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In Memory of John Neubauer (1933-2015): A 

Foreword

Shang Biwu
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Nie Zhenzhao
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Email: niezhenzhao@163.com

“The scholarly world, especially all of us who are concerned with comparative 

cultural study, are in debt to John Neubauer.”

 — Mario J. Valdés

³'escribinJ the many ¿elds to which -ohn �1eubauer� has made a 
siJni¿cant contribution would take more space than we have available.´

² Mieke %al

We were extremely saddened by the news that John Neubauer passed away on 

October 5, 2015, the time when we were in the middle of the 5
th
 international 

6ymposium on (thical /iterary &riticism held in 6eoul and %usan, .orea. )or 
years, -ohn has been a maMor ¿Jure for our constant communications and heated 
discussions on various issues of common concern. It is quite unacceptable that he is 

no longer there. 

-ohn �known as -inos to his friends and families� was born in %udapest, on 
November 2, 1933. He spent his early life in Nazi-occupied Hungary before the 

1eubauers miJrated to America. +e traveled, stayed and worked in such places as 
Amherst, Princeton, and Pittsburgh in the States. It was in University of Pittsburgh 

that -inos spent a decade �����±����� consolidatinJ his interest and reputation 
in &omparative /iterature. ,n ����, -inos, and his wife 8rsula, an artist, and their 
dauJhters went back to (urope. With his colleaJues, includinJ the eminent scholar 



344 Forum for World Literature Studies / Vol.7 No.3 September 2015

Mieke %al, -inos established the &omparative /iterature 3roJram in 8niversity of 
Amsterdam and worked there till his retirement. -inos¶s miJration ¿nds a perfect 
counterpart in his transcultural and comparative works, amonJ which are Bifocal 

Vision: Novalis’ Philosophy of Nature and Disease �8niversity of 1orth &arolina 
3ress, �����, The Emancipation of Music from Language �1ew +aven: <ale 
8niversity 3ress, �����, The Fin-de-Siècle Culture of Adolescence �1ew +aven: 
<ale 8niversity 3ress, �����, Cultural History After Foucault ������, and History 

of the Literary Cultures of East-Central Europe ������.
We Jot to know -inos by readinJ his edited collection Cultural History After 

Foucault, which was first appeared as an special issue in arcadia: International 

Journal of Literary Culture ��.� ������ and later published by Aldine 7ransaction 
in ����. +owever, our e[chanJe with -inos started in ����, when we proposed 
a special issue on “Ethical Literary Criticism: East and West” to arcadia. When 

Juest�editinJ this special issue, we stayed closely in touch with -inos, whose 
insiJhtful comments, practical suJJestions, kind encouraJements, and enthusiastic 
support have accompanied us throughout this academic adventure. For his unfailing 

enthusiasm and overwhelming friendship, we feel extremely grateful at that point 

and beyond. )or years, we have been waitinJ for -inos to recover from his sickness 
and preparing for his academic trip to China, which we believe, will be rather 

bene¿cial and rewardinJ to our colleaJues and students. 8nfortunately, our hope 
was broken on October �, ����.

 -inos is an eminent scholar, sharp critic, brilliant editor, loyal friend, 
wonderful husband, and cheerful father. We feel very Jrateful to -inos and his two 
talent colleaJues 3rof. 9ivian /iska and 3rof. 9ladimir %iti for their deep insiJht, 
unbiased evaluation and instructive comments that have brought ethical literary 

criticism from Chinato Western academiathrougha special issue of arcadia. In 

particular, we are most thankful for their thouJht�provokinJ Jeneral introduction 
which they departed from usual reluctance to underline the value of this new critical 

approach and to indicate how it could be further broadened for its persuasiveness. 

 -inos is an astute commentator with e[traordinary vibrancy and rich 
knowledJe. With much wisdom and philosophy, he writes to us that ³, would be 
happy to participate in some form in reÀections about your very stimulatinJ theory. 
As far as , am concerned, the main issue is not the inclusion of this or that µWestern¶ 
thinker but rather to brinJ your theory in line with a key trans�cultural science, 
bio�cultural evolution. <our sharp separation of the physical �animal� body and 
consciousness need to be brought in line with the fusion of the two in cognitive 

�neural� science and evolutionary theory.´ 8ndoubtedly, his insiJhtful comments 
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offer us much nutrition and encourage us to stride forward along lines of ethical 

literarycriticism. 

As is keenly observed by -inos, some of our arJuments contradict those 
proposed by Theodor W. Adorno, Jacques Derrida or Giorgio Agamben and many 

other Western scholars. We have been thinkinJ of these Tuestions and planninJ to 
answer them in our future discussions. 5eJrettably, -inos could not read our papers 
addressinJ them, but we are sure that he would be happy to know that we have 
been tryinJ to make our conceptual system more elaborated and persuasive.

,n remembrance of -inos, we put off the publication of the third issue 
of Forum for World Literature Studies and decide to launch a special thematic 

cluster “Globalizing Literary History and World Literature: In Memory of John 

1eubauer �����������.´ Our proposal has been warmly received by -inos¶s 
colleaJues and friends, who have been workinJ days and niJhts preparinJ their 
articles and personal notes, for which we feel much obliged. It is their John 

1eubauer�like professional ethic that has made this thematic cluster possible.,n 
particular, we thank 8rsula for sendinJ us the most recent photo of -inos, whose 
smile will remain a constant encouraJement for the rest of us to live and to work 
well. We would also like to take this opportunity to thank the contributors of this 
thematic cluster, all of whom are closely related to -inos in one way or another: 
Vivian and Vladimir, for many years, have been his colleagues and co-editors of 

the journal arcadia; Tan Junqiang is his visiting scholar and later his Ph.D. student; 

-�ri 7alvet has been his old friend, for whom -inos helped to establish the now 
famous Estonian Association of Comparative Literature. 

7houJh -inoshas left us, he will always be remembered by his love for his 
wife, his care for his daughters, his loyalty for his friends, and his scholarship and 

achievements in academics.

May him rest in peace. 

䍙Ա编辑：ᶞ䶟᯦



Globalizing Literary History

John Neubauer 

Comparative Literature,University of Amsterdam

1012 WX Amsterdam, Netherlands

Email: johnneubauer329@gmail.com

Abstract National conception and justification of literature constitutes the 

foundation of literature¶s national institutionali]ation in nineteenth�century (urope.
Through examining Wellek¶s insightful arguments on literature and literary 

history, this article speci¿cally focuses on European literary histories, in whichthe 

globalization of English has given a multicultural project a monolingual bias. In 

fact, writing regional literary histories has a two�fold siJni¿cance for Jlobali]inJ 
the field: they provide regional models that can be applied to other regions, and 

they represent concrete steps towards a global conception of literary history. To me, 

works of literature and other works of art are neither ¿[ed nor eternal but constantly 
change. Hence, I propose that a broadened notion of adaptation could become the 

very heart of a global concept of literary history. Such a broadened conception 

would recoJni]e not only that literary works are constantly reshaped by new 
historical, cultural, and social contexts but also that new philological shapes emerge 

via re�edition �or even diJitali]ation� of te[ts�adaptations via translations,staJinJ, 
musical setting, and visual illustrations.

Key words regional literary history; global literary history; national conception of 

literature; Europeanliterary history

Author John Neubauer was a Professor of Comparative Literature at University 

of Amsterdam, and former editor of arcadia: International Journal of Literary 

Culture. +e published many books and articles on comparative literature and 
cultural studies, among which are Bifocal Vision: Novalis’ Philosophy of Nature 

and Disease ������, The Emancipation of Music from Language: Departure from 

Mimesis in Eighteenth CenturyAesthetics ������, The Fin-de-Siècle Culture of 

Adolescence ������, Cultural History After Foucault ������, and History of the 

Literary Cultures of East-Central Europe ������. He passed away in Amsterdam on 

October 5
th
, 2015.
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1. National Histories of Literature

)riedrich 6chleJel, a leadinJ *erman romantic thinker,started to write the first 
literary histories in the last years of the eighteenth century. His brother August 

Wilhelm Schlegel broadened these first comparative and transnational attempts, 

but the wars aJainst 1apoleon inspired )riedrich¶s last and most important 
literary history, which is broadest in scope but nationalist in his conception. His 

1812 series of lectures in Vienna titled Geschichte der alten und neuen Literatur 

�+istory of the Old and the 1ew /iterature� brieÀy touched on +ebrew and 3ersian 
literature, and, based on 6chleJel¶s study of 6anskrit,included a chapter on ancient 
Indian literature. The lectures bypassed Chinese literature, whose first histories 

in (uropean lanJuaJes ² +erbert *iles¶s History of Chinese Literature ������ 
and Wilhelm *rube¶s Geschichte der chinesischen Literatur �+istory of &hinese 
/iterature� ����� ² appeared almost a century later. )riedrich 6chleJel¶s initiative 
to globalize literary history was, however, also a decisive step towards nationalism, 

for he narrowed his conception by defining literature as the embodiment of a 

nation¶s intellectual life. (arlier he believed that the national elements of modern 
literature could only be comprehended within a larger totality, but now he 

proclaimed that poetry¶s foremost task was to recall a nation¶s distant oriJins, and 
glorify, as well as preserve, those national memories that were indispensable for a 

nation¶s spiritual e[istence �������.
7his national conception and Musti¿cation of literature became the foundation 

of literature¶s national institutionali]ation in nineteenth�century (urope. All 
European nations gradually introduced the teaching of their national literature in the 

schools and at the universities; university chairs were established for the vernacular 

literature; and the appointed professors were expected to write histories of the 

national literature for educational purposes. Simultaneously, National Theaters, 

National Academies, publishers, and other literary institutions were founded 

to cultivate and promote thisnative literature. Most nineteenth-century national 

histories closely linkedliterature to social, political, and national events, usually in 
the spirit of +ippolyte 7aine¶s triple concept of ³race, milieu, and moment´ �see 
Wellek Modern Criticism, �: ������ and +eJel¶s notion of a Zeitgeist, the idea that 

all social and artistic phenomena of an age express a common spirit. TheHegelian 

idea of Zeitgeistfurthered the periodization of literary history and suggested the 

use of periods like 5omanticism and 5ealism, which covered more than literature 
proper by including the other arts and cultural phenomena. Nineteenth-century 
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national literary historiesof *ervinus, /anson, 7aine, &hlebowski, 'e 6anctis, 
and %e|thy in my¿nal ³Works &ited´ helped forJinJ national identities, but they 
excluded minorities and often created schematic unities at the cost of individualism 

and variety. ,ndividual literary works were often forced into period concepts that 
did not do justice to their richness. Reading literature within such preconceived 

national and period concepts did not encourage readers to focus at the linguistic 

and stylistic aspects of the texts.

7he first maMor attack on such schemati]ations of literature came from the 
Russian formalists, whoquestioned periodization and references toa Zeitgeist. In 

a ���� article titled ³On /iterary (volution,´ <uri 7ynyanovproposed that literary 
history was a series of temporal shifts from system to system, amounting to what 

he called a ³literary series´ in literary evolution �����. 7houJh he admitted that the 
literary series should later be correlated with non-literary series in the other arts, 

culture, and social life, he minimized the role of a Zeitgeist by foregrounding a 

timeline based on literature alone. 7his approach was adopted by 5enp Wellek, a 
literary scholar born in &]echoslovakia who immiJrated to the 8nited 6tates and 
introduced there after World War II the study of comparative literature. According 

to the famous Theory of Literature he published with Austin Warren in 1948, there 

could be no objection if the results of literary historians “should coincide with those 

of political, social, artistic, and intellectual historians,” but “our starting-point must 

be the development of literature as literature´ �����.
7he 7ynyanov�Wellek theory did not inspire outstandinJ new literary 

histories, and nearly two more decades had to pass before it came under serious 

attack from *ermany, where the werkimmanent approach, exclusive focus on 

text, dominated after the war. Hans Robert Jauss opened his 1967 inaugural 

lecture Literaturgeschichte als Provokation der Literaturwissenschaft �/iterary 
+istory as a 3rovocation of /iterary 6cholarship� with the lapidary but devastatinJ 
remark: ³/iterary history has fallen in our time into increasinJ, but by no means 
undeserved, disrepute´ �����. +e reJarded not only the traditional literary histories 
responsible for this, but also Marxism and Formalism, which dominated post-

war literary histories in East- and West-Germany respectively. Jauss gave credit to 

7ynyanov¶s notion of evolution �����, but proceeded to outline a reception concept 
that interlinks the literary and social series via the e[perience of readers and their 
dialoJue with literary works ����, ����.

Wellek, amonJ the first American theorists to respond to -auss, opened his 
famous ³7he )all of /iterary +istory´ ������ by citinJ -auss¶s statement, but he 
dismissed reception theory as déjà vu, a mere rehashing of “a history of taste that 
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has always been included in a history of criticism´ ����. 1evertheless, Wellek 
admitted that he may have made in Theory of Literature a “possibly oversharp 

distinction between extrinsic and intrinsic methods,” which led to an isolation 

of works of art in history ����. 7he Jloomy endinJ of Wellek¶s article was often 
taken as an epitaph for literary history, but the article surrendered only two of the 
presuppositions he adopted from Tynyanov: literary histories ought to rely solely on 

intrinsic criteria and such literary series constitute an evolution. Wellek particularly 
regretted that he found no evolution in his history of criticism: “I myself have 

failed in The History of Modern Criticism to construe a convincing scheme of 

development. I discovered, by experience, that there is no evolution in the history 

of critical arJument´ ����. 7ypical of the ensuinJ crisis was the Tuestion that 'avid 
3erkins posed in ���� with the much�discussedtitle of his book: Is Literary History 

Possible" +is skepticism was reinforced by post�structuralist and deconstructive 
theories, which attacked histories with teleoloJical destinies, and Tuestioned both 
organicist conceptions of history andthe possibility of writing grand historical 

narratives. +owever, reception theory, Michel )oucault¶s Jenetic history, 1ew 
Historicism, and cultural history have opened new historical approaches to 

literatureby the time 3erkins¶s book appeared.,n the followinJ discussion, , shall 
indicate how national and transnational literary histories reacted to the crisis of 

history writing.

Within national literary histories, the prominent reaction to the crisis of grand 

narratives has become simply to abandon continuous historical narrations. The 

trend was set by 'enis +ollier¶s history of )rench literature,whose methodoloJy 
has since been adopted in a 'utch�)lemish history edited by M. A. 6chenkenveld�
van der 'ussen ������, a )rancophone %elJian one edited by -ean�3ierre%ertrand 
������, a *erman one edited by 'avid Wellbery ������, a +unJarian one edited 
by Mihily 6]eJedy�Mas]ik ������, and an American one edited by *reil Marcus 
and Werner 6ollors ������. 7hey all replace the continuous narrative thread of 
literary history with chronoloJically ordered independent essays �two�hundred�
si[ in +ollier¶s )rench edition�, each of which is attached to the date of an event 
that closely or distantly relates to literature. Thus, for instance, an article with the 

headinJ ³3our le profane,´ linked to the date 'ecember �, ����, refers to a vote in 
the National Assembly on the Separation of Church and State, and italerts readers 

to related entries, dated����, ����, and -anuary �, ����. +ollier¶sscheme disperses 
writers, works, and themes over several unconnected articlesand it avoids the use 
of historical periods in the hope that the shortened time scale of the articles will 

allow more encounters, converJences, and mutations �[[�. %y these and other 
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means, Hollier wanted to achieve a “heterogeneity that escapes the linearity of 

traditional literary histories´ �[i[�. &ross references are made here only within a 
single article. Hollier admits this loss of historicity by dropping the word “history” 

from the French title De la littérature française. In short, this type of approach 

cuts up literary history, and partly compensatesfor this by linkinJ literature to 
contemporaneous cultural and international events.

2. European Literary Histories

National literary histories dominated the nineteenth and the first half of the 

twentieth centuries, and only few significant comparative literary histories 

were published. This changed when the International Comparative Literature 

Association, founded in 1955, established in 1967 a Coordinating Committeewith 

the charge to publish a series with the somewhat curious title “A Comparative 

History of Literatures in European Languages.” The formulation offered the 

possibility of JoinJ beyond JeoJraphically de¿ned (urope to include, in principle, 
literatures from North- and South America, Australia and other parts of the world 

where a (uropean lanJuaJe was of¿cially recoJni]ed. ,ndeed, the series came to 
include a two volume African history titled European language Writing in Sub-

Saharan Africa ������, edited by Albert *prard, and a three�volume History of 

Literature in the Caribbean �����������, edited by -ames Arnold.
The core of the still incomplete seriesis a multivolume literary history of 

a geographically defined Europe, which is chronologically divided into periods 

and movements, each of which is covered by one or several volumes. The latter 

is the case with the Renaissance and Romanticism. There are no volumes yet on 

the literature of Classical Greece, the Middle Ages, Realism, or Naturalism — 

and some these may never materialize. Progress has been slowed down by the 

conceptual shifts that comparative literature and the writing of literary histories 

underwent since 1967. The first volumes tended to simply line up articles on 

national literatures side-by-side, leaving the comparison and integration of the rich 

material to introductions and the reader.

Due to the Cold War and a certain inherent West-European bias, the coverage 

of geographical Europe itself was for a while rather uneven in the series: of 

the East-European literatures, for instance, usually only the Russian one was 

systematically included. The series represented an important step towards 

globalizing literary history, but it excluded nations and areas where European 

lanJuaJes were not of¿cial, and, more important, it iJnored the native lanJuaJes in 
nations and reJions where a (uropean lanJuaJe was of¿cial. ,n retrospect, a certain 
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Eurocentric bias colored this laudable move towards globalizing literary history. 

According to the charter, the volumes could be published in any major European 

language, and, indeed, six French volumes and one Germanone has been produced, 

but due to commercial/financial constraints non-English volumes can now be 

published only with substantial subsidy. Here, as elsewhere, the globalization of 

English has given a multicultural project a monolingual bias.

Another conceptual problem of the ICLA project emerged from the West-

(uropean orientation of its founders, who considered it self�evident that the break�
down of literary history into periods should follow categories used in France, 

England, and, to a lesser extent, in Germany. Even so, the periods overlap: the 

series contains volumes on Expressionism and Symbolism, but also on Modernism, 

¿ve volumes on 5omanticism, but also two volumes on the ��������� period. At 
the same time, there are also serious gaps: a proposed volume on Naturalism, for 

instance, has been delayed because of disaJreements on a (urope�wide de¿nition 
of what the term actually means.

'e¿nitions of periods and movements became even more comple[ once the 
series gradually expanded its scope within Europe, and the subject matter broadened 

to include relevant elements of literary culture. It was in reaction suchproblems 

that I have proposed within the series a “literary culture” subseries covering not all 

of Europe but only a region. The four-volume History of the Literary Cultures of 

East-Central Europe ����������� that , have published with my co�editor Marcel 
&ornis�3ope and some hundred�¿fty contributors has meanwhile spawned onJoinJ 
proMects on the literary history of the ,berian 3eninsula and of 6candinavia. 7he ¿rst 
volume of A Comparative History of Literatures in the Iberian Peninsula ������ 
has already been published by )ernando &abo AseJuinola]a and his coworkers.

I offer the following brief description of our East-Central European project in 

the hoop that some of our ideas could be adapted in coping with the larger problems 

of literary histories in other parts of the world, including the Far East and South-

(ast Asia. 7he problems of reJional proMects start with de¿ninJ and MustifyinJ the 
coveraJe. )or our proMect, we have de¿ned (ast�&entral (urope as a narrow strip of 
land stretchinJ from the %altic countries to the %alkans, but opinions disaJree on 
the question what to include on eastern and southern sides, and many would argue 

that Austria should also be included. However, we conceived of the region in terms 

of imperial dominations from 5ussia in the (ast and the *erman�speakinJ nations 
in the West. The southern part has been occupied for centuries by the Ottoman 

(mpire, which has meanwhile been pushed back but left powerful reliJious and 
cultural tradition behind.
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7he reJion is one of the world¶s richest multilinJual and multicultural areas, 
but this very richness has led to endemic internal ethnic, religious, and border 

conflicts. We wanted to put the reJion¶s literature on the map for both internal 
and external readers. Today, the inhabitants of the various nations in East-Central 

(urope tend to know only their own lanJuaJe and literature, often throuJh the 
distorting lens of nationalism, Nazism, and Stalinism. Since no independent 

countriese[isted in the reJion around ���� �the startinJ date of our history� andonly 
independent, thouJh often unstable, ones after ���� �our fle[ible terminal date�, 
national struggles for independence have powerfully shaped the various literatures, 

and, vice versa, national poets and national literature have played a crucial role 

in each nation¶s struJJle for independence. 1ational sonJs, leJends, myths, and 
literature have in )riedrich 6chleJel¶s sense shaped the identity of each nation, but 
they have alsoproducedhistorical misunderstandinJs, military conÀicts, and ethnic 
tensions thatled tocultural impoverishment, monolingualism, and monoculture. In 

the last two�hundred years, much of the reJion¶s Jreat literature has been written in 
exile and emigration.

'ue to (ast�&entral (urope¶s specific social, political, and artistic history, 
West�(uropean period terms have only limited relevance. We dividedthe reJion¶s 
literary history between 1800 and 1989 into three flexible periods, which apply 

to all the literatures of the reJion, even if they did not take place simultaneously: 
��� 1ational AwakeninJ, ��� Modernism, and ��� 6oviet 'omination. 7he ¿rst and 
the third term are speci¿c to the reJion, while Modernism, adopted from the West, 
needed to be redefined, because currents from the West enteredin East-Central 

Europe into complex interactions with responses to nineteenth-century nationalism. 

Modernism opened a window to the world, but the westward gaze couldnot lose 

sight of the local ethnic traditions and struggles. We chose “Soviet Domination” 

as a category for the period 1945-1989 because the political system during 

this time reconstituted all aspects of literary life in the region, though not quite 

uniformly. 7he cultural policies and the literary lives in the %altic countries, which 
were incorporated in the Soviet Union, differed considerably from say Poland, 

<uJoslavia, 5omania, or Albania, where nationalist currents e[pressed themselves 
in various forms.

This is not to suggest that national and political issues fully determined 

the reJion¶s literary history. ,nstead of tellinJ one sinJle literary history, we 
³scanned´ the reJion¶s history from five different anJles, andonly the first scan 
follows politics closely. +ere we show how writers participated in such key 
events as the revolutions of 1848, the two world wars, the revolutions of 1956 
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and 1968, and the turnover of 1989-1991, and we analyze the changing memory 

of these events in literary works. At each of the key dates, conflictinJ national 
narrative strands encounter each other, showing alternative perspectives. The 

second part of the ¿rst volumeconsiders the history of literary periods and Jenres 
from a specificallyregionalperspective. Wefollow, for instance, the emergence 

of the reJion¶s historical novel, and we show (ast�&entral (urope¶s important 
contributions to the emergence of such new twentieth-century genres as the 

reportage, the lyrical novel, fictionalized autobiography, literary theory, and the 

cabaret.

Our second volumefocuses on multilingual and multicultural cities and smaller 

reJions. ,t includes literary histories of 5iJa, %udapest, 7rieste, 3lovdiv and other 
cities, as well as multicultural reJions like 7ransylvania and the 9ilnius reJion. 
Such histories do not cross present-day national borders, but they are genuinely 

transnational and comparative. The innovative and far-reaching implications of 

this conception, which may be termed “showing the globe in a raindrop,” merit 

further attention. MethodoloJically, the conception compares with the work 
ofarcheoloJists, who undertake ³vertical´ border crossinJs by unearthinJ different 
cultural layers at a single site, chronologically crossing thereby cultural layers, 

some of which reveal monocultures, others a cohabitation of several. Such site-

specific cross-cultural diggingsmay unearth Hun or Etruscan cultural artifacts in 

,taly, 9ikinJ or &eltic remnants in (nJland, 6lavic traces in modern *ermany, or 
evidences of the Roman civilization in the southern part of Europe. Adapting such 

a model, one could envisaJe writinJ literary histories of 3aris, /ondon, %erlin, 
Shanghai, and other metropolitan centers, whichwould include ethnic, exile, émigré 

and migrant writing in various tongues.

Adapting such an archeological model would mean, above all, that literary 

histories should include literatures written not only in the present national 

language but also in languages that either have died out at the site or still exist in 

a minority status. The site could well cover the territory of a whole present nation, 

but the coverage should be transnational. A further development of such site-

specific multilingual literary histories could effectively convert adjectival nation 

desiJnations �e.J., *erman, 3olish, )rench, or &hinese literature� into JeoJraphical 
ones �literatures written within the border ofpresent�day *ermany, 3oland, )rance 
or &hina�.

Other recent regional literary histories have initiated similar innovations in 

literary history. The second volume of the Literary Cultures of Latin America: 

a Comparative History ������ that Mario 9aldps and 'Melal .adir have 
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editedincludes twenty�three articles on cultural centers, while the ¿rst volume of 
the mentioned literary history of the ,berian 3eninsula includes -on .orta]ar¶s 
study on the history of 6panish�%asTue cohabitation in %ilbao ��������. +owever, 
the three regions, East-Central Europe, Latin America, and the Iberian Peninsula, 

face different multilingual, multicultural, and multi-literary problems. The 

ethnictraditions are still alive in %ilbao, but they have larJely disappeared in 
East-Central Europe because of wide-scale elimination of minorities via forced 

assimilation, repatriation, the Holocaust and ethnic cleansing, as well as an amnesia 

concerning the literary culture of such vanished minorities. In Latin America, the 

shared Spanish and Portuguese language allowed writers, ideas, and literary stylesto 

move from one center to another �9aldps and .adir �: [[�, whereas linJuistic and 
ethnic differences have limited such a circulation in East-Central Europe.

Regional literatures have started to recuperate the Amerindian literatures in 

/atin America, the Arab, -ewish, &atalonian, *alician, and (uskadi literatures in 
the ,berian 3eninsula, and the 5omani, 6inti, <iddish, Armenian, and other the 
minority literatures of East-Central Europe, but national literary histories still 

tend to iJnore works not written in the of¿cial lanJuaJe of the country. 7hey may 
include foreiJn�born writers, but only if ² like -oseph &onrad, (mil &ioran, 
6amuel %eckett, or 9ladimir 1abokov ² they had mastered the national lanJuaJe. 
In the East-Central European region, Romanian literary histories have only 

recently started to include German- and Hungarian-language literatures, Hungarian 

literary histories still iJnore the once flowerinJ 6erbian, 6lovak, and 5omanian 
literatures of 3est�%uda, /ithuanian histories e[clude literary works written in 
3olish or <iddish in 9ilnius, and %altic national literary histories disreJard works 
in the 5ussian lanJuaJe. West�(uropean countries now welcome literary works 
by miJrant workers and their descendants, but, as far as , know, they include them 
in their national literary histories only if they are written in the country¶s of¿cial 
language. The monolingualism of present literary histories is well illustrated by the 

mentioned newer national literary histories: one covers francophone %elJium while 
the 'utch history also covers )landers. MiJratinJ writers and literary works carry 
double passports and should be included in the histories of both their native tongue 

and their residence. Site-specific literary histories could complement national, 

European and global approaches by avoiding the pitfalls of both monolingualism 

and bland globalism. They would differ from archeological excavations because 

they would have to involve hermeneutic reÀectionsthat turn mere chronoloJy into 
Jenuine history. %y turninJ the Ja]e inward and backward, site�speci¿c histories 
could reveal a teaming and colorful mingling of languages and literatures, a 
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transnational variety of lieux de mémoire. They would counterbalance foundational 

national epics that lay claim, like 9irJil¶s Aeneid, on a speci¿c site.
The third volume of the literary history in East-Central Europe, titledThe 

Making and Remaking of Literary Institutions, focuses on the institutional 

structures within which literature is created, distributed, and received. We discuss 

herepublishinJ, censorship, theater, the uses of folk poetry, and even the writinJ of 
literary histories — institutions thatwere established to further movements towards 

cultural and political independence. Our final volume, Types and Stereotypes, 

covers such historical and imaJinary ¿Jures as national poets, real and imaJinary 
family members, outlaws, and Jhost ¿Jures like 'racula and the Jolem. All these 
types and stereotypes underwenta series of transformationsfashioned by the social 

and national imagination, by processes of canonization, and the emergence of new 

media.

East-Central European, Iberian, and Scandinavian literary histories modify the 

very image of Europe by foregrounding the Eastern, Southern, and Northern liminal 

territories, giving themthe recognition that a European literary landscape dominated 

by the West has ignored. New concepts of European literature ought to abandon the 

traditional focus on Western and Central Europe, and they ought to question thereby 

the canonized concepts of literary epochs, genres, and movements, all of which 

are based on limited notions of (uropean literature, and have ful¿lled a coloni]inJ 
function when applied to the literatures “on the margin.”The suggested revision of 

the balance between central and marginal literary regions within Europe should, at 

the same time,modify the image of a culturally superior Europe, and neutralize the 

Eurocentrism that was so obvious in the early decades of comparative literature.

Giving proper recognitionto the liminal literaturesshould also mediate between 

(urope and its adMacent literary traditions, includinJ the Arab, the 7urkish, and the 
Persian ones and those that emerged from the southern part of the Soviet Union.

The projected dispersion will have to question the canonized concepts of literary 

epochs, genres, and movements. Definedin terms of West-European phenomena, 

they all became colonizing forces when applied to the literatures “on the margin.” 

Future European literary histories will have to face, then, the double challenge 

of revising the image of a culturally superior Europe and of rectifying internal 

suppressions and imbalances. ,nitiatives in this direction have been taken not 
only in the discussed regional histories, but also in a number of other publications 

and organizations, for instance ina special issue of Comparative Literature on 

(urope ������ edited by 6usan 6uleiman, 7heo '¶haen¶s and ,annis *oelandt¶s 
Literature for Europe? ������, and in the ³(uropean 1etwork for &omparative 
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/iterary 6tudies.´ +owever, the dauntinJ task of actually writinJ a comprehensive 
(uropean literary history has, to my knowledJe, not been undertaken recently. 
Admirable attemptsof the past, like Mihily %abits¶s Az európai irodalom története 

������, would have to be redone with different conceptions and via teamwork. 
Interestingly, such attempts are being made today on a global scale.

3. A Globalized Literary History?

Writing regional literary histories has a two-fold significance for globalizing the 

¿eld: they provide reJional models that can be applied to other reJions, and they 
represent concrete steps towards a global conception of literary history. However, 

as I shall now show, they raiseissues that become even more complex on a global 

scale.

Goethe was not the one who coined the term World Literature, but as David 

Damrosch shows in What is World Literature? ������, his reÀections on the concept 
are still stimulating, even if they do not congeal in a single meaning. The problem 

becomes even more complicated if we reflect on the history of world literature. 

7o paraphrase .ant, comprehensive histories tend to become either encyclopedias 
without conceptual frames or Jlobal Jeneralities lackinJ local content.

)ranco Moretti¶s theoretical and empirical studies on the novel are, perhaps, 
the most daring recent attempts to cope with a “embarrassment of riches” in 

Jlobal literary history. Morettibroadens the traditional focus on canoni]ed works 
and reaches for a quantitatively comprehensive coverage. His testing ground is 

the world history of the novel, of which he had published a five volume Italian 

collection, the Il romanzo �����������, even before has formulated his theoretical 
principles in ³&onMectures on World /iterature´ ������ and in Graphs, Maps, Trees. 

Abstract Models for a Literary History ������. 7he volumes on the novel do not 
constitute, however, a formal history, and they containbig gaps next to excellent 

essays on individual works and writers. +ere too, the (uropean coveraJe is clearly 
biased. (ast (uropean 1obel�3ri]e winners like (lias &anetti, ,saac %ashevis 
6inJer, and ,vo Andriü are done away with a passinJ mention, in Andriü¶s case 
with the sheer remark that he was one of the Jreatest novelists of the twentieth 
century ��: ����. Writers from the %altic countries, the %alkans, 5omania, and 
many other countries and reJions are strikinJly absent. +opefully, they will be 
included in future accounts thatMoretti and his team continue to prepare. In his 

2004 article, Moretti proposed that, next to traditional close reading, global views 

of literature also need “distantreading,” for this yields fewer elements, and hence a 

sharper sense of their interconnection �³&onMectures´ ����. We do, of course, need 
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interconnections, but “distant reading” may yield schematized overviews, depriving 

thereby literature of its richness.

Moretti¶s historical analysis of detective fiction in the ³7ree´ section of 
Graphs, Maps, Trees ������ may serve as an e[ample of his abstract forms, this 
time adapted from evolutionary biology. The premise here is that genres, sub-

Jenres, and stylistic devices like the free indirect discourse chanJe under new 
historical and social conditions. One would readily consent, if Moretti did not 

essentiali]e the meaninJ of individual works. 7he mutations that political, social, 
and market forces brinJ about, are de¿ned with respect to an unchanJinJ oriJinal, 
and history modifies Jenres but reJards the meaninJ of individual works fi[ed, 
though one would expect that later developments of a genre modify also the image 

of its beginnings.

Other literary historians have more modest aims. 7heo '¶haen¶s Concise 

History of World Literature ������ is a hiJhly informative introduction to thouJhts 
on world literature and the history of world-literature histories. Though it offers no 

world-literature history of its own, it includes good summaries of debates on the 

relevant publications of Moretti and others. One section in the Companion volume, 

co�edited with 'avid 'amrosch and 'Melal .adir ������, offers a ³history of World 
/iterature throuJh siJni¿cant writers and theorists from *oethe to 6aid, &asanova 
and Moretti.” A corresponding Reader has been published in 2012. Of the plethora 

of recent reÀections on Jlobali]inJ literature , can mention here only two collection 
of essays that Gunilla Lindberg-Wada has edited and published in 2006: Literary 

History: Towards a Global Perspective and Studying Transcultural Literary 

History.

While I admire the learning and ingenuity of these new approaches, I 

cannot help askinJ whether a full Jlobali]ation of literary history is viable, and 
whether the broadening coverage of the world map can adequately represent 

the cohabitation of literary cultures. We should remember 6ieJrfried .racauer¶s 
objections to writing world histories in general. Using the term Ungleichzeitigkeit 

des Gleichzeitigen �asynchronicity of the contemporaneous� that the *erman art 
historian Wilhelm 3inder had introduced in ����, .racauer arJues that Jlobali]inJ 
the set of simultaneous phenomena will make it inevitably more dif¿cult to brinJ 
them together under a common concept, for the various parts of the world run on 

different clocks �³*eneral +istory´ ����.
.racauer¶s point applies to one of the most ve[inJ issues we have already 

encountered: the dif¿culty of ¿ndinJ period concepts for broader literary histories. 
Ifperiod concepts coined in Western Europe ill fit East-Europeanphenomena, 
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they are even less applicable elsewhere. As Mario 9aldps and 'Melal .adir write 
in their literary history of Latin America: “all classifications based on European 

models´ break down in si[teenth� and seventeenth�century /atin America ��: 
[viii�. ,s it possible to find common period concepts for a Jlobali]ed history of 
literature if individual nations, regions, and continents run through such different 

phases" &oncepts like 5enaissance, %aroTue, 5omanticism, or ([pressionism can 
obviously not be globalized.

Traditional literary periods have been based on the internal features of literary 

works, usually in combination with dominant social and political trends. 7he 
problem is twofold: ¿rst, internal literary features, social conditions, and political 
history differ from one language area to another, and secondly, the crossing from 

one period to another occurs at different points of the time scale. Searching for 

global parameters, there seems to be no way to resolve the second issue, forit 

seems impossible to globally synchronize the transitions from one period to the 

ne[t. +owever, we may identify a skeletal Jlobal structureif we direct our attention 
to the technologies of writing and communication, which have recently attracted 

growing interest due to digitalization. In my opinion, the best guide for this is not 

amonJ recent future�oriented studies but Walter -. OnJ¶sauthoritativebackward 
perspective, Orality and Literacy; The Technologizing of the Word ������. OnJ¶s 
prime concern is the oral tradition, but he follows its history through the periods 

of handwriting,and printing, stopping short of digital word processing. As his title 

indicates, this is a technological history of words and literature, but Ong, as well 

as others, insists that the chanJinJ technoloJies have de¿ned not only how but also 

whatis beinJ written: ³writinJ restructures consciousness´ �OnJ ���. Of course, 
inventing the alphabet, printing, and the computer offeronly four very general 

periods, but each of these can be broken down into subdivisions. OnJ, for instance, 
speaks of a secondary orality, based on the invention of film, photoJraphy and 
telephone, while )riedrich .ittler, who Mu[taposes the Aufschreibesysteme �systems 
of writinJ� around ���� and ����, ascribes the transformation around ���� larJely 
to the emergence of the typewriter.

It is in this sense that Wilt Idema and Lloyd Haft have distinguished already 

in a 1996 Dutch introduction to Chinese literature between four major periods in 

&hinese literary history: �� the period of orality that ends with the invention of 
paper around ��� A.'.� �� a period of handwritinJ that ends with the Jeneral spread 
of book printinJ around ���� A.'., �� a third one that ends with the introduction of 
lithoJraphy and other modern printinJ techniTues around ����� and �� the period 
after ���� �,dema ���. %ecause of the specificity of the &hinese siJns and the 



359  Globalizing Literary History / John Neubauer

independence of Chinese history, these periods do not coincide chronologically 

with the key dates of word technoloJy elsewhere, but the staJes are nevertheless 
the same and may offer mileposts for a global view of literary history.

While all literary works can be place into the suJJested seTuence of Jlobal 
period concepts, this alone does not yield rich interconnections. I want to 

distinguish between two basic comparative methods, and illustrate each with an 

article that compares &hinese and *erman literary works. %oth will appear in the 
next issue of arcadia, a journal of comparative literature of which Professor Vivian 

/iska and , are co�editors. 7he first one, by -ohannes '. .aminski, combines 
a Moint study of &ao ;ueTin¶s Hong Lou Meng and -ohann WolfJanJ *oethe¶s 
Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre, both ¿rst printed in the ����s, with reÀections about 
the possibilities and limitations of comparinJ literary works that had no historical 
contacts between them. .aminski focuses on the function of mytholoJical 
metanarratives in the two novels and shows, above all, the differences. The 

second one, by Arne .lawitter, studies the adaptation of the &hinese Shijing 

by *erman poets who knew no &hinese. ,n this case, historical contacts e[ist, 
but they are questionable: the expressionist poet Albert Ehrenstein published a 

German adaptation that he called not translation but Nachdichtung, a sort of free 

reformulation of the &hinese oriJinals. .lawitter suJJests that it was actually 
an Umdichtung, a refunctionalization of the poems under radically different 

circumstances. Of course, (hrenstein was severely taken to task by critics, amonJ 
them &hen &huan, who claimed in his doctoral dissertation that (hrenstein¶s 
“bombastic” and “pathos-laden” poems did not do justice to the original ones 

�����. &huan, who later became 3rofessor of *erman literature in .unminJ and 
at other Chinese universities, was, in a sense right, but he failed to understand that 

(hrenstein reused the oriJinals to attack in the ����s the social inMustices of his 
own society.

+ere we touch on fundamental Tuestions of adaptation. &huan¶s premise 
was that fidelity to the original is the only valid criterion to judge adaptations.

Although many critics still insist on such a fidelity, attitudes towards adaptation 

have drastically changed in the last decades and most people recognize today that 

adaptations and sophisticated imitations can fulfil new and innovative functions.

Witness the greater freedom granted to translators and stage directors, but also the 

burJeoninJ studies on adaptations of novels to ¿lm, television and other media. 7he 
central thesis of /inda +utcheon¶s book A Theory of Adaptation ������ is precisely 
that we should not MudJe adaptations by their ¿delity to the oriJinal, and not belittle 
works Must because they are adaptations rather than oriJinal works. 7he latter point 
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is beautifully themati]ed already in &hapter �� of &ao ;ueTin¶s Hong Lou Meng. 

,n preparation of the ,mperial &oncubine¶s brief return home, her family sets up 
sumptuous gardens and buildings, which need to be decorated with poems. Jia 

Zheng invites a number of distinguished poets for this baptism, but delegates the 

leadinJ role to his son %ao�yu, not because he thinks so hiJhly of him but because 
he is eager to criticize his offspring. At a building of “quite another order of 

eleJance,´ -ia =henJ challenJes %ao�yu come up with poetic lines, but belittles the 
result as imitation. The literary gentlemen disagree: “There is nothing wrong with 

imitation provided it is done well. After all, /i %o¶s poem µOn the 3hoeni[ 7errace¶ 
is entirely based on &ui +ao¶s µ<ellow &rane 7ower,¶ yet it is a much better poem´ 
�&ao ����. 7hey defend thereby a poetics that dominated not only classical &hinese 
poetry, but also such Western traditions as 3etrarchism and %aroTue poetry. 
Romanticism turned against such traditions by championing originality and genius, 

but the romantic tradition was itself saturated with adaptations.

Works of literature and other works of art are neither fi[ed nor eternal but 
constantly change. Oral poetry, which started to use language for artistic purposes, 

had no original standard but consisted of performances that were constantly revised, 

passed on, and readapted to suit new audiences. Converting oral poetry into written 

texts, a momentous process of adaptation, certainly did not give texts a standard 

form, as Hong Lou Meng itself demonstrates all too well. Hence, I propose that a 

broadened notion of adaptation could become the very heart of a global concept of 

literary history. Such a broadened conception would recognize not only that literary 

works are constantly reshaped by new historical, cultural, and social conte[ts but 
also that new philoloJical shapes emerJe via re�edition �or even diJitali]ation� of 
texts; adaptations via translations, staging, musical setting, and visual illustrations.

