TRANSLATION AS ROUTE TO AN ALTERNATIVE COMPARATISM
An underlying question: What routes into comparative literature might a reconceived model of translation provide us with?

THE TRANSLATIONAL MODEL

By ‘reconceived model of translation’, I mean the theory/philosophy of translation developed in Literary Translation and the Rediscovery of Reading (2012a) and Translating the Perception of Text: Literary Translation and Phenomenology (2012b), of which I give a brief and unargued account.  Translation should not be about the interpretation of texts but about the phenomenology of reading. In the interests of this shift, we should translate: from the linguistic towards the paralinguistic; from the textual towards the performative (insertion of text into environment); from the bilingual towards the multilingual; from langue towards langage; from the single version towards the multiple; from the linear (perspectival) towards the tabular (planar); from the exclusively linguistic towards the multi-medial; from the timeless towards the time-filled. Translation is not about the preservation of a text, but about the projection of a text into its possible futures. To capture these possible futures, translation should operate not through a system of choices and exclusions, but through metamorphosis and inclusiveness; languages are modulations, continuous variations, of each other. This projective, rather than recuperative, approach necessarily implies that the literary can, through the agency of translation, be constantly re-located and re-conferred; this in turn challenges translation to create and develop its own literature, its own literary forms. None of the objectives of this reconceived form of translation can be achieved if we continue to put the monoglot reader at the centre of the literary translational enterprise; literary translation must have a polyglot reader in view. 

What image of comparative literature emerges from the view of translation here proposed? First and foremost, what I would like to think of as a constantly renewable and futuristic comparative literature, a comparative literature which is not historical, not recuperative, but projective, a comparative literature which is literature rather than literary criticism, a comparative literature which is not a question of national authors and national languages, but a question of interlinguistic, intercultural and intermedial possibilities. This is a comparatism which operates in the hic et nunc of the work, of its ongoing temporality, in the construction of its historicity (and not of its history). This comparatism sees itself as an integral part of the work’s capacity to renew the literary, inasmuch as it multiplies the forces that a work exerts or exercises. Like translation, comparatism is not orientated towards the interpretation of what is already there, and thus towards a meta-discourse (criticism), but is constant experimentation with the text, such that the text as something closed and organic is undone, unraveled, opened out.  Deleuze and Guattari observe: ‘Un livre n’a pas d’objet ni de sujet, il est fait de matières diversement formées, de dates et de vitesses très différentes’ (1980, 9) [A book has neither object nor subject; it is made of variously formed materials, and of very different dates and speeds]. In saying that the work is without a subject, we would want to specify that translation and comparatism deprive a work of its subject, or minimize the presence of its subject, in order to let other subjects in, to make the work available to subjectivation. In other words, translation and comparatism are projects of writerly collectivization, or of collective writing, but it is a collectivity of subjects, of subjectival idiosyncrasies, where idiosyncrasies escape their subjectivity by becoming text, by being reincorporated into text through translation. This kind of translation and comparatism sets itself against a comparatism which reinforces, which derives its critical purchase from, boundaries, borders and barriers; it is a comparatism whose vitalism derives from the metamorphoses, the morphing, the continuous variation, of the cross-linguistic, cross-medial and cross-cultural. The comparatist, then, sets out to establish points of contact, shifting, unfixed, temporary, unpredictable, where the solicitations of intellectual autobiography are freely responded to. Comparative literature of this kind is not so much in a discipline or in a text, as in the person of the comparatist. It is this factor that makes this comparatism a-chronological, untrue to history, in order to be true to the historicity of the work’s activity in a reading consciousness. 

