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Bruno Lewin 
(July 18, 1924-June 18, 2012)

Professor Bruno Lewin, the father of Korean 
studies in Germany, and one of the founding 
members and sometime vice-president of the 
Association for- Korean Studies in Europe 
(AKSE), passed away on the 18th of June at the 
age of 87 years. With him we have lost another 
pioneer of Korean studies outside Korea. 

Prof. Lewin began his academic life in 1946 
with Slavic Studies, Philosophy, and General 

Linguistics at Humboldt University (Berlin), where he also took courses in 
Chinese Studies, and from 1948 on, Japanese Studies as well. After finishing 
his studies he worked in a Berlin publishing house, concentrating on the 
preparation of textbooks on Russian literature and Russian grammar for 
two years. In 1952 he moved to München University where he completed 
his PhD after two years with a dissertation on the influence of Russian 
literature on the Japanese author Futabatei Shimei. He started teaching 
immediately, but the crowning final test of his qualification to become 
a university professor was his habilitation thesis on the “Aya and Hata. 
Continental Ethnic Groups in Ancient Japan,” based on Chinese, Japanese, 
and Korean source materials. (Lewin 1962, 238) In these two thesis we can 
already see the leitmotiv of his methodological interests: Japanese language 
and literature, both classical and modern, but in a wider perspective of 
comparative and historical studies, and a special focus on Korean studies. 

An interest in the role of cultural exchange between the Korean 
peninsula and the islands of Japan led him to later divide his energy between 
Japanese language and literature studies and Korean studies. 

During a research trip to Japan in his early years, when most people 
(including academics) still believed that Korea was merely the backyard of 
Japan, he took a boat to Busan and hiked to Gyeongju. Having realized 
that the (in those days underestimated) Korean culture was an important 
voice in the East Asian orchestra, he wrote a number of groundbreaking 
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books and articles on Korean language and history. His textbook (1974), 
with a systematic outline of the Korean grammar, was the first one suitably 
designed for German students and their learning habits (up to then German 
students depended on textbooks based on American methodology of 
language teaching). His systematic outline of the grammar, together with 
his earlier morphology of the verb (1970), amount to a basic grammar of 
modern Korean. His analysis and the terminologies he introduced are to 
this day unsurpassed in German scholarship and are still widely used as a 
reference. The only earlier work in German in this area had been by Andre 
Eckardt, who, however, had started from the assumption that Korean was an 
Indo-German language, upon which his analysis was naturally structured.

Another area of his innovative research was about the role of 
immigrants from the Korean peninsula in the cultural development of 
Japan and the role of the Buyeo, Goguryeo and Baekje language(s) in 
the formation of the Japanese language. In fact, in those days, it was still 
politically sensitive in both countries to advocate any relationship between 
Japan and Korea. 

As the next step in his academic career he became junior professor 
in East Asian philology at Münster University, where he was made full 
professor in 1962.

When he became founding professor for the East Asia Department 
of the newly established Ruhr University at Bochum in 1964, he added 
Korean Studies to the curriculum. This was the beginning of Korean studies 
as an academic degree course on a par with Japanese and Chinese studies in 
West Germany, where until then there had only been a language course at 
München University, and occasionally at a few other universities (often as 
short-lived 2-hours per week introductory courses in linguistics departments). 
Among his students from the early days, when Bochum University was the 
only place to provide a full academic program in Korean Studies, were Profs. 
Eikemeier in Tuebingen (em.), Sasse in Bochum, and later Hamburg (em.), 
Dormels in Vienna, Huwe in Bonn, Haftmann in EUFH Brühl, Kneider 
in HUFS Seoul, and lecturer Hoppmann in Bochum. I cannot add here the 
long list of Japanese studies scholars in Germany who were also trained by 
Prof. Lewin. 

When the ministry offered to honor his scholarly achievements on 
Korean language and culture by adding Korean Studies to the official 
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title of his chair (which had been “Japanese Language and Literature”), he 
turned the offer down in order not to stand in the way of establishing a 
full professorship solely for Korean Studies at Ruhr University Bochum. 
His intention was realized indeed in 1988, and Korean Studies, until then 
already a full program but still under the umbrella of the Japanese Language 
and Literature Department, had finally become independent.

Prof. Lewin is well known as an outstanding philologist, but there 
is one aspect of his works which most people have overlooked up to now. 
Philologists, in the German tradition, connect research into ancient sources 
and linguistic studies with ethnological and historical research. Prof. Lewin 
had always had a deep interest in combining his research results with the 
findings in the latter two disciplines, thereby widening the scope of Korean 
studies to that of comprehensive cultural studies. His early outline of Korean 
history (1964) is still the best of its kind in German, and, moreover, is highly 
readable. His arguments are always presented in short paragraphs with a 
summarizing sub-heading, making his context easy to follow, along the main 
steps in the development of his argument. Needless to say, he also added 
maps and appendixes, and extensively provided sources and suggestions for 
further reading.

A great scholar he was indeed, a fact which can also be seen from 
the invitations as guest professor by the Universities of Michigan (1967), 
Minnesota (1970), Zürich (1975 to 76), three times by the University 
of Tokyo, and in 1981 to 1982 by the National Institute for Japanese 
Literature. In 1974 he was the first Japanologist to become a member of the 
Rheinisch-Westphälische Akademie der Wissenschaften.

But maybe even more importantly, as a teacher he was a shining 
example of how a scholar should also be a model gentleman, combining 
serious scholarship, a deep humanity, understanding, kindness, and humor. 
His students can never forget his personal and academic wholeheartedness, 
and his cautious and always positive guidance.

Werner Sasse
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