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Abstract: This article looks at the way U.S. authors were received by Swedish practi­
cal criticism in the period 1980-2005. After a quantitative overview of the U.S. au­
thors and genres that were given a/fention in Swedish review media in this period, 
the article discusses discrepancies between the original U.S. and the Swedish rec­
ognition. One particularly interesting case is the very favorable reception of Paul 
Auster s work, which functioned as a confirmation of the postmodern. breakthrough in 
the Swedish literary field. What the introduction. of Auster shows is how Swedish crit­
ics function as intermediaries who represent what Pascale Casanova has identified 
as the "national" and the "international" poles of the literary field. Since Swedish 
criticism is in the peculiar position of representing a peripheral literary field that nev­
ertheless controls a central consecrating instance, the Nobel Prize, it can be argued 
that the strategies of the most autonomous critics are always to some extenl oriented 
in relation to the struggles between the world literary centers. The Swedish critic Aris 
Fioretos' introduction and intraduction of Paul Auster is, in that regard, a pertinent 
illustration of the cosmopolitan trajectOI)' required for the fulfillment of the role of 
introdukti:ir ("introducer"), a particularly significwzt function in a field that contains 
the Prize-awarding Academy. 
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The allusion to Lord Byron's satirical poem "English Bards and Scotch 
Reviewers" in the title is almost purely ornamental, but, as in that satire, 
what is of interest to us here is a relation between authors whose works 
originate in one national literary field and critics who belong to another. 1 

It is the "mingled howl I Of Northern Wolves" that will be investigated 
here, as much as the literary matters they howl over. In other words, this 
article is a reception study2 that takes the internal relations between the 
receivers - the critics- to be at least as important as the meanings the liter­
ary works are given in their new context. Swedish taste is not in a position 
to decide on US wit, to travesty Byron; nor, as we will see, does American 
literature exercise any straightforward influence over the judgments made 
by Swedish reviewers. However, U.S. works of fiction , and the authorships 
they represent, form an important resource for the positions that Swedish 
cri tics take, and in those position-takings the foreign works are given their 
local meaning. Moreover, this local reproduction of literary works that have 
crossed the boundaries of their national origin depends on the place that 
both Swedish critics and U.S. authors have in a world literary space and not 
just on their bilateral relations. 

Our focus in what follows is the Swedish reviewers' and critics' sym­
bolic production of U.S. literature in Sweden. After a quantitative overview 
of the U.S. authors and genres that Swedish literary critics reviewed from 
1980 to 2005, the long tail end of the essay will be devoted to a case study 
of how one author, Paul Auster, was ushered in by Swedish critics in the 
late 1980s and early 1990s, and particularly to how this author was appro­
priated differently by critics with different positions in the fi eld . 

American literature, like other foreign literatures with a large home mar­
ket, is at the same time a marginal phenomenon in Sweden and yet a key 
cultural signifier in the Swedish field of literature. The full circle described 
by the itinerary from the Hemingwayesque prose cultivated by Thorsten 
Jonsson in the 1940s to the Carver-influenced short-story "boom" of the 
1990s reminds us of the way that particular U.S. authors have become as-

I The author wishes to gratefully acknowledge the substantial contribution made by Alexander Ekclund in 

the research for this art icle. Thanks arc due also to the Swedish Research Council for funding this research 
project and to the Sigtuna Foundation Archive for generous help. 

2 l use the term advisedly, and bearing in mind Johan Svedjedal's valid point that one does not really study 

the reception of an author by studying reviews and criticism; the latter do, however, constitute one key link 

in the reception, and a study of these intermediaries is thus a reception study, even if it is not a study of the 
full reception. 
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sets (and albatrosses) for young Swedish authors. There is also the broad 
impact of American bestsellers on the Swedish market, from Judith Krantz 
to Tom Clancy, such that the very idea of the bestseller is somehow Ameri­
can, despite the fact that such lists are, at the present moment, more or 
less entirely Swedish in character. Even so , as the business monthly Svensk 
Bokhandel notes, while the translation of foreign books is becoming an 
increasingly risky undertaking, everyone knows that the real blockbuster 
is almost by definition an international one, like the Da Vinci Code or the 
Harry Potter books (Roosvald). 

But while in the large-scale field of consumption and the restricted field 
of production, the significance of American literature-and it is this term, 
rather than U.S. literature, that we must use in those contexts-is beyond 
dispute, what role does it play in the arena of practical criticism? Like all 
other forms of literature, American fi ction in Sweden must be produced not 
only in its material form, as a printed , hard-cover novel, say, but has to be 
symbolically produced and reproduced. One of the chief agents in the sym­
bolical production of literature is the critic. What concerns us here is what 
Edward Said has identified as "practical critici sm," that is, the day-to-day 
reviewing activities, in contrast to the largely academic activities ofliterary 
history and extended interpretation, and to literary theory (3).3 

As Donald Broady and Mikael Palme have argued, practical critic ism in 
Sweden has largely been a kind of communication directed at other sym­
bolic producers. In other words, it has constituted a field with some degree 
of autonomy, in Bourdieu's sense: the outcomes of struggles over critical 
value have been decided by the critics themselves rather than by external 
agents. However, the field may have become less autonomous in recent 
years, as Thomas Forser argues in his description of the "tabloidization of 
criticism" (Forser 1998).4 Insofar as it retains some autonomy, however, 
it involves critics taking up positions that are to be understood in relation 
to other critics, and by extension to positions in other fields, rather than as 
a platform for speaking directly to the readers of books. If we accept this 
description, any attempt to study the reception of foreign literary goods will 
have to involve some kind of mapping of the field of practical critic ism, and 
a consideration of the relation between that field and other fields. 

To map the subfield of practical criticism in Sweden in the past quarter 

3 The Swedish term is dagskritik, daily criticism. 

4 See also f'orser's Kritik av kritike11: 1900-ralers svem·ka litterarurkririk. 
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century, then, we have sought to produce a sample of critics who could 
be argued to have had some impact on the field as a whole. In order to 
avoid working with a selection that was already selected, and thus mapping 
what we already think we know, we used two broad criteria to generate a 
population of significant critics: the critics selected have been prolific in the 
writing of articles about literature in general, or they have published in the 
important literary periodicals , or both. 

We used the database Artikelsbk [Article searchl to locate articles (i.e. 
not reviews) on literature in Swedish periodicals and newspapers between 
1980 and 2005. There are some problems with the Artikelsok database: its 
selection of newspapers has been reduced in two steps since 1980, from the 
original 50 to 30 in 1986, and from 2004 on, to only ] 5 daily newspapers. 
The selection of newspapers is based on library subscriptions. The same 
goes for periodicals, which means that some key literary periodicals have 
not been included among the 550 titles indexed, and it still remains for us 
to add critics that have been omitted because of this selection. 5 Still , the Ar­
tikelsok coverage is very broad, and even the reduced number of newspapers 
means that articles written outside of the large cities of Stockholm, Gothen­
burg, and Malmo are included. The pattern is, furthermore, for critics who 
become prominent by their activities in any given small literary periodical 
to branch out and write for other literary journals as well as newspapers. 