There is, in our reception of literature, and particularly in our enthusiasm to make informed translational decisions, a certain impatience to see works achieve organicity, and form, to make a vision palpable, its outlines and characteristics perceptible and retrievable. But the kind of experimental translation and comparative literature canvassed here, the kind of translation that proposes an unending multiplicity of different versions of the source text, is overwhelmingly concerned to maintain the work at a level where the virtuality of its expressive forces has not been fully actualized in non-negotiable forms, where the work’s inevitable polymorphousness, its capacity for multiple transformations, is still alive. I have periodically argued that, in the translation of poetry, the translator should begin the translational process by returning poetic texts to prose, precisely to that inorganic life out of which multiple journeys towards form are still possible, in which one is still absorbed in the play of forces, and in which, too, the virtual of sense has not yet been moulded into the actual of meaning, however ambiguous. 

What, then, is it, to practice comparative literature? It is not to establish a history of influences, and factual interactions, to fill in the jigsaw, to understand the elements at work in the development of literature. It is to release and insinuate forces of comparability, a force-field of comparison, based not on juxtapositions or confrontations, but on continuities, variations, morphings. Translation is crucial to this kind of comparatism because translation is the free insertion of comparators. It is the creative dimension of comparative literature, the literature of comparative literature. Comparative literature as literary criticism treats translation as another product in the sum of products pertinent to reception and cross-fertilization, to be investigated. But, in our understanding, translation is not another product, to subject to post-translational scrutiny; it is the very making and expressing of comparison, comparatism engendering itself, ex nihilo, in the rendering of a text. In this process of making, which is the translational act or event, the making itself is the imagining of connections, continuities, cross-breedings.

           I want to begin my exemplifications with a passage from Apollinaire’s ‘Zone’, the passage which occupies lines 121-34, and which is a description of emigrants (1965, 43):

Tu regardes les yeux pleins de larmes ces pauvres émigrants

Ils croient en Dieu ils prient les femmes allaitent des enfants

Ils emplissent de leur odeur le hall de la gare Saint-Lazare

Ils ont foi dans leur étoile comme les rois-mages

Ils espèrent gagner de l’argent dans l’Argentine

Et revenir dans leur pays après avoir fait fortune

Une famille transporte un édredon rouge comme vous transportez votre cœur

Cet édredon et nos rêves sont aussi irréels

Quelques-uns de ces émigrants restent ici et se logent

Rue des Rosiers ou rue des Écouffes dans des bouges

Je les ai vus souvent le soir ils prennent l’air dans la rue

Et se déplacent rarement comme les pièces aux échecs

Il y a surtout des Juifs leurs femmes portent perruque

Elles restent assises exsangues au fond des boutiques

Weeping you watch the wretched emigrants

They believe in God they pray the women suckle their infants

They fill with their smell the station of Saint-Lazare

Like the wise men from the east they have faith in their star

They hope to prosper in the Argentine

And to come home having made their fortune

A family transports a red eiderdown as you your heart

An eiderdown as unreal as our dreams

Some go no further doss in the stews

Of the Rue des Rosiers or the Rue des Ecouffes

Often in the streets I have seen them in the gloaming

Taking the air and like chessmen seldom moving

They are mostly Jews the wives wear wigs and in

The depths of shadowy dens bloodless sit on and on









(trans. Samuel Beckett, 1986, 149)


In a previous treatment of this passage, I looked for a verse-form which would enact the repetitive cycles of aspiration and resignation these people are subject to, which would capture the mirage of change that masks debilitating routine, but which, at the same time, would distil a predicament, and suggest a blocking of futures. I chose the terza rima sonnet. I wanted the mindless reiteration of terza rima as it is found in Hugo von Hofmannsthal’s ‘Ballade des äusseren Lebens’. I wanted, too, a final couplet, to act not as a moment of invocation, stock-taking, exhortation, as it does in Shelley’s ‘Ode to the West Wind’, but as an entropic congealment, as it does in Robert Frost’s ‘Acquainted with the Night’, whose last line is a repetition of its first. Frost’s terza-rima sonnet also shows how the form can capture urban perambulation, albeit at night. This is what emerged:

        

Believer-emigrants; you watch them; tears well

Up. They pray. The women suckle their young. At Saint-Lazare,

The station hall is seasoned with their smell.

