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EDITORIAL / EDITORIAL

World literature from the perspective
of “small” literatures

ROBERT GAFRIK - MILOS ZELENKA

The notion of world literature has become a subject of intense debate in the global
community of literary scholars thanks to the contributions of theorists such as David
Damrosch and Franco Moretti. In addition, several other terms such as “world repub-
lic of letters”, “literatures of the world”, and “worldliness” have emerged in the past
two decades. However, despite their semantic differences, they conceive of the phe-
nomenon in question as a canon or a system which texts enter through the “large”
literatures written in hegemonic languages such as English. This suggests that world
literature should be understood as a correlate of political and economic power rather
than a purely literary phenomenon. Seen from this perspective, texts from smaller
literatures (in general, those written in less-commonly spoken languages) have to ful-
fill something extra in order to achieve the status of world literature. Their journey
to the desired destination — which is complex and often takes place over a longer
time - is determined by literary and extra-literary factors, such as translation, genre,
an appealing theme, cultural and historical tradition, advertising and media, distri-
bution and reading practices. The scholars who research “small” literatures (espe-
cially outside Anglophone academia) often criticize the idea of inequality, which
is inherent in this model of world literature, as an epistemological framework and
argue against the codification of the binary oppositions of “center” vs. “periphery”,
and “development” vs. “underdevelopment”. For them, the epistemological point
of departure takes on an ethical dimension. *

The present thematic issue of WORLD LITERATURE STUDIES is a continua-
tion of the previous activities of the Czecho-Slovak Association of Comparative Lit-
erature on the occasion of the AILC/ICLA triennial congresses. In 2013, at the time
of the XX Congress in Paris, Milo$ Zelenka and Rébert Gafrik edited the previous
issue Comparative Literary Studies as Cultural Criticism (No. 2). Its articles attempt-
ed to contribute to the debate on the subject and method of comparative literature
understood as an umbrella discipline, which tries to save the deconstruction of its
distinctive identity with the stress on “comparison” as a specific way of reading.
At the XXI AILC/ICLA Congress in Vienna in 2016, Czech and Slovak scholars or-

* This thematic issue is published with the financial contribution of the top research team Central
European Interliterary Relations, supported as “excellent scientific research in the field of humani-
ties” by the Government of the Slovak Republic.



ganized a group session called “Old and New Concepts of Comparative Literature
in the Globalized World”. The aim of the meeting was to explore the pluralistic world
of theory and methodology of contemporary comparative literature as well as the mi-
gration of its concepts in time and space, while pointing out the specifics of local
or regional traditions of comparative thinking. On the occasion of the XXII Congress
in Macau in 2019, Anton Pokriv¢dk and Milo$ Zelenka edited another thematic issue
of WORLD LITERATURE STUDIES, titled Immages of Remote Countries in the Liter-
ature of Central and Eastern Europe (No. 2).

The current collection of articles again aims to explore a topic related to the main
theme of the AILC/ICLA Congress, “Re-Imagining Literatures of the World: Glob-
al and Local, Mainstreams and Margins’, which will take place for the 23rd time
at the end of July 2022 in Tbilisi. The editors have chosen methodological studies and
analytical interpretations that reflect on the relation of “small” literatures to world
literature with the emphasis on local traditions of thinking about this phenomenon.
They believe that the phenomenon designated as world literature cannot be viewed
from a single cultural and theoretical perspective. Therefore, even in this small col-
lection of articles they have tried to maintain a broad geographical scope.

The first two articles concentrate on general issues concerning the notion of world
literature. In the introductory study, Milos Zelenka expounds on the Czech and Slo-
vak conceptualizations of world literature. In contrast to the currently popular idea
of “worlding” literatures, he suggests approaching the notion of world literature
from the ontological and the epistemological perspective. As an ontological concept,
he sees world literature as a historically evolving form of existence of literary works
and their relations. It is based on the morphological determination of world literature
as an aggregate of forms and structures of supralocal and supratemporal significance.
As an epistemological concept, world literature acts as a specific aspect of literary
communication, as a mode of reading. Wook-Dong Kim’s paper criticizes ethnocen-
tric concepts of world literature in general and Sinocentrism in particular. He oppos-
es the recent attempts to reduce literary cultures of East Asian countries, especially
those of Korea and Japan, to the Sinocentric viewpoint.

The next two articles focus on the function and significance of world literature
for national literatures. Sonali Ganguly and Lipika Das use the example of Odia
language and literature to present world literature as a tool for liberation from lin-
guistic and cultural domination. In so doing, they see world literature as a vehicle
of universality that manifests itself in various avatars. They show how the book
series devoted to world literature, Biswa Sahitya Granthamala, is an important
contribution to the revival of Odia literary culture in post-independence India.
On the other hand, on the basis of 19th-century Latvian culture, Pauls Daija and
Benedikts Kalnac¢s question the idea that world literature is automatically adding
value to the receiving culture. They describe how works of European literature were
“provincialized” in the complex process of their reception alongside other texts
of lower literary quality.

The last two studies of the thematic block are devoted to the works of individual
authors in relation to world literature. Using the example of Paul Celan - here inter-
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preted also as a Romanian poet — Radu Vancu corrects David Damrosch’s conceptu-
alization of world literature based on the dichotomy of source and host culture, and
argues for the concept of cultural triangulation. Charles Sabatos discusses Franz Kaf-
ka’s contemporary Jifi Langer and plays Henri Gobard’s tetralinguistic model of lan-
guage against Deleuze and Guattari’s theory of minor literature. He rejects the image
of the Prague writers as deterritorialized and, in contrast, shows how the Czech me-
tropolis shaped their identity through multilingualism.

The articles make not only a literary-historical contribution but also a theoretical
one to the current discussions on the nature, functions and forms of world literature
by rethinking some epistemological and ethical issues. They build on the awareness
that the world and its literatures are becoming increasingly globalized and for that
reason scholars are motivated to search for universality in individual cultures. How-
ever, at the same time, they are mindful of the opposite movement which manifests
itself as linguistic, national or ethnic particularism. The editors maintain that both
these aspects complementarily become the defining elements of world literature.
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STUDIE / ARTICLES

The concept of world literature in Czech
and Slovak comparative literary studies

MILOS ZELENKA
DOI: https://doi.org/10.31577 /WLS.2022.14.2.1

This article draws attention to the lesser-known traditions of world literature research.
It follows the line of thought connected with so-called “small” literatures, which
aspire to “worldliness” only indirectly and with difficulties because they cannot take
advantage of the global economic pressure and hegemony of English. Despite the ter-
minological and semantic differences in their exposition of this phenomenon, cur-
rent theorists (Emily Apter, Pascale Casanova, David Damrosch, Wai Chee Dimock,
Theo D’haen, Marko Juvan, Franco Moretti, etc.) have reestablished the concept
of world literature as an international research problem with English as the univer-
sal means of communication. These conceptions are based on the socio-economic
question “what is the world?” rather than the structuralist question “what is litera-
ture?” (Gafrik 2020a, 116). Damrosch’s monograph What is World Literature? (2003)
epitomized the American vision of worldliness as a virtual interliterary network
of texts translated into English, which is the elliptical refraction of national liter-
atures (281-282). Scholars in Central Europe believe that the methodological dis-
course cannot be reduced to only one line of study, but that it is performed in differ-
ent languages and various power relations (Pokriv¢ak and Zelenka 2019, 112). Since
the early 20th century, these scholars have disputed the concept of world literature
as a normative poetics based on selected themes, genres, and their heterogeneous
discourses, as a standardized canon, or as the masterpieces of the so-called large or
developed literatures. Enforcing this idea would allegedly condone the inequality as
a kind of epistemological framework codifying the binary opposition of “developed”
and “underdeveloped”, or “center” and “periphery”. In particular, the Czecho-Slo-
vak structuralist tradition (Frank Wollman, René Wellek, Dionyz Durisin, etc.) has
rejected national literature as a natural foundation of world literature and defended
the autochthonous values of Slavic literatures within this system. The roots of this
“defensive” theory were planted in the Central European intellectual atmosphere as
a crossroad of diverse streams of thought and were connected with the structural con-
cept of the Prague Linguistic Circle (Zelenka 2012, 134-135). It was also influenced
by the multilingual tradition of the former Habsburg Empire and the phenomenon
of migration which implied the aspects of polyglossia and heterotopia as a breeding



ground for scholars of comparative literature (Tihanov 2004, 64). Therefore, the first
part of the study aims to describe the differences between the world literature con-
cepts embraced by “large” and “small” literatures; in the second part, it will focus
on the Czech and Slovak contributions to this highest category in literary studies.

THE CONCEPTS OF WORLD LITERATURE EMBRACED BY “LARGE”

AND “SMALL” LITERATURES

First, it is necessary to remark that few literary notions are as popular as the phe-
nomenon of world literature. It is also true that the vast extent of scholarship on this
topic hinders even a basic orientation in the field. Nonetheless, no one can deny that
world literature has achieved theoretical hegemony, not only in comparative literary
studies (Kola 2014, 47). After all, a field of knowledge or specialization can boost its
actual value if modified by the magical attribute “world” as, for example, world econ-
omy, world art, world politics, etc. The field thus assumes a quality of a virtual “su-
persign’, where “the signifier” totally transforms “the signified”. The field or research
subject immediately acquires the status of elite and undoubtful value, which concen-
trates the epistemes of power and primarily metaphorically codifies the state of defi-
nite knowledge or the attainment of climax. Such a semiotic transformation is ideally
conveyed by the notion of world literature. This notion attracts sustained scholarly
interest despite its complicated nature, in which the unlimited circulation of liter-
ary texts is projected alongside the fact that this notion has been a direct correlate
of political and economic aspects rather than purely literary ones. The combination
of such broad notions as “literature” and “world” creates an infinite multitude of as-
sociations which lead to controversies and ambiguous implications, because there is
no agreement on what is represented by these general terms. In this respect, the ques-
tion arises about the real character of our “world”. Is it a unified world honoring equal
values in all of its parts, or is it a united though unequal world, implicitly suggesting
that it consists of a multitude of heterogeneous systems? First of all, it is a question
of language, which in the communicative act always assumes a culturally hegemonic
character, discernible in translations and its political connotations. Metaphorical-
ly, this situation is conveyed by the well-known witticism that national literature is
written by authors, whereas world literature is created by translators. The traditional
question about translation as a final category to constitute the phenomenon of world
literature can be complemented by the importance of competence in reading world
languages which is more common in Europe than, for instance, in the USA. The dis-
similarity of conditions in which the intertextual and intercultural transfer occurs
thus provides different frameworks for the perception and propagation of world liter-
ature. The issue becomes further complicated because world literature does not avail
itself of an “original” language and because English historically usurped the func-
tion of the common “national” tongue as a tool of universal world communication,
not excluding forms of artistic exchange. Similarly, we can ask whether world litera-
ture, no matter if understood as a heterogeneous, internally structured construct or
a virtual philosophical vision, possesses an indispensable feature: is it the historical
developmental value or the more mutable aesthetic dimension, the authorial myth
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“superimposed” on their works, or a generally acknowledged idea extracted from
the author’ text and existing in its own hermetically closed world?

Karel Capek (1890-1938), who enriched the world lexicon by coining the word
“robot” in his drama R.U.R. (1921), identified himself as a representative of the “small”
Czech literature. In his 1936 essay “Jak se déla svétova literatura” (How world literature
is made), he reflected on the question of “what worldliness is and how it is achieved,
in brief, how literature is made world literature” (10). Capek concludes that “small”
national literatures cannot acquire worldliness by “catching up with” or “imitating”
the “large” literatures; it is better for them to seek a balance between the particular-
ism of the national and the universalism of the worldly. As a matter of fact, the con-
temporary world is more globalized and thus interconnected in its “national” parts.
Such rapprochement logically results in a search for the universal within the partic-
ular manifestations of individual national cultures. Overall, Capek recognizes four
types of worldliness: the first type constitutes texts that celebrated worldwide success
with the readers, but whose smoothness and trendiness brought them short-lived
critical appraisal.' Such texts do not have a “local” character, but they construe pre-
fabricated, timeless and universal themes in agreement with the universally accepted
aesthetic norm. Capek links this kind of worldliness with a reception-comprehensi-
ble horizon, with fashionable popularization, and, in particular, mass trivialization.
The second type is the opposite: books that failed to be immediately popular with
a wide readership because of their “unconventionality” and “undefined” beauty, but
whose aesthetic and intellectual values increase with the distance of time. The third
type represents the sense of “historical topicality” as socially engaged texts expressing
general progressive ideas. The fourth type, which Capek rates as the most signifi-
cant and most widespread concept of worldliness, can paradoxically be achieved only
through “purely and fully national” texts (9). It is only in this fourth type that freely
circulating texts can become a durable and universal property, a shared cultural heri-
tage based on the narratives of people and their destinies: “nobody has ever managed
to conceive a more worldly and more universal thing” (10).

In this sense, by ingeniously interconnecting theoretical discourse with his own
“worldly” writing, Capek followed the tradition of Johann Wolfgang von Goethe,
whose use of the notion of world literature in 1827 (although he may not have been
the first to entertain it), brought him renown. Although not offering an explicit elu-
cidation of the term, his usage suggests an awareness of interliterary connections, i.e.
the ties between individual authors and works. Goethe considered world literature
a form of literary communication between the living and dead authors of various
nations, a spiritual exchange aspiring to social inducement, and embraced the vision
of a future-postulated “dream’, where Gemeingut denotes literature as ideal common
property shared by all humankind. His propositions imply that we are entering the era
of world literature while the concept of national literature is losing its significance,
and this binary antagonism has become the source of endless subsequent debates
(Strich 1946, 19-20). Since Goethe popularized the notion of world literature, it has
been a regular occurrence in the seminal works of literary scholars. Since the early
20th century, it has systematically appeared in theoretical reflections that fall under
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the following four meanings: (1) a sum of all national literatures, be it literature that
has a “world” character or any literature that can assume “worldly” quality under
certain conditions; (2) a selection, compendium, or “cultural pantheon” of literary
texts whose “canonical” quality is axiologically and aesthetically related to a precon-
ceived “sample” of texts (which are regarded as classics thanks to their reputation);
(3) “the world’s literature”, e.g. in the sense of an intertextual and transcultural net-
work, or “a grid” of ideas, poetics, genres, discourses, and other heterogeneous con-
texts mediating a nonviolent dialogue of cultures; and finally (4) a reading method
resulting from a particular manner of interpretation and hermeneutic perception
of art.

It is evident that in practice, the first two concepts, more often than not, were
complementary and overlapping. They came into existence between the early 20th
century and the interwar period when world literature was understood as an aesthet-
ically and historically important corpus of texts, a set of masterpieces conveying gen-
erally accepted ideals of humanity that represent the best products of Euro-American
civilization. The first conception was based on the fact that the textual corpus com-
prised canonical works recognized in individual national literatures as representa-
tive. This was the concept of the literature formulated, for example, by René Ftiemble
in his monograph Essais de littérature (vraiment) générale (Essays on [truly] general
literature, 1974), which provides a historical recapitulation of the term. In his pre-
sentation at the IV Association Internationale de Littérature Comparée/International
Comparative Literature Association (AILC/ICLA) Congress in Haag, he interpreted
world literature as a synonym for the entire literary output, free from ethnolinguistic
and political-religious discrimination previously ensuing from Eurocentrism (1966,
5-16). Etiemble may have intended to highlight the importance of non-European lit-
eratures, but in practical literary criticism world literature blended with unnoticeable
labyrinths of an unlimited sum of texts whose “worldliness” could not be understood
without previous selection. He addressed this threat by saying that every reader cre-
ates their own “individualized” world literature because readers choose texts from
world literature according to their dispositions (9). Still, it can be objected that not
everything written is worth reading or exploring, regardless of the progressive and
aesthetic character of these texts.

The other conception was typified by the distribution and subjective reception
of these texts: their “world” status was confirmed through competitions, prestigious
prizes (e.g. the Nobel Prize for Literature), anthologies, institutional support, and
literary histories that present “influential” texts from “large” literatures, but no texts
“influenced” by “small” literatures. These concepts of world literature were surveyed
by the theoretician Max Wehrli who pointed out, with reference to Fernand Balden-
sperger and Werner P. Friedrich’s Bibliography of Comparative Literature (1950), that
a new comparative field, i.e. research into world literature, was in the making. It could
be delimited in three ways: (1) as an ancillary field of national literary history; (2) as
an international encyclopedic compendium of national literary histories; and (3) as
an international field enjoying a higher and ideal status that is just slowly gaining
ground (Wehrli 1965, 199). World literature itself is apprehended as “a dynamic his-
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torical entity” (199-200), a unity of living literary traditions, not static poetics. In any
case, its syntheses should be approached with skepticism because present genre re-
alizations oscillate between the narrative creativity of an ambitious individual and
an all-registering compilatory chronicle shielded by the editorial team tied with re-
search directives. If these syntheses do appear, “they should admittedly be deemed
necessary, though necessarily limited and methodologically little productive as well”
(201). Similarly, Gyorgy M. Vajda, the Hungarian scholar representing “small” Cen-
tral European comparative literary studies, observes that writing the world history
of literature becomes an autonomous referential “genre” whose function is to deal
with the most universal “connections, details and typological correspondences”
(1986, 336) and which is realized as (1) the history of ideas; (2) the history of forms,
or perhaps of those genres that transcend the scope of national literature; and
(3) the history of artistic and literary movements, i.e. the history of poetics combin-
ing stylistic and ideological aspects. For Vajda, the posthumous “life” of the text after
its creation remains a relevant condition for the inclusion of the text in the “genre”
as a sum of generally respected poetics and their means of expression so that the text
permanently enters a system that can be instructively described as “world literary
infrastructure”. At the same time, the text must join the network of intertextual rela-
tions or cultural post-textual adaptations.

The Polish literary theoretician Przemystaw Czaplinski uses the term “work-pre-
tender” (dziefo-pretendent) to convey the text’s readiness to become world literature
(2014, 14). In order to achieve it, the work indispensably requires that it be also suc-
cessful in educational practice, i.e. to frequently occur in textbooks (14; Damrosch
2009, 10). Czaplinski highlights the interesting fact that it was not until the latter half
of the 20th century that works of non-American or non-European origin began to ap-
pear in anthologies of world literature which have slowly started changing the accept-
ed canon (15). With the descent of the Iron Curtain marking Europe’s implicit polit-
ical division, world literature assumed a kind of “ideological canon”. The hard core
of the West was formed by the works of Euro-American origin. At the same time,
in the socialist countries, world literature was conceived as the entire global literary
production, except for national literature, with the dominance of Russian (or rath-
er Soviet) literature and the literary output of the “socialist bloc”. In retrospect, this
highlights the fact that the circulation of world literature in its numerous geopolitical,
ethnolinguistic, or socio-cultural variations followed different courses of expansion
in the West and the East, and, in addition, that there is no obligatory or prescriptive
form of world literature as such. It was not solely under the conditions of the divided
world that the proportion of national literature to world literature considerably var-
ied, as, paradoxically, for example, in Central and East Europe, where the boundaries
continually blurred even after 1989, when the political and geographical disintegra-
tion of these “postcolonial” regions gave up the traditional concept of national and,
by extension, of world literature. What really matters is that the complicated process
of the general renewal of ideologically non-bipolar Europe has not produced a func-
tional definition of the adequate “language” of new unity. Such phenomena as global
migration, new colonial trends, disintegration or unification of unstable state forma-
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tions have made the notion of national literature relative, including its semantic con-
tent, which merged with both the language and its geographical locality. Any national
literature thus can present itself as “world literature in a nutshell”, since it represents
a multilingual and multinational conglomerate. In contrast, the common language
(e.g. its extension to the territory comprising several political unities) integrated di-
verse poetics and cultural traditions into the same national literature.

The above-mentioned changes imply a gradual transition to the third and
the fourth concepts admitting the existence of a great number of literatures spread
worldwide. These are not identical to world literature understood as a particular cor-
pus of selected texts or as a virtual symbol of cultural heritage derived from “large”
national literatures. Late in the 20th century, therefore, there appeared the notion
of “literature of the world of nations” as a primordial equivalent of the term world
literature conceptualized as a structurally comparable “grid” or “network” What re-
mains to be addressed is the synecdochical construction of a term defined in this way,
the question of how numerous literatures in the world give birth to world literature,
or whether the “global” or “local-national” criteria should be preferred. While brows-
ing representative and widely-spread anthologies of world literature, one finds that
these compendia “grant admission” predominantly to works embracing Euro-Amer-
ican culture and written in the so-called world languages. Global criteria make pos-
sible the selection and hierarchization of almost unlimited literary material, while
the work-pretenders marked with the “genius loci” tag on their way to “the elite sa-
loon” have to get through the selection process of an English translation, and analogi-
cal global economic and mass media pressure of marketing and commercial support.
From this it follows that even “literature of the world of nations” merely relativizes
the “inequality” of values, and because of its usurpatory nature, it fails to constitute
genuine world literature. It represents rather a selective world literature sifted through
the convenient and advantageous optics of national literatures, which is the aware-
ness of the fixed point enabling us to enter the insecure territory of higher historical
abstraction. Any arbitrary literary fact can be classified according to multiple chrono-
logical, thematic, genre and other criteria on the flexible synchronic and diachronic
axis and compared with an analogical or antithetical phenomenon. This naturally
gives rise to the question whether world literature can be grasped without national
literature, or in economic terms, if there can exist foreign trade without a domestic
market. That is to say, world literature frequently means literature circulating beyond
its original territory.

This approach to “the literature of the world” determines its subject neither by its
aesthetic value nor through its “humanity” sharing the common cultural heritage,
but by its aptitude to become negotiable “merchandise”, a product crossing the bor-
der of the commercial free trade. Therefore, literary texts are economic products
based on circulating themes, genres, and ideas, irrespective of their “quality”. Lit-
erature is, above all, an ideological instrument which implements communication
to create a market for the texts to move according to predefined rules. Literary circu-
lation is thus subordinate to economic laws, to global production that is a synonym

» «

of “worldliness”. “Inequality” recedes into the background, hidden under the catego-
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ry of “international success”, symbolizing aspiration for the status of “worldliness”
In her famous work La République mondiale des Lettres (1999; The World Republic
of Letters, 2004), Pascale Casanova claims that world literature must be perceived
within de-ideologized spatial and relational frames rather than in predefined na-
tional categories and units. World literature is not a compilation of texts produced
in the world, nor is it an artificial canon; it is a movable “network” or a “field” gen-
erated by the substance of the common functioning of the European market; and
by the dominance of geographical space where the worldliness and universality of lit-
erature materialized as a specific example of “the micro-world literature” (18). This is
ideally conveyed in French and by Paris as the capital of the literary world. It is this
cultural center that becomes the entrance gate, a sort of “filter” of success on the in-
ternational stage which individual authors enter through an important factor of their
texts being translated into several “major” languages. Looking back to Goethe’s Welt-
literatur, Casanova highlights the power of economic factors: the “world republic
of letters” is based on the virtual “interliterary” network without frontiers and bar-
riers, which should not be confused with the concept of universal literature crossing
national, political, and linguistic boundaries (11). This notion was admittedly created
by world cultures fostered by nations like the Germans, the English, and the French
to disguise their cultural dominance. If we want to define the degree of “worldliness”
in a particular text, it is necessary to analyze this phenomenon by means of “national
contextualization”, i.e. by asking whether such a text, invariably written in a national
language, promotes universal values (Auerbach 1992, 83-84).

Similarly, Franco Moretti suggests “distant reading’, that is, understanding world
literature not through a detailed study of single texts but through the aggregation
and analysis of “big data”, revealing timeless structures of literary phenomena and
processes (2000, 56). The purpose of such an analysis should be to identify systemic
political relations inscribed in the “signifying” literary form; this is, in fact, a power
dissection because literary forms are the analyses of social relations. Moretti propos-
es to construe a new way of defining and researching world literature (58), which
is inspired by Darwin’s evolutionary theory (expressing the heterogeneity, variabil-
ity, and complexity of forms in historical development) and by economic models
of analytical systems, namely Immanuel Wallerstein’s world-systems theory (Kola
2012, 114). Wallerstein presents the functioning of capitalism as a single monolith-
ic but “uneven” system embracing the value antithesis of the center and periphery
(Kola 2014, 43), for the economic models of analytical systems represent the fact that
the unity of world literature was historically constituted as a specific model of eco-
nomic globalization only in the capitalist era when the transitions between the center
and periphery were removed (Wallerstein 2001, 8). Despite this, concerning the plu-
rality of methods and vagueness of the subject, Moretti considers the study of world
literature a problem that cannot be solved exclusively within the potential of literary
studies (2000, 66-67).

The fourth concept, currently the most universal and most influential, though
methodologically the least rigorous, identifies world literature with the manner
of reading, accentuating a fictional world generated behind our real world. World lit-
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erature thus comprises all literary works that have transcended their original national
culture, whether in translation or the original. There is nothing like one world liter-
ature, for every local culture creates its own world literature (Damrosch 2003, 280-
281). On the other hand, in Damrosch’s concept, “worldliness” as a result of specific
interpretation is, to some extent, an established reception practice formed by read-
ing classics, which refers to hermeneutic roots. If Damrosch epitomizes the typical
American vision of close reading, the title of his 2003 book What Is World Litera-
ture? seems like an explicit intertextual reference to Duriin’s identically named Co
je svetovd literatiira? (What is world literature?, 1992), although the Slovak scholar is
neither mentioned nor quoted in the former text. In the contemporary theoretical
context, the elimination of Central European comparative research as “a peripheral
element” is not unusual. It is a typical destiny of “small” languages and literatures
to constitute themselves “at the edge’, far (though not spiritually distant) from ideo-
logical centers (Thomsen 2008, 19-20). To explain this process of the semiotic wan-
ing of cultural memory, the Slovak comparatist Libusa Vajdova refers to the specific
feature of reception openness of “liminal cultures’, which “frequently understand
the qualities of foreign literatures and cultures much more instinctually than central
cultures whose outlook is hindered by the concentration on their own center, their
own centricity” (2020, 74). The idea that worldliness is not a fixed quality of literary
works but that it results from the new manner of reading, from historical interpreta-
tion of poetry, has hardly been “discovered” by comparative literary studies. As early
as the first half of the 20th century, Benedetto Croce referred to Ernst Merian-Ge-
nast’s study “Voltaire und die Entwicklung der Idee der Weltliteratur” (Voltaire and
the development of the idea of world literature, 1927) when he formulated three dif-
ferent concepts of world literature (Croce 1997, 74): (1) cosmopolitan (national liter-
ature with a unifying brand, which exceeds its limits as a sort of “universal language”
of communication); (2) canonical (the normative understanding of a literary whole
as a collection of works granted universal value regardless of historical determina-
tion); and (3) organic (the natural conception of world literature as a universal phe-
nomenon formed as a total poetical output of humankind). According to Croce, it is
only the last definition that grasps the quality and substance of world literature, for
it presumes the existence of universal cultural “taste”, which facilitates our complete
understanding and emotional experience of the works written by diverse nations,
along with providing conditions for producing new texts (75).

