and doubtless always will be, the area of commen-
tary. But the commentators have little sense, unlike
the researchers, of being contained within some sort
of scientific discipline: they are chiefly engaged,
in the words of the gospel hymn, in brightening
the corner where they are. If we attempt to get a
more comprehensive idea of what criticism is
about, we find ourselves wandering over quaking
bogs of generalities, judicious pronouncements of
value, reflective comments, perorations to works of

I

Every organized body of knowledge can be
learned progressively; and experience shows that
there is also something progressive about the
learning of literature. Our opening sentence has
already got us into a semantic difficulty. Physics
is an organized body of knowledge about nature,
and a student of it says that he is learning physics,
not that he is learning nature. Art, like nature, is
the subject of a systematic study, and has to be
distinguished from the study itself, which is criti-
cism. It is therefore impossible to “learn litera-
ture”: one learns about it in a certain way, but
what one learns, transitively, is the criticism of
literature. Similarly, the difficulty often felt in
“teaching literature” arises from the fact that it
cannot be done: the criticism of literature is all
that can be directly taught. So while no one
expects literature itself to behave like a science,
there is surely no reason why criticism, as a sys-
tematic and organized study, should not be, at
least partly, a science. Not a “pure” or “exact”
science, perhaps, but these phrases form part of a
nineteenth-century cosmology which is no longer
with us. Criticism deals with the arts and may
well be something of an art itself, but it does not
follow that it must be unsystematic. If it is to be
related to the sciences too, it does not follow that
it must be deprived of the graces of culture.

Certainly criticism as we find it in learned
journals and scholarly monographs has every char-
acteristic of a science. Evidence is examined
scientifically; previous authorities are used scien-
tifically; fields are investigated scientifically; texts
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research, and other consequences of taking the
large view. But this part of the critical field is so full
of pseudo-propositions, sonorous nonsense that
contains no truth and no falsehood, that it obviously
exists only because criticism, like nature, prefers a
waste space to an empty one.

The term “pseudo-proposition” may imply
some sort of logical positivist attitude on my own
part.1 But I would not confuse the significant
proposition with the factual one; nor should I
consider it advisable to muddle the study of liter-
ature with a schizophrenic dichotomy between
subjective-emotional and objective-descriptive
aspects of meaning, considering that in order to
produce any literary meaning at all one has to
ignore this dichotomy. I say only that the princi-
ples by which one can distinguish a significant
from a meaningless statement in criticism are not
clearly defined. Our first step, therefore, is to rec-
ognize and get rid of meaningless criticism: that
is, talking about literature in a way that cannot
help to build up a systematic structure of knowl-
edge. Casual value-judgments belong not to criti-
cism but to the history of taste, and reflect, at best,
only the social and psychological compulsions
which prompted their utterance. All judgments in
which the values are not based on literary
experience but are sentimental or derived from
religious or political prejudice may be regarded
as casual. Sentimental judgments are usually
based either on nonexistent categories or antithe-
ses (“Shakespeare studied life, Milton books”) or
on a visceral reaction to the writer’s personality.
The literary chitchat which makes the reputations
of poets boom and crash in an imaginary stock
exchange2 is pseudo-criticism. That wealthy
investor Mr. Eliot, after dumping Milton on the
market, is now buying him again; Donne has
probably reached his peak and will begin to taper
off; Tennyson may be in for a slight flutter but the
Shelley stocks are still bearish. This sort of thing
cannot be part of any systematic study, for a

1Logical positivists, like Ludwig Wittgenstein in the
Tractatus (1922), believe that many “philosophical” questions
are actually meaningless.

2Shocking as the admission may be, I was not aware when
I wrote this that the same figure had appeared in Mr. Eliot’s
own essay, “What Is Minor Poetry?” [Frye]

systematic study can only progress: whatever
dithers or vacillates or reacts is merely leisure-
class conversation.

We next meet a more serious group of critics
who say: the foreground of criticism is the impact
of literature on the reader. Let us, then, keep the
study of literature centripetal, and base the learn-
ing process on a structural analysis of the literary
work itself. The texture of any great work of art is
complex and ambiguous, and in unravelling the
complexities we may take in as much history and
philosophy as we please, if the subject of our
study remains at the center. If it does not, we may
find that in our anxiety to write about literature
we have forgotten how to read it.

The only weakness in this approach is that it is
conceived primarily as the antithesis of centrifu-
gal or “background” criticism, and so lands us in
a somewhat unreal dilemma, like the conflict of
internal and external relations in philosophy.
Antitheses are usually resolved, not by picking
one side and refuting the other, or by making
eclectic choices between them, but by trying to
get past the antithetical way of stating the prob-
lem. It is right that the first effort of critical appre-
hension should take the form of a rhetorical or
structural analysis of a work of art. But a purely
structural approach has the same limitation in
criticism that it has in biology. In itself it is sim-
ply a discrete series of analyses based on the mere
existence of the literary structure, without devel-
oping any explanation of how the structure came
to be what it was and what its nearest relatives
are. Structural analysis brings rhetoric back to
criticism, but we need a new poetics as well, and
the attempt to construct a new poetics out of
rhetoric alone can hardly avoid a mere complica-
tion of rhetorical terms into a sterile jargon. I sug-
gest that what is at present missing from literary
criticism is a co-ordinating principle, a central
hypothesis which, like the theory of evolution in
biology, will see the phenomena it deals with as
parts of a whole. Such a principle, though it
would retain the centripetal perspective of struc-
tural analysis, would try to give the same per-
spective to other kinds of criticism too.

The first postulate of this hypothesis is the
same as that of any science: the assumption
of total coherence. The assumption refers to the
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science, not to what it deals with. A belief in an
order of nature is an inference from the intelligi-
bility of the natural sciences; and if the natural
sciences ever completely demonstrated the order
of nature they would presumably exhaust their
subject. Criticism, as a science, is totally intelligi-
ble; literature, as the subject of a science, is, so far
as we know, an inexhaustible source of new crit-
ical discoveries, and would be even if new works
of literature ceased to be written. If so, then the
search for a limiting principle in literature in
order to discourage the development of criticism
is mistaken. The assertion that the critic should
not look for more in a poem than the poet may
safely be assumed to have been conscious of
putting there is a common form of what may be
called the fallacy of premature teleology. It corre-
sponds to the assertion that a natural phenomenon
is as it is because Providence in its inscrutable
wisdom made it so.

Simple as the assumption appears, it takes a
long time for a science to discover that it is in fact
a totally intelligible body of knowledge. Until it
makes this discovery it has not been born as an
individual science, but remains an embryo within
the body of some other subject. The birth of
physics from “natural philosophy” and of sociol-
ogy from “moral philosophy” will illustrate the
process. It is also very approximately true that the
modern sciences have developed in the order of
their closeness to mathematics. Thus physics and
astronomy assumed their modern form in the
Renaissance, chemistry in the eighteenth century,
biology in the nineteenth and the social sciences
in the twentieth. If systematic criticism, then, is
developing only in our day, the fact is at least not
an anachronism.

We are now looking for classifying principles
lying in an area between two points that we have
fixed. The first of these is the preliminary effort of
criticism, the structural analysis of the work of
art. The second is the assumption that there is
such a subject as criticism, and that it makes, or
could make, complete sense. We may next pro-
ceed inductively from structural analysis, associ-
ating the data we collect and trying to see larger
patterns in them. Or we may proceed deductively,
with the consequences that follow from postulat-
ing the unity of criticism. It is clear, of course,

3Here and later in this essay, Frye uses the Aristotelian ter-
minology of the four causes (formal, material, efficient, and
final) for the analysis of a manufactured object, but his use of
the terminology is quite different from Aristotle’s. For
Aristotle, the material cause of a poem is language; for Frye,
it is “the social conditions and cultural demands which pro-
duced it.” 

that neither procedure will work indefinitely
without correction from the other. Pure induction
will get us lost in haphazard guessing; pure
deduction will lead to inflexible and oversimpli-
fied pigeonholing. Let us now attempt a few ten-
tative steps in each direction, beginning with the
inductive one.

II

The unity of a work of art, the basis of structural
analysis, has not been produced solely by the
unconditioned will of the artist, for the artist is
only its efficient cause:3 it has form, and conse-
quently a formal cause. The fact that revision is
possible, that the poet makes changes not because
he likes them better but because they are better,
means that poems, like poets, are born and not
made. The poet’s task is to deliver the poem in as
uninjured a state as possible, and if the poem is
alive, it is equally anxious to be rid of him, and
screams to be cut loose from his private memo-
ries and associations, his desire for self-expres-
sion, and all the other navel-strings and feeding
tubes of his ego. The critic takes over where the
poet leaves off, and criticism can hardly do with-
out a kind of literary psychology connecting the
poet with the poem. Part of this may be a psycho-
logical study of the poet, though this is useful
chiefly in analyzing the failures in his expression,
the things in him which are still attached to his
work. More important is the fact that every poet
has his private mythology, his own spectroscopic
band or peculiar formation of symbols, of much
of which he is quite unconscious. In works with
characters of their own, such as dramas and nov-
els, the same psychological analysis may be
extended to the interplay of characters, though of
course, literary psychology would analyze the
behavior of such characters only in relation to lit-
erary convention.
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There is still before us the problem of the for-
mal cause of the poem, a problem deeply involved
with the question of genres. We cannot say much
about genres, for criticism does not know much
about them. A good many critical efforts to grap-
ple with such words as “novel” or “epic” are
chiefly interesting as examples of the psychology
of rumor. Two conceptions of the genre, however,
are obviously fallacious, and as they are opposite
extremes, the truth must lie somewhere between
them. One is the pseudo-Platonic conception of
genres as existing prior to and independently of
creation, which confuses them with mere conven-
tions of form like the sonnet. The other is that
pseudobiological conception of them as evolving
species which turns up in so many surveys of the
“development” of this or that form.

We next inquire for the origin of the genre, and
turn first of all to the social conditions and cultural
demands which produced it — in other words to
the material cause of the work of art. This leads us
into literary history, which differs from ordinary
history in that its containing categories, “Gothic,”
“Baroque,” “Romantic,” and the like are cultural
categories, of little use to the ordinary historian.
Most literary history does not get as far as these
categories, but even so we know more about it
than about most kinds of critical scholarship. The
historian treats literature and philosophy histori-
cally; the philosopher treats history and literature
philosophically; and the so-called history of ideas
approach marks the beginning of an attempt to
treat history and philosophy from the point of
view of an autonomous criticism.