Our search turned up about 13,000 authors who wrote a total of almost 
54,000 articles. We then reduced the 13,000 or so critics to 465 by includ­
ing only those critics who had either published 30 literary articles or more 
in newspapers or more than four articles in periodicals specifically devoted 
to literature and culture.6 In addition, we included critics who had been 
particularly active in the first five years of the period, but whose total num­
ber of articles fell below the limit. Thus, when in the following we speak 
about " the critics" with no further specification, we refer to the selection 
of 465 critics who have published prolifically or strategically as outlined 
above.7 With this population established we then used Artikelsok, again, to 

5 For example, neither Lhe journal Kris, crucial for the generational shift in the 1980s, nor OE!, with similar 
impo11ance for a shift in the discussion of poetry in the pasl few years, have been indexed. 

6 That is, the periodicals classified G or Bd in the Swedish library classification system. 

7 Our sample of critics inc ludes 159 women and 302 men. It is worth noting here that the mean number of 

reviews per female critic was 15 I, for male critics 234, if only to remind the reader that this is a field in 

which the distribution of authority is ordered by many different principles, one of them gender. 

r 
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list not just all articles by these critics, but also all the reviews. Again, there 
are limitations concerning the indexing, since, for example, Artikelsok does 
not normally include articles of fewer than 4 ,000 characters. Jn practice, 
however, reviews that fell below this limit were sometimes included on a 
case-by-case basis. 8 On the whole, there is no reason to suspect that some 
systematic bias has distorted the selection. This search gave us a list of 
94,955 book reviews by 465 critics. "Behold !" as Byron writes, "in various 
throngs the scribbling crew, I For notice eager, pass in long review." 

How much space is given to U.S. authors in this collective judgment 
of what counts as literature in the contemporary arena? We will have to 
postpone exact answers to that question. At the end of the day - some other 
day - we will work with the full selection, but for our present purposes we 
made a further delimitation by looking only at authors who had enjoyed 
(or suffered?) ten reviews or more, which amounted to 2,164 authors out 
of 14,674. What can be noted before turning to that selection, however, is 
that among the top 200 authors of the full sample, in terms of the number of 
reviews their books were given, 42 were non-Nordic writers, and of these, 
ten were from the US, seven from Britain, and three from South Africa. 
Eighteen other countries were represented by one or two authors. 

Turning to the corpus of reviews about the 2,164 authors who garnered 
more than nine reviews for their books by our sample of Swedish critics in 
this period, we see in Table 1 the distribution among regions of origin of 
these authors. 

It is obvious that the large majority of reviews are concerned with Swed­
ish authors, and in our period the Swedish share has been very steady at 
around 69% annually. The overall proportions have been quite stable. 
Though U.S . authors had a slightly higher proportion in the first decade of 
our study than in the second, and then regained that level and surpassed it 
in the last six years, 2000-2005, these changes are modest. 9 

Taking the large view, then, Swedish newspapers and periodicals devote 
roughly 70% of its space to Swedish works, and 30% to translated works. 
A rough comparison with the number of titles published in the period 1985 
to 2000, as presented in the Swedish branch organization 's statistics, shows 
that the proportion of original Swedish titles, in the category of fiction, 

8 Telephone interview with Eva lngvarsson at Bibliotckstjanst, responsible for Artikelsok, 25 January 2008. 
9 1980-89: 6.7%; 1990-99: 6.2%; and 2000-2005: 7.2%. The only region that seems to have lost market 

share is Latin America: going from 1.6% to 1.3% and then to 0.9%. 
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National Origin of Author Total number Percentage 
of Text Under Review of Reviews of Reviews 

Sweden 37,266 69.4% 
Western Europe 5,607 10.4% 
us 3,537 6.6% 
Eastern and Southern Europe 2,567 4.8% 
Rest of the world 2,449 4.6% 
Nordic countries 2,243 4.2% 

Total 53,669 100.0% 

Table 1. Distribution of national origin of authors reviewed by our sample of proli fic and/or 
prestigious critics belween 1980 and 2005. 

fluctuates between 41 % and 52%. 10 Jn terms of total printed volumes, the 
proportion is even lower. For whatever reasons, it is clearly the case that 
Swedish critics pay comparatively speaking more attention to Swedish 
works than to translated titles. American literature, like other non-Swedish 
literatures, is in that sense a marginal asset in the taking of positions, then. 
So, what makes it a resource that is also of key significance? 

In The World Republic of Letters, Pascale Casanova has outlined the in­
ternational re lations of different national literatures that establish literary 
centers and peripheries, and the differential effects on writers depending on 
their location in that field of relations. Sweden occupies a particularly am­
bivalent position in that regard. It is no doubt a peiipheral literary domain , or 
at least semi-peripheral, and as such its canonical figures are not strictly do­
mestic. Working within the limits of a peripheral literature, Swedish writers 
tend to look to other nations' literary centers for principles of legitimation: 
Strindberg's attempt to make it in Paris may stand as a paradigmatic image 
for this relationship. 11 Yet Sweden has considerable influence. The Swedish 
Academy decides what writers will be awarded the Nobel Prize, which has 

10 Svenska forrnggarefiircningen, "Branschstatistik 2000." Pascale Casanova mentions the extremely high 

pmixirtion of translations in the Swedish field, and finds part of the explanation for this in the effect of 

hosting the Nobel Prize (68). 

11 See for example David Gedin, Fiiltet.v herrar, for an analysis of authorial slralegics in the 1880s, and sec 

also Casanova about Strindberg and Paris. 
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a real consecrating function globall y. The peculiarity of a peripheral literary 
field with power over a central legitimizing function in world literary space 
makes it incumbent on Swedish critics to cultivate an orientation vis-a-vis 
other national literatures, and not only the dominant ones. All of this helps 
to explain the special importance in the Swedish field of criticism of that 
curious critical figure, the introduktor. 