They, like the Magi, are following their star,

Looking to earn some silver in the Argentine

And then come back to where they are.

You transport your heart, a family transports its eiderdown,

Bright red. Our dreams, that eiderdown, are all untruths.

Some stay, in shabby digs in town,

The rue des Rosiers or des Écouffes.

Often, at evening, I’ve seen them in the street.

Like chess pieces they seldom move.

They’re mostly Jews. Their wives wear wigs.

And, pallid, in the backs of shops, they sit.

 In making these moves, I am willy-nilly implying that we look back in order to look forward, that retrospection is itself the identification of the anticipatory. By the intervention of the translator, by the translator’s capacity to unearth latent expressive possibilities in Apollinaire’s free verse, embodied in terza rima, terza rima, in reverse, is able to look forward to the embedding of its principles, its expressive forces, in a free-verse sequence of half-rhyming couplets. Shelley and Hofmannsthal become part of this anticipatory retrospection, and Frost is what it further projects. 


Looking at this dialectic in another way, we might say that poetry lies in the underside of its own manifest forms. We should not look upon forms as the consummation and epitome of the forces they actualize, but as their temporary repository, as one of their possible configurations. My terza rima is a re-actualization of the forces at work in Apollinaire and which find their initial form in his free verse. In this sense, translation is a constant critique of form-making, or, more properly, of formedness. Reading, and the reading that translation is, is not an enjoyment of the finality and incontrovertibility of form – called aesthetic pleasure – but an undoing or deconstructing of form. This undoing, or deconstructing, is what we call performance, whether in the text, or of the text. In other words, we might be better off calling performance either ‘deformance’ or ‘transformance’. No sooner is my terza rima created, no sooner does it arrive at form, heterosyllabic and half-rhyming though it may be, than it asks to be reformulated, so that the forces inhabiting it can find new patterns of intensity and configuration. Comparatism, as we have said, is a multiplication of these forces.


I next undertook two further presentations of this terza rima version (Figs. 1 and 2), decorated this time both with doodles in enamel paint in three colours, to echo terza rima, and with photographic fragments, to begin to explore Apollinaire’s ambiguous relationship with photography and to suggest how it might have developed. The painted doodles are not so much another set of representations of the emigrants as the traces of the reader-spectator’s gestural involvement. These are indeed figures in enamel paint, but they are inhabited by first-person time, impulsive, dynamic, a rewriting of terza rima in the mode of readerly consciousness. And as this consciousness itself becomes part of text, lying among stanzas and photographs, so it becomes itself a paginal event, something already beyond a particular subjectivity. The photographic fragments propose a restlessly mobile (visual) experience. In the absence of the whole photograph, it is no longer the individual image and its inherent value which arrest the eye; it is, on the contrary, the dynamic interaction of glancing contacts with partial images which compel vision. This is a more thoroughly paratactic world than that of the text, a world without conjunctions, without causality or concession or condition or hypothesis, in which the eye indulges in a whole range of behaviours - ocular fetishism, voyeurism, glancing, glimpsing, gazing, scanning – insinuating its own conjunctions or enjoying pure, inconsequential, optical heterogeneity. Photographic fragments, we might say, provide, in their particular kind of activity, an analogon of a new kind of comparative literature. 


In the next version, I introduced, as a second poem, running alongside the final text, and as a second voice, more personally involved, lines from a manuscript version of the poem which were ultimately jettisoned, probably because the confessional note was too strong. These lines, specifically about Polish emigrants and about their sexual exploitation, relate directly to Apollinaire’s own Polish origins:

You watch,


They come from Russia

Eyes pricked with tears,

   from Rumania

Those pitiable emigrants.

   from Poland 








[illegible word]
They believe in God. They pray.
They’re already 

The women suckle their young.   
afraid of where

The station concourse,
they’re going. I saw among

At Saint-Lazare,

them an old ‘pope’ at

Is seasoned with: their smell.          prayer in Slavish
They, like the Magi,



     in Slavonic

Have faith in their star.
He stopped to scold his sons

They’re looking to earn some silver. his daughters

In Argentina.


laide marmaille; a pregnant

And then, come home, again,         woman was laid
Having struck it rich.


out on some straw.

