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REFLECTIONS ON HISTORY. *

By Jakob Bukckhakdt
(Kerieteeh ly C. -7. Sernfteim.)

It is always a rare and stimulating experience to
come across a book by a Swiss Author but particularly
so at the present time when communications with
Switzerland are so difficult.

Although Burckhardt has for many years been
highly esteemed as a great historian and eminent
scholar, not only in Switzerland but also in the neigh-
bouring countries, very little has been heard of him so
far in this country This book will certainly remove
this apparent neglect and no doubt make him better
known and appreciated as he definitely deserves to be.

Jakob Burckhardt was born at Basle in 1818 and
died there in 1897. His life followed the course taken
by nearly all of Switzerland's greatest men. For a

time they breathe with a kind of intoxication the larger
air of France or England or Germany or Italy, and
eventually return home and settle down to their true
vocation which in Burckhardt's case was to be the
teaching of History. He held the chairs of History and
History of Art at the University of Basle and soon
acquired a high reputation as a teacher. We are told
that he was given a chance of succeeding Rauke at
Berlin which he, however, turned down. It is prob-
ably on this occasion that he wrote (in 1863) : " 1

think as little as possible of the dangers which threaten
our lives on all hands. I do not believe that a man
grows wiser or better by staring into chaos. The five
boards of my professorial platform have this to be said
for them —- that I need preach neither Greater Ger-
many not Little Germany, but can, in every way, say
what ' I ' think." After that there is surely no need
for further proof of his outstanding integrity and
spiritual independence. He was entirely devoted to
his University though it no longer held the eminent
position which it had done in the past and no call to
a wider sphere of action could move him. In 1876 lie
wrote : " I have long since simplified my standpoint by
regarding every question from the angle of the Uni-
versity of Basle, and merely asking : ' Will it serve that
University or not? ' If I have not been guilty, nor
shared the guilt, of anything which might, be prejudi-
cial to its interests, I shall look back on my Career ' in
globo ' with satisfaction." And again: "In my
dubious estimate of earthly bliss I find a great lacuna,
one exception, and that is this — I regard the existence
of the University of Basle not only as desirable in the
mundane sense, but as a metaphysical necessity."

Now to come to the book itself. It is in many
respects an unusual one, and is really a translation (a
very good translation too) of " Weltgeschichtliche
Betrachtungen " which first appeared in the German
original in 1906. It consists of drafts and notes for
lectures held, some at the University, some at the
Museum at Basle between 1868 and 1885. These notes
were not prepared for publication by Burckhardt him-
self who, in fact, never intended them for publication.
Indeed he did not wish to have his lectures published
and it was only when he was dying that permission to
publish was wrung from him. They were prepared by
his nephew, Jakob Oeri, who spent years arranging and
editing the notes. Although Burckhardt actually did
himself publish four works : " The age of Constantino
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the Great" (1852), "The Cicerone." (1855), "The
Renaissance in Italy " (1869) and " The History of the
Renaissance " (1867), he had ceased to publish at the
time the lectures were given. He had then come to the
firmly held conclusion that the spoken word was his
true medium. Carl Spitteler gave the following
description of Burckhardt as a lecturer: "Delivery
— masterly. Bearing — diffident, but without affecta-
tion because wholly absorbed in the gravity of his
theme. Came in hurriedly, took up his stand in front
of the desk — never behind it, nor seated — without a

scrap of paper, said ' Gentlemen ' and began
Never sought for words, never hesitated, never cor-
reeled himself. Simple and masterly. The whole lee-
ture one religious exercise, a prayer to history." It
is therefore to Oeri that we are indebted for this book
and the debt is great because here ' History ' is being
exposed in an altogether unique and astounding
fashion. Burckhardt himself, in his ' Introductory '
lecture, warns his student that " it is not our purpose
to give directions for the study of history in the
scholar's sense, but merely hints for the study of the
historical aspect of the various domains of the intel-
lectnal world." We find, however, that the mere
' hints ' expand into brilliant excursions, not into His-
tory as it is generally understood, but into philosophy,
psychology, theology, science and arts. In other words
it is History on a far higher plane than the title of
the book would lead us to expect. Burckhardt's idea
of History embraces " the whole visible and spiritual
world and goes far beyond the bounds of any former
notion of ' History ' ". Besides being a great his- *

torian, Burckhardt is eminently the philosopher sur-
veying human history. In reading the present volume,
it is at times difficult to distinguish between the his-
torian and the philosopher : both are equally brilliant.
Burckhardt can also lay claim to what can truly be
called prophetic vision. Indeed, in a letter written in
1870 (at the time of the Franco-Prussian war) he
wrote: " The most ominous thing is not the present
war, but the era of wars upon which we have entered,
and that is what the new spirit will have to adapt
itself to. How much, how very much, that men of cul-
ture have loved will they have to cast overboard as a
spiritual ' luxury '!.... Only think how much existing
literature will be destroyed To me, as a teacher
of history, a very peculiar phenomenon has become
manifest, namely the sudden devaluation of all mere
' events ' of the past. From now on, my lectures will
stress the history of ideas, retaining only an indis-
pensable scaffolding of events." In the present volume,
he does not attempt to predict the future course of
history : rather does he dissect past events with such
remarkable insight and wisdom as to make their mean-
ing and consequences crystal clear for all to draw their
own conclusion. It is aptly stated that with him as
guide, we can understand and to a certain extent, fore-
tell the shape of things to come.

There could be no more appropriate time for the
publication of Burckhardt's lectures than now.
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