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For the past 15 years the rapidly advancing field of World Literature has revitalized com-
parative literary studies, given rise to a series of on-going debates, and also brought 
about a noticeable increase in university offerings and publishing ventures focused on 
that elusive concept. Besides the substantive books that have been steadily coming out 
ever since David Damrosch dusted off the notion of World Literature – then mostly a 
preserve of publishers of anthologies – we have also seen several readers, companions 
and introductions being published to serve what clearly is perceived as a rising and 
expanding market. In part this has to do with the varying, sometimes conflicting, forms 
of conceptualizing the field. Even if most still refer back to Goethe’s notions of an ideal-
ized Weltliteratur, twenty-first-century interpretations necessarily expand and problema-
tize the basic concept from a variety of comparative and theoretical perspectives. This 
could not but be considering the claims made in the name of World Literature to reshape 
literary studies, especially in relation to the discipline of Comparative Literature and the 
field of Postcolonial Studies. Those interested in gaining a notion of the early tones of 
such controversies can avail themselves of a number of interventions, by noted scholars 
such as Pascale Casanova and Franco Moretti among others, nicely brought together by 
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Christopher Prendergast in a volume he edited under the title of Debating World 
Literature (Verso, 2004). Coming closer to the present, readers wishing to be informed 
might like the various views expressed in the ‘Forum’ published in Comparative 
Literature Studies (53(3), 2016: 503–61) on the Warwick Research Collective’s 
Combined and Uneven Development: Towards a New Theory of World-Literature 
(University of Liverpool Press, 2015).

The field of World Literature, even if far from settled, has by now reached a certain 
institutional maturity that can be seen, beyond specialized publications, in the existence 
of postgraduate programmes, conferences, institutes, summer schools and other aca-
demic events. Alert publishers have also recognized the growing interest and there are 
now at least two series devoted to questions of World Literature: one, New Comparisons 
in World Literature, co-edited by U. P. Mukherjee and N. Lazarus, focuses on mono-
graphs and has been published by Palgrave since 2016; the other, Literatures as World 
Literature, edited by Thomas Oliver Beebee, focuses on volumes of collected essays and 
has already published four – here under review – with four more already announced.

The Bloomsbury series is wide-ranging, as can be seen in its own description: 
‘Literatures as World Literature takes a novel approach to world literature by analysing 
specific constellations – according to language, nation, form, or theme – of literary texts 
and authors in their world-literary dimensions.’ The claim of novelty might appear some-
what peculiar, especially given the fact that traditionally literary studies have indeed 
been organized along the lines here mentioned. The notion of conceiving of World 
Literature along the axis of the ‘nation’ might appear especially paradoxical. The claim 
becomes clearer once one reads further and sees that one of the purposes of the series 
would be to move beyond what are considered to be largely theoretical and abstract con-
ceptualizations of World Literature up to now, and focus instead on concrete, and par-
ticularized, examples. This might be setting up a non-existent problem of course. 
Nonetheless, this series is a very serious, challenging and rewarding effort to advance 
our knowledge of (parts of) World Literature that will be welcome by critics, scholars 
and students alike. Many of the contributors to the four volumes already published are 
among the most senior scholars in their field and a good number have been involved in 
questions pertaining to World Literature for some time. At the same time, there are also 
enough contributions from younger ones and the perspectives presented are diverse. 
Such diversity is an asset as well as a liability that merits attention.