A family transports a red


Poland today is no

Eiderdown, as you transport

more than a vague

Your heart.


hope. Poor Polish women,

That eiderdown, our dreams,
poor country girls, are

Are equally unreal.

herded off to Germany,

Some of them stay,

packed off from Hamburg,

At shabby addresses in,
to brothels in the States,

The rue des Rosiers or the rue des Écouffes.
or in

I’ve often seen them in the street;
Chinese ports.

Taking the air;


[to the Indies, to Ceylon].

At evening.


[to the Transvaal].

Like chess-pieces;

Pitiful prostitutes,

They rarely move.

and when they’re past it,

They’re mostly Jews; their wives wear wigs; suicide’s

And sit anaemically;


the only

In the backs of shops.


road to go.


Then, as a next step, I have adopted a three-column disposition for my material (Fig. 3), to ensure a thorough interwovenness of my two voices, my two levels of consciousness and response, between which the text continually cuts. Here, the computer has created new morphologies, and discovered a new autonomy for phonemes, graphemes, punctuation marks. Reading becomes as richly problematic as language itself, and each entry into the text is likely to produce new configurations of the text’s space and time. The tabular leaves the reader with a text which is insoluble, which lies outside the progressions of cause and effect, beginning and end, top left to bottom right. In this sense the text cannot be recuperated as an order of meaning; it can only be inhabited as a landscape or stage which allows any number of itineraries and trajectories.

In my final rendering (Fig. 4), I am looking to respond to Apollinaire’s prediction that the future of artistic expression, of text, lies with the phonograph and the cinema, which will provide poets with ‘une liberté inconnue jusqu’à présent’ and make them ‘chefs d’un orchestre d’une étendue inouïe’  (1991, 944-5) [a freedom hitherto unknown; conductors of an orchestra of an unprecedented range of expression]. In order to accommodate the text to a film-strip format, I must sacrifice some of the effect of textual unravelling and accept a greater pressure to make sense of a top-to-bottom, left-to-right, column-by-column reading. But this does not interfere with the columnar’s capacity to create a floating and disintegrating texture, and at the same time to suggest individual destinies and sets of perceptions in free fall. On the other hand, the photographic fragments scatter visual attention across the whole paginal space. While the lateral frames of the perforated film strip push the two strands of text towards each other, into each other’s path, the photographic fragments themselves keep the whole field open and ensure that linearity does not suppress the free wandering eye of the tabular.  

I would next like to consider one of André Chénier’s eve-of-execution Iambes (1794) (1958, 192-3) and Tom Paulin’s translation, ‘From the Death Cell’ (2004, 19):

On vit; on vit infâme. Eh bien? Il fallut l’être;



L’infâme après tout mange et dort.


Ici même, en ces parcs où la mort nous fait paître,



Où la hache nous tire au sort,


Beaux poulets sont écrits; maris, amants sont dup[es];



Caquetage, intrigues de sots.


On y chante; on y joue; on y lève des jupes;



On y fait chansons et bons mots;


L’un pousse et fait bondir sur les toits, sur les vitr[es],


Un ballon tout gonflé de vent,


Comme sont les discours des [sept cents] plats béli[tres]



Dont [Barère] est le plus savant.


L’autre court; l’autre saute; et braillent, boivent, rient



Politiqueurs et raisonneurs;


Et sur les gonds de fer soudain les portes cri[ent].



Des juges tigres nos seigneurs


Le pourvoyeur paraît. Quelle sera la proie



Que la hache appelle aujourd’hui?


Chacun frissonne, écoute; et chacun avec joie


Voit que ce n’est pas encore lui:


Ce sera toi demain, insensible imbecile.




From the Death Cell


We live – dishonoured, in the shit. So what? It had to be.



