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What do we mean by the ›circulation‹ of literature? What are the implications of such 
a notion? What moves–and how–when ›literary‹ circulation takes place? What is the 
relationship between the concept and evaluative categories of all kinds (aesthetic, 
economic, cultural, and social, to name but a few)? These are the fundamental 
questions that have prompted us to revisit a well-tilled field of inquiry to engage with 
the phenomenon from a fresh perspective. In so doing, our focus is fourfold:

•	 First, we seek to move beyond the metaphorical use of the term ›circulation‹ 
that has gained currency in the wake of Stephen Greenblatt’s Shakespearean 
Negotiations1 and Albert Koschorke’s mediological study of what he referred 
to as Körperströme (»body currents«) and Schriftverkehr (»correspondence«);2 
to that end, we aim to sharpen the concept’s theoretical and methodological 
profile, while widening its scope to include transnational literary phenomena.
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•	 Second, our investigation is not primarily concerned with how ›circulation‹ has 
been employed as a term and a metaphor across a multitude of epistemological 
fields; what is at issue here is not the history of knowledge in general, but the 
domain of literature in particular.

•	 Third, given the diffuse notion of ›circulation‹ now current in the field of 
global literature studies, we are particularly interested in what distinguishes 
the concept from other ways in which the movements of literary texts can be 
modeled and understood (exchange, distribution, diffusion, dissemination, 
transfer, dispersion, appropriation, etc.).

•	 Fourth, it is our goal to establish ›circulation‹ as a full-fledged aesthetic and 
poetological concept that can take its place next to existing categories such as 
›substance‹, ›complexity‹, and ›self-reflexivity‹ in discussions of the value and 
evaluation of literary texts.

Our effort to delineate literary circulation more precisely builds on astute 
observations by Stefanie Gänger, who has diagnosed a similarly vague and 
indiscriminate usage in the field of global history and argues in favor of a 
more nuanced application. Gänger explains the characteristic combination 
of widespread use and lack of specificity with the term’s appealingly broad 
semantic range. Its historical diffusion across epistemological fields as diverse 
as physiology, economics, and astronomy has in turn endowed it with a potent 
charge of collective symbolism: It simultaneously evokes the image of perpetual 
movement (as in the circulation of blood), holds out the promise of holistic 
connectedness (as in the cyclical movements of the planets), and suggests a self-
evident process that is independent from the actions of specific entities.3

The immense success–and vagueness–with which the term has been used in 
recent debates is exemplified by the case of David Damrosch, who understands 
»world literature« as »a mode of circulation and of reading«.4 In his seminal study 
What is World Literature?, Damrosch utilizes ›circulation‹ as one of three main 
pillars of his argument (the other two being ›translation‹ and ›production‹), albeit 
without providing a detailed definition. For Damrosch, circulation is the decisive 
impetus behind the »transformation« that world literature continually undergoes, 
but his variegated array of »detailed case studies«5 ultimately keeps him from 
discussing the exact workings and implications of this movement. This is precisely 
where the present volume picks up: Instead of merely claiming that circulation 
constitutes a key factor in the dynamics of literature, we seek to thoroughly 
understand the term’s productive potential and transform it into a fully functional–
and hence negotiable–analytical concept.

3 See Stefanie Gänger: Circulation. Reflections on Circularity, Entity, and Liquidity in the 
Language of Global History, in: Journal of Global History 12 (2017), 303–318.
4 David Damrosch: What is World Literature? Princeton, N. J. 2003, 5.
5 Ibid., 6.
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With this goal in mind, we will first present a number of deliberations aimed 
at a definition of the characteristic dynamics of ›circulation‹. The model we are 
about to propose must be concrete enough to be conducive to the examination of 
circulation from a genuinely literary vantage point. At the same time, it needs to 
be sufficiently flexible to accommodate the exigencies of highly diverse historical 
contexts and objects of inquiry, a variety of which the individual contributions to 
this collection explore from a multitude of critical perspectives.