As we are approaching the present age, in particular the theoretical achievements
of the last two decades, we can, in the postmodernist spirit, observe a mingling of in-
dividual conceptions, a removal of fixed methodological boundaries and philosophi-
cal starting points. Therefore, a classification of world literature from the perspective
of research orientation, where it can be determined in ontological and epistemolog-
ical meanings, seems to be more productive. In the first meaning, world literature is
a historically developing form of existence of literary works and their relations. This
concept is grounded in the morphological approach to world literature as a summary
of forms and structures beyond spatial and temporal delimitation. In the epistemo-
logical meaning, world literature instead assumes the form of research orientation

12 MILOS ZELENKA



and functions as a specific aspect of the approach to literary communication identi-
fying certain ideas. If we return to the first meaning, in an ontological understand-
ing, world literature designates a strictly defined set of artistic creations which have
been a real entity comprising literatures of the whole world since antiquity, following
the origin of universalistic ideas, despite the fact that world literature conceived as
such still lacked a modern global character. In the second epistemological meaning,
world literature philosophically presents the value equivalent of general ideas of uni-
versalism parallel to the supreme form of existence of literary relations. In the con-
tent of world literature, there is thus an expressively anthropological implication:
the history of world literature is a history of the search for the purpose of human
history. This typological differentiation of world literature reflects its inner structur-
al character and natural heterogeneity expressed through two semantic planes: as
a notion and a concept. Whereas the notion exists as a universally recognized and
verbally expressed idea of the phenomenon, the concept is an intentional, pragmatic
construct, i.e. a set of principles to model the structure of world literature, as, for
example, in the material form of book publication. The notion concentrates in it-
self the “philosophy of the phenomenon”; the concept, by contrast, its technology.
World literature, whose epistemological orientation is based on the tradition of phil-
osophical hermeneutics, abandons the status of a fixed category, offering instead
a historically changeable vision of “worldliness” as a process of gradual constitution
of topological field where the awareness of multiculturality, the relation between
the intercultural and the interregional is fostered as mutual meeting, as communi-
cation and transfer of values and ideas. World literature generated by the moment
of reception openness and communicational intermingling of individual texts trans-
lates into the aspect of worldliness as a multi-level, gradual and complicated process
of the formation of an axiologically equivalent “interliterary network”. “Worldliness”
originates as a result of subjective interpretive activity, but it is also a common ca-
pacity of a literary act to accept the reception stimulus positively and permanently.
The concrete representation of the “worldliness” of any artefact manifests itself when,
for example, it is found out how different and geographically remote regions between
which analogical communicational meeting grounds are sought have been affected
by a particular text culturally and poetologically. For instance, Armando Gnisci il-
lustrates this process by literary production in the Mediterranean as a polycentric
model of world literature, where transfer, exchange and translation of literary values
take place continuously (1999, 40). According to Earl Miner, the “worldliness” of lit-
erature is also a movement postulating the phenomenon of interculturality, which
translates literatures of the world to a common denominator (1990, 11). On the other
hand, the notion of worldliness can even acquire the negative connotation of “trendi-
ness” if it explicitly denotes the fact that a particular text, “detached” from its context
and historical period, becomes a universally comprehensible literary product which
in the era of mass-media communication spreads all over the world and is mechani-
cally consumed regardless of its aesthetic value.

The results of the last AILC/ICLA Congress, held in Macao in 2019 under the title
“Literature of the World and the Future of Comparative Literature”, have obviously
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confirmed that the search for diverse models and forms of world literature is on-
going. World literature should not be a priori rejected if its status and the ensuing
interpretation do not correlate with a specific discourse. Therefore, there is not only
the call for new theories of prefiguration and circulation of comparative concepts
in time and space, but they are determined by local or regional traditions (Pokriv¢ak
and Zelenka 2019, 112). A retreat from the American concept of world literature per-
ceived as a specific manner of reading constituted in our mind through circulation
and reception of literary texts communicated in the form of English translations can-
not be deemed definite because in present thinking, the English language dominates
as a starting point and target of the texts aspiring to “worldliness”. Emily Apter notes
that contemporary world literature is perceived as a label and symbol of unparal-
leled literary achievements rooted in translation (2006, 10; 2013, 325-326). Accord-
ing to David Damrosch, world literature comprises works that have reached beyond
the culture of their origin, no matter whether in translation or in the original lan-
guage. Thanks to their natural circulation, the most privileged are texts written in En-
glish or another “world” language, regardless of their aesthetic quality (2003, 297).
In this context Dorothy M. Figueira ironically speaks about a new incarnation of the
old Pentagon construction of area studies, where: “Under the guise of democratizing
and moving away from Comparative literature’s supposed ‘elitism, World Literature
theorists claim to engage the world in a serious fashion, but only if that world speaks
English or is translated into this idiom” (2015, 11; 2019, 71).

Despite this pointed claim, the Congress also admitted other concepts of world lit-
erature representing a compromise between the American approach and the perspec-
tives of “small” literatures. This attitude was symptomatically voiced by Marko Juvan.
In his monograph Worlding a Peripheral Literature (2019), he focuses on the process
that helps a work of peripheral literature attain worldliness by completing the com-
plicated passage from the particular to the universal. Juvan disapproves of identi-
fying world literature with what could be called global literature because the orig-
inal concept of world literature implies historicity and a specific wideness of space
and time. In Romanticism and post-Romanticism, national poets (such as France
Presern in the Slovenian case) were “cultural saints” in the domestic setting, but they
could represent their literatures at the international level only to the extent to which
they possessed the authority of “otherness” within the emerging world literature. Ju-
van points out that for a literary work to become a world entity, it must originate
in a large country and be written in a world language (2019, 62). This is natural-
ly connected with economic power, the book market, the utilization of intellectual
work, etc. His assumption is grounded in the fact that world literature, whether as
a network or a canon, constitutes a hierarchical system in which freely circulating
texts enter through the mediation of “large” literatures, most frequently through lit-
erature in English. Canonized works, which are results of cultural, philosophical and
economic transfers as well as other factors, often employ the motives of Parnassus,
Helicon, or Olympus, as places occupied by “gods” and national “saints”, whereby
the national celebrities are internationalized and “worlded” (40). Apart from the the-
matic and motivic plan, language as a place of the aestheticization of national images

14 MILOS ZELENKA



is important for the formation of national-secular image of literature. The seminal
role is played by the reflection on worlding, and Juvan shows that the emphasis is
given here not to the extra-literary delimitation of world literature but to the capac-
ity of literature itself to create the world. It can be added that some literary theore-
ticians prefer the term “literature of the world”, which seems to be less elitist, less
intensively implying certain homogeneity and the notion of a standardized canon
of great works (Saussy 2006, 36). Haun Saussy accentuates the aspect of “otherness”
and refuses to approach world literature only from a cultural and theoretical perspec-
tive (38). Another Americanist, Jeffrey R. Di Leo, formulates the concept of “worlded
literature” in the sense of literature marked or affected by the world, i.e. literature
interconnected through global networks, translations, migration, etc. (2018, 81-82).
World literature thus sublimates into “global” or “globalized” literature, into a new
type of political dominance and cultural variety, where the Goethean perspective
of “great works of all countries and times” (Corbineau-Hoffmannova 2008, 30) for-
mulates a new type of canon. Juvan realizes that the structure of the world literary
system understood as history and process is based on the value opposition between
the dominant “center” and the subordinate “periphery”, where Central and South-
east European literatures were influenced by hegemonic centers of (colonial) political
power in the West (2019, 240). This premise leads Juvan to conclude that their inte-
gration into the world literary area was legitimized by criteria derived from the West-
ern canon (250). Although the real power of this hegemony is impossible to ignore,
the capacity to read and write in English affects our thinking as well as evaluation.
Juvan’s reflections on world literature also introduce the empirical question
of how the ideal history of national literature should look against the world back-
ground, or how the history of world literature should logically take into account
the functions and development of individual national entities and regions. From this
perspective it is evident that world literary history, fluctuating between “the narra-
tive” and “the canon’, should assume the form of hypertextually open literary ar-
chives, a sort of palimpsest literary “map”, which will be consciously trans-cultural
and hybrid. At the same time, it would preserve the “textualization of the context”
and “contextualization of the text”, i.e. an adequate balance between “extrinsic” and
“intrinsic” moments on the horizons of cultural and textual lines. Therefore, world
literary history should not create a fictive reality generated by words and meanings,
but it should rather function as a lively “synergic” and dynamically pulsating or-
ganism able to self-regulate the processes of its evolution. Juvan’s concept of world
literature uses the Slovenian example to highlight the conditions that must be ob-
served by the texts belonging to “peripheral” literatures to acquire worldliness. It is
a transformed way of imitation, analogy, and removal of impediments so that these
“national” texts, from the perspective of the vernacular culture, can canonize their
“otherness” through translation. This, however, is perceived by “large” literatures as
a universally acknowledged value. Although we may not totally approve of Juvan’s
idea of world literature, primarily with the emphasis on the power of economic fac-
tors and with the linguistic dominance of English, we can appreciate the suggestion
that a generally acceptable consensus in the form of the epistemological and termi-
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nological groundwork delimited by the set of concrete principles and notions can be
achieved. By this the concept makes a seminal theoretical contribution to contem-
porary discussions on the forms, the nature, and the functions of world literature,
permanently oscillating between “the national” and “the universal”.

CZECH AND SLOVAK CONCEPTS OF WORLD LITERATURE

IN THE INTERNATIONAL DISCOURSE

When Zoran Konstantinovi¢ in his monograph Vergleichende Literaturenwis-
senschaft: Bestandsaufnahme und Ausblicke ([1988] 1994, 9) framed the concepts
of world literature represented by individual national schools, his primary consider-
ation was to mention beside French, American, and Russian traditions, specifically
Czecho-Slovak comparative literary studies, in particular the works of Dionyz Duriin
(1929-1997). Konstantinovi¢ praised his Slovak colleague for developing ontological
aspects of the interliterary process as a comparativist application of the structural
method since, in Durisins systematics, interliterariness does not aim at determining
aesthetic or individual qualities of a particular artefact, instead, “aesthetics matters
there so much as can be attributed to beauty, i.e. an aesthetic function, norm and val-
ue, structure or a developmental line” (Koprda 2003, 70). As early as 1982, the Dutch
scholar Pierre Swiggers pointed out that Duri$in can be considered the first to offer
“systematic typology of literary relations” (1982, 183) through the positivist trans-
formation of the “impactological” comparative literature into receptively oriented
comparative studies, situating a particular text in the semiotic field of “culture” rather
than in the sphere of “literariness” This appraisal was sustained by Earl Miner, who
accentuated the impactual concept of reception underlining the maturity of the re-
ceiving subject. Durisin thus had his share in the complete disintegration of tradition-
al comparative literary studies through decomposing it into “classical” comparative
studies, pursuing contactology and typology in the relations between national liter-
atures, and in a new discipline whose subject and methods would focus on the area
of interliterary principles (Miner 1988, 109). At the same time, in his later Compara-
tive Poetics (1990) Miner warned of the hidden strain of this method: Every culture
has a “dominant” poetics resulting from the nature of the prevailing genres. Western,
“Aristotelian”, literature is based on drama and so its tradition proceeds to mimesis.
Eastern literary thought, by contrast, has respect for lyrics and its nature makes it
“affective-expressive”. Duriin's emphasis on “literariness” and “interliterariness” thus
remains a “Eurocentric” attitude despite being critical of it (Gafrik 2009, 30). A sim-
ilar opinion on Durisin’s contribution to modern comparative literature was voiced
by the American comparatist Ulrich Weisstein who said that the thematic differenti-
ation between the research of the “genetic relations” and the research of “typological
affinities” remains the essential methodological instruction distinguishing between
national-literary and comparative approaches whose orientation towards the “unin-
fluenced analogies” anticipates the later research on interliterariness (1981, 48-51).
According to Weisstein, the first stage of modern comparative studies was completed
by Paul Van Tieghem’s book La littérature comparée (1931), and the second stage
by Duriin's monograph Problémy literdrnej komparatistiky (Problems of compara-
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tive literature, 1967). In the same way, Claudio Guillén positions the Slovak scholar as
an initiatory figure in the research establishing interliterariness not as a lexically con-
ceptual and semantically invariable category but as “a desire that has been here for
many years and which wants to live on further” (2008, 14). The historical dimension
of Durigin’s monograph Co je svetovd literatura? (What is world literature?, 1992),
clearly absent from the contemporary concepts of world literature, was appreciated
by René Wellek, in a letter to the present author in July 1993:

I did receive the book of Durisin, which, on the whole, I agree with wholeheartedly.
I would only feel that Duriin is too optimistic when he believes that the comparative
view can be extended in practice to Oriental and finally to any kind of literature. I agree
with him in theory, but assure him that in American conditions, asking for an excellent
knowledge of French and German is a realizable ideal, while Oriental languages could be
asked of recent immigrants and certainly natives of that country. (Wellek and Zelenka,
letter, 1993)

These particular appraisals notwithstanding, in the community of West European
and American comparatists following the AILC/ICLA agenda since the late 1960s,
Duriin’s opinions have not had as substantial an impact as might be expected, which
can be substantiated by the hegemony of the more extensive conception of compar-
ative literary studies represented by Henry H.H. Remak who attached paramount
importance to comparing literature with other literatures as well as to comparing
literature with other expressive spheres of humanities (1971, 3). Moreover, this con-
cept did not demarcate individual categories so strictly, bringing comparative studies
closer to the theory of culture. Durisin himself was a solitary researcher who did not
seek recognition for his ideas from the AILC/ICLA and from the 1980s, having re-
nounced traditional comparative literature and its terminology, failed to participate
in its congresses. The skeptical opinion reflecting his frustration over the theoreti-
cal liberalism of the congresses and their methodological extent is vented through
his 1980 report saying that the AILC/ICLA organizational policy is lacking a sys-
tem that would “direct the congress activities to prevent potential impulsiveness and
randomization of the research” (1980, 181). The Slovak comparatist and Sinologist
Marian Galik provided eyewitness testimony about a personal encounter between
Durisin and Remak at the AILC/ICLA Congress held in Innsbruck in August 1979
(which left the latter speechless). Over breakfast, Remak asked Durigin about his
current research, and the latter offered the surprising response that until that point,
he had only been developing “traditional” comparative studies, and that he planned
to formulate a new theoretical system of interliterariness independent from the West
European and American tradition (Galik 2002, 61). No doubt, Duriin’s reluctance
to join the Western comparative thinking was aggravated by the fact that, following
the 1989 disintegration of bipolar Europe, a number of Central European and East
European comparatists were labeled as “Marxists”. In Durisin’s case, it was already
Ulrich Weisstein who did so and pointed out that the Slovak comparatist escalated
the disparity between specifically traditional (national literary) and modern (interlit-
erary) comparative literature (1981, 49). Similarly, in his monograph Komparatistik
(1992), the Austrian comparatist Peter V. Zima saw Duriin as an epigone of the So-
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viet School represented by Viktor M. Zhirmunsky, who transferred the study of in-
terliterariness from historical poetics to abstract structural schemes (1992, 42-49).

Despite the critical response that Slovak comparative literature received, it evi-
dently reached its climax in Durigin. Since the scholar’s death in 1997, with the change
of the late 20th-century paradigm of values, universal theories of world literature
based on methodological unity have lost their efficiency and have been replaced
by concepts interpreting semantic tension between “the national” and “the interna-
tional” references to the economic strength of globalization processes (Juvan 2019,
36). Robert Gafrik speaks about the consensus in the comparatist community, admir-
ing like Wellek, the systematic approach in Durigin’s conception, yet warning of its
unattainability and practical unfeasibility (2020b, 147). With the exception of César
Dominguez (2012) and Armando Gnisci (1997, 184; 2000, 17), who employed
Durisin’s theory of interliterariness in the substantiation of the poetics of European
decolonization, Duri$in’s ideas are not a prominent occurrence in the discourse re-
fusing to include in its notions all literatures in the world. In this regard, they share
the opinion of the Czech comparatist Ivo Pospisil, who underscores the fact that
Duri$in’s mode of abstraction recedes from the minutious examination of tradition-
al poetics; in other words, the manifestations of interliterariness are not installed
in deep structures of textual composition (2012, 9).

In the late 20th century, Czech and Slovak comparative studies went through
a crisis resulting from the loss of methodological contacts with the world, which
produced a gap in the structural literary history in favor of social and cultural studies
(Zelenka 2015, 17). Hence many Czech and Slovak literary historians considered
Durisin’s project of world literature an unattainable category of literary process and
parted ways. Nevertheless, we can give a general overview of the principal traditions
of Czech and Slovak comparative literature, whose imaginary “completion” culmi-
nates in Durisins theory. According to César Dominguez, it signals disciplinary dis-
content over the lack of adequate methods to explore the complexity and multitude
of heterogeneous literary relations molding world literature (2012, 106). We assume
that the main significance of Duri$in’s theory consists in developing the term “in-
terliterariness”, which can be understood as a natural condition of world literature.
Although today in modern comparatistic reflections, this expression is substitut-
ed by the term “transculturality” as more instrumental in expressing our crossing
the limits of different spaces and times, Duri$in was one of the many to witness
the radical turn in the humanities. It implies the methodological turn from the tem-
poral perception of phenomena to the spatial vision as a principle which reduces
narratological and teleological models deriving their substance from ideological and
national stereotypes (Terian 2013, 77).

Czech contribution to thinking about world literature

At the turn of the 20th century, the study of world literature became attractive
to a strong generation of literary historians denoted in historiography as “Czech
School of Comparative Literature” (Wollman 1989, 35-43). This community, meth-
odologically fluctuating between positivism and philological cultural history, in-
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cluded the folklorist Jifi Polivka (1853-1933), the Slavist Jan Mdchal (1855-1939),
the Balkanist Matija Murko (1861-1952), and the Romanist Vaclav Tille (1867-1937).
After 1918, they drew on the works of French (Gaston Paris, Fernand Baldensperger,
Paul Hazard, etc.) and Russian (Alexandr N. Pypin, Alexandr N. Veselovsky, Niko-
lai S. Tikhonravov, etc., respectively) scholars and developed the comparative con-
cept of Slavic literature as an integral part of world literature, with bilateral East and
West literary relations in the foreground. In Bohemia, their emphasis on research
into oral tradition resulted in the foundation of a new branch of comparative study
— the folkloric thematology - that helped them prove the aesthetic and value “equali-
ty” in the literary circulation of folklore genres, especially in folk tales and fairy tales.
Although Polivka never theoretically defined world literature, on the whole, he con-
sidered it an axiologically balanced sum of national literatures, a fictive dialogue
of circulating motives and themes between the West and the East, “a concert” played
by Slavic literatures from Central and Eastern Europe along with Western literatures.

Since the late 19th century, two developmental lines may have been identified
in Czech comparative thought, which, with considerable simplification, run paral-
lel to each other rather than engaging in fruitful polemics. Our attention will fo-
cus on the first line associated with Slavic studies and conceiving comparative lit-
erature as an integral branch of literary history objectified in the relations within
the supranational context and centered around historical poetics. There was a gen-
eral agreement that modern comparative literary studies, regardless of the specificity
of their methodology, represent an autonomous discipline with a distinctive range
of research problems which focus on literary relationships or compare works from
various national literatures. Their morphological orientation remained open to var-
ious theoretical inspirations, drawing on formalism and structural aesthetics. Their
conception defined world literature as a schematized morphological structure, into
which not the whole national literatures were mechanically allowed admittance but
supralocal and supratemporal genres and forms. Institutionally, its methodologi-
cal orientation was grounded in the Brno comparatist school represented by Frank
Wollman, perhaps the most distinguished Czech comparatist, and his followers Josef
Hrabak, Jiti Krystynek, Danuse Ksicova, Ivan Dorovsky, Ivo Pospisil, etc. This school
has proceeded from genetic (contactual) comparative literary studies to typology and
the application of stimuli from philosophy and cultural studies (phenomenology,
imagology, intercultural comparative studies, postcolonial studies, East-West studies,
area studies, etc.). Still, they invariably linked the comparative method with literary
orientation and, in particular, with the genological approach.

The hermeneutic starting points of the other line, the “Prague group”, which drew
on the tradition of non-Slavic, Romance philology, kept them connected with em-
pirical literary activities and practical literary criticism. Their scholarly pursuits,
spanning from the first professor of comparative literature at the Charles Univer-
sity, Jaroslav Vrchlicky (1853-1912), the literary critic EX. Salda (1867-1937), and
the Romance comparatist Vaclav Cern)'r (1905-1987), to the present generation,
were unified by their endeavor to offer an absolutely precise interpretation of an in-
dividual artefact and its binary polarity. In the opinion of Viclav Cerny, the most
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prominent representative of this line of thinking, the comparative research is based
on an intuitive approach which defies established categories and the institutional-
ized field. For them, world literature loses its metatheoretical status and becomes
instead an interpretational activity, a general intellectual reflection that, through
a subjective dialogue, tries to cope with the knowledge of the world’s multicultural-
ism. It should be admitted that Cerny nominnaly followed the French comparatist
school, namely Fernand Baldensperger, Paul Hazard, and Paul Van Tieghem, whom
he considered “the greatest world comparatists of the time” (1994, 257). However,
their methodology and their notion of general literature did not have any discernible
impact on Cerny’s works. It was more dependent on Bergsonian personalism and
on the search for accidental interliterary connections, as manifested in his French
text Essai sur le titanisme dans la poésie romantique occidentale entre 1815 et 1850
(1935).

The second generation of the first line, formed in the interwar period (the Slavist
Jifi Horak, the Germanist Otokar Fischer, the Polonist Marian Szyjkowski, etc.),
and its leading personalities such as René Wellek and Frank Wollman, synthesized
the knowledge of the earlier cultural-historical school and the structural-functional-
ist perspective of the Prague Linguistic Circle. Wellek’s methodological integrity was
reflected in his celebrated Theory of Literature (1948, together with Austin Warren)
and through his monumental project A History of Modern Criticism 1750-1950, Vols.
I-VIII (1955-1992), which epitomized the literary-historical combination of Prague
structuralism, German neo-idealism (Wilhelm Dilthey) and the Husserlian-Ingarde-
nian phenomenology. In the late 1930s, the young Wellek was obviously under the in-
fluence of Van Tieghem’s terminological differentiation between “littérature générale”
and “littérature comparée”, though he later criticized it as a legacy of the positivist
“impactology”. According to Wellek, Van Tieghem attempted to re-interpret the se-
lective concept of world literature based on the value antithesis of binary oppositions
(small and large literatures, advanced and underdeveloped, “transmitting” and “re-
ceiving’, etc.). The geographical and subject definition in Van Tieghem’s conception
represented a kind of typological initial stage of the notion of world literature, defying
identification with the idea of a mechanical collection of national literatures. In his
study, “The Theory of Literary History” (1936), Wellek defined world literature as
a developmental (historical) structure consisting of a multitude of circulating forms
and genres and aspiring to become the highest aim of literary historical research. This
structure exists only in the reception act: it assumes the shape of an aesthetic object,
not concretized within collective awareness but solely through individuals. No indi-
vidual does implement this aesthetic object absolutely. This reveals WelleK’s distinc-
tive structuralist and semiotic feeling, derived from his conception of a particular
work as the basic aesthetic object set at the beginning of an imaginary developmental
line. The aesthetic object is potentially tied with the substantial material artefact, yet
it cannot be identified with it from the perspective of aesthetic perception.

Intheinterwar period, Van Tieghem’s concept perhaps most strongly affected Frank
Wollman, who was attracted by the international character of “littérature générale”,
by its geographical delimitation and precisely defined methodological targets. These
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substituted the abstract ideal of world literature and, at the same time, transcended
the history of national literatures by grasping their area or regional context. Wollman
realized that Van Tieghem’s recurring “impact” introduced the aesthetics of value
difference but at the same time posited the reception character of the interliterary
process. The proposition that the essential prerequisite for the development of liter-
ary history need not be just influences and contacts but also structural analogies, i.e.
“similarities without impact’, generated responses from the small Central and South-
east European literatures, which offered them an opportunity for theoretical justifi-
cation of their existence. In his seminal work Slovesnost Slovanii (Slavic literatures,
1928), his only attempt at a structurally-conceived literary history, Wollman intend-
ed to produce a modern history of the Slavic literatures in their mutual relations and
contexts, in formal and aesthetic analogies which would document Slavic literatures
as a certain type of general literature, as a specific internally differentiated structure.

Wollman drew on new tendencies in literary research that attempted to objec-
tify their methods and restrict the subject of their study through anti-positivism.
He also disputed the theses of German Slavists (Julius Pfitzner, Konrad Bittner, etc.),
who underestimated the independence of Slavic literatures and regarded them as
underdeveloped in comparison to the Latin-German West. In a fiercely polemical
monograph, K methodologii srovndvaci slovesnosti slovanské (On the methodol-
ogy of comparative Slavic literature, 1936), the Czech scholar voiced his opinion
as to whether Slavic literatures comprise an autonomous unit within world litera-
ture or whether they are isolated without any common marks of creativity. When
repelling the “biological-genetic” concept of world literature in the sense of a living
organism with the circulation of diversely important units, i.e. national literatures
distinguished by importance and function, Wollman argued that national literature
is the natural foundation of world literature. That is to say, its starting point “are not
the organisms of national literatures, but individual forms in their structural rela-
tions” (10), i.e. self-propelled structures in a diachronic frame. The inclusion of a par-
ticular text in the system of world literature is, on the one hand, demonstrated “by
its competence in the development of literary structures” (10); on the other hand, its
inclusion is justified by universal “civilizational endeavor” of mankind as a whole.
This is the only way to originate developmental lines of great ideas and great authors
revealing “the feeling of unity of all people [...] and the connection of their literary
manifestations. Yet the humanitarianism, worldliness, unity in novelty themselves
[...] are only in the process of making through an endless chain of structures under
certain historical and social conditions” (188). The dynamic concept of structure in-
volved exploring analogies in literary forms regardless of their mediation by contact,
influence or effect. Thus, this constituted the foundations of “comparative structural-
ism” consisting in the comparison of forms and syntax of literary works.?