/iterary works constantly mutate, andthis endless process of adaptation constitutes 
a global literary history that crosses the borders of historical periods and national 

cultures.
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Abstract  6ome theorists claim that today¶s Jlobal world antiTuates national 
literatures in the same way as did Goethe and Marx with their idea of Weltliteratur 

more than a century and a half aJo. , contest this claim, showinJ, ¿rst, that Mar[ 

was ambivalent with reJard to the formation of the world market, anticipatinJ 
its compartmentalizing consequences. Second, I argue that Goethe¶s concept of 
Weltliteratur, far from being opposed to national literature, which in the Germany 

of the time was still in the process of self�¿ndinJ, has to be reJarded as an attempt 
to consolidate national literature against the homogenizing pressure of a world 

rapidly and superficially uniting. Goethe was resolutely against the brothers 

Schlegel¶s national e[clusionism, but he was eTually ¿rmly aJainst the Jaudy Àu[, 
overall dilettantism, and bad taste of the culture emerging from the commercial 

and communicational uniting of the world. His Weltliteratur was conceived as an 

ongoing dialogue between distinguished national literatures from which German 

literature, which at the time was the weakest amonJ them, was e[pected to bene¿t 
the most. ,t aimed at a consolidation of his disturbed personal and the shaky 
German self at the time and gradually turned into an imperial gesture.
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Comparative Literature as the Promoter of Globalization

If at the time of its establishment Goethe¶s Weltliteratur was indeed a “literary-

political concept´ �*�nther ����, the same holds even more for its contemporary 
interpretations and appropriations.

1
 We usually see them adapting the idea, in a 

more or less inconsiderate manner, to new political investments and compensatory 

reconfigurations. In an essay which caused a considerable stir in the academic 

enclave of comparative literature, Franco Moretti �����: ��� took as a point of 
departure Goethe¶s famous remark to his secretary (ckermann of -anuary ��, ���� 
that national literature no lonJer meant a Jreat deal �will jetzt nicht viel sagen� and 
that the epoch of world literature had arrived �die Epoche der Welt-Literatur ist 

an der Zeit�. *oethe¶s views �����: ����2
 were endorsed, as it were, some twenty 

years later by Marx¶s and (nJels¶ adoption of the concept in terms of the emerJinJ 
world market: ³1ational one�sidedness and narrow�mindedness �Beschränktheit� 
become more and more impossible, and from many national and local literatures, 

there arises a world literature �bildet sich eine Weltliteratur�´ �Mar[ and Engels 

1952: L, 421, Marx and Engels ����: ,9, ����. 7akinJ these two sentences to be 
proclaiminJ more or less the same thinJ, namely the ¿nal revelation of literature in 
the shape of a “planetary system,” Moretti puts forth the thesis that the discipline 

of comparative literature, having long been restricted to a very narrow international 

scope, ³has not lived up to these beJinninJs´ �����: ���. ,t is not Must that its focus 
has remained limited mostly to Western Europe and that it has failed to give equal 

consideration to everything published as literature throughout world, rather the 

principal shortcoming is that it has not addressed the problem or approached its 

obMect throuJh an appropriate methodoloJy. &itinJ Ma[ Weber¶s ma[im that ³A 
new µscience¶ emerJes where a new problem is pursued by a new method,´ Moretti 
proposes a return to Goethe¶s and Mar[¶s vision of Weltliteratur as a systemic 

whole with closely interdependent constituents.

As is often the case when past thinkers are brouJht into play so as to 
legitimize present methodological revolutions, and Moretti is determined to 

introduce a completely new critical method to the ¿eld �����: ���, they tend to be 
read one-sidedly and narrow-mindedly. Long ago, it was precisely Marx and Engels 

who rendered the narrow-minded treatment literature antiquated. Nevertheless, 

given that Moretti¶s new method openly dismisses so�called close readinJ as a 
technique that pertains only to canonical literary texts, the unilateral interpretation 
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of Goethe¶s views miJht come as no surprise. AccordinJ to Moretti, “if you want 

to look beyond the canon �and of course, world literature will do so: it would be 
absurd if it didn¶t�� close readinJ will not do it´ �����: ���. As there is however 
always a point at which an examination of the texts of world literature must employ 

a close reading requiring linguistic competence, Moretti leaves this task to ³the 
specialist of the national literature´ ����. AlthouJh he considers all te[ts to belonJ 
to national and world literature simultaneously, there is an asymmetrical division 

of labor between them: ³><@ou become a comparatist for a very simple reason: 
because you are convinced that that viewpoint is better. It has greater explanatory 

power� it¶s conceptually more eleJant� it avoids that uJly µone�sidedness and 
narrow�mindedness¶´ ����. +e therefore supports and propaJates distant readinJ in 
his more recent book Graphs, Maps, Trees ��� as well. %ut what is a comparative 
literature that, in order to create ³authoritative totali]inJ patterns´ �6pivak ����, 
leaves informed close readinJ to national literary scholars on the periphery �i.e. 
beyond the Jreat Western lanJuaJes that comparatist is e[pected to understand� 
and therefore depends on “untested statements by small groups of people treated 

as native informants´ �����" What is comparative literature whose fundamental 
division of labor amounts to the slogan “the others provide information while we 

know the whole world´ �����" What else can such comparative literature be but 
precisely a one-sided and narrow-minded discipline practiced by the scholars who 

are convinced they are in possession of the “better viewpoint”? If, in the envisioned 

division of labor, it creates the global methodological design as a technique of 

distant readinJ in order to ³dominate the literary world system´ �Apter ��� and 
relegates the dominated modest and restricted jobs to others, then ultimately it can 

be nothing other than “nationalism, U.S. nationalism masquerading as globalism” 

�6pivak ����.3

Goethe¶s and Mar[¶s ideas of world literature, if we take a closer look at 
them, are deeply resilient to their deployment for such purpose. First of all, the 

very merJinJ of these two ¿Jures into a homoJeneous thesis of a substantially new 
world order is misguided. For Marx, world literature was an unavoidable corollary 

of the formation of the world market and as such an instrument of the expanding 

bourgeois capital which destroys national industries, economies and cultural self-

sufficiency. 8nlike *oethe¶s Weltliteratur, Marx¶s concept was directed aJainst 
the nation�states by opposinJ a statist nationalism that was unknown to *oethe. 

%ut even thouJh Mar[ was certainly critical of nationalism, associating it with the 

manipulative politics of nation-states, his stance on cosmopolitan world literature, 

as an instrument of the bourgeois suspension of all differences, was far from being 
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clearly af¿rmative �&henJ ���. 7he homoJeni]inJ pressure of this cosmopolitanism 
spawned the proliferation of nationalisms �as well as national philoloJies� in 
the second half of the nineteenth century and it is pretty obvious that today¶s 
globalization produces exactly the same effect. As a number of scholars who 

resisted the ÀatteninJ of distinct literary traditions into a sinJle ³systemic rhythm´ 
of world literature have noted, this legacy of the expanding cosmopolitanism, as 

disconcertinJly manifested in today¶s Jlobal world, miJht be a more appropriate 
point of departure for the establishment of analogies between Marx¶s time 
and ours. One of the lessons that might be drawn from Marx¶s characteristic 
ambivalence regarding “globalization” is that the annihilating fragmentation 

follows the triumphant inteJration of the world like a shadow. 1ot lonJ aJo 'errida 

was warning that the “spectre haunting Europe” is a “dispersal into a myriad of 

provinces, into a multiplicity of self-enclosed idioms or petty little nationalisms, 

each one Mealous and untranslatable´ �'errida���. 6uch an unfortunate self�enclosure 
in untranslatability is, however, a direct response to the celebrated imperative of 

universal translatability.

As John Pizer �����: ��� for e[ample noticed, economic Jlobali]ation 

disrespects popular ethnic sentiments, blindly trusting that rational politics can 

balance the interests of all parties. <et, on the contrary, tribal solidarities ¿ercely 
react to the threat of such a globalized economy and the concomitant loss of distinct 

national identities by clinging to them with ever-greater tenacity. “Globalization 

puts us in a position to reÀect on ineTuality all the time. >«@ ,neTuality is not on 
the way out,´ remarks +aun 6aussy ����. ³7he many states >«@ fold >«@ onto 
the one global economy; but the single economy divides up what it unites.” This 

systemic misbalance might be the reason that the harsh critique of  “nationalist 

ideologies and their imperial projections” in recent academic practice “has turned 

out to coe[ist Tuite comfortably with a continuinJ nationalism´ �'amrosch ����. 
Nationalism is not an outdated or retrograde phenomenon to be downplayed, 

neglected and hushed up. Cosmopolitanism that argues in these terms is “all the 

more national for being European, all the more European for being trans-European 

and international; no one is more cosmopolitan and authentically universal than 

the one, than this µwe¶´ �'errida���, no one is more particular than a µwe¶ that 
³speciali]e>s@ in the sense of the universal´ ����. 7herefore, ³it is the task of our 
transnational, diasporic, Jlobal times to rethink the national paradiJm. On the other 
hand, it is imperative to understand the continued relevance of the nation-state form 

to the still un¿nished proMect of decoloni]ation´ �&oopan ���. AccordinJ to 6tephen 
Greenblatt ���, the bodies of the deceased national identities refused to stay buried 
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and violently returned onto the scene of the contemporary world. Thus “mobility 

studies,” which were set in motion by the persistent colonization, exile, emigration, 

wandering, contamination and métissage caused by globalization, “need to account 

as well for the fact that cultures are e[perienced aJain and aJain >«@ as fi[ed, 
inevitable, and stranJely endurinJ´ ����.

However, contrary to Marx¶s ambivalent stance on such a monolithic shapinJ 
of the world, Moretti, in a kind of better�knowinJ Mar[ism rather remote from the 
³father¶s´ reflectively undecided and cautious attitude �not to mention 'errida¶s 
reading of Marx, with which both he and Pascale Casanova are Tuite unfamiliar�, 
does not give the slightest account of these disturbing effects of globalization. 

Rather it places comparative literature, resolutely and unconcernedly, at the service 

of its af¿rmation. /ike &asanova, who “wholly subscribes” to his clear-cut power 

opposition �iJnorant of )oucault¶s revision because it is shaped j la %ourdieu�, he 
pretends to be in full possession of the analytical tool of the “literary system.” As 

opposed to him �her�, all other literary aJents, includinJ the ³specialist in national 
literature,´ are doomed to blindness for this system¶s surreptitious operations. 
The non-reflected legacy of the American and French Revolution seem to be 

marching hand in hand here. It is only an informed Marxist comparatist who, being 

properly instructed in world-system theory, is in a position to dismantle this all-

pervadinJ human astiJmatism �&asanova 80, 82; Moretti ����: ���. )or Moretti 
and Casanova, the putatively discarded discipline of comparative literature, now 

refashioned into a revolutionary world literature, celebrates its heyday.

Goethe’s Detachment from Globalization

If we now turn to Goethe, who is Moretti¶s second chosen foothold for the 
Musti¿cation of his ³literary world systems theory,´ he is completely unambiJuous 
with regard to the accelerated economic, traffic and communicational uniting of 

the world of his time. Far from offering praise, he is deeply concerned by it and 

thus develops a consistent defensive strategy aJainst this abundance of super¿cial 
impressions. The result of “all possible facilities of communication,” he writes 

for instance to Zelter on June 6, 1825, is a generalization of a terribly mediocre 

culture �WA ,9 ��: ����.4
 Already a quarter of a century before, in the Introduction 

to the first issue of the journal Propyläen ������, he cautioned the younJ writer 
not to Jet lost in the Jaudy Àu[ of a world triviali]ed in such a manner. )ar from 
beinJ merely liberatinJ �from the constraints of local cultures�, the enormous 
variety of world literature is simultaneously overwhelming and dangerous. One 

cannot feel at home in every part of the world and every century and hence one 
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often falls prey to what seems natural in its respective conte[t �letter to )riedrich 
von M�ller on -anuary ��, ����� ����: ���±����. <et one should beware of such 
easy familiarizing projections, which are the usual business of the mob bereft 

of proper insight. Goethe interprets such a swift adoption of the foreign that 

unconcernedly accommodates its foreiJnness to one¶s petty domestic universe as 
vulgar cosmopolitanism, from which he clearly distances himself. His approach is 

similar to 3lato¶s treatment of Athenian democracy in &hapter 9,,, of the Republic 

����d±���d�, in which he speaks of a chaotic reiJn of sel¿sh individuals who do 
anything they please. Only through a heightened attentiveness for other cultures 

can a writer resist the overall dilettantism of the contemporary literary market that, 
because of the superficial and dispersive everyday habits of literary consumers, 

reTuires from literature nothinJ more than swift and powerful effects �����: ���±
����. ,ndifferent as listeners and readers usually are, writes *oethe ����±���� aJain 
in one of his late notes characterized by resignation and animosity to the “crowd,” 

they prefer to hear and read always the same thing, expecting the writer to treat 

them as one would a maid �Frauenzimmer�, tellinJ them only what they would like 
to hear. 

Contrary to Moretti¶s and &asanova¶s claim, the restrictive rules of the 
emerJinJ literary market tame and impede the emancipatinJ nature of world 
literature. Whereas in ancient times such mechanical repetition was regarded as 

a rare illness, in modern times it instead became endemic and epidemic �����. 
%ut contrary to mere imitators who unTuestioninJly consent to the low taste of 
the ignorant crowd, the true artist is required to uncompromisingly adhere to 

the strateJic task of a proper representation of nature beyond what just comes 

as natural, i.e., he must undertake meticulous comparative study of world�wide 
cultures and discover a deep unity beneath their confusing diversity. In short, a 

necessary departure from oneself toward the other must not amount to an all too 

easy self-abandonment but on the contrary, improved self-acquisition on a higher 

level. ,f one is too devoted to the admirable other, one loses one¶s own characteristic 
national nature �����: ����, which is the only basis for the international recoJnition 
of a particular literature. (ach product has ¿rst to display �aufstecken� its national 
symbol �Nationalkokarde� clearly, whereupon it will be accepted benevolently 
into the privileJed circle of world literature �letter to 5einhard, -une ��, ����� 
����: ����. 7he final Joal of *oethe¶s world literature is therefore a tireless 
Selbststeigerung or self�propellinJ. ³<ou have to incessantly chanJe, renew, 
rejuvenate yourself,” he confesses to Müller on April 24, 1830, aged no less than 

��, ³in order not to ossify´ �����. &ontinuously at risk of fallinJ victim either to 
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the aggressive pressure of worldwide uniformity or to the static provincial taste of 

his compatriots, a world writer, as Goethe understands him, bears responsibility to 

withstand and reject both. Always counteracting both inconsiderate all-equalizing 

cosmopolitanism and petty local nationalism, he is to be unremitting in his never-

ending self-formation.

Faced with the worldwide vulgarization of literary taste, Goethe reacts to 

it by defendinJ the e[clusive riJht of the creative writer to speak in the name of 
the whole of humankind�humanity �die ganze Menschheit� aJainst the JrotesTue 
distortion of its universal human substance �das allgemein Menschliche� carried 
out in the name of non-reflected elementary habits. Such a writer must engage 

humanity in its entirety, must go beyond his immediate neighbor who provides 

him the ready security of “house piety” if he wants to embrace the true amplitude 

of ³world piety´ �)A , ��: ����. ,n a letter to &arlyle from -uly ��, ���� *oethe 

states that the endeavor of the best poets of all nations has for some time been 

concerned with that which is universally human while trying to transcend the 

selfishness and appease the bellicosity of earthly human creatures. It is exactly 

this uncompromising universality that in world literature shines and shimmers 

throuJh the particular �����: ����. <et under the pressure of the mob that e[pects 
everythinJ to ¿t its false concepts and preMudices and thus does untold harm �großes 

Unheil� to humanity, true works of art remain unrecoJni]ed and unacknowledJed 
�����: ����. 7hreatened by the ³Àood´ of market�inÀuenced literature as if it were 
about to swallow up his delineated elitist claim, towards the end of his life Goethe 

bitterly complained to (ckermann that barbarous times had come �March ��, ����� 
����: ����. +e was literally overwhelmed by that insiJht, helplessly actinJ out of 
the ³poisonous knowledJe” induced by it. New barbarians misapprehend true art as 

that which is e[emplary �VortrefÀiche� for humankind, i.e., precisely that to which 
he was at pains to remain loyal throuJhout his literary career �letter to =elter on the 
same day� ����: ����. ,f we take the tripartite process of a writer¶s development 
outlined in his earlier essay Simple Imitation of Nature, Manner, Style from 1789 

�%A ��: ��±��� as a criterion, *oethe obviously placed himself, in opposition to 

his German contemporaries, at the highest level of “style.” This level renders the 

writer capable of capturinJ the uniTue essence of the obMect represented unlike pure 
imitators, who simply reproduce its externally visible surface.

Getting Out of the Crowd: Goethe’s Elitist Cosmopolitanism

As a Jreat admirer of ancient *reek culture, *oethe in the presented deeply 

frustrated considerations, deliberately or not, draws on the tradition of *reekelitist 
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cosmopolitanism directed against the narrow-minded plebs of compatriots. Such 

cosmopolitanism declared readiness to open the broadest possible dialogue among 

equals only on the condition that its distinguished participants are completely freed 

beforehand from the selfish interests of their inferior fellow citizens. The latter 

have to be kept at bay, as they care solely about enMoyinJ riJhts and pleasures at 
the cost of others. Used to subordination, they are disqualified in advance from 

the intellectually free behavior of truly considering the otherness of the other and 

carinJ eTually about his or her riJhts and pleasures �Arendt ��±���. 6ince one must 
achieve such freedom of thought through engaging bright-mindedness and courage, 

the *reeks reserve it for enliJhtened individuals, i.e., agencies, whereas the 

benighted crowd, i.e., enablers e[pected to provide throuJh their persistent work 
all the necessary prereTuisites for this remarkable achievement, is sentenced to 
compliance and delivered to its restricted habits. Agencies are those who think and 

act, enablers those who work and produce. 7he free democratic world, the *reek 
cosmopolitan argument goes, can be created solely through the well-balanced 

exchange of thoughts between agencies, who therefore expect their truth to be 

universally valid. 

However, being established on the disagreement between two parties who, 

althouJh seeminJly speakinJ the same lanJuaJe, do not understand the same 
thinJ in what the other is sayinJ �5anciqre ����: ���, the truth of the political elite 
can never gain universal validity. Its terms systematically prevent the subaltern 

from becominJ leJible by allocatinJ these ³dissimilar items´ to the ³pockets 
of disability,” “zones of indeterminacy” and “regimes of confinement” and by 

deprivinJ them of all symbolic profits of the citi]en status. ,n *reek democracy 
as well as in its neoliberal descendants, caesura separates agencies from enablers, 

the entitled “subject of” from the outlawed “subject to.” Enablers are sentenced 

to a subliminal, silent, and animal existence. The boomerang effect of such a 

hideous incarceration is a “systemic crisis” of democracy, “an ongoing activity of 

precariousness´ within its established institutions, modes, and relationships �%erlant 
���, the spreadinJ of the fear into its Jrammar, the spectrali]ation of its events, and 
the disaggregation of its political aggregate. This is why, the efforts of the agencies 

to impose their rule upon the enablers notwithstanding, the stubbornly reemerging 

split between them hinders the establishment of a harmonious democracy. 

Therefore, when he founded his Academy as an isolated space of intellectual 

freedom in opposition to the false freedom of the polis that inÀicts the opinion of 
the agora upon all citizens, Plato obviously realized the delineated restricted nature 

of the public truth. This insight into the limits of democracy induced his resolute 
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refusal of its universal claim that entitles everybody to partake in the business 
of rule. In his view, such an unnatural attitude was derived from the traumatic 

absence of the ³divine shepherd,´ the only authority naturally entitled to take care 
of the human flock. All the evils of democracy commence with the separation 
of the human principle of government from the natural law of kinship as well 
as the establishment of this principle on the elimination of the “family father.” 

,lleJitimately usurpinJ the natural rule of the ³murdered shepherd´ �/pvy �����, 
democratic rulers falsify, invert and perturb his order. Instead of being based on the 

principle of arkhé, which lets the ¿rstborn and the hiJhborn rule, the democratic 
entitlement is based on the anarchic principle of the drawing of lots. Democracy is 

ruled by chance or chaos, an unbearable condition that it owes to the patricide. This 

crime lets the human orphans wander in the “empire of the void” whose “empty 

center´ �/efort ����� persistently lures them into takinJ pleasure in its sei]ure, 
representation and dissemination, and they do not hesitate to disrespectfully enjoy 

this pleasure �5anciqre 2006: ��±���.
However, through the founding of Academy, Plato opposed Athenian 

democracy by redeploying its own maneuver of self-exemption from the deluded 

dominant opinion in the name of the forgotten divine truth. He reintroduced this 

self�redeeminJ cosmopolitan maneuver because the shepherd¶s archaic truth was in 
his opinion subjected to democratic perversion into the human anarchic truth. While 

the democratic government claimed to be the only authentic representative of God, 

beneath this appearance he discerned the eJotistical individual with its Tuick and 
petty pleasures. <et considerinJ that 3lato took recourse to the same maneuver of 
invokinJ the divine truth aJainst the truth of blinded fellow citi]ens, must not the 
same critique, to which he exposed the Athenian democracy, necessarily undermine 

his own argument too? To counteract the selfishness of democratic individuals, 

3lato likewise holds on to the eliminated pastor, takinJ him as ³the reference point 
by which an opposition between good government and democratic government 

is established´ �5anciqre ����: ���. )or 3lato, we can rescue ourselves from the 
perils and crimes of democracy only by distancing ourselves from its anarchic 

multitude, turninJ back toward the lost family father, his Jolden law of kinship and 
the sheep¶s �i.e. our� bond to him. /ookinJ after both the whole Àock and each its 
member, +e alone neatly harmoni]es the One with the multiple ņ and precisely this 
unitinJ is reTuired of a Jood Jovernment. &onfronted with 3lato¶s thesis based on 
such redoublinJ of the opponent¶s arJument, one can hardly resist the impression 
that it relies on the same human misappropriation of the divine truth that it ¿ercely 
condemns on its behalf.
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, propose to take this as a welcome warninJ aJainst *oethe¶s elitist 
cosmopolitanism. <et an outriJht reMection of it, skippinJ the much�needed 
e[planation for why 3lato¶s arJument stubbornly resurfaces in humankind¶s 
history, ultimately in Goethe¶s idea of world literature itself, would be of very 
little help. Whence this obstinate holdinJ on to the �imaJined� shepherd aJainst his 
self�appointed false representatives, i.e., betrayers �5anciqre ����: ��±�� which 
in its turn runs the risk of repeatinJ and beinJ blamed for the same betrayal" We 
will not eliminate very influential ideological formations emerging from such 

“misplaced prejudices” by setting up a truth putatively superior to their blinded 

assertions. As no cosmopolitanism hitherto could pass judgments without recourse 

to a leJitimatinJ ³hiJher truth,´ it could not but redouble nationalism¶s arJument. 
Instead of raising absolute claims to the universal truth, it seems therefore advisable 

to uncover dissensual judgments underneath consensual prejudices �in Arendt¶s 
terms�, or politics underneath the police �in 5anciqre¶s terms�. ³,n the course of this 
replacement it is necessary to trace back these preMudices to the MudJments inherent 
to them and to af¿liate these MudJments for their part to the underlyinJ e[periences 
which once Jave rise to them´ �Arendt ���.

The Acting Out of the Traumatic Experience

7akinJ up such an attitude to *oethe¶s elitist cosmopolitanism, in what follows 

I will affiliate it with the traumatic constellation of forces he had to cope with. 

Uncovering such a constellation as the mobilizer of Goethe¶s cosmopolitanism, , 
will not deny the legitimacy of the judgment generated by it, yet simultaneously, 

from the perspective it tried to obliterate, expose its claim to the universal truth 

as a prejudice. Hence the analytical objective is not to dispose with prejudices 

altogether because of their failure to realize the universal truth. The aim is instead 

to lay bare the claim of these prejudices to the status of universal truths as a 

pretension unsuitable for the dissensus constitutive of democracy. Democracy is 

not an accomplishable state order ʊ which is precisely the main cosmopolitan 
prejudice to be dismantled ʊ but rather an interminable practice of the incalculable 

human many carried out in the form of judgments. 3rovoked by the dissemination 
of various “zones of indeterminacy” into the established social aggregate, these 

judgments interrogate the political line separating “one life from the other” 

�5anciqre ����b: ����, life from inanimate matter �+lJJlund ���±��� and persons 
from thinJs �(sposito ����. 5ather than an ultimate uni¿cation of this incalculable 
human many, the task of democracy is raisinJ awareness of the violence inherent 
to such therapeutic cosmopolitan undertakinJs. ,n an attempt to remedy human 
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traumas ¿nally, they Jive rise to more devastatinJ traumatic e[periences.

%efore we return to *oethe by following this line of argument, let us recall 

that another important predecessor of his ³*reek´ cosmopolitanism alonJside 3lato, 
i. e. Voltaire, engaged the same nostalgic recourse to the forgotten divine truth so 

as to direct it against the dominant opinion of blinded compatriots. Each of these 

prominent intellectual ¿Jures operated as the author of a trauma narrative in their 

own right. In establishing his international Republic of Letters, Voltaire equally 

attempted to outmaneuver his iJnorant aristocratic compatriots. %lindly attached 
to their inert and sel¿sh habits as they were, they were suddenly e[posed to critical 
observation by an international circle of intellectually mobile agencies. The latter 

conducted an emancipating dialogue with each other by distilling from it their 

growingly encompassing, convincing, and eventually binding truth. Once publicly 

recognized, however, Voltaire¶s remedial narrative transformed the elitist exemption 

from its monarchic surroundings into the international expansion of the “republican” 

truth. Goethe¶s trauma narrative undertakes the same cosmopolitan recalibration 
and sophistication of the local public truth, yet now distanced itself from the 

“idyllic,” i.e., the parochial and self-enclosed type of petty bourgeois readership 

�����: ���� which, to *oethe¶s deepest disJust, increasinJly took command of 
the literary market of the time. 7o defend himself from this Àood, in The Epochs 

of Social Formation ������ he takes recourse to the unity of all educated circles 
across the Jlobe. +is intention is to write for this kind of readership.

5eJardinJ a somewhat frustrated late remark, it makes a huJe difference 
whether one reads instinctively for pleasure and reanimation �Genuß und 

Belebung� or refle[ively for insiJht and instruction �Erkenntnis und Belehrung� 
�����: ����, even if readers preferrinJ the latter, profound bene¿t of literature are 
e[tremely rare. %ut only those who are able to enMoy this bene¿t can claim to be 
readinJ with reJard to what is universally human �as one is obliJed to read world 
literature� rather than readinJ in the leisurely manner of the most deluded part of 
humanity �as one normally reads trivial literature�. 6uch capable �tüchtige� people 
who really care about “the true progress of humanity” by striving to shed their 

narrow intellectual skin are certainly few and far between, but in their rarity they 
are nevertheless scattered all over the world. Step by step, the initial distinction 

between the true �or world� and the false �national or trivial international� works, 
writers and readers turns into a harsh opposition. Along with its international 

position, Goethe¶s literary oeuvre consolidates its pretensions to universality. 
Ultimately, Goethe does not hesitate to introduce a clear-cut division to 

literature, placing the benighted majority of its agents on one side, and the select 
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minority on the other: ³<et the route they take, the pace they keep is not everyone¶s 
concern.´ 7heir sublime task is to rescue the world from descendinJ into narrow�
mindedness or barbarity. They belong to the “quiet, almost chastened church” 

�eine stille, fast gedrückte Kirche� of the serious�minded �die Ernsten� who, 
because it would be futile �vergebens� to oppose the wide current of the day �die 

breite TagesÀuth�, must nonetheless ³steadfastly �standhaft� try to maintain their 
position till the Àow �die Strömung� has passed´ �)A , ��: ���±���. 7heir solitary 
position, removed from the silly worldwide crowd orientated toward immediate 

consumption, is tantamount to ³aesthetic autonomy.´ +owever, one miJht ask 
whether the aesthetically autonomous world literature, if it must be restricted to 

a “quiet church of the serious-minded,” the initiated circle of agencies walled in 

against the masses of their enablers, really deserves the name of world literature. 

How encompassing can a literature that rests on the exclusion of those without 

whose persistent work it cannot possibly come into beinJ be" ,n order to answer 
this question, one is well advised to recall the paradoxical character of the relation 

between agencies and enablers or freedom and coercion for that matter:

Wherever the few separated themselves from the many, they obviously 

became dependent on them, that is to say, in all those matters of coexistence 

which have to be really neJotiated �in allen Fragen des Miteinander-Lebens, 

in denen wirklich gehandelt werden muss�. >«@ 7his is why the realm of the 
freedom of the few is not only at pains to maintain itself against the realm of 

the political determined by the many, but is dependent on the many for its very 

existence; the simultaneous existence of the polis is existentially necessary 

for the e[istence of the academy. >«@ >,@t becomes a necessity that opposes 
freedom on the one hand, and is its precondition on the other. �Arendt 2010: 

��±���

As Dana Goodman convincingly demonstrated, all the prerequisites for the 

emergence of Voltaire¶s 5epublic of /etters, i.e., all the political, economic, 
educational, technological and institutional support necessary for its establishment 

and functioning, were provided by the same French monarchy which was 

ferociously critici]ed by him �*oodman ��±���, ���±���. <et if his literary 
republic denied religious, national, linguistic and cultural barriers, it expected 

the reunion of people to take place on a culturally elevated basis, which relied on 
e[traordinary linJuistic and educational competences, ¿nely tuned manners, and the 
re¿ned skills of polite conversation, and from which the inert crowd of compatriot�
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enablers was necessarily excluded. Exemplified in the line from Plato through 

Voltaire to Goethe, the self-redeeming reintroduction of freedom on an elevated 

level thus unavoidably implies a reintroduction of the others¶ bondaJe on the 
lower levels. It seems as if compliant enablers doggedly accompany free agencies, 

inducing ever-new attempts on the part of the latter to purify their freedom from 

pollution.

Goethe¶s personal investment in the 3latonic antidemocratic and 
discriminatory reasoninJ can hardly be overlooked. %esides his narrow�minded 
provincial audience and the worldwide rise of bad taste, he had to fight fierce 

battles aJainst the misunderstandinJ of his nationally inÀamed 5omantic *erman 
contemporaries �Mandelkow ��±���. AJainst all these bitter disappointments, he 
found a welcome consolation in the reception of his work by some distinJuished 
French and English Romanticists once Mme de Staël¶s influential book De 

l’Allemagne was published in (nJland ������ and )rance ������.5
 Using categories 

like double force, double liJht, play and ÀoatinJ, the )rench e[ile writer portrayed 

him as a protean, mobile, contradictory and ironic poet who in the presentation of 

his self and others tends to maneuver incessantly back and forth, establishinJ and 
destroying identities in the same move. A couple of years later, structuring his West-

Eastern Divan ������ e[panded second edition ����� in a deeply polyphonic way, 
Goethe readily recognized himself in her categories in order to distance himself 

from and defend himself aJainst his inimical and provincial *erman milieu �.och 

����.
Far from holding the representatives of this milieu in high esteem, he 

constantly expressed the opinion they might be crushed in their intellectual 

misery by such impressive foreiJn talents like 6hakespeare or &alderyn. (ach 
of the latter ³is too rich and too powerful´ to be taken even as the mirror of their 
self-identification. 6hakespeare for e[ample forces the risinJ *erman talents to 
reproduce him mechanically while they falsely believe to be producing themselves 

�����: ���, ����. ³+ow many e[cellent *ermans have been ruined by him and 
&alderyn�´ ,n the same conversation with (ckerman conducted on 'ecember 
25, 1825, Goethe hiJhliJhts the JrotesTue effect of 6hakespeare¶s plays on 
his compatriots, who put their potatoes into his silver dishes �����: ����. 7he 
maJni¿cent &alderyn drives the younJ 6chiller into madness, threatening to erode 

his humble virtues while the unprecedented Moliqre becomes desperately weak in 
*erman treatment, he remarks to his secretary on May ��, ���� �����: ����. 1o 
matter how much German novels and tragedies imitate Goldsmith, Fielding and 

6hakespeare, they nonetheless pollute and pervert their models �'ecember �, ����� 
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����. 1o wonder *oethe warns (ckermann himself, in a conversation conducted 
at the beJinninJ of their acTuaintance �6eptember ��, �����, to beware of Jreat 
undertakinJs and inventions of his own: they are almost destined to fail� One 
cannot e[pect a real sense for what is true and capable �echter Sinn für das Wahre 

und Tüchtige� in *erman petty circumstances, he tells his secretary on October 
15, 1825. The masses who dominate them abhor whatever is truly great, tending 

to banish it from the world ����� �includinJ *oethe himself, we might add, to 

elucidate his obvious bitterness�. ³)or, we ordinary people �kleine Menschen� are 
not capable of retaininJ �bewahren, also in the sense of ³makinJ true´� in us the 
Jreatness of such thinJs«´ �May ��, ����� ����: ����

This is a simulated modesty of course: Goethe surely �and of course riJhtly� 
did not perceive himself to be an ordinary man, at least not of the sort to which 

he thought the majority of his compatriots belonged. He recognized himself 

much more in another “we” applied in a diary note from January 27, 1827, which 

enthusiastically comments on the rich French reception of his play Torquato 

Tasso. He famously writes, “a universal world literature is emerging in which 

an honorable role is reserved for us *ermans´ �����: ����. +owever, as in the 
letter to the editor &otta the day before and the translator 6treckfu� on the same 
day �WA ,9, ��, 6. ��±���, with this ³us´ he obviously means Must himself, since 
no other German writer enjoyed comparable international attention at that time. 

Probably the most exemplary proof of this is the huge success of his Young 

Werther far across national borders.
6 /ord %yron dedicated one of his works to 

Goethe, Manzoni adored him, Gérard de Nerval translated Faust and Delacroix 

illustrated it, Walter Scott translated Götz von Berlichingen, and there were much 

more fruitful refractions of and reÀections on his work, for instance those of the 
)rench literary critic -ean�-acTues Ampqre and the translator Albert 6tapfer, not 
to mention 7homas &arlyle. Whereas contemporary %ritish, )rench and ,talian 
intellectuals accordingly recognized themselves in Goethe, other German writers 

recognized themselves in foreign writers and translated them passionately. With 

regard to these modest but diligent compatriots, Goethe found himself, along 

with for example Hegel in his impressively erudite contemporaneous Lectures on 

Aesthetics, in the comfortable position of beinJ able to bene¿t, in the medium of 
the *erman lanJuaJe, from the e[traordinarily rich and fruitful translation work 
of two previous Jenerations �*�nther 1990: 113; Wiedemann ����: ���ff.�. 6o 
despite the rhetorically or prudently deployed “we,” Goethe was clearly aware of 

the real division of labor and prominence among German writers and intellectuals 

of his time. 7he maMority of them only provided the backJround and sources 
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enablinJ the e[pression of the whole splendor of the select few. %einJ reJarded as 
too provincial, they were prevented from enterinJ the latter¶s ³hall of fame.´

A Retroactive Reinvestment of Goethe’s Cosmopolitanism

Surprisingly, this traumatically resonating antidemocratic stance of Goethe¶s 
escapes David Damrosch in the first chapter of his admirably knowledJeable 
book on world literature, in which he treats *erman identity in *oethe¶s aJe 
as a homogeneous body rather than, as I have tried to demonstrate, something 

internally divided and antagonistic. He certainly portrays Goethe in a historically 

more careful and adequate way than Moretti, but with the same restrictive aim of 

deriving his own recent design of world literature from this not exactly informed, 

if not biased, interpretation. 8nlike Moretti, who complains that nobody can really 

master all that was ever written in the world — as if this is what Goethe meant 

with his concept of Weltliteratur and not the contrary — Damrosch clearly states 

that ³world literature is not an in¿nite, unJraspable canon of works, but rather a 
mode of circulation and of readinJ´ �'amrosch ��. 7his he presents, as it were, as 
the Goethean approach from below, a perspective that is, it would seem, engaged 

to circumvent the delineated perils of global designs from above. As I have tried to 

emphasize, Goethe does associate Weltliteratur with mutually enriching interaction, 

but he means an interactionamonga number of initiated agents who exempt 

themselves from the mob at home and abroad. ,f one takes into consideration that 
this elitism induced by the aggressive pressure of common understanding and bad 

taste, more or less habitual in the select social circles of the day, is inherent in the 

idea of Weltliteratur, such a literature was anything but projected from below. Quite 

the opposite of being truly all embracing, in order to overcome the traumatizing 

effects of the surrounding ignorance, Goethe based it on the retaliating exclusion of 

this “ignorant crowd.”

Goethe¶s arJument is comple[ and sometimes contradictory, yet 
unambiguously directed against the domestic as well as the worldwide mob because 

of the latter¶s inability or unwillinJness to enJaJe in the spiritually capitali]inJ 
exchange. However, although Damrosch¶s readinJ emphasi]es *oethe¶s ³constantly 
shiftinJ personality´ of ³a diamond >«@ that casts different color in every 
direction´ ��, actually TuotinJ (ckermann¶s preface�, he reMects the interpretation 
according to which Goethe¶s idea of world literature would amount to an ³imperial 
self-projection” or a “self-confirming narcissism” of German literature. At that 

time, he remarks, *erman culture was lackinJ a Jreat history, political unity and a 
strong literary tradition, having been unable to stand comparison with its French or 
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English counterparts, which were in sovereign possession of all these dimensions 

�����: ��. Whereas the leadinJ )rench critic of that time, 3hilarqte (uphpmon 
Chasles, in stressing the infinite receptiveness and sensitivity of French culture 

clearly displays triumphalist cosmopolitanism with imperial aspirations, Goethe¶s 
cosmopolitanism emerges from the “provincial anxiety” of a nation with “relatively 

weak culture´ that strove for international recoJnition and political unity �����: 
�±���. 

Curiously identifying Goethe with a nation from whose dominant public 

representatives he consistently remained aloof, Damrosch accordingly proposes 

that a “provincial writer,” being “free from the bonds of an inherited tradition,” “can 

engage all the more fully, and by mature choice, with a broader literary world.” 

+is intention would be ³to seek out a variety of networks of transmission and 
reception´ �����: ��� for his or her literature. <et of what use is this parado[ical 
provinciallyanxious freedom if, as Goethe demonstrated with the examples of 

his compatriots, including Schiller, it ultimately entails madness, weak imitation, 
JrotesTue distortions, vulJari]ations and failures, in short the desolate bankruptcy 
of the great majority of German writers who searched for the secure abode of their 

selves in great foreign models? As Goethe untiringly pointed out, German writers 

resided in the small and self�enclosed world of ³home piety´ �Hausfrömmigkeit�, 
takinJ care e[clusively of their own individual security �Sicherheit des Einzelnen; 

)A , ��, ����: ³*erman poetry offers, Must look at the daily production, as a matter 
of fact only expressions, sighs and interjections of benevolent individuals. Every 

individual presents himself �tritt auf� by his natural disposition �Naturell� and 
formation �Bildung�� hardly anythinJ tends toward what is universal, hiJher«´ 
�/etter to +it]iJ, 1ovember ��, ����� *oethe ����: ���� ,n such depressinJ 
circumstances, where is the free ability and mature readiness for engaging with the 

broader literary world about which Damrosch boldly speculates?

,t is not the freedom from national tradition, then, but the lack of recoJnition 
and overall misapprehension or the traumatic experience of undeserved isolation 

and the neJlect of his work at home that motivates *oethe¶s enthusiastic 
enJaJement with world literature �%ohnenkamp ����� .och �����. When read 
against its public presentation, his elitist choice uncovers a self-exempting, self-

rescuing maneuver aimed at international self-expansion. He significantly hopes 

that “the differences which prevail within a given nation will be corrected by the 

perspective and judgment of others´ �/etter to 6ulpi] %oisserpe from October 
��, ����� WA ,9 ��: ����. ,n the previous letter to 5einhard from -une ��, ���� 
we find the followinJ remark: ³, have a Jeneral impression that nations learn to 
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understand each other more than ever; misunderstandings seem to be residing 

within each of their own bodies´ �WA ,9 ��: ���. 7his bitinJ comment is clearly 
addressed at his compatriots after the publication of the four-volume French 

translation of his dramas �%ohnenkamp ����. )ar from beinJ a ³provincial writer´ 
�'amrosch ���, in the ����s *oethe was, to his great personal satisfaction, a widely 

internationally acknowledJed author. As a complete foreiJner in the nationally 
inflamed petty German circumstances, he attentively and efficiently established 

numerous international coalitions and foreign alliances to outmaneuver homeland 

pressures and suppress domestic enemies. 

Goethe’s Trauma Narrative: Repositioning German Literature

+owever, he simultaneously undertook the maneuver of the self�e[emption of 
German literature from its dominant international surroundings, which instructively 

redoubles his cosmopolitan project. This consoling self-glorifying maneuver 

of turninJ the lack of an autochthonous literary tradition into an advantaJe in 
comparisons with )rance or (nJland ʊ characteristic of all trauma narratives — 

was almost a commonplace in the culturally inferior *ermany around ���� �+erder 
1991: VII, 551; A. Schlegel 1965: IV 26; Wiedemann ����, ���ff.� .och 2002: 

234; Albrecht ����: ����.7
 Following this domestic habit, Goethe wittily employed 

aslightly derogatory image of Germans as, from the French perspective, “a not 

complete, acknowledJed, but vital neiJhborinJ people, strivinJ and involved in 
controversies´ �a typically multi�voiced commentary from the Kunst und Altertum 

������� )A , ��: ���� to counteract the )rench national�universal tendency to 
instantiate Jlobal cultural uniformity. 'efendinJ his *reek ³cosmopolitanism 
against the inferior local others,” he resisted the French national universalism 

based on the model of Roman imperial “cosmopolitanism toward the inferior 

foreiJn others.´ <et as is often the case with such compensatory revolts, this initial 
opposition gradually turned into substitution. Invisibly, the German “bondsman” 

adopted the imperial behavior of the French “lord.” One inadmissible appropriation 

of the global truth substituted for another.