The word introduktar means "introducer" but when used in the context 
of literature in Sweden it has a particular aura. All national literary fields 
have functions like this, filled by the "cosmopolitan intermediaries" who are 
responsible for moving texts across national borders, 12 but in each national 
context, th is function has its own particular history. In Sweden, you can 
introduce a great many things without becoming an introduktor, and with 
only a slight exaggeration the job description is su(.;h that there may have 
existed only one proper holder of this office, the poet, critic, and member 
of the Swedish Academy Artur Lundkvist. As the New York Times obitu­
ary noted, he "introduced Swedish readers to many writers," and the brief 
article then lists four Nobel Prize winners as examples, without belaboring 
the point. Lundkvist's exemplary career covered a broad range of w1i ting, 
but the role of introduktiir is primarily that of a critic who discovers foreign 
authors before they become generally recognized, as Lundkvist did espe­
cially with Latin American writers, such as Gabriel Garc'a Marquez, Jorge 
Amado and Pablo Neruda, but also North American writers like John Dos 
Passos and William Carlos Williams.13 The role may also include transla­
tion of these authors. The only other Swedish critic who has filled this role 
in a comparable way is Anders bsterling, 14 but there are introduktOrer on 

I 2 See Casanova, 20 ff. 

13 A1tur Lundkvist discussed American authors in three books, Tre amerikaner (1939), Amerikas 11yafihfa1tare 
(1940), and Diktare och avsliijare i Amerikas modema lilleratur (1942). See Rene Vasquez D'az' Olik1ii11-
kare11: en hok om Arlur L1111dkvist (Ordfront, 2006) for a comprehensive presentation of Lundkvist. 

I 4 Per Ryden claims in passing that Osterling is almost the preeminent introduktiir of foreign literature (79) 

and laler qualifies this by noting that he is "one of the lhree great introduccrs of foreign literalure in the 

Swedish literary criticism o f the past one hundred years" (275, my translation), the others being Carl David 

afWirsen and Artur Lundkvist. He moves irrunediately from this observation to their role in "the most recog­

nized instillltionalization of the Swedish view of world literature, the selection of Nobel prize laureates" (my 

translation 275). See Forser's assessment of Lundkvist 's practice as introd11k1iir, which for Forser makes him 

less of" real critic than the " four big ones,'' Book, Vennberg, Lagercrantz, and Holmqvist (Forser, Kritik av 
kri1ike11). These names are all part of the established narrative o f Swedish criticism, and it may very wel l 

be one that need~ revising, but the exemplariness of Artur Lundkvist's role in this narrative forms a useful 

reminder of the particular stakes involved in the introduction of foreign literature into the Swedish field. I 

am grateful to Marta Ronne for cautioning me against uncritically accep1ing this nairntive. 
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a more modest scale, such as Heidi von Born and Per Wastberg, and, con­
tinuing Wastberg's mission of introducing African literature, Stefan Hel­
gesson. 15 It is significant that the deliberate task of introducing authorships 
from the periphery has been taken on by a literary journal named after a 
periodical briefly edited by Aitur Lundkvist, Karavan. 16 The prestige that 
comes with successfully bringing in new authors - provided that further 
symbolic production strengthens those authorships-is no doubt a scarce 
type of distinction, and it is difficult to imagine a major Swedish critic who 
displays no introductory activities. 

On the other hand, this particular function of the Swedish critic is impor­
tant for giving a local meaning to the works of individual foreign writers. 
As Rolf Lunden has pointed out, there is little doubt that 

individual Swedish critics play an important role in determining whether an author will 
make it into the I Swedish] canon. The significance of critics like Lundkvist, Jonsson, and 
Erik Lindegren should not be underestimated; the same is true of Gierow's actions to 
launch O'Neill as a playwright. One explanation as to why certain writers such as Crane 
and Fitzgerald have been neglected in Sweden may certainly be that they found no critics 
ready to champion their cause. (142) 

The task for a study of the conditions for transnational movements of liter­
ary works is in part simply to see which critics are there to "champion the 
cause" of particular writers. On that task follows the one of analyzing the 
habitual orientation of those critics. 

It is worth remembering that the books that Swedish ciitics review are 
to a great extent the books that have been chosen for translation by Swed­
ish publishers. Reviews in Swedish newspapers and periodicals, as else­
where, are concerned almost without exception with books recently made 
available on the Swedish book market. Such is almost by definition the 
case with practical criticism. A study of the selection made by reviewers 
(and newspaper editors) - the books that were reviewed-from the avail­
able material-the books that were published-remains to be done for this 
period. However, the figures we do have, which will be presented in the 
following, show which newly available American authors the prolific and/ 
or prestigious Swedish critics have focused on in this period, with the ca-

I 5 Tomas Forser sees Wastberg, typically, as having done for African literature what Lundkvist did for Latin 

American literature (Kritik av kritike11 , 191). 

I 6 http://www.karavan.se/html/kullur.html 
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veat that they may have done so under conditions not entirely of their own 
choosing. Newness here refers to the Swedish-language book market: we 
have included only authors who had had no translations into Swedish pub­
lished before 1980.17 

The American authors, who had their first translations into Swedish pub­
lished in this period, and who were reviewed ten or more times by the sam­
ple of critics between 1980 and 2005, numbered 54 individuals. The works 
of these authors elicited 1140 reviews by our sample of critics. 

Of the authors who earned this measure of recognition, twenty can be 
labeled genre writers. To relegate an author to "genre" status is bound to in­
vite controversy, and in five or six cases my choice could be challenged on 
various grounds. While the crime writers are the least likely to raise many 
quibbles, there have always been more or less successful bids to confer a 
different status on certain crime wr iters, and amo ng the current crop James 
Elhoy and Walter Mosley may be touted as new Raymond Chandlers or 
Dashiell Hammetts. As we will see, they are, in critical practice, granted 
a different treatment than their fellow crime-writers. Dan Brown writes a 
kind of suspense thrillerl8 and Stephen King, for all his versatility, is mainly 
a horror writer, while Jean M. Auel can be said to have created a genre of 
her own, the PaleolHhic Romance. Finally, there is just one science-fiction 
author in this selection, William Gibson, and his peculiar status makes any 
classification difficult. One could argue that he is Canadian and thus get 
rid of the problem, but Gibson's literary career, like Douglas Coup lands, is 
U.S.-based: they published the ir books with New York publishers from the 
beginning; Gibson, moreover, was born in the US. 

In terms of critical attention, there is a somewhat blurry and yet decisive 
demarcation line between the genre and the non-genre writers. Examining 
the ratio between the number of rev iews and the number of titles translated 
into Swedish, we see that nineteen of twenty-two genre wriLers had fewer 

17 The use of this criterion results in the inclusion of a writer like Ti ll ie Olsen, who belongs to an earl ier gen­

eration of writers in the US context but becomes available in trnnslation only with the trans lation of Tell 
Me a Riddle in,, 1980 (as Ge 111ig en gll ta). 

