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Reading the Past Across Space and Time:
Receptions and World Literature

Brenda Deen Schildgen and Ralph Hexter

INTRODUCTION

Our philological home is the earth. It can no longer be the nation.
~ Erich Auerbach, Philology and Weltliteratur (1952)

This collection of essays examines receptions of ancient to early modern
literary works from around the world that have circulated globally, that
is, across time and space. Thus, in one sense, the collection starts with the
premise of an enduring and revered cultural past, whether in the East, West,
North, or South. The second premise is that the circulation of literature
through translation and other forms of reception long predates modern
global society. It is hardly a new phenomenon. If anything is new, it is the
idea of national literary canons, which have existed just over a 100 years.
The idea of national literature was born alongside the development
of national ideologies beginning in the eighteenth century, and most
prominently argued by Johann Gottfried Herder (1744-1803), whose
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2 B.D.SCHILDGEN AND R. HEXTER

encounter with James Macpherson’s Fingal, Ancient Epic Poem in Six
Books, Composed by Ossian (published in 1760), prompted his engagement
with the idea of German literature. This led to his anonymous publication
Fragments on Recent German Literature (1767-68). The Scottish writer
Macpherson (1736-1796), while thwarting the idea of British national
unity by his supposed turn to “authentic” Gaelic oral sources, nonetheless
stimulated a trans-European search for national origins because Ossian
was soon translated into several European languages. One of the main
elements of nineteenth-century European cultural activity, this quest for
national origins accompanied the individual European vernacular lan-
guages’ and literatures’ assertion of national identity over the legacy of
classical Greece and Rome,! and Europe’s simultancous explorations into
the literary and cultural legacies beyond Europe’s borders.

Prior to the existence of powerful institutions like national or interna-
tional presses, and before nationally and language-defined literary canons
and school curricula were adopted into universities as the basis for most
national literature departments, literary works crossed language and cul-
tural boundaries in a tributary system of circulation that was, to some
degree, independent and autonomous. A widely disseminated phenom-
enon, inter-language literary circulation occurs across space and time.
It would be hard to imagine Chaucer, “father of English literature,”
for example, without French, Italian, Latin, and even Arabic resources;
Shakespeare without his continental and ancient sources; Cervantes with-
out Latin, Greek, Italian, French, Arabic, and other literary resources; not
to mention Virgil and Ovid without Homer; the Tamil Kampan without
the Sanskrit Valmiki; Japanese writer Lady Murasaki without Chinese clas-
sical poetry, or Goethe without an entire set of global literary resources,
including those of Chinese, Persian, and Sanskrit origin. The receptions
of these authors demonstrate the circulation of literary texts “beyond
their culture of origin”; indeed, they represent circulatory patterns within
networks or relationships that are often the creation of an autonomous
author or reader.? This is not to deny that, in the cases cited above, the
choices were from a select list of established works that in themselves often
possessed enormous cultural power partly because of their ancient status
but also because of their long-standing appeal.

The essays in this volume explore this kind of circulation of letters as
the study of receptions, in other words, receptions—note the plural—study.
Focusing on receptions that are invariably multiple kinds of “translation” of
literary works into other literary contexts and genres is a way to understand
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how literature belongs to a continuum of related forms and subjects con-
nected across time, often the ancient past with the modern, and across space,
often spaces constituted as colonial and post-colonial, East and West, North
and South, politically subjugated and culturally independent or dependent,
from centers of “symbolic capital” to peripheries and vice versa. While rec-
ognizing the realities of political and social pressures on cultural products,
the approach to literary history adopted here stands apart from assump-
tions about asymmetrical relationships ruling the creation and reception of
literary works. The focus here is on how writers or readers explore and use
the reservoir of literary texts that constitute, because of the choice of these
receivers, a world republic of letters, to invoke a term of Pascale Casanova’s
in her book The World Republic of Letters.® In other words, fundamental
here is the idea that writers and readers, reading, receiving, “translating,”
and rewriting, are creating and responding in a semi-autonomous “repub-
lic” of letters.

