The Rise of Eurocentrism







The Rise of

Furocentrism

ANATOMY OF INTERPRETATION

Vassilis Lambropoulos

PRINCETON UNIVERSITY PRESS

PRINCETON, NEW JERSEY



Copyright O 1993 by Princeton University Press
Published by Princeton University Press, 41 William Street,
Princeton, New Jersey 08540
In the United Kingdom: Princeton University Press, Oxford

All Rights Reserved

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Lambropoulos, Vassilis, 1953

The rise of eurocentrism : anatomy of
interpretation / Vassilis Lambropoulos.
cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 0-691-06949-2
1. Literature—History and criticism—Theory, etc.
2. Canon (Literature) 3. European literature—Iistory
and criticism. 4. Europe—Civilization. 1. Title.
PN441.136 1992 809".894—dc20 92-3690

This book has been composed in Bitstream Electra

Princeton University Press books are printed on acid-free paper,
and meet the guidelines for permanence and durability of the
Committee on Production Guidelines for Book Longevity of the
Council on Library Resources

Printed in the United States of America
1 357 9 10 8 6 4 2



lo Gregory







CONTENTS

Acknowledgments ix

Preface: The Rule of Autonomy X1

CHAPTER ONE

The Rites of Interpretation 3
The Law of Interpretation 3
Hebraism and Hellenism 24
The Exercise of Reason 41
Aesthetic Faith 55
The Threat of Paganism 78

CuapTerR Two

The Culture of Atonement 97
The Dialectic of Capitalism 97
The Covenant of Emancipation 115
The Science of Myth 162
The Sin of Assimilation 190

CHAPTER THREE

Writing the Law 215
The Spirit and the Letter 215
History and Exile 239
The Future of 'Iradition 277
The Art of Ruling 311

Epilegomena to Modernity 327

Notes 333

Bibliography 413

Index 459






ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I HAvE BENEFITED from the collegial atmosphere of the Department of
Judaic and Near Eastern Languages and Literatures of the Ohio State
University, where I have been working, first as an assistant and then as an
associate professor of Modern Greek. The Chairman, Frederic Cadora, As-
sociate Dean Marvin Zahniser, and Dean Micheal Riley of the College of
Humanities assisted my research with grants and many helpful adminis-
trative arrangements. Dimitris Mytaras generously gave me permission to
use his painting on the cover. Eric Schramm copy-edited the manuscript
with great care and sensitivity. Also, I was fortunate once again to work
with an editor of Robert Brown’s initiative and integrity.

[ should like to thank my parents and my in-laws for their unwavering
confidence, trust, and support. I am equally grateful to my extended fam-
ily, Andreas and Maria Mylonas, and Yannis and Katerina Varvarigos. |
am grateful to Julian Anderson for her reassuring faith. I thank my re-
search associates Panayiotis Bosnakis, Kostas Demelis, Evangelos Gegas,
and Kui Qiu for their diligence and dedication to scholarship. I appreci-
ate the generosity and encouragement of Margaret Alexiou, Victoria Hol-
brook, Mary Layoun, and Amy Shuman, who gave me the opportunity to
present my ideas in seminars, talks, and conferences they organized.
Stathis Gourgouris, Eugene Holland, Eleni Vakalo, and Nanos Valaoritis
helped with insightful suggestions on particular sections. Gregory Nagy il-
luminated crucial issues as he responded to the first draft. Nancy Arm-
strong and Leonard Tennenhouse have consistently provided valuable po-
litical lessons. Peter Bien, John Chioles, and Michael Herzfeld read the
entire manuscript and guided me with perspicacity and wisdom through
many difficult passages. Daphne created and enjoyed all the appropriate
emergencies. Without Artemis, I wouldn’t have done it and it wouldn’t
be worth it.






PREFACE: THE RULE OF AUTONOMY

IN A SECULAR CULTURE, there is no time present. Occidental time oscil-
lates precariously between the senses of ruin and anticipation, tradition
and restitution. The present of the West has always been hopelessly caught
between its Hellenic past and Hebraic future, the reason of the first Mes-
siah (Socrates) and the revelation of the last one. That is why Europe
(including its assimilated former colonies, the rest of the West) can only
re-form, de-form, trans-form; it can only seek in form, in unmediated pres-
ence, the moment that time does not grant in the present moment. Since
the great schism of the churches (1054), Europe (i.c., alienated Christian-
ity everywhere) has been pursuing the expression of form, expression in
form, the formulation of history. It has been secking the arrest of time
through the illumination of matter: the structure of monotheism in the
sculpture of idols. This quest for the suprahistorical form (in which quest
the West originated) reached a turning point with the Reformation and its
decree against referentiality, against heteronomy, against matters of the
world. From now on, matter had to be either spiritual (form) or worldly
(material). If the Catholic church had been un-Orthodox, the Protestant
denominations were going to be heterodox and heterotrophic, relying only
on the organic material of autopoietic form for their spiritual food.

The rule of autonomy is the law of immanence, the reign of secular
self-begetting form. Counter-ecclesiastical and anti-dogmatic faith needs
to anchor itself in an event other than the (recurring) ritual, and it discov-
ers such an event in form, the spiritual happening of matter. Form (this
arrested history, this soteriological event) provides a mimesis of redemp-
tion: the redemption of the world through representation, the communion
of the word. What forms the form is the verb (as opposed to the unreliable
noun of nominalism), the word of the divine Logos; what occurs in the
event of form is enunciation; what replaces referentiality is representation.
The new ritual, the secular one, is verbal communication, the communion
of forms, in which everyone may partake and contribute. The only prereq-
uisite is faith in form—rejection of both scholastic exegesis and nominal-
ist skepticism in favor of belief in literalist meaning. To promote this
view, the reformists adopt the text as the preeminent type of form. With
its basis in language, the text represents the most eloquent example of
secular communion, the communion of tongues that rescues communica-
tion from Babel. The text becomes the purest form, the body of all form,
and the depth of all immanence. At the same time, a new technology
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of understanding is created for the penetration of that body and depth,
interpretation.

This discipline of communion (which oversees the supreme secular rite)
1s not imposed from above, from outside, but is bestowed upon, granted to
the faithful when its potential (reason) is recognized in the structure of
their minds. Its goal is to train people in literalism so that they may receive
through reading the body of forms, the spirit of letters. Those people, how-
ever, might not be enticed to accept the present of the grace, the gift of an
(evangelized) present moment of unmediatedness, if it were not for a
promise of freedom, of personal (specifically, spiritual) liberation from sub-
servience to every (other) worldly authority, from worldliness itself, so that
humans can now begin doing things with, or even to, this world. Interpreta-
tion promised emancipation: acceptance and independence in the civic
society. The community of independent interpretation was going to build
the kingdom of God on earth (and share it with those qualified). This
contract of emancipation through interpretation, of redemption through
the letter of the form—this civic covenant proposed by the European mid-
dle class marks the inauguration of modernity. By this contract, Christian-
ity abandoned eternal time in exchange for a pledged present.

That present, however, that epiphany, that identity, has never happened.
By definition it could not—except in short-lived pagan outbursts of revolu-
tion, quickly silenced by accommodating emancipatory arrangements. Nor
has liberation transpired, although millions of people have been success-
fully assimilated in regimes of negotiable rights and responsibilities. What
has been happening instead is the Western libration between the Hellenic
and the Hebraic poles that have come to represent not only the tension
separating a complete past from an unfulfilled future, but also every other
contradiction and conflict experienced over the meaning of communion.

This essay, an exercise in nomoscopy, chronicles the development of the
Hebraic rule of Hellenic autonomy by studying the techniques of intrinsic
governance that have prevailed in modernity. It does not provide a linear
history, an interdisciplinary overview, or a consistent narrative. Rather, it is
organized as a series of digressions on the issue of the aesthetic, the dis-
interested contemplation of purposeless beauty, which has dominated def-
initions of autonomy over the last three centuries of the second mil-
lennium. Each chapter begins with a major twentieth-century aesthetic
position; but the examination of the interpretive regime diverges from di-
gression to digression. When enough courses and detours have been ex-
plored to make the starting point disorientingly conditional and contin-
gent, the chapter stops. As in every passacaglia, however, the bass line (in
this case, the Hebraism-Hellenism comparison) keeps reappearing in vari-
ous guises to reassure readers that the author is indeed still with them. In
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any case, this kind of composition procedure is justified by playing the
game, which is by no means the same as putting the cards on the table.

The book is not “complete” in other respects as well. So far as discus-
sions of the central comparison are concerned, the attentive reader will
certainly miss many names, from Blake, Coleridge, and Kierkegaard, to
Renan, Nietzsche, and Freud (to mention just a few). For reasons of space,
economy, and structure, the study of much relevant material has been
postponed for possible future occasions. The same must be said about ob-
vious (and less obvious) bibliographical background which was left out in
the hope that the rhythm of what has been devised here compensates for
some omissions and that other opportunities may arise for a fuller use of
such background. In general, this kind of approach is rather uninterested in
two particular criticisms: those demanding exhaustiveness and rational
consistency. The strength and insight of so-called contradictions deserve
more recognition than they currently enjoy. As the book itself explains,
critique (the contumelious controverting of contumacious contradictions)
is little more than the confession and expiation of the aesthetic sin of au-
tonomy. Furthermore, in an attempt to move beyond a dialectical under-
standing of debate, the book, instead of citing its re-sources, re-cites and
engages sources directly in a quiet (though sometimes unfaithful) way that
makes them parts of, or passages into, its centrifugal digressions.

These and many other strategies of this work are efforts to take different
(constructivist) looks at a cluster of related topics, an assemblage of inter-
acting issues. The occasional experimental move, even when unsuccessful,
could not have been entirely avoided at a time when all creativity ponders
its very possibilities and must therefore experiment. The serenity of cer-
tainty during eras of anarchy (that is, dissolution of autonomy) is an unnec-
essary luxury. The intellectual purview of the book tries to exclude the
imperial overviews of theoria (contemplation of universals) in favor of posi-
tions of scope (consideration of particulars) like those helpful to a no-
moscopy, to the study of regimes of rules. At the same time, while the book
presents through its limited scope only some dimensions of a complex de-
velopment, one hopes that its didactic (as opposed to interpretive or peda-
gogical) effectiveness has not been compromised.
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Chapter One

THE RITES OF INTERPRETATION

[TThe criticism of religion
is the presupposition of all criticism.
Karl Marx

THE LAw OF INTERPRETATION

Readers of Mimesis will remember the well-prepared and touching compar-
ison in chapter 1, where the two basic types of literary representation in
Western culture are dramatically contrasted. The scene of Odysseus’ rec-
ognition by his old housckeeper Euryclea in the Odyssey is examined in
great thematic and stylistic detail, and then interpreted against a parallel
reading of the sacrifice of Isaac in Genesis. The wide variety of distinct
features exhibited in the two texts is organized in two corresponding sets
of diametrically opposed character and tone. These sets are then seen as
concise pictures of the worldview expressed in the respective works, and are
used as the basis for a broad outline of the Homeric and the Biblical sys-
tems of thought. At the end of the chapter, the two types are set forth as
the starting point for the investigation of European literary representation
that the rest of the book conducts through the centuries, from antiquity to
modern times.

All this is scrupulously explored and narrated in painstaking philological
fashion. Passages are selected carefully and read thoroughly, distinctions
are made with an informed eye on stylistic detail, and differences are estab-
lished with discriminating attention to the particular aspects and the over-
all pattern of the texts. Both works are considered as epics, but their quali-
ties are found to differ in such a fundamental way that they express (and
allow for) opposing modes of understanding and of literary writing. Erich
Auerbach (1892-1957) states that he chose to elaborate on this opposition
because it operates at the foundations of Western literature, and therefore
must be posed at the beginning of his study. But his presentation immedi-
ately raises questions. Mimesis (1946) does not have an introduction: there
is no first, separate section to present its purpose and describe its approach.
Instead, the work begins in medias res: “Readers of the Odyssey will remem-
ber the well-prepared and touching scene in book 19, when Odysseus has
at last come home” (Auerbach 1953: 3). It begins with a first chapter which,
like the rest, bears a neutrally descriptive title, “Odysseus’ Scar,” and im-
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mediately proceeds to conduct a close reading of a classic text. Only after
several pages does it become clear that it deals with two texts, rather than
one, that it secks to establish the origins of Western mimetic modes, and
that it functions as an introduction to the whole volume. Thus the title is
deceptive: while it seems to promise a treatment of a Homeric passage, the
chapter is as much about Abraham’s sacrifice as it is about Odysseus’ scar.
It appears, then, that the book is introduced in a surreptitious manner. The
suppression of the character of the piece and of its second major topic are
closely linked: what at first glance looks like a first chapter and a discussion
of the Odyssey proves to be an introduction and a comparison of Homer
with the Old Testament.

The basic opposition, which the essay establishes but the title does not
acknowledge, is posited and developed in a long series of dichotomies,
purported to articulate the distinctive features of the Homeric and the
Biblical style: external-internal, presence-absence, unity-disconnectedness,
totality-fragmentation, illuminated-obscure, clarity-ambiguity, foreground-
background, simplicity-complexity, stability-fermentation, serenity-anguish,
being-becoming, legend-history. In all these binary oppositions, the first
member refers to the Homeric world and the second to the Biblical, while
each polarity indicates the antithesis and clash of the two worldviews and
mimetic modes. Auerbach argues that the two sets of categories indicate
contrasting ways of thinking and dictate contrasting ways of understanding
them: each has to be comprehended in its own terms. Consequently, he
insists: “Homer can be analyzed . . . but cannot be interpreted” (13), while
“the text of the Biblical narrative . . . is so greatly in need of interpretation
on the basis of its own content” (15). Auerbach refrains from explicitly
defining his terminology; but from the basic sets of categories it may at
least be inferred that analysis (which applies to the Homeric) is more of a
description of simple incidents, surface meanings, and direct messages,
while interpretation (which responds to the Biblical) uncovers hidden
meanings, implied messages, and complex significances. This is not the
place to discuss the critical validity of such a distinction." It is more impor-
tant to see how the approach called “interpretation” describes Auerbach’s
own method of reading literature.

Auerbach is faithful to his position when he reads the scene from Gene-
sis in that he conducts an in-depth, penetrating interpretation which secks
to elucidate all its dimensions. As exemplified in this application, interpre-
tation is the search for an ultimate explanation of both meaning and pur-
pose. It tries to uncover the hidden, obscure, silent, ineffable, multiple
meanings of a text, promising and at the same time threatening, retrievable
yet always elusive, under the thick layers of language. It also tries to explain
the purpose of it all, to describe the overall plan, to specify the final direc-
tion toward which everything is moving. In this part of his investigation,
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Auerbach is consistent. But he does not show the same consistency in his
approach to Homer. For although he argues that the Greek epic allows only
for analysis, his discussion exhibits all the unmistakable signs of an inter-
pretive reading: it presents the hidden complexity of the incident with
Euryclea, traverses successive layers of significance, exposes invisible as-
sumptions, and finally builds on it a whole theory about Homeric mimesis.
Interpretive understanding is again his guiding motive, since he asks persis-
tently why everything in the text happens in this way. Auerbach violates his
own epistemological principle and applies an interpretive reading to the
Odyssey, a Biblical reading to a Homeric text. Although he argues that the
two works express opposite worldviews and dictate different readings, he
uses for both the approach derived from the second. He does not read
Homer against the Bible, as he claims, but rather reads Homer through the
Bible: his is a Biblical treatment. Thus his conclusion that Homer cannot
be interpreted is an interpretive one, which results from a successful search
for deep meanings in his work. Auerbach treats both works in an interpre-
tive fashion, seeking to uncover their artistic essence behind the literary
surface.

What appears to be omitted in the title of the essay is the most impor-
tant element; what is not mentioned is the dominant feature; what is miss-
ing is central to what is there—the Biblical mode of mimesis and interpre-
tation. The title promises a study on the recognition of Odysseus’ scar, but
the essay delivers a model of literary interpretation derived from Abraham’s
sacrifice; and the number above the title indicates a first chapter but refers
to an introduction. These deceptive signs are part of the same tactic: while
the essay identifies itself as a chapter on Homer, it is in fact an introduction
to the Biblical method of reading; what seems to be an example of repre-
sentation is nothing less than a model of interpretation. Thus the subtitle
of the book, “The Representation of Reality in Western Literature,” in
order to reflect its approach, should read: “The Interpretation of the Repre-
sentation of Reality in Western Literature.” As the introductory chapter
shows, the purpose of the whole project is not to analyze the dominant
modes of this representation (i.e., present, describe, show their structure
and effects), but rather interpret them (i.e., explain the secret meanings
and purposes, unravel the significant pattern of their emergence and devel-
opment). Auerbach’s approach is exclusively Biblical: he comprehends lit-
erature according to rules that he finds dictated in the Bible, and conse-
quently sees Western literary tradition as a (secular) Bible.

The purpose of Auerbach’s book is to provide a sweeping Biblical view of
literary history. His choice of texts alone is ample evidence. All his selec-
tions are canonical® (and often predictable), made from the revered master-
pieces (Cahn 1979) of the dominant European tradition: Satyricon, Chan-
son de Roland, Divina Commedia, Decameron, Gargantua et Pantagruel,
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Henry IV, Don Quixote, Manon Lescaut, Luise Millerin, To the Light-
house—to mention but a few. These choices make the book “a massive
reaffirmation of the Western cultural tradition” (Said 1983: 8). Further-
more, selections are made and arranged with the Bible as a model. Accord-
ing to Auerbach, the Bible is the greatest canonical book, the Book of
books, the absolute Book—the Book containing all the books that are
worth reading and preserving. In it (and because of it), there are no other
gods, no other books, no other world.” “The truth claim of the Bible, Auer-
bach says, is so imperious that reality in its sensuous or charming aspect is
not dwelt upon; and the spotlight effect, which isolates major persons or
happenings, is due to the same anagogical demand that excludes all other
places and concerns. Bible stories do not flatter or fascinate like Homer’s;
they do not give us something artfully rendered; they force readers to be-
come interpreters and to find the presence of what is absent in the fraught
background, the densely layered (Auerbach uses the marvelous word ge-
schichtet ) narrative” (Hartman 1986: 15). As the central cultural construct
of an entire tradition, it constitutes a colossal tautology and self-atfirma-
tion (and concomitantly a monument of ethnocentrism as well as censor-
ship): the book that tells you what to read is both the single one worth
reading and the privileged domain of human experience: “it secks to over-
come our reality: we are to fit our own life into its world, feel ourselves to
be elements in its structure of universal history” (Auerbach 1953: 15).*
Auerbach treats the Western literary canon in similar terms: his is a univer-
sal history of literature without references, notes, or bibliography; without
any room for minor characters, neglected incidents, or marginal works. We
are commanded to have no other books before it. As a historical survey, it
Is organized in autonomous, self-contained units, and deals with a tradition
of glorious achievements from its origins through its continuous evolution
to the present. The notion of the tradition itself is not discussed, and its
authority is recognized unquestionably. The unity, borders, jurisdiction,
and goals of that authority are established. The driving implication is that
the West has its own Bible, although a secular one, which is its literary
canon.

Beyond Auerbach’s veneration of the tradition, there is an impressive
number and range of similarities that bring Mimesis and the Bible even
closer—and again I am referring, of course, to his Bible, to the conception
of the book that emerges from his discussion. Here are some characteristics
he attributes to the Old Testament:

— the intent of the stories “involves an absolute claim to historical truth”
(14);

—the narrator “was obliged to write exactly what his belief in the truth of the
tradition . . . demanded of him” (14);
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—the narrator composed “an effective version of the pious tradition” (14);

—“its claim to truth . . . excludes all other claims” (14);

—“we are to ... feel ourselves to be elements in its structure of universal
history” (15);

—“[it] presents universal history: it begins with the beginning of time . . . and
will end with the Last Days . .. Everything else that happens in the world
can only be conceived as an element in this sequence” (16);

—“interpretation in a determined direction becomes a general method of
comprehending reality” (16);

—“it is pieced together—but the various components all belong to one con-
cept of universal history and its interpretation” (17);

—“the reader is at every moment aware of the universal religio-historical per-
spective which gives the individual stories their general meaning and pur-
pose” (17);

—“The greater the separateness and horizontal disconnection of the stories
and groups of stories in relation to one another . .. the stronger is their
vertical connection, which holds them all together” (17);

—an “clement of development gives the . .. stories a historical character”
(18);

—the style exhibits “development of the concept of the historically becoming,
and preoccupation with the problematic” (23).

Although this list includes only characteristics attributed by Auerbach to
the Bible, their applicability to his own book is so broad and striking that
they may easily be taken as descriptions originally intended for Mimesis.
They were not; but they do summarize its contents and episodic structure:
brief, concise, paradigmatic, didactic, moral stories from the adventures of
secular writing in the post-Biblical world, namely, literature.” Auerbach did
not compose a History of Literature or the history of a particular idea,
figure, or theme that would have been yet another all-encompassing, ency-
clopedic compendium; he wrote the Story of Literature—a selective philo-
logical survey which traces the origins and evolution of that chosen art, the
art of the Book.

Mimesis is directly and extensively modeled on the Bible, and aspires to
work like it: it consists of episodic stories of concentrated tension and high
significance; it exhibits a discontinuous and yet evolutionary unity; it is
driven by an urgent sense of universal history; it makes absolute claims on
historical truth; it has a concrete, stable point of reference which makes
everything involved in its sphere meaningful; it is fraught with religious,
social, and political background; it employs a multi-layered, multi-dimen-
sional narrative; finally, it secks canonical authority. Mimesis aspires to be
recognized as the Old Testament of exegetical philology, the Bible of liter-
ary criticism, by presenting and defending history as tradition, reading as
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interpretation. In its effort to cover Western literature in a definitive
way, it employs two principal arguments: there is only one literature worth
reading, the very canon which is its subject; and there is only one proper
way of reading this canon, Biblical interpretation. By adopting the world-
view and reenacting in an intensely dramatic fashion the method of its
model, it attempts to achieve the same canonical status in the field of
literary studies.’

When it outlines in a grand manner the order, the evolution, the laws,
the purpose, and the justification of literary tradition, Mimesis performs a
number of propaedeutic tasks that are important for an exercise of intellec-
tual authority: it gives its readers what they need to know about the world
of literature and helps them comprehend it properly; it trains their under-
standing and cultivates their judgment; and it explains the complex, intri-
cate sense that great literature makes. Out of a large-scale philological ex-
plication, based on the orthodoxies of humanism and stylistic exegesis,
there emerges a grandiose project: a Biblical interpretation of literature and
a monumentalization of its Western canon. While Auerbach gives the
modest impression that he is simply attending to the nuances and idiosyn-
crasies of individual texts, and is not imposing a uniform explanatory
method on any of them, his first chapter already testifies to his use of an
ahistorical uniformity of standards and universality of principles. His no-
tion of the real is a renunciation of the political: “The argument against
‘politics” made throughout Mimesis is just this—the realist must surrender
himself to his material, suspend all his beliefs, prejudices, and political
convictions (which Auerbach assumes is possible) in order to achieve a total
and direct presentation of reality” (Carroll 1975: 8). (Naturally, this does
not mean that his bias is reprehensible, only that his objectivist claims are
false.)