Let us examine this transformation of self-exemption into self-expansion, 

briefly e[emplified above in 3lato¶s and 9oltaire¶s cosmopolitan arJuments, in 
more detail. Already in a much earlier polemical reaction to the literary legacy 

of the French Revolution, significantly entitled Literary Sanculottism ������, 
Goethe stated unequivocally: “We do not wish for the upheavals which could 

prepare classical works in *ermany´ �����: ���. ,n other words, state revolutions 
established classical national literatures in France and England, which from his 



381  Who Worlds the /iterature" *oethe¶s Weltliteratur and Globalization / 9ladimir %iti

perspective is unacceptable, as no single national literature deserves the status of 

the classic. This status seems to be reserved for the pre- and transnational literature 

of *reek AntiTuity. )or *oethe, any modern European nation makinJ such 
universal claims is an improper usurper �*�nther ����: ���� in the same way as 
3lato blamed democrats for their inappropriate occupation of the divine shepherd¶s 
throne. Such political national sovereignty vainly pretends to erase the rich 

sediments of universal cultural memory inherited from *reek AntiTuity because the 
latter¶s archive ultimately proves victorious �.och ����: ���±����. &onsiderinJ 
the fragmentation and dispersion of this social and cultural legacy induced by 

modernity, it is no longer possible for any modern agency to be sovereign on its 

own terms. Literary sovereignty is therefore imaginable merely in terms of a “joint 

venture´ of many aJencies, which have to patiently learn to know each other in 
order to somehow put together these scattered fragments. Appropriating solely 

for themselves the universal *reek cultural leJacy and occupyinJ for their petty 
purpose its constitutively “empty throne,” modern national agencies falsify its 

universality.

Even from the perspective of individual writers, Goethe admits to (ckermann 
on May ��, ���� that it makes no sense speakinJ of someone¶s oriJinality if one 
considers that the world leaves its imprints on the human being from his beginning 

to his end. “If I were able to mention everything that I owe to great predecessors 

and contemporaries, very few things would remain,” i.e. beyond energy, power, 

and the will >to Jo throuJh others in order to ¿nd out for oneself@ �����: ���±���. 
Indeed, as Goethe learns by reading his Faust in French translation, one cannot 

af¿rm the self without encounterinJ the other, and the same Joes for the reÀections 
of *erman literature in the mirror of )rench or (nJlish criticism. ³/ike individual 
man, each nation also relies on what is ancient and foreign much more than what 

is its own, inherited or self-made,” he writes in a letter to Carl Ernst Schubarth 

on 1ovember �, ���� �����. 1o modern national literature can erase the old 
*reek transnational fundament, which is why *oethe prefers a corporate aesthetic 

redemption of its cultural leJacy. ³,n the evaluation of the foreiJn �literatures� we 
must not stick to anythinJ speci¿c in wishinJ to reJard this as e[emplary,´ he tells 
his secretary (ckermann on -anuary ��, ����� ³if we need somethinJ e[emplary, 
we must always return to the Ancient *reeks«´�����. 

%ut the Ancient *reeks are Jone forever. After their de¿nite departure, their 
legacy lost its binding power, henceforth figuring merely as a regulating idea. 

As the Lord was now irrevocably absent, His throne became empty and up for 

grabs. In order to expose its improper usurpers after the historical dissolution of 
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the Antique pattern, Goethe invented Weltliteratur as a permanent supervising 

negotiation between them. Every modern writer must accordingly courageously 

confront the turbulent worldwide flux, expose his own body to its erasure, and 

stubbornly drive his spirit through its mess if he wants to gain the real overview 

and achieve representative status in the onJoinJ (uropean competition. �As far as 
Goethe is concerned, the non-Europeans are involved not so much as distinguished 

competitors but rather as the not Tuite distinJuishable sources for e[ploitation�. 
;enophobic self�isolation �which dominated the *erman 5omantic scene� would 
not do. Contrary to recent quantitative interpretations of Goethe¶s concept �as if it 
comprises all literatures in their entirety� or the Tualitative ones for that matter �as 
if it means ³a symphony of masterpieces from different nations´ like for e[ample 
in Thomsen ����: ���, one cannot overemphasi]e the importance ofprominent 
international literary exchangesfor Goethe¶s vision of world literature. It pushes all 

national literatures in the process of making, as testi¿ed by his constant concern for 
the participation of Frenchmen, Englishmen, Scots and Italians in the shaping of 

*erman literature �%irus �� *�nther ����.
The basic principle of self-propelling toward the common future ideal holds 

therefore not just for writers but national literatures as well:

Left to itself, every literature will exhaust its vitality, if it is not refreshed 

by the empathy �Teilnahme� of a foreiJn one. What nature researcher 
�Naturforscher� does not take pleasure in the wonderful thinJs that he sees 
produced by reÀection in a mirror" 1ow what mirrorinJ �Spiegelung� in the 
¿eld of morals �Sittliche� means, everyone has e[perienced in himself if only 
unconsciously, and once his attention is aroused, he will understand how much 

in the formation of his life he owes to this mirrorinJ. �*oethe ����: ����

Not everybody, though, was in a position to capitalize on the proposed process 

of mutual mirroring, as in order to participate in it one ¿rst had to be leJitimi]ed 
as an agency. In his essay Shakespeare without End of 1816, Goethe �����: ���� 
pointed out that only an author eTuipped with self�consciousness �i.e. in the ¿nal 
analysis Goethe alone�� can properly understand foreiJn tempers and mentalities 
�Gemütsarten�� others are too friJhtened by them to e[plore them carefully. ,n the 
same manner, heteroJeneity of other literatures can be pro¿table only if a national 
literature confronting them has already established its own aesthetic credentials and 

identity �����: ���, ����. ,n *oethe¶s understandinJ, world literature implies an 
ongoing dialogue of equals. Far from being a universal concern, equality requires 
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merits. 8nlike the )rench or the (nJlish, the *ermans of *oethe¶s time had not yet 
succeeded in accomplishinJ this eTuality� they were the only nation�in�the�makinJ 
among the prominent Europeans. 

In proposing a world literature based on the German future-oriented pattern of 

becoming, Goethe allocated to the Germans a completely different role from being 

just one of its national participants. To avoid misappropriations, his Weltliteratur 

refuses to adopt the national model as the basis of its identity but searches 

instead for its identity in an open process of permanent mediation, exchange and 

neJotiation. As amonJ the select few only the shaky *erman identity was at that 
time enJaJed in such a self�¿ndinJ process, *oethe ultimately expands the ongoing 

German search for identity to the dialogic becoming of world literature. Other 

nations were thus e[pected to participate�or, in the case of non�(uropean or less�
than�(uropean literatures: to serve�with their particular national currencies in an 
open exchange set up on the German identity pattern permanently on the move. 

In such subtle fashion, elitist self-exemption turned into democratic expansion not 

only on the individual �i.e., *oethe¶s personal� but also on the collective level: the 
Germans were surreptitiously appointed as the only legitimate guardians of the 

*reek transnational leJacy. 'evelopinJ his idea of Weltliteratur, Goethe invented 

a reconfigured cultural space, which allocated to his compatriots the prestigious 

role of the custodians of the Holy Archive. Additionally, they were presented as 

self-denying agencies acting in the name of the forgotten Shepherd who, beyond 

any selfish interest typical of the French and English pretenders, merely foster 

a reunion of fractured literatures and cultures. 7he media of this mutually �yet 
substantially uneTually� enrichinJ and empowerinJintellectual tradebetween 
accredited European literatures that were expected to spawn the consolidation, 

improvement and ¿nal triumph of *erman self�understandinJ were ³Mournals and 
books, correspondence, and translations, the Mourneys and encounters of writers as 
well as an e[pandinJ book market´ �Meyer�.alkus  ����. 

As John Pizer �����: ��±��� has riJhtly pointed out, ³impersonal´ *erman 
literature could not produce a typical classical author infused by a national spirit. 

It was bereft of recognizable national agency, decentered through its enduring 

e[posure to foreiJn influences, marked by sub�national disunity and a lack of 
cohesion and, still in the dialogic process of national self-finding, internally 

heteroJeneous and contradictory. <et precisely this set of features made it suitable 
as the open dialogic model for the establishment of world literature and world 

classical authors. This German pattern of subtle mediation and negotiation was 

directed against the bellicose competition between the strong, nationally infused 
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)rench and %ritish literatures. 1ot that *oethe was hoping the world will by 

means of literature achieve ³a universal peace´ ʊ he was no less sceptical than 
.ant in this reJard ʊ but he was confident that ³the unavoidable Tuarrel will 
gradually subside and the war will become less cruel, the victory less imperious 

�übermüthig�´ �)A , ��: ���±���. Of course, nobody can e[pect that nations will 
suddenly reconceive themselves, “but they must become aware of one another, 

Jrasp each other, and if they are unwillinJ to love one another �wenn sie sich 

wechselseitig nicht lieben mögen�, learn to tolerate each other´ �)A , ��, ����. )or 
³if we have to communicate in our everyday life with resolutely other�thinkinJ 
persons, we will ¿nd ourselves moved to be on the one hand more cautious, but on 
the other more tolerant and lenient´ �)A , ��: ����. 1evertheless, a core motivation 
behind these scattered remarks is not so much ³the desire for productive and 
peaceful coexistence among the nations of Europe,” as Pizer �����: ��� surmises, 
incautiously takinJ *oethe at his word. Rather, beneath Goethe¶s cosmopolitan 
proclamations there lurks a compensatory raisinJ of the *erman national pattern 
of becoming into the sovereign moderator of international intellectual traffic. 

Germany is envisaged to become the divine shepherd of world literature.

In this regard, Goethe was, after all, just a loyal inheritor of a number of his 

reputed domestic predecessors. In 1793, Herder had stated that Germans should 

“appropriate the best of all the peoples and in such a way become among them 

what man became amonJ his fellow creatures �Neben- und Mitgeschöpfe� from 
which he learned his skills �Künste�. +e came at the end, took from every one of 
them his art and now he surpasses and rules all of them´ �+erder 1991: VII, 551 

>emphasis mine@�. 6everal years later, 1ovalis, in the equally cosmopolitan project 

Christendom or Europe ������, put forth the thesis that, while other (uropean 
countries are ³occupied by war, speculation and partisanship �Parthey-Geist�, the 
*erman makes himself with all diliJence into an associate �Genosse� of a hiJher 
epoch of culture. This preliminary step must give him, over the course of time, a 

large predominance �ein Jro�es 8eberJewicht� over the others´ �1ovalis 1983b: 

,,,, ��� >emphasis mine@�. ,n the same vein, *oethe entrusted the German language 

with the role of the medium of permanent translation or commerce of one with 

another literature. *erman is called upon to set the course for everybody¶s national 
currency �Münzsorten� ³not by repellinJ the foreiJn but devourinJ it´ �����: ����. 
What Goethe ultimately envisaJed was ³the take up and complete appropriation 
�das völlige Aneignen� of the foreiJn´ �����: ����, which is tantamount to the 
complete denial of the foreignness inherent to Roman imperial “cosmopolitanism 

toward the inferior foreign others.”
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From Exemption to Expansion: Toward the Roman Imperial Cosmopolitanism

8nlike the *reeks, the 5omans refused to acknowledJe the other in his or her 
otherness, regarding him or her as a mere extension of their own noble breed. They 

simply could not imagine that there existed anybody who could be equal to them in 

terms of Jreatness and still be different from them �Arendt ����. %y tacitly shiftinJ 
from the *reek elitist attitude to this 5oman imperial one, Goethe ultimately 

disTuali¿ed, or at least disreJarded, any individual or collective identity reluctant or 

unable to persistently enrich itself, i.e., to adopt his and the German self-propelling 

behavior and standards. In the famous letter to Thomas Carlyle from July 20, 1827, 

he states:

The Germans have long contributed to the mediation [Vermittlung] between 

individual and national particularities [das Besondere der einzelnen Menschen 

und Völkerschaften] and their mutual recognition. Whoever understands the 

*erman lanJuaJe finds himself in a market where every nation displays its 

merchandi]e, plays the translator while enrichinJ himself. �����: ���� 

%einJ himself an internally dialoJic author whose consciousness was able of 
devouring an incredible polyglossia,

8
 Goethe wanted to transfer the vivid spiritual 

cohesiveness of individuals characterizing the French esprit général and the 

English public spirit from the national to the world literary level. However, in so 

doing he also wished to open the historical stream of the entire human community 

engendered in such a way, by applying to it theGerman “dialogic principle” of self-

finding.
9
 In an address to the society of nature researchers and physicians from 

1828 he stated that what is of real concern in world literature is that “vivid and 

striving men of letters become acquainted with one another and find themselves 

stimulated for social action through their mutual inclination and common sense” 

�Neigung und Gemeinsinn, )A , ��: ���. 7he works of world literature concern us 

only inasmuch as they concern each other �*�nther ����. ,t is only if they create 
such select common sense, caught in the unlimited process of perfection, that they 

substitute, to deploy 7homas Mann¶s apt opposition, what is possible or valid for 
the world �Weltfähige or Weltgültige� and characteri]ed by a true world hori]on 
�Weltbezug� for what is at present simply the way of the world �Weltläu¿ge� %irus 

���.

*iven *ermany¶s own lack of a stronJ, immanent, infranJible national identity 
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in his time, it is not surprising that Goethe was particularly aware of and 

open to the possibility of a super- or transnational literary modality. Perhaps 

Goethe¶s insiJhts into the contemporary impossibility of creatinJ a ³classical´ 
�national� *erman literature made the formulation of a Weltliteratur desirable 

as the only possible alternative to cultural fraJmentation. �3i]er ����: ���

Goethe¶s Weltliteratur was undoubtedly a trauma narrative in the meaning Jeffrey 

Alexander attributed to this concept: cominJ up ³from below´ �i.e., both from 
an unrecognized Goethe in the German literary space and from an underrated 

*ermany in the (uropean political and cultural space�, it therapeutically 
reconfigures the existing political, literary and cultural space. The Weltliteratur 

narrative, in a word, works throuJh and acts out both a personal and a collective 
traumatic experience. <et no trauma narrative can achieve necessary public 

recognition without instigating “new rounds of social sufferinJ´ �Ale[ander ����: 
��. At the very moment at which it predicates the eTual diJnity of all its imaJined 
worldwide community¶s invited participants, it proves unable to remove the Jap, 
which produces “the part that has no part” in it.

7his essential simultaneity of the narrative¶s construction and destruction of 

community accounts for its slide from emancipation to supremacy. 8ndertaken 
under the pressure of depravation and humiliation, it gradually rises to the status 

of an international intellectual agenda and thus, if only with delays and hesitations, 

becomes a powerful “multidirectional” platform for the recovery of various 

traumatized collectivities. This is what had happened meanwhile to Goethe¶s 
Weltliteratur, whose Jlobal impact increased in an almost daily rhythm. <et without 
denying its politically intended integration of political and cultural fragmentation 

at home and abroad, his trauma narrative of world reconciliation �Weltversöhnung� 
was basically structured on the German Einheit-in-Vielfalt model of steady 

self-expansion: The greater your diversity, affiliates of Weltliteratur, the more 

magni¿cent grows my dialogic unity in becoming!
+avinJ been initiated in the form of *reek elitist “cosmopolitanism against 

the deluded fellow citizens,” that is to say, Goethe¶s idea of world literature tacitly 
perverted into Roman imperial “cosmopolitanism toward the inferior foreigners” 

open to the inclusion of any agency able and ready to comply with the set rules 

of exchange. According to Costas Douzinas �����: ����, ³>«@ cosmopolitanism 
starts as a moral universalism but often deJenerates into imperial Jlobalism. >«@ 
The continuous slide of cosmopolitan ideas towards empire is one of the dominant 

motifs of modernity.” It is significant that, following this same path, Voltaire¶s 
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project of the world literary republic underwent a comparable “perversion” of its 

envisaJed inclusiveness into an intolerant e[clusiveness. ,t finally asked ³those 
nations which are not )rench >«@ to become )rench´ �/yotard ���� and thus 
turned its initial war of liberation into the war of conquest. No wonder then, the 

same imperial model already defined the true, albeit hardly deliberate agenda of 

the famous manifesto of Weimar Classicism, composed by Schiller but subscribed 

to by Goethe. ,t set its sails, in the interest of ³pure humanity´ �rein menschlich�, 
to “unite again the politically divided world under the banner of truth and beauty 

�die politisch geteilte Welt unter der Fahne der Wahrheit und Schönheit wieder 

zu vereinigen�´ �6chiller ����: ;;,,, ����. After all, aesthetics in the service of 
*ermany¶s own political recalibration and recon¿Juration was, as -oseph &hytry 

������ has convincinJly demonstrated, the main aJenda around ����. 3ut in the 
“obvious” terms of the untiringly self-propelling German spirit, world literature 

community was hoped to eventually become an “expanded fatherland,” according 

to Goethe¶s own formulation in the essay on &arlyle¶s translation of 6chiller 
�)A , ��: ���±���. AccordinJly, the entrance to this e[panded fatherland was 
surreptitiously supplied with an invisible “garbage disposal.” Not everybody was 

equally welcome within the family.

Translating the “IronLaw of Kinship” into the “Free Competition of Values”

This undermines the enthusiastic reading of Goethe¶s Weltliteratur proposed by the 

Moroccan Germanist )aw]i %oubia �����, �����. 8nreservedly endorsed by 3i]er 
�����: ��±���, he refutes the charJes aJainst its (urocentric character. *oethe 

respects the particularity of non-European “others,” the argument goes, advocating 

the movement toward the non-European Other and not a dominion over it or its 

levellinJ to (uropean dimensions. 7his thesis ¿nds a supporter in 'avid 'amrosch 

�����: ���. 'amrosch, TuotinJ a passaJe from (ckermann in which *oethe 

dismisses medieval Germanic and Serbian poetry by treating both as “barbaric 

popular poetry” of only provisional interest for the serious writer, regards this to be 

³not, or not primarily, (urocentrism,´ since elitism and (urocentrism strike him as 
partly “competing values.” The problem is, unfortunately, that in Goethe¶s arJument 
they Jo strictly hand in hand, makinJ a Tuite inseparable couple. 7he incessant 
normative activity of passinJ MudJments and correctinJ aberrations ʊ disciplininJ 
the most diverse participants to comply with the set rules of participation by 

abandoninJ their ³inherited identity JarbaJe´ ʊ transforms Weltliteratur tacitly 

from an emancipatinJ aJency into one which is oppressive. %einJ constitutively 
dependent on veri¿cation by its manifold adherents, the cosmopolitan operation of 
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trauma narratives cannot avoid perversion into an instrument of their colonization. 

The same “democratic malformation” happened, after all, to Herder¶s Weltpoesie 

based on Naturdichtung as well as to August Schlegel¶s universal poetry �canon of 
masterpieces, A. 6chleJel ����: ,9, ��� and *oethe¶s Weltliteratur proves, albeit 

lonJ after his death, unable to escape it, ʊ all the advertent or inadvertent ³makeup´ 
applied by his domestic and international interpreters notwithstandinJ. <et *oethe 

himself, beinJ a well�trained pupil of 3lato, was terri¿ed by this sinister prospect 
of an idea, which was forged to circumvent it. This is why he tirelessly, albeit 

ultimately vainly, reaf¿rms its elitism.
,n the famous conversation of -anuary ��, ���� �����: ���±���, for e[ample, 

he ¿rstly shares with (ckermann the democratic thouJht that poetry is a common 
Jood of humankind in which some are a little bit better, swim a little bit lonJer 
at the top than the others, and that¶s all. As poetry is a universal human matter, 
nobody should delude himself he is a great poet just because he has written a 

Jood poem. <et he was at that time already friJhtened by the conseTuences of this 
initially Herderian literary doctrine to which he subscribed in 1773, when he edited 

a collection of Alsatian folk sonJs toJether with +erder. In the meantime, this early 

democratic initiative of hugely expanding the idea of literature gave rise to the neo-

*erman reliJio�patriotic art �neu-deutsche religiös-patriotische Kunst� which he 
now abhorred �Meyer�.alkus ����: ����. What was once intended to be broadly 
democratic was thus turned into the self-enclosed national-conservative opposite. 

With his Weltliteratur, Goethe pretended to obviate this destiny of Naturdichtung, 

which is why he could not permit everybody to usurp it. It had to be saved from 

such vulgarization by its uncultivated consumers in the same way as the restriction 

of the *reek nomos to a small circle of domestic aJencies tended to prevent the 
�forthcominJ 5oman� evaporation of the political in an incalculable system of 
imperial e[pansion �Arendt ����.

He therefore immediately, in the continuation of the same conversation, 

returns to the *reek elitist cosmopolitan position: Such universal poetry certainly 

concerns Chinese, Serbian poetry or the Nibelungenlied, which are exclusively of 

a transitory historical interest, but not *reek AntiTuity, which is of an immortal 
aesthetic interest. In the slightly later notes from the Makariens Archiv �����, 
����: ���� he is even more unambiJuous: ³&hinese, ,ndian, (Jyptian antiTuities 
are always Must curiosities� it is recommendable to make oneself and the world 
acquainted with them; but they would be not especially fruitful for our moral and 

aesthetic education�formation �Bildung�.´ 7his is the reason why ³Orientals´ can 
never stand comparison with the *reeks and 5omans or the Nibelungen with the 
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,liad for that matter ������ they simply belonJ to different cateJories, since the 
¿rst represent false or transient values and the second those that are true or deep. 
%ecause of the ³Oriental predilection´ to lump toJether what is most remote, 
contradictory and incommensurable �����, *oethe also reMects the literary work 
of his younJer contemporary -ean 3aul ����±���. ,nstead of tryinJ to distill from 
the world¶s diversity its underlyinJ true eTuivalent �wahres Äquivalent� patterned 
accordinJ to the Ancient *reek model, -ean 3aul uses this diversity as a coin for 
momentary rhetorical effects. Such “Oriental” literary rhetoric only degrades 

poetry, bereavinJ it of its true substance �����. 3oetry is therefore no lonJer a 
universal human matter: all Oriental literatures, the Serbian and the old Germanic 

epic as well as 5omantic mannerists like -ean 3aul are e[pelled from its blessinJ.
They are not completely inapplicable, admittedly, but of restricted use in 

the envisioned world literary community of elective affiliates. Oriental culture 

can be used just as a “refreshing source” to “strengthen the peculiarity of our 

spirit,” but certainly not as its law�JivinJ pattern �)A ,, �: ����. ³*oethe has never 

abandoned 6hakespeare in favor of 1i]۲mۺ´ �%irus ����: ���. 7he same holds 
for Naturdichtung: original but primitive, it can be reasonably exploited only 

as a raw material. Even if Goethe urges his compatriots to apply the Herderian 

Einfühlungsvermögen �empathic ability� in their approach to 6erbian folk poetry, 
when he accordingly advises them to pay the Serbs a “personal visit” he describes 

the Serbian “rough land” as if it lay somewhere far behind, “several centuries ago” 

�)A , ��: ����. And when he was indeed once invited, durinJ his Mourney throuJh 
,taly, by the 3rince of Waldeck to cross the Adriatic 6ea and pay the ³Morlacks´ a 
“personal visit,” he declined with uneasiness, “distinctly not interested in travelling 

across the Adriatic´ �Wolff ����: ����. 7he imaJined JeoJraphy, pleasinJ by its 
self-complimenting operations, refuses to be embarrassed by the real one. Even if 

he recommended “to read every poet in his own language and the peculiar district 

of his time and habits´ �)A , �: ���� and ³to strive to approach the foreiJn as 
closely as possible´ �)A , �: ����, he himself read the &hinese novel of manners 
Yü-chao-li ʊ a ³marJinal &hinese literary work of minor importance´ �WanJ 
����, ���� ʊ in a free )rench translation and adaptation �Le deux cousines, �����. 
In the same way, he retranslated the Serbian epic from the poor Italian translation. 

Recalling this episode fifty years later, he even claims he translated it from the 

accompanyinJ )rench in &ountess 5osenberJ¶s Morlackische Notizen, which 

were not published until ����, i.e. too late to be used for his translation �Wolff 
����: ���� ʊ a neat e[ample of how unconcerned he was about translations of 
“barbaric” literary products. It seems he did not exactly expect the translation of 
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such marJinal literary works to be of the hiJhest sort ² accordinJ to his typoloJy 
�����: ���±���� ʊ that Jives up its own lanJuaJe in order to closely stick to the 
original; an informative, plainly prosaic translation, which is the lowest sort in his 

hierarchy, completely suffices. The “heightened attentiveness” that protects one 

from “easy familiarizing projections” practiced by the ignorant mob is not exactly 

necessary here. Oriental non-European or indeed European literatures all serve 

merely for rude orientation. )rom the Western perspective, they make up ³the rest´ 
which ³we must look at only historically� appropriatinJ for ourselves what is Jood, 
so far as we can´ �����: ����. 7he non�(uropean or less�than�(uropean literatures 
and cultures, in a way, remain up for arbitrary grabs for their prominent European 

counterparts; what counts are their motives, certainly not language, discourse or 

style.

The great West European literatures, on the contrary, serve Goethe as highly 

important refractinJ mirrors that, unlike the Oriental ones, fully deserve the 
attentiveness of .antian Hineinversetzen or Herderian Einfühlungsvermögen. If one 

wants to truly understand them, meticulous and patient translation of their genuine 

otherness has to penetrate what is untranslatable in them �Beim Übersetzen muß 

man bis ans Unübersetzliche herangehen, ����. *oethe does not fear to be crushed 

by them like his modest compatriots, since the )rench, %ritish and ,talianswere 
the ¿rst to acknowledJe and invite him into their international company and not 
vice versa. His almost imperially self-confident Weltliteratur therefore does not 

emerge from German literary and cultural inferiority as Damrosch claims. At stake 
is an initiative not merely richly prepared by numerous domestic translations, as 

indicated above, but also powerfully corroborated from abroad. Nobody comes 

upon the idea of forJinJ Jlobal desiJns without such accreditations. %ecause of 
outlined interferences between these cultures, Damrosch¶s clear�cut opposition 
between French cosmopolitanism “from above” and German cosmopolitanism 

“from below” has to be substantially revised, i.e., reintroduced within each of 

these respective corpuses. They are far from being as robust as Damrosch �alonJ 
with many others� portrays them for the polemical purpose of defendinJ his 
own argument. As cosmopolitanism splits into agencies and enablers, those who 

speak for it and those in the name of whom it speaks ² and this not only alonJ 
national but also economic, social and gender lines, — it necessarily contains an 

internal redoubling. Underneath its “elitist” face, the “democratic” element is 

submerged, underneath its “mind” its “body.” No external opposition or “blaming 

of the ignorant” can cancel out this constitutive gap. No “subject of” exists 

without a “subject to” that persistently undermines its sovereignty. Rather than 
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being consistent and continuous, cosmopolitanism is a split and discontinuous 

undertakinJ.
As the Goethe specialist Anne %ohnenkamp was the ¿rst to notice, his idea 

of world literature was “directly connected with his perception of the international 

reception of his own works´ �����: ��� >emphasis mine@�. ,t was not that he 
initially and anxiously looked after the foreign mirrors but instead, in a creatively 

sovereign reaction, reflected on their mirroring, mirrored their refractions back, 
retransferred their transfers, received their reception, retranslated their translations. 

In sum, he creatively enhanced and propelled the process of literary exchange, and 

precisely this is how his equivocal narrative of world literature came into being. 

,n the ¿nal analysis, all this consolatory acceptance, praisinJ, translatinJ, staJinJ, 
reviewinJ and censorinJ of his work �*oethe 1987, who here again “modestly” 

speaks of ³us´� enormously contributed to *oethe¶s imperial self�understandinJ 
�Meyer�.alkus ����: ���±����. As the refractions ³from one mirror to another 
do not fade but iJnite each other´ �)A ,, ��: ���� the wide world suddenly 
became an “expanded fatherland,” i.e. a substantially improved version of what 

he was desperately missing at home. After all, a number of his distinguished 

contemporaries such as Novalis, the brothers Schlegel, Fichte, Jean Paul, and 

Mme de Staël were also ¿rmly convinced that the moment had come for *ermans 
to take command of the world partition of symbolic values. 7hey were e[pected 
“to unite all the advantages of the most varied nationalities” in order “to create 

a cosmopolitan midpoint for the human spirit´ �A. 6chleJel ����: ,9, ���. 7o 
reiterate ³>«@ cosmopolitanism starts as a moral universalism but often deJenerates 
into imperial Jlobalism. >«@ 7he continuous slide of cosmopolitan ideas towards 
empire is one of the dominant motifs of modernity´ �'ou]inas ����.

Thus the conclusion would be that, opposite to Damrosch¶s consistently one�
dimensional reading in favor of the “free competition” of cultural values, Goethe¶s 
Weltliteratur nonetheless amounts to an imperial “system of self-securing” of his 

and the *erman shaken self in the sense defined by %arbara +errnstein 6mith 

�Tuoted by 'amrosch, ��. 7his imperial self-securing system of world literature, 

³in enlarJinJ its view µfrom &hina to 3eru,¶ may become all the more imperialistic, 
seeing in every horizon of difference new peripheries of its own centrality, new 

pathologies through which its own normativity may be defined and must be 

asserted´ �6mith ���. 6mith¶s characteri]ation neatly harmoni]es with Arendt¶s 
description of Roman “cosmopolitanism toward the inferior others,” which 

reJards the other as a mere e[tension of the noble 5oman breed �Arendt ����. ,n 
Roman imperial terms, the other was saved from annihilation not “out of mercy, 
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but for the sake of the e[pansion of the polis, which from now on was e[pected 
to include even the most foreiJn members in a new alliance of comrades´ �����. 
)ar from beinJ a firm and enclosed canon �as was the contemporary 5omantic 
Universalpoesie�, *oethe¶s adaptable and steadily conte[tually fed movement of 
world literature that swallows up ever-new participants thus gradually, despite his 

reluctance, acTuired the 5oman pro¿le. *oethe as the engineer of world literature 

and the Germans as its collective beneficiaries systematically capitalized the 

“reiterated mirroring´ and ³mutual illuminations´ �%ohnenkamp ���±���� provided 
by its numerous adherents. AccordinJ to a lucid early remark by (rnst 5obert 
Curtius, world literature was from the very beginning meant as a “meeting point of 

many references, a center of diverJinJ perspectives: formulated as a mission´ �ein 

Aufgegebenes; Curtius ����: ��� %ohnenkamp ����: ����, it accumulated pro¿t as 
capital does by its very de¿nition. %einJ shaped as steadily aJJlomeratinJ symbolic 
capital ʊ and note that without e[ception recent *erman interpreters also avoid 
this point ʊ it was meant e[clusively for agencies in the globalizing operations 

of circulation. 7he remaininJ unfit candidates �like the non�(uropean, less�than�
(uropean, pre�modern or indeed 5omantic mannerist literatures for that matter� 
were expelled in advance from the international circulation, transformation and 

translation that enables the symbolic enrichment of its participants ʊ as 'amrosch 

��±�� siJni¿cantly circumscribes the essence of world literature. %einJ reMected by 
a ¿ne�tuned ³JarbaJe disposal´ that hideously supervised its normative procedure, 
they were relegated to the category of enablers, the ³workinJ and producinJ´ 
residue of all compensatory trauma narratives. This amorphous surplus follows the 

triumphant rise of world literature like an uncanny shadow. 
Systematically stamped, marginalized, and excommunicated by the relentless 

normative work of this Jlobal system, these enablers were captured in the immobile, 

restricted and beniJhted realm of national literatures �'amrosch ��. /ocked in such 
a way, they were prevented from JaininJ and bene¿ttinJ from cultural e[chanJes 
and concomitantly bereft of any chance to function as the prestigious exchange 

valuefor all the others. Destined to be deployed at best selectively, partially and 

occasionally as raw material, rather than permanently exchanged, differentiated 

and refined in the ongoing globalizing operations, they were condemned to the 

status of local and anonymous use values devoid of global identity, relevance and 

acknowledJement. ,f the production and proliferation of such telluric, indistinctive, 
non�e[chanJeable and untranslatable ³pockets of disability´ is an unavoidable 
corollary of the self-propelling system of world literature, then the habitual attitude 

of the inhabitants of these pockets to world literature has to be re�e[amined. 7he 
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enthusiastic endorsement of its operations, feverishly trying to scratch and crawl 

the enablers¶ way into their ³blessed realm´ at the cost of thereby beinJ deniJrated 
to the status of a temporally anterior and spatially exterior object with regard to the 

systemic mainstream �6hih ���, risks the elimination of these ³systemicoutputs´ 
from the ¿eld of political attention. Are we therefore not better advised to raise the 
question as to who in the last analysis is authorizing, promoting, and canonizing 

this imperial system, and with what motivation, purpose and bene¿t"
In other words, the relation of global domination based on the imposition 

of common law, as represented in the existing projects of world literature, must 

confront continuous disagreement rather than be smoothly perpetuated. If world 

literature does indeed want to be democratic, then it has the task of hiJhliJhtinJ 
the irresolvable conflict that underlies its cosmopolitanism rather than the task 
of persistent suppression of this conflict for the benefit of a supposed “unity-

to-come.” In lieu of being an “unfinished project” that has to be brought to its 

harmonic completion, world literature is a project never to be ¿nished because of 

the split inherent to it. Maintenance of its democratic character, not its celebrated 

“dialogue of equals” but its neglected constitutive disagreementbetween agencies 

and enablers has to be consistently practiced.

Notes

1. 7his article presents a part of the fifth chapter of my forthcominJ book Tracing Global 

emocracy: Literature, Theory, and the Politics of Trauma �%erlin and 1ew <ork: 'e *ruyter, 

-anuary �����.

2. My translation of this passage from Conversations with Eckermann slightly differs from 

both the American translation by -ohn O[enford �6an )rancisco, ����: ���� used by 'amrosch 

2003 and Moretti¶s own translation. All followinJ translations from *erman will be mine if not 

otherwise indicated.

3. ,f , am here sidinJ with 6pivak¶s critiTue of Moretti, this does not mean that I endorse her 

own revision of comparative literature. With its opposite privileging of native informants and 

comparatists �����: ��, ���, it overemphasi]es the particularity of languages and cultures in a 

typically liberalist, multiculturalist spirit.

4. I will be quoting, in the following, various critical editions of Goethe¶s works �Weimarer, 

Berliner, Frankfurter Ausgabe� accordinJ to the followinJ principle: division �here ,9�, volume 

�here ���, paJe number �here ����.

5. 7his miJht be one possible answer to the ³rarely asked´ but fundamental Tuestion from 

7homas %eebee¶s illuminatinJ discussion of 1iet]sche¶s skeptical stance to world literature: 
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³>W@hat kind of consolation can the teachinJ and propaJation of world literature provide"´ 

or, even more speci¿cally, ³>W@hom is world literature consolinJ, and in what way"´ �%eebee 

����: ���, ���� *oethe himself found in Weltliteratur a consolation for his traumatic situation 

at home in the same way as, to take up %eebee¶s e[amples, the students in .athleen .omar¶s 

class in /os AnJeles or 5oberto %olaxo¶s character 8rrutia did. <et if *oethe¶s speci¿c traumatic 

experience effectuates world literature¶s ability to console, then Michael 5othberJ¶s concept of 

“multidirectional memory´ �5othberJ ����� miJht be an apt instrument for specifyinJ this ability. 

Weltliteratur is always responding to a nationally situated traumatic experience but possesses the 

ability to work throuJh the remote af¿liate traumatic e[periences as well. 6uch elective af¿nities 

amonJ the inMured are however always established at someone¶s cost and it is precisely this ³side 

effect´ of world literature¶s ³therapy´ that must not be forJotten. ,ts politics must not deJenerate 

into policing.

6. , thank *alin 7ihanov for this reminder.

7. An American philosopher, having researched the German intellectual corpus around 1800, 

had this impression: ³7here is, so to speak, Tuite a promiscuous theoretical as well as stylistic 

dependence of one writer on another. >«@ ,n this climate of in� and cross�breedinJ of citations 

and cross-references, one writer being quite dependent upon others in the trading of ideas and 

authorities«´ �(]e ����: �±��

8. As regards Goethe¶s overarchinJ creative consciousness, it strikes his attentive readers as ³ 

µwhat we *ermans call spirit >Geist@, which is predominant in an upper leader �das Vorwaltende 

des oberen Leitenden�¶ �)A ,,, �, ����, a weiJhtless, on�hand intelliJence that µespecially belonJs 

to a man of aJe or an aJinJ epoch¶ and Tuali¿es itself throuJh a µworldwide overview, irony¶ and 

µfree use of talents¶´ �.och ����: ����.

9. , deliberately deploy this famous concept of Mikhail %akhtin¶s literary and linJuistic theory 

to indicate the importance of his in-depth reading of Goethe for its shapinJ. +owever, unlike 

Pizer, who enthusiastically endorses %akhtin¶s empathic understandinJ of *oethe, , interpret the 

dialoJic principle ʊ in both cases ʊ as an operation of imperial self�empowerment that aims at 

the establishment of a supreme authority or what we, usinJ %akhtin¶s own terms, could dub the 

“authorial self.”
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Abstract  Walter %enMamin¶s ³AnJel of +istory´ inspired by 3aul .lee¶s artwork 
“Angelus Novus” has become a modern icon that continues to receive international 

acclaim in markedly different conte[ts and situations. 7his reception raises 
Tuestions about the conditions and implications of carryinJ %enMamin¶s alleJory 
and, by extension, modernist icons as such, across cultural, temporal and political 

borders: Under what conditions can this arguably most radical of canonized 

mnemonic images of the past century be saved from conventionalization in order 

to continue to testify to the violence and destruction perpetrated over the course of 

human history until today? This question is addressed in a juxtaposition of several 

contrastinJ interpretations of %enMamin¶s famous alleJory.
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Walter %enMamin¶s ³AnJel of +istory´ who turns his back to the future and faces 
the past that lies before him like a heap of rubble, has become an emblem for the 
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redemptive commemoration of history as catastrophe as well as for the failure 

to carry out this task. Written in ����, the ¿ Jure developed in %enMamin¶s 1inth 
Thesis “On the Concept of History”

 1 as a comment on 3aul .lee¶s ³oil painting 

with touches of aquarelle”
2
 from 1920, which was his most precious possession, 

represents a bleak view of history associated with the darkest hour of the (uropean 
7wentieth &entury. As has often been remarked, %enMamin¶s theses ³On the 
Concept of History” constitute not only a microscopic summa and a testament of 

his thouJht, but, particularly in the ¿ Jure of the AnJel drawn in the 1inth 7hesis, 
they can also be reJarded as a condensation of his views on the task of the historian 
to confront the past from the perspective of a speci¿ c constellation with the present.

My title is a collaJe of three Tuotes from %enMamin¶s work: the essay ³7he 
Work of Art in the AJe of  its 7echnoloJical 5eproducibility´ �6W � �������, the 
reference to the title of 3aul .lee¶s paintinJ in the 1inth 7hesis, and the passaJe 
in the 6i[th 7hesis that defines the task of the historical materialist in terms of 

capturing “an image of the past as it presents itself spontaneously to the historical 

subMect in the moment of danJer´ �im Augenblick der Gefahr� �6W � ����. The 

continuous and worldwide reception of %enMamin¶s ³AnJel of +istory´ in very 
different contexts and situations over the past decades raises questions about the 

conditions and implications of carryinJ %enMamin¶s icon across cultural, temporal, 
and political borders. 

%enMamin¶s 1inth 7hesis starts out as a description of .lee¶s ³AnJelus 1ovus´ 
and, in a few lines, turns it into an allegory that reaches far beyond anything visible 

in the painting:   



400 Forum for World Literature Studies / Vol.7 No.3 September 2015

A .lee paintinJ named AnJelus 1ovus shows an AnJel lookinJ as thouJh he 
is about to move away from somethinJ he is ¿[edly contemplatinJ. +is eyes 
are staring, his mouth is open, his wings are spread. This is how one pictures 

the Angel of history. His face is turned toward the past. Where we perceive a 

chain of events, he sees one sinJle catastrophe which keeps pilinJ wreckaJe 
upon wreckaJe and hurls it in front of his feet. 7he AnJel would like to stay, 
awaken the dead, and make whole what has been smashed. %ut a storm is 
blowing from Paradise; it has got caught in his wings with such violence that 

the Angel can no longer close them. The storm irresistibly propels him into the 

future to which his back is turned, while the pile of debris before him Jrows 
skyward. 7his storm is what we call proJress. �6W � ����

+is winJs ready for ÀiJht, the ³AnJelus 1ovus´ would Jladly return to the stance 
lent to him by %enMamin in one of the most famous alleJories of the 7wentieth 
&entury. %ut the storm of fame that blows in his face from countless theoretical, 
literary, and visual reproductions blocks his path and drives him ine[orably 
forward. 7he history of the reception of %enMamin¶s ³AnJel of +istory´ who, with 
his back to the future, is prevented by the storm of proJress from makinJ whole 
again the heap of rubble constituted by world history , raises the question of the 

extent to which ideas of cultural memory can be transmitted from generation to 

generation, from one place, time and situation, from one historical and political 

constellation to another. 

7he prospects are different today than they were in ���� when %enMamin 
wrote his theses, but even now there is no lack of a need for salvation. 6till to be 
saved in our time is all that has been disgraced and denied by the victors, that has 

been forJotten, and to which the AnJel bears witness with his petri¿ed Ja]e and 
a silence e[pressinJ outraJe beyond words. <et, in the meantime, %enMamin¶s 
AnJel has himself  been victorious. )indinJ himself in the basket of desirable 
cultural consumer Joods, he risks not only beinJ subMected to wear and tear throuJh 
globalised reproduction, but also being instrumentalized for the most arbitrary 

purposes. The question arises, therefore, whether and under what conditions 

this arguably most radical of canonised mnemonic images can be saved from 

conventionalization in order to continue to testify for the violence and destruction 

perpetrated in the course of human history. And today. 

Here a few extreme examples of contrasting interpretations: although they 

appear only few years apart, an ideoloJical Julf lies between *ershom 6cholem¶s 
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and Otto .arl Werckmeister¶s complaints about the misuse of %enMamin¶s AnJel. ,n 
���� 6cholem rebukes those, who ³Tuote him like holy scripture.´3

 The guilty ones 

come from the ³1ew /eft,´ the ��¶ Mar[ists, at the moment when ³the reception of 
%enMamin had Must Jot into full swinJ´ �%( ���. 6cholem contrasts their conversion 
of the “Angel of History” from an “image of meditation” into a political weapon 

with a ³true understandinJ of %enMamin¶s Jenius´ �%( ��� and points these Mar[ist 
deniers of the true +oly 6cripture �%( ���, towards %enMamin¶s ³link to the mystic 
tradition´ �%( ���. Admittedly, Scholem also holds the Marxist terminology 

%enMamin himself ³slipped over´ his thinkinJ �wobei das marxistische Element 

etwas wie eine Umstülpung des metaphysisch-theologischen ist) �%( ��� partly 
responsible for this denial of his mystical inclinations. ,n ����, Werckmeister, from 
a radically orthodo[ Mar[ist perspective, likewise complains about those who have 
turned the Angel into an “icon of the Left.”

