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ZDLI n his novel Meine Väter (2003), Martin R. 
Dean sends Robert on a journey from 

Switzerland via the UK to Trinidad. Ro-
bert realizes that he can never identify the 
core of his father’s identity and, therefore, 
of his own.
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Preface

The Zurich Distinguished Lectures were 
brought to life in 2016. Since then, 
thinkers have been invited to this series 
who have distinguished themselves in 
the study of German literature. 

In the past ten years, the lectures have 
achieved a twofold goal. On the one 
hand, we have continued the philologi-
cal tradition established in Zurich after 
the Second World War by Emil Staiger. I 
am not referring to the Emil Staiger who, 
in later years, confused humanism with 
conservatism and lost his significance as 
a result, but to the one who placed “the 
word of the poet, the word for its own 
sake, and nothing that is behind, above, 
or beneath it” (“das Wort des Dichters, 
das Wort seiner selbst willen, nichts was 
irgendwo dahinter, darüber oder darun-
ter liegt”; Die Zeit als Einbildungskraft des 
Dichters, Zurich 1939, 13; my translation) 
at the center of interest.

On the other hand, we have established 
our own tradition in Zurich, with the En-
glish translation of Emil Staiger’s great 
book Die Kunst der Interpretation from 