Still, the paradox of the chapter’s title, which deceives with its unwar-
ranted emphasis on Odysseus, persists: why a discussion of Homer under a
misleading heading and in an introduction veiled as a chapter? Given the
orientation and methodology of the volume, it appears surprising that
Auerbach decided to start with Homer and apply to the Odyssey a Biblical
treatment, an interpretive reading, instead of simply beginning with the
Bible and proceeding from his real model. The problem is not why the
second term of the Homeric-Biblical distinction is so heavily privileged,
but rather why this very distinction was necessary and what it says about
the possible functions of the essay. To answer that any similar project
should commence with the Greek epic, an acknowledged classic, would be
an inadequate (not to say Eurocentric) response, since it does not solve the
problem of the devious title. The basic questions remain: why oppose the
Homeric mode of representation to the Biblical one, when what was in-
tended was an adoption, emulation, and propagation of the latter? Why
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was a discussion of Homer essential to a work modeled on the Bible, a work
which aspired to become the Bible of literary criticism? And why did the
overwhelming presence of the Bible have to be initially concealed? Auer-
bach’s conception of (what he calls) the Old Testament suggests the
answer.

Auerbach believes that the dramatic quality and cultural authority of the
Bible is enhanced by an intrinsic dialectic between what is there and what
is not, what is present and what is absent, what is said and what is implied,
what is mentioned and what is omitted, what happens and what could have
happened—the constant, unrelieved tension between presence and ab-
sence, voice and silence, promise and fulfillment, being and becoming. His
understanding of the Bible depends on polar oppositions which remain
unresolvable. The Book of books is constantly valorized as the supreme text
because of what it does not state, does not fully narrate, does not reveal,
does not name—thus preserving the prophecy about the “fulfilling of the
Covenant” (Auerbach 1953: 16) and binding people to its eschatology.
This type of valorization through contrast needs a second, almost negative
term of comparison, an abject possibility, so that a positive value can be
postulated. In the Old Testament, the supreme value is “a single and hid-
den God” (17), who, after the Fall of Man, “is not comprehensible in his
presence, as is Zeus; it is always only ‘something’ of him that appears, he
always extends into depths” (12). He is the hidden or absent God of Abra-
ham whose (condemning) silence enables the Bible to speak (about human
guilt). The positive value, then, is constituted as the fundamental other-
ness, the hidden depth of that ostensibly complete presence, that imme-
diate experience, which defines the negative term of the dichotomy.

The need for defense of a Biblical interpretation like Mimesis to include
(and even begin with) a discussion of Homer must be explained on the
basis of Auerbach’s theory about the dialectic inherent in the Old Testa-
ment. The Bible is fraught with background, the presence of God’s ab-
sence: “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” (15). An effective valorization of the
Bible would similarly present it as the background haunting Western litera-
ture, with its dark presence always in ambiguous retreat, its power con-
stantly felt through its radical difference that allows only something of its
depths to appear, inalienable and yet urgent. This presentation requires an
absolute contrast to a world of light, immediacy, and fullness, a foreground
of false essence and illusionary being. The Homeric epic is called to play
this indispensable role, portrayed in every small detail as the negative term
of the opposition: in its two-dimensional clarity, it makes readers under-
stand where the Bible is not, what it does not do, how it does not work.
Against its foreground, against its unrippling surface, the total difference of



10 CHAPTER ONE

the Bible can be recognized as the dramatic, historical, religious, and aes-
thetic background of all literature.

Analysis too, as a mode of reading, is fraught with the background of
interpretation, of that dimension of understanding which feeds on insight
rather than vision. The contrast with Homeric analysis highlights the
power of interpretation to overcome the charm of appearance and pierce
through the spectre of presence. Without analysis, there would be no need
for the promise of depth and delivery that interpretation carries. By pre-
senting the Bible as the non-Homeric and non-analytic, Auerbach is in a
position not only to praise the originary monument of the canon, but also
to show that the kind of reading it invites is the best way to read the whole
canon.” The purpose of employing the Homeric term is to illustrate graph-
ically the perils of secular representation and understanding. This strategy
also explains the character of Auerbach’s revisionary reading of the canon.
It does not pertain to individual names, works, or events but to the overall
approach. The philologist is not interested in changing the entries or their
order but rather the way these masterworks are read. He proposes and prac-
tices Biblical interpretation as a more powerful approach to the great tradi-
tion. In order to do this, he must articulate at his position as the positive
term of a binary opposition and construct an idea of the epic as its hostile
negative. The tasks of literary interpretation must be established as a moral
alternative to the pleasures of Greek physical/material understanding (or
analysis).

In addition to critical techniques, the book employs literary devices as
well. The systems of thought and style outlined in the description of the
Biblical mode bear a very close resemblance to standards of modernist taste
(which are not always the same as techniques of modernist writing). No-
tions like background, interiority, suspense, multi-layeredness, disconnect-
edness, absence, suggestiveness, fragmentariness, silence, individuality,
and others associated with them express qualities of the modernist aes-
thetic which dominated the first half of the twentieth century. Critics have
already noted the successful appropriation of such literary techniques:
“With its high respect for randomness and discontinuity, Mimesis is an-
other classic of modernism” (Robbins 1986: 49). In his review, René Wel-
lek went even further, suggesting that Mimesis “must be judged as some-
thing of a work of art.” Many years before Roland Barthes or J. Hillis Miller
argued for (and pursued) the literariness of criticism, Auerbach had learned
from the structural experiments of the post-Flaubertian novel. Thus, in his
treatment of the Bible, he is not only tracing the origins of our tradition,
but is also suggesting that the Biblical mode has outlasted the Homeric,
reigning over the masterful literary representations today, even though the
Homeric mode was the first to achieve wide appeal and recognition. The
contemporary world is understood and represented in Biblical terms: its
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literature itself is, at its best, Biblical. Now that this world has almost over-
come the old Greek influence, the Bible is its true, authentic contempo-
rary, since contemporary literature was unmistakably prefigured in it.

In historical viewpoint, Mimesis is a work of figural interpretation: it inter-
prets the Western canon as a figure of the Bible and, conversely, claims
that the Bible finds its fulfillment in our literary tradition. Figural or typo-
logical understanding constitutes the exegetical approach of the book.
Auerbach’s celebrated essay “Figura” (1944), written just before Mimesis,
may be seen as the missing methodological introduction.

Figuralism or typology® originated in early Christian efforts to show that
Jesus Christ was indeed the Messiah and had fulfilled Jewish prophecies, by
retrospectively explaining the Hebrew Bible as the “Old” of the “New Tes-
tament”—as the first announcement of a promise that had been kept. A
figura or type is constituted by a historical event or person and can be
identified only when fulfilled by a later event or person in a providentially
structured history, i.e., by its anti-type. The purpose of figurae is “to ac-
commodate the events and persons of a superseded order of time to a new
one” (Kermode 1983: 90). Auerbach explains that the rhetorical tropos of
figura acquired its first modern meaning with Tertullian: “[FJigura is some-
thing real and historical which announces something else that is also real
and historical. The relation between the two events is revealed by an accord
or similarity” (Auerbach 1984: 29). This meaning is connected by defini-
tion with the theological topos of fulfillment, which is the coming into
being, the historical happening, of what the fgure prophetically an-
nounced—the revelation of the future originally intimated by it. Thus the
figure is also the prefiguration of things to come, and therefore it is based
on an eschatological view of history. The textual reading which takes figura
as its starting point is called figural interpretation: “[It] establishes a con-
nection between two events or persons, the first of which signifies not only
itself but also the second, while the second encompasses or fulfills the first.
The two poles of the figure are separate in time, but both, being real events
or figures, are within time, within the stream of historical life” (53). Thus
emphasis falls decisively on the typological design of developments and on
fulfillment in history: “Both remain historical events; yet both, looked at in
this way, have something provisional and incomplete about them; they
point to one another and they both point to something in the future, some-
thing still to come, which will be the actual, real, and definitive event. . . .
Thus history, with all its concrete force, remains forever a figure, cloaked
and needful of interpretation” (58).

Auerbach’s definition of figural interpretation describes both the inter-
pretive project he finds dictated by the Old Testament and his own ap-
proach. In opting for a figural narrative of literature, he subscribes to an
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eschatological view of history under an unequivocally theological inspira-
tion. The story he tells presents a series of developments that draw their
significance from a higher order, that of a destined completion. As he puts
it, “in the fgural system the interpretation is always sought from above;
events are considered not in their unbroken relation to one another, but
torn apart, individually, each in relation to something other that is prom-
ised and not yet present” (59). Prefigurative understanding and the lan-
guage of types allow him to claim the Western tradition for the Biblical
mimesis, and criticism for typological interpretation. Auerbach’s view of
the past may also account for the book’s organizing typological principle:
“Historical events or literary texts may have their own unique and local
significance—if they have any meaning at all—but in a history’s figural
interpretation they are metaphorized as carrying some further significance,
so that some may ‘foreshadow’ others in a narrative which would grant the
sense of a whole to otherwise self-contained parts” (Bahti 1981: 111).” Thus
the appropriation of this Christian exegetical technique for literary criti-
cism, which may be also seen as “another belated repetition of the Chris-
tian appropriation and usurpation of the Hebrew Bible” (Bloom 1984: 5),
serves many purposes: it establishes a deeper unity between religious and
secular writing; it argues for a narrative continuity between the ancient and
the modern; it defends the transhistorical modernity of the Bible, making
it the originary event in literature; it intimates the Biblical character of
modernism; lastly, it emphasizes the messianic destination of literature
and the prophetic role of interpretation.'’

Typology declined around the turn of the nineteenth century with the
emergence of Higher Criticism in Germany. By the time David Friedrich
Strauss published The Life of Jesus, Critically Examined (1835), all interest
in it had disappeared. Consequently its revival by Auerbach was quite a
bold move, since his audience could not be expected to have any direct
familiarity with it. Through the concerns of Romance philology, however,
Auerbach was able to provide some informative background, as he did in
Dante: Poet of the Secular World (1929). More importantly, the distance in
time allowed for a return to that method without its original Christian
connotations. Philology and literary history provided a new, scholarly (as
opposed to theological) context. Thus Auerbach employed it while trans-
ferring its religious dimension to questions of aesthetic meaning and liter-
ary tradition."

For him, philology (as interpretation) is above all an act of faith, and its
theory is the theology of literature, of the secular Scripture. In Auerbach’s
hermenecutics, “divinity is not so much removed as secularized. That is to
say, continuity of history is preserved thanks to a new incarnation” (Costa-
Lima 1988: 489). Auerbach understands figural interpretation and prac-
tices it in Mimesis as an exegesis of prophecy, as divination through explo-
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rations of prefigurement, as an explication of promises yet to be fulfilled.
Near the end of the essay, he identifies figura with prophecy in explicitly
theological language: “In this way the individual earthly event is not re-
garded as a definite self-sutficient reality, nor as a link in a chain of develop-
ment in which single events or combinations of events perpetually give rise
to new events, but viewed primarily in immediate vertical connection with
a divine order which encompasses it, which on some future day will itself be
concrete reality; so that the earthly event is a prophecy or figura of a part of
a wholly divine reality that will be enacted in the future. But this reality is
not only future; it is always present in the eye of God and in the other
world, which is to say that in transcendence the revealed and true reality is
present at all times, or timelessly” (Auerbach 1984: 72). Thus the figure is
both a prophecy about an eschaton that will occur at the End of Time, and
a revelation of that ultimate reality as it is presently encoded in this world,
specifically in its re-presentations by Western literature.'” To return once
more to the subtitle of Mimesis (which Auerbach never explains): it has
become clear that the term “representation” refers to his understanding of
all major literature (already prefigured in the Bible) as figura, while “real-
ity” refers to the divine truth that inheres in every present and that will be
actualized in/as a unique future, the advent of the Messiah. Rephrased and
completed according to its messianic perspective and eschatological yearn-
ing, the subtitle should now read: “The Biblical Interpretation of the Pre-
figurement of the Fulfillment of the Covenant in the Tradition of the Sec-
ular Scripture.”

In “Figura,” Auerbach claimed that the figural view of history was active
from the early days of Christianity until the eighteenth century. In Mime-
sis, however, the historical origin is replaced with a universalist invariable,
the polar distinction between the two modes of Western representation. In
the original account, the pagan/archaic/allegorical was what came before
the Biblical/Christian/figural. In the new account, the figural is reduced to
a variation of the Biblical, one of the two dominant modes—and the same
has been done, of course, to all things Christian. The two modes are made
to oppose, antagonize each other, and to compete for mastery over human
understanding. The Biblical is treated as the most important one, and is
used systematically throughout the book as the basic approach to Western
literature. On the other hand, the Homeric mode, although almost totally
forgotten after the second chapter—receiving brief mention in chapters 5
and 8—returns at the end. Chapters 18 and 19 form the apogee of Mimesis,
a celebration of the Biblical understanding of history which entered its
modern maturity with the nineteenth-century realist novel. But in the last
chapter, gloom and doom prevail. This is an age of confusion and hopeless-
ness caused by “the complicated process of dissolution which led to frag-
mentation of the exterior action, to reflection of consciousness, and to
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stratification of time” (Auerbach 1953: 552-53) in fiction as well as in real
life. The last work examined, Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse (1927), is
compared extensively to the Odyssey. Thus the pagan element reappears in
obvious response to a question that was tacitly left unanswered in “Figura”
what happened after the long domination of the figural view ended? The
answer here is implicit, yet ominous: the Homeric, the pagan element,
threatens to take over again.

Auerbach is not fighting against Christianity. Ie is content to indicate
the continuity uniting it with Judaism through quiet references to the
“Judeo-Christian view of history” (73) or arguments showing that “the first
effect of the Judeo-Christian manner of dealing with the events in the
world of reality led to anything but rigidity and narrowness. The hidden-
ness of God and finally his parousia . . . brought about a dynamic move-
ment in the basic conception of life . . . which went far beyond the clas-
sic-antique norm of the imitation of real life and living growth” (119)."
Auerbach does not see Christianity as a serious opponent: he skillfully de-
velops an idea of the Biblical that includes and appropriates it, reducing it
to a variation on the Old Testament. The real enemy is the non-Biblical:
the Homeric, the pagan, the Greek." He often alludes to this imminent
threat by detecting unsettling parallels between the ancient world and the
present order of things, as in the following passage: “Homer . .. likes to
bring in the lineage, station, and previous history of his characters. . . . His
Greek audiences are schooled in mythology and genealogy; Homer under-
takes to give them the family-tree of the character in question as a means
of placing him. Just so, in modern times, a newcomer into an exclusive
aristocratic or bourgeois society can be placed by information concerning
his paternal and maternal relatives. Thus, rather than an impression of
historical change, Homer evokes the illusion of an unchanging, a basically
stable social order, in comparison with which the succession of individuals
and changes in personal fortunes appear unimportant” (28). Auerbach por-
trays the Homeric as the enemy of the Judeo-Christian tradition: from the
Greek stems everything septic, static, autocratic, absolutist. “‘Just so, in
modern times,” he writes, in order to demonstrate that Homer’s genealogy
is not so very different from the Nazis” Aryanization” laws, which traced
back one’s ancestors to three or four removed generations. Homer’s my-
thology 1s not so different from the new mythology of the Thousand-Year
Reich and its Volkstaat” (Green 1982: 42-43). Auerbach’s attack on Greek
thought becomes anti-IHellenic when he blames the evils of modernity on
the Homeric spirit."”

Auerbach believes that he is witnessing a critical stage of the historical
process, the modern Drama of Europe, and like Ezra Pound (Davie 1975:
17-31) before him in The Spirit of Romance: An Attempt to Define Some-
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what the Charm of the Pre-Renaissance Literature of Latin Europe (1910),
he thinks of “the European possibilities of Romance philology as . . . a task
specific to our time” (Auerbach 1965: 6). With great faith in the necessary
mission of his discipline, “he sees philological historicism . . . not only as
the means by which ‘humanity’ becomes aware of its own spectacle of ‘hu-
manisation,” but also, in traditional idealistic fashion, as the highest point
or culmination of that spectacle, the drama of history come to self-con-
sciousness, as it were” (Bové 1986: 164). He is deeply concerned about the
present crisis, fearing that “European civilization is approaching the term
of its existence.” The philologist studying literary history through stylistics
proposes, as a way out of this intellectual malaise and historical crisis, inter-
pretive and figural understanding as moral renewal. Interpretation prom-
ises spiritual emancipation.

Mimesis represents the epitome of this effort toward a return to Biblical
textual faith. The politics behind the Manichean strategy of the book is
obvious since Auerbach “conceived of his survey as a unity, as a generalized
interpretation of the history of Western civilization and its literature de-
signed and arranged so that two opposing strands or evolutions appear. The
one—rigid, restrictive, categorizing, pompous, elitist, hedonistic, deca-
dent, posturing, and ultimately anti-humanity—is meant to be associated
with the forces of totalitarianism that were challenging the fate of the
world. The other—fluid, open, populist, honest, democratic, moral, seri-
ous, and ultimately pro-humanity—is meant to be associated with the best
qualities of the democratic Western world” (Green 1982: 62-63). As we
have seen, the first strand represents Greek analytical thought, while the
second is associated with Biblical figural interpretation. History, tradition,
and writing are viewed in terms of this on-going dialectic confrontation,
and the only possibility of a synthesis is the eventual assimilation of Chris-
tianity into its Biblical roots, resulting in the complete eradication of
paganism.

Auerbach’s main goal was to study (what he defined as) the Biblical
mode of understanding, and promote it as a model for literary and histori-
cal knowledge/experience in all its timeliness and urgent relevance. A com-
plementary goal was to show that Christianity is derivative and should
faithfully return (as it has been doing for some time) to its religious and
historical roots. In both respects, an outstanding feature of his argumenta-
tion is the consistent presentation of Greek thought as the negative, alien,
and hostile element, which must be neutralized, and finally extinguished.
In Auerbach’s survey of the canon, the central dialectic evolves between
the Homeric and the Biblical, the pagan and the religious, the mythical and
the historical, the Hellenic and the Hebraic. The same survey inquires into
the possibility of a new (Judeo-Christian) synthesis, whose model has been
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already prefigured in the representational style of the Old Testament. This
synthesis is necessary in order for humanity to survive the modern crisis
created by the resurgence of totalitarianism, as the powers of paganism
have again increased their influence. Until recently, Western culture
seemed to move toward that direction, as indicated, for example, by the
historical awareness of realist fiction. But that progress was interrupted by
the forces of order, stability, and hierarchy, causing the confusion and
hopelessness that modernism reflects. Still, although the possibility of a
new synthesis looks at this time very difficult, “the approaching unification
and simplification” (Auerbach 1953: 553) remain the only way to a true
humanism. The interpretive struggle against the tyranny of antiquity must
continue until complete emancipation (of understanding and represent-
ing). Thus Auerbach portrays the development of Western literature as the
conflict between two incompatible modes of expression, and its larger con-
text of world history as a cosmic battle between the irreconcilable forces of
evil and good, or (to put it in the most appropriately banal way) between
Athens and Jerusalem (Clark 1984; Eidelberg 1983; Weltin 1987). The
pagan evil must be defeated, because it is the source of all anguish, terror,
superstition, discrimination, and oppression; the power of God, so mag-
nificently represented in the Biblical prefigural style, will again prevail. In
Auerbach’s prophecy against the Greek Lucifer of Days, the construction
of the Homeric as a paronomastic substitute for the Hellenic served to
define and defend not only figural interpretation and historicist realism,
but above all the Biblical mode and the Hebraic spirit. Mimesis, however,
besides being an affirmation, monumentalization, and appropriation of
the Western literary canon on behalf of Biblical thought, has a more nar-
row focal point: it constitutes a revision of that other major modernist
Geistesgeschichte, The Theory of the Novel (1916) by Georg Lukdcs (1885—
1971).16

Lukdcs” study responded to the Romantic call for “a philosophy of the
novel, the rough outlines of which are contained in Plato’s political theory”
(Schlegel 1971: 198). In the “Dialogue on Poetry” (1799-1800), Friedrich
Schlegel had defined the task of this philosophy as “a spiritual viewing of
the subject with calm and serene feeling, as it is proper to view in solemn
joy the meaningful play of divine images. Such a theory of the novel would
have to be itself a novel which would imaginatively reflect every eternal
tone of the imagination and would again confound the chaos of the world
of the knights. The things of the past would live in it in new forms; Dante’s
sacred shadow would arise from the lower world, Laura would hover heav-
enly before us, Shakespeare would converse intimately with Cervantes, and
there Sancho would jest with Don Quixote again” (Schlegel 1968: 102-3).
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Lukdcs” book, like Mimesis, a work of theory and criticism inspired by He-
gelian dialectic (Bernstein 1984), deals with the development of Western
literature and is based on a fundamental polarity, discussing from a his-
torico-philosophical perspective the two major forms of epic literature, an-
cient epic poetry and the modern novel. Lukacs differs from Auerbach in so
far as he compares the two categories diachronically, not synchronically,
and therefore presents them as opposed forms, not antithetical modes.
Thus they are compared as paradigmatic expressions of two different ages,
not as perennial modalities of thinking and writing. The contrast is abso-
lute but does not allow for direct conflict because it is grounded in his-
torico-cultural circumstances rather than fundamental structures of lan-
guage and experience.

For Lukics, the epic is the expression of the ancient Greek world, whose
primary characteristic was totality of being, completeness of self-being.
That world was completely rounded, homogeneous, and meaningful, with-
out any internal gaps or divisions. Dichotomies of experience like interior
and exterior, self and other, will and destiny, immanence and transcen-
dence, theory and praxis, and history and philosophy, did not exist, or
rather they appeared in an integrated form, articulated in unity. The
carthly world and the given moment were the supreme principles in life,
and man felt at home everywhere within that all-encompassing, comfort-
ing wholeness. Everything was tangible and physical because the world of
objects was fully present in its extensive totality. There was no need for
theory—no questions, no philosophy: the sensual world of forms was the
direct answer, the well-ordered wholeness of immediate reality the only
philosophy. The world of the epic is perfectly organic: everything coexists,
connects, coheres. All that matters and transpires is the total immediacy of
the fully given: there is only foreground, light, form, completeness, unity,
as essence and existence become inextricably interwoven into luminous
being. That is the meaning of what Lukdcs calls “integrated civilization,”
and the epic constitutes its paradigmatic expression.