But still we feel that there is something miss-
ing. We say that every poet has his own peculiar
formation of images. But when so many poets use
so many of the same images, surely there are
much bigger critical problems involved than bio-
graphical ones. As Mr. Auden’s brilliant essay
The Enchafèd Flood shows, an important symbol
like the sea cannot remain within the poetry of
Shelley or Keats or Coleridge: it is bound to
expand over many poets into an archetypal sym-
bol of literature. And if the genre has a historical
origin, why does the genre of drama emerge from
medieval religion in a way so strikingly similar to
the way it emerged from Greek religion centuries
before? This is a problem of structure rather than 4Dance of the dead.

origin, and suggests that there may be archetypes
of genres as well as of images.

It is clear that criticism cannot be systematic
unless there is a quality in literature which enables
it to be so, an order of words corresponding to the
order of nature in the natural sciences. An arche-
type should be not only a unifying category of crit-
icism, but itself a part of a total form, and it leads
us at once to the question of what sort of total form
criticism can see in literature. Our survey of criti-
cal techniques has taken us as far as literary
history. Total literary history moves from the prim-
itive to the sophisticated, and here we glimpse the
possibility of seeing literature as a complication of
a relatively restricted and simple group of formu-
las that can be studied in primitive culture. If so,
then the search for archetypes is a kind of literary
anthropology, concerned with the way that litera-
ture is informed by preliterary categories such as
ritual, myth and folk tale. We next realize that the
relation between these categories and literature is
by no means purely one of descent, as we find
them reappearing in the greatest classics — in fact
there seems to be a general tendency on the part of
great classics to revert to them. This coincides with
a feeling that we have all had: that the study of
mediocre works of art, however energetic, obsti-
nately remains a random and peripheral form of
critical experience, whereas the profound master-
piece seems to draw us to a point at which we can
see an enormous number of converging patterns of
significance. Here we begin to wonder if we
cannot see literature, not only as complicating
itself in time, but as spread out in conceptual space
from some unseen center.

This inductive movement towards the arche-
type is a process of backing up, as it were, from
structural analysis, as we back up from a painting
if we want to see composition instead of brush-
work. In the foreground of the grave-digger scene
in Hamlet, for instance, is an intricate verbal tex-
ture, ranging from the puns of the first clown to
the danse macabre4 of the Yorick soliloquy,
which we study in the printed text. One step back,
and we are in the Wilson Knight and Spurgeon
group of critics, listening to the steady rain of
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images of corruption and decay.5 Here too, as the
sense of the place of this scene in the whole play
begins to dawn on us, we are in the network of
psychological relationships which were the main
interest of Bradley.6 But after all, we say, we are
forgetting the genre: Hamlet is a play, and an
Elizabethan play. So we take another step back
into the Stoll and Shaw group and see the scene
conventionally as part of its dramatic context.7

One step more, and we can begin to glimpse the
archetype of the scene, as the hero’s Liebestod8

and first unequivocal declaration of his love, his
struggle with Laertes and the sealing of his own
fate, and the sudden sobering of his mood that
marks the transition to the final scene, all take
shape around a leap into and return from the grave
that has so weirdly yawned open on the stage.

At each stage of understanding this scene we
are dependent on a certain kind of scholarly orga-
nization. We need first an editor to clean up the
text for us, then the rhetorician and philologist,
then the literary psychologist. We cannot study
the genre without the help of the literary social
historian, the literary philosopher and the student
of the “history of ideas,” and for the archetype we
need a literary anthropologist. But now that we
have got our central pattern of criticism estab-
lished, all these interests are seen as converging on
literary criticism instead of receding from it into
psychology and history and the rest. In particular,
the literary anthropologist who chases the source
of the Hamlet legend from the pre-Shakespeare
play9 to Saxo, and from Saxo to nature-myths, is
not running away from Shakespeare: he is drawing
closer to the archetypal form which Shakespeare

5Caroline Spurgeon and G. Wilson Knight, whose
Shakespearean criticism involves the sorting of images into
significant clusters.

6A. C. Bradley, in Shakespearean Tragedy (1904), discussed
the relation of character and plot with great depth and subtlety.

7Elmer Edgar Stoll (1874–1950) was a historical critic of
Shakespeare, author of Shakespeare Studies (1927) and Art
and Artifice in Shakespeare, among many others. George
Bernard Shaw, the playwright (1856–1950) wrote outrageous
Shakespeare criticism, which has been collected by Edwin
Wilson in Shaw on Shakespeare (1961).

8Love-death.
9The putative ur-Hamlet from which Shakespeare drew

his plot.

recreated. A minor result of our new perspective is
that contradictions among critics, and assertions
that this and not that critical approach is the right
one, show a remarkable tendency to dissolve into
unreality. Let us now see what we can get from the
deductive end.

III

Some arts move in time, like music; others are
presented in space, like painting. In both cases the
organizing principle is recurrence, which is called
rhythm when it is temporal and pattern when it is
spatial. Thus we speak of the rhythm of music
and the pattern of painting; but later, to show off
our sophistication, we may begin to speak of the
rhythm of painting and the pattern of music. In
other words, all arts may be conceived both tem-
porally and spatially. The score of a musical com-
position may be studied all at once; a picture may
be seen as the track of an intricate dance of the
eye. Literature seems to be intermediate between
music and painting: its words form rhythms
which approach a musical sequence of sounds at
one of its boundaries, and from patterns which
approach the hieroglyphic or pictorial image at
the other. The attempts to get as near to these
boundaries as possible form the main body of
what is called experimental writing. We may call
the rhythm of literature the narrative, and the pat-
tern, the simultaneous mental grasp of the verbal
structure, the meaning or significance. We hear or
listen to a narrative, but when we grasp a writer’s
total pattern we “see” what he means.

The criticism of literature is much more ham-
pered by the representational fallacy than even
the criticism of painting. That is why we are apt
to think of narrative as a sequential representation
of events in an outside “life,” and of meaning as
a reflection of some external “idea.” Properly
used as critical terms, an author’s narrative is his
linear movement; his meaning is the integrity of
his completed form. Similarly an image is not
merely a verbal replica of an external object, but
any unit of a verbal structure seen as part of a
total pattern or rhythm. Even the letters an author
spells his words with form part of his imagery,
though only in special cases (such as alliteration)
would they call for critical notice. Narrative and
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meaning thus become respectively, to borrow
musical terms, the melodic and harmonic con-
texts of the imagery.

Rhythm, or recurrent movement, is deeply
founded on the natural cycle, and everything in
nature that we think of as having some analogy
with works of art, like the flower or the bird’s
song, grows out of a profound synchronization
between an organism and the rhythms of its envi-
ronment, especially that of the solar year. With
animals some expressions of synchronization,
like the mating dances of birds, could almost be
called rituals. But in human life a ritual seems to
be something of a voluntary effort (hence the
magical element in it) to recapture a lost rapport
with the natural cycle. A farmer must harvest his
crop at a certain time of year, but because this is
involuntary, harvesting itself is not precisely a rit-
ual. It is the deliberate expression of a will to syn-
chronize human and natural energies at that time
which produces the harvest songs, harvest sacri-
fices and harvest folk customs that we call rituals.
In ritual, then, we may find the origin of narrative,
a ritual being a temporal sequence of acts in
which the conscious meaning or significance is
latent: it can be seen by an observer, but is largely
concealed from the participators themselves. The
pull of ritual is toward pure narrative, which, if
there could be such a thing, would be automatic
and unconscious repetition. We should notice too
the regular tendency of ritual to become encyclo-
pedic. All the important recurrences in nature, the
day, the phases of the moon, the seasons and sol-
stices of the year, the crises of existence from
birth to death, get rituals attached to them, and
most of the higher religions are equipped with a
definitive total body of rituals suggestive, if we
may put it so, of the entire range of potentially
significant actions in human life.

Patterns of imagery, on the other hand, or frag-
ments of significance, are oracular in origin, and
derive from the epiphanic moment, the flash of
instantaneous comprehension with no direct refer-
ence to time, the importance of which is indicated
by Cassirer in Myth and Language.10 By the time
we get them, in the form of proverbs, riddles,

10Ernst Cassirer, neo-Kantian philosopher (1874–1945):
Myth and Language (1925).

11Sir James Frazer, anthropologist, whose classic work,
The Golden Bough (1890; 12-volume edition 1907–15), stud-
ied primitive myth in various cultures to argue the evolution
of human thought from magic to religion and then to science. 

12In Anatomy of Criticism (1957), Frye shifted romance to
the summer season and comedy from summer to spring.

commandments, and etiological folk tales, there is
already a considerable element of narrative in
them. They too are encyclopedic in tendency,
building up a total structure of significance, or
doctrine, from random and empiric fragments.
And just as pure narrative would be an uncon-
scious act, so pure significance would be an
incommunicable state of consciousness, for com-
munication begins by constructing narrative.

The myth is the central informing power that
gives archetypal significance to the ritual and
archetypal narrative to the oracle. Hence the myth
is the archetype, though it might be convenient to
say myth only when referring to narrative, and
archetype when speaking of significance. In the
solar cycle of the day, the seasonal cycle of the
year, and the organic cycle of human life, there is
a single pattern of significance, out of which myth
constructs a central narrative around a figure who
is partly the sun, partly vegetative fertility and
partly a god or archetypal human being. The cru-
cial importance of this myth has been forced on
literary critics by Jung and Frazer11 in particular,
but the several books now available on it are not
always systematic in their approach, for which
reason I supply the following table of its phases:

1. The dawn, spring, and birth phase. Myths
of the birth of the hero, of revival and resurrec-
tion, of creation and (because the four phases are
a cycle) of the defeat of the powers of darkness,
winter and death. Subordinate characters: the
father and the mother. The archetype of romance
and of most dithyrambic and rhapsodic poetry.12

2. The zenith, summer, and marriage or triumph
phase. Myths of apotheosis, of the sacred marriage,
and of entering into Paradise. Subordinate charac-
ters: the companion and the bride. The archetype of
comedy, pastoral, and idyll.

3. The sunset, autumn, and death phase.
Myths of fall, of the dying god, of violent death
and sacrifice and of the isolation of the hero.
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Subordinate characters: the traitor and the siren.
The archetype of tragedy and elegy.

4. The darkness, winter, and dissolution
phase. Myths of the triumph of these powers;
myths of floods and the return of chaos, of
the defeat of the hero, and Götterdämmerung13

myths. Subordinate characters: the ogre and the
witch. The archetype of satire (see, for instance,
the conclusion of The Dunciad ).