As already mentioned, the notion of circulation owes its complex genealogy to 
a number of distinct yet inextricably linked fields of knowledge to which it has 
historically been applied, namely those concerning the orbits of celestial bodies, 
the circulation of blood, the hydrologic cycle, the manufacture and trade of goods, 
and the flow of money. One major contributing factor to the ubiquity of the idea 
of circulatory movement is undoubtedly the transtemporal and transcultural 
fascination with the circle as the epitome of geometrical perfection.6 As far back 
as antiquity, Empedocles investigated cosmic cycles,7 Diogenes of Apollonia and 
Hippocrates of Kos postulated the meteorogenic circulation of water, and Aristotle 
pondered the effects of money and interest on the natural cycle of acquisition 
and use, as well as the cyclical nature of biological phenomena.8 Whereas these 
processes are all organized along temporal and spatial lines, notions of exclusively 
temporal cycles also emerged, which in turn formed part of corresponding 
conceptions of history.9

In the Early Modern Period, William Harvey’s description of the dual 
circulation of blood in his treatise Exercitatio anatomica de motu cordis et 
sanguinis in animalibus (1628) led to humoral pathology’s gradual supersession 
by an understanding of the human body as a system of conduits and vessels.10 
Thomas Hobbes’s application of Harvey’s model to the flow of taxes accruing to 
the state (Leviathan, 1651) in turn initiated a renewal of received notions of the 
body politic, and ushered in an era in which circulation-based economic theories 
rapidly rose to dominance.11 Despite some noteworthy differences, physiocracy, 

6 See F. Krafft: s.v. »Kreis, Kugel«, in: Historisches Wörterbuch der Philosophie, ed. by Joachim 
Ritter, (from vol. 4) Karlfried Gründer, 12 vols., Basel/Stuttgart 1971–2004, vol. 4, col. 1211–
1226.
7 See Oliver Primavesi: Tetraktys und Göttereid bei Empedokles. Der pythagoreische Zeitplan des 
kosmischen Zyklus, in: Friedrich Kittler et al. (ed.): Götter und Schriften rund ums Mittelmeer, 
Paderborn 2017, 229–316.
8 Gerhard Scharbert, Joseph Vogl: Zirkulation/Kreislauf, in: Joseph Vogl, Burkhardt Wolf (ed.): 
Handbuch Literatur & Ökonomie, Berlin/Boston, Mass. 2019, 347–351, here: 347.
9 See A. Müller: s.v. »Kreislauftheorien«, in: Historisches Wörterbuch der Philosophie (note 6), 
vol. 4, col. 1227–1229.
10 See Koschorke (note 2), 54–55.
11 See Harald Schmidt, Markus Sandl: Einleitung, in: id. (ed.): Gedächtnis und Zirkulation. Der 
Diskurs des Kreislaufs im 18. und frühen 19. Jahrhundert, Goettingen 2002, 9–21, here: 14. 
On the link between Harvey and Hobbes, see Michel Foucault: Les Mots et les choses, in: id.: 
Œuvres I, ed. by Fréderic Gros et al., Paris 2015, 1035–1457, here: 1232–1233.
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mercantilism, and cameralism all postulated circulation as the precondition of a 
›healthy‹ and prosperous national economy, which could easily be disturbed if the 
wrong measures were taken.12

With the emergence of industrial scale economies, the triad of ›production‹, 
›consumption‹, and ›circulation‹ became key concepts of national economy. 
As Karl Marx and other economic theorists pointed out, the market economy’s 
imperative of continuous growth and surplus production meant that economic 
circulation no longer operated as a closed circuit, but rather resembled a spiral-
shaped movement.13

Propelled forward first by abstract working time and profit orientation, and 
then by the ever-evolving trade in stocks and equity, movements within the sphere 
of circulation accelerated and diversified. As these movements followed the 
impetus generated by the interaction of the »social imaginaries«14 dominant in the 
industrialized nations of the Global North–»the public sphere (public opinion), 
the citizen-state (›We the people‹), and the market«15–they ceased to operate as 
circuits in the narrow sense and developed increasingly complex temporalities. 
Concurrently, the models of circulation employed in the natural sciences were 
repeatedly updated in the wake of an increasing focus on experimentation and 
empiricism, especially in the fields of meteorology and electricity.16 Through 
all these developments, ›circulation‹ was by no means limited to the transfer 
of ideas or physically tangible entities–tied to specific historical contexts, the 
inter-discursive dynamics of circulation produced equally specific »circulation 
forms«, and contributed to the formation of distinct »cultures of circulation« and 
»interpretive communities«.17