This understanding of the Greek epic bears many similarities with Auer-
bach’s, as outlined in Mimesis: “fully externalized description, uniform il-
lumination, uninterrupted connection, free expression, all events in the
foreground, displaying unmistakable meanings, few elements of historical
development and psychological perspective” (Auerbach 1953: 19). Al-
though Auerbach borrowed these crucial ideas from Lukdcs, his rhetoric
was quite different. He strengthened the credibility of the argument in two
ways: first, he referred to a specific author, Homer, and concentrated on a
concrete work, the Odyssey; second, he discarded the lyrical, nostalgic in-
cantations of Lukdcs, using instead the discourse of philology, and the
techniques of stylistics in particular. Thus by focusing on one author, one



18 CHAPTER ONE

work, one passage, and adopting a respectable scholarly language, he au-
thorized his repetition as an academic study, free from the romantic liber-
ties taken in the philosophical essay.

With regard to the novel (which Goethe had called “a subjective epic”
and Hegel the “biirgerliche epopoeia”),” Lukdcs believes that it is the con-
temporary epic—the epic of the age of philosophy, homesickness, and sin-
fulness, of the fragmented and God-forsaken world. Where there was unity
and totality, now there is division and separation. This is the time of the
homeless individual, of the unredeemed fall, of decentered metaphysics.
“The abandonment of the world by God manifests itself in the incommen-
surability of soul and work, of interiority and adventure—in the absence of
a transcendental ‘place” allotted to human endeavor” (Lukdcs 1971: 97).
The transcendental has been displaced by exile, the extrovert hero of the
epic by the introspective subject of the novel. Existence is dissonant, un-
certain, suppositious; estrangement and nostalgia afflict the tragic soul.
The world of objects has been reduced to a fixed category, nature. Nothing
bridges the within to the without. Individuality has become an end in it-
self; autonomy and independence are the desolate spaces humans inhabit.
Subject and object, present and past, history and philosophy are irreparably
torn apart. Self-reflexivity is the common lot, interiority the sole realm of
adventure. Time turns into History as it moves inexorably toward the Last
Judgment; totality flees into the heterogeneous. The gods have departed or
remain silent; the project of salvation has been left incomplete. This is
what Lukdcs calls the “problematic civilization.”

A comparison of this lament of belatedness with Auerbach’s description
of Biblical representation shows further convergence of opinion: “certain
parts brought into high relief, others left obscure, abruptness, suggestive
influence of the unexpressed, ‘background’ quality, multiplicity of mean-
ings and the need for interpretation, universal-historical claims, develop-
ment of the concept of the historically becoming, and preoccupation with
the problematic” (Auerbach 1953: 19). The similarities become more sig-
nificant in light of Auerbach’s aim to establish diachronic equivalences be-
tween the Biblical mode and the realist style of fiction. Not only does the
novel emerge as a central topic of interest for both critics; an important
equation between their oppositions can also be identified: Lukdcs’ Greek
epic corresponds to Auerbach’s Homeric mode; and Lukdcs” novel corre-
sponds to Auerbach’s Biblical mode (and realist fiction). It is rather super-
ficial to say that the “distinction between the epic and the novel is founded
on a distinction between the Hellenic and the Western mind” (de Man
1983: 53). The founding distinction, as articulated by Auerbach, is that
between the Hellenic and the Hebraic.

Furthermore, Lukdcs” conception of the epic, too, is Biblical. Consider
his depiction of the Greek world: placed in the context of a binary opposi-
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tion, it functions only as an alternative possibility for Judaism, as a substi-
tute for the Biblical world, where gods and humans still inhabit the same
universe, share the same space, speak the same language; where existence
is still home because it is united with essence and blessed by benevolent
divinities; where life is a totality because religion and philosophy (or the
nation and its book) are one. In his dichotomy, Lukics contrasts ancient
and secular Judaism (represented respectively by the epic and the novel)
and, overwhelmed by nostalgia for the lost wholeness, paints the Biblical
past in bright, Grecek colors. Critics have charged that Lukics “neglected to
do what that other commentator on the realism of the Homeric epic, Erich
Auerbach, was later to do in the brilliant first chapter of his Mimesis. That
is, he confined classical civilization to the Greeks and failed to examine
another seminal ancient text, the Hebrew Bible” (Jay 1984: 93). It seems,
however, that although he did not analyze the Bible, he did appropriate
classical civilization for the Hebraic ideal in his Biblical reading of it.

Auerbach revised (and universalized) this approach, as he probably saw
that Lukdcs had fallen into the trap of romantic Hellenism and that idealist
Hegelianism had lured him into lamenting secular Judaism while portray-
ing the Biblical world in a Greek, detached fashion. The picture of Hellen-
ism was too positive to allow what was really privileged to emerge, while the
negative assumptions about the present of Hebraism were fatalistic and
defeatist. A new affirmation, rather than decadent yearning, was needed:
the dream of return was futile. Auerbach adopted Lukdcs’ recognition of
the great artistic achievements of the late Medieval ages—when “aesthetics
became metaphysics once more” (Lukdces 1971: 38§)—and of Dante’s role in
the transition from the epic to the novel through the architectural (67-68);
but the evaluation of subsequent developments had to change. e there-
fore undertook two tasks, one narrow and one general: early in his career, to
look into Dante and see how he contributed to that transition; and later, to
revise Lukdcs” dichotomy in such a way as to maintain the real and endur-
ing power of the Hebraic. His plan was supported by two complementary
strategies: the replacement of idealist Hegelianism with his own historicist
one, and the transformation of the Hellenic from a lost origin to the repre-
sentative of evil.

Thus Auerbach constructed a dichotomy of irreconcilable styles: he pre-
sented the characteristics of the Biblical mode itself as positive by pointing
to their openness, fluidity, historicity, modernity, specificity, and egalitari-
anism; he made Christian understanding—which Lukics ignored almost
completely—heir to Biblical thought through figural interpretation; he re-
jected Lukdcs’ proposition to see in Wilhelm Meister the model for a syn-
thesis, launching against Goethe his strongest—and only personal—attack
in Mimesis (Auerbach 1953: 446-52); he warned against the confusion of
his time expressed in radical Modernism, and against the political threat
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manifest in the return of the paganistic in Nazism; and he proposed his
own synthetic ideal, a Biblical humanism with a historicist awareness. This
is the specific revisionary project sustaining Mimesis, and Auerbach’s de-
bate with Lukdcs over fiction, historicism, and Hebraism is one of the sub-
texts of the entire work.

The public success of Mimesis, and the first chapter in particular, cannot
be overestimated: Biblical and classical studies, from scholarly publications
to course syllabi, have taken it as a starting point of definition and direc-
tion. Seldom in literary studies have origins been traced in such a well-
ordered, well-packaged way and with such populist appeal. Nevertheless,
the stylistic comparison of Hebrew and Greek writing (as well as mind and
worldview) has had a long history of treatment. In his analysis, Auerbach
drew (without attribution, of course, as was his manner) from a volumi-
nous tradition of parallel readings that have compared the two ancient
canons and have rather consistently ascertained the artistic, let alone
moral, superiority of the Bible.

To take an eminent example, the Right Reverend Robert Lowth (1710-
87), Lord Bishop of London and Praelector of Poetry at the University of
Oxford (1741-50), dealt with the artistic merits of the Bible in a series of
lectures he delivered in 1749-50 and published in 1753 as De sacra poesia
Hebraeorum, praelectiones academicae Oxonii habitae. His examination is a
landmark in literary studies, as it made legitimate (and even proposed the
contours of) a literary reading of the book. In these thirty-four lectures, he
rejected the figural approach of traditional theology and transformed typol-
ogy into Biblical poetics. Anticipating the Romantic infatuation with the
religious dimension of literature, he assimilated poetry to prophecy (Lec-
tures XVIII-XXI) and identified the sublime as a characteristic Biblical
quality (XIV-XVII, XXVI-XXXVII)."® Poetry was distinguished from phi-
losophy (Lowth 1816: 7, 12-16) and religion (36-37), and the approach was
resolutely critical rather than theological (50-51). The driving argument
was that Hebrew poetry is superior to any other (43), as well as to nature
and art (44), and can teach the origin and the proper evaluation of artistic
excellence (46).

The basis of all analysis, however, was a comparison with the Greek clas-
sics. After explaining why religion is the origin of poetry, Lowth noted:
“These observations are remarkably exemplified in the Hebrew Poetry,
than which the human mind can conceive nothing more elevated, more
beautiful, or more elegant; in which the almost ineffable sublimity of the
subject is fully equalled by the energy of the language and the dignity of the
style. And it is worthy observation, that as some of these writings exceed in
antiquity the fabulous ages of Greece, in sublimity they are superior to the
most finished productions of that polished people” (36-37). Elsewhere, he
compared Pindar and lyric Biblical poetry (225), the Psalms and Greek
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Hymns (174), Job" and Oedipus (398), while among the Biblical genres he
distinguished Hebrew elegiac, didactic, lyric, idyllic, and dramatic poetry—
all of them superior to their Hellenic equivalents. Throughout the book,
his stylistic commentary prefigures, so to speak, Auerbach’s search for the
structure of the ethnic mind. Here is his comparison of the metric capabil-
ities of the two languages: “For the Greek, beyond every other language
(and the Latin next to it), is copious, flowing, and harmonious, possessed
of a great variety of measures, of which the impression is so definite, the
etfects so striking, that if one should recite some lame and imperfect por-
tion of a verse, or even enunciate hastily several verses in a breath, the
numbers would nevertheless be clearly discernible. . . . But in the Hebrew
language the whole economy is different. Its form is simple above every
other; the radical words are uniform, and resemble each other almost ex-
actly; nor are the inflexions numerous, or materially different: whence we
may readily understand, that its metres are neither complex nor capable of
much variety; but rather simple, grave, temperate; less adapted to fluency
than dignity and force” (70-71). Like Lowth, who looked at the Hebrew
Bible in his search for the fundamentals of poetry and established them by
comparing it to Greek writing,” Auerbach adopted the same comparativist
approach in his own search for the essence of narrative.

Lowth’s book is arguably the first work of literary criticism, of that mod-
ern reading (called “divine discipline” by Friedrich Schlegel) which isolates
texts and analyzes them for their inherent structure and intrinsic qualities.
The focus of his attention is uniqueness of style and artistic significance.
The fact that such an approach was first applied to the primary religious
work of the West is not at all paradoxical. On the contrary, it was the
precarious, ambivalent use of the Bible by the believers at that time that
dictated the approach. When the voice of the text is no longer heard by its
community, “it is literature that rises out of the absence of Holy Writ, its
evasions, withdrawals, and silences” (Needler 1982: 397). Literary criticism
emerged as the paradox of secular theology, of a theology that could no
longer depend on faith alone for the legitimation of its sources and author-
ity. Literary theory was originally the hermeneutics of that theology, the
close reading which was dedicated to extracting from the text itself, from
its signifying operations, its meaning and importance. “Saving the Text,”
to borrow a title (Hartman 1981), was from the beginning its raison d’étre
and rallying cry. That Text has been the Bible.

The very possibility of the project of criticism as a non-theological inter-
pretation was first fully established by Benedict (Baruch) de Spinoza
(1632-77), who explored the links between theology, close reading, and
politics. Spinoza tried to save the Bible from the devastating Wars of Reli-
gion (1560-1660) and the onslaught of empiricist reason in diverse ways:
he mediated between Maimonides and Descartes, he dismissed divine in-
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spiration, he wrote a Hebrew grammar. No other effort, though, can be
compared with his anonymously published Tractatus Theologico-politicus
(1670), that “prescient masterpiece of the higher criticism” (Gay 1966: 24),
which attracted considerable attention from the start, though until the
1780s in mostly hostile responses. In it, Spinoza attacked superstition and
opposed reason to revelation, trying to support Jan de Witt’s struggles with
Calvinism. While Reformists like Philip Melanchthon (1497-1560) had in-
sisted that philosophy be regarded as ancilla theologiae, he distinguished
metaphysics as an independent inquiry from theology. This was a bold
book that raised issues of understanding (as independent close reading of
the Bible), natural rights (such as the right of the individual to interpret),
and governance (which should take the Hebrew polity as its model). Spi-
noza was explicit about his intent and its ideological context: “As I marked
the fierce controversies of philosophers raging in Church and State, the
source of bitter hatred and dissension, the ready instruments of sedition
and other ills innumerable, I determined to examine the Bible afresh in a
careful, impartial, and unfettered spirit, making no assumptions concern-
ing it, and attributing to it no doctrines, which I do not find clearly therein
set down. With these precautions I constructed a method of Scriptural
interpretation” (Spinoza 1951: §). In response to social upheavals and
philosophical disputes that threatened Biblical authority, he devised a new
approach that promised to respect the political (but of course not the reli-
gious or philosophical) legitimacy of every reading. Spinoza was the first to
argue that the right to interpret (the Bible) was a political one, and to
demand the philosophical emancipation of that right.”!

According to his immanentist hermeneutic principle, the Bible must be
understood exclusively by itself, its knowledge derived from its own literal
meaning. “Iis Theologico-Political Treatise is the first attempt at a philo-
sophical justification and foundation of Biblical criticism” (Cassirer 1951:
184). The book is addressed to Christian philosophers, and its primary goal
is to free philosophy from (Christian) theology. “Precisely because Spinoza
openly abandoned in the Treatise the belief in the cognitive value of the
Bible, his maxim to speak ‘ad captum vulgi’ forced him to assign the high-
est possible value to the practical or moral demands of the Bible” (Strauss
1952: 197). Reading acquires practical importance: it governs understand-
ing and guides morality. Consequently, any attempt to govern it from out-
side ignores this useful importance. Spinoza’s interpretive “immanentism”
(Yovel 1990) was not entirely new. The very concept of interpretation as a
personal, independent (and ultimately ascetic) exercise had already been in
place for some one hundred fifty years. Erasmus had defended the right of
individuals to read the Bible in their common language. As for the idea that
knowledge of the Scripture ought to be “looked for in Scripture only” (Spi-
noza 1951: 100) and that the pursuit of this knowledge was an individual’s
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task and responsibility, it had been propagated by the Reformation since its
inception. Spinoza’s own original contribution was to politicize the issue
by inserting it into discussions of governance.

In Spinoza’s work, interpretation, the Reformers’ religious duty, became
a political right. He claimed that it was political because it was natural
(211), civil, and private (207). Instead of being the privilege of the few, “the
highest power of Scriptural interpretation belongs to every man” (119)—to
the extent, of course, that this is a religious duty and an individual right:
this is the democratic Biblical secularism of the Tractatus. In a telling pas-
sage, the possibility as well as the limits of interpretation as a civil right are
defined: “Therefore, as the supreme right of free thinking, even on religion,
Is in every man’s power, and as it is inconceivable that such power could be
alienated, it is also in every man’s power to wield the supreme right and
authority of free judgment in this behalf, and to explain and interpret reli-
gion for himself. The only reason for vesting in the hands of the magistrates
the supreme authority for the interpretations of law and judgment on pub-
lic atfairs is that they concern questions of public right. Similarly the su-
preme authority in explaining religion, and in passing judgment thereon, is
lodged with the individual because it concerns questions of individual
right” (118-19). At issue here is not the legitimacy of personal faith but the
right to private understanding. Interpretation can be contested as a right
only when it is presented and practiced as private. On the other hand, when
the believer becomes a reader of the Bible and when its understanding can
be entrusted to him, he can be safely governed.

This distribution of power is not enforced, but guaranteed by a “cove-
nant” (205, 208) between the individual and the sovereign: the sovereign
governs, the individual interprets.” The “true aim of government is liberty”
(259), and liberty is now understood as (that is, limited to) freedom of
interpretive judgment. Reason, rights, interpretation, individuality, the
Bible, even the government—all are accepted as natural. “In a democracy
(the most natural form of government . . .) everyone submits to the control
of authority over his actions, but not over his judgment and reason” (263).
The emancipation of interpretation is guaranteed by an interpretive under-
standing of emancipation—an understanding that limits it to areas of
knowledge and belief. A few decades before the Tractatus appeared the
greatest pupil of Erasmus, Hugo Grotius (1583-1645), in his De jure belli
ac pacis (1635), founded the system of human rights not on divine revela-
tion but on the natural law of reason and social contract of state. He also
abolished the medieval distinction between lex naturae and lex divina
by showing that they can both be based on reason. Spinoza extended the
contract to include, in addition to choice of government, the exercise of
interpretation. They both sought new grounds for strong governmental au-
thority during the period of the Thirty Years” War after the feudal order
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collapsed and a need arose for an international order in the emerging Eu-
rope of nations.

This is the civil covenant to which they contributed: when one submits
to authority, one becomes a subject—an individual who has the right to
interpret (the Bible) and is entitled to his private opinion (about it). The
idea of the self, the independent person, implies that “society is consti-
tuted of autonomous, equal, units, namely separate individuals, and that
such individuals are more important, ultimately, than any larger constitu-
ent group. It is reflected in the concept of individual private property, in
the political and legal liberty of the individual, in the idea of the individ-
ual’s direct communication with God” (Macfarlane 1978: 5). In the theo-
logico-political treatise, interpretation is liberated when it escapes the
control of theology and enters the civic world. In order to save the Bible,
Spinoza frees interpretation from the law (of theology, faith, court, and
tradition) while making it the new Law, the rule of the textual experience
of divine meaning—the law of Kant, Kierkegaard, Kafka, and Derrida. This
is the order which Auerbach saw in decline and tried to invigorate by re-
turning to the fundamentals of interpretive faith. The problem is that such
a return runs against the highest principle of interpretation, the autonomy
of understanding. Spinoza’s initiative was based on this principle: an au-
tonomous understanding does not need any outside guidance or supervi-
sion because 1t is self-governing; interpretation is the secular law. How wise
was it, however, to limit the quest for autonomy, the supreme project of
modernity, only to the emancipatory promise of interpretation?

HeBrRAISM AND HELLENISM

Until the end of the thirteenth century, the Western Church remained the
central, all-powerful, unified and unifying institution of its society: religion
and church were one, the study of doctrine and the study of the Bible
identical. The New Testament was considered the exclusive foundation of
the faith, and interest in the Hebrew Bible was limited, as Auerbach has
explained, to explorations of prefiguration. By the early fourteenth century,
however, preachers and scholars started challenging the exclusive power of
the church by questioning its explanatory authority and appealing directly
to the Bible itself.” “Those scholars and preachers and demagogues (Mar-
silius of Padua, Wyclif and the Lollards, the Hussites, for example) who
challenged the authority of the Church as it was then institutionally consti-
tuted, held up the authority of the Bible in its place and argued that the
interpretation of Scripture was no matter for the Church to regulate if by
the Church was meant the Pope and his cardinals. Instead, the individual
must read for himself under the guidance of the Holy Spirit” (Evans 1985:
7). The aim of this new belief was “to challenge the Church both as otficial
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interpreter of the Bible and as having authority to decide questions of doc-
trine” (9). There were also practical considerations dictated by social devel-
opments. “On the intellectual level, by the end of the fifteenth century,
theology needed a new tool. It had to go back beyond the scholastics and,
almost more importantly, beyond Augustine. It had to be evangelical and
it had to make the Christian religion correlative to human moral needs”
(Levi 1987: 117). As a result, Christians were encouraged to explore per-
sonal exegesis, to exercise their own judgment in reading the articles of the
faith. Such positions advocated “a devaluation of the collective existence
represented by sacraments, saints, and the ‘unwritten’ tradition of the
Church, in favor of a naked confrontation with the scriptures” (Bossy 1985:
97). Similar challenges, based on an increasing attention to the sacred
texts, culminated in the Reformation.

With the Protestant Reformation in the sixteenth century, the Church
ceased being a unified body of pious believers and became a congregation
of attentive readers. Faith, it was determined, not institutional religion,
came first; and true faith could only be founded in the Bible. The principal
dogma consecrated at the Diet of Worms (1521) was that of sola scriptura:
“For the reformers the important principle is that the Bible is not only its
own witness through the Holy Spirit, but also its own interpreter, proving,
judging, illuminating itself” (Evans 1985: 32).* The study of the Bible was
the road to salvation. Interpretation became a religious duty, and the exer-
cise of personal judgment in private study was actively pursued. A dramatic
change, from the ecclesiastic to the interpretive use of the Bible, made
possible the Protestant conception of the text: “As the reformers began to
dispute hitherto unquestioningly accepted ways of administering grace and
truth and power, as the infallible institution of papacy, the rule of car-
dinals, bishops, and priests, together with the immense power of the con-
fessional was tottering, the most basic levels of religious legitimation were
shifted away from the collective bodies and rituals of the Church toward
what, in the strength of the personal faith of each believer, was an al-
together new emphasis on the reading and interpretation of Scripture as
the divine locus of a finished revelation” (Weimann 1986: 452). As the
liturgical context disappeared and the institutional support withered, the
interpretive imperative provided the only credible religious axiomatic in a
world that felt for the first time the experience of popular upheaval as a
social problem. At the same time, when the colonial West sought to pro-
tect and justify its embarrassing riches, the interpretive imperative became
probably the first explicatory technique and regulatory mechanism to teach
the European merchant the wealth of his soul and the rewards of his
vocation.

In charting the translation of Western Christianity into the Reforma-
tion, three major points of transition may be discerned (Bossy 1985): the
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shift from a conception of life centered on kin and the social realm to
another centered on the individual and his family; the replacement of the
ethical code of the Seven Deadly Sins by the Ten Commandments and the
rule of their law; and, most importantly for our discussion, the shift from
the ritual and symbolism of the Sacraments in a community of kin to the
meaning and truth of the Word in a civil society. The Reformation empha-
sized religious experience, evangelical piety, and moral commitment, while
raising questions of the authenticity of faith and ethics. Privacy and inter-
pretation (that is, the depth of interiority) were the enabling conditions of
subjectivity, of bourgeois individualism as it emerged in the sixteenth cen-
tury; and the site of askesis for subjectivity (desert, abyss, or purgatory) was
the text of the Bible itself. With this secular soteriology, not only did sin
turn into a personal problem, but also reading became a matter of salvation
as an integral part of what Max Weber called “worldly asceticism.” The
new type of reading reconstituted both reader and the object of his devo-
tion. The practice of close (and silent) study brought into relief the charac-
ter and integrity of the text—its constitution as a series of books and as a
unified whole, which its use in church had obscured by making its different
parts serve different functions in the service.