The volume sets out to define a new way of conceptualizing world
literature by examining the ways in which literary works cross arbitrary
national boundaries, which are themselves subject to change, and cir-
cumvent cultural and language barriers as though in an autonomous
zone of circulation, in liberated territories (figuratively speaking). The
essays—and in this case, we are only discussing /iterary circulation—
argue for an understanding of literary production and circulation as
separate from national traditions and from conventional zones of literary
interaction and reception (as area study formulations, for example, such
as “the western tradition,” Latin American Literature, Middle Eastern
Literature, or South Asian Literature), and for reception that breaks
from spatial and temporal limitations. The case studies examined here
demonstrate how literary works are received across national, language,
and cultural boundaries according to the choices of writers who them-
selves are readers. This is a phenomenon easily recognized (though often
ignored) in the visual arts, which although restricted by the conventions
of the media of expression, are not confined by language or national
traditions. Just as Philosophy or Art is not examined as a product of
linguistic or geographical regions, we want to show that literature too
belongs to interconnected tributaries of cultural relationships. Looking
at literary circulation in this way, even while recognizing the significance
of the language in which a literary work might be written, highlights the
limitation and artificiality of examining literature according to narrowly
defined national canons.
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Goethe’s remark that “world literature is now at hand” came just as
Germany was poised to enter the international literary domain, Casanova
notes in The World Republic of Letters.* She argues that a “literature-world”
exists as a literary universe relatively independent of the everyday world
and its political divisions, whose “boundaries and operational laws are not
reducible to those of ordinary political space.”® Thus, Casanova’s book,
which addresses literature from the sixteenth century on in Europe and
then in colonial and post-colonial settings, programmatically examines
the circulation of texts in a “literary” as opposed to a “political” world.
(Undeniably, making such a distinction, today as in the periods discussed,
could itself be interpreted in “political” terms, but that is not our argu-
ment here.) Casanova writes in a summary sentence occurring toward the
end of the book: “The cleavages characteristic of literary space that are the
furthest removed from the center and the pattern of their multiple depen-
dencies furnish perhaps the surest sign of the incongruence of literary space
and the political nation, which is to say of the velative autonomy of world lit-
erary space”® (emphasis ours), an argument alrcady made by Karl Marx in
Grundrissein 1858, although this remained unpublished until 1939.7 This
position profoundly modifies and complicates arguments that literary cul-
ture, meaning the literary works themselves as opposed to their reception
by readers, is complicit with nationalism and imperialism and supports
their modes of domination.® That is not to deny that in the modern era in
Europe and elsewhere, that is, since the Enlightenment, state systems have
empowered cultural engineers, including academies, boards of education
(national, local, and peripheral), national and colonial educational plan-
ners, literary prize boards, publishers and editors, literary salons, literary
magazines, and other kinds of communities of readers and cultural czars,
to determine the shape and scope of canons, the designation of major
works, and literary programs to educate national or colonial subjects,’
aspects of which will be discussed in this volume by Gisele Sapiro. But it is
to argue that writers, as autonomous subjects, have participated in a global
literary exchange that operates seemingly free of national boundaries, lan-
guage limitations, and temporal and spatial distance.

Casanova’s initial inspiration comes from Valéry Larbaud, who,
in 1925 in Ce vice impuni, la lecture: Domaine anglais (Reading, This
Unpunished Vice: English Domain), argued that “the politics of litera-
ture” has its own ways and its own reasons, which transcend the politics
of nations. He remarked on the great difference between the political map
and the intellectual map of the world, a reality made only too current in
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the wake of the First World War: “The one changes its look every fifty
years; it is covered with arbitrary and uncertain divisions, and its major
centers are constantly shifting. The intellectual map, by contrast changes
slowly, and its boundaries display great stability ... Whence an intellectual
politics that has almost no relation to economic politics.”!? Casanova also
turns to Fernand Braudel who “noted a relative independence of artistic
space with respect to economic (and therefore political) space.” Reviewing
the major urban culture centers of Europe, he generalizes, whether cor-
rectly or not, when Amsterdam became the center of European commerce
in the seventeenth century, Rome and Madrid were the core of creativ-
ity in the arts and literature. Culturally Paris, in the eighteenth century,
surpassed London, the hub of the world economy. “Similarly,” Braudel
remarked, “in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth, France,
though lagging behind the rest of Europe economically, was the undis-
puted center of Western painting and literature; the times when Italy or
Germany dominated the world of music were not times when Italy or
Germany dominated Europe economically or politically; and even today,
the formidable economic lead [enjoyed] by the United States has not
made it the literary and artistic leader of the world.”! One of the most
impressive examples might be Ireland, that once impoverished colonized
island, which managed to produce some of the greatest English writers of
the twentieth century despite its poverty, massive emigration, and rela-
tively small population. Braudel’s premise, while adopting the geographi-
cal area of Europe as the case study, posits that the literary world possesses
its own boundaries, capitals, and exchange systems that may not coincide
with those of the political and economic powers.