18 Jn an article in Dagens Nylieter, Lena Jordeho notes that the Swedish publisher calls the book a "nove l of 

suspense" but could just as weU have called it an adventure mystery or a conspiracy thriller ["Det svcnska 

fOrlaget kallar "Da Vinci-koden" av Dan Brown flir en spiinningsroman, men dct kunde lika garna ha stAtt 

iiventyrsdeckare eller konspirationsthri ller pa omslaget." ]. She also notes that popular literature is noJ taken 

as seriously in Europe as in the U.S., and thus takes the U.S. debates about the book as a symptom of the 
American lack of concern with these distinctions. 

--
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than three reviews per translated title, while twenty-six - all but six-of the 
non-genre writers had more than three. 19 The three cross-over authors who 
managed to sneak out fro m under the genre shadow were Dan Brown, Walter 
Mosley, and James E llroy. Clearly, in the case of Brown, it is the absolutely 
phenomenal success of The Da Vinci Code that has prompted reviewers to 
consider his work, often in quite condescending terms,20 while Mosley and 
E llroy represent that peculiar American species, the hard-boiled, stylisti­
cally distinct urban crime writer. Whatever the merits of these wri ters, the 
ratio between review attention and published titles makes clear that their 
work becomes avail able for critics ' position-takings only under particular 
conditions. As a general rule, writers who work within popular genres are 
always riskier to deal with and thus a less likely vehicle for establishing the 
introduktbr role. With that observation, we will leave the genre writers for 
another time. 

Table 2 lists the non-genre writers who were selected for a high measure 
of attention by the Swedish critics. In terms of sheer quantitative attention, 
Paul Auster is clearly our man, with more than twice as many reviews as 
the next writer on the list, Jayne Anne Phillips. However, thi s is to some ex­
tent an effect of the great number of Auster titles that have been translated 
into Swedish , with almost every book publication in the original language 
having been given a Swedish-language version.21 If we were to compensate 
for this effect, and sort the list after the ratio of reviews to translated titles, 
Edmund White would be at the top, with his one translated title, En pojkes 
egen historia, (A Boy's Own Story) being very widely reviewed. On the oth­
er hand , no Swedish publisher has found this one-time critical interest suf­
ficit:nt juslificalion for translating other books by White . Where publishers 
have been motivated to translate entire oeuvres of fiction (and I include also 
memoirs and essay collections), the authors' total production has typically 
been restricted to two or three books, with the outstanding exception, in this 
respect, of Bret Easton Ellis, all of whose six novels have been translated. 

19 The non-genre titles rece ived an average of 4 .7 reviews per translated title, while the genre books only had 

2.1. 

20 Dage11s Nyheter did not favor 711e Oa Vinci Code with a review, but Svenska Dagb/adet'.v Carl Malmberg 

did, with some jokes at the au1hor 's expense ["his idea of erudi tion makes you think of American high 

school essays or some guide book titled ' Europe on seven days"' (my trans lation)]. 

21 At this point, we have no way of detennining whether crit ical artention lo any degree affects publishers' 
choices. Tt see111s likely thar Auster's success in Sweden depends on a large number of factors, from which 

practical criticism cannot be excluded. 
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Number of Titles translated Proportion of 
Nltmberof reviews per into translated 

Author reviews translated title Swedish titles 

Auster, Paul 95 5.3 18 90.0% 

Phillips, Jayne Anne 40 8.0 5 55.6% 

Wolff, Tobias 38 6.3 6 66.7% 

DeLillo, Don 38 5.4 7 46.7% 

Kennedy, William 35 5.0 7 63.6% 

Carver, Raymond 27 6.8 4 36.4% 

Shields, Carol 27 4.5 6 35.3% 

Ellis, Bret Easton 25 4.2 6 100.0% 

Ozick, Cynthia 24 8.0 3 30.0% 

McCarthy, Cormac 22 5.5 4 33.3% 

Mcinerney, Jay 22 4.4 5 83.3% 

Walker, Alice 20 4.0 5 38.5% 

Hustvedt, Siri 19 6.3 3 100.0% 

Olsen, Tillie 18 6.0 3 100.0% 

Salter, James 17 4.3 4 40.0% 

Proulx, E. Annie 16 2.7 6 75.0% 

Coupland, Douglas 16 1.8 9 8 1.8% 

McCourt, Frank 14 4.7 3 100.0% 

Guterson, David 14 4.7 3 75.0% 

Cunningham, Michael 14 3.5 4 80.0% 

Toole, John Kennedy 12 6.0 2 100.0% 

White, Edmund JI 11.0 I 14.3% 

Franzen, Jonathan I I 3.7 3 75.0% 

Chabon, Michael JI 2.8 4 66.7% 

Piercy, Marge 11 2.2 5 29.4% 

Erdrich, Louise JI 1.4 8 66.7% 

Tartt, Donna 10 5.0 2 100.0% 

Thompson, Hunter S. 10 5.0 2 14.3% 

Dickinson, Charles 10 3.3 3 50.0% 

Gilchrist, Ellen IO 3.3 3 15.0% 

Acker, Kathy 10 3.3 3 13.6% 

Harrison, Jim IO 2.5 4 28.6% 

Table 2. Non-genre American authors who received ten or more reviews by the sample of 
prolific and/or prestigious critics in Sweden between 1980 and 2005. 
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His Brat Pack fellow Jay Mcinerney and Generation X peer Douglas Cou­
pland, too, show a high rating. The meaning of these numbers is ambigu­
ous, but they point out directions for further investigation. Auster's unique 
position in terms of the total number of reviews, Jayne Anne Phillips's and 
Cynthia Ozick's high batting average, the Generation X authors ' favor with 
publishers and reviewers-all of these need to be analyzed in terms of their 
meaning within the field of criticism. The present occasion leaves us space 
to pursue only one of those leads, and it seems justified to look at American 
postmodernism as a particularly interesting case. 

In the field of criticism, the labels and categories applied to literature 
are of prime importance. If we consider the list of writers in the light of the 
categories that have been operative in American criticism, we can discern 
three groups. First of all, Paul Auster and Don DeLiJlo, first and fourth name 
on the list, represent the second wave of American postmodernist writing, 
and as we will see they are quite significant in that capacity. Second, we 
find w1iters who have variously been labeled "dirty realists" or "minimal­
ists" or just new realist<;, including Jayne Anne Phillips, Tobias Wolff and 
Raymond Carver. Bret Easton Ellis and Jay Mclnemey have been lumped 
together as writers of a "blank generation" or "Generation X" along with 
Douglas Coupland, or as the Brat Pack, along with Tama Janowitz (who 
only received four reviews for the two novels that have been translated 
into Swedish). The relatively high recognition granted to representatives 
of these well-promoted "movements" is not surprising, if we assume pre­
cisely that Swedish critics operate with categories that are taken over from 
the American context of legitimation. As representatives of new trends in 
American writing, the authors would constitute valuable goods, and for the 
critic who can "introduce" them properly, there would be substantial sym­
bolic profits. 