This is the pits and yet we feed and sleep.


Even here – penned in, watered and waiting for the chop



(just place your bets) – affairs take off,


there’s gossip, bitching and a pecking-order.



Songs, jokes, card-schools: she lifts her skirts; someone

bops a tight balloon against the window-panes.



It’s like the speeches of those seven hundred eejits


(Barrère’s the shiftiest of the lot) – a comic fart



we whoop and cheer and then forget.


One jumps, another skips; that greasy pack



of gut and gullet politicians raps and hoots


until, dead quick, the door scrakes open



and our tiger-masters’ wee pimp struts in.


Who’s getting it today? We freeze and listen,



then all but one of us knows it isn’t him…


First, a backward comparative glance. Chénier’s iambes derive from the bitter satirical iambics, that is, the iambic hexameter (or trimeter since it is composed of three paired iambs or dipodies), often called the senarius, of the C7th BC Greek poet Archilochus. Through Chénier’s work it becomes a generic, as well as formal, term for satire. It consists of alternating alexandrines and octosyllables in correspondingly alternating rhyme. Chénier makes explicit reference to his Greek forebear in other iambes. The iambe was taken up by Auguste Barbier in the C19th (Les Iambes, 1830-1), and isolated examples are to be found in the work of Hugo (‘La Reculade’, Les Châtiments) and Gautier (‘Débauche’, Premières Poésies).

One should just note at the outset, that Paulin, in his translation, has omitted the final, ‘overshoot’ line of Chénier’s possibly incomplete poem. But in fact this extra line looks like a piece of wonderful structural invention: one of those not called thinks he has escaped; closure of the poem after sixteen lines would have seemed to confirm that escape. But the poem puts out a supernumerary line like a tentacle, to draw the escapee back into his inevitable destiny. Paulin’s closing suspension points don’t quite do the same justice to the self-delusion.

Paulin apparently has no interest in flagging up the iambe, and maintains from Chénier only the pattern of indentation. I say ‘only the pattern of indentation’ because Paulin’s lines bear little relation to either alexandrine or octosyllable; they constitute a heterosyllabic mix, varying between 8 and 14 syllables, and on three occasions, the indented line is longer than the line preceding it. One might say that Paulin has translated the language of metre into the language of indentation, and this is by no means an empty claim because it allows Paulin also to summon up the classical elegy (alternating hexameter and pentameter). Chénier’s own elegies stick exclusively to the alexandrine. One might also argue, albeit more tenuously, that Paulin’s heterosyllabicity better serves this particular iambe’s flirtation with the fables of La Fontaine, which draw on vers mêlés, or vers libres classiques as their prosodic vehicle. Compare the animalistic thread in Chénier – paître, beaux poulets, caquetage, braillent, tigres, proie – with Paulin’s ‘penned in, watered, bitching, pecking-order, gut and gullet, hoots, tiger-masters’’. In other words, Paulin’s language of indentation increases the perceptibility of the comparative generical currents which might be passing through the poem, and it is as if the very conflict or competition between these currents prevents his version settling into formal regularity, or one formal guise. And an enthusisast of the classical iambic trimeter, aware of the rules of substitution (anapaest in place of iamb in first foot, longs in place of shorts at positions one, five and nine) might look with special interest at Paulin’s third line, with its anapaestic opening:



Even here – penned in, watered and waiting for the chop

and the spondaic close of the fourteenth line:




and our tiger-masters’ wee pimp struts in

This is all very down-at-heel Archilochian iambic trimeter. But it demonstrates perhaps that comparative literature might well be a drifting experience, whose edges and parameters very quickly become blurred. How much knowledge is it appropriate to bring to bear on a work? How is the pertinence of that knowledge to be judged if it is nonetheless an integral part of the reading and translating experience? Furthermore, Paulin’s translation makes me more critical of Chénier’s handling of his classical sources, increasing my sense of the ways in which they might be responded to. And this in turn persuades me that among translation’s tasks might be the re-orientation of the source writer’s position in a comparative literary world. But that, willy-nilly, means that the translator himself/herself takes up a comparative literary position generated only by that particular act of translation, i.e. as a provisional perception bounded by its own particular time and space. The source text, then, becomes the instrument by which the translator establishes a temporary comparative literature, or a temporary comparative literary position for his/her own writing.
Paulin has ten coordinating ‘ands’ to Chénier’s five. With his greater syntactic discontinuity, Chénier, it might be argued, engineers a wider range of tempi, and makes actions seem more snatched and arbitrary. But Paulin tells more about the automatic nature of momentums, about the predictability of sequences and their scope. This might have been a poem about the heroism of a daily life clung on to despite the imminence of elimination; but it is about the thoughtless frivolities resorted to as anaesthetization. Occasionally in the ‘and’ pairings (feed and sleep, watered and waiting for the chop, we whoop and cheer (/and then forget), gut and gullet, raps and hoots, freeze and listen), an alliterative or assonantal connection takes us into linguistic sleepwalking and ingrained reflexes, and brings up other examples from the collective unconscious of the mechanism: ‘gut and gullet politicians’ makes me think of Thomas Nashe’s ‘The verie guts and garbage of his Notebook he hath put into this tallow loafe’ from his attack on Gabriel Harvey Have With You to Saffron Walden (1596). These pairings may also, from time to time, insinuate something of the complacently preordained to be found in the Christian message: ‘yet we feed and sleep’ takes me to:




The hippopotamus’s day




Is passed in sleep; at night he hunts;




God works in a mysterious way –




The Church can feed and sleep at once.







(T.S. Eliot, ‘The Hippopotamus’ (1919))

While ‘dead quick’ sounds like a collapsed and reversed version of the pairing we hear in the Creed: ‘from whence He shall come to judge the quick and the dead’. Even Chénier’s verse may imply that the new shepherd of the flock is death (l. 3) and that Christ has become the ‘pourvoyeur’ of the ‘juges tigres’.

Paulin’s playing with words – as in ‘dead quick’, or ‘greasy pack of politicians’ harking back to ‘card-schools’ – informs his onomatopoeias. This prison-cell is an animal fable threatening to become a menagerie. Building on Chénier’s scanty onomatopoeic indications – e.g. caquetage, braillent – Paulin increases the noise bubbles of his comic strip: bops, fart, whoop, raps, hoots, scrakes (portmanteau of creaks and scrapes?). With ‘raps’ I begin to hear a flat-toned monologue delivered over a disco backing, which encourages me to reconsider bops, be-bop, bopping. And this growing cacophony of the menagerie is added to by Paulin’s occasional ‘dialectal’ inserts: eejits, wee, and I hear the Scottish ‘scraich’ or ‘scraigh’ (/skrεəχ/) in ‘scrakes’. These inserts may gently mock Chénier’s original use of Persian and Arabic to mask and encode his references to the seven hundred of the Convention and Barère de Vieuzac (who Paulin spells with three r’s). All in all, Paulin’s version seems to pursue a policy of inclusivity, stylistic and linguistic multiplicity, tonal promiscuity, open-plan associative availability. This policy makes his version, among other things, an intertextual magnet: we have already encountered several examples, and indeed, immediately I read the opening ‘We live’ and see Paulin’s characteristic punctuation of the dash, I call to mind Marlow’s ‘We live, as we dream – alone’ from the first chapter of Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1899). It is this ‘impressionability’ of Paulin’s text, its tireless shifts of register, as if to imprint itself with ever-broader social contexts, that begins to propose what we might call an impersonal comparative literature. I am no longer looking for comparative connections in order to account for the literary formation of a particular subject, Chénier or Paulin, or to understand their particular writing strategies. In order to keep these texts living, in order to do justice to their life in the reading consciousness, I am looking to do justice to the infinite flexibilities and continuous variations of the translational act, and to capture the collectivity of the enterprise of reading – a collectivity of readerly idiosyncrasies, let us remember. Comparative literature is what a literate society creates in the way of connective networks for its reading community. This comparative literature, we might say, traverses and constantly intersects comparative literature as it is more commonly understood.