Also the split of theology into speculative and exegetical branches during
the early twelfth century had taken on dangerous proportions, as by the late
fifteenth century the former was following the direction of logic and the
latter of grammar, both cultivating a threatening positivism under the
strong influence of scientific reasoning. The Reformation brought the two
branches together again into the cooperative study of the Bible and gave
them a common task: the elucidation of logical and semantic contradic-
tions in the text, and the search for what Huldrych Zwingli called, in his
treatise of 1522, the “Clarity and Certainty or Power of the Word of
God.”»

Thus literalism, as this new kind of study became known, was a reaction
to nominalism (1350-1500), the dominant trend of late scholasticism, and
its rejection of universals. Literalism was offered as the respectable equiva-
lent of naturalism in physics. Its emergence can be traced as far back as the
twelfth century, when a “new interest in the literal sense and a new respect
for it altered an old balance in favor of the ‘spiritual” senses, the allegorical,
tropological and anagogical, which had led some of the fathers to regard
certain passages as having no literal sense at all” (Evans 1985: 40). At this
time, though, literalism was more than just a return to the text—it was the
invention of the autonomous, self-justifying and self-explanatory (sacred)
text: “‘that word” which was in the beginning with God, which was the life
and light of men and shone in incomprehensible darkness, was not a per-
sonal but a literal word; it was ‘it,” not ‘him,” instinctively conceived as the
word written. It was certainly not the ritual word . .. but the vehicle of
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truth; and not the social word, but objective, transcendent, addressed to no
one and everyone, like the Ten Commandments which were to replace
statues and images behind the altars of English churches” (Bossy 1985: 99).
The Protestants rejected any interpretive and ecclesiastical tradition that
did not agree with the message of the Scripture. With Biblical literalism,
the “letter” of the text became more important than the “spirit” of the
church.” And as the text achieved its independence from the church, the
congregation changed into a community of interpreters. The autonomy of
the text and that of its readers were mutually authenticating. That was the
import of Luther’s “priesthood of all believers.””

In the late fifteenth century there were two developing directions of edu-
cational reform: the Renaissance humanism of Italy and England, and the
Evangelical humanism of Germany and the Low Countries. Humanist edu-
cational reforms and Protestant religious reforms often assisted each
other”® Humanists were the first group to support the Reformation, which
they saw as an ally in the struggle of their academic movement against
scholasticism (Holeczek 1975). The Protestants saw in humanism the in-
terpretive system that would help them win theological debates: “The hu-
manities became for Protestant theologians what Aristotelian philosophy
had been to late medieval Catholic theologians, the favored handmaiden of
theology” (Ozment 1979: 147). In a sense, the Reformers were scholastics,
but of the word, not the argument; hence their literalism of doctrine. “Al-
though the Protestant reformers replaced scholastic dialectic with the rhe-
torical ideals of humanism when they reformed university curricula . . .,
they continued to share the preoccupation of medieval theologians with
the definition and defense of church doctrine, albeit on a more homiletical
than theoretical level, that is, they were more interested in preaching doc-
trine than in contemplating it” (136). Still, the two trends together created
what the Western university has known until today as Liberal Arts—the set
of practices of Protestant interpretation. As Hegel wrote in 1816: “Prot-
estantism is not entrusted to the hierarchical organization of a church, but
is, rather, found only in a general intelligence and a general culture. . . . Our
universities and our schools are our churches” (quoted in Derrida 1986:
27).% The object of worship in these churches has always been the secular
scripture.

In the history of Western secular writing, the reader became priest long
before the poet (say, William Blake or Vladimir Mayakovsky) became
prophet. The language of the service was reduced to a single text, and
communal praying was replaced by individual study. The study of that text,
though, was the first (universal and, later with Spinoza, civil) right of Man.
Conversely, Man’s first self-constituting action was that very study. Thus
Man (the bourgeois subject), the book (the self-authenticating, self-regu-
lating written document), and interpretation (the search for hidden mean-
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ing and intent) came into existence together and supported each other in
the Protestant use of the Bible outside the jurisdiction of the Catholic
church.’ “Hence, this new mode of self-authorization, involving as it does
some radically different standards of ‘knowledge of the truth,” must neces-
sarily situate itself in and bring forth new forms of institutionalization.
Within and throughout these, the new forms of authority, for all the em-
phasis on faith and inwardness, cannot do without—in fact they help to
constitute—an increased amount of historical activity. This activity results
from the newly sanctioned Protestant text that in the process of its transla-
tion, circulation, and reception in the vernacular requires a reading which
presupposes and, at the same time, promotes some greater and more highly
subjective range of understanding and appropriation. In the crucial years
around 1525, the climax of the German peasant revolt, the previous mo-
nopoly of the Church in controlling the exegesis of Scripture explodes into
everyman’s Protestant freedom to write, read, and think about the Bible
himself. The new evangelical sources of spiritual authority are dissociated
from office, ritual, confessional. They are planted ‘in the heart, in faith and
love,” that is, in newly active ways of feeling and believing, in some more
nearly self-fashioning modes of emotional, intellectual, and political activ-
ity, through which alone the Protestant access to the biblical text achieves
its supreme power in the lives of the faithful” (Weimann 1986: 460). The
Bible in vernacular translation “effectively crushed the unscriptural world
of ‘good works,” of saint-cults, pilgrimages, purgatory, pardons and minor
sacraments” (Dickens 1982: 449).

The new authority was the bourgeois soul and its contact with a personal
(printed) copy. If personal Biblical reading was the first act of church dis-
obedience, it was also the first act of civil obedience® —the declaration of
individuality. In interpretation, a new technology of the self emerged: the
interiorization and privatization of meaning. From another viewpoint, it
may also be said that in interpretation a new technology of governance
emerged: the self as the depth of secular meaning. In both cases, the prac-
tices of interpretation, succeeding the rituals of exegesis, promise the
emancipation of knowledge from the coercion of outside authority to the
extent that it can earn its independence—to the extent that knowledge can
achieve its autonomy by judiciously governing (and guarding) itself, by
scrupulously observing the rules that it has itself chosen to follow. The law
of immanence which rules the secular order—“the perfect law, the law of
liberty” (James 1.25)—is the regime of truth that characterizes modernity.
As a subject of continuous and fierce contention, this law is claimed at
different times by various political paradigms, from rationality to aesthetics
and from empiricism to communism. Its presence, however, in the require-
ment of intrinsic understanding and the promise of liberation is unmistak-
ably manifest.
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The emergence of a linguistics of Christian faith was the distant begin-
ning of a debate about the legitimacy of meaning that culminated in Spi-
noza’s politics of interpretation. It raised questions of textual authenticity
and authority that shook the foundations of corpus Christianum and
changed its modes of historical understanding. Between the flock and the
Kingdom, the abyss of mediation opened, threatening any attempt at insti-
tutional conciliation. Lowth resolved these problems by applying a consis-
tently stylistic approach to the besieged Bible: his answer was criticism as
textual anabaptism. This anabaptism of faith was not in the message, but
in the grace and harmony of the text: its quality, its structural coherence
and perfection would guarantee the required authenticity and authority.

Literalism questioned not just the established, church-authorized signif-
icance of the text but its very authenticity. For the first time since the
Middle Ages, the reliability of St. Jerome’s Vulgate (ca. 404) was disputed
and “the break in the covenant between word and world” (Steiner 1989)
occurred. Signification became an issue not when the infinite interpreta-
bility of the text was discovered, but simply when the Scripture and the
Vulgate were no longer seen as the same, and the latter no longer regarded
as a monument. To document this inadequacy, the Reformists turned
their attention to the original languages of the Bible, Hebrew and Greek,
and the discipline of their study, humanist textualism. Here again human-
ists and reformers joined forces early. “The art or technique of understand-
ing and interpretation developed along two paths, theological and literary
critical, from one analogous impulse. Theological hermeneutics, as Dilthey
showed, from the reformers’ defence of their own understanding of scrip-
ture against the attack of the Tridentine theologians and their appeal to
the essential place of tradition; literary critical hermeneutics as a tool of the
humanist claim to revive classical literature. Both involve a revival of some-
thing that was not absolutely unknown, but whose meaning had become
alien and unavailable. Classical literature, though constantly present as cul-
tural material, had been completely absorbed within the Christian world.
Similarly, the bible was the church’s sacred book and as such was con-
stantly read, but the understanding of it was determined and—as the re-
formers insisted—obscured by the dogmatic tradition of the church. Both
traditions are dealing with a foreign language and not with the universal
scholar’s language of Latin middle ages, so that the study of the tradition
in its original source made it necessary to learn Greek and Hebrew as well
as to purify Latin. Hermeneutics claims to reveal, by specialised tech-
niques, the original meaning of the texts in both traditions, humanistic
literature and the bible. It is significant that the humanistic tradition be-
came united, through Luther and Melanchthon, with the reform” (Gada-
mer 1979: 153-54). The exegetical authority of the Catholic church was
challenged, its foundations rejected. “Moreover biblical humanism went
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on to maintain that an individual interpreter of the Bible armed with the
new critical tools in both Hebrew and Greek was entitled to challenge old
interpretations of the Scriptures made by popes and other mere office-
holders, people ignorant of Greek and Hebrew, who at best had hitherto
laid down the law by a blind reliance upon the Latin Vulgate” (Dickens
1982: 497). The fight was over texts and words, origins and sources.

The Reformation was the first modern battle of the books: it raised ques-
tions of exegesis, canonicity, interpretive authority, tradition, originality,
textuality. (Its arguments about textual legitimacy were rehearsed in the
first decade of the sixteenth century, during an earlier battle over the Jew-
ish books which the convert Pfefferkorn, with support from the scholastics,
wanted to suppress while some humanists under Reuchlin, Europe’s lead-
ing Hebraist, struggled successfully to preserve.) During that period, He-
brew and Greek studies emerged as integral components of humanist edu-
cation. “As a result of the pro-Biblical atmosphere of the Reformation to-
gether with the interests of Renaissance humanists, the study of Hebrew
became part of the necessary equipment of every enlightened scholar. Con-
tinental humanists like Ficino, Pico, and Reuchlin were accomplished he-
braists who furthered the study of Hebrew for Gentiles and defended the
freedom of pursuing Hebrew studies” (K. Cohen 1975: 13). For example,
although IHebrew became part of the university curriculum in the four-
teenth century, before 1500 there was no Hebrew grammar available to the
interested scholar. Johannes Reuchlin (1455-1522) published De Rudibus
Hebraicis (1500), a grammar and lexicon in three volumes which compared
the Vulgate to the original Old Testament and launched Hebrew studies.
With the growth of the school of Christian Hebraists, following at the
footsteps of Reuchlin, an increasing number of grammars and translations
appeared. In the sixteenth century, Henry VIII established Hebrew chairs
at Oxford and Cambridge. “In the course of the 17th century, Hebrew
language and literature came to be taught in most of the universities of
Western and Central Europe, and even the New Testament was inter-
preted in connection with talmudic teachings” (Ettinger 1961: 204). Its
place beside Latin and Greek as a language of faith and culture was estab-
lished. After Reuchlin showed the need to return to the Hebrew original,
Lorenzo Valla (1405-57) and Erasmus (1466-1536) did the same for the
New Testament. The Erasmus edition of the New Testament made it uni-
versally accessible in the original for the first time, with 1,200 copies
printed. The Novum Instrumentum (1516) was published in two parts: the
first contained the Greek text and Erasmus’ Latin translation in parallel
columns, and the second contained the Annotationes in Novum Testamen-
tum, explaining his deviations from the Vulgate by making extensive use of
Greek. Luther used this edition as the basis of his German translation of
1522, Erasmus, who in 1505 had designated the translation of the Scripture
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as “the task of the philologists” rather than the theologians, was now urging
theologians to learn the holy tongues of Hebrew and Greek. He compared
the Bible favorably to the classics (Baroway 1933: 465-66; Markish 1986:
29), acknowledging the higher authority of Hebrew but attributing more
scholarly importance to Greek. The new independent churches observed
these trends with some apprehension and suspicion: although the move-
ment to give the Bible to laymen through the vernacular had the advantage
of side-stepping the authority of Latin (and of the educational system that
supported it), it manifested an uncanny awareness of the differences
among languages, periods, and cultures. Nevertheless, scholars of Hebrew
and Greek were clearly indispensable, if the interpretive credibility of the
Catholic church was to be undermined. The Scripture had to be read in its
original languages. Hebrew and Greek, as two areas of linguistic and textual
study, developed in parallel for some one hundred hfty years, serving the
Reformist construction of the Bible.

The Reformation became a popular movement within the sphere of civic
life in the urban centers of the North and the South. Their utopia was
religious, not democratic; classical Athens was not their model. “The image
of the city of God, aroused by scores of familiar Biblical texts, had been
revivified by those triumphs of municipal independence and cohesion
which form one of Europe’s greatest legacies from the later middle ages.
The city of God, the new Jerusalem, now developing into a concrete aspira-
tion for this world, shines forth as the constant factor throughout all the
Protestant Reformations: in the Hussites of Prague and Tabor, in Savana-
rola’s godly programme for Florence, in the cities large and small of Lu-
ther’s Germany, in Zirich under Zwingli and Geneva under Calvin, among
the rebellious Dutch Calvinists and the Huguenots with their cities of ref-
uge” (Dickens 1982: 499). It was the Biblical model of the religious com-
munity that inspired the newly endowed classes in their search for auton-
omy and the rule of immanent law. “Among the Reformed Churches the
Old Testament loomed larger also because it served to provide a framework
for the constitution of a Holy Commonwealth” (Bainton 1963: 17). The
law was a serious problem for the Reformers from Erasmus to Calvin and
from Martin Bucer to the Antinomians. “The formalism of the Puritan
cthic is in turn the natural consequence of its relation to the law” (Weber
1976: 258). In contrast to the apparent cynicism of Niccoldo Machiavelli
(1469-1527) and the historical republicanism of 11 principe (published in
1532, written in 1512), the Reformers sought a new order in the rules of
interpretive faith. Luther distinguished between the local law (such as the
Jewish one contained in parts of the Bible and applying only to Jews) and
the universal law (which has the validity of the natural one). “For those
who believe in the possibility of a holy commonwealth, there must be some
rules for governance. This would apply particularly to Miintzer, Zwingli,
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and Calvin. And where should those rules more appropriately be found
than in the sacred writings which the reformers were endeavoring to reha-
bilitate?” (Bainton 1963: 35) The importance of the model persisted to the
time of Bodin,” Hobbes, and Spinoza. “The Old Testament became to
political philosophers of the seventeenth century what the ‘exemplaria
Graeca” were to Horace, and what Horace in his turn became to English
Augustans” (Magnus 1928: 491). Thus the first politics of modernity was
the textual politics of faith.

The catechetic intent and the concern over governance were accompa-
nied by a complementary interest in civility (Riley 1986). Protestant lit-
eracy (Gellner 1988) created for the first time that civic force known as
public opinion (Habermas 1989a). A concern about the more general edu-
cation of the new masses, the Bible readers, is manifest in a special empha-
sis, not so much on elegance, as on clarity and accuracy of eloquence. In
nominal reaction to the obscurity and complexity of Renaissance scholasti-
cism, Reformation rhetoric turned to Greek in search of a model for the
persuasive public argument, the argument for the negotiable, common
good. In works like Melanchthon’s Oratio (1549)—probably the first major
statement which “sets out a comprehensive case for the precedence Greek
ought to take over Latin on all fronts” (Evans 1985: 80)—there is a distinct
sense that knowledge is becoming socially accountable, and learning
should be differentiated from training. That was the educational dimen-
sion of textual humanism: the new scholarship was a political project too.
If Hebrew was the language of the new exegesis, Greek was that of the new
thetoric; if Hebrew was the language of interpretation, Greek was that of
eloquence; if Hebrew was the language of morality, Greek was that of civil-
ity. Greek was the path to the secular. This is how the private morality of
faith and the public eloquence of civility were supported and propagated.
Thus, in the philological study of the two Testaments by the Reformists,
we find the first comparisons of the Hellenic and the Hebraic. The return
to the origin through the original (ad fontes) drew attention to the two
ancient languages and their distinct worlds of meaning and culture. The
analysis of the New Testament made possible an awareness of the duality
of the classics and a differentiation of Greek from Latin. At the same time,
“the notion of Hebrew language and culture as rather different from the
Church forces that ‘corrupted’ it—as, specifically, ‘ancient” and ‘oriental’ —
took hold” (Kugel 1981: 208). As the Testaments started competing for
priority, so did the contributions of the two old civilizations to Western
Christianity.”” The comparison was part of the Hebrew and Greek study
from their very beginning.

Scholars often believe that the Hebraism-Hellenism comparison is a Ger-
man discussion of the nineteenth century. They acknowledge that “a
greatly improved practice in Old Testament exegesis became general,
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partly through increased knowledge of Hebrew and the influence of Jewish
exegesis. In these and other ways it may reasonably be claimed that the
Reformation produced a greatly increased Hebraic influence within the
Church” (Barr 1966: 42). They have not noticed, though, that the origins
of the Hebraic-Hellenic contrast can be traced to Reformation hermeneu-
tics. After the decline of scholasticism and the arrival of print culture, two
models of language competed for authority over philosophical grammar:
the speech-centered humanist and the text-centered Hebraic models
(Elsky 1990). Later, in the work of Erasmus and some Erasmians like Wil-
liam Tyndall (ca. 1494-1536), we discover the beginnings of a comparison
on rhetorical grounds that would evolve into stylistic contrasts by the time
of Lowth and philosophico-political ones in the work of Hamann and
Herder. Traditional views place the beginnings of the discussion at the
time of the latter, arguing that “though Romanticism is not anti-Greek for
the most part, it is within Romanticism that the cultural concepts which
have been applied to the Hebraic and later set against the Greek were fos-
tered” (Barr 1966: 44). The comparison between the Judaic and the Greek
heritage, however, started almost as soon as the Reformist persuasion
looked at their semantics for a better grasp of its faith and for stronger
arguments against Catholic dogma. Understanding the fundamentals of
the two languages and the basic operations of the Jewish and the Greek
mind was as important to Melanchthon as it was (for obviously different
reasons) to Auerbach or Boman.**

The comparative approach was an entirely new development. From Ter-
tullian (ca. 160-ca. 230) to Erasmus, occasional comparisons of the Judaic
to the Greek were made in the dominant context of the Christianity-
paganism opposition and with the additional standard assumption that the
Greeks could not even compete in value with the Romans. The real com-
parison was between the Christian faith and the ancient tradition. The
discussion certainly goes back to the Gospels and Paul, where the relation
between Jews and Gentiles, given the prospect of their Church member-
ship, became an important question. Even in the work of a purist like Ter-
tullian, who was probably the first to pose explicitly the choice between
Athens and Jerusalem and who, in his most militant moments, seemed to
reject the classical heritage altogether, the terms of the opposition are es-
sentially Christian and pagan. This was also the case with the other Fathers
of the faith: “no effort was made to solve problems through an overt rejec-
tion of the Greek mind in favor of the Hebraic. The origin of the modern
Hebrew-Greek contrast thus did not lie within the theology of the early
Church” (Barr 1966: 41). Early Church Fathers like Justin (ca. 100—ca.
165), Clement of Alexandria (ca. 150—ca. 215), the Syrian Tatian (fl. ca.
172) and Origen (1857-2547), believed that Greek literature and learning
had been “borrowed” or “stolen” from the Hebrews.”” Augustine (354-
430), like his mentor Ambrose (333-397), thought the same of Platonic
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and Pythagorean philosophy. “Probably the most widespread theory pro-
posed by the fathers to account for the truth in paganism was the sugges-
tion that it had come from the Old Testament. Here they were following a
precedent set by Jewish apologists” (Pelikan 1971: 33). Indeed the depend-
ency theory was common in Hellenistic synagogues. “The roots of this no-
tion are pre-Christian: it was a Jewish bulwark against the inroads of
Hellenization, but one that at the same time helped Jews to accept Greek
learning without conceding it priority or even originality” (Kugel 1981:
143). Jewish intellectuals versed in Hellenistic thought, like Aristobulus
and Philo, were the first to argue that the Scriptures were older than Greek
philosophy, which knew and used them. “Between the antique-pagan and
the patristic poetics, the Hellenized Judaism of the two last pre-Christian
and the first Christian centuries represents an intermediary which came to
exercise a far-reaching historical influence. The Judaco-Hellenic culture
developed a highly conscious propaganda which did not stop at literary
forgeries (Sibylline oracles, verses attributed to Orpheus). ‘One of the
Chief tools of this propaganda was the attempt to show the correspon-
dences between the Jewish law and religion and the teachings of Greek
philosophy’ [Otto Stihlin]. To this end, the system of allegorical exegesis
developed by the Stoa was taken over. In connection with it appears the
so-called ‘authority of antiquity”: the sacred writings of the Jews are far
older than those of the Greek poets and sages, who had known them and
learned from them. Thus Josephus, in his treatise against Apion, proved
that the Greek philosophers were dependent upon Moses. All these ideas
were taken over by the early Christian apologists” (Curtius 1953: 446). The
tradition continued well into the new era. “Judaco-Christian apologetics
and, later, the Alexandrian catechumenical schools taught that the Old
Testament was earlier than the writings of the Greek poets and sages; that
the latter had known the Old Testament and learned from it. This led to
the establishment of parallels between the teachings of the Bible and pagan
myths” (219). This was only one strategy of the large effort to harmonize
Judeo-Christian teaching with Greek thought. Although later Latin theol-
ogy abandoned the effort when it had no need for it, the comparison was
still occasionally employed, from the sixth to the eleventh centuries, by
poets who used the parallel to defend the idea of the poeta theologus.
Isidore of Seville (ca. 570-636), for example, believed that, since Moses was
the first poet, poetry had not begun with the Greeks (Dyck 1977: 33). Com-
parisons of the Bible with Roman and Greek poetry in the fourteenth cen-
tury served further explorations of the relationship of theology and poetry,
and also served the justification of imaginative writing on the basis of the
presence of allegory in pagan classics and the Scriptures. That was the time
when allegory was recognized as the fundamental mode of poetry, and ty-
pology was widely accepted. In the early sixteenth century, this led to stud-
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ies of Biblical style which pursued two main themes: “the attempt to iden-
tify in the Bible tropes and figures such as existed in classical rhetoric; and
the imputation of classical meters to those songs and books identified as
Biblical poetry” (Kugel 1981: 226).