We need to remind ourselves of two things before we take that insight 
further. First, we are dealing with practical criticism that works with what 
the publishers make available, but, second, we are looking at the attention 
paid to American write rs by a sample of the most prolific and/or strategi­
cally published Swedish reviewers. Our main focus here is on what is dis­
tinctive in the practices of "introduction" carried out by the Swedish critics. 
It is important to show that there is somethfog distinctive about the Swedish 
reception compared to the original context of recognition, and also to show 
that this distinction is at least to some extent not only a reflection of Swed­
ish publishers' decisions. 
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Is the pattern of recognition in our material different from the recognition 
afforded the authors in their original context? For a rigorous comparison 
with the original reception of these authors, it might appear that we would 
need a mapping of the original U.S. reviews, but further reflection tells us 
that this is perhaps not quite so. The Swedish translation normally lags be­
hind the first reception and the defining moments of early recognition (the 
average time lag between publication of the first book of fiction, or memoir, 
in the U.S. and publication of the first Swedish translation is almost nine 
years for this sample of writers, the median is six years) so that Swedish 
reviewers normally have recourse both to an accumulated body of practical 
criticism and to the extended discussion that is found in quarterlies and in 
strictly academic work. Swedish practical criticism of American literature 
is therefore almost without exception a symbolic elaboration of the original 
symbolic production, and , as we shall see, of other secondary symbolic 
reproduction instances. However, it is not a sheer transmission, as is c lear if 
we simply compare the results in Table 2 with a List which ranks the same 
authors according to the number of articles listed in the MLA International 
Bibliography for each of them.22 If the Swedish reception mirrored the gen­
eral recognition accorded to these authors as measured by the number of 
American scholarly publications, the ranking would be roughl y the same, 
but in fact there are a number of major discrepancies. Kathy Acker is one 
of them. No doubt her work has had a much higher degree of academic 
recognition than general market impact, and there have only been three 
translations available for Swedish critics to work with, but perhaps it is still 
worth asking why those three books have been given so little coverage.23 

What also needs to be explained is the poor performance of Louise Erdrich, 
a Native-American writer who enjoys high academic recognition in the US, 
and has had a higher proportion of her works translated than the average, 

22 Scholarly articles listed in the Ml.A J111emario11a/ Bibliograp/1y have the virtue of being an easily accessible 

basis of comparison. lam aware that it is a partial measure of recognition, but the journals and periodicals 

indexed by the MLA range from highly academic qua1terlies to periodicals with a fa irly wide circulation, 

and there is little doubt that the kind of academic recognition we can measure in this way corresponds to a 

more general critical recognition. The procedure was as follows: using the on-line database, each author's 
name was introduced in a search for "Persons, about" with the following limitations: publication date be­

tween 1979 and the end of 2005, articles in English only. J made sure that the entries were about the author 

in question. For example, a search for Charles Dickinson yielded eight articles, which all were about Emily 
Dickinson, but also included one pcn;on named Charles. For "Dickinson, Charles," there were no hits. 

23 Acker has the lowest proportion of translations of all the authors covered here. 
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but has the lowest review coverage of a l I the non-genre wtiters. Sinu larly, 
African-American author Alice Walker is at the top of the list of MLA en­
tries, but comes a middling thirteen in the list of Swedish review attention. 
By contrast, the way Swedish critics have taken to the "dirty realists" Tobi­
as Wolff and Jayne Anne Phillips and the postmodernist Siri Hustvedt raises 
other questions.24 Paul Auster and Don DeLillo were both among the top 
ten authors in terms of general scholarly recognition, but their places were 
reversed in comparison with the Swedish reception: there were 388 articles 
published about Don DeLillo between 1979 and 2006, while Auster's work 
had generated only 148 articles. As we have noted, Auster's position in 
terms of quantitative reception is remarkable, while these two postmodern­
ists have almost exactly the same number of reviews per translated title. 
The introduction of Auster and DeLillo demonstrates that the Swedish re­
ception does differ from the symbolic production in the original context. 
For a consideration of specific critical strategies, the rest of this article will 
look closer at the confirmation of the "postmodern breakthrough" as it was 
embodied by Auster in the field of Swedish criticism in the late 1980s. 

Before we look at Auster it must be noted that he and DeLillo belong to 
the second generation, or possibly even third generation, of American post­
modernist authors. The American writers who first were mustered to defi ne 
postmodernism in Literature were not well served by Swedish publishers. 
There is not a single translation of any of John Barth's many works, Rob­
ert Coover's minor novella Spanking the Maid (Att smiska hembitri:idet) 
is the only work of his available in Swedish (and that was not until 2007), 
and a similar strategy of representing an author with a short but typical 
piece is found in the examples of William Gass's novella "In the Heart 
of the Heart of the Country" (I hji:irtat av hji:irtat av landet) anrl William 
Gaddis's relatively sh01t Carpenters Gothic (Tri:islott, 1987) . After an early 
translation of The Crying of Lot 49 (Buden pa nummer 49, 1967), Thomas 
Pynchon's major work, Gravity's Rainbow, did not appear in Swedish until 
1996 (Gravitationens regnbage). As Lunden has argued, " in a small coun-

24 lt is hard ly entirely coincidental that Hustvedt has Norwegian parents and is married to Paul Auster. Jayne 
Anne Phillips' early reception was partly the effect of a promotional interview tour, so that the first pub­

lished translation was reviewed in tandem with interviews conducted in various Swedish cities. S ignifi­

cantly, one of the auspicious reviews was wri tten by Artur Lundkvist, "Flicka med frarntid," [Girl with 

a future!] in 198 1. ln it, Lundkvist is moved by the case of Phillips to reflect on "the caprice of market 

promotions and success." 
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try such as Sweden these difficult texts would find few readers, those inter­
ested in Postmodernism are often highly educated and would prefer to read 
the texts in the original, and Sweden has no tradition of intellectualism that 
would favor such sophisticated metatexts" (140). One should add, also, that 
the new intellectualism of the 1980s preferred to go to the continent for its 
sophistication, and we might speculate that American sophistication is not a 
comfortable trope for Swedish criticism. The case of Auster helps us make 
that point. 

As far as the records can tell, there is no critical introduction of Auster 
before the first Swedish translation in the fall of 1988, Stad av glas, (City 
of Glass, the first volume of the New York trilogy). This slim volume was 
reviewed by a number of provincial newspapers and by Lars-Ake Augusts­
son in Expressen and Karl Steinick in Goteborgs-Tidningen in late Octo­
ber 1988. Augustsson takes the translation as the occasion for discussing 
Auster's works thus far, referring to the recently published (in the U.S., that 
is) Jn the Country of Last Things. Most importantly, he names Auster " the 
perfect author for the eighties" and draws straight lines of kinship to Kafka 
and Borges, in the process removing Auster from the specific American 
situation. The New York trilogy, he says, is about more than a metropolis, 
or a continent, it is about a world. 