The quest of the hero also tends to assimilate
the oracular and random verbal structures, as we
can see when we catch the chaos of local legends
that results from prophetic epiphanies consolidat-
ing into a narrative mythology of departmental
gods. In most of the higher religions this in turn
has become the same central quest-myth that
emerges from ritual, as the Messiah myth became
the narrative structure of the oracles of Judaism.
A local flood may beget a folk tale by accident,
but a comparison of flood stories will show how
quickly such tales become examples of the myth
of dissolution. Finally, the tendency of both ritual
and epiphany to become encyclopedic is realized
in the definitive body of myth which constitutes
the sacred scriptures of religions. These sacred
scriptures are consequently the first documents
that the literary critic has to study to gain a com-
prehensive view of his subject. After he has
understood their structure, then he can descend
from archetypes to genres, and see how the drama
emerges from the ritual side of myth and lyric
from the epiphanic or fragmented side, while the
epic carries on the central encyclopedic structure.

Some words of caution and encouragement are
necessary before literary criticism has clearly
staked out its boundaries in these fields. It is part
of the critic’s business to show how all literary
genres are derived from the quest-myth, but the
derivation is a logical one within the science of
criticism: the quest-myth will constitute the first
chapter of whatever future handbooks of criticism
may be written that will be based on enough orga-
nized critical knowledge to call themselves
“introductions” or “outlines” and still be able to
live up to their titles. It is only when we try to
expound the derivation chronologically that we

13Twilight of the gods. 14See Schiller, p. 000.

find ourselves writing pseudo-prehistorical fic-
tions and theories of mythological contact. Again,
because psychology and anthropology are more
highly developed sciences, the critic who deals
with this kind of material is bound to appear, for
some time, a dilettante of those subjects. These
two phases of criticism are largely undeveloped
in comparison with literary history and rhetoric,
the reason being the later development of the sci-
ences they are related to. But the fascination
which The Golden Bough and Jung’s book on
libido symbols have for literary critics is not
based on dilettantism, but on the fact that these
books are primarily studies in literary criticism,
and very important ones.

In any case the critic who is studying the prin-
ciples of literary form has a quite different inter-
est from the psychologist’s concern with states of
mind or the anthropologist’s with social institu-
tions. For instance: the mental response to
narrative is mainly passive; to significance
mainly active. From this fact Ruth Benedict’s
Patterns of Culture develops a distinction
between “Apollonian” cultures based on obedi-
ence to ritual and “Dionysiac” ones based on a
tense exposure of the prophetic mind to epiphany.
The critic would tend rather to note how popular
literature which appeals to the inertia of the
untrained mind puts a heavy emphasis on narra-
tive values, whereas a sophisticated attempt to
disrupt the connection between the poet and his
environment produces the Rimbaud type of illu-
mination, Joyce’s solitary epiphanies, and
Baudelaire’s conception of nature as a source of
oracles. Also how literature, as it develops from
the primitive to the self-conscious, shows a grad-
ual shift of the poet’s attention from narrative to
significant values, this shift of attention being the
basis of Schiller’s distinction between naive and
sentimental poetry.14

The relation of criticism to religion, when they
deal with the same documents, is more compli-
cated. In criticism, as in history, the divine is
always treated as a human artifact. God for the
critic, whether he finds him in Paradise Lost or
the Bible, is a character in a human story; and for
the critic all epiphanies are explained, not in
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terms of the riddle of a possessing god or devil,
but as mental phenomena closely associated in
their origin with dreams. This once established, it
is then necessary to say that nothing in criticism
or art compels the critic to take the attitude of
ordinary waking consciousness towards the
dream or the god. Art deals not with the real but
with the conceivable; and criticism, though it will
eventually have to have some theory of conceiv-
ability, can never be justified in trying to develop,
much less assume, any theory of actuality. It is
necessary to understand this before our next and
final point can be made.

We have identified the central myth of litera-
ture, in its narrative aspect, with the quest-myth.
Now if we wish to see this central myth as a pattern
of meaning also, we have to start with the work-
ings of the subconscious where the epiphany
originates, in other words in the dream. The
human cycle of waking and dreaming corre-
sponds closely to the natural cycle of light and
darkness, and it is perhaps in this correspondence
that all imaginative life begins. The correspon-
dence is largely an antithesis: it is in daylight that
man is really in the power of darkness, a prey to
frustration and weakness; it is in the darkness of
nature that the “libido” or conquering heroic self
awakes. Hence art, which Plato called a dream
for awakened minds, seems to have as its final
cause the resolution of the antithesis, the min-
gling of the sun and the hero, the realizing of a
world in which the inner desire and the outward
circumstance coincide. This is the same goal, of
course, that the attempt to combine human and
natural power in ritual has. The social function of
the arts, therefore, seems to be closely connected
with visualizing the goal of work in human life.
So in terms of significance, the central myth of
art must be the vision of the end of social effort,
the innocent world of fulfilled desires, the free
human society. Once this is understood, the inte-
gral place of criticism among the other social
sciences, in interpreting and systematizing the vi-
sion of the artist, will be easier to see. It is at this
point that we can see how religious conceptions
of the final cause of human effort are as relevant
as any others to criticism.

The importance of the god or hero in the myth
lies in the fact that such characters, who are 15The negative projection of the anima. See Jung, p. 000.

conceived in human likeness and yet have more
power over nature, gradually build up the vision
of an omnipotent personal community beyond an
indifferent nature. It is this community which the
hero regularly enters in his apotheosis. The world
of this apotheosis thus begins to pull away from
the rotary cycle of the quest in which all triumph
is temporary. Hence if we look at the quest-myth
as a pattern of imagery, we see the hero’s quest
first of all in terms of its fulfillment. This gives us
our central pattern of archetypal images, the
vision of innocence which sees the world in terms
of total human intelligibility. It corresponds to,
and is usually found in the form of, the vision of
the unfallen world or heaven in religion. We may
call it the comic vision of life, in contrast to the
tragic vision, which sees the quest only in the
form of its ordained cycle.

We conclude with a second table of contents,
in which we shall attempt to set forth the central
pattern of the comic and tragic visions. One
essential principle of archetypal criticism is that
the individual and the universal forms of an
image are identical, the reasons being too compli-
cated for us just now. We proceed according to
the general plan of the game of Twenty
Questions, or, if we prefer, of the Great Chain of
Being:

1. In the comic vision the human world is a
community, or a hero who represents the wish-
fulfillment of the reader. The archetype of images
of symposium, communion, order, friendship,
and love. In the tragic vision the human world is
a tyranny or anarchy, or an individual or isolated
man, the leader with his back to his followers, the
bullying giant of romance, the deserted or
betrayed hero. Marriage or some equivalent con-
summation belongs to the comic vision; the har-
lot, witch, and other varieties of Jung’s “terrible
mother”15 belongs to the tragic one. All divine,
heroic, angelic, or other superhuman communi-
ties follow the human pattern.

2. In the comic vision the animal world is a
community of domesticated animals, usually a
flock of sheep, or a lamb, or one of the gentler
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18In Shakespeare’s The Tempest and Homer’s Odyssey,
respectively.

birds, usually a dove. The archetype of pastoral
images. In the tragic vision the animal world is
seen in terms of beasts and birds of prey, wolves,
vultures, serpents, dragons, and the like.

3. In the comic vision the vegetable world is a
garden, grove or park, or a tree of life, or a rose or
lotus. The archetype of Arcadian images, such as
that of Marvell’s green world or of Shakespeare’s
forest comedies. In the tragic vision it is a sinister
forest like the one in Comus or at the opening of the
Inferno, or a heath or wilderness, or a tree of death.

4. In the comic vision the mineral world is a
city, or one building or temple, or one stone, nor-
mally a glowing precious stone — in fact, the
whole comic series, especially the tree, can be
conceived as luminous or fiery. The archetype of
geometrical images: the “starlit dome”16 belongs
here. In the tragic vision the mineral world is seen
in terms of deserts, rocks and ruins, or of sinister
geometrical images like the cross.

5. In the comic vision the unformed world is a
river, traditionally fourfold, which influenced the
Renaissance image of the temperate body with its
four humors.17 In the tragic vision this world

usually becomes the sea, as the narrative myth of
dissolution is so often a flood myth. The combi-
nation of the sea and beast images gives us the
leviathan and similar water-monsters.

Obvious as this table looks, a great variety of
poetic images and forms will be found to fit it.
Yeats’s “Sailing to Byzantium,” to take a famous
example of the comic vision at random, has the
city, the tree, the bird, the community of sages,
the geometrical gyre and the detachment from the
cyclic world. It is, of course, only the general
comic or tragic context that determines the inter-
pretation of any symbol: this is obvious with rel-
atively neutral archetypes like the island, which
may be Prospero’s island or Circe’s.18

Our tables are, of course, not only elementary
but grossly oversimplified, just as our inductive
approach to the archetype was a mere hunch. The
important point is not the deficiencies of either
procedure, taken by itself, but the fact that, some-
where and somehow, the two are clearly going to
meet in the middle. And if they do meet, the
ground plan of a systematic and comprehensive
development of criticism has been established.

16Yeats’s image of inanimate perfection in “Byzantium.”
17The four humors were blood, bile, choler, and phlegm.

Frye’s notion of a fourfold balance is similar to Jung’s quater-
nion; see p. 000.
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Erich Auerbach
1892–1957

Erich Auerbach was born in Berlin in 1892 and was educated in the law before becom-
ing in 1929 a professor of Romance philology at the University of Marburg. Auerbach
was of the generation of German humanists, including Leo Spitzer and Robert Curtius,
that developed the fields of comparative literature and history of ideas. In 1936, the
year his Marburg colleague Martin Heidegger became chancellor of the University,
Auerbach emigrated to Turkey, teaching at the State University of Istanbul.

It was there, deprived of his research library and assistants, that he wrote essays
ranging widely from Homer and the Bible to Proust and Woolf that were collected
into Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature (1946; introduc-
tory chapter is reprinted here). Auerbach suggests in the “Epilogue” to Mimesis that,
while the book has unavoidable flaws resulting from his lack of access to books, jour-
nals, and even to reliable critical editions of the texts he discusses, he would not have
been bold enough to write such a wide-ranging study had they been available to him:
“If it had been possible for me to acquaint myself with all the work that has been done
on so many subjects, I might never have reached the point of writing” (p. 000). After
World War II, Auerbach came to the United States, where he held the Sterling Profes-
sorship of Romance Languages at Yale until his death in 1957.

Mimesis is often celebrated as a model of pure literary interpretation and
exegesis — as opposed to the products of contemporary literary theory — and
indeed it is hard not to wonder at the seeming ease with which Auerbach finds pas-
sages and performs analyses that illuminate how certain texts (including Petronius,
Gregory of Tours, the Chanson Roland, Dante, Boccaccio, Rabelais, Montaigne,
Goethe, Schiller, Balzac, Stendhal, Flaubert, and Zolà) purely express the ethos of
their eras and cultures. Interestingly, the aim of Auerbach — to discover how dis-
course is defined by and evokes the cultures of the past — is precisely the aim of the
New Historians and Cultural Studies proponents today.