The principle of structural aesthetics in comparative literature and research
on world literature was vindicated by Wellek and Wollman. In the Prague Linguistic
Circle, they both represented structuralists with an appreciation for literary history,
connecting the notion of structure with diachrony. The leading exponent of Czech
structuralism, Jan Mukarovsky, paradoxically considered the comparative method as
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positivist folkloric thematology, and, therefore, favored the category of national lit-
erature as a closed immanent system. It was not until the late 1960s that he accepted
comparative literature as an independent discipline with its own subject of research,
including the study of world literature, as he gave it a certain validity in his study
K dnesnimu stavu a vykladiom srovndvaci védy literdrni (On the present condition
and expositions of comparative literary research, 1967). Frank Wollman’s method-
ological line was continued by his son, the Slavist and comparatist Slavomir Wollman
(1925-2012), who connected the research on world literature with the conception
of a system. According to him, this connection does not ensue from a mechanical
application of system analysis borrowed from cybernetics or the exact theory of in-
formation, but it is established by the natural existence of literary phenomena and
processes in morphologically recognizable wholes that differ from a non-structured
succession of works and criteria. For Wollman, the starting point for this conception,
in which “the aging” terms of the traditional comparative literature are enlivened
by new functionality, became the monistic concept of history, namely the notion
of the unity of literary development including folkloric formations. In this regard,
he claims that “comparative studies respect national literature as a historical fact and
seeks world literature as a scientific postulate” (1989, 111). World literature is present-
ed here as the “literature of the whole world”, as a selective formation defined through
its functionality and the distinctive feature of the aesthetic value where the criterion
of attribution is eliminated if it implies the “superiority” and “inferiority” of some
literary wholes. From these ideas follows that in the spirit of Van Tieghem’s tradition
of “littérature générale”, Wollman rejects the concept of world literature as a mechan-
ical aggregate of works or a selective pantheon of classics. On the contrary, he, for
the most part, conceives world literature genetically, as a historically changeable and
functional entity, or a manifold shape resulting from particular works, “which, hav-
ing exceeded the local and national frame through international correlations, enter
the world awareness through supranational subsystems, motivated by language and
ethnic vicinity, by cultural symbiosis [...]” (Mikustakova 1992, 10). This conception
— similar to that of Durisin - responds to the postmodernist crisis of European ra-
tionalism, which questions the potentiality of objective understanding. But a ques-
tion remains: can world literature be connected solely with a system or an aggregate
of regularities? Does its natural heterogeneity not incline to chaos and certain unin-
tentionality?

The concept of world literature in Slovak comparative literary studies

Even though Slovak comparative literary studies sprouted in the 20th century
from Czech roots and the shared Czecho-Slovak context, it departed from this in-
spiration through the deliberate search for new starting points seeking connections
with modern theoretical trends, which was conducive to transgressing the existent
concept of comparative research linked with traditional “contactology” and pos-
itivist factography. It was mainly the literary historian Pavol Bujnak (1882-1933),
who in his comparative method applied contactual approaches based on the tradi-
tion of Czech positivism. His habilitation thesis Jdn Ardny v slovenskej literatiire (Jan

22 MILOS ZELENKA



Arany in Slovak literature, 1924), defended at Charles University, represents an out-
standing thesis in the field of “littérature comparée”, and it is considered the first com-
paratist monograph completed by a Slovak author. The further development of mod-
ern Slovak comparative literary studies is personified by Mikulas Bakos (1914-1972),
whose works, already in the interwar period, drew on literary phenomenology (Ro-
man Ingarden), technological schools (Russian formalism), and later, on Viennese
neo-positivism. In his posthumously published collection of papers Literdrna histéria
a historickd poetika (Literary history and historical poetics, 1973), Bako$ criticized
positivist biographism and psychologism in literary research. He defined compara-
tive literary studies as a constituent part of literary history, tackling the issues of peri-
odization and typology of literary development, which primarily respects immanent
principles. In the second half of the 20th century, Slovak comparative studies, which
managed to retain a sense of structural-morphological aspects, developed a specific
relationship to communicative and hermeneutic models creatively applied in a num-
ber of disciplines and thematic areas (Frantisek Miko — comparative stylistics, Viliam
Turéany - comparative versology, Jozef Hvis¢ — comparative genology). This line was
concluded with the methodology of the Nitra School, where comparative research
followed the axis of genology — semiotics — theory of communication and transla-
tion studies. Among others, it was Anton Popovi¢ (1933-1984) who achieved world
renown for his theory of artistic translation and reflections on aesthetic meta-com-
munication, anticipating, for example, Julia Kristeva’s later theory of intertextuality.
Popovi¢’s monograph Tedria umeleckého prekladu (The theory of artistic translation,
1975) offers a semantic and terminological approach to the expression theory of text,
which was appreciated as an interdisciplinary enhancement of primary and second-
ary literary communication.

Another branch was constituted by the innovative endeavor of Dionyz Durigin,
who completed the split with classical comparative literary studies and, following
the 1970s, drew inspiration from modern semiotics, hermeneutics, mathematical
methods and reception theory. Developing new terminology and systematics then
won over the existing comparative literary studies since it introduced “new com-
paratistics™ the theory of interliterariness and the interdisciplinary study of world
literature drawing on political science, ethnology, cultural geography, and Slavic
area studies. It is not generally known that Duri$in’s concept emerged under the aus-
pices of Frank Wollman, who started his professional career in the interwar period
at Comenius University in Bratislava, where he delivered lectures until 1941. Woll-
mans morphological conception of world literature as a collection of forms and
structures of supralocal and supratemporal significance was grounded in the appli-
cation of Van Tieghem’s term “littérature générale”, denoting the empirically evident
entirety found in a specific cultural-historical area. Later on, the structural substance
of world literature also appears in Durisin’s concept, eliminating national literature
as a starting point for the category of interliterariness. He has it that world literature
can exist only in the form of developmental (historical) structure that can be antici-
pated in every literary process phenomenon and constituted by the receiving subject.
Durisin’s semiotical transformation of historical structure at the level of communica-
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tion to a code, as suggested in his early work Problémy literdrnej komparatistiky, sig-
nifies an original development of Czecho-Slovak structuralism in the 1960s, the time
of general criticism of the structure, i.e. of Jakobson’s concept of binarism and his
proposition about the double articulation of language. Durisin’s initiative can thus
be connected at the national level with Felix Vodickas pioneering Struktura vyvo-
je (The structure of development, 1969) as well as with Frank Wollman’s late stud-
ies, and at the international level with the works of Juri M. Lotman, Umberto Eco,
AlJ. Greimas, Claude Bremond, Jacques Derrida, etc. (Koprda 2003, 83).

Wollman’s multilateral comparisons aiming at an understanding and more pre-
cise identification of inter-Slavic literariness became one of the inspirational sources
of Durisins theory of interliterary community and interliterary centrisms, including
the delimitation of world literature. Both authors derive these categories from ex-
tra-literary phenomena. Wollman’s Slavic interliterary community and centrism are
delimited by ethnic similitude intensified by anthropo-geographical determinants:
“Close vicinity, mutual contacts, similar living conditions, the same relations with
the neighbors” (1936, 10). Similarly, Durigin’s interliterary process is conditioned
by literary, ethnic, linguistic, geographical, and administrative criteria, including
varying degrees of differentiation among individual cultures. Wollman’s integrat-
ing and differentiating dominants, which develop in historical sequence as Slavisms
in the sense of structural paradigm in the syntagm and which reflect the process
of differentiations within integration — he speaks about the feeling of Slavic sense
of belonging (139) - analogically correspond with Durisin’s integrating and differ-
entiating function of the community. Without reservation, interliterariness based
on structural-typological connections endeavors to integrate diverse literary phe-
nomena into world literature. However, Wollman’s concept of interliterariness is more
inclined to genetic (contactual) relations considered to be equivalent to structural ty-
pology. For Wollman, any writing is above all “material existence”, especially through
its formal starting point (200). In Durigin’s conception, centrism represents a type
community originating from long-lasting vicinity as a specific form of coexistence,
whereas the community itself results from unity, similarities, and formal analogies.
Centrisms as geographical supranational units in most cases originate in the form
of a specific “entanglement” from an unrelated neighborhood. These are not enti-
ties determined by the similitude of mentality, economic, or social relations, for they
result from geographical proximity. Their coherence proceeds from a strongly ac-
centuated syntactic function and weakened semantic “narrativeness”, which is why
there can synchronously and syncretically be a plurality of “unrelated” traditions and
poetics in centrisms.

Centrism as natural forms of existence and functioning of world literature are
rooted in Jauss’s reception aesthetics based on the accommodating strategy of the re-
cipient, and on the horizons of his expectations. While in centrisms, individual lit-
eratures are geographical and metonymical “neighbors” because it is their choice,
which can even be discontinuous, interliterary communication in communities is
metaphorically motivated. Durisin’s division of large interliterary processes into in-
terliterary communities and interliterary centrisms at the same time stands as a dis-
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similarity between metaphorical intraculturality and metonymic interculturality.
Such difference creates two contrasting, complementary models of world literature.
One is derived from interliterary communities and reduces world literature to mono-
cultural unity; the other, resting on the theory of centrisms, thanks to the reception
aspect, postulates world literature as an imaginary polycentric set preserving the in-
dividuality of separate parts, where the exchange of literary values is performed as
a dialogue in which the culture’s recipients are deliberately open to otherness so as
to understand themselves.

Following the postulates of Frank Wollman who proposed a triadic concept
of world literature (1959, 11), Durisin developed this project at three levels: (1) a sum
of national literatures in the whole world; (2) a selection of the best values produced
in national literatures; and (3) a formation comprising mutually determined relations
and contexts which function in the interliterary process. In his last monographs Co je
svetovd literatira? (1992) and Tedria medziliterdrneho procesu I (Theory of interliter-
ary process, 1995), Duri$in summarized three potential definitions of world literature
and research on world literature: (1) additive, mechanical, classifying, which in tra-
ditional comparative literary studies produced historiographical syntheses of big-
ger literary units; (2) an axiological, selective, literary-critical conception grounded
in the platform of general or universal literature, a utilitarian approach respecting
didactic and reading needs; and (3) a literary-historical concept as an intersection
overlapping the preceding two categories determined by mutual complementari-
ty of literary phenomena resulting from specific research on interliterary process.
In agreement with Wollman, Duri$in considers the third definition the main object
of comparative studies, but he re-thinks the structure and functionality of this con-
cept. He concludes that world literature is the ultimate interliterary phenomenon
functioning on the synchronic and diachronic axes of literary development. World
literature as an ever-functioning system corresponds to a specific affinitive model
- a conceptual superstructure as a system of thought. The relation between world
literature as such and the theoretical reflection of this literary phenomenon is con-
sequently differentiated and changeable. The degree of its “worldliness” is dependent
on the “additional incorporation” of finished works into the literary system.

CONCLUSION

Czech and Slovak comparative literary studies, whose most distinguished repre-
sentatives were the immediate followers of Frank Wollman as well as the collaborators
of Dionyz Durisin, managed to respond to contemporary methodological movement,
i.e. the retreat from formalist-structuralist theories for the sake of socio-political and
cultural studies while keeping philological contact with the concrete text. In doing so,
ittook a balanced position in the dispute over whether to define comparative literature
ontologically or epistemologically, i.e. rather institutionally, in the sense of an estab-
lished university field defined by subject and research methods, or to freely conceive
comparative literature as “comparing’, as a type of intellectual reflection, commu-
nicatively interconnecting individual spheres of knowledge as a conscious media-
tor. Czech and Slovak comparatists contributed primarily to elaborating the theory
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of interliterariness, which Durigin, following Wollman, transferred from a structural
basis to semiotics as the methodology of culture and reception theory intertextuality.
The theory of interliterariness, which explains the individual quality of phenomena
through its developmental laws, thus becomes a methodological instruction that in-
terprets interliterariness as a process of never-ending denoting and replacing some
cultural units and codes by others, rather than others being a means for intertextual
generation of closed researches. Thus, world literature is not a fixed category but rath-
er “a process” changing into “worldliness”. Durigin formulates the idea that any liter-
ary texts or literary phenomena “essentially depend on the structural laws of denoting
- transformation — communication” (Koprda 2003, 223). The notion of “worldliness”
becomes analogical to notions denoting such literary phenomena as “interliterari-
ness’, designating “transformational laws at a higher level than national literature”
(223). The substantial contribution of Durisin’s postulates is its emphasis on two sup-
positions. The first is the theory of interliterariness based on material from Slavic
literatures, which is rooted in interwar Central European structuralism and in its
attempt to de-ideologize the study of literature through comparison of forms and
genre structures. The second is the criticism of globalization, whose trends affect not
only Western civilization but also the newly-formed Slavic states, which are paradox-
ically alienated from one another, for example, by effacing their cultural, linguistic,
or other identities. Durisin’s systematic criticism of the traditional unit of national lit-
erature as a starting point of thinking about literature and of the coherent whole de-
fined by a dominant language and strictly delimited boundaries can be inspirational
in the study of various Central and East European literatures, that are linguistically,
geographically and administratively interwoven and typified by a complicated Slavic
and non-Slavic ratio. At present, Durisin’s world literature can be understood as a de-
velopmental concept suggesting movement from the particular to the universal. Far
from being an aggregation of all works or a static enumeration of these works, it is
a lively process consisting of mutually conditioned phenomena, relations, and con-
texts, in which Duriin anticipated the recently popular concept of world literature
as “literature of the world”, for example, in the sense of intertextual or transcultural
“network” or “grid” of ideas, poetics, genres, discourses, and other heterogeneous
contexts. At the same time, he raised the issue of research approaches to this phe-
nomenon. As mentioned in the introduction, present discussions on world literature
(Apter, Casanova, Damrosch, etc.) accentuating globalization and space, only rarely
consider Duriin’s theory of interliterariness. Despite this, they agree with him that
the call for new concepts and prefigurations can theoretically be pursued through no-
tions which are polysemous but operate with their local connotations within a specit-
ic epistemological framework. Beyond any doubt, as a representative of Central and
East European comparative literary studies, Duriin is positioned at the beginning
of this debate. From this tradition, it follows that despite the postmodern skepticism,
the research of world literature is justified and that it does not have only a single type
and mode of study at its disposal. On the contrary, it is conducted in various languag-
es and power relations.
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NOTES

Ironically, David Damrosch speaks of global “national” literature as texts which use a comprehensible
style and a widespread language (2003, 25).

Polivka in this respect says that “diverse literary elements should combine in great literature and as-
similate into it — different flowing rivers merge into the sea which retains its character while growing
through the influx of other sentences” (1883, 480).

* In the Slavic community, which saw the first attempts at more modern definition of comparative
study (and consequently world literature) as early as the late 1920s, these activities inspired, beside
Wollman, the Croatian Ivo Hergesic (Poredbena ili komparativna knjiZevnost, 1932) and the Slove-
nian Anton Ocvirk (Teorije primerjalne literarne zgodovine, 1936), who positively responded to Van
Tieghem’s appeal for literary historical syntheses of a new type as a prerequisite for all-European
history of literature in the Central and East European region. Unlike Wollman, these two South Slavic
scholars intended to substantiate the autochthony of their national literatures within world literature
rather than something like Slavic general literature as a specific structure; that is why their texts pref-
erably tended to remain in the sphere of binary comparative literature.
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The concept of world literature in Czech and Slovak comparative literary studies

World literature. Systematics of world literature. Comparative literature. National
and world literature. Czech and Slovak comparative literary studies.
“Small” and “large” world literatures.

This article aims to systemize the trends in world literature research, highlighting the differ-
ences between the concepts of this phenomenon as embraced by “small” and “large” literatures.
It also takes account of the Czech and Slovak line of thinking which questions the concept
of world literature as normative poetics or the standardized canon of masterpieces and their
various discourses. The historical experience of Czech and Slovak comparative literary studies
defending the independent values of Slavic literatures suggests that there cannot be any arbi-
trary research on world literature. With some exceptions and regardless of their terminolog-
ically and semantically different interpretations of this specialism, contemporary theoretical
concepts (as embraced by Emily Apter, Pascale Casanova, David Damrosch, Marko Juvan,
Franco Moretti, etc.) re-establish recognizing world literature as an international research
issue or a subject employing English as a universal means of communication. Imposing such
a notion would allegedly condone inequality as a kind of epistemological framework to cod-
ify the binary opposition of “developed” and “underdeveloped” or “the center” and “periph-
ery”. It was mainly the Czecho-Slovak structuralist tradition (represented by Frank Wollman,
René Wellek, Dionyz Durisin, etc.) that rejected national literature as a natural starting point
of world literature. Anchored in the Central European intellectual milieu at the crossing
of various aesthetic movements, these “defensive” theories were linked with the structural
concept of the Prague Linguistic Circle, letting alone the multilingual tradition of the former
Habsburg Empire and the phenomenon of migration which implied the aspect of polyglossia
and heterotopia as a breeding ground for comparative scholars.
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With the advent of the new millennium, world literature (often in uppercase, not
lowercase) has occupied a dominant position as a new paradigm in the academic
humanities in general and literary studies in particular. In seeking to explore litera-
ture in a global perspective far beyond narrowly defined national boundaries, it has
been warmly welcomed as a new literary discourse, highly commendable and even
heroic. Voracious, world literature tends to displace and even absorb older literary
disciplines, such as comparative literature and postcolonial studies. As David Dam-
rosch cogently argues in the introduction to World Literature in Theory, “[t]he cul-
tural and political realignments of the past two decades have opened the field of world
literature to an unprecedented, even vertiginous variety of authors and countries”
(2014, 1). This fresh vista of world literature undoubtedly provides new opportu-
nities for literatures and oratures, which have long been neglected and thus failed
to attract worldwide attention, notably East Asia such as China, Korea, and Japan.
On the other hand, world literature often raises serious questions, one of which is
concerned with the center and periphery problem: To what extent is it free from
ethnocentrism?

Despite strenuous efforts to shake off the bondage of provincialism and nation-
alism, world literature is still haunted by the ghosts of Eurocentrism and, for that
matter, of Western-centrism. It is no wonder then that there have been critiques
of this issue. In “Rethinking the World in World Literature: East Asia and Literary
Contact Nebulae”, Karen Laura Thornber argues strongly for a less Eurocentric and
more global focus in world literary studies. A specialist in the literatures and cultures
of East Asia in a global context, Thornber situates one of the great ironies of compara-
tive literature in the fact that it has solidified its Eurocentrism in many respects “even
as it moved from focusing nearly exclusively on European literatures to including
literatures from other world regions” (2014, 460). Thornber further claims that cur-
rent debates on world literature, which might be considered, in a sense, the rebellious
child of comparative literature, have frequently marginalized literatures in non-West-
ern languages and literatures as “local” or “peripheral”. There is no denying the fact
that more often than not, Western literatures still remain the touchstone against
which other “minor” literatures are tested and evaluated.

31



Unquestionably, one of the most pressing, as well as challenging, issues fac-
ing scholars of world literature today is how they can solve the perennial problem
of Eurocentrism and Western-centrism. The suggestion offered by Thornber seems
to be the only possible solution to the problem. She states with some reservation,
“[a]lthough not a panacea, analyzing intra- and inter-regional interactions among
non-Western literatures is one way to help world literature shed its lingering Eurocen-
trism and move closer to region-neutrality” (461; emphases added). True, this critical
analysis of inter-regional, as well as intra-regional, interactions among non-West-
ern texts will certainly contribute to mitigating the heavy burden of Eurocentrism.
Even so, the difficulty of overcoming the age-long burden can be expected in her use
of the term “literary contact nebulae” to refer to more complex, shifting, and varied
interactions than “contact zones” The transcultural term “contact zone”, as Thornber
explains, was first coined by Mary Louise Pratt to describe “social spaces where dis-
parate cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in highly symmetrical
relations of domination and subordination” (2008, 7). This term has been taken up
by other scholars, notably Susanne Reichl in her discussion of black British literature.

ZHANG LONGXI AND CONTEMPORARY SINOCENTRISM

Given this, it is a moot point whether such interactions among non-Western liter-
atures would have succeeded in any meaningful way. As what Thornber calls “nebu-
lae” implies, these interactions among East Asian countries such as China, Korea, and
Japan turn out to be as fuzzy and ambiguous as those among Anglophone literatures
in particular and Western literature in general - perhaps even more so. At least as far
as East Asian countries are concerned, it is open to skepticism that any significant
intra-regional, or even inter-regional, relationships or interactions among their texts
become fruitful after all. It should be noted, however, that several Korean scholars
in the 17th century were proud to call themselves xiao zhonghua, literally meaning
“little China” - but with a wider ideological conception of the political and cultural
realm of China in the Sinosphere.

The article “Relevance of Weltliteratur” (2013) by Professor Zhang Longxi, chair
of comparative literature and translation at the City University of Hong Kong, pro-
vides an excellent illustration of how the existing discourse on world literature
is dominated by Sinocentric views (or, for that matter, any nationalistically-centered
ones) of the canon, the definition of literature, the expectations of content and form,
and so on. Zhangss article clearly reveals how difficult it is to achieve what Thornber
hoped for in her agenda for intra- and inter-regional cultural interactions, particular-
ly in East Asian countries, whose relationships have been extremely complex largely
due to historical, cultural, and geopolitical issues.

Zhang Longxi calls for “a truly global understanding of Weltliteratur as well as
its relevance for our world today” (2013, 241). Much like Thornber, Zhang is criti-
cal of comparative literature for being highly Eurocentric. As seen in the title of his
article, Zhang builds his critical argument on the foundations of Johann Wolfgang
von Goethe’s idea of Weltliteratur. In 1827, the aging Goethe famously stated to his
young assistant and close associate, Johann Peter Eckermann, “[p]oetry is the uni-
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versal possession of mankind. [...] National literature is now rather a meaningless
term; the epoch of world literature is at hand, and everyone must strive to hasten its
approach” (1984, 133), thus initiating the term “world literature”. Goethe’s ambitious,
high-minded vision of Weltliteratur as universal and cosmopolitan, as Zhang sees it,
has often failed primarily because its avatar, comparative literature, and particularly
the French version of littérature comparée, was characteristic of being “national, even
nationalistic” (2013, 243). In short, despite all good intentions, comparative literature
has not lived up to the German writer’s expectations, a lofty ideal still not fulfilled.
This is largely true, Zhang argues, for world literature as well: “Even in the new idea
of world literature with a genuine desire to go beyond Eurocentrism, some of the cur-
rent discussions are still under the shadow of Eurocentric pretensions” (244).

In this connection, Zhang criticizes two theorists in particular: the Italian Franco
Moretti and the French Pascale Casanova. Drawing on both Darwinian evolution-
ary theory (as well as Fredric Jamesonss literary law of evolution) and on the world
system theory of Immanuel Wallerstein, Moretti explores the global circulation and
reinvention of the novel in terms of the concept of “one, but unequal”. In “Con-
jectures on World Literature”, Moretti proposes the concept of “distant reading’,
which offers a convenient solution to the formidable problem of the sheer amount
of textual material in world literature. Given that “distance” is not a physical concept
but rather “a condition of knowledge”, Moretti defines distant reading as the kind
of reading that “allows you to focus on units that are much smaller or much larg-
er than the text: devices, themes, tropes — or genres and systems” (2013, 48-49).
Moretti further argues that the development of the novel in the world’s different
literatures follows a pattern of moving from European centers of metropolitan lit-
erature to non-European peripheries - “not as an autonomous development but
as a compromise between a Western formal influence (usually French or English)
and local materials” (50).

Zhang asserts that the center—periphery model, useful as it is to a certain degree
in its own context, “if applied mechanically, would obscure the complex relation-
ship between the novel as an imported Western form and the local context with its
indigenous narrative tradition, which cannot be considered as just passive ‘local
materials’ to be shaped into the new form of a modern novel” (2013, 245). To sup-
port his argument, Zhang cites certain renowned Chinese classic novels, such as San
Guo (Romance of the Three Kingdoms), Shui Hu Zhuan (Water Margin, also variously
translated as Outlaws of the Marsh, Tale of the Marshes, All Men Are Brothers, Men
of the Marshes, or Marshes of Mount Liang), and Hong lu meng (Dream of the Red
Chamber). Although the modern Western novel has had a significant influence
on the development of modern Chinese novels, Zhang argues, the classical as well as
indigenous vernacular novels provide a fertile soil for the modern novel as a repre-
sentative literary genre to strike roots. It is worthy of note, however, that in pre-1900
Chinese literary thinking, novels were mere popular entertainment and not to be
compared with poetry, historiography, and essays. Furthermore, the novels Zhang
lists above stretch over about 500 years and represent very different styles and tech-
niques.
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On the other hand, in seeing world literature as a space of cultural contestation,
marked by inequalities between Western countries and non-Western counterparts,
Casanova is not significantly different from Moretti. Zhang, who follows in the foot-
steps of Alexander Beecroft and Aamir Mufti, is far more critical of Casanova than
of Moretti. Uncomfortable with Casanova’s Paris-centered model, Beecroft claims
flatly that it “cannot account for the full range of literary production across all cul-
tures and times” (2014, 188). Mulfti also criticizes Casanova for missing “this initial
charting of non-Western traditions of writing on the emerging map of the literary
world” (315). In Zhang’s opinion, Casanova’s view of world literature in La Répub-
lique mondiale des Lettres (1999), despite her assertion that her discussion is based
on “a careful analysis”, is not entirely free from Gallocentrism (and perhaps Eurocen-
trism as well). Zhang joins Beecroft and Mulfti in criticizing it and argues, “[i]n Casa-
novas presentation, world literary history started in Renaissance Europe and gradu-
ally moved to other parts of the world along with the expansion of European power
in the 19th century, followed by 20th-century decolonization in Africa and Asia”
(2013, 244). Zhang further goes on to argue that Casanova “lays a particular em-
phasis on Paris as the capital of the ‘world republic of letters, and she presumes that
her Paris-centered literary space was based on historical facts” (244). What bothers
Zhang most about Casanovas argument is her annoyingly stubborn insistence that
Paris is “the capital of the world republic of letters”, rather than the capital of world
fashion, as commonly thought:

One may wonder what Casanova would say about Greek and Roman literature, or liter-
ature in Biblical antiquity? One may also wonder whether she is aware of the existence
of other powerful centers of cultural and literary activities outside Europe, such as the Per-
sian and Ottoman Empires, or imperial China which functioned as a center in the East
Asian region long before the European Renaissance? One would assume that such basic
and large-scale historical facts were taught even in French lycées, but how could “careful
historical analysis” have missed all that and become so blind to much of the world outside
France? (244-245; emphases added)

At first glance, Zhang’s argument seems to be quite irrefutable because the theory
of Casanova (and Moretti as well, for that matter), useful as it is in its own context,
clearly begs too many questions. Meticulous scrutiny of the quotation above also
reveals that Zhang himself turns out to be not as different from Casanova as it might
appear. Most noticeable is the italicized phrase in the above quote, which should be
given careful attention. In all likelihood, Zhang was inspired by what Goethe stated
in his conversations with Eckermann regarding China. In response to the question
as to whether the Chinese novel or romance (Peter Perring Thom’s English transla-
tion of Huanjianji with the title of Chinese Courtship) that his master had just read
is one of their best, Goethe immediately replied, “[b]y no means; the Chinese have
thousands of them, and had when our forefathers were still living in the woods”
(1984, 133).

