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PREFACE

Our world today is both expanding and growing smaller at the same time. Expand-
ing, through a tremendous increase in the range of cultures that actively engage
with each other; and yet growing smaller as well, as people and products surge
across borders in the process known as globalization. This double movement cre-
ates remarkable opportunities for cross-cultural understanding, as well as new kinds
of tensions, miscommunications, and uncertainties. Both the opportunities and the
uncertainties are amply illustrated in the changing shape of world literature. A gen-
eration ago, when the term “world literature” was used in North America, it largely
meant masterworks by European writers from Homer onward, together with a few
favored North American writers, heirs to the Europeans. Today, however, it is gen-
erally recognized that Europe is only part of the story of the world’s literatures, and
only part of the story of North America’s cultural heritage. An extraordinary range
of exciting material is now in view, from the earliest Sumerian lyrics inscribed on
clay tablets to the latest Kashmiri poetry circulated on the Internet. Many new
worlds—and newly visible older worlds of classical traditions around the globe—
await us today.

How can we best approach such varied materials from so many cultures? Can we
deal with this embarrassment of riches without being overwhelmed by it, and without
merely giving a glancing regard to less familiar traditions? This anthology has been
designed to help readers successfully navigate “the sea of stories”—as Salman
Rushdie has described the world’s literary heritage. This preface will outline the ways
we’ve gone about this challenging, fascinating task.

CONNECTING DISTINCTIVE TRADITIONS

Works of world literature engage in a double conversation: with their culture of origin
and with the varied contexts into which they travel away from home. To look broadly
at world literature is therefore to see patterns of difference as well as points of contact
and commonality. The world’s disparate traditions have developed very distinct kinds
of literature, even very different ideas as to what should be called “literature” at all.
This anthology uses a variety of means to showcase what is most distinctive and also
what is commonly shared among the world’s literatures. Throughout the anthology,
we employ two kinds of grouping:

0135 PERSPECTIVES: Groupings that provide cultural context for major
works, illuminating issues of broad importance.

1> RESONANCES: Sources for a specific text or responses to it, often from a
different time and place.

Throughout the anthology, our many “Perspectives” sections provide cultural
context for the major works around them, giving insight into such issues as the
representation of death and immortality in the ancient Near East; the meeting of
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Christians, Muslims, and Jews in medieval Iberia; the idea of Romantic nature in
the nineteenth century; and postcolonial conditions in the twentieth. Perspectives
sections give a range of voices and views, strategies and styles, in highly readable
textual groupings. The Perspectives groupings serve a major pedagogical as well as
intellectual purpose in making these selections accessible and useful within the time
constraints of a survey course.

Our “Resonances” perform the crucial function of linking works across time as
well as space. For Homer’s Odyssey we have Resonances giving modern responses
to Homer by Franz Kafka, Derek Walcott, and the Greek poet George Seferis.
Accompanying Dostoevsky’s Notes from Underground are texts showing influence
on the German philosopher, Friedrich Nietzsche, and the Japanese diarist, Ishikawa
Takuboku. Resonances for Conrad’s Heart of Darkness give selections from Con-
rad’s diary of his own journey upriver in the Congo and a speech by Henry Morton
Stanley, the explorer-journalist who was serving as publicist for King Leopold’s ex-
ploitation of his colony in the years just before Conrad went there. Stanley’s surreal
speech—in which he calculates how much money the Manchester weavers can make
providing wedding dresses and burial clothes for the Congolese—gives a vivid in-
stance of the outlook, and the rhetoric, that Conrad grimly parodies in Mr. Kurtz and
his associates.

PRINCIPLES OF SELECTION

Beyond our immediate groupings, our overall selections have been made with an eye
to fostering connections across time and space. We have worked to create an excep-
tionally coherent and well-integrated presentation of an extraordinary variety of
works from around the globe, from the dawn of writing to the present. Recognizing
that different sorts of works have counted as literature in differing times and places,
we have taken an inclusive approach, centering on poems, plays, and fictional narra-
tives but also including selections from rich historical, religious, and philosophical
texts like Plato’s Republic and the Qur’an that have been important for much later lit-
erary work, even though they weren’t conceived as literature themselves. We present
many complete masterworks, including The Epic of Gilgamesh (in a beautiful verse
translation), Homer’s Odyssey, Dante’s Inferno, and Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall
Apart, and we have extensive, teachable selections from such long works as The Tale
of Genji, Don Quixote, and both parts of Goethe’s Faust. The Compact Edition re-
tains a global focus while concentrating on the major works that are essential to a sin-
gle-semester course.