Auerbach’s literary-historical vision is far from the postmodern notions of Michel
Foucault or Hayden White: It harkens back to the philosophies of Giambattista Vico
and G. W. F. Hegel. Like Vico, Auerbach believes that history is not linear, but cycli-
cal. In two different eras, classical Rome and neoclassical Europe, the culture had
developed stratified style-systems, with very different languages for treating the
“high,” “middle,” and “low” aspects of life. In both eras there had been a triumphant
rebellion against the rigid distinctions of such systems marshalled in terms of a figural
realism that incorporated the basest details in the service of the noblest and most sig-
nificant narratives. Auerbach saw the revolt against the neoclassical ordering of liter-
ary styles at the beginning of the nineteenth century (which culminated in the novels
of Balzac and Stendhal) not as a unique event but as a return of the rebellion against
the classical ordering of styles made first by Augustine and, much later, by Dante.

Like Hegel, Auerbach believes this cyclical movement in history and culture is dri-
ven by the dialectical thrust of thesis and antithesis, which gives rise to a transcendent
new synthesis. The Odyssey and the book of Genesis archetypally stand for the two
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different approaches to the representation of reality that Auerbach traces through
nearly three millennia of history. For Auerbach, Homer presents reality as fixed and
definite, lying on the surface, accessible through the selection of details used to sketch
characters and events. In Homer past events not only shape the present situation, they
also can be represented as present memory through the narrative vision. In the Bible,
Auerbach believes, reality is implicit rather than explicit; the figural representation of
the patriarchs and kings suggests that the interior truth of their histories is contained in
a vision too vast to be expressed in words. Such figural vision therefore demands inter-
pretation and exegesis, in which the individual event becomes iconic for a reality that
recurs in later history and can only be fully contained in the mind of God. Auerbach
returns to the contrast between Homer and the Bible in later chapters of Mimesis, as
for example, when he contrasts the limited and static Roman narrative realism (exem-
plified by the layered details in the portrayal of Trimalchio’s banquet in Petronius’s
Satyricon) with the richly implicit figural quality of the Gospels (where Peter’s denials
of Jesus demand engaged interpretation and complex exegesis precisely because they
stand in themselves beyond any simple explanation). In still later chapters, Auerbach
observes the recurrence of the same sorts of contrasts between the abstract or
schematic and the figural modes of representation in different periods of literature up
to that of high modernism. For example, Auerbach contrasts the abstract quality of
medieval allegory (such as the Roman de la Rose) with the figural quality of Dante’s
vision of universal history in the Commedia. Or using examples from the later nine-
teenth century, Auerbach contrasts Zola’s Petronian use of “low” detail in his Rougon-
Macquart saga with the more figural treatment of humble life in the novels of Tolstoy
and Dostoyevsky.

Auerbach’s saga culminates in a discussion of Virginia Woolf’s modernism that
centers on a passage from To the Lighthouse. Auerbach sees Woolf’s presentation of
the rich meaning within the apparently insignificant moment as iconic of the beauty
and goodness he envisions as emerging out of the horror of his own historical era:

An economic and cultural leveling process is taking place. It is still a long way to a com-
mon life of mankind on earth, but the goal begins to be visible. And it is most concretely
visible now in the unprejudiced, precise, interior and exterior representation of the ran-
dom moment in the lives of different people. So the complicated process of dissolution
which led to the fragmentation of the exterior action, to the reflection of consciousness,
and to the stratification of time [as in Proust] seems to be tending toward a very simple
solution (552–53).

This notion of literary modernism as the teleological endpoint of Old Testament
realism is one testimony to the utopianism that underlies all of Auerbach’s thought
and that makes him such an attractive figure today.
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Odysseus’ Scar

Translated by Willard R. Trask.

astonishingly like him the guest looks. Meanwhile
Odysseus, remembering his scar, moves back out
of the light; he knows that, despite his efforts to
hide his identity, Euryclea will now recognize him,
but he wants at least to keep Penelope in igno-
rance. No sooner has the old woman touched the
scar than, in her joyous surprise, she lets Odysseus’
foot drop into the basin; the water spills over, she
is about to cry out her joy; Odysseus restrains her
with whispered threats and endearments; she
recovers herself and conceals her emotion.
Penelope, whose attention Athena’s foresight had
diverted from the incident, has observed nothing.

All this is scrupulously externalized and nar-
rated in leisurely fashion. The two women
express their feelings in copious direct discourse.

Readers of the Odyssey will remember the well-
prepared and touching scene in book 19, when
Odysseus has at last come home, the scene in
which the old housekeeper Euryclea, who had
been his nurse, recognizes him by a scar on his
thigh. The stranger has won Penelope’s good will;
at his request she tells the housekeeper to wash his
feet, which, in all old stories, is the first duty of
hospitality toward a tired traveler. Euryclea busies
herself fetching water and mixing cold with hot,
meanwhile speaking sadly of her absent master,
who is probably of the same age as the guest, and
who perhaps, like the guest, is even now wander-
ing somewhere, a stranger; and she remarks how
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Feelings though they are, with only a slight
admixture of the most general considerations
upon human destiny, the syntactical connection
between part and part is perfectly clear, no con-
tour is blurred. There is also room and time for
orderly, perfectly well-articulated, uniformly illu-
minated descriptions of implements, ministra-
tions, and gestures; even in the dramatic moment
of recognition, Homer does not omit to tell the
reader that it is with his right hand that Odysseus
takes the old woman by the throat to keep her
from speaking, at the same time that he draws her
closer to him with his left. Clearly outlined,
brightly and uniformly illuminated, men and
things stand out in a realm where everything is
visible; and not less clear — wholly expressed,
orderly even in their ardor — are the feelings and
thoughts of the persons involved.

In my account of the incident I have so far
passed over a whole series of verses which inter-
rupt it in the middle. There are more than seventy
of these verses — while to the incident itself
some forty are devoted before the interruption
and some forty after it. The interruption, which
comes just at the point when the housekeeper rec-
ognizes the scar — that is, at the moment of cri-
sis — describes the origin of the scar, a hunting
accident which occurred in Odysseus’ boyhood,
at a boar hunt, during the time of his visit to his
grandfather Autolycus. This first affords an
opportunity to inform the reader about Autolycus,
his house, the precise degree of the kinship, his
character, and, no less exhaustively than touch-
ingly, his behavior after the birth of his grandson;
then follows the visit of Odysseus, now grown to
be a youth; the exchange of greetings, the banquet
with which he is welcomed, sleep and waking,
the early start for the hunt, the tracking of the
beast, the struggle, Odysseus’ being wounded by
the boar’s tusk, his recovery, his return to Ithaca,
his parents’ anxious questions — all is narrated,
again with such a complete externalization of all
the elements of the story and of their intercon-
nections as to leave nothing in obscurity. Not
until then does the narrator return to Penelope’s
chamber, not until then, the digression having run
its course, does Euryclea, who had recognized the
scar before the digression began, let Odysseus’
foot fall back into the basin.

The first thought of a modern reader — that
this is a device to increase suspense — is, if not
wholly wrong, at least not the essential explana-
tion of this Homeric procedure. For the element
of suspense is very slight in the Homeric poems;
nothing in their entire style is calculated to keep
the reader or hearer breathless. The digressions
are not meant to keep the reader in suspense, but
rather to relax the tension. And this frequently
occurs, as in the passage before us. The broadly
narrated, charming, and subtly fashioned story of
the hunt, with all its elegance and self-sufficiency,
its wealth of idyllic pictures, seeks to win the
reader over wholly to itself as long as he is hear-
ing it, to make him forget what had just taken
place during the foot-washing. But an episode
that will increase suspense by retarding the action
must be so constructed that it will not fill the pre-
sent entirely, will not put the crisis, whose reso-
lution is being awaited, entirely out of the
reader’s mind, and thereby destroy the mood of
suspense; the crisis and the suspense must con-
tinue, must remain vibrant in the background.
But Homer — and to this we shall have to return
later — knows no background. What he narrates
is for the time being the only present, and fills
both the stage and the reader’s mind completely.
So it is with the passage before us. When the
young Euryclea (vv. 401ff.) sets the infant
Odysseus on his grandfather Autolycus’ lap after
the banquet, the aged Euryclea, who a few lines
earlier had touched the wanderer’s foot, has
entirely vanished from the stage and from the
reader’s mind.

Goethe and Schiller, who, though not referring
to this particular episode, exchanged letters in
April 1797 on the subject of “the retarding ele-
ment” in the Homeric poems in general, put it in
direct opposition to the element of suspense —
the latter word is not used, but is clearly implied
when the “retarding” procedure is opposed, as
something proper to epic, to tragic procedure
(letters of April 19, 21, and 22). The “retarding
element,” the “going back and forth” by means of
episodes, seems to me, too, in the Homeric
poems, to be opposed to any tensional and sus-
pensive striving toward a goal, and doubtless
Schiller is right in regard to Homer when he
says that what he gives us is “simply the quiet
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existence and operation of things in accordance
with their natures”; Homer’s goal is “already pre-
sent in every point of his progress.” But both
Schiller and Goethe raise Homer’s procedure to
the level of a law for epic poetry in general, and
Schiller’s words quoted above are meant to be
universally binding upon the epic poet, in con-
tradistinction from the tragic. Yet in both modern
and ancient times, there are important epic works
which are composed throughout with no “retard-
ing element” in this sense but, on the contrary,
with suspense throughout, and which perpetually
“rob us of our emotional freedom” — which
power Schiller will grant only to the tragic poet.
And besides it seems to me undemonstrable and
improbable that this procedure of Homeric poetry
was directed by aesthetic considerations or even
by an aesthetic feeling of the sort postulated by
Goethe and Schiller. The effect, to be sure, is pre-
cisely that which they describe, and is, further-
more, the actual source of the conception of epic
which they themselves hold, and with them all
writers decisively influenced by classical antiq-
uity. But the true cause of the impression of
“retardation” appears to me to lie elsewhere —
namely, in the need of the Homeric style to leave
nothing which it mentions half in darkness and
unexternalized.