What bothers Koreans most (and the Japanese as well) in Zhang Longxi’s arti-
cle, “Relevance of Weltliteratur”, is the second sentence of the passage quoted above.
Wondering if Casanova knows about “other powerful centers of cultural and literary
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activities outside Europe”, Zhang refers specifically to “imperial China which func-
tioned as a center in the East Asian region” (emphases added). As a Korean scholar
who has specialized in East Asian literature as well as in world literature, I am little
upset by this condescending attitude toward Korean and Japanese literature and thus
compelled to ask: Did imperial China really function as a literary center in the East
Asian region - just as Paris and France at large did in the European region, as Casa-
nova wants us to believe? The answer to the question is categorically in the negative.
It appears that Zhang here confuses a political sphere with a cultural one. China
traditionally played the vital role of Big Brother (not in George Orwellian, but Con-
fucian terms) in diplomatic relationships with East Asian neighboring countries, in-
cluding Korea and Japan in the Qing dynasty and before.

My own objections to Zhang Longxi’s argument are not merely applicable to some
minor phrasings but also to his implicit Sinocentric stance with regard to world lit-
erature. Zhang’s argument is, by and large, emblematic of a larger current of Sino-
centrism in China, which is related in one way or another to Chinese imperialism.
As Shu-mei Shih cogently argues, the history of Chinese imperialism has been largely
hidden from view mainly due to two obsessions: “the fetishization of Western em-
pires over other empires and the prevailing discourse of Chinese victimhood” (2011,
709). By the end of the 19th century, China exhibited Sinocentric, as well as impe-
rialistic, tendencies in dealing with the Joseon dynasty, similar to the way the West-
ern imperialists have dealt with China. The Korean port city of Jemulpo (Inchon)
provides a good illustration of how Chinese merchants enjoyed extraterritoriality
and the benefits of unequal treaties resembling those that Western powers enjoyed
in Chinese cities such as Shanghai. As the architect of China’s foreign policy, Li Hong-
zhang played a prominent role in Chinese diplomacy in Korea. The Chinese leaders
have characterized their past as a benevolent Confucian empire, acting to civilize
their neighbors, notably Korea. A similar thing could be true for modern Chinese
leaders who claim that China has never been imperialistic and that no neighboring
countries have anything to fear as regards China’s peaceful rise. However, China’s
influence rested primarily on political and cultural powers during important periods
of the pre-modern era. The influence was not only political but also cultural. Eman-
uel Pastreich makes this point quite clear:

Literary Chinese was the primary model for literature on the Korean peninsula. It re-
mained the dominant paradigm for writing until the 20th century because a viable indig-
enous script for representing the Korean language, hangul, did not emerge until the 15th
century and did not find acceptance as a medium for intellectual discourse until the late
19th century. [...] There are records indicating that, as early as 372, Koguryo established
a national Confucian academy, so no doubt there was considerable literary production
in all three kingdoms, granted little has survived the intervening wars and other crises.
(2001, 1067)

True, Chinese cultural primacy in Korea was an undeniable fact. The Four Books
(sishu) and Five Classics (wujing), which collectively create the foundation of Confu-
cianism, served as a central model for Korean rulers and the literati. Not to mention
these classic Confucian texts, Tang poetry and vernacular novels (such as Romance
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of the Three Kingdoms and Water Margin) were popular among both the literati and
the reading public. However, Pastreich’s claim that classic Chinese remained the dom-
inant paradigm for writings on the Korean peninsula until the 20th century is a little
exaggerated. With the creation of hangul, indigenous literature emerged. Even before
the invention of the Korean script, orality and performance were significant features
of vernacular poetry in traditional Korea. Composed as early as the 10th century,
the hyangga were sung during the Unified Silla and early Goryeo periods of Korean
history. The vernacular songs of Goryeo, commonly called Goryeo gasa, were per-
formed and transmitted orally until the 16th century when the poems were finally
recorded in hangul.

In addition, Emanuel Pastreich also maintains that China continued to serve
as a model of modernization for Korea throughout the early 20th century. In an at-
tempt to prove his argument, he cites a novel form, commonly known as sinsoseol
(new novel), developed at the turn of the century. Pastreich further argues that
the new novel movement was “directly inspired by the writings both theoretical and
literary, of Liang Ch’i-chao and other reform writers of the late Ch’ing dynasty” (1077;
emphasis added). The influences of Liang on Korean writers, notably Sin Chae-ho
and Pak Eun-sik, are hardly to be dismissed. But the writers of sinsoseol were not so
indebted to Chinese writers as their Japanese counterparts. One should keep in mind
that after participating in the Hundred Days of Reform, the cultural and political
reform movement that occurred in 1898 during the late Qing dynasty, Liang spent
14 years in exile in Japan, where he continued to advocate for political and cultural
reform in China and helped found a number of journals and political organizations.
Triggered by student protests in Beijing in 1919, the May Fourth Movement, a Chi-
nese anti-imperialist, cultural, and political movement, was in a sense influenced
by the March First movement in Korea.

That China exercised strong political and cultural power does not necessarily mean
that it is culturally superior to its neighbors. As seen in Latin American literature, there
is a gap between political institutions and literary or cultural expressions. Historically
speaking, certainly from Tang to Ming times, and to some extent in Qing (1644-1911)
as well, China was both a political and a cultural center. This is evidenced by the his-
torical fact that some Koreans competed for the Chinese civil service examinations
and their poems were published in Chinese anthologies. It can be safely assumed that
there were no rival centers in any significant sense at the time, although China itself
was often divided or ruled by “outsiders” Even so, I find Zhang’s view of imperial Chi-
na as having “functioned as a center in the East Asian region long before the European
Renaissance” rather hard to accept. China assumed, in one way or another, the role
as a center in East Asia, including Korea and Japan, when it comes to the literary and
cultural world. And yet it is not a good idea to deny Chinese influences on its neigh-
boring countries. To parody what Zhang says about Casanova, one may wonder what
he would say about Korean literature or Japanese literature? One may also wonder
whether he is aware of the existence of other powerful centers of cultural and literary
activities outside imperial China? This attitude may be an obstruction to the true spirit
of world literature, which strives for better cultural hybridity.
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In this connection, Martin Puchner is quite right in his observation that “for world
literature, it is not necessarily an advantage to come from a large nation; there is
a provincialism of the center as well as a provincialism associated with the periphery”
(2013, 33). As Puchner sees it, some representative writers of world literature, such
as Henrik Ibsen, Milan Kundera, and Orhan Pamuk, are by and large from the pro-
vincial or peripheral origins. The Nobel Prize for literature in 2006 was awarded
to Pamuk, “who in the quest for the melancholic soul of his native city has discovered
new symbols for the clash and interlacing of cultures” (www.nobelprize.org/prizes/
literature/2006/summary/). His work has been widely translated into more than
60 languages, the Kannada language included. Ibsen, Kundera, and Pamuk are all
characteristic of what Puchner terms “provincial cosmopolitan” Although Korea and
Japan, compared to China, might be provincial or peripheral, their cultural activities
were quite remarkable.

HISTORY OF CHINESE SINOCENTRISM

Zhang Longxi’s critical stance in his “Relevance of Weltliteratur” is inextricably
related to Sinocentrism, the ideology that China is the cultural, political, or eco-
nomic center of the world in general and East Asia in particular. It comes as a great
surprise that Zhang, one of the leading scholars in East-West cross-cultural studies,
still seems to believe in this rather old-fashioned Sinocentrism, a hierarchical ide-
ology or system that prevailed in East Asia until the weakening of the Qing dynas-
ty and the encroachment of European and Japanese imperialists in the second half
of the 19th century. At the center of this ideology stood China, ruled by the Shenzhou
(Celestial Empire), which regarded itself as the only civilization in the world. Neigh-
boring countries, such as Korea and Japan (and Vietnam as well), were considered
vassals of China. The relations between the Chinese Empire and these nations were
interpreted as tributary relationships under which these countries offered tributes
to the emperor of China and received titles and privileges in return.

Historical accounts of such tributes, however, have been considerably distorted or
at least exaggerated. For instance, the Han dynasty is known to have offered tributes
to the Huns (Xiongnu tribes). On the other hand, according to the Goryeosa jeolyo
(A condensed history of the Goryeo dynasty), compiled by Kim Jong-seo, Goryeo
was offered the tributes from the Jurchen, which established the Jin dynasty in Man-
churia and conquered the Northern Song in 1127, gaining control of most of North
China. This fact is further attested by Sejong silrok (Veritable records of King Se-
jong), in which King Sejong was quoted as saying, “[d]o not give too much Korean
paper to the Jurchen” when told by a retainer that they demanded too much of it
in return for the tributes. Isolated from mainland China, Japan decisively cut off its
vassal relationship with China during the Asuka period because it regarded itself as
an equal and individual culture. In the past, the tribute was a form of trade rather
than a sign of submission, allegiance, or respect. Most historians believe that in East
Asia, as in most areas of the world, the tributes were some form of barter and trade.

An extreme form of ethnocentrism, this Sinocentrism is closely related to another
ideology known in China as the “Hua-Yi distinction”, the ideology viewing China
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as the most advanced civilization in the world (not to mention East Asia), and exter-
nal ethnic groups or foreign nations as being uncivilized to various degrees. The age-
old distinction between Hua and Yi, also known as the Sino-barbarian dichotomy,
is an ancient Chinese concept that differentiated a culturally defined “China” (called
Hua or Huaxia) from cultural or ethnic outsiders (called Y7). Conventionally trans-

» «

lated as “barbarian’, the English translations of Yi include “foreigners”, “ordinary oth-
ers’, “wild tribes”, and “uncivilized tribes”. Located east of China, Korea and Japan
were pejoratively called Dongyi, literally meaning “barbarians living in the eastern
districts”. Most obviously, this Hua-Yi distinction claimed Chinese superiority and
at the same time implied that outsiders could become Hua by adopting Chinese val-
ues and customs.

If Casanova’s Gallocentrism and Eurocentrism are detrimental to the develop-
ment of world literature, so is Zhang’s Sinocentrism. As a matter of fact, any form
of ethnocentrism should be rejected for the healthy development of the “World Re-
public of Letters”, to use Casanova’s ingenuous term. Most probably, Zhang came
to the recognition that he went too far in regarding China as the center of the East
Asian literary world. This critical position runs counter to his critique of Casano-
vas Gallocentrism, weakening his argument for shijie de wenxue, the Chinese term
for world literature. It is very interesting to note that in “The Changing Concept
of World Literature’, the article he wrote as the epilogue to World Literature in Theory,
edited by David Damrosch, Zhang changes his view a little. Taking issue again with
Casanovas idea of the “world republic of letters” and her view of Paris as the center
of the literary world in particular, Zhang states:

Such an account of the history of world literature is unabashedly Eurocentric and mod-
ernist, closely mapping onto the European expansion in the colonialist era and the sub-
sequent decolonization in the mid-20th century, but completely oblivious to the Hellenic
and Roman world and ignorant of the formation of literary constellations outside Europe,
such as the Persian and the Ottoman empires, of the East Asian region with the Chinese

written language and culture playing a pivotal role in pre-modern times. (2014, 518; em-
phases added)

In the passage quoted above, the former phrase (“imperial China which func-
tioned as a center in the East Asian region”) is deftly replaced by the italicized ex-
pression of the last sentence. Now Zhang asserts that Chinese written language and
culture performed a crucial role in the East Asian region, most probably Korea and
Japan in particular. It should also be noted that Zhang qualifies the statement with
the phrase “pre-modern times”. Since the Meiji Restoration in 1868, Japan, not China,
played the leading role in East Asia. By the early 20th century, the goals of the Resto-
ration were largely accomplished. With its victory in two wars over China in 1894-
1895 and Russia in 1904-1905, Japan appeared for the first time on the international
scene as a major world power.

When he makes this statement on the Chinese written language, Zhang Longxi
certainly has in mind what has been rather vaguely termed “Sinosphere” or the “East
Asian cultural sphere” - the term commonly used to refer to the East Asian countries
and regions historically influenced by Chinese language and culture. The core regions
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of the East Asian cultural sphere include Greater China, Korea, Japan, Singapore, and
Vietnam. Located adjacent to China, Korea in particular has historically been cultur-
ally as well as linguistically influenced by China in one way or another.

Despite the importance of its native language, major national literatures have built
their literary canons on non-autochthonous languages, as exemplified in American
and Canadian, Latin American or Taiwanese national literature: English, Spanish and
Mandarin-Chinese. Be that as it may, Korea has a long history of its own unique
language, which has belonged to the Koreanic language family for several thousand
years. Even so, unfortunately, it has had its writing system only since the mid-15th
century, when hangul, the Korean script, was invented by King Sejong and his scholar
retainers in the early Joseon dynasty. Under these circumstances, early literary ac-
tivity was often executed in Chinese characters. Korean scholars-cum-literati wrote
poems in the traditional manner of classical Chinese at least by the 4th century CE.

It should be noted, however, that Koreans, much like the Japanese and other East
Asians, transformed the Chinese characters to suit their own linguistic purpose.
By the 7th century, a system called idu had been devised that allowed Koreans to rep-
resent the Korean phonology through the Chinese characters called hanja. The idu
system was used from the early Three Kingdoms to the Joseon dynasty periods.
A more extended system of transcription, called hyangchal (vernacular letters), fol-
lowed shortly thereafter, in which entire sentences in Korean could be written in clas-
sical Chinese. The hyangchal is best known as the writing method that Koreans used
to compose hyangga (vernacular songs). In still another system, gugyeol, abridged
versions of Chinese characters were used to denote grammatical elements and were
inserted into texts during transcription. Extant literary works clearly indicate that
before the 20th century, much of Korean literature was written in classical Chinese
rather than in Korean, even after the invention of hangul. In general, then, literature
written in Korea falls into three categories: (1) works written in the early transcrip-
tion systems, (2) those written in hangul, and (3) those written in classical Chinese.

A considerable body of writings by Koreans (and Japanese as well) was thus writ-
ten in the classic Chinese language. It would not be too much of an exaggeration
to say that classical Chinese (that is, the written Chinese language from the Han
dynasty to the end of the Qing dynasty) had been the lingua franca across Eastern
Asia for more than 1500 years. It explains, at least in part, why Zhang Longxi claims
that in the East Asian region, the Chinese written language and culture performed
a primary role in pre-modern times. It does not necessarily mean, however, that
Korean writings written in classical Chinese, hanmunhak, are Chinese literature.
The hanmunhak should be regarded not as Chinese literature per se but as Korean
literature proper. With several notable exceptions (say, Yi Gwang-su, unarguably one
of the pioneers of modern Korean literature, and Kim Tae-jun, the literary scholar
who specialized in Chinese literature, and Yim Hwa, the poet and literary critic), nu-
merous scholars and writers have included the writings written in classical Chinese
by Koreans in Korean literature proper. In this connection, Kim Tae-jun deserves
more attention. In Joseonhanmunhaksa (A history of Korean literature in classical
Chinese), he rather peremptorily claims that “those writings should be acknowledged
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as Korean literature proper only if they were written in the Korean language, hangul,
to express thoughts and emotions native to the country” (1931, 3-4). In his narrow
definition of Korean literature, those writings written in classical Chinese were totally
excluded from Korean literature. Kim labels Korean writing written in classical Chi-
nese as a “variant of Chinese literature”. Undoubtedly, his powerful nationalistic view
is strongly reminiscent of Johann Gottfried Herder.

As early as 1934, on the other hand, the Korean linguist Hong Gi-mun takes quite
the opposite view to Kim Tae-jun and claims that literary works written in classical
Chinese should also be regarded as Korean literature. More historically as well as na-
tionalistically oriented, Hong divides Joseon literature (rather than Korean literature)
into two categories: in a narrow sense, Joseon literature can be defined according to its
language; in a broad sense, it can be defined according to its nationality. Hong claims
that Korean hanmunhak can be classified as Joseon literature in the broad sense, as dis-
tinct from that in the narrow sense. Hong further recognizes Korean literature written
in classical Chinese as yangban munhak, literature written by a privileged class whose
social status was largely determined by birth and Confucian education. As Hong aptly
states, “[1]iterature written in classical Chinese in Korea is none other than the litera-
ture of yangban in Korea. There is no denying the fact that literature in classical Chi-
nese is part of Korean national literature unless one removes the age of yangban from
Korean history” (1997, 360-361; emphasis added). Hong goes as far as to categorize
the hanmumbhak not only as Korean literature but also as Korean national literature.

Hong’s argument was later supported by another scholar Yi Ga-won, who, in Han-
gukhanmunhaksa (A history of Korean literature in classical Chinese, 1960), argues
that Korean literature written in classical Chinese differs significantly from Chinese
literature proper in that the former has developed as a special way of expressing Ko-
rean ideology and emotion. The favorable position held by both Hong Gi-mun and
Yi Ga-won was further bolstered by several men of letters such as Park Yeong-hui
and Yi Byeong-gi, who played a very active role in developing Korean literature. Due
to the absence of written characters, the indebtedness of Korean (and Japanese) writ-
ers to the classical Chinese language was unavoidable. I have the opinion that han-
munhak should be considered Korean literature. In Korea, Chinese characters have
not only been pronounced differently from China but also have had significantly
different meanings in some cases. Japan went further than Korea; in the 8th and 9th
centuries, Japan developed its own phonetic script, kana, to write Japanese. The writ-
ings in kana have been regarded as Japanese literature. Furthermore, the Japanese
have never regarded kanji (the Japanese equivalent of Korean hanja) as somehow
foreign, obviously evidenced by the fact that they usually annotate the readings with
hiragana and not katakana, as they do for truly “foreign” words.

On the one hand, Koreans have been acutely conscious of the presence of Chi-
na, but on the other, they have attempted to break loose from its various influences.
Strongly independent and self-reliant, Korea has attempted to reject Chinese dom-
ination, both politically and culturally. This can be demonstrated by an old histori-
cal document that provides valuable and specific information about Korea’s cultural
as well as literary independence from China. As early as the 10th century, the founder

40 WOOK-DONG KIM



of the Goryeo dynasty, also known as Taejo Wang Geon, left behind for his succes-
sors the testament commonly known as Hunyo sipjo (Ten injunctions). Considering
Wang Geon’s vision of the Goryeo dynasty, the fourth injunction gives evidence of his
opinion of cultural borrowing:

In the past we have always had a deep attachment to the ways of China and all of our insti-
tutions have been modeled upon those of Tang. But our country occupies a different geo-
graphical location and our people’s character is different from that of the Chinese. Hence,
there is no reason to strain ourselves unreasonably to copy the Chinese way. Khitan [Mon-
golia] is a nation of savage beasts, and its language and customs are also different. Its dress
and institutions should never be copied. (“Excerpts from the Koryosa”)

This passage clearly shows that the founder of the Goryeo dynasty saw China as
a model worthy of respect and borrowing. And yet it never fails to state that Goryeo
did not want to copy China exactly but instead wanted to develop its own culture.
Culturally pluralist, the Goryeo dynasty was strongly characterized by an outlook
that recognized greater and equal empires in China and Manchuria, while positing
Goryeo as the center of a separate and bounded world ruled by the Goryeo emperor.

Furthermore, Korea’s avid affection for, as well as great pride in, its own literature
is exemplified by the fact that by the 13th century, it had invented metal movable
types. Although the world’s first porcelain movable types were invented in the 11th
century in China during the Northern Song dynasty, the world’s oldest metal movable
types were invented in Korea during the Goryeo dynasty for the first time in human
history. These movable types were extensively used by Korean government printers
to print books. The first books known to have been printed and published in metallic
type set include the fifty-volume Sangjeong gogeum yemun (Exemplar books of et-
iquettes old and new), compiled by Choe Yun-ui and the two-volume Jikji simche
yojeol (Anthology of great Buddhist priests’ Zen teachings), compiled by the Bud-
dhist monk Gyeongan. Even though the former has not survived, the second vol-
ume of the latter survived. After more than a half century, around 1450, Johannes
Gutenberg introduced the metal movable-type printing press in Europe, along with
innovations in casting the type based on a matrix and hand mold.

As early as the mid-1920s, young Korean intellectuals began discussing the idea
of segye munhak (world literature), which is comparable to what Rabindranath Tago-
re called vishwa sahitya in 1907, and a little later, the Chinese version of it was termed
shijie de wenxue. Independent of the New Culture Movement of 1915-1921 in China,
Korean students studying foreign literature at Waseda and Hosei Universities in To-
kyo, Japan, founded the Society for the Study of Foreign Literature and published its
magazine, Haeoemunhak (Foreign literature). In the 1920s and 1930s, the word “for-
eign” had the meaning “overseas” It is interesting to note that the subtitle of the mag-
azine, “Cpammata Eswtika,” must have been taken from the Greek words, Ipappata
‘Eowtikd (Grammata Esotika), presumably referring to esoteric writings, but mis-
transcribed as Roman letters. This is clearly an interesting gesture of internationalism
on the part of the members of the Society. The founding members included Kim
Jin-seop (German literature), Zong In-sob (English literature), Yi Ha-yun (French
literature and English literature), and Yi Seon-geun (Russian literature).
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In the inaugural message for the first volume of the magazine, the editor first
used the Korean term segye munhak. He proclaims in an eloquent tone, “[t]he rea-
son for us to study foreign literature is not just for its own sake; rather, it is first
of all for the establishment of Korean literature and secondly, for mutually expanding
the scope of the world literature” (1927, 1). The founding of the Society for the Study
of Foreign Literature, along with the publication of the magazine as its organ, created
a new epoch in the history of modern Korean literature. The members of the Soci-
ety not only took a keen interest in world literature; but they also first introduced
the method of direct translation, the type of translation procedure in which a target
text is produced directly from the original source text rather than via another inter-
mediated translation in another language, usually from Japanese or Chinese transla-
tions (Kim 2020).

IRRELEVANCE OF THE CENTER-PERIPHERIES CONCEPT

Chinas Northeast Project, short for Research Project on the History and Cur-
rent State of the Northeast Borderland, is one recent manifestation of Sinocentrism.
Launched in 2002 by the Chinese Academy of Social Science and financially support-
ed by the Chinese government, it was a five-year research project on the history and
current situation of the frontiers of Northeast China. The main reasons for China’s
promotion of the Project include its interest in preventing any possible political or so-
cial impact that may arise as a consequence of future changes expected in the Ko-
rean Peninsula, thereby stabilizing the northeastern region and coping with shifts
in the international order surrounding Northeast Asia. Besides, the Project may be
considered China’s attempt to impose cultural hegemony by putting forth the “uni-
fied multi-ethnic state” theory to undermine the history and culture of surrounding
nations in general and Korea in particular. Based on economic growth, China tried
to create a new image of the past in order to establish historical origins and thus unify
its people and territories. From its beginning, however, some Korean scholars have
entertained grave doubts as to the Project. The Project has been criticized by Yoon
Hwy-tak for applying rather anachronistically the contemporary vision of China
as a “unified multi-ethnic state” to ancient ethnic groups (2004).

Exclusive rather than inclusive, Korea has for along time developed its own unique
literature both in quantity and quality, significantly different in form and style from
its Chinese or Japanese counterparts. The origins of Korean literature (commonly
designated as hanguk munhak) can be traced back to an early art form that combined
dance, music, and literature. Originating in festival activities, this art form served
various functions: (1) the political function of unifying society, (2) the religious func-
tion of supplicating a supernatural power to avert calamity on earth, and (3) the eco-
nomic function of inspiring agricultural productivity. As an agrarian society, Ko-
rea was known for agricultural work songs. In addition, the early forms of myth,
legend, and narrative poetry also had their basis in the abundant harvests of earlier
periods. Korean literature thus presents an extraordinary variety of forms and styles,
which cannot be explained merely in terms of the natural evolution of the language.
Some of these were patently influenced by the importance of Chinese vocabulary
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and syntax, but others developed in response to the internal requirements of major
traditional poetic forms: hyangga (native songs); Goryeo gayo or sogyo (folk songs
in the Goryeo dynasty), byeolgok (special songs), or jangga (long poems), sijo (cur-
rent melodies), and gasa (verse narratives) among many other genres.

Something similar can be said about Japanese literature (commonly called nihon
bungaku), which has often been considered as ranking as one of the major litera-
tures of the world, comparable in age, richness, and volume to some representative
Western literatures, although its course of development has been quite dissimilar.
The extant works represent a literary tradition extending from the 7th century CE
to the present. Japanese literature is characterized by some unique literary genres not
so highly esteemed in Western or even other East Asian countries: that is, very brief
poems like haiku or waka, diaries or letters, travelogues, and personalized accounts
of life, such as Makura no soshi (The pillow book) written by Sei Shonagon during
her time as a court lady to an Empress Consort during the Heian period. Written
in the early 11th century by Murasaki Shikibu, Genji monogatari (The Tale of Genji)
has been widely acclaimed as a masterpiece of classic Japanese literature in the West-
ern world as well. Generally considered to be the world’s first novel, the book has
been referred to as one of the works categorized as world literature by David Dam-
rosch and Franco Moretti, among others. Damrosch claims that “The Tale of Genji
can profitably be read, as I have suggested, along with Proust’s Swanns Way” (2003,
299). With economic prosperity, an amazing burst of creative activity has occurred
since the early 20th century. Modern Japanese literature increasingly received more
worldwide attention, as seen in the authors, such as Kawabata Yasunari, Oe Kenzabu-
ro, and Murakami Haruki - to name only a few.