4 ,f 6cholem described .lee¶s drawinJ 
positively as an ³imaJe for meditation,´ then for Werckmeister this term — he uses 

the German word “Andachtsbild” taken from the theoloJical reJister — becomes 

a witness for the prosecution. The guilty parties, to whom the Angel has become 

a “devotional picture,´ are for Werkmeister too the ³left�winJ intellectuals´ �%A 
����, but his critique comes from a much different  position in ³Walter %enMamin¶s 
AnJel of +istory´ Werkmeister calls %enMamin¶s alleJory ³a composite literary 
icon for left-wing intellectuals with uncertain political aspirations” and “an icon 

of the left ... that has seemed to hold out an elusive formula for makinJ sense 
of the senseless, for reversinJ the irreversible, while beinJ subMect to a kind of 
political brooding all the more protracted the less promising the prospects for 

political practice appear to be´ �%A ����. Werckmeister obMects not to an absence 
of mysticism but to a lack of political commitment. 7he leftist dissidence, now 
with the blessinJ of the (stablishment, refers to %enMamin¶s AnJel without the 
least praxis and e[istential risk. )or Werckmeister, like for 6cholem, %enMamin has 
himself fostered the misuse. +e makes it easy for the ³politically powerless´ of 
today to hold on to the cultural superstructure without any true political practice 

and try to strike savinJ sparks from his ³politically most helpless phase´ �%A ����. 
6cholem and Werckmeister counter what they consider to be the misJuided 

reception of %enMamin¶s AnJel with the history of its oriJins and Jenesis — one 

from a theological, the other from a Marxist perspective. Intending to provide 

evidence of the mystical oriJin of the AnJel, 6cholem introduces %enMamin¶s 
autobioJraphical sketch ³AJesilaus 6antander,´ probably written durinJ a bout 
of malaria fever, which describes the AnJelus 1ovus as a ³newly created .abala 
protector´ and the 7almudic leJend Tuoted by %enMamin, in which ² alleJory 
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of actuality — “angels, new ones, are created in huge crowds at every moment 

and after they have sunJ their hymn before *od, cease and fade away´ �%( ���. 
6cholem reconstructs the Jenesis of %enMamin¶s AnJel from demonoloJy, the 
&hristian iconoJraphy of the %aroTue, -ewish mysticism, anaJrammatic poetic 
practice, and %enMamin¶s love life. ,n his early te[ts the AnJel is first of all the 
beloved, later the ¿Jure of the self waitinJ for the AnJel patiently and at a distance, 
and ¿nally the ³occult reality´ of %enMamin himself �%( ���. ,n the last staJe of 
the development of %enMamin¶s relationship to .lee¶s paintinJ, as reconstructed 
by Scholem, the Angel becomes the emblem of ideas of a failed Messianic 

deliverance. )inally, it ends up in ³distortinJ Mar[ist form´ �%( ���  as the familiar  
history-blasting allegory, which, according to Scholem, is nevertheless — even in 

%enMamin¶s own imaJination — still propelled more by messianic hopes than by 

materialistically determined means of production. Thus Scholem disposes of the 

political siJni¿cance of the parable and rescues the AnJel as evidence of his belief 
in %enMamin¶s close relationship to mysticism and to the -ewish cultural tradition as 
such.

Werckmeister¶s history of the oriJin of the AnJel, auJmented by much 
detailed knowledJe, takes a somewhat different direction. Where 6cholem critici]es 
%enMamin for JivinJ in to Mar[ist seductions, with which he only masked his 
metaphysical — and Jewish — intentions, Werckmeister is critical of %enMamin¶s 
abandonment of a truly Mar[ist perspective and of havinJ, in the ����s, taken 
refuge in metaphysical speculations, replacing his commitment to a revolutionary 

praxis with a resiJned vision of paralysis in the face of history. Werckmeister¶s 
interpretation of %enMamin¶s ³AnJel of +istory´ unfolds primarily by way of 
references to revolutionary politics and to literature. +e uncovers links to Andrp 
%reton, .arl .raus, (rnst )uchs and .arl -ochmann, and discovers a fantastic 
analoJy between the hope of %enMamin¶s AnJel ³reawakeninJ the dead´ and the 
novel Moravagine by %laise &endrars %enMamin was writinJ about at the time: At 
the end of &endar¶s novel, a ¿lm�maker plays a scene backwards. ,n this scene, he 
has shot the destruction of Paris as announced by Angels above the portal of Notre 

'ame. %ut now the buildinJs are made whole aJain and the dead rise up �%A ����. 
This fascinating but also somewhat grotesque speculation about the origin of what 

inspired %enMamin¶s parable of the ³AnJel of history´¶s redemptive aspirations 
could not be further removed from 6cholem¶s celebration of %enMamin¶s hidden 
metaphysical claims. It is, however, ultimately unimportant whether the messianic-

revolutionary hope of %enMamin¶s AnJel derives from ¿lm reels played backwards 
or from holy scrolls, which 6cholem supposes he discerns in the hairdo of .lee¶s 
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AnJel. ,n either case it is Tuestionable whether his story of the oriJin of %enMamin¶s 
allegory is sufficient to discredit its reception-history and to lament that it is 

unfaithful to %enMamin¶s oriJinal intention. ,t is after all %enMamin himself who, 
in ³/iteraturwisenschaft und /iteraturkritik´ writes, that the influence of works 
�Wirkungsgeschichte� ³is by no means of less importance than their Jenesis´ and 
that ³only in their afterlife do they ¿nd their true purpose — not as art object but as 

political tools to shape history.”
5

One could indeed Jo on showinJ the e[tent to which %enMamin¶s ³oriJinal´ 
text is already a conglomerate of transpositions, displacements, and transferences. 

*iorJio AJamben, for e[ample, supplements the history of the oriJin of %enMamin¶s 
AnJel by linkinJ it to neo�3latonic mysticism, late +ermetics, *nosticism, early 
Christianity and Persian and Islamic Angelology, as well as the pre-animist studies 

of 3reuss and %achofen¶s primeval swamp myths.6
 Agamben also complains that 

%enMamin¶s theses have deJenerated into clichps �3 ���� and to him, too, it is the 
/eft that is the Juilty party, referrinJ Jlibly to %enMamin¶s alleJory in the name of 
the oppressed. AJamben, however, unlike 6cholem and Werckmeister, is concerned 
neither with mysticism nor with political praxis. Instead, in a more philosophical 

vein, he calls for a gesture of destruction that would prevent a misunderstanding of 

what it means for the historian to save a past that has been silenced or forgotten. A 

mere reconstruction or restoration would only assimilate the mode of transmission 

of the cultural memory of the oppressed to that of the oppressor. �3 ���� 
)or AJamben, %enMamin¶s radicalism lies in his belief that to redeem the past 

is “not to restore its true dignity, to transmit it anew as an inheritance for future 

Jenerations.´ 5ather, AJamben concludes that for %enMamin the redemption to be 
performed by the historian is to save the past and its artefacts “from a determined 

mode of its transmission´ �3 ����.  ,n AJamben¶s understandinJ of %enMamin, the 
culprit is ³the way in which it is valued as µheritaJe¶´, somethinJ³more insidious 
than its disappearance could ever be´ �3 ����. )or %enMamin, AJamben writes, 
what is at issue is “an interruption of tradition in which the past is fulfilled and 

thereby brought to its end once and for all.... To redeem the past is to put an end to 

it, to cast upon it a Ja]e that ful¿ls it´ �3 ����.  
AJamben¶s reMection of the use of %enMamin¶s alleJory for a new 

historiography written from the perspective of concrete losers and oppressed is in 

some ways Mustified. ,t corresponds to %enMamin¶s idea of salvation as a rupture 
that would put a stop to the existing bad state of affairs altogether and bring the 

past as such to its messianic conclusion. It is, however, doubtful whether a mere 

Ja]e would suf¿ce to make whole aJain the pile of debris siJnifyinJ the violence 
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of destruction in history and to awaken its dead. %enMamin¶s AnJel ³Ja]es´ 
indeed, but his un¿lled desire to save the past lies in an action that he cannot ful¿l. 
)urthermore, it is perhaps also necessary here to draw %enMamin¶s own conception 
of the past into a new constellation with the present, which in the theses “On the 

Concept of History” is described as a relation to the past at the “moment of danger” 

�6W, � ����. 
,f at the time and place of the AnJel�parable¶s Jenesis — Nazi-occupied 

Europe — the danger was obvious and definable in world-historical terms, then 

today it is less unambiguous and appears more difficult to attribute to a single 

oriJin of destruction. 5ather than pushinJ the abstraction of %enMamin¶s universal 
historical pile of debris any further — whether in a mystical direction like 
6cholem¶s, in a Mar[ist one like Werckmeister¶s, or in a philosophical� anarchist 
one like AJamben¶s, it may be more relevant today to measure the possible 
significance — the impact and limitations — of %enMamin¶s ³AnJel of +istory´ 
against more circumscribed, localized and concrete danger zones in the Twenty 

First Century.

It may not be purely accidental that it is an Israeli art theorist who casts doubts 

on the dismayed powerlessness of the AnJel critically reJarded by Werckmeister 
�and before him by %ertolt %recht� as the primary messaJe of %enMamin¶s 
Denkbild. )or A]oulay, it is precisely the AnJel¶s speechless shock in the face of 
the disasters of the past that lends him a potentially active role about the dangers of 

the present. The art historian, theorist of photography, and political activist Ariella 

A]oulay stresses the positive and productive aspect of the AnJel¶s silent paralysis 
and interprets this interruption of continuous speech as a condition of a different 

speech and other imaJes based on .lee¶s paintinJ and %enMamin¶s te[t. A]oulay¶s 
primarily visual readinJ of %enMamin¶s 1inth 7hesis refers to an error initiated by 
its author himself and blindly adopted by his readers: that the AnJel¶s ³¿[ed Ja]e´ 
stares straiJht at the heap debris in front of him. As a Jlance at .lee¶s Angelus 

Novus con¿rms, the AnJel is indeed rather lookinJ to the side and sTuintinJ beyond 
the edge of the picture. This observation allows Azoulay to designate the Angel as 

the paradigm of a transmission in which reader and viewer do not have “the passive 

role of saving and preserving a closed and sacrosanct relic”
7
 but instead “the active 

role of the destroyer, of the apostate, exterminator”, who is consciously unfaithful 

to the status and oriJin of the petri¿ed imaJe, in order ³to tell the picture anew.´8
 

The sideways, squinting gaze itself also transgresses both the limits of the original 

picture and the bounds of %enMamin¶s alleJory, in order to open  a space in which it 
is both preserved and destroyed in new images and new texts. 
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A]oulay¶s comprehensive affirmation of a use of the picture that does not 
only reach beyond the oriJinal, but also, as %enMamin demands of citations, tears 
and quotes it out of its original context and possibly even destroys it. Such an 

af¿rmation can easily draw on %enMamin , to whom ³the life of the oriJinal´ only 
achieves its “constantly renewed most recent and encompassing development” 

through “translations, which are not mediations.”
9
 As Azoulay emphasizes, 

%enMamin himself borrows an imaJe and translates it into a new one, without tryinJ 
either to imitate the original or create a corresponding substitute in language. He 

takes from it, rather, an essential mode of relationship, in the liJht of which, out of 
the destructive transformation of the original countless new angels can emerge.
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Abstract  Lu Xun wrote 25 short stories collected in his Call to Arms and 

Wandering respectively. The majority of his stories use fully or partially internal 

focalization. There are only two pieces wrote in 1925 “A Public Example” and 

³7he /amp 7hat Was .ept AliJht´ that use e[ternal focali]ation. ,n his writinJ, he 
appears to draw on some stronJ points in Western ¿ction and also to inherit some 
achievements from traditional &hinese ¿ction. AlthouJh these two pieces are small 
in number, their siJni¿cance is considerable. 7hese outstandinJ e[amples show a 
uniTue artistic style and they have an important inÀuence on the creation of later 
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,n the third book of 3lato¶s The Republic, Socrates points out a distinction between 

two ways of rendering speech: diegesis and mimesis. The characteristic feature 

of dieJesis is that ³the poet himself is the speaker and does not even attempt to 
suJJest to us that anyone but himself is speakinJ´ �����. ,n mimesis, on the other 
hand, the poet tries to create the illusion that it is not he who speaks. ,n AnJlo�
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American criticism this contrast of diegesis and mimesis is often reproduced as 

³tellinJ and showinJ´ or ³summary and scene´ �5immon�.enan �������.
3ercy /ubbock reJards ³showinJ´ as a superior techniTue to ³tellinJ´: ³7he 

art of fiction does not beJin until the novelist thinks of his story as a matter to 
be shown, to be so e[hibited that it will tell itself´ ����. %ooth in The Rhetoric 

of Fiction criticizes this opinion. He argues that the line between showing and 

telling is always to some degree an arbitrary one: “though the author can to some 

e[tent choose his disJuises, he can never choose to disappear´ ����. %ooth adds: 
“Whether an impersonal novelist hides behind a single narrator or observer, the 

multiple points of view of Ulysses or As I Lay Dying, or the objective surfaces of 

The Awkward Age or &ompton�%urnett¶s Parents and Children, the author¶s voice 
is never really silenced´ ����. The Rhetoric of Fiction is, to a great extent, a defense 

of “telling.” Today, most critics have no preference: “each has its advantages and 

disadvantages, and their relative success or failure depends on their functionality in 

the Jiven work´ �5immon�.enan �������.
Although one cannot generally decide whether showing or telling is ultimately 

better, many post-Flaubert authors have illustrated a partiality towards showing. 

In China too, one can see signs of this literary trend in the development of the 

nation¶s literature. ³7ellinJ´ is more linked to traditional narratives, those with 
zero focalization, while “showing” is more associated with external focalization. 

Narrators with external focalization differ from narrators with zero focalization, 

who frequently engage in commentary. In zero focalization, a narrator says less 

than what characters know. /ike outsiders unwillinJ to show their face, such 
narrators only describe speeches and activities, never entering the consciousness 

of the characters and makinJ no subMective MudJments or psycholoJical analyses. 
In traditional narratives of zero focalization, the external agent can still see and 

know everythinJ in every character¶s heart. ,n such narratives, the narrator�
focalizer has no limitation. In narratives with external focalization, however, the 

narrator�focali]er¶s ¿eld of vision is limited, for he focali]es and narrates only what 
appears to the characters. Such narratives can give the reader more opportunity 

to participate in creating the text. Since the textual space of external focalization 

leaves more of the story unspeci¿ed, readers Jet a Jreater role in ¿llinJ the te[t in. 
They can endow the narrative with their own individual meanings, in accordance 

with their differing experiences and expectations. As John Neubauer says: 

It is appropriate and legitimate to shift our attention away from those data of 

the text which were important to the author to those which we now discover 
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to be of interest. >...@ 7here are, in fact, Jood reasons for advocatinJ as many 
perspectives and interpretations on a te[t as possible �����.

Lu Xun wrote only two pieces that are externally focalized, but these outstanding 

examples show a unique artistic style. “A Public Example” has a simple, even 

incomplete plot. It describes merely a few moments of a scene: on a hot summer 

day in a street in the west city of the model reJion, many onlookers Jather to 
look at ³a public e[ample.´ More than ten characters appear on the scene in an 
extremely brief space. These characters are both opposite and complementary to 

each other, and can be divided into two distinct groups. The first consists of “a 

man in a blue cotton Jown and white sleeveless Merkin,´ who is to be the public 
example and “a scrawny policeman with a sallow face in a yellow uniform.” 

�LXQJ 2: 68-69; Wandering ������. 7hey are linked by a rope that is held by the 
policeman and tied around the arm of the man at the other end. The other group is 

composed of onlookers in a semi�circle, who Jather as soon as the policeman and 
the man appear on the scene. This is the focalized object of an external narrator-

focalizer, who only shows the scene that happens in front of him, providing no 

explanation or contextualization. Many things remain unclear. What has the man 

done wronJ" 1obody knows. 7here are some &hinese characters written on the 
man¶s Merkin, and his crime should be evident from this. +owever, when %aldy, 
standinJ almost directly opposite the man, stoops to study the characters and ¿nally 
reads out: “Weng, du, beng, ba, er...,” the words are meaningless. A rough fellow, 

who looks like a workman, asks %aldy in a low, dif¿dent voice: ³+ey, what has 
he done wronJ"...´ �LXQJ 2: 69; Wandering ���, %aldy Jives no answer, simply 
Jlares at him till he lowers his eyes. 6o, Àustered as if he himself had committed 
some crime, he slowly backs out and leaves. Why do the men, women, and children 
Jather suddenly under the bla]inJ sun" 1obody knows. 7he readers are informed 
only that ³a semi�circle of onlookers Jathered. After they were Moined by an old 
bald-head, the little space left was promptly occupied by a bare-chested fat fellow 

with a red nose´ �LXQJ 2: 69; Wandering ���. When the rouJh fellow leaves, his 
place is taken by a tall fellow with an umbrella. When a man with a stiff straw 
hat who seems to be a student withdraws, his place is taken by the oval face of a 
sweaty head caked with dust. What do the roped man and the policeman think" 
1obody knows. We are told only that the prisoner¶s ³new straw hat, its brim turned 
down, covered his eyes´ �LXQJ 2: 69; Wandering ���. Apparently he does not like 
to be looked upon. When )at %oy looks up he meets the prisoner¶s eyes. 7hey seem 
to be ¿[ed on his head. +e hastily lowers his eyes to look at the white Merkin. 7he 
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policeman¶s face is also e[pressionless.
We do not even know the names of the characters, only nicknames or 

descriptions drawn from their physical features, dress, or actions. The prisoner, for 

e[ample, is called ³White -erkin.´ AmonJ the onlookers, there is ³%aldy,´ ³)at 
%oy,´ ³a bare�chested fat fellow with a red nose,´ ³one lean fellow even JapinJ 
like a dead perch,´ ³an even rounder fat face, like that of a Maitreya %uddha,´ ³a 
tall fellow with an umbrella,” an “Amah holding a child,” “a feline face,” “Oval 

)ace´ and ³/onJfellow.´ 7he onlookers want to linJer on. 7o look at the prisoner 
becomes their only interest, makinJ them forJet everythinJ else. %oth the prisoner 
and the onlookers have blank e[pressions. 7he former shows neither panic nor 
fear, nor shame; the latter seem to feel neither sympathy and pity, nor anger and 

hatred. All the characters, without exception, are stupefied. Only when another 

interestinJ matter happens do they break up in a hubbub. A rickshaw man falls, and 
the onlookers hiJJledy�piJJledy all make their way over, lookinJ at the new matter 
until the rickshaw man rises to his feet, rubbinJ his knees. At this point ³)ive or 
si[ people had Jathered round, JrinninJ, to watch´ �LXQJ 2: 72; Wandering ���. 
The reader is given no clues. Although the activities of all characters are clear, 

the absence of narrative directive forces readers to Juess at the characters¶ inner 
thouJhts and feelinJs. What they really are we do not know. 7he te[t implicitly 
makes an appeal to the readers¶ e[perience to ¿ll in the spaces left often.

The entire story, in fact, heightens the social atmosphere through the portrayal 

of the onlookers. 7he author does not lay stress here on the depiction of a sinJle 
character. 5ather, one reali]es the thinJ that truly makes them a collective: there 
are all eaJer onlookers and careless spectators. 7his feature does not shed liJht on 
their inner world, but readers can glimpse at their thoughts and feelings through the 

actions and surroundings.

5elatinJ /u ;un¶s e[periences to his work, we ¿nd that the idea of apathetic 
spectators was deep, perhaps even foundational, in his thoughts as a writer. When 

Lu Xun was studying in Japan, he often discussed with his friend Xu Shouchang 

what the Jreatest de¿ciencies in the &hinese character were. 7heir answer was, ³lack 
of love and honesty´ �The Lu Xun I Knew ���. ,n /u ;un¶s view, this often showed 
in the apathy of the masses, in the tendency to look on the misfortunes of people 
and become a mere cold passive spectator. When Lu Xun studied at the Sendai 

Medical &olleJe in -apan, a slide shown in a lecture radically chanJed his outlook. 
It was “a news-reel slide of a number of Chinese, one of them bound and the rest 

standing around him. They were all sturdy fellows who appeared completely 

apathetic. AccordinJ to the commentary, the bound man was a spy workinJ for the 
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Russians, to be beheaded by the Japanese military as a warning, while the others 

had come to enMoy the spectacle´ �LXQJ 1: 416; Works �: ��, sliJhtly modi¿ed�. 
This slide convinced Lu Xun that literature was more desperately needed by his 

people than medicine:

7he people of a weak and backward country, however stronJ and healthy they 
might be, could only serve to be made examples of or as witnesses of such 

futile spectacles; and it was not necessarily deplorable if many of them died 

of illness. The most important thing, therefore, was to change their spirit; and 

since at that time I felt that literature was the best means to this end, I decided 

to promote a literary movement. �LXQJ 1: 417; Works �: ���

6cenes of spectatorship appear freTuently in /u ;un¶s stories. About one year 
before writing “A Public Example,” he said in his speech: “What Happens After 

Nora Leaves Home”:

The masses, especially in China, are always spectators at a drama. If the 

victim on the stage acts heroically, they are watching a tragedy; if he shivers 

and shakes they are watchinJ a comedy. %efore the mutton shops in %eiMinJ a 
few people often Jather to Jape, with evident enMoyment, at the skinninJ of the 
sheep. And this is all they get out of it if a man lays down his life. Moreover, 

after walkinJ a few steps away from the scene they forJet even this modicum 
of enMoyment. �LXQJ 1: 163; Works �: ���

Thus Lu Xun seriously criticized this passive spectatorship. The spectator, who 

adopts an indifferent attitude towards anything and everything, is not only negative, 

but also of ill will. The stupid and attentive gaping, “with evident enjoyment, at the 

skinninJ of the sheep´ is indicative of this.
Although Lu Xun is angry about spectatorship, “A Public Example” is quite 

calm and obMectively detached. 7he author¶s voice is hidden Tuite well behind 
the e[ternal focali]ation, and his reliable narrator�spokesman does not make any 
direct comments or criticisms. ,t is e[actly the author¶s silence and refraininJ 
from intervention throuJh the narrator, leavinJ his characters ³to work out their 
own fates upon the staJes´ �%ooth, Rhetoric ��, that allows the story to achieve 
its aesthetic luminosity. ,n hiJh summer, the doJs¶ tonJues are lollinJ out, even 
the crows on the trees are pantinJ for breath, but the onlookers do not mind at all 
to look at the public e[ample. 7heir bodies e[ude perspiration, but their hearts 
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are deadly still, their concentrated e[pressions are Must like the men who ³Jather 
to Jape, with evident enMoyment, at the skinninJ of the sheep.´ 6eeinJ this scene, 
the reader cannot but be Molted. 7his effect is like the one we ¿nd in +eminJway¶s 
¿ction, which skillfully uses the techniTue of e[ternal focali]ation: ³7he success 
of many so-called hard-boiled detective and adventure stories written under the 

influence of Hemingway depends largely on the fear we feel as soon as we see 

danJer as if throuJh our own eyes´ �%ooth, Rhetoric ����. 7he calm e[position of 
the story, the inJenious camouÀaJe of the authorial voice, and the keynote of strict 
narrative sobriety, add up to Jive /u ;un¶s story its special power.

*enette thinks that the strictly te[tual mimetic factors come down to two sets 
of data: the Tuantity of narrative information �how developed or detailed a narrative 
is� and the absence �or minimal presence� of the narrator:

“Showing” can be only a way of telling, and this way consists of both saying 

about it as much as one can, and saying this “much” as little as possible >en 

dire le plus possible, et ce plus, le dire le moins possible@: speakinJ, 3lato 
says, ³as if the poet were someone else´ ² in other words, makinJ one forJet 
that it is the narrator telling. Whence these two cardinal precepts of showing: 

the Jamesian dominance of scene �detailed narrative� and the �pseudo��
)laubertian transparency of the narrator.>...@ mimesis beinJ defined by a 
maximum of information and a minimum of the informer, diegesis by the 

opposite relationship. �Discourse ����

Although the reader cannot see the inner world of the characters, their appearance, 

action, and surrounding are shown in detail; the reader gets enough information 

to make independent inferences. 1aturally, the Tuantity of information is in 
inverse ratio to the speed of narrative: the slower the narrative speed is, the more 

information the reader must digest. The narrative speed in “A Public Example” is 

Tuite slow. 7he time between the prisoner¶s and the policeman¶s appearance and 
the crowd¶s dispersal is probably less than thirty minutes.

If “A Public Example” embodies more of scene, then “The Lamp That 

Was .ept AliJht´ leans towards an embodiment of ³the �pseudo��)laubertian 
transparency of the narrator.´ ,n this kinds of narrative, the narrator is nearly 
invisible, JivinJ rise to a sort of ³absolute imitation´ �*enette, Discourse ����. 
+eminJway¶s ³7he .illers´ and ³+ills /ike White (lephants´ are canonic forms of 
this type.

The external focalization that emphasizes the words of the character and 
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seldom allows the narrator to intervene was inÀuenced by behavioral psycholoJy. 
In order to portray his characters, Lu Xun stresses character speech. He noticed that 

³*orky marvels at %al]ac¶s skill in handlinJ dialoJue, for without any description 
of his characters¶ appearance he conMures them up before the reader by their 
conversation.” He thought that “novelists of this caliber have not yet appeared in 

China, though there are passages in Outlaws of the Marsh and A Dream of Red 

Mansions which enable readers to visuali]e the characters from their talk´ �LXQJ 5: 

530; Works �: ���. When a writer builds up a character throuJh dialoJues, he has a 
mental picture of the man, which he passes onto his readers till they form a similar 

picture in their minds: “If you cut all extraneous matter and simply select what is 

distinctive in each one¶s conversation, , am sure others could Juess their character 
from their talk´ �LXQJ 5: 530; Works �: ���. What kinds of words are then suitable 
in an externally focalized narrative of words? McHale suggests a progressive 

scale, ranJinJ from the ³purely´ dieJetic to the ³purely´ mimetic: �� 'ieJetic 
summary� �� /ess ³purely´ dieJetic summary� �� ,ndirect content�paraphrase �or 
indirect discourse�� �� ,ndirect discourse, mimetic to some deJree� �� )ree indirect 
discourse� �� 'irect discourse� and �� )ree direct discourse ��������.

7he conspicuous feature of ³7he /amp 7hat Was .ept AliJht´ is that the 
author paid special attention to the words of the characters. Although he uses 

several forms, direct discourse, which is a “quotation” of a monologue or a 

dialogue, is most conspicuous. It creates the illusion of “pure” mimesis, although 

it is always in some way or extent stylized. The heart of “The Lamp That Was 

.ept AliJht´ is, as the title suJJests, a lamp that the ³old folk´ claim ³was lit by 
Emperor Wu of Liang,

1 and it¶s been burninJ ever since´ �LXQJ 2: 56; Wandering 

���. 1ot even the /onJ +airs put it out. 7his is a lamp that brinJs bene¿t to /ucky 
Light Village. People believe that if it is put out, the end of the village will loom: 

the village will become a sea and all the people in the village will turn into eels. 

The “madman” of the village decides, however, to put it out and touches off public 

indiJnation. 7he people of the villaJe do everythinJ to keep it lit.
7he lamp has a symbolic Àavor. ,t is a metaphor of tradition. ,t is by no means 

easy to do away with traditions that have survived intact for millennia. Therefore, 

it is not surprising that people who challenge these traditions are regarded as 

danJerous ³madmen´ by tradition¶s adherents. /u ;un was a stronJ opponent to 
most old traditions. Only three weeks before he wrote ³7he /amp 7hat Was .ept 
Alight,” he said in “More Thought on the Collapse of Leifeng Pagoda”: “True, 

without destruction nothinJ new can be built�´ he praised men like 5ousseau, 
6tirner, 1iet]sche, 7olstoy and ,bsen, who are, in %randes¶ words, ³destroyers of 
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old tracks.´ /u ;un stated: ³Actually they not only destroy but bla]e a trail and 
lead a charJe, sweepinJ aside all the old tracks, whether whole rails or fraJments´ 
�LXQJ 1: 192; Works �: ����. At the same time, he keenly felt that there are ³very 
few men like this in &hina, and even when they appear they are likely to be spat at 
by everyone´ �LXQJ 1: 192; Works �: ����.

The idea of this article is displayed artistically in the story. The “madman,” 

who opposes tradition appears infreTuently. 7he bulk of the story portrays the 
people of the village and their deliberations how to control or get rid of the 

madman. 7he narrator�focali]er does not intervene or peek into the characters¶ 
hearts, but shows their cruelty through their words and actions:

³6till no chanJe"´ asked 7rianJle )ace, pickinJ up his bowl of tea.
³6till no chanJe, they say,´ replied 6Tuare +ead. ³+e keeps repeatinJ, µ3ut 

it out� put it out�¶ +is eyes are ÀashinJ worse than ever. 7he devil� 'on¶t think 
it¶s a Moke��the fellow¶s a menace to our villaJe. )act is, we ouJht to ¿nd some 
way to Jet rid of him�´

³*et rid of him, by all means. +e¶s nothinJ but a dirty bastard. When the 
temple was built his ancestors paid their share, yet now he wants to blow out 

the temple liJht� ,s that un¿lial or isn¶t it" /et¶s send him to the county court 
as an unfilial son�´ .uotinJ ended with a flourish, smashinJ his fist on the 
table. �LXQJ 2: 56; Wandering ���

7he narration consists here almost entirely of character remarks, with Must a 
few introductions and additions by the narrator. It is very similar to some of 

+eminJway¶s short stories with e[ternal focali]ation, for instance ³7he .illers´ 
�collected in Men Without Women�, which was published in ����, Must two years 
after the ³7he /amp 7hat Was .ept AliJht.´ ,n ³7he .iller,´ the narrator puts 
in very few appearances and the events are almost entirely depicted through the 

characters¶ conversations, allowinJ the narrative, as /ubbock said, ³to be shown, 

to be so e[hibited that it will tell itself.´ <et it includes some thinJs not mentioned 
in the conversations. What has Andson done, for example? Why do the two fellows 

kill him" 7he dialoJues won¶t tell. We can ask similar Tuestions about /u ;un¶s 
story. What kind of person is the ³madman´" Why does he really want to put the 
lamp out? We can only guess.

,n ³7he .iller,´ the conversational Tuotes account for eiJhty to ninety per 
cent of the text. In the absence of physical description or emotional insight, the 

reader can only Juess. ,n ³7he /amp 7hat Was .ept AliJht,´ conversation takes 
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up more than half of the te[t. As for tone, the narrator of ³7he .iller´ is more 
deeply buried and embedded in the text, more calm and collected. We can see this 

not only from the percentage of conversation in the totality of the text, but also 

through the descriptive words used. When introducing conversations, the narrator 

of ³7he .iller´ does not endow the characters with emotional colorinJ, while the 
narrator of ³7he /amp 7hat Was .ept AliJht´ says thinJs like ³.uotinJ ended with 
a Àourish, smashinJ his ¿st on the table�´ ³6Tuare +ead spoke scornfully�´ ³asked 
Zhuang in surprise;” “her glare turned into a smile.” “Fourth Master sounded both 

stern and grieved, and his voice was tremblinJ´ �LXQJ 2: 56-64; Wandering 53-

��, italics added�. 7hese illustrative words yield more information, also about the 
informer.

³A character¶s speech, whether in conversation or as a silent activity of the 
mind, can be indicative of a trait or traits both through its content and through its 

form´ �5immon�.enan ���. AiminJ at keepinJ the flame lit, people of various 
social circles gather and become a collective unit, forming a mass. As a collective, 

the people have common traits, but they also retain individual characteristics. 

)or e[ample, .uotinJ, who freTuently says e[treme thinJs like ³*et rid of him,´ 
and ³he¶d be better dead´ is truculent� 6Tuare +ead is pretentious� 7rianJle )ace 
is dull�witted and stinJy� Old *uo, who is too old to speak, is thickheaded. 7he 
most noticeable one among them is the squire Fourth Master, whose words have a 

special style. ,n the villaJe, )ourth Master holds power over the madman¶s life and 
property. +is words are spoken slowly, sometimes soundinJ both stern and Jrieved. 
+e has a murderous look but shows some solicitude for the man: ³(very day 
,¶ve been hopinJ for his recovery´ �LXQJ 2: 64; Wandering ���. +owever, he is 
ultimately no different from the undisJuised advocates of the madman¶s e[ecution� 
he merely has more re¿ned manners and puts prettier clothes on his meanness. +e 
undoubtedly wants to lock up the madman, but he pretends not to think about it. 
AlleJedly merely repeatinJ the words of another, he says: ³7here¶s nothinJ for it 
but to lock him up as this Jentleman suJJests, to keep him out of mischief, lest he 
disJrace his father. 7his may be Must as well, we owe it to his father´ �LXQJ 2: 64; 

Wandering ���. 7he sTuire e[poses himself with his own words.
Although the madman seldom appears in the story, his words clearly show 

his determination to blow out the lamp. He vaguely longs for a better world, but 

his words are distinctly cra]y: ³7hat lamp has Jot to be blown out. <ou see, they 
should all be put out: %lue )ace with his three heads and si[ arms, 7hree (yes, 
/onJ +at, +alf +ead, O[ +ead and 6wine 7usk.... Out with the lot of them� 
When they¶re out we shall have no more locusts, no more plaJue´ �LXQJ 2: 60; 
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Wandering ������. +e is not afraid of the threats and cannot be cheated by the 
others. When .uotinJ says that they will blow out the lamp for him, he can come 
back in a few days and see for himself, he answers: ³1ot you� , don¶t need any 
of you. ,¶ll do it myself. ,¶m JoinJ to blow it out now�´ +e is undeceived by the 
others¶ attempts. When 6Tuare +ead says to him that he has always shown himself 
an intelligent man, and urges him not to engage in folly, he replies that he will just 

be doing the best he can, and he is going to blow the lamp out. When somebody 

says to him that he cannot blow out the lamp and should Jo home, he answers ³,¶m 
not JoinJ home. ,¶m JoinJ to blow it out.´ 7hey tell him that he cannot push the 
door open, that he has no way of openinJ it, his answer is: ³,¶ll think of some other 
way then´� he will set the place on ¿re �LXQJ 2: 61; Wandering ������. At last the 
people deal with him collectively and lock him up in the west room. +e still repeats 
that he¶ll set the place on ¿re. /ike the symbolism of the lamp, the symbolism of 
the madman is uncomplicated. 6ince the story uses e[ternal focali]ation, we know 
nothinJ about the characters¶ hearts, includinJ the madman¶s very different inner 
world, but we Jet a chance to see throuJh his words. %oth the madman and the rest 
of the village show their individual traits in conversations.

Note

1. Liang 'ynasty ���������, one of the dynasties in the 1orthern and 6outhern 'ynasties �����

���� in &hina.
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In MemoriamJohn Neubauer
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Faculty of Philosophy, University of Tartu
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On the eve of our Estonian Association of Comparative Literature 11
th
 international 

conference in Tartu, Estonia, I received an e-mail letter from my long-time good 

colleague and friend John Neubauer, from Amsterdam. His short lines from October 

26, 2015, with the title “Farewell”, put me in consternation. With heavy heart, John 

said, he had to announce his retirement from the academic advisory committee of 

our journal Interlitteraria, because his death was imminent.

Especially as John sent me his letter by e-mail and was himself an 

interdisciplinary scholar par excellence, ¿rst educated as a physicist, and then as 
a literary and cultural scholar, with an ama]inJly broad knowledJe and erudition 
in sciences, music, psychology, history, his tragic announcement made me once 

more feel the sad truth summari]ed in its fullest Tuintessence by 3edro &alderyn 
de la %arca in the short play El gran teatro del mundo �7he *reat 7heatre of the 
World�. Whatever wonderful illusions of future and proJress man could produce 
and imaJine on the earth, whatever roles he miJht take, whatever escapes could he 
scheme, the end is silence. No human mind, however clever, capable or prophetic, 

can claim to know if what we see durinJ this short symbolic second of our lives, is 
reality or just a dream. 

<et despite that the same 6panish �� th
-century playwright, poet and 

philosopher made stand forth in his drama masterpiece La vida es sueño �/ife 
,s a 'ream� a noble leitmotif of ³doinJ Jood´ and followinJ the path of virtue, 
regardless of what life was. “Even if it is merely a dream, a good and virtuous deed 

will never be lost,´ &alderyn claimed. 
,t can be said of -ohn 1eubauer¶s deeds in his life �dream. We met in 7artu in 

1993, shortly after my country Estonia following the collapse of the Soviet empire 

had become a free independent state. I had been teaching Western literary history 

at the University of Tartu — (stonia¶s main university — since 1974. After the 

country¶s reestablished independence, in ����, , was elected to the post of chair 
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professor of world literature. In parallel, I was in charge of coordinating a program 

of 6panish studies, for the ¿rst time ever introduced in (stonia.
At the time of -ohn¶s visit to 7artu, he was an accomplished comparatist, 

an active member of the International Comparative Literature Association, one 

of those scholars who had substantially contributed to the research of literature¶s 
relations with science, language and music. After leaving as a young man his home 

country Hungary after the 1956 uprising and the following repressions, he settled 

in the US, where he got his academic degrees and taught German literature at 

different universities. ,n ���� he moved to the 1etherlands where he worked as the 
chair professor of comparative literature at the University of Amsterdam. 

%y contrast with -ohn¶s international scope of scholarly activities, our 
Estonian academic life had been very much restricted in the SU. Our contacts with 

Western scholarship were scarce. The economic situation of the country at the start 

of the new independence was extremely meager, our salaries at universities were 

low. To visit other countries we nearly always needed visas. Lots of efforts had to 

be made for elementary daily survival, while at the same time there was an urgent 

need to restructure academic life, to write new manuals for schools and universities, 

etc.

At our meetinJ in ���� -ohn asked us: why could we not found our (stonian 
association of comparative literature, to become a collective member of the ICLA?

,ndeed, we liked and accepted his idea. At the end of the same year we 
founded our Estonian Association of Comparative Literature. Since its admission 

in 1994 in the structure of the ICLA it not only started to propel literary research 

in Estonia, but contributed growingly to the international dimension of our literary 

life.

Naturally, not everything went so smoothly in the beginning. Our travels 

abroad were still very much restricted by the economic misery of those times. 

7hus evokinJ today my first ever visit to the 1etherlands — followinJ -ohn¶s 
invitation for guest lectures at his home university of Amsterdam, in 1994 — 

sounds like a series of JrotesTue adventures of a picaresTue novel. As air travel 
was too expensive for my budget, I with my wife Margit had the plan to reach the 

Netherlands by bus via Poland and Germany. The Estonian bus failed to appear 

in the evening of our scheduled departure from Tartu. The boss of the bus firm 

apoloJi]ed and promised us air ÀiJht from 7allinn airport, the followinJ morninJ. 
<et nobody in 7allinn knew anythinJ about that special deal. As the result, my wife 
had to stay at home, while , bouJht a one�way air ticket to Amsterdam, with the 
hope, as the bus ¿rm boss had assured, that , could still return from the 1etherlands 
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by their surface transport. 

+owever, while in Amsterdam, , had to obtain *ermany¶s transit visa and 
also the Netherlands return visa, as my plan included proceeding from Amsterdam 

to Paris, by Euroline bus, to visit there my sister who was at that time in charge 

of establishing Estonian embassy in the French capital city. In conclusion, I had 

to spend a considerable time of my short stay in Amsterdam visiting various 

embassies and consular of¿ces. ,ndeed the *ermans were kind enouJh and issued 
me their transit visa. In turn, the Dutch officials were reluctant to do what I 

asked. 7hey advised me not to Jo to 3aris. , still did. /uckily nobody checked my 
passport during that illegal night travel across the lowlands between France and 

the 1etherlands « , still could not return by bus to (stonia, because the (stonian 
bus ¿rm meanwhile had Jone bankrupt« -ohn was kind and tried to help me as 
he could, but he could not do much for a post-socialist East-European visitor who 

clearly did not ¿t into the system of the Western world. 
After , had asked somebody in (stonia to lend me money and ¿nally could 

take my return air ÀiJht, , felt as if , had Àed from a ³livinJ hell´« , was happy to 
be back in my poor and miserable native country.

Gradually we managed to overcome these initial difficulties of the new 

independence phase of our state. Our country established its institutions and 

foundations that, however modestly, still provided some relief for cultural and 

academic activity. In 1996 we founded Interlitteraria, an international comparative 

literature Mournal. %y today, it has become an important platform for (uropean 
and world literary and cultural research. Also in ����, we held in 7artu our ¿rst 
comparative literature international conference. Our scholars started to take part 
in the worldwide activities of the ICLA, while our efforts to contribute to the 

international ¿eld of comparative literary studies were appreciated and supported 
by a number of leading and merited world scholars whose articles and essays 

started to appear in Interlitteraria, in parallel with contributions of younger literary 

researchers from a great variety of countries.

-ohn 1eubauer belonJed in the ,&/A and in the comparative research ¿eld to 
the minority of international scholars who dared to undertake maMor tasks. ,n my 
opinion one of his greatest achievements was editing, with Marcel Cornis-Pope, 

a four-volume History of the Literary Cultures of East-Central Europe ������
�����, to which all active literary and cultural scholars from our part of the world 
were invited to contribute. More than ever before and after our Estonian literary 

researchers became involved in the collective ICLA project of writing a new 

literary history, organized in a novel fashion, with a number of historical nodes as 
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points of departure for discussinJ all maMor (ast�&entral (urope¶s literary�cultural 
issues and phenomena. 