The excursus upon the origin of Odysseus’ scar
is not basically different from the many passages
in which a newly introduced character, or even a
newly appearing object or implement, though it be
in the thick of a battle, is described as to its nature
and origin; or in which, upon the appearance of a
god, we are told where he last was, what he was
doing there, and by what road he reached the
scene; indeed, even the Homeric epithets seem to
me in the final analysis to be traceable to the same
need for an externalization of phenomena in terms
perceptible to the senses. Here is the scar, which
comes up in the course of the narrative; and
Homer’s feeling simply will not permit him to see
it appear out of the darkness of an unilluminated
past; it must be set in full light, and with it a por-
tion of the hero’s boyhood — just as, in the Iliad,
when the first ship is already burning and the
Myrmidons finally arm that they may hasten to
help, there is still time not only for the wonderful
simile of the wolf, not only for the order of the

Myrmidon host, but also for a detailed account of
the ancestry of several subordinate leaders (16, vv.
155ff.). To be sure, the aesthetic effect thus pro-
duced was soon noticed and thereafter con-
sciously sought; but the more original cause must
have lain in the basic impulse of the Homeric
style: to represent phenomena in a fully external-
ized form, visible and palpable in all their parts,
and completely fixed in their spatial and temporal
relations. Nor do psychological processes receive
any other treatment: here too nothing must remain
hidden and unexpressed. With the utmost fullness,
with an orderliness which even passion does not
disturb, Homer’s personages vent their inmost
hearts in speech; what they do not say to others,
they speak in their own minds, so that the reader
is informed of it. Much that is terrible takes place
in the Homeric poems, but it seldom takes place
wordlessly: Polyphemus talks to Odysseus;
Odysseus talks to the suitors when he begins to
kill them; Hector and Achilles talk at length,
before battle and after; and no speech is so filled
with anger or scorn that the particles which
express logical and grammatical connections are
lacking or out of place. This last observation is
true, of course, not only of speeches but of the pre-
sentation in general. The separate elements of a
phenomenon are most clearly placed in relation to
one another; a large number of conjunctions,
adverbs, particles, and other syntactical tools, all
clearly circumscribed and delicately differentiated
in meaning, delimit persons, things, and portions
of incidents in respect to one another, and at the
same time bring them together in a continuous and
ever flexible connection; like the separate phe-
nomena themselves, their relationships — their
temporal, local, causal, final, consecutive, com-
parative, concessive, antithetical, and conditional
limitations — are brought to light in perfect full-
ness; so that a continuous rhythmic procession of
phenomena passes by, and never is there a form
left fragmentary or half-illuminated, never a
lacuna, never a gap, never a glimpse of
unplumbed depths.

And this procession of phenomena takes place
in the foreground — that is, in a local and tempo-
ral present which is absolute. One might think
that the many interpolations, the frequent moving
back and forth, would create a sort of perspective
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in time and place; but the Homeric style never
gives any such impression. The way in which any
impression of perspective is avoided can be
clearly observed in the procedure for introducing
episodes, a syntactical construction with which
every reader of Homer is familiar; it is used in the
passage we are considering, but can also be found
in cases when the episodes are much shorter. To
the word scar (v. 393) there is first attached a rel-
ative clause (“which once long ago a boar . . .”),
which enlarges into a voluminous syntactical
parenthesis; into this an independent sentence
unexpectedly intrudes (v. 396: “A god himself
gave him . . .”), which quietly disentangles itself
from syntactical subordination, until, with verse
399, an equally free syntactical treatment of the
new content begins a new present which contin-
ues unchallenged until, with verse 467 (“The old
woman now touched it . . .”), the scene which had
been broken off is resumed. To be sure, in the
case of such long episodes as the one we are con-
sidering, a purely syntactical connection with the
principal theme would hardly have been possible;
but a connection with it through perspective
would have been all the easier had the content
been arranged with that end in view; if, that is, the
entire story of the scar had been presented as a
recollection which awakens in Odysseus’ mind at
this particular moment. It would have been per-
fectly easy to do; the story of the scar had only to
be inserted two verses earlier, at the first mention
of the word scar, where the motifs “Odysseus”
and “recollection” were already at hand. But any
such subjectivistic-perspectivistic procedure, cre-
ating a foreground and background, resulting in
the present lying open to the depths of the past, is
entirely foreign to the Homeric style; the
Homeric style knows only a foreground, only a
uniformly illuminated, uniformly objective present.
And so the excursus does not begin until two lines
later, when Euryclea has discovered the scar —
the possibility for a perspectivistic connection no
longer exists, and the story of the wound becomes
an independent and exclusive present.

The genius of the Homeric style becomes even
more apparent when it is compared with an
equally ancient and equally epic style from a dif-
ferent world of forms. I shall attempt this com-
parison with the account of the sacrifice of Isaac,

a homogeneous narrative produced by the so-
called Elohist. The King James version translates
the opening as follows (Genesis 22:1): “And it
came to pass after these things, that God did
tempt Abraham, and said to him, Abraham! and
he said, Behold, here I am.” Even this opening
startles us when we come to it from Homer.
Where are the two speakers? We are not told. The
reader, however, knows that they are not nor-
mally to be found together in one place on earth,
that one of them, God, in order to speak to
Abraham, must come from somewhere, must
enter the earthly realm from some unknown
heights or depths. Whence does he come, whence
does he call to Abraham? We are not told. He
does not come, like Zeus or Poseidon, from the
Aethiopians, where he has been enjoying a sacri-
ficial feast. Nor are we told anything of his rea-
sons for tempting Abraham so terribly. He has
not, like Zeus, discussed them in set speeches
with other gods gathered in council; nor have the
deliberations in his own heart been presented to
us; unexpected and mysterious, he enters the
scene from some unknown height or depth and
calls: Abraham! It will at once be said that this is
to be explained by the particular concept of God
which the Jews held and which was wholly dif-
ferent from that of the Greeks. True enough —
but this constitutes no objection. For how is the
Jewish concept of God to be explained? Even
their earlier God of the desert was not fixed in
form and content, and was alone; his lack of form,
his lack of local habitation, his singleness, was in
the end not only maintained but developed even
further in competition with the comparatively far
more manifest gods of the surrounding Near
Eastern world. The concept of God held by the
Jews is less a cause than a symptom of their man-
ner of comprehending and representing things.

This becomes still clearer if we now turn to the
other person in the dialogue, to Abraham. Where
is he? We do not know. He says, indeed: Here I
am — but the Hebrew word means only some-
thing like “behold me,” and in any case is not
meant to indicate the actual place where Abraham
is, but a moral position in respect to God, who has
called to him — Here am I awaiting thy com-
mand. Where he is actually, whether in
Beersheba or elsewhere, whether indoors or in the
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open air, is not stated; it does not interest the nar-
rator, the reader is not informed; and what
Abraham was doing when God called to him is
left in the same obscurity. To realize the differ-
ence, consider Hermes’ visit to Calypso, for
example, where command, journey, arrival and
reception of the visitor, situation and occupation
of the person visited, are set forth in many verses;
and even on occasions when gods appear sud-
denly and briefly, whether to help one of their
favorites or to deceive or destroy some mortal
whom they hate, their bodily forms, and usually
the manner of their coming and going, are given
in detail. Here, however, God appears without
bodily form (yet he “appears”), coming from
some unspecified place — we only hear his voice,
and that utters nothing but a name, a name with-
out an adjective, without a descriptive epithet for
the person spoken to, such as is the rule in every
Homeric address; and of Abraham too nothing is
made perceptible except the words in which he
answers God: Hinne-ni, Behold me here — with
which, to be sure, a most touching gesture expres-
sive of obedience and readiness is suggested, but it
is left to the reader to visualize it. Moreover the
two speakers are not on the same level: if we con-
ceive of Abraham in the foreground, where it
might be possible to picture him as prostrate or
kneeling or bowing with outspread arms or gazing
upward, God is not there too: Abraham’s words
and gestures are directed toward the depths of the
picture or upward, but in any case the undeter-
mined, dark place from which the voice comes to
him is not in the foreground.

After this opening, God gives his command,
and the story itself begins: everyone knows it; it
unrolls with no episodes in a few independent
sentences whose syntactical connection is of the
most rudimentary sort. In this atmosphere it is
unthinkable that an implement, a landscape
through which the travelers passed, the serving-
men, or the ass, should be described, that their
origin or descent or material or appearance or
usefulness should be set forth in terms of praise;
they do not even admit an adjective: they are
serving-men, ass, wood, and knife, and nothing
else, without an epithet; they are there to serve the
end which God has commanded; what in other
respects they were, are, or will be, remains in

1The particular spot called “Jeruel” appears in the Bible
only in 2 Chronicles 20:16 as the wilderness site of a battle
between Jehoshaphat, King of Judah and the Moabites and
Edomites; it is not mentioned by the narrator of Genesis.
Perhaps Auerbach intends the name Abraham subsequently
gives to the particular mountain on which the sacrifice was to
have taken place, called in Hebrew (“Jeho-

darkness. A journey is made, because God has
designated the place where the sacrifice is to be
performed; but we are told nothing about the
journey except that it took three days, and even
that we are told in a mysterious way: Abraham
and his followers rose “early in the morning” and
“went unto” the place of which God had told him;
on the third day he lifted up his eyes and saw the
place from afar. That gesture is the only gesture,
is indeed the only occurrence during the whole
journey, of which we are told; and though its
motivation lies in the fact that the place is
elevated, its uniqueness still heightens the
impression that the journey took place through a
vacuum; it is as if, while he traveled on, Abraham
had looked neither to the right nor to the left, had
suppressed any sign of life in his followers and
himself save only their footfalls.

Thus the journey is like a silent progress
through the indeterminate and the contingent, a
holding of the breath, a process which has no pre-
sent, which is inserted, like a blank duration,
between what has passed and what lies ahead, and
which yet is measured: three days! Three such
days positively demand the symbolic interpreta-
tion which they later received. They began “early
in the morning.” But at what time on the third day
did Abraham lift up his eyes and see his goal?
The text says nothing on the subject. Obviously
not “late in the evening,” for it seems that there
was still time enough to climb the mountain and
make the sacrifice. So “early in the morning” is
given, not as an indication of time, but for the
sake of its ethical significance; it is intended to
express the resolution, the promptness, the punc-
tual obedience of the sorely tried Abraham. Bitter
to him is the early morning in which he saddles
his ass, calls his serving-men and his son Isaac,
and sets out; but he obeys, he walks on until the
third day, then lifts up his eyes and sees the place.
Whence he comes, we do not know, but the goal
is clearly stated: Jeruel in the land of Moriah.1
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What place this is meant to indicate is not clear —
“Moriah” especially may be a later correction of
some other word. But in any case the goal was
given, and in any case it is a matter of some
sacred spot which was to receive a particular con-
secration by being connected with Abraham’s
sacrifice. Just as little as “early in the morning”
serves as a temporal indication does “Jeruel in the
land of Moriah” serve as a geographical indica-
tion; and in both cases alike, the complementary
indication is not given, for we know as little of
the hour at which Abraham lifted up his eyes as
we do of the place from which he set forth —
Jeruel is significant not so much as the goal of an
earthly journey, in its geographical relation to
other places, as through its special election,
through its relation to God, who designated it as
the scene of the act, and therefore it must be
named.

