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Origins and Definitions of
Comparative Literature

R. J. Clements
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Comparative Literature sometimes figures in univer-
sity curricula, but very few people know what they mean

by the term or approach it with a considered, conscious

method.

Ezra Pound, Literary Essays (1954)

Comparative literature as an academic discipline, which
is our chief interest in the present volume, has been distin-
guished by various manifestations of literary cosmopolitanism
in diverse ages of the past. The eventual, meaningful status of

comparatism in the schools of America and Europe has been

achieved only recently after the mid-century. Of the period’

during the first half century, when comparative literature was
seeking a method and an identity, Urban T Holmes once ob-
served; “The primroses® along the path have been rather
bright and distracting. ” The present writer contributed to the
issue of the Proceedings of the ICLA Congress at Chapel Hill
in 1958 the article “ Pegasus® or Clavileio®,” in which he
worried that “ administrative experience shows us comparative
literature all too willing to wend its quixotic way and to take
its own shortcuts once embarked on the royal road. The one
advantage Clavilefio had over Pegasus was a greater propensity

for keeping its feet on the ground. ” Both then and now, new-
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ly constituted and reconstituted programs have needed to be
not only founded on principle, but constantly checked to see if
they continue to conform with principle.

Others besides Ezra Pound® have questioned our defini-
tions and methods!"!. Indeed, misconceptions and honest con-
fusions about our discipline exist even among our most learned
colleagues. Whereas it is not surprising when someone outside
the field cannot grasp the nature—and demands—of compara-
tive literature, it does surprise when our own partisans refuse to
grasp it. One thinks of Henry Gifford in England, whose Com-
parative Literature ( see Bibliography ) states, “Comparative
Literature cannot pretend to be a discipline on its own....
Rather, it is an area of interest. ” Or Herbert Weisinger, in his
preface to Etiemble’s® Crisis in Comparative Literature:
“There is no agreement as to what it is, except that it is a
good thing. . .. Its tutelary gods then are Procrustes®, the di-
vinity of narrow definition, and Proteus®, the ruler of amor-
phous shapes. ” Yet before we respond to such voices by at-
tempting to define and describe comparative literature, it is

essential for us first to consider in brief, summary fashion the
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historical development of the discipline to our age.

The Historical Rise of Comparative Literature

The act of comparing national literatures originated long
before it became a science or discipline governed by principle
and method. There were for example Babylonian-Hellenistic
specialists like Berossos and Phoenician-Hellenists like Philon
of Byblos who were versed in two literatures and wrote about
them. Myths paired literatures, and the same fictional world
inundation appeared in the literatures of Babylonia, Greece,
and Judea. The mythographers were busily comparing texts
from various areas and creatiﬁg their own tribal mythic heroes
out of earlier tales; °Sargon® breeds Moses, Moses breeds
Karna, Karna makes Oedipus possible, and so on through the
concatenation that Otto Rank established for us, Perseus@

and Andromeda evolve into Saint George® and his rescued

maiden. Horace, “the little Greek pig,” bade Roman writers.

to leaf through Greek manuscripts by day and by night, urging
those who liked Vergil to compare him to Homer, those who
liked Plautus to measure him against Aristophanes. As Frank
Chandler reminds us in the 1966 Yearbook of Comparative and
General Literature (YCGL ), Macrobius and Aulus Gellius

were early comparatists, evaluating Roman poets with their
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Greek prototypes or analogues. Each European Sprachraum@®
rivaled the others with its own Tristan® and its own Parsi-
fal®. Comparatism was thrust upon the scholars and poets of
Europe, for example, by the Greco-Roman doctrine of imita-
tion (including plagiarism) , imposing comparisons and influ-
ence studies. Later, the comparison of classical and modern
works of literature exploded in a vigorous if prejudiced cam-
paign culminating in the Querelle des Anciens et des Mo-
demes( ¥ : #4224 ). Whereas Ronsard® in a preface had
once commanded his epic poem to acknowledge the superiority
of the Iliad ( “A genoux, Franciade, adore I'lliade!”®) , ex-
actly one hundred years later the French Academy applauded
the contrary decision:
Je peux lire les Anciens sans plier les genoux,

lls sont grands, il est vrai, mais hommes comme nous. ®

Afterward comparative studies could not always award the
palm to antiquity, and the French kings’ control of literature

brought chauvinism with it. Fortunately in 1832, well after

eOee 00

B EREE KR,

HEGASRR ARV S EATTELANALK L2 - HERE
BT 5 E E 2 AR, VRN £ SCE AR & R H

WATE R IR, T AR T IR BATAIEAE .
T v (1524—1585) , 3 E“ LB PO AY

REET , 2RISR !