Still, the meaning of the comparison had drastically changed by the time
Erasmus started employing the image of the Jew in his religious teachings
and using Judaism as a moral category applicable to the contemporary
Christianity, even though he was still talking about “the Jews of books, not
the Jews of life” (Markish 1986: 6).” Curtius has called this transition “the
passage from ‘Biblical” to ‘theological’ poetics.” A new structure of under-
standing emerges: “Under the influence of Humanism, theology strives for
a new basis and method. From arguments addressed to reason it turns to
the arguments of authority and tradition; from scholastic dialectics to
study of the original sources; from the ‘speculative’ to the ‘positive’
method” (Curtius 1953: 552). French, German, and Spanish Humanisms
are all part of “the trend toward philological and historical studies which
also include the language of the Old Testament. On the one hand, a turn-
ing away from Scholasticism; a conjunction of Hebrew, Greek, and Latin
philology on the other—that is the position of Christian Humanism in the
first third of the sixteenth century.” This trend is the expression “of a uni-
versal, harmonizing attitude of mind which seeks to exploit the intellectual
stock of pagan Antiquity too for a Christian philosophy of culture” (553).
That was the moment when, in the course of a philological search for the
origins and sources of European religious tradition, the Jews, together with
the Greeks, were invented, were taken for real people, with their own his-
tory, and started gradually becoming objects of interest and study.

Although the first Western interest that focused on ancient Israel and
Greece stemmed from religious exigencies and had an exegetical character,
its philological methodology did not disappear with the triumph of the new
churches. On the contrary, it increased in importance as its interpretive use
(which we saw in Lowth’s analysis) and propaedeutic role (the training in
civility mentioned earlier) were needed more and more for the education of
the first independent readers, the bourgeoisie. One example is the forging,
in the century following the Reformation, of the Dutch national identity,
which was heavily dependent on the use of Biblical analogies (Schama
1987). An earlier and more important one is British Israclitism, the belief
that the English people were a remnant of the Ten Lost Tribes (Hine 1871)
and today’s true Israel. England merits special attention, as it was strongly
influenced by a political understanding of predestination, the so-called Is-
raclitism. “The English have had a long romance with the Jews, the min-
gling of their histories not least significant in our own time. But the con-
joining in modern history can be dated precisely with the emergence of
Elect Nation in the sixteenth century. At first, the analogue was part of an
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effort to establish a reformed church; sixteenth-century Protestants sought
the authority of Scripture, the language of covenant and election, to chal-
lenge Rome. But the language did not remain ecclesiastical. The Protestant
agenda broadened to a national program. By the 1640s it was right to speak
of something like national election” (Zwicker 1988: 38). The Reformed
classes appropriated the privileged destiny for themselves as they were ad-
vocating the bourgeois covenant of rights.” Autonomy was blessed. “The
religious aristocracy of the elect, which developed in every form of Calvin-
istic asceticism” (Weber 1976: 131), was to pursue its destiny in secular
realms too. “From about 1570 onwards, the theme of ‘election’ came to
dominate Reformed theology, and allowed an easy identification of the
Reformed congregations and the people of Israel. Just as God had once
chosen Israel, so he had now chosen the Reformed congregations as his
people. From this moment onwards, the doctrine of predestination begins
to assume a major social and political function. . .. The form which this
theology took in England—Puritanism—is of particular interest. The sense
of being the ‘elect people of God” was heightened as the new people of God
entered the new promised land—America” (McGrath 1988: 92). British
Israclitism was a radical form of Puritanism which laid great stress upon
“the divine sovereignty in election, as expressed in the decretum abso-
lutum” (McGrath 1986: 168).

There was a fervent tradition of religious dissent supporting that belief.
It was in England first, long before the Reformation, that the question of
the vernacular translation of the Scripture acquired political significance,
as was the case with Wyclif and the Lollard Bible of the 1380s (Hudson
1988). In the sixteenth century the miracle-working painted or sculpted
image lost its eminence to the written word, an iconoclasm (Aston 1988)
best known from Milton’s “Eikonoklastes” (1649) (Loewenstein 1990) that
again goes back to the Lollard critique of late medieval iconolatry. With
the Protestant return to the sources, Hebrew studies flourished and the
centrality of the Hebraic model for the nation’s self-understanding was
widely accepted. “The newly-emergent nationalistic and religious royalties,
in particular, gradually transplanted the destiny of the chosen people from
its Biblical context to that of the people of England” (Patrides 1972: 79).
The sense of a new covenant invigorated the zeal of the destined classes for
a secular mission. “Nowhere in the Christian world did the Old Testament
receive such a warm reception or penetrate so deeply into the lives of men
as in England” (Kugel 1981: 221). Karl Marx, in The Eighteenth Brumaire of
Louis Bonaparte (1852), indicates the extent of its influence when he ob-
serves that, a century before the French Revolution, “Cromwell and the
English people had borrowed speech, passions and illusions from the Old
Testament for their bourgeois revolution” (Tucker 1978: 596). Indeed “the
Old Testament was the book of the Puritan elect. The triumph of the He-
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brew spirit was the triumph of parliament and the rule of Oliver Cromwell”
(Zwicker 1988: 39). Furthermore, in what may be called “critical” Israel-
itism, it was not uncommon to find the opposition to the Hellenic recur-
ring in explorations of the Hebraic, for example in treatises that compared
the Bible to Homer, such as Homerus Hebraizon sive, comparatio Homeri
cum scriptoribus sacris quoad norman loguendi (1658) by Zacharus Bogan;
Homeri, poetarum omnium seculorum facile principis, gnomologia, duplici
parallelismo illustrata (1660) by James Duport, and later Homeros Hebraios
sive Historia Hebraeorum ab Homero Hebraicis nominibus ac sententiis con-
scripta in Odyssea et Iliade (1704) by Gerard Croese.”

John Milton (1608-74) was the first writer to lay claim on authorial pre-
destination—to translate the dogma of the “elect people” into the position
of the elect poet, the recipient of the “inspired gift of God, rarely be-
stowed,” and to use the authority (Guillory 1983) of the prophetic voice as
an artistic one. The argument of the superiority of the Hebraic over the
Hellenic played an instrumental role in this strategy. The syncretism of the
opening of Paradise Lost (1667) is aggressive: the author invokes Urania,
the “heav’nly Muse” who inspired Moses, from Oreb or Sinai or the Sion
hill to help his song “soar / above th” Aeconian mount” (I, 6-15) Helicon. In
this comparison between Sion and Helicon, the city of David and the sanc-
tuary of the Muses, and the corresponding originary sources of inspiration,
a constitutive tension between the Hellenic and the Hebraic enters West-
ern poetry. Torquato Tasso had also begun his Gerusalemme liberata
(1580) by rejecting the ancient Muse and the laurels of Helicon, but in-
stead he invoked the Christian Muse from Paradise. Milton adopts rules of
the epic tradition but spiritualizes its heroic virtue in order to confer to his
Biblical epic a higher authority, that of religious truth and stylistic sublim-
ity. He was writing a poem “doctrinal and exemplary to the nation.” Show-
ing that Sion supersedes IHelicon both philosophically and artistically was
an important way of justifying the character of his own project.* The argu-
ment that the Greeks derived their “artful terms” from the Hebrews is part
of his self-authorization and the authorization of his poetry as a kind of
artistic Israelitism. As he did explicitly in “The Reason of Church Govern-
ment Urged against Prelaty” (1642), Milton compares himself to the an-
cient Hebrew writers. The art and inspiration of the divine poet transcends
the secular tradition and its myths by returning to the principles and mes-
sages of prophetic speech.™

It was on Rome and not the Elect Nation that the English political elites
during Augustanism chose to model their country. “To put the case as
simply as possible, in 1650 the central book of English culture was Scrip-
ture; by 1700 the texts men chose to talk about themselves were those of
Roman history and Roman politics. By 1700 it was Juvenal, not Jeremiah,
whom satirists invoked; the Roman senator, not the Mosaic lawgiver, em-
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braced as parliamentary ideal; commercial empire, not the end of time, for
which ministries toiled; Roman virtue, not Hebraic righteousness, that de-
fined civic morality” (Zwicker 1988: 37). This signals “the decline of right-
eousness as a moral code and prophecy as a political agenda” (37). After
1660, there was a need for defusion of religious acrimony, for negotiation
and reconciliation. “The biblical language of correction and humiliation is
an essential facet of Protestant spiritualism, and as a language of personal
discipline, Scripture endured. But as a language of public correction, Scrip-
ture was undercut both by the failure of spiritual politics and by changes in
those public institutions that needed correction” (41). With the Roman-
ization of English literary and political culture, the validity of the sacred
model declined.* When it was time to build a public life on honor, integ-
rity, and prudence, the Republican mode served to demystify the politics of
prophecy and revelation. After the Civil War, politics used the language
of classical Republicanism—the vocabulary of Roman virtue and civility
(Pocock 1986). “Rome could authorize republic and empire, monarchy and
aristocracy. It could provide the history of valor and the history of luxury;
it could authorize the rule of the strong sovereign and the inviolability of
the senate. . . . It could provide authority for the conduct, the celebration,
and the censure of public life in a nation bent on or being bent toward
bloodless revolution, commercial empire, and the rage of party politics”
(Zwicker 1988: 47). This trend continued, for some for a century and a half,
for others until the end of the nineteenth century.”

The lesson of this transition from visions of iconoclastic eschatology to
plans for progressive history is an important reminder: in modernity, in the
urban landscapes and markets of post-Reformation northern capitalism,
scriptural fiiguralism or messianism is the discourse of the sacred politics of
community; while imperial republicanism or caesarism is the discourse of
the civic politics of the state. Community politics negotiates identity on
the basis of the Hebraic model, while state politics administers order on the
basis of the Roman one.™ The Roman mode, however, has been far less
efficient and important (and therefore rarely contested) for many reasons,
among them its association with both the Catholic world and the feudal
system. The main agent and vehicle of order has been another mode—not
a mechanism of imposed administration but the technology of freely cho-
sen self-regulation: the autonomy of cultivation. This is the path to eman-
cipation offered by the Hellenic.

While the Middle Ages had no historical understanding of antiquity
(Herren and Brown 1988) and the Renaissance felt only a certain distance
from its old models, the Reformist return to original texts, and especially
the prominence it gave to the Hebrew Bible, brought an acute sense of
division between both the two parts of the Scripture and the two levels of
experience, the present and the past. With the erosion of feudal and
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church power, and concomitant advances in astronomy, colonialism, and
trade, the harmony of religious and secular spheres collapsed and the possi-
bility of alternative world orders gained in appeal. After the great crisis of
theological and political authority from the mid-fourteenth to mid-six-
teenth centuries, the success of the Protestant churches and the achieve-
ment of Renaissance humanism gave the seventeenth century the sense of
anew order (civic life) and a new beginning (modernity). The symbolic (if
not hgural) value of the Hebraic-Hellenic opposition in defining this break
in time and hierarchy was paramount. The Hebraic was proposed as a
model for a better understanding of community politics and morality. In
Milton, for example, it represented cultural (including moral) excellence,
while in Spinoza human reason and rights. The fate of the IHellenic was
more complicated and would not be fully determined before a major intel-
lectual conflict, the Battle of the Books in France and England at the end
of the century.

The Modern defined itself in opposition to an irrevocable past and an
exhausted tradition—in opposition to History.” After the Reformation up-
heavals, “seventeenth-century society found itself at the crossroads of the
two types of history. On the one hand, historical discourse tended to repro-
duce religious discourse; it was a secular variant of the Bible. On the other
hand, the contradictions undermining it, added to the effects of ‘the Euro-
pean crisis of consciousness,” were paving the way for a new history. In
other words, at the end of the age of Louis XIV, thinkers were just about to
grasp what Vico was to formulate clearly—the idea that history is made,
not by gods, but by men. Our modern notion of historicity is a result of this
discovery” (Apostolides 1982: 63).% The sense of a new beginning was com-
plemented by that of an end, and of an alienation from that which ended.

That whole experience had both a linguistic and a chronological mean-
ing. The linguistic one involved “the split between explicative sense and
historical reference, and between narrative depiction or form and its mean-
ing or subject matter” (Frei 1974: 42) evident in Spinoza’s Tractatus.
Before the Reformation, the identity of meaning and text, or text and
faith, or faith and church was not questioned. “In a precritical era, in which
literal explicative sense was identical with actual historical reference, literal
and hgurative reading, far from contradicting each other, belonged to-
gether by family resemblance and by need for mutual supplementation.
Later on, when explication and reference became separated, the two kinds
of readings would not only separate but clash” (28). With the emphasis of
Protestant interpretation on literal reading and the grammar of meaning,
medieval exegesis came apart and its two parts took their separate ways:
“Realistic, literal reading of the Biblical narratives found its closest succes-
sor in the historical-critical reconstruction of specific events and texts of
the Bible. . .. Figural reading, concerned as it was with the unity of the
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Bible, found its closest successor in an enterprise called Biblical theology,
which sought to establish the unity of religious meaning across the gap of
historical and cultural differences” (8).

As for the chronological meaning of the Modern, it involved an acute
sense of separation (as opposed to the Renaissance distance) from the past,
specifically from antiquity. This historical sense was the belief in an ancient
and extinct integrated civilization (like that idealized by Lukdcs) which was
usually identified with Hellas. With this nostalgic belief, a long process,
which had begun with the removal of the Scripture from the purview of the
church for the bourgeois reader’s personal edification, was completed some
one hundred years later: as the modern state won the battle of the Book
against the church in the name of the individual, the past (of both state
and individual) was declared History and called Greek, while the present
was proclaimed Modern and defined as Judaic.

Until the Reformers’” return to the original language of the New Testa-
ment expanded to include questions of cultural signification, there was no
interest in Greece, no understanding of Greek civilization, no notion of a
real, historical Greece. “It cannot be emphasized enough that, just as to
Shakespeare the Ancient Greeks were quarrelsome Levantines, not demi-
gods, the Italian Renaissance scholars, artists and patrons identified them-
selves with Greeks but were not centrally concerned with the Greece of
Homer or Perikles, or even with the Olympian gods. They were interested
in picking up from pagan Antiquity where it had left oft” (Bernal 1987:
151). The Hellenic played no part in any comparisons either: “The possibil-
ity of pitting Greeks against the Egyptians, Chaldaeans and others, in the
defence of Christianity, did not occur until the Renaissance” (193). When
comparisons began, they presented the Greek as derivative, and therefore
secondary: “Thus no one before 1600 seriously questioned either the belief
that Greek civilization and philosophy derived from Egypt, or that the
chief ways in which they had been transmitted were through Egyptian col-
onizations of Greece and later Greek study in Egypt” (121).

The credibility and urgency of the Hellenic were established around the
mid-seventeenth century, with the decline of the Reformation textual poli-
tics of faith and the emergence of a fully secular bourgeois culture. By the
time Spinoza presented the Modern as Biblical (in terms of both reading
and governing), the Hebraic and the Hellenic were becoming the poles on
the basis of which modernity would, until today, comprehend its nature
and reckon its options. In the transition from the uses of ancient fable in
ornament and eloquence (Seznec 1953) to the establishment of the science
of (Greek) mythology in the 1720s we can observe, on a small scale, the
secular triumph of interpretation as historical criticism; and in the shift of
interest from the “learning” of Bacon (The Advancement of Learning, 1605)



THE RITES OF INTERPRETATION 41

to the “understanding” of Spinoza (Treatise on the Improvement of Under-
standing), Locke (“Essay Concerning Human Understanding,” 1690) or of
Leibniz (“New Essays,” 1704), we can see further how knowledge was trans-
formed from a religious to a human category—that is, how interpretation
turned from personal to private, and from Biblical to Hebraic. If the six-
teenth century created interpretation and its reader, the seventeenth uni-
versalized these fundamental concepts of the bourgeoisie and invented
autonomous understanding and the human together, arguing that under-
standing is human while anything human is related to understanding. The
autonomy of interpretation was justified anthropologically.

THE EXERCISE OF REASON

With the emergence of human understanding, the religion of reason suc-
ceeds the reason of religion. “As the dogmatic content of Protestantism
began to yield in importance to the ethical, and as the correctness of a
belief began to secem less significant than its sincerity, so doctrinal respect-
ability became a less impressive claim to liberty than moral and social in-
tegrity and political loyalty” (Worden 1989: 610). Because of its respect for
the (self-disciplined) individual and its understanding of historical and
cultural difference, this age of reason was anxious to exhibit its support for
(religious) toleration. English tracts were already defending it in the 1620s
(Roth 1964: 150-52), Spinoza pleaded for it, John Locke wrote his Epistola
de tolerantia (written in 1666, published in 1688) and took a clear stand on
the Jewish right to equality, Diderot (1713-84) published his Traité de la
tolérance, Voltaire his Traité sur la tolérance (1763), Lessing (who had al-
ready written the play Der Jude in 1754) dramatized it in Nathan the Wise
(1779), and other Deists preached it.” Writing in the wake of the Revolu-
tion, the advocates of toleration opposed the Calvinist doctrine of predesti-
nation and advocated liberty of conscience. “It was in the century after
Milton, the century from Bayle to Voltaire, that the intellectual victories of
toleration were won. . .. The wake of the Glorious Revolution produced
the Toleration Act of 1689 and the end of the licensing of press in 1695”
(Worden 1989: 610). Toleration was made possible by the interiorization
of knowledge, the new focus of government studies: difference in beliefs
could be tolerated so long as personal motives and social integrity could be
controlled.

The emergence of the Hebraic as the internal other, i.e., the double, of
the West can be placed at the time when the status of Jews in society was
first debated—at the time of philosophical discussions of toleration, in-
cluding the right of Jews to equality, and practical discussions of naturaliza-
tion, of allowing foreigners, like the Jews, to immigrate to Britain. IHere
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theological, millenarian, missionary, civic, and mercantilistic interests con-
verged. One cause of the debates was the fact that certain people from a
particular ethnic group had started identifying themselves as Jews, had
started “imagining” (Benedict Anderson) themselves as inheritors of the
Biblical nation the Protestants admired so much. It was probably first in
England that the West met “real” Jews, that it heard personal claims about
Jewishness. “The English developed an identity as Elect Nation in virtual
ignorance of the Jews; the fantasy of election came from a book. The meta-
phor took shape in a world without Jews; perhaps such are the conditions
for metaphors of national identity: Israel, Arcadia, Arthurian Britain, all
were safely remote. And while it remained unlikely for Englishmen to meet
Arthurian Britons, they did in fact begin to meet Jews in the 1650s. No
longer were the Jews simply history, and though the history remained, the
remnant was not so easily romanticized as the history. And the perception
of that history and its application to national life began to change at a time
when the Jews became a subject of contested inquiry. The sudden atten-
tion came with the agitation in favor of and unotficial re-entry of the Jews
into England in the early 1650s” (Zwicker 1988: 42). Books of Jewish apolo-
getics published in Italy, France, Germany, or England in the first half of
the seventeenth century covered the entire range of issues, from theology
to law and from economy to philosophy. Finally, in 1714 the deist John
Toland (1670-1722) published anonymously the pamphlet Reasons for
Naturalising the Jews in Great Britain and Ireland on the Same Foot with all
Nations; Containing also a Defense of the Jews against All Vulgar Prejudices
in All Countries, where for the first time he “applied a central principle of
FEuropean rationalism—the essential oneness of all human nature—to the
case of the Jews” (Katz 1964: 9). His treatise “appears to be an amplified
continuation of the Hebraist-Judicial trend which admired the Jewish Law
as amodel for a political constitution, which respected the Jewish past, and
appreciated the social ability of the Jewish people” (Ettinger 1961: 218).

By that time, however, the Elect Nation model had been made redun-
dant by the mechanisms of republican administration of the modern state.
It was also becoming obvious that the rule of the Mosaic code over morality
was incapable of controlling the new reading public. The private ethics of
the merchant and the industrialist had to be justified in a different way—
one that hopefully would also educate the masses of the bourgeois metrop-
olis. The supervision of the bursting public sphere was eventually entrusted
to taste, a technology of conduct rather than belief. This is how the transi-
tion from the politics of faith to that of culture began. This is also how the
legitimacy of conduct and the validity of taste were tested—Dby applying
these (presumably universal) criteria to those who appeared to be the work-
ing Protestants” double: those claiming Biblical continuity for themselves,
the Jews.
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Contemporary Jews appeared on the scene of history when, among the
modern adherents of the Jewish faith, certain merchants and intellectuals
started identifying themselves with the people of the Bible, telling Chris-
tians that they were the descendants of the Hebrews. This argument
greatly appealed to the Protestant admiration for the ancient Israelites,
especially their society and morality. At the same time, it made quite ap-
prehensive those Christians who considered themselves the true (and
therefore elect) inheritors of that legacy. The response to the Jewish initia-
tive was correspondingly ambiguous: the promise of assimilation as secular
redemption—acceptance into the secular society as delivery to a worldly
Promised Land. This response enabled the bourgeoisie to achieve two
things: prove their tolerance as well as test its limits. They could prove it by
promising to accept fellow bourgeois of a different religious persuasion;
and they could test it by observing the possible extent and effects of assim-
ilation. The financially emancipated Jewish middle class provided an ideal
test case—that of the other who was already inside, the different but not
the stranger (say, non-European, Muslim, or black). Now the Protestants
discovered in the Jews their double, and started exploring the possibilities
of identity. Could the modern Hebrews overcome their otherness and join
the civilized classes? Could they conduct themselves in a civil manner? If
they could, all the universal claims (about human rights and reason) would
be justified, and would be applicable to, if not mandatory for, everybody
else, from the lower classes to foreigners. This is how Hegel described the
promise of assimilation in 1798: “The subsequent circumstances of the
Jewish people up to the mean, abject, wretched circumstances in which
they still are today, have all of them been simply consequences and elabora-
tions of their original fate. By this fate—an infinite power which they set
over against themselves and could never conquer—they have been mal-
treated and will be continually maltreated until they appease it by the spirit
of beauty and so annul it by reconciliation” (Hegel 1971: 199-200). Secular
redemption would come through the reconciliation that only beauty could
bestow. The Jewish question, the question of civility, was originally one of
tasteful conduct—an experiment in the universality of reason and taste
that would unify the public of the capital above any considerations of pri-
vate interest.

Tolerance, the morality of the conduct of reason, extended the meaning
of interpretation into public lifestyle. “Tolerance is not a particular postu-
late of philosophy, but rather an expression of its principle; tolerance is of
the very essence of philosophy. It expresses the athnity of philosophy and
religion” (Cassirer 1951: 169). What was to be tolerated was the individual
as interpreter, scholar, member of the polity, and Jew; what was not to be
tolerated was imitation (specifically, repetition) of the Greeks. When the
struggle for authority over the normative approaches to tradition moved
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from the Scripture to the rhetorical and artistic uses of language, the late
seventeenth century proceeded to challenge the eminence of the Ancients,
primarily in oratory and poesy, and the Battle of the Books erupted (Rosen
1989).