Casanova further argues, again thinking in terms of literary circulation
over the last 400 years, that “Over time, owing to the work of a number
of pioneering figures remarkable for their freedom from nationalist preju-
dice, an international literary law came to be created, a specific form of
recognition that owes nothing to political fiat, interest, or prejudice. The
world of letters is in fact something quite different from the received view
of literature as a peaceful domain. Its history is one of incessant struggle
and competition over the very nature of literature itself—an endless suc-
cession of literary manifestos, movements, assaults, revolutions. These
rivalries are what have created world literature.”!? In other words, creative
activity and new forms of expression emerge from the push and pull of
cultural, social, political, and technological exchange and contest, conver-
gence, divergence, and reception.
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One of Casanova’s most prominent examples of the world republic of
letters as against the political domination of letters that demonstrates the lit-
erary power of the periphery to rise up is in fact the Irish writer James Joyce.
Arguably one of the greatest English novels of the twentieth century, Joyce’s
Ulysses adopted the canonical Greek epic as its precursor model, deferred
to the language of the colonial power, and to the revered ancient classical
tradition, but as a product of an author from the colonized and perenni-
ally subjugated Ireland, it presented a richly detailed picture of Dublin and
Dubliners while using the English language to expose Irish abjection.

From the perspective of a world republic of letters, then, this volume
provides examples of a way to read literary works as belonging to a space—
time continuum of related forms and subjects. The essays seek to over-
come cultural notions of core and periphery, concepts that put certain
nations (usually the former colonial powers or their shared consecrated
and revered—and constructed—ancient heritage of Greek and Latin classics)
at the core and the rest of the world as periphery. Similar patterns of cul-
tural hegemony and proliferation exist in other areas of the world: China,
whose culture was spread abroad as superior, or pre-Moghul India, where
Sanskrit classics from northern India held a prestige that asserted cultural
power over other regions of India.

But, this collection does not define reception as the means whereby
literary models proliferated or as the mode in which symbolic capital
(i.e., European culture) arrived in the colonial states as an instrument
of cultural colonialism. Neither does it focus on reception as a critical
reading strategy, as provocatively stated by William Batstone, rephras-
ing Martindale, “All meaning is constituted or actualized at the point
of reception,”’® even though several essays do address reader reception.
Hans-Georg Gadamer, among others, has discussed this destabilizing
aspect of reception and hermeneutical practice, which will be examined in
this volume in Zhang Longxi’s essay on the reception of European clas-
sics in a Chinese context. Gadamer’s term “fusion of horizons” (the com-
ing together of reader and text) has been vital for interpretive reception
studies.!* Frank Kermode,'® Hans Robert Jauss,'® and Wolfgang Iser'”
also stimulated discussion of readers and reception, but the primary focus
here is on how writers explore and draw upon reservoirs of literary texts
that come to define a world republic of letters, paradoxically filling rather
than emptying the “reservoirs” by such usage.

An overriding theme of the arguments in this collection is that although
the relationship between the author and his or her reservoir of models
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may be both politically and culturally asymmetrical (with the models and
languages in which they are written often having hegemonic cultural-and
sometimes political-power, as for example, Ancient Greek or Sanskrit let-
ters), authors set out to position themselves in a symmetrical cultural rela-
tionship to their repository of literary precursors. Thus, although peripheral
in relationship to works that might occupy the hub of cultural power or
powers, the writer nonetheless sets out to diverge from the established
models, possibly in terms of style and genre, topic, and language, while also
converging with an established literary form or canon of letters.!® Clearly,
works like Dante’s Commedia or Milton’s Paradise Lost, and even a prose
work like Cervantes’ Don Quixote, with their simultaneous convergence
with the classical epic tradition and divergence from it in terms of language
(vernacular), style (mixture of low and high), subject, and a host of other
innovations, offer superb examples of this phenomenon. This quasi-sacred
canon of literary forbearers,!? absorbed into the current context, provides
very important spurs for the contemporary work.

Still, the argument posed here limits itself to a rather unique commu-
nity, because it addresses the interests of writers, those cultural innovators,
who are almost always eccentric to social, political, and economic power,
wherever they are located, and whose audience(s) may even be far in the
future. They stand in contrast with the cultural engineers, what Casanova
calls the “consecrating authorities,”?® an “aristocracy” with “the consider-
able authority ... to decide what is literary, and lastingly to recognize, or
to consecrate, all those whom it designates as great writers.”?! This might
be a national academy, an academic community, a government agency,
or even a publishing house—whatever entity or entities have the power
to design school curricula, regulate languages, create canons, banish and
or promote books, and set up normative reading and study programs,
as Gisele Sapiro’s essay will argue. In the context of colonialism, these
authorities exercised considerable power over school and university cur-
ricula in the colonized societies.??