On the positive side, attempting to come at the thorny issue of World Literature 
from as many perspectives as possible allows for some unexpected reflections and 
answers. On a less positive note, although wanting to conceive World Literature 
through the lens of specific authors or genres should yield many results, doing so from 
the vantage point of a national literature seems counter-intuitive. The four volumes 
already published – all of them valuable on their own – provide a glimpse into the 
conceptual difficulties at hand, given that two cover national literatures, German and 
Danish, one central and the other peripheral, while the other two volumes are dedicated 
to a single author and a genre, Roberto Bolaño and crime fiction, respectively. Further 
volumes already announced will introduce a novelty, as one will be devoted to a move-
ment – surrealism – even if the focus again falls on national, Brazilian and (North) 
American, literatures. The first volume to appear, German Literature as World 
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Literature, edited by the series editor himself, is a good showcase of the potential and 
pitfalls of the series. Besides the Introduction by Thomas O. Beebee, it includes nine 
discrete essays arranged in three parts, all with headings in both German and English 
that highlight the difficulty of finding equivalent terms in translation. More than a 
simple nod to Emily Apter’s challenge of ‘untranslatability’ in her Against World 
Literature (Verso, 2013), such attention to detail is representative of the careful and 
reflective way in which Beebee treats the subject matter and of his solid grounding on 
the theoretical questions at hand. The first part of the book is both predictable and 
unexpected, devoted as it is to ‘Goethe’s Weltliteratur/World Literature’. It showcases 
how the very designation of the field itself testifies to the difficulty of translation and 
how the two terms, in German and English, are never quite the same. It also, of course, 
focuses on Goethe, for all intents and purposes the coiner of the term that graces the 
field. But it does so away from the more common celebratory and hagiographic modes, 
choosing to focus instead on the relations between the figure of Goethe and his texts 
and the very issues of World Literature beyond the cosy European central canon, and 
inquiring into Chinese literature (Chunjie Zhang) as well as issues of translation and 
circulation (Daniel Purdy). Beyond Goethe, the other authors considered in individual 
chapters are: Hofmannsthal, Rilke, Brecht, Sebald and Humboldt. Beebee’s own contri-
bution focuses on two Nobel prize winners who have been largely forgotten, Rudolf C. 
Eucken and Paul Heyse, and it raises many questions into canonicity that can be seen as 
central to the constitution of World Literature even if one does not understand it as 
dependent on, or bringing about, a canon. The last essay in the collection, Elke Sturm-
Trigomakis’ ‘Contemporary German-Based Hybrid Texts as a New World Literature’, 
takes more the form of a sweeping survey that manages to bring into the discussion a 
fair number of more contemporary authors and questions of minority writing that, even 
if not quite matching the grand claim of the chapter’s title, are indeed crucial.

German Literature as World Literature engages with traditional understandings of 
German literary history without in any way merely duplicating them. Beebee is quite 
right in realizing that while this volume will certainly engage with previous work in 
Germanistik it is not intended as merely another contribution to it. And yet, if one looks 
at the group of authors assembled, those very questions of canonicity and a national 
pantheon arise. Two authors one is surprised to see absent from a consideration of 
German literature as World Literature are Heine and Rilke. But even had they received 
their own chapter one would be left puzzled at the apparent dominance of the nineteenth 
century and at the almost complete absence of women authors. This is not to wish for 
another book than the one actually produced. The present volume has the advantage of 
starting a process of questioning the national orientation of much literary history without 
appearing to threaten what still is a dominant mode of categorization. All of its essays are 
relevant and meaningful contributions to the debate and, as lopsided as the collection 
may be in period or gender terms, it manages very well to surpass a common difficulty 
of volumes like this as the quality of the various chapters stays fairly even.

Looking at the other volume focused on a national literature helps to understand better 
some of the choices made. Danish Literature as World Literature, edited by Dan 
Ringgaard and Mads Rosendahl Thomsen, is the latest volume to appear. Like other 
volumes in the series it includes a useful introduction by the editors, after which ten 
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individual chapters follow. The first and last serve well to look at the issue of the choices 
made when addressing World Literature from a national starting point. The first chapter, 
‘“History of the Danes”: Saxo the Grammarian and Saxo the Rune Master’, not only 
highlights the fact that in the pre-modern period what we now take for granted as national 
boundaries did not make much sense, it also seems to place this volume in much more 
direct alignment with traditional, national, literary historiography and its need to estab-
lish a sort of continuum across the ages that justifies the nation itself. The last chapter, on 
‘“A faithful, attentive, tireless following”: Cultural Mobility, Crime Fiction and 
Television Drama’, would seem to be, conversely, moving away not only from conven-
tional literary history but even from literature itself. Obviously, in both cases reality is 
not quite as extreme, but the questions remain. Let me start with the one concerning 
national literary history. The editors start their ‘Introduction’ by focusing on core issues 
for the conceptualization of World Literature: Denmark’s status as a peripheral (albeit 
rich) European nation, its own (not usually well-known) imperial past, the relative posi-
tioning of ‘minor’ literatures, and the radicalness of an intellectual like Georg Brandes 
– one of the important figures in the early development of what would become the disci-
pline of Comparative Literature and, by inference, the field of World Literature. Yet in 
the Introduction the editors also make the following claim: ‘Danish Literature as World 
Literature is not only an investigation into the ways in which a national literature have 
[sic] interacted with the world, but it can, thanks to its chronological organization, also 
be read as a short history of Danish literature’ (p. 7). This is a bit like wanting to have 
your cake and eat it. It is not just that a proper national history, even if short, would by 
necessity have to include other details, but that World Literature, no matter how one 
conceptualizes it, idealistically or from a materialist perspective, as an (alternate) canon 
or as a mode of reading, moves away from the very notion of national literatures. 
Certainly, the category of the nation remains a powerful tool and the return of ultra-
nationalist discourses in Europe and much of the world only underscores that. However, 
one of the basic premises of World Literature, as either Goethe or Marx saw it, is pre-
cisely the refusal to subsume the literary to the national. And on this there is actually no 
divergence among most contemporary practitioners.

