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DoroTHeA MceWAN, Fritz Saxl—Eine Biografie: Aby Warburgs Bib -
liothekar und erster Direktor des Londoner Warburg Institutes (Vienna:
Böhlau, 2012), 344 pp. ISBN 978 3 205 78863 8. €39.00

To find out anything about Fritz Saxl, it is necessary to consult the
personal papers left by his much better known colleagues, mainly the
extensive collection left by Aby M. Warburg (1866–1929), art histori-
an from Hamburg. But the papers of erwin Panofsky (1892–1968),
who emigrated by stages, arriving at the newly founded Institute for
Advanced Studies in Princeton in 1935, and those of edgar Wind
(1900–71), who became the first professor of art history at oxford
University in 1955, are also important sources. These papers contain
numerous reflections, mostly in the correspondence, that allow con-
clusions to be drawn about Saxl’s life and work via the detour of an
outside perspective, which offers a different view. The main protag-
onist here almost inevitably fades into the background, and the ques-
tion arises whether this was also the case during his lifetime.
Dorothea Mcewan, long-time head of the Warburg Institute Archive,
London, has set herself the task of writing a separate biography of
one of the most important individuals in the discipline of art history
during the first half of the twentieth century. She has produced a
detailed and readable account, whose subtitle mentions two job
titles—librarian and director—which characterize the depths of Saxl’s
personality. Mcewan structures the biography strictly chronological-
ly, building on significant moments in Saxl’s career. This allows her to
integrate substantive aspects in the form of separate topics.

Fritz Saxl was born in 1890 in Vienna, where he undertook most
of his art history studies, completing his Ph.D. with a thesis on
rembrandt in 1912. In addition to this thematic focus, another field
of interest emerged at this early time: the pictorial history of astron-
omy and astrology. It is an important structural element of this inves-
tigation that, in addition to the biographical timeline, it identifies the
origin of themes and intellectual concepts that interested Saxl, and
describes how he expressed them and how they developed in his
thinking. early modern star constellations was one of the areas of sci-
entific observation that interested Saxl throughout his life. It also had
an almost fateful significance, as the topic brought Saxl into contact
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with Aby Warburg. Saxl received paid commissions to undertake
research, either on Warburg’s recommendation or directly from him,
which occasionally resulted in tensions between them. But it allowed
Saxl to earn a living, as his Jewish faith precluded him from employ-
ment, for example, at any public art gallery in Austria. Two research
scholarships, financed by the Heidelberg Academy of Sciences, which
he received in 1913 and 1914 thus not only gave him an academically
highly attractive task, but also secured his livelihood. Saxl’s job was to
catalogue medieval manuscripts relating to astrology.

This was the origin of his close connection with Warburg, and led
to Warburg offering Saxl a job in his Hamburg library. But circum-
stances intervened, and just one year later, Saxl was called up. In
addition to other publications on Saxl, Mcewan has written two pro-
found studies which describe in detail the communication between
the two scholars.1 The biography under review here desribes the First
World War period and Saxl’s war service, which took him to the
Austrian–Italian front, and explains the development he underwent
as a result. After the end of the war Saxl, initially living in Vienna,
worked in adult education and curated a number of exhibitions with
wide-ranging themes, including ‘Das Joch des Krieges’ (The Yoke of
War), which clearly showed the brutality of events. one of the aims of
Mcewan’s biography is to trace how particular ideas echoed through -
out Saxl’s work. He favoured transmitting ideas in the form of exhi-
bitions, which, through reproductions, made production with more
open content less expensive. Saxl’s aim is revealed in the title of an
article which he wrote for The Listener in 1943: ‘Visual education.’

The events of the First World War, especially the political up -
heavals, precipitated a mental breakdown in Warburg’s case, and he
was hospitalized until 1924. Until then, it was not at all clear whether
he would ever be well enough to be released. Warburg’s illness had
a profound impact on the course of Saxl’s life. Warburg’s family
decided that the Warburg Library should continue to exist as a
research tool, and Saxl was asked to take over the directorship. He
began work in Hamburg in January 1920. Mcewan vividly describes
the enthusiasm with which he organized the work of the library, ulti-
mately developing it into an outstanding research institute with an
1 Dorothea Mcewan, Ausreiten der Ecken: Die Aby Warburg–Fritz Saxl Korre -
spondenz 1910 bis 1919 (Hamburg, 1998); and ead., ‘Wanderstrassen der Kultur’:
Die Aby Warburg–Fritz Saxl Korrespondenz 1920 bis 1929 (Hamburg, 2004).



Fritz Saxl

83

extensive academic programme and two publication series, the Vor -
träge der Bibliothek Warburg and the Studien der Bibliothek War -
burg. The thematic link was the afterlife of Antiquity, especially vis-
ible in the european renaissance during the early modern period.

Saxl also maintained close contact with Warburg, not just out of a
duty to report to the Library’s owner, but apparently with the aim of
gradually encouraging Warburg to return to work. This is clearly
illustrated by the example of the lecture on the ‘snake ritual’, which
Warburg delivered while still in the clinic as a demonstration of his
recovery. Mcewan quite correctly entitles this chapter ‘Wissen schaft -
liche Zusammenarbeit in Kreuzlingen’ (Aca demic cooperation in
Kreuzlingen), for what Saxl did cannot be described as mere prelimi-
nary work. This is an important point for future research on Warburg.
Themes and concepts, even striking expressions, can be traced back to
Saxl, and were developed further in cooperative work. This makes it
difficult to identify precisely what each man contributed, and the
biography, in addition to giving us a clearer view of Saxl, also sharp-
ens our view of Warburg.