In our model, we conceive of all these various economies, cultures, and 
communities as both the context of and the impetus behind literary circulation. 
Books as a commodity are directly dependent upon economic logics of dis-
tribution, and all literary practices play out within a specific circulatory dispositif. 
Moreover, the historical semantics of the term–especially its association with 

13 See ibid., 349–350.
14 For a detailed discussion of the concept, see Charles Taylor: Modern Social Imaginaries, 
Durham, N. C. 2003.
15 Benjamin Lee, Edward LiPuma: Cultures of Circulation. The Imaginations of Modernity, in: 
Public Culture 14/1 (2002), 191–213.
16 See Vladimir Janković: Reading the Skies. A Cultural History of English Weather. 1650–1820, 
Chicago, Ill./London 2000, esp. 156–164; Gisela Kutzbach: The Thermal Theories of Cyclones. 
A History of Meteorological Thought in the Nineteenth Century, Lancaster 1979; Bernhard 
Siegert: Passage des Digitalen. Zeichenpraktiken der neuzeitlichen Wissenschaften 1500–1900, 
Berlin 2003, 197–207.
17 Lee/LiPuma (note 15), 191–192. On the concept of »interpretive communities«, see Stanley 
Fish: Is There a Text in This Class, Cambridge, Mass. 1980, 147–174.

12 See Joseph Vogl: Ökonomie und Zirkulation um 1800, in: Weimarer Beiträge 31/1 (1997), 
69–79; Scharbert/Vogl (note 8), 348–349.
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the circulation of blood–continue to exert their influence whenever the concept 
is transferred to a new field of application, carrying its metaphorical heritage 
with it. What is also transferred–implicitly or explicitly–are temporal and spatial 
conceptions, notions of communicative and societal order, and mechanisms of 
control and regulation, which means that the relevance of economic and physio-
logical models for the literary-sociological analysis of circulation cannot be 
overstated. Knowledge of circulation is also a key component of literary texts 
themselves, where it is reflected and negotiated, where it influences their poetics, 
and where it contributes to their internal organization (see section 5).18

How, then, can we grasp the concept of ›circulation‹? On the most fundamental 
level, we understand circulation as dynamic and recursive movements in time 
and space which keep ›literature‹ in motion–with constant or varying speed–in 
more or less stable spatial structures. We distinguish between two different forms 
of movement and two corresponding models of ›circulation‹: On the one hand, 
literature can follow a controlled trajectory supported by dependable infrastructure 
within a clearly delineated group of people, returning to its origins in a cyclical 
movement–dynamics of this type can adequately be described as a closed circuit.19 
On the other hand, literature can circulate in structures that expand helically in 
and over time or organize themselves in the form of networks and rhizomatic 
entanglements. Frequently encountered in instances of literary transfer, these 
progressive dynamics of growth and augmentation can be conceptualized as 
an open circuit. In both scenarios, the processes to be described usually depend 
on existing or yet to be created infrastructures which sustain the movement in 
question, and both can be expected to feature certain ›threshold areas‹ in which 
actors, institutions, and practices exert their influence on the speed, direction, and 
quality of that movement.

In what follows, we will explore five thematic areas in order to expand upon 
this basic definition, which will in turn allow us to shed light on various facets of 
circulation: materiality, mediality, and genre specificity (1); literature as a carrier 
medium (2); conduits, thresholds, and translations (3); values and evaluation 
(4); and, finally, the poetics of circulatory processes and the reflection of such 
processes in literature itself (5).

(1) Materiality, Mediality, and Genre Specificity. ›Literature‹ circulates not only 
in, but also through various formats and media. Such processes of transformation 
tend to have a profound impact on the dynamics of circulation and are likely to 
create distinct communities of reception.