Discussions of literary receptions, whether of authors in a transcultural
setting or within their own linguistic or national traditions have undergone
extensive theoretical elaboration over the last 40 years. Reception as a prac-
tice, of course, predates the earliest texts incorporated into what would
two millennia later be called “the western canon.” The Hebrew Bible, for
example, itself a product of multiple authors over more than a 1000-year
time span, is a collection of recycled and reinterpreted texts with interlaced
rephrasings and quotations that together create a web of relationships that
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constitute the very interpretive—and interpretable—unity of this text. This
intertextuality has been labeled a kind of “inner biblical exegesis,” a type of
reception in which subsequent passages quote or allude to prior ones (in
terms of canonical or redacted order rather than an authorially chronologi-
cal one), in a move that is intended to transform the original text but not
to undermine or degrade it. This is distinct from Christian “supersession”
of the Hebrew Bible, discussed immediately below. Here, wholly within the
Hebrew tradition, these rephrasings, allusions, or reworkings bespeak some
crisis or effort to reinterpret the original while retaining continuity with it,
with the emphasis on continuity.>® One could see the formation of the bibli-
cal canon, whether the koine Greek Septuagint in the third century BCE, or
the Hebrew Masoretic text of the second century CE, or the Latin Christian
Bible in the fourth century CE, as the conscious selection of a set of redac-
tors and translators involved in an effort to reorganize, rearrange, and lin-
guistically and culturally transform the collection of texts that are redacted
into their new arrangement to create continuity with the past even while
the new version appears in a new language for dramatically new social and
cultural circumstances (including exilic, post-exilic, diasporic, and imperial).

The Christian biblical exegetical tradition, both as reading, plastic arts,
and writing strategies, sought to tie the texts of the New Testament to
the sacred texts of Israel by imagining typological patterns, and as with
the Hebrew Bible, rephrasing or quoting from the earlier texts. In this
case, both the writing and reading practices set out to demonstrate how
the later texts were tied to the earlier ones and were a fulfillment of the
promises of Hebrew Scriptures. This notion of “fulfillment” is the other
side of the coin of the nineteenth-century philological approach to track-
ing sources, another variety of reception studies. In the case of fulfillment,
the later text in a radical rereading supersedes the earlier, while for source
criticism, the most recent text is denigrated because it lacks originality
or “authenticity,” often a substitute word for an essentializing notion of
ethnic or national origins. The Christian teleological approach to literary
reception would privilege the new as a fulfillment of the past. This led
Harold Bloom, for example, to lament that this notion of “fulfillment”
had made the Hebrew Bible, the “captive prize of the Christians,”** him-
self alluding to a tradition in which Christian exegetes themselves justified
the use of pagan rhetoric by citing the example of the captive woman of
Deuteronomy 21:11-13 (Jerome Letter 70.2). Nonetheless, while adopt-
ing the past as its own, and thus putting the past in an asymmetrical oppo-
sition to the present, where ultimate power (or revelation) resides, even if
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dependent on the longue durée of the original texts, this approach at least
offers a way of seeing reception as a conscious assertion of creativity on the
part of the writer and reader.

The formulations of Harold Bloom, whose 1973 book The Anxiety
of Influence challenged the reigning approaches to reception, went
beyond erstwhile philological notions of influence and “source” studies
that sought to attribute parts of works or an entire corpus to numerous
precursor texts and their authors. Sometimes this was merely to identify
the sources and sometimes more perversely, because of the romantic idea
about originality, to condemn the new text because it had merely rewritten
an earlier one. Bloom’s systematic argument classified types of allusions
to show how writers struggle against their literary forebears as they create
their own literary work.?®

Brian Stock and others have suggested yet another notion of textual
and by implication authorial relationship in the idea of “textual commu-
nities,” which are constituted as a “community of texts.” This approach
advances the notion that certain texts may be in continuity or collabora-
tion with each other, most clearly a characteristic of medieval European lit-
crature in Latin and then later into the emerging European vernaculars.?
One could make the same argument about the catena of texts redacted as
a collection into what became the Vulgata, Jerome’s Latin Bible, com-
posed of the Hebrew Scriptures and the New Testament, in an effort to
create continuity with the revered texts of the past, while privileging the
new, as discussed above. Thus looking at the ancient Mediterranean and
Europe as literary case studies, in the period before the advent of nations
and long before European colonialism,?” we see that ancient and medieval
letters involve a flourishing borrow-and-exchange literary economy, a kind
of tributary system, while territorial, cultural, and linguistic specifics are
overcome in favor of literary adaptation.