In August 1924 Warburg was at last fit to return to his library and
resume his academic work. This moment, as it approached, was not
easy for Saxl. In 1923 he had written, quite openly: ‘The idea that
Warburg will come back after all is still difficult for me. To be sure,
he sees me as something like a son, but he is a hard Saturn-father.
And to be forever in the role of Adlatus? Never to give my powers
free rein? certainly, as an academic, I have benefited greatly from the
strict discipline imposed on me by this man, but would I not have
more freedom in other circumstances?’2 But even after Warburg’s
return, the two managed to cooperate largely without problems, as
the top priority for both was the theme—the afterlife of Antiquity—
and the development of the Kulturwissenschaftliche Bibliothek
Warburg (KBW), which moved into its own building in 1926. It is a
great merit of this biography that it presents Saxl’s original research
topics in detail, for example, the analysis of rembrandt’s painting,
‘The conspiracy of claudius civilis’. His contribution to the KBW’s
substantive profile emerges clearly, and the narrowing of the focus
on to Warburg, which can be observed elsewhere, is avoided.
2 Quoted from Pablo Schneider, ‘Fritz Saxl: Gebärde, Form und Ausdruck’,
in id. (ed.), Gebärde, Form, Ausdruck: Fritz Saxl—zwei Untersuchungen (Zurich,
2012), 112.
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Warburg’s death in october 1929 marked an important turning
point for the whole institution and its members. The group, which
included Gertrud Bing in a leading role, saw it as their task to con-
tinue the work of the library’s founder. Saxl’s responsibility for the
KBW grew, but Bing and edgar Wind also contributed actively and
together they made up the institution’s management. The difficult
economic situation and the increasingly radicalized political circum-
stances also affected the KBW, making its work more difficult and
holding back its development. At this point, too, Mcewan pursues a
thematic focus in order to counteract a reduction of Saxl’s role to that
of science organizer. From the beginning of the 1930s, it became ever
clearer to the KBW’s management that it would be increasingly diffi-
cult, if not impossible, to continue working in Germany. Saxl, Bing,
and especially Wind tirelessly drew up and explored plans for emi-
gration. In December 1933 they succeeded in relocating the library,
almost all of its books and mobile technical equipment, and a large
proportion of its staff to London, where the KBW became the War -
burg Institute.

The first extremely difficult years in London are vividly recreated
in this biography. Mcewan never loses sight of the important staff
members, depicting a group who were firmly linked by a common
thematic and institutional goal. Despite the successful emigration, it
was by no means clear in the years that followed whether London
really would be the last stop for the Warburg Institute. Saxl was
forced to draw up a dual strategy, and to implement it. on the one
hand, it was important for the Institute to establish itself in London
and in British intellectual life; on the other, contacts, especially
through edgar Wind in the USA, had to be maintained in order to
explore other options in terms of location and finances.

Saxl returned to the type of work he had done in Vienna after the
First World War, and designed an exhibition based on photographs,
entitled ‘The Visual Approach to the classics: An exhibition of Greek
and roman Art’, which showed highly successfully from 1939, and
from 1941 he mounted the exhibition ‘British Art and the Mediter -
ranean’. The Library resumed publishing in 1937, starting with the
Journal of the Warburg Institute, and from 1940 the Journal of the War -
burg and Courtauld Institutes. Although Wind and rudolf Wittkower
were the editors of the first volumes, Saxl was involved. The lecture
series was also revived, and the associated difficulties are clearly



spelled out in the biography. Drawing up its programme was a bal-
ancing act between supporting German emigrants and developing a
profile on the British academic scene. These time-consuming tasks
had to be managed in addition to everyday business, because the
Warburg Institute continued to function as a research institution with
extensive library holdings. Saxl devoted himself fully to working for
his Institute, until his body could no longer cope. He died in 1948 at
the age of 58.

Fritz Saxl was one of the most important protagonists of art histo-
ry in the twentieth century. Given his lifetime achievements, the fact
that from the point of view of the discipline, he has not emerged from
Warburg’s shadow can only be described as tragic. This well-found-
ed and thorough biography makes clear that Saxl was far more than
just the librarian. If the first part of the book largely presents the
Austrian art historian through Warburg’s eyes, this is not only the
result of the sources available. The two men worked together, and
the older man stood in the limelight, a view that reception history has
perpetuated and strengthened. But Mcewan’s investigation demon-
strates the large part that Saxl played in the conception and content
of Warburg’s research and in shaping the library’s academic profile.
He continued in this role in London, displaying the ability to com-
bine a sense of organization with intellectual work. Saxl approached
the themes and objects of art history through Warburg in the broad-
est methodological sense. As it was for Warburg, academic debate
was the business of Saxl’s life, as he put it shortly before his death.

PABLo ScHNeIDer is a scientific collaborator at the research net-
work Bilderfahrzeuge: Aby Warburg’s Legacy and the Future of Icon -
ology at the Institute for the History of Art at the Humboldt Uni -
versity in Berlin. He is the editor of Gebärde, Form, Ausdruck: Fritz
Saxl—zwei Untersuchungen (2012).
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