Perhaps one way of understanding why the editors of the volume on Danish literature 
decided on that path, which stands very much in contrast to the one chosen by the editor 
of the volume on German literature, would be to reflect on the peripheral and ‘minor’ 
status of Danish literature when compared to major and central ones such as French, 
English and, obviously, German literature. However, whatever reflection there is on 
those issues remains incipient. There is no problematization of a loaded concept such as 
‘minor’ literature and, even more surprisingly, there is no proper reflection on postcolo-
nial issues. This is certainly evident in the chapter on ‘Out of Africa, into World 
Literature’, which focuses on Karen Blixen. Like all the other essays, it is a strong 
contribution and makes for pleasant reading, serving both as an introduction to readers 
(if any) who might be unfamiliar with her celebrated work, and a valid addition to the 
established bibliography. Nonetheless, and especially given both the imbrication of 
World Literature with Postcolonial Studies, as well as the editor’s clear awareness of 
Denmark’s own imperial history, one would have expected a different kind of engage-
ment with those questions.
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Turning now to the inclusion of television drama as part of a study of World Literature, 
this raises a number of significant questions. First of all, and perhaps more simply, the 
decision to include crime fiction is one that could be justified by appealing to its growing 
importance and public appeal. Indeed, the authors of this chapter, C. Claire Thomson and 
Jakob Stougaard-Nielsen, start up with a voicemail from a journalist, ‘Why is Nordic 
Noir so popular in the UK?’ (p. 237). Leaving that aside for now, one could see the issue 
of international reception as the key one. Because what happens with ‘Scandinavian’ or 
‘Nordic’ crime fiction is a reversal of the common pattern of influence whereby minor 
literatures constantly react to what is produced by central ones. In itself, then, that last 
chapter would not differ much from another one included on ‘Søren Kierkegaard’s 
Influence on Franz Kafka’ were one to abstract from the fact that it was precisely Kafka, 
as canonical and central an author as can be, that Deleuze and Guattari used to propose 
their concept of ‘minor literature’. On a more complex level, the question that this chap-
ter raises and that must still be worked out, concerns the fact that in our present media 
age, the notion of World Literature itself is in need of a further problematization. Is tel-
evision (or film) to be included as part of World Literature? There are many advantages 
of doing so, and even some compelling reasons as so much of television and film relates 
directly to literature. But this articulation has not yet been done.