In his article “Globalizing Literary History” published in this cluster, John 

Neubauer shared with world comparatists the rich experience acquired by the 

editors in the long process of organizing and shaping this new experimental literary 

history. +e did it in the backJround of all e[istinJ previous efforts in the mentioned 
field, as well as envisaged contours for those younger scholars who might 

undertake similar efforts, not only in the Western part of the world, but also in the 
East, in times to come.

-ohn was open to new ideas and approaches, but he was far from stickinJ to 
certain “schools” or positions, which unfortunately have lead an important section 

of comparative literary scholarship to follow either formalist or sociological 

patterns, in oblivion of the primary moral tasks humanities have in the world. 
He welcomed the formation in China of a new movement of ethically orientated 

literary research and the foundation of the International Association for Ethical 

Literary Criticism. Time appeared implacably too short for John to contribute in 

person to the conferences of this newly founded association. 

<et moral orientation of literary criticism was by no means anythinJ new 
for John. I guess his last article published in his life was under the title “Victims 

and Perpetrators: Two Novels on the 1942 Novi Sad Atrocities”, printed in 

Interlitteraria¶sspecial issue ³7aminJ World /iterature´ �6upplement �, 2015; 

edited by /iina /ukas and .atre 7alviste�, presented in 7artu Must a few days before 
the Jreat scholar and kind friend -ohn 1eubauer passed away. 

7hank you, dear -ohn. We in the (stonian academia of literary scholarship will 
remember you forever. <ou indeed did Jood deeds to us and the world of letters.

䍙Ա编辑：ቐᗻ↜



In Memory of John Neubauer (1933-2015): 

Afterword

Jerusalem, October 2015

To John,

With your soft voice still resonating in me from our last conversation, after a 

night rereading our mails exchanged over nearly twenty years and recalling 

wonderful moments shared as colleagues, fellow members of various commissions 

and committees, co�editors of the Mournal arcadia, and above all as friends, ,¶m 
overwhelmed by sadness but also by the awareness of the privileJe to have known 
you. We met almost twenty years aJo at a scholarly meetinJ in /eiden and , walked 
over to you to e[press my admiration of your book The Fin-de-siècle Culture of 

Adolescenceon which , had based one of the ¿rst courses , tauJht as a professor 
of *erman literature ² a course that ,¶m teachinJ, with variations, still today. 
One of our jours ¿xes and a highlight of my life as a teacher was your annual visit 

to Antwerp when you gave a guest lecture for this and other courses. I felt that I 

brouJht my students an e[ceptional Jift. <our lively presence, your intellectual 
adventurousness, your enthusiasm inspired us all. 7hese lectures and your talks at 
the many conferences we attended together demonstrated time and again how an 

astutely critical and lucid mind can also be infused with passion: for literature, for 

theoretical reflection, for conversation about books, thouJht, ethics and politics, 
music, and life tout court. <our writinJs embody for me the ¿nest we can achieve 
in our work as scholars, readers, intellectuals. <our e[emplary way of combininJ 
meticulous attention to details of literary texts with a broad understanding of 

historical, political and social conte[ts revealed the drivinJ force of your work: 
bringing out the potential of literature to oppose discourses of manipulative power 

and opening up possibilities of resistance and sites of freedom paired with ethical 

and political responsibility. <our critical oeuvre includes true milestones. <our 
work on &entral (astern (uropean literature not only challenJed received views 
but redrew the map of an entire reJion. <our book on 9oice, 7e[t and Music, which 
you struJJled ² and succeeded ² to finish in the last weeks of your life, is a 
true masterpiece that enwraps your love of music with the rigors and incisiveness 
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of authentic scholarly research and reflection. What I experienced in our shared 

work as editors of arcadia was less tangible, but nevertheless unforgettable: the 

exemplary way you dealt with articles that were sent to the journal we edited 

toJether for a decade. <ou attracted papers from all over the world, from ,ran 
and &hina, from 3akistan and (Jypt. 7hey were often written in weak (nJlish. 
<ou devoted countless hours and days polishinJ them so that they could enter 
the scholarly conversation at the highest level. We once received a paper from a 

female scholar from a country where women had no voice; in her article she very 

cautiously e[pressed rebellion aJainst her patriarchal environment. <ou were 
deliJhted, worked hard to straiJhten out the (nJlish and published it, despite 
the voices that were adamantly against doing so. Throughout the years of our 

cooperation and friendship I experienced how deeply the concerns that suffused 

your work were part of your beinJ. 5espect, fairness, Jenerosity and a total lack of 
self-importance characterized your attitude towards your colleagues, your friends, 

your loved ones. <our admiration for 8rsel¶s work was boundless, as was your love 
for your dauJhters and Jrandchildren. <ou had stronJ opinions, yet always remained 
open to the thoughts and views of others, delighting in discussion and always ready 

to revise and reconsider your MudJments. When there was disaJreement you ¿ercely 
defended your position and then wisely souJht compromise. %ut when you were 
faced with unfair behavior or abuse of power — whether in academia, politics or 

private experiences — you were uncompromising and fought tirelessly for anyone 

you felt had been slighted, even at the price of personal advantages. That is how I 

will remember you: stronJ and Jentle, Jenerous and fair, charminJ and ¿erce, full 
of wisdom, yet carrying through life this boyish smile and the rare and precious 

Tuality that Walter %enMamin called ³+er]ensh|flichkeit´ ² politeness of the 
heart. It manifested itself in everything, from your delicate letters of rejection to 

authors who had submitted work to arcadia, to your last messaJes, in which you 
said goodbye without pathos and sentimentality, expressing appreciation, care and 

a boundless love of life, which you left in such a diJni¿ed way, leavinJ us all bereft 
but also in¿nitely Jrateful for your presence in our lives.

9ivian /iska
University of Antwerp
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Kunming, October 2015

To John,

I repeatedly read your last e-mail sent to me on September 19th when you were in 

a serious sickness, in which you said, ³-ust a brief but deep thanks for your kind 
words. <ou were always a very special person and friend for me. We¶ll keep you 
posted about my illness.´ , can¶t believe that Must two weeks later, you passed away. 
,n the past few days, your kind face and your warm words always appear in front 
of me. , keep on rememberinJ that we have known for almost three decades years. 
<ou have meant a lot to me.

It was in the winter of 1987 that I met you for the first time. I arrived at 

Amsterdam as a visiting scholar in University of Amsterdam, and as my advisor, 

you gave me a visionary proposal and suggested me to learn narrative theory, which 

, knew nothinJ at all at that time. )rom then on, this interestinJ field has been 
attracting me until now. Later, you encouraged me to pursue a doctorate degree 

and in the fall of 1989, I begun to write my dissertation under your guidance. 

%ene¿ttinJ from your suJJestion, , could write my dissertation from a perspective 
of narrative theory under the title Narrative Modes in Lu Xun’s Short Stories. Over 

the years, in the process of following you to puruse scholarship, you gave me much 

more than any student could e[pect from his adivisor.<ou read my dissertation 
manuscripts over and over again, and devoted a lot of time revising and polishing 

it. Without your enthusiasm, support and help, ,could not have ¿nished this hard 
work.

,t was in the winter of ���� that , last met you. <ou were invited by 'onJ 
+wa 8niversity in 7aiwan to have a lectur tour. 7akinJ this opprotunity, you and 
8rsula went to .unminJ, where we spent very nice days toJether. ,nvited by 
6chool of +umanities, <unnan 8niversity, you made a very wonderful lecture on 
“Globalizing Literary History,” and the lecture hall were filled with  more than 

��� teachers and students. %y the end of your lecture, , said a few words to you 
and to all the audiences: ³,¶ll e[press my Jratitude to 3rofessor -ohn 1eubauer, 
my promotor. I always remember your help during the the process of writing my 

dissertation. , always bear your strict reTuirement for dissertation in my mind«,n 
my academic career, it is from you that I got my most rigorous academic training, 

from which , dene¿t for a lifetime. -ohn is one of the best teachers, as well as one 
of the best friends in my mind.” After that, you went to the platform once again and 
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we hugged together, my eyes were full of tears.

<ou will always be remembered by your love for your wife, your care for your 
dauJhters, your help for your students, and your friendship for your friends. <our 
wise thouJhts and your erudite books will continute  bene¿ttinJ  us and the future 
generations. Though you left us, you will be dwelling in our hearts forever.

Tan Junqiang

<unan 8niversity
䍙Ա编辑：ᶞ䶟᯦
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Introduction

Luo Lianggong
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Poetic form has been a focus of contemporary studies of poetry. This is not only 

because poetic form is largely and deeply connected with literary and cultural 

tradition, but also because it is widely believed to be part of the meaning generating 

mechanism of poetry and thus become a necessary step in the pursuit of poetry 

meaning. 

The six articles in this thematic cluster demonstrate the scholarly endeavor 

from different perspective. &harles %ernstein¶s article ³3itch of 3oetry´ offers a 
philosophical exploration to the relationship between the ethic and the aesthetic 

of poetry. William %aker¶s paper applies coJnitive poetics to a readinJ of +arold 
3inter¶s poetry, and by focusinJ on ³meaninJ, affect, perceived Tualities, and 
versification,” he discusses the difference between traditional scansion of metre, 

sound and rhythm, and different modes of hearing speech sounds and their thematic 

meaninJ. ,lwan <oon¶s essay analy]es the strateJy employed by Wordsworth of a 
community inteJratinJ the loss of the dead into the community¶s natural and social 
surroundings without reduction of their differences, and thus the ethical power 

of Wordsworth¶s poetic strateJy. 6eonJho <oon¶s article e[amines W. %. <eats¶s 
³(aster ����´ throuJh an interpretative lens of <eatsian temporality and discusses 
how <eats employs a poetics of temporality in writinJ history into his own 
times. =enJ Mei and 6onwabile Mnwana¶s article, by e[plorinJ the poetic form 
of the Xhosa praise poetry that is deeply rooted in the Xhosa traditional culture, 

demonstrates its struggle for a cultural and aesthetical uniqueness in the context of 

hiJh culture. &ao¶ article observes Milton¶s and 6helly¶s 3oems from a perspective 
of ethical criticism and emphasi]es the literary traditon of poetry¶s moral fuction.  

7he articles, whether re�readinJ classics or rediscoverinJ contemporary works, 
offers an echo to &harles %ernstein¶s claim that ³3oetics is the ethical refusal of 
morality in the name of aesthetics.”



Pitch of Poetry

Charles Bernstein
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3340 Walnut Street, Philadelphia, PA 19104-6293, USA
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Abstract  (dJar Allen 3oe¶s aestheticism, as e[pressed in his essay ³7he 
3oetic 3rinciple´ ������, favors sensation rather than moral sentiment. )or 3oe, 
didacticism leads poetry away from its true callinJ. 7his is a speci¿cally Western 
conception of poetic value ² poetry for poetry¶s sake ² that makes a strikinJ 
contrast to &hinese poetics. %ut there is a point of connection and that is in the idea 
of the ³blank.´ )or 3oe, transient sensation in a poem allows for an enJaJement 
with temporality and process, as he says, in his most famous line from “The 

Raven, “Only this and nothing more.” This force of “nothing” is explored in 

poems by 6tephane Mallarmp, (mily ',ckinson, and William &arlos Williams. 
Key words  American poetry; poetics; nothing; Edgar Allen Poe; (mily 'ickinson  
Author  Charles Bernstein teaches poetry and poetics, with an emphasis on 

modernist and contemporary art, aesthetics, and performance at University of 

Pennsylvania, where he is Donald T. Regan Professor of English and Comparative 

Literature. In 2006 he was elected a Fellow of the American Academy of Arts and 

Sciences. His recentpublications includeThe Attack of the Dif¿cult Poems: Essays 
and Inventions �&hicaJo, �����, All the Whiskey in Heaven: Selected Poems������, 
Recalculating �&hicaJo, �����, L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E POETICS�6hanJhai, 
2013�.

3oetry is a weak thinJ and that is its strenJth.

Moral Politics

In Moral Politics, the linJuist *eorJe /akoff has emphasi]ed the linJuistically of 
cognition, as in Ludwig Wittgenstein: relation to poetry/poetics.

1

7his connects to the work of socioloJist (rvinJ *offman and his Frame 

Analysis: what the ³event´ is �includinJ a poem� is determined by the frame �often 
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there is more discussion/commentary about an event than the event itself; the 

discussion brinJs the event into focus�� new frames often push out other frames 
and some frames stick �e.J. ³stiJma´�� frames are cued or keyed� what is out�of�
frame is often most siJni¿cant. )rames are related to ideoloJy �in /ouis Althusser¶s 
sense� and also ³metaphors we live by´ and cateJories: that throuJh which we 
perceive�value. &ompare also WittJenstein¶s ³seeinJ as´ in 3art ,, of Philosophical 

Investigations and especially his notion of ³aspect blindness´ �duck�rabbit�.
/akoff, in Moral Politics, contrasts the “nurturing parent” and the “strict 

father”: relativist vs absolutist, contingency vs invariance, loose vs strict.

Poetics is an ethical engagement with the shifting conditions of everyday life. 

If it is poetic license to contrast ethics, as a dialogic practice of response in civil 

society, with morality, as a ¿[ed code of conduct and belief, then poetic license , 
will happily claim.

Ethics is ironic, morality sincere. Ethics secular, morality religious. Poetics is 

the ethical refusal of morality in the name of aesthetics.

Poetics is an activity, an informed response to emerging circumstances. As 

such, it cannot claim the high ground of morality or systematic theory. Poetics 

is tactical, not strateJic. ,ndeed, it is the lack of strateJy, the aversion to the hiJh 
Jround, that often causes poetics to appear weak or confused or inconsistent or 
relativistic. 

<et, in the struJJle between ethics and morality, ethics has the advantaJe even 
when it appears to be wandering in the wilderness. This advantage is too rarely 

taken advantaJe of. What is needed is a poetics of poetics; that is, a defense of the 

ethical grounding of poetics. In that sense, my approach is closely related to what 

*eorJe /akoff arJues in Moral Politics: that we must be as strong in our advocacy 

of our values, what he calls the values of nurturing parents, as the moralists are for 

their values, what he calls the values of the strict father�qtd. %ernstein,³3ractice of 
3oetics´ ������. 

L=A=G=U=A=G=E �the approach to American poetry , advocate� 
acknowledJes the inevitability of metaphor, the linJuisticality of perception, 
the boundedness of thought, the passion of ideas, the beauty of error, the chains 

of logic, the possibilities of intuition, and the uncanny delight of chance. In 

contrast to the syllogistic rationality of expository writing and more convention 

poetry, this poetics is situational, shifts with the winds, courts contradiction, 

feeds on inconsistency� qtd. %ernstein,L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E POETICSX�.
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The Poetic Principle

7he tomb of (dJar 3oe is the birthplace of pataTue�e�rics. 
, love the irony that 3oe¶s poetics ² 3oe is, after all, an emblematic American 

writer �to use his term from ³7he 3oetic 3rinciple´� ² remains larJely unread, 
its aestheticism roundly reMected �³only this and nothinJ more´�. ³7he 3oetic 
3rinciple´ ������ is a foundinJ document of the pataTue�e�rical line of American 
poetics.

, would de¿ne, in brief, the 3oetry of words as The Rhythmical Creation of 

Beauty. Its sole arbiter is Taste. With the Intellect or with the Conscience, it has 

only collateral relations. Unless incidentally, it has no concern whatever either with 

Duty or with Truth.
2

Poe recognized early in American literary history that high-minded moral and 

didactic principles suffocate aesthetic creation, as a body buried alive, even in a 

cof¿n made of the ¿nest %ra]ilian mahoJany and lined with paJes of /onJfellow, 
slowly and painfully loses consciousness. Worse, aversion to transient and non-

productive sensation cripples ethical judgment, as a steady diet of stale bread 

not only takes away the taste for fresh Joods but also makes the habitup of the 
desiccated contemptuous of Àavor. 

,n 3oe¶s lampooninJ of poems with superstructural import that rely on ideas 
rather than “Taste,” moreover that view taste and sensation with suspicion, he 

echoes William &arlos Williams¶s formulation �� years later, ³6ay ,t� 1o ideas but 
in things” �263-66�. Ironically, Williams would insert the relatively short multipart 

poem where his aphorism ¿rst appears  — indeed he liked the aphorism so much 
he repeats it three times in that poem — into Paterson, his foray into the long poem 

form, which, to echo Poe, reads better as a series of short hits than an epic. 

3oe¶s deadpan insistence that the lonJ poem does not e[ist rests on =eno¶s 
paradox by way of The Con¿dence Man. The logic is impeccable: no matter how 

much the lonJ poem tries to make a whole Jreater than its parts, the parts, the 
“intense” “moments” of “excitement,” as he puts it in “The Poetic Principle” are, 

“when” — not where — ³the meaninJs are,´ to Tuote 'ickinson �The Poems of 

Emily Dickinson 185�. This is a poetics of temporal nowledge rather than atemporal 

knowledJe. 

Only This and Nothing More

— Say it, no ideas but in things —

nothinJ but the blank faces of the houses
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and cylindrical trees

bent, forked by preconception and accident
split, furrowed, creases, mottled, stained

secret — into the body of the light — �263 265 266�

³1othinJ but the blank´: while Williams is alludinJ to the bareness of winter, 
³nothinJ but the blank´ is ³the cry of its occasion � 3art of the res itself and not 
about it´ in Wallace 6tevens¶s famous formulation.3 ³1othinJ but the blank,´ as 
Williams Joes on to evoke it, is the pataTue�e�rical sublime: bent, split, furrowed, 
creased, mottled, stained. 7he words reference themselves, mark their place in 
the poem, saying no more nor less than their bare enunciation. In “If I Told Him: 

A &ompleted 3ortrait of 3icasso,´ *ertrude 6tein fires a series of blanks with a 
“Now. / Not now. / And now. / Now.”

4
 These nows and nots, which toggle presence 

and absence like a love�sick boy pullinJ at daisies, attain to a seriality that 3oe, in 
“The Poetic Principle,” terms “brief and indeterminate glimpses,” as a strobe light 

makes a scene pulsinJly vibrant with its Àash moments of into[icatinJ intensity, 
what (mily 'ickinson calls the ³art´ of stunninJ oneself with ³%olts of Melody.´5

  

Poe writes against the viral didacticism of duty-bound poems. Is it a wild leap to 

see this quote as relevant to us now, or is that merely the error of an ahistorical 

rhapsode?  

It has been assumed, tacitly and avowedly, directly and indirectly, that the 

ultimate object of all Poetry is Truth. Every poem, it is said, should inculcate a 

moral� and by this moral is the poetical merit of the work to be adMudJed. We 
Americans especially have patroni]ed this happy idea� and we %ostonians, very 
especially, have developed it in full. We have taken it into our heads that to write 
a poem simply for the poem¶s sake, and to acknowledJe such to have been our 
design, would be to confess ourselves radically wanting in the true poetic dignity 

and force: ² but the simple fact is, that, would we but permit ourselves to look 
into our own souls we should immediately there discover that under the sun there 

neither e[ists nor can e[ist any work more thorouJhly diJni¿ed ² more supremely 
noble than this very poem — this poem per se — this poem which is a poem and 

nothinJ more ² this poem written solely for the poem¶s sake.
“This poem which is a poem and nothing more”: “Only this and nothing 

more´ is 3oe¶s better�known pronouncement, from a poem that wraps, rap, raps 
itself in kitsch to cast an indelible aesthetic spell.6

 “Only this and nothing more” 

marks its words¶ beinJ in time, scores their presence, the utterance of immediacy, 
phatic �but not vatic� haecceity. ,t is the motto, as 3oe insists, of art for art¶s sake, 
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art without ulterior purpose, in and as its presence in sound, its immediate, present 

�Jift� of rhythm and, ³nevermore,´ echo. 1othinJ�never: an echoic neJation of all 
but the event of sound and rime as sublime and blank, full and empty, here � not 
here. The thing itself: “Nameless here for evermore”? A present absence, now / not 

now, the ³shiverinJ´ �3oe¶s word� makinJ loss palpable. 
Dare I name her? Lenore. A ¿Jure of speech that is all. �&raiJ 'workin takes 

up some ��th�century e[amples, such as -ohn &aJe¶s ³�¶��´ in No Medium.�
“Le Corbeau dit: Jamais plus,” as they say in France, at least in the signal 

translations of %audelaire and Mallarmp.  %audelaire translates: ³Only this and 
nothinJ more´ as ³ce n¶est Tue cela, et rien de plus,´ while for Mallarmp the line 
becomes simply “cela seul et rien de plus.” In “Un coup de Dés” Mallarmé gives 

his own version of 3oe¶s insiJnia ³cela seul et rien de plus´ with silent insinuation: 
in the sixth spread, top left bottom right, mirrored, italic is “COMME SI” — as if 

— but also like so and like this, nothinJ more, markinJ a self�reÀective ³shiverinJ 
delight” in the poem, if not to say, in the echo, a perfect semblance of a mise en 

abyme.
7
 Four spreads later, on the upper left, on its own, is “RIEN,” followed by a 

possible commentary on the crisis of its occasion �³de la mpmorable crise � ou se 
f�t � l¶pvpnement´�.  After all, what miJht seem to be the ¿rst word in ³&oup de 
'ps,´ at the top of the third spread, is the 5aven¶s echo: 

 

JAMAIS.

'ickinson, the antinomian in 6usan +owe¶s account, hears it: “Nothing is the 

force / That renovates the World” �The Poems of Emily Dickinson 1077�.

Irremediation

6amuel 5. 'elany makes a compellinJ case that the homose[ual dimensions of 
+art &rane¶s poetry are inadeTuately addressed in the critical and bioJraphical 
literature. His two essays on Crane provide an interpretive frame for understanding 

&rane¶s detractors. ([tendinJ 'elany¶s intervention, , would say that &rane¶s 
³splendid failure,´ as 5. 3. %lackmur puts it in ³1otes on a 7e[t of +art &rane,´ 
miJht more provocatively be understood as his irresplendent success as pataTue�e�
rical.

8

« 3erhaps the most careful account of &rane¶s failure is ¿rst laid out in <vor 
Winters¶s Tuite e[traordinary >����@ essay, ³7he 6iJni¿cance of The Bridge 

by +art &rane, or What Are We to 7hink of 3rofessor ;.´ ... 7here Winters 
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relates &rane¶s enterprise to the pernicious and maniaJenic >sic@ ideas of 
5alph Waldo (merson via the irreliJious pantheism �read: relativism «� of 
Whitman and the Jlossolomania of Mallarmp. « ,t is important to reali]e 
that the rejection — or at least the condemnation — of Crane, for Winters as 

well as for many of &rane¶s critics, was the reMection and condemnation of an 
entire romantic current in American literary production, a current that included 

Whitman and (merson, with &rane only as its latest cracked and misJuided 
voice. �'elany ����

 

)or his moralist critics, &rane¶s poem fails as unified whole, becominJ at best a 
series of overwrought highlights and disconnected lyric bursts that cannot sustain 

themselves. ³Only this and nothinJ more.´ %ut it is Must this lack that, on 3oe¶s 
terms in ³7he 3oetic 3rinciple,´ marks the lonJ poem¶s only possible attainment: 
providing unrequited moments of “shivering delight”: 

I need scarcely observe that a poem deserves its title only inasmuch as 

it excites, by elevating the soul. The value of the poem is in the ratio of 

this elevatinJ e[citement. %ut all e[citements are, throuJh a psychal >sic@ 
necessity, transient. That degree of excitement which would entitle a poem to 

be so called at all, cannot be sustained throughout a composition of any great 

lenJth. After the lapse of half an hour, at the very utmost, it ÀaJs ² fails ² a 
revulsion ensues — and then the poem is, in effect, and in fact, no longer such. 

, want to apply 3oe¶s flashpoint aesthetics �³brief and indeterminate Jlimpses´� 
to 'elany¶ insistence on the fact that, for &rane, the %rooklyn %ridJe was an 
active gay cruising site; that is, a place of intense, promiscuous, transient, non-

procreative se[ual e[chanJe. ³&utty 6ark,´ says 'elany of the third section of 
&rane¶s poem, ³with its account of the unsuccessful pick�up, is the true center of 
unspoken homose[ual lonJinJ, the, yearninJ for communication, in The Bridge” 

�����. 7he aesthetic power of The Bridge occurs not in spite of, but in connection 

to, its immediate �moralists would say perverse� bursts of sensation, analoJous to 
transient sexual exchanges on the bridge. My point is not to use aesthetic process as 

a metaphor for sex but the other way around; indeed, Delany gives a very different 

frame for ³failure´ �animalady� as drawinJ a blank, in other words  ³unsuccessful 
pick�up´ fuelinJ the aesthetic ¿re �³only this and nothinJ more´�.  Moreover, this 
aesthetic of elevated, intense, e[citement, in 3oe¶s terms, let¶s call it immediation 

relates to &rane¶s habit of listeninJ, on his phonoJraph, over and over aJain, 
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to the clima[ of 5avel¶s ³%olpro,´ as if bolts of melody could obliterate self�
consciousness.

9

%ut a better word for what , am after is irremediation, which registers 

irremediable failure within an echoic poetics: “never more.” “Focus on the loss: 

, once was timed, but now , am ¿[ed rate.´10 ,n poetry¶s neJative economy, loss 
prolonJs intensi¿cation.

Crane and Poe are in the same boat, without life preservers. The argument 

aJainst 3oe and &rane is pursued, with paradiJmatic force, by <vor Winters in 
Primitivism and Decadence: A Study of American Experimental Poetry ������ 
and In Defense of Reason ������ and e[tends to William /oJan¶s ���� trashinJ of 
&rane¶s, yes, ³failure,´ in the New York Times review of the /ibrary of America¶s 
magisterial edition of Crane:

 

Much of ³7he %ridJe¶¶ seems inert now ² overlonJ, overbearinJ, 
overwrought, a Myth of America conceived by Tiffany and executed by 

'isney.« his Jrandeurs miJht easily be mistaken for Jrandiosity.... +e was 
drawn to a hiJh�amp schmalt]iness he must have taken as the proper emotional 
tone for a visionary.« ³7he %ridJe¶¶ remains a fabulous architectural blueprint 
that wanted a discipline Crane could never provide. ����

Logan, the Times’s go-to enforcer of cold war ideology, becomes, by means of his 

ostensive 6uperintendency, a ¿Jure of bathos, trapped under a headline, perhaps not 
of his own makinJ ² ³+art &rane¶s %ridJe to 1owhere´ ² unable to acknowledJe 
that nowhere is just where Crane and his readers might want to be. 

&rane knew the type. As he writes in his ���� letter to +arriet Monroe: 
 

The nuances of feeling and observation in a poem may well call for certain 

liberties which you claim the poet has no riJht to take. , am simply makinJ the 
claim that the poet does have that authority, and that to deny it is to limit the 

scope of the medium so considerably as to outlaw some of the richest genius 

of the past.
11

LXI.  Debunking Debunking

3ataTue�e�ricals12  are aversive to what WittJenstein calls ³ostensive de¿nitions´: 
manifest and ¿[ed connections between names and thinJs, meaninJ and obMects, as 
when we point to a this �§§ 6, 9, 28-38� �Only this and nothinJ more�. ,t¶s Tueer, he 
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notes, that a ¿Jure will look one way in one conte[t and another way in a different 
contexts.

7he duck�rabbit is the paradiJmatic pataTue�e�rical ¿Jure because it is more 
than meets the eye: our “aspect blindness” may cue us to see it one way rather than 

other. What it is “is” we never can see in a single moment in the eye. We may be 

able to perceive it all at once, but we see it serially �oscillatinJ dialectically�. 
Wittgenstein compares the inability to see things without contextual cues to 

not having “perfect pitch.” �§257�We don¶t see the thing itself but see as, see with 

and throuJh our metaphoric frames. ,t is our animalady to suffer from frame lock. 
Aspect blindness is a riJid adherence to one readinJ or interpretation of a ¿Jure 
�or poem�, a repression of the necessity for conte[t to establish meaninJ �and for 
different frames to establish potentially incommensurable meaninJs�. 7his view is 
sometimes stigmatized as relativism, or in terms of poetry, as nihilism or aversion 

of meaning or affect. Wittgenstein suggests that the problem is not in the context 

dependence of meaninJ but in stiJmati]inJ �JettinJ stuck on� an ordinary feature of 
language. 

,n our failure to understand the use of a word we take it as the e[pression of 
a Tueer >seltsamen@ process. �As we think of time as a Tueer medium, of the 
mind as a Tueer kind of beinJ.� �����, Anscombe tr.�

What¶s Tueer is that we sublime ³the loJic of our lanJuaJe´ ����� from its 
everyday, context-dependent use into axiomatic system of rigid correspondences, 

which has the effect of creatinJ chimeras �two�dimensional stick ¿Jures� in place 
of living beings. The chimera that holds us captive is that perception does not 

reTuire mediation: when we reach out to touch it, thinkinJ it is the livinJ proof, it 
dissolves in our hands, leaving a faint mist in its place. 

,n WittJenstein¶s account, ostensive definitions map nouns onto the world, 
as if the fact of the existence of objects in the world pushes language toward 

deambiJuation: a compulsive �dis�eased� state of tryinJ to strip lanJuaJe to its 
essentials, as if it were a set of labels for a pre-existing world. 

%ut what, for e[ample, is the word ³this´ the name of in >a@ lanJuaJe�Jame...  
or the word “that” in the ostensive definition “that is called....”? — If you 

do not want to produce confusion you will do best not to call these words 

names at all. ² <et, >Tueer � merkwürdigerweisse@ to say, the word ³this´ 
has been called the only genuine name; so that anything else we call a name 
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was one only in an ine[act, appro[imate sense.« 1aminJ appears as a Tueer 
�seltsame� connection of a word with an obMect.  ² And you really Jet such a 
Tueer >seltsame@ conne[ion when the philosopher tries to brinJ out the relation 

between name and thing by staring at an object in front of him and repeating a 

name or even the word “this” innumerable times. For philosophical problems 

arise when language goes on holiday. And here we may indeed fancy naming 

to be some remarkable act of mind, as it were a baptism of an obMect. And we 
can also say the word “this”to the object, as it were address the object as “this” 

— a queer [seltsamer@ use of this word, which doubtless only occurs in doinJ 
philosophy. ����, Anscombe tr.� 

Only this! Perception is evermore remediated: remediation precedes essence.

My Poetics by Way of Emily Dickinson 

%y homely Jift and hindered Words 7he human heart is told Of  1othinJ ² 
“Nothing” is the force That renovates the World  —13

, love this (mily 'ickinson poem, which seems so much like a 3aul 
&elan poem. AccordinJ to -ohnson, it¶s from around ����, very near the end of 
'ickinson¶s life, when she was ��. 5ead as an ars poetica it feels so close to me 
it¶s hard for me to consider it on its own terms. )orty years aJo, in ����, , poured 
over that three�volume -ohnson edition in the only class , took after colleJe ±± 
a seminar on 'ickinson tauJht by 5obin %laser at 6imon )raser 8niversity near 
9ancouver� but 'ickinson¶s ¿rst impact on me was as a Munior in hiJh school, when 
, studied her work with 5ichard )einJold �who later went on to teach at %erkeley�. 
'ickinson Jave me a fundamental sense of what a poem could be �be not do as I 

would usually say�. And Must this )all , returned aJain to 'ickinson for my 3oetics 
of ,dentity seminar, with Marta Werner speakinJ to us on the late manuscripts, 
letters, and fraJments ±± the way 'ickinson would write on the back of envelopes, 
transforminJ scrap to talisman. Werner and -en %ervin call their recent 'ickinson 
book The Gorgeous Nothings referring to this same poem and also what Werner 

calls, marvelously, 'ickinson¶s ³µ6udden¶ collaJe made of two, possibly three, 
sections of envelope”: “the gorgeous / nothings / which / compose / the / sunset / 

keep.´14

The first thing to say about this poem is that it is a gift: first to Susan 

'ickinson, to whom it was sent in a letter, and then to us, readers from a beyond 
'ickinson could address with more freedom and ferocity than perhaps any of her 
contemporaries because unconstrained by the demands of publication, or, perhaps, 
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better to say, constrained by the demands of nonpublication, what she called 

eternity. The possibility of any one of us receiving this gift is absolutely precarious 

�if you can accept the o[ymoron ² , have a feelinJ you are up for it�, Jiven the 
precarious state of her manuscripts or even the recognition of her poems as poems 

�rather than as sweet nothinJs, notinJs�. 7he poem is a �hindered or delayed� Jift 
both into and ±± that supreme ¿ction ±± for the unknown �³eternity¶s vast pocket´�. 

3oetry makes nothing happen �don’t even tHInK of notHIng Here!�, manifest 
in the cracks �delays, blanks� between words and the frictions of Jift. A Jift �this 
Jift� is a present made present� as for reciprocity: nothinJ is Jiven in return.

Mine is a homely poetics, both odd�lookinJ �unattractive, disaJreeable, low� 
and intimate �even private�. 7he doJJerel and Jenerally deformed �as you riJhtly 
say, hindered, averse, thwarted, delayed, backwardly� rhythms and rimes, bathos, 
peculiarity and solecisms, have a double function of being unheimlich while also 

beinJ ±± homesickness even at home and at home with homesickness. , know this 
sends mi[ed siJnals. %ut , don¶t think , am alone in feelinJ that the unknown is 
most familiar or that the normal doesn¶t feel riJht. , am not talkinJ about alienation, 
Tuite the opposite: an alien nation, makinJ a Jround where you find yourself. 
5ecently a reviewer dismissively assumed a hindered lyric of mine was mockinJ 
±± because, for him, awkwardness siJnaled parody or more simply badness. 

%ut awkwardness is home Jround. 
My motto has lonJ been 'ickinson¶s ³'on¶t you know that µ1o¶ is the wildest 

word we consign to Language?”
15

7hat¶s different, if related, to ]en. , aJree with your sense of ³socially�minded´ 
but also because it suggests socially unminded. Mind the gap. Unmind in the gap 

too. 

I have nothing to say and I am not saying it. I have nothing to not say and I am 

saying it. I have nothing to not say and I am not saying it. 

, read 'ickinson¶s poem as close to neJative dialectics. 1othinJ in the sense 
of not one thinJ: variants around a blank center. 

To be told about nothing is to come face to face with loss, despair, grief; the 

irreparable. 

Nothing repairs the world. 

5enovates is somethinJ else aJain: makinJ new aJain, makinJ new now. 
The revolution of the word is the force of nothing.

3oetry is a weak thinJ and that is its strenJth.
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Notes 

1.See /akoff, Moral Politics: How Liberals and Conservatives Thinks. 6ee also WittJenstein, 

Lectures & Conversations on Aesthetics, Psychology, and Religious Belief. For a full account of 

the relation of Wittgenstein to poetics, see Perloff,Wittgenstein’s Ladder: Poetic Language and 

the Strangeness of the Ordinary.

2. (dJar A. 3oe, ³7he 3oetic 3rinciple,´ �www.eapoe.orJ�works�essays�poetprnb.htm!. 6ee 

McGann,The Poet Edgar Allan Poe: Alien Angel, which restores Poe to his foundational role 

for American, and ��th�century, poetics� Mc*ann¶s breathtakinJ scholarship makes 3oe¶s work 

thrillingly present and hauntingly prescient.

3. Wallace Stevens, “An Ordinary Evening in New Haven” XII: “The poem is the cry of its 

occasion, / Part of the res itself and not about it.”

4. *ertrude 6tein, ³,f , 7old +im: A &ompleted 3ortrait of 3icasso´ ������: (3& 'iJital /ibrary 

<writing.upenn.edu/library/Stein-Gertrude_If-I-Told-Him_1923.html>

5. See The Poems of Emily Dickinson, no. ���, vol. �, ������. , discuss this poem in ³Arti¿ce 

of Absorption” in A Poetics. 3oe¶s ³brief and indeterminate Jlimpses´ has a tenuous connection 

to Walter %enMamin¶s observation, in  ³hber den %eJriff der *eschichte´ �On the &oncept 

of +istory� that memories, like pictures of history, occur in flashes: ³'as wahre %ild der 

9erJanJenheit huscht vorbei. 1ur als %ild, das auf 1immerwiedersehen im AuJenblick seiner 

(rkennbarkeit eben aufblit]t, ist die 9erJanJenheit fest]uhalten.´ �7he true picture of the past 

darts by. /ike a picture that is never seen aJain in its instant of recoJni]ability, the past is 

recorded when, precisely, it Àashes up.�´ ±±Illuminationen: Ausgewählte Schriften �)rankfurt�

Main �����, %d.�, 6. ��ff. 

6. 6ee 5obin 6eJuy¶s diJital edition of ³7he 5aven´ interwoven with the translations of 

%audelaire and Mallarmp � http:��www.te[t�works.orJ�7e[ts�3oe�!.

7. 7his is my son )eli[¶s current favorite term. Once you start to see them, they multiple like 

rabbits. 

8. Delany, “Atlantis Rose: Some Notes on Hart Crane.´pp. ������. +e acknowledJes his 

debt to Lee (delman¶s Transmemberment of Song:Hart Crane’s Anatomies of Rhetoric and 

Desire ������ on pp. ������. A related 'elany work on which , have relied in this section is 

unpublished: 'elany¶s e[tended review and critiTue of 3aul Mariani¶s The Broken Tower: The 

Life of Hart Crane.  ³A &entennial /ife from the 5oarinJ 7wenties´ was ¿rst presented at the 

.elly Writers +ouse at the 8niversity of 3ennsylvania on -an. ��, ����� audio available at 

PennSound <writing.upenn.edu/pennsound/x/Crane.php>. Delany provided me a copy of the ms. 

9. Reed, “Hart Crane's Victrola.” Researching any prior use of the term “immediation,” I 

discovered an article by &hristoph %runner, ³,mmediation as process and practice of siJnaletic 

mattering” in The Journal of Aesthetics and Culture, vol. � ������: �www.aestheticsandculture.
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net/index.php/jac/article/view/18154/22833>.

10. “Explicit Version Number Required” in My Way: Speeches & Poems, 191.

11. See <english.illinois.edu/maps/poets/a_f/crane/metaphor.htm>. The letter also appears in the 

Library of America edition of Crane. 

12. 3ataTue�e�rical is my coinaJe. ,t combines the ¶pataphysics of )rench writer Alfred -arry 

����������� with ³Tueer´ and inTuiry �Tuery�. -arry created a ³science of e[ceptions´ with 

special emphasis on the “swerve.”

13. The Poems of Emily Dickinson, no. 1563 , vol. 3, 1076. Facsimile of the ms at <www.

edickinson.orJ�editions���imaJeBsets������"imaJe ����> suggests: 

%y homely

gift and

hindered Words 

The human

heart is told

Of Nothing  — 

“Nothing” is 

the force 

That renovates 

the World  ±

14. Werner, ³7he )liJhts of A ���: 'earchivi]inJ the 3roceedinJs of %irdsonJ,´ ���. 6ee also 

Werner and %ervin, The Gorgeous Nothings. 

15. The Letters of Emily Dickinson, L562 to Judge Otis Lord.
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Abstract  Nobel prize winner Harold Pinter is justly celebrated for his prolific 

dramatic achievements.<et his poetic output has been neJlected. +is ¿rst love was 
poetry which he wrote throughout his life.This paper examines his poetic  writing 

throughout his career culminating in his late poems focusing on mortality, the 

loss of his father,the diaJnosis of 3inter¶s own terminal illness from cancer of the 
throat and other subMects. A brief comparison is suJJested between 3inter¶s poetry 
and that of contemporaries such as /arkin and W 6 *raham. &oJnitive and other 
approaches are utili]ed to illuminate 3inter¶s diverse and powerful poetry.
Key words  &oJnitive poetics� 3inter� 3inter¶s poetry� (clecticism
Author  William Baker is distinguished Professor Emeritus at Northern Illinois 

University and visiting Professor at Zhejiang University. The author or coauthor of 

more than �� books, includinJ three on +arold 3inter and over ��� refereed articles 
with 6hanJ %iwu his ³&hinese (thical &riticism´ appeared in the 7imes /iterary 
6upplement, �� -uly ����. %aker¶s latest book is his edited ³6tudies in 9ictorian 
and Modern /iterature: A 7ribute to -ohn 6utherland´ )airleiJh 'ickinson 
8niversity 3ress � 5owman and /ittle¿eld, ����

Very little, if any, critical attention has been paid to the poetry of Harold Pinter 

�����������, the 1obel 3ri]e winner chiefly noted as a dramatist. +is drama 
contains fine sustained poetic passages such as paeans to the bus routes of his 

native city /ondon the settinJ of his plays, ÀiJhts of fantasy, dreams, larJely of a 
sexual nature of his characters, their memories real or imagined. These passages, 

too, have not merited the attention they deserve. However, my focus is not his 

dramatic texts but his poetry.

Poetry is a form Pinter was always interested in and practiced. His first 

publication was the poem “Dawn,” which appeared while he was at school in his 
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school magazine, the Hackney Downs School Magazine in the sprinJ of ���� �%aker 
and 5oss ����. )or more than over si[ty years, he produced in addition to his plays, 
film scripts and other well�known e[amples of his creative output, innumerable 
poems including nearly a hundred that were published.

In the present paper, I will select a few of the elements of cognitive poetics by 

5euven 7sur �for instance� in his many articles and books and apply them to a late 
Pinter poem. Amongst other elements, I shall focus on “meaning, affect, perceived 

qualities, and versification” and the difference between traditional scansion of 

metre �althouJh as it will become evident , have tried to avoid this�, sound and 
rhythm, and different modes of hearing speech sounds depending upon who is 

doing the hearing and the reading. The poem chosen was written in the last years 

of the poet¶s life. ,ts focus is on ³emotive content´ �7sur and 6ovran ���� and is an 
e[pression of basic archetypes: death, love, war. ,t also marks a personal turninJ 
point. 

