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Federico Bertoni 
Professor of Literary Theory at the University of Bologna, Italy 
 
 
1. How did you come across Comparative Literature? Did you find the dis-
cipline during your academic studies or after your PhD? Which authors 
and/or books became most relevant in your approach to the field?  
 
As a scholar and teacher, my approach to Comparative Literature was not straight, 
but mediated by a bordering discipline, Literary Theory, my field of research since 
my MA at the University of Bologna and then during my PhD at the University of 
Bergamo. For me and other scholars of my generation, the role models at the time 
(the late 1990s) were Mario Lavagetto – professor of Literary Theory in Bologna – 
and Remo Ceserani. The latter, professor of Comparative Literature in Pisa and then 
in Bologna, was also a tireless mediator between the often backward Italian aca-
demic environment and the ideas or debates coming from abroad, especially from the 
United States. As a matter of fact, the pivot of my research and teaching activity is 
still Literary Theory, that I practice far from any dogmatism or methodological or-
thodoxy: flexibility, open-mindedness and thoughtful eclecticism are the skills re-
quired by the cultural and epistemic horizon in which we move. And despite the crisis 
of Theory as an academic discipline, I think one cannot do Comparative Literature 
without a sharp theoretical awareness. It would be like doing thematic criticism, for 
example, without having the slightest idea (or without even asking) what a theme 
is. So, along this line, without theory one would inevitably regress to empirical, im-
pressionistic research habits, which easily turns into the “know-it-all” (in Italy we 
call this science “tuttologia”, i.e., speaking of anything without really knowing it). 

From this point of view, the cultural and institutional history of the discipline 
is very instructive, especially in its contradictions. To a large extent, modern Com-
parative Literature has taken shape in individual critical practice, as some great 
scholars have taught (or rather shown) through their concrete example – Erich Au-
erbach, Ernst Robert Curtius, Leo Spitzer, in Italy Giacomo Debenedetti. In the Ital-
ian critical tradition, after the interdict pronounced by Benedetto Croce, who con-
demned the comparative literary studies prevalent in his time, the history of the 
discipline has been particularly faltering and tortuous, characterized by an ambigu-
ous system of relations with the national literature. Before taking institutional root 
in the universities, Comparative Literature developed mainly through the individual 
work of scholars coming from other fields such as Italian Studies, French Studies, 
Roman Philology, Aesthetics and so on (Mario Lavagetto, Remo Ceserani, Francesco 
Orlando, Franco Brioschi, Mario Domenichelli, Piero Boitani, etc.), scholars who 
then became de facto comparatists. At the same time, these scholars taught us to 
approach the literary tradition with a flexible yet rigorous method, to conceive a 
strong idea of literature as a system, and to compare different topics and objects 
within a firm theoretical framework and by sharp analytical tools. The lesson I have 
learnt from them is to consider Comparative Literature not as a mechanical compar-
ison between authors or texts from different national traditions (this is the classic 
pattern of some old Italian jokes: there is an Italian, a Frenchman and an 
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Englishman on a plane that crashes...), but rather as an approach, a point of view, a 
heuristic stance that enables a distinctive, broader and more penetrating perspective 
on the phenomena that we study. It is in this spirit that, in more recent years, I have 
followed and (prudently) taken up the new trends in Comparative Literature in Italy 
and around the world. 
 
 
2. One of the thresholds of “doing Comparative Literature” is of course the 
language issue: translations are helpful, but not always perfect. Yet another 
problem is that of the cultural background of the translated texts, which in 
many cases a scholar may ignore or misread. How can this problem be ad-
dressed? And can one imagine that in certain cases it is less a problem than 
a challenge, considering examples of “creative misunderstanding”?  
 
This is an old and challenging question, already tackled by Erich Auerbach in The 
Philology of World Literature. To a certain extent, it is one of the core problems of 
Comparative Literature in itself: how can we handle the relationship between the 
part and the whole, the analysis and the synthesis, or “entre lo uno y lo diverso”, in 
Claudio Guillén’s terms? Is there a point of convergence between the panoramic gaze 
of the comparatist, who crosses borders and traditions, and that of the philologist, 
who meticulously investigates individual texts in increasingly specialised sectorial 
research? 