Crime Fiction as World Literature was the third volume to be published. Edited 
jointly by Louise Nilsson, David Damrosch and Theo D’haen, this volume manages to 
include, besides the Introduction, 19 individual essays distributed almost evenly in four 
parts. Without being overly self-conscious, the volume does ask a good number of sig-
nificant questions concerning World Literature even if, on the whole, it still tends to tread 
carefully on the side of a more conventional approach as evidenced in the work of David 
Damrosch, the Institute for World Literature he directs, and indeed a number of col-
leagues who participate in it and who sign a number of the chapters included. There is 
much to like in this volume. Crime fiction has become more than established and in 
many cases its popularity provides to a much larger and broader general audience access 
to indisputably great literary works than would be the case with novels perceived as more 
experimental and highbrow. The authors of the different chapters make their topics easily 
understandable to an audience not necessarily versed in the intricacies of the genre and 
at the same time offer genuine contributions that sometimes cut across several discipli-
nary lines. The sections have very suggestive headings: ‘Global and Local’, ‘Market 
Mechanisms’, ‘Translating Crime’ and ‘Holmes away from Home’. At the same time, the 
allocation of essays does not seem necessarily watertight. ‘Global and Local’ for instance, 
has two out of five chapters dedicated to ‘Nordic Noir’ but the next section ‘Market 
Mechanisms’ opens up with a chapter that has to do with market conditions but also 
focuses on Swedish crime fiction, titled ‘With a Global Market in Mind’. The last section 
is perhaps the most homogeneous one, as all of its four chapters treat the figure of 
Sherlock Holmes. None of this is a problem really, not even slightly quirky. It is far more 
interesting to note that apparently Holmes is still held in high esteem and that he is pre-
sented here as a sort of founding figure. All of the essays have a fascination of their own, 
yet one could probably have problematized the narrative of origins if one had wanted to. 
The importance given to ‘Nordic’ or ‘Scandinavian’ Noir is another aspect of the volume 
that both testifies to the importance such works have come to assume and to a certain 
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form of transnationality, both between the various ‘Scandinavian’ countries and other 
Northern European ones. A reader might object to the brief citation from the Communist 
Manifesto that is used here as one of two epigraphs (the other being from Hitchcock’s 
Frenzy) to open the Introduction. It is indeed a bit facile as, even though there are clear 
considerations of market conditions, there is no sustained focus on any materialist per-
spective, the closest to it being Bruce Robbin’s take in ‘The Detective Is Suspended: 
Nordic Noir and the Welfare State’ (pp. 47–58). However, even if this volume does not 
do much to push the inquiry into World Literature – to be fair that does not seem to have 
been intended – by both providing considerable space to discussing crime fiction and by 
some of its concerns, it does move towards opening up much-needed space to think of 
World Literature differently. In this regard Louise Nilsson’s ‘Covering Crime Fiction: 
Merging the Local into Cosmopolitan Mediascapes’ (pp. 77–90) and Michael Wood’s 
‘After Such Knowledge: The Politics of Detection in the Narconovelas of Elmer 
Mendonza’ deserve special attention.

Arguably, Roberto Bolaño as World Literature is the most significant book in the 
series up to now. It is not just the high quality of the individual chapters – all other vol-
umes feature equally competent and serious essays. And it certainly is not just the fact 
that by focusing on a single writer many of the claims for advancing World Literature 
become more easily realized. Just as it is also not just because Bolaño was a gifted 
Chilean writer who had experienced directly what it meant to be transnational, and who, 
although highly cultured and knowledgeable, had also known first-hand how harsh a 
migrant’s life can be. Rather, it is a combination of all those plus the fact that Bolaño’s 
own life circumstances – seemingly a favourite starting point for many critics according 
to the editors – already implied a confrontation between centre and periphery, and that 
Bolaño himself was acutely interested in, and engaged with, such debates. As the editors 
note, ‘Bolaño’s world literary status in many ways has to do with how he is part of many 
cultural formations, and does not seem to be bound by one identity: both Mexican and 
Chilean, American and European, poet and novelist’ (p. 11). The Introduction, ‘Fractured 
Masterpieces’ not only sets up the subject of the book in all its complexity, it could also 
be seen as a model for how to articulate the individual subjects and the wider, theoretical 
interests of World Literature. The 11 further essays, divided into three parts, cover much 
ground, as they deal with ‘Bolaño and World History’, ‘Bolanõ’s Literary Worlds’ and 
Bolaño’s Global Readers’. More than in any other volume so far, this one shows how in 
every single chapter a questioning of World Literature through a consideration, even 
close reading, of Bolaño’s works, was made into a key directive and focus. Throughout 
the volume questions of politics, ethics and aesthetics constantly intersect, and even 
though each essay on its own is worth reading, the collected volume is certainly more 
than just the sum of its various parts. Indeed, readers might find it difficult to choose 
between chapters, and whether to start with the first one, Federico Finchelstein’s ‘On 
Fascism, History, and Evil in Roberto Bolaño’, or with the last one, Sharae Deckard’s 
‘Roberto Bolaño and the Remapping of World Literature’. The latter makes very clear 
exactly what the potential strengths of a series like this are, focusing very closely on 
Bolaño, yet never letting go of the wider picture. As such, this volume realizes what the 
series can only, for now, gesture at: a genuine engagement with World Literature that 
goes beyond established and accepted parameters. Yet, in spite of structural issues such 
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as still keeping the nation as a frame for World Literature, or sticking a bit too closely to 
the established canon and a fairly traditional understanding of the literary, the series as a 
whole is certain to be valued for the insights it brings into the individual subjects, for the 
questions it raises about World Literature, and, in a few cases, for a real match between 
its aims and results.