Along with these major selections we continue to present a great array of
shorter works, some of which have been known only to specialists and only now
are entering into world literature. It is our experience as readers and as teachers
that the established classics themselves can best be understood when they’re set in
a varied literary landscape. Nothing is included here, though, simply to make a
point: whether world-renowned or recently rediscovered, these are compelling
works to read. Throughout our work on this book, we’ve tried to be highly inclu-
sive in principle and yet carefully selective in practice, avoiding tokenism and also
its inverse, the piling up of an unmanageable array of heterogeneous material. If
we’ve succeeded as we hope, the result will be coherent as well as capacious, sub-
stantive as well as stimulating.
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LITERATURE, ART, AND MUSIC

One important way to understand literary works in context is to read them in conjunc-
tion with the broader social and artistic culture in which they were created. Literature
has often had a particularly close relation to visual art and to music. Different as the
arts are in their specific resources and techniques, a culture’s artistic expressions of-
ten share certain family resemblances, common traits that can be seen across different
media—and that may even come out more clearly in visual or musical form than in
translations of literature itself. This anthology includes numerous black-and-white il-
lustrations and a suite of color illustrations, chosen to work in close conjunction with
our literary selections. Some of these images directly illustrate literary works, while
others show important aspects of a culture’s aesthetic sensibility. Often, writing actu-
ally appears on paintings and sculptures, with represented people and places sharing
the space with beautifully rendered Mayan hieroglyphs, Arabic calligraphy, or Chi-
nese brushstrokes.

Music too has been a close companion of literary creation and performance.
Our very term “lyric” refers to the lyres or harps with which the Greeks accompa-
nied poems as they were sung. In China, the first major literary work is the Book
of Songs. In Europe too, until quite recent times poetry was often sung and even
prose was usually read aloud. We have created two audio CDs to accompany the
anthology. These CDs give a wealth of poetry and music from the cultures we fea-
ture in the anthology; they are both a valuable teaching resource and a pure pleasure
to listen to.

AIDS TO UNDERSTANDING

A major emphasis of our work has been to introduce each culture and each work to
best effect. Each major period and section of the anthology, each grouping of works,
and each individual author has an introduction by a member of our editorial team. Our
goal has been to write introductions informed by deep knowledge worn lightly. Nei-
ther talking down to our readers nor overwhelming them with masses of unassimil-
able information, our introductions don’t seek to “cover” the material but instead try
to uncover it, to provide ways in and connections outward. Similarly, our footnotes
and glosses are concise and informative, rather than massive or interpretive. Time
lines, maps, and pronunciation guides throughout the anthology all aim to foster an
informed and pleasurable reading of the works.

GOING FURTHER

The Longman Anthology of World Literature, Compact Edition, makes connections
beyond its covers as well as within them. Bibliographies at the end of the volume
point the way to historical and critical readings for students wishing to go into greater
depth for term papers. The Companion Web site we’ve developed for the course
(www.ablongman.com/worldlit) gives a wealth of links to excellent Web resources on
all our major texts and many related historical and cultural movements and events. The
Web site includes an audio version of our printed pronunciation guides: you can sim-
ply click on a name to hear it pronounced. Finally, the Web site includes readings of
works in the original and in translation, with accompanying texts, giving extensive ex-
posure to the aural dimension of many of the languages represented in the anthology.
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For instructors, we have also created an extensive, two-volume instructor’s man-
ual, Teaching World Literature—written directly by the editors themselves, drawing
on our years of experience in teaching these materials.

TRANSLATION ACROSS CULTURES

The circulation of world literature is always an exercise in cultural translation, and
one way to define works of world literature is that they are the works that gain in
translation. Some great texts remain so intimately tied to their point of origin that they
never read well abroad; they may have an abiding importance at home, but don’t play
a role in the wider world. Other works, though, gain in resonance as they move out
into new contexts, new conjunctions. The Thousand and One Nights, long a marginal
work in Arabic traditions oriented toward poetry rather than popular prose, gained
new readers and new influence abroad, and Sheherazade’s intricately nested tales
now help us in turn to read the European tales of Boccaccio and also a contemporary
Algerian version by Assia Djebar with new attention and appreciation.

As important as cultural translation in general is the issue of actual translation
from one language to another. We have sought out compelling translations for all our
foreign-language works, and periodically we offer our readers the opportunity to
think directly about the issue of translation. Sometimes we offer distinctively differ-
ent translations of differing works from a single author or source: for the Bible, for
example, we give Genesis 1—11 in Robert Alter’s lively, oral-style translation, while
we give selected psalms in the magnificent King James Version and the Song of
Songs in the lyrical Jerusalem Bible translation. Our selections from Homer's lliad
appear in Richmond Lattimore’s stately older translation, while Homer’s Odyssey is
given in Robert Fagles’s eloquent new version.

At other times, we give alternative translations of a single work. So we have Chi-
nese lyrics translated by the modernist poet Ezra Pound and by a contemporary
scholar. These juxtapositions can show some of the varied ways in which translators
over the centuries have sought to carry works over from one time and place to an-
other—not so much by mirroring and reflecting an unchanged meaning, as by refract-
ing it, in a prismatic process that can add new highlights and reveal new facets in a
classic text. At times, when we haven’t found a translation that really satisfies us,
we’ve translated the work ourselves—an activity we recommend to all who wish to
come to know a work from the inside.

We hope that the results of our years of work on this project will be as enjoyable
to use as the book has been to create. We welcome you now inside our pages.

David Damrosch
David L. Pike
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