The poem has a single-word title, “Death,” and is dated following its final 

line “1997.” Following the title, there are five words and a date surrounded by 

parentheses: �%irths and 'eaths 5eJistration Act, �����. 7his poem was initially 
published in the Times Literary Supplement ����. ,n her ³)oreword´ to Poems, 

3inter¶s widow, Antonia )raser, e[plains that the poem ³was written Must after 
the reJistration of his father¶s death at +ove 7own +all´���. 6uch a bureaucratic 
formality is con¿rmed by the statement beneath the title of the poem readinJ�%irths 
and 'eath 5eJistration Act, �����.

Verse form and content interweave most powerfully in what is a poem of 

personal lamentation for a dead father. The poem should be read slowly to convey 

its verbal sound effect of lament, liturgy, or even dirge. In fact, I cannot see that 

readinJ it Tuickly would have much impact. ,t is not a political poem in terms of 
being a lament for the consequences of a military conflict, or for someone who 

has died in battle. These were interpretations I heard from its French translator, 

Jean Pavans, during a private conversation at a conference on Pinter held at the 

Jean Moulin University in Lyons France in March 2007. Such interpretation was 

probably encouraJed by the inclusion of ³'eath´ as the final poem in 3inter¶s 
selection of prose and poetry published by Faber and Faber in 2003 under the title 

War. In fact, in this collection, the poem was published without the detail of the 

³%irths and 'eaths 5eJistration Act ����.´ 7his was omitted followinJ the title as 
was the ³����´ datinJ at the foot of the poem ����. 7hese factual details are also 
missinJ from the te[t of the poem in 3inter¶s Various Voices: Prose, Poetry, Politics 

1948-2005 ������. 7here, the poem can be found on p. ���, placed as the ¿nal te[t 
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in the selection.

Now, if this account were focused on biographical interpretation rather than 

adapting some of the tools used in cognitive poetics — especially by Reuven Tsur, 

one of its leading exponents — then the poem from the biographical perspective 

may be reJarded in terms of 3inter¶s attitude: a comple[ one to his late father with 
whom he argued vociferously, especially over religious practice and politics. To 

put it mildly, they disaJreed �%aker ����. +is father had a formal reliJious burial� 
Pinter chose not to. In the reasonably strict Eastern European Jewish religious 

tradition to which his father basically adhered, there are religious ritual practices to 

be followed for burial. An important one is the washing of the dead body. From this 

perspective, the line ³did you wash the dead body´ miJht well be read as 3inter¶s 
father addressing and questioning his son or those preparing the body for burial.

The poem using a biographical reading has many strands of personal meaning 

related to the death of somebody with whom the poet had a love-hate relationship 

and to the poet¶s increasinJ awareness of his own mortality. 3inter was born in 
1930; the poem is dated 1997, and by then, some of his closest friends had died. 

The year 1997 is also just before his life-threatening throat cancer was diagnosed. 

Very few survive this, and its diagnosis led to a series of operations that plagued 

3inter¶s remaininJ years. +e died in ����. 7he obsession with mortality and 
mutability in the poem are, of course, found throughout his output. The archetypes 

are present: love, death, mortality, the passing of time, the transitory nature of 

e[istence, conÀict, and war. ³War´ in this conte[t means, , think, conÀict with the 
self or the person being addressed rather than military engagement. It need hardly 

be said that archetypal patterns are important to coJnitive poetics �7sur, Toward a 

Theory �������.
To continue with some additional thoughts and ideas: the use of repetition 

with variation, a device common to many of 3inter¶s poems, is a time process. 
This raises questions related to time and history in relation to this particular poem 

and other poems such as will they last, will they mean anything in the future, and 

do they mean anything now? The application of cognitive poetic tools may allow 

for an af¿rmative answer to each of these Tuestions. 5eJardinJ the speech�driven 
nature of the poem and the manner in which speech gives writing a direction, it 

Jives a time as well as an embodied spacio�temporal situation. 3inter¶s drama 
is noted for its pauses that emphasize the arbitrary relationship between the 

written text and the duration or the non-use of the voice by characters re-creating 

the written pauses. 7he Tuestion marks found in the poem create pauses. As a 
dramatist, 3inter¶s interest in lanJuaJe would be speech �lanJuaJe� as much as 
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³written´ lanJuaJe or at least the relationships between them �an observation , owe 
to ,an 'avidson of the 8niversity of %anJor, Wales: private communication�.

I will deliberately refrain from a metrical explication of this free verse poem, 

the reason beinJ that to do so would be dif¿cult and controversial and dependent 
upon performance. ,f undertaken the followinJ are unstressed words and lines: 

the word “was” in the opening line; “when” in the third line; “was” in the last line 

of the opening verse; “was” in the second verse. Unstressed in the third verse: the 

opening line “was”; and the six occurrences of “or” in the third verse. In the fourth 

verse, both occurrences of ³the´� and in its last line, ³it´ is unstressed. ,n the ¿fth 
single line verse, “the,” “or,” and “a” are unstressed. In the penultimate verse, in 

the ¿rst line, the words ³made´ and ³the´� in the second line ³the´� also in the third 
line and in the last line the word ³was.´ 8nstressed in the ¿nal verse: ³the´ in the 
opening line; “its” in the next; “the” in the third; “it” in the fourth. The rhythmic 

pattern depends upon the repetition of words, of sounds, of beats, of monosyllables, 

of questions, and a cumulative pronoun effect.

7he poem contains characteristic 3inter hallmarks: repetition of words, letters, 
syllables, the language of interrogation through incessant repetitive questions, 

powerful echoing pronoun usage. Only the opening two lines of the third verse and 

the ¿ve lines of the ¿nal verse are run�on lines and do not contain Tuestions. 7here 
are seven verses� of these, the ¿rst, third, and fourth have three lines. 7he second 
and the ¿fth verses are a sinJle line containinJ a Tuestion: in the ¿rst instance, ³Who 
was the dead body"´ and in the other, ³Was the dead body naked or dressed for a 
journey?” The sixth verse has four lines, each of which is a question that is either a 

direct question that expects a response from an understated presence or is rhetorical 

�as is the case in many of 3inter¶s plays�.
Particularly effective also is the use of anaphora: “the deliberate repetition of a 

word or phrase at the beginning of each one of a sequence of sentences, paragraphs, 

lines of verse or stan]as´ �Abrams ����. Anaphora reverberates throuJhout the 
poem. 7here is also in the poem in the ¿rst two lines of the fourth verse the use of 
epistrophe: the reversal of anaphora; in other words, the repeating of words at the 

end of rather than at the beJinninJ of poetic units. %oth anaphora and epistrophe 
may well serve as an important structurinJ element in free verse �7sur and 6ovran 
523 and Tsur, Toward a Theory �������, as is the case in this particular poem. 7he 
word ³was´ appears as the openinJ word of the ¿rst two lines of the fourth verse 
and the word ³abandoned´ followed by a Tuestion mark is the ¿nal word of each of 
the three lines of this verse.

7he ¿nal, seventh verse is the only one to have ¿ve lines without a Tuestion 
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mark at the conclusion of each of its poetic lines. 7he ¿nal verse is a variation from 
the pattern of the other verses. 7he ¿rst verse has four lines. 7he second verse one 
line. 7he third and fourth verses three lines each. 7he ¿fth verse is a sinJle line. 
The sixth and penultimate verse has four lines, each concluding with a question 

mark in common with the proceedinJ lines in the poem with the e[ception of the 
openinJ two lines of the third verse. (ach of the ¿ve lines of the ¿nal verse beJins 
with the words “Did you” followed by a verb of action: to wash, to close, to bury, 

to leave and to kiss. 7hese imply a Tuestion or Tuestions but they are not followed 
by a Tuestion mark at the conclusion of the line. 

7he ¿rst line and second lines of the third verse are run�on lines. 6o are each 
of the lines of the ¿nal verse with the punctuation omitted even at the end of the last 
line of the poem: ³'id you kiss the dead body.´ 7he vocabulary of this concludinJ 
verse is worthy of attention, too. 7here are ¿ve instances of the words ³'id,´ with 
each instance being at the beginning of the line and the word capitalized, and the 

possessive pronoun “you” with each instance placed as the second word in each 

line. 7here are three instances in the verse of the de¿nite pronoun ³the´: it is placed 
in the ¿rst, third and ¿nal line. 7he pronoun refers to another word used three times 
in this ¿nal verse, ³body´ also in the same lines as ³the,´ in each case as the ¿nal 
word of the line. Where the pronoun is absent in the second and fourth lines, there 

is instead the word “it” and “its” placed as the penultimate word of the line.

The three words “the dead body” reverberate throughout the poem. They are 

found four times in the opening four line verse. Once in the second single line 

verse: in the third verse the third line has the two words “the dead” with “body” at 

the end of the line separated by two words “and abandoned” from “dead”. In the 

fourth triple line verse, the triple formulation is found aJain. ,n the ¿fth sinJle line 
verse, the words appear once. They occur on four occasions in the sixth verse where 

the placement is interestinJ. ,n the ¿rst two lines, the last four words read ³the dead 
body dead” with the word “dead” repeated. In the third line, the formulation is “the 

dead body,” and in the fourth line, there is a variant on the pattern of the opening 

two lines with the insertion of the past tense ¿rst and third tense of the sinJular ³be´: 
³the dead body was dead.´ (ach of these four lines is followed by a Tuestion mark. 
,n the ¿nal verse, the triple formulation ³the dead body´ is found twice, placed at 
the end of the opening and the closing lines. The noun “body” occurs three times 

and in each instance at the end of a line: the ¿rst, third, and ¿nal line. ,n the third 
line, it is “the body” rather than “the dead body” as in the other two instances.

7o repeat, the lines of the last verse do not finish with the Tuestion mark 
device. The lines of the last verse are examples of “enjambment,” they run on and 
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do not experience a natural pause that follows in grammatical or performativity 

a Tuestion mark. 7hey are not end�stopped as the other lines and verses are but 
convey in this ¿nal verse what 7sur refers to as a ³diverJent, Àuid structure´ �Playing 

by Ear ����. 7his is somewhat ironic in terms of meaninJ as the subMect of the 
poem is ³'eath´ and the poet¶s reaction to it, with death Jenerally perceived, as 
¿nal, as end stopped rather than run on.

Let me return to meaning and interpretation subsequently. With exceptions 

— for instance of the adjectival “abandoned” occurring four times in the poem, 

three times in the fourth verse and in the penultimate line of the poem — most 

of the words in the poem are monosyllabic. Other exceptions in formal terms 

and in performance or recitation ² an area e[plored in 7sur¶s most recent work 
�Playing by Ear� ² occur in the third verse with the two�syllable words ³father,´ 
³dauJhter,´ ³brother´ ² possibly ³uncle´ ² ³sister,´ ³mother,´ in the ¿fth sinJle 
line verse ³naked´ and ³dressed´ and in the penultimate verse ³declare,´ which 
occurs twice. There are, to my ear, no words that could be read as more than one or 

two syllables in the poem, except as stated the word “abandoned.” Indeed, I would 

be most surprised to hear a variation in the perceptions of the transmission the 

communication of the one and two syllabic words in the poem.

This analysis has utilized a few of the tools of cognitive poetics found 

especially in the work of 5euven 7sur. Attention has been paid to rhythm, to 
patterns of versi¿cation, to linJuistic patterns, to repetition and to performance, to 
speech sounds, to the poetic mode of speech perception. 7sur¶s ideas are comple[ 
and very theoretical. They are illustrations of what cognitive critics are interested 

in: how the mind “understands” the poem through repetition rather than just 

counting or enumerating the repetitions. My intention has been to demonstrate 

that the application of tools used by Tsur and others illuminate “meaning, affect, 

perceived Tualities and versification´ �7sur and 6ovran ���� in 3inter¶s poem 
³'eath.´ %ut 7sur and the poetics of coJnition are a potentially helpful tool rather 
than 7+( tool to understand 3inter¶s poem.

To conclude, I have primarily been concerned with my reactions as a reader, 

as a critic, and as an enthusiastic admirer of 3inter¶s poetry, to a sinJle poem of his. 
This presentation has, to repeat, used a few of the tools of analysis suggested by 

7sur in his work. 
Reading through the special issue ofthe journal Style in the fall of 2014, 

devoted to the subject of “Cognitive Literary Study: Second Generation 

Approaches,´ , was struck by some observations that are particularly pertinent 
to what has been said. ,n their ³,ntroduction: What is the µ6econd *eneration,¶´ 
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.arin .ukkonen and Marco &aracciolo write ³as second�Jeneration approaches 
to >coJnitive@ literary study develop, they will also need to ¿nd ways to address 
the embodied enJaJements of poetry � in particular with respect to the study of 
rhythm and meter�´ �����. , take it that 7sur¶s work belonJs to the ¿rst Jeneration 
of coJnitive literary study. %y ³embodied,´ , read them to mean those patterns 
inherent in the poem and in the reader¶s minds ² the second is much more 
comple[ to determine than the ¿rst. 7hus, for instance, to take two instances, if a 
poet chooses to use a sonnet form, then the assumption is that the poet is aware 

of the rules of enJaJement �the embodied enJaJements, �� lines, for instance� 
with the sonnet, and I suppose, by implication the reader is too or the reader will 

learn these rules of enJaJement. With free verse forms in 3inter¶s case, there is no 
necessity to have a “combination of a regular metrical pattern and a consistent line 

lenJth´ �&ooper ����.
Another passaJe that struck me occurred in the e[cellent review essay in 

the fall 2014 issue of Style by 6hanJ %iwu. ,n his ³&oJnitive /iterary 6cience: 
'evelopments and 3erspectives,´ %iwu draws attention to the diverse nature of 
cognitive literary criticism. He notes in one of the collections he assesses, Cognitive 

Literary Studies: Current Themes and New Directions, the “attempt to explore the 

coJnitive processes of the syllable countinJ in metrical poetry and >the suJJestion@ 
that there are connections between the mental abilities involved in language, 

metrical verse, and music´ �����. 6uch observations draw attention to areas as yet 
insuf¿ciently e[plored ² the connections between lanJuaJe, metrical verse, music 
and mental “abilities.” Clearly such observations have relevance to perceptions of 

3inter¶s poem.
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core. Through the burial practice and epitaphic writing social bonds are created 

and individuals Moined. ,n ³7he Old &umberland %eJJar,´ the old beJJar is a kind 
of ghost, neither living nor dead; neither “properly” excluded nor incorporated in 
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and create her tales during which they constantly experience their togetherness in 

the community. 
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MourninJ and loss in Wordsworth¶s communityisthe object of a collective 

representation in which individuals relate to each other. The fundamental source of 

social cohesion for him is neither the economic interdependence nor the virtuous 

feeling nor the action per se but rather the shared mourning of the loss. In this 

essay I will analyze how in Wordsworth a community integrates the loss of the 

seeminJly or actually dead into the community¶s natural and social surroundinJs 
without reduction of their difference by analyzing “Essays upon Epitaphs,” 

³7he Old &umberland %eJJar,´ and ³7he 7horn.” For Wordsworth people in the 

community produce the discourses that would include and represent the loss of the 

dead without letting it be fully absorbed in the community. An analysis of how he 

mediates death and loss should provide us with the means to figure out how the 

notion of community functions in Wordsworth¶s thouJht, and where it ouJht to be 
located. 

Wordsworth frequently introduces seemingly or actually dead figures in 

his poetry: the boy of Winander, the blind beggar, the drowned man, and the 

discharged soldier, to cite some examples in The Prelude. Hefrequently draws on 

a metaphysical absence or loss to show how a community is often built upon death 

and suffering. “Essays upon Epitaphs” gives a very good picture of how the notion 

of community functions in Wordsworth¶s thouJhtin relation to death. +e opens 
his “Essays”by devoting several pages to a consideration of burial practices from 

ancient time to the present. %urial and memorials of the dead were the earliest 
forms and an important part of ancient social practice. Wordsworth, quoting 

&amden, invokes the central place of burial in the constitution of community: 
³1ever any neJlected burial but some savaJe nations´ �PW �: ���. What he 
implies is that the body of the deceased in civil society is not like the carcass of 
some animal but must be respected as a human being. Each society has its own 

peculiar way of burying and respecting the dead. According to Wordsworth, there 

isa twofold desire of burial custom: “first, to guard the remains of the deceased 

from irreverent approach or from savage violation: and, secondly to preserve 

their memory.”
1
Almost all the nations express the fact of death by a proper burial 

not only for reasons of hygiene but for honoring and remembering a deceased 

person. The respect for and memorial of the dead assume, Wordsworth argues, 

that some part of our nature is imperishable. The burial practice rests on the belief 

in immorality: “without the consciousness of a principle of immortality in the 

human soul, Man could never have had awakened in him the desire to live in the 
remembrance of his fellows: mere love or the yearninJ of kind towards kind, could 
not have produced it´ �PW �: ���. ,f we do not have an intimation or assurance of 
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immortality within us, there would be no wish to be remembered by our friends 

or kindred after death� thus, no burial practice that demands its proper place and 
a proper burial, and ¿nally no constitution of the ideal community based on death 
and suffering. 

How and where individuals bury the dead are determined by socio-cultural 

considerations.The particular mode of burying and commemorating the dead, 

which varies from one culture to another, represents a particular character of one¶s 
society, creating a symbolic tie between living and dead,as Michele Turner Sharp 

observes, “the return of the body to its proper place, giving it a proper burial, 

Jrounds the constitution of the ideal community´ ��������. ,n order to point out 
the places where their dead are interred, the Jrave was marked with certain e[ternal 
items as sticks and rocks. With the development of written lanJuaJe, epitaphic 
writing became the most efficient way to bury the dead and to memorialize the 

deceased.“As soon as nations had learned the use of letters, epitaphs were inscribed 

upon these monuments: in order that their intention might be more surely and 

adeTuately ful¿lled´ �PW �: ���. 6ince epitaphic writinJ was developed out of the 
need to point out the burial place, it is not essentially different from the rude sticks 
and rocks and mounds of earth. 7he well�wrouJht epitaph is a kind of fundamental 
glue in society for the maintenance of social structure. In consistent with epitaphic 

writinJ, Wordsworth discusses the ¿Jure of personi¿cation, or prosopopoeia. 7he 
passersby readinJ the epitaph are most likely to contemplate their ultimate death� 
the corpse becomes an imaJe of what they will become. 7he epitaph asks them 
to remember the dead and to recoJni]e their inevitable death: it makes them see 
themselves as double, though incomplete, of the dead. As Debra Fried argues, 

³5emember me>the dead@´ means, in part, ³repeat me´ �����. 
7he burial practice and the epitaphare a key to producinJ and enforcinJ 

identity of ideali]ed community that Wordsworth¶s ³(ssays´ intends. Wordsworth 
conceives of his community being substantially dependent upon a coherent practice 

of burial and epitaphic writing, which stitch together the symbolic strands of 

community into a siJni¿cant whole, the chain of elements now makinJ up cultural 
identity. %y the side of the Jrave, he says:

We suffer and we weep with the same heart: we love and are anxious for 

one another in one spirit� our hopes look to the same Tuarter� and the virtues 
by which we are all to be furthered and supported, as patience, meekness, 
good-will, justice, temperance, and temperate desires, are in an equal 

degree the concern of us all. Let an Epitaph, then, contain at least these 
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acknowledJements to our common nature. �PW �:���

The death and ritual in the community forms a useful filter through which 

fundamental traits of a given community come into focus.Wordsworth argues that 

identity of community is here as a µcommunion¶ which can only be based upon 
mourning of death. If one feels he belongs to a community, it cannot be because 

he has a face�to�face relation with its dead. And yet there is an undeniable µreality¶ 
in this imagined communion. Community is conceived because, regardless of the 

actual inequality that may prevail in each in life, the grave “gathers all human 

beinJs to itself, and eTuali]es the lofty and the low´ �PW �:���. 7hrouJh burial 
practice and epitaph, community is conceived as a deep, horizontal comradeship. 

Community emerges through people conceiving themselves to be part of a 

collectivity as communally bound. 

The rural community to Wordsworth seems the sort of idealized community 

that unites the livinJ and the dead: it is the site par e[cellence for the livinJ¶s 
relation to death and loss. Neither too close nor too far, the rural community might 

ideally provide the livinJ with a healthful and bene¿cent relation to the dead. 7he 
impression of death must be counterbalanced not only by the belief in immortality 

but also by a proper distance from the inhabitants of large towns and cities. 

The dead in the rural community is thus at a proper remove from the injurious 

effects on the living. The rural community thus not only involves territorial and 

geographic boundaries, but also possesses an emotional, spiritual and cultural 

basis. Wordsworth prefers among the rural community a village church-yard for the 

grave of the dead that is “lying as it does in the lap of Nature” and “most favorably 

contrasted with that of a town crowded population´ �PW �: ���. 7he dead are 
deposited in close connection with the community¶s site of worship upon the most 
serious and solemn affections of the human mind. Wordsworth describes the village 

church-yard rich in color:

The sensations of pious cheerfulness, which attend the celebration of the 

6abbath�day in rural places, are pro¿tably chastised by the siJht of the Jraves 
of kindred and friends, Jathered toJether in that Jeneral home towards which 
the thoughtful yet happy spectators themselves are journeying. Hence a 

parish-church, in the stillness of the country, is a visible centreof a community 

of the living and the dead; a point to which are habitually referred the nearest 

concerns of both. �PW �: ������
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The village church-yard is the ideal place for the burial of the dead, because both 

in cities and villages, it combines the place of burial and place of worship and 

successfully mediates death and the loss: it provides its visitors with the site in 

which they are most likely to contemplate their ultimate spiritual destination as 
well as personal or social sorrow and admiration, and to worship upon time and 

eternity. The church-yard situates the dead in the proper place with the proper 

burial,being neither fully present nor fully absent and belonging to a domain which 

allows the dead with and within the living. Wordsworth tries to present the rural 

community,best e[empli¿ed in the villaJe church�yard, as the most proper place for 
the dead and universalizes itas a core of identity of community between living and 

dead. The grave in rural community is “the joint offspring of the worth of the dead 

and the affections of the livinJ´ �PW �: ���. ,t visibly presents the ³strenJth and 
sanctity of these feelings which persons in humble stations of society connect with 

their departed friends and kindred´ �PW �: ���. %urial within the rural community 
effectively promotes the communion between living and dead. Those feelings of 

attachment come from the inhabitants¶ desire for their body to return to their proper 
place of burial. The individuals are bound together by imaginative togetherness 

with their forefathers:“Strong and unconquerable still continues to be the desire 

of all, that their bones should rest by the side of their forefathers, and very poor 

persons should provide that their bodies should be conveyed if necessary to a great 

distance to obtain the last satisfaction´ �PW �: ���. 7hose feelinJs of belonJinJ 
to the community forJe the social, psycholoJical and affective�sentimental link 
among individuals. 

Wordsworth admits that the commonality is never fully communicated or 

made present.,n ³We are 6even,´ for e[ample, a rustic child¶s stubborn refusal to 
distinguish between living and dead in her family also serves to demonstrate the 

fundamental relation of the living to the dead. The narrator, however, is uneasy 

at her refusal as thouJh beinJ too close to the dead would make his enliJhtened 
understanding of community fall apart. The proper distance from death is necessary 

for keepinJ the livinJ and the dead toJether. While Wordsworth tries to imaJine a 
cultural nexus in the grave around which various forces of community can congeal 

to constitute the ideal community, he also offers irresolvable difference between 

living and dead behind such a nexus. His assumption of a communal identity 

does not fall into a communal essentialism; his turn to burial, epigraph, the rural 

community contains ambivalent struggle between his efforts at cultural unity and 

the irreducible difference of the livinJ from the dead. Wordsworth¶s ambivalent 
relation to death is well illustrated in his reverie:
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I have been roused from this reverie by a consciousness suddenly flashing 

upon me, of the anxieties, the perturbations, and in many instances, the vices 

and rancorous dispositions, by which the hearts of those who lie under so 

smooth a surface and so fair an outside have been agitated. The image of an 

unrufÀed sea has still remained� but my fancy has penetrated into the depths 
of that sea, ² with accompanyinJ thouJhts of shipwreck, of the destruction of 
the mariner¶s hopes, the bones of drowned men heaped toJether, monsters of 
the deep, and all the hideous and confused sights which Clearence saw in his 

dream. �3W �: ���

-ust as the smooth surface of the sea hides the shipwreck and the heaps of drowned 
men¶s bones, so does the sheltered interior of the tombcontain the horrible face 
of death that has the state of radical indeterminacy. The indeterminacy of death 

makes its absolute burial and mourninJ impossible: the Jhostly voices hoverover 
any burial and resolution of mourning. While building the communal identity upon 

death and burial, Wordsworth are keenly aware of the impossibility of eliminatinJ 
the ghostly domain between living and dead, real and ideal, history and myth. His 

reverie not only invokes the power of deathin constitution of community but also 
conjures up the indeterminable horizon that cannot be reduced to any identity. 

While community may bethreatened from within by a ghostly voice, the poet 

cannot exorcise it, because the voice does not have a determinate ontological status 

belonJinJ toan utterly unknown domain without beinJ closed in upon itself, and it 
is also because this would be to destroy the magic of constituting community itself. 

7he ¿Jure of the old beJJar in ³7he Old &umberland %eJJar´ Jives a vivid 
illustration of the dead within the living. His decrepitude is too extreme to apply 

only to one already dead. The old man has endured so long that it no longer pains 

him. +e is a kind of Jhost e[istinJ between livinJ and dead, neither fully present 
nor fully absent in the community. As an inassimilable being, he has no proper 

place within the community and yet stitches the members of the community into a 

siJni¿cant whole. ,n order to stress the in�between state of the beJJar, Wordsworth 
carefully describes the beggar and the surrounding about him. The poet details the 

beJJar¶s meal, his seat by the road, the small birds that scavenJe for crumbles. 
What is strikinJ about his presentation of the openinJ stan]a is that the beJJar 
appears to straddle between an animal state and a ruined piece of nature. His 

seat, ³a low structure of rude masonry � %uilt at the foot of a huJe hill´2 
— that 

is, near a human construct and a natural feature, suggests his state between the 
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natural world and the human villaJe. 7he combination of landmarks in order and 
disorder also emphasi]es the old beJJar¶s in�between state. 7he second stone step 
of old masonryupon which he sits is a well�ordered restinJ place. <et his food he 
scanned seriously in ³idle computations´³scattered from his palsied hand´ �l. ���. 
Wordsworth¶s careful description of the old beJJar serves a function for locatinJ 
the beggar within and without the community. 

The beggar is isolated from the community and yet undeniably belongs to it. 

At ¿rst siJht the old man seems to be an isolated ¿Jure: ³6urrounded by those wild 
unpeopled hills, � +e sat, and ate his food in solitude´ �ll. ������. %ut he is a part 
of the community and connected to the villagers — village dames, the post-boy, 

the girl who tends the toll-gate, and the villagers who live nearby. As the beggar 

proceeds on his walk, he creates the act of mild but habitual charity in those around 
him. Each of the villagers, performing certain act for him, recalls the common 

link of feelinJ of these acts. 7hat the act of charity takes place alonJ the road is of 
importance, because the path is the common space of the community in which the 

villagers participate in the regular social practices, as Nayar points out:

WalkinJ by members of a community constitutes a social practice throuJh 
which the land or path becomes a common space. Thus the community is 

concerned about the paths available for walkinJ, the nature of the walkers 
�whether they are vaJrants or criminals�, and the conventions of walkinJ 
�makinJ way for the carriaJes of lords, for e[ample, or tollJates where one 
stops�. 7he social practice of walkinJ is different for different people. ����

7he old man walkinJ alonJ the road brinJs into beinJ the moral relation amonJ 
the villaJers: the horseman lodJes a coin safely ³Within the old Man¶s hat´ �l. 
���� the Jirl ³lifts the latch for him that he may pass´ �l. ���� the post�boy,harried 
with business, shouts to him from behind, but if the old man doesn¶t hear,turns his 
carriaJe ³with less noisy wheels to the roadside´ �l. ���. 7he villaJers incorporate 
the beggar in their lives by doing certain things for him. His extreme decrepitude 

calls forth the benevolence of others, and “his incorporation in the lives of other 

people humani]es the life of a community´ �%romwich ����. Wordsworth describes 
the good of the moral relations that the beggar brings into being for the villagers: 

While from door to door,

This old Man creeps, the villagers in him

%ehold a record which toJether binds
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3ast deeds and of¿ces of charity
(lse unremembered. . . �ll. ������

7he beJJar¶s sorry lot prompts the charity of the villaJers around him: ³the old 
man¶s e[cessive sufferinJ can transform the Ja]e >of the villaJers@ from a hostile 
to a benevolent presence´ �&ollinJs ����. %ut he is not only an obMect of charity. 
7he old man is also a livinJ memorial to that kindness. +e endows it with a human 
faceand connects his benefactors with their own better selves long past, and with 

one another.

7he common link also is that the beJJar disrupts and reforms the villaJers¶ 
routines. As he proceeds along the road, he stops a succession of the villagers in 

their tracks or diverts them from their tasks. 7he beJJar interrupts the villaJer¶s 
labor and daily schedules to form an unintended routine of charity: the horseman 

does not toss the beJJar a coin, but stops, to make sure the alms are lodJed safely 
in the man¶s hat� the tollJate Jirl stops her spinninJand lifts the latch for him to 
pass; the post-boy slows down his horses and passes him on the roadside in order 

to avoid disturbinJ the man. Wordsworth defends the beJJar¶s worth, however, not 
for an economy of mutually bene¿cial e[chanJe� he repels every moral pretension 
of those who refer all conduct to a principle of economic utility. In fact, the beggar 

never returns thanks for his benefactors or pronounces blessinJ upon the heads 
of his benefactors. 7he common link of feelinJ that binds toJether the acts of the 
villagers does not come from the feelings that can be read into the beggar; rather 

it is not only from temporal interruption of a circular economy, of reciprocation 

and reappropriation, of generosity and gratitude. The old man ignores the social 

conventions that hold society together.

7he ultimate factor by which the beJJar causes the disturbance is the villaJers¶ 
and the narrator¶s inaccessibility to the old man¶s feelinJs. We don¶t know what is 
JoinJ on in the man¶s mind.7he man is so stooped, and his eyes travel the Jround 
at the same slow pace of his walk, seeinJ one little span of earth for a moment. One 
cannot be sure howbadly he has a problem with his hearing which may be as bad as 

his eyes. 6uch an in¿rm man miJht not be able to hear. 7he possibility is implied 
when Wordsworth describes experiences that would be a blessing for the beggar in 

comparison to beinJ pent up in a workhouse that would utterly drain him by ³7hose 
life�consuminJ sounds >of machinery and labor@ that cloJ the air´ �l. ����: 

Let him be free of mountain solitudes,

And have around him, whether heard or not,
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The pleasant melody of woodland birds.

)ew are his pleasures. . . �ll. �������:myemphasis�

Even as the poet wishes the beggar willhave some pleasure as he listens to the 

“melody of woodland birds,”he reminds us that the old man might not be able to 

hear it. ,n addition to our inaccessibility to the old man¶s mind due to his in¿rm 
eyes and hearings, we are not sure that the beggar has been or will be happy 

because of his exposure to winter winds. His endurance of winter winds could be 

summed up either as sufferinJ or as pleasure. 7he poet¶s wish may have nothinJ to 
do with the old man¶s e[perience of himself. 7houJh the man is a familiar ¿Jure 
to the poet and the villaJers, there e[ists a distance that cannot ¿nd a solidbridJe 
between them. The feelings generated in relation to the old man begin and end 

in speculationwhile the beJJar¶s feelinJs remain indecipherable. As -oshua .inJ 
arJues, ³the Tuality of feelinJ Jenerated by the beJJar¶s description is important 
not for any revelation of the beJJar¶s own feelinJs´ but ³for the way it can turn 
the beJJar and his inscrutability into a provocative obstacle´ ����. We confront the 
impossibility of imagining themselves into his feelings and thoughts. 

The beggar belongs to nowhere. He is outside the community possessing 

nothing but the spot of earth he sees; hedoes not participate in the regular spatial 

practices; he ignores the social conventions of sympathy that expects gratitude for 

charity. Outside the community, however, the old man binds its members together 

as he walks alonJ the common land or path. As the villaJers do for him some act 
of charity, theyfeel they belong to the same moral community. The beggar vividly 

recalls their own peculiar link in the community, buildinJ their charity up as an 
assurance of a moral relation. In the old beggar as an entity between living and 

dead, Wordsworth envisions a uni¿ed community and fundamental Jlue for keepinJ 
social structure: the ghostly beggar creating both community and individual bound. 

,n ³7he 7horn´ Martha 5ay¶s Jrief attracts around her a community of 
voyeurs and gossips, producing social cohesion. The discourses of the villagers 

and the narrator are insuf¿cient and interminable to interpret and ¿[ her Jrief, ever 
recountinJ her repeated cries of ³O misery� Oh misery�´3 

Obsessed by her grief and 

suffering of Martha Ray, the narrator responds to the mystery in insistentstruggles 

to measure and dissect its uncertainty throughout the poem. He desires to express 

the eniJma of her misery, ¿[inJ the real of the mysterious e[cess that constantly 
displaces his desire and representation. +is repetitive mind circles back to a sinJle, 
Jrave�shaped plot associated with Martha¶s child. 

Inhis struggles to control and stabilize the haunting spot, the narrator reduces 
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it to mathematical order and positive fact. %eJinninJ with a brute and concrete fact 
² ³7here is a thorn´ in the ¿rst stan]a, he measures the thornin the third stan]a 
in absurd precision: ³1ot hiJher than a two�years¶ child � ,t stands erect this aJed 
thorn´ �ll. ����. As he leads us from the thorn to a neiJhborinJ pond, and to a hill of 
moss, his concern with measurement becomes obsessive. 7he thorn is ³¿ve yard´ 
from the path,” and “to the left, three yards beyond” is the pond. He proceeds to 

measure it ³from side to side´ �l. ���: ³¶7is three feet lonJ and two feet wide´ �l. 
���. 7he narrator turns to numbers to resolve the eniJmatic nature of the mystery to 
determine whether it is a proper si]e for an infant¶s Jrave. 7he telescope he carries 
to the mountaintop functions as a symbol of his obsession with clear and distinct 

evidence as well as with his curiosity of the voyeur. He conducts his telescopic 

observation to divide and analyze the thorn, pond and mossy hill, and to avoid 

all those causes of error, however minute. His observation reads, interprets, and 

translates the mysterious spots into an object of uncritical positivism. He then tells 

us about Martha Ray who often goes to the spot on that mountain top and weeps 

to herself cryinJ ³Oh misery� Oh misery�´ ,n order to identify her, the narrator 
even said what he knows previously about this women¶s life concerninJ her 
abandonment, her pregnancy, and her madness. 

Despite his repeated attempts to fix the thorn, pond, hill of moss in a 

conceptual order, and despite his lonJ recount of Martha¶s life, the narrator imbues 
a tale of local superstitions with his own perspective, imagination and obsession. 

His mind describes the concrete landscape immediately personifying it. Even at 

the beJinninJ the thorn looks so old and Jray, like a human beinJ,and struJJles 
to reach the height of a two-year-old child againstthe moss that is pulling it to the 

ground. His obsessive curiosity transforms what he sees into what he craves to 

see. 7he narrator¶s ¿rst mention of ³infant´ remains ¿Jurative. ,n describinJ the 
³heap of earth o¶erJrown with moss´ �l. ���, the narrator makes it clear that it is 
³like an infant¶s Jrave in si]e´ �l. ���. 7he mound is similar to, but different from 
an infant¶s Jrave. After reiteratinJ his crucial meetinJ with Martha 5ay, however, 
the fiJurative ³infant´ becomes literal. +e says that he sees Martha¶s face close 
and hears her cry, ³Oh woe is me� Oh misery�´(ncouraJed by his own testimony, 
he admits the rumors about Martha and transforms the fundamental object of his 

obsession into an undeniable fact:³,¶ve heard the scarlet moss is red � With drops 
of that poor infant¶s blood´ �ll. ��������. 7he ³infant´ beJins to refer to a speci¿c 
child.7houJh cautious �³,¶ve hear´�, he attempts to represent the spot not as an 
eniJmatic place but as a crime scene of Martha¶s murder of her child. 7he fantasy 
of this crime is intensi¿ed by a kind of lookinJ into the pond where onecansee the 
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baby¶s face lookinJ back. 
At the most triumphal moment, the narrator suddenly shies away from the 

compulsive center of his interest: ³%ut kill a new�born infant thus� , do not think 
she could´ �ll. ��������. +e is reluctant to come to the core of his own fantasy. 
As a faithful observer, the narrator circles his attention back to the mysterious 
spot ¿ve times, and relentlessly narrows his focus on it. <et Must before he is about 
to encounter what he wants to see, he suddenly keeps away from the conclusion 
his desire may inevitably arrive at. His inability to face his own desire is already 

symboli]ed by his ÀiJht from Martha at their ¿rst meetinJ. ,t is the day when the 
visibility is wretched: “A storm came on, and I could see / No object higher than 

my knee´ �ll. �������. ,nstead of the MuttinJ craJ he thinks he sees, he finds ³A 
woman seated on the ground.”When Martha suddenly appears close before him, he 

Àees:

, did not speak ² , saw her face, 
+er face it was enouJh for me. �ll. ��������

As the narrator avoidsbeing face to face with her, he immediately denies the 

possibility of her killinJ her own child. 'espite all the implication that he has 
literally measured the spot and that he meets her grief head on himself, he suddenly 

turns to the villaJe Jossip to hear a ¿rm fact of her. 1ow he seems stuck ³between 
disclaiminJ firm knowledJe and thirstinJ for it´ �+artman ����. While wishinJ 
to have a fixed object, he evades everything that might satisfy it. He repeatedly 

displaces his desire to keep it JoinJ, only for its own sake. +is desire e[ists in 
the movement from one meaning to another in its perpetual deferral. His repeated 

referral to the mysterious spot constantly gives shape to his fantastic surmising. 

While Wordsworth observes in his ³1ote to µ7he 7horn¶´ how ³the mind lu[uriates 
in therepetition of words which appear successfully to communicate its feeling” 

�PW �: ����, repetition here produces the obMect of his obsession: his obsessive 
repetition desiJnates and shapes his fantasy around Martha¶s mourninJ and loss. 

The desire for the narrator is a desire for another meaning, constantly slipping 

form one meaning to the next. This does not mean that his desire can be simply 

reduced yearninJ or pininJ for somethinJ inassimilable: it is not to have the ¿nal 
meaning but to produce another meaning. We are left, at the end of the poem, with 

the repetition of the mystery the narrator describes again and again: the thorn, the 

pond, the mossy hill, and Martha cryinJ, ³Oh woe is me� Oh misery�´+is continual 
return to the mysterious spot and repeated recount of it can be seen as an attempt to 
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move his desire on and on. The objects of his obsession represent the inscape of his 

mind. As 6tephen Ma[¿eld 3arrish arJues, the events of the poem are unimportant 
³e[cept >that@ they reflect the workinJ of the narrator¶s imaJination´ �����. 7he 
perception of the thorn, the pond, and the mossy hill shifts through the repeated 

retelling of his tale.The thorn is impersonated as Martha and becomes closely the 

symbol-laden scene in her absence. She, personifying his own anxious passion, 

remains a personification rather than a person. As Jerome Christensen explicitly 

points out, ³she is herself a ¿Jure of passion and propaJation´ �����.+erattributes 
he gives us are so dominated by her grief and suffering without which there seems 

to be no way to identify her; she merely gives a face to an inassimilable obstacle 

of her passion. While the narrator attempts to represent her by a developing and 

exploratory description toward her, he perpetually displaces her and revolves 

around an ine[plicable siJh or cry. Martha¶s body is possessed by the power of 
endless weepinJ and her cry ³Oh misery� Oh misery�´What matters to himis not 
her grief itself, but his retelling of it and the process of translating the suffering into 

tale, even if the tale is only a representation of her mourning. The thorn, the pond, 

the mossy hill, and Martha¶s cry are taken up only on the basis of their value as his 
tale.  

7he narrator¶s tale is, however, only one of many different versions circulatinJ 
around the village. Though he has only recently arrived in this“village or country 

town of which he was not a native´ �PW �: ����, and thouJh he may be more prone 
to believe local superstitions, his account of Martha and his related tale are not 

much different from village gossip. Attempting to answer to a series of questions 

concerning the thorn, the pond, the hill of moss, he admits that he cannot answer 

them, but immediately proceeds to rely on the opinions of the other villaJers �6ome 
say>l. ���@« %ut all and each aJree>l. ���@« 6ome say>l. ���@« some had sworn 
an oath>l. ���@�. 7he incidents took place ³some two and twenty´ �l. ���� years aJo 
and it was lonJ before he came to the villaJe, the narrator¶s taleis in concordance 
with the villaJers¶. 9illaJe Jossip and recollection about Martha are dependent 
upon her inexplicable grief, hauntingand hovering over the village and the 

community. Stumbling over the enigma of her suffering, the community repeatedly 

returns to the site of her grief and attempts to interpret and translate its limit into 

another gossip. The circulation or creation of the gossip binds the community 

toJether around its limit, sustaininJ the communal core. ,n a sense Martha¶s 
sufferinJ ³e[ists for others´ �)osso ����. 7he community functions well, however, 
so long as the limit is veiled from the villagers. It is no wonder that some villagers, 

who averred that Martha should be brought to “public justice,” stop their search 
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for the child¶s bone when ³the beauteous hill of moss � %efore their eyes beJan to 
stir´ �l. �������. Martha¶s sufferinJ cannot and should not be fully known to them, 
since the community is organized by her interminable mourning and sustained 

by its constant circulation and creation of the gossip about her. Thus, despite its 

unreliability, the village gossip of her suffering binds together the community 

experienced together by the villagers in their separation from the mystery of her 

suffering. 