From that review onwards, the name of Kafka becomes an inseparable 
reference, as can be seen just from the captions of early reviews and presen­
tations: "Paul Auster-a Kafka in New York" (twice! Sjoblom 1990, Vogel 
1990), "An American Kafka" (Svensson 1991), "the Kafka of ou r time" 
(twice! Andersson 1989, Nordensson 1991) "An American Kafka who af­
firms silence" (Gedin 1991), "A modem Kafka," (Schueler 1989), "A mod­
ern Kafka in Brooklyn" (Vogel 1998). This association with the most iconic 
of European modernist masters is ubiquitous and reinforced, no doubt, by 
Auster himself, who has never made a secret of his admiration of a handful 
of European masters-Beckett, Kafka, Blanchot, Jabes - along with Borg­
es.25 But the choice of Kafka's name in the headlines (no matter if we as­
sume that this is more the choice of editors than of the critics themselves) 
reflects the logic by which Kafka has enjoyed an "extraterritoriality" which 

25 SceAuster's admission of the impact of Kafka and Beckett in Tire Art of H1111ger (257) where he also writes 

about Blanchot and Jabes, both of whom he translated. See also the overview of Auster criticis m by Patricia 

Merivale. Note that these influences can be used in various ways by a critic, as in Gary Indiana's notorious 

review of Moo11 Palace which saw in Auster "a mechanical engineer impersonating Kafka and Beckett." 
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makes him stand for a purely literary significance: an Ame1i can Kafka is 
also a de-Americanized Kafka.26 

Three critics give substantial portrayals of Auster before the entire tril­
ogy is out on the Swedish market: Git Andersson, Kaj Schueler, and David 
Gedin. Gedin was just entering the field of criticism at this time, and did 
so with a five-article series on "New Americans" in Sydsvenska Dagbladet, 
of which the Auster portra it was one. Git Andersson was active for only a 
couple of years, mostly writing for provinc ial newspapers, where she wrote 
about Paul Auster, Kathy Acker, Tama Janowitz and Ed McBain. Schuel­
er has written reviews and articles for Svenska Dagbladet, mostly, but he 
also wrote for literary journals and for a short spell contributed to Dagens 
Nyheter. Neither Schueler nor Andersson would make further investments 
in Auster, however, and Gedin, who wrote several reviews of subsequent 
Auster novels, would move into academic work, largely re linquishing prac­
tical criticism, after the early nineties. 

Instead, the critics who picked up and carried Auster's unfolding oeuvre 
as part of their critical keepsakes was Mikael van Reis in Goteborg-posten 
and, more than anyone else, Mats Gellerfelt in Svenska Dagbladet.27 While 
the number of reviews is not important in itself, the decision to follow a 
career, to become a kind of local guardian for a foreign writer, implies an 
affiliation that goes beyond the strictly professional task of reviewing books 
as they come out. Insofar as a critic is in a position to choose the books he or 
she will review, the affiliation is also a manner of declaring one's standards. 
Such standards are also declared by means of early positions taken regard­
ing an author. 

Gellerfelt gave the three volumes of the "New York Trilogy" a major 
review in SvD on March J 6, 1990, and in 1993 he published a review ar­
ticle with reference to the Swedish translation of In the Country of Last 
Things. We will take Gellerfelt's introduc tory criticism of Auster as one 
key instance of how this Ame1ican author was appropriated in the Swedish 
context. To provide a revealing contrast to Gellerfelt's use of Auster, and to 
help us see how Paul Auster served as a key symbolic resource for a strug-

26 On this extraterritoriality and the value of baving universali ty as a major aspect of tbe symbolic production 

of the author, see Casanova, Chapter 4, and especially 155-56. 

27 Gellerfelt has reviewed ten Auster ti tles and van Reis njne, but counting individual review items they have 

eight and seven, respectively. Both have followed Auster's career for a long time, fou1teen and fifteen 

years. 
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gle over values among Swedish critics, we will look closely at another in­
stance of early, introductory, criticism of Auster: the articles written by Aris 
Fioretos, one published in Artes in early 1990 and one in 90tal in 1993. 

To begin with Gellerfelt, we have a solid account of his entry into the 
critical field in Donald Broady's and Mikael Palme 's "Intriidet" ("The en­
try"), in which GelJerfelt's establishment as a major Svenska Dagbladet 
critic is seen as part of the re-drawing of boundaries around what was then 
promoted as properly literary issues, and thus as a rejection of the dissolu­
tion of those boundaries in the political and socially conscious criticism of 
the late sixties and seventies. Gellerfelt's critical task was then to establish 
a hierarchy of values in which the selective tradition of high modernism 
defined what was of literary value. What is of particular significance for my 
discussion here is the renewed importance of international literary norms 
when these "modernist" values were hailed. As Broady and Palme observe, 
"[t]he early 1980s was a period when it appeared increasingly impossible 
to argue for an author 's qualities by pointing to his Swedishness, to a lo­
cal embeddedness, a position on the side of the international highways" 
(180). However, the next phase of this return to properly literary values 
was supervised by a group of critics who were far more versed than was 
Gellerfelt in the latest developments in primarily French critical discourse, 
a group Broady and Palme call "the men of '82"-led by Horace Engdahl 
and Anders Olsson, now both members of the Swedish Academy. It is not 
important to rehearse Broady's and Palme's account of the "poststructural­
ism debate," but it is necessary to think about the reception of American 
authors in terms of an unstable equilibrium, involving different generations, 
between the mainstream of practical criticism that sti ll dominated the cul­
ture sections of the daily newspapers,28 the new "academic" and theoretical 
criticism represented by the successive editorial boards of the periodical 
Kris, and the forces of tabloidization. 

Mats Gelleifelt is, by any account, one of the leading practical critics of 
this period, with l ,119 reviews published, 1,030 of them in SvD, and 158 
critical articles, most of them in SvD, but also a dozen in Manadsjournalen 
and Metallarbetaren in the 1980s-the former a richly illustrated monthly 
with a broad, general readership, the latter the periodical published by the 

28 As Forser notes , the Swedish format of lhe k11/111rsidoma [ ... ]the cullure pages of a daily newspaper[ ... ] 

was establjshcd in the lale 1970s, and in the late 1990s they were being dissolved into an uneasy mixture 

of entertainment news and trn<litional criticism. 