In the narrative itself, a third chief character
appears: Isaac. While God and Abraham, the
serving-men, the ass, and the implements are sim-
ply named, without mention of any qualities or
any other sort of definition, Isaac once receives an
appositive; God says, “Take Isaac, thine only son,
whom thou lovest.” But this is not a characteriza-
tion of Isaac as a person, apart from his relation to
his father and apart from the story; he may be
handsome or ugly, intelligent or stupid, tall or
short, pleasant or unpleasant — we are not told.
Only what we need to know about him as a per-
sonage in the action, here and now, is illuminated,
so that it may become apparent how terrible
Abraham’s temptation is, and that God is fully
aware of it. By this example of the contrary, we
see the significance of the descriptive adjectives
and digressions of the Homeric poems; with their
indications of the earlier and as it were absolute
existence of the persons described, they prevent
the reader from concentrating exclusively on a
present crisis; even when the most terrible things
are occurring, they prevent the establishment of
an overwhelming suspense. But here, in the story

vahjireh” in the Authorized Version), properly translated “the
Lord will see.” Auerbach’s coinage reverses the order of the
original Hebrew, putting a different version of the “God”
morpheme (el) at the end, and the “see” morpheme (yr’h) at
the beginning.

2Schiller’s notions of tragedy are presented in “On Tragic
Art” and “On the Pleasure We Derive from Tragic
Representation,” both 1792.

of Abraham’s sacrifice, the overwhelming sus-
pense is present; what Schiller makes the goal of
the tragic poet — to rob us of our emotional free-
dom, to turn our intellectual and spiritual powers
(Schiller says “our activity”) in one direction, to
concentrate them there — is effected in this
Biblical narrative, which certainly deserves the
epithet epic.2

We find the same contrast if we compare the
two uses of direct discourse. The personages
speak in the Bible story too; but their speech does
not serve, as does speech in Homer, to manifest,
to externalize thoughts — on the contrary, it
serves to indicate thoughts which remain unex-
pressed. God gives his command in direct dis-
course, but he leaves his motives and his purpose
unexpressed; Abraham, receiving the command,
says nothing and does what he has been told to
do. The conversation between Abraham and Isaac
on the way to the place of sacrifice is only an
interruption of the heavy silence and makes it all
the more burdensome. The two of them, Isaac
carrying the wood and Abraham with fire and a
knife, “went together.” Hesitantly, Isaac ventures
to ask about the ram, and Abraham gives the
well-known answer. Then the text repeats: “So
they went both of them together.” Everything
remains unexpressed.

It would be difficult, then, to imagine styles
more contrasted than those of these two equally
ancient and equally epic texts. On the one hand,
externalized, uniformly illuminated phenomena,
at a definite time and in a definite place, connected
together without lacunae in a perpetual fore-
ground; thoughts and feeling completely
expressed; events taking place in leisurely fashion
and with very little of suspense. On the other
hand, the externalization of only so much of the
phenomena as is necessary for the purpose of the
narrative, all else left in obscurity; the decisive
points of the narrative alone are emphasized, what
lies between is nonexistent; time and place are
undefined and call for interpretation; thoughts and
feeling remain unexpressed, are only suggested by
the silence and the fragmentary speeches; the
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whole, permeated with the most unrelieved sus-
pense and directed toward a single goal (and to
that extent far more of a unity), remains mysteri-
ous and “fraught with background.”

I will discuss this term in some detail, lest it be
misunderstood. I said above that the Homeric
style was “of the foreground” because, despite
much going back and forth, it yet causes what is
momentarily being narrated to give the impression
that it is the only present, pure and without per-
spective. A consideration of the Elohistic text
teaches us that our term is capable of a broader
and deeper application. It shows that even the sep-
arate personages can be represented as possessing
“background”; God is always so represented in the
Bible, for he is not comprehensible in his pres-
ence, as is Zeus; it is always only “something” of
him that appears, he always extends into depths.
But even the human beings in the Biblical stories
have greater depths of time, fate, and conscious-
ness than do the human beings in Homer; although
they are nearly always caught up in an event
engaging all their faculties, they are not so entirely
immersed in its present that they do not remain
continually conscious of what has happened to
them earlier and elsewhere; their thoughts and
feelings have more layers, are more entangled.
Abraham’s actions are explained not only by what
is happening to him at the moment, nor yet only
by his character (as Achilles’ actions by his
courage and his pride, and Odysseus’ by his ver-
satility and foresightedness), but by his previous
history; he remembers, he is constantly conscious
of, what God has promised him and what God has
already accomplished for him — his soul is torn
between desperate rebellion and hopeful expecta-
tion; his silent obedience is multilayered, has
background. Such a problematic psychological
situation as this is impossible for any of the
Homeric heroes, whose destiny is clearly defined
and who wake every morning as if it were the first
day of their lives: their emotions, though strong,
are simple and find expression instantly.

How fraught with background, in comparison,
are characters like Saul and David! How entan-
gled and stratified are such human relations as
those between David and Absalom, between
David and Joab! Any such “background” quality
of the psychological situation as that which the

3The love-hate relationship between Saul and David, the
first king of Israel and his worthier successor, is represented
throughout the second half of 1 Samuel. In 2 Samuel 13,
David’s son Absalom kills David’s firstborn son Amnon, who
had raped Absalom’s sister Tamar; subsequently Absalom
leads a palace revolt against David that all but succeeds in dis-
placing him; in 2 Samuel 18 Absalom is killed after a battle on
the orders of David’s general, Joab. Joab himself, though
essential to David’s security throughout his reign, is often
treated by his monarch with contempt, and in 1 Kings 2:5, the
dying David advises his son and successor Solomon to have
Joab put to death. Auerbach is probably mistaken when he
says that 2 Samuel 18 is “by the so-called Jahvist”: it is part
of what is usually called the “Court History of David” now
generally believed to have been written somewhat before the
J document of the Pentateuch.

4Patroclus obtains Achilles, permission to return to the
fighting and achieves both his battle success and his death
wound at the hands of Hector in Book 16 of the Iliad.

story of Absalom’s death and its sequel (II
Samuel 18 and 19, by the so-called Jahvist) rather
suggests than expresses, is unthinkable in
Homer.3 Here we are confronted not merely with
the psychological processes of characters whose
depth of background is veritably abysmal, but
with a purely geographical background too.
For David is absent from the battlefield; but the
influence of his will and his feelings continues to
operate, they affect even Joab in his rebellion and
disregard for the consequences of his actions; in
the magnificent scene with the two messengers,
both the physical and psychological background
is fully manifest, though the latter is never
expressed. With this, compare, for example, how
Achilles, who sends Patroclus first to scout and
then into battle, loses almost all “presentness” so
long as he is not physically present.4 But the most
important thing is the “multilayeredness” of the
individual character; this is hardly to be met with
in Homer, or at most in the form of a conscious
hesitation between two possible courses of
action; otherwise, in Homer, the complexity of
the psychological life is shown only in the suc-
cession and alternation of emotions; whereas the
Jewish writers are able to express the simultane-
ous existence of various layers of consciousness
and the conflict between them.

The Homeric poems, then, though their intel-
lectual, linguistic, and above all syntactical culture
appears to be so much more highly developed, are
yet comparatively simple in their picture of human
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beings; and no less so in their relation to the real
life which they describe in general. Delight in
physical existence is everything to them, and their
highest aim is to make that delight perceptible to
us. Between battles and passions, adventures and
perils, they show us hunts, banquets, palaces and
shepherds’ cots, athletic contests and washing
days — in order that we may see the heroes in
their ordinary life, and seeing them so, may take
pleasure in their manner of enjoying their savory
present, a present which sends strong roots down
into social usages, landscape, and daily life. And
thus they bewitch us and ingratiate themselves to
us until we live with them in the reality of their
lives; so long as we are reading or hearing the
poems, it does not matter whether we know that
all this is only legend, “make-believe.” The oft-
repeated reproach that Homer is a liar takes noth-
ing from his effectiveness, he does not need to
base his story on historical reality, his reality is
powerful enough in itself; it ensnares us, weaving
its web around us, and that suffices him. And this
“real” world into which we are lured, exists for
itself, contains nothing but itself; the Homeric
poems conceal nothing, they contain no teaching
and no secret second meaning. Homer can be ana-
lyzed, as we have essayed to do here, but he can-
not be interpreted. Later allegorizing trends have
tried their arts of interpretation upon him, but to
no avail. He resists any such treatment; the inter-
pretations are forced and foreign, they do not crys-
tallize into a unified doctrine. The general consid-
erations which occasionally occur (in our episode,
for example, v. 360: that in misfortune men age
quickly) reveal a calm acceptance of the basic
facts of human existence, but with no compulsion
to brood over them, still less any passionate
impulse either to rebel against them or to embrace
them in an ecstasy of submission.

It is all very different in the Biblical stories.
Their aim is not to bewitch the senses, and if nev-
ertheless they produce lively sensory effects, it is
only because the moral, religious, and psycholog-
ical phenomena which are their sole concern are
made concrete in the sensible matter of life. But
their religious intent involves an absolute claim to
historical truth. The story of Abraham and Isaac is
not better established than the story of Odysseus,
Penelope, and Euryclea; both are legendary. But

5The “Elohist” is a term that is sometimes used for the
author of the E document, an important strand of Biblical nar-
rative within Genesis, Exodus, and Numbers, probably written
during the 9th century B.C.E. in the northern kingdom of
Israel. (The name comes from the fact that in this document
the deity is referred to as Elohim, usually translated “God.”
By contrast, the earlier J document, probably created several
generations earlier in the southern kingdom of Judah, gener-
ally refers to the deity using the unvocalized word YHWH,
usually translated “the LORD.”) Genesis 22, in which the
story of the sacrifice of Isaac takes place, is generally consid-
ered to have been written by the Elohist, although there has
apparently been some conflation of the E and J texts at this
point, since at verses 11 and 14–16, the deity is called YHWH.

the Biblical narrator, the Elohist, had to believe in
the objective truth of the story of Abraham’s sac-
rifice — the existence of the sacred ordinances of
life rested upon the truth of this and similar sto-
ries.5 He had to believe in it passionately; or else
(as many rationalistic interpreters believed and
perhaps still believe) he had to be a conscious
liar — no harmless liar like Homer, who lied to
give pleasure, but a political liar with a definite
end in view, lying in the interest of a claim to
absolute authority.