Wordsworth¶s community is built on mourninJ and loss that binds toJether 
the community experienced together by its members who constantly incorporates 

the loss without reduction of its enigma.In the Essays upon Epitaphs, Wordsworth 

treats the inherent communitarian value of the grave and the epitaph that binds 

toJether the livinJ and the dead and that makes up the society¶s encircled core.
Through the burial practice and epitaphic writing social bonds are created and 

individuals Moined. ,n ³7he Old &umberland %eJJar,´the old beJJaris a kind of 
ghost neither living nor dead; neither “properly” excluded nor incorporated in 

the community. He is constantly re-examined and re-interpreted by the villagers; 

observing the beggarleads them to a greater understanding of the self. Outside the 

community the beggar becomes a bond of compassion that binds all villagers and 

forJes social cohesion.Martha 5ay¶s sufferinJ in ³7he 7horn´ also stitches toJether 
the community that is held in the grip of voyeurs and gossips. The narrator and 

the villaJers repeatedly circle back to the eniJma of her Jrief. 7hey transmit and 
create her tales during which they constantlyexperience their togetherness in the 

community. 

Notes

1. William Wordsworth. “Essays Upon Epitaphs.”The Prose Works of William Wordsworth.Ed. 

W. -. %. Owen and -ane WorthinJton 6myser.� vols. 1ew <ork: O[ford 83, ����: �: ��, which is 

hereafter cited as PW.

�. William Wordsworth. ³7he Old &umberland %eJJar.´The Poetical Works of William 

Wordsworth.Ed. Ernest de Selincourt and Helen Darbishire. 5 vols. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 

1949: 5: 3-4.

3. William Wordsworth. “The Thorn.”The Poetical Works of William Wordsworth.Ed. Ernest de 

Selincourt and Helen Darbishire. 5 vols. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1949: 2: 252. 
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1. De Mannian Modernity and Modernist Temporal Impasse

“Literature has always been essentially modern” — this provocative statement 

of 3aul de Man haunts like a Jhost his essay ³/iterary +istory and /iterary 
Modernity,´ brinJinJ into focus literature¶s ³desire to wipe out whatever came 
earlier´ and to possess ³a true present, a point of oriJin that marks a new 
departure´ �����. +owever, it should be taken with a Jrain of salt: it is not so 
much a statement per se as an aporia in literary studies since his assertive tone is 

immediately compromised by the ambiguity that permeates the essay in putting 

forward hypotheses and casting doubt on them. While associating literature with an 

³unmediated, free act that knows no past,´ de Man complicates such association by 
pointing to the “ambivalence of writing”: writing is not only an “act” but also an 

³interpretative process´ that can never coincide with the act it interprets ��������. 
7his temporal rupture is at the heart of de Man¶s critical insiJht, but it is insiJhtful 
as lonJ as �and because� it is always pitted aJainst a strenuous but hopeless effort to 
accomplish a temporal rapport in the form of “a true present”: “Modernity invests 

its trust in the power of the present moment as an origin, but discovers that, in 

severing itself from the past, it has at the same time severed itself from the present” 

�����.
As de Man elucidates this parado[ of the �im�possibility of beinJ modern 

throuJh %audelaire¶s ideas of ³représentation du présent” and “mémoire du 

présent” that combine the repetitive with the instantaneous, such paradoxical 

temporality is what characteri]es modernists¶ notion of time. ,n the wake of the 
postwar cultural crisis, modernists, devastated by spiritual hollowness and bereft 

of a reliable inheritance, were squarely confronted with the pressing question of 

how and what they were to write. Many modernists opted for escapinJ the con¿nes 
of the world they inherited by constructing a formal replacement of that world as 

embodied in -oyce¶s 'ublin, Woolf¶s %loomsbury, )aulkner¶s <oknapatawpha, 
3roust¶s &ombray and so on. +owever, this imperative is immediately shadowed 
by the anxiety that the repressed and seemingly forgotten world always returns to 

gnaw at its brilliant replacement no matter how much it is repressed. It is this “return 

of the repressed” that results in the double bind of modernism — a compulsion to 

transcend the past and its concomitant treachery. While modernists has sought to 

enact a break with the dead past, it continues to retain its hauntinJ power. As shown 
in the )aulknerian ine[orable forces of traJedy of shuttlinJ between attemptinJ to 
transcend the past and being condemned to repeat it, modernist time is inextricably 

tied to the essential contradiction between a rejection of the past and the fated 
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repetition of the past already inherent in that rejection.

7his double bind of modernism, always locked in the constant movement 
between the e[tremes of sheer repetition and ³makinJ it new,´ Jenerates the -anus�
faced temporality, which trade in the eternal and the ephemeral or the changeless 

and the contingent. Such duality of modernist temporality, for example, is true of 

7. 6. (liot¶s poetic practices. 7he pre�modern in his poetry represented by )isher 
.inJs and fertility cults, and the classic order in his prose are not only stealthily at 
work convertinJ all that seems to be solid but never fails to melt into air �j la .arl 
Mar[� into archetypal truths but also e[emplify the modernist temporality in which 
modernists are seen ³movinJ backwards into a future.´ ,n other words, modernists, 
castinJ a backward Jlance to the primordial while lured into an avant�Jarde future, 
are troubled by the sense of unresolvable temporal impasse and are, accordingly, 

coerced into questioning what “renewing” or “creativity” really means.      

2. “Belatedness” in Yeatsian Poetics

Yeats and Afterwords ������ is a recent noticeable contribution to <eats studies. As 
its two editors, Marjorie Howes and Joseph Valente, explain in their introduction, 

it brinJs into sharp relief ³W. %. <eats¶s powerful, multilayered sense of cultural 
belatedness as part of his comple[ literary method´ ��, emphasis mine�. 6tructured 
by the divide of three tenses such as “past-pastness,” “present-pastness,” and 

³future�pastness´ ���, the volume e[plores how <eats enJaJes time throuJh the lens 
of the “pastness” that modifies each tense by the hyphenated temporal distance. 

7he collection¶s achievement lies in its success in securinJ a key with which to 
unlock the door to understandinJ how revivalism plays a vital role in all of <eats¶s 
enJaJement with time. ,f one of the knotty problems in <eats scholarship is to 
bridge the gap between the two contesting chapters of his career, the so-called 

Celtic Twilight phase in his early career and the relatively traditional, authoritarian 

late period, the collection¶s primary arJument that the ,rish 5evival is at the heart 
of <eatsian poetics as an ever�endurinJ subte[t for creatinJ ³a vibrant future for 
,reland by resuscitatinJ the past´ ��� sheds liJht on the traMectory of his evolvinJ 
poetic engagements:

>7@he broad based cultural renaissance for which <eats was a symbol, 
spokesman, and literary architect took up the ,rish past not as a nostalJic lost 
origin, but as a reality that persisted, in suppressed or marginalized forms, 

in the ongoing Irish present and could, accordingly, provide a renovated 

cultural foundation on which to build the ,rish future. As be¿ts those enJaJed 
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in a decolonizing enterprise, the revivalists tended to cherish the indigenous 

potential rather than the antiquity of “hidden Ireland,” the contemporary 

urgency rather than the lost-ness of the objects they sought to recover. It is 

therefore at once curious and tellinJ that, while the apparently backward 
Jlance of his own literary movement remained forward lookinJ, <eats 
eventually came to identify his literary circle with a re-”visionary company” 

who were of �and looked to� a byJone era. Whereas the ,rish 5evival instanced 
a kind of reverse vanJuardism, its leader did not so much suffer as embrace a 
doubly reinforced belatedness in their name. ���

What is tellinJ here is that ³the sense of fatal belatedness´ as ³<eats¶s true muse´ 
��� constitutes a uniTue <eatsian temporality that places <eats in both ,rish and 
modernist tradition. Irish literature bears a certain “relatedness” in the sense 

that one of its tendencies is to revisit a broken tradition and to rewrite the past. 
Occupying a liminal space where language confronts the “ineffable” such as 

memory of the lost origin, absence, the spectral, its temporality is fashioned in 

the way that the rhythms of myth, fairy tales, otherworld journeys, and the elegiac 

are juxtaposed with the violent interruption of the new and the disruptive. Such 

temporality is directly related to <eatsian poetics that tends ³to move forward and 

backward simultaneously, into a future´ �Yeats and Afterwords 7, emphasis in 

oriJinal� and, by the same token, to the modernist temporality set in motion in the 
form of movinJ backwards into a future rather than movinJ backwards into the 
past or moving forwards into a future. It is precisely at this point that the modernist 

temporality as belated reinvention of the archaic and the classical order meets 

up with the <eatsian belatedness deeply rooted in the ,rish literary tradition. ,n 
what follows, I will examine with a focus on “Easter 1916” what constitutes an 

interpretive lens of <eatsian temporality and how such a lens maps <eats¶s poetry 
in ways that differs, if not crucially, from other readings of the poem.

3. Engaging Yeatsian Temporality in “Easter 1916”

One of <eats¶s most well�known poems from the middle years of his career 
approximately in the first two decades of the twentieth century, “Easter 1916” 

commemorates the Easter Rising of April 24, 1916. Under the leadership of the 

Military &ouncil of the ,rish 5epublican %rotherhood, about ���� members rose 
against the colonial rule of England to proclaim the independent Irish republic 

while the 8nited .inJdom was heavily enJaJed in World War ,. 7he risinJ lasted 
for si[ days, and the %ritish army with vastly superior numbers and artillery 
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suppressed it. 7he %ritish Jovernment e[ecuted �� of the leaders in May ����, 
surprisingly much earlier than was generally expected. It was so heavy-handed 

an action that it ironically contributed to escalating the initially unpopular rising 

dramatically into a national myth.

At the heart of “Easter 1916” are the mixed feelings of respect and annoyance, 

Jrief and horror. Whereas it was hard for <eats to deny the deep impact of the 
risinJ on his outlook, he could not help feelinJ perturbed by both the outbreak and 
aftermath of the 5isinJ. <eats basically took the 5isinJ to be shockinJ since he 
had dif¿culties understandinJ how those people of &atholic middle class he had so 
disregarded before could metamorphose themselves into martyrs reaching after a 

hiJh ideal. ,n ³(aster ����,´ <eats, as a result, was confronted with the Tuestion of 
how to elegize the same people who had been the object of his disrespect and how 

to revise the ways in which he was makinJ sense of contemporary ,reland. ,n this 
regard, “Easter 1916” is a poem that reveals a divergence between the Ireland onto 

which he projected his poetic aspirations and the actual Ireland he bore witness to 

with his own eyes in his middle age. Such divergence engenders some lingering 

ambiJuity that hovers over the poem and discom¿ts over and aJain anyone who 
seeks to arrives conclusively at a clear�cut understandinJ of the poem.

,n the first stan]a, <eats introduces the insurJents and e[plains his passinJ 
acquaintance with them. The poet here does not hesitate to refer to the middle-

class backJround of the revolutionaries, but the references to their middle class 
backJround are not necessarily cast in a neJative liJht. +e obviously does not 
disdain them, but he unmistakably does not show any siJn of respect for them, 
either. His acquaintance with them is so perfunctory that it is merely characterized 

by ³polite meaninJless words´ of which he later makes ³a mockinJ tale or a Jibe´ 
in his club: 

I have passed with a nod of the head

Or polite meaningless words,

Or have lingered awhile and said

Polite meaningless words,

And thought before I had done

Of a mockinJ tale or a Jibe
To please a companion

Around the ¿re at the club. �VP ����1
 

Nonetheless, when those ordinary citizens who have been up to then an object of 
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his ³mockinJ tale´ and ³Jibe´ participate in the 5isinJ, everythinJ has ³chanJed 
utterly´: ³All chanJed, chanJed utterly: � A terrible beauty is born´ �VP ����. 7he 
o[ymoronic phrase ³terrible beauty´ is indicative of <eats¶s conflicted attitudes 
toward what has happened: their sacrifice for their country and people has 

transformed them into martyrs, and <eats has no choice but to aesthetici]e, if not 
Jlorify, their sacri¿ce while still struJJlinJ with such a profoundly disturbinJ act. 
<eats is thus vacillatinJ between the two opposinJ poles of reaction: both drawn to 
and withheld from the Rising. 

,f such a drastic chanJe is considered to be a siJn of <eats¶s approval of the 
self�sacri¿ce of them, the rebel leaders should be taken as martyrs who have been 
“changed utterly” through the mythic rite of blood-sacrifice and metamorphosed 

into visionaries with “hearts with one purpose alone.” They have, in short, been 

redeemed from the contingencies of history and ritually inducted to the sanctuary 

of national martyrs to the extent that they scale almost the same heights of the 

mythic personages of the generations past. In this reading, “Easter 1916” is viewed 

as a poem that Jropes its way to a rapprochement between <eats the nationalist poet 
and the revolutionaries. +owever, apposite would be here to remember that <eats¶s 
attitudes towards ,rish nationalism, called ³sanJuinary nationalism´ �Martin ����, 
have fluctuated throuJhout his career and he has tried to keep a critical distance 
from it as he matured into a visionary poet. In actuality, a lingering ambivalence in 

reJard to the sacri¿ce of the martyrs is deeply embedded within ³(aster ����.´ ,f 
Cathleen ni Houlihan is <eats¶s most acclaimed nationalist play commemoratinJ 
the ���� rebellion, ³(aster ����,´ , would like to arJue, attests to the poet¶s 
complicated and mi[ed relationship with ,rish nationalists¶ anticolonial struJJle — 

straddling the fence between attachment to and detachment from the Easter rising 

martyrs.   

,n the last two stan]as, the internal distress of <eats is aJJravated as he Joes 
back and forth between acceptinJ the martyrs and TuestioninJ their sacri¿ce. 7he 
penultimate stanza is structured by the contrasting imagery of change and stillness, 

amplifying ambiguity of the poem: “Hearts with one purpose alone / Through 

summer and winter seem / Enchanted to a stone / To trouble the living stream” 

�VP ����. 7he very ambiJuity arisinJ from the use of the verb ³seem´ leads to a 
sense of insecurity — the poet who is appalled by violence and, at the same time, 

draJJed into acknowledJinJ, if not outriJht, that somethinJ could be achieved only 

throuJh that violence. ³6tone´ is likely to be read as a symbol for immobility and 
³stream´ for chanJe. 7his static ³stone´ stands in stark contrast to the ³stream´ that 
stands for a dynamic and constantly chanJinJ life. %y comparinJ the hearts of the 
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revolutionaries to a stone, <eats seems to be critical of their biJotry and myopia not 
to be able to acclimate themselves to change. The nationalist are so bogged down 

by “one purpose alone” that they have become blind to the historical change. The 

very use of the word, ³enchanted,´ is an intriJuinJ allusion to how <eats perceive 
their sacrifice — not necessarily ³needless death´ but somethinJ that lacks the 
profound understanding of historical contingencies. However, the same contrasting 

imagery of immobility and change also leads to the question of “whether their 

sacri¿ce is a part of life¶s Àow or an impediment to it´ �&astle ������. A stone can 
serve not only as a barrier to but also as a conduit for the Àow of stream. 

<eats beJins the ¿nal stan]a by buildinJ upon the imaJery of the stone from 
the penultimate stan]a and reconsiders all the bloodshed and self�sacri¿ce from the 
outset: 

7oo lonJ a sacri¿ce
&an make a stone of the heart.
O when may it suf¿ce"
7hat¶s heaven¶s part, our part
To murmur name upon name,

As a mother names her child

When sleep at last has come

On limbs that had run wild´ �93 ����. 

<eats is seen to be still perturbed by the resonances of the 5isinJ and all he can 
do is just murmuring to himself. As David Lloyd suggests, his commemorating 

act in the form of a lullaby may be redundant because “the obsessive repetition 

of the child¶s name after it is asleep no lonJer serves as a lullaby, but only asserts 
one¶s own an[ious continuity with it in its virtual absence´ ����. 7he words, ³wild´ 
here and ³bewildered´ in the closinJ lines Àesh out his conÀicted reaction to the 
5isinJ and intensify his internal tension. <eats concomitantly bares his linJerinJ 
skepticism in the middle of the stan]a by intimatinJ that (nJland miJht have 
Jranted +ome 5ule at the end of World War ,. +e ¿nally poses an overdue Tuestion 
that has been delayed elaborately and intentionally:

Was it needless death after all?

)or (nJland may keep faith
For all that is done and said.

We know their dream� enouJh 
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7o know they dreamed and are dead´ �VP ���� 

<eats¶s uncertainty about the necessity of the 5isinJ is epitomi]ed by the very 
question, “Was it needless death after all?” and subsequently reinforced by his 

belief, if partial, that ³(nJland may keep faith.´ +owever, the concomitant 
awareness that he has to recognized the dream of the executed rebels implies that 

the poet does not fully disapprove their aspirations and the cause they died for. The 

mixed feeling of approval and disapproval thus once again insinuates itself into the 

poem. 

'eclan .iberd¶s account of the fundamental skepticism and irresolution 
inJrained in ³(aster ����´ strikes an insiJhtful rinJ here:

It enacts the quarrel within his own mind between his public, textual duty 

�to name and praise the warrior dead� and his more personal urJe �to 
Tuestion the wisdom of their sacrifice�. 7he poem speaks, correspondinJly, 
with two voices, and sometimes enacts in sinJle phrases �³terrible beauty´� 
their contestation. 7he sanction for the ¿rst voice from bardic tradition was 
stronJ: but the force of the second was becominJ more apparent to <eats who 
increasinJly de¿ned freedom in terms of self�e[pression. +e was abandoninJ 
the rather programmatic nationalism of his youth for a more personal vision of 

,rish identity. �����

While concurrinJ with .iberd who locates the two voices at work in the poem, , 
would like to both build upon his insiJht and e[tend it to the discussion of how 
those two voices work in a ventriloTuist fashion inÀected by temporal diverJence. 
To put it otherwise, when one of the voices is heard, the other, echoing in the 

backJround, still retain its resonance and puts on the slippery path the reader who 
has dif¿culty identifyinJ which voice is beinJ articulated. ,t is in this ventriloTuist 
fashion that the two voices both contests and complement each other, and the 

ventriloTuism is simultaneously predicated upon the ³belatedness´ of <eatsian 
poetics that cuts back and forth between the poet¶s personal urJe to make sense 
of the contemporary historical event and the bardic tradition that shapes such a 

personal urge and constantly returns in its engagement with the present. As a result, 

the poet¶s self�divisive ambivalence and conflictinJ impulses are brouJht to the 
foreground. 

A ritual naming of the martyrs in the final stanza is enacted in the trance-

inducinJ metric and repetition of a particular phrase �³A terrible beauty is born´�, 
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JeneratinJ its therapeutic effect. %y buildinJ maternal imaJery, <eats scarcely hides 
a feelinJ of intimacy for the martyrs. 7he murmurinJ tone may imply the poet¶s 
on-going doubt, but it is certainly shrouded by his sense of affection for them. No 

matter how much he reserves his MudJment, <eats obviously closes the poem in a 
commemorative tone: 

I write it in a verse —

Mac'onaJh and Mac%ride 
And Connolly and Pearse 

Now and in time to be, 

Wherever green is worn, 

Are changed, changed utterly:

A terrible beauty is born. �93 ���� 

Such a commemorative tone is, however, unusual as it is qualified by the 

o[ymoronic phrase ³terrible beauty,´ which means that <eats cannot turn a deaf ear 
to the “terrible” aspect of the Rising while he cannot help embracing its beauty. 

,f the urJent task confrontinJ <eats in ³(aster ����´ is both articulatinJ 
historical continJencies and transcendinJ them and both TuestioninJ and af¿rminJ 
the siJni¿cance of the nationalists¶ sacri¿ce, he comes to terms with it throuJh his 
split voices whose split�ness is put into motion by the ³belatedness´ of <eatsian 
poetics. 9iewed in this liJht, it is important to ask why the editors of Yeats and 

Afterwords compares <eats to a %enMamin¶s anJel of history ³facinJ insistently 
backwards as he is borne ceaselessly into the future´ ���. 3araly]ed by a storm 
called ³proJress´ that ³propels him into the future to which his back is turned while 
the pile of debris before him Jrows skyward´ �%enMamin ����, %enMaminian anJel 
of history seems to be cauJht up in history¶s tanJle as he is urJed forward, yet 
incapable of disenJaJinJ himself from the past. What he incarnates are then a kind 
of empty time and the sense of a foreclosed future that rules out any significant 

chanJe. ,n contrast, <eatsian anJel of history is hardly helpless to control what it 
sees and instead appears to want to intervene in a “now” through the belatedness 

conditioned by the two voices articulated in a ventriloquist fashion—the two voices 

contest and complement each other and such dynamics is exactly what enables 

<eats to both Tuestion and af¿rm the nationalist sacri¿ce.
%y the end of ³(aster ����,´ the past is bit by bit draJJed in its incantatory 

rhythms and spellbound mood into the present in which the fading rhythms of 

a residual bardic tradition, the archaic, remnants, and revenants are juxtaposed 
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with the personal urJencies of ³makinJ sense of it´ and ³makinJ it new.´ ,n this 
reJard, the ³now´ in the last line, ³A terrible beauty is born,´ takes on added 
meaning as that line is repeated several times throughout the poem as a refrain. It 

is a de Mannian “true present” that opens “perspectives of distance and difference 

within the apparent uniTueness of the instant´ �de Man ����, layered not only in 
its contingencies but also in its implicit relations to other temporalities. It deals 

with not so much “what was, what is, what shall be” as “what may be and what 

should be” — not the tenses but the modalities inÀected by wish, desire, necessity, 
and obligation. Thus emerges a future as a paradoxical replication of “a still 

unprocessed past” — ³µthe cominJ times¶ not Must in relation to the unalterable 
past that has produced them, but as themselves a pastness, a lostness, located in an 

emerJent future´ �Yeats and Afterwords ��.2 As such, <eats is ¿nally enabled to sinJ 
“of what is past, or passing, or to come” in “Easter 1916.”

3

Notes

1. All the quotations of “Easter 1916” are from The Variorum Edition of the Poems of W. B. Yeats 

������. 7he edition will be cited hereafter as VP within the text.

2. 'e¿ninJ ³comple[ity´ and ³honesty´ as what truly characteri]es the identity of <eats, 5ichard 

(llmann arJues that ³(aster ���� has been castiJated because it satis¿ed both the nationalist and 

the anti�nationalists, but <eats, who had elements of both in his thouJht, e[pressed his whole 

position´ �����. (llmann¶s insiJht captures the <eatsian parado[ in ³(aster ����´ throuJh the 

lens of <eats¶s ³comple[ity´ and ³honesty´²articulatinJ his comple[ position by both beinJ 

blamed by and satisfying the nationalists and anti-nationalists. While arriving at the same 

conclusion that <eats has finally succeeded in e[pressinJ ³his whole positon,´ , have taken 

another path in this article to discuss how he maneuvers to circumvent the opposing demands of 

his contemporary ,reland with a focus on <eatsian temporality in ³(aster ����.´

3. The phrase, “of what is past, or passing, or to come” that also appears in the title of this article, 

comes from <eats¶s poem, ³6ailinJ to %y]antium.´
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form, is among the best-documented types of African oral poetry. Nevertheless, 

much remained to be studied« 7houJh many te[ts have been collected, 
particularly from South Africa, full discussions of these are less common, and 

further detailed accounts are needed of speci¿c forms in particular areas´ �����. 
7he ;hosa in 6outh Africa are the very people who have kept traditions of 

composinJ oral praise poetry. ;hosa�speakinJ people mainly live in the (astern 
Cape province of South Africa. The Xhosa court poet, or imbongi (plural- 

iimbongi), is able to compose his praise poetry while performing it. The Xhosa 

praise poems record and show a person¶s Tualities and deeds and they are the brief 
references to a person¶s moral and physical attributes, to his or her interpersonal 
relationships with others, and to his or her status in the society. Today in fact, many 

;hosa speakers have also inherited the Jift of their ancestors and can compose 
praise poems spontaneously. Dr. Mnwana, a Xhosa educator and a researcher, 

worked for many years as in several schools in (ast /ondon of (astern &ape 
Province and now a researcher in University of Witswatersrand, gave an account 

on how Xhosa poetry has become an integral part of extracurricular activities in 

many schools in the province. Dr. Mnwana described how some students in some 

secondary schools are able to speak out praise poems while they are performinJ in 
the ceremonies. It is a common occurrence, Dr. Mnwana averred that during school 

ceremonies younJ boys and Jirls will, at the very peak of the ceremony �when the 
diJnitaries enter or when the key note speaker is about to address the conJreJation�, 
Mump up and eloTuently and skillfully utter praises without beinJ called upon. 
These young iimbongi are usually dressed in traditional attire, similar to the one 

often worn by adult iimbongi.         

 Any imbongi amonJ the ;hosa people in the (astern &ape can make praise 
poems on the spur of moment and literate poets may compose praise poems 

spontaneously or write Xhosa poems. However, more common people will 

memorize some famous and important poems of their clans so that they are capable 

to compose praise poems either on the spot or from their memory.

Four activities form the Xhosa praise poetic traditions. The most important 

one is Jeneral improvisinJ. 7he other three activities are memori]inJ, the re¿ned 
improvising of the imbongi and the writing. Any Xhosa poem is composed with 

one of the activities �Opland ��. As to the Jeneral improvisinJ, which will be fully 
discussed in the paper, the common Xhosa men or women or even the teenagers 

in schools can be improvisers. Particularly in the countryside, where the western 

cultural inÀuence is less penetratinJ than in the cities, it is common to see a person 
Must stand up and improvise a praise poem on a weddinJ or a beer�drinkinJ party. 
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In the cities, while watching football games, it is not rare to see a person stand up 

and improvise a praise poem. The poets are touched by the atmosphere and desire 

to convey his feelinJs throuJh improvised poems. 7his kind of praise poems are 
improvised and spoken in a fast speed loudly, but not re¿ned or with rhymes and to 
the music. 

Dr. Mnwana has witnessed so many of such occasions. To a significant 

extent, it can be boldly said that the popularity of Xhosa poetry has remained 

stronJ. 8nshaken by the winds of colonialism, unfa]ed by the waves of Western 
civilization and undaunted by the manacles of white domination, the Xhosa people 

in 6outh Africa¶s (astern &ape province have kept praise poetry at the centre of 
their culture and social life. The most common trend of preserving poetry is through 

its inteJration in schools¶ e[tracurricular proJrammes. Most schools, particularly 
rural schools encouraJe younJ poets �school Jirls and boys� to take part in and to 
develop their common innate gift of poetry. Although very few children actually 

display the rare gift of eloquently uttering an unprepared poem, many Xhosa 

children do give this a try.

 It is, however, mainly through informal recreational activities that praise 

poetry penetrates Xhosa people from the early stages of their lives. For instance, 

one of the most enjoyable thrills to rural Xhosa herd boys is to watch a fight 

between two bulls. 'urinJ matinJ season bulls often ¿Jht off over females �cows�, 
which lets the boys enMoy their favorite spectacular bull ¿Jht and poetic feast. As 
the bulls beJin to lock horns, boys will be MumpinJ up and down, whistlinJ, callinJ 
their bulls by names and eulogising them. It will be as if the bulls are instigated by 

these, and the ¿Jht will heat up immediately. ,n such instances, a boy is often heard 
praisinJ his father¶s bull by sayinJ µAah 'yamluthi >the name of the bull@�¶ 6uch 
spontaneous praisinJ of bulls not only makes cattle herdinJ more enMoyable to the 
boys but also helps boys to identify and develop their praise poetic gifts. 

With the recent economic shifts and post-1994 massive urbanisation in 

6outh Africa, many ;hosa boys no lonJer look after cattle, but praise poetry has 
managed to find its way into the lives of Xhosa boys and girls. During the last 

quarter of 2011, Dr. Mnwana attended a huge school event: the formal opening of 

%yllets &ombined 6chool, one of the popular rural schools near (ast /ondon. 7his 
event was well attended by dignitaries, including honourable Mr. Mahlubandile 

Qwase who was the MEC of Education in the Eastern Cape, and a horde of senior 

'epartment of (ducation of¿cials, school principals, teachers and parents. ,t was 
at the very peak of this Jracious occasion that a younJ poet emerJed and shattered 
all the order and formality of the occasion into pieces. This 16-year old school 
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boy completely disrupted the proJramme Must before a diJnitary could speak, and 
he ran to the stage, grabbed the microphone and started to praise, eloquently and 

boldly. Suddenly, in a moment the quiet, orderly congregation busted into whistles, 

ululation and shouts. The atmosphere was never the same again in that occasion. 

7he younJ poet had broken the ice. ,t was as if a Jreat manacle of apprehension on 
speakers and boredom on listeners had been broken.

7he role of imbonJi Joes far beyond entertaininJ and praisinJ kinJs, chiefs, 
heroes, and other Xhosa notables. Even the word “praise” does not accurately 

describe what the Xhosa poet does when he or she performs. Indeed, long before 

Xhosa praise poetry could be written down and published iimbongi held a very 

prominent position in Xhosa society and culture. Historically, poets were highly 

venerated and referred as iimbongi zenkundla or iimbongi zomthonyama �the poets 
of the kraal�. AlthouJh they were always found in the company of kinJs, chiefs, 
and other dignitaries, the role of iimbongi did not end merely in praising these 

dignitaries during “tribal” meetings and other important gatherings. Perhaps, the 

enormous respect that iimbongi enjoyed stemmed out of their strong character, 

fearlessness and outspokenness. ,imbonJi were able to speak out openly and 
eloquently about anything including evil deeds by some feared individuals 

or groups in the society that would normally be concealed out of fear of the 

perpetrators. OwinJ to their vast knowledJe of the history, culture and politics of 
the nation iimbongi zomthonyama were able to warn the nation in times of danger. 

6(. MThayi, one of 6outh Africa¶s most illustrious ;hosa praise poets whose 
poems were among the earliest to be recorded in writing was a typical example 

of a fully fledge imbongi yomthonyama. A “praise singer” to Chief Ndlambe, 

MThayi went far beyond praisinJ the chief. 'ue to his ama]inJ knowledJe and 
foresiJht he also took upon himself the duty of warninJ the ;hosa nation openly 
in some of his praise poems �i]ibonJo� when he deemed necessary. (ven in times 
of distress to the nation, Mqhayi, who had also assumed a status of “the poet of 

the nation´ �imbonJi yesi]we� would use his superb oratory skills to console the 
nation. A good example is the poem that Mqhayi dedicated to the nation after the 

traJic incident of the sinkinJ of 66 Mendi. 7he latter was a %ritish�African steam 
passenJer�ship carryinJ African members of the �th %attalion of the 6outh African 
1ative /abour &ontinJent durinJ the )irst World War. Mendi sank in the heavy 
fog, near the Isle of Wight on February 21, 1917 after it collided with the SS Darro 

�another ship�. 7his war vessel �Mendi� was carryinJ more than ��� men on board, 
mostly isi;hosa speakers from the (astern &ape and more than ��� lives were 
lost. ,t is a notable attempt to console the nation throuJh his epic poem ³8kutshona 
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.ukamendi´ �The Sinking of Mendi�, MThayi said: 
                

(we, le nto kakde yinto yaloo nto.
7hina, nto ]a]iyo, asothukanJa nto�
6ibona kamhlope, sithi bekumelwe,
6itheth¶enJTondweni, sithi kufanelwe�
;a bekunJenMalo bekunJayi kulunJa.
1Joko ke, 6otase� .waTal¶ukulunJa�
/e nTanaw¶, umendi, namhla yendisile,
1a¶iJa]i lethu lisikhon]isile�   �MThayi ������

<es, this thinJ Àows as a normal thinJ from that.
7he thinJ we know is not scared of that�
We say, things have happened as they should have,

Within our brains we say: it should have been so;

,f it hadn¶t been so, nothinJ would have come riJht.
<ou see 6otase, thinJs came riJht when the Mendi sank�
Our blood on that ship turned things around, 

,t served to make us known throuJh the world� 
�7ranslation by 5 .avanaJh and =6 4anJule�

As we have already hinted, ;hosa praise poets have a crucial role to keep the 
nation inform and to use their oratory skills to warn the people. AJain we shall use 
one of MThayi¶s praise poems to demonstrate this role. ,n ���� the %ritish colonial 
administration in 6outh Africa asked MThayi to welcome the 3rince of Wales with 
a praise poem durinJ his visit �1[asana ���. With ama]inJ eloTuence and skillful 
use of words, Mqhayi presented what would appear to be praising at a shallow 

glance, but the deeper meaning of some of the words used in this praise poem 

pointed to the contrary. For instance, in the second stanza of his welcoming “praise” 

poem Mqhayi says to the Prince:

3humani nonke, ni]e kufanekisa� >&ome out all of you, and let¶s observe 
properly and identify him�@
3humani, ]i]we nonke, ni]e kufanekisa�>&ome out oh, nations and let us 
identify him�@
6isilo sini n¶ esi sinJa]iwayo" >What creature is this that no one knows 
anythinJ about"@
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6inJaMonJekiyo, sinJaThelekiyo" >6o dif¿cult to look at, so hard to Jet 
used to"@
<a]¶ ithi kanti yile nabulele� >,t may be a nabulele � a huJe mystical 
monster@
,siloka]¶ esikhulu se]i]iba� >7he huJe monster that lives in the dark, deep 
waters@
<a]¶ ithi kanti nJulo Makhanda�mahlanu, — >7his could be Makhanda�
mahlanu — the beast with ¿ve heads@
,nyok¶enkul¶e]a nJe]ivuthevuthe� > A miJhty snake that brinJs the 
stroms@
<a]¶ithi kanti nJulo *ilikankTo, — >7his could be *ilikankJo — the 

nameless one@
,sil¶esikhul¶ esinJa]iwa mnJ[uma. >7he Jreat monster that cannot be 
known by any lair — hole@.  

This definitely is not a praise to the Prince. Through the extended metaphor he 

portrays the 3rince or perhaps even the %ritish (mpire as a fearful, powerful 
monster that the Africans have to watch out for. Such words carry a warning to 

the nation and are not a praise to the Prince. Ostensibly, due to political tensions 

and lack of freedom of speech durinJ MThayi¶s era, he was unable to openly voice 
out his dissatisfaction with the %ritish control over 6outh Africa. +owever, he 
eloTuently and skillfully employs ¿Jurative lanJuaJe in the above�mentioned poem 
to warn, particularly Africans, aJainst the less understood ³%ritish Monster.”   

The second activity that forms Xhosa praise poetry is memorizing. Quite 

many Xhosa people have memorized some poems by heart. When they express 

their gratefulness or feel proud of somebody, they just open their mouths and 

recite praise poems without any change or a very little change. The Xhosa boys 

in the countryside may gather together to practice improvising praise poems. The 

Xhosa men may recite the praise poems of their clans while dancing and singing 

durinJ cultural ceremonies.  ,n the small town of 1JTamakwe in the (astern &ape, 
where 'r. Mnwana¶s home�villaJe is located, such people form the maMority of the 
performers. 

As to the re¿ned improvisinJ of the imbonJi, which is the third activity that 
forms Xhosa praise poetry, the imbongi may memorize some izibongo, that is, the 

historical poems, the praise poems of clans, the poems of individuals as well as the 

improvisational praise poems produced by other imbongii. Now in South Africa, 

it is traditional for Xhosa praise poets to produce spontaneous poems in praise of 
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dignitaries. 

The imbongi used to be the private performer and a herald announcing the 

arrival of an important person. The imbongi was also the person who could criticize 

the chief and in fact the chief paid much attention to the imbonJi¶s criticism and 
improved his rule according to this as it was the voice from the people. In recent 

decades, most iimbongi are educated men. Their professions can be much diverse, 

from teachers to laborers. Although many Xhosa young people have now migrated 

to big cities such as Johannesburg, Cape Town, Pretoria, and East London, the 

majority of them still have strong connections with the countryside and most still 

submit to the rule of chiefs �now called traditional leaders� and poetry is still an 
inteJral part of their lives. 6o the iimbonJi have to ¿nd chances to perform either 
for the chiefs who visit the cities or on some other occasions. However, when 

the iimbonJi perform, they still wear the traditional Jarb of animal skins and still 
announce the arrival of a certain chief when he gets off a car. Many iimbongi, such 

as Manisi, %urns�1camashe, Msila, Mabunu, all have written and published their 
poems either in the traditional or modern way.

The last activity that forms Xhosa praise poetry is writing. The writers of 

Xhosa praise poems, many iimbongi write poems either with Xhosa or European 

structure. 6amuel (dward .rune MThayi is a Jreat ;hosa praise poet and wrote 
with European structure. As the first Xhosa praise poet to write and publish his 

poems, he bridged the gap between an imbongi and a poet writer. Mqhayi is 

reJarded as the ³,mbonJi yesi]we Mikelele´ �imbonJi of the whole country�. Manisi 

and %urns�1camashe have had their collection of praise poems published and 
some writes published their praise poems in the articles or newspapers. Many more 

written Xhosa praise poems remain to be published. 

The Structure of Xhosa Praise Poetry

Praise poetry can be found Africa, Middle East, Polynesia, Asia and in early 

Western Europe. According to Opland, “praise poems are essentially exercises in 

individuation encapsulating in a concatenation of discrete nominal references the 

distinctiveness of a person, comprising often elliptical allusions to lineage, physical 

and moral characteristics, and actions in the subMect¶s public career´ �����: ���.  
And )inneJan de¿nes praise poetry as ³the type for court poetry and is one of the 
most developed and elaborate poetic Jenre in Africa´ �����:����. 

;hosa, 6hona, 6otho, =ulu and <oruba are especially known for their praise 
poetry. The core of Xhosa praise poems is irreducibly names. A Xhosa name may 

convey some physical personality or peculiarity of a person. A Xhosa person 
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may be referred to by one of his or her many different names, which were given 

by parents, relatives, associates or oneself. 7hese names can refer to a person¶s 
moral or physical Tualities, or an event which he or she took part in. 7hese names 
may be extended into parts of an izibongo. Xhosa personal praise names form 

part of the praise names about men, women, children, ancestors, clans, chiefs 

etc. The praise poems of a clan are a sequence of the praise names. Thus, Xhosa 

names form the core of clan praises, chief praises and personal praises of common 

people. The following poem by one of prominent Xhosa poets of our times, Zolani 

Mkiva demonstrates this. 'urinJ the historical event of the inauJuration of 1elson 
Mandela as the ¿rst president of democratic rule in 6outh Africa on May ��, ����, 
=olani Mkiva displayed robust knowledJe of Mandela¶s clan names, history and 
other biographic details as he praised this leader with an exhilarating poem titled 

“Ntengu-ntengu macetyana.´ Mkiva skillfully traces Mandela¶s clan and lineaJe as 
follows:  

<inTuleThu ukubekwa kukaMandela, 
,Tadi lika -onJintaba ka %haJrayi ka 1konka, unyana ka 1osekeni. 

>,t¶s a Jreat assiJnment to inauJurate Mandela, of the house of 
-onJintaba, of %haJrayi of 1konka, the son of 1osekeni1@

7his e[tract alone displays that this imbonJi �Mkiva� has far more than averaJe 
knowledJe of 3resident Mandela¶s lineaJe. 

Clan names of the chiefs or other dignitaries who are being praised are also 

quite important. For instance, most poets who praise former President Nelson 

Mandela often recite his clan names like Madiba, 1JTolomsila, <em�<em, 
6ophitsho etc. 'r. Mnwana¶s clan names are 1kwali, %hukula, /usu, Mkhwanase 
etc. 

All Xhosa praise poets tend to employ in their performance the stylistic tropes 

of anaphora and anadiplosis. They adopt a strained mode of articulation, with rising 

intonation at the start of a line and a tendency to drift down to the end of the line 

with a length of the penultimate syllable. They perform on public occasions of 

siJni¿cance before traditional JatherinJs. 7he followinJ are the characteristics of 
the structure of Xhosa praise poetry.

Firstly, a Xhosa praise poem typically starts with a few lines as an 

introduction. The openings are served as calls for attention while the poet gathers 

for what follows. A ;hosa praise poet would beJin with ³,]ii]wee� ,]ii]wee�´
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Secondly, a Xhosa praise poem always refers to the physical appearances of 

their subjects. References to physical attributes tend to be formulatic. 

Thirdly, when the Xhosa imbongi composes his poems in performance, 

there is a correlation between breath groups and line demarcations. The pattern of 

breath Jroups is siJni¿cant. 7he poet will take a breath at the very beJinninJ. )or 
instance, he will breathe before he says, .uyavakala� >We have heard�@...>breath@ 
.uyavakala 7hole /esilo2� >We have heard from you OffsprinJ of the *reat 
%eas)ourthly, risinJ intonations are mostly used at the start of some of the lines. 
7he ¿rst ¿ve lines, for e[ample, all commence on a risinJ pitch. 5isinJ intonation 
may appear in the middle of the lines.

7he fourth characteristic is the Jesture, ;hosa poets usually wear a clock and 
hat of animal skins and carry two spears or sticks. 7hey often walk around amonJ 
the audience. 

)rom the above analysis, we have known that four activities form the ;hosa 
praise poetic traditions, which are general improvising, memorizing, the refined 

improvising of the imbongi and the writing. Any Xhosa praise poem is composed 

with one of the activities. As to the textural features such as breath, intonation and 

Jesture produce a division of the poem. %efore /ine —, the poet takes breaths at 
the start/middle, but after Line —, he breathes at the end of line. 7he poet takes his 
sticks�spears�somethinJ else in his riJht�left hand. 7he content of the praise poem 
indicates a transition in the certain part of the poem. 

The Xhosa oral tradition has been persistent in the past two hundred and now 

is still ÀourishinJ. 7he ;hosa iimbonJi were invited to recite praise poems at the 
inauguration of President Mandela in 1994 and at the welcoming ceremony of the 

4ueen and the 3ope to 6outh Africa. )acinJ the inÀuence of the ³hiJh culture,” the 

;hosa imbonJi have never Jiven in and now still make their voice heard in their 
homeland.

Notes

1. 1osekeni is the name of 3resident Mandela¶s Mother.