What, after all, I want to imagine alongside that version of comparative literature that already exists, is a comparative literature of the impersonal, of media without artists, and language without privileged writers. I justify that by the familiar argument that authors are always exceeded by their products, in two senses:  (i) because the medium is always bigger than they are, says more than they can bring under their control; (ii) because, additionally, their works expand, become the sum of all readerly input. I justify it, too, by the fact that criticism is always exceeded by its own ignorance: I can trace Chénier’s Iambes to Archilochus, because there is textual evidence for doing so; I can make other well-informed guesses about probable classical presences in his verse-thinking. But that does little to lessen my sense of what ignorance compels me to overlook, and what false emphases my little knowledge encourages me to allot to what I do know. What is the real sum of classical influences on Chénier? It is not just that a new comparative literature of the reader turns comparative literature in a projective direction; despite its apparently reckless and arbitrary associative anarchy, it also compensates for the scandalous black hole of ignorance by multiplying possible knowledges. But the underlying problems remain. How are these two versions of comparative literature to be related to each other? And how, outside of translation, are we to stabilize, give substance to, the findings of the second version?

In this so-called second version of comparative literature, then, we are not locating presence x in text y, that is in the as-it-were arrested space of the text; instead, x appears provisionally in y as part of y’s temporal unfolding in the reading process; soon presence z becomes part of the mix, though it is in no way predicted by x. Comparative literature is a mobile point of view on a variation. So what kind of comparative literature, finally, is this? I would like to characterize it in three ways:

1. Comparative literature is a way of constantly redefining the scope and dynamic of literary forces. This process of constant redefinition is activated by the reader in each new act of reading, as he/she brings his/her literary knowledge, his/her other readings and lookings and listenings, to bear on the material before him/her, not in order to explain the work and/or its author, and/or their position in a weave of literary relationships, but to generate collages and deformations and disjunctive syntheses (syntheses of the disparate), in a process which keeps the literary eternally restive, unsettled, on the move.

2. If we then further imagine comparative literature as a collectivity of such readers, we see that every readerly perception entails its own transformation, the shifting of its emphases, the variation of its forces, the mutation of its concepts, by other readings. In such circumstances, what should the comparatist do, how proceed? Our answer so far is that the comparatist should write (perform), not a critical account of his/her findings, since at the worst there are none and at the best they are highly relative, precarious, provisional, waiting to be undone by others, but a translation, or a kind of writing akin to translation, that is, a creative response, sitting within the source text, not as an after-the-event commentary, but as part of the text’s expanding activity, part of is self-discovery, fully integrated, acting with.

3. Art never escapes the changing complexity of the forces which constitute it and which owe their identification to readerly perception. Comparative literature is a perceptual enchainment of such forces, not a causal enchainment, nor a teleological one, if we understand by ‘teleological’ the becoming complete and clear of a map of literature. As we have already pointed out, comparative literature is not a history but a historicity; it is about the passage and projection of the work in its consumption and consumability, in its capacity to incorporate the extra-textual, in its capacity to modulate, in its capacity to produce fruitful associations and affiliative sensations.     

The effort to establish the phenomenology of reading, rather than interpretation, as the basis both of translation and comparative literature is the effort to maintain the artwork in a state of maximal immanence and contingency, to prevent its forces leaking away in various kinds of transcendental meta-discourse. Artworks are not something in which historical trends, the formation of artists, the dialogue between cultures or media find some achieved expression, and make themselves manifest (in allusion, citation, imitation and so on); artworks are always in the middle of something, in a becoming, whose affects and percepts the reader cannot but register in connections, lines of thought, pathways of sense, themselves generated by, or summoning up, other kinds of literary or cross-medial or cross-cultural knowledge. 
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