18 See, for example, Joseph Vogl: Kalkül und Leidenschaft. Poetik des ökonomischen Menschen, 
Munich 2002, 223–288; Koschorke (note 2), esp. 15–86.
19 For examples of this type of circulation, see Carlos Spoerhase: »Manuscript für Freunde«. 
Die materielle Textualität literarischer Netzwerke. 1760–1830 (Gleim, Klopstock, Lavater, 
Fichte, Reinhold, Goethe), in: Deutsche Vierteljahrschrift für Literaturwissenschaft und Geistes-
geschichte 2 (2014), 172–205.
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For one, literature can be transmitted orally. Myths, fables, legends, fairy 
tales, and parables have been and continue to be passed on over generations 
in multifarious communities (familial, cultural, linguistic, etc.) by means of 
constantly recurring processes of circulation. While ritualized narrative settings 
can help to preserve the individual building blocks of a given story over time, oral 
traditions are inherently more prone to change and transformation than written 
texts. When oral narratives are written down–as, for example, in the case of the 
Children’s and Household Tales by the Brothers Grimm (1812)–divergent variants 
are gradually excluded from circulation: The process by which a certain version 
is fixed in writing, read as opposed to being recited from memory, and replicated 
materially (for example in the form of a book, which can in turn be physically 
passed on) creates significant obstacles for competing orally transmitted variants. 
While textualization has the potential to broaden the circulatory horizon and 
elevate a formally oral literature to global recognition, its effect can also remain 
limited for cultural or linguistic reasons: As Marina Ortrud Hertrampf’s chapter 
illustrates, the emergence of written Romani literature at the beginning of the 
20th century did not lead to international distribution on a major scale, whereas 
the digital circulation of texts on internet platforms such as RomArchive has 
considerably expanded the reach of this ›minor‹ literature.

The poetic form (rhyme, meter, stanzaic and formulaic structures, etc.) 
of genres like courtly lyrics and popular ballads is particularly conducive to 
memorization and thus to oral transmission, and itinerant storytellers of all 
stripes–cuentacuentos and griots/griottes, minstrels and troubadours, modern-
day spoken word artists, but also translators–can further increase the circulation 
of the works they perform: As Melanie Stralla argues in her contribution, the 
rhapsodic recitals of the works of Provençal author Frédéric Mistral staged by 
August Bertuch, his German translator, were a key factor in the former’s success 
with German audiences around 1900. In a similar vein, the mobility of authors (for 
example in the form of reading tours and artist residencies) can widen the orbit of 
their works, with the forms of performative implementation (including strategies 
of authorial self-fashioning) shaping the modalities of dissemination.

The material formats and types of media in which literary texts are stored 
constitute a crucial factor in the dynamics of circulation. They may be addressed 
to a specific readership: Works in manuscript, for example, are not only ›written 
by hand‹, as the etymology of the term suggests–they usually circulate ›from 
hand to hand‹ within fairly small and closed groups such as the authors’ circle 
of friends,20 or their editors and publishers. The mail art network of the Spanish-
Italian Zaj collective discussed in Pauline Bachmann’s chapter is a particularly 
interesting instance of the material circulation of texts: In the 1960s, this group 
of avantgarde artists developed a form of experimental poetry based on postcards 

20 See ibid., as well as id.: Das Format der Literatur. Praktiken materieller Textualität zwischen 
1740 und 1830, Goettingen 2018.
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(cartones) sent to other members, while simultaneously transcending the 
boundaries of this tightly circumscribed circulatory framework with a series of 
exhibitions and anthologies.

Books, on the other hand–be it in the shape of scrolls or codices–tend to store 
texts (or collections of texts) that are more substantial and largely self-contained, 
giving them a physically tangible form that greatly facilitates their transmission. 
The invention of the movable-type printing press in the middle of the 15th century 
made it possible to quickly and economically produce large numbers of books, 
which in turn enabled the dissemination of texts on a previously unimaginable 
scale.