To me, the rationalistic interpretation seems
psychologically absurd; but even if we take it into
consideration, the relation of the Elohist to the
truth of his story still remains a far more passion-
ate and definite one than is Homer’s relation. The
Biblical narrator was obliged to write exactly
what his belief in the truth of the tradition (or,
from the rationalistic standpoint, his interest in
the truth of it) demanded of him — in either case,
his freedom in creative or representative imagina-
tion was severely limited; his activity was per-
force reduced to composing an effective version
of the pious tradition. What he produced, then,
was not primarily oriented toward “realism”
(if he succeeded in being realistic, it was merely
a means, not an end); it was oriented toward truth.
Woe to the man who did not believe it! One can
perfectly well entertain historical doubts on the
subject of the Trojan War or of Odysseus’
wanderings, and still, when reading Homer, feel
precisely the effects he sought to produce; but
without believing in Abraham’s sacrifice, it is
possible to put the narrative of it to the use for
which it was written. Indeed, we must go even
further. The Bible’s claim to truth is not only far
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more urgent than Homer’s, it is tyrannical — it
excludes all other claims. The world of the
Scripture stories is not satisfied with claiming to
be a historically true reality — it insists that it is
the only real world, is destined for autocracy. All
other scenes, issues, and ordinances have no right
to appear independently of it, and it is promised
that all of them, the history of all mankind, will be
given their due place within its frame, will be
subordinated to it. The Scripture stories do not,
like Homer’s, court our favor, they do not flatter
us that they may please us and enchant us — they
seek to subject us, and if we refuse to be sub-
jected we are rebels.

Let no one object that this goes too far, that not
the stories, but the religious doctrine, raises the
claim to absolute authority; because the stories are
not, like Homer’s, simply narrated “reality.”
Doctrine and promise are incarnate in them and
inseparable from them; for that very reason they
are fraught with “background” and mysterious,
containing a second, concealed meaning. In the
story of Isaac, it is not only God’s intervention at
the beginning and the end, but even the factual and
psychological elements which come between, that
are mysterious, merely touched upon, fraught with
background; and therefore they require subtle
investigation and interpretation, they demand
them. Since so much in the story is dark and
incomplete, and since the reader knows that God
is a hidden God, his effort to interpret it constantly
finds something new to feed upon. Doctrine and
the search for enlightenment are inextricably con-
nected with the physical side of the narrative —
the latter being more than simple “reality”; indeed
they are in constant danger of losing their own
reality, as very soon happened when interpretation
reached such proportions that the real vanished.

If the text of the Biblical narrative, then, is so
greatly in need of interpretation on the basis of its
own content, its claim to absolute authority forces
it still further in the same direction. Far from seek-
ing, like Homer, merely to make us forget our own
reality for a few hours, it seeks to overcome our
reality: we are to fit our own life into its world, feel
ourselves to be elements in its structure of univer-
sal history. This becomes increasingly difficult the
further our historical environment is removed from

that of the Biblical books; and if these nevertheless
maintain their claim to absolute authority, it is
inevitable that they themselves be adapted through
interpretative transformation. This was for a long
time comparatively easy; as late as the European
Middle Ages it was possible to represent Biblical
events as ordinary phenomena of contemporary
life, the methods of interpretation themselves
forming the basis for such a treatment. But when,
through too great a change in environment and
through the awakening of a critical consciousness,
this becomes impossible, the Biblical claim to
absolute authority is jeopardized; the method of
interpretation is scorned and rejected, the Biblical
stories become ancient legends, and the doctrine
they had contained, now dissevered from them,
becomes a disembodied image.

As a result of this claim to absolute authority,
the method of interpretation spread to traditions
other than the Jewish. The Homeric poems pre-
sent a definite complex of events whose bound-
aries in space and time are clearly delimited;
before it, beside it, and after it, other complexes
of events, which do not depend upon it, can be
conceived without conflict and without difficulty.
The Old Testament, on the other hand, presents
universal history: it begins with the beginning of
time, with the creation of the world, and will end
with the Last Days, the fulfilling of the Covenant,
with which the world will come to an end.
Everything else that happens in the world can
only be conceived as an element in this sequence;
into it everything that is known about the world,
or at least everything that touches upon the his-
tory of the Jews, must be fitted as an ingredient of
the divine plan; and as this too became possible
only by interpreting the new material as it poured
in, the need for interpretation reaches out beyond
the original Jewish-Israelitish realm of reality —
for example to Assyrian, Babylonian, Persian,
and Roman history; interpretation in a determined
direction becomes a general method of compre-
hending reality; the new and strange world which
now comes into view and which, in the form in
which it presents itself, proves to be wholly unuti-
lizable within the Jewish religious frame, must be
so interpreted that it can find a place there. But
this process nearly always also reacts upon the

ch43_44.qxd  7/8/05  8:40 AM  Page 718



odysseus’ scar 719

frame, which requires enlarging and modifying.
The most striking piece of interpretation of this
sort occurred in the first century of the Christian
era, in consequence of Paul’s mission to the
Gentiles: Paul and the Church Fathers reinter-
preted the entire Jewish tradition as a succession
of figures prognosticating the appearance of
Christ, and assigned the Roman Empire its proper
place in the divine plan of salvation. Thus while,
on the one hand, the reality of the Old Testament
presents itself as complete truth with a claim to
sole authority, on the other hand that very claim
forces it to a constant interpretative change in its
own content; for millennia it undergoes an inces-
sant and active development with the life of man
in Europe.

The claim of the Old Testament stories to rep-
resent universal history, their insistent relation —
a relation constantly redefined by conflicts — to a
single and hidden God, who yet shows himself
and who guides universal history by promise and
exaction, gives these stories an entirely different
perspective from any the Homeric poems can
possess. As a composition, the Old Testament is
incomparably less unified than the Homeric
poems, it is more obviously pieced together —
but the various components all belong to one con-
cept of universal history and its interpretation. If
certain elements survived which did not immedi-
ately fit in, interpretation took care of them; and
so the reader is at every moment aware of the uni-
versal religio-historical perspective which gives
the individual stories their general meaning and
purpose. The greater the separateness and hori-
zontal disconnection of the stories and groups of
stories in relation to one another, compared with
the Iliad and the Odyssey, the stronger is their
general vertical connection, which holds them all
together and which is entirely lacking in Homer.
Each of the great figures of the Old Testament,
from Adam to the prophets, embodies a moment
of this vertical connection. God chose and formed
these men to the end of embodying his essence
and will — yet choice and formation do not coin-
cide, for the latter proceeds gradually, histori-
cally, during the earthly life of him upon whom
the choice has fallen. How the process is accom-
plished, what terrible trials such a formation

6Jacob cheats his brother Esau out of his father Isaac’s
blessing in Genesis 27; Jacob’s favorite son Joseph is misrep-
resented by his older brothers as having been torn to pieces by
a wild beast in Genesis 37:33. The jealous persecution of the
youthful court musician David by King Saul begins in 1
Samuel 18 and ends only with Saul’s life; the aged David’s
failure to carnally know his bedmate Abishag the Shunnamite
is recounted in 1 Kings 1.

inflicts, can be seen from our story of Abraham’s
sacrifice. Herein lies the reason why the great fig-
ures of the Old Testament are so much more fully
developed, so much more fraught with their own
biographical past, so much more distinct as indi-
viduals, than are the Homeric heroes. Achilles
and Odysseus are splendidly described in many
well-ordered words, epithets cling to them, their
emotions are constantly displayed in their words
and deeds — but they have no development, and
their life-histories are clearly set forth once and
for all. So little are the Homeric heroes presented
as developing or having developed, that most of
them — Nestor, Agamemnon, Achilles — appear
to be of an age fixed from the very first. Even
Odysseus, in whose case the long lapse of time
and the many events which occurred offer so
much opportunity for biographical development,
shows almost nothing of it. Odysseus on his
return is exactly the same as he was when he left
Ithaca two decades earlier. But what a road, what
a fate, lie between the Jacob who cheated his
father out of his blessing and the old man whose
favorite son has been torn to pieces by a wild
beast! — between David the harp player, perse-
cuted by his lord’s jealousy, and the old king, sur-
rounded by violent intrigues, whom Abishag the
Shunnamite warmed in his bed, and he knew her
not!6 The old man, of whom we know how he has
become what he is, is more of an individual than
the young man; for it is only during the course of
an eventful life that men are differentiated into
full individuality; and it is this history of a per-
sonality which the Old Testament presents to us
as the formation undergone by those whom God
has chosen to be examples. Fraught with their
development, sometimes even aged to the verge
of dissolution, they show a distinct stamp of indi-
viduality entirely foreign to the Homeric heroes.
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Time can touch the latter only outwardly, and
even that change is brought to our observation as
little as possible; whereas the stern hand of God
is ever upon the Old Testament figures; he has not
only made them once and for all and chosen
them, but he continues to work upon them, bends
them and kneads them, and, without destroying
them in essence, produces from them forms
which their youth gave no grounds for anticipat-
ing. The objection that the biographical element
of the Old Testament often springs from the com-
bination of several legendary personages does not
apply; for this combination is a part of the devel-
opment of the text. And how much wider is
the pendulum swing of their lives than that of the
Homeric heroes! For they are bearers of the
divine will, and yet they are fallible, subject to
misfortune and humiliation — and in the midst of
misfortune and in their humiliation their acts and
words reveal the transcendent majesty of God.
There is hardly one of them who does not, like
Adam, undergo the deepest humiliation — and
hardly one who is not deemed worthy of God’s
personal intervention and personal inspiration.
Humiliation and elevation go far deeper and far
higher than in Homer, and they belong basically
together. The poor beggar Odysseus is only mas-
querading, but Adam is really cast down, Jacob
really a refugee, Joseph really in the pit and then
a slave to be bought and sold. But their greatness,
rising out of humiliation, is almost superhuman
and an image of God’s greatness. The reader
clearly feels how the extent of the pendulum’s
swing is connected with the intensity of the
personal history — precisely the most extreme
circumstances, in which we are immeasurably
forsaken and in despair, or immeasurably joyous
and exalted, give us, if we survive them, a per-
sonal stamp which is recognized as the product of
a rich existence, a rich development. And very
often, indeed generally, this element of develop-
ment gives the Old Testament stories a historical
character, even when the subject is purely leg-
endary and traditional.