In these cases, while clearly translation and transformation take place in
the reception process, the emphasis falls on continuity rather than disjunc-
tion.”® German literary scholars, writing in the wake of the Second World
War, whose anti-nationalism led to the founding of many departments
of Comparative Literature after the war,* have been especially insightful
in this regard. Examining the “repertoire of a literary text,” Wolfgang
Iser (1926-2007) wrote that this repertoire “does not consist solely of
social and cultural norms; it also incorporates elements and, indeed, whole
traditions of past literature that are mixed together with these norms.”3°
Iser’s approach recognizes the syncretic quality of literary allusion and the
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freedom of the writer to incorporate from diverse sources, thus remaking
the original in the terms of the individual aesthetic product. Jauss
(1921-1997), arguably the most important reception theorist writing in
the wake of the Second World War, deliberately confronted ideas about
literature that had dominated the nineteenth century, thereby fundamen-
tally challenging the very notions of national literary traditions. For him,
“a literary work is not an object that stands by itself and that offers the
same view to each reader in each period. It is not a monument that mono-
logically reveals its timeless essence. It is much more like an orchestration
that strikes ever new resonance among its readers ...”%1 Jauss focuses on
the hbistorical implication of a literary text, the understanding of the first
reader and a chain of receptions from generation to generation, proposing
an awareness of the global existence of the understanding and rewriting
of a literary text that challenges a nation-based model of literary history.
The consequence of such an understanding of creative reception unfolds
how “the horizon of expectations” across the world might lead to endless
dialogues and diverse reformulations of the original inspirational text.
Wai Chee Dimock’s essay on Osip Mandelstam, who had a copy
of Dante’s Commedin in his pocket when he was condemned to the
Russian Gulag, added to the reception debate with her argument about
Mandelstam and Dante, “Mandelstam’s love of Dante—the physical pres-
ence of the poetry inside his pocket—suggests that there is much to be
said for literature as a continuum.”* Dimock’s idea of writers creating this
cultural continuum has more in common with the argument presented
here. In other words, when we look at how writers, not academic authori-
ties, book reviewers, or book publishers, that is, the self-appointed author-
ities in the literary domain, determine a literary repertoire, we witness a
pattern of circulation that both exploits diverse archives and simultane-
ously undermines the idea of national literary traditions. In fact, reception
as simultaneous convergence and divergence in form, citation, and even
theme, resulting from a shift in language and the cultural and historical
circumstances of the receiving autonomous writer, constitutes a central
feature of how literature circulates across national and cultural divisions.

* % % %
Reading the Past Across Space and Time comprises 16 essays, the vast
majority of which examine specific cases of authorial reception of ancient or

early modern literary works. While these essays could have been arranged
in many different ways, the final arrangement reflects the editors’ desire
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to organize according to time and space while remaining attentive to the
category of literary genre, itself construed with conscious simplicity as
narrative (specifically epic), lyric, and drama. (Genre itself is an effect of
reception.)®® Thus, the arrangement features the longue durée of cpic as
a genre and as an inspiration for later works in new genres and new geo-
graphical contexts; rereading of a Greek philosophical corpus for wholly
new cultural and temporal environments; the transnational reception of
ancient and medieval drama, again from diverse origins; and the trans-
formation of lyric in new environments when inspired by encounter with
totally different forms of lyric expression.

The essays probe how writers (even if also readers) have received ancient
and early modern classics and the contexts for this reception. The first sec-
tion examines how ancient epics through translation, transformation, and
revision have been and continue to be recycled into new forms and for
new audiences. Ralph Hexter’s “Epic Worlds” explores the ancient epic,
a source of long-past story and history that seems to define a people, but
the essay shows that, contrary to common assumptions, it was nonetheless
never monolithic. The essay addresses what epic might be today, when
people are in constant motion with hand-held devices that constantly flash
before us not ancient memories, but the latest developments.