..... 
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metal workers ' union. He also publi shed a modest number of articles in 
Modern.a Tider and Parnass in the 1990s , both of them with a distinctly 
more intellectual cast, the latter representing the umbrella organization for 
literary societies in Sweden. If we look at the national origins of the authors 
whom Gellerfelt reviewed , we find an emphatic confirmation of his inter­
national outlook: just under 50% of his reviews are about Swedish authors 
(the average, we recall, was almost 70%) and 18% referred to U.S. authors 
(contrasted with the overall average of 6.6%), which places the U.S. on 
a par with Europe in Gellerfelt 's universe of critical reference. The U.S. 
authors he favored belonged to the broad mainstream of American realism. 
Not surprisingly, Joyce Carol Oates has the largest number of reviews (how 
could it be otherwise?), but generally Gellerfe lt reviews mainly male writ­
ers: Richard Ford, William Kennedy, Joseph Heller, James Salter, Tobias 
Wolff. Paul Auster, in this company, is the odd man out. What is otherwise 
striking about Gellerfelt's Ame1i can profile are the many crime writers- 19 
of his 104 reviews of U.S. writers are about crime novels-but then this 
is part of Gellerfelt's agenda: to move between high and low, where low 
is particularly represented by more or less hard-boiled crime writers. This 
preference also extends to his activities as a translator: between 1995 and 
1999 Gellerfelt translated five of Walter Mosley's "Easy Rawlins" novels. 
A similar move between respected and popular genres can be seen in his 
own writings, which include a poetry collection and a novel, but also a 
biography of the leader of the Swedish Christian Democrat Party and a 
"how-to" book for bachelors. 

Turning to Aris F ioretos, we find a series of choices that contrast with 
Gelle1felt's populist postmodernism. Fioretos is not as proli fic a reviewer 
as Gellerfelt, and we count only ll5 reviews. After writing practical criti­
cism mostly for the evening paper Expressen in the late nineties and the 
first years of the new century, Fioretos moved over to Dagens Nyheter in 
2005, a move which confirms the logic by which the dominant newspaper 
recognizes those with the disposition to take the most distinctive positions. 
Of his 37 articles in this period, almost all were published in respected lit­
erary periodicals, such as Artes, ELM, Aiolos, Tidskriftfor litteraturveten­
skap, Lyrikviinnen, and 90tal. As part of the second generation of editors at 
Kris, Fioretos helped sustain the theoretically informed critical revolution 
associated with that journal. Fioretos also published literary books, but his 
chosen genres are the less conventional ones of prose poems, essays, and 
short shorts, prompting a critic to claim that they are unlike anything else in 
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the Swedish flow of books, "free-floating sui generis textual worlds."29 The 
probabj(jty that Fioretos would write a conventional biography of the leader 
of a political party is, in other words, near zero. Where Gellerfelt trans­
lated hard-boiled crime stories, Fioretos interpreted poetry by Paul Cel­
an, Friedrich Holderlin, and Paul Auster, and translated three of Vladimir 
Nabokov's fictions, and also two books by Auster. It is telling that Fioretos 
chose to translate the two titles of Auster 's that least conform to any genre 
requirements, The Invention of Solitude and The Red Note-book. Fioretos 
approaches Auster as an ally in a literary project rather than as a writer of 
books for a market. 

By bringing Fioretos and Gelleifelt into contact, I am, up to a point, 
repeating the story told by Broady and Palme, in which Gelleifelt's initial 
break with the critical tradition of the sixties and seventies was itself out­
flanked and put in its place by the "men of 1982," the editors of Kris who 
became critics at Dagens Nyheter and then went on to their seats in the 
Swedish Academy. The appropriation of Auster by Gellerfelt and Fioretos 
represents a continuation of that story with the added plot element of the 
American author. Auster becomes available for these critics on terms de­
cided by a fundamental polarity between two ways of relating to postmod­
ern ism, both of which are relatively independent of how Auster was first 
established in U.S. criticism. Furthermore, Auster is placed differently by 
the two c1itics, as we shall see. 

Postmodernism in Sweden became one of the issues in the challenge 
raised by a new generation of critics against the generation which had been 
dominant throughout the 1970s. In two debates in the 1980s, the system of 
relations between critics was reorganized around the new positions taken 
by young critics. The first one, the so-called "poststructuralism debate" 
took place in 1982, and has been analyzed by Broady and Palme; the sec­
ond one, initiated by the art critic Lars 0 Ericsson in 1987, was more 
exclusively concerned with art. What is obvious in hindsight is how both 
debates start with the advent of a young critic at Dagens Nyheter. But the 
conditions that enabled the successful debates need not detain us here. 
The point is that the particular American authorship we are looking at was 
delivered as a symbolic product demanding some kind of response at a 
time when the postmodern breakthrough had taken place, but had not yet 

29 My translation. http://www.arisfioretos.com/swe/01 -04-03-Rubin.html 

1 
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been consolidated into a re latively fixed set of ideas in the Swedish fi eld 
of criticism. 

Gellerfelt's review, in Svenska Dagbladet, 16 March 1990, of the three 
volumes of the New York trilogy bears the marks of this situation. First, 
he carefully questions the newness of the "post" when he explains that 
Auster "works in a well known modernist tradition which we tend to call 
postmodernist these days."30 This diminishment of the importance of the 
postmodern is continued when Gellerfelt points to the most characteristic 
postmodern features in Auster's book as signs of comparative weakness: 
"perhaps one might say," says Gellerfelt, " that Auster is just a bit too typical 
in his system of references," but he is saved by his "skill" without which 
"one might possibly think he is too trendy for his own good (but the kind of 
literature he writes would appear to have diminished in importance in the 
last few years)." Moreover, Gellerfelt points out that what is really original 
in this tradition is something that "the great masters of modernism-Joyce, 
Pound, and Eliot- already understood. " The final verdict, that Auster "al­
ready appears as one of the most interesting new writers in the U.S.," is 
based firmly on the insights of the trilogy into the "entirely realistic lives 
that people today actually lead in the anonymous mass cities." This peculiar 
emphasis on realistic lives that are actually lived emphasizes the primacy of 
everyday human existence as a core value for literature, and the subservi­
ence of literature as a vehicle for describing it. 

The reality that Fioretos fi nds in Auster's work is of a different kind. It 
lies in a relationship between corporeality and textuality which is, Fiore­
tos notes, different from the "aestheticization of reduction" found in liter­
ary modernism, since the body, with its hunger, remains real in Auster 's 
poetry and in the na1Tatives that Auster bas written about, Kafka 's "The 
Hunger Artist" and Hamsun's Hunger.31 Having carefully distinguished 
Auster's type of reduction from high modernism, Fioretos attaches it to 
a series of authors who are allowed to remain untainted by reductive la­
bel s: Samuel Beckett, Osip Mandelstam, Paul Celan, Andre de Bouchet, 
Jacques Dupin , Wallace Stevens, Stephane Mallarme and Maurice Blan­
chot.32 Fioretos's principle for which authors are included and associated 

30 This quote and the following ones are my translations. 

3 1 Aris Fioretos, "Ordens hunger," 22. This quote and the following are my translations. 