In this respect, my point of view is quite radical: I do not think it is possible to 
study texts and literary traditions whose language we ignore, for the language issue, 
as you say, implies also historical frameworks and cultural backgrounds. To miss out 
on this richness, in exchange for wide thematic or intertextual overviews, is a game 
I am not keen on. That is why I observe with a certain diffidence some international 
debates about World Literature. Obviously, not all authors and artworks are the 
same and you can accept nuances and exceptions depending on their textual status, 
linguistic and stylistic features, ways of production and circulation through different 
media, including translation policies. Likewise, not all approaches are alike and 
some kinds of research (e.g., content-related, or broadly cultural, not to mention the 
quantitative tools of digital humanities) may rely on translations, if not completely 
disregard the text as such. But for my part, since I believe in the specific quality of 
literary language and I have often faced writers with strong, even idiosyncratic sty-
listic personalities (Gustave Flaubert, Virginia Woolf, Carlo Emilio Gadda, Vladimir 
Nabokov – at least the English writing Nabokov…), I cannot imagine my work with-
out a direct access to the original text – or at least without the possibility to check 
on it. (I also tend to be radical as a teacher: when a student comes to me enthusias-
tically proposing a study about, let’s say, Crime and Punishment by Dostoevsky, the 
first question I ask is: do you know Russian?).  

As we know, some translations can be better than the original works, but I 
sincerely do not believe in creative misunderstandings arising from reading, inter-
pretive or translating mistakes – at least not in a general and abstract way. It means 
that I will refrain from rambling in Turkish, Armenian or Japanese literature. That 
will be for another life. 
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3. How do you see the pervasive interest in contemporary authors and art-
works in scholarship now produced in Comparative Literature? What are 
for you the advantages or disadvantages of foregrounding contemporary 
case studies, sometimes at the expense of more classic works? 
 
My research interests have shaped me as a modernist scholar. A large amount of my 
studies focuses on the Western literary tradition (written mainly in the languages I 
know) between the eighteenth and the twentieth century, especially in the field of 
the novel. Usually, when I go back to previous centuries, I try only to recover a cul-
tural filiation or the historical path of a theme in relation to the topics I am studying 
(for instance, working on Stendhal’s elaboration of romance, I have recalled his me-
dieval imagery and retraced the evolution of the topos of the “eaten heart” starting 
from courtly literature). But also concerning pre-modern literatures, my stance is 
very similar to the one I take towards the language issue: I believe in a specific skill 
that cannot be improvised. For my part, I have always preferred to study modernity 
because I am convinced that any investigation of cultural history, even remote from 
us, should start from the great questions of our time. This does not mean collapsing 
the distinction between past and present, but rather preserving the past’s otherness 
with respect to our historical positioning, which should always be thematised even 
when we claim to adopt a neutral and “scientific” method. One of my points of refer-
ence on these issues is a page from The Historian’s Craft by Marc Bloch, where he 
writes that “misunderstanding of the present is the inevitable consequence of igno-
rance of the past. But a man may wear himself out just as fruitlessly in seeking to 
understand the past, if he is totally ignorant of the present”. Then he tells an anec-
dote: “I had gone with Henri Pirenne to Stockholm; we had scarcely arrived, when 
he said to me: «What shall we go to see first? It seems that there is a new city hall 
here. Let’s start there». Then, as if to ward of my surprise, he added: «If I were an 
antiquarian, I would have eyes only for old stuff, but I am a historian. Therefore, I 
love life»”.1  

That being said, it is true that the prevailing interest in modern or strictly 
contemporary literature can become a problem, especially when one loses the sense 
of historical evolution and fails in the essential work of historicization. Undoubtedly, 
one of the present and future challenges posed to comparatists is to broaden their 
point of view not only horizontally, on the geographical and transnational axis, but 
also vertically, in a medium- and long-term perspective. As always, their task will 
be to reconnect distant fields, finding a meeting point between scholars of modernity 
and those of more traditional disciplines. 
 
 
 

 
1 Marc Bloch. 1992. The Historian’s Craft. Transl. Peter Putnam. Manchester: Manchester University Press, 
p. 36. 
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4. Comparative Literature has promoted the broadening of the corpus un-
der scrutiny way beyond the traditional Western literary canon and this 
has brought new (usually political and ideological) issues concerning the 
criteria used to analyse the texts, authors, or practices. Can one practice 
Comparative Literature without close reading and/or without asking aes-
thetic questions? 
 