An answer to this question follows in Wai Chee Dimock’s essay on the
Gilgamesh epic. Epic, the genre that narrated the deeds of the social elite,
leaders, warriors, and kings, has traveled around to address a popular audi-
ence thousands of miles and thousands of years from its place and time of
origin. In actual fact, the Epic of Gilgamesh, perhaps the oldest literary text
in the world, has only been known for 140 years, since the nineteenth-
century discovery of ancient Nineveh, which was destroyed in 612 BCE
as the Assyrian Empire fell. The archeological dig in Nineveh, the famed
city of the biblical novella Jonah, the text that recounts the eponymous
main character’s encounter with a whale, led to the discovery of the cune-
iform Gilgamesh tablets. Henry Layard and his archeological compan-
ions, as David Damrosch writes, “confronted a newly deepened antiquity
beneath a shifting political landscape,”3* this time as the Ottoman Empire
was slowly declining. In this vignette alone, we have a remarkable case of
ancient cross-temporal and spatial textual interconnections: ancient Israel,
ancient Assyria, ancient Sumeria and Babylon, with nineteenth-century
Turkey, Syria, and Britain. More recently, in fact, in 2011, 20 new lines
of the epic have been recovered, which itself refutes some assumptions
about the most dramatic encounter in the epic, that between Gilgamesh,
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Enkidu, and Humbaba, the guardian of the forest. The Sulaymaniyah
Museum in the territory of the Kurdistan Regional Government in Iraq
has had a policy (since the mass looting that followed the US invasion
and bombardment of Iraq in 2003) to purchase all artifacts (no questions
asked) to prevent them from leaving the country. Among this loot, the
Gilgamesh fragment appeared.®

The nineteenth-century discovery of the Gilgamesh tablets, translated
and turned into The Epic of Gilgamesh, while deepening biblical study,*
expanded the “great books of the west curriculum” to include ancient
Sumeria (present-day Iraq) as the “west,” and because of the epic’s binary
of civilization versus wilderness, it has played a role in the expansion of
environmental discourse since the 1970s.*” This new fragment, while
deepening scholarly knowledge of ancient Sumeria and its premier text,
will also produce a spate of new receptions in the form of translations that
include the new fragment, which itself will encourage new interpretations,
this time showing Enkidu and Gilgamesh’s remorse over their transgres-
sive defeat of Humbaba and his forest. The epic has also spurred the pro-
duction of anime, videos, comics, and even tattoos. In this volume, Wai
Chee Dimock’s essay examines the epic’s spiraling down to vernacular
settings where grassroots organizations produce plays in which Humbaba,
the forest nemesis of the heroes Gilgamesh and Enkidu, emerges as “the
emotional focus.” Locating a lapse in Mikhail Bakhtin’s dismissal of the
epic as a dead-end genre,*® Dimock’s essay explores how specific instances
of translation, citation, and stage adaptation and instances of recycling,
particularly of the world’s oldest known literary work, restore the epic,
bring it back, break it up, and redistribute it across a variety of places and
genres, and as a consequence complicate our understanding of this par-
ticular genre and of “genre” as a planetary phenomenon, an evolving field
spread across temporal as well as geographical coordinates.

In the following essay, Schildgen examines similar divergences in the Indian
epics produced under the British Raj in India (1858-1947). In Michael
Madhusudan Datta’s Bengali epic, The Slaying of Meghanadn,® based on
the war between the god Rama and the demon king Ravana from Valmiki’s
Ramuayana, Ravana not Rama, like Milton’s Lucifer in Paradise Lost, becomes
the hero. Sri Aurobindo’s English epic, Savitri (inspired by Valmiki, Vyasa,
Milton, Dante, and Virgil) and written when the author was in self-chosen
exile in French South India (Pondicherry), in the tradition of southern Indian
epic (as in Merchant-Prince Shattan’s Manimekhalni and Ilanko Atikal’s
Cilappatikaram), ** makes a woman, not a male, the epic hero.
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As an indirect consequence of colonialism, different and unrelated
literary and religious traditions have intertwined to create startling syn-
cretic new works as in the Gilgamesh drama or in the two Indian epics
examined in Schildgen’s essay. In another example of the legacy of colo-
nialism, Arturo Arias’ essay, “Wheels Working Together: The Popol Wuj
and Time Commences in Xibalba as Markers of a Maya Cosmovision”
demonstrates how the cosmology of the Maya Popol Vuh informs Luis
de Lion’s foundational contemporary Maya novel Time Commences in
Xibalbad, written in Spanish. Mayan civilization can be traced back to the
Olmecs, who inhabited the Gulf coastal plain of Veracruz and Tabasco
about 1200 BCE, in other words, contemporary with the putative his-
torical date of the Trojan War, central to the Homeric epics, and likely
with “The Song of Deborah,” one of the oldest texts in the Bible (Judges
5:2-31). Thus, like the Homeric poems that are historically linked to
Mycenaean civilization, the Popol Vuh, the “Bible” of the Mayas, written
in Quiché, goes back to pre-writing times. But like the Sanskrit epics,
Mababbarata and Ramayana, the Popol Vub has both oral and written
forms. Although its transmission was radically altered by the arrival of the
Spanish colonial power, who undertook the destruction of thousands of
Mayan books, the hieroglyphic version that pre-dated the conquest in the
sixteenth century continued to be in use up to the eighteenth century in
some areas of Guatemala. Four hieroglyphic books are still extant, three in
European libraries (Madrid, Paris, and Dresden), and the fourth discov-
ered in Chiapas in 1966. An alphabeticized Popol Vuh, the only survival of
the Quiché text, was translated into Spanish by the friar Francisco Ximénez
in the early eighteenth century, and it is this dual-language version that
found its way to the Newberry Library in Chicago and in English transla-
tion to classrooms in North America. An oral version, however, continues
to be performed to this day even if in a syncretic form that combines
Christian prayers with Mayan rituals.*! Maya cosmology is cyclical, in con-
trast to the linear teleological cosmic vision of Christian theology. Arias’
essay examines how Luis de Lién’s contemporary Guatemalan novel, the
genre itself a received form, adheres to a Maya cosmovision to present a
view of Central American subjectivity that transcends the subaltern status
that resulted from colonialism.