The onslaught started in France with the first volume of Charles Per-
rault’s Paralleles des ancients et des modernes en ce qui regarde les Arts et les
Sciences (1688-97, 4 vols.) and Fontenelle’s Digression sur les Anciens et les
Modernes (1688). The whole Battle was waged in critical writing, and
through this bellicose exercise the “autonomy of criticism” (Gay 1966: 304)
was achieved. Fontenelle (1657-1757), in his Digression, exemplifies the
confidence of the historical sensibility: essentially we are all equals, he
argues—Greeks, Romans, French; once the Romans were Moderns, one
day we shall be Ancients. “The position of the Moderns, which finally won
out in official circles, elaborated a new relation with the past: the model
was to be no longer Rome, but Paris itself. Louis XIV’s contemporaries
even went so far as to declare themselves classics. Around 1685, they in-
vented the mythology of the Age of Louis XIV, to which we subscribe even
today in spite of contemporary historical studies. In doing away with the
obligatory references to Antiquity, the intellectuals of the seventeenth cen-
tury modified their perception of the past: Rome was no longer an essence
that France must reincarnate, but a society of the past which could there-
fore become the target of objective knowledge. Antiquity was transformed
from allegory into knowledge” (Apostolides 1982: 67). With the same con-
fidence, Richard Bentley (1662-1742), another Modern, would systemati-
cally apply the historico-philological method to a classical text in his A
Dissertation upon the Epistles of Phalaris (1699) and launch classical philol-
ogy by using only internal evidence to prove that an alleged classical docu-
ment was forgery.® In a parallel development, at the end of the seven-
teenth century Latin was abandoned as a common language of learning,
and the use of ancient genres denounced. The Moderns’ initial interest in
fable turned to the composition of contemporary fables (later to be chris-
tened “novels”) while the discipline of myth took shape as Fontenelle
published De lorigine des fables (written 1690-99, published 1724) and
Perrault the first full-length translation of fairy tales (1697). Thus when
Marcel Detienne asks: “Why is to speak of mythology always, more or less
explicitly, to speak Greek or to be influenced by Greece?” (1986: xi; see also
115, 123), the answer is as follows: because during the Battle, fable turned
from Latin into Greek (namely, myth), as writing was transformed from
classical to Hebraic (namely, literature).

The Battle was proclaimed, defined, and won by the Moderns (who, by
the way, assigned to their opponents the position of the Ancients). While
their argument took the form of philosophy versus taste in France and that
of science versus faith in England, their greatest success on both fronts was
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the substitution of art and literature for piety and faith. In the Battle of the
Books—the first conscious and open conflict in the West of Old and New,
tradition and modernity—the ancient past emerged as past history. Litera-
ture and the arts appeared as modern, and intrinsic interpretation was
deemed the right approach to them while poetics gradually lost its norma-
tive character. Social issues were examined in the context of culture, which
now became of central importance, and the theory of progress was applied
to it; inquiries were made into its operations as questions of education and
creativity centered on the imaginative contributions of literature. Histori-
cal sensibility was on its way to its aesthetic destination. In the aftermath
of the Battle, the Moderns concentrated on new forms of writing that
would evolve toward the discourse of literature (Simonsuuri 1979: 24), and
the Ancients interested themselves more with the scholarly study of antiq-
uity. Paradoxically “not until men had disavowed servitude to the dogma of
Hellenism did the spirit of Hellas reappear” (Burlingame 1920: 194). Once
the dogma of classicism was discredited, the “anastomosis of antiquity,
especially Greek antiquity, with a later age in another country” (Ellmann
1977: 567) became not only possible, but an empowering proposition for
fledging European classes, professions, and nations.

Toleration and its faith in the autonomy of individual reason went
through different phases and tones of relativism: Pierre Bayle’s Diction-
naire historique et critique (1695, 1697; 2 vols.), George Berkeley’s A Trea-
tise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge (1710), Giambattista
Vico’s Scienza nuova prima (1725; seconda, 1729-30; terza, op. posth.
1744), David Hume’s Philosophical Lissays Concerning Human Understand-
ing (1748), and Voltaire’s Traité sur la tolérance (1763) represent the
major ones (Kilcullen 1988). From Locke’s “Discourse on Miracles” (1702)
to Hume’s “Of Miracles” (contained in the above collection), the last ves-
tiges of the dogma of revelation were destroyed during the English Deism
controversy of the 1690s, which coincided with the Battle of the Books
(Burns 1981). “The term ‘Deism’ is used to refer specifically to the ‘En-
lightenment philosophy of religion’—the belief that there exists a natural
religion prior to and taking precedence over all religions of revelation,
which declares to man the objective conditions conducive to his happiness,
and in whose observance lies his salvation” (McGrath 1986: 199).

The Deistic critique of revelation, which marked the beginning of mod-
ern theology, was the development of seventeenth-century rational theol-
ogy and was based on the twin pillars of scriptural coherence and natural
reason. Initially the Deists were against religion as a mystery, and tried to
establish Christianity upon a firm pragmatic foundation by demonstrating
its complete rationality. They developed the idea of natural and universal
religion, the religion of reason (Byrne 1989), and defended the absolute
sufficiency of reason as the foundation of all certitude. Since true religion
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is natural religion and not any particular one (for example, Christianity),
they felt that each individual can attain truth by the free exercise of his
private judgment, and consequently strongly advocated religious tolera-
tion.” These positions became more and more liberal. “Although Deism
initially regarded scripture as confirmed by reason, the later Deists sub-
jected scripture to such a devastating critique on the basis of their rational-
ist presuppositions and methods that it became regarded as at best super-
fluous, and at worst open to the superstitious interpretations of the clergy
which had done so much to further their own interests and hinder the
republication of the religion of nature” (McGrath 1986: 202). Between
Locke’s The Reasonableness of Christianity as Delivered in the Scriptures
(1696) and Anthony Collins” A Discourse of Free-thinking, Occasion’d by
the Rise and Growth of a Sect call’d Free-thinkers (1713), both Scripture
and tradition had been invalidated as sources of authority.

As we have seen, in the socio-political reality created by the Revolution
of 1688, not just new forms of government were required but a new regime
of governance, one that would cultivate a “sensus communis” (to use
Shaftesbury’s title of 1709), an ideology of shared sensibilities (rather than
beliefs) and consent (Ierzog 1989). The code of conduct as a self-con-
trolled public expression of refined taste was created to play that supervis-
ing role. For persons of letters as well as journalists “the cultivation and
training of Taste was ... a problem of great social significance, a proper
understanding of which would lead to saner relation-patterns among the
various members and groups of society” (Aronson 1946: 229). There was a
simultaneous emphasis on harmonious personality and stable social struc-
ture. “The problem of Taste, indeed, was to them an essentially human
problem which most vitally concerned the common man’s attitude to so-
cial conduct and his integrity of character. Problems related to behaviour
were, throughout the eighteenth century, morally determined and Taste
was no exception to the rule” (236).

This development signalled the Hellenization of culture that would last
for about two centuries. Taste thwarted political activism, conduct blunted
antagonism. If the Hebraization of social life worked as atonement for
material concerns (and successes), the Hellenization of culture worked as
redemption of political necessities. We can discern in the latter “an evolu-
tion representative of eighteenth-century thought, from the Augustan em-
phasis on external form, polished conduct, and urbanity, to philosophical
speculation and an increasingly analytical approach to moral problems.
This evolution also coincided with a shift in the social structure of En-
gland, from aristocratic behaviour-patterns . .. to middle-class ideals of
life, their new insistence on the innate moral qualities in man, their hu-
manitarian religion and ‘chearfulness’” (228). In the early eighteenth cen-
tury Joseph Addison and the 3rd Earl of Shaftesbury expressed the new
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values of feeling and “moral sentiment,” fully aware that “the new polite-
ness advocated by middle-class writers and journalists demanded not only
external polish, but also sincerity, uprightness, and a realization of positive
social values in human relationships” (229). Taste was here the crucial no-
tion: “It not only became a regulating principle of conduct, but also a moral
obligation” (233). Taste also helped differentiate the sophisticated classes
from those abusing wealth or character. “Not only noblemen were accused
of this lack of ‘true’ Taste, but the common people as well. And that is
quite in the nature of things; for just as the middle classes rediscovered for
themselves the true meaning of Politeness, Good-breeding, and Wit, so
they also took possession of Taste as their sole property” (231). What they
rejected was both “the ‘vulgar’ taste of the ‘multitude’ and the ‘artificial’ or
‘false” Taste of the aristocracy” (232).

Taste, on which the (Hellenic) community of shared feelings was based,
created the first culture—the culture of characters. Once that was fully
tolerated, the religious authority of interpretation seemed in serious doubt:
how could faith be guaranteed in the public sphere? After the Deist cri-
tique of miracles and mysteries, Spinoza’s project to save the Bible through
enlightened, impartial, personal interpretation could not continue without
a concrete goal different from intuitive faith. Following Hume’s critique,
Biblical reason was dead. An alternative, more rewarding reading had to be
applied, transcending the disciplined restrictions of empiricism or rational-
ism on understanding. Thus the search for intrinsic validity turned from
credibility to beauty: the modernity (and therefore continuing relevance)
of the Bible had to be defended on artistic grounds. The Moderns first
claimed the literary by comparing their works to the ancient ones. The
same had to be done with the Bible, if guaranteeing its authenticity was the
major goal: authority should now become a matter of intrinsic quality. Reli-
gious conservatism ushered aesthetic liberalism as a defense against Deism.

Critical interest in the Bible as literature has been traced to at least the
second half of the seventeenth century: “Robert Boyle’s Some Consider-
ations touching the Style of the Holy Scriptures (1663); Jean Leclerc’s Essai
... ot lon tache de montrer en quoi consiste la poésie des Hébreux . ..
(1688); William Nichols” Conference with a Theist, Part IV (1699); Robert
Jenkin’s Reasonableness and Certainty of the Christian Religion, Book 11
(1700); several papers in the Spectator . . . (1712); Henry Felton’s Disserta-
tion on Reading the Classics (1713); The Creation. A Pindarick Illustration
of a Poem, Originally written by Moses. With a Preface to Mr. Pope, concern-
ing the Sublimity of the Ancient Hebrew Poetry (1720); Charles Gildon’s
Laws of Poetry (1721); Fénelon’s Dialogues Concerning Eloquence (1718);
Calmet’s Dictionnaire . . . de la Bible (1722-24); A. Blackwell’s Sacred Clas-
sics defended and illustrated (1725)—these were but a few of the many
works known to English readers in which . . . the style of the Scriptures was
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analyzed, its Oriental character demonstrated, and its superiority to the
classical style proclaimed in no uncertain terms” (Crane 1922: 33-34)." As
the search for the fundamentals of beauty gradually jelled into the inquiry
of aesthetics, the discourses of interpretation, relieved from the burden of
textual concerns which philological scholarship was happily assuming, took
the form of literary criticism. It all happened in a relatively few years, fol-
lowing the storm over Hume’s “Of Miracles”: Robert Lowth’s De Sacra
poesi Hebraeorum ... (1753), Alexander Baumgarten’s Aesthetica (1750,
1758; 2 vols.), Johann Winckelmann’s Thoughts on the Imitation of the
Fainting and Sculpture of the Greeks (1755), and Edmund Burke’s A Philo-
sophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and the Beauti-
ful (1756). If the qualities of the new writing style, literature, were first
defended in comparisons with ancient works, the principles of the new
interpretive approach, the discipline’ of literary criticism, were first tested
on the Bible.”

Lowth is credited primarily with the discovery of parallelism, the struc-
turing principle of Biblical meter, which he examined in terms of intrinsic
consistency (rather than Renaissance scansion or Augustan diction, as was
the current practice) and presented as the essence of the poetic dialectic
between thought and expression, words and sense, structure and mean-
ing.”’ His was a very attractive picture of the text: “In the post-Lowthian
revival of Hebraism . . . the dialectical pattern of the Bible became central
to Romantic theories of inspiration” (Prickett 1986: 178). Approaching the
Bible as poetry was the epistemological shift that made Lowth’s insight
possible: the search for literary qualities always recovers distinctive fea-
tures. Neo-classical taste had found much to admire in the Bible. “The
loftiest form of praise, the tribute of stylistic superiority to or parity with
classical literature, is affirmed repeatedly” (Baroway 1933: 465).>* But
Lowth was the first to treat the Bible as literature (and probably to write
the first work of both literary criticism and literary history) by construct-
ing, according to the “Preface” of the English translation, “a system of
criticism” and a “compendium of critical science,” complete with all “THE
GREAT PRINCIPLES OF GENERAL CRITICISM.”

The system was based on the first systematic philological comparison of
Biblical and Greek writing, and the expressive economy of the two lan-
guages. Lowth rejected the rhetorical approach to the Bible and analyzed
its style, rather than tropes and figures, moving from typology to poetics.
He avoided theological and factual questions, and concentrated on formal
analysis and aesthetic merit. He also appropriated prophecy for poetry by
showing, in some of the best discussions of parallelism, the artistic charac-
ter of the prophetic books and arguing that they were divine poetry. Con-
versely, poetry was the natural form of prophetic expression. In his book,
Biblical criticism moved from revelation to poetry, from rhetorical analysis
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to literary study. “Lowth’s work inaugurated a critical revolution. Not
merely did the Bible give a new authority for the prophetic status of the
poet as the transformer of society and the mediator of divine truth, but it
was also stylistically taken as a model both of naturalness and sublimity”
(Prickett 1986: 110). By the time William Blake (1757-1827) outlined his
idea of “Genius,” the Bible as model for poetry and the role of the poet as
prophet were fully established.

Lowth, though, was still devising rules of taste and virtue, thinking, like
many of his contemporaries (for example, Rollin in the first volume of his
studies), in terms of the importance of poetry for religion and exalting it
because its true “office and destination” was serving God. A certain reli-
gious polemic informed his entire project. It is therefore important to note
that “Lowth’s concentration on the literal meaning of the text as a docu-
ment from a particular concrete historical situation can be seen as less an
attempt to abolish the old style of typological and mystical readings, than
to put such readings on a sounder scholarly basis—to combat Deist attacks
on the authenticity of the Bible in general” (124-25). Between his parallel-
ism of syntactical units and Herder’s “parallelism of heaven and carth” (in
The Spirit of Hebrew Poetry), the intervention of Winckelmann contrib-
uted to the complete liberation of the aesthetic. For Winckelmann, the
aesthetic did not serve or promote religion—it was the new religion; and it
was also (like History and myth before it) Greek.”

Developments in Germany, “the belated nation” (Helmuth Plessner),
where the socio-political circumstances of emancipation were very differ-
ent, followed another path. “The experiential fervor of the German Refor-
mation had given way to a Protestant orthodoxy in which assent to truth in
propositional form was the primary trait. Faith in revelation meant assent
to statements which had been given in an infallible form in Scripture. At
the beginning of the cighteenth century, however, this orthodoxy was
under attack from two directions, Pietism and the Enlightenment” (Tal-
bert 1970: 4). The former emphasized personal commitment, living faith,
piety, and the saving power of grace. “At its best, the movement generally
known as pietism may be regarded as a reaction on the part of a living faith
against the empty formulae of [Lutheran] Orthodoxy” (McGrath 1986:
169). It saw the community of the faithful as a “priesthood of all believers,”
the visible church of the elect, with a sense of social responsibility. More
than just a religious credo, “Pietism meant simply the penetration of me-
thodically controlled and supervised, thus of ascetic, conduct into the non-
Calvinistic denominations” (Weber 1976: 132). Under the Calvinist
Hohenzollerns, it became the official Prussian faith (Hsia 1989).

While Pietism stressed personal inwardness and experience, placing the
individual above dogma and authority, the German Enlightenment too
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questioned the validity of revelation for natural theology. Under the influ-
ence of the former, the latter became much more conservative than the
English Deism or the French natural religion, seeking to establish the tran-
scendental foundation of religion. German Deism was dominated by the
Leibnizian doctrine of harmony and the Wolfhan principle of similarity
between revelation and reason (Cassirer 1951: 175-76). “The German The-
ists started from conscience and tried to prove the Deity by the inward
revelation of the moral law as it speaks in the bosom of men; and they
invoked the authority of Cartesianism as developed by Leibniz, and set
forth and commented upon by Wolff, which appealed to the innate idea of
a Deity as the strongest proof of its existence” (Karl Hillebrand, quoted in
Pelli 1979: 15), thus protecting the character of Lutheranism. They often
defended the Bible from French and English Deist criticisms, since their
purpose was to support and strengthen, not discredit or destroy it. “Indeed,
German Enlightenment did develop a scientific school of biblical criticism
whose intentions were serious and constructive” (Pelli 1979: 16). Attacking
the law of positive religions, they concentrated on morality instead. For the
German Deists (as for Kant later), religion is the recognition of human
duties as divine commands.

In its German Deist appropriation, reason was transformed from a theo-
logical into a philosophical category. “There appears to have been a general
and unquestioned assumption that man’s higher consciousness is a con-
stant quantity. In other words, reason was assumed to be a constant, un-
varying and universally distributed conglomerate of moral and spiritual
convictions, essentially independent of the historical and cultural situation
of the rational individual” (McGrath 1986: 209). This principle found its
most comprehensive expression in Wolff’s philosophy of “sufficient rea-
son.” In his Theologia naturalis methodo scientifica pertractata (1739),
Christian Wolff (1679-1754) tries to show that the claims of reason and
revealed religion are absolutely compatible and mutually supportive,
adopting Leibniz’s teleology of harmony. “In the system of Christian Wolff
there is no sharp differentiation between the content of faith and that of
knowledge, between revelation and reason. The claims of both are to be
carefully balanced and exactly determined” (Cassirer 1951: 175). Despite
this effort, philosophical reason was no longer investing in an unshakable
faith. “Wolff had indeed succeeded in reconciling faith and reason for his
generation and in making traditional Christian insights relevant once
more. At the same time, however, he had shifted the ultimate criterion of
the validity of religious insights from revelation to reason; he had substi-
tuted a natural ethic for a revealed ethic; and he had virtually transformed
man’s interest in eternal salvation into mere desire for temporal happiness.
Theology had, in fact, become anthropology, and in the process whole
areas covered by traditional Christian theology had been set aside as irrele-
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vant and meaningless for modern man. In the course of German theologi-
cal development it was the so-called Neologists who adopted this radical
alternative, disseminating their theological reductionism from lecture halls
and pulpits alike” (Stoeffler 1973: 238-39). A revisionary trend was chal-
lenging the principles of belief, again on a textual basis.

The interpretation of the Bible was an integral part of the project of the
German Enlighteners. Under pressure from English empiricism and later
inspired by Spinoza’s Biblical criticism, and caught in the often violent
clash between orthodox Lutheranism and Pietism, they established Biblical
hermeneutics as a discipline, sometimes known by the name attributed to
it by its opponents: Neologism. “They attempted to resolve the conflict
between reason and revelation by historicizing both. The name of the
movement derisively called Neology was to free the study of religion from
its subservience to either dogmatics or coherent analysis. The Neologists
incorporated many of the rationalist critiques without sacrificing Chris-
tianity” (Reill 1975: 81-82). They emphasized the collective, historical, and
cultural origin of the Bible as a collection of books; they examined acts of
composition, understanding, and transmission; they dealt with the Scrip-
ture as sacred poetry, and highlighted its moral authority (81-87); and they
also traced in it historical origins of human customs and institutions. It was
the rise of Neology that made Pietism harden its position in the second half
of the eighteenth century, and even ally itself with the declining Orthodoxy
to oppose what they both saw as an Enlightenment threat against the in-
tegrity and authority of revelation. The rationalists” emphasis on practical
reason, natural ethic, and conduct seemed to destroy the fabric of a theol-
ogy based on grace and redemption. Pietism reacted strongly to the pursuit
of secular rewards by the new classes. “Its leaders, supported by the remain-
ing Orthodoxists, now stood resolutely against the autonomy of the human
spirit and for biblical revelation as final authority for faith and life; against
a natural ethic and for a revealed ethic; against the reduction of Christian
theology to reasonable principles of human conduct and for the biblical
atfirmations about God’s redemptive activity; . . . against the shallow eu-
daemonism which had begun to dominate Western man’s private and cor-
porate life and for the reality of the eschatological dimension of human
existence, which makes happiness the ultimate, not the immediate, goal of
the salvatory process” (Stoeffler 1973: 242). Some intellectuals tried to rec-
oncile reason with (Shaftesbury’s) sentiment, especially friendship (phila-
delphic Pietism). Despite these reactions, however, fears were exaggerated,
since the German Enlightenment was never radical enough to undermine
belief with skepticist arguments. After all “secularism, antithetical to or-
thodoxy as well as theocracy, is itself a religious category derived from bib-
lical values” (Zelechow 1990: 35). As Marx and Nietzsche would complain
later, for specific historical reasons German secularism never overcame its
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religious identity. “That the Aufkldrung developed in a theological manner
to an extent absent from its English counterpart is generally considered to
reflect the different political situations in the two countries. In England,
the movement of free inquiry had assumed a political nature which was
impossible for its German equivalent, so that the movement was obliged to
assert itself in the field of literature and the humanities. Thus the common
ideas which found political expression in England could only find cultural
and religious expression in Germany. The Aufkldrung is particularly nota-
ble for its transference of this political understanding of the nature and
function of the secular State to the religious context (i.e., God), so that
God was effectively ‘modelled” on the newly-emerging understandings of
the State” (McGrath 1986: 213). The Germans were the first Protestants to
experience the challenges of belated modernity: they modernized without
having either the discourse or the institutions that guarantee the rites of
interpretation, the civil covenant of the bourgeois regime of truth. Identity
and unity, rather than cohesion and stability, were their major concerns.
The works of Georg Friedrich Hindel (1685-1759) and J. S. Bach (1685-
1750), in their contrasts of structure and function, show how different
these concerns could be.