As objects of daily use (and as works of art), books are made accessible by 
institutions such as libraries and bookstores, which may operate according to 
entirely different economic and material circulatory principles. From around the 
middle of the 18th century onward, another medium, or vehicle, of circulation 
with its own dynamics and trajectories came into play: magazines and journals 
featuring literary texts from a variety of genres and/or literary criticism. 
Characteristically, new issues appear periodically and can either be bought 
individually, borrowed from a library, or delivered to the reader’s home under a 
subscription scheme, depending on the publication’s prestige, thematic profile, and 
target audience. Like anthologies,21 magazines of this type bring together texts 
written by various authors with a (variable or constant) thematic focus. This may 
foster implicit dialogue between the contributions, but publications of this type 
can also function as the organ of specific literary groups or movements. Compared 
to books, individual magazine issues are often assigned a lower (or merely 
temporary) material and/or symbolic value, with the exception of special issues 
and certain volumes that turn into collectibles due to extraordinary circumstances. 
Yet magazines fulfil pivotal functions in the transcultural circulation of literature: 
In their contribution to this volume, Hanno Ehrlicher and Jörg Lehmann 
retrace the various degrees to which Spanish-language magazines promoted the 
literary encounter between Spain and South America in the period from 1891 to 
1936, whereas Patrícia Lino examines how the exchange between Brazilian 
and Portuguese literary magazines developed over the course of recent decades. 
Meanwhile, Paweł Zajas’s chapter on the Merkur’s Eastern European program 
shows that the medium of the magazine is capable of overcoming not only 
cultural, but also linguistic borders, and that the interest in Eastern European 
literature after Stalinʼs death was strongly linked to cultural-political competition 
in the German/European periodical field.

Both oral and written communication have found new media and forms 
of expression in the wake of digitalization. With the emergence of e-books and 
carrier media such as e-book readers and tablets, it has become possible to store 

21 It could well be argued that the idea of the anthology, or florilegium, also harks back to a 
circulatory process: as the editors perambulate among diverse texts, picking but a select few, they 
bring the chosen works into a fruitful–and ideally seminal–relationship to each other.
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a large number of books and magazines in extensive but highly portable libraries. 
The principle of ›scrolling‹, in particular, has enabled entirely new forms of 
reception–in 2011, Octavio Paz’s Blanco (originally published in 1967 as a 
fanfold) was the first poem to be made available to readers as a tablet-based app. 
Formats such as audio drama, audiobooks, and podcasts also provide innovative 
ways of accessing oral (if recorded) literary products, while a large number of 
›born digital‹ texts is produced whose material composition is geared heavily 
towards online publication and specific digital platforms (e.g., Instagram).

Literature may also change its shape when it is translated into other languages 
or adapted to other media and art forms. As Rebecca Walkowitz has demonstrated 
in her highly influential study Born Translated (2015), many novels are imbued 
by translatability as a precondition of their production or as a poetological 
principle, for example when the narrative sujets are informed by transcultural 
spaces such as the New Jersey of the Dominican community in Junot Díaz’s The 
Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao (2007), or when, as is also the case in Díaz’s 
novel, the work in question makes significant use of trans- and multilingual 
textures (in this case, Spanish and English).22 In turn, adaptations not only trans-
fer literary products into other genres and/or media, but they also open up entirely 
new channels of circulation and create their own communities of reception. 
When Irène Némirovsky’s fragmentary novel Suite française, written shortly 
before the author’s deportation and subsequent murder in Auschwitz in 1942, was 
published posthumously in 2004, it won numerous prizes, saw translations into 
many other languages, and was adapted for the big screen in 2015. As Marta-
Laura Cenedese argues in her contribution, the film adaptation replaced the 
multiple points of view of Némirovsky’s novel with a monologic perspective, a 
simplification that allowed it to replicate the commercial success of other similarly 
themed productions, albeit at the price of reduced artistic and ethical complexity.

A particularly fascinating aspect of transmedial circulation is the reciprocal 
influence between (serial) novels and their adaptations for television or streaming 
platforms. Audiences may grow exponentially as a result of the respective series’ 
popularity, as is the case with George R. R. Martin’s multi-volume and as yet 
uncompleted fantasy saga A Song of Ice and Fire (1996, 1999, 2000, 2005, 2011) 
and Margaret Atwood’s dystopian novel The Handmaid’s Tale (1985). Even more 
interestingly, the two adaptations have moved beyond the plots of their literary 
›sources‹: While the HBO series Game of Thrones came to its conclusion in 
2019, readers of the novels (many of whom were attracted to the franchise by the 
screen adaptation) are still waiting impatiently for the next instalment; Atwood, 
meanwhile, penned a sequel (The Testaments, 2019) incorporating plot elements 
from the television show that had not formed part of her original novel in 1985.

22 See Rebecca Walkowitz: Born Translated. The Contemporary Novel in an Age of World 
Literature, New York 2015.