As Gayatri Spivak points out in Death of a Discipline, the task of Comparative Lit-
erature is to cross borders, but to cross borders can be a very serious problem. We 
must always keep this in mind, even when we cherish the irenic utopia of a World 
Literature in which all literatures and cultures can talk to each other, while the 
ecumenic comparatist acts as a cultural mediator or a peacekeeper. Power relations 
are always unbalanced and asymmetrical, as shown by linguistic hegemonies, trans-
lation policies and dynamics of texts circulation on a global market (see Pascale Cas-
anova’s The World Republic of Letters). That being said, I think that the broadening 
of the corpus beyond the Western canon is nothing but a good thing, even if we cannot 
forget the problems of linguistic proficiency and cultural knowledge that I mentioned 
earlier. Likewise, I think that between Comparative Literature and Cultural Stud-
ies, Postcolonial Studies, Subaltern Studies, etc., a virtuous alliance can be estab-
lished, as so many instances demonstrate. But this alliance will really take place as 
long as we move away from the pernicious antithesis between content description 
and formal analysis, as if one could disregard the form in which any cultural element 
is expressed, or as if, on the other hand, any literary work could be reduced to the 
surface of style, without any thematic or ideological concern. So, to answer the ques-
tion: no, I do not think one can practice Comparative Literature without close read-
ing and without asking aesthetic questions. As I said before, the great challenge is 
to find the balance point between analysis and synthesis, and maybe simply to adjust 
the scale. 
 
 
5. Which are the main features (theories, paradigms, models) of the field 
you consider more productive today and in the near future, and why? 
 
I must confess that I cannot find a really outstanding model in the current panorama 
of methods and critical theories. There certainly are some research fields that I con-
sider helpful for my theoretical toolkit – Fictional Worlds Theory, Visual and Inter-
medial Studies, some issues in Postclassical Narratology – but nothing I can rely on 
as a stable foundation or framework. On the other hand, over the last few decades I 
have observed with some suspicion a phenomenon fostered by current epistemologi-
cal scepticism and weak theoretical paradigms: I mean the proliferation of methods, 
schools or merely critical labels that rapidly turn into veritable brands. Nowadays, 
once a month, some new “Studies” crop up and yet another epoch-making “turn” is 
patented, with the usual sequel of projects, conferences, “seminal” essays, and pos-
sibly some academic positions to be funded. Sometimes it seems really hard to dis-
tinguish serious proposals from academic marketing, just to increase your credit in 
the intellectual research market. I often recall the warnings of Remo Ceserani, when 
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he used to talk about “the supermarket of critical methods”, a postmodern metaphor 
to convey that methods have lost their heuristic power and “have become tools or 
utilities, routines to be indifferently performed, distinguished only by the label, or 
the patented griffe”.2  

In my opinion, the first thing we should do for the future of our studies is to 
seriously master the methods and theoretical paradigms we have at our disposal, the 
new and the old ones. Sometimes we rush to throw into the critical dustbin the move-
ments we consider classic or even out of fashion, from Structuralism to Semiotics, 
from Hermeneutics to Reader Response Criticism. One of the updating procedures 
we should periodically carry out is to reconsider certain authors, books or theoretical 
models and honestly take stock of the situation, to screen the still useful issues from 
those that are irrevocably outdated. At the same time, we should historicise not only 
literary artworks or phenomena, but the critical models themselves, tracing them 
back to their cultural, ideological and political frameworks. That is the only way to 
resist the sirens of the new critical trends and keep us away from the supermarket 
of methods, looking for the latest commodity or trendy product. We should also re-
member that literary theory and criticism are (or should be) intelligently ancillary 
disciplines, meant to clarify the texts and to provide us a better understanding of the 
literary tradition. It is therefore legitimate, as a tactical resource, to adapt our par-
adigms and methods to the specific object we are investigating, which takes priority 
over research labels and academic affiliations. If we work this way, we will not be-
come unsuspecting consumers but serious, curious and open-minded scholars, en-
dowed with the strategic eclecticism we learned from our masters. 

 
  

 
2 Remo Ceserani. 1999. Guida allo studio della letteratura. Roma-Bari: Laterza, p. XIX. 
 