The Aufkldrung was a biirgerlich movement of professionally and cultur-
ally prominent groups Whlch sought to reform the body politic by working
within the system and without destroying the Stindestaat tradition. It may
be characterized as “an intellectual movement formed by the conjunction
of three elements: the legacy of Leibnizian philosophy, the Stdndestaat
tradition, and the Protestant religious revival generated by the appearance
of Pietism. Primarily it was bourgeois in spirit, critical of absolutism, op-
posed to attitudes associated with the court, but not revolutionary in na-
ture. Its intellectual center was the university and its leading proponents
were drawn primarily from the professional classes” (Reill 1975: 7-8). Its
members abhorred revolution, and wanted simultancously to liberalize the
corporate order and rescue religion from bankruptcy. “The German En-
lightenment did not produce an Adam Smith, a Montesquieu, a Rousseau.
It read these authors but its most original contribution to social theory lay
not so much in economics and politics as in, surprisingly, aesthetics.
Where English and French thought concentrated on the study of civil soci-
ety and the state, German thought concerned itself with the life of con-
sciousness” (Feenberg 1973: 41). It sought the independence and salvation
of the individual, whom it placed above society (but not the government),
and it envisioned a science of humanity where the disciplines of religion,
history, and aesthetics would prevail. “The notion of redemption as intel-
lectual liberation is characteristic of the Aufkldrung” (McGrath 1986: 225).
Redemption from sin does not come through faith but through moral
perfection.
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Within this bourgeoisie there existed a group which was unique in West
European countries: the Bildungsbiirgertum—the cultural bourgeoisie
with a university education who held privileged positions within the state
apparatus and the institutions of national culture. The classical education
of Bildung distinguished the cultural from the industrial bourgeoisie.
Since culture was the highest expression of German identity, the Bildungs-
biirgertum was the cultural aristocracy of the nation, and its mission above
all patriotic.”® This bourgeois group dominated the public sphere but was
dependent on state office (including education apparatus). The identifica-
tion of the “unfree professions” (Jarausch 1990) with the German ideology
was too close to allow them to create any other social alliances or espouse
liberalism like the progressive intelligentsias of France and England.”
What distinguished their social project was the increasing importance of
aesthetic considerations: “Except for the most unabashed proponent of
modern superiority, the problem of excellence of ancient art, to say noth-
ing of the meaning of Holy Scripture, called for a study of the relation of art
to science, of the understanding each conveys, and of their connection with
the milieu in which they were formed. This became a historical problem
touching the core of the triad past-present-future. Aesthetics was forced to
incorporate historical problems into its scope. If aesthetics is given its most
general meaning . . . then the athnity between history and aesthetics be-
comes apparent. The Aufklirers were aware of this affinity, as well as of the
importance of both disciplines for the study of religion, and combined
ideas drawn from all three disciplines; all three—history, aesthetics, and
religion—showed a deep concern with the questions of the meaning of
language, poetry, myth, metaphor, and artistic representation” (Reill 1975:
59-60). They believed in the possibility of progress and education for the
nation and the human race through art and knowledge. It was in their
discourse that moral considerations changed to artistic appreciations, that
the objects of taste rather than its practices assumed greater importance,
that the critical rather than the emotional faculties gained priority. The
German “taste-bearing stratum” (Levin Schiicking) had no use for rhetoric
or the public contests of eloquence and character. They historicized reason
and revelation, strongly emphasizing the importance of individual auton-
omy and national uniqueness. “The plea for freedom for the creative
human spirit to develop to its full range is one of the outstanding preoccu-
pations of eighteenth-century Germany. If the form it took tended to be
generally cultural, this does not make the ideal any the less politically and
socially relevant. It does not seem to be out of harmony with the idea of
reform from above, but it is accompanied by a strong distaste for social
disorder and upheaval. The idealist and non-revolutionary path was the
one taken, to a greater or lesser extent, by most major German thinkers”
(Menhennet 1973: 20). Envisioning a “beneficent revolution” (Wieland)
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through persuasive reason and non-violent constitutional transformation,
they desired a republican form of government. Reformists, those civil ser-
vants who were liberal, well-educated, and cultivated, and who aspired to
protect the Stdndestaat by transforming it into a Bildungsstaat, competed
among themselves over who understood Spinoza best and who liked Jews
most.

Although the Deists often presented Biblical religion as a local law whose
validity was limited to its ethnic constituency and time, when they drew
similarities with their gospel of morality, they still honored this national
religion more than others for its prefigurement of the natural religion of
reason. German maskilim, the Westernizing intelligentsia who were look-
ing for ways of combining their traditional heritage with the secular de-
mands of modernity, recognized a great potential there: “Affiliated in one
way or another with Jewish tradition—this applies especially to the Hebrew
enlighteners—they considered deism as a new movement aiming at a re-
vival rather than the destruction of religion. In it the maskilim saw religion
coming to terms with the demands of the new era of the European Enlight-
enment, an era based on reason and science, and dedicated to tolerance”
(Pelli 1979: 18). This development could solve many internal conflicts be-
tween tradition and modern life within their own society.” Like those pro-
ponents of the German Enlightenment who hoped to liberalize the rule of
the state through the law of the nation, the maskilim hoped to moderate
the law of tradition through the rule of culture. The historical compromise
was reached in the work of Moses Mendelssohn (1729-86), who sacrificed
revelation in order to preserve the cultural specificity and communal au-
thority of the Law. Confident in its deeper enlightened character, he ra-
tionalized orthodox Judaism, assuming that, while law was its determining
principle, conduct was the essence of all religion. The philosopher whom
Heine called the “Socrates of our time” was the great cultural mediator.
“Mendelssohn attempted to build a bridge between the Jewish culture,
which seemed to be declining in Germany, and the powerful, influential,
and tempting general culture of the time, the latter playing a decisive role
in the eclipse of the former. It was a two-way bridge” (20). Jews could feel
more comfortable with Gentile culture, and the Enlightenment could un-
derstand its Jewish character better. The way to achieve this was to sacri-
fice ethnic particularity for a universal claim—to argue that the mission of
Judaism was to teach the whole world the natural religion of the God of
reason. Mendelssohn’s translation of the Pentateuch into German, a repe-
tition of Luther’s founding gesture, was only one of his many moves in this
direction.

Mendelssohn had to deal with strong feelings of unease and impatience
within his own community. “Already in 1771 there was published [in Lon-
don] the first demand to change the Jewish law according to the conditions
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dictated by time and place” (27).” Internal discussions on reform revolved
around halakhah, the Oral Law which regulated community life: What was
the proper relation between Oral and Written Law? (Was it possible to
save the Written as an expression of reason and then sacrifice the Oral as
something local that has been superseded? Or was it possible to preserve
the Oral simply as an ethnic law?) What was the correct connection be-
tween tradition and revelation, reason and practice, religion and education,
faith and culture? Two centuries later, Derrida would blame the antino-
mies of these questions on Hellenic thought.

The maskilim, like the Deists, concentrated on moral reform; but unlike
the Deists they could not afford to ignore the dimension of experience,
since the legal system of Judaism was closely connected with daily life. For
them, questions of law, authority, and governance had double urgency,
both internal and external. They pursued them passionately in magazines,
schools, salons, intellectual societies. Thus they were confronted with the
highest stakes in modernity, the subject of all debates in the cultural spaces
of the public sphere—the relation between interpretation and emancipa-
tion: What is the liberatory promise of the independent and enlightened
reason? What are the rules of understanding? What are the confines of
individual ethical action? What is the nomos of autonomy? “When the
change came, therefore, at the close of the seventeenth century it was a
total ‘philosophical revolution which changed the whole concept of Nature
and its operations,” initiating modern ‘rationalism’ and rejecting biblical
fundamentalism. The final victory that liberated nature from biblical fun-
damentalism came on the one side from German pietists and English
deists (the heirs of the Protestant heretics of the seventeenth century), and
on the other from Descartes and his universal ‘mechanical’ laws of nature”
(Tambiah 1990: 90). The capitalist solution to the quest for autonomy was
the differentiation of society, the creation of separate spheres of feeling
and activity with their own relative independence. It was the sphere of
public morality, inheritor to the visions of community, that adopted the
Hebraic as its model, while the sphere of culture, the successor of the prac-
tices of taste, proclaimed its Hellenic aspirations.

AESTHETIC FAITH

A discussion entitled “Hebrews and Hellenes,” which introduces the first
chapter of the first volume of an “interpretation” of the Enlightenment,
defines as follows the period’s dualist view of history: “As the Enlighten-
ment saw it, the world was, and had always been divided between ascetic,
superstitious enemies of the flesh, and men who affirmed life, the body,
knowledge, and generosity; between mythmakers and realists, priests and
philosophers. Heinrich Heine, wayward son of the Enlightenment, would



56 CHAPTER ONE

later call these parties, most suggestively, Hebrews and Hellenes” (Gay
1966: 33). This may not be an inappropriate exaggeration. During the sec-
ond half of the eighteenth century, and while the last part of the Battle of
the Books was belatedly taking place in Germany, the middle class for the
first time began to debate explicitly and at length its mission and options
in terms of the Hebraic-Hellenic polarity. Heinrich Heine (1797-1856)
discovered the polarity in Ludwig Borme (1786-1837); his contemporary
Samuel David Luzzatto (1800-65) considered Abrahamism (or Judaism)
superior to Atticism; together they gave universal meaning to the old com-
parison of (Greek) flowers with (Jewish) fruit (Judah Halevi).® The emer-
gence of classical scholarship, following the triumph of the Moderns and
the invention of History at the turn of the seventeenth century, made pos-
sible a systematic and concentrated interest in Greek culture itself. With
the opposition of Rationalism and Pietism to ancient thought,(’l however,
Greek writing and art had remained subordinate to Latin or ignored
(Trevelyan 1941: 1-12), with only the manuals of fables for artists and the
handbooks of mythology for versifiers available as sources of information
about the period. “Greek literature was generally considered inferior to
Latin; in German schools and universities Greek was studied primarily as
the language of the New Testament” (Hatfield 1943: 3-5; see also Hathield
1964: 8). At the same time, after the Battle of the Books distanced antiq-
uity from the present, historical knowledge (primarily of Greece) became
an attractive project for the exploration of the origins of Western identity.

In short, the possibility of Greece, of its “discovery” as a real place, was
there, but nothing guaranteed that it should happen. The philological skills
required for this exploration, already in use in Biblical studies, did not
flourish in England. “Although Bishop Lowth’s De sacra poesi Hebraeorum
and his commentary on Isaiah exercised some influence, they did not suc-
ceed in establishing a historical or literary-critical tradition of the Biblical
writings in the author’s native land” (Frei 1974: 151).% The reason may be
sought in the factual direction that Deism gave to the question of Biblical
historical accuracy: the ensuing search for external evidence that would
prove the truth of the text had no use for the close analysis of textual
meaning. Philological skills found a much more fertile ground in German
Neo-humanist scholarship (Gesner, Eresti, Christ, Caylus).

Reactions to the excesses of late baroque and the artificiality of French
rococo were fired by the enthusiasm over the excavations at Herculaneum,
Paestum, and Pompeii. In response to calls for a revival of the Greek archi-
tectural orders in the first half of the eighteenth century, David Le Roy
published Les ruines des plus beaux monuments de la Gréce (1758). The rule
of ornament was challenged by the order of style. Now balance was deemed
more conducive to civility than elegance. In the second half of the century,
British fascination with the reality of the historical Greece began, espe-
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cially after the success of The Antiquities of Athens, Measured and Deline-
ated (4 vols., 1762-1830), where James Stuart and Nicholas Revett pub-
lished the drawings of Greek remains they produced during their expedi-
tion to the country (1751-53). The famous expedition was sponsored by
The Society of Dilettanti (established in 1732), a group of young aristo-
crats who had made the Grand Tour. What attracted the British to Hellen-
ism was travel and a taste for cultural exoticism. The Tour could now be
extended to include a new, more ancient (if not alternative), unexplored
territory.

Indeed, the recovered treasures, from architectural models to the Elgin
(Parthenon) Marbles, put on public display in 1807, did not disappoint
anyone. But British interest did not extend much beyond experiments in
taste. “Meanwhile the Germans were approaching the shrine by a different
road. Like the English, they enjoyed speaking of Hellas in religious lan-
guage, but in the manner less of pilgrims than of visionaries” (Jenkyns
1980: 13). They turned to the Hellenic ideal with such exultation that they
refused to taint it with any experience. Winckelmann, Schiller, Holderlin,
Hegel, and Nietzsche never visited Greece, while Lord Charlemont, Robert
Wood, Byron, James Flecker, and John Symonds, like Gérard de Nerval,
Alphonse de Lamartine, Théophile Gautier, Gustave Flaubert, and Le Cor-
busier from France, and Americans from Herman Melville to James Merrill,
did. (In general, it is also interesting how few novels are set in Greece,
ancient or modern. Bourgeois interiority has not found the land hospita-
ble.) During his visit to Italy, which provided him with his first direct expe-
rience of Greek art, Goethe “received a proposal from the Duke of Waldeck
which affected him as a threatening temptation: a visit to Greece. Goethe’s
reaction was by no means a serene one; he even expressed terror when he
wrote: ‘Once one takes it upon oneself to go out into the world and enters
into close interaction with it, one has to be very careful not to be swept
away in a trance, or even to go mad. I am not able to speak a single word at
the moment” (28th March 1787). Walter Rehm was the first to realise that
this holy terror of Greece—a kind of prohibitive fear of contact—was a
typically German phenomenon at that period. Whereas the French and the
English were more and more eager to get to Athens, scarcely one of the
German philhellenes set foot on Greek soil. This is not only true of Goethe,
Humboldt and even Hélderlin, but also of the German architects. . . .
Rehm comments on this shying away from direct contact with Hellenic
reality which had been idealised and mythicised to the point of refusing to
visit the place: ‘One has the impression that all of them had willingly made
this strange renunciation’” (Vogt 1986: 172). It took a businessman’s literal
reading of Homer in the 1870s, monumentalized in Heinrich Schliemann’s
recovery of 'Troy from the hill of Hisarlik, to make the Germans consider
the possibility of an encounter with the place.
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In Germany, the theological need for ever-richer Biblical comparisons in
the carly eighteenth century encouraged the literary-historical quest that
would eventually develop into the parallel fields of hermeneutics and aes-
thetics. “Hermencutical developed together with historical-critical litera-
ture” (Frei 1974: 158). The synthesis of the two must be credited to the
discipline of philology, the science of the antiquity of texts. “In the Ger-
man states in 1770-1810, we witness a profound turn away from the Altphi-
lologie as a discipline of text criticism and restoration and the emergence
of a genuinely hermeneutic, interpretive philology as a comprehensive dis-
cipline aiming at the disclosure of a historical, cultural totality” (Leventhal
1986: 248). If literary criticism tutored secular reading in discrimination,
philology undertook to authenticate and integrate its objects of study. “In
the beginning, there was philology. As the keystone of law and ethics, and
also of history and the history of art, stood the study of language and of
literature. Never has further-reaching importance been attributed to liter-
ary texts, especially to founding literary texts. ... And never has literary
commentary appropriated with such confidence the right to apply its con-
clusions to other domains, even to assume that textuality was at the center
of all knowledge. The philological science, as it was defined by its founders
in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, was an intellectual
totality, a world unto itself, the study of language redefined to give philolo-
gists access to the essence of nations. In particular, philology was the sci-
ence of antiquity, the tool German scholars would use to rehabilitate an-
tiquity and reveal the Greeks as the standard for beauty, grandeur, and
national genius” (DeJean 1989: 203—4). Philology is the branch of Protes-
tant interpretation which, once emancipated from theology, turned to the
study of a new object of knowledge, (pagan) antiquity. In it, the original
exercise of reading reached the systematic articulation of a field.

German Hellenism both defined and served bourgeois cultural ideals in
a comprehensive way: it portrayed a land of pure Western descent; it coun-
tered Pietist asceticism with Puritan stoicism; it provided an antidote to
French skepticism and British empiricism; it integrated leisure in Protes-
tant morality; it counterproposed democratic enjoyment to aristocratic
taste; it outlined the conditions of healthy individualism; and it ennobled
the project of a national culture. It is this last ideal that held the greatest
urgency. What has been said about literature can be generalized about all
the arts: “The movement of German authors in the eighteenth century to
found a German national literature becomes, as the century enters its sec-
ond half, increasingly a battle they are obliged to wage on two fronts at
once: for beyond the need to establish a basis for works distinctively na-
tional in character, it appears in addition that some way must be found to
create literature at all” (Morton 1982: 41). The national and the cultural, as
they are still understood today, were produced together, verifying and sup-
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porting each other. It is in Germany that culture becomes a conscious
project, a means of resistance as well as legitimation, of national differenti-
ation as well as superiority. When it came to internal understandings of
community life, the Biblical model was still the most meaningful; but when
it was time to “imagine” a national culture, intellectuals looked at Greece.
“The intense concern with Greece can usefully be understood as a response
to a German crisis of identity. The century from 1660 to 1760 saw the rise
of France as a ‘new Rome’ apparently capable of absorbing all Europe”
(Bernal 1986: 14). France could proudly exhibit the glories of its court, arts,
and reason. In order to surpass the Latinity of these royal codes, German
poets, critics, and historians concentrated increasingly on Rome’s prede-
cessor. “Thus while Germany could not become a new Rome she could be
a new Hellas” (14). If the Reformation had moved above the Catholic es-
tablishment back to the originals of religion, the Aufklirung returned
above the Latin system to the origins of art. And if the Reformation played
Jerusalem opposite to Rome’s Athens, Germany now was ready to play
Athens opposite to France’s Rome.

Both the bourgeois ideals and the national aspirations found their most
cloquent defense in the work of Johann Joachim Winckelmann (1717-68),
who defined the “humanity of the Greeks” and advocated it as a cultural
model. Winckelmann constructed a complete, total picture of Greece: he
made of it a coherent, luminous, organic whole—an aesthetic ideal incor-
porating moral, cultural, and political elements. To this effect, he scruti-
nized artworks with minute care and historical sensitivity. He understood
questions of origin, growth, change, and decline in terms of stylistic evolu-
tion: “Winckelmann’s most significant and lasting achievement was to pro-
duce a thorough, comprehensive and lucid chronological account of all
antique art—but chiefly sculpture—including that of the Egyptians and
the Etruscans. No one had done this before” (Haskell and Penny 1981:
101). While his predecessors in the first half of the century had re-pre-
sented Greece, Winckelmann narrated it, gave it a story of development.
He classified artworks by date, rather than iconography, according to (in-
trinsic) stylistic criteria, and established for the first time successive stages
of art. Although he analyzed mainly sculpture, his approach was primarily
literary: for example, he discussed mythology as an intricate web of allego-
ries, bringing allegory back from typology into aesthetics and inaugurating
a critical interest in it that was still paramount for Walter Benjamin, Paul
de Man, or Stephen Greenblatt.”

His was a major reinterpretation of antiquity. In Germany, before
Winckelmann, differentiating between Roman and Greek was an insignifi-
cant concern: they belonged together to humankind’s ancient past. Not
only did he distinguish between the two, but also defended forcefully the
overwhelming superiority of the latter. Until then, the ancient appeal was
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moral and juridical; the new Greek inspiration became aesthetic. More im-
portantly, he established the Greek difference in all respects, not only from
the Roman but also from the contemporary world. “It was Winckelmann
who first insisted that Greek sculpture of the finest period was a product of
the very highest excellence, brought about under geographical, political
and religious circumstances which could never be recreated” (104). A sense
of irrevocable separation was again effected: “As reverence for the Greeks
increased, so too did awareness of our distance from them” (104). This was
already obvious to Friedrich Schlegel, who noted in 1798: “The systematic
Winckelmann who read all the ancients as if they were a single author, who
saw everything as a whole and concentrated all his powers on the Greeks,
provided the first basis for a material knowledge of the ancients through
his perception of the absolute difference between ancient and modern”
(Schlegel 1971: 181).

Winckelmann treated art as a social phenomenon, and its style as the
expression of a specific culture. Like Lowth, he connected art and culture,
style and society organically. In his work, the independent aesthetic found
its first full articulation and justification. The project of interpretation out-
lined by Spinoza reached here an apolitical conclusion: criticism was ap-
plied to secular, not religious, beauty; and that beauty did not serve religion
but constituted (a new) one. This love of pure beauty, however, was not
just a cult of “a noble simplicity and tranquil grandeur” but also an exuber-
ant celebration of the leisure deserved for the cultivated few. From Winck-
elmann’s celebration of ecstatic delight in his “Essay on the Capacity of
the Perception of Beauty in Art” (1763) to Roland Barthes’ self-consuming
hedonism in The Pleasure of the ‘lext (1973), leisure has been perceived as
a typically Greek vice and (effeminate) privilege, scolded and envied by the
Protestant work ethic. Winckelmann interconnected cthical and aesthetic
judgment, subordinating religious experience to aesthetic revelation. Thus
interpretation matured in the worship of autonomous beauty when the
independence of the aesthetic was consecrated in/as Greek culture. Where
Spinoza saw Hebrew polity as a community, Winckelmann treated the
Greek polis as an organism; whereas the former described a community of
interpreters, the latter depicted the Greeks as the aesthetic people—the
ones to be interpreted.

And interpreted they were, and still are. “The German Enlightenment
looks rather to Greece, an interest which follows from the aesthetic con-
cerns of its philosophy. The integral community, which increasingly
emerges as a lost utopia in the bourgeois era, is reflected artistically in its
happiest form in Homer. The epics of ancient Greece are the epiphany of
a civilization perfect of its kind, a civilization of a total man and the har-
monious community, not yet touched by the corrosive forces of division
of labor and commercialization. In analyzing this epic world, German
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thought goes far beyond the narrow concept of virtue to lay the basis for a
dialectics of consciousness. . . . The theory of epic literature develops as a
reflection on the conditions and nature of human community, a reflection
which corresponds in the Germany of the time with an increasing anxiety
over the consequences of the unleashing of private self-interest by capital-
ism” (Feenberg 1973: 42-43). The Greece of Winckelmann is the inte-
grated civilization of the lost Eden which inspires Lukdcs’ nostalgia, as well
as the idolatrous threat haunting Auerbach’s vision of the promised read-
ing. (It was Winckelmann, after all, who in 1755, with his Thoughts on the
Imitation of the Painting and Sculpture of the Greeks, made mimesis, Auer-
bach’s topic, a central concern for aesthetics.) Eutopia or dystopia, Hellas
has remained the Alien (as opposed to the Hebrew Other or the non-Euro-
pean Barbarian) of modern (that is, post-Reformation) thought: the pres-
ence of the past, the periphery of the center, the leisure of culture, the male
of the female, the physics of metaphysics, the polis of politics.

The imitation of the Hellenic in Hebraic modernity soon became the
central educational concern of the period. Even by the time of Heidegger’s
reading of the Presocratics or Auerbach’s interpretation of Homer, the
question had not lost its urgency: If the gap of History is understood in
terms of the ancient (Hellenic) and the modern (Hebraic), what is the
burden of that past on the responsibility of this present? If interpretation
is Biblical, what are the limits of the emancipation it promises? Who or
what deserves autonomy in an emancipated world? What is the difference
between imitation and assimilation (Gombrich 1966)? Winckelmann’s
contemporaries were already alarmed by the appeal of his artistic hedonism
among the bourgeois.”* The Hebraic opposition to his proposal for a secular
democratic faith in humanism was soon articulated. The theologian Frie-
drich Gottlieb Klopstock (1724-1803) aspired to become the “Christian
Homer” by writing, along with Biblical dramas, Messias (1748-73), the
pictist epic of the life of Christ in Greek hexameters; he outlined his plans
for a German intellectual elite in Die deutsche Gelehrtenrepublik (1774), a
treatise intended to counter what he perceived as the growing Helleniza-
tion of the upper middle class.