In yet another reworking of epic that likewise turns the tables on the
genre, Zina Gianoppoulou’s essay looks at Margaret Atwood’s “The
Penelopind,” the most recent feminist recasting of Homer’s Odyssey.
Introducing topics of gender, class, and female subjectivity into what has
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generally been considered a male genre, the essay argues that Atwood
challenges and critiques the authority of Homer and of Odysseus. In an
Underworld setting appropriate to dramatize the act of reception, argues
Giannopoulou, Atwood has Penelope regain her voice to offer a corrective
to her husband’s story, while the former maids of the household, executed
by Odysseus, seek revenge for his injustice in the form of feminist and
revisionist mythmaking.

Turning from receptions of ancient epics, in yet another example of
recasting the ancient canon, the following section “Greek Philosophical
Receptions,” explores the ways in which two canonical figures in the
history of Western philosophy, Plato and Aristotle, have been recast
over two millennia. In “Disagreement and Reception: Peripatetics
Responding to the Stoic Challenge,” Jan Szaif identifies and describes
certain scenarios of philosophical reception stimulated by disagreement
and school rivalry and applies the results of this analysis to developments
that took place in the school of Aristotle (the so-called Peripatos) dur-
ing the late Hellenistic period. Next, Michael Griffin’s essay, “‘Now we
must consider that some of the ancients discovered the truth’: Reception
and Antiquity in Ancient Neoplatonism,” examines two pivotal figures
in the reception of Plato and Aristotle, Plotinus and Simplicius, whose
role in receptions of the revered ancient philosophers cannot be under-
estimated. These public intellectuals, writing at the end of the Roman
Empire, both summarize and hand over to the forthcoming millen-
nium-and-a-half the Mediterranean philosophical movement now called
Neoplatonism. Regarding their intellectual project as a recovery of the
authentic philosophy of Plato, at that point nearly a millennium earlier,
their “neo-Platonism” simply was Platonism into the eighteenth century
and beyond: this was the Plato of Dante and Schiller, Wordsworth and
Coleridge, Blake and Emerson. Thus, as linking figures in the work of
recuperation and rethinking, they tie together more than two millennia
of receptions. The final essay in the section, Uwe Vagelpohl’s “Reading
and Commenting on Aristotle’s Rbetoric in Arabic,” asks what happens
when a “revered” ancient Greek and pagan author, in this case, Aristotle,
whose work is deeply rooted in Greek culture, migrates via translation
into a context where rhetoric, drama, tragedy, and comedy do not exist
as either generic categories or systems of expression. A vigorous effort to
decode it followed as Aristotle’s Rhetoric became firmly planted within
Muslim philosophical tradition and Aristotle’s rhetorical thought was
adopted into a wide range of different fields.