2. .uyavakala� .uyavakala 7hole /esilo� 7hese are the usual openinJ words when imbongi is 

about to praise the chief after the latter has uttered some wise words to the people. 
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Abstract  7here are moral principles �or rules or standards� that are applicable 
to all people in all ages and areas, regardless of the diversity of their cultures. All 

literary forms or expressions, such as poetry, must be in accordance with the moral 

principles in that aJe and of that country, that is to say, both poets and their works 
must follow the development of that particular political ideology and social moral 

principles; if not, they will be driven away from the society. The religious poems, 

such as Paradise Lost, Paradise Regained and Prometheus Unbound, etc., illustrate 

for us some ascetic life, which usually put the protagonists into a dreamy status or 

virtual reality. 7he dreams or virtual reality e[periences that appear in the ascetics¶ 
meditation is Must like the psychoactive druJ, which can make the ascetics addict 
themselves to the factitious pleasures. The decline of morality, particularly in the 

modern society, has made readers turn to religious poems, in which awesome 

feelings will be aroused. They believe that apart from the man-made law, the 

divine-made law also can be the most important moral source. They are morally 

educated through the God-given love and human duty in some religious poems, 

from which they may ¿nd their soul and spirit in a pre�destined permanent solace 
and beauty.
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and spirit
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A form of life also has a moral order and, in the kind of cultures we freTuent, 
there may be a multiplicity of interacting, overlapping and complementary moral 

orders. /iterary works involve many different forms of life, therefore, they must 
deal with all kinds of moral problems. Moral principles provide the con¿rmatory 
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standards for our moral judgments, and any defensible moral judgment must be 

supported by a sound moral principle. The word moral or morality has a lot to do 

with religion. Any religion provides its believers with a world view, part of which 

involves certain moral instructions, values, and commitments. /et¶s take &hristian 
tradition for example, it offers a view that humans are unique products of a divine 

intervention that has endowed them with consciousness and an ability to love. On 

one hand, we are ¿nite, bound to earth, and capable of sin. On the other, we can 
transcend nature and reali]e in¿nite possibility.

3rimarily because of the inÀuence of &hristianity, many westerners and others 
regard themselves as beings with a supernatural or immortal destiny, possessing 

a life after death. The purpose people have found in their life is to serve and love 

God. For Christians, the way to serve and love God is by emulating the life of 

Jesus, in whom they may find an expression of the highest virtue — love. They 

love when they perform selÀess acts, develop a keen social conscience, and reali]e 
that human beings are creatures of God and therefore intrinsically worthwhile. 

Religion involves not only a formal system of worship but prescription for 

social relationships. To do something good for others and to consider what is the 

best for others are the representatives of humankind
s hiJhest moral ideals and can 
be found in essence in all the great religions of the world. Although the law refuses 

to accept the idea that morality is based on the commands of God, many people 

believe that morality must be based on religion, either in the sense that without 

religion people would have no incentive to be moral or in the sense that only 

reliJion can provide us Juidance. 7he reliJious world is but the reÀe[ of the real 
world, which can, in any case, only then ¿nally vanish when the practical relations 
of everyday life offer to man none but perfectly intelligible and reasonable relations 

with reJard to his fellowmen and to nature. .arl Mar[ held this point of view 
�Mark ���, but the problem is that Mar[
s idea about reliJion and morality is some 
imagined ideal in a perfect society. As a matter of fact, the practical relations of 

everyday life offer man no perfectly intelligible and reasonable relations regarding 

his fellowman and nature. Since religion still plays a rather important role in human 

life, morality is certainly concerned with it. Anyone who fails to follow morality 

based on religion may have a phobic disorder, that is, in which he or she has an 

irrational, overwhelming, persistent fear of a particular object or situation.

There is more to living a morally good life, of course, than being good at 

your job. Many different ways of living our lives would meet our basic moral 

obliJations. 7he type of life each of us seeks to live reÀects our individual values, 
while the type of life each of the heroes seeks to live in the reliJious poems not 
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only reflects their individual values but also decides their individual values. No 

matter how people exist in the practical world or how the heroes exist in religious 

poetry, they tend to live a moral life for the purpose of showing their individual 

values through obtaining a sweet and virtuous soul, because

Only a sweet and virtual soul, 

/ike seasoned timber, never Jives�
%ut thouJh the whole world turn to coal,
7hen chieÀy lives. �+erber ����� 

        

I.  Asceticism and Morality

                                                      « in the Mount 
Moses was forty days, nor eat nor drank,

And forty days Eliah without food

Wandred this barren waste, the same I now:

                                                      — Paradise Regained, %. ,. /��

When discussing Paradise Lost and Paradise Regained in his book Authors in 

Their Age: Milton, Esmor Jones points out that the fall of angels is ascribed to 

pride. They had turned from the worship of God to the worship of themselves 

�-ones ���. ,n order to prove his view, he cited a statement from an (li]abethan 
theoloJian +ooker on this point:

The fall of the angels, therefore, was pride. Since their fall, their practices have 

been the clean contrary to those just mentioned. For, being dispersed, some in 

the air, some in the earth, some in the water, some among the minerals, dens 

and caves that are under the earth; they have by all means laboured to effect a 

universal rebellion against the laws, and as far as in them lieth utter destruction 

of the ways of *od. 7hese wicked spirits the heathen honored instead of *ods, 
both generally under the name of dii inferi “gods infernal,” and particularly, 

some in oracles, some in idols, some as household gods, some as nymphs; in a 

word, no foul or wicked spirit which was not one way or other honored of men 
as Jod, till such time as liJht appeared in the world, and dissolved the works 
of the devil.                

If Esmor Jones is correct, he only revealed one aspect of Paradise Lost and 
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Paradise Regained, more accurately, one of the aspects of Paradise Lost, and he 

ignored the most important fact: the asceticism hidden in these two poems. The 

word asceticism, oriJinated from the *reek askusis, oriJinally means ³a course of 
self�discipline´ such as that undertaken by athletes, and later was associated with 
rigorous self-discipline, abstinence, simplicity and the solitary and contemplative 

life popular in ancient society, early &hristianity, and some forms of %uddhism 
and Hinduism. Some ascetics also follow exercises that consist in many means of 

tormentinJ themselves. 3hilosophically speakinJ, asceticism proposes that a person 
should repress desires. A stronJ version reTuires one to relinTuish one¶s desires 
totally, while a weaker version demands only that one denies bodily or worldly 
desires. )rom a moral point of view, asceticism is seen as the way to free one¶s soul 
from the body¶s pollution, therefore, it is considered to be the way to Jain truth or 
virtue and to be rewarded by *od �%unnin ���. 6ince the fall of anJels is ascribed 
to pride �as (smor -ones said�, there must be a control over the pride in Paradise 

Lost and Paradise Regained, that is, the active propaganda of asceticism. When 

the man was created, *od set up some obstacle, the tree of knowledJe, to prevent 
human pride from developing:

«+e who reTuires 
)rom us no other service than to keep  
This one, this easy charge — of all the tress

In Paradise that bear delicious fruit

So various, not to taste that only Tree

Of .nowledJe, planted by the 7ree of life�
So near grow Death to Life, whate'er Death is —

6ome dreadful thinJ no doubt� for well thou know
st
God hath pronounced it Death to taste that Tree:

The only sign of our obedience left

Among so many signs of power and rule

Conferred upon us, and dominion given

Over all other creatures that possess

(arth, Air, and 6ea. 7hen let us not think hard
One easy prohibition, who enjoy

Free leave so large to all things else, and choice

Unlimited of manifold delights;

%ut let us ever praise him, and e[tol
+is bounty, followinJ our deliJhtful task,
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7o prune these JrowinJ plants, and tend these Àowers�
Which, were it toilsome, yet with thee sweet. �/u ����

1eedless to say, the obstacle �the tree of knowledJe� is predestined by *od to 
prevent human beings from developing their pride, because it is the whole society 

then that needs a predestined obstacle to control people¶s ideoloJy. As we know 
the age of Milton was a revolutionary one in which people sought freedom 

throuJh reliJious reform. 7ake &alvinism for e[ample. )or &alvin the entire 
universe is utterly dependent on the will of the Almighty who created all things 

for +is Jreater Jlory. %ecause of the oriJinal fall from Jrace, all human beinJs are 
sinners by nature, bound hand and foot to an evil inheritance they cannot escape. 

Nevertheless, the Lord for reasons of His own has predestined some for eternal 

salvation and dammed all the rest to the torments of hell. Nothing that human 

beinJs do can alter their fate� their souls are stamped with *od¶s blessinJ or curse 
before they are born. %ut this does not mean, in &alvin¶s opinion, that &hristians 
should be indifferent to their conduct on earth. If they are among the elect, God will 

implant in them the desire to live right. Upright conduct is a sign, though not an 

infallible one, that whoever practices it has been chosen to sit at the throne of glory. 

3ublic profession of faith and participation in the sacrament of the /ord¶s 6upper 
are also presumptive siJns of election to be saved. %ut most of all, &alvin reTuired 
an active life of piety and morality as a solemn obligation resting upon members 

of the Christian commonwealth. For him, good Christians should conceive of 

themselves as chosen instruments of *od with a mission to help in the ful¿llment 
of +is purposes on earth, not strivinJ for their soul¶s salvation but for the Jlory 
of God. In other words, Calvin clearly did not encourage his followers to sit with 

folded hands, serene in the knowledJe that their fate was sealed �/erner �������. 
These creeds of Calvinism really enraged Milton then. When he mentioned the 

creeds of Calvinism, he said: "Nothing can force me to respect the God of this 

kind, even thouJh , may be sent into hell thereby �Weber ���.´ AlthouJh we do not 
know if Milton was really anJry about the creeds of &alvinism, he did not mean to 
hate them in his Paradise Lost and Paradise Regained. Obviously, there was a very 

sharp contradiction between Milton¶s view of &alvinism and what was described 
in his epic. On one hand, he pursued human freedom, on the other, as a puritan, he 

propaJated ascetic ideas in his reliJious poems. We can ¿nd many e[amples of this 
kind from his Paradise Lost and Paradise Regained, and the following is one of 

them: 
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Full forty days he passed — whether on hill           

Sometimes, anon in shady vale, each night

8nder the covert of some ancient oak
Or cedar to defend him from the dew,

Or harboured in one cave, is not revealed;

Nor tasted human food, nor hunger felt,

Till those days ended; hungered then at last

AmonJ wild beasts. �Paradise Regained I, /������� 
««
There he slept,

And dreamed, as appetite is wont to dream,

Of meats and drinks, nature¶s refreshment sweet.
+im thouJht he by the brook of &herith stood, 
And saw the ravens with their horny beaks
Food to Elijah bringing even and morn —

Though ravenous, taught to abstain from what they brought;

+e saw the 3rophet also, how he Àed
Into the desert, and there he slept

Under a juniper — then how, awaked,
He found his supper on the coals prepared,

And by the Angel was bid rise and eat,

And eat the second tie after repose,

7he strenJth whereof suf¿ced him forty days: 
6ometimes that with (liMah he partook,
Or as a guest with Daniel at his pulse.

7hus wore out niJht� and now the herald lark
Left his ground-nest, high towering to descry

The Morn's approach, and greet her with his song:

As lightly from his grassy couch up rose

Our saviour, and found all was but a dream;

)astinJ he went to sleep, and fastinJ waked. �/u ���

Here is a typical story about the ascetic activities of Jesus Christ. In order to do 

³MusinJ and much revolvinJ in his breast � +ow best the miJhty work he miJht 
beJin � Of 6aviour to mankind´ �Paradise Regained I, /ine������, he was led by 
the 6pirit to walk into a wild desert, surrounded with rocks and far from the tracks 
of men. 7hrouJh his ascetic activity, he wanted to be enliJhtened and to ¿nd out 
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some ultimate truth. Apparently simple and hard lives are usually regarded as 

ascetic activities, but behind which there is a factitiously concrete and living reality, 

which is obtained throuJh the ascetics¶ meditation. 7hus ascetic activities are not 
to give men a representation of the physical world but an imagined world full of 

dreams with which the individuals represent to themselves the world of which they 

are virtual members. In the above-mentioned lines of Paradise Regained, Jesus 

&hrist was actually livinJ in a virtual reality when he awoke he found it was only 
a dream. 7he dream or virtual reality that appears in the ascetics¶ meditation is Must 
like a psychoactive druJ, which can make the ascetics addict themselves to the 
factitious pleasures.    

Why do I compare the dream or virtual reality in ascetic activities through 

meditation to a psychoactive druJ" %ecause , think there is a strikinJ feature both 
of them share, that is, both of them act on the nervous system to alter the ascetics¶ 
state of consciousness, modify their perceptions, and change their moods. From 

very early time on, when our ancient ancestors sat entranced around a communal ¿re, 
they began to search for some methods for producing pleasurable sensations and 

alter their states of consciousness. Among the methods that can alter consciousness 

are takinJ psychoactive druJs, such as alcohol, opiates, etc, and practicinJ 
meditation. Human beings are attracted to psychoactive methods because they 

can help them adapt to or escape from an ever�chanJinJ environment. 6mokinJ, 
drinkinJ, and takinJ druJs can reduce tension and frustration, relieve boredom 
and fatigue, and in some cases help people to escape from the harsh realities of the 

world. Psychoactive drugs provide them with pleasure by giving them tranquility, 

Moy, rela[ation, kaleidoscopic perceptions, surJes of e[hilaration, and prolonJed 
heightened sensations.      

Meditation is very common deep thought about spiritual matters usually in a 

very quiet situation, without being interrupted by any secular troubles. Only in this 

way, could -esus &hrist¶s mind become as transparent as a piece of Jlass, throuJh 
which he saw meats and drinks, he saw ³his supper on the coals prepared.” There 

were no meats and drinks, and there was no supper prepared on the coals, of course, 
just a mirage — an illusion caused by some kind of purely imaJinative daydreams. 

7he simplest and most convincinJ way of knowinJ the e[istence of anythinJ 
would presumably be to meet it in experience. When the ascetic meets the existence 

of something or so-called mirage in an ecstatic state through meditation, he has 

actually the mystical experience. The ultimate purpose of meditation of any ascetic 

is to awaken him to know the e[istence of *od. 7hen, is there really a way of 
knowinJ the e[istence of *od that is like this way of knowinJ the e[istence of the 
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tre — equally immediate and indubitable? Of course God is not a physical object, 

and therefore is not to be sensed. <et there may be another kind of e[perience, 
different from sense�e[perience in some way but like it in others, in which *od 
is confronted directly, the way the tree seems to be confronted in vision. In such 

an experience, His existence and His nature, to some extent, would appear to 

the ascetics as clearly, as convincingly, as compellingly as the tree appears in 

dayliJht to the eye. 7his kind of way the ascetic come to have a direct e[perience 
of God in a meditative state is actually a mystical experience. If this experience is 

manifesting a radical difference from the experiences of daily life, it must be very 

hard for ascetics to have it. The purpose of it is to be an immediate acquaintance 

with some fundamental aspect of the nature of things lying beyond the natural 

world; it usually carries with it great emotional force and the power to transform 

the life of the experiencer. Jesus Christ seemed to get acquainted with some truth 

lying beyond the natural world: a feeling that there is a friendly power in nature, 

or an unseen spirit who is aware of him and concerned for him. In his most intense 

and compelling form of mystical experience, Christ found an overwhelming 

consciousness of communion with God, accompanied by visual imaginary and by 

sounds of superhuman speech. Then the consciousness of God becomes a transport 

of ecstasy, a feeling of utter oneness with the divine, of blessedness and more than 

natural aliveness. Christ was conscious of God, when he was in the wild desert, 

so he was in a great ecstasy, and he could survive the forty-day fasting. This story 

seems to be the reproduction of the ascetic life Milton lived when he wrote the 

epic:

 

When I consider how my light is spent

(re half my days in this dark world and wide,
And that one talent which is death to hide

Lodged with me useless, though my soul more bent

7o serve therewith my Maker, and present
 My true account, lest He, returning, chide,

 “Doth God exact day-labor, light denied?”

 , fondly ask. %ut 3atience, to prevent

That murmur, soon replies, “God doth not need

(ither man¶s work or his own Jifts. Who best
%ear his mild yoke, they serve him best. +is state
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,s kinJly: thousands at his biddinJ speed
And post o¶er land and ocean without rest�
7hey also serve who only stand and wait. �/u ���

The poem shows us what an ascetic life Milton lived, and at the same time, it has 

raised a Tuestion for us: what is the siJni¿cance of life" 7he answer to this Tuestion 
could also further e[plain the ascetic life of -esus &hrist. 5eÀections on the case of 
asceticism presented in the previous lines of the poem lead us to make clear what is 
the meaning of life. If we can mold our lives into a pattern whose instantiation we 

can regard as having intrinsic value, then we can have respect for ourselves as the 

partial embodiment of somethinJ worthwhile. Many people try to ¿nd such aims 
and fail. This is the predicament of the people, portrayed so perceptively by T. S. 

Eliot in The Waste Land. Of course, in our actual life, there are people who never 

bother to formulate some aims in their lives. They may live by a vague principle of 

minimal coherence. We cannot say that such persons must fail to live in a morally 

acceptable way, or they must fail to live happy lives. We do not encourage people 

to Jive up this way, even thouJh we do not think it is a well�lived life. As far as we 
know, there are three features of a well�lived life that are more likely to be reali]ed 
by some one with livinJ aims than by some one lackinJ such. One of these is ³the 
retaininJ of interest´ in thinJs. )or instance, we talk of people havinJ retained 
interest or losinJ interest: havinJ the will to live, or havinJ lost that will. ,f one¶s 
interest ¿ts into a Jeneral pattern, the interest is less likely to be lost. Another such 
feature is hope. ,f one has livinJ aims in life, and thinks that one¶s life leads up 
to something, then one can entertain hope even under adverse circumstances in 

which the prospects of doing well appear dim. Without living aims such hope is 

more dif¿cult to sustain. )inally, an over�all conception of what is worthwhile in 
a human life enables us to ¿nd acceptance of conditions beyond our control �e.J. 
aJinJ, death� without lapsinJ into phleJmatic inactivity that prevents us from 
workinJ towards chanJinJ what is not inevitable �Moravcsik ���. 7hese three 
features of well-lived life are the essential factors that decide the mystical life of 

the ascetics. Milton himself was the very person to retain the interest in things, to 

entertain hopes even under adverse circumstances, to accept the conditions beyond 

his control. In 1663, Milton, in blindness, poverty, defeat, and relative isolation, 

set about completing Paradise Lost, “justifying the ways of God to men,” which 

he had ¿rst envisaJed many years before, and he Jot it published in ����. ,t was 
recognized at once as a supreme epic achievement, despite the many difficulties 
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that it presented, despite its unfamiliar meter �blank verse was rare outside drama�, 
despite the unpopularity of its attitudes and Milton¶s reputation as a danJerous man 
�Abram �����. What is the dynamic power that drove him to insist on ¿nishinJ his 
writinJ" Aims� ,n the poem on his blindness, he said: ³my soul more bent � 7o serve 
therewith my Maker,´ and in another poem entitled To Cyriack 6kinner, 8pon +is 
%lindness, he wrote: ³yet , arJue not � AJainst +eaven¶s hand or will, nor bate a 
jot / Of heart or hope, but still bear up and steer / Right onward. What supports me, 

dost thou ask" � 7he conscience, friend, to have lost them overplied � in liberty¶s 
defense, my noble task, � Of which all (urope rinJs from side to side´ �/u ���. 
Obviously, Milton had a very clear aim when he wrote Paradise Lost and Paradise 

Regained, that is, to work for *od and to defend liberty, the noble task. ,t was Must 
because of his clear living aim that he still had the will to live on even when he was 

blind, that he was full of hope that could lead up to something even when he was 

in a terrible situation, that he was brave enough to accept the conditions beyond his 

control �his blind eyes� and lived an ascetic�like life.    
/ike Milton, -esus &hrist had a very clear aim predestined by *od in his life: 

%ut ¿rst , mean � 7o e[ercise him in the Wilderness� � 7here he shall ¿rst lay down 
the rudiments / Of his great warfare, ere I send him forth / To conquer Sin and 

'eath, the two Jrand foes �Paradise Regained I, /ine:�������. 7his predestined 
aim has explained the ascetic spirit of Jesus Christ in Paradise Regained, which 

is closely associated with the reTuirement of early capitalism in %ritain. Ma[ 
Weber, the great German sociologist, noticing that the economically advanced 

territories of England, Holland, and North America had all been Protestant, argued 

that Protestantism, particularly in its Calvinist forms, was especially conducive to 

acquisitive economic enterprise. According to him, this was because Calvinistic 

theology, as opposed to Catholicism, sanctified the ventures of profit-oriented 

traders and moneylenders, and gave an exalted place in its ethical system to the 

business virtues of thrift and diliJence �/erner ����. 7he predestined aim e[ists not 
only in Paradise Lost and Paradise Regained, but also in Prometheus Unbound:

Three thousand years of sleep-unsheltered hours,

And moments aye divided by keen panJs
Till they seemed years, torture and solitude,

Scorn and despair,— these are mine empire.

More glorious far than that which thou surveyest

)rom thine unenvied throne, O, MiJht *od�
Almighty, had I deigned to share the shame
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Of thine ill tyranny, and hung not here

1ailed to this wall of eaJle�bafÀinJ mountain,
%lack, wintry, dead, unmeasured� without herb,
Insect, or beast, or shape, or sound of life.

Ah me� Alas, pain, pain ever, for ever� �6helley ����
««
I would fain

%e what it is my destiny to be,
The saviour and the strength of suffering man,

Or sink into the oriJinal Julf of thinJs:
There is no agony, and no solace left;

Earth can console, Heaven can torment no more. �6helley ����

Prometheus was one of the Titans, a gigantic race, who inhabited the earth before 

the creation of man. With the aid of Minerva, he went up to heaven, and lighted 

his torch at the chariot of the sun and brought down fire to man. With this gift 

man was more than a match for all other animals. ,t enabled him to make weapons 
wherewith to subdue them; tools with which to cultivate the earth; to warm 

his dwelling, so as to be comparatively independent of climate; and finally to 

introduce the arts and to coin money, the means of trade and commerce. Therefore, 

Prometheus has been a favorite subject with the poets. He is represented as the 

friend of mankind, who interposed in their behalf, and who tauJht them civili]ation 
and arts. -upiter had him chained to a rock on Mount &aucasus, where a vulture 
preyed on his liver, which was renewed as fast as it was devoured. This state of 

torment might have been brought to an end at any time by Prometheus, if he had 

been willing to submit to his oppressor; for he possessed a secret which involved 

the stability of -ove¶s throne, and if he would have revealed it, he miJht have been 
at once taken into favor. )rom the above lines of Prometheus Unbound, we know 
that 3rometheus would rather be chained to a rock for three thousand years than 
submit to his oppressor. Why could he endure such a miserable torment, or why 

must he live such an ascetic life" Aims� With the aim to set the sufferinJ human 
beings free from the miserable world, and with the aim to realize his ideal society 

in which “There is no agony, and no solace left,” he would rather suffer for human 

beinJs, as if in this way he could brinJ human beinJs back to the *olden aJe. , 
cannot make comments on 3rometheus this way without any reason. Milton once 
envisaged, in one of his early poems entitled On the Morning of Christ’s Nativity, 

such a golden age: 



493 3oetry as (ducation: Moral Attitude in Milton¶s and 6helley¶s 5eliJious 3oems / &ao 6hanke

XIV

For, if such holy song

Enwrap our fancy long,

7ime will run back and fetch the aJe of *old�
And speckled 9anity
Will sicken soon and die�
And leprous Sin will melt from earthly mould;

And Hell it self will pass away,

And leave her dolorous mansions to the peering day.

XV

<ea, 7ruth and -ustice then
Will down return to men,

Orbed in a rainbow� and, like Jlories wearinJ,
Mercy will sit between,

Throned in celestial sheen,

With radiant feet the tissued clouds down steering;

And Heaven, as at some festival, 

Will open wide the gates of her high palace-hall. �/u ���

+ere, we can still ¿nd the aim of the ascetic spirit of -esus &hrist, that is, to ¿nd out 
the ultimate truth for the moral standard through the ascetic way of life. 

II. Sin and the Wrestling against It 

               )or still they knew, and ouJht to have still remembered
               The high Injunction not to taste that Fruit,

               Whoever tempted; which they not obeying,

               Incurred, what could they less, the penalty, 

               And manifold in sin, deserved to fall.

                              — Paradise Lost, %.;. /��

Why does there exist an ascetic life of the protagonists, as discussed, in the 

religious poems mentioned above? It is because of sin. All the Christians who try 

an ascetic life are actually ¿JhtinJ aJainst sin.
7heoloJically, sin is taken to mean rebellion aJainst *od or to mean the 
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severe wrongdoing or faults in moral character due to disobedience of a Divine 

command or a violation of natural law. A person¶s sense of sin is one paradiJm of 
religious experience. According to the New Testament, all men are sinful, because 

we inherited oriJinal sin from Adam and (ve, the common father of humankind. 
&hristians believe that the death of -esus was a sacri¿ce for human sins. A person 
after death will be sent to hell if judged by God to be an unrepentant sinner. In 

a loose sense, sin is synonymous with evil, but strictly speakinJ, sin is an evil 
committed towards *od, rather than other persons. Only *od may be asked to 
pardon sins. On some interpretations, sin results from our following of our sensory 

nature against our rational nature. It is committed when we do not do the good we 

know that *od reTuires of us �%unnin ����. 
When sin is taken to mean rebellion aJainst *od, it seems to indicate that 

an individual and his God deal with each other so directly as to shut out relations 

of the individual with other individuals, but usually the relationship between an 

individual and *od is taken to involve the relationship between the individual 
and his fellow men. As we know, individuals are not isolated individuals, but the 
social individuals, that is, they are the most important and decisive elements of the 

society. While society exists as an objective fact above and apart from us, it is also 

a social construction — created, reaffirmed, and altered through the day-to-day 

interactions of the very people it influences and controls. The interplay between 

personal and social forces is the defining feature of everyday life. The effect of 

social structure on our personal actions is often felt when we are compelled to obey 

the commands of someone who has authority over us, but the authority no bigger 

than that of God.

+owever widely or narrowly one¶s social relations and responsibilities may 
be interpreted as enterinJ into one¶s relation with *od and thereby affect the ranJe 
of ideology, the consciousness of sin is felt. The test for sin is ultimately whether 

or not one has rebelled against God or one has committed the severe wrongdoing 

or has faults in moral character due to disobedience of a Divine command or a 

violation of natural law. 6ocially, morally and psycholoJically there are ¿ve types 
of sins.

Sin as a Particular Fact

,n our daily ranJe of ethical interpretation, it is more likely for a person to 
interpret sin with reference to particular facts in his experience, rather than with 

reference to great drifts in his conduct. This is especially noticeable in the lives of 

children, but it is common in many persons of mature years and limited experience 

and outlook. )or e[ample, a child is often instructed that to take an apple from a 
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fruit-stand without paying for it is wrong and will be displeasing to God. Once 

that idea is firmly implanted, to take an apple from any fruit�stand anywhere 
will be felt to be wrong and displeasing to God; that is, it will be felt to be a sin. 

6imilarly the child can be instructed and made to feel that to take somethinJ that 
belonJs to a schoolmate is wronJ, or that to pluck a flower without permission 
from the neiJhbor¶s yard is wronJ. AlthouJh his e[perience is too limited to Jrasp 
immediately the siJnificance of the moral law that to take anythinJ that belonJs 
to somebody else without payinJ for it or beinJ Jiven permission to take it, is 
wrong and sinful, he will grow into the appreciation of such a law inductively as 

he gradually accumulates enough experiences of particular things that are wrong 

to do so. In religious poems, the poets provide readers with many experiences of 

particular thinJs so that they can make readers Jrow into the appreciation of moral 
laws Tuickly:   

%ut he, the seventh from thee, whom thou beheld¶st
The only righteous in a world perverse,

And therefore hated, therefore so beset

With foes, for daring single to be just,

And utter odious truth, that God would come

To judge them with his Saint — him the Most +iJh, �Paradise Lost, 

%ook ;,, /�������
««
The brazen throat of war had ceased to roar;

All now was turned to jollity and game,

To luxury and riot, feast and dance,

Marrying or prostituting, as befell,

Rape or adultery, where passing fair

Allured them� thence from cups to civil broils. �Paradise Lost, %ook ;,, 
/�������
««
7he ÀoatinJ vessel swum
8plifted, and secure with beaked prow
5ode tiltinJ o¶er the waves� all dwellinJs else
Flood overwhelmed, and them with all their pomp

Deep under water rolled; sea covered sea,

Sea without shore: and in their palaces,

Where luxury late reigned, sea-monsters whelped
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And stabled: of mankind, so numerous late, 
All left in one small bottom swum embarked. �Paradise Lost, %ook ;,, 
/�������

These are some descriptions of the experiences of typically particular things that 

are wrong to do. We might say that, in our first attempts at these lines of verse, 

we tried to formalize what they indicate, that is to say, we can find some truth 

from these lines of verse Must like the case in which a child can ¿nd a moral law 
inductively from an apple and a Àower. ,n tryinJ to analy]e these lines of verses 
as a particular thing, it reminds me of the seven deadly sins listed in medieval 

philosophy and theology as pride, covetousness, envy, gluttony, anger, sloth, and 

lust. These seven deadly sins have shown themselves as the permanence of some 

sinful patterns of spatial organization which the history of ideas and myths allow 

us to call the reference moral standards, against which the common moral laws 

have been formed into people¶s mind. 7he critical impact of the reference moral 
standards is not the fact of the model itself, but the difference between the model 

and reality� these differences beinJ e[hibited by the moral pictures. %ut this critical 
impact, which is a latent characteristic of all moralities, is not separated from the 

dominant systems of ideas and values: it expresses itself through the structures and 

the vocabulary of those systems by which readers can come to understand the real 

conditions of their existence. Against the reference moral standards, the existence 

of the these kinds of terribly perverse behaviors such as ³All now was turned to 
jollity and game, / To luxury and riot, feast and dance, / Marrying or prostituting, 

as befell, / Rape or adultery, where passing fair / Allured them” is powerful enough 

to make people sinful, and *od anJry. 7herefore +e starts a Àood to eliminate the 
immoral people as some severe punishment. It is this necessity of the particular 

description of Paradise Lost that makes people know what is wronJ to do and what 
is riJht to do, and it is people¶s awareness of what is wronJ and what is riJht that 
forms the foundation of the moral code.

Sin as a General Discrepancy in Oneself

Another common form that the sin idea takes is that one is wrong in his 

whole relation to God, rather than in one particular or other. Sometimes this 

general discrepancy is sensed through a variety of misdemeanors, which conspire 

to convince one that his whole life is wrong; but sometimes the feeling arises in 

another way. If one is taught from infancy that all men are naturally sinful, the idea 

of his own inherent sinfulness will take root and work itself out in a conviction of 
sinfulness, which may have in it no reference to any speci¿c acts. (ven if one is not 
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taught from infancy, one can certainly get the same idea when he is old enough to 

read some religious poetry:

³Adam, now ope thine eyes, and ¿rst behold
The effects which thy original crime hath wrought

In some to spring from thee, who never touched

7he e[cepted tree, nor with the 6nake conspired,
Nor sinned thy sin, yet from that sin derive

&orruption to brinJ forth more violent deeds.´ �Paradise Lost XI, L423-

���          
««
Whereas he inly raJed, and , as they talked,
Smote him into the midriff with a stone

That beat out life; he fell, and, deadly pale,

*roaned out his soul, with JushinJ blood effused. �Paradise Lost XI, 

/�������
««
“These two are brethren, Adam, and to come

Our of thy loins. The unjust the just hath slain,

)or envy that his brother¶s offerinJ found 
From Heaven acceptance; but the bloody fact

Will be avenJed, and the other¶s faith approved
Lose no reward, though here thou see him die,

5ollinJ in dust and Jore.´ �Paradise Lost XI, /������� 
    

To read the above mentioned lines of verse from the religious poems, such as 

Paradise Lost, will make the reader conscious of the idea of his Jeneral sinfulness, 
Must like -ohn %unyan, who became so imbued with the idea of his Jeneral 
sinfulness that he needed to go through some experience of conversion from 

general sinfulness before he could be at peace with himself. He wrote in Grace 

Abounding to the Chief of Sinners in this way: 

Once as , was walkinJ to and fro in a Jood man¶s shop, bemoaninJ to myself 
in my sad and doleful state, afflicting myself with self-abhorrence for this 

wicked and unJodly thouJht, lamentinJ also for this hard hap of mine, for 
that I should commit so great a sin, greatly fearing I should not be pardoned; 

praying also in my heart, that if this sin of mine did differ from that against the 
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+oly *host, the /ord would show it to me: and beinJ now ready to sink with 
fear, suddenly there was as if there had rushed in at the window the noise of 

wind upon me, but very pleasant, and as if , had heard a voice speakinJ, 'idst 
ever refuse to be Musti¿ed by the blood of &hrist" and withal my whole life of 
profession past was in a moment opened to me, wherein I was made to see that 

designedly I had not ; so my heart answered groaningly, No. Then fell with 

power that word of *od upon me, 6ee that ye refuse not him that speaketh. 
This made a strange seizure upon my spirit; it brought light with it, and 

commanded a silence in my heart of all those tumultuous thoughts that before 

did use, like masterless hellhounds to roar and bellow and make a hideous 
noise within me. ,t showed me also that -esus &hrist had yet a work of Jrace 
and mercy for me, that he had not, as , had feared, Tuite forsaken and cast off 
my soul. �%unyan ����� 

)rom %unyan¶s psycholoJical reaction towards Jeneral sinfulness, people will 
become aware that the feeling of general sinfulness may come about through some 

new vision which has broken upon an individual¶s consciousness of what holy 
living means. When we catch a vision of great personal superiority in another, 

the reÀe[ feelinJ we are bound to e[perience is that of correspondinJ inferiority 
in ourselves. Let such a new ideal come into the consciousness of a person, and 

instantly he beJins to feel that some kinds of behavior which he had before felt 
to be innocent are now sinful; and this feeling is retroactive, laying a more or 

less riJorous hand upon all of the individual¶s e[perience from his moment of 
enliJhtenment back to the days of childhood. 

Sin as Venial or Mortal 

In some theological theories a distinction is made between venial and mortal, 

or deadly, sin. The venial sin is that which may be forgiven or pardoned, whereas 

the mortal, or deadly, sin is that for which no forgiveness can be expected. Thus 

3rometheus on the part of a rebeller stealinJ ¿re from +eaven in favor of mankind 
is looked upon as the most venial of offenses. %ut such sins as pride, covetousness, 
lust, anJer, Jluttony, envy, and sloth, are looked upon �especially by the 5oman 
&atholic &hurch� as the seven deadly sins that, if they become triumphant in 
human nature, mean spiritual death and utter banishment from the presence of God. 

Thus Satan on the part of a rebeller seducing Eve to eat the fruit from the tree of 

knowledJe is always looked upon as the most mortal sin, for which no forJiveness 
can be expected, and thereby Satan was horribly punished: 
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«+e wondered, but not lonJ
Had leisure, wondering at himself now more.

His visage drawn he felt to sharp and spare,

His arms clung to his ribs, his legs entwining

Each other, till, supplanted, down he fell,

A monstrous serpent on his belly prone,

Reluctant, but in vain; a greater power

Now ruled him, punished in the shape he sinne

AccordinJ to his doom.« �Paradise Lost X, /�������

Satan was no more pardonable, for he had committed unpardonable sin against the 

Holy Spirit. His seducing Eve to eat the fruit was directly to rebel against God and 

*od¶s will under the drive of pride, envy and anJer, three of the seven deadly sins. 
In Paradise Lost Book IV, when Satan saw the happy life of Adam and Eve, “Aside 

the Devil turned/ For envy; yet with jealous leer malign � (yed them askance, and 
to himself thus plained: — � 6iJht hateful, siJht tormentinJ� 7hus these two, / 
Imparadised in one another arms , � 7he happier (den, shall enMoy their ¿ll / Of bliss 

on bliss; while I to Hell am thrust, � Where neither Moy nor love, but ¿erce desire, 
/ Among our other torments not the least, � 6till unful¿lled, with pain of lonJinJ 
pines�´ �Paradise Lost IV, /��������  6atan had been imbued with the heinous idea 
of crimes before he seduced (ve. 7his kind of description is very powerful, for the 
fear that one may become the perpetrator of unpardonable sin sometimes acts as a 

powerful deterrent from sinful modes of behavior. Thus religious poems may often 

preach about the unpardonable sin, with the hope of implanting in their readers a 

desire to escape such a horrible condition of life. 

Sin as Selfishness
,n so far as sin is held to involve one¶s relation with his neiJhbors, it becomes 

practically a synonym for selfishness. 6elfishness may be an action or a kind of 
consciousness concerned with or directed towards one¶s own advantaJe without 
care for others. 'eep inside the sel¿sh person, there is an interests�centered motive 
drive. In its original form, drive theory was used to explain various biological 

functions such as eatinJ, drinkinJ, sleepinJ, and havinJ se[. 7he hunJer�eatinJ 
cycle illustrates a presumed chain of event: food deprivation ĺhunJer �drive� 
ĺseekinJ food and eatinJ ĺdrive reduction �.asin ����. Obviously, drive theory 
can be applicable to some selfish behavior of the protagonists in the religious 

poems. The following is one example: 
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Unreal City

Under the brown fog of a winter noon

Mr. Eugnides, the Smyrna Merchant

8nshaven, with a pocket full of currants
C.i.f. London: documents at sight,

Asked me in demotic )rench
To luncheon at the Cannon street Hotel 

)ollowed by a weekend at the Metropole. �The Waste Land, /������ �
   

In these lines of verses from The Waste Land, the merchant, Mr. Eugenides is 

desiJned by the poet to live in an ³8nreal &ity´. %ecause he is selfishness and 
because the merchant is usually sel¿sh, Must like 6hylock in The Merchant of Venice, 

Eugenides is to set himself against the will of God. Nothing can really happen 

aJainst *od¶s will, and an omnipotent beinJ who can not prevent the moral evils — 

the sel¿sh acts he foresees is because of human beinJs
 free will. ,t is not stranJe 
that the world Eugenides is in is a world full of human free will and far from the 

requirements of God. Free will derives from the natural feeling that we can choose 

what we do according to the dictates of our own soul, without being compelled 

�%unnin ����. 7he dictates of our own soul, as a matter of fact here, refer to the 
motive drive in our mind. (uJnides must be sel¿sh when he is in the �8nreal &ity," 

the dictates of his soul drive him to dream for more wealth. +is desire �drive� for 
more wealth or money has brought him to a dreamy world, in which any success 

in money or wealth Jain will make his psycholoJical tension �caused by the desire 
or drive� rela[ed, thereby he will be Jreatly satis¿ed throuJh the drive reduction. 
6ome readers would find that this arJument only makes thinJs loJically worse, 
for if we say that *od could will a person not to perform a certain sel¿sh act, and 
yet that person, in his free will or in his motive drive, could still perform it, then 

we seem to be sayinJ that *od is not omnipotent �for not everythinJ he wills to 
happen really happens�. As a result, this arJument has killed *od. 7he death of *od 
is certainly to cause a Jreat deal of hallucination�like pu]]lement, bewilderment 
and confusion in human beinJs, therefore, people, Must like (uJenides who lives 
sel¿shly to set himself aJainst the will of *od, in The Waste Land live not only in 

the real waste land but also in the unreal city. 

Sin as the Violation of Group Morality

In the simpler stage of society, as we have noticed, there seems to be no 

clear idea of sin apart from the tribal mores. The principle customs of the tribe 

are embedded in religious sanctions, and they lay upon the members of the tribe a 
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reliJious obliJation to observe them e[actly. 7o break them is not merely crime, in 
the sense in which it is crime to break the laws of a civili]ed state or society� it is 
sin, for it threatens to bring upon the head of the offender the wrath of the god of 

the tribe, and not upon him only, but also upon his whole tribe. Even in our most 

developed society there is a marked connection between Jroup morality and sin. 
The prevalent conception of what actions are sinful is based almost wholly upon 

standards erected, or at least recognized and adopted, by particular groups; and 

each Jroup has more or less distinct ideas of what is riJht and ¿ttinJ on the part of 
its members. As far as this point is concerned, we are the same as primitive men, 

that is to say, sin is a matter of violated social standards. Any violation of social 

standards is reJarded as sin and must be horribly punished by *od, the kinJ of 
Egypt was cruel to the descendents of Adam and Eve and was punished together 

with his country and his people by God:

« Whence of Juests he makes them slaves
,nhospitably, and kills their infant males:
7ill, by two brethren �those two brethren call
Moses and Aaron� sent from *od to claim
His people from enthralment, they return,

With Jlory and spoil, back to their promised land.
%ut ¿rst the lawless tyrant, who denies 
7o .now their *od, or messaJe to reJard.
Must be compelled by signs and judgements dire:

)roJs, lice, and Àies must all his palace ¿ll
With loathed intrusion, and ¿ll all the land�
His cattle must of rot and murrain die;

%otches and blains must all his Àesh emboss,
And all his people; thunder mixed with hail,

+ail mi[ed with ¿re, must rend the (Jyptian sky,
And wheel on the earth, devouring where it rolls;

What it devours not, herb, or fruit, or grain,

A darksome cloud of locusts swarminJ down
Must eat, and on the ground leave nothing green;

'arkness must overshadow all his bounds,
3alpable darkness, and blot out three days�
/ast, with one midniJht�stroke, all the ¿rst�born
Of (Jypt must lie dead... �Paradise Lost XII, /�������
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Milton told us the story from Old Testament about how the descendents of Adam 

and Eve were put into slavery and how they were pitilessly slaughtered. The 

inhuman slauJhterinJ act of the kinJ of (Jypt was, as a matter of fact, severely 
against the common standards of any society, and therefore it was a sin. After 

reading these lines of verses, we may allow that there is some room for the 

conviction of sin over and above this loyalty to the standards of the group, for 

occasionally some person will feel the very things which his group accepts as 

riJht to be wronJ. We cannot say that the brutal act of the kinJ of (Jypt toward 
the Israelies failed to represent the interests of his people, that is to say, what the 

kinJ had done was in accordance with the standards of that particular society in 
that particular time; and yet whatever the excuse might be, it is a sin against the 

common standards of a civili]ed society and *od¶s will. Anyway, the civili]ed 
man¶s standard of what constitutes sin is certainly more comprehensive than the 
primitive man¶s, and it is adMusted to the hiJher demands of a broadened and more 
seasoned ethical temper, but nevertheless it is still largely formed about what the 

Jroup thinks is riJht and wronJ.  
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