Seen from this perspective, Zhang Longxi’s discussion of China as the literary and
cultural center of East Asia provides a striking example of what has been termed
“internal Orientalism”, a discursive practice first building upon Edward Said’s work
and later developed by anthropologists in the mid-1990s. In Zhang’s scheme, Ko-
rea and Japan are unfortunately treated as an internal spatial “Other” in East Asia,
marginalized by a privileged China, and at the same time playing the role of internal
othering; simply put, China is the center of literary and cultural activities while Ko-
rea and Japan are merely peripheral. Given what Zhang calls “basic and large-scale
historical facts” with regard to Casanova’s theory, however, nothing could be further
from the truth. For some periods, it is easy to work out center/periphery relations;
for other periods, these are rather unstable. Thus, it seems more appropriate to main-
tain that in East Asia, there are neither centers nor peripheries but only the middle
twilight zones between the dominant centers and the subjugated peripheries. From
the start, in fact, a Wallersteinian central-peripheral approach alone cannot properly
account for the diversity and dynamics of the world literary space.

THE ROLE OF KOREAN LITERATURE

As is often the case with most literatures worldwide, Korean literature and orature
have undergone periods of intensive influence by various neighboring and migratory
cultures: Chinese civilization, Buddhism in its Chinese form, the Mongol world, and

Against Sinocentrism: Internal orientalism in world literature 43



the Manchu conquest empire, the Japanese empire, Soviet and American influences,
and globalization, among others. Accordingly, it might be as injurious to world litera-
ture as Sinocentrism to argue for a pure origin of Korean literature. Even so, contem-
porary Korean literature has developed in a manner that is relatively free from Chinese
influences and as a consequence of its wider ongoing literary exchanges. Inordinate
stress on Sinocentrism and/or Sinophone centrality has tended to gloss over the pos-
sibility of Korean literature written in classical Chinese being categorically dismissed
as non-Korean literature. Seen from this perspective, Korean literature has a wider
spectrum, from oratures, through hanmunhak, to the writings in vernacular Korean.

If world literature can be understood as national literature read and appreciated
beyond its linguistic boundaries, translation is no doubt a prerequisite for transmis-
sion. Translation provides insight into how new ideas, new styles, and new meanings
in the world are shared between cultures and nations. This is why David Damrosch
succinctly asserts that “[w]orld literature is writing that gains in translation” (2003,
281, 288; original emphases). His remark reminds one of what Robert Frost has been
quoted by Louis Untermeyer as saying, “[p]oetry is what is lost in translation. It is
also lost in interpretation” (1964, 18). Damrosch makes this point clearer:

The balance of credit and loss remains a distinguishing mark of national literature versus
world literature: literature stays within its national or regional tradition when it usually
loses in translation, whereas works become world literature when they gain on balance
in translation, stylistic losses offset by an expansion in depth as they increase their range,
as is the case with such widely disparate works as The Epic of Gilgamesh and Dictionary
of the Khazars. It follows from this that the study of world literature should embrace trans-
lation far more actively than it has usually done to date. (2003, 289)

What Damrosch call the “balance of gain and loss” in translation had taken place
in Korean literature when it was translated into other languages, mostly into En-
glish. Since the opening of the country at the turn of the 20th century, translations
of Korean literature have been done chiefly by American and Canadian missionar-
ies and diplomats. Horace N. Allen’s translation of Korean folk tales in 1889 was
followed by James S. Gale, who translated classic Korean novels, such as The Cloud
Dream of the Nine, a 17th-century novel by Kim Man-jung, and Choon Yang, pre-
sumably the most well-known Korean classic novel, often translated as The Fragrance
of Spring (as initiated by Edward J. Urquhart in 1929). Marshall R. Pihl’s translation,
with a lengthy introduction and annotations, of The Tale of Sim Chong: A Korean Oral
Narrative is far more scholarly. Recently, Ann Sung-hi Lee’s translation of Mujong
(The Heartless) provides another good illustration of academic translation.

What matters here is the extent to which Korean classics, ancient and modern,
contribute to world literature. Most translations of Korean classics are intended for
an academic audience rather than the world literature reader whom Damrosch has
in mind. It may seem understandable given that world literature, as commonly used
today, was non-existent, yet a slow but marked change can be discerned in transla-
tions of Korean literary works since the turn of the 21st century. Contemporary Ko-
rean authors have been widely translated into English and other Western European
languages such as French and German.
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In this connection, two promising Korean authors, Shin Kyung-sook and Han
Kang, deserve special attention in terms of world literature. Beginning with a Ger-
man translation Ein einsames Zimmer (A lone room, 1995) in 2001, translations
of Shin’s novels have been published in the United States and elsewhere. They include
The Place Where the Harmonium Once Was (ASIA Publishers, 2012), Please Look
after Mom (Vintage, 2011), The Girl Who Wrote Loneliness (Pegasus Books, 2015),
and The Court Dancer (Pegasus Books, 2019), among others. Shin won the 2011 Man
Asian Literary Prize for Please Look after Mom, being not only the first Korean au-
thor, but also the first woman to receive that award.

Seven years younger than Shin Kyung-sook, Han Kang made her literary debut
as a poet and then became a short story writer and novelist. Translations of Han’s
books include Convalescence (TASIA Publishers, 2013), The Vegetarian (Portobello
Books, 2015), Human Acts (Portobello Books, 2016), and The White Book (Portobello
Books, 2017). The Vegetarian became the first Korean-language novel to win the 2016
Man Booker International Prize, which was awarded to both its author, Han Kang,
and its translator, Deborah Smith. Atti umani (Human Acts) won the 2017 Malaparte
Prize in Italy. She was awarded the San Clemente Prize for The Vegetarian in Spain
in 2019. In addition, Han was selected as the fifth writer for the Future Library project
in Norway in 2019. It should be mentioned in passing that the quality of the trans-
lation of The Vegetarian has been criticized; some translation scholars have pointed
out that the English version of the prized novel has a significant number of awkward
translations and mistranslations (Kim 2019, 133-173).

Encouraged by the works of Shin Kyung-sook and Han Kang, some of the best
contemporary Korean novels in English translation have come out. The last decade
or so of this century has witnessed drastic changes in the selection of what works
should be translated. This stress on contemporary works differs significantly from
the first part of the 20th century when translators attempted to bring Korean clas-
sics to the fore. It does not seem difficult to make of this a rather great discrepancy.
In a free-market economy, the law of supply and demand, rather than academia, reg-
ulates this process of translating Korean literature.

CONCLUSION

The phrase “think globally, act locally” has been used (or somewhat abused)
in various contexts, including education, business, and environment. The phrase
can also be applicable to world literature, which obtains its nourishment from glo-
balization. World literature is part of a complex process of globalization embodied
in the domain of literature. Zhang Longxi is quite right when he states:

It is in our time, when literary scholars everywhere have a much greater sense of the global
connectedness of nations and peoples, a much greater need to open one’s eyes beyond
the tunnel vision of one’s own group or community, and a much greater readiness to em-
brace alterity beyond one€’s linguistic and cultural comfort zones, that Goethe’s concept
of Weltliteratur may have found a better condition than ever before to make a real impact
on the ways we think globally about literature, culture, and tradition, and ultimately about
the world in which we live. (2014, 515; emphases added)
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Most noteworthy in the passage above is that Zhang makes profuse use of the com-
parative adjectives — “greater” three times and “better” once. The implication is that
world literature is not a fait accompli but still in the process of developing and still
with many possibilities. To help it develop so that it will be more effective as a new
literary paradigm, one should improve what Revathi Krishnaswamy calls “world liter-
ary knowledges”. She proposes this new category (“knowledges” in the plural) as a new
component of global literary studies in order “to open up the canon of literary theory
and criticism to alternative ways of conceptualizing and analyzing literary production”
(2010, 408). To push her argument a little further, I argue for “world literature literacy”
to refer to the ability to read world literature in a more proper way, the ability “to em-
brace alterity beyond one’s linguistic and cultural comfort zones”, as Zhang maintains.

In the current phase of rapid globalization, we are living through what Pascale Ca-
sanova aptly terms the “World Republic of Letters” or what I call the “Commonwealth
of Letters”. At the present moment, however, the Republic or the Commonwealth
seems to be incomplete, still under construction. Unfortunately, even some influ-
ential scholars arguing for world literature, for all their good intentions, still remain
willingly or unwillingly Eurocentric (as exemplified in Pascale Casanova or Franco
Moretti) or Sinocentric (as exemplified in Zhang Longxi). Eurocentric or Sinocentric,
any form of ethnocentrism is in fact injurious, or even fatal, to the salutary develop-
ment of world literature.

In thinking of new ways to explore the relations of world literature, mutual un-
derstanding of, as well as mutual respect for, other literatures and cultures are pre-
requisite. One of the valuable lessons we learn from world literature is, among other
things, a reconfiguration of the relations between cultural centers and the periphery,
between the national and the local, and between metropolis and province. Without
such reconfiguration, which is reminiscent of Goethe’s idea of Weltliteratur, the arriv-
al of world literature will be delayed, perhaps for quite a long time.
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Against Sinocentrism: Internal orientalism in world literature

World literature. Sinocentrism. Ethnocentrism. Korean literature. Internal orientalism.

Much discussion of world literature, as seen in the theories of Franco Moretti and Pascale
Casanova, is still not entirely able to rid itself of Eurocentric and Western-centric biases.
More recently, Zhang Longxi, a leading Chinese cross-cultural scholar, despite his good inten-
tions, displays Sinocentric limitations by claiming that imperial China “functioned as a cen-
ter in the East Asian region”. Based on the assumption that Zhang’s argument is emblematic
of a larger current of Sinocentrism in China, this article argues that East Asian countries,
most notably Korea and Japan, developed their own literatures and cultures, although they
have been influenced by Chinese culture. This article calls for a more globally-oriented par-
adigm and asserts that any form of ethnocentrism, Eurocentric or Sinocentric, is injurious,
or even fatal, to the salutary development of world literature.
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The current concept of world literature as a borderless product of the global market
has emerged since the 18th century. The world literary market mostly relies on the cir-
culation of texts in English as a globally accepted lingua franca. The language regulates
the production and circulation of world literature. English, being at the center, acts as
amagnetic force attracting all peripheral literatures toward the center with the promise
of international recognition (Puchner 2013, 32). National literature is expected to give
up its language boundaries and become one with English in order to be a part of world
literature. This monopoly of language in the world literary market is not regarded as
a forceful imposition, but rather the consequence of power and necessity. For instance,
in a multilingual nation such as India, where translation serves as a means of pre-
serving the pluralistic cultural heritage, English has earned the designation of “a link
language” as the internal literary exchange mostly relies on English translation.

Rabindranath Tagore famously rendered the term “world literature” into Bengali
as biswa sahitya. This applies the qualifier biswa (meaning “worldwide” or “univer-
sal”) to the mass of literature (sahitya) from around the world. The phrase represents
literature that is biswatmaka, i.e. “universal in disposition, an immense gathering
or intertexture of works and discourses whose self-identity or ‘shaping soul’ is uni-
versality” (Dharwadker 2012, 477). One of the most coherent ways to define world
literature is to consider it as a canon of texts that travel beyond their culture of origin
in new avatars (incarnations), which are the consequence of the metamorphosis that
literature undergoes through translation. The Biswa Sahitya Granthamala (World lit-
erature book series) in Odia (the language spoken in Odisha), is such an avatar which
established a space for world literature in an Indian regional language.

Odia (formerly spelled Oriya) is the official language of Odisha (previously Orissa),
an Indian state located on the country’s eastern coast and formed as a result of a lan-
guage-based identity movement. The present state of Odisha is bordered by the Hindi
speaking Bihar in the north and Madhya Pradesh in the west, the Telugu-speaking
Andhra Pradesh in the south, and Bengali-speaking West Bengal in the northeast.
According to the census of 2011, Odia is the native language of around 37.5 million
people and thus ranks 37th out of the more than 7,000 world languages.
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As Odisha stepped out of the provincial periphery and responded to increasing
globalization in post-independence India, the eagerness to explore and comprehend
the world beyond its borders resulted in the dramatic rise of interest in world liter-
ature, the “window of the world”. The Odia intelligentsia understood the necessity
of translations of world literature into the local language to bridge the gap between
the local and the global. In this context, the award-winning Indian publisher Granth-
amandir played a pivotal role by introducing a unique world literature book series
titled Biswa Sahitya Granthamala (BSG) in 1969-1970. This literary endeavor took
a remarkable attempt to make world culture and literature accessible to the non-En-
glish-speaking populace of Odisha. The willing submission to English with the hope
to increase international exposure in the post-independence period resulted in a new
wave of cultural colonialism. In this context, we argue, translations of world literature
into Odia served as a liberating force. Granthamandir’s BSG can therefore be under-
stood as a crucial step that raised a strong resistance against the cultural dominance
of English.

This article will try to answer the following questions: was this situation in Odi-
sha prompted by the growing trend of English-language translations in the context
of global literary circulation? What other factors contributed to this situation? How
did Odisha culture respond to this crisis? What countermeasures were taken against
English literary hegemony? To provide answers, it first discusses the socio-political
situation in Odisha that served as a backdrop for the 19th-century literary endeavors
to establish Odia as a language, including the role of endotropic translation (i.e. from
one Indian language into another Indian language). Subsequently, it outlines the evo-
lution of the literary consciousness in Odisha and the emergence of the concept
of world literature in Odia. In this context, it also focuses on the persisting colonial-
ism which restricted the free literary exchange and confined it to exotropic transla-
tion (i.e. from an Indian language into English). From this perspective, the final sec-
tion evaluates the contribution of Granthamandir’s BSG in creating a space for Odia
translations of world literature.

THE LANGUAGE SITUATION IN PRECOLONIAL

AND COLONIAL ODISHA

Odia has a rich literary past, earning it the distinction of being India’s sixth clas-
sical language.! The oldest specimen of written language in Odisha are stone in-
scriptions on rocks (the Ashokan Edicts of the 3rd century BCE) and on cave walls
(the Hathigumpha cave of king Kharavela in the Udaygiri and Dhauli hills near Bhu-
baneswar from approximately the 1st century BCE). However, they are not yet written
in a language which can be called Odia. The earliest written literary sources in Odia
are the charyapadas, which were composed between the 7th and 9th century. This
Buddhist mystical poetry recorded the spiritual realizations of poets such as Luippa
and Kanhuppa (Pattanaik 2000, 72). Their compositions represent the origin of Odia
poetry. In northeast India, the charyapadas’ impact lasted from the 10th to the 14th
century. Historians refer to this period, during which Odia emerged as a distinct lan-
guage, as the Old Odia period. The remarkable Odia compositions of this period
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include the historical record of the Gajapati kings and of the Puri temple called Ma-
dala Panji (11th century) and the tantric text Sishuveda (13th century). Odia poetry
achieved new heights of prominence in the hands of Sarala Das (15th century), who
composed Odia retellings of the Sanskrit epics Mahabharata and Ramayana. The ear-
ly prose work Rudra Sudhanidhi of Abadhuta Narayana Swami (16th century) also
deserves a mention.

The 19th-century renaissance in Odia literature heralded the birth of modern
Odisha. The literary endeavors undertaken during the colonial era demonstrate
strong resistance to the rising expansionism of the Bengali and Hindi languages
(Mohanty 2002). Inspired by the growing nationalistic tendencies and the inter-
est in literature in Odia, the publishing houses in Odisha accelerated the produc-
tion of Odia books. Literature published in the late 19th and early 20th centuries
strengthened the Odialanguage movement and ultimately succeeded in legitimizing
the Odia language. This non-violent socio-linguistic upheaval led to the territorial
unification in 1936 and the later formation of the state of Orissa in the post-inde-
pendence period. The legitimization of the Odia language undoubtedly contrib-
uted to the loosening of the grip of linguistic domination of Bengali and Hindi.
However, the formation of the British province and the legitimization of the Odia
language were not followed by complete language emancipation. With the grow-
ing influence of English in all spheres of life in the decades subsequent to India’s
independence, Odia language and literature were sidetracked again. The educated
populace gravitated towards English translations even of Odia literature itself, and
the publishing industry followed suit.

In the socio-political matrix of 19th-century Odisha, the proximity of power, lan-
guage and literary production is apparent in the relationship of the Odia language
with other hegemonic languages. The significant impact of linguistic dominance
in Odisha was evident during colonial subjugation in the form of Bengali and Hindi
expansionism. The administrative and economic stability of the colonial provinc-
es that governed the Odia-speaking territories aided in expanding these languages.
Odia speakers were dispersed among the presidencies of Bengal, Bihar, Madras, and
the Central Provinces, assigning Odia the status of a linguistic minority (Malik and
Mohanty 2017, 38-40). In this period, Odisha witnessed linguistic discrimination,
social and cultural subjugation, and the threat of detaching the Odia language from
academia and administration based on arguments such as lack of books available
in Odia for primary education and the need for the fragmented territory to adopt
the language of opportunity for educational and administrative purposes. Mean-
while, further havoc was created by such events as the publication of Kantichandra
Bhattacharya’s book Udiya Swatantra Bhasha Noye (Odia is not an independent lan-
guage, 1870), in which Odia was claimed to be a variant of Bengali (Acharya 2004,
83-84), Rajendralal Mitra’s proposal to replace Odia with Bengali as the official lan-
guage, and Umacharan Haldar’s suggestion to adopt the Bengali script for Odia (Pat-
naik 2002, 3). Later, one planned solution for the administrative problems in the four
presidencies was to displace the Odia language altogether. David Crystal best assert-
ed this political intervention of the government to establish linguistic imperialism
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in the colonies. In his words: “It may take a militarily powerful nation to establish
a language, but it takes an economically powerful one to maintain and expand it”
(1997, 10).

However, the linguistic dominance of Bengali and Hindi in Odisha was not the result
of only military and economic power. It was the lack of literary strength of the Odia lan-
guage that elevated these languages to the dominant status. The Odia language movement
was an attempt to culturally unite the Odia-speaking territories in order to achieve polit-
ical unification (Acharya 2016; Barik 2006; Panda 2017). It resulted in numerous subse-
quent literary achievements that legitimized the Odia language and united the territory.

LITERARY ENDEAVOR IN LATE 19TH- AND EARLY

20TH-CENTURY ODISHA

Cultural and linguistic disparities were apparent in Odisha, a colonial territory
that was politically fragmented, linguistically suppressed, and socially and cultural-
ly underdeveloped. The identity crisis of Odia as a language took a significant turn
when the language was on the verge of extinction. The consciousness of language col-
onization brought about the interest of Odia intellectuals in restoring territorial in-
tegrity. The sole objective of the literary production during this time was to strength-
en the language movement. The emergence of the printing press assisted the massive
publication of literary content, both for academic and non-academic purposes, and
implicitly resulted in the development of Odia literature. By printing journals, news-
papers, textbooks and literature, the printing press was instrumental in promoting
a positive language consciousness (Choudhury 2013). The period also witnessed
a rise of the middle-class reading public and aroused a nationalistic temperament
that protested against the language monopoly in Odisha.

The inclination of Odia authors toward the West was stimulated by the quest for
new literary models and techniques. Through the incorporation of Western influ-
ences in the writing of such leading figures as Fakir Mohan Senapati (1843-1918),
Madhusudhan Rao (1853-1912), Gangadhar Meher (1862-1924), Radhanath Ray
(1848-1908), and Gouri Shankar Ray (1838-1917), the language reached its apex
in terms of style, culture and literature. Translators also responded to the expand-
ing avenues of late 19th-century translation by creating Odia versions of Indian and
Western masterpieces. The final decades of the 19th century thus witnessed a steady
increase in the number of texts translated into Odia. Western literature was made ac-
cessible through translation that encouraged further adaptations. These adaptations
aimed to instill pride in the Odia culture and undermine the colonial rule. Numerous
masterpieces from Sanskrit, Bengali, Hindi and English were translated at this time.
Translation served as a tool for strengthening Odia language and literature (Pattanaik
2000, 76). However, it should be noted in this regard that translation into Odia is not
a modern phenomenon, since Odia literature has been associated with translation
from the 15th century onward. Pre-modern Odia literature was enriched through
translation which facilitated the exchange of ideas, culture, knowledge, and learning
of the scriptures. Until the 18th century, Odia translations aimed at democratization
of knowledge and making ancient literary texts available to every section of society.
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The literary production, both in Odia as well as endotropic translation, strength-
ened the identity of the language. However, the political unification of the state and
the language legitimization achieved after a long struggle did not last long, as the rise
of English into a hypercentral language altered the literary landscape.

LANGUAGE HEGEMONY AND WORLD LITERATURE IN ODIA

It is a dismal fact that an Indian literary work needs to be translated into the for-
mer colonial language, English, in order to be received in the neighboring Indian
states. Odia literature has been no exception and has followed this trend. It has as-
pired to be translated into English to gain a wider readership. The best-known exam-
ple from Odia literature of English translation serving as the gateway to acceptance
in world literature is Fakir Mohan Senapati’s masterpiece Chha Mana Atha Guntha
(1902; Six Acres and a Third), which has had several English translations that have
encouraged wide reception and critical interpretation by Western scholars. The sub-
ordination to the English translation in order to reach a wider readership highlights
the English language’s monopoly and the lost essence of world literature which origi-
nally did not promote monolingualism. For example, it is pitiful that nowadays Gopi-
nath Mohanty’s masterful novel Paraja (1945) is more readily available to both local
and international readers in English than in the original language.

In pre-modern times, Odia literature struggled for legitimate identity under
the pressure of an elite language, Sanskrit, and it subsequently succumbed to the su-
premacy of Bengali. In post-colonial Odisha, English supplanted Bengali and Hindi,
although the language imperialism was not overtly visible. When English took over
the administration, higher education, publishing, media and communication, and
established itself as a symbol of social advancement, endotropic translation, which
earlier defined Odia literature, suffered a precipitous decline due to the lack of mo-
tivation and commitment. Instead, the effort to create English translations of Odia
literary masterpieces took a big step forward.

Odisha passed through a tipping point when readers started preferring English
texts rather than reading literature in the Odia language (both original works and
translations). The Odia publishing industry, which relied on readers’ interest for book
sales, adopted the trend of prioritizing English books. Exotropic translation gained
momentum in order to reach the elite western audience abroad and the westernized
readers at home. In some instances, these exotropic translations distorted the origi-
nal picture of Odia literature; Pattnaik referred to this scenario as a “full circle turn”
(2000, 84). The widespread appeal of English translations for readers, publishers, and
writers is symptomatic of a remarkable shift in linguistic dominance from Bengali
to English.

The professor and prominent translator Jatindra Kumar Nayak has witnessed
the decline of endotropic translation and the increase of exotropic translation
in Odisha. He believes that the desire of writers to have their works translated
into English is a phenomenon which started in the late 20th century. Nayak stated
in an interview: “There appears to be an air of suspicion that a work has not realised
its purpose, has not completed its voyage, until it is available in English translation”
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(Pattnaik 2000, 82). The alienation of modern Odia writers from their readers fuels
this need to find readers in other language communities, resulting in a new form
of colonization. Therefore, Shakuntala Balliyarsingh, a Sahitya Akademi award-win-
ning translator, characterized the act of translation into Odia as a resistance to lan-
guage monopoly in a face-to-face interview. She said that translating western works
for Odia readers is the most effective strategy to resist the literary market’s language
monopoly.

At the time when the Odia intelligentsia noticed a second wave of a hegemon-
ic grip over Odia language, the response toward the growing interest in world lit-
erature came to the rescue. In the 1960s, an important role was played by Prafulla
Chandra Das, a renowned Odia translator and the proprietor of Prafulla Press based
in Cuttack (Prasad 2014). He translated the works of several Nobel laureates and
announced the beginning of a new era in the history of Odia literary translation (Mo-
hanty 1971, 69). Under his initiative, such works as T.S. Eliot'’s The Waste Land, Pearl
S. Buck’'s The Good Earth, Grazia Deledda’s La madre (The Mother), Ernest Hem-
ingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls and The Old Man and the Sea, and Bertrand Rus-
sell's The Satan in the Suburbs were made available to Odia-language readers (Sahu
1962, 28). Despite the remarkable contribution that Prafulla Chandra Das made
to translation in Odia, he was accused of being the enemy of Odia creative writing.
Writers and publishers reasoned that introducing a new western literary flavor would
alter readers’ literary preferences and drive them away from original Odia literature
(Pattnaik 2000, 78-79). This opposition and the subsequent financial loss of the en-
terprise did not allow the translated books to remain in print for long, but they served
as a turning point in the Odia engagement with world literature. The sheer volume
of his work and the ideational underpinning of his press set Das apart from other
translation activities. The effort was significant in energizing the Odia intelligentsia
and preparing the reading public for a more intense reception of world literature.
Even though the books did not find a huge response in the market at the time, the lit-
erary initiative heralded the birth of a new literary awareness in Odisha, one that
challenged the language monopoly and aimed to create a place for world literature.

THE BISWA SAHITYA GRANTHAMALA

The renowned Indian publisher Granthamandir, based in the city of Cuttack,
made the next important step ahead to change the “colonial perspective” with the se-
ries known as Biswa Sahitya Granthamala (BSG). Granthamandir recognized the new
crisis engulfing Odia language and literature and introduced a world literature book
series in Odia translation, thus unmediated by English. The title acted as a marketing
strategy to reach more potential readers and counteract the hegemonic role of English,
carrying forward the task initiated by the Odia intelligentsia during the colonial phase.
The series was the dream project of three literati: Sridhar Mahapatra, the founder
of Granthamandir, his son Abhiram Mahapatra, and the eminent author and transla-
tor Sridhar Das. Introduced in 1969-1970, it broached a new approach to world liter-
ature and represented a novel venture to enrich Odia children’s literature (Mahapatra
2012, 501). Its objective — as mentioned in the series blurb - reads as follows:
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Biswa Sahitya Granthamala aspires to present a vast canon of texts from across the globe
that accomplishes two significant objectives. The first is concerned with the aesthetic plea-
sure of the readers, and the second is associated with enhancing their love for literature,
nurturing positive reading habits, and sensitizing them regarding world literature.’?

This literary endeavor embodied the publisher’s vision to promote world literature
and instill a positive reading habit in children. The objective of the BSG was made
clear by the current director of Granthamandir, Manoj Mahapatra (the son of Abhi-
ram Mahapatra) in a 2018 interview. He said that in addition to the primary con-
cern for moral elevation and character building, attention is also given to the child’s
ability to visualize and understand the global culture.* Apart from this primary goal,
the BSG implicitly contested linguistic hegemony, since the development of autono-
mous national literature is generally acknowledged to be an effective way to combat
linguistic hegemony (Sapiro [2010] 2014, 213).