Homer remains within the legendary with all
his material, whereas the material of the Old
Testament comes closer and closer to history as
the narrative proceeds; in the stories of David the

historical report predominates. Here too, much
that is legendary still remains, as for example
the story of David and Goliath; but much — and
the most essential — consists in things which the
narrators knew from their own experience or
from firsthand testimony. Now the difference
between legend and history is in most cases eas-
ily perceived by a reasonably experienced reader.
It is a difficult matter, requiring careful historical
and philological training, to distinguish the true
from the synthetic or the biased in a historical
presentation; but it is easy to separate the histori-
cal from the legendary in general. Their structure
is different. Even where the legendary does not
immediately betray itself by elements of the
miraculous, by the repetition of well-known
standard motives, typical patterns and themes,
through neglect of clear details of time and place,
and the like, it is generally quickly recognizable
by its composition. It runs far too smoothly.
All cross-currents, all friction, all that is casual,
secondary to the main events and themes, every-
thing unresolved, truncated, and uncertain, which
confuses the clear progress of the action and the
simple orientation of the actors, has disappeared.
The historical event which we witness, or learn
from the testimony of those who witnessed it,
runs much more variously, contradictorily, and
confusedly; not until it has produced results in a
definite domain are we able, with their help, to
classify it to a certain extent; and how often the
order to which we think we have attained
becomes doubtful again, how often we ask our-
selves if the data before us have not led us to a far
too simple classification of the original events!
Legend arranges its material in a simple and
straightforward way; it detaches it from its con-
temporary historical context, so that the latter will
not confuse it; it knows only clearly outlined men
who act from few and simple motives and the
continuity of whose feelings and actions remains
uninterrupted. In the legends of martyrs, for
example, a stiff-necked and fanatical persecutor
stands over against an equally stiff-necked and
fanatical victim; and a situation so complicated —
that is to say, so real and historical — as that in
which the “persecutor” Pliny finds himself in his
celebrated letter to Trajan on the subject of the
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Christians, is unfit for legend.7 And that is still a
comparatively simple case. Let the reader think of
the history which we are ourselves witnessing;
anyone who, for example, evaluates the behavior
of individual men and groups of men at the time
of the rise of National Socialism in Germany, or
the behavior of individual peoples and states
before and during the last war, will feel how
difficult it is to represent historical themes in gen-
eral, and how unfit they are for legend;8 the his-
torical comprises a great number of contradictory
motives in each individual, a hesitation and
ambiguous groping on the part of groups; only
seldom (as in the last war) does a more or less
plain situation, comparatively simple to describe,
arise, and even such a situation is subject to
division below the surface, is indeed almost con-
stantly in danger of losing its simplicity; and the
motives of all the interested parties are so complex
that the slogans of propaganda can be composed
only through the crudest simplification — with
the result that friend and foe alike can often
employ the same ones. To write history is so dif-
ficult that most historians are forced to make con-
cessions to the technique of legend.

It is clear that a large part of the life of David
as given in the Bible contains history and not leg-
end. In Absalom’s rebellion, for example, or in
the scenes from David’s last days, the contradic-
tions and crossing of motives both in individuals
and in the general action have become so con-
crete that it is impossible to doubt the historicity

7The younger Pliny (Gaius Plinius Caecilius Secundus,
C.E. 61–113), nephew of the more famous author of the
Natural History who perished at the eruption of Pompeii, had
been made governor of the province of Bithynia around 111
by the Roman emperor Trajan. During his fifteen months in
office, Pliny was required to try persons accused of being
Christians and execute those found guilty; inexperienced at
this practice, he wrote to Trajan (Epistola 96) to confirm the
emperor’s approval of his course of action: pardoning those
who denied or recanted, ignoring anonymous accusations, but
sternly meting out the letter of the law to those who admitted
their beliefs and refused to recant.

8The reader should be reminded that Auerbach was writ-
ing Mimesis while in self-imposed exile from his native
Germany, which he had fled when the Nazis attempted to
impose their ideology upon the University of Marburg, where
he had taught.

of the information conveyed. Now the men who
composed the historical parts are often the same
who edited the older legends too; their peculiar
religious concept of man in history, which we
have attempted to describe above, in no way led
them to a legendary simplification of events; and
so it is only natural that, in the legendary passages
of the Old Testament, historical structure is fre-
quently discernible — of course, not in the sense
that the traditions are examined as to their credi-
bility according to the methods of scientific criti-
cism; but simply to the extent that the tendency to
a smoothing down and harmonizing of events, to
a simplification of motives, to a static definition
of characters which avoids conflict, vacillation,
and development, such as are natural to legendary
structure, does not predominate in the Old
Testament world of legend. Abraham, Jacob, or
even Moses produces a more concrete, direct, and
historical impression than the figures of the
Homeric world — not because they are better
described in terms of sense (the contrary is the
case) but because the confused, contradictory
multiplicity of events, the psychological and fac-
tual cross-purposes, which true history reveals,
have not disappeared in the representation but
still remain clearly perceptible. In the stories of
David, the legendary, which only later scientific
criticism makes recognizable as such, impercepti-
bly passes into the historical; and even in the leg-
endary, the problem of the classification and
interpretation of human history is already pas-
sionately apprehended — a problem which later
shatters the framework of historical composition
and completely overruns it with prophecy; thus
the Old Testament, in so far as it is concerned
with human events, ranges through all three
domains: legend, historical reporting, and inter-
pretative historical theology.

Connected with the matters just discussed is
the fact that the Greek text seems more limited
and more static in respect to the circle of person-
ages involved in the action and to their political
activity. In the recognition scene with which we
began, there appears, aside from Odysseus and
Penelope, the housekeeper Euryclea, a slave
whom Odysseus’ father Laertes had bought long
before. She, like the swineherd Eumaeus, has
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spent her life in the service of Laertes’ family; like
Eumaeus, she is closely connected with their fate,
she loves them and shares their interests and feel-
ings. But she has no life of her own, no feelings of
her own; she has only the life and feelings of her
master. Eumaeus too, though he still remembers
that he was born a freeman and indeed of a noble
house (he was stolen as a boy), has, not only in
fact but also in his own feeling, no longer a life of
his own, he is entirely involved in the life of his
masters. Yet these two characters are the only
ones whom Homer brings to life who do not
belong to the ruling class. Thus we become con-
scious of the fact that in the Homeric poems life is
enacted only among the ruling class — others
appear only in the role of servants to that class.
The ruling class is still so strongly patriarchal, and
still itself so involved in the daily activities of
domestic life, that one is sometimes likely to for-
get their rank. But they are unmistakably a sort of
feudal aristocracy, whose men divide their lives
between war, hunting, marketplace councils, and
feasting, while the women supervise the maids in
the house. As a social picture, this world is com-
pletely stable; wars take place only between dif-
ferent groups of the ruling class; nothing ever
pushes up from below. In the early stories of the
Old Testament the patriarchal condition is domi-
nant too, but since the people involved are indi-
vidual nomadic or half-nomadic tribal leaders, the
social picture gives a much less stable impression;
class distinctions are not felt. As soon as the peo-
ple completely emerges — that is, after the exodus
from Egypt — its activity is always discernible, it
is often in ferment, it frequently intervenes in
events not only as a whole but also in separate
groups and through the medium of separate indi-
viduals who come forward; the origins of
prophecy seem to lie in the irrepressible politico-
religious spontaneity of the people. We receive
the impression that the movements emerging from
the depths of the people of Israel-Judah must have
been of a wholly different nature from those even
of the later ancient democracies — of a different
nature and far more elemental.

With the more profound historicity and the
more profound social activity of the Old
Testament text, there is connected yet another

important distinction from Homer: namely, that a
different conception of the elevated style and of
the sublime is to be found here. Homer, of course,
is not afraid to let the realism of daily life enter
into the sublime and tragic; our episode of the
scar is an example, we see how the quietly
depicted, domestic scene of the foot-washing is
incorporated into the pathetic and sublime action
of Odysseus’ homecoming. From the rule of the
separation of styles which was later almost uni-
versally accepted and which specified that the
realistic depiction of daily life was incompatible
with the sublime and had a place only in comedy
or, carefully stylized, in idyl — from any such
rule Homer is still far removed. And yet he is
closer to it than is the Old Testament. For the
great and sublime events in the Homeric poems
take place far more exclusively and unmistakably
among the members of a ruling class; and these
are far more untouched in their heroic elevation
than are the Old Testament figures, who can fall
much lower in dignity (consider, for example,
Adam, Noah, David, Job); and finally, domestic
realism, the representation of daily life, remains
in Homer in the peaceful realm of the idyllic,
whereas, from the very first, in the Old Testament
stories, the sublime, tragic, and problematic take
shape precisely in the domestic and common-
place: scenes such as those between Cain and
Abel, between Noah and his sons, between
Abraham, Sarah, and Hagar, between Rebekah,
Jacob, and Esau, and so on, are inconceivable in
the Homeric style. The entirely different ways of
developing conflicts are enough to account for
this. In the Old Testament stories the peace of
daily life in the house, in the fields, and among
the flocks, is undermined by jealousy over election
and the promise of a blessing, and complications
arise which would be utterly incomprehensible to
the Homeric heroes. The latter must have palpa-
ble and clearly expressible reasons for their con-
flicts and enmities, and these work themselves out
in free battles; whereas, with the former, the per-
petually smouldering jealousy and the connection
between the domestic and the spiritual, between
the paternal blessing and the divine blessing, lead
to daily life being permeated with the stuff of
conflict, often with poison. The sublime influence
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of God here reaches so deeply into the everyday
that the two realms of the sublime and the every-
day are not only actually unseparated but basi-
cally inseparable.

We have compared these two texts, and, with
them, the two kinds of style they embody, in
order to reach a starting point for an investigation
into the literary representation of reality in Euro-
pean culture. The two styles, in their opposition,
represent basic types: on the one hand fully
externalized description, uniform illumination,
uninterrupted connection, free expression, all
events in the foreground, displaying unmistak-
able meanings, few elements of historical devel-
opment and of psychological perspective; on the
other hand, certain parts brought into high relief,
others left obscure, abruptness, suggestive influ-
ence of the unexpressed, “background” quality,
multiplicity of meanings and the need for inter-
pretation, universal-historical claims, develop-
ment of the concept of the historically becoming,
and preoccupation with the problematic.

Homer’s realism is, of course, not to be equated
with classical-antique realism in general; for the
separation of styles, which did not develop until
later, permitted no such leisurely and externalized

description of everyday happenings; in tragedy
especially there was no room for it; furthermore,
Greek culture very soon encountered the phenom-
ena of historical becoming and of the “multilay-
eredness” of the human problem, and dealt with
them in its fashion; in Roman realism, finally, new
and native concepts are added. We shall go into
these later changes in the antique representation of
reality when the occasion arises; on the whole,
despite them, the basic tendencies of the Homeric
style, which we have attempted to work out,
remained effective and determinant down into late
antiquity.

Since we are using the two styles, the Homeric
and the Old Testament, as starting points, we
have taken them as finished products, as they
appear in the texts; we have disregarded every-
thing that pertains to their origins, and thus have
left untouched the question whether their pecu-
liarities were theirs from the beginning or are to
be referred wholly or in part to foreign influences.
Within the limits of our purpose, a consideration
of this question is not necessary; for it is in their
full development, which they reached in early
times, that the two styles exercised their deter-
mining influence upon the representation of real-
ity in European literature.

ch43_44.qxd  7/8/05  8:40 AM  Page 723