The young Hegel, in Part Two (1795-96) of “The Positivity of the Chris-
tian Religion,” still felt the importance of the ultimate question for na-
tional rejuvenation raised by Klopstock in his ode “The Hill and the Grove”
(1767): “Is Achaea, then, the Teutons” fatherland?” He responded that
“what the poet cried to his people in relation to Greek mythology could be
said both to him and his nation with just as much right in relation to the
Jewish; they could be asked: Is Judaea, then, the Teutons’ fatherland?”
(Hegel 1971: 149). The dilemma had attracted his attention since his uni-
versity years, as indicated by the paper “On Some Advantages which the
Reading of Ancient Classical Greek and Roman Writers Secures for Us”
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(1788): “The first hint of an explicit contrast between the two heritages of
Achaea and Judaea in his mind is to be found in his claim that, in virtue of
the constancy of human nature, the study of our classical heritage will en-
able us ‘to explain more naturally and make more comprehensible a great
deal of the culture, the habits, the customs, and the usages of the people of
Israel, who have had, and still have, so much influence upon us’” (Harris
1972: 77). In a society losing its faith to materialism, the Hellenic path
seemed an appropriate training in the respect for morality and a better
understanding of its socio-cultural basis. As Mendelssohn had already sug-
gested in his Jerusalem (1783), the study of the ancients could serve a bet-
ter understanding of Israel. Until his last college year, “Hegel remained true
to the programme of using classical sources to enlighten the study of the
Judaic tradition, which he announced at the outset of his university stud-
ies” (117). His later philosophy is full of revisions and sublimations of this
project.

The use of Hellenism for modernity also occupied Friedrich Hélderlin
(1770-1843), who in the late 1780s, together with Hegel and Schelling,
attended the Seminary at the University of Ttubingen as a student of theol-
ogy with the intention of becoming a minister. In 1790, to obtain the de-
gree of magister philosophiae, he wrote two papers: one influenced by
Herder, “Parallels between Solomon’s Proverbs and Hesiod’s Works and
Days,” and another influenced by Winckelmann, “History of the Fine Arts
among the Greeks” (Montgomery 1923: 202-7). The Hebraic-Hellenic
comparison had become by that time very common. Holderlin’s position
on the subject was fully expressed in the late 1790s, when he started dis-
tancing himself from Greece by painting it as Oriental (with an “aorgic,” as
opposed to organic, element) and opposing it to “Hesperia,” the Western
and modern world. The distinction between Greek and Hesperian art first
appears in the famous letter to C. U. Bohlendorff (1801), where the differ-
entiation relieves Holderlin “entirely of that imitation of antiquity which
Winckelmannian classicism had made obligatory for him, and at the same
time it allows him to see the reason why the Greeks are nevertheless ‘indis-
pensable” for him. Hélderlin overcomes classicism without turning away
from the classical” (Szondi 1983: 262). This is what he calls the “salvaging
of the Greek for Hesperia.”

Holderlin was not the only one to see the Greeks in an Oriental light. His
British and German contemporaries often surmised Oriental influences on
Greek culture. Friedrich Schlegel (1772-1829), for example, who aspired to
become the “Winckelmann of Greek Literature” and was the first to detect
an ecstatic element in drama and to derive comedy from Dionysian rites,
changed his interests, after his conversion to Catholicism in 1808, from
Greck to Sanskrit (at that time explored by Wilhelm von Humboldt’s com-
parative philology), from aesthetic to moral values, and from ancient sculp-
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ture to Nazarene painting. e too emphasized the Oriental ancestry of
Greek wisdom and art, which the Greeks forgot or repressed. But Holderlin
went further than anyone else before him in deciding to correct, so to
speak, Greek art by emphasizing its presumed Eastern origin. His plan is
captured in a telling passage: “Greek art is foreign to us, but I hope to
represent it to the public in a more lively manner than is customary,
through national convenience and through errors, with which it has always
helped itself along: I would emphasize more greatly the oriental element
which it denied, and improve upon its artistic error where it occurs”
(quoted in Szondi 1983: 270). Thus, after he abandoned in 1799 his drama
The Death of Empedocles, partly modeled on Sophocles” Oedipus at
Colonus, Holderlin translated Antigone and Oedipus Tyrannus, and pub-
lished both in 1804 as Die ‘Trauerspiele des Sophokles, with “Notes” ap-
pended to cach play. He hoped to correct the “errors” which he believed
the Greek poet had been forced to make by virtue of his time and place in
history. The hermeneutic violence of these translations has often been dis-
cussed and admired—although never, to my knowledge, compared to their
most audacious successors, Ezra Pound’s renditions of Elektra (1949) and
Women of Trachis (1954) by Sophocles; it even influenced German mod-
ernism from philosophy (Heidegger) to poetry (Celan) and music (Carl
Orff). The corrective dimension of the project, however, the attempt to
rectify, repair, remedy the Greek original has not been sufficiently noted,
although it permeates the poet’s accompanying commentary. The impor-
tant distinction between Greek and Hesperian modes and natures returns
in the Notes. The origin of the former lies in “fire from heaven” and “sacred
pathos” and “warmth,” of the latter in “sobriety” and “precision and effec-
tive flexibility.” He identified as the unsurpassable virtue of the Greek na-
ture the “Homeric presence of mind and talent for presentation,” a virtue
he would later present as the first, the “natural” or “naive” tone of poetry.
Given the similarities between this depiction and the portrayal of the Ho-
meric in Mimesis, the debt of Auerbach (who was familiar with studies of
the Bohlendorff letter by Rosenzweig, Heidegger, Adorno, and Benjamin,
among others) to Hélderlin’s Hellenism is obvious.”

Among Winckelmann’s contemporaries, Klopstock and Johann Georg Ha-
mann (1730-88) were the eminent writers who, with their uncompromis-
ing religious commitment, rejected his theories completely. Opposing rea-
son from the Pietist side and preaching “salvation by the Jews,” Hamann
offered a new concept of faith which refers to moral conviction, rather than
religious belief. Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1729-81) responded with his
own theory of imitation in Laokdon (1766), subtitled “On the Limits of
Painting and Poetry,” a semiotic defense of modernity; and later Men-
delssohn proposed a different cultural politics in Jerusalem: On Religious
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Power and Judaism (1783), where the philosophical identity of Deism and
Judaism was developed. Reaction to Winckelmann’s politics of aesthetic
appreciation, however, was not expressed in religious opposition or philo-
sophical disagreement as much as in the form of a new articulation of the
Hebraic, the discovery of Spinoza. The great respect of the Aufkldrung for
Spinoza is understandable in the context of the ideological tendencies of
the movement. Interest in his work was revived in Germany during the
furor accompanying Lessing’s printing of extracts from Apologie oder
Schutzschrift fiir die verniinftigen Verehrer Gottes, an unpublished attack
on Christianity by the Deist Professor of Hebrew Hermann Samuel Rei-
marus (1694-1768), which appeared anonymously under the title Frag-
ments of an Anonymous in 1774 and 1777-78. The intensity of that elite
interest came to the open when the famous “Wolffenbiittel Fragmente”
controversy (Bell 1984: 71-96) over Lessing’s alleged Spinozism erupted
between Friedrich Jacobi (1743-1819) and Mendelssohn under the watch-
ful eyes of Goethe, Kant, and Herder (Beiser 1987). To an extent that has
yet to be fully comprehended, the debate was about the primacy of Less-
ing’s debt to Winckelmann or to Spinoza. The Hebraic-Hellenic compari-
son appeared later in Lessing’s The Lducation of the Human Race (1780),
which established an analogy between revelation and education by dealing
with the religious education of the Hebrews (sections 9-53) and suggested
a perspectival approach to religious truth by showing how it necessarily
manifests itself in history. In his anonymously published treatise, “Lessing
countered Reimarus’ attack on the revealed character of the Old Testa-
ment with a relativistic conception of revealed religion, whereby each reve-
lation is seen as a historically conditioned accommodation to the commu-
nity to which it is addressed” (Allison 1966: 149). This constitutes a basic
hermenecutic principle, since “it means that each historically conditioned
revelation contains a relative perfection or partial truth” (149). In its use of
the Leibnizian concept of theodicy in the new understanding of the past,
“Lessing’s view of religion as a divine plan for the education of humanity is
nothing but a theodicy of history, a justification of religion not through a
being which has existed from the beginning of time but through religious
growth and the goal of this growth” (Cassirer 1951: 192). Thus Lessing
tried to save revelation by fusing it with Winckelmann’s idea of historicism
and ideal of Bildung into moral autonomy, effectively combining Hebraic
faith and reason with Hellenic culture and education. Contemporary critics
could not agree on the importance of each element for his thought. Before
this could be resolved, though, the focus of interest had shifted to the work
of Spinoza itself. As a consequence, the immediate appeal of Winckel-
mann was largely diminished.

Nowhere else was the Hebraic-Hellenic opposition debated and negoti-
ated as intensely as in the work of Johann Gottfried Herder (1744-1803),
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the thinker who after Lessing and before Schiller came to redefine the ex-
perience and the tasks of modernity in a major way. Despite his respect for
the ideals of the Aufklirers, Herder never trusted their faith in reason, their
search for universal truth, or their cosmopolitan leanings. Neither did he
approve of Hellenism: he was afraid of Goethe’s classicism and Schiller’s
paganism. “Whereas in his Biickeburg period he felt compelled to combat
Enlightenment narrowness and self-assuredness, he became subsequently
much less polemical, until in his last decade he felt that philosophy and
theology had taken a wrong turn with Kantian criticism, and that Goethe’s
and Schiller’s classicism was harmful for the development of German liter-
ature and culture in general. And thus he rose again in grim determination
to defend his wide theocentric universe against what he considered to be a
narrow anthropocentric dogmatism” (Koepke 1982a: 152-53). Above all,
he conducted a life-long battle with Winckelmann, praising him for histor-
ical insight but asking for more specific cultural detail that would make the
imitation of Greece impossible as an ideal. He would even defend Oriental
despotism in order to show that Winckelmann’s negative evaluation of
Egyptian art was unjust, as he did in the essay “Auch eine Philosophie der
Geschichte zur Bildung der Menschheit” (1774). The same struggle is also
obvious in the memorial essay “Monument of Johann Winckelmann”
(1778). During much of this single-minded campaign, he sought inspira-
tion and support in the work of Spinoza. His interest in the Dutch philoso-
pher developed continuously after the late 1760s, when he “consciously
gives an interpretation of Spinoza’s system as a whole. It is the first full
interpretation of Spinoza’s philosophy undertaken in Germany and is
based on a sympathetic understanding of certain fundamental Spinozist
concepts, which are also congenial to Herder’s own outlook. God—A Series
of Dialogues (1787) presented to the public a Spinoza hitherto unknown
except to independent individuals like Lessing and Goethe” (Bell 1984:
174). It was in God that Herder proclaimed Spinoza more divine than
St. John.

As his polemical choice of Spinoza over Winckelmann shows, Herder’s
ardent cultural nationalism was wholly permeated by the Hebraic-Hellenic
opposition, and he regularly argued along these options, as, for example, in
his essay “On the Effect of Poetry on the Mores of the Peoples in Ancient
and Modern Times” (written in 1778 and published in 1781) or in his Ideas
on the Philosophy of History of Mankind, 1784-91, 4 vols.). Already in Crit-
ical Woods (1769) he rated the Old Testament writers better than the clas-
sical ones. The most extensive comparison of the two, however, was his
return to Lowth’s grand subject in The Spirit of Hebrew Poetry: An Intro-
duction for Lovers of the Same and of the Most Ancient History of the Human
Spirit (1782-83, 2 vols.), a history of Hebrew literature. This book is what
remains of the aborted project “Archacology of the Orient.” It is divided in
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two parts, one dialogic and one expository. In the dialogue, Alciphron, a
representative of the radical Enlightenment, is convinced by Euthyphron
that the Old Testament is of great poetic and historical value. The second
part is a literary evaluation of the same book. It contains scores of detailed
comparisons of the Hebrew Bible with Greek poets. (Herder even sug-
gested parallelism as the basic structure of Greek meter.) The book owes its
importance and widespread influence partly to the fact that here the epis-
temological value of poetic language is recognized and the identity of po-
etry and religion admitted (Clark 1955: 297-98). Essentially the impor-
tance of Winckelmann’s aesthetics is recognized, while art is asked to serve
faith.

The influence on Herder of Lowth’s book, which Mendelssohn had en-
dorsed in an influential review, is heavy. Lowth too looked for the origin of
poetry in religion and popular imagination but classified Hebrew poetry
according to technical categories derived from neoclassical usage. Herder,
a superb Hebraist himself, found this formalistic. The intent of his ap-
proach was to turn “the Bible, and divine revelation with it, into the fullest
expression of the one human spirit under the educative guidance of divine
providence” (Frei 1974: 185). Herder, who detested Rationalism and
Deism, was influenced by Hamann’s Pietism.® In a market of capital de-
sire, though, he could not afford to present faith as its own reward. “Unlike
the Pictists, Herder wrote at a level naturally combining an aesthetic stance
with that of a historical relativist; but he shared the Pietists’ conviction
that the unitary content of the Bible is the history of saving events, self-
differentiated into a sequence of temporal stages” (200). He protected the
Bible from the philological criticism of the Neologists by trying to ground
it historically: his genetic-historical epistemology explains revelation as a
historical event. Thus he was able to see the Bible as “the history book of
mankind, written by humans, for the purpose of expressing in poetic-
historical terms the ways of God through the course of human history”
(Koepke 1982a: 145). He defended its unitary meaning, and therefore its
theological authority, on historical and aesthetic grounds. “Figuration
changes for him from the connectedness of two temporally widely-sepa-
rated specific occurrences to a slowly accumulating and general sense of
anticipation reaching a climactic fulillment” (Frei 1974: 193). For Herder,
as for Lessing, history is education and revelation. “In human fashion must
one read the Bible; for it is a book written by men for men: Human is the
language, human the external means with which it was written and pre-
served; human finally is the sense with which it may be grasped, every aid
that illuminates it, as well as the aim and use to which it is to be applied”
(quoted in Frei 1974: 184). By making history the time where humans are
educated in revelation, and therefore by consecrating reading-in-history, he
contributed more than anybody else to the idea, which prevailed in late-
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cighteenth-century Germany, that “a free and self-conscious self-position-
ing toward the world is an independent and indispensable factor in shaping
the depiction of that world with its bearing on the self” (201). This princi-
ple may still be one of the best definitions we have of autonomy—*“the idea
of absolute being grounded in itself, that is to say of freedom” (Schiller
1965: 61)—as the project of modernity.

The great problem of autonomy has always been where the ground of its
nomos is, what source of authority justifies the auto-claim. The post-
Lutheran contribution sought a transcendental ground, in an attempt to
guarantee, rather than oversee, the function of that nomos. (Hence the
importance of law for thinkers from Kant to Schiller, and of order for com-
posers from Haydn to Beethoven.) The locus of the source could have been
one among many things—to use the terminology inherited from Herder’s
solution, social, ethnic, historical, personal, economic, and so on. But the
rejection of rhetoric, the fear of skepticism, the lack of important bourgeois
institutions, and the emphasis on national construction made the tran-
scendental path, the one dispensing with a factious public and competing
parties, the most viable one. During the eighteenth century, the “age of
control” (Menhennet 1973: 21), the reason of the polity (like its mass-
reading habits) could not be trusted. In his essay “What is Enlighten-
ment?” (1784), Kant, after distinguishing between revolution, which he
rejects, and Reform, which he seeks, proposes that the requirement for en-
lightenment is the least harmful freedom of all—the freedom of using in
public one’s power of reason, of public expression, and more specifically,
the freedom of the writer who is addressing a Publikum. The writer is aware
of his role as a latter-day Reformist. More than self-referential, autonomy
should become self-reflexive, and Herder was determined to devise its con-
stitution—the grammar of nomocracy.

Knowledge is determined by language and not reason; language is
pneuma, “God’s breath,” the spirit of God communicated to humankind.
Herder thought that the Hebrew language, the speech of Adam and the
Tower of Babel, was the Bildersprache of the human race in its infancy, and
that its poetry remains the best ever made. In taking this position, while
suggesting that the Greeks failed to achieve maturity, he was comparing
not only languages and literatures but also social systems. His political
ideas, based (like those of Spinoza, Lessing, Mendelssohn, Eichhorn, and
later Coleridge) on the model of the Hebrew polity, had national identity
as their true scope. Indeed, Herder, whose fragmentary work may arguably
be considered in its entirety as a Tractatus aesthetico-politicus, took a reso-
lutely cultural approach to politics.” At a time when a collective sense of
German identity was just emerging, he insisted that the foundation of na-
tional identity be a common, shared culture—replacing in his system the
negotiable social contract (Barnard 1989)—where individual and collective
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identity become one.”® The state does not operate like a machine but de-
velops like an organism: to the political machinery is opposed the or-
ganic State—and to the political/mechanical, the cultural/organic. The or-
ganic State is the state of national tradition and culture, of a coherent
ethnic community—the Volkstaat. In it, power does not emanate from
a sovereign but from an impersonal, immaterial, invisible government—
nomocracy, the law inherent in Volk. This government is an internal part
of the social and national existence, and takes the form of aristo-democ-
racy. For Herder, the ethnic community, the Volk, the nation, and the state
should ultimately become one indivisible unity and independent entity,
preserving its social cohesion and self-determination.” The aristo-demo-
crats (cf. Berdyaev’s “aristocracy of freedom”), who will be overseeing the
nomocracy in this (natural rather than political) entity, will be the intel-
lectuals originating from dem Volk der Biirger: “Intellectual and cultural
activity has its source in the middle class” (quoted in Barnard 1965: 76).
They will also be in charge of education, which equals humanization. Thus
Herder’s ever-so-appealing (to modernist sensibilities) principle of lan-
guage-creating man, Volk, and culture was only part of the larger bourgeois
effort to discredit the knowledge and manners of the nobility and gain
power by making nationality, rather than heredity or class, the sustaining
force of government. Patriotism, Humanitdt, and Bildung are closely inter-
connected in this system.”” Education humanizes and cultivates, preserv-
ing the continuity of Volk and culture: for the individual, it is a right and
a duty; for the nation, it is the road to its growth, progress, and perfection.

Herder believes that culture and philosophy should serve the rejuvena-
tion of society. “He develops a conception of literature as an exemplary
representation of the (in this case, endless) effort of man to create a coher-
ent expression of himself, and thereby to realize himself as a whole being”
(Morton 1982: 56). This is also how the nation realizes itself. “In this,
Herder anticipates a characteristic feature of German Romanticism,
namely its belief in the possibility of effecting political-national renewal in
the sphere of cultural activity (preeminently through the medium of poetic
art), and thus of bringing about a revitalization of community through
cultivation of individuals toward personal self-realization” (63). Respond-
ing to fears of lawlessness and revolution, Humanitdt was the political prin-
ciple that provided Herder, especially during his last period, with an ideal
of emancipation. “Humanitdt is that which gives to individuals their hu-
manity, and at the same time that which recalls nations to their human
destiny” (Knoll 1982: 10). With it, emancipation takes on the eschatologi-
cal promise of fulfillment. No longer a question of interpretation, charac-
ter, taste, or conduct, Humanity is the liberation of emancipation itself
from its narrow, interested, hence selfish, ideals. Historicist sensibility and
its canonic readings were born at this juncture of the particular and the
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universal. “As the many-faceted reality of human existence, Humanitdt en-
compasses all human qualities and capabilities;—as the goal of human-
kind, however, it is potential rather than actuality. It is the divine calling
which summons humans to rise above their state of nature. Humanitdt
thus embraces that religiosity which pervades all of Herder’s thought and
writings” (11). This is his political imperative of self-controlled freedom
(Bauman 1988a).

Intellectuals brought different ideas back from their travels to Italy.
Winckelmann, the Prefect of Papal Antiquities in the Vatican, reconciled
the ethical and the religious in the aesthetic, the Hellenic ideal; Herder, the
Superintendent of Schools, Chief Pastor, and Court Preacher in Weimar,
reconciled the social and the aesthetic in the national, the Hebraic vision.
He showed that the Bible surpasses the Greek classics, attacked Graeco-
mania, and declared Greece dead. Preoccupied, like his predecessor and
many of his contemporaries, with the rise to power of the middle class in a
secular state, he adopted Winckelmann’s view of Greece in his organic
theory of history but derived the concept of Volk from Judaic tradition.
Herder had a remarkable historical sense which helped him question the
constancy of human nature, reject the universality of race, and even doubt
the superiority of European culture. “Each age, he believed, must be
judged by its own standards; each national culture has its unique, incompa-
rable value. Life on this planet is a triumphant progress—‘the movement of
God through history’—toward the highest possible development of man’s
total powers, his Humanitdt” (Hatfield 1964: 45). At the same time, his
revulsion toward the theology of the English and the politics of the French
Enlightenment point to the cultural traditionalism of the “Hebraic hu-
manism” (Kraus 1956: 114-32) he (like Hamann) was advocating. For ex-
ample, he treated all Biblical poetry as Oriental and proposed it as a model
for German literature, calling to arms the “German-Oriental poets.” For
Herder, the nation was neither a republic (France) nor a kingdom (En-
gland) but a nation—a community of people with a shared language, cul-
ture, and tradition. The culturally integrated Hebrew community became
his normative example. “Herder presented a picture of the Hebrew genius
as a cultural phenomenon; he moved away from the older supernaturalistic
pattern, and gave Hebrew culture a place on its own merits in the history
of civilization” (Barr 1966: 44). He praised the Hebrews as the best example
of Volk and Bildung, and even defended the ethical significance of “Orien-
tal despotism” (as represented, for example, in Moses’ legal code). Indeed,
the Mosaic Law was his model when he rejected the notion of natural
individual rights, defended the idea of an invisible government, and de-
fined the territorial community of his Volk-State (Barnard 1959; 1965: 62—
67; 1966). In this he was not alone. The reaction against Latinity included
arejection of Roman administrative methods. “In eighteenth-century Ger-
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many many still called for the institution of Mosaic law to cleanse the body
politic, and an even larger number felt that Mosaic law justified some of the
gorier and more extreme forms of eighteenth-century punishments” (Reill
1975: 196). In general, there are three basic categories in his thought: the
individual (whose life-long task is Bildun