RIEX A R HE B, AR BRI —BER A



the fall of the Ancien Régime®, Jean-Jacques Ampere@ con-
demned chauvinism as incompatible with literary cosmopoli-
tanism, although it remained a hydra® difficult to dispatch,

as French historians of comparative literature acknowledge.

Many were the isolated Europeans who pioneered in
amateurish fashion the challenging game of cosmopolitan-
ism, confronting authors, works, or literatures. Chief a-
mong these were Herder®, Goethe®, Lessing®, Mme de
Stal®, the Schlegels®, Henry Hallam®, and Sismondi®.
Between 1828 and 1840 the Sorbonne professor Abel-Frangois

Villemain® not only employed the term “comparative litera-

HA A AR
HEHERE T Y
LAY T
i, T XL M
WA, A
HENERAE
KA ARHARZR
FHAMEEE,

4k E 1789 FHEARTHIEHIE
B EECFEER LR FAEEZ—
F RS P A, kBT A SEE,

®O0e

MR8 (1744—1803) , MEBER MR, ERRH B AR, K

EEUSKREX REZXMFEELHESDE, EB2H(FK

FERARMAEE) (XTFARGLEEREE) %,

® WEKXHFARKE(1729—1832) , MHWRS T “ i F30¥E" X —#

A, I BT B B SRR RSB

® FFE(1729—1781) , BEXZBRE BMER, FEA (IR .

(ERIFY%,

@ FRRREAJFEHIRSIE - P (1766—1817) RENER JHER A T HAR
SCERBREEVER GROCE) SCGOEE) %, MiE SR TR R UREA
RECEHEER JEEMUT 18 e R RO AR,

HEIEMS /R S35 , B 3L R 8 70 I VR 18 U I T S AR 4 )
”ﬁ‘ﬁli@( 1777—1859) ’ %@Hj‘ﬁ%g o
ARSI (1773—1842) B L L V¥R IR ¥ Ko

©eeoe

4 /R 8 (1790—1870) , Bk B LSO I S 0B, 1827 SEEE LR K FF

BT (HA L E R S B 3O B B AR R W) B,

P B ks A\ R MR E 3O



ture” in his writings, but led the pack by offering course work
in this discipline. The influential Sainte-Beuve® legitimized
the term in the Revue des deux mondes@ (itself a comparative
title) and his Nouveaux lundis®, to be followed by an inter-
national company including Louis Betz®, Max Koch®, Jo-
seph Texte®, Longfellow®, Georg Brandes®, and others.
In Italy Mazzini@s Seritti®) (1865—67) declared that no
literature could be nurtured by itself or could escape the influ-

ence of alien literatures.
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René Wellek@ believes that the first occurrence of the
coinage “ vergleichende Literaturgeschichte ”@ was in Moriz
Carriere’s book of 1854, Das Wesen und die Formen der
Poesie®. By 1886 Hutcheson Posnett®, a professor of Eng-
lish at Auckland, New Zealand, wrote a book bearing the title
Comparative Literature. As Ulrich Weisstein® writes, it was
the first comprehensive methodological survey of the field so
labeled, in any language. His approach was that of a special-
ist in the history of science or even sociology, and he “con-
fessed a desire to see the study less exclusively in the hands of
literary men. ” Again he writes, “We therefore adopt, with a
modification hereafter to be noticed, the gradual expansion of
social life, from clan to city, from city to nation, from both of
these to cosmopolitan humanity, as the proper order of our
studies in comparative literature” ( Weisstein, pp.222—25).
Surely, a critical date for our study was 1897, the year that
marked the major bibliography compiled by the zealous Louis
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Betz. Its 1904 edition contained 6,000 entries. This pioneer
work, which contributed much to the evolving definition of com-
parative literature, formed the basis for a sequel, the Bibliogra-
phy of Comparative Literature by Fernand BaldenspergerD and
Werner Friederieh@ (1950), the work that inaugurated the
modern age of comparative literature bibliography.

Comparative Literature Defined and Described

With some history behind us, we are able to address our-
selves to a series of formal definitions of comparative literature ar-
ticulated by some of its major proponents in America and Europe.

After the maturation of comparative literature during the
first half of the present century, a new intensified effort was
made to défine in simple terms the nature and significance of
our discipline. Some contemporary definitions of recent gesta-

tion follow from five works of wide circulation.

Comparative Literature is the history of international
literary relations. The comparatist stands at the frontiers, lin-
guistic or national, and surveys the exchanges of themes, ide-

as, books, or feelings between two or several literatures. His
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