32 This list of authors is collocated from "Ordens hunger" and from "Konsten au Jeva: Om Paul Auster." [The 

art of living: About Paul Austerl. 
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together remains implicit, part of a contract between knowing author and 
reader. Partly, the great difference between Fioretos's and Gelierfelt 's 
analyses of Auster lies in the genre and site of publication, since Fioretos 
introduces Auster in two literary journals, accompanied by poems and 
a " prose poetry speculation" by Auster, translated by Fioretos. But of 
course that difference is part of what defines a critical practice, and the 
range of practical criticism. 

We coul d go further into specifying the differences between the trajec­
tories taken by Gelle rfelt and Fioretos, and the way the ir position-takings 
reflect those itineraries, but the point at present is to see how the American 
author becomes available for an elaboratio n that is necessarily a product of 
those differences. In other words, the local meaning given to Auster 's work 
in the critical discourse takes the form of affirmations and rejections of 
already ex isting associations that attach to Auster 's work and its symbolic 
reproduction, and these positive or negative elaborations are determined by 
the positions of the cri tics. The particu lar emphases in these local articula­
tions could be studied by looking at any of the early critical appropriations 
of Auster, but I have chosen to isolate just two, clearly contrasting strate­
gies. As is almost always the case, the key differences are found not so 
much in the substance of what is claimed, but in how the claims are made. 
Both Gellerfelt and Fioretos include the inevitable reference to Kafka, but 
in Gelleifelt's account this is stated as a rather blunt resemblance- "an au­
thor that Auster resembk:s" -as parl o f the claim that New York is "our 
equivalent" of Prague, while Fioretos goes to a collection of Auster 's essays 
to distil the essence of Auster 's kinship with Kafka in a strictly autonomous 
search for the relationship between words and the corporeal needs they can 
possibly speak of. And of course the references that Fioretos add are con­
siderably more esoteric than the famil iar names that Gellerfelt mentions as 
being somewhat too typical. 

The two Austers reproduced by these two critics cor respond to their gen­
eral profile as "introducers"-Gelleifelt's Auster is more American, as it 
were, and this is especially clear if we see Auster 's interest in the hard­
boiled detective story as something that corresponds to this Swedish critic's 
interest in old and new practitioners of that genre. On the other hand, Fiore­
tos's poet-novelist is defined by his recognition of French poetry and his 
kinship with a Kafka and a Hamsu n who remain European even as they 
transcend their particular locations. It is quite fitting that Fioretos, when 
his fi rst introductory article is published, was teaching at the Department of 
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German at Johns Hopkins University. The itinerary of the academic whose 
investments in Continental theory were made partly at Yale University aJ­
lows Fioretos to claim Auster as a writer w ho is as much French as Ameri­
can, but who is, above all, not bound by any national limits. 

From the point of view of an American critic in the U.S., in fact, Paul 
Auster could be seen as a "European writer," as Adam Begley noted in his 
review article of Leviathan. 

In this country Lthe U.S. J, the 45-year-old Auster remains a cult figure, his name familiar 
to devotees of literary fiction but otherwise little known. Not so in Europe, where he has 
become a celebrity, his success nothing short of remarkable. [ ... ] In the French press he 
is hailed as a leading American writer. In Germany he is recognized on the street; taxi 
drivers ask for his autograph. L ... ] The usual way to explain Auster's success abroad is to 
say that hi s novels belong to a European tradition [ ... ]. 

This European tradition is paramount in Fioretos 's introduction of Auster, 
which thus follows up on the recognition accorded to the New York Tril­
ogy in France, from the moment the first part of the trilogy was published 
by Actes Sud in 1987. It is not incidental that French recognition enters my 
account here. To locate the place of Auster in the field of Swedish literary 
criticism is to be forced to take in that "world literary space" which Casa­
nova has begun mapping. The meaning of Paul Auster's work in Sweden 
is not a matter of a simple translation of an American text into a Swedish 
context, but brings into play multiple, international forces. The Auster read 
and translated by Fioretos is Auster as read at Yale or in Paris, while the 
Auster that Gellerfelt reads is one whose real feelings for actual people 
living in New York, a real American city, can be seen to transcend the aca­
demic games and postmodern references so as to speak of America directly 
to Swedish readers. Fioretos, on the other hand, is granting Auster's work 
the literary autonomy that makes it immediately part of a transnational cor­
pus of writing. 

To what end, you may ask, these two caricatures? A populist American­
ism represented by a critic with a working-class background whose travels 
in America by-passed YaJe and Johns Hopkins in favor of the Grand Ole 
Opry.33 On the other hand, an esoteric un-American cultivation of the litera­
ture of silence and emptiness, represented by a nomadic academic, the son 

33 Per Mortensen. "Han laddar med egen kanon." This is a portrait of Mats Gcllerfelt on the occasion of his 

fifty-fifth birthday. 
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of a medical professor and a gallery owner, who came to Yale after having 
attended Derrida's seminars in Paris.34 The caricature is a form that helps 
bring out differences, since it exaggerates distinctive traits, and by over­
stating the distance between these two symbolic reproductions of Auster 
on Swedish ground , the caricatures insist on the effects of such distances 
within a field. It also opens our eyes to the particular distances covered by 
the individual critic on his or her way to the place of the critical verdict. 
That Fioretos came to the U.S. by way of Paris, and then took both these 
symbolic sites back to Sweden, traces a route that makes a curious kind of 
sense in terms of Auster's return to hi s own writing by way of living in Paris 
and translating French poetry. 

Perhaps Paul Auster's preeminent place among contemporary U.S. au­
thors in the Swedish literary field has something to do with the possibil­
ity that he is not so much an American author as a European one with a 
U.S. passport. It is in the name of a particular, selective tradition of literari­
ness, rather than Americanness, that Fioretos can welcome Auster 's writ­
ing, while Gellerfelt adds Auster to a roster of American writers who writes 
about America so as to let it stand in for a general, even shared experience. 
The local shape of an American author in a peripheral critical field like Swe­
den's is, at any rate, strongly mediated by the relations between two literary 
core nations, the U.S. and France, in world literary space. But that media­
tion requires local agents capable of articulating such spatial relations, and 
that, in turn, has something to do with their own transnational orientations, 
as they seek to make Swedish the taste that can decide on American wit. 
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