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Erich Auerbach (November 9, 1892 in Berlin - October 13, 1957 in Wallingford, Connecticut) was a German-Jewish philologist and comparative scholar and critic of literature. 

His best-known work is Mimesis, a history of representation in Western literature from ancient to modern times.

Auerbach was trained in the German philological tradition and would eventually become, along with Leo Spitzer, one of its best-known scholars. After participating as combatant in World War I, he earned a doctorate in 1921 and in 1929 became a member of the philology faculty at the University of Marburg, publishing a well-received study entitled Dante: Poet of the Secular World. With the rise of the National Socialism, however, Auerbach, was forced to vacate his position in 1935. Exiled from Germany, he took up residence in Istanbul, Turkey, where he wrote Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature, generally considered his masterwork.

He later moved to the United States in 1947, teaching at Pennsylvania State University and then working at the Institute for Advanced Study at Princeton University; finally he was made a Professor of Romance philology at Yale University in 1950, a position he held until his death in 1957. While there he supervised Frederic Jameson's doctoral work.

Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature
Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature is unquestionably the work for which Erich Auerbach is most famous, often considered one of the most ambitious works of literary theory ever undertaken. Written while Auerbach was teaching in Istanbul, Turkey, where he fled after being ousted from his professorship in Romance Philology at the University of Marburg by the Nazis in 1935, Mimesis famously opens with a comparison between the way the world is represented in Homer’s Odyssey and the way it appears in the Bible. From these two seminal Western texts, Auerbach builds the foundation for a unified theory of representation that spans the entire history of Western literature, including even the Modernist novelists writing at the time Auerbach began his study. Revealing the system of conventions that produce "a lifelike illusion of some 'real' world outside the text by processes of selection, exclusion, description, and manners of addressing the reader," Auerbach sets up conclusions about how literature, the world, and literature’s place in the world were understood in each work and historical period.

Staggeringly comprehensive, Mimesis gives a thorough account of the kinds of tactics used to reproduce external reality in works by nearly every major Western writer, from ancient Greek and Roman writers Euripides, Cicero, Plato, Petronius and Horace, early Christian writers such as Augustine, Renaissance writers Boccaccio, Montaigne, and Rabelais, Elizabethan-era writers Shakespeare and Cervantes, Enlightenment writers such as Voltaire, eighteenth and nineteenth-century writers Goethe, Stendhal, Hugo, Balzac, Flaubert, Dostoevsky and Zola, all the way up to nineteenth and twentieth-century writers Kafka, Proust, Mann, Woolf and Joyce. Despite his near-exhaustive treatment of the major works from each historical period, Auerbach apparently did not think he was comprehensive enough, for which he apologized in the original publication in 1946 explaining that he had access only to the 'insufficient' resources available in the library at Istanbul State University where he worked. Many scholars consider this relegation to primary texts a happy accident of history, since in their view one of the great strengths of Auerbach’s book is its focus on fine-grained close reading of the original texts rather than an evaluation of critical works.

The mode of literary criticism in which Mimesis operates is often referred to among contemporary critics as historicism, since Auerbach largely regarded the way reality is represented in the literature of various periods to be intimately bound up with social and intellectual conventions of the time in which they were written. Auerbach considered himself a historical perspectivist in the sense that he extrapolates from specific features of style, grammar, syntax, and diction claims about much broader cultural and historical questions. Other scholars consider him, along with Ernst Robert Curtius, Leo Spitzer, and Karl Vossler, a humanist critic for his mastery of so many languages and epochs and the essential all-inclusive quality of his approach, pointing to his adeptness at incorporating just about any intellectual endeavor into the discipline of literary criticism. Of Mimesis, Auerbach wrote that his "purpose is always to write history," but if Mimesis is simply a work of literary history, then it is certainly unique in its attempt to draw historical conclusions from close readings and the aesthetic claims he makes about them.

Not known for its organization, Mimesis is almost universally respected for its penetrating insights on the particular works it addresses but is frequently criticized for what is sometimes regarded as its lack of a single overarching claim. For this reason, individual chapters of the book are often read independently. Most critics, however, find it hard to fault Auerbach for this and instead praise his sprawling approach for its reveling in the complexities of each work and epoch without resorting to generalities and reductionism.

By far the most frequently reprinted chapter is chapter one, Odysseus’ Scar, in which Auerbach compares the scene in book 19 of Homer’s Odyssey, when Odysseus finally returns home from his two decades of warring and journeying, to Genesis 22:1, when God spoke to Abraham. Highlighting the psychological transparency and consistency of the characters in the Odyssey as against what he regards as the psychological depth of the figures in the Old Testament, Auerbach suggests that the Old Testament gives a more historical impression than the Odyssey, which he classifies as closer to legend in which all details are leisurely fleshed out and all actions occur in a simple present – indeed even flashbacks are narrated in the present tense. It is in the context of this comparison that Auerbach draws his famous conclusion that the Bible’s claim to truth is "tyrannical," since its many omissions establish the insistence that "it is the only real world."
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