READING THE PAST ACROSS SPACE AND TIME: RECEPTIONS AND WORLD... 15

The third section examines specific cases of modern works that respond
to classical or early modern drama. The first, Adam Siegel’s “A Third
Antike,” articulates how Hans Henny Jahnn sought to widen the clas-
sical canon by incorporating elements from the (relatively recently avail-
able) Gilgamesh epic into his adaptation of Medea for the German stage
in 1926. Against various sets of oppositions (the biblical and the Greek,
the baroque and the classical, the Apollonian and the Dionysian), Siegel
contends that Jahnn sought to incorporate the “Sumerian” as a new,
third way that could resolve the tensions and lead to a greater enlight-
enment, all in the context of rising German nationalism and search for
ancient roots. Robert Borgen’s essay on the “transplanting” of a kabuki
play for American audiences, like Dimock’s examination of the recycling
of the Gilgamesh epic into contemporary drama, engages popular audi-
ence reception of ostensibly eastern cultural elements on the stage. Again,
anxiety and authenticity are key concerns as both the creators and con-
sumers of these productions grappled with diachronically shifting and
heavily laden concepts—in this case “bushido,” or “the way of the war-
rior.” Kristen Bergman Waha’s essay, an analysis of Louis Jacolliot’s 1869
play La Devadassi, itself a recycling of Kalidasa’s classical Sanskrit play,
Sakuntald, is a revealing case study of the differences between manifesta-
tions of nineteenth-century French “orientalist” fantasy and the British
“orientalist” ideals of local understanding and just colonial administration.

The final section of essays centers on the reception, transformation, and
adaptation of Chinese and Japanese lyric, and how those borrowed materi-
als and concepts came to have a life of their own as they were deployed for
specific purposes by Western poets. These essays move beyond traditional
“orientalist” critiques that focus on unilateral cultural appropriation in a
post-colonial context to expose a more dynamic anxiety and ambivalence
among the cultural “borrowers” as they sought foreign inspiration, as well
as a degree of authenticity in their works.

Chunjie Zhang’s essay on a famous poem cycle by Goethe shows
both sides of this spectrum: the fashion for chinoiserie and “orientalist”
fantasy that can be seen in the first part of the cycle, on the one hand,
and the assimilation of English translations of famous Chinese love sto-
ries and poems to create a new vernacular universal, on the other. Kevin
Batton’s “Pan in the West: California and the Mediterranean Metaphor,”
explores how California, although facing away from an Atlantic Europe,
was nevertheless conceived of poetically within a classically Mediterranean
metaphor that rendered it beautiful but belated. Batton identifies the
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twentieth-century poets Robinson Jeffers and, to a degree, Gary Snyder
as the writers who transcended the old metaphor and invented a classi-
cal California that comprised both the Mediterranean and medieval Asia
through their own independent engagement with a California sublime.
Just as eighteenth-century chinoiserie was both imitative and interpreta-
tive, so was the Japonisme movement of the nineteenth century—both
of which had wide-ranging effects on the reception of visual, verbal, and
performance arts. Many of the above dynamics are nicely summarized in
Michelle Yeh’s description of the “invention” of China through American
translations of classical Chinese poems.

The two contributions that conclude the volume both look at how
official reception, the purview of governments, publishers, book prize
competitions, school boards, and so on, functions sociologically and
politically. Zhang Longxi’s essay, “Meaning, Reception, and the Use of
Classics: Theoretical Considerations in a Chinese Context,” examines
how China’s reception of Greco-Roman classics, which began as early as
the Ming dynasty in the late sixteenth and the early seventeenth centuries,
changes as the social and historical conditions alter. The essay scrutinizes
the role of “authority” in official reception and looks at the vexed recep-
tions of ancient Mediterranean classics in China in the twentieth century.
The essay with which the volume concludes, Gisele Sapiro’s “Reception
Processes from a Sociological Perspective,” looks to contemporary global
practices in the literary field as it draws from Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of
the literary field and from Raymond Williams’ program for cultural stud-
ies to review different aspects of the reception process based on empirical
research done in sociology and history. Sapiro’s essay addresses aspects
of literary reception in modern times (since the printing press and the
commercialization of book publication) that take into account the sociol-
ogy of literary culture. Thus, she examines the material and intellectual
aspects of a literary text’s production, circulation, and capital value, to
explore how books are selected, categorized, and evaluated; how critical
reception assesses and grades with literary prizes, institutional consecra-
tion, sales, and lists of bestsellers. These developments in terms of recep-
tion began of course with the printing press and state institutions. Today,
official cultural powers possess almost coercive power over the reception
of literary works by the reading public. These include, for example, cre-
ative writing departments, as well as publications like the New York Times
Book Review, The New York Review of Books, or The London Review of
Books, various prestigious book prizes like the Booker Prize, National
Book Award, and so on, not to mention the role some governments, like
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Burma, Iran, Saudi Arabia, and China, among others, are still playing in
censoring books. Indeed, because the essay examines how these powers
operate in controlling and directing reception, this contemporary kind
of reception may appear to abrogate all the kinds of authorial literary
receptions discussed in the previous essays, and therefore it functions as a
provocative conclusion to the consideration of literary receptions across
time and space.
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