The BSG introduced authors such as Charles Dickens, William Shakespeare,
Kalidasa, Arthur Conan Doyle, Joseph Conrad, Bankim Chandra Chatterjee, Hen-
ry Rider Haggard and many more to young readers in palm-sized books that made
the act of reading enjoyable. The social realism in Jane Austen, the rural-colonial con-
text in Bankim Chandra Chatterjee, the imaginary world of fantasy in Hans Chris-
tian Andersen, the morally developed characters in Charles Dickens, the adventure
and detective stories of Jules Verne and Arthur Conan Doyle, the science fiction
of H.G. Wells contribute to the cultural, moral, literal, and ethical nourishment of
a child (Ganguly 2018a, 417). The vivid insight into the distinct world culture and
the literature full of excitement, mystery, morale and knowledge of the world has
in this way been introduced to the non-English speaking readers in abridged transla-
tion in the native language.’

In this context, the question arises as to why Granthamandir considered young
readers as the target consumers of the series and why the series was framed as chil-
drens literature despite its title’s resolute commitment to world literature. One pos-
sible reason could be the fact that at that time the Macmillan Company introduced
a series of western literary works in abridged English versions under the title “Chil-
dren’s Classics” in the Indian market. The exciting plots with captivating characters
and stories full of imagination and thrills found a wide reception. It was indicative
of another threat to the language that could lead to the identity crisis of Odia litera-
ture. The Odia intelligentsia had already witnessed the western translation practice
in India, which had been meant to strengthen the presence of the English language
in the colonial territory, and partially collaborated in this endeavor. English trans-
lations of ancient Indian scriptures, which supported the supremacy of the colo-
nial language, thus set a standard for future translation practice. Granthamandir
recognized this problem and addressed it by introducing the same enticing stories
in Odia.

The publication of the BSG can be interpreted not only as a decisive step in bring-
ing the literature of the world to local readers in their native language, but also as
an illustration of the fact that the reception of world literature can thrive without
the direct presence of English. However, the series could not completely do without
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the former colonial language, since the translations of the world’s classics were done
via the medium of English. This testifies to the prominence of English translations
in the Index Translationum database (Sapiro 2014, 210). Gis¢le Sapiro examined
the flow of translation and found that English occupied the “hyper-central” position
and served as source language of half of the world’s translations in the 1980s. Despite
this paradox, the series proved the viability of the Odia language. The BSG strength-
ened the movement of resistance against the English language monopoly in the pro-
duction and circulation of world literature by challenging the center-dominated
model and by introducing literature of the world in a vernacular language.

An analysis of the series reveals that the BSG included a variety of genres and
authors from various literary periods.® It comprised 187 titles and 230 volumes with
approximately 800 stories by 34 authors from 30 different countries. About two-fifths
of the series were works originally written in English. The series also included works
from Spanish, Arab, Indonesian, Polish, American, Russian, Italian, Chinese, Jap-
anese and Danish literatures, among others. Translating the foreign literary works
from various world cultures into Odia was a challenge that proved the maturity
of the Odia language. The BSG created a canon of world literature in Odia transla-
tion that resisted the apprehended linguistic suppression due to the English language
dominance in the publishing industry and the book market.

The success of the series can be estimated from their wide circulation and recep-
tion. Since the 1970s, the series has been reprinted several times in order to meet
the demand of the reading public. This astoundingly successful initiative by Granth-
amandir has earned gratitude from parents, applause from educators, and appre-
ciation from young readers. This demonstrates the reception of the text not only
among young readers, but also among adults. The records of annual sale reports
show the popularity of the series. Manoj Mahapatra confirmed that approximately
a hundred sets are sold annually. The series has gone through 20 editions to date and
has earned Granthamandir the recognition of the Distinguished Publisher Award
by the Federation of Indian Publishers, New Delhi, in 1993. The reprinting of thou-
sands of copies in each edition attests to its popularity. Several literary associations
also congratulated Abhiram Mahapatra and Sridhar Das for this venture. Sridhar
Das posthumously received the Sarala Award and Abhiram Mahapatra was honored
in 1999 at the All Indian Odia Lecturer Conference (Ganguly 2018b, 112). Interna-
tional organizations such as UNICEF and CARE led the initiative of circulating more
than 500 sets of the series in the remote districts of Odisha.

CONCLUSION

The present article is not intended to elaborate on the conflict between nation-
alism and cosmopolitanism, but it rather investigates the continuing colonization
in Odisha after India’s independence. It points out the hegemony of the English lan-
guage in the field of literature, which leads to monolingualism and the world be-
coming the “universe of English”. The Biswa Sahitya Granthamala was conducive to
the liberation of literature in Odisha from language colonialism by disseminating
world literature without recourse to English.
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By promoting world literature in Odia, the BSG helped restoring the digni-
ty of the regional language in India. The series was an attempt to break away from
the continuing dominance of the previous colonial center. World literature has man-
aged to circulate and survive in a local language without the intervention of English
as the gatekeeper. The BSG strengthened the concept of linguistic diversity by trans-
lating world classics and the modern masterpieces into Odia. It demonstrated that
the essence of world literature is not in promoting monolingualism, which limits its
access to a specific set of people proficient in the English language. The true essence
of world literature is brought into play when it is liberated from this linguistic mo-
nopoly and perceived in its diverse avatars. The BSG brought together the literature
of the world within the frame of biswa sahitya and has contributed to the perception
of world literature as an advocate for “universality” (biswatmakata). Thus, it has been
a compelling attempt to bridge the local and the global.

NOTES

Six Indian languages enjoy the status of classical languages: Tamil (declared in 2004), Sanskrit (2005),
Kannada (2008), Telugu (2008), Malayalam (2013), and Odia (2014).

In a face-to-face interview with Shakuntala Balliyarsingh at Bhubaneswar in October 2019, she shared
her experience as a translator of more than 20 books that earned her the Odisha Sahitya Akademi
Award.

The translation of the blurb originally written in Odia is ours.

During our personal interview with Manoj Mahapatra on February 10, 2018, we gathered a large
amount of relevant information about the BSG.

Novels and plays were published in an abridged form, short stories and fables in full translations.
Besides the BSG, many full translations of the works are available in the book market. As we are
concerned with the BSG in this article, the details of these translations are not included.

¢ We collected the available books of the series from Granthamandir and then created a database that
contained the complete record of all published books, their publication dates, origin, authors, and
translators.
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The Biswa Sahitya Granthamala (World literature book series) as a reaction
to English linguistic domination in Odisha

World literature. Linguistic hegemony. Translation. World market. Odia literature.
Neo-colonialism.

This article seeks to examine the remarkable literary venture of Odia culture that took a crucial
step in creating space for world literature. Amid the plurality of conceptualizations of world
literature as a commercial entity, a mode of circulation, an intellectual problem, a medium
of international literary exchange, a dynamic system, and an emerging discipline, it sees
world literature as a tool for liberating the Indian region of Odisha from linguistic and cul-
tural domination. The colonial controversy over the language policy and the constant strug-
gle of the Odia-speaking territories prepared the grounds for the language movement which
resulted in the formation of a language-based British province in 1936. The article explores
the question whether the establishment of Odisha led to linguistic liberation or a paradigm
shift from cultural dominance of Bengali and Hindi during the colonial era to the hege-
mony of English in the post-independence period. We argue that after India’s independence
the Odia language and literature fell victim to neo-colonialism as a result of the adoption
of the English language as the medium of internationalization. Additionally, we examine
how world literature supported the liberation of the regional language and its literature from
neo-colonialism by evaluating the contribution of the world literature book series titled Biswa
Sahitya Granthamala, which was released in Odia by the publishing house Granthamandir
in 1969-1970.
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The concept of world literature is traditionally applied to the process in which liter-
ary texts cross national borders through translation, being and becoming available
in major languages, thus gaining recognition on a larger scale as a desired added
value (Damrosch 2009, 497)." For so-called small literatures, translations into major
languages become one of the principal markers in their attempts to “catch up” with
other cultures while concomitantly trying to overcome their supposed marginality
and “belated modernity” (Jusdanis 1991), caused by their belonging to areas that
might be labelled as “semi-peripheral” (Wallerstein 2004) on the world literary map.

The aim of this article is to argue that the idea of world literature might be sub-
stantially extended by delving into the process of how literary texts of so-called large
cultures are modified and provided with new meanings through their translation
and reception. In our approach, we draw on Dipesh Chakrabarty’s concept of “pro-
vincializing Europe”, which for him means to discuss “how universalistic thought
was always and already modified by particular histories” (2008, xiv). Most impor-
tantly, in the process of the domestication of foreign texts, smaller cultures cre-
ate specific and dynamic literary systems which, enriched by their own contribu-
tion, best respond to the preferences and needs of a particular society. By focusing
on the 19th-century Latvian public sphere, we examine what additional facets major
literary achievements can acquire by their transfer into other cultures, and, specifi-
cally, what impact they have on the development of Latvian letters. In a yet another
important turn, we argue the importance of popular culture in shaping the horizon
of expectations of the reading public, thereby leading to unexpected outcomes with
important consequences for literature. The dominant trends of the long 19th century
are productive for such an investigation as they reveal very complex paths toward
the discovery of a new literary potential by an emerging culture. Eventually this not
only contributes to the “world republic of letters”, but also shapes it through the pro-
cess of cultural transfer, providing both prestigious and lesser-known texts of source
cultures with additional meanings.

* Research for this paper has been carried out within the project “A New History of Latvian Li-
terature: The Long Nineteenth Century” (No. 1zp-2020/2-0020) financed by the Latvian Council
of Science.
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In order to trace these issues, we explore different patterns of how literary transla-
tions into the Latvian language worked throughout the 19th century. The main body
of the paper is organized into three parts. Initially we focus on the early decades
of the 19th century, tracing the transformations in the traditional role played by Baltic
German intellectuals and literati, who had been the first interpreters of foreign texts
for Latvian audiences. Especially important at that time were discussions on the role
the local population and Latvian language can achieve in a society that are accompa-
nied by an introduction of new types of literary texts. In the next step, we take a closer
look at the rising agency of ethnic Latvians while following the translation trends
of the mid-19th century that include the spread of popular literature linked to the so-
called reading revolution. This period also reveals tensions in the literary field caused
by the appearance of yet another type of actors, the first generation of university ed-
ucated ethnic Latvians, who for economic and intellectual competition argue with
the Baltic Germans. In a parallel move, this process stimulates attempts to translate
major European literary achievements. In the third part, the historical understanding
is concluded by a discussion of the situation during the fin de siécle, when Latvian
culture experiences a booming development, stimulated by social mobility, economic
transformations, the rise of periodicals, widespread discussions on literary matters,
and a significant improvement in terms of the quantity and quality of translations.
In the final theoretical considerations, we summarize the above trends in order to dis-
cover a more general pattern of 19th-century cultural dynamics and make the case
for the importance of small literatures in stimulating the diversity of world literature,
not only through their own direct contributions, but also in ways that provide new
contexts for the reception of a variety of translated texts (Glesener and Kohns 2022,
30). Following in the footsteps of Edward Said’s concept of “traveling theories” (1983,
226-247), we propose to describe this process in terms of “traveling literatures” that
as a consequence broaden the traditional idea of world literature through provincial-
izing it. Our aim in the conclusion is also to provide a tentative pattern of literary
systems characteristic of small cultures.

THE ROLE OF BALTIC GERMANS IN SHAPING EARLY

19TH-CENTURY LATVIAN LITERARY CULTURE

In the wake of the liberal reforms carried out by Tsar Alexander I in the first quar-
ter of the 19th century, serfdom was abandoned in the Baltic provinces of the Rus-
sian Empire with a predominantly Latvian-speaking population, in 1817 in Courland
and in 1819 in Livland (which also included a considerable proportion of Esto-
nians). These developments further stimulated a discussion on the role of Latvi-
ans in the community, still forcefully segregated into different classes, an issue al-
ready voiced in the aftermath of the French Revolution of 1789 by representatives
of the radical wing of the Enlightenment in the Baltic provinces, such as Garlieb
Merkel (1769-1850) and others (Taterka 1998). Taking into account that Baltic Ger-
mans represented the socially dominant class, it is not at all surprising that the first
debates on the Latvians took place under the auspices of the Literarisch-Praktische
Biirgerverbindung zu Riga (Riga Literary-Practical Citizens’ Association) that was
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founded in 1802 after the prototype of the Hamburg Patriotic Society (Hollander
1927, 2). In 1815, the Courland Society for Literature and Art was founded with
the intention of creating a local forum for the discussion of current scientific and
social problems. The Society also discussed what kind of future prospects should be
put forward for the free Latvians and Estonians (Stradins 2009, 372). The activities
mentioned signal the rising interest in the Latvian population and an effort to pre-
dict ways in which a future integration of Society in the provinces might take place.
It became increasingly obvious that these developments had to include activities pro-
moting the use of the Latvian language, which had become one of the aspirations
of the newly-created institutions. In contrast to an earlier stage of the development
of Latvian secular literature linked to private initiatives, the beginning of the 19th
century was clearly marked by the coordinated efforts of Baltic German societies
that took an active role in publishing and distributing Latvian books, calendars, and
periodicals.

In 1817, the Courland Society for Literature and Art “in a widely-attended meeting
came to the conclusion that knowledge should be presented to Latvians in the coat-
ing of religion, that the supplements to calendars should be supplied by pastors, that
a newspaper should be published in Latvian with the purpose of educating the peo-
ple” (Apinis 1977, 111)." In 1819 the Society organized a discussion on the German-
isation of Latvians which acquired the appellation of “the Jelgava Debates” (Biene-
mann 1905, 61-71; §l,<ir,11,<e 1996, 85-90). This marked the beginning of a transition
to an intense exchange of opinions about the future of the Latvians. The discussion
had been sparked by the notes accompanying Karl Gottlob Sonntag’s theses about
taking notice of the Latvian people and elevating them. In 1817 these had been com-
plemented by the secretary of the Society, Magnus Georg von Paucker, writing that
there are two ways

of making Latvians happy. Either you have to climb right down to them, talk to them
in their own language to win their trust — then you have to pass over to them that whole
mass of knowledge that we have accumulated over the centuries, or else we have to try
to turn them into Germans, our brothers, by building schools where they can learn Ger-
man. Won't we ourselves benefit from that — seeing that their political chains will soon
fall? The political victory of our predecessors should be concluded with a moral victory
and we should give the Latvians the benefits that they have been deprived of for so long.
(As quoted in Skinke 1996, 85)

In the context of this variety of opinions, it is important to notice a considerable
diversification of the literary production of Baltic Germans in the following decade
with regard to newly attempted translations into the Latvian language. An especially
fascinating case is provided by the pastor Karl Hugenberger, who compiled an an-
thology of his poetry translations under the title Derrigs laika kaweklis (Useful pas-
time I-II, 1826-1827). This anthology was significant as an attempt at the emanci-
pation of Latvian literary culture and its liberation from moral didacticism. Among
the translations accomplished by Hugenberger, there were renderings of poetry by Jo-
hann Wolfgang von Goethe and Friedrich Schiller, challenging the limits of under-
standing of what was suitable for Latvian readers and just as importantly, the terms
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of the proposed conversation. To grasp the full meaning of this move, it is important
to contrast Hugenberger’s efforts with two Latvian translations of Schiller’s An die
Freude (1786), already accomplished during the 1800s by Karl Gotthard Elverfeld
and Alexander Johann Stender. Both Elverfeld and Stender still explicitly used Schil-
ler’s complex poem to extract a moral lesson for the Latvian peasants (Grudule 2006,
24-26). Hugenberger, in his turn, attempted primarily to demonstrate the potential
of the Latvian language as an important precondition of its development. At the same
time, he was also interested in the appreciation of the aesthetic value of literature.
Hugenberger’s anthology can still be primarily seen in dialogue with his Baltic Ger-
man compatriots; however, from a historical perspective his effort marked a new step
toward the reception of world literature.

Despite the fact that Hugenberger’s poetic achievements were not fully appreciated
at the time, and his translations did not acquire lasting popularity among wider circles
of the reading public, which might also be due to the limits of the underdeveloped
Latvian language at the period, this was an extremely important step in substantially
widening the spectrum of literary texts available in Latvian and, in addition, it served
as a role model for the young generation of authors who became active in the 1850s.
Finding himself at the crossroads between the institutional undertakings of Baltic
German societies and individual activities, Hugenberger’s efforts, on the one hand,
can be interpreted within the context of the literary praxis of the late popular En-
lightenment in the Baltics, while, on the other, they testify to the growing possibilities
of provincializing world literature; the poems of Goethe and Schiller in his transla-
tions acquire a different functionality if compared to the source culture. These early
efforts in shaping a complex literary system in the Latvian language by going beyond
religious and practical texts and paying greater attention to the aesthetic qualities
of literature were undertaken by those Baltic Germans, who not only were contem-
poraries of Goethe, but, like Hugenberger, had the opportunity of meeting the great
poet and promoter of “world literature”

MID-19TH CENTURY TRANSLATIONS INTO LATVIAN

AND THE FIRST TENSIONS BETWEEN POPULAR

LITERATURE AND ELITE CULTURE

Alongside significant new trends that have to be mainly attributed to economic
history, Latvian cultural developments in the mid-19th century were closely linked
to the changes in reading and writing practices. The transformations in reading habits
can be compared to the processes that characterize German-speaking countries from
the last quarter of the 18th century on, and have been designated as the “reading
revolution” (Engelsing 1978), characterized by a move from the tradition of intensive
reading of a limited number of texts to that of extensive reading. In the Latvian case
a substantial democratization of reading as well as the growing importance of secular
texts were especially important, as was the impact of popular literature.

In the mid-19th century, the perception of reading among the Latvians changed
significantly; following an initial period when reading became the daily habit of a rel-
atively small group of people, the so-called Vielleser, or avid readers, the number
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of people, who at least to a certain degree developed an interest in literature, grew
rapidly and exponentially. This process was influenced by the practice of reading
aloud at Latvian homes with people simultaneously being involved in some house-
hold practices. Most importantly, reading as a part of religious experience or as a util-
itarian pastime gave way to a new concept of reading, consisting to a considerable
extent of entertainment and pleasure that also explains the impact of popular stories
in the still predominantly rural Latvian society.

An interesting and characteristic case is provided by a localized story, Genovefa,
by Ansis Leitans published in 1845 that acquired widespread popularity in a Latvi-
an version. This example demonstrates the role of avid readers and their translation
choices; it also reveals unexpected facets of the impact of popular literature. Based
on Medieval Latin narrative, later transferred to other cultural milieus in the 17th
century, the tale of Genovefa became part of the so-called Blue Library intended for
French popular audiences. Leitans’s use of an early 19th-century German source,
a book by Christoph Schmid, a German Catholic priest, published in 1810, was af-
fected by the 18th-century interest in “Robinsonade” motifs, inspired by Daniel
Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1719). Somewhat earlier, in 1824, Defoe’s novel had been
adapted into Latvian by the pastor Christoph Reinhold Girgensohn, using a German
source text, Robinson der Jiingere (1779), by Joachim Heinrich Campe that added
a didactic aspect of ethical evaluation. Schmid’s story intertwined a strong emphasis
on the moral aspects, sentimental affection and twisted plot, and due to this com-
bination, it became so popular that it has been described as one of the first Latvian
bestsellers (Limane 1985, 144). While the aesthetic ambitions of mid-19th-century
popular fiction were rather modest, its role in creating a modern reading public was
crucial, and there was a rapid expansion of readers after the publication of Genovefa
(Johansons 1953, 65).

For our purposes in this paper, it is especially important to notice the echo made
by acquaintance with this text in memories of the next generation of Latvian au-
thors. For example, one of the two authors of the first Latvian novel, Mérnieku laiki
(The times of the surveyors, 1879), Matiss Kaudzite, after a vivid description of the im-
pact made by Leitans’s book, refers to it as a role model for literary experience: “Now
and again a new or different book would arrive at home, similar to Genovefa, which
we all then read, one after the other, with great enthusiasm for the ‘true’ events taking
place in the stories” (1924, 67). While working on their own novel later, the brothers
Matiss and Reinis Kaudzites tried to incorporate characteristic devices of popular
literature, such as a complex and intriguing plot, into their literary effort, thus also
blurring the borders between popular and elite culture (Klaustin$ 1926). Important-
ly enough, Genovefa was being read in accordance with religious reading habits:
just like sermons and the Bible, it was read out loud. Their experience of listening
to such performative events in its turn motivated Latvian authors of the second half
of the 19th century to make widespread use of various rhetorical devices referring
to popular literature but already employed for different purposes.

The above observations illustrate that, while the social and educational basis
of the Latvian population in the middle of the 19th century remained relatively lim-
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ited, through the process of reception and interpretation of certain highly popular
stories, their role in Latvian society was different from that acquired in the source
culture. These texts stimulated the process of self-evaluation in the wider circles
of readership throughout the 19th century. Therefore, the passive role traditionally
ascribed to popular forms of art was often revised in the name of social progress and,
somewhat later, national mobilization. The attempts of the first generation of Latvian
authors active in the 1840s and early 1850s, while mostly following Baltic German
literary practices established during the period of the popular Enlightenment, reveal
conscious attempts of transferring knowledge to their readership by using the tools
at their disposal, and gradually even showing some interest in translating elite works
of world literature (Apinis and Silabriede 1987). At the same time, despite the elitist
rejection of popular literature, the latter remained a rich depository of beloved and
recognizable imagery, which could be recycled and enriched with new meanings.

The steady expansion of popular literature occurred simultaneously with the ex-
tension of an educated middle class that rose with the attempts of young and univer-
sity-trained Latvian intellectuals at creating elite culture, a tendency that in the 19th
century became noticeable in the whole of East Central Europe and was linked
to the rise of a nationalist agenda (Leerssen 2018, 183-214). In the Latvian context
this task was undertaken by representatives of the so-called movement of New Lat-
vians, who made an explicit effort to move away from the dominant tradition of Bal-
tic German writing in the Latvian language. It is significant to scrutinize their aims
in order to answer the important question in the processes of cultural transfer, name-
ly, “which individuals (scholars, publishers, sovereigns, etc.) or institutions (acade-
mies, publishing houses, universities, etc.) decided that certain texts should be made
accessible in their own language, and what were the underlying interests (academic,
educational, political, commercial, etc.)?” (Stockhorst 2010, 23). The strategic orien-
tation of New Latvians toward separation of elite and popular culture, and preference
for the former, might be seen as a strong ideological message of the newly educated
group ready to speak in the name of the social as well as cultural aspirations of their
nation. As Ivars [jabs puts it,

they started to develop their own anti-German nationalism, which, on the one hand,
often imitated German models, but on the other - challenged the supposed universal-
ism of German culture. These attempts to build a German-type high culture on the basis
of an “inferior”, colonized culture provoked loud complaints about hybridity and harm-
fulness, voiced by Baltic Germans, who increasingly asserted their colonizer identity and
cultural superiority. (2014, 90)

The most characteristic example in this process was provided by a collection
of world poetry, Dziesminas, latviesu valodai partulkotas (Little songs translated for
the Latvian language, 1856) by Juris Alunans, notable as a turning point in the devel-
opment of Latvian national literature as well as for its stormy reception. In the intro-
duction to the book, Alunans himself formulated his task as follows: “By translating
these little songs, [...] I wanted to show how powerful and pleasant the Latvian lan-
guage is” (1981, 7). Featuring translations of some of Goethe’s (and in a later expand-
ed edition also Schiller’s) poems alongside authors of the Vormdrz period in Germa-
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ny, this publication became a kind of political manifesto as the nurturing of literature
in the Latvian language was considered not only an aesthetic problem, but also a po-
litical one. Therefore this small volume, distributed at the time in about 500 copies,
became a significant milestone and an object of severe criticism from the conservative
wing of Baltic Germans. This exacerbated reaction also signalled an important trans-
formation of the addressee of this publication as Alunans did not rely on the former
elite but rather was speaking to the educated part of his own compatriots. It was this
change in the direction of literary communication and the functionality of literary
texts that was most important in the broader context of ideological and economic
aspirations of the New Latvians.

Following in the footsteps of Alunans, the literary experience and taste of the Lat-
vian public gradually developed, and by the 1890s had already changed significant-
ly with the educated elites seeking new reference points in their cultural activities.
At the same time, however, the blend of idealism and melodramatic imagination,
characteristic of popular literature, maintained its appeal to a wide range of the read-
ing public and was accordingly made use of by numerous important writers.

THE EXPANSION OF TRANSLATIONS DURING THE FIN DE SIECLE

The translator of Genovefa, Ansis Leitans, was the first ethnic Latvian to become
a newspaper editor when Majas Viesis (Home guest) began publication in 1856.
At the time, it was only the third newspaper published in Latvian, but during the sec-
ond half of the 19th century the numbers were steadily on the rise. A significant turn-
ing point was the publication of the first literary periodicals that started in the 1880s.
They not only stimulated the creation of new texts, but also served as avenues for
literary discussions on the topical issues of the late 19th century.

Among the most widely discussed topics there was once again that of the future
prospects of Latvian literature. Stimulated by the interest in folklore gathering, ini-
tially envisaged by Baltic Germans and later taken over by the Riga Latvian Society,
established in 1868, one of the current trends had become that of employing pat-
terns of folk poetry in literature. This move can partially be explained as an effort
to establish a narrative of national history, with epic poetry being considered to be
one of the main preconditions for the qualifications of Latvians as a culture-nation.
Especially instrumental in this process was Jékabs Lautenbahs, a Latvian language
teacher at the University of Tartu (now Estonia), who provided specific examples
related to folk poetry in his poem Zalksa ligava (Zalktis’s bride, 1880) and, eventu-
ally, in the attempt at a large-scale epic in his Niedrisu Vidvuds (Vidvuds of Niedrisi,
1891). Lautenbahs was even more vocal in polemical treatises directed against his op-
ponents. The most characteristic in this regard was his dispute with the young Latvian
teacher soon to become one of the leading literary historians, Teodors Zeiferts. Their
exchange of opinions in 1888, subsequently familiar as a discussion on “the poet and
his time”, was explicitly about the contemporariness of the folklore use, and, even
more so, about the necessity for a poet to follow literary trends of his own period
more closely. Heading in this direction, Zeiferts involved, and somewhat later signifi-
cantly developed, ideas first expressed by such major European critics as Hippolyte
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Taine and Georg Brandes. Entering the 1890s, Latvian literary circles were fully aware
of the necessity to intervene in the debates regarding relevant social and aesthetic
issues. The study of literatures in major European languages and translation of their
most important achievements, both in the sense of “classics” and of “masterpieces”
(Damrosch 2003, 15) became a precondition for being able to develop the quality
of literary production.

It is fascinating to trace the growing number of translations from European liter-
atures as well as the contexts in which these efforts were published. Once again, fol-
lowing the pattern already introduced by the first translations of Goethe and Schiller
in the early 19th century, there was the practice of several translations of one and
the same text of major literary quality being provided (Volkova 2008, 426-427). How-
ever, matching the significant transformations in the literary field as well as the grow-
ing demands of readers, these parallel translations, accomplished by the principal
literary figures of the time, including Radolfs Blaumanis, Rainis, Aspazija, and Janis
Poruks, signal the growing complexity of literary communication. On the one hand,
they are to be seen as a mutual intellectual challenge stimulating the new generation
of Latvian writers, while on the other, their renderings of world literature try to reach
much broader public circles than envisaged by Hugenberger, or expected by Alunans.
The Latvian readers of the late 19th century were keen to appreciate the aesthetic
quality of German authors, while at the same time evaluating the potential relevance
of their ideas in contemporary society.

Another remarkable feature in this period is the multicultural nature of Latvi-
an literature. All the major literary figures mentioned above were fluent in German,
the language in which they exchanged letters and wrote some of their early texts.
The most characteristic case was possibly that of Blaumanis, who started his literary
career writing in German and later kept the practice of translating his principal works
from one language into another, thus enlarging the scope of the potential readership
even though the German language versions of his texts only reached international
audiences much later (2017). Nevertheless, Blaumanis’s literary output manifestly
testifies to the multicultural environment of Riga as the largest city in the Baltic prov-
inces and points to the diverse readership the authors were eager to address.

A major step toward appropriating elite literature for the Latvian readers was
made with the publication in 1897 of the widely discussed translation of Goethe’s
Faust by Rainis and Aspazija. The corresponding debates refer back to the problems
raised earlier while posing a question as to whether the Latvians are ready to under-
stand such complex works of art. In the context of the time, these discussions obvi-
ously pointed to the necessity of the reception of world literature as a contribution
not only to the intellectual capacity, but also to the aesthetic refinement of Latvian so-
ciety. Rainis himself later made good use of the knowledge that he acquired by trans-
lating the poetry and dramas of Goethe, Schiller, and other major authors in creat-
ing texts that follow established literary models, while at the same time challenging
the expectations of his readers, often portraying the protagonists of his plays against
the backdrop of world-scale conflicts. Characteristic in this regard is the biblical plot
of his tragedy Jazeps un vina brali (Joseph and his brothers, 1919) almost immedi-
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ately translated into German and published in 1921, and thus possibly even noticed
by Thomas Mann while he was envisaging his world-famous novel (Fiillmann 2021,
45-46).

Whereas the discussions with regard to the translation of Faust still predominantly
circled around either linguistic aspects or the social relevance of the content, this obvi-
ously did not seem sufficient to the next generation of Latvian authors, who in the first
decade of the 20th century consciously moved toward modernist experiments. Besides
the French and Scandinavian authors most often praised by this generation, one major
figure linking different generations was Friedrich Nietzsche, who was already familiar
in the 1890s, but whose works were made more widely available through the 1908 Lat-
vian translation of Also sprach Zarathustra (Thus spoke Zarathustra, 1883-1885). Its
translator Vilis Pludons was also a modernist poet, schoolteacher, and author of text-
books, and thus an exemplary case of the polyliterariness and polyfunctionality of au-
thors representing a small literature (Glesener 2021, 60). The diversity of approach-
es was at the same time still mirrored by the continued and innovative application
of the patterns of popular literature in fin-de-siécle Latvian literary culture.

CONCLUSION: LITERARY SYSTEMS OF SMALL

CULTURES AND THEIR POTENTIAL IN SHAPING

THE NOTION OF WORLD LITERATURE

The above aspects allow us to argue that 19th-century Latvian literature, follow-
ing the terms elaborated in a related context by Marco Juvan, endeavor on the one
hand to place world literature in the emerging national literary system, while they
try on the other to incorporate domestic literature within already elaborated literary
models (2012, 28). This also corresponds to the ideas of Dionyz Durisin who ar-
gues that “the interliterary process starts with national literatures and proceeds from
them to world literature in a series of intermediate stages” (Dominguez, Saussy, and
Villanueva 2015, 32). A retrospective evaluation of the research material dealt with
in the present article allows us to distinguish several important aspects which impact
Latvian literary culture in the process of its systemic formation.

First, we notice that cultural transfer into the Latvian language is initiated by eth-
nically unrelated Baltic German intellectuals, who in their pedagogical aims and
aesthetic aspirations make use of the established models of German culture, while
in this process they also adapt and expand well-established trends of the popular En-
lightenment in order to reach 19th-century Latvian audiences.

Secondly, an important new facet is introduced by the translations of pop-
ular literature accomplished by the first ethnic authors, a trend that is stimulated
by the changing habits of reading among the Latvians and helps to foster them fur-
ther. While the reception contexts of popular literature are closely linked to every-
day practices, characteristic of a particular milieu, their growing familiarity provides
seemingly peripheral texts with considerable added value important for the further
elaboration of an inclusive literary system. In a related development, original literary
texts that mix the strategies of entertainment and serious purposes start to appear,
thus signalling potential differentiation of the functionality of literature.
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Thirdly, the aspirations to create a Latvian elite culture are gradually modelled
on examples of world literature that include translations of literary classics, to be later
joined by contemporary “masterpieces”. The publications of these texts often raise
anxious debates in society, first of a political nature with Baltic Germans recognizing
the danger to their patronizing attitude toward the Latvians, “not quite” prepared
for “that whole mass of knowledge”, and later with regard to the social impact and
aesthetic quality of translations. What is indisputable, however, is that canonical
texts of world literature help Latvian writers to widen their own horizon of thought,
while concomitantly adapting world literature for its reception and further elabora-
tion within a specifically shaped literary system. Innovative aesthetic challenges that
display a desire to follow potentially “universal” rules of art thus also become con-
text-specific. Correspondingly, our analysis echoes related observations summarized
by Stephanie Stockhorst: “In translation, texts do not just change their language, but
first and foremost their cultural frame of reference. Thus significant transformations
inevitably occur in the course of their de- and re-contextualisation” (2010, 23).

In addition, two aspects not further elaborated here should also be taken into
account while outlining the newly emerging literary system: the importance of mu-
tual translations among small languages advances significantly around the turn
of the 20th century; and important achievements of Latvian culture, such as the at-
tempts of Latvian writers in the German language, also provide locally manifest ver-
sions of transgressing the language borders that acquire the capacity to be transferred
to other contexts, thus bringing into motion a reverse reception process.

It is through these latter cases that world literature, first being placed and elab-
orated into the literary system of the Baltic provinces, returns to the “world”. How-
ever, what is especially important to recognize here is the fact that cultural transfer
is working in much more complex ways than texts simply moving from large litera-
tures to smaller ones, and, in relatively rare cases, moving in the other direction. Pro-
vincializing world literature principally involves the diversity of reception working
in various directions, complex “traveling literatures’, with every text that crosses lan-
guage borders making itself present in various, often underrated and not sufficiently
explored new contexts that eventually add innovative facets to both local and global
literary developments. In this process each culture, however small it may be, creates
its own literary system through which it also becomes an active agent in changing
the content of the concept of world literature.

NOTES

! Translations from Latvian language sources here and elsewhere by Teréze Svilane.
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“Provincializing” world literature: The role of translations
in shaping 19th-century Latvian culture

World literature. Translations. Cultural transfer. Baltic German literary activities. Reading
revolution. Latvian culture. Popular culture. Elite literature. Literary system of small
literatures.

The concept of world literature is traditionally applied to the process in which literary texts
cross national borders in the process of translation, thus getting a desired added value to be
recognized on a larger scale. While fully admitting the importance of translations from
small literatures to the languages of more widespread communication, our aim in this article
is to demonstrate that broad circulation of translated texts in smaller languages create fas-
cinating patterns due to their specific interpretation in local contexts that expand recep-
tion perspectives and change the terms of interpretation of world literature. The complexity
of these moves is traceable through the process in which translations of popular culture
are integrated into 19th-century Latvian literary activities alongside recognized classics,
explicitly setting an aim of fostering the creation of a national canon. On the other hand,
elite works of European literature are “provincialized” in the process of domesticating them
alongside other texts of lower literary quality. The translations from both elite and popular
culture thus contribute to the rise of Latvian letters, expanding the limits of the potentially
influential corpus of texts that can cross the borders of one national literature. With the use
of specific examples, we follow the interplay of popular and elite translations that gradu-
ally transform 19th-century Latvian literature and create a comprehensive literary system
representative of a small culture.
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Paul Celan produced a scanty corpus of Romanian poetry: eight poems (one of which
is fragmentary) and eight prose poems. Their literary quality is nevertheless so remark-
able that one of the most influential anthologies of the Romanian literary avant-garde
bears the subtitle “From Urmuz to Paul Celan” (Mincu 2006). According to Andrei
Corbea, the foremost Romanian specialist in Celan’s work, none of the poet’s Bucharest
writer friends between 1945-1947 “counted out” his “possible destiny [...] in Romanian
literature” (2020, 73).' One of these friends, Petre Solomon, who published Celan’s early
Romanian poems in 1987, states that “it is more than certain that there existed other
Romanian poems besides the ones that I have preserved myself” (2008, 142). Corbea
also plausibly argues that at least some of the poems published by Celan in his Bucharest
years are self-translations from German originals (2020, 72-79), therefore enriching
the Romanian section of his work. Both Corbea and Solomon think that Celan’s Roma-
nian literary output, which Corbea calls his “Romanian horizon” (162), should include
his remarkable translations from German (four parables by Kafka) and from Russian
(Lermontov’s A Hero of Our Time and Chekhov’s Peasants) into Romanian.*

Thus, Celan’s 16 still extant Romanian poems, as well as his translations of Kafka,
Lermontov, and Chekhov, do not constitute a sufficient literary corpus to allow us
to speak consistently of a “Romanian Celan”. But what they do constitute is sufficient
proof that there has existed the possibility of an accomplished Romanian poet named
Celan, and they subsequently legitimate the examination of Celan’s “Romanian trac-
es’, as Corbea names them (157-176). However, this is not in the sense in which Mac
Linscott Ricketts (1988) has written about the “Romanian roots” of Mircea Eliade.
Both Eliade and Emil Cioran produced a few thousand pages in Romanian, which
justify the claim for a “Romanian Eliade” or a “Romanian Cioran’, preceding their
integration into world literature. From this point of view, Celan’s case is more similar
to that of Tristan Tzara: their small number of poems and texts written in Romanian
do not make a reasonable claim for a “Romanian Celan” or a “Romanian Tzara’, prior
to their acceptance into world literature as German or French writers. But these “Ro-
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manian traces” do justify the examination of their relation with the culture in which,
at some point in their lives, they thought that they might have a literary destiny.
Topics such as the motivation(s) of their biographical and cultural beliefs, their elec-
tive affinities toward Romanian literary precursors or contemporaries, the nature and
the poetics of the Romanian literature they left behind, the dialogue of this “small”
literature with the “large” literatures they became part of, and their use of these ele-
ments in their new literatures, deserve examination and comparison with the writing
they produced after their integration into world literature.

One strange and painful episode in the last decade of Celans life is his feud
with his translator and friend Michael Hamburger (himself a remarkable poet), due
to Celan’s completely erroneous belief that Hamburger was the author of an anon-
ymous review in the Times Literary Supplement which discussed the “hermeti-
cism” of Celan’s poetry. This misunderstanding, which involves Celan’s perception
both of his poetry and of himself as a Romanian Jew writing in German, is use-
ful for a better understanding not only of Celan’s perception of himself, but also
of the manner in which his poetic treatment of his biographical background al-
lowed him to integrate this experience in a semi-peripheral literature into a larger
core literature. As David Damrosch asserts, in a context which will be discussed
in more detail below (2003, 281), world literature is rather a mode of circulation
than a set canon of texts. In this regard, Celan does not enter world literature when
he starts writing in German and the circulation of his texts exceeds the framework
of Romanian culture. This occurs when his German poetry starts traveling beyond
its German context — either by translation (for example, in English by Michael
Hamburger, or in French by André du Bouchet, Jean Daive, and Jean-Pierre Bur-
gart) or through literary criticism in languages other than German (for example,
in French by Jacques Derrida or in English by George Steiner). We shall see that
Celan perfectly understood that and he used his own Eastern European biography
as a catalyst of his poetry, intuiting that his traumatic and paradoxical relation with
the German culture and language can fuel his writing in such a manner that his own
biography may become suggestive for readers from cultures other than German
or Romanian. His trauma was not his alone. It could become significant to other
peoples and cultures, and it could help his literature enter a mode of circulation
transcending its original context. In the same time, Celan did not want his poetry
to be perceived as too openly biographical, fearing that the limits of his biogra-
phy could be transformed into limitations of his poetry. It was the central paradox
at the heart of his writing: on the one hand, as Celan repeatedly insisted, his poems
have a biographical correlative, they always originate in “the breath of the mortal
who crosses the poem” (2005a, 143) and always represent “a turn to breath” (2005b,
162), so that the poems are themselves biographical facts. This is why Celan, even
though he disliked grandiloquence, feels entitled to utter the phrase, without fear
of ridicule: “Je suis la poésie!” (Bollack 1993, 11). On the other hand, he refused
any straightforward biographical identification in his poems, and - as we shall sub-
sequently see — he refused to publish during his lifetime one of his most impressive
poems, “Wolfsbohne”, precisely because he considered that the biographical cor-
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relation was too obvious. He even went to such lengths as almost entirely breaking
off relations with his translator and friend Michael Hamburger when he considered
that the biographical substratum of his poetry was misunderstood.

As Hamburger states, “Wolfsbohne’ is one of several poems excised by Paul Celan
from his collection Die Niemandsrose of 1963” (2013a, 395). Celan himself highly
valued the poem; after writing its first version in 1959, he kept rewriting it and pre-
served these revisions in a separate file. Yet he decided not to publish it right before
sending Niemandsrose into print, and the poem was not published during his life-
time. Nevertheless, Celan did not destroy or abandon the poem. On the contrary,
he was still working on it in 1965, when he took care to add some supplementary
lines. When Hamburger came upon the poem after Celan’s death, he was immediate-
ly struck by its intensity and was granted the permission to translate it into English
by Celan’s son, Eric, and by the German publisher Suhrkamp. Hamburger’s assump-
tion (which I consider correct) is that Celan refused to publish the poem because its
biographical origin was too explicit. As Hamburger writes, ““Wolfsbohne’ must have
proved unpublishable for and by Celan because, more starkly than any other poem
of his maturity, it exposed the wound of his parents” death in internment camps”
(396). The tensest lines are those in which Celan is horrified by the idea that, after
having arrived in Germany, he might have shaken the hand of his mother’s assassin:
“Mutter, / Mutter, wessen / Hand hab ich gedriickt, / da ich mit deinen / Worten ging
nach / Deutschland?” (In Hamburger's translation: “Mother, / Mother, whose / hand
did I clasp / when with your / words I went to / Germany?”).

Hamburger could not have known it, but this line is an exact reiteration of an emo-
tional passage from a letter sent on 3 November 1946 from Bucharest by the 26-year-
old Celan to the Swiss writer, critic, and editor Max Rychner (the publisher of Robert
Walser and the pen friend of Hugo von Hofmannsthal, Thomas Mann, Gottfried
Benn, Ernst Robert Curtius, etc.):

I want to tell you how difficult it is to write poems in German as a Jew. When my poems
appear, they will probably also come to Germany and - let me say the horrible thing -
the hand that opens my book may have squeezed the hand of the one who murdered my
mother. [...] And it could be even worse. .. But my destiny is this: to have to write German
poems. And if poetry is my destiny - [...] - then I am happy. (2019a, 27)

The lines in “Wolfsbohne”, written in 1959, obviously rephrase the same fear ex-
pressed in this 1946 letter to Rychner, a convoluted psychic constellation which con-
nects in one strong image his survivor’s guilt and his belief in his own poetic destiny.
Tellingly enough, the place of the German language is not figured here in the mouth
or in the brain, as it happens in everyday metaphorization, but in the hand which can
both write poetry and commit murder. (A study on the hand as locus of the language
in Celans poetry remains to be done.) Therefore poetry, which according to Celan
is what remains after destruction, could be contaminated again by the destructive force.

In the years when Celan was writing “Wolfsbohne”, an ongoing trial of the German
language was taking place. The most famous line of argumentation was, of course,
that of Adorno, who built probably the most influential and authoritative case against
poetry (mainly, but not only German) in the postwar cultural industry. In contrast
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to his famous dictum (written in 1949 and first published in 1951), “Nach Auschwitz
ein Gedicht zu schreiben, ist barbarisch” (It is barbaric to write a poem after Aus-
chwitz; 1977, 30), his Negative Dialektik (1966; Negative Dialectics, 2001) reaches
an acceptance of poetry’s moral right to exist: “Perennial suffering has as much right
to express itself as the martyr has to scream; this is why it may have been wrong to
say that poetry could not be written after Auschwitz” ([1970] 2001, 355). Adorno was
of course not alone in his denunciation of the German language’s complicity with
Nazism; other influential thinkers joined him during those years in his endeavor.
George Steiner was an early admirer of Celan, whom he considered in After Babel
“almost certainly the major European poet of the period after 1945” ([1975] 1992,
191). In his 1960 essay The Hollow Miracle. Notes on the German Language, Steiner
denounced the German language as

not innocent of the horrors of Nazism. It is not merely that a Hitler, a Goebbels, and
a Himmler happened to speak German. Nazism found in the language precisely what
it needed to give voice to its savagery. Hitler heard inside his native tongue the latent hys-
teria, the confusion, the quality of hypnotic trance. (1960, 37)

Steiner further thinks that if one chooses to “use a language to conceive, or-
ganize, and justify Belsen; use it to make out specifications for gas ovens; use it
to dehumanize man during twelve years of calculated bestiality”, then “something
of the lies and sadism will settle in the marrow of the language” (38). The conse-
quence of this infection of the German language is the fatal diminution of Ger-
man literature: “Compare the best of current journalism with an average number
of the Frankfurter Zeitung of pre-Hitler days; it is at times difficult to believe that
both are written in German” (41).

Radical as they may seem now, such ethical reactions as Adorno’ or Steiner’s were
deemed necessary in the immediate postwar decades, and they dominated the public
sphere in Germany. Celan was directly interested in this discussion, as was expected
due to his production of poetry originating in the Holocaust trauma. We do not have
any record of his reaction to the Steiner article, but we know he followed Adorno’s
positions with increased attention and even took notes commenting on them when
he prepared some of his own public positions (most famously in the Meridian speech
at the reception of the Biichner prize, in which he quotes Adorno), as Marlies Janz
has already carefully shown (1976) and as the Tiibinger Ausgabe has also repeatedly
documented in more recent years. Celan was interested in meeting Adorno in per-
son, and in July 1959 Peter Szondi arranged a meeting in the Engadine. Although
he made the trip to the Swiss Alps, Celan left a few days before Adorno’s arrival, and
they only met in person for the first time in May 1960, in the Rhine-Main region
(a detailed account of their failed meeting may be found in Felstiner 1995, 139-145).
In the meantime, Celan sent Adorno a letter containing the “Gesprach im Gebirg,
a short story about a failed “encounter in the mountains”. The subliminal message
of the story was clear enough: Celan took Adorno’s view about the ethical impossibil-
ity of poetry after Auschwitz quite personally. Even though they eventually developed
an amiable mutual attitude, this remained a litigious point in Celan’s attitude towards
Adorno.
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“Wolfsbohne” was written in its first version in 1959, the year of Celan’s and Ador-
nos failed first meeting. The double fear of contamination, that the poet’s hand may
involuntarily touch the hand of his mother’s assassin, and that his poetry may fall
into the hands of the murderers, is easier to understand when put into the context
of the Adorno-Steiner discussion. What is more difficult to understand is Celan’s
refusal to publish the poem (according to Hamburger, Celan must also have known
that it was one of his masterpieces). Hamburger values in “Wolfsbohne” nothing less
than

the exceptional importance for me of a poem that validates Celan’s insistence on whatever
is the opposite of hermeticism. [...] More clearly than any other poem by Celan, earlier
or later, “Wolfsbohne” renders the tug between life and death that was the price he had
to pay for being a survivor. (2013a, 397)

He deeply regrets Celan’s decision to excise the poem from the final version of Die
Niemansdrose, showing his conviction that its publication would have made obvious
for everyone the true anti-hermetic nature of Celan’s poetry:

If, on the other hand, he had been able to include the 1959 version in his book, every
responsive and responsible critic would have to think twice before describing Celan as
a “hermetic” poet - as Celan believed I had called him in an anonymous review of the book
published in the TLS, despite my repeated assurances that I was not the author of that
review. This misunderstanding troubled our relations, explicitly for a time, subliminally
right up to the time of Celan’s death by suicide. Into my copy of Die Niemandsrose he wrote
“ganz und gar nicht hermetisch” - “absolutely not hermetic”. (396-397)

We now know that Hamburger was indeed not the author of that anonymous
TLS review which hurt Celan so deeply. Its real author, as Hamburger managed
to find out and disclose only in 1997 (2013b, 405-22) was S.S. Prawer, at that time
lecturer at the University of Birmingham and regular contributor to the TLS. Un-
fortunately, Celan could not be convinced otherwise, and his bitterness against
Hamburger “induced him to positively forbid [him] to translate his [Celan’s] po-
ems in the last years of his life” (411). As Hamburger opines, “the vehemence of his
response to this unattributed review was due to his being called a ‘hermetic poet’
[...] the term ‘hermetic’ was inadmissible only for those who knew Celan person-
ally or had inferred from his text that its application to his work threatened his
existential core” (411).

This is indeed the crux of the matter, explaining Celans constantly angry re-
action against being labeled “hermetic”. No matter how well-intended the usage
of the term may have been, he refused to be considered a hermetic poet in the lin-
eage of Mallarmé and Valéry, because he was aware that, unlike that of the hermet-
ic poets, his poetry did not aim at becoming a pure sonorous idea, isolated from
the emotional human experience. Even though the complicated surface of his poem
could sometimes give the impression of encrypted hermeticism, Celan insisted that
each of his poems originates in “the breath of the mortal who crosses the poem”;
or, as Jean Bollack says, “whatever he was speaking about, Celan also spoke about
Auschwitz” (2000, 32). To call him “hermetic” meant to deny the trauma behind
the poem; in a radical sense, it meant to destroy whatever human remnants still
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survived within the poem. Unlike the hermetic poets, Celan understood poetry as
individuation, as a construction of personal identity via poetry, as Lebensschrift and
bio-graphia. Marko Pajevi¢ has convincingly shown this in a study reading Celan’s
poem as Lebensschrift (2000, 214-224). The poem must be acutely alive, there must
be in it the acute feeling of day-to-day life, the Akut des Heutigen theorized by Celan
in his Meridian speech. With its lack of interest in everyday life, with its rejection
of the human emotionality and its cult of the de-humanized idea, hermetic poetry
was the rigorous opposite of what Celan expected from poetry. Hence his acute and
angry reaction against it.

To put it more directly: to label Celan as a hermetic poet meant for him to ig-
nore his personal and historic trauma as a Jewish poet surviving the Holocaust and
choosing to write his poems in German, the language both of his mother and of his
mother’s assassins. He always reacted towards that as to an insensitive unawareness
of the traumatic biography in which his poetry originated. For him, as Andrei Cor-
bea observes, “the smuggled goods of his biography prove unavoidable and, even
more so, indispensable” (2020, 35). Even though this line of interpretation has be-
come the dominant one since the 1970s, it is important to see that some of the most
prestigious of Celans contemporaries differed from it, such as Hans-Georg Gadamer,
who was decisively against the biographical interpretation, claiming that “all is there
in the text” (1973, 138). It is also meaningful to see that Celan chose to assign the re-
alization of the critical edition of his works to Beda Allemann, whose explicit option
in his previous comments on Celan’s poetry had been to ignore all the historical and
contextual information referring to the Holocaust.

This ambivalent reaction towards his own biography is most specific to Celan:
he does not allow having his poetry detached from it (neither in its conception,
nor in its interpretation), but he also does not allow having it too openly discussed.
He writes “Wolfsbohne”, rephrasing the obsessive image of the murderer’s hand
touching the poet’s hand, but he cannot publish the poem exactly because of that
image. He writes his poetry insisting that it is filled with the breath of the mortal
who creates it, but he assigns the task of the critical edition to the very person who
chose to ignore that breath. It is, as he knows (and as he states in the 1946 Rychner
letter), the paradox of a Jew writing poetry in German, the language both of his
beloved mother and of her assassins. Celan identified profoundly with Heinrich
Heine, in whom he saw a fellow Jewish poet sharing a similar experience, and,
as Nelly Sachs recounts, in moments when he felt humiliated by some of his con-
temporaries, he went to visit Heine’s tomb in the Montmartre cemetery in a sort
of purification ritual. He also read attentively Adornos 1956 text about Heine,
“Die Wunde Heine”, and made numerous annotations on his private copy. Among
others, he underlined a passage where Adorno notices Heine’s “lack of resistance
to the fluency of the usual [German] language”. Celan’s solution was obviously quite
the opposite. His German shows an amazing capacity of opposition to the fluency
of usual German. His poetry seems to resist its own language and it does so with
the same paradoxical intensity with which it camouflages the biographical event,
without which it cannot exist.
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Celan’s innermost experience of the German language is marked by the traumat-
ic experience of a Romanian Jew surviving the Holocaust. He has to write poetry
in his mother’s language (at the same time the language of his mother’s assassins),
but in his few Romanian writings from his early years, he was not confronted with
this tragic paradox. Even though his mother could speak Romanian, those who have
planned and ordered her execution did not (although we should not overlook that
a significant number of the guards in Nazi camps were themselves Eastern Europe-
ans). The executioner (or at least the chief executioner) and the victim do not inhabit
the same linguistic space of the poem. He had to completely abandon his writing
in Romanian (scanty as it was) in order to build this paradox, without which his ma-
jor poetry could not exist and which was also the cause of its (and his) destruction.
Celan’s biography could be transformed into major poetry only when written in this
language which was simultaneously the language of the victim and of the assassin.
This decisive change happened not because he has abandoned a “small” culture for
a “large” one; after all, Romanian language has managed to produce major poets both
before and after Celan. But it was only in German that this tragic paradox mentioned
before was possible.

As David Damrosch observes, when “traveling abroad, though, a text does indeed
change, both in its frame of reference and usually in language as well” (2003, 292).
The “travel abroad” mentioned here is obviously the translation of the text. As we
know from Petre Solomon’s own testimony, the Romanian version of “Todestango”
(as “Todesfuge” was first titled), published on 2 May 1947 in Contemporanul, was
translated by Solomon and Celan together under the title “Tangoul mortii” (2008,
63). Corbea thinks it was a self-translation by Celan, with a possible revision made
by Solomon (2020, 76). It is interesting to compare this early Romanian version with
the final German one, which is definitely more intense and more powerful, and to see
that it is indeed “writing that gains in translation”, as Damrosch famously defines
world literature (2003, 281). Applied to Celan’s particular case, Damrosch was right
to say that “in an excellent translation, the result is not the loss of an unmediated
original vision but instead a heightening of the naturally creative interaction of read-
er and text. In this respect a poem or novel can be seen to achieve its lasting effect
precisely by virtue of its adaptability to our private experience” (292). In the final
German version, Celan’s private experience of the Holocaust reached a heightened
intensity and “achieved its lasting effect” because “the natural interaction of reader
and text” had a new context: the poem is a witness of the destroyed uttered in the lan-
guage of their destroyers. It was a radical change of the frame of reference as well as
the most radical translation imaginable. The poem (and Celan’s poetry) has found its
only language where its tragic paradox was possible.

From this moment on (May 1947, half a year after the letter to Rychner), Cel-
an’s poetry started to become world literature precisely because it was “writing that
gains in translation”. There are other poems from the same period written by Celan
both in German and in Romanian, such as for example “Trei poeme” (Three poems),
brought to the literary magazine Agora by Lia Fingerhut, also considered by Ion
Caraion to be self-translations (2020, 75). Celan’s negotiation with trauma (both per-
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sonal and historic) had already begun. He was obviously melding various sources
in his successive versions of “Todestango’, as proven by its similarities to his Czer-
nowitz friend Immanuel Weissglas’s “Er” (1944), where Death also appears as a Ger-
man master. As Weissglas writes, “Spielt sanft vom Tod, er ist ein deutscher Meister”
[“He sings sweetly about death, he is a German master”], “Wir heben Griber in die
Luft” [“We raise graves in the air”], and “Er spielt im Haus mit Schlangen, drdut und
dichtet, / In Deutschland dimmert es wie Gretchens Haar” [“He plays in the house
with the snakes, he drafts and composes, / In Germany there grows a twilight like
Gretchen’s hair”]. Whether or not Celan knew Weissglas’s poem, it is not possible
to verify if it was written before or after Celan’s inexplicably similar one (Stiehler
1972, 11-40), but striking details have been identified by John Felstiner. Firstly,
in the Janowska concentration camp near Lvov, the Jews selected for extermination
were compelled to listen an Argentinian death tango before their execution; and sec-
ondly, in 1944 the Soviet writer Konstantin Simonov (whose play The Russian Ques-
tion Celan was to translate in 1947) published a brochure about the concentration
camp in Majdanek (which Celan may have therefore known), describing in detail
how the prisoners were marching to their execution while tens of loudspeakers were
playing foxtrot and tango (Felstiner 1985, 44-55). We see in this negotiation with
both the personal and the collective trauma a symptom of Celan’ initiated individ-
uation as a German poet, entering the “large” context of German culture and of his
traumatic guilt-ridden past with the effect of radical intensification of his writing,
which thus “gains in translation”

Returning to David Damrosch’s criteria for the definition of world literature, we
must observe that there are three — but not with a cumulative logic. Each of them
describes a fundamental trait, which also means that any literary work satistying
any of the three characteristics is a piece of world literature: “1. World literature is
an elliptical refraction of national literatures. / 2. World literature is writing that gains
in translation. / 3. World literature is not a set canon of texts but a mode of read-
ing: a form of detached engagements with worlds beyond our own place and time”
(2003, 281; italics in the original). We have seen before that Celan’s early poetry
published in Bucharest satisfies the second criterion, as his movement from the Ger-
man original to the Romanian self-translation and then to the final German version
functions as a radical translation which intensifies the text. We can verify now that
it also satisfies the first: it is “an elliptical refraction” between German literature and
Romanian literature, with Celan’s biography elliptically stretching between them,
a refraction which “can help to clarify the vital, yet also indirect, relation between
the two” (282). Any German poem of Celan, simultaneously fueled and burdened
by fragments of a Romanian Jew’s biography, becomes a permanent “locus of ne-
gotiation” between the Romanian source culture and the German receiving one.
As Damrosch shows,

[e]ven a single work of world literature is the locus of a negotiation between two different
cultures. The receiving culture can use the foreign material in all sorts of ways: as a posi-
tive model for the future development of its own tradition; as a negative case of a primi-
tive, or decadent, strand that must be avoided or rooted out at home; or, more neutrally,
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as an image of radical otherness against which the home tradition can be defined more
clearly. World literature is thus always as much about the host culture’s values and needs as
it is about a work’s source culture; hence it is a double refraction, one that can be described
through the figure of the ellipse, with the source and host cultures providing the two foci
that generate the elliptical space within which a work lives as world literature, connected
to both cultures, circumscribed by neither alone. (2003, 283)

Damrosch distinguishes therefore three possibilities of a text’s integration into
the receiving culture: positive (a “model for future development”), negative (illustrating
a “primitive, or decadent, strand which has to be avoided or rooted out at home”), and
neutral (a “radical otherness” which allows the receiving culture a better self-definition).
Among other qualities, Celans case has the merit of proving that these possibilities are
not mutually exclusive; on the contrary, the tragic paradox at the core of Celan’s poetry
generates a strange situation in which it illustrates simultaneously all of the three pos-
sibilities. As the contemporary state of German poetry has proven, Celans poetry was
indeed a “model for [its] future development”; at the same time, as it catalyzed a dia-
logue of German memory with its Nazi past, it illustrated a “primitive, or decadent,
strand which has to be avoided or rooted out at home”; and it also constituted a “radi-
cal otherness” which allowed German culture a better self-definition. Far from proving
Damroschs distinction wrong, the complicated situation of Celan’s poetry in relation
with the receiving German culture proves in fact that Damrosch is absolutely right when
asserting that “world literature is thus always as much about the host culture’s values
and needs as it is about a work’s source culture”. German culture, profoundly troubled
by its recent Nazi past, with a language contaminated by the totalitarian virus (as shown
in Adorno and Steiner’s critiques), was painfully striving towards its own restoration.
Celan’s poetry has the remarkable merit of simultaneously suiting all these types of pos-
sibilities, be they “positive’, “negative’, or “neutral”. In other words, “connected to both
cultures”, German and Romanian, “and circumscribed by neither alone” (as Damrosch
states in the previous quotation), Celans literature is indeed a “locus of negotiation” be-
tween them, transmitting information from one to the other, modifying both the source
culture and the receiving one to the point where they become indistinct from each other:
Celan is just as much a Romanian Jewish (aspiring) poet integrated in a German culture,
which he consistently changes, as he is a German poet with Jewish origins returning into
a formerly abandoned Romanian culture, which he consistently enriches and modifies.
The reception of George State’s excellent first complete translation of Celan’s poetry into
Romanian (2015, 2019b), as well as Andrei Corbea’s remarkable translations and critical
studies of Celan, are among the best testimonies of this catalytic return.

Moreover, according to Damrosch’s most recent book on world literature:

The one-to-one identification of nation and language was almost always a fiction, and it
is becoming more and more tenuous today, even in the case of many small countries with
a national language rarely spoken beyond their borders. A full view of contemporary Is-
raeli literature should include writing in Arabic, Russian, and Yiddish as well as Hebrew,
and Romanian literature includes the work of the Nobel Prize winners Eugéne Ionesco
in French and Herta Miiller in German as well as Andrei Codrescu and Norman Ma-
nea in America, writing in English and Romanian, respectively. (2020, 175-176)
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Damrosch here unintentionally grants Ionesco a Nobel Prize, which the French-Ro-
manian writer never received. But the Harvard critic is perfectly right in his asser-
tion: the cases of the bilingual/multilingual writers he lists, to which Celan could and
should be added, clearly show that world literature as a mode of circulation between
languages makes superfluous the strict division of national literatures within the bor-
ders of single languages. Celan is a post-national poet, with all the simultaneous plu-
ralities postulated by Damrosch’s conjecture. Thus, he is simultaneously the Celan
of a “small” culture writing poems in two languages during his Bucharest period,
examining the possibility of becoming a Romanian writer before leaving for France,
the Celan of the “large” German culture who identified in the German language
the ideal “locus of negotiation” of his personal trauma, and the Celan who returns
by means of translations and of critical studies into Romanian culture. The post-na-
tional Celan is not a single poet but rather a network comprising all his possibilities
of development in any language, intersecting possible (but abandoned) and accom-
plished versions of himself, writing in two languages (even though in highly imbal-
anced proportions), absorbing and distributing information (biographical and cul-
tural) from and to each of them.

Finally, the case of the post-national Celan helps us clarify the insufficiency
of Damrosch’s definition of world literature from 2003, according to which “[w]orld
literature is an elliptical refraction of national literatures” which needs a “host cul-
ture” and a “source culture” (2003, 281-283). If by these two cultures (source and
host) he understands two national literatures, his definition is proven perfectible
by such cases as Celans or Tzaras — generally speaking, by this category of writers
who have at one point switched to writing in another language and entered world
literature without having elaborated a consistent body of work in the national lit-
erature of the “source culture”. In such cases, the “host culture” (German for Celan,
French for Tzara) functions as a secondary “source culture” for their future transla-
tions in other languages and their insertion into another national cultures and litera-
tures. While the primary “source culture”, containing their amputated literary destiny
in what could have been their first national literature, displays something similar with
the phantom limb syndrome: even though their destiny has been severed at an early
point due to their personal decision, its unrealized possibility continues to generate
a sort of anxiety of influence on their realized body of work.

In the cases of all exiled or displaced writers who have chosen to change their
literary language and subsequently entered world literature via another literary
tradition, there is not only a “source culture” and a “host culture’, as David Dam-
rosch posits, but there exists a triangulation of cultures, involving a triadic relation
between the primary source culture, the secondary source culture, and the other
national literatures wherein their work enters by translation. While studying Roma-
nian travelogues to China under communism, Andrei Terian has reached a similar
conclusion: in comparative cultural studies and in world literature studies, bina-
risms are still dominant in studies of world literature. Their most successful theoret-
ical tools, Terian convincingly shows (2019, 16), have a binary mechanism: David
Damrosch’s “elliptical reading” (2003), Pascale Casanova’s “pacified” and “combative
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literatures” (2011), Franco Moretti’s oppositional “core” and “peripheries” (2013).
Terian sees in this binarism a proof that the respective theories “continue to firm-
ly rely on the colonizer-colonized dichotomy”. In comparative cultural studies and
in world literature studies, he deems more useful a cognitive model functioning
as a triadic mechanism, which he labels as “cultural triangulation”, defining it as
follows:

cultural triangulation postulates that all (inter)cultural processes are ideologically filtered
and imply the existence of an intermediary C between A and B, which takes various roles,
mainly of camouflaging / altering / compensating / overturning certain power relations
that are by no means perceptible or inescapable. (2019, 19)

This triad involves “three ‘peaks’ corresponding to just as many members from
different ‘national’ cultures”; these “peaks” are a Scope (“standing for the ‘Tookout’
culture and its perspective”), a Scape (“the culture open to contemplating and reading
by the Other, which functions as a basis for comparison with culture A”), and a Scale
(“or the ‘Hidden Third; the culture operating as an implicit yardstick for the evalua-
tion of both A and B”). Terian applies this ternary mechanism in the analysis of three
postwar Romanian travelogues to China. His results are so remarkable that his prop-
osition seems to be one of the main theoretical openings in recent comparative cul-
tural and literary studies. “Cultural triangulation” as a cognitive model and its de-
rived analytical vocabulary have an inner dynamic which replicates more accurately
the inner relational dynamic within the network(s) of world literature - be it only for
the reason that the relational sophistication of a network can be better topologically
reflected by the inner sophistication of the triangle than by the too simplistic figure
of a line drawn between two foci.

Such as Terian describes it and makes use of it, “cultural triangulation” is de-
signed as a mechanism of comparison (between three or more “national” cultures).
However, its functionality is extendable to much more than comparison - in such
cases as Celan’s, for example, the triangulation helps to explain literary processes
having to do not with cultural comparison, but with text production as well as with
its distribution. When used for comparison, triangulation is a psychological process.
It is no less psychological when applied to the production of literature - in this case,
cultural triangulation takes Harold Bloom’s mechanisms of “anxiety of influence”
one step further, adding (at least) one more actor to their previous binary descrip-
tion. If used for describing a mechanism of distribution of literary objects within
and throughout the world literature network, triangulation stops being psychologi-
cal. It turns into a technical ternary mechanism examining literature’s modes of cir-
culation in a way which explains better than Damrosch’s binary theory itself how
world literature is “a literature that gains in translation” Natural space limitations
of such an article do not allow for further elaboration in these respects. For now,
Celan’s case study alone has proven that cultural triangulation can function not only
as a mechanism of comparison, as Terian has designed it, but also as an analytical
mechanism for matters regarding production and distribution. Terian may have un-
derestimated the functional extension of the theoretical ternary mechanism he has
proposed.
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What is peculiarly interesting in cases such as Celan’s or Tzaras is that the tri-
angulation may happen even when the primary source culture is underdeveloped
or even abandoned: it functions as an imperfect triangulation with two present foci
and an absent (abandoned, amputated) one. In the case of the post-national Celan,
this imperfect triangulation is a troubling mise en abyme of his tragic biographical
amputation.

NOTES

' Unless otherwise stated, all translations are by the present author.
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The post-national Celan: The imperfect triangulation from (abandoned)
Romanian poetry to world literature and back

World literature. Post-national literatures. Paul Celan. David Damrosch. Bifocal
perspective. Elliptical refraction. Cultural triangulation.

This article focuses on the (dis)continuities between the German-language work of Paul
Celan (integrated into a “large” literature where he becomes “Europe’s foremost poet after
World War II”; in George Steiner’s opinion) and the scanty corpus of Romanian literature
written by Celan in his Bucharest period, read in the post-national perspective. In his book
Comparing the Literatures: Literary Studies in a Global Age (2020), David Damrosch states that
a unified Romanian literature should integrate literature written in several languages, disre-
garding the obsolete criterion of the national language. While agreeing with this proposition,
the article remarks that Damrosch’s other theoretical proposition, that of the bifocal view-
point, with the two foci represented by the literature of origin and that of insertion, proves
ineffective in Celan’s case. The author proposes the use of “cultural triangulation”, Andrei
Terian’s concept, for a better understanding of Celan as a post-national poet. In this model,
Celan proves to be not a single poet but rather a network comprising all his possibilities of de-
velopment in any language, intersecting possible (but abandoned) and accomplished versions
of himself, writing in two languages (even not proportionately so), and absorbing and distrib-
uting biographical and cultural information from and to each of them.
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Although the clash of national identities in Franz Kafka’s native Prague has become
an indispensable element in the ever-growing of research on his work, the author
himself touched on this issue only in passing, notably in his “character sketch
of the literature of small peoples” (Schema zur Charakteristik kleiner Literaturen)
from a 1911 diary entry (1948, 148). The abstractness of these remarks has allowed
scholars to interpret them with only vague reference to their original context, a sit-
uation which Meno Spann referred to as early as in the 1950s as “the minor Kafka
problem”: “The Katka without contours, existing outside time, or worse, in the wrong
cultural space and at the wrong historical time, is a phantom which can take on any
shape in which a literary necromancer wishes to conjure him up” (1957, 163).
The most influential of these “necromancers” are doubtless Gilles Deleuze and Félix
Guattari, who redefine the term “minor” in Kafka: pour une littérature mineure (1975;
Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature, 1986), with Kafka’s reflections as the starting point
(or justification) for their own argument about language and “minor literature”. With
the French translation of Franz Wagenbach’s biography of Kafka as their main source
for the Prague historical context, they conclude: “The impossibility of writing other
than in German is for the Prague Jews the feeling of an irreducible distance from their
primitive Czech territoriality” They assert that Kafka was caught between the “four
languages” of Jewish Prague (German, Czech, Yiddish, and Hebrew), “deterritorial-
ized” from his native German (1986, 16-17). Despite its considerable influence, this
study has been increasingly criticized by more recent scholars like David Damrosch,
who refers to this argument as a “misreading” of Kafka: “If we now see a Prague Jew
where an earlier generation saw an international modernist, are we getting closer
to the essence of the writer and his work, or simply projecting our current interests
into both?” (2003, 198).

Other than Kafka, the writer most closely connected with Prague is Jaroslav Hasek,
whose fictional antihero Josef Svejk has become a symbol of Czech culture around
the world. Although the two novelists lived in Prague at the same time, there is no
definitive proof that they ever met, but the philosopher Karel Kosik’s essay “Hasek
and Kafka” ([1963] 1983) creates a vivid image of parallel existence by juxtaposing
two famous fictional scenes from their work. While HageK’s Svejk is escorted by two
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guards down the hill from Hrad¢any across the Charles Bridge, Kafka’s Josef K. is also
led by two guards across the bridge and up the hill to his execution. Kosik notes that
Svejk crosses Prague in the morning, Josef K. in the evening, so that although joined
by location, they are separated by time: “Both groups pass through the same places,
but meeting each other is impossible” ([1963] 1983, 117). While this essay was an im-
portant part of the 1960s critical movement that reclaimed Kafka’s work for Marxist
criticism, allowing it to be discussed in Czechoslovakia, it also reinforces the image
of Kafka’s alienation and separation from Czech culture that later appears in Deleuze
and Guattari’s “deterritorialization”

Nonetheless, Hillel J. Kieval has emphasized the “competing claims to self-defi-
nition” in which Kafka’s “German” identity was complicated by his “personal ties
to the many ‘non-Germans who populated Prague’s cityscape’, including Czech-speak-
ing Jews like the brothers Frantisek and Jifi Langer (2000, 219). Although distantly
related to Kafka’s friend Max Brod, the Langers were raised in Czech culture, but took
strikingly different paths in their writing: Frantisek Langer was a playwright who was
close friends with Jaroslav Haek and other leading figures of Czech literature and so-
ciety, while his younger brother Jifi was an expert in Jewish mysticism who had stud-
ied with a famous rabbi in the Galician town of Belz and later (through Brod) met
Kafka and instructed him in Hebrew and the Hasidic legends. Angelo Maria Ripelli-
no has grouped Jifi Langer with Brod and Kafka as exemplary cases of alienation
in their native Prague: “However far they moved from the city on the Vltava, they felt
an uprootedness, a sense of not belonging” (1995, 24). Yet Jiti Langer differed from
both Kafka and Brod by writing simultaneously (under different names) in German,
Czech, and Hebrew, attempting to integrate the competing concepts of Central Eu-
ropean Jewish identity (German assimilation, Czech nationalism, and Zionism) into
a complex and contradictory yet somehow cohesive vision.

Langer wrote a psychoanalytic interpretation of Jewish mysticism, Die Erotik der
Kabbala (The eroticism of the Cabbala, 1923, which he published in German under
the name Georg), as well as the poetry collection Piyyutim ve-Shirei Yedidot (Liturgi-
cal and love poetry, 1929, for which he used his Hebrew name Mordechai Georgo).
However, he used his native Czech for his collection of Hasidic folklore, Devét bran
(1937; Nine Gates, 1961), which Gershom Scholem has described as “one of the most
valuable descriptions of Hasidic life and the Hasidic way of thinking from within”
(Langer 1959, 9-10). Just before Langer’s death in wartime Palestine, Brod arranged
for the publication his collected poetry in Hebrew, Meat tsori (A bit of balm, 1943).
Over the past decade, this poetry has become available in Czech (Langer 2013) and
in English (Langer 2014) but most importantly, it has been contextualized by Shaun
Jacob Halper’s groundbreaking research on the gay themes of Langer’s German and
Hebrew writings (2011, 2013). Presenting these texts as revolutionary for modern
Jewish homosexual identity, Halper has argued that “the institution of Hasidism gave
meaning and shape to how Langer experienced the inner life of his sexual self — one
might even say to his sexual subjectivity — even if Langer did not have the language
to express it as such” (2011, 209-210). What is striking is that Langer explored this
“sexual subjectivity” not in German or Czech, but in Hebrew, not yet fully revived
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at that time as a national language. Thus the following analysis aims to “reterritorial-
ize” Langer’s work within three distinct contexts: the theoretical discourse of minor
literature (inspired by Deleuze and Guattari), the multicultural milieu of interwar
Prague, and the less-familiar context of Czech gay writers.

KAFKA’S SELF-REPRESENTATION AND SEARCH

FOR “DEEPER MEANING”

The concept of minor literature has been criticized for preserving the distinction
between small and large literatures even as it claims to offer a liberating approach
for marginalized writers. In La République mondiale des Lettres (1999; The World Re-
public of Letters, 2004), Pascal Casanova examines the power relations between lit-
eratures, stating that Deleuze and Guattari “impose a modern opinion upon a writer
from the past who did not share it”, and referring to their theory as “further proof
that anachronism is a form of literary ethnocentrism used by the centers to apply
their own aesthetic and political categories to texts” (2004, 204). More recently, Dirk
Weissman has traced their “misreading” to the replacement of “klein” with “mineur”
in the French translation of Kafka’s diary by Marthe Robert: “This singular choice
of translation, coming from a particular interpretation of the writer’s literary and lin-
guistic situation, has exerted a strong influence until the present day” By basing their
interpretation of Kafka on Robert’s French versions, Deleuze and Guattari “perpetu-
ated, indeed amplified the choice of these translations” (2013, 77-78).

However, in Milles plateaux (1980; A Thousand Plateaus, 1987), Deleuze and
Guattari offer a more nuanced “tetralinguistic” model of language, based on Henri
Gobard’s L'alienation linguistique (1977), for which Deleuze wrote the introduction.
Rather than the binary major and minor, they propose four functions of language
based on location: “vernacular is here; vehicular language is everywhere; referential
language is over there; mythic language is beyond” (1986, 23). For Kafka’s Prague,
the “vernacular” Czech is the everyday language of the majority, the “vehicular” Ger-
man has an official function, and the “mythic” Hebrew is limited to religious use,
although rather than designating Yiddish as “referential’, they refer to it more vaguely
as “a nomadic movement of deterritorialization that reworks German language” (25).
This model is also more appropriate for Jifi Langer, one of the relatively few writers
fully fluent in all four languages.

Another frequently encountered issue with minor literature is the way that
the term is shifted to “minority” writing, as in the case of Abdul R. JanMohamed and
David Lloyd’s The Nature and Context of Minority Discourse (1990). Hannan Hever’s
article from this collection (originally published as a thematic issue of Cultural Cri-
tique) describes Israeli Hebrew culture as a “unique sort of majority culture, which
pretends to be a minority culture and thereby absolves itself of its real responsibili-
ties and commitments as the master culture” Hever defines Deleuze and Guattari’s
minor literature as “evaluating ‘the degrees of territoriality, deterritorialization, and
reterritorialization” practiced in Hebrew (the mythic language informing the gen-
esis of Zionism) and other languages in a similar position” (1987, 72-73). Citing
the Palestinian author Anton Shammas’s article “The Guilt of the Babushka” (1986)
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to problematize his relationship to “minority” identities, Hever notes that “he writes
in Hebrew, the language of the dominant Jewish culture, which is itself a minority
within the dominantly Arab Middle East. This peculiar position, which Shammas lik-
ens to the image of a Russian babushka doll, gives him a unique perspective on Israeli
public discourse from the inside and the outside at once” (1987, 49). Scott Spector
has in turn taken Shammas’s image of the nesting babushka doll (known in Russian
as matryoshka) from Hever, and applied it back to the Prague context in his study
of Kafka’s Zionist contemporary Hugo Bergmann:

The issue of identity [for Prague Jews] is at the centre of a crisis of self which is at the same
time a political crisis. Even the discussion of their literary products as representations
of “minority culture” is made problematic by the layers of identity which the Arab Israeli
Anton Shammas, in a different context, has symbolized with the image of a babushka doll.
(1999a, 91)

This quintessentially Slavic image is also appropriate for Czech literature, whose
role shifted within Kafka’s and Jifi Langer’s lifetime from that of a vocal, self-defensive
minority under Habsburg rule to the majority culture of the Czechoslovak Republic,
which also included numerous Germans, Hungarians, Slovaks, and other minorities.

In Prague Territories, his study of Kafka’s German-speaking friends and contempo-
raries such as Max Brod and Egon Erwin Kisch, Scott Spector points out that although
“the historical circumstances in which Kafka found himself allowed for a uniquely
nuanced and complex web of territorial relations to be articulated [...] Deleuze and
Guattari dismiss the production of the rest of the Prague writers who benefited from
the same rare contextual and linguistic condition” (1999b, 29). Anne Jamison uses
minor literature as the starting point for her study of Kafka’s relationship to Czech
and Czechoslovak culture, but states that by making “the theoretically expedient but
historically and linguistically outlandish move of substituting Kafka’s views on Czech
and Yiddish for his views on his own relationship to German literature”, Deleuze and
Guattari have “substantially undermined any broadly held understanding of Kafka’s
relationship to Czech, which has always been the most marginalized, least researched
aspect of Kafka’'s thoroughly researched life” (2018, 29).

Marek Nekula has provided the most comprehensive overview of Kafka’s rela-
tionship to each of the languages he spoke. He connects Kafka’s story “Josephine
the Singer, or the Mouse People” (1924) with his shift in interest from Yiddish to He-
brew: “singing - like Hebrew in the discourse of the day — does indeed represent more
than a new quality of language and [...] of Judaism itself, which sees in Hebrew a re-
newal of its age old ‘being’ and collective self-awareness” (2016, 70). More generally
he states that “Kafka connected Hebrew with health, freedom, and life, and that he
‘yearned’ for Palestine’, yet “Hebrew was a foreign language to him in every sense
of the word” (85). Nekula also discusses Kafka’s relationship with both of the Langer
brothers, noting that the “retrospective claim by [Jifi] Langer that Kafka was able
to communicate with him in Hebrew fluently does